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FOREWORD
Thomas Schirrmacher
Sovereignty and Responsibility!
When we published the author’s Sovereignty and Responsibility in 2002, I
stated in my foreword, “Is it possible to say something new on this topic, or
has everything been said already? Can one do better than Augustine, Luther
or Wesley? And if the author from his personal theological tradition as a leading Reformed Systematic theologian simply stands on one side of the old
fight between Calvinist and Arminian Christians, why bother publishing his
analysis?
I am convinced that this book is a breakthrough on the topic of Sovereignty and Responsibility. On the one side the author is very old fashioned,
using the Bible as governing source of theology and being deeply rooted in
historical theology. But his emphasis on the Bible at the same time makes
him very modern and innovative, because he does not stop with the situation,
playing the Bible against the Bible, as is often the case in the debate on this
subject. He wants to listen to the Biblical arguments of others and examine
very thoroughly, whether or not he has taken their Biblical arguments into account. The Church of Christ has to battle for theological unity and cannot
leave out certain Biblical elements and revelations, because they do not fit in
traditional theological systems. Henry Krabbendam has done the Church a
major favor by asking the question, whether we really have built our Systematic theology on the whole of Holy Scripture.
Henry Krabbendam is well prepared for his major task. He was or is
teaching as Professor of Systematic Theology, Apologetics and Evangelism
on three continents, in the USA (Covenant College), Uganda (Africa Christian Training Institute, ACTI) and in Germany (Martin Bucer Seminar,
MBS), near to his origins in the Netherlands. Everywhere he is listening carefully to local Christians. And he does not only know the academic world, but
has been active in evangelism, apologetics as well as in organizing Christian
work in Africa and elsewhere. Thus he knows his theological ‘enemy’ from
personal encounter and working together in evangelism and theological training.”

James!
And now James! With the purported theme of holiness as both the essence of
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this Epistle and the crowning piece of the Christian life! Can Henry Krabbendam prove this thesis in a word-by-word explanation of this Bible book,
which has been understood in a divergent way for such a long time?
For years I have been after the author to publish his exegetical, yet pastoral, Notes on James, an Epistle that has been an age-old battleground as it
allegedly presented an opposing view to Paul’s teaching of grace. In many
churches of the Reformation the Epistle of James has unjustly been put aside,
whether intentionally or not. To be sure, rarely this was done as clearly and
bluntly as in the case of Martin Luther, who never really understood why
James was part of the Biblical canon and therefore moved it toward the end of
the German Bible. But all too often James was either neglected, or a great uncertainty prevailed how to understand him and how to incorporate his message into the overall framework of the Christian and Protestant faith. Often
people perceived James to be more or less Roman Catholic! Henry Krabbendam now demonstrates:
 That James is a teacher of grace as all other apostles;
 That James only can be understand against the backdrop of the complementarity of truth present in all Christian teaching;
 That James’ pastoral and practical heart nevertheless makes him a superb systematic theologian;
 That James’ message of holiness and the message of the Reformation
are not alien to each other, but belong together as two sides of one
coin.
This commentary is what I would like all commentaries to be:
 Oriented to practical life, that is a life of holiness, but nevertheless
discussing the text itself in detail;
 Pastoral, yet exegetical;
 Detailed, taken the inspired Word seriously word by word, and at the
same time not lost in details, but systematically putting the pieces of
the puzzle together in terms of both Dogmatic and Ethical Theology;
 Extensive, but nevertheless a great help to everyone, who wants to
prepare a sermon or a Bible study on a small portion of James, because he can quickly and easily move from section to section.
Everybody, who knows Henry Krabbendam, recognizes that he put his life’s
experience and his very heart into the writing of this Commentary. It contains
a message that he has preached on three continents to students and pastors for
decades. I pray, that all readers with these Volumes on the Epistle of James
in hand will more fully understand the will of a Holy God for our life (1
Thess. 4:3a), and become excited to pursue holiness (Heb. 12:14) in everyday
life through the power of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.
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TOPICAL TREATMENTS
Several authors have inserted topical treatments of central concepts or crucial
issues in their commentaries on James as “Additional Notes” (Moo), as supplementary “Excursus” (Hartin), or as part of the text of their commentary
(Manton). These treatments shed further light on certain topics in order to assist the readers in the interpretation, understanding and application of the biblical text, and to open up a wider horizon beyond the specific wording of the
text. This seemed such a good idea to me that I have followed their model in
a select number of instances. However, I have broadened the scope of these
treatments. In them I focus on issues in James that are of vital, if not pivotal,
significance for the life and productivity of the Church, and explore ways and
means that would maximize its ministry in these issues internally as well as
externally. To facilitate the identification and location of the topical treatments I list them below, together with their place in the Commentary.
Topical treatments that are inserted to shed light on narrow issues or
specific verses in James are usually rather short. However, they can be rather
lengthy when they assist the understanding of several sections in James, if not
the whole Epistle, tackle broader matters that touch life in general, be it always tethered to James, or deal with controversial, hot button issues that potentially lend themselves to a dangerous or deadly straying from the truth on
anyone’s count, and therefore call for a more extensive treatment, whether informative, preventive or curative. In that case they simply heed the weighty
summons if not the monumental marching order, with which James saw fit to
conclude his Epistle. I paraphrase, “Be sure to follow in my footsteps and
duplicate the model that I lay down in my Epistle. This is to say, by all means
seek with all your might to save straying souls from destruction and death.
Incidentally, this will not only have a pay-off for them. It will also have a
pay-off for you. For in the process God will approvingly cover even a multitude of your own sins with and in his love” (See for further details the Commentary on Jam. 5:19-20)!
One’s Systematic and Ethical Theology resembles an iceberg below the
waterline. If it is not positioned correctly, it is bound sooner or later to bob
out of the water on the wrong spot, capable to sink even the Titanic. Therefore, the Topical Treatments, especially the lengthy ones, have an utterly
practical objective in mind. If they cannot function as “whole theological icebergs,” comprehensively formulated, hopefully they can at least serve as
buoys to demarcate trajectories that, in James’ terminology, lead to an abundant life rather than to a wretched death. Even lengthy treatments are not able
to take all the extant literature into account, and therefore can only touch
upon the highlights of a given topic.
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PREFACE
Undoubtedly the Originating Author of James can only conclude that this
Commentary barely scratches the surface of the Epistle. Still it is admittedly
rather lengthy. This is so, mostly because I wish to reach a wide audience: (1)
Christians: who occupy the pew, rub elbows with all kinds of folks in both
evangelistic and edificational settings, and encounter all kinds of situations in
a society with many cultures, sub-cultures, and counter cultures; (2) Evangelists: who consciously build practical godliness into their evangelistic methodology, because they recognize that this is the crowning piece of God’s saving activity, and therefore may not be neglected in their message, except of
the peril of their audience; (3) Pastors/teachers: who occupy the pulpit, bear
responsibility for souls, and have to give meticulous account for all those entrusted to their care in the Judgment; (4) Counselors: who wrestle to repair, at
times grave and incapacitating, spiritual damage done to individuals and relationships over shorter or longer periods of time; and (5) Scholars: non-critical
as well as critical or semi-critical scholars, who occupy the lectern, spawn
ideas in the academy, and directly or indirectly impact all of (Church) history.
It is my conviction in reverse order that I owe (5) Scholars: a careful and
hopefully persuasive explanation for my choice of the interpretation of the
biblical text, in order to assist them in their historical and global task; (4)
Counselors: a biblical outlook upon the deepest movements of the soul, and a
thorough analysis as to how each Christian should (learn to) relate to the
world of God, men, events, circumstances, and things; (3) Pastors/teachers: a
substantive and hopefully relevant biblical content, in order to support them
in directing their flock competently, convincingly, and effectively; (2) Evangelists: a perspective upon the all-encompassing nature of the biblical message, in order to facilitate them in presenting the full Gospel of the Kingdom;
(1) Christians: a living, hopefully life-changing and life-producing, truth in
order to aid them in navigating life judiciously, obediently and victoriously.
Last, but not least, it is my prayer and hope that all of them learn to
“drink in” James’ Epistle, in order to experience, display, and extend the
power and abundance of the Gospel of the Kingdom of our Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ, which his younger brother and bond slave manages to set forth
with such perfection, profundity, precision, polish, purpose, potency, and persuasiveness. Too many people, as someone put it once so vividly and colorfully, only seem to “gargle God’s Word, and end up spitting much of it out,”
whether consciously or not. The latter, of course, will not do! Through the
mind, the will and the emotions it must be absorbed by, and lodged in, the
heart so as negatively to prevent sin (Ps. 119:11) and positively to promote
the splendor of holiness required for the worship of God (Ps. 96:9).
Since not every segment of this Commentary may immediately appeal to
11

each of the five categories of potential readers, I was counseled by my editor
to provide a roadmap that pinpoints its component elements. Hence this Preface! The General Introduction and the Commentary on James 1:1 deal mainly with introductory matters and may appeal mostly to scholars. To the extent
that it accounts for my hermeneutical and homiletical method as well, it may
also appeal to pastors/teachers and biblical counselors. The treatment of
James 1:2-5:18 constitutes the body of the Commentary, and is meant for all
readers. So is the grand conclusion of James 5:19-20. In fact, whether James
is ultimately an effectual instrument in the hand of the Spirit, depends upon
how thorough this conclusion is reflected in the life of the Church, its scholars, its evangelists, its counselors, its pastors/teachers, and last but not least,
its members. In it James verbalizes the very hands-on ministry toward practical godliness that he himself puts on display in his Epistle, and wishes to
develop into the unrelenting practice of the Church. Candidly, his model
should be everyone’s endearing and stimulating encouragement and his concluding wish everyone’s warmly embraced and activating command. More
precisely, his concluding command should be everyone’s heartfelt and activated wish (Compare Heb. 3:12-13 for a similar explicit command)! Incidentally, many commentators throw up their hands when they reach James’ conclusion, as if it is a random statement that has no logical or inner connection
with the rest of the Epistle. I hope to show in due time that nothing could be
further from the truth. There could not be a more perfect fit!
As I mentioned already, a number of more or less extensive discussions
of some of the most central truths in James are presented in Topical Treatments.1 Anyone who wishes to skip them, in order to return to them at a later
time can do so without missing the main thrust of the Exposition. Furthermore, I have added Footnotes that contain references to individual works and
also cover technical and incidental issues of significance. I have deliberately
avoided Appendices, usually printed at the conclusion of a publication, as
well as Endnotes, for a simple reason. They are rarely consulted, at least hardly ever in their context. Naturally I regard my Topical Treatments and Footnotes significant for the interpretation, understanding and application of
James. This prompted my decision to insert the Treatments in the text of my
Commentary, and place the Notes in close proximity to it. By the same token,
I do concede that lack of sufficient time, immediate interest, or available
energy, may well necessitate the reader to skip them for the time being.
Hence I chose a format (a smaller font) that makes both Commentary text and
Topical Treatments easily recognizable.
There is one additional, rather extensive, but quite significant, if not essential item to be covered in this Preface! In my Commentary I touch from
1

The list of these Topical Treatments immediately follows the Detailed Table of Content.
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time to time upon the biblical “philosophy of history” that I regard to be the
over-all setting of James’ Epistle, in terms of its content, its place and its
function. It may be best presently to sketch out this philosophy in broad
strokes, in order to enlarge on it later in relevant places in my Commentary,
and to provide at these occasions the biblical underpinnings for it. In my estimation the Epistle of James should be read in the widest of all biblical
frameworks in order to be understood maximally, and to be applied to its fullest. Scripture appears to suggest the following philosophy of (Church) history: The Father promises (Jer. 31:31ff), Christ personifies (Is. 42:6; 49:8), and
the Holy Spirit personalizes (Is. 59:21), while a mighty Church proclaims
(Acts 2:38), and a rich Church History displays, the New-Covenantal Gospel
of the Kingdom with a view to regeneration (Ezek. 36:26), justification
(Ezek. 36:25), and sanctification (Ezek. 36:27), and all this in order for a
brand-new mankind to arrive at the personal and corporate worship of the
Triune God in the splendor of holiness on a brand-new earth (Ps. 96:9; 99:5;
Rev. 19:7-10; 21:2). Frankly, without this “cosmic blueprint,” solely anchored in the Cross, our bankrupt world could not and would not have had either a history or a future (Rev. 5:1ff). God would have shut it down long ago.
After all, there is no other option for anything bankrupt that cannot claim any
redeeming feature whatsoever, whether in essence or outlook!
On the very face of it this Trinitarian and Triadic Gospel is one of powerful and glorious abundance (Rev. 5:9-10; 7:9-12). Acts 1-12 evidences the
first historical instance of this abundance. It is marked, as I document extensively below, in a ten-fold way by mighty prayer, mighty preaching, mighty
conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassionate generosity, mighty saturation (grassroots) evangelism, and mighty societal impact, under mighty leaders in mighty combat, inclusive of inevitable casualties. The Scripture itself, as we shall see below, defines this as “Revival.”
When this Gospel abundance is curtailed in its Trinitarian and Triadic substance and spurned in any of its ten characteristics, it eventually fades out, but
... in order to emerge again in another location and in another phase of history. It appears that our Lord Jesus Christ, who is the Head of the Church and
the Ruler of History, is an “Extraordinary Strategist” (Is 9:6; see the NET Bible for this illumined and illuminating translation), as with some frequency he
simply shakes the dust off his feet, and moves on, apparently by design. The
question, of course, arises why he does this. Well, when he was on earth he
acted and spoke, walked and talked, in Person, and was quite willing to move
on in the face of unbelief, personally (Lk. 18:23-25) as well as corporately
(Lk. 13:34-35). After his ascension and enthronement in heaven, he acts and
speaks on earth in and through his Body, the Church. The Church is his Plan
A, and there is no Plan B. So, when and where his Body no longer wishes to
be his “Walkman” and his “Talkman,” he abandons it as “loveless” (Rev.
13

2:5), condemns it as “lifeless” (Rev. 3:1), or spits it out (Rev. 3:16) as “listless” (Rev. 3:17-18), and moves on to find himself another, fully surrendered,
energized, and functioning Body. This may not occur overnight. But it will
happen. Hopefully for once everyone will learn from history that the Church
is able to learn something from history as a reality-check, and as a result
seeks to be galvanized by the Holy Spirit into Revival action, both in terms of
radical surrender (repentance and faith) and total obedience (holiness)!
At any rate, the fact that the Lord Christ (routinely) shakes the dust off
his feet indicates that his decision to move on is not a matter of defeat, but rather of judgment! Peter’s adage that judgment invariably does, and must start
with the household of God rather than with the world, and consequently with
devastating repercussions for the world (1 Pet. 4:17), discloses a pattern that
is repeated again and again in Church history. This does not, and should not
surprise anyone who has absorbed the message of the OT and has seen this
same pattern operational in a spine chilling fashion virtually from Genesis to
Malachi (See also 2 Tim. 3:16). All of “pre-historic” mankind was wiped out
in the flood. Had Noah not “found grace” (Gen. 6:8), he would have been
wiped out as well. If any of us had lived in that time period we would have
suffered the same fate. In ourselves we were and we are “a sorry lot” (Gen.
6:5-6)! Further, all of “old covenant” Israel ended up in the exile, “a prison
sentence” that was less than its sinfulness deserved by far (Ezr. 9:13). Had
“the remnant of election” not been the recipient of mercy, it would have been
booted out as well. So would we, if we had been their contemporaries. Similarly all of “First Century” Jerusalem was exterminated in 70AD. Had it not
been for a determined New Covenant harvest, past, present, and future, everyone would have been done in (Mt. 24:16, 22). Let us never forget that “our
God is (and remains) a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29). At any rate, Peter forewarns us in order to forearm us. Regrettably, his adage has too often fallen on
deaf ears with all the heartbreak that this entailed, and still entails. To speak
of peace where there is no peace (Is. 48:22; 57:21; Jer. 6:1ff, esp. 14; 8:1ff,
esp. 11, 15; Ezek. 13:1ff, esp. 10) is suicidal. Furthermore, the fact that Jesus
(routinely) moves on explains the new geographical locations and the new
time periods of victory in Church history that are marked by a renewed outpouring of the abundance of God’s New-Covenant blessings. Of course, Jesus’ further adage that the gates of hell will not prevail against the Church of
Christ goes hand in hand with and ultimately triumphs over that of Peter (Mt.
16:18; see Is. 25:6-8; 26:1-9). Through the preaching of the Word as the discriminating (vis-à-vis wretched sinners) and applicatory (vis-à-vis wretched
saints) key to the Kingdom (Mt. 16:19) times of abundance are providentially
bound to return again and again, until they find their crowning piece in the
unlimited abundance of the permanent and glorious fellowship with the Triune God in the splendor of holiness to be ushered in at the Judgment!
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Subsequent to Acts 1-12, several times of abundance have been in evidence in the Middle East, North Africa, Asia Minor, Eastern Europe, Western
Europe, and North America, in this historical order. But from a Christian
perspective (1) some of these locations are now virtually dead (Middle East;
North Africa; Asia Minor). Countries where the Gospel at one time was thriving (Antioch; Alexandria; Hippo; Ephesus) are now Idolatrous Muslim territory. (2) Other ones are mostly or nearly dead (Eastern Europe; Western Europe). Countries where at one time this Gospel was in full cultural control
(Germany; The Netherlands; The United Kingdom) are now under the sway
of Atheistic Secularism. (3) Again other locations are increasingly dying
(North America). Countries where even in the rather recent past the Gospel
put its stamp on all of society (USA; Canada) are now admittedly marked by
an Ungodly Humanism.
In short, countries where Revival fires used to burn brightly saw their
Christian dominance and culture virtually disappear, become factually peripheral, or tangibly erode under heavy pressure. In each instance times of Revival have come and gone. In each location its ten marks (See Acts 1-12) of
awesome prayer, awesome preaching, under awesome leaders in a setting of
awesome combat, with awesome numbers (millions!) of converts, marked by
awesome assemblies, awesome godliness, awesome compassionate generosity, awesome saturation (grassroots) evangelism, and awesome societal impact, which together made a powerful personal as well as corporate difference, came in as a flood tide, eventually to recede and vanish again.2 With
this as backdrop it is hardly surprising that the Church of Christ always must
either be engaged in a Maintenance Ministry or display a Recovery Mode.
After all, when the Church enjoys Revival Status and the Revival fires burn
brightly, it must (at least) seek to “maintain” them. When the Church topples
from this height and the fires are dying out, it must seek to “recover” them.
Unless and until we grasp that, where, and how James “snugly” fits into
this general picture of God’s “philosophy/theology of ‘Revival-history,’” too
much of his Epistle James will elude us. However, before I make a number of
general observations to lay the groundwork for showing where James precise
“fit” into it, it may be the better part of wisdom to enlarge on the phenomenon
of “Revival,” inclusive of the notions of Revival Status, Maintenance Ministry and Recovery Mode, in order to establish its meaning and significance
2

Statistics tell us that over the last decade 3500 Churches closed their doors annually in the
USA for a total of 35000, and, furthermore, that of the remaining Churches close to 90% have
either leveled off or are slowly diminishing in numbers, with only about 10% showing a
measure of growth. While the Church in the Western World still appears capable of winning
(occasional) battles, which is, and must be a cause for joy and thanksgiving, it is increasingly
losing the war. This is a grim picture that has (much too) often repeated itself in history,
stands in need of thoughtful and continual analysis, and calls for a powerful antidote in terms
of the Ten Characteristics of Biblical Revival Fires!
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from a broad(er) biblical-theological perspective. Topical Focus #1: Biblical
Revival, then, serves to introduce these general observations, and in the
process assists us incisively to pinpoint James’ precise niche, function, and
purpose in the context of both Scripture and Church history. Frankly, I do not
see how James’ Epistle can come into its full-orbed own in the grasp and
conduct of Christ’s Church, unless and until it is recognized as an “original”
and “originating” Biblical Revival phenomenon. However, once this begins
to dawn upon the Church this Epistle becomes bigger than life. Without it the
Church is bound to tone James down, to trivialize it, or to “cut it down to
size,” whether consciously and intentionally or not, and consequently to mire
down in anemic mediocrity, if not to end up in a moribund state. With it the
Church is set to come into its full-orbed own as well and bound to be an instrument in attaining, retaining, or regaining the very Revival fires prerequisite for the experience, enjoyment, and display of the glory of God (Ps. 85:9)
and ultimately for his worship in the splendor of holiness (Ps. 96:9)!

Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival
In determining the essence of “Biblical Revival,” and, as we shall see, its two unavoidable implications, namely, a “Biblical Maintenance Ministry” (See Acts 14:22)
and a “Biblical Recovery Mode” (See Gal. 3:1ff), I take my basic cues from the teaching of Psalm 85, in conjunction with Ezra 9 and 10. These three chapters deal with the
same historical events and issues, and form the OT backdrop of, as well as the partial
model for the NT Revival. This Revival, which comes into its own in Acts 2, has its
roots in the glorious work of Christ, on display at Calvary and in the Open Tomb, and
its source in the equally glorious outpouring of the Holy Spirit, in evidence on the Day
of Pentecost. Since the OT backdrop of the NT Revival is defined by Ezra 9:8 as the
(first and) “Little Revival,” I will designate its NT counterpart, held out in prospect in
Psalm 85:6 (Revive Us Again), as the (second and) “Great Revival.”
Incidentally, while notable upswings in the spiritual life of the people of Israel in
the OT, such as were in evidence during the reign of Jehoshaphat (2 Chron. 17, 19),
Hezekiah (2 Chron. 29-32) and Josiah (2 Chron. 34-35), have at times been designated
as “revivals,” I am not aware of any biblical-theological effort to define the concept of
Revival that takes its point of departure in a systematic examination of the hard OT
data. A volume on the phenomenon of revival, edited by Andrew Walker and Kristin
Aune, On Revival: A Critical Examination (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 2003), 3-20,
contains an opening essay by Max Turner on “Revival in the NT,” but the OT data are
virtually, if not totally, overlooked. It seems to me that the neglect of the OT input
may very well be the reason why Walker and Aune, in the “Introduction,” xxi-xxii, to
this same volume, (had to) come to the conclusion that there is “no consensus on the
meaning of the word.” Depending upon one’s view, revival refers to “the spiritual revivification of individual Christians,” to a “renewal of the Church through the sovereign act of the Spirit of God,” to “religious movements of enthusiasm,” to “periods in
church history of intense religious experience accompanied by a rapid increase in new
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converts,” to “successful evangelism enhanced by miraculous sings and wonders,” to
“successful evangelistic missions or campaigns,” to the “reappropriation of Christian
tradition, institutional reconstruction, and the regeneration of national and regional spiritual life,” or to a “broader and deeper reality, more akin to salvation (sic!) and the
empowerment for mission, than many of the modern and restricted uses of the word
revival.” Apparently the various students of Revival see lots of trees, of whatever kind,
but have not been able to come up with a well-defined forest. Candidly, the OT data,
naturally in conjunction with the NT data, appear pivotal to give shape to the biblical
concept of Revival, and to tie the various, otherwise loose, ends together.
The combination of Psalm 85 and Ezra 9-10 conveys a message regarding the Revival phenomenon which is a seamless fit with Isaiah 40:1-11; 57:15-19; Habakkuk
1:2-3:2 (and possibly Psalm 126:1-6). It can be broken down in seventeen partly redemptive-historical (historia salutis) and partly personal-existential (ordo salutis)
phases. These seventeen phases, subsequently, lead to ten characteristics or marks of
the Great Revival. Together they allow for a view of Revival that takes the pertinent
data from both the OT (“The Little Revival”) and NT (“The Great Revival”) into account and in the process encompasses both the trees and the forest. Furthermore, this
view provides us with a setting, in which the Epistle of James comes into its own, and
shines as a Holiness Diamond in a ring of Revival Gold, if not Revival Platinum, to
speak in contemporary values. Unless readers of this Epistle are in high state of alert
regarding this setting, they are bound to lessen the incisiveness of its message, flatten
it out, or even to play it down it. This also explains the reason for this Topical Focus.
It puts James in both substantive and historical perspective, and as such may well be a
necessity for the interpretation of James, the understanding of its message, and the display of its content today!
If anything, the seventeen phases demonstrate, on the one hand, that the ordo salutis is firmly rooted, and fully originates, in the historia salutis, but on the other hand,
that the historia salutis without the ordo salutis amounts to nothing. It may never be
denied, ignored, overlooked or forgotten that the historia salutis, although ultimately
for the Gloria Dei (See Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil), is there for the (intermediate) purpose of the ordo salutis, and that without the latter the former is basically meaningless, however strange this may sound at first. Still, a comparison of Deuteronomy 4:34, Psalm 80:8, and similar verses, on the one hand, and Amos 9:7-8, on
the other, makes this point in a crystal clear fashion.
According to the passages in Deuteronomy and the Psalm in question, the Exodus
is a uniquely fundamental as well as towering piece of breathtaking and awe-inspiring
history (Deuteronomy), something to write energizing poetry about (Psalms). The history of Israel, and therewith the historia salutis, is unimaginable without it. But according to the Amos passage, it ends up in a rather bewildering fashion as basically a
run-of-the-mill event, in fact, a non-event. Just as God brought up Israel from Egypt,
so he took the Philistines from Caphtor and the Syrians from Kir. So what ultimate difference is there? Amos continues to spell out loud and clear why from God’s perspective there is at this point no foundational, breathtaking and awe-inspiring difference
whatsoever. It all comes down to Israel’s utter, rebellious sinfulness! Without the worship of God in the splendor of holiness on display at Mount Sinai, the Exodus from
Egypt ever was, ever is, and ever will be a dead-end street (just as an appeal to justification is meaningless, if it is not conjoined with sanctification). After all, had it not
17

been for Moses’ five-fold intercession (Ex. 32:11ff; 32:31ff; 33:12ff; 34:18ff; 34:9),
Israel would already have failed to survive the Mount Sinai experience, due to the episode of the golden calf! All this is to say that without a verifiable ordo salutis, with, as
we shall see below, regeneration as its launching pad, justification as its legal framework, and sanctification as its crowning piece, the historia salutis does and will lose
both its luster and its purpose. This puts any biblical, theological, or biblicaltheological methodology that extols the historia salutis at the neglect or expense of the
ordo salutis on shaky, if not dangerous and endangering ground. It also helps to put
James, which focuses on holiness, in perspective. He wants to make sure that the
Church of Christ does not find itself in a dead-end street and so would fall by the wayside by playing foot loose with Practical Godliness, which, as I aim to show, is both
the crowning piece of God’s saving activity and the grand and overarching theme of
the Epistle, and therefore should be “the grand and magnificent obsession” of every
Christian. This is not an alarmist observation. James himself emphasizes that Practical
Godliness is a matter of life and death (Jam. 5:19-20)! From a broad biblical perspective the historia salutis is and remains the bedrock for the ordo salutis. But it is irrefutably apparent from James as the inerrant Word of God that it can be perfectly appropriate to deliver an expository, textual, or topical message on one or more aspects
of the ordo salutis without making explicit mention of the historia salutis. To insist on
the latter is to fly in the face of James, which is basically a sermonic type of topical
communication in letter form, and to elevate an exclusive (redemptive-historical) and
flawed methodology above Scripture. This is, in the final analysis, to exalt a word of
man above the Word of God.
But in order to put all this in perspective, let us take a close look at the seventeen
historical phases of the over-all Biblical message regarding the Revival phenomenon,
which culminate into the ten initiating, pivotal, and accompanying marks that characterize its manifest essence! The heart and core of both the seventeen phases and the ten
marks are italicized.
Phase 1: God’s Fierce Anger because of the Grievous Wickedness of Idolatry,
powerfully fueled by Pagan Intermarriage (Ps. 85:3//Ezra 9:7 (implied); see also Deut.
7:1-5; Josh. 24:19-27; Judg. 2:11-15; 1 Ki. 16:29-33). When this idolatry turned into
such rebellious hostility toward God that Israel resembled a lion ready to tear apart its
prey, in this case its own God (!), the fury of his anger toward his people became so
immense that he exclaimed, “I hate (her)” (Jer. 12:8; see also Hos. 9:15a; Mic. 2:8a),
“I will love (her) no more” (Hos. 9:15b), and “tear (her) open,” “devour (her),” “like a
lion” (Hos. 5:14) and, for that matter, like a “leopard” and a “bear,” or any (other)
“wild beast” (Hos. 13:7-8). This is the grim reality, even if Israel was and remained
“the beloved of his soul” (Jer. 12:7), and he could not stop “loving (her) freely” (Hos.
11:1, 4; 14:4). It appears that here we encounter the only two times in Scripture where
God expresses himself in this fiercest of ways (“hate,” “tear open!”). But this makes it
no less something to ponder in utter seriousness (See also Heb. 12:29; 1 Pet. 4:17)!
Phase 2: God’s Awesome Judgment upon a Rebellious and Idolatrous Nation by
means of the Babylonian Exile (Ps. 85:1//Ezra 9:7//Hab. 1:1-2:1), which proves to be a
staggering punishment on anyone’s count (Deut. 28:15-68; 29:18-28, esp. 24-28), but
not even as staggering as it could (should?) have been. After all, it is tellingly acknowledged as less punishment than Israel deserved (Ezra 9:13).
Phase 3: God’s Utterly Undeserved and Merciful Promise of the Return from the
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Exile (Is. 40:1-11; Ezek. 36:22-24) solely (!) for the sake of his Holy Name (Ezek.
36:21-22), designated jointly as both a Redemptive-Historical (Ezra 9:8a-b) and a Personal-Existential (Is. 57:15-19) “‘Little’ Revival” (Ezra 9:8c).
Phase 4: The Prophet’s Heartfelt and Heartbroken Cry for “Revival” Mercy (a) in
the midst of the fierce Wrath of God with its prospect of a devastating, sure to come,
Judgment, and (b) with a Redemptive-Historical as well as Personal-Existential component (Hab. 3:3).
Phase 5: The Utterly Gracious “Little Revival” of the Redemptive-Historical Return (historia salutis) to Jerusalem (Ps. 85:1-3//Ezra 9:8-9, 13//Ps. 126:1-3), totally intertwined with the foundational Triadic Personal-Existential promise of regeneration,
justification, and sanctification (Ezek. 36:25-27) to be realized through fervent and
importune prayer (Is. 62:6-7; Jer. 29:10-14; Dan. 9:2ff; Neh. 1:4ff; Ezek. 36:37).
Phase 6: The Post-Return Failure in the Practice of Redemption (ordo salutis)
through the renewed Folly of Idolatrous Intermarriage, especially in Leadership circles
(Ezra 9:1-2; 10-14//Ps. 85:4 (implied)). Rather ironically, the Return from the Exile
that appeared such a huge event, received such a high billing, and was welcomed with
such exuberance at the time of its occurrence (Ps. 126:1-3), was characterized by Ezra
as, if not downgraded to a “Little Revival” (Ezr. 9:8-9), precisely because of the Idolatrous Intermarriage practice that seemed to wipe out all gain in one sweeping and
devastating plunge. Just as in the case of the Exodus the Return from Babylon lost
(much of) its luster when the Mt. Sinai type of worship of God in the splendor of holiness failed to materialize as it should have.
Phase 7: God’s Renewed Fierce Anger because of the Dreadful Folly of Intermarriage (Ps. 85:4-5//Ezra 9:15b (implied); 10:14). The very Folly that in the past precipitated the Idolatry of Israel, and therewith the Exile, is now repeated in the present, and
could very well be subject to God’s Unrelenting and Terminal Anger in the future (Ps.
85:5//Ezra 9:14).
Phase 8: The Brokenhearted Response of “Total Devastation” by Ezra and all who
feared God and trembled at his Word upon the notification of this Folly (Ezra 9:36//Ps. 85:4 (implied)). Ezra tore his clothes and pulled the hair out of his head and
beard (Ezra 9:3). In this he is a model, worthy of emulation by all ecclesiastical leaders
who are committed to take (this) sin (of intermarriage) as seriously as they should.
Phase 9: The Indomitable Hope of the Abatement of God’s Fierce Anger on the
part of the people of God through Immediate Repentance after Post-Return Folly (Ezra
10:1-44, especially 2-3).
Phase 10: The Heartfelt Prayer for a Second (“Great”) Revival (Ps. 85:6; note
specifically the pivotal word “again” in the phrase “Revive us again;” see also Ps.
85:4) as the only way to offset the Renewed Divine Anger about this Folly, to provide
the Light of his Presence in the midst of the Gloom and Anguish of Utter Darkness (Is.
8:22-9:2), and so to break out of the Dead-End street of Hell-bound Depravity (See
also Is. 62:6-7!). This can only originate in Mercy (Ps. 85:7), which by definition eyes
“terminal cases,” both physical (Lk. 10:37) and spiritual (Lk. 18:13)!
Phase 11: The Pivotal Designation of this “Great” Revival as Salvation (Ps. 85:7,
9) which equates Salvation with Revival and identifies it as Revival-Salvation. Consequently this earmarks Revival-Salvation as God’s NT Normal by definition, and therewith as God’s permanent Benchmark by which all of Church History will, and must
be measured as (fully/nearly) up to par or (quite/just) below par. This identification of
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Revival as (full-orbed Biblical) Salvation in Psalm 85:7 once and for all invalidates the
all too common description of Revival as “extraordinary” and “intermittent” supposedly by divine definition and providential fiat. Without the Revival-Salvation described
in Psalm 85 and displayed in Acts 2 there simply is no biblically full-orbed Church, as
God intends, promises, and enjoins it to be, and at best an anemic Church, a dying
Church, or even just a semblance of a Church, which faces a sobering summons to repentance in order to return to the Revival height from which it has tumbled (Rev. 3:5)!
In order not to misunderstand or misconstrue this we must always remember and ever
remind ourselves that this Revival-Salvation is a far cry from any anemic “semblance
of salvation” that has departed from the “volcanic action” of the “Ten Mighty Marks,”
mentioned above and further defined below, and historically has precipitated the inevitable downgrade, if not downfall of the Church. At any rate, all this implies that the
burning of Revival-Salvation fires is meant to be, and therefore ought to be continuous
by biblical definition and by divine promise as well as divine mandate. But much more
about the utterly crucial issue that is at stake here later in this Commentary!
Phase 12: Awesome Peace arising from justification (See Phase 15), and awesome Joy conjoined to sanctification (See Phase 16), both subsequent to the awesome
Fear of God rooted in regeneration (See Phase 14), all of which add up to and culminate in awesome Glory (See Phase 17), and as such are part and parcel of RevivalSalvation (Ps. 85:6, 8-9; see also Is. 60:1ff).
Phase 13: The Ever Present, Ever Continuing, Utterly Sobering Concern regarding Renewed Folly of Sin following (any and all manifestations of) the “Great” Revival (Ps. 85:8). Apparently the presence of the Great Revival does not guarantee the end
of all episodes or types of Folly, whether in faith or practice (See the NT epistolary
literature as well as Rev. 2:1-3:22 for samples galore). In fact, Folly seems to be ever
lurking around the corner, which by inevitable implication requires a perennial preventive and curative Maintenance Ministry to keep the Revival-Salvation fires burning as
well as potentially a more or less intense remedial Recovery Mode to return them to
full flame, each one dependent upon the spiritual condition of the Church. At any rate,
the conclusion is warranted, and underscored by James throughout his Epistle, that either Revival fires prevail or Folly reigns to one degree or another. Tertium non datur!
In other words, unless Revival fires are in evidence, the Church better “feverishly”
seek to identify and combat every kind of Folly of faith or practice that has begun to
creep in, has taken a foothold, or is already firmly established.
Phase 14: The Awesome Anchorage or (experiential) Launching pad of the Great
Revival-Salvation in the Fear of God (Ps. 85:9), which requires regeneration (Deut.
5:29). The latter constitutes a Monumental Heart transplant (Deut. 30:6; Ezek. 36:26;
Rom. 3:18) with Jesus as the Donor by means of the Cross/Resurrection sequence,
which spells the death of the old heart (on the cross) and the origination of the new one
(in the resurrection) (Rom. 6:6, 11; see also 2 Cor. 5:14, 17). Unless the fallow ground
of the old heart is replaced by the rich soil of the new one, Revival glory is simply not
in one’s line of vision, will not be embraced, and cannot be displayed. Much more
about the details of Phase 14, as well as of Phase 15 and 16 later in this Commentary!
Phase 15: The Awesome Platform or (legal) Framework of the Great RevivalSalvation in the Inestimable and Indispensable Imputed Righteousness of Christ,
rooted in Calvary, bursting forth in the Resurrection, and producing Peace (Ps. 85:8,
10-11; see also Rom. 5:1; 2 Cor. 5:21; Phil. 3:9; Topical Focus #13: Justification).
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Phase 16: The Awesome Evidence or (pulsating) Crowning piece of the Great Revival-Salvation in the Grand Imparted Holiness of Christ through the effusionary presence of the Holy Spirit, poured out on the Day of Pentecost, and producing the Joy of
the Lord as the strength of God’s people (Ps. 85:6,13//Ezra 10:1-44 (foreshadowing);
Neh. 8:10; Ezek. 36:27; Rom. 14:17), with profound local, regional, national, and
global, both personal and societal, implications (Mt. 5:13-16).
Phase 17: The Awesome Heart and Soul of the Great Revival-Salvation, namely a
Life (Revival) of (Salvation-)Abundance (John 10:10) in and through the Presence of
God (Ps. 85:9) in the Face of Jesus Christ as embodied in his Church, to be experienced via a Fullness of Peace Inexpressible (See Rom. 5:1; 8:6; Col. 3:15; 2 Thess.
3:16; 2 Tim. 2:22, in line with Ps. 85:8, 10) and a Fullness of Joy Inexpressible (See 1
Pet. 1:8c, in line with Ps. 85:6) as a Fullness of Glory Inexpressible (See Is. 60:1-2;
Jer. 13:11; 1 Cor. 14:25; 2 Cor. 3:18; 1 Pet. 1:8c, in line with Ps. 85:9). All of this is
not only rooted in the Monumental Love of the Triune God, Father (John 3:16), Son
(John 13:1), and Holy Spirit (Rom. 15:30), but also coming to fruition in a Monumental Love for the Triune God, Father (Mt. 22:37), Son (1 Pet. 1:8; see also 1 Cor.
16:22), and Holy Spirit (Rom. 15:30; and 1 John 4:19, by implication; see also Rev.
2:4!). This Life of Abundance is an inexhaustible wellspring from which rivers of living Holy Spirit water surge forward (John 4:13; 7:38) that turn deserts into flourishing
fields (Is. 32:15), transform cemeteries into “maternity wards” (Ezek. 37:1ff), and
convert Dead Seas into freshwater lakes (Ezek. 47:1ff). This Abundance is the pivotal
Radiation (Control) Center that sends its permeating energy rays into all aspects and
phases of the Church and through the Church into all aspects and phases of society,
whether political, economic, educational, or otherwise. If the atmosphere in an Ecclesiastical Assembly resembles that of a Country Club, an Annual Meeting, or a Mortuary, in fact, anything short of a Shekinah (Shining Glory) Sanctuary, Biblical RevivalSalvation is not even in sight, which necessarily comes with a great cost for society at
large! Revival is the engine that empowers everyone and everything, and sets everyone
and everything in motion everywhere (See Rom. 12:1, specifically its focus upon a living sacrifice as the foundation for Rom. 12:2, as well as the latter’s notion of transformation, inclusive of its outflow in the reformation of Church and society, wherever
mandated and promised). In short, reflective of Psalm 85:6-13 and Acts 1-12, fullorbed Biblical Revival is the tangibly experienced, visibly displayed, joyfully celebrated presence of the Glory of the Triune God, rooted in the Mercy of the Father’s threefold New Covenant Salvation, consisting of regeneration, justification and sanctification, encapsulated in the “felt” Delight of this threefold salvation by means of the implanted heart, the imputed righteousness and the imparted holiness of Jesus, and substantiated by the activating Holy Spirit in the majestic, exuberant, and enriching Demonstration of the Ten Mighty Revival characteristics already mentioned in passing (See
also John Piper, God is the Gospel (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2005), sp. 47-85, with
his untiring emphasis upon the vision and enjoyment of the Glory of God in the face of
Jesus Christ through the Testimony of the Holy Spirit). This calls for the warning never at any time to equate Biblical Revival, defined as Revival-Salvation (Ps. 85:7, 9),
either with what masquerades as salvation or with a bloodless facade of salvation that
is void of these ten mighty characteristics in whole or in part and subsequently is dead
(half dead or partially dead), even if it has a reputation of being fully (half or partly)
alive (Rev. 3:1). Such “salvation” does not only fail to produce a fundamentally God21

honoring atmosphere of worship in the splendor of holiness, but is also bound “to run
out of gas” rather quickly (Rev. 3:2). Even if it undoubtedly wins occasional skirmishes, and possibly battles (Rev. 3:4), it cannot but lose the war. Clearly, without RevivalSalvation no one is going anywhere fast, if Scripture means anything (Rev. 2:5; 3:1;
3:16) and Church history exhibits anything (Middle East; Europe; USA)! This, of
course, intensifies the call for the detailed identification of these ten characteristics or
essential elements of the Great Revival as both the culmination of the seventeen phases and the Church’s perennial benchmark. This, then, is the next order of business.
The combination of Luke 2 (Birth of Christ, together with his eventual death and
resurrection) and Acts 2 (Baptism with the Spirit, together with its introduction in Acts
1 and its aftermath in Acts 3-12) displays all ten of them, as listed below, in terms of
two initiating (1-2), six pivotal (3-8), and two facilitating (9-10) marks or manifestations which are invariably in evidence where historically Biblical Revival-Salvation
fires did, do, and, undoubtedly will burn. Not so incidentally, to experience these
“Mighty Ten” is to experience the Presence and the Glory of God, if not “The Presence of the Glory of God” as the very heart and soul of Revival (Ps. 85:9; see also Errol Hulse, Give Him No Rest: A Call to Prayer for Revival (Webster, NY: Evangelical
Press, 2006), 20-21, 49-50, for the experience and display of the glory of God, specifically in Jonathan Edwards, as essential to Revival, if not as the ultimate “embodied” or
“personified” evidence of the presence of Revival). (For the phrase “Baptism with the
Spirit,” see Mt. 3:11; Mk. 1:8; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; for its substance, John 7:37-39;
Acts 1:8; and for the phrase, its substance and its outflow in terms of the Gift, the Filling and the Fullness of the Spirit, see my further comments below.) Where the Revival
glory and glow of these ten marks or manifestations in whole or in part are missing,
inclusive of the Revival glory and glow of the implanted heart of Christ in regeneration, the imputed righteousness of Christ in justification, and the imparted holiness of
Christ in sanctification, as well as the experiential, electrifying, prompting, get-going,
and make-haste presence of the Holy Spirit (See in this context Neh. 4:23 and 2 Cor.
11:23ff), there may be an anemic Christianity (salvation) in evidence, with a traditional hold-the-fort mentality at best. But the latter certainly is not the Merciful Benchmark Revival-Salvation, consisting of the Revival-Regeneration, Revival-Justification
and Revival-Sanctification that are both mandated and promised in Psalm 85 (See Ps.
85:4-6, 9, 10, 13), and implemented and displayed in Acts 2 (See Acts 2:38, as well as
42-47). Such Christianity, in which this Salvation Triad is not a glowing and pulsating
Revival reality, fundamentally spells death in the pot (Jam. 5:19-20), even if it were to
get high marks for a formal orthodoxy (Jam. 1: 22). It is the kind of Christianity that is
marked by a dismaying abandonment of its first love (Rev. 2:4), by a shocking lack of
God-centered conduct (Rev. 3:1), by a smug contentment with a tepid Christ-less lifestyle (Rev. 3:16), or by anything similar. It deserves the frown of God, always displays
a measurable downturn, and eventually leads to the downfall, if not (local) demise of
the Church. Clearly, not every “manifestation” of salvation is “created equal.” The infillings with the Holy Spirit are not always identical (Acts 4:31; Eph. 5:18). As a result
the “rivers of living water” do not always flow in equal abundance. In fact, at times
they are reduced to a trickle. The flow is commensurate to the thirsting for Jesus in repentance, the coming to him in faith, and the drinking from him in prayer (John 7:3739). Furthermore, it is quite possible, if not more easily than not, to miss, if not refuse
God’s best (See on this subject A.W. Pink, “God’s Best in the Christian’s Life,” in
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Practical Christianity (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1994), 189-224, esp. his main
contention, 189-190, “Let us point out that the particular aspect of truth which is engaging our attention concerns not the Divine decrees, but rather the Divine government
… The formation and the effectuation of God’s eternal decree are in no wise affected
by man … But the present government of the world by God is, in large measure, affected and determined by the actions of man (His own people included), so that in this
life they are, to a very considerable extent, made to reap according to what they sow,
both in spirituals and temporals … God has established an inseparable connection between our conduct and its consequences, and he acts in such a way toward us as to
make manifest the pleasure He takes in righteousness and to give encouragement to
those performing it, as He evidences His displeasure against unrighteousness and
makes us smart for the same ... (In short) God has established an inseparable connection between holiness and happiness, between our pleasing of Him and our enjoyment
of His richest blessing.” No wonder that Pink, in obvious recognition of, and specific
reference to the complementary nature of the twofold truth of sovereignty and responsibility (216-217), is deeply grieved by “how few who have stressed the sovereignty of
God have given even a proportionate place to His governmental dealings, either with
nations or with individuals, with the elect or the reprobate”). All in all, just as ebb tide
that leaves useless froth and waste behind is poles apart from flood tide that throbs
with life and promise, so sub-standard, possibly truncated, and always shameful and
culpable “low-voltage” ebb tide “salvation” is poles apart from the gracious “highvoltage” flood tide Revival-Salvation Triad. Anemic, low-voltage ebb tide “salvation,”
whenever and wherever in evidence, lacks the ten marks delineated below, is as a result a dying proposition, and, therefore, cannot and may not be equated with highvoltage Biblical Revival. Not now! Not ever! If the recognition of this cold fact
prompts to an energized, moving, deep-felt, prayerful heart and life searching selfexamination with a determination through the grace of God to act upon its outcome
through the grace of God (Phil. 2:12-13) whatever the cost, one has arrived in the ballpark of James, has absorbed the spirit of James, and has grasped the end station of
James. The latter is the experienced presence of the Revival Glory of God on display
in shining faces (Ex. 34:29-35; Mt. 17:1-2; Mk. 9:2-3; Lk. 9:29; Acts 6:15; 7:2, 55; 2
Pet. 1:17; Rev. 1:16; see also Leonard Ravenhill, Tried & Transfigured (Pensacola:
Christian Life Books, n.d.), 95, 114, 149, 152-153). The conclusion seems inescapable.
Until God’s people increasingly mirror God’s glory and their faces shine in increasing
intensity (2 Cor. 3:18), the Church may well need to regain Revival Status (Ps. 16:11;
1 Pet. 1:8). Of course, there will be no “shining faces,” and all that this entails, unless
and until the Church becomes a permanent “power-plant” that never shuts down, and
God’s people evangelistic “power-magnets” through the presence of the indwelling
Spirit (Acts 1:8; see also Leonard Ravenhill, America is Too Young to Die (Pensacola,
FL: Christian Life Books, 1979), 45-50, 83). Now on to the ten marks that can and
must serve as the standard by which the Church is to be incessantly measured whether
in its Maintenance Ministry or in a Recovery Mode!
Mark 1: Mighty Prayer for Revival-Salvation, mirroring the Trailblazing Prayer
prior to the “Little Revival” by Daniel (12 hours) and Nehemiah (days) (Jer. 29:10-14;
Dan. 9:2ff; Neh. 1:4ff), and based on the twofold Promise of God the Father to provide
the Son as its Personified Substance (Is. 9:6; Is. 53:1ff) and to pour out the Holy Spirit
as its Personalizing Agent (Acts 1:4-5). Fueled by the glorious Promise of the Revival23

Salvation Producing Son, a Matchless Woman who apart from the basic necessities of
life may well have gone virtually Homeless, Foodless and Sleepless for possibly more
than fifty years, poured out her heart in Astounding Prayer (See also Topical Focus
#7: Prayer) in what appears to be an intolerable Hunger for Lord and Savior (Lk.
2:36-37) without whom Israel’s “darkness of death” (Is. 8:22) would remain unfathomable. He would usher in the awesome “Light of Life” (Is. 9:2; John 1:4), make
Atonement for his people (Is. 52:13-53:12), and establish his World Wide Government
(Is. 9:7). Equally fueled by the glorious Promise of the powerful Revival-Salvation effecting Holy Spirit, the Apostles poured out their heart during a Ten-Day Prayer Time
in what must have been an indomitable Thirst for his Presence (Acts 1:12-14) in order
to experience the Power (Acts 1:8) of both Rivers of Living Water issuing forth from
the Church through them (John 7:37-39) and of the Conviction of sin that only can
make their audience flee to Jesus and so escape the judgment (John 16:8). Quite apparently Anna’s Incarnate, Crucified and Risen Redeemer stands in need of the Apostles’ Holy Spirit (John 16:7). Hence the unceasing prayer of both! In Revival times the
mark of mighty prayer is duplicated again and again until in the prayerful footsteps of
Jesus the faces are transfigured and begin to shine (Lk. 9:29). The following records
only one sample among untold many, “Before the great revival in Gallneukirchen
broke out, Martin Boos spent hours and days and often nights in lonely agonies of intercession. Afterwards, when he preached, his words were as a flame and the hearts of
people as grass” (Quoted in Ravenhill, Why Revival Tarries, 16; see also, 17, 23-25,
42, 83-88, 151-155; see also for a veritable clarion call for revival and prayer, Ravenhill, America is Too Young to Die, 39, 40-44, 51, 56-57, 67-70, 91-95, 104-105). Each
of the instances of awesome prayer, enumerated here, appears to be a reflection of
Isaiah 62:6-7, “I have posted watchmen on your walls, O Jerusalem. They will never
be silent day or night. You who call on the Lord, give yourselves no rest, and give him
no rest until he establishes Jerusalem, and makes her the praise of the earth!” It also
encourages a variation on the theme of Patrick Henry, “GIVE ME REVIVAL in my
soul and in my church and in my nation-or GIVE ME DEATH” (Ravenhill, 161, with
capitalization by the author; see also Samuel Prime, The Power of Prayer: The New
York Revival of 1858 (Carlisle: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1998) with its twofold focus upon electrifying prayer and awesome conversions; and Errol Hulse, Give Him No
Rest, 35ff). It appears, however, both from the title of the publication and the headings
in the text, that the latter does not fully honor the biblical balance, displayed in Isaiah
62:6-7, by placing greater verbal emphasis on “give him no rest” than on “take no
rest.” However, he makes up for this in a later publication (Errol Hulse, Let’s Pray for
a Global Revival (Leeds: Reformation Today Trust, 1993), 1ff), in which he argues
compellingly that the doctrine of repentance demands, the history of the Church dictates, the example of our predecessors encourages, the present decline compels, the
promises of Scripture urge, and present-day revivals inspire, “concerts of prayer.”
Still, he leaves one essential question unanswered. What is the nature of these
“concerts of prayer?” And what is their purpose? Are they “concerts of prayer for Revival,” or are they “Concerts of Revival Prayer?” Since Revival prayer is the first installment of Revival with the other nine manifestations following in its wake, prayer
for Revival, however concerted, will never precipitate Revival, unless it reaches the
level of Revival Prayer. One needs only to take a quick look at both the Little Revival
(Ezr. 9:9) and the Great Revival (Ps. 85:6), instantaneously to recognize the difference
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between prayer for Revival and Revival Prayer. In the context of the Little Revival
Daniel “exhausted” himself in as many as twelve consecutive hours of prayer (Daniel
9:3ff, esp. 3, 20-21), while Nehemiah followed suit “for days” (Neh. 1:4), inclusive of
“nights” (Neh. 1:6). These two instances of awesome prayer, as I argue further below,
have a twofold origin. They arise from an intolerable burden of grieving guilt experienced in the face of the seemingly hopeless horror of fully deserved and humbling
desolation, distress, shame and agony (Nehemiah; see also Ezr. 9:13). Further, they are
fueled by an indomitable hunger of a desolated, distressed, shamed, and agonizing
heart for the shining fulfillment of the utterly staggering and merciful promise of God
as the only hope and lifeline (Daniel; see also Jer. 29:13). As was mentioned already,
but bears frequent repetition, in the context of the Great Revival this facet of redemptive history repeats itself in two additional instances. Fueled by the promise of the
Baptism with the indispensable Holy Spirit (Mt. 3:11; John 1:33; 7:37-39; Acts 1:5, 8)
the “Twelve” sought the face of God for ten days in order for this to occur (Acts
1:12ff). Earlier on Anna, prompted undoubtedly by the promise of the equally indispensable Redeemer, appears to tower above everybody else with possibly as many as
fifty years of unceasing prayer for a Redeemer, as she never left the temple upon her
widowhood and, inclusive of fasting, prayed day and night, going virtually “homeless,” “foodless,” and “sleepless,” apart from the basic necessities of life (Lk. 2:36-37).
As has been mentioned in passing as well, in both these instances the intolerable burden of the prevailing darkness and impotence, as well as the indomitable hunger for
the “Sun of Righteousness” (Read: “Son;” Mal. 4:2), and the “Power of his Resurrection” (Read: “Holy Spirit;” Phil. 3:10) are palpably experienced. No Redeemer (Anna)? Utter and eternal unthinkable spiritual darkness! No Holy Spirit (Apostles)? Utter
and eternal unimaginable ministerial impotence (Acts 1:8) as well as utter and eternal
inconceivable absence of conviction of sin (John 16:7-8)! These thoughts made them
shudder. For all practical purposes this “killed” them, and should kill everyone in a
similar predicament! There is something unstoppable and invincible in Revival Prayer
in the context of both the Little Revival and the Great Revival that is tangible, deeply
impressive, and cannot possibly be missed. It is marked by an awesome, selfabandoning, but rare (!), surrender in hot pursuit of the Presence of the Glory of God
as the Summum Bonum in all its stupendous manifestations and as the essence of life in
all its awesome dimensions (Ps. 73:25). Without this Summum Bonum and without this
life, existence has basically and experientially lost all meaning (1 Ki. 19:4, 10). It is
their intolerable absence, rooted in retrospective guilt, or their awesome presence, held
out as well as mandated in a prospective promise that produced the mighty (Little and
Great) Revival Prayer Warriors in Scripture, such as Daniel, Nehemiah, Anna and the
Apostles. It ought to be emphatically noted that they did not cease praying, until they
were stopped either by God’s providence in word or deed, or saw their prayers come to
glorious fruition. Daniel stopped “only” when he was tapped on the shoulder by Gabriel (Dan. 9:20-21), Nehemiah “only” when he had to report back to duty (Neh. 1:11),
Anna “only” when the Redeemer was born (Lk. 2:38), and the “Twelve” “only” when
the Spirit was poured out (Acts 2:1-4). A similar pattern is noticeable in the prayer
warriors in Church history, men such as Martin Luther, John Knox, George Whitefield, and Praying Hyde. Their incessant cry was and still is, “Give me … (Scotland or
any substitute), or I die!” In fact, “Give me (whatever) … or I might as well die …
Life has not just lost its luster. It has lost all meaning!” Incidentally, it is passing
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strange, deeply humbling, and stands in need of repentance that (“we” as) historians of
Revival or preachers on Revival always “portray” these men of God in living and impressive colors, but rarely, if ever, “display” their essential features (ourselves) in (our)
comparatively dull and colorless lives. But more about this below!
Frankly, there is only one acceptable rationale for the frequently recommended
prayers for Revival. This is to arrive at the entrance level, or the first phase of Revival,
namely the level of both exhausting and exhilarating Revival Prayer, starting with
“twelve hours” (Daniel) and turning into “days” or even “years” when and where necessary, that does not give up until mighty preaching, mighty conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassionate generosity, mighty saturation (grass
roots) evangelism, and mighty societal impact, under mighty leadership in mighty
combat are a personal and corporate reality to the inestimable glory of God (See also
Leonard Ravenhill, Revival Praying (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 2005); John Piper,
God is the Gospel, passim!)
If this is what Hulse is after with his “concerts of prayer” in theory and practice he
ought to be applauded. But he will have to agree that such prayer is rather rare in the
vast majority of us. In fact, we all should be puzzled why in the world of today most of
us have never even heard of any organized and functioning “concerts of prayer” by
mighty assemblies on the grass root level as evidenced in the NT (Acts 2:42d; 12:12).
Even national leaders who issue urgent calls for such “concerts” never seem to put in a
“concerted” effort to display the indispensable “determined, strategic and hot pursuit”
to get them going, until God graces us with the glory (Ps. 85:9) of all ten Revival
marks, with Mighty Preaching as the first next “installment.” I am afraid that without
the latter as conscious and deliberate aim even existing “concerts of prayer” may well
sizzle and fizzle. In fact, if such “concerts” do not reach the level of Revival prayer,
they basically do not even “sizzle” from a biblical perspective. Frankly, it is rather
spine chilling that prayers, sent up in a time of folly, rebuke, and judgment (Ps. 80:816), are the apparent target of God’s anger (Ps. 80:4) until through repentance (Ps.
80:17-18a) they turn into the type of prayer that is rooted in restoration (Ps: 80:3, 7,
19), flows forth from revival, and has the earmarks of revival (Ps. 80:18). It would be
even more spine chilling if we would have to conclude to the reality of this same burning anger in times of analogous devastating and culpable spiritual downgrades and
consequent judgments, such as experienced in the Middle East (idolatrous Islam), Europe (atheistic Secularism) and the USA (godless Humanism). At any rate, hearing the
Word (theory) and doing the Word (practice) must go hand in hand for us in order not
to deceive ourselves (Jam. 1:22). (Regrettably, and for whatever reason, Hulse’s booklet on the dire need for “concerts of prayer” virtually starts out with a fundamental misrepresentation of my view of “Revival,” which I gleaned from the aggregate of the
Biblical, OT as well as NT, data and sketched out in a summary fashion in the Carey
Conference in Ripon, England, 1990. I return to this below).
Mark 2: Mighty Discriminating and Applicatory Spirit-anointed and Word-filled
Preaching that is Majestic and Prophetic, cuts at the Heart with a View to Regeneration (Repentance and Faith), Justification, and Sanctification, and makes audiences cry
out for mercy, wherever and whenever needful (Acts 2:14-40; see also Acts 3:12-26;
4:31, 33; 5:25; 6:10; 7:1-53; 9:29; 11:19-20, 26; Ravenhill, Why Revival Tarries, 1720, 28-29, 32-34, 45-50, 63-66, 75-81, 109-113, 159-160; and Topical Focus #3: Biblical Homiletics for further details). Incidentally, the Church would do well carefully
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to analyze Peter’s Sermon on the Day of Pentecost and to emulate it in all its component elements! It would not be surprising if such analysis would (should?) lead to the
conclusion that “today’s” preaching is a far cry from the powerful and convicting first
Word- and Spirit-filled message delivered in the NT Church! Revival preaching has
two defining characteristics, namely “the non-negotiable accountability of sinners, and
their complete dependence upon divine grace. It bears down upon the conscience of
the sinner with the solemn claims of the Gospel to ‘work out his own salvation with
fear and trembling,’ while it shows him that it is ‘God who works in him both to will
and to do of his good pleasure.’ The preaching that does neither of these, or that does
the one and not the other, is radically wanting in pungency and power. And this is just
the defect which renders nugatory a large proportion of pulpit discourses today.” No
preaching is allowed to emphasize the dependence upon the grace of God “so as to
neutralize the force of obligation to immediate repentance.” At the same time, no
preaching is permitted to emphasize “the obligation to immediate repentance” so as “to
extenuate (the sinner’s) guilt, (his) immeasurable criminality, namely that he is opposed to God, and will never submit, unless sovereign grace shall interpose to subdue
his opposition.” The bottom line is that “you load (the sinner) down with responsibility, guilt, danger, a triple weight that crushes him and makes him cry out ... Preach both
obligation and dependence, then, if you would transform careless sinners into anxious,
trembling inquirers” into the content of saving grace and into the manner in which this
is bestowed (So perceptively and persuasively, Ebenezer Porter, Letters on Revival
(Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 2004), 89-91). At that juncture, deeply convicted by the Holy Spirit of their sin, guilt, and shame, they will invariably cry out in
agony, “What shall we do” (Lk. 3:10, 12, 14; Acts 2:37; 16:30). There is no Revival
preaching without seeking this type of response, regardless the background of the audience (See for this also Ravenhill, America is Too Young to Die, 67-68)! For that matter, it similarly transforms careless saints into the same type of “inquirers,” but then
into the content of holiness as the crowning piece of God’s saving activity and into the
way he dispenses it. Frankly, this is Biblical Revival Preaching to sinners and saints
alike. Very concretely, it impresses wretched sinners with their triple “awful” state before God with the fervent prayer that they will cry out for God’s “awesome” triple
grace of the heart, the righteousness and the holiness of Jesus (See The Gospel of
John, esp. John 3 with its focus on regeneration, John 4 with its focus upon justification, and John 8 with its focus upon sanctification). By the same token, while it by all
means acknowledges the “awesome” standing of wretched saints with God, it impresses them equally with any “awful” shortfalls, once again with the fervent prayer
that they also cry out to God for triple grace, in this context the grace of (daily) repentance, forgiveness, and obedience (See Col. 1:28 and The Epistle of James throughout). However, it needs to be emphatically added that Revival preaching is not complete until it is topped off by as much of a constant stream, if not “torrents,” of exhortations as is necessary to ensure or maximize its effectiveness (Acts 2:40; 15:32)!
“Teaching” may produce perceptive “thinkers,” a sound doctrinal “grasp,” and even a
chorus of enthusiastic “amens.” But it requires “exhortation” to galvanize any audience, whether wretched sinners (Acts 2:41) or wretched saints (Heb. 3:13) into the
“necessary action” of “calling on the Lord” (Acts 2:21, 42) with all that this entails and
all that flows forth from it. In short, teaching without exhortation “dooms” any and all
audiences at best to remain on “dead center” (as wretched sinners) without any sign of
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life or on “live-center” (as wretched saints) that fails or refuses to be life-producing.
All this is exemplified by Peter’s normative preaching that climaxes in a flood of exhortations on Pentecost, quite apparently a “procedure” that cannot but reverberate
in any situation and context that hungers and thirsts for Biblical Revival fires to
emerge, to remain or to return. Incidentally, it is laudable beyond question to hold out
the indispensable need of “preaching” as the “ordinary means of grace” (together with
prayer and the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper). But refusal (failure)
emphatically to insist that it must have “Revival Preaching and Exhorting Quality” in
order to enjoy God’s benchmark approval is principially to hide a falsehood behind the
truth, practically to lull folks into a sleepy condition, and, oh irony, “tactically” to invite an inevitable spiritual downgrade. The claim is made that “defective preaching” is
one of the (major) “obstacles to revival” (Porter, Letters on Revival, 30). If this is correct, (even Revival) preaching without (Revival) exhortation certainly would qualify
big time! Without the latter “death is entrenched in the pot” that like “Socrates’ hemlock” is paralyzing in nature and sooner or later spells the end of all life.
Mark 3: Mighty Conversions manifest in mighty conviction of sin, repentance and
faith. On Pentecost these totaled 3000 in one day (Acts 2:41; see also 5:14; 9:15-19,
31; 10:1-11:18, 21; 12:24), with 5000 (cumulative or additional) not too long thereafter (Acts 4:4). It has been estimated that historically Revival times see between ten and
twenty million converts enter the Kingdom in a century! Not so incidentally, this
should not be construed as an optional, exceptional, or extra-ordinary occurrence. It is
both promised and mandated (sic!) by our Savior himself as a necessary, ordinary, ongoing and permanent reality that can and must be anticipated, “Most assuredly I say to
you, he who believes in me, the works that I do he will do also, and greater works than
these he will do, because I go to my Father” (John 14:12). These are without a shadow
of a doubt awesome “works of conversion” (So emphatically and compellingly argued
by Arturo G. Azurdia III, Spirit Empowered Preaching (Ross-shire: Christian Focus
Publications, 2007), 17-27, with references to Acts 2:41; 4:4; 5:14; 6:1, 7; 9:31, 35, 42;
11:21, 24; 12:24; 13:48-49; 14:1; 16:5; 17:4, 11-12; 18:8; 19:20; for the implication of
these greater works for missions on the part of everybody, see also Platt, 69-106, 154160, 186-190). This “outcome” is earmarked by our Lord as manifestly “normative,”
and guaranteed as “normal” by virtue of his ascension. But it is (to be) accomplished
by “us,” his people, simultaneously on our feet (“‘our’ works”) with a godly swagger
(“believing”) and on our knees (“prayerful”) in humble dependence (“in his name”)
(John 14:13-14), empowered to all this by the Holy Spirit poured out at Pentecost (See
for the “marvelous increase in numbers” in Revival times also Martyn Lloyd-Jones,
Revival (Westchester, IL: Crossway Books, 1988), 107, 110; and Erroll Hulse, Give
Him No Rest, 25-26, 51, 66-69, 87-91, 99-100, 133-142; however, see 111-116, on the
decline of the Christian Church in today’s society and the growth of Islam and the
Cults.) For mighty conversions the Church has only gratefully God and his sovereign
grace to thank. After all, God informs us again and again, “Without Me you can do
nothing.” But for the lack of them the Church has only shamefully itself to blame! After all, God informs us just as emphatically, “Without You I will do nothing.” So what
God has sovereignly joined together, “Divine sovereignty and human responsibility”
(Phil. 2:12-13), let no man irresponsibly tear apart!
Mark 4: Mighty Spirit-filled and Word-focused Audiences in mighty Assemblies
with a Devoted and Incessant Continuation in the Four Essential Activities of any truly
28

Christian Church: Preaching the Word, Fellowship, the Lord’s Supper, and Prayer
(Acts 2:42; see also Acts 4:32-37). Revival times invariably saw the multiplication of
Worship services in the Joy of the Lord (Neh. 8:1ff, esp. 9-12) in order to feed upon
the Spoken Word (Preaching), to enjoy the Shared Word (Fellowship), to feast upon
the Shown Word (Sacraments), and to appropriate the Strengthening Word (Prayer). In
such assemblies pulpit and pew mutually do, and should, serve each other in igniting
upward spiraling Revival flames of godliness in “inexpressible joy and full of glory”
(1 Pet. 1:8). Churches that disband evening worship services, evening services that are
sparsely attended, and Colleges that get rid of chapel services better show cause why
Ichabod is not (beginning to be) written over their portals (1 Sam. 4:21). There is
every reason to believe that Revival-Salvation fires are in the process of being extinguished, all “honest” protestations and “scholarly” rationales to the contrary. Of
course, even when this is a truly biblical assessment, it still requires the convicting
power of the Holy Spirit for the Church (through the exhortations of the Church) to
own up to it, and to embrace its staggering implications from a “broken heart!”
Mark 5: Mighty Holiness in Love and Obedience. Both are the outflow of the Devoted and Incessant Continuation in the Four Essential Activities of the Church, with
all that flows forth from this in terms of Practical Godliness as the crowning piece of
both God’s summoning (Mt. 7:24-27) and saving activity (Rom. 15:16, 18). They are
encapsulated in the Devoted and Uninterrupted Continuation of the Four Essential Effects of these Activities in any healthy Christian Church: Observing whatever Christ
commands in Love and Holiness (Mt. 28:20; Rev. 2:2, 4, 19-20), Church discipline
(Mt. 18:15ff), (further) Conversions (Acts 4:4; 6:7; Rev. 3:9), and Persecution (John
15:18ff; 2 Thess. 1:2ff; Rev. 2:9ff; 3:10). In short, in addition to the Spoken, Shared,
Shown and Strengthening Word through the empowering fellowship of the Holy Spirit, a true Gospel Church also powerfully experiences, and joyfully displays the Applied, the Enforced, the Converting and the Opposed Word! All this is reflected, if not
encapsulated by in his own job description as “the minister of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles, ministering the Gospel of God that the offering of the Gentiles would be acceptable, sanctified by the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 15:16). Their “obedience” is his “grand and
magnificent obsession” (Rom. 15:18), because it is the crowning piece of God’s saving
activity (1 John 4:17).
Mark 6: Mighty Compassionate Generosity. Unconditional Surrender of themselves and of their possessions to the needs of the people of God, as a state of Heart,
Mind, Volition, Emotions and Life, in which in an astonishing fashion no one called
anything his or her own, and everyone was cheerfully willing to part with all the possessions entrusted to them at the drop of a hat (!), whenever this was called for (Acts
2:44-45; 3:6; 4:32-37; 6:1-3; 9:36-39; 10:1-2; 11:27-30; 2 Cor. 8:1ff; for further details
see Topical Focus #18: Funding & the Kingdom of God).
Mark 7: Mighty Saturation (Grassroots) Evangelism (Acts 4:31; 5:42; 8:4; 11:1921) as one of the Distinguishing Marks of a Mobilized People that blanket every location (Acts 5:4) and so cover every base in 20/20 vision (Mt. 13:3-9; Acts 20:20) with
the Gospel of God (Rom. 15:16). This is to say, “Armed with a New Vision, due to
their Regeneration (2 Cor. 5:14-15, and esp. 16), a New Passion, due to their Justification (Is. 6:5-7, and esp. 8), and a New Mission, due to their Sanctification (Mt. 28:1920),” and, furthermore, “Filled with (Acts 4:29-31), if not Full (Acts 7:55) of the Holy
Spirit,” they are zealously bound and determined to “Make Disciples” of all Nations
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through the full-orbed New Covenant Gospel and subsequently to “Train Disciples” by
teaching them to observe whatever God commands them at any price and at any cost
(See also Hulse, 151-152). Since due to their (definitive) Regeneration, Justification
and Sanctification all Christians have by definition a New Vision, a New Passion and a
New Mission, the prayer for “laborers” that Jesus enjoins his disciples to pray (Mt.
9:38) has been answered. There are no longer “few” of them (Mt. 9:37). In fact, there
are “many,” “multitudes” of them! If they don’t constantly function as “co-laborers” of
the Father” (1 Cor. 3:9), “ambassadors of Christ” (2 Cor. 5:20) and “instruments of the
Holy Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:3, 8), they are AWOL. This, in turn, would disclose a lack of the
progressive outflow of their regeneration, justification and sanctification in daily repentance/faith, daily forgiveness and daily holiness! Mighty preaching will be tireless
in its teaching to emphasize and in its exhorting to insist on the necessary display of
this as well as of all the other marks of Biblical Revival.
Mark 8: Mighty Societal Impact (Acts 2:5-6; 3:11; 4:2, 16; 5:28; 11:21, 24, 26;
13:42-44; 14:4; 14:13-14, 18; 17:4-5, 8). The Full-orbed Revival Gospel routinely
turns the world upside down (Read: right side up) (Acts 17:6). This is bound to lead to
mighty opposition (Acts 4:3, 21; 5:17-18; 6:12; 7:54-58; 8:3; 9:23-24; 12:1-4; 13:45,
50; 14:2, 5, 19; 16:19-20; 17:5, 13; 18:12ff; and esp. 19:23ff; see also John 15:18ff; 1
Thess. 2:13-16; 2 Thess. 1:3-12; Heb. 11:35b-40). But in the process the kingdoms of
the world are taken over by the Kingdom of our Lord (Dan. 2:44; Rev. 11:15; see also
Hab. 2:14; Rev. 15:4) personally and societally, in whole or in part, through mighty
preaching, mighty conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassion, and mighty evangelism (Acts 2:41; 4:4, 32; 11:21, 26; 13:42, 44, 48-49; 18:9; see
also Heb. 11:1-35a). The latter, to mention only a few instances, took place in 2nd and
3rd Century Rome, in 15th and 16th Century Europe, in 18th Century England and USA,
as well as in 19th Century Korea, Malawi and Uganda. Even where the Church left lots
to be desired and Christians never constituted the majority of the population, their impact in Revival times as the preserving and guarding “salt of the earth” and the lifegiving and guiding “light of the world” (Mt. 5:13-14) upon both state and society in
terms of moral and legislative leadership was staggering. The fact that the folly of cozying up to the world, such as in ancient Rome, Western Europe and the recent USA,
routinely nullified the gain (Ps. 85:8) neither impinges upon the glory of the original
conquest (Ps. 85:9), nor allows for this conquest to be viewed with a raised eyebrow,
let alone disparaged with a jaundiced eye. Regrettably, the quibbling, negatively intentioned so-called “scholarly” question whether a nation that has experienced the staggering impact of Revival glory “really” can, and may be called a “Christian Nation”
often serves to obscure both this impact and this glory. Besides, it is an ethereal and
unanswerable question that prompts innumerable and useless “go-arounds.” The answer is predetermined by one’s stipulated advance definition of a “Christian Nation.”
But one thing is sure. When the Gospel is shining in “Main Street,” its impact is invariably felt throughout a nation (Rome, London, New York, Seoul, Lilongwe, Kampala,
etc.), and ends up on respected display in all the strata of society whether as the result
of special grace (that lasts) or in the form of common grace (that fades). One telling
example is the so-called Welsh Revival (1904-1905) and its impact upon the “courts of
justice.” “Judges and magistrates commented upon (its) effect upon proceedings in
their courts. Criminal calendars were reduced to a minimum … Lists of convictions
dwindled to nothing. Judges had instead of the usual long lists of cases awaiting trial
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blank sheets of paper, without a single name.” But this was not all. Taverns that catered to people’s self-indulgence had to close down for lack of its customary clientele
that flocked to Christian assemblies. Places of theatrical and musical entertainment
that gave folks a fleeting and often false sense of well-being became marginal operations because of the awesome pull of the preached Word of God. Sports events that
bordered on the idolatrous lost their luster and were sidetracked by the Spirit-filled
worship of God in the splendor of holiness, the incomparable enjoyment of his presence together with all fellow believers, and the profound satisfaction, if not delight of
basking in his glory with shining faces (See for all this David Matthews, I Saw the
Welsh Revival (Pensacola: Christian Life Books, 1957), 153-154). Come to think about
it, it seems passing strange. The modern Church piggybacks on organized “rap sessions” and “sports happenings” to get the Gospel in, often edgewise or skimpily,
whether in short intermissions, at the weary end, or in another way. In stark contrast
the Revival Church shuts down the customary flight into “entities” (diversions?), such
(“godless”) music or sports, replaces them with the bounty, both in time and substance,
of giving lengthy and undivided attention to God and his Word in Mighty Assemblies,
and makes them forget the often idolatrous priorities of the world. Of course, this is
not to discourage all entrepreneurial outreach, as long as it is recognized that the
“good” usually, if not invariably, tends to be or become “the enemy of the best” with
all that this grimly entails both in the short run and long term. The frequently used methods of the modern Church with its music or sports “ministries” are certainly no evidence of a prevailing ecclesiastical Revival-Abundance culture, and therefore should
never be unduly lauded or promoted at the expense of the proven “superior” of past
Revival times. When the Church rises to the occasion of Revival status, all these “ministries,” however valuable, may well be overtaken, if not should be absorbed, by the
“Rivers of Living Water” that will pour forth into every nook and cranny of the desert
of this world (John 7:37-39). At any rate, a “Wall Street Journal front-page article,
subtitled, ‘An Evangelical Revival is Sweeping the Nation, but with Little Effect” is a
contradiction in terms. It is “like saying, ‘An earthquake shook the United States from
San Francisco to New York City, measuring 9.5 on the Richter scale, but no one felt
it.’” No, “any true revival can be proven by the fact that it changed the moral climate
of an area or a nation” (Leonard Ravenhill, Revival God’s Way (Bloomington, MN:
Bethany House Publishers, 1983), 56-60, 63).
Mark 9: Mighty Leadership: Electrifying Spirit-filled and Word-filled Ministryon-the-Move (Acts 2:14; 3:1-7; 4:8-12; 5:1-11, 29-32; 6:8; 8:5-8, 14-17, 26; 9:3211:18, 22-26; 12:1-3),3 spearheaded by the three permanent offices of Evangelists,
3

Azurdia III, Spirit Empowered Preaching, persuasively argues throughout his highly recommended volume for the indispensable presence of the Holy Spirit in the preaching of the
Word of God, as the Scriptures require this to be done. Only the Holy Spirit (11-16) can provide the “unction,” the “anointing,” the “power,” the “vitality” that makes audiences experience the “overwhelming glory” of the Message of God’s Word with all that this entails in
terms of both genuine understanding and practical godliness. But in a rare moment of personal
honesty he confesses (175-176) that he seemed to be caught flatfooted when he was asked following one of his presentations on this topic whether he himself had ever experienced this
“vitality of the Spirit in his own preaching.” Apparently the humbling answer had to be, “occasionally.” I can sympathize with this. Before my conversion I remember informing congregations about the “blazing power and the unbridled enthusiasm” (Acts 2:17ff), precipitated by
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Pastors-Teachers (Eph. 4:11) and Deacons (Phil. 1:1) as the ecclesiastical “Captains.”
Supported by folks with Evangelistic (Mt. 4:19), Speaking (1 Pet. 4:11a; see also Rom.
12:6b, 7b, 8a) and Serving (1 Pet. 4:11b; see also Rom. 12:7a, 8b, c, d) Gifts as their
“Lieutenants,” they mobilize the People of God to advance the Kingdom of God Quantitatively (“Making Disciples;” Mt. 28:19; Acts 2:41, 47; 4:4; 5:14; 11:21; 14:21;
18:10; Rev. 7:9ff) and Qualitatively (“Training Disciples;” Mt. 28:20; Acts 11:22ff;
14:22; Eph. 4:12-13) as “Far” (Rom. 15:24), as “Fast” (Rom. 1:10, 13) and as “Furious” (Rom. 1:11) as possible (See specifically Ravenhill, 37-41, 51-52, 114-120; as
well as Topical Focus #16: Teaching in the NT for further details).
Mark 10: Mighty Combat: A Church Prevailing over the Gates of Hell (Acts 4:122; 5:17-41; 6:9-7:60; 8:1-4; 9:1-9; 12:1-19; 17:5-7; 21:10-14, 27-55; 23:12ff; 2 Cor.
11:23ff), and this not necessarily without casualties (John 12:24; 20:21; 21:18-19; 2
Cor. 11:23ff; Phil. 3:10; Heb. 11:35b-38; Rev. 13:9; see also Ravenhill, 123-128, 143149). After all, no seed produces fruit until it dies first (John 12:24a). Jesus first modeled this in his crucifixion, and then required it from his disciples (John 20:21; 21:1819). Incidentally, little suffering produces little fruit, a little more suffering a little
more fruit, but when a seed dies, it produces much fruit (John 12:24b; see also John
15:5). This is what Revival-Salvation ever was, ever is, and ever will be all about.
Once again, take a look at Jesus, the disciples and all those who followed in their footsteps throughout Church history. So much for the view that emphasizes so-called
“faithfulness” at the neglect or expense of “success.” Good Friday, Easter, Pentecost,
they are all designed to be “successful.” So is the Church (See Josh. 1:8-9). Part of its
prayerful faithfulness is to see all the awesome commands of God successfully implemented and all the awesome promises of God successfully realized, qualitatively as
“the outpouring of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:33), that would produce “rivers (!) of living water
to gush forth from the preacher” (John 7:37-39), and so “to make glad the city of God” (Ps.
46:4) by means of awesome holiness and daily conversions (Acts 2:42-47)! I finally recognized that I myself did not even have a “trickle,” and had to face the humbling twofold truth
that “anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ (inclusive of “rivers of living water”) does
not belong to him” (Rom. 8:9b), and that only heartfelt “repentance” could produce “forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Spirit” (Acts 2:38) with all that this entails. At any rate, all this
leads to a potent question that must be asked. Why is a personal experience of the Spirit’s “vitality” so often not commensurate with the mental grasp of its indispensable necessity for an
effective and fruitful ministry? Let me suggest an answer. Western Christianity, even in its
most outstanding representatives, has so often failed heartily and fully to embrace the promised and mandated “Revival fires,” if not frequently opposed and doused them, and as a result
has become so far removed from Revival status with its “Ten Mighty Marks,” that it is incapable of testifying to anything more than an “occasional vitality.” And even with such “occasional vitality” “Mr. One-Eye” appears to be “King in the Land of the Blind.” Of course, this
leads to a second question. Why does (Western or any other) Christianity so often distance
itself from “Revival Fires?” Well, they require wood, “fuel to burn.” And that “wood” is
“we!” But who wants to “burn” until there are not even ashes left (Rom. 12:1-2), apart from
men like Paul (2 Cor. 4:8-12; 11:23-28; Phil. 1:21; 3:10)? Frankly, in a by definition anemic
non-Revival culture “occasional vitality” will ever be the very “best” any of us can come up
with until and unless the Church recognizes the “vital” necessity, and is willing to pay the
equally “vital” price, of surrendering itself to a “vital” “Recovery Mode” in order to attain or
regain a “vital” Revival Status and to embrace a “vital” Maintenance Ministry” as a matter of
(“vital”) life and (dreadful) death!
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well as quantitatively. When achieved, the end-result in both instances should be awesome as well. Habakkuk 2:14, Revelation 7:9, as well as Revelation 21:1-4 provide us
with a glimpse of the “Biblical Success” for which the Church ought to hunger, thirst,
pray and labor! To be sure, “success” does not (always) come in specific, prepackaged quantities and qualities. After all, “salvation” in all its phases and facets, “is
of the Lord” (Jonah 2:9). But if it is lingering in the face of God’s promise that deserts
shall turn into a fertile field, cemeteries will transform into maternity wards and dead
seas will convert into fresh water lakes, it should at the least break the hearts of God’s
people and bring tears to their eyes (See also Matthews, I Saw The Welsh Revival, 41;
Ravenhill, Revival God’s Way, 69ff, as the latter’s desire, 82, for a mandatory Seminary course on “Weeping for the Lost,” and “an advanced class for those who would
howl in grief over our sin-saturated society”)! Let us never be content with a few oases
(in a desert), a few clinics (in a cemetery), or a few patches of fresh water (in a dead
sea). It is not surprising that God’s agents in Revival-Salvation times, when “success”
was lingering, were both in Scripture and in history invariably men and women with
“broken hearts” who doubled, tripled or quadrupled their already impressive “prayer
assault” on heaven (Ravenhill, Revival God’s Way, 101-110, 125-128, 131-135), and
duplicated this with their equally impressive “labor assault” on earth!
Not so incidentally, it stands to reason that the presence of these ten Revival characteristics spell “Glory!” The glory of God consists of the sum total of his perfections
in his Trinitarian being (1 Chron. 16:28; Ps. 19:1; 66:2; Is. 6:3; 35:2). This carries majestic and eternal “weight” (kabood). When glory “dwells in the land” (Ps. 85:9), the
reflection of God’s presence in his being and perfections (Rev. 21:11), as much as this
is creaturely possible (Ex. 33:18-23), is in mighty “embodied” evidence and on mighty
“personified” display in his people. It produces in particular a glow in the heart (1 Pet.
1:8), a radiance in the face (Ex. 34:31-35; Mt. 17:2), an overflowing of the mouth (Ps.
71:8; Is. 66:19), and in general the abundance of Revival-salvation, together with its
ten characteristics, in the Church. Conversely, whenever and wherever these ten marks
are culpably and shamefully missing in whole or in part an anemic ebb tide “salvation”
is present at best, indicative of a “downgrade” condition and inevitably leading to a
“downfall,” unless a radical turn-around occurs. The glowing, radiant, and abundant
reflection of the “glory” of God is gradually slipping away until it is gone (1 Sam.
4:21). The increasingly step by step “dying of the light” in the Middle East, Europe
and the USA constitutes the proverbial “handwriting on the wall” on large sections of
the Christian Church (Dan. 5:24-28).
Gerald L. Sittser calls for a greater awareness specifically of what mighty leadership in mighty combat is all about, and identifies ways and means to acquire and display it.4 He argues, with reference to two pioneer missionaries, E.T. Studd and Mary
Slessor, that the Church would do well to “read accounts” of spiritual leaders, such as
Studd and Slessor, as “icons of faith.” This should be done not just to “familiarize oneself with the facts and to preserve their memory … but to awaken, illumine, inspire,
and challenge the readers to perceive and embrace the same spiritual vision and calling” (315), the same “courage and tenacity,” while at times “worn out,” seemingly
“bruised beyond repair” and “fainting” (309; 312), the same “surrender to a life of ser4

Gerald L. Sittser, “Protestant Missionary Biography as Written Icon,” in Christian Scholar’s
Review XXXVI: 3 (Spring 2007), 303-321.
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vice,” without “comfort and security” (316), the same “commitment and sacrifice”
(317), possibly with years of “meager results” (314), and the same “unflagging” spirit
that would not “yield or quit,” in spite of unjust criticism from co-workers and lack of
financial and other support from the home front (312-313). All this in the belief that a
“hundred-fold return” would be waiting in the wings, “if not in this life then certainly
in the next” (316)! The willingness to surrender, to sacrifice, to suffer, to give up everything out of an all transcending, deep love for the Master and “to accept all the consequences of this renunciation” turns into “a mysterious process that transforms a person into something other than what he or she could become otherwise” (319), and in
the process does, and should, facilitate a prayerful, unified, joyful and Godly team that
in a state of peace and cooperation tirelessly labors for the advance of the Kingdom
(312). This, in turn, does, and should, lead to “the unfathomable success” of large
numbers of converts and church plants (312) with a profound effect upon society in
general. Biographies of this kind present those “icons” for God with all their eccentricities, flaws, slip-ups, and breakpoints, but most of all with “the glow of the Spirit of
Christ that lights up their inner life, makes their faces shine, and is the source of their
distinction and power” (318) as well as of their near “reckless” faith for which no obstacle was too intimidatingly large. Such biographies “call on readers to abandon their
worldliness, to forsake their cynicism and doubt, and to live a Gospel life.” They
“beckon readers to consider entering a world that is infused with the light of the incarnate Son of God, founded upon principles of the Kingdom of God and animated by a
call to radical service, and they provide examples—as strange and even offensive as
they might be—of how one can begin the journey” (321). Frankly, all this spells electrifying Revival leadership in Revival combat, the type of leadership that graphically
coins and in living color embodies statements, such as, “If Jesus Christ is God and
died for me, then no sacrifice can be too great to make for him” (C. T. Studd; 316), as
well as, “I made a covenant with my God that I was not going to let sorrow of any kind
come into my life as a missionary. I was not going to let my husband see sorrow that
would unhinge him (in his ministry). He never saw a tear when he came back (from
his extensive travels and extremely long absences, at times measured in multiple
years)” (The often bed-ridden wife of C. T. Studd, standing shoulder to shoulder with
her husband in sacrificial service; 317) and, “He is no fool who is eager to give up
what he cannot keep in order to gain what he can never lose” (Jim Elliott). Still Sittser’s moving survey calls for one addition and requires one caveat.
As to the addition, while biographies are stimulating and beckoning, Scripture is
stipulating and commanding. Therefore, for biographies to succeed in their mission
they must demonstrate that their “heroes,” or “heroines” are the embodiment of obedience to the Word of God. To the extent they are such embodiment, their “imitation”
is no longer merely a stimulating and beckoning option, but an unavoidable and compelling necessity (1 Thess. 1:6). In blunt terminology, for a generation to fail in the
production of the necessary leadership, such as described above, is to fall short of Revival status, which calls for a Recovery mode, if it does not want to die! Such shortfall
betrays a deficiency in Maintenance ministry, which spells culpably shameful and
shamefully culpable disobedience by definition (See Heb. 3:12ff). Biographies should
be spurs to the very obedience on display in the subjects of these biographies. Otherwise they miss the mark.
This leads me to a serious caveat. It pertains to the comparison Sittser makes be34

tween icons in the (Eastern) Orthodox Church and missionary biographies in the
(Western) Protestant Church. Both are said to communicate the “sanctity, luminosity,
and inner beauty of a saint (missionary), transfigured by the work of the Holy Spirit”
(306), be it with one difference. Icons “manifest the result of sanctity, depicting the
saints as already having been transformed by the Spirit of God.” They “expose the onlookers to their spiritual realities.” “Missionary biographies (on the other hand) show
the process (of spiritual formation)” (307)! Frankly, the suggested parallel is far from
convincing. I am willing to stipulate that an icon is designed to point to the spirituality
of the person of a “saint,” supposedly having reached the end of the line in his transformation, if not “deification” (To be understood in the sense of 2 Pet. 1:4). However,
proper biographies do and should portray the increasingly purposeful obedience to the
Word of God on display in their subjects. This is a decisive difference. Iconography
looks in the icon at an illumined and illuminating saint as a focus of contemplation and
an object of veneration. God-honoring biographies should go well beyond this. They
look at a surrendered “saint” as an authoritative exhibition, if not embodiment of the
transforming Word through the Spirit, and therefore as a benchmark by which the
Church will be measured, and therefore a model that it must follow to experience the
approval of God.
To illustrate! An icon of Nehemiah undoubtedly would have produced contemplation and veneration. But the biblical biography of Nehemiah sketches a man who is
disconsolate, if not devastated, about the obliterated wall of Jerusalem. His brother,
Hanani, reports the ruinous and grievous condition of the wall and gates of Jerusalem
as a matter of “great trouble and shame” (Neh. 1:3), but subsequently appeared to have
turned in to enjoy a decent night’s rest. Not Nehemiah! “As soon as he heard the report,” he wasted no time, but immediately prayed for days in agony of heart (Neh.
1:4ff). His unbearable burden of recognized and confessed personal as well as corporate guilt for the “City-of-God-reduced-to-rubble” sent him to his knees, as is mandated by Scripture (Is. 62:6-7; Jer. 29:10-14). What is the upshot of all this? In short
order, his burden and his consequent prayer “earned” him a commission together with
the “wherewithal” to fulfill this commission (Neh. 2:1ff). His commission turned into
an exhausting journey and an on-the-ground night inspection of the situation (Neh.
1:9ff) with a view to determined action. His determination to action enjoyed initially
near universal hands-on support (Neh. 3:1ff), but subsequently met with external opposition (Neh. 4:1ff) as well as internal despondency (Neh. 4:10ff). Eventually this action was threatened with both brute and conspiratorial force from the outside (Neh.
4:15ff; 6:1ff), interspersed with immoral, greedy, near-suicidal, infighting on the inside (Neh. 5:1ff). The latter required a mammoth assembly to sort things out and the
former prompted the need for both construction during the dayshift and armed defense
during the nightshift, the trowel in the one hand and the sword in the other on the part
of everybody, without the opportunity to enjoy a change of clothes, be it with an occasional bath, for days on end on the part of many (Neh. 4:21ff). Finally, after fifty-two
days the task was completed, which turned Jerusalem at least to some extent into “a
praise in the earth” (Neh. 6:15ff; Is. 62:7). What must have looked like an “impossibility” at the outset and was undoubtedly experienced like an “eternity” in the reconstruction process, seemed in the end to have occurred in a “flash” (See also Jam. 5:11).
“Only” fifty-two days! Of course, even with a completed wall Israel was not out of the
woods. The battle continued on all fronts (Neh. 6:17ff; 9:1ff; 13:1ff). But this is suffi35

cient to recognize that just to carve out an icon of Nehemiah with a view to contemplation and veneration in his honor is not going to do it. Rather Nehemiah sets the
benchmark of reigning Kingdom/Revival obedience, embodies the model of a functioning Kingdom/Revival Church, and displays the archetype of anticipated Kingdom/Revival success (For a superb, nearly “hagiographic,” presentation of Nehemiah
as an authoritative and compelling model for the Church throughout the ages, see Gautam Silal, Passion and Purpose: A Study on the Book of Nehemiah (Siliguri: AMO
Publication, 2005). All the features of the biblical, God-breathed, inerrant, authorized,
“biography” of this Man of God were present in C. T. Studd as well as Mary Slessor,
and for that matter in all the (Revival) movers and shakers in Church history. The
Church must make up its mind. It is either a “Normal” Nehemiah-Church ever facing
“impossibilities” in prospect, experiencing “eternities” in the process, but with the
eventual certainty of “unfathomable success” at the blink of an eye in retrospect. Or it
is, at best, a “Below-Normal” “Hanani”-church, in which the good is often the enemy
of the best. It reports devastation. It undoubtedly grieves devastation. But it ends up
going to sleep, only to wake up in an even greater devastation. This is abundantly evident in what we know about Hanani. Clearly a “good” man, he was eventually appointed co-mayor of Jerusalem by his brother Nehemiah (Neh. 7:2), and (at first) witnessed phenomenal growth in holiness in terms of Godly marriages, Sabbath observance and payment of the Tithes (Neh. 10:28-39). But when Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem after an absence of some years, he noticed to his horror that the people under
Hanani’s watch had reverted to their old ways in toto. Hanani apparently had been unable to stem the disastrous ebb tide. Every little bit of progress was wiped out. No
more payment of the Tithes! No more observance of the Sabbath! And plenty of ungodly Intermarriage (Neh. 13:4-31)! Apparently, all that a “good” man and a “good”
Church need to do is “nothing” for a greater devastation to occur. The question may
well be asked what spells the decisive difference between Nehemiah and Hanani, and
between a (revived) Nehemiah-Church and a (down-trodden, if not basically moribund) “Hanani-”church. In support of this twofold assessment by all means taste the
glory of Nehemiah 8:1-12:7, on the one hand, and compare it, on the other hand, with
the grim predicament that is portrayed in Nehemiah 7:2 and 13:4-30 with Hanani as
co-mayor of Jerusalem during Nehemiah’s apparently rather lengthy absence. The
four-fold Hanani picture in Nehemiah 1 is one of great trouble, shame, (undoubtedly)
grief and (apparently) a beckoning bed. The four-fold Nehemiah portrayal in that same
chapter is one of great trouble, shame, felt guilt and agonizing prayer day and night
(apparently no bed for him (!); see specifically Neh. 1:6-7). The experience of guilt,
whether in acknowledged retrospect or in anticipated prospect, and this experience only (See also Ezr. 9:7, 13), coupled with an intolerable burden either to see the trouble
and the shame remedied or to prevent them, is capable of producing a Nehemiah and a
Nehemiah-Church with mighty Revival leaders in mighty Revival combat with mighty
Revival effectiveness. By failing to enter through the narrow gate of the intolerable
burden of great distress and reproach due to the retrospective guilt of depravity vis-àvis the Law of God or the prospective guilt of neglect, laziness, or indifference vis-àvis the Marching Orders and the Promise of God, a “Hanani” type of church is at bottom willing to live with anemic conditions, whether in the Middle East, overtaken by
idolatrous Islam, Europe, overtaken by atheistic Secularism, or the USA, overtaken by
godless Humanism, and is for this very reason culpably shameful and shamefully
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culpable. Until it recognizes this, it will never turn into an unbearably burdened Nehemiah-Church, praying for days as well as nights, and potentially “forever,” until
through repentance and faith the smile of God returns, the fierce judgment of God has
run its course, the intolerable weight of violated injunctions or unfulfilled promises is
lifted, the Kingdom of God flourishes, and the Church of Christ becomes (once again)
the praise in the earth (Is. 62:7). Frankly, it takes the foundational reality of the Redeemer’s Cross and Resurrection, and the overwhelming presence of the Holy Spirit of
Pentecost to effect the kind of conviction (Acts 2:23b, 36b, 37a) that characterizes the
beginning of any and all Revival-Salvation times (John 16:8ff). The least we can do is
fervently to pray (as the first phase or installment of Revival times) and powerfully to
preach (as the second phase or installment of Revival times) to this very end. Perhaps
the Lord will have mercy on his (ebb tide) “Hanani”-church and grants it this privilege
as the launching pad of a Revival-Salvation time with its accompanying “unfathomable success” (2 Tim. 2:25), crystallized in all the “Mighty Ten” marks of truly Biblical
Revival-Salvation. In fact, since brokenness is a command of God (Joel 2:12-13; Jam.
4:9), there is no reason why God would not grant it when a Church, any Church, pursues it in unrelenting prayer and preaching as long as it does so in unwavering faith
(Jam. 1:6). At any rate it should be crystal clear that iconography with its concatenation of saint - icon - contemplation - veneration is poles apart from biblical biography
with its concatenation of Word and Spirit - Heartfelt Surrender - Radical Obedience Godly Success, all as a Matter of Life and Death. To be very concrete, an icon of Nehemiah as an object of veneration cannot accentuate “trouble and shame,” and therefore cannot produce the intolerable burden of retrospective or prospective guilt as the
exclusive entrance gate to Revival Glory. In the process it lulls the Church to sleep. A
truly Biblical biography of Nehemiah, on the other hand, cannot but highlight “trouble
and shame,” cannot but emphasize guilt, and cannot but put the spotlight on Nehemiah’s “intolerable burden,” fueled by “sorrow of heart” (Neh. 2:2). In the process it
does, and should, condemn any readership that brushes all this aside and refuses to
embrace it as truly a matter of life and death. If there is any hesitation on our part to
endorse this latter assessment, an interview with Athanasius and Calvin, if this were
possible, would have enlightened us and put us on the right track. I am sure that neither one would have believed that their grandchildren or great-grandchildren would be
swallowed up by an idolatrous Islam and an atheistic Secularism, respectively. The return to folly (Ps. 85:8) made this inevitable as a judgment of God (1 Pet. 4:17). Similarly, a present-day “Hanani”-church that is void of the excruciating brokenness of
guilt can only anticipate that its grandchildren or great-grandchildren will turn either
idolatrously Muslim or atheistically secular. However, it is a saddening historical fact
that by and large such church tends to put its head in the sand, refuses to come to grips
with reality, and fades away, at times slowly, but nevertheless surely. Even if it (thankfully) continues to win “battles,” it ends up (shamefully) losing the “war!” In sum,
churches, families, and individuals may well, in fact, should put themselves to the test
as ultimately a matter of life and death, and ask in all seriousness whether they are of
the “Hanani” or the Nehemiah variety, and be honest enough before God and men to
draw the appropriate conclusions and take the necessary, corrective, Recovery steps,
unless they wish to experience the devastating consequences. When this awakened and
awakening scenario plays out and repeats itself across the length and breadth of the
Church, Revival is in the offing, if it has not already begun. An authentic Maintenance
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ministry will insist that such scenario is God’s “Normal” (See for the details below),
aims for it to be interminable, and by the grace of God will ensure that this is the case,
in case of need by entering into a Recovery Mode!
One last item in this context! The vast divergence between Orthodox iconography
and Protestant biography should not come as a surprise. Historically Orthodoxy has
always regarded Scripture to be on a par with Tradition, inclusive the part of tradition
that was made up by the lives of saints. The focus upon icons representing saints as an
illuminating focus and standard was bound to relegate the compelling Word of God to
the backseat to one extent or another. For that reason vast sections of the universal
Church have always held that to the degree that any image or icon is in competition
with the Word of God, and removes the latter from its central position in the Church of
Christ, it does, and must stand condemned as a transgression of the Second Commandment, all protestations to the contrary. After all, this Commandment explicitly
informs us again and again that the true worship of God is not one of the eye in order
to take in and enjoy a specific view or vision (of whatever sort), but of the ear in order
to listen to his voice in surrender and obedience (in every aspect of life) (Deut. 4:1214, 15-24, 25-31, 32-40). As the wording of the Second Commandment indicates, the
moment the eye becomes foundational, listening to the whole range of the commandments of God is in serious jeopardy (Deut. 20:4-6). Images, whether in Scripture or in
Church history, never spell obedience, aim at obedience, or lead to obedience. This is
why they cannot, and should not, receive a legitimate place or function in the Church
of Christ. As I emphasize below as well, God did not tune his people into a Television
Station with the call letters W.A.T.C.H. in order (passively) to take in actors and
scenes as colorful pastime to enjoy in leisure, but to a Radio Station with the call letters W.O.R.D., in order (actively) to assimilate proceedings and scenarios as prescriptive roadmaps to energize toward an active obedience. Just as he replaced the lifeless,
silent, symbols of the OT, however necessary and eloquent they were in conveying the
message of God in their time, into the living, verbally communicating, probing and
prompting people of God (See for further details, Topical Focus #9: Symbols & Penology in the Mosaic Law)! In the New Covenant God-fearing recipients of the truth
make it a habit often to speak with one another (Mal. 3:16). In fact, the one voice of
the preacher (2 Tim. 4:2) is designed to trumpet the truth in an ever crescendoing
manner through the many voices of the faithful as a mighty PA system in the daily fellowship (Acts 2:42) of instruction (Heb. 5:12) and exhortation (1 Thess. 4:11; Heb.
3:13), until this truth reverberates throughout the Body. Not so incidentally, all this is
introduced to bring out in living color what James is all about (Jam. 5:19-20). The bottom line is simply this. Images, icons, which tend to marginalize the Word, and James,
which centralizes the Word (Jam. 1:19-25; 2:8-12; 4:11-12), simply do not mix. They
are in different ballparks (See on this score also Robert Letham, Through Western Eye
- Eastern Orthodoxy: A Reformed Perspective (Ross-shire: Mentor, 2007), 280ff)!
Note well that once it is determined that the ten mighty characteristics, enumerated above, are essential for Revival fires to burn (brightly), it becomes impossible to
speak of revivals in the OT, as if they are woven of the same cloth. It has been said
that the OT is well acquainted with revivals, such as the revival under Moses (Ex.
32ff), Samuel (1 Sam. 7), David (2 Sam. 6-7), Asa (2 Chron. 14-16), Jehoshaphat (2
Chron. 17-20), Jehoiada (2 Chron. 23-24), Hezekiah (2 Chron. 29-32), Josiah (2
Chron. 34-35), Zerubbabel (Ezra 1-6), Ezra (Ezra 7-10), Nehemiah (Nehemiah 1-13),
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and Joel (Joel 2:12-27). But this is questionable terminology (So also Hulse, 81-82).
The proper assessment is that they are much needed, and in their context bright, but
still fleeting, “points” of light that comparatively speaking foreshadowed the Light (in
both instances italics, mine) of the Great Revival. The bottom line is that they display
various meteoric, but soon fading and aborted prefiguration-revival features. However
rich and powerful (in their own time), in the grand biblical scheme they still must be
judged to be of the mini-sort (such as recorded in Ezra 9:8-9) in their make-up and effectiveness, especially when compared to the awesome Maxi-Revival in the NT, centered in the Cross + Resurrection and Pentecost! To illustrate this once more in the
context of Nehemiah! After the reconstruction of the wall, he reinstructed the people
(Neh. 8:1ff). In the process he saw the Israelites confess their guilt before God (Neh.
9:1ff), enter into a covenant with him (Neh. 9:38ff) in a mighty display of total surrender. They once again, as we saw already, yielded the affection of their heart to God
by banning intermarriage, their prime time to the worship of God by embracing the
Sabbath, and their hard earned money to the service of God by paying their tithes
(Neh. 10:28ff). It was truly a glory time that culminated in the dedication of the wall of
Jerusalem (Neh. 12:27ff). However, eventually his duties called Nehemiah back to the
palace of the King. When he finally returned to Jerusalem, most likely after a considerable time, it appeared to his dismay, if not horror, that he had to start all over again.
As we saw as well, the first thing he noticed was that the temple service was in complete disarray for several reasons, one of which was lack of proper funding and the departure of the Levites to their homestead as a result. Then he discovered that once
again the Sabbath was desecrated by business as usual. Finally, he ran into little children who could not even speak Hebrew due to intermarriage. In each instance he acted
in a fierce fashion. Upset, he threw pagan furniture out of the temple. Angry, he
chased merchants away from the city. And to top it all, furious, he pulled the hair out
of the heads of those who had intermarried (Neh. 13:4ff). The bottom line is this. Neither Nehemiah, nor any human leader, can ever produce or ensure lasting RevivalSalvation. This requires the Great Revival centered in the Christ of Calvary and the
Open Tomb and the Holy Spirit of Pentecost! Nehemiah was no more than a meteor
that lit up the sky of the old covenant dimly and temporarily, and regrettably left a
greater darkness behind. He only foreshadowed and prefigured partly and imperfectly
the contours and pattern of the Great Revival. For the latter to materialize it took and
still takes the brilliance of the Sun of Righteousness and of the Fire of the Holy Spirit.
There is a specific feature, however, that should not be overlooked. The pattern of
both the Little and the Great Revival include folly. However, as was to be expected,
the folly after the Great Revival with its brilliant Sunshine and Fire is infinitely (!)
worse than the folly after the Little Revival. To transgress the Law of God given
through Moses in the old covenant constituted a folly that deserved the finite (!) death
penalty. But to rebuff the Sun of Righteousness in whom the Law of God was personified (Mt. 5:17) and to outrage the Shining Spirit of grace through whom the Law of
God is personalized (Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 36:27) in the New Covenant constitutes an ever
so much greater folly that deserves “infinite” (!) damnation (Heb. 10:29; see also Topical Focus #9: Symbols & Penology in the OT). Scripture as well as Church history
indicate that in a bewildering fashion this rebuff and outrage were common place. This
should explain the methodical withdrawal of Christ and his Spirit from the Middle
East, Europe, and the USA as well as the rise of idolatrous Islam, atheistic Secularism
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and godless Humanism in this threefold vacuum. It also solidifies the assessment that
the excruciating agony of this take-over constitutes both a judgment of God and the
guilt of the Church. This is why the time periods between the mighty effusions of the
Spirit are not “just”ordinary, let alone “normal” in nature, but rather culpable and
shameful, and cannot but require a heartfelt and repentant confession of blameworthiness! If the pattern of Psalm 80 is any indication, the devastating downgrade that characterizes such periods (Ps. 80:8-16a) constitutes a castigation (Ps. 18:5-6) as well as a
rebuke of God (Ps. 80:16b). Apparently, as long as these periods prevail, God is “angry (even) with the prayers of his people” (Ps. 80:4). Only when “revival” triumphs
(Ps. 80:18b) and is on display in potent and uncompromising men of God (Ps. 80:1718a), will prayer once again meet with God’s approval (Ps. 80:18c). This “stinging”
assessment should sink deeply into the conscience of the Church and call forth a response worthy of 2 Chronicles 7:14.
Note further, taking all the biblical-theological data together, that there is no evidence in Scripture anywhere of a third, fourth, etc., Revival. There is no trace of it in
the NT (See for this further below)! The First or Little Revival consisted of the Return
from Babylon. The Second or Great Revival-Salvation, rooted in the death and resurrection of Christ and culminating in the Baptism of the Holy Spirit, is a Once-AndFor-All-Historical Event that took place in the Past (Calvary/Open Tomb and Pentecost), never to leave the Church anymore. This makes eminent sense, once we see the
parallel with the “little,” principially impotent, eventually bankrupted (Heb. 8:8a), and
ultimately obsolete (Heb. 8:13) old covenant and the Grand, Empowering, Ever Endur5
ing, and Flourishing (Heb. 8:8b-12) New Covenant. There is no third, fourth, etc.,
5

See also Thomas E. Hicks, Jr., “John Owen on the Mosaic Covenant,” in Reformed Baptist
Theological Review (Spring 2009), Volume VI, No. 1, 44-58, especially, 44-45, 50-51, 53, 55,
and 58. He argues persuasively that to Owen the Mosaic Covenant was neither “the Covenant
of Works republished, nor the Covenant of Grace administered to National Israel” (58), even
if “it embodies principles of both the covenant of works and the covenant of grace” (45). In
contrast to some covenant theologians, such as Witsius (and the later Meredith Kline), Owen
denied that the Mosaic Covenant “extended the promise of spiritual and eternal life,” such as
in the covenant of works. It did not, could not, and was not meant to “provide the means of
salvation” (53). To be sure, it “required faith, love, and actual acts of obedience, but contained
no gracious enablement for anyone under its administration actually to perform its requirements … The Israelites were not capable of keeping the terms of the Mosaic Covenant by
means of the Mosaic Covenant” (55). To assert this would be to fly in the face of Galatians
3:17-18 which explicitly states that the (spiritual and eternal) inheritance comes by promise
and not by law (50)! At the same time it retained the “commanding power and sanction” (55)
of the covenant of works as a “ministry of condemnation” (2 Cor. 3:9) and “death” (2 Cor.
3:7). In contrast to other covenant theologians, such as John Calvin and Turretin (and the later
John Murray), Owen denied that the Mosaic Covenant was the earlier of two administrations
of the Covenant of Grace. This would fly in the face of “Scripture’s contrast between the Mosaic law and the Gospel promise in Galatians 3, Romans 3, 2 Corinthians 3, and Hebrews 8,”
and make this contrast “unintelligible” (51). The old covenant is a “ministry of condemnation” and the New Covenant a “ministry of righteousness” (2 Cor. 3:9) and “life” (2 Cor. 5:4).
“One is temporary, but the other is permanent (2 Cor. 3:11). One is faulty and obsolete, while
the other is enacted upon better promises” (Heb. 8:6-7, 13) (51). At the same time “it points to
the one way of salvation” (53) by means of “shadows” (58), such as the sacrificial system and
the symbolical laws. It even “anticipated the New Covenant” by verbatim holding out in some
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detail the prospect of the “better promises” that would be promulgated in the future (Deut.
30:6), or by prefiguring these promises by means of (shadowy) symbols (Josh. 5:2, 10, 15). In
short, Owen recognizes decisive discontinuities (“innovations”) between the Covenant of
Works and the Mosaic Covenant as well as between the Mosaic Covenant and the New Covenant without discarding the continuities (“renovations”) (52). There is no doubt that Owen’s
treatment of the Mosaic Covenant is explosive. First, it shatters a lot of misconceptions regarding the relationship between the Mosaic Covenant and the New Covenant. It takes to task
the folks who hold that the substance of the Mosaic Covenant and the New Covenant is virtually identical and continuous as well as the folks who hold that their substance is poles apart
and virtually discontinuous. Second, but in its pulsating essence Owen’s treatment vastly transcends the level of the “conceptual,” the level of a theoretical “systematic theology” that is
ethereal, cold, barren, and without a decisive practical impact. When properly grasped in its
essence and implications, it should ever anew explode onto the ecclesiastical as well as individual and family scene. Through human default, however much in the plan of God, the Covenant of Works ended up in bankruptcy and the devastating flood. By God’s design, however much the responsibility of man as well, the Mosaic Covenant similarly ended up in bankruptcy and the devastating exile. From the perspective of both these Covenants God clearly
had to do something brand new (1) to get mankind out of bankruptcy court, away from his
devastating, drowning and burning, anger, (2) to display his unconditional saving love, mercy
and grace, and (3) to get man back into his peaceful presence and joyful fellowship. And he
did, gloriously so! Building on the protevangelium with its cosmic implications (Gen. 3:15) as
well as the Abrahamic blessing with its worldwide scope (Gen. 12:3c) (53) he added the (top)
layer of the New Covenant as the Triune God. After all, this New Covenant was promised by
God the Father (Jer. 31:31ff), (to be) personified in God the Son (Is. 42: 6; 49:8), and (to be)
personalized by God the Holy Spirit (Is. 59:21). In the promulgation of the New Covenant
God did not deviate one nano-iota from his original and unconditional requirement of holiness
with all that this entailed, so explicitly stated in the Covenant of Works, the Mosaic Covenant,
as well as in the Abrahamic Covenant for that matter (Gen. 17:1ff) (purposeful “covenantal”
“continuity” and “renovation”). But at the same time he blazed a brand new trail, which could
not have been conceived by any human imagination (Is. 29:14; 1 Cor. 2:9) and must have
looked like a mystery to Satan (Zech. 3:1ff; Rev. 12:1ff) until it was too late (Rev. 12:7ff), by
his triadic promise of the heart of Jesus (regeneration), the righteousness of Jesus (justification), and the holiness of Jesus (sanctification), to be realized by the Holy Spirit (purposeful
“new-covenantal” “discontinuity” and “innovation”). Failure to embrace the biblical continuity sooner or later is to stop short of the pursuit of holiness without which no one can see God
(Heb. 12:10). Failure to embrace the biblical discontinuity sooner or later is to stop short of
the pursuit of the full Gospel with all that this entails. In short, refusal to evangelize, to teach,
to exhort, to share, to care, or to show mercy apart from the New Covenant is to court disaster. But to surrender to it as our “first” and “last” hope is to experience and display the Revival Glory of God. If Owen’s “masterful” treatment of God’s covenantal dealings with man
culminating in the majestic and dazzling New Covenant, would make no practical, decisive,
and practical difference in the ministry of the Christian Church and the Christian family both
externally and internally, evangelistically as well as edificationally, his “eye-opening” contribution may well have been made in vain! Candidly, to circumvent or to ignore the panoramic
and breathtaking Trinitarian and Triadic Brand-New Covenant Penthouse of God’s biblical
Covenant Edifice would be to climb the Mount Everest without ever aiming for and arriving
at its Summit, or to brandish a spear after “blindly” breaking off its point! Frankly all this is
inevitable unless there is the 20-20 vision that not only the Covenant of Works or the Mosaic
Covenant, but also the Abrahamic Covenant is “hopelessly incomplete” without the New Covenant. After all, the Covenant of Works was a “failure,” the Mosaic Covenant was “faulty,”
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and the Abrahamic Covenant was “unfinished.” Without the Trinitarian and Triadic New Covenant, whether embraced in its prospective (OT) or its realized (NT) substance, all of us
would have perished. As a result let us ever remember that “merely” to “theologize” in order
to get the “facts” straight about the Covenant views of Calvin, Witsius, Owen, or anyone else
for that matter, without explicitly spelling out the “glory” that by definition does and must
flow forth from (all) biblical truth and without deliberately insisting on corresponding action
is to behave like a pugilist who is beating the air (1Cor. 9:26), and is ultimately to stand condemned for one’s endless “disputing” that fails to produce “godly edification” (1 Tim. 1:4), if
not one’s “idle babbling” that ultimately “increases to more ungodliness” (2 Tim. 2:16), all
appearances or protestations to the contrary!
It is noteworthy, if not remarkable, that over three centuries later Andrew Murray, The
Two Covenants (Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming H. Revell Company, n.d.) had Owen’s deep concerns burning in him as well, as he was similarly, and possibly even more perceptively and
incisively, gripped by the gaping difference between the old covenant as a “ministration of
condemnation and death” (2 Cor. 3:7) and the New Covenant as a “ministration of Spirit and
Life” (21. 69-71) as well as by their “perfect fit” in terms of the holiness demanded by the old
covenant and provided by the New Covenant (149-150). In terms of the gaping difference, the
old covenant exposes sin, its hatefulness, its misery, and its power. It stops every mouth. It
depicts the whole world as guilty before God. In fact, it stirs up sin. It makes the offense abound. It shows sin to be exceeding sinful. As a result it places everyone under a curse and
works wrath. It provisionally exhibits life and holiness, all right. This gives it its own glory (2
Cor. 3:7, 9, 11). But it cannot convey them (Deut. 4:1; Gal. 3:21) (21-23). It can only reveal
“its utter inefficacy and insufficiency” to communicate what it contains and commands (21,
67), and can only leave a legacy of bondage, condemnation and death behind (15). In fact, it
was designed to do so preparationally to demonstrate the necessity and to blaze the trail for
the greater glory of the New Covenant (2 Cor. 3:8) that makes the glory of the old covenant
vanish (2 Cor. 3:10). This New Covenant has inexpressible value as a “ministration of life,”
birthed by the omnipotent resurrection power of the Holy Spirit that brought Christ from the
dead; its one mark and blessing is that all it gives comes not only as a promise, but as an experience, in the power of an endless life.” In a nearly inimitable manner, and undoubtedly
flowing forth from his thoughtful (mind), experiential (heart) and active (life) 3-D perspective, Murray sketches how this life is “objectively” founded on the glory of Christ as the “Covenant” (Is. 43:6; 49:8), the Messenger of the Covenant (Mal. 3:1), the Surity/Guarantor of a
Better Covenant (Heb. 7:22), the Mediator of a Covenant based on better promises (Heb. 8:6),
and the Mediator of the New Covenant (Heb. 9:15; 12:24) (85-102). In this capacity he started
out by shedding his precious and powerful blood as “the mystery of mysteries” (1 Cor. 2:8-9)
to pay the penalty for sin and to cleanse it away (Ezek. 36:25; Rev. 1:5) (66-84). Subsequently he takes possession of our heart as the central object of the New Covenant promises (Dt.
5:29; Ezek. 36:26) (48, 50, 87, 92, 99). It had to be put right (replaced, hk!) (48). In this (new)
heart the New Covenant has its full triumph, since it is the residence and throne of the Holy
Spirit and as a result the home of the fear of God and the love of Christ (99-100). Finally,
through the Holy Spirit he fills the heart with the holiness of the Law (45), inspires us with
courage and confidence to do great(er) things than even Jesus (John 14:12), in fact, produces
gushing “rivers of living water” (102), and in it all displays in us and through us the glory of
God (Ps. 85:9) (41, 45, 63, 102). None of all this, however, will ever come about, unless and
until the “ministration of condemnation and death” “has completely done its work,” and there
is nothing left to demolish, “dispensationally” in the history of salvation as well as personally
in the order of salvation (69). Then, and only then, will one’s eyes be open to the “overwhelming sinfulness of sin,” the despairing predicament of present death, “the hopeless impotence to deliver oneself,” and the utter necessity as well as awesome glory of the “ministration
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of the Spirit and Life.” Both the Abrahamic and the Mosaic covenant are of “unspeakable
value” (1). The Abrahamic covenant was “absolutely indispensable” as “a bond of friendship”
and a “ground for perfect confidence” to convey that the fact of the New Covenant is “simply” the “natural,” be it necessary, continuation of the perpetual love of God. What he starts
(Abrahamic Covenant), he completes (New Covenant)! At the same time the Mosaic covenant
was “absolutely indispensable” as well for the preparation work it had to do. It is both the implementer of death and the precursor of life, as it “lays the foundation for the content of a true
and full historical Covenantal redemption and kindles a genuine and intense personal longing
for deliverance from sinning” (23). This “longing,” which is taught of God through the Holy
Spirit (Is. 54:13; Jer. 31:33-34; John 6:45; 1 Cor. 2:13; Heb. 8:10-11; 16:10; 1 John 2:27)
drives God’s people to the cross in repentance and faith in order to embrace “the death of
(one’s) death in the death of Christ” historically and to taste it personally. However, it simultaneously drives them, once again historically and personally, to the resurrection in order to
embrace and taste the Life of Christ. This Life of Christ is awesome. It comprises his imputed
righteousness that furnishes peace with God. It also provides us with a new heart, our “real
life,” “the chief triumph of his grace,” “the temple of God,” “the residence of the Holy Spirit”
(Rom. 5:5). After all, the heart makes the man. Finally, what was impossible for the old covenant to do in that it spells conviction, condemnation and death, the Spirit does. He is “the
great, present and abiding and all-comprehending gift of the New Covenant.” He is “the Possessor and the Bearer and the Communicator of all the New Covenant promises, the Revealer
and the Glorifier of Jesus, the Mediator and Surety of the New Covenant,” “the unceasing,
universal, all-sufficient Worker of everything that a Christian needs to be and needs to do.”
After implanting the new heart he subsequently constitutes “the grace, the life and the power
of the heart” through his indwelling. He “fits it for holiness, a true fulfillment of the law of
loving God with the whole heart, and our neighbors as ourselves, a walk truly well-pleasing to
the Lord” so that “the fellowship with God can be maintained without interruption.” We better
do not neglect, grieve or quench him, but honor him, trust him, yield to him, trust him, and
embrace him for God’s purposes in us and through us (59-65)! The contrast between the old
covenant and the New Covenant is now fully transparent. The old covenant is a necessary
preparational never-ending dead-end street. The New Covenant is a completed mansion of
never-ending life. The old covenant holds out the prospect of life upon faithfulness and obedience. But the latter proved to be radically and totally impossible. The New Covenant confers life unto faithfulness and obedience. This is in glorious and perpetual evidence (29-30,
48, 58-59, 61, 107). The transition from the one to the other is not slow or gradual, but a veritable crisis of inestimable proportions: the death of death in the death of Christ crucified and
the provision of abundant life in the life of Christ risen (66). However, the contrast between
the old covenant and the New Covenant is not absolute. Here the “perfect fit” of the two covenants enters into the picture. The New Covenant does not only stand in stark contrast to the
old, it is also snugly built upon it as its unambiguous extension. This comes to light against
the backdrop of the designation of the Abrahamic covenant as a “Holy Covenant,” since its
great objective is “holiness and righteousness all our days” (Lk. 1:72-75; see also Gen. 17:12). Concretely, this very “holiness and righteousness,” which is held out in mandated prospect
in the Abrahamic covenant and subsequently meticulously spelled out and unconditionally
required by the old covenant as the absolute sine qua non for the adoption-fellowship with
God (Jer. 31:33b, c; 2 Cor. 6:17-18), is now consequently secured and conferred by the New
Covenant (30, 48). By virtue of both the “stark contrast” (discontinuity) and the “unambiguous extension” (continuity) it is not surprising that the old covenant (still) does, and must,
serve a twofold function in New Covenant times. First, it serves as a perpetual testimony and
prominent reminder that without the New Covenant (a) human rebellion, unfaithfulness and
disobedience “is a factor permanently to be reckoned with as something utterly unconquerable
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and incurable,” and (b) a life of covenant surrender, faithfulness and obedience is to be acknowledged as something utterly impossible and unattainable! Second, apart from embodying
the beckoning “shadows,” and announcing the glorious substance, of the New Covenant in an
anticipatory fashion, the old covenant serves as an equally perpetual testimony and possibly
an even more prominent reminder that the holiness (to be) conferred in the New Covenant is
spelled out in great detail in the Mosaic Law which is first written on the heart and then hungrily implemented in all the facets, aspects and events in life by the Holy Spirit. Frankly,
Murray could not have been more insistent upon the pivotal significance and “the imperative
necessity” of a surrendered heart that is exclusively for God, without any ifs, ands, or buts. He
is nearly apologetic about mentioning this again and again (with references to Deut. 30:6; 2
Ki. 23:3; 2 Chron. 15:12; Jer. 24:7; 32:40) (159-167). Neither could he have been more emphatic about “the indispensable necessity and essential nature of obedience to God’s law for a
life in God’s favor.” Holiness according to the law is the crowning piece of God’s saving activity, “the chief blessing.” “The New Covenant was expressly made to provide for obedience”
(italics, Murray), to be received by continuous grace alone, by unceasing faith alone, and by
incessant prayer alone. He is especially adamant that the free grace of justification does not
nullify the requirement of sanctification (with references to Deut. 30: 6, 8; Ezek. 36:27; Lk.
1:68-75) (112-121, 149-157). Nor could he have been more eloquent in pleading for radical
and total surrender to, and embrace of the Holy Spirit that would produce “men of God in
whom the fire of God burns, men who can stand and speak and act in power on behalf of
God.” “The New Covenant was dedicated by a sacrifice and a death: reckon it the most wonderful privilege, the fullest entrance into its life to reflect the glory of the Lord, to be changed
into the same image from glory to glory as by the Spirit of the Lord, to let the Spirit of that
sacrifice and death be the moving power of in all your priestly functions. Sacrifice yourself,
live and die for your fellowmen … in the Covenant of an everlasting priesthood … as ministers of the Spirit,” who live in the Spirit, yield to the Spirit, are energized by the Spirit, speak
in the Spirit, and are effective in the Spirit (with references to Mal. 2:4-6 and 2 Cor. 3:2-6)
(136-139, 142-148). In sum, John Owen and Andrew Murray are two shining stars on the firmament of the Church. Owen meticulously argues the doctrinal foundation of the Biblical
teaching on the OT and NT Covenants. Murray substantially follows in his footsteps, but adds
an overflowing and incalculable personal warmth, urgency, intensity and eloquence to embrace, experience, and reflect their sum and substance in heart, thought, will, emotions, word
and deed. Both appear to have received a “speaking (writing) gift.” But it is arguable that
Owen displays his speaking gift as a “teacher,” while Murray does so as an “exhorter.” I have
emphasized and aim to emphasize again and again that both gifts are in dire need of each other. Teachers without exhorters tend to have a stifling influence upon their audience, all question marks or protestations to the contrary. There needs to be an unceasing stream of urgent
appeals for an audience “to move” because of the “deceitfulness of sin” (Heb. 3:13; see also
Acts 2:40; 15:32; 20:2; 27:22; 2 Cor. 9:5; 1 Thess. 2:11; 4:1; 5:14; 2 Thess. 3:12; 1 Tim. 2:1;
4:13; Tit. 1:9; 2:6, 9, 15; Heb. 12:5; 13:22; 1 Pet. 5:1, Jude 3). On the other hand, exhorters
without teachers tend not to receive an enthusiastic response. There needs to be a solid foundation of taught truth (1 Tim. 6:2; see also Ex. 18:20; Deut. 4:9-10; 6:7; Ezr. 7:10; ; Ps. 34:11;
Ps. 119:33; Mic. 4:2; Lk. 19:47; Acts 11:26; 1 Cor. 4:17; 1 Tim. 1:3; 3:15; 4:13, 16; 2 Tim.
2:2; 4:2; Tit. 2:1, 3, 9; Heb. 5:12) for exhorters not to hang in the air and for an audience not
to wave off their exhortations as unsubstantiated, annoying, or even irritating. In short, teachers and exhorters must stand shoulder to shoulder. Frankly, it seems that Owen’s contribution
did not electrify many folks into New Covenant action either in the past or the present. In fact,
his teaching on the covenants is so little known that it may well have fallen on deaf ears in his
day. Murray’s contribution seems to have run out of steam rather quickly as well. His “alarm
to the converted” is virtually forgotten. Apparently already during his life time he may not
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(“new”) covenant. At any rate, apparently only folly (See Ps. 85:8), the folly of omission, which includes but is not limited to, departing from one’s first love for God, Jesus, and the brothers (Rev. 2:4; see also 1 Cor. 16:22), or the folly of commission, inclusive of, but not restricted to neglecting, grieving, quenching, or outraging the Holy
Spirit (Eph. 4:30; 1 Thess. 5:19; Heb. 10:29), can drive the New Covenant RevivalSalvation fires underground. However, this occurs in order for these fires to emerge
again in due time and place with their renewed evidence of mighty prayer, mighty
preaching, mighty conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassionate generosity, mighty saturation (grassroots) evangelism, mighty societal impact,
mighty leadership, and mighty combat. Nevertheless, this underscores that the “lulls”
between the bright shining Revival-Salvation fires cannot “lightly” be dismissed as
“merely” dispositions of divine providence. Of course, they are part of God’s providence. But (complementarity of truth!) they are simultaneously the inevitable result of
human folly that invites the judgment of God (1 Pet. 4:17) and stands in need of humbling repentance (1 Pet. 5:6)! At any rate, it is not too difficult to recognize that the
ever threatening downgrade calls for an ever alert Maintenance Ministry (1 Pet. 5:8-9;
2 Pet. 3:14-18), and an actual downfall calls for the Church to rise to the occasion in a
Recovery Mode (1 Pet. 2:1-3; 4:15; 5:12; 2 Pet. 2:1-3, 12-22; 3:1-9).
In historical perspective the times of such visitations may be less than frequent,
and the places of such visitations rather restricted. But they are still God’s normal and
God’s ordinary, if Psalm 85, Ezra 9 and Acts 2 mean anything, all protestations and
alternate constructs, however well-intended, to the contrary! Of course, for the presence of visitations we have only God’s sovereign grace to thank. But the conclusion is
mandated, needs to be underscored, and must sink in for it to do any good, that for
their absence we have only ourselves and our unbearably guilty and shameful folly to
blame, consistently and perennially, putting us squarely in the tradition of Daniel
(Dan. 9:3-20), Nehemiah (Neh. 1:3ff, mainly 6-7), Ezra (Ezra 9:13), and especially the
Psalmist (Ps. 85:8). Intolerably weighed down by it, they all speak of their own utter
corporate rebellious sinfulness and God’s fully deserved fierce anger (Ps. 85:4-5; see
also Jer. 12:7-8, 13). Therefore, in times and places devoid of the presence of these visitations, which always have been disturbingly many, it behooves us with Ezra and the
Psalmist to be heartbroken, in fact, to be “devastated” (Ezra 9:4; translation NET Bible). Ezra tore his garment, pulled hair from his head and beard, and sat there, stunned
and overwhelmed, when he was informed about the intermarriage folly of the Israelites, mostly spearheaded, of all things, by members of the leadership (Ezra 9:3). The
only one who outdid Ezra in the same circumstances, as we noted already, was Nehemiah, who “confronted, cursed, beat and pulled out the hair” of the culprits who idolatrously and suicidally intermarried (Neh. 13:25). Frankly, I have rarely, if at all, heard
or seen chroniclers of Revival-Salvation times, however “breathtaking” in their historiographical presentations, actually take the breath of their audience away by hagiographically seeking to turn the hot anger of God upon the downgrade of the Church
into an experiential, motivational, and activating reality that results in Revival Prayer.
have had a large sounding board! Of course, I fervently hope that the Church will wake up to
the profound as well as simple, but also admittedly radical message of both Owen and Murray, and warmly embrace it, rather than overlook or ignore it, let alone swat it away!
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Invariably such presentations fostered at best, whether intentionally or not, a passive
wait-and-see attitude, however gratefully and prayerfully, as to what God sovereignly
would or might do. In fact, during the years of my Church attendance I can remember
only a few instances in which a presentation intentionally aimed at an Ezra/Nehemiah
type of “devastation,” and was immediately and singularly blessed with an awesome
response. I do not think I will ever forget them. Neither for that matter will I forget the
rejection of these presentations on the part of men whose undoubted goodness grievously turned out to be the enemy of the best. Frankly, without “mighty preaching,”
rooted in mighty prayer and fostering mighty prayer, it is hardly surprising that Revival fires are few and far between. At any rate, we better not “blame” God for this, explicitly or implicitly. Since he invariably gives what he commands, there is only one acceptable conclusion. We do not have, because we do not ask to that end (Jam. 4:2c)
and because we do not preach to that effect (1 Thess. 1:5).
Incidentally, from time to time I ask audiences whether they have ever seen an
“Ezra” “garment-cutting” and “hair-tearing” response to an intermarriage occurrence.
The answer is always in the negative, which is manifestly the Church’s problem. It
fails to take sin as seriously as Scripture mandates. I then follow it up with the further
question who would be the recipient of their sympathy if in today's Christianity a pastor would dare duplicate Nehemiah’s action and start pulling out the hair of those who
decide to marry an unbeliever? The reply is always swift, and invariably the same,
“The ‘victim’ of such supposedly abusive treatment!” Regardless, whether male or female! But definitely not the (seemingly) “harsh,” (hardly) “pastoral,” “perpetrator” of
the (questionable) hair-pulling! My come-back is equally swift, and invariably the
same as well. “Frankly, this is your problem! It proves that both personally and ecclesiastically you are not as ‘devastated’ by sin as you should be. And for this reason you
will never experience the burning of the Revival Fires with multiple millions of conversions in a Century. For this to occur there is a need for fuel, for wood that wishes to
burn, in fact, for charcoal that already has all the earmarks of ‘devastation’ upon it. And
this charcoal is either you, or there is none. You are God’s Plan A, and he has no Plan
B! Of course, if you refuse to function as such, God will find himself another Plan A.”
After all, he has put this in writing in Scripture with capital letters as virtually the first
order of business in laying out the contours of his overarching “Philosophy of History
(!)” in the Book of Revelation (Rev. 2:5; 3:3; 3:16), and has repeatedly demonstrated
in Church history that his are not idle words. Once fertile fields have routinely deteriorated and reverted to the status of spiritual deserts (Is. 32:12-13), bleak cemeteries
(Ezek. 37:1ff), and Dead Seas (Ezek. 47:1ff) again and again. This should give the
burdened Church prayerful, foodless and sleepless days and nights of the Nehemiah
and Anna type! I argue below (as well) that these times of deterioration are not simply
ordinary, providential, lulls between times of God’s “extraordinary” effusions. This
gets the Church off the proverbial hook! No, they are times of rebellious, guilty, and
shameful folly against which the Psalmist issues his solemn warning (Ps. 85:8), times
of consuming anger that is recognized as fully justified (Ezra 9:14b; Ps. 85:5), times of
fierce judgment that is invariably much less than iniquitous situations deserve (Ezra
9:13), desperate times that call for prayers, such as sent up by the tax collector (Lk.
18:13), humbling times that call for a return to godliness in devastated repentance
(Ezra 9:4; 10:3), hopeful times that invite us to return to the arms of a loving, gracious,
and merciful God and Father (Ezra 10:2b; Lk. 15:20-21), and amazing times that
46

would once again see Revival fires in renewed evidence (Rev. 2:5). In short, it is high
time for the Church of Christ to conclude that the only way properly to assess distressing periods in its history, such as in the Middle East, in Western Europe, and in the
present USA, is to recognize the parallels in the history of Israel in the OT as foundational universal patterns that both exhibit and govern God’s dealings with his Church
throughout history, and the only way to remedy such periods is to study and embrace
the God’s blueprint for Revival as laid out in the OT and displayed in the NT!
In any event, it is a matter of historical record that the men and women God used
in times of Revival-normalcy always experienced the very kind of “overburdened devastation,” displayed by Ezra, as the starting point of their usefulness. This prompted
them toward mighty (prevailing) prayer in the footsteps of Daniel (Dan. 9:1ff), Nehemiah (Neh. 1:1ff), Anna (Lk. 2:36ff), and the Apostles (Acts 1:14ff), and to mighty
(confrontational) preaching in the footsteps of Peter (Acts 2:14ff) and Paul (Acts 17:27; 22-34). The aftermath was invariably mighty conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassion ministry, mighty saturation (grassroots) evangelism,
mighty societal impact, and mighty leadership in mighty combat. In the course of the
centuries re-merging Revival fires invariably jumpstarted the conversion of millions of
people in relatively short periods of time, in fact, as has been mentioned already, between ten and fifteen million in the course of a century, in the Middle East, Asia Minor, North Africa, Eastern Europe, Western Europe, and North America. Otherwise,
there would not be the evidence of millions of Christians at crucial times both in the
past and present history of the Church. Similarly, in the course of such centuries these
Revival fires just as invariably enabled Christianity to create a Revival culture, to put
an indelible mark upon societies and civilizations in these same continents, also in relatively short order, and commensurate with the influx of the numbers of converts into
the Kingdom. The early Church conquered the Roman Empire. The Reformation
Church put its stamp on countries, such as the Netherlands and the United Kingdom.
In early American history the Church managed to implement “Blue Laws.” All of this
indicates that Biblical Revival-Salvation fires, multitudinous conversions, and societal
impact go hand in hand!
To be sure, sooner or later the fruitful times turned into lean times (again), and fertile places into deserts (again). But invariably folly was the culprit, whether the folly of
commission or, possibly even more so, the folly of omission, specifically of Biblical
prayer, Biblical preaching, Biblical Repentance and Faith, Biblical Assemblies, Biblical Holiness, Biblical Compassion, Biblical Evangelism, Biblical Societal Impact, Biblical Leadership and Biblical Combat. Let me hasten to add that in a downgrade the
Holy Spirit does not withdraw his once and for all, unrepeated, and unrepeatable
“Baptism” from the Church. No, the Baptism with the Spirit, as announced by John the
Baptist (Mt. 3:11; John 1:33), held out in prospect by Jesus (John 7:37-39; Acts 1:5,
8), and authenticated by Peter at Pentecost (Acts 2:33), was a Once-And-For-All Historical Event that is irreversible and can never be compromised. The Holy Spirit came
upon the Church in Acts 2, and is here to stay.
However, as I explain further below, the Baptism with the Spirit, which is part of
the historia salutis, the history of redemption, must be sharply distinguished, although
never separated, from the Gift of the Spirit, which is part of the ordo salutis, the order
of salvation. Failure to do so has serious negative, if not vast and detrimental, repercussions, as I show below. The latter is a Once-And-For-All Personal Event that takes
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place upon broken-hearted repentance (Acts 2:38; see also Joel 2:12-13). This is a significant distinction, which, incidentally, will escape anyone who to everyone’s hurt
declares, while overlooking or ignoring (?) Acts 2:38, that Acts 2 is exclusively redemptive-historical in nature (historia salutis), and in this context does not address (refuses to address?) the order of salvation (ordo salutis). We may rather ironically thank
God that this is an utterly “foolish” declaration. After all, what purpose would it have,
and what good would it do, if somehow the Spirit resides in the Church as an institution, but does not take up residence in the (repentant) hearts of individual Church
members (Acts 2:38)? Any kind of theological construct, whether it claims to be timehonored or to represent a new perspective or a New Perspective of any sort, that has
the corporate whole swallow up the component elements, the collective the individual,
the communal the personal, the selection of a group the election of individuals, the ecclesiological the soteriological, in short, the universal the particular, is spiritually suicidal. I argue below that this misconstrues the imprint of the ontological Trinity upon
all of reality, inclusive of human society. In fact, as such it is in principle offensive to
the Trinity in which “universality” is co-essential and co-functional with “particularity.” Incidentally, to identify the gift of the Spirit in Acts 2:38 with “speaking in tongues” is equally mystifying. This eisegesis ignores the New Covenant context of Peter’s threefold clarion call in this passage of Scripture, which reflects the threefold
New Covenant promise of regeneration, justification and sanctification promulgated in
Ezekiel 36:26, 25 and 27, and introduces a foreign element into the text. Besides, any
theological position that removes sanctification from its “stellar” position by replacing
it with tongue-speaking, for all practical purposes hijacks the Church, and easily turns
it from a God-centered holiness movement into a man-centered happiness cult (For an
incisive critique by a Pentecostal (!) of the notion that the (sole) evidence of the baptism with the Spirit, or gift of the Spirit, is speaking in tongues, see R. Glenn Brown,
Pentecost Revisited (Sequim, WA: Code-Zoe Publishing, 2009).
But to return to the dangerous one-sided emphasis upon the historia salutis at the
expense of the personal-existential dimension of salvation in the New Covenant, for
now it is sufficient to point out in concrete terms that precisely at this point some of
the direst, and equally “foolish,” manifestations of a theological as well as ecclesiastical downgrade reveal themselves. One instance is the compromising introduction of
so-called “half-way covenants” that are devoid of, if not resistant to mighty prayer and
mighty preaching, and knowingly extend membership privileges to unrepentant sinners. A second instance is the speculative route of aberrant, soul threatening notions,
such as “baptismal regeneration” or “presumptive regeneration,” which functionally
undermine the need for concrete conversions, and negate the call to saving repentance!
Or the pious sounding insistence is voiced that the Church as the Covenant people of
God does not need to be “harassed” by incessant calls to repentance and selfexamination. Just an ongoing (anemic!) reminder for the Church to be what it already
is, should be sufficient. All this, as if Paul’s recognition of the Church in Corinth as
fully the Church of Christ (1 Cor. 15:1) was not accompanied by the eye-opening reminder that “one should not believe in vain” (1 Cor. 15:2), in fact, by the ominous assessment that “some of you do not have the knowledge of God” (1 Cor. 15:34), and the
potent admonition “that all of you should examine yourselves to see whether you are
in the faith. Unless Christ is in you, you are reprobate” (2 Cor. 13:4-5). No, to set up
and denounce the straw man of “incessant harassment,” and in the process to derail the
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timely and much needed application of biblical truth, is to throw the baby out with the
bathwater. All these instances preempt, if not block, the pivotal Gift of the Holy Spirit
for the simple twofold reason that this requires repentance as a non-negotiable sine
qua non (Acts 2:238; 11:17-18), and results in the “holiness without which no one
shall see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14)! Clearly, to do so is to inflict serious spiritual damage, if not eternal harm! After all, the lack of repentance leads to a chain reaction.
Without repentance there is (no “forgiveness of sins” and) no “Gift of the (indwelling)
Spirit” (Acts 2:38), without the indwelling Spirit there is no (holiness and) no Christianity (Rom. 8:9), without Christianity the Revival-Salvation fires will dwindle, and
without Revival-Salvation fires Revival-Salvation is in principle as well as in practice
doomed. To put it bluntly, “half-way covenants,” “baptismal regeneration,” “presumptive regeneration,” as well as “formal covenant membership,” “nominal church membership,” etc., for all practical purposes declare that we are “alive” as members of an
institution with organizational markings and group privileges, until we prove to be
dead. Scripture declares us dead (Eph. 2:1) until we come alive through our Lord Jesus
Christ (Eph. 2:5). It is high time that the Church takes “original sin,” in which and
with which everyone is born as a sinner (Ps. 51:5), seriously and changes the potentially deadly focus from basically “externalities,” similar to the ark, the temple, circumcision, and national identity in the OT, to the life-giving Gospel “substance!” In sum, the
failure personally and individually to summon covenant members, inclusive of covenant children, to “repentance unto the forgiveness of sin and the gift of the Holy Spirit,” in the footsteps of Peter (Acts 2:38), by hiding behind a corporate entity or a
sweeping doctrine, is far from harmless. It is rooted in a lack of 20-20 vision of the
Trinitarian and Triadic New Covenantal Revival substance of the Gospel to one degree
or another. As a result it spells delinquency in a New Covenant Maintenance Ministry,
eventually sets the Church up for the kill, and paves the way for the eventual crying
need of a Recovery Mode! Historically, it constitutes the shame of the Church that it
irresponsibly abandons its duty again and again. Let it be written on our hearts: if an
evangelistic message does not culminate in holding out the prospect of the Gift of the
Spirit (to be received through repentance and upon the forgiveness of sin, with a view
to holiness as the crowning piece of Gods saving activity), the full Gospel (Good
News!) is not preached, and should be conspicuous in its devastating, deadly, and sorrowful absence! Frankly, I wonder whether Peter’s Gospel is preached much, if at all,
either verbatim or paraphrased, in its sum or its substance. A search of my memory
does not bring any instance or occasion to mind in which his full Trinitarian and Triadic Gospel in its simple profundity and profound simplicity was presented, whether
from a pulpit, via the radio, or on television. In fact, I neglected it myself for decades. I
sincerely hope that others have both a better recollection and a better experience!
It is a known statistic that not much more than 5% of the people who come forward in a modern day evangelistic crusade end up in a Church the next Sunday. This is
a far cry from the scenario of Acts 2, in which all three thousand who responded to Peter swelled the ranks of the Church (Acts 2:41-42). Undoubtedly the difference is to be
found in the content of the message and its net effect as the inevitable corollary. Today’s shallowness and poverty in both areas seem to have replaced NT substance and
wealth. At least one missionary-statesman of a previous generation was sufficiently
exercised by the glaring difference in the outcome of modern evangelism compared to
the NT that “it brought (him) great searching of heart (and the determination to) dee49

pen (his) message and method” (See Stephen A. Graham, Ordinary Man, Extraordinary Mission: The Life and Work of E. Stanley Jones (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
2005), 363). Frankly, not only is today’s usual invitation to “accept Jesus as personal
Savior with a view to forgiveness and a place in heaven” nowhere found in Scripture
(So also emphatically, Platt, 27), the chasm between it and Peter’s summons to “repentance with a view to forgiveness and the Gift of the Holy Spirit” is unbridgeable. Modern preaching is inherently and thoroughly man-centered in that it routinely presents
God as making application with man to accept him, subsequently invites man to do so,
and holds out the prospect of the “happiness” of heaven. Apart from the fact that the
components of repentance and the gift of the Spirit, so prevalent in Peter’s message
and to be examined in further detail below, are totally missing, the core darkness is
twofold. Not only does it fail to point out that the grand objective of repentance and
the gift of the Holy Spirit is to be conformed to the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29) and so
to reflect the holiness of God, in fact, to become partaker of that holiness (Heb. 12:10;
2 Pet. 1:4). But it also and grievously puts man on the throne. He has supposedly the
key to his salvation in his own pocket. By his acceptance or non-acceptance he controls his own destiny. Candidly, Biblical preaching is thoroughly God-centered rather
than man-centered. It diagnoses man as unacceptable to God. It urges him to put in his
humble application with God with both a tax collector’s (touch of) despair, looking at
himself, and a Syro-Phoenician woman’s hope (against hope), looking at Jesus. More
specifically, it counsels him to call on a gracious God to make him acceptable by
granting him the heart of Jesus in regeneration, the righteousness of Jesus in justification, and the holiness of Jesus in sanctification (See for this Triad, Ezek. 36:26, 25, 27,
as well as Rom. 6:6; 2 Cor. 5:21; and Eph. 2:10, respectively). It informs him that the
key to salvation is squarely in the hands of God (John 6:37a, 39, 44-45, 65), but
couples this with the complementary assurance that anyone who comes to him will not
be cast out (Is. 55:6-7; John 6:37b, 40, 51, 54). It gloriously puts God on the throne in
his sovereign generosity and generous sovereignty. It proclaims with an ever increasing reverberation that “salvation is of the Lord” (Rev. 7:10; there is no such thing as a
“good will” in regeneration, “good works” in justification, or “good efforts” in sanctification. These “items” would contaminate the Kingdom!). Ironically, the shameful
failure of the Church to preach the full Gospel, which precisely in its Godcenteredness culminates in a summons to repentance unto the forgiveness of sin and
the Gift of the Spirit, proves to be the burden of the world. Frankly, without the gift of
the Holy Spirit the Church is on square one, and without a ministry that flows forth
from this gift the world is increasingly behind the eight ball! In short, without the Gift
of the Spirit those who come forward in a Crusade will not show up in the Assembly
the next Sunday in order to pursue holiness, inclusive of all the ten Revival characteristics. In fact, without the gift of the Spirit they have never repented and never been
forgiven in the first place, for those who “do not have the Spirit do not belong to Christ” (Rom. 8:9). All this in the final analysis explains the difference between the 100%
Church attendance following the “Crusade” of Peter (Acts 2:42) and the documented,
basically miserly, 5% attendance following the “crusades” of today, with all that this
difference entails. In sum, the latter are man-centered in their message when they invite participants to “accept Jesus” (So also emphatically, Platt, 27). Further, they are
man-centered in their aim when they hold out the prospect of heaven and happiness,
rather than holiness. To be sure, heaven and (true) happiness are precious truths. But
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they are the by-product of holiness. In fact, from a biblical perspective holiness is the
greatest “happiness” (John 15:11; 1 John 1:4; 4:17). Holiness is first “heaven on earth”
(Ps. 96:9), and subsequently the joyful hallmark of heaven (John 15:11; 2 Pet. 3:13;
Rev. 21:1ff, 9ff, 22ff; 22:1ff).
However, regarding the NT teaching on the Holy Spirit, there are two more elements or features to consider in this context. In addition to the Once-and-for-all Historical Event of the Baptism with the Spirit (Acts 2:33) and the Once-and-for-all Personal
Event of the Gift of the Spirit (Acts 2:38), the NT also records the Filling(s) with the
Spirit and the Fullness of the Spirit. The Filling with the Spirit is a Repeated Event and
has two dimensions, (a) a historical and (b) a personal one. (a) The historical dimension comes into play when new situations require a renewed empowering, and therefore a renewed filling (Acts 4:31). Such renewed filling requires prayer (Acts 4:24-30).
Since new situations literally arise all the time, refilling and incessant prayer are just as
literally mandated all the time. To use a simple example, a tank of gas gets a vehicle
only so far before a return to a filling station is called for and the pump is “requested”
to deliver additional indispensable fuel. Furthermore, rarely does a vehicle stand idle
in a garage for any length of time. So, regular itineraries require regularly fill-ups,
whether weekly, daily, or, fitting the present context, “hourly.” Even this illustration,
however, appears to come up short. The Church is much more like an electric train.
The moment it loses contact with the “live wire” (above or below) it immediately
slows down and very soon comes to a dead stop. (b) The personal dimension crops up
when neglecting (Phil. 2:1), grieving (Eph. 5:30), quenching (1 Thess. 5:19), or outraging (Heb. 10:29) the Holy Spirit demands a refilling. This is preceded by acts of
repentance and faith (Eph. 5:18). Since being “led by” (Rom. 8:14) and “walking by”
(Gal. 5:16) the Spirit of both sanctification (Rom. 8:4) and mortification (Rom. 8:13)
is arguably a checkered affair in the life of any Christian, repentance and faith should
be ongoing realities, and constitute a permanent lifestyle. If this is the case, constant
refillings with the Holy Spirit will be corresponding realities, as well as experiential,
energized, and activating manifestations of such lifestyle. Finally, the Fullness of the
Spirit is a Constant State of Overflowing (John 7:37-39). Apart from the Lord Jesus
Christ the NT records only two instances of this Fullness, Barnabas (Acts 11:24) and
Stephen (Acts 7:55). Barnabas sells his property and gives the proceeds to the Church
for distribution (Acts 4:36-37). Stephen preaches up a storm (Acts 6:8-10) and surrenders his life with a shining face (Acts 7:58). It appears that in neither instance there
was any grimace of pain. The Fullness (and Joy) of the Holy Spirit must have been its
own anesthetic! This also explains the Empowerment in Martyrdom throughout
Church history. All in all, while the Church can, and must rejoice in every instance of
the repeated in-fillings with the Spirit, it should hunger for the fullness of the Spirit!
All this provides a fourfold depth perspective for the understanding of the tapestry
of both the NT and Church history. (1) Without the Baptism with the Spirit full biblical
salvation would never have materialized on earth, neither would Church history, for
that matter. After all, this Baptism provides the Church with the four NT pluses without which it could not have emerged and cannot survive: the quantitative, qualitative,
principial and strategic plus. The quantitative plus guarantees that the OT remnant becomes the NT rule. The graveyard turns into a maternity ward, and the Dead Sea into a
fresh water lake filled with fish (Ezek. 47:1ff). The qualitative plus guarantees that the
OT bankruptcy is replaced by the full NT bloom. The desert turns into a fruitful field
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(Is. 32:15). The principial plus provides the powerful weapon needed to advance the
Kingdom. The Word turns out to be the instrument to produce the Church of God (Mt.
13:3-9, 18-23) and to overcome the gates of hell (Mt. 16:18-19). The strategic plus is
embodied in the people of God. They are charged with the grassroots evangelistic outreach that is responsible for the multiplication of the Church under a Spirit-anointed
leadership (Acts 4:29-31; 8:2-4; 11:19-21, 11:22ff). (2) Without the Gift of the Spirit
upon regeneration and justification there is no salvation either inside or outside the
Church (Rom. 8:9). (3) Without the Fillings with the Spirit there is no fresh and vigorous life in the fabric of the Church that is noticeable outside the Church. (4) Without
the Fullness of the Spirit there is no constant and abundant overflow that powerfully
affects life in the Church and makes an evangelistic impact outside the Church. In
short, to make the relationship these four biblical concepts sustain to each other crystal
clear, (1) The Baptism with the Spirit is a Once-and-for-all Historical Event (Pentecost), (2) The Gift of the Spirit is a Once-and-for-all Personal Event (Upon Repentance
and Justification), (3) The Filling with the Spirit is a Repeated Historical Event (Ever
Needful in Facing New Situations for Empowerment) as well as a Repeated Personal
Event (Ever Needful in Facing Sin and replacing it with Holiness), and (4) The Fullness of the Spirit is a State of Constant Overflowing (Rivers of Life).
Due to both the once-and-for-all and permanent nature of the Baptism with the
Spirit the gates of hell will never prevail over the Church (Mt. 16:18-19; John 20:22;
Acts 1:8). Depending upon the presence/absence of the Gift of the Spirit in Church
members, the Church is potentially growing and prospering or diminishing and dying.
Corresponding to the refillings with the Spirit the Church is flourishing, strong, mediocre, anemic, or terminal. Proportionate to the Fullness of the Spirit the Church either
displays an Abundance culture that overflows in awesome Conversions, Assemblies,
Holiness, Compassionate Generosity, Saturation (Grassroots) Evangelism, and Societal Impact, under Spirit-filled Leadership and in Spirit-opposed Combat, or it shows the
wear and tear of at best moving forward slowly, merely hobbling along, barely holding
its own, gradual declining, or, God forbid, being on its last legs.
The Baptism with the Spirit is a “done (historical) deal” in Acts 2 (With Acts
8:15, 17 and 10:44, 47 possibly a Samaritan and Roman extension of this Baptism,
corresponding with the threefold focus of Acts 1:8, although more likely instances of
the Gift of the Spirit; see Acts 8:19-20; 10:45//11:18). But the Gift of the Spirit, the
Fillings with the Spirit, and the Fullness of the Spirit remain simultaneously and fully
both a matter of the continuing sovereign grace of God (100%) and the continuing responsibility of man (100%). If and when they are in evidence, the recipients have only
God to thank due to sovereign grace. If and when they are absent, the would-be recipients have only themselves to blame due to their lack of repentance or their irresponsibility, rooted in laziness or indifference. They are either wretched sinners who refuse
to call on the name of the Lord in repentance unto forgiveness and the gift of the Spirit
(Acts 2:38), or wretched saints who fail to drink deeply of Jesus in prayer to be filled
with or to be full of the Spirit (John 7:37-39). While the exercise of responsibility is
never, I repeat, never, to be construed as a human (unacceptably Semi-Pelagian) cause
to a Divine effect, it is always, I repeat, always, to be honored as an indispensable human (fully Biblical) means to a Divine end. (These two complementary truths, as I argue at length in Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth, do not fit in the finite
human mind, but find a ready and royal residence in the regenerate human heart; see
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also my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 76-78, 83-84.) All this makes NT history as
well as Church history transparent with its increase or lack of conversions (Gift of the
Spirit: Present or Absent), with its vigorous or anemic condition (Fillings with the Spirit: More or Less Present or Absent), and with its spiritual abundance or its decline and
death (Fullness of the Spirit: Present or Absent). If all this does not open eyes to the
indispensable necessity of a Maintenance Ministry and a Recovery Mode, nothing
will!
In other words, when faced with the biblical teaching on the Gift, Fillings and
Fullness of the Spirit, lack of repentance, faith and prayer in the Church, resulting in
unforgiven and unremoved sin as well as spiritual anemia on the part of wretched sinners and wretched saints alike, invariably grieves, quenches, and outrages the Holy
Spirit. All this causes Revival fires to decline, die down, or die out. All types of downgrades are the inevitable, if not “natural,” consequence of man’s willful blindness, injudicious indifference, or misguided laziness of heart. But this is only half of the story.
Eventually, upon persistent, stubborn or lethargic refusal to break before God in repentance and to thirst for Revival status, the Holy Spirit turns the tables on the callous and
the indolent. He treats them for what they are, “chaff,” and turns them into ashes. This
was announced by John the Baptist (Mt. 3:11-12). All this explains, how and why
fields, such as the Middle East, Western Europe, and the USA, at one time “white for
harvest” (John 4:35), end up as burnt-over territory. It must be a frightening experience simultaneously to immolate oneself and to fall in the hands of the One who is a
consuming fire (Heb. 12:29).
Taking his cue from the Book of Jeremiah, Tom Smail, “The Ethics of Exile and
the Rhythm of Resurrection,” in Walker and Aune, eds., On Revival, 57ff, esp. 58, 6366, calls much-needed attention to this “principle of judgment” that is in evidence
throughout Scripture and came to foundational, eloquent, specific, and “prophetic” expression in Deuteronomy. Just as individual covenant breaking and disobedience results in individual “displacement” with generational consequences (Deut. 5:9a), so
corporate covenant breaking and disobedience ends up in corporate displacement with
geographical consequences (Deut. 28:58-68): The Babylonian Exile. Apparently, this
principle did not run out of steam with the Exile. It is graphically exemplified
throughout the history of the Church, as again and again a once dominant Gospel lost
its grip upon vast territories. In this context Smail specifically decries today’s hollow
prophecies, with reference to the “unconditional” love and goodness of God, to the effect that “Revival is just around the corner” (and that, to be concrete, idolatrous Islam
(Middle East), atheistic Secularism (Europe), and godless Humanism (USA) had their
day and will soon vanish, addition mine). It presupposes a “benignity that affirms everything … rejects nothing (sin) … and requires nothing (obedience), so that the
thought that anybody should be excluded from (the) approval (of God) becomes the
one remaining heresy … That is the kind of thing that many congregations are hearing
week in and week out … (This) anaesthetizes against … the holiness of God, the central biblical insight that God is so committed to his own covenant love that he rejects
everything in us that defies and contradicts it.” Since this “ethics of exile” is behind
our “displacement and destruction …, the only future that we have involves a reintegration into … covenantal obedience,” both individually (Deut. 5:9b) and corporately
(1 Ki. 46-50; 2 Chron. 7:14).
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Such “obedience,” of course, could never be accomplished by Israel in the OT, or
by Judaism (in general) and Pharisaism (in particular) in the Intertestamentary or NT
time periods (Contrary to what the New Perspective on Paul seems to suggest when it
lauds the Pharisees for their supposed “blamelessness,” with reference to Phil. 3:6,
and, unbelievably, gives it high marks; see for this Topical Focus #13: Justification).
Neither can it be achieved by anyone in Church History. It only could and can come
about by means and in the framework of the New Covenant with its promises of a new
heart (repentance and faith) in regeneration, a new righteousness (forgiveness of sins)
in justification, and, to top it off, a new holiness (obedience) in sanctification through
union with the Lord Jesus Christ and the agency of the Holy Spirit.
At any rate, without this “rhythm of the resurrection,” mankind will only and ever
fail. In fact, without this it will ironically only and ever (pretend to) attend “prophesied
revivals” that never take place! In a word, just as the ruin of “plucking up” and removal from the homestead is wrapped up with pervasive, corporate, ungodliness (Deut.
28:63-64; Jer. 18:7-8), instigated by the love of God for his own holiness (Deut.
28:63), so the revival of recovery and return is intertwined with pervasive, corporate,
holiness (Jer. 18:9-10); Ezek. 36:27, 36), promised equally by the love of God for his
own holiness (Ezek. 36:22-23, 32), and prayed for by his people (Ezek. 36:37).
Hopefully everyone will experience these insights as a much-needed, down-tobiblical-earth, veritable breath of fresh air that is regrettably all too uncommon! Before
we “celebrate,” however, and breathe in this biblical air, we must recognize that this
has staggering implications for one’s philosophy of NT as well as OT Church history.
Unless we believe that Jesus was no match for idolatrous Islam (Middle East), atheistic
Secularism (Europe), or godless Humanism (USA), we must come to the conclusion
that also in the NT Church-historical downgrades and downfalls the universal pattern
of the “Ethics of Exile,” that is, the pattern of judgment, predominates, on principial
display in Scripture not only in the seven decades of the Babylonian Captivity, but also
in the forty years of the Desert Journey, and the two Centuries of the Judges. This accentuates that in any and all such Church-historical downgrades and downfalls two
realities must be recognized and acknowledged. (1) The Church is literally guilty “as
hell” (In line with Judg. 2:11-13, 19). (2) It suffers a devastating judgment of God (In
line with Judg. 2:14-15), but invariably less than it deserves (Ezr. 9:13). It further accentuates that upswings and mountain tops owe their existence to the universal pattern
of the “Rhythm of the Resurrection,” on both principial and practical benchmark display on the Day of Pentecost. This calls for the recognition and acknowledgment of
two further realities. (1) The Church depends for the return of the benchmark RevivalSalvation fires exclusively upon the triadic Revival grace of the Triune God (In line
with Judg. 2:16; Ps. 85:7ff; Hab. 3:2), and counts on it due to the promise of God (Mt.
16:18-19). (2) It surrenders to, and embraces, all ten manifestations of Biblical Revival-Salvation, and turns to mighty prayer and mighty preaching with a view to mighty
conversions, mighty assemblies, holiness, mighty compassion, mighty grass-roots
evangelism, and mighty societal impact under mighty leadership in mighty combat due
to the command of God (Mt. 28:19-20). In short, and once again, if the Church is successful, it has only God and his promise to thank. If it is not, it can only blame itself,
and more concretely, its guilty disobedience to the command of God as well as its
shameful neglect to flee to the promise of God.
This gives depth perspective to Church History. We may biblically conclude that
54

the Lord Jesus, together with his Spirit, (1) has moved on, or is moving on, in whole or
in part, from all the continents and countries that I enumerated, (2) has left dead, nearly dead, half dead, mostly dead, or dying Christian cultures behind, and (3) turned to
other locations, such as Sub-Saharan Africa (Malawi, Uganda), Latin America (Brazil), and the Far East (Korea, China). Over the last hundred years or so mighty numbers of converts professed Christ in these locations! This goes to prove that the gates
of hell will never prevail against the Church-of-Christ-on-the-March-in-the-Spirit-andwith-the-Word-in-Mighty-Holiness-and-Mighty-Compassion-in-Mighty-Evangelismand-with-Mighty-Societal-Impact-under-Mighty-Leadership-in-Mighty-Combat. Still,
this glorious fact is rather small consolation for those segments of the Church, which
were, are, or will be left behind, whether dead, half dead, mostly dead, nearly dead, or
slowly dying. All this implies, once again, that there is and remains a desperate need
for the Church to be, and remain in a Recovery Mode. It is as if we hear Jesus speaking with awesome urgency, “By all means at your disposal, remember your former
Revival status (Recollection: Rev. 2:5a; see also 3:3), have your heart broken about the
downgrade (Repentance: Rev. 2:5b), and return to your original status of burning Revival love for your God, for your Lord and Savior, and for your fellow believer (Recovery: Rev. 2:5c)! What is the grim alternative? Opt for, and cling to your folly (Ps.
85:8), and be sure to perish, for I will turn off the lights in the Church, close its doors,
and nail them shut (Removal: Rev. 2:5d)!” In short, each and every deficiency in Revival status is by definition rooted in, and the result of the folly of unrepentant, unforgiven and unremoved sin, whether of commission or omission. As soon as through relevant prayer and pointed preaching this dawns on folks, they are not yet out of the
woods. This requires repentance and the subsequent pursuit of Practical Godliness. But
at that point they have turned the corner in principle, for they have recognized (and acknowledged) the root of the problem. Furthermore, and not so incidentally, at that
juncture one also has arrived in James’ “ballpark,” which does not allow us to “play
games” (any longer)!
To put the individual spotlight upon the Sub-Saharan country of Uganda, Joshua
Kamugungunu Muvumba, The Spread of Christianity in Ankore since 1901 (Mbarara,
Uganda: Nana Enterprises Ltd., 2001) presents us with a summary record of the 19th
Century East-African Revival that is spell binding in that it (not surprisingly) reflects
the Biblical pattern as laid out above virtually in toto. Regrettably it is also indicative
of a historical pattern that ever seems to repeat itself. (1) It started with the recognition
of a guilty and shamefully anemic Christianity that resisted the Spirit and therefore
lacked the Revival status of inexpressible glory and failed to produce inexpressible
Revival joy as well as Revival holiness. It continued with a powerful experience of the
presence of God, a crushing conviction of sin, and a heartfelt repentance, leading to a
profound sense of cleansing and peace through the blood of Christ and a pronounced
transformation and joy through the overwhelming infilling with the Spirit. This inexpressible glory, in turn, produced a zeal that ignited the Revival fires of mighty prayer,
mighty preaching, mighty conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty grass roots evangelism, and mighty societal impact. All this was experienced by both Britishers, such as
George Pilkington, John Edward Smith and Cyril Stuart, and Africans, such as Simeoni Nsibambi, Aberi Barya and Erica Sabitu, who dedicated their lives and their energies without reservation to spread the Gospel to all the corners of their field of labor
(55-62). Incidentally, it was my personal privilege in a mighty Assembly of God’s
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people to preach the Memorial Service of a uniquely electrifying Revivalist who lived
over one hundred years and planted twenty seven churches with thousands of converts.
In thankfulness to God we ought to stand in awe before any such individual marked by
a shining glory and a facial nobility that can be traced back to nothing but total surrender to God and his service (See also H. H. Osborn, Pioneers in the East Africa Revival (Apologia Publications, 2000). (2) But this is not the whole story. The battle with
folly appeared inevitable. At its height the Revival was so strong that it deeply impacted the mind of men, and virtually controlled societal life. But following Uganda’s
Independence from Great Britain the landscape changed. At first, political freedom
saw the emergence of massive, self-serving, and divisive sectarianism that polarized
society and tore it in pieces, and even politicized and factionalized the ecclesiastical
scene (68-84). Then, when the political climate improved in the late 1980’s and societal life normalized, “modernization” and “economic development” became the buzz
words that disclosed the popular pathos and fashionable goals of both politicians and
Church leaders (100-102). The message of Muvumba is unmistakable. By first succumbing to a large degree to the self-destructiveness of political sectarianism and then
allowing itself to be sucked into the idolatry of economic prosperity to a similar degree, the Church did not do itself any favor. As a result, and in spite of the at times
strong pockets of flourishing Revival life that did, do, and undoubtedly will continue
to protest any such downgrades (89-96), “the Church is continuously losing its traditional influence upon society” (100). This puts its status of the dominant cultural force
as the “salt of the earth” that preserves society by stemming its sinful rot and the “light
of the world” that pilots society by lifting the banner of Gospel holiness (Mt. 5:13-16)
in serious jeopardy. In fact, this threatens to turn the Church into the tail instead of the
head (Deut. 28:44; see also Is. 9:15), which naturally stands in dire need of reversal.
However, “turning back the clock will be an uphill task,” with “at the moment little
ground for optimism,” even while it stands like a rock that “the Lord does not permit
the devil to have the total and final victory” (101-102). (For further details about the
history of the East African Revival, see also Kevin Ward and Emma Wild-Wood, eds.,
The East African Revival (Kampala: Fountain Publishers, 2010), esp. 3-44).
Muvumba clearly represents a “prophetic” voice with his perceptive analysis that
concludes with a realistic, be it painful, assessment and should be regarded as a “Call
to Arms!” Throughout Church history similar voices were raised in virtually every
downgrade, but apparently with little success. At any rate, this solidifies the utter need
for a continuing Maintenance Ministry when the Revival fires are burning and for a
Recovery Mode when they are dying out or seem to do so!
Harry Reeder, in his recent publication From Embers to Flame, 27-50 (See the
Bibliography for details), strongly emphasizes and carefully explains in a fresh and
trailblazing way the Church-wide need for a consistent and constant Recovery/Restoration/Revitalization ministry, and in this context points out the pivotal significance of Revelation 2:4-5. His exposition of this passage was quite helpful to me in
organizing my thinking as expressed above. So were the comments on this passage by
Mark Stibbe, “Seized by the Power of a Great Affection,” in Walker and Aune, eds.,
On Revival, 26-28. The latter calls Christ’s Letter to the Ephesians as recorded in Revelation 2:1-7, the “prototype of revival.” However, in enlarging on this he is somewhat wide of the mark in two areas. First, he recognizes that there is difference in
“nuance,” that is, a fine distinction, between revival and revitalization. At the same
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time he conflates them when he defines revival as “a divinely initiated process in
which a dying church is revitalized through the power of the Holy Spirit, leading to a
new love affair with Jesus Christ, which in turn transforms the community, region and
even the nation in which that church is situated.” Second, in his estimation the core of
revival is the burning affection of the heart. This, rather than doctrine, supposedly empowers and electrifies. Frankly, the aggregate of Biblical, OT as well as NT, data
could have helped him out in both these areas. First, revival proved to be a status to be
obtained (salvation), not a process, and revitalization the reintensification process that
aims and arrives at the return to this (original) status (See for the term reintensification
Max Turner, “Revival in the NT,” in Walker and Aune, eds., On Revival, 5). To be
sure, the two cannot be separated, but they must be clearly distinguished, sharply delineated, and both carefully defined in their own full-bodied essence. Second, in Scripture doctrine and love prove to be complementary. Biblical doctrine aims at Biblical
love, and Biblical love flows forth from Biblical doctrine. If Biblical doctrine does not
lead to Biblical love, it is of little or no use. If Biblical love does not flow forth from
Biblical doctrine, it has little or no substance. The bottom line is this. Unless the height
from which the Church can fall (Rev. 2:4-5) is specifically identified as Revival Status
and clearly defined in terms of its Ten Mighty Mount Everest type of manifestations,
which encompass much, much, more than burning love, or meticulous doctrine for that
matter, any recovery, restoration, or revitalization program will end up in some kind of
a cloud, and leave the participants snowed in and stranded in one way or another. Unless the contours of a Mount Everest are sharply outlined, it cannot be climbed. The
climbers must have their objective in clear view, if they wish to arrive at the top. Furthermore, it takes every last ounce of their God-given energy they can muster!
At any rate, while both authors should either sharpen up (Reeder) or broaden out
(Stibbe) their definition of Revival to a considerable extent, their main input in terms
of Revelation 2:1-7 fully dovetailed with my long time, and not totally uncontroversial, understanding of Revival as “God’s Benchmark Normal,” which can only be undone by the folly of sin and calls for a Daniel (Dan. 9) and Nehemiah (Neh. 1) like
brokenness and thirst. In fact, their joint authorial input supplies a missing link in
much thinking on Revival, for it completes the Biblical threesome of Revival Status,
Maintenance Ministry, and Recovery Mode, which in Scripture are inextricably intertwined. Incidentally, the intricate intertwinement of this Biblical threesome contains
a hidden warning. Any view of Revival, Maintenance, or Recovery, that falls short of
meticulous theological thinking, and fails to notice their intricate intertwinement is
bound to miss, if not twist, the full biblical truth, and thereby to truncate its effectiveness. It stands to reason that this should be remedied as soon as possible so that all
three pieces of the biblical puzzle receive their full weight and are jointly brought to
bear upon the Church of Christ for it to blossom out, that is, to attain, maintain, or regain full bloom! Candidly, while folks who concentrate on the Revival phenomenon
frequently miss the contours of the Recovery/Restoration/Revitalization truth of Revelation 2:1-7, those who have a keen insight in the Recovery Mode, prototyped in this
very passage, easily can have a partial and meager understanding of what Revival Status is all about. By systematizing the biblical data of this threesome it becomes the
threefold cord that cannot be broken (Eccl. 4:12).
1. Revival Status has been defined above. Scripture designates it as the experienced and displayed presence of the glory of God by means of his awesome and glo57

rious “Salvation” (Ps. 85:7, 9; see also Ezek. 36:25-27) that turns a Cemetery into a
“Maternity Ward” (Ezek. 37:1ff) and a Dead Sea into a Fresh Water Lake (Ezek.
47:1ff). This Salvation consists of the righteousness of Jesus in justification (See Ps.
85:10) and the holiness of Jesus in sanctification (See Ps. 85:13). These are subsequent
to the fear of God (Ps. 85:9), which is evidence of the heart of Jesus in regeneration
(Deut. 5:29; 30:6). Because Revival is to be equated with this full-orbed triadic, NewCovenantal salvation, which produces not only the fear of God, but also the amazing
peace with God and the inexpressible joy of God (Ps. 85:6, 8; 1 Pet. 1:8b) and culminates in the fullness of glory (Ps. 85:9; 1 Pet. 1:8c), it unquestionably is, and unquestionably must be “God’s Normal” and “God’s Ordinary.” However, one should not
come to the mistaken conclusion that from this perspective biblical salvation does not
need to be marked by Revival fires. Quite the contrary! From the biblical truth (Ps.
85:7, 9) that the Great Patri-Christo-Spiritu-Revival spells Glorious, Full-orbed, Biblical, New-Covenantal Salvation and that Glorious, Full-orbed, Biblical, NewCovenantal Salvation marks the Great Patri-Christo-Spiritu-Revival, it follows that one
may not lay claim to Revival fires in the absence of New-Covenantal Salvation, neither to New-Covenantal Salvation in the absence of Revival fires. In short, if there are
no Revival fires-with-its-Ten-Mighty-manifestations, there is no full-orbed truly biblical salvation, as promised in Psalm 85, and evidenced both in Acts 2 and at pivotal
times in Church history!
At any rate, it is essential to recognize that the Biblical equation of Revival with
Salvation identifies Revival as “God’s New Covenantal Normal and Benchmark,” and
thereby flies in the face of the theory that portrays “revivals” as extraordinary, intermittent, and (sovereignly) unpredictable. In general this theory suffers of the fallacy of
the narrow (and shallow) historical perspective. When it historically could tick off only intermittent “revivals,” once every fifty to one hundred years at best, which seem
extraordinary and basically unpredictable, it subsequently defined the “revival” phenomenon as such. Frankly, this stands in need of a healthy dose of Biblical/Systematic
Theology that comes, and should lead Biblical/Systematic Theologians as well as Historians of Revival, to the opposite conclusion. It will do so once it is recognized that
historical events do not, and should not be allowed to define Biblical truth, but that
Biblical truth should shape, and does judge historical events. In Scripture Revival
equals Full-orbed Salvation, comes into its glorious own in Acts 2ff, and is in this first
historical manifestation the benchmark by which all of NT Church history is measured
by our Savior (Rev. 2-3), and ought to be measured by the Church. If the Church at
any time does not match up with this benchmark, and suffers a downgrade, or a downfall, it is to one degree or another rebellious, guilty, polluted, or all of the above, and
should never excuse itself by means of notions, such as temporary lulls, or, what is
worse, hide itself behind supposedly providential intervals. Of course, they are providential in nature, just as anything else in the history of mankind. But this may never
obscure the guilty rebellion and the rebellious guilt of the Church (100% + 100% =
100%; see Gen. 50:20; Acts 2:23; 4:28). Precisely because the Church is ever in danger of downgrades, a Maintenance Ministry to preserve Revival Status is a perennial
must, and because it has all too frequently experienced a downfall, a Recovery Mode
to recapture Revival Status must be always be on standby. But more about this below!
Max Turner in his chapter “Revival in the NT,” in Walker and Aune, eds., On Revival, 3-20, spec. 5, 9, 14-20, also brings salvation into the picture. He holds that re58

vival and salvation are akin. Still, he seems somewhat puzzled about the relationship
between the two, and cannot quite come up with a demarcation that does justice to this
relationship. On the one hand (I summarize here the salient points of his essay), it is
undeniable that Acts 2 presents us with the contours of the typical, “normal,” experience of salvation and the Christian life through the gift of the Holy Spirit upon repentance and the forgiveness of sins. He floods the heart with the love of God, inspires joy
and worship, stirs to prayer, is the agent in sanctification and the mortification of sin,
and illuminates the understanding of God’s Word. There is nothing beyond the ordinary about all this. On the other hand (I continue to summarize), there is a non-typical,
extraordinary, flavor to Acts 2 that is also in evidence in the so-called “elite” of the
Church, who are “full of the Spirit,” and in passages, such as Acts 4:30-31 and 19:11.
Because we only get a few glimpses of these (so-called) “extraordinary” phenomena,
the usual revival features, noticeable in Church history, do not seem to be the everyday
fare in the NT. The passage in Acts 19:11 “perhaps (sic!) comes nearest to our stereotypical definition of revival, as it is indeed a dramatic reintensification of the Spirit’s
work – though clearly not a case where the group was brought back from a cycle of
rebellion or a period of moribund Christian existence.” In fact, Turner concludes that
on the whole there are no instances anywhere in the NT of the powerful return from a
moribund situation and the notable reintensification of the Christian experience that
marks the revivals of the 18th Century and beyond. “The evidence of periodic decline
and revival in the NT period is (simply) wanting!” To be sure, Turner recognizes spiritual highlights and lapses of the more serious variety in particular instances, as well as
spiritual ups and downs of the milder variety in general. But he does not see any evidence of desperate spiritual downgrades in any of the NT Churches that would indicate
their dying condition, and as a result disclose a dire need both for a radical rescue operation, and, hand in hand with this, for a powerful reintensification of their Christianity. To him, even Paul’s preventive maintenance in Acts 20:17-36 and Christ’s censure
in Revelation 2:1-7; 3:1-6, 14-22 do not qualify as such (Note the difference with
Reeder and Stibbe). All this leaves the reader of Acts 2 in particular and of the NT in
general somewhat uncertain about the bearing of the NT data upon revival, especially
since the term is not found in the NT. At the same time Church history suggests the
stereotypical definition of revival as “a reintensification of God’s comprehensive saving work” that (1) is experienced as a community affair, rather than on merely an individual level, (2) lasts for a prolonged period of time, measured in months, if not in
years, (3) produces a noticeable, if not dramatic, effect in heightened holiness, pulsating life, and energized worship that transforms the original, dying, community into a
truly living one, and (4) extends itself outward in the salvation of sinners in significant
numbers. However, its status vis-à-vis the normal NT salvation experience is somewhat foggy, precisely because we do not encounter this historical revival phenomenon
in the NT, even though Turner asserts that its typical features resemble the ones we
encounter in Acts 2.
This presentation is quite clearly somewhat tentative, and not without some confusion. The reason for this is at least twofold.
First, Turner fails to recognize the threesome of Revival Status, Maintenance Ministry, and Recovery Mode. As a result the tapestry of the NT is not transparent to him.
(1) There are clearly passages, such as Acts 2, that represent Revival-Salvation Status.
No need for either a Maintenance Ministry or a Recovery Mode in these contexts, ex59

cept rather quickly in a few instances in the aftermath, such as Acts 5:1-10 and 6:1-6.
In these instances they kick in immediately! (2) Furthermore, there are large sections
of the NT, such as most of the epistolary literature that display spiritual ups and downs
to a greater or lesser extent. Here all the earmarks of a potent Maintenance Ministry
are in evidence. (3) Finally, there are situations, such as in some of Christ’s Letters to
the Seven Churches in Asia Minor, that hug the brink of extinction (contra Turner, and
with Reeder and Stibbe). This kicks in a Recovery Mode! Church history displays the
same tapestry. There are times that the Revival Status prevails. Once the level of this
Status is reached, a Maintenance Ministry takes over. When such Ministry ceases to
exist, and an alarming downgrade leads to a dying Church, the choice is between Recovery Mode and total demise. Incidentally, it should not go unnoticed that a Church
that takes the need for Maintenance and Recovery with the utmost of seriousness invariably meets with the abundant blessing of God. A Church, that is on the move (Revival), builds on its movement (Maintenance), and accelerates when needful (Recovery),
does and will make rapid progress and cover lots of ground (Acts 5:11ff; 6:7ff).
Second, Turner’s failure to take the OT data into account makes him miss the fact
that Revival is (to be) defined as (full biblical) salvation and, therefore, that (only full
biblical) salvation is (to be) identified as revival. This implies that there is nothing extraordinary in Acts 2. It “merely” portrays the normal experience of full biblical salvation, epitomized in the gift of the Holy Spirit upon regeneration and justification, and
marked by awesome holiness and awesome compassion, as a perennial benchmark.
The reason why Turner has great difficulty identifying anything extraordinary in Acts
2 is quite simple. There is nothing extraordinary in this Chapter! Of course, it must
have seemed so from the perspective of the OT, but in the light of the triadic New Covenant promise pertaining to the NT (Ezek. 36:25-27) it all constitutes “God’s Benchmark Normal.” Further, to characterize believers who are “full of the Holy Spirit” as
“elite,” and to designate them as “extraordinary,” is not persuasive either. The apostles
insist that the “deacons,” who are to assist them in the Church’s widows’ ministry,
must be “of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom” (Acts 6:3). Apparently all
three qualifications must have been quite ordinary. They depict “normal” believers.
Finally, the phenomena described in Acts 4:30-31 could well be identified as the temporary signs of the apostles, mentioned in Hebrews 2:4. After all, whether ordinary or
extraordinary, if they are part and parcel of revivals, they should have shown up routinely in history during revival times. And they did not! All in all, Turner is right on
the beam by concluding that he can only find “salvation” in what are regarded as revival contexts. However, he is wide of the mark, when without biblical warrant he distinguishes between salvation and revival and calls the latter extraordinary, failing to
grasp that the OT (Ps. 85) promises and the NT (Acts 2) displays the glory of mighty
Revival-Salvation! The fact that he confused the status of revival with the process of
revitalization did not help either! One additional note in closing! Turner quotes with a
measure of approval the assessment that at bottom the entire NT is a revival phenomenon. While the sentiment is commendable, the truth of the matter is otherwise. In fact,
it is threefold. Much of the NT portrays Revival Status. Most of the NT displays a preventive or remedial Maintenance Ministry. Some of the NT depicts a Recovery Mode.
2. Maintenance Ministry comes to specific expression in the biblical imperative to
exhort each other every day (Heb. 2:13), and is on display in the epistolary literature of
the NT on the face of it (See 1 Pet. 5:12 as a “sample”). Quite apparently the Church is
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need of it. Just like physical life cannot remain vigorous, unless there is a meal (or
two, or three) every day, so spiritual life cannot flourish, unless there is an exhortation
(or two, or three) every day, which could imply comfort, encouragement, as well as
correction, admonition and rebuke (Mal. 3:16; Rom. 15:14; 1 Thess. 5:11; 2 Tim.
3:16-17). In short, as God ordained daily (wholesome) food for the body, so he ordained daily maintenance (exhortation) words for the spirit. This implies that the lack
of daily exhortation, comparable to the lack of daily food, does and must lead to the
conclusion that an anemic state of affairs prevails by definition, whether this is experienced as such or not. In fact, as long as an anemic state of affairs is viewed as “normal,” it cannot and will not be experienced as anemic. Furthermore, and possibly “to
add insult to injury,” whenever and wherever an anemic state of affairs is experienced
as “normal,” any attempt to remedy this situation is bound to meet with annoyance and
resistance, if not with resentment! It is therefore of the highest importance that the
Biblical benchmark of Revival Status is understood and embraced by those who maintain and those who are maintained. Otherwise there are three possibilities. The Maintenance Ministry will be below par, will fall on deaf ears, or both will be in evidence!
In short, the very requirement of a Maintenance ministry indicates that the interruption
or cessation of Revival status is intolerable. Even if the booklet by Norman P. Grubb,
Continuous Revival (Fort Washington, PA: Christian Literature Crusade, n.d.) is not
perfect, its title and its emphasis upon a constant flow of joy and praise, due to the precious blood of Christ and an equally constant harvest of souls due to the precious presence of the Spirit as God’s normal and normative, are right on! It is hardly surprising
that toward the end the booklet issues a call to continuing, mutual, exhortation as the
evidence of “a living fellowship-in-action.” God’s promise (100%) and man’s obedience (+ 100%) go hand in hand (= 100%). In this, as I argue below, it is the mirror
image of James as both the authorized model and the authoritative summons to the
type of exhortation that seeks to retain or regain Revival status (Jam. 5:19-20). But
more about this below!
3. The Church’s Recovery/Restoration/Revitalization Mode does, and should,
spring into operation, when the Maintenance Ministry is ignored, falls down on the
job, or is simply ineffective, and as a result the Revival fires are quenched, do not receive the necessary attention, or simply die out. We would do well to remember
Stibbe’s definition of revival. It consists of the revitalization of a “dying church!” In
spite of his questionable conflation of revival and revitalization and in spite of his regrettable failure to define revival in terms of its “Mighty Ten Elements,” this emphasis
is worth “the price of admission,” if not the cost of the whole volume of essays, in
which his is published as well! Reeder’s From Embers to Flame uses the same terminology, equally emphatic and equally graphic. It also brings out that revitalization eyes
a “dying” situation. However--and here is the rub--, such situation is not just “a
shame” in the colloquial sense of the word, “an unfortunate state of affairs.” No, any
“dying situation” in this context is by definition a shamefully culpable state of affairs.
Until this is driven home, Church folk will always display the tendency to be “at ease
in Zion” to one degree or another! They will never see the situation for what it is, “dying,” never acknowledge the reason for it, “appalling guilt,” and therefore never, with
Daniel and Nehemiah, face up to the bottom line, “pouring out their ‘broken heart’ before God, with a ‘desperate’ plea for mercy in a ‘terminal’ situation!” This implicit
kind of self-deception may well be the greatest barrier to Revival Status, Maintenance
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Ministry as well as a Recovery Mode. What other conclusion can one reach in the face
of the spiritual wasteland, if not devastation, in the Middle East, Europe and in an increasing fashion in the USA? Frankly, it seems that everyone who is after “revitalization” must emphatically bring out the need for, should pointedly take aim at, and may
not be content short of the validated presence of, a “broken heart.” “Revitalization” is
not an intellectual and descriptive issue. It is prescriptive and experiential. There is no
return to “revival status” without “brokenness,” if Scripture and Church history are
any indication!
All this has at least three final, partly summary, implications.
1. The first implication is that a plunge into the folly of sin (Ps. 85:8), whether of
commission or omission, does and must immediately trigger the need for Recovery/Restoration/Revitalization on a smaller or larger scale, and to a smaller or larger
degree. Only by acknowledging this will our hearts begin to burn within us, and experience the need to take self-denying, self-sacrificial, action in mighty (Revival) prayer
and preaching! In sum, because the folly of sin (Acts 5:1ff; 1 John 1:8) sooner or later
appears to go inescapably hand in hand with Revival, to be identified as truly biblical
and fully authentic salvation, the normal Church of Christ has three distinguishing
marks. It simultaneously enjoys Revival status with its ten powerful characteristics and
is engaged either in a preventive Maintenance ministry in view of the ever lurking
threat of folly (“just in case”), or in a Recovery mode as the curative antidote to the
invasive presence of folly (“because of”), or in a combination of the two. This, as we
shall see, appears to be the case in the Epistle of James.
The Revival-Salvation Status is evidenced by an awesome fear of God, rooted in
the heart of Jesus, awesome peace with God, resulting from the imputed righteousness
of Christ, and an awesome joy of the Lord, flowing forth from the presence of the Holy Spirit, all culminating in awesome glory, wrapped up with the fullness of God.
Psalm 85:6, 9 in the OT and Romans 5:1-5; Ephesians 3:14-19; as well as 1 Peter 1:8
in the NT are my indisputable witnesses to this fourfold effect. A Maintenance Ministry is characterized by an “afterglow,” that rejoices in the glow, seeks to retain it, and
improve upon it. This is on unquestionable display throughout the book of Acts (Acts
2:46-47; 4:23-31; 5:1-11, 40-42; 8:4; 11:19-26; 14:21-23). The Recovery Mode is
marked by awesome “devastation” about the “folly” of sin and the objective of awesome repentance. Joel 2:12-13 in the OT and James 4:8-10 in the NT testify to these
two facts just as irrefutably.
2. The second implication is that no one can, or may, claim truly to experience
full-orbed Revival-Salvation Status apart from the clear presence of its ten marks of
mighty (Revival) prayer, preaching, conversions, assemblies, holiness, compassion,
saturation (grassroots) evangelism, societal impact, leadership and combat, and its
three effects of awesome fear, peace, joy and glory (inclusive, of course, of the burning affection for God, his Christ, his Spirit, his Word, and his Church, as mentioned
above, and as pointedly emphasized by Stibbe). At the same time no one can, or may,
claim truly to experience a full-orbed Maintenance Ministry, unless it has a RevivalSalvation Status to continue or to expand. Neither can, or may, one claim truly to experience a full-orbed Recovery Mode apart from close cooperation with an ever necessary Maintenance Ministry, and the curative presence of awesome “devastation” and
repentance, necessary to return to Revival-Salvation Status. Incidentally, if the Book
of Revelation was written before 70 AD, the churches in Sardis and Laodicea, ad62

dressed in Rev. 3:1-6, and 3:14-22 respectively, appeared to have reached the “end of
the line” a “mere” twenty years following the time that they were founded. A sobering
reality! If the Book of Revelation was written in the nineties, it would have taken
slightly longer, forty years, to earn Christ’s verdict. Hardly less sobering!
3. The third implication is that Biblical Truth, including the truth of Revival Status, Maintenance Ministry and Recovery Mode, cannot simply be “taught.” Teaching
Conferences and Teaching Seminars, as well as Teaching Seminaries for that matter,
are not sufficient to produce “Pulsating and Productive Ministries.” To this end, God
in his wisdom, has ordained, in addition to the pipeline of prayer and the presence of
the Holy Spirit (Phil. 1:19), two components in his instrumental speaking gift (1 Pet.
3:10), namely “teaching” and “exhorting” (Rom. 12:7b-8a; see for further details below, as well as Topical Focus #16: Teaching in the NT). The God-breathed Word is
not only useful for “doctrine,” but also for “reproof, correction, and training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). The latter requires “exhortation” as well as “teaching.”
Teachers produce “anacondas.” Anacondas swallow “piglets” for their dinner, and
sleepily digest them until their next meal time. There is not much movement in between meals. It is has been estimated that only 5% of an audience takes something
tangible along after a “teaching” session, and soon loses 50% of the original “takeaway.” Exhorters, on the other hand, seek to produce “eagles.” Youths eventually get
tired. Strong young men eventually stumble. But those who are exhorted to wait upon
the Lord ever find new strength. They ever rise up on wings like eagles. They ever run
without growing weary (Is. 40:30-31). They go “far,” “fast” and “furious!” In short,
exhorters do and must “step on tails” until (taught) “hearers of the Word” turn into
(trained) “doers of the Word” in order either to prevent or to cure grievous and calamitous self-deception (Jam. 1:22). Concretely, there simply is no Revival without repentance and holiness, no Maintenance without continuing holiness, and no Recovery
without renewed repentance and holiness. Hence the crucial need for exhorters who
exercise their giftedness day and night as a matter of life and death! This explains the
summons of Paul to “teach and exhort” (1 Tim. 6:2c; see also 1 Tim. 44:11) and of the
author of Hebrews to “exhort daily” (Heb. 3:13-14). It is quite clear from James, Paul
and Hebrews that to declare the incessant input of “exhorters” and the uninterrupted
practice of “exhortation” a matter of life and death is no exaggeration!
At any rate, all this means that both a Maintenance ministry and a Recovery mode
can only be truly successful by emphasizing in the strongest of terms that RevivalSalvation Status is God’s normal, God’s ordinary, in order to show the heights from
which the Church so easily and quickly can, and apparently does, fall. “Doctrine” determines “exhortation.” So without this “doctrine” exhortation to this effect “hangs in
the air.” But with this “doctrine” in place, a Maintenance Ministry will be instrumental
in maintaining the joy and glory of these heights, while a Recovery Ministry leads to
the very “devastation” and repentance as the only avenue through which it can and will
achieve its objective. In fact, the objective for a Maintenance Ministry should be the
retention of, and for a Recovery Mode the return to the Revival Status with its mighty
ten characteristics as a biblically proven and historically evidenced matter of survival.
To sum up all three implications, (1) Biblical Revival-Salvation Status cannot
possibly continue without a perennial Maintenance Ministry and a stand-by Recovery
Mode. At the same time (2) a Maintenance Ministry and a Recovery Mode can never
come into their own, unless Biblical Revival-Salvation Status is both the grand and
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glorious point of departure of the Maintenance Ministry and the grand and glorious
objective of the Recovery Mode. If the Revival-Salvation Status does not function in
this dual capacity, the Maintenance Ministry will ultimately be an anemic undertaking
to prolong an anemic state of affairs, and a Recovery Mode will be an anemic endeavor to return a dying state of affairs to its initial anemic level. But (3) it should be understood with equal clarity that “exhortation” must complement “teaching,” and “exhorters” must stand shoulder to shoulder with “teachers” to produce a Church-on-themove! In fact, “teachers” must deeply cherish to have “evangelists” on their left hand
in order to “make disciples” who subsequently must be taught, and “exhorters” on
their right hand to “train” the new disciples to observe what they have been taught (Mt.
28:19-20). Only when all three join forces and combine their unique giftedness and
their unique vision, can a Revival culture be expected to emerge and last! Of course, it
should go without saying that this better drive all of us to our knees, because all of this
spells both “total human impossibility” and “divine possibility only!” For the latter to
become a reality unceasing “prayer” is the divinely appointed sine qua non (Jam. 4:2),
hand in hand with the consequent “supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:19).
The history of the (re)emergence of these Revival fires customarily makes up the
content of the traditional Reformed Revival literature. Virtually by common consent
the Revivals described in this literature are thought to be quite intermittent, every fifty
to hundred years or so, and extraordinary, an unusual, atypical, if not abnormal, product of sovereign grace. As I already indicated, I take the strongest of issues with declaring them “extraordinary.” It takes the urgent, biblical sting out of the terms, Recovery, Restoration as well as Revitalization. In the Scriptures these terms indicate that
there is something (“terribly”) wrong and lamentable that requires Recovery, Restoration or Revitalization. Only something that is “in a lost condition” needs to be recovered, only something that has “fallen on wretched times” needs to be restored, and only something that is “in a dying mode” (So correctly and courageously both Reeder
and Stibbe!) needs to be revitalized. Listen to the Apostle Paul, “Wake up from your
drunken stupor … Do not go on sinning … Some of you have no knowledge of God”
(1 Cor. 15:34). And if Paul is not sufficiently persuasive, listen to Jesus himself,
“Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about to die” (Rev. 3:20). In terms of
Psalm 85 and Ezra 9, Recovery/Restoration/Revitalization aims at the removal of suicidal “folly,” and is therefore by definition a matter of life and death. Anything short
of “Revival status” may seem to be “average.” However, even if to its shame a Church
displays an “average” state of affairs, and therefore can “properly” be designated as
“average,” this does not take away that such state of affairs is at the same time (far?)
below par, and therefore fundamentally culpable. Anything short of Revival-Salvation
Status is the result of folly to one degree or another, if Psalm 85:8 and Revelation
2:1ff; 2:12ff; 2:18ff; and 3:1ff mean anything!
There simply is no such thing as an acceptable “average Christianity.” Biblically
there is either a Revival-Salvation Christianity or a culpably anemic, bloodless, type of
Christianity that historically has perished, is perishing, or will perish, and therefore has
not survived, is hardly surviving, or will not survive the judgment of God apart from
genuinely biblical Recovery/Revitalization (See Mt. 7:21-23; 25:11-12; and specifically 1 Pet. 4:17), personally as well as corporately. Once this is clearly and thoroughly
understood, the Church’s Recovery/Restoration/Revitalization ministry will take on
the form of an exhorting and alarming wake-up call in order to reach the heart of its
64

audience for the sake of their lives. If it does not, it may talk about repentance “in the
abstract,” and receive a lip-service response regarding repentance equally “in the abstract.” But the question may well be asked whether this will actually lead to and
achieve repentance, with all that this entails in terms of holiness. Anyone who doubts
the propriety of this question would do well to read Christ’s letters to the seven
Churches in Revelation 2 and 3 once more, and then read James (Jam. 4:7-10) as well
as Paul (1 Cor. 15:34) in the light of it! The Recovery ministries of Jesus, James and
Paul are all woven of one cloth.
As I explain below in conjunction with Revelation 1:15, in the Recovery mode
they all “roar like the Niagara Falls.” In fact, there is no Recovery ministry without
“roaring,” even if it stands to reason that the specific condition which is addressed determines its decibel level. The reason is simple. Any shortfall of Biblical Revival produces in those acquainted with it, and athirst for it, the type of “trembling devastation,”
evidenced by Ezra in the face of God’s truth (Ezra 9:3-5), and results in the type of
“forceful confrontation,” displayed by Nehemiah in the application of this truth (Neh.
13:25). It is precisely the “roar” of such confrontation that the Holy Spirit uses in the
New Covenant to bring about the repentance necessary to obtain, retain or regain Revival status. Jesus defines it in terms of sowing the seed of God’s Word (Mt. 13:3-9,
18-23) as the “key” to advance the Kingdom by “opening and closing” (sic!) it (Mt.
16:19; see also John 20:22-23) in terms that leaves the audience gasping (See Mt.
7:21-23, esp. 23; 25 1-13, esp. 12). Peter displays this at Pentecost in his discriminating preaching that cuts at the heart of the audience, and makes it writhe in agonizing
spiritual pain (See Acts 2:14-41, esp. 37). And Paul describes it as the potent, Spiritaccompanied, instrument, that unmistakably, whether in forceful (See Mt. 11:12; John
8:31ff), direct (See John 3:3ff) or gentle (See John 4:9ff) language, drives the truth
“home” to the hearers, convicts them by turning their world “upside down” (read:
“right side up;” see Acts 17:6-8), and have them turn away from idols to serve the living and the true God (See 1 Thess. 1:4-10, esp. 4 and 9).
All this goes to drive home, if not nail down, that Revival-Salvation Status, inclusive of Maintenance Ministry, and Recovery Mode are intimately intertwined, in fact,
are inseparable. They both do, and should, feed each other, and feed on each other in
an ever continuing upward spiral. The presence of Revival-Salvation (and this presence only) does, and will, energize the Church to engage in a full-blown Maintenance
Ministry or enter into a discriminating (evangelistic) and applicatory (edifying) Recovery Mode as a matter of Kingdom life and death, while a Church that enjoys a fully
Biblical Revival Status/Maintenance Ministry/Recovery Mode is ever after the arrival,
retention or return of Revival, and does everything in its power to bring it about, retain
it, expand it, or see it re-emerge. Let’s face it, once it dawns upon Christians that they
encounter a virtually dead (Middle East, North Africa, Asia Minor), mostly dead
(Eastern and Western Europe), or slowly dying situation (North America), they cannot
and will not be satisfied with average prayer and preaching. To the contrary, they cannot and will not take rest, neither in mighty prayer (Is. 62:6), nor in mighty preaching
(Acts 5:28), and will not give God rest, until he has established (or re-established) his
Church, and turns it into the praise in the earth (Is. 62:7). Nor, for that matter, will it
give its audience rest, until it has responded to the summons to repentance in order to
become participant in the embodiment of this establishment and this praise (Mal. 3:17;
Rev. 19:7-8).
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Once again, it is, and should be, crystal clear by now that the Church must make
up its mind whether Revival-Salvation is the Normal Status of the Church of Christ or
an Extraordinary Event.
If “Revival” is an extraordinary event, and basically abnormal, the Church can always be more or less content, congratulate itself for being supposedly normal, whether
below average, average, or above average for that matter, and do business as usual.
But ultimately it is quite “at ease” in its unavoidable “Lazy-Boy”/“Lazy-Girl” mentality, however defined, and will refuse to leave its comfort zone, if it is willing to be
stirred at all. Of course, the need for a Maintenance Ministry will be acknowledged.
But this would be a Maintenance Ministry of sorts, simply to prolong, or to ensure a
return to a below par status quo. At any rate, there will be no recognition of the need
for a truly and fully biblical Recovery/Restoration/Revitalization Mode. However, if in
a below par context, and prompted by Scripture passages, such as Revelation 2:1-7, the
need for such a Mode is recognized anyway, it will in the final analysis never add up
to any more than a (“glorified”) Maintenance Ministry. The reason is simple. When
Revival is defined as extraordinary, it cannot, and will not function as a goal to strive
for, and to be achieved as a matter of life and death, whether in the long or the short
run! In this scenario the 100% God does, and will, put a damper on the 100% man. In
short, a truly and fully Biblical Revival/Salvation Status must be the objective of any
Maintenance Ministry and Recovery/Restoration/Revitalization Mode to be truly and
fully Biblical. One thing is certain. Historically, the removal of Revival as a Benchmark has always led to the downgrade, and eventually to the downfall of the Church.
In this scenario, neither a Maintenance Ministry of sorts, nor a Recovery Mode of
sorts, have ever been able to stem the ebb tide, however disconcerting this ebb tide
was to the proponents of, and agents in, such Ministry and Mode, and however much it
galvanized them to take (some kind of) action. With the Benchmark of RevivalSalvation Status missing this action could never come into its full-orbed own!
On the other hand, if Revival-Salvation Status is God’s Normal, and should be his
Ordinary, the Church will recognize that in the bulk of its history, it has been, is, and
will be, below par, unless it did, does, and will be, as devastated and repentant as Ezra
and Nehemiah facing the folly of intermarriage. This inevitably led, leads, and will
lead through mighty prayer and mighty soul searching preaching to the (re-)emergence
of Revival fires, however small in the beginning, but hopefully “volcanic” in the end.
From this perspective the fact that these fires are often burning so low, if at all, and so
intermittent, is the Church’s guilty shame and the world’s intolerable burden. After all,
“a prodigal Church in a prodigal world is God’s real problem” (Ravenhill, 101).
Since Scripture, as we already saw, identifies Revival as full-orbed Biblical Salvation in the OT (Ps. 85:7, 9) and puts it on display in the NT (Acts 2:37-47), there
should not be any doubt that it is God’s Normal and God’s Benchmark! From this vantage point, and in the words of someone in constant focus upon and pursuit of Biblical
Revival, one can only draw a “devastating” twofold conclusion. (1) “In comparison
with the New Testament Church we are so sub-apostolic, so substandard” (Ravenhill,
105)! In fact, (2) “we are so subnormal these days that the normal New Testament experience seems abnormal” (Ravenhill, 27)!!
Ravenhill’s assessment could, and should (!) have been the final, electrifying, and,
if needs be, devastating, word in this context, were it not for an influential volume
from the hand of Iain Murray, Pentecost – Today? (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth
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Trust, 1998). He would contest this assessment. Since he is one of the foremost Reformed historians on Revival, it pays to listen to him. In the process we will receive a
greater depth perspective not only on the Revival phenomenon in general, but also on
the niche, place and function of James in Scripture and in the history of the Church.
Murray distinguishes three views of revival (7-8), and assesses them in terms of
their definition of revival and the practical implications of this definition.
View 1. “The whole concept of occasional revivals is not biblical” (Kuyper). Pentecost and the Baptism with the Spirit constitute a once and for all event. Further, if
John 14:16 means anything, this precludes the need for an improved presence of the
Spirit. He is here in full, and he is here to stay, no matter what and no matter how (8).
The problem with this view, according to Murray, is that it produces people who are
“satisfied” with the status quo, and do not regard prayer for additional effusions of the
Spirit an indispensable necessity (30). This will have a deadening effect (26). Frankly,
I grew up under View 1, and can only and fully endorse this assessment. In fact, in the
framework of View 1 the presence of the Spirit was determined by logical deduction.
All believers have the Holy Spirit. I believe. So I (must) have the Holy Spirit. In this
syllogism the biblical testimony of the Holy Spirit as an experiential, energizing, and
activating reality, which Murray, to his continuing credit, does not tire of stressing, is
totally ignored. Also is ignored the solemn warning of Paul that anyone who does not
have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him (Rom. 8:9). This teaches us that, although we receive the Holy Spirit through (repentance and) faith, we can, and must,
determine the presence of the Spirit by his energizing and activating agency in our
sanctification and mortification (Rom. 8:1-13), which are experienced as “rivers of living water” (John 7:37-39). A lack of these “rivers,” to be defined in the context of all
the biblical data that pertain to the Holy Spirit, especially, but not exclusively, those
following Pentecost, should force us to take a close and hard look at ourselves, and
drive us to our knees in “broken-hearted prayer.” This would either put us on the biblical track (regeneration) or bring us up to biblical speed (sanctification). Incidentally,
the notion that the Spirit in Romans 8:7 is the Spirit of regeneration (Martyn LloydJones, Joy Unspeakable: Power & Renewal in the Holy Spirit (Wheaton, IL: Harold
Shaw Publishers, 1984), 197) is not tenable. The context is clearly one of sanctification, and not regeneration!
View 2. “The presence or absence of revival is conditional upon the obedience of
the church and the behavior of Christians” (Finney). “Surrender is the price of Revival,” if 2 Chronicles 7:14 means anything (Duncan Campbell) (8-9). However, even
Whitefield, according to Murray, was not always equally effective, in spite of the fact
that his obedience and surrender remained the same (12). Furthermore, banking the
future of the Church on man and the quality of his obedience and surrender is unbiblical, self-defeating, dangerous, and disconcerting. It is unbiblical since it overemphasizes human responsibility and eclipses the need for sovereign grace. It is selfdefeating since the absence of revival all too easily gives rise to a debilitating selfaccusation of unidentifiable disobedience. It is dangerous since without the continuing
outpouring of Divine grace the Church has no future. It is disconcerting since present
day failures lead to a discouraged and wishful looking back to the times of the unusual
(28-30). Basically I endorse this assessment as well. While the emphasis upon human
agency in Revival as an indispensable means to a God-given end (with surrender at its
core) is right on the money and may never be toned down, this agency is never, I re67

peat, never, a self-propelled cause to a human-produced effect! To act as if it is in a
Semi-Pelagian or Arminian fashion is unacceptable, especially if this agency is manipulative emotionally to produce an all too human response. This type of revivalism has
no authentic root and cannot produce lasting fruit, except burnt-over territory (See also
Iain Murray, Revival & Revivalism (Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1994).
However, here emerges a curious fact. On the one hand Charles Finney, the “revivalist” who popularized View 2, if not put it once and for all on the ecclesiastical map,
insists in a typical Semi-Pelagian and Arminian fashion that man is quite able to perform what God commands, as if this was implied in Ezekiel 18:31(!). On the other
hand, he urges parents to “stand with God against their children, agreeing that for their
incorrigible sinfulness, He is obliged to send them to hell,” and chides them for not
recognizing that they are “obstinate rebels … willful and sinful rebels against God”
(Charles G. Finney, Lectures on Revival (Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers,
1988), 13, 195; see also his Experiencing Revival (New Kensington, PA: Whitaker
House, 1984), 119). It is, indeed, passing strange that some (many?) card-carrying
T.U.L.I.P folks “foolishly” ignore (or reject?), whether intentionally or not, that the
embrace of the biblical doctrine of original sin “emphatically” implies that everyone is
conceived and born with a rebel heart (Ps. 51:5), while some folks who “foolishly” ignore or reject the doctrine of original sin at times “cheerfully” confess that everyone is
born an obstinate, willful rebel. Frankly, Ezekiel 36:25-26, 37 is the perfect antidote in
either instance. T.U.L.I.P people are told that all humans are born with a heart of
stone, a filthy past/record, and an ungodly life (Ezek. 36:25-27) and are under obligation “to clean up their threefold mess” immediately (Ezek. 18:31). At the same time
Semi-Pelagians and Arminians are warned that this obligation (Ezek. 18:31, once
again) does not imply ability. Only a gracious God has the threefold New Covenant
solution to the threefold problem in his Son and through his Spirit. Hence the only way
to receive this solution is through prayer (Ezek. 36:37), that is, by calling in humble
surrender upon the name of the Lord (Acts 2:21; Rom. 10:13). No one is exempt! Regrettably this fine complementary biblical tapestry seems often lost to folks on either
side of the fence. Both approaches opt for a one-sided “folly.” Both are ultimately selfdefeating, if not suicidal. And both, rather ironically, are bound to leave a burnt-over
territory in their wake. Church history is there to prove this. Upper New York State
(Finney’s territory) and New England (Edwards’ territory) do not differ much today in
this regard. Folly always hits us from “the blind side.” If it does not hit us from the left
side, it will do so from the right side, that is in either instance, apart from the acrossthe-board-exhorting-vigilance that James holds out as a matter of life and death (Jam.
5:19-20)!
View 3. To be sure, on Pentecost the Holy Spirit was given to the Church to stay,
that is, unconditionally (//View 1). But the size of this gift is not always the same. Its
“largeness” in Acts 2 in terms of 3000 conversions was extraordinary. It represented
neither a permanent occurrence nor a normal characteristic. The responsible historian
of revival must make a distinction between the normal and the extraordinary. The fact
that the people of God must again and again be refilled with the Spirit also testifies to
this (17-18). In fact, the gift of the Spirit on Pentecost was the first in a series of similar actions on God’s part, but with the qualification that the supply of the Spirit was
not always identical (20). Church history is evidence that at times the largesse of this
supply was unexpectedly astounding, while at other times it simply and providentially
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(sic!) ceased (21-23). All in all, this warrants the following definition. Revival is “an
outpouring of the Holy Spirit, brought about by the intercession of Christ, resulting in
a new degree of life in the churches and a widespread movement of grace among the
unconverted” (24). This allows for terminology, such as, an “extraordinary” communication of the Spirit of God, a “superabundance” of the operations of the Spirit, an “enlargement” of the manifest power of the Spirit, a “remarkable” effusion of the presence
of the Spirit, a “special” season of the mercy of the Spirit, and an “extraordinary” or
“greater and richer than normal” manifestation of the Spirit (25-26). This view has the
advantage of neither underrating nor exaggerating the revival phenomenon. It simply
recognizes revival times as additions and supplements to the ordinary working of God
as the bedrock of Christianity (30-31).
In this context Murray rejects the charge that View 3 leads to “complacency” and
“laxity” in faith and conduct by giving a sampling of instances where fervency and vigilance abounded (54). He also denies that the admitted emphasis upon divine sovereignty undercuts the need for human responsibility. He fully seeks to honor both and
makes this clear with a reference to Ezekiel 18:31 and Ezekiel 36:26. In the first passage God summons men to make themselves new hearts, to regenerate themselves
(Human Responsibility). In the second passage God sovereignly promises to implant
new hearts (Divine Sovereignty). Both truths are taught in Scripture, even if their relationship is not explained by Murray. The responsible involvement of man is further
underscored by Ezekiel 36:37, where the people of God are reported to turn God’s
promise into reality by means of prayer. In fact, Murray uses this as an occasion to join
a call for “radical prayer and fasting” (62-64, 69). (For more about “fasting,” see Topical Focus #7: Biblical Prayer).
The bottom line is that God is sovereign in the purposes of revival (71), the times
of revival (73), and the agents in revival. What the one sows, others may reap (77).
However, when special, extraordinary revival seasons occur, the Holy Spirit restores
faith in the Word (170), powerfully anoints the preaching, makes the truth remarkably
plain (80ff), lends definiteness to the word Christian (175), effects the experience of
the love of God to an unusual degree (99), impacts communities and society, locally,
regionally, and nationally (180), energizes Christian ministries (184), and, last but not
least, enhances the worship of God to the point of overflowing (189)! The description
of these features is awesome and stirring. For this description we owe Murray a debt of
gratitude. What is not so “awesome,” however, is the emphasis upon the extraordinary
nature and the rare occurrence of these providentially unpredictable effusions of God’s
grace (In line with the early Martyn Lloyd Jones, Revival, 26, 105-106, as detailed further below; for the designation “extraordinary,” see also Hulse, Give Him No Rest,
43)! In fact, this emphasis is bound to frustrate the impact of the awesome and stirring
description of Revival-Salvation fires. It resembles a glowing horizon that ever seems
to recede before its pursuer. It suggests a beckoning carrot that may well be thumbing
its nose systematically at the one chasing it, except for some rare historical occasions.
And this, to make matters worse, by sovereign, divine design. This simply does not
seem to fit the Biblical picture, as I argue further below!
All this ties in with Murray’s view of the Baptism with the Spirit! First, he rejects
the notion of a Second Blessing, which separates the saved from those who enjoy the
Baptism with the Spirit (contra the later Martyn Lloyd Jones; see below for further details on this as well). In Acts 2 the Spirit of God came down upon the whole Church,
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and not upon a select few (130ff, esp. 133). He equally opposes the notion of a “single
Baptism (with the Spirit) as something that every believer could obtain if only he knew
how.” “This is to deny that the time and measure in which the Spirit is given is in Christ’s hands” (112ff, esp. 117)! Third, he agrees with View 1 that the Baptism with the
Spirit took place on Pentecost. But, and here is the kicker, he insists that the Pentecostal fulfillment of the promise of this Baptism is only the first in a series of mighty “effusions,” hand in hand with equally mighty “refillings,” as they have occurred
throughout Church history. In other words, the Baptism with the Spirit is not to be
confined to Acts 2, but is repeated and repeatable (118, 120; see also Martyn LloydJones, Joy Unspeakable, 276, 280, where he defines each recurring Baptism with the
Spirit as a repetition of Pentecost). Fourth, he agrees with View 2 that in this repeatable Baptism with the Spirit human responsibility does play a role. However, it cannot
be stamped out of the ground at will as a work of man. It is and remains a gracious gift
from above as a sovereign disposition of God in Christ in terms of agents, times, duration, extent and intensity. This makes such Baptisms, and the ensuing Revival times,
intermittent, unexpected, and extraordinary. Frankly, this also does, and must, put human responsibility in somewhat of an opaque fog. It does, and can, assume (at best) a
prayerful sort of wait-and-see attitude. If Revival-Salvation is neither a definite Biblical benchmark, nor a definite Biblical command, nor a definite Biblical promise,
prayer for Revival is willy-nilly bound to lose its utterly indispensable necessity, the
need for Revival its utterly indispensable urgency, and the anticipation of Revival its
utterly indispensable vibrancy.
My analysis and assessment of View 3 do not only aim to show its deficiency,
which calls for the position that I outlined in the seventeen phases and ten marks
above, and for clarity’s sake designate as “View 4.” They also argue that only the latter position (View 4) can explain The Epistle of James. This Epistle simply does not,
and would not, fit in View 1, View 2, or View 3. It only makes sense in line with the
total tapestry of the NT, as part of a powerful Maintenance Ministry and a potential
Recovery Mode that takes Biblical Revival Status as indispensable starting point, abiding benchmark, mandated objective, and promised prospect!
First, then, Murray does not take the OT data into account and therefore fails in
the wake of these data to identify Revival as full-orbed, biblical, Glory-Salvation (Ps.
85:9). This prevents him from declaring Acts 2 God’s perennial normal and the
Church’s perennial benchmark. To be sure, from the perspective of the bankrupt and
obsolete old covenant (Heb. 8:7, 13) it must have looked, and was, “abnormal” and
“extraordinary.” But in terms of the New Covenant it was, is, and ever remains normal
and ordinary (Remember Ravenhill, 27!).
Second, Murray fails to identify and define the Baptism with the Spirit, which is
indeed pivotal for Revival (With Stibbe and Turner), as a once-and-for-all historical
event that was unrepeated and unrepeatable. This also prevents him from recognizing
Acts 2 as the typical New Covenant criterion for both the NT and Church history.
Third, Murray fails to identify and define the place and function of the Gift of the
Spirit. This prevents him from arguing that the absence of this Gift saddles the Church
with at least a partial, and perhaps a mostly, unregenerate membership that does, and
regrettably must, serve as a “fifth column” that cannot but send it quickly into the
tailspin of a deadly folly, all possible appearances to the contrary (Ps. 85:8; Rev.
3:1ff).
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Fourth, Murray fails to identify and define the Filling with the Spirit, rather than
the Baptism of the Spirit, as the “hot spot,” where the repetition takes place. This prevents him from properly explaining the various, ever recurring, up-to-Revival-par spiritual swellings and below-Revival-par spiritual shrinkings in the life of the Church
and its members. It also prevents him from insisting upon incessant prayer in new historical situations and incessant repentance in personal aberrations in order to maintain
or return to full biblical Revival-Salvation status. Repeated Baptisms could conceivably, although misguidedly, be called extraordinary, special, effusions of the Spirit as
unusual, exceptional graces of God. Repeated Fillings do not have this “luxury.” They
are commanded and promised. Therefore they must be pursued and prayed for fervently (Acts 4:31; Eph. 5:18) as the “ordinary,” “normal,” pattern of the Christian experience and life, and can be anticipated as such. Without the Filling with the Spirit the
Christian has no power, and therefore has nothing to show for other than a semblance
of life only (Rev. 3:1b). Hence the command as a reflection of the awesome holiness
of God and the promise as a reflection of the fatherly faithfulness of God! Furthermore, without it the Christian is guilty and heading for destruction. Hence the prayer
as a reflection of the surrender of the Christian and the anticipated answer as a reflection of the filial trust of the Christian! Since from a biblical perspective the Baptism
with the Spirit is not repeatable, the repetitive “hot spot” must be, and indeed is, the
Filling with the Spirit. The latter displays and demonstrates Revival status. Maintenance ministry emphasizes the command, exhorts to prayer, expects God’s answer
without wavering (Jam. 1:6), and so ensures the continuing presence of Revival status.
Recovery mode enters into the picture when, as mentioned above, the Christian empties out by neglecting, grieving, quenching or outraging the Spirit, and fails to notice it
in ignorance, self-deception, or otherwise. In such cases a strong exhorting wake-up
call, that regrettably is not always received with the necessary “meekness” (Rom.
15:31b; Jam. 1:19-21; see also 1 Ki. 13:1ff; Acts 7:51-54; 2 Cor. 2:1-6) is more often
than not the only remedy. This is issued either by means of the (usually painful) providence of God, or by the (always less painful) Word of God.
Fifth, Murray fails to identify and define the Fullness of the Spirit as a Constant
State of Overflowing that biblically does, and practically should, mark the Church of
Christ in all its components. This prevents him in the footsteps of Paul from explaining
the lack of effusions as a (culpable and shameful) deficiency. It also prevents him from
pointing out that this deficiency requires the type of repentance toward God, and of
faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 20:21) that deeply drinks from the Savior, and
results not in the all too often customary trickles of an anemic or dying Church, but in
“rivers of living water” that spell Spirit and life in abundance (John 7:37-39; 10:10). It
seems unconscionable to construe the promise of our Lord regarding his outpouring of
the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, as if he meant for these “rivers” that originate in him, and
flow forth from us through the presence of the Holy Spirit, to be merely an extraordinary, rare, and serendipitous phenomenon! There is nothing in the text of Scripture
that even begins to indicate this. Frankly, it may well be offensive to the Promulgator
of this Abundance promise, the One who has all the authority in heaven and on earth,
the One who mandates his Church to disciple the nations and to teach them to observe
whatever he commands, the One who will ever stand side by side with his ambassadors in the fulfillment of his Grand Command (Mt. 28:18-20), even to suggest that the
indispensable presence of the Power of the Holy Spirit to implement this Command
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would be “minimal” during most of Church history. Of course, when this Power manifests itself, we have only God to thank. But if it is not, we have only ourselves and our
neglectful, quenching, grieving, outraging conduct to blame, as I argue further below.
We cannot and may not lay minimalism at the feet of Christ and his glorious promise
that opened up an awesome panorama upon Pentecost! John 7:37-39 should be eyeopening. No “rivers?” No powerful presence of the Spirit (as yet or any longer)! Furthermore, add Romans 8:9 to the mix, and it should be downright frightening! No powerful presence of the Holy Spirit? No Christianity! If these Biblical truths are taken
seriously, they could well be instrumental in the conversions of many who without
biblical warrant are (sleepily) at a deadly ease.
Sixth, to be sure, Murray rejects the charge that his View 3 results in complacency
and laxity, and is quite able to point out glorious examples of glowing testimonies to
the contrary. But he fails to recognize that in the grand scheme of things such testimonies are basically few and far between. Furthermore, absent from View 3 is the emphasis upon the deep grief that is rooted in recognized guilt (Neh. 1:4ff; Dan. 9:5; 2 Cor.
7:10), the piercing sorrow that is fueled by a heart wrenching condition (Neh. 2:2), the
intolerable burden that results from the alarming, culpable, shameful, and devastating
(Ezra 9:3-4) lack of Holy Spirit effusions, and the solemn summons that stirs to importune and “shameless” Revival Prayer as a matter of life and death (Is. 62:6-7). All such
“heart-cutting” (Acts 2:37) exhortation is conspicuously absent in Murray’s analysis.
Of course, the reason for it is simple. Once the Holy Spirit effusions are viewed as intermittent, unexpected, and extraordinary, there is no need for this sort of grief, sorrow, burden or summons. Reportedly, the last words the godly Bishop Usher uttered
on his deathbed, just before he entered in the presence of Jesus, were the following, “O
my sins of omission … O my sins of omission!” Since View 3 regards Revival fires to
be exclusively a gift of sovereign, unpredictable, and unexpected grace, it can never
utter or preach these same words in the context of Revival. This gets us to the heart of
the issue. To be sure, View 3 starts out with an enthusiastic endorsement of the essence of Revival, and continues with a heartwarming description of the features of Revival. Still, it is more than problematic as long as it is not (or refuses to be) proportionately devastated about whatever falls short of the Revival-Salvation BenchmarkNormal of Scripture--regardless whether this shortfall is on display in an average, an
anemic, or a moribund condition of the Church--, and as a result does not (or refuses
to) grieve and mourn proportionately about the Church’s sin of omission in the context
of Revival-Salvation. In fact, View 3 does, and will end up in a rather bewildering fashion as a barrier, even if unintended, to the emergence, experience, and display of
Revival. By not taking (or refusing to take) responsibility for the sin of omission its
end product neither will nor can materially be much different from that of View 1, and
may, ironically, well be outdone by View 2, at least in the short run. Undeniably, the
costs that accompany “View 4” in general, and “the fullness of the Spirit” in particular,
are enormous. Awesome prayer, preaching, assemblies, holiness, generosity, evangelism, societal impact, leadership, and combat (View 4), as well as the surrender of
one’s property and life (Fullness of the Spirit) require sacrifice (Rom. 12:1-2). But the
pay-off is even more enormous, whether it is conquering kingdoms, stopping the
mouths of lions, quenching the power of fire (Heb. 11:33-34), and 3000 to 5000 conversions (Acts 2:41; 4:4), or, for that matter, being tortured, sawn in two, consigned to
dens and caves in the earth (Heb. 11:35-38), and stoned to death (Acts 7:58). View 3
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simply lacks this passionate twofold biblical pulsation in principle and in practice.
Seventh, View 3 just as little as View 2 can account for a Revival Culture that
characterizes the Church in a thoroughgoing fashion, and makes a decisive and telling
impact upon the world. View 2, as virtually an exclusive human product, has too little
depth, while View 3, as virtually an exclusive Divine product does not have enough
length. In this context the contention of (the early) Martyn Lloyd-Jones regarding the
Puritans is worthy of note. He held with, if not gave rise to, View 3 that Revival fires
are sovereign, extraordinary, unusual, exceptional, intermittent effusions of the Spirit
and manifestations of the glory and power of God (D. M. Lloyd-Jones, The Puritans:
Their Origins and Successors (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1987), 17; so
also Hulse, Give Him No Rest, 43). Because the Puritans never even alluded to this
state of affairs, he came to the conclusion that they had no concept of Revival (D. M.
Lloyd-Jones, The Puritans, 10). I believe that he is mistaken at this point. So does apparently James I. Packer, who correctly earmarks “Puritanism as a Movement of Revival” (James I. Packer, Among God’s Giants: Aspects of Puritan Christianity (1991),
quoted in Hulse, Let’s Pray for a Global Revival, 9). The Puritans insisted on a full,
biblical, salvation, characteristic of Revival Status, poured themselves into a Maintenance Ministry, and stood poised to enter into a Recovery Mode, with Revival Status as
a benchmark, possibly second to none. As a result they produced a Revival culture in
the Church, inclusive of awesome prayer, preaching, conversions, assemblies, holiness, generosity, evangelism, leadership and combat, that was so potent that it put a
stamp upon all of society. They fought for, and enjoyed, Revival Status with all its ten
marks for an extended period of time. They also mourned at the least evidence of a
downgrade, fully in the footsteps of James. They more than anyone else, it seems, understood that the periods between the bright burning of Revival fires were not “innocent” lulls between extraordinary effusions, but times of the (burning) anger of God
upon a Church that turned its back to its first love, that was satisfied with a reputation
of surface life, and opted for a tepid and nauseating spiritual existence. They saw the
pattern of OT history repeat itself again and again in Church history. The height of the
folly of iniquity that rises to the heavens and is fully deserving of hell! God’s Burning
anger to the point of “hate” (Jer. 12:8) that threatens judgment, and implements the
“Ethics of Exile” (Remember Smail’s terminology)! But also his amazing grace that
stops short of total annihilation and continues to hold out hope through a devastated
godly sorrow, consequent heartfelt repentance, and rekindled New Covenant RevivalSalvation fires in a renewed “Rhythm of the Resurrection” (Remember once again
Smail)! They recognized the downgrades as a judgment upon the household of God (1
Pet. 4:17). Theirs was not an armchair theology that honored revivals in rave and moving reviews but ended up coining them as extraordinary, which would virtually compel
them to do business as usual in the temporary in-between lulls. Why else would they
have risked their lives to flee house and hearth to find refuge in a New World of freedom to pursue a life of Revival glory? Frankly, all this disappears from one’s line of
vision when one opts for revivals as extraordinary and intermittent by (divine) design.
The Puritans would denounce this as a grievous misunderstanding of biblical truth. All
in all, they could well turn the tables on Lloyd-Jones, and make the argument that the
latter falls short in his understanding, promotion, and experience of Biblical Revival
by uncoupling it from Normal Biblical Salvation which is not, and cannot be anemic,
and is, and must be awesome by definition. To indulge in a play of words, God’s nor73

mal is by definition of “extraordinary” quality. This marks all too “ordinary” men as
(far) below par. Unless this biblical truth is embraced, the urgency to maintain or rekindle Revival fires with its joy and glory inexpressible will be spotty at best! (For an
excellent description of the Puritan Revival culture, see, somewhat ironically, Iain
Murray, The Puritan Hope (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1971), esp. 178ff.
Fearful of the spirit of laxity that incurred the displeasure of God, theirs was an “unwavering commitment,” on display in their lives of sacrifice, to extend the Kingdom of
Christ throughout the earth, and an equally “unwavering confidence in the final outcome,” in the midst of “sufferings, disappointments, and setbacks.”)
Eighth, and in a nutshell, on the surface View 3 and View 4 have lots in common.
Both are fully at one in recognizing historical peaks and valleys in the “effusions” of
the Spirit. The decisive difference is that View 3, prompted (exclusively) by the observed historical data that practically holds the study of Scripture hostage, regards the
peaks as intermittent, sovereign and extraordinary, accepts the valleys as ordinary and
virtually normal Christianity, describes these valleys from the perspective of the peaks
as providential lulls, although, to its credit, it strongly encourages prayer for these extraordinary peaks to return. View 4, on the other hand, and prompted by the assimilated Biblical data that principially shed light on the flow of history, regards the peaks
as God's standard, command as well as promise (See Ps. 85:1ff; Acts 2:1ff), recognizes the valleys as culpable and shameful, sub-standard, Christianity (See Rev. 2:1ff;
3:1ff; 3:14ff), acknowledges these valleys from the perspective of the peaks as the result of folly to one degree or another (See Ps. 85:8), insists on fervent prayer for the
Normal to be retained or regained as a matter of life and death (See Rev. 2:5, 7; 3:1-2,
5; 3:16, 21), and in this all refuses to hide its alarming shortfalls behind the sovereignty or providence of God (See once again Pink, Practical Christianity, 190, 192, 201,
215-216, for his constant battle against this grievous, self-deceiving, and selfparalyzing, approach). It appears that View 4 has history on its side. The loss of the
Middle East to idolatrous Islam, Europe to atheistic Secularism, and the USA to godless Humanism, must be laid at the doorstep of a Church that again and again and
again returned to culpable and shameful folly of whatever sort!
In sum, I would like to suggest that by virtue of their insistence that Revivals are
extraordinary and exceptional, with all that this entails, the thinking of Lloyd Jones
and Murray may well have put an effective brake on a truly Biblical Revival in practice, and blocked it possibly even more effectively in principle. The argument for this
twofold suggestion is simple. Once Biblical Revival is dismissed as a divinely required
benchmark, as well as a divine promise and a divine goal, a shortfall can no longer be
construed as culpable and shameful. As a result the universal need for, and universal
summons to, universal repentant prayer that universally storms the gate of heaven in
the footsteps of Daniel and Nehemiah as a matter of life and death goes by the wayside
as well, whether in whole or in part. It is hardly surprising that in this scenario the outlook for Church-wide Revival grows dim, to put it mildly. It becomes at best the property of the elite. In fact, in his later years Lloyd-Jones, although continuing to uplift, if
not delight his readers with his glorious descriptions of the effusions of the Holy Spirit
in terms of a blessed assurance, a sense of the presence of God, an inexpressible joy
and love, and a holy witnessing boldness (Lloyd-Jones, Joy Unspeakable, 33-48, 81132), came to the (tragic) conclusion that an elitist understanding of the Baptism with
the Spirit is the only position that does justice to the Biblical data. After everything is
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said and done, in the Church to be saved is the rule, but to be baptized with the Spirit
(only) a second blessing, if not the (to be expected) exception (Lloyd-Jones, Joy Unspeakable, throughout, but esp. 23ff, 33ff, 62ff, 72ff, 77ff, 133ff, 146ff, 180ff; see also
the analysis and assessment of Tony Sargent, The Sacred Anointing: The Preaching of
Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 1994), 17-101, esp. 98-101, regarding the relationship between preaching and the presence/absence of the Baptism
with the Spirit). Murray insists, in the footsteps of the early Lloyd-Jones and others,
that the (so-called) baptisms with the Spirit and the consequent Revival fires are exceptional in the history of the Church. The later Lloyd-Jones took it one step further,
and insisted that the (so-called) baptisms with the Spirit are exceptional in the body of
the Church. Most likely he resorted to this “elitist solution,” which he based on a mistaken exegesis of Acts 8:4-25; 9:1-19; 19:1-7, and Ephesians 1:13-14 (Lloyd-Jones,
Joy Unspeakable, 27-32; see for a healthy corrective Frederick D. Bruner, A Theology
of the Holy Spirit (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1973), 59, 65, 67, 173-184,
207-214, 273-274), because he never saw the universal Revival fires emerge for which
he longed so fervently (more than possibly anyone else from his generation) during
much, if not most, of his life time (See also J. I. Packer in his Foreword that introduces
the sermon collection on the Revival phenomenon in Lloyd-Jones, Revival, 6). Packer
points out that Lloyd-Jones was deeply dismayed that he “saw so little of revival in his
own lifetime,” and equally dismayed that “many who were enthused about (his Revival) sermons when he preached them seemed to turn their attention to other things and
move revival to a back shelf of their mind.” His conclusion is telling, “Will his message be taken to heart more seriously now that it is in print? I think it should be. I
wonder if it will be; and I wait to see.” The judgment of history is that it was not. In
my estimation Lloyd-Jones must at least partly shoulder the blame for this himself. To
be sure, in a telling fashion he enumerates some hindrances to Revival, such as defective orthodoxy (55ff), dead orthodoxy (68ff), spiritual inertia (80ff), etc., and urges the
Church in line with Isaiah 62:6 to take its role of watchman seriously (262), and to
display this in embracing an ever increasing prayer burden (174, 198, 250, 261-262,
278), all to the glory of God (101, 237). But with the term “extraordinary” he can no
longer in the footsteps of James insist that refusal to act upon his message constitutes a
soul-endangering self-deception. In short, he removes the sword point of the Word
from the heart of his hearers, and allows them to be satisfied with an intellectual contemplation that is soothing, if not pleasurable, but does not translate in devastation, repentance, forgiveness, repeated fillings with or fullness of the Spirit, with all that this
entails in terms of the ten manifestations of Biblical Revival mentioned above.
When John J. Murray, Catch The Vision: Roots of the Reformed Recovery (Darlington: Evangelical Press, 2007) chronicles the strides that the Biblical Faith has
made in the 19th Century in terms of Reformed and Puritan Preaching Points, Lecture
Rooms, Historiography, Conferences, Publishing Houses, Literature, Journals, Student
Movements, etc. through “giants,” such as Martyn Lloyd-Jones, James Packer, Iain
Murray, and John Murray, he gives us solid cause for thanksgiving. The Puritan and
Reformed output was, indeed, remarkable. However, it must be crystal clear that all
these accomplishments do not add up to Biblical Revival. We must go on explicit
record to this effect in order not to deceive ourselves. To be sure, we must be profoundly grateful for them, but may never be content with them. In fact, in his concluding assessment John J. Murray himself heads in the same direction when he agrees
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with Lloyd Jones and Hulse that “the present Reformed awakening” is “probably (no
more than, and at best) the preparation for revival.” He also quotes Iain Murray, “The
Holy Spirit is now doing a work in spreading the light of truth in the minds of a number of Christ’s servants; it may be that he is but strengthening a remnant who will have
to stand fast, like Noah and Jeremiah, through a flood of apostasy, sin and judgment;
or it may be that this is but a step to a further blessing and that he is now preparing
ambassadors who amidst a general outpouring of the Holy Spirit will again blazon the
Gospel throughout our land.” But he is forced to conclude, “It appears that Mr. Murray’s predicted alternative of ‘strengthening a remnant’ is closer to reality … Rather
than an outpouring of the Spirit … we are seeing a ‘flood of apostasy, sin and judgment’” (151-152). The bottom line is this. We (supposedly) have seen a “Vision Fulfilled.” We have noticed what God can do “through a great leader in the most difficult
times,” we have observed the rise of an “armory of Reformed truth,” and we have
“witnessed a worldwide spread of Reformed theology” (153-155). But we also face a
“Vision Unfulfilled.” So, it is essential to “maintain (italics, mine) a full-orbed witness
to the Reformed Faith … and our zeal for Church reform,” and “vital to recover (italics, mine) the creation and covenant view of the family” (158-165).
All in all, proponents of View 3 as well as their Puritan and Reformed output
must, in the footsteps of John J. Murray, be thankfully acknowledged as good gifts of
God. But the good may never turn into the enemy of the best. We hear John J. Murray
speak of “maintenance” and “recovery.” And this is right to the point. But where is the
standard of Biblical Revival with its ten mighty marks either to be retained or to be regained? And where is the heart breaking summons to a complacent Church to “return
to its first love” (Stibbe), to start taking these marks with utter seriousness, and to
plead with God “in sackcloth and ashes” (Daniel, Nehemiah) for their implementation
as a matter of life and death? Until the biblical benchmark enters into the equation, and
all that this entails in terms of guilt, intolerable burden, etc., there regrettably is not,
and cannot be, a truly biblical vision. Neither will there or can there be a truly biblical
fulfillment! May be it would be the better part of wisdom for all of us historians of
Revival, of whatever stripe, to “shut up,” until we are eyewitnesses of Revival fires in
terms of mighty prayer, mighty preaching, mighty conversions, mighty assemblies,
mighty holiness, mighty compassionate generosity, mighty saturation (grassroots)
evangelism, and mighty societal impact, under mighty leaders in mighty combat, and
are able to broadcast this from our “foxholes” in the battle zone! Some of those “foxholes” may be day-long, week-long, etc. Revival concerts of prayer, in the footsteps of
Daniel, Nehemiah, Anna, and the “Twelve,” or day-long/night-long preaching services, in the footsteps of Paul (Acts 20:7-11). We have glowing reports about them during
Revival-Salvation times under the leadership of godly men, such as George Whitefield
and John Wesley. I have experienced both of them myself in Uganda where the afterglow of the Revival fires of the last century is still in clear evidence. Regrettably,
however, I am not aware that any of today’s heartfelt proponents of Revival have ever
succeeded in “organizing” mighty concerts of day-long/night-long prayer (Acts 12:12;
13:2) or day -long preaching (Acts 5:28) in our dying Western culture, at least not to
the same glowing extent. I hope that I am missing something. But I am afraid I am not.
If this situation is not corrected, there is no, and will be no Revival Remedy!
At any rate, returning to Lloyd-Jones, by restricting “revival” to the elite, the “upper ten,” in the Church, he at last (at least?) had found a logical explanation for the
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“global” absence of revival fires! To be sure, he advocated the striving for, and seeking of the baptisms with the Spirit (Lloyd-Jones, Joy Unspeakable, 163ff, 232ff), also,
if not especially with regard to preaching (Sargent, The Sacred Anointing, 100), but
ultimately he could only counsel the Church “to wait,” be it “prayerfully” (278-280).
While Iain Murray and the later Lloyd-Jones put a different spin on the exceptional
nature of the effusions of the Spirit, their ultimate counsel to wait (pray) and see is the
same. History informs us that the emphasis upon their kind of waiting turned out to be
sufficiently one-sided that it preempted or devoured the Revival prayers modeled so
gloriously by Daniel, Nehemiah, Anna, Jesus (!), the Apostles, and all the agents of
Revival in the history of the Church, such as Luther, Praying Hyde, the Korean
Church, etc. To be sure, in print View 3 strongly and quite commendably encourages
“radical prayer.” But unless it is presented as a “matter of life and death,” as in View
4, it loses its “radical” urgency as a conditio sine qua non for survival, in fact, for the
smile of God and consequent victory! Furthermore, unless it aims to arrive at the level
of the Revival prayers modeled in Scripture and Church history, it cannot be “radical”
by definition, and does not deserve this epithet. As already argued above, the only
prayers for Revival that are biblically acceptable are the ones that seek to turn into
mighty Revival prayers that are hours, days, weeks, months, or years long, as the first
installment of Biblical Revival with a view to mighty preaching, conversions, assemblies, holiness, compassion, grass roots evangelism, societal impact, under leadership
in mighty combat that turns the world “upside down” (read: “right side up”). Any and
all prayers for Revival that are not bound and determined to pay the radical (!) and full
(!) price that accompanies Revival in total surrender of everything and everyone are
basically self-contradictory, if not dishonest. They ask for something to occur that
deep down, after everything is said and done, they really do not want for themselves,
at least, not “now!”
In addition to all this, ultimately View 3 calls for the exercise of “extraordinary”
prayer by “extraordinary” people with a view to “extraordinary” effusions, fully convinced that only in this way “warm ashes” will turn into “hot coals” (Sargent, 283).
However, this can be, and will be, ignored by ordinary people who are content to pray
ordinary prayers in ordinary situations, and are told that, even if they miss something
significant, all by itself they are (quite) all right. Ignoring the culpability and the shame
of ordinariness in principle and practice, View 3 therefore can only be qualified as
self-defeating in principle, even if not always in practice, that is, when truly so-called
“extraordinary” people truly engage in truly so-called “extraordinary” prayer. It is not
clear, however, how many, if any, “extraordinary” people of “extraordinary” prayer
View 3 produced. One thing we do know. Lloyd-Jones, as Packer noted, was deeply
disappointed, if not vexed, that his audience, so enthusiastic about his sermons on Revival, showed such a (total) lack of interest in the substance of Revival. This speaks
volumes. His spoken as well as published messages clearly failed to have an electrifying effect!
All this is further underscored in Hulse. He appears to endorse the notion that revivals are extraordinary (Hulse, Give Him No Rest, 43), and does emphasize prayer as
an urgent matter in line with the OT (Ps. 44:8; 74:9-10; Ps. 80:7; 85:6; 102:17; Is.
63:17) as well as the NT (Acts 4:31; 12:5; 2 Thess. 3:1-2; Hulse, 145-149). The latter
is quite refreshing. However, he undercuts this in two ways. First, he also calls Revival
prayer “extraordinary” (146), undoubtedly as a reflection of Revivals as similarly “ex77

traordinary!” This, once again, diminishes the compelling nature of such prayer willynilly. After all, we saw that this implies that to be ordinary is the normal, and to be
normal is by definition OK. This makes “extraordinary” prayer intrinsically “an optional extra,” however regarded as desirable by, or urged upon, the Church. In short, in
principle it takes the Church off the (culpable) hook. Furthermore, he fails to distinguish between Maintenance Prayer, which is required to preserve the Revival Status
Quo as God’s Normal (Acts 4:31; 12:5, 2 Thess. 3:1-2!!) and Recovery Prayer, that is
needed to return to this Revival Status. Maintenance prayer flows forth from Revival
status, and therefore cannot be rooted in guilt or shame. Recovery prayer, on the other
hand, by definition follows “folly” (Ps. 85:8), and therefore cannot be divorced from
guilt and shame. Under either scenario there is no such thing as “extraordinary” Revival prayer. The prayers of God’s people are either “normal” and “mighty,” reflective
of the benchmark of Revival status (Lk. 18:1-7; 1 Thess. 5:17; 1 Tim. 5:5; Jam. 1:5-6a;
5:14-18), or they are anemic and must return to “normal” (Lk. 18:8; Jam. 1:6b; 4:2-3),
in order to regain Revival status. Either way, “normal” Revival prayer does not take
rest, and will not give God rest, until he establishes the Church of Christ, and it becomes the praise in the earth (Is. 62:6-7; remember Anna!), rather than glamorized
movie “stars,” overpaid sports “heroes,” or even an idolized “economy.” Were this to
materialize glorious places of worship would (once again) be the outstanding evidential landmarks in every village, town, or city. Hulse thankfully emphasizes the centrality of Gospel preaching in Revival (Hulse, 53ff). But unless Gospel preaching holds out
the prayer-that-does-not-take-rest as the Godly norm, and drives home that anything
short of it evidences a lukewarm anemia, and is therefore culpable and shameful (Rev.
3:14-18), it will at least at this point never rebuke, never summon to repentance (Rev.
3:19), never cut to the heart, never encounter repentance, never lead to forgiveness,
never end up with the infilling of the Spirit (Acts 2:38), and never through Revival
prayer-communion with Christ produce effective conquerors (Rev. 3:20-22). Ironically, such Gospel preaching will never come about, that is, never rise to the biblical level, and meet the biblical standard of Revival preaching that succeeds in bringing about
Revival prayer, unless it is itself the product of Revival prayer. The circular structure
cannot be missed. With truly biblical Revival prayer lacking the first installment of
Revival-Salvation is absent, and as a result all the remaining installments that make up
the glorious tapestry of Revival-Salvation, including mighty Revival preaching, hang
in the air and can only be, or turn into, wishful thinking or pious advice. So we better
pray fervently for both Revival prayer that leads to Revival preaching and subsequently for Revival preaching that leads to Revival prayer. To emphasize it once more, the
crux of the matter is the nature of Revival. Is it God’s mandated benchmark and gracious promise, and therefore the Church’s responsibility, starting with glorious prayer
and preaching, or simply God’s extraordinary and man’s optional extra, however (fervently) desirable? Only the former can and will, in fact, is designed to, convict of guilt
and shame, and subsequently set, and keep (Hulse, 149-150), mighty prayer (Dan.
9:1ff; Neh. 1:1ff) and mighty preaching (Acts 2:14ff) in motion! Returning at this
point to Hulse’s misrepresentation of my position (Hulse, Let’s Pray, 2), I surmise that
he (mistakenly) equates my position with View 1. Let me make it crystal clear, with
expanded arguments to be added below, I categorically reject View 1. It has no eye for
the glory of a Revival Church that is so aptly described in View 3. I just as categorically reject View 2. It has no eye for the glory of a sovereign God that is so aptly empha78

sized in View 3 as well. But I also reject View 3. It has no eye, and definitely no 20-20
vision, for the shameful culpability of the Church when in its folly it sinks below
God’s Normative Revival-Salvation Benchmark, refuses to maintain Revival status,
and keeps a Recovery mode at arms’ length. Therefore it will never call to put on
sackcloth, to take to ashes, to cut garments, or to tear out hair (Dan. 9:3; Ezra 9:3; Neh.
13:25). Only “merciless,” Spirit-anointed, Biblical Revival preaching will, and can
drive this home, and only “merciful,” Spirit-produced conviction of this reality can,
and will lead to the energized and energizing “concerts of prayer,” so keenly desired
by Hulse. In short, when Revival fires are burning, Christians have only God to thank.
But when they are dying out, we, Christians, have only ourselves to blame, and either
with a broken heart, such as Nehemiah evidences, confess shameful culpability or historically head for the exit. It is no different from the exercise of faith, repentance, justification, sanctification, etc. When they are in evidence, all the glory goes to God.
Whenever and wherever they are absent, hell comes into view, and deservedly so
(John 3:16ff). I, for one, will always be thankful for the Spirit- and Word-filled
preaching of the fiery Irish evangelist to the effect that a lukewarm Church, pointedly
and bravely identified as the (type of) Church that I served at the time, can only expect
to be spewed out (Rev. 3:16). His Gospel did not “come only in word, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction” (1 Thess. 1:5), which entailed a recognition of deep-rooted guilt, an intolerable burden, heartfelt repentance (1 Thess.
1:9), a cry for forgiveness, and in its wake at least a semblance of the ten marks of
Biblical Revival/Salvation! Incidentally, I also want to acknowledge a debt of gratitude to Iain Murray and Martyn Lloyd Jones. Murray put the revival phenomenon in
my line of fascinated vision for the first time with his vivid, persuasive, and energizing
description of the Baptism of the Spirit and its accompanying Revival fires as an “experienced,” a “felt,” reality. Furthermore, regarding Dr. Lloyd Jones, I can testify that
through the reading of his booklet From Fear To Faith, a sermonic exposition of Habakkuk, I experienced, again for the first time, an overflowing infilling with the Spirit
that was inexpressible. I mention this advisedly to indicate that my disagreement with
these two Christian gentlemen and torchbearers is not rooted in any kind of “ill will,”
but rather in what I regard the hard biblical OT as well as NT data, which call for a
fundamental paradigm shift from View 1, 2 and 3 to View 4!
At any rate, all this does, and should have, implications for all historians of Revival. I personally have gained greatly from their clinical descriptions of the Revival phenomenon, especially in terms of a marked, if not amazing, increase in the number of
conversions and a similar boost in the practice of godliness, as the outflow of discriminating preaching and prevailing prayer. These clinical descriptions, I repeat, invariably are and should be heartwarming! Nevertheless, however much they did, and do,
arouse and ignite a response of this sort, the moment anyone concludes that Revival is
either extraordinary and quite intermittent as a rare, if not “abnormal,” gift of God
from above that is in principle unpredictable, and in practice cannot be anticipated
more than once each fifty to one hundred years (The traditionally Reformed View 3),
or a run-of-the-mill and everyday occurrence as a routine, if not “scheduled,” product
of man, that can in principle be manipulated, and in practice stamped out of the ground
on a daily or weekly basis (The traditionally Arminian and Semi-Pelagian View 2),
alarm bells should go off. (See for the dismaying frequency that a misconstrued “gift
of God-work of man” dilemma determines the theory of revival and dictates the prac79

tice in revival contexts, Edith L. Blumhoffer and Randall Balmer, eds., Modern Christian Revivals (Urbana-Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993), Introduction, xi.)
Either view basically wipes out the gain of their heartwarming clinical description
of the Revival phenomenon. For both block the way, and to that extent are hostile,
whether consciously or not, to actual Biblical Revival as a gift of unquestionable sovereign grace through fully responsible human instrumentality. The traditional Reformed
view ultimately extols the Divine element at the expense of the human. The Arminian/Semi-Pelagian view clings to the human element at the expense of the Divine.
Both violate the Biblical truth that 100% (Divine) + 100% (human) = 100% (Divinehuman). The tendency to define Revival (near) exclusively in terms of the Divine element is to “etherealize” it, and to encourage (by implication) a passive wait-and-seeattitude, even if this is (explicitly) opposed to complacency. This basically throws rivers of cold water on Revival. The tendency to define it (near) exclusively in terms of
the human element is to cheapen it and to whip up an emotional soap bell, even if this
in the providence of God does not always remove all substance. This ultimately removes rivers of Godly water from Revival. In Scripture the 100% Divine has simultaneously the primacy over, and is realized through, the 100% human (See a.o. Phil.
2:12-13). To put all this as succinctly as possible, the formula 100% + 100% = 100%
mirrors what God says in his word, “Without me you can do nothing, but without you I
will do nothing!” And as its corollary, “If you are successful, you have only me to
thank, but if you are not, you have only yourself to blame.” This is Biblical truth (and
Calvinism!) at its purest!
This demands a twofold conclusion. If and when Revival fires are emerging, and
burn brightly, the Church is greatly graced, and can only humble itself, and praise
God. But when they are dying down, or are extinguished, the Church is greatly culpable, and can only humble and condemn itself. As has been mentioned already, while
this complementary biblical truth may not fit in the finite human brain, it resides comfortably in the royal suite of the regenerate heart. What is more, it does, and should,
ignite, energize and activate the Church in whole and in part.
I would not be surprised, if a careful study of the various ignited, energized, and
activated Revival agents or agencies in Church history would demonstrate that all of
them embraced this twofold truth. Ironically, some of them may even have done so
unknowingly and in spite of their theological conviction and their definition of Revival! Neither would I be surprised, as I surmised already, if the deepest, “unpublished,”
motivation to oppose, resist or sidestep biblical Revival originated in, and was fed by,
the unwillingness “to pay the price!” Let no one dismiss this possibility with a wave of
the hand. When John summarizes his First Letter with the imperative to “keep ourselves from idols” (1 John 5:27), he meant from anything for which we would hunger
and thirst more than God, that is, from anything that would stand in the way of the effusion of the Holy Spirit in Revival. This includes all our possessions (Barnabas), and
all of our life (Stephen). It also encompasses all of our time, energy and skills. As
watchmen, who cover the dayshift, the swing shift as well as the night shift, we may
not take (a moment’s) rest (100% man), nor give God (a moment’s) rest (100% God),
until the Church of Christ is established (Revival), continues as such (Maintenance), or
is re-established (Recovery), as the praise on this earth (Is. 62:6-7), rather than political dominance, economic prosperity, sports heroes, movie stars, or anything else that
grabs the triumphant headlines of newspapers or get top billing in television programs.
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The summons to “pray without ceasing,” repeated again and again in Scripture (1
Thess. 5:17; for further references, see Topical Focus #7: Prayer), must, and apparently does (!), have a compelling rationale! So do the models of incessant prayer on
the part of saints on earth, such as Paul in Scripture, and the likes of Martin Luther,
John Knox, and “praying Hyde,” in Church history, and above all on the part of our
blessed Lord Jesus who makes continuing intercession in heaven! This rationale is
both simple and profound. “We do not have because we do not ask” (Jam. 4:2c)!
A few words in closing about the combat feature in Revival, which accentuates
the indispensable 100% human element! It should not go unnoticed that the Revival
light (fires!) of mighty prayer, preaching, conversions, assemblies, holiness, compassion, saturation (grassroots) evangelism and societal impact invariably confronts and
seeks to drive out darkness. This spells combat, mortal combat, by definition, and goes
invariably hand in hand with combat casualties, not infrequently of the bloody type in
terms of martyrdom, but always of the non-bloody type of opposition or persecution of
one kind or another. As I already indicated, it is the clear testimony of Scripture that
mighty preaching, which “roars” with its summons to repentance, is bound to meet
with resistance of all kinds (Acts 4:1-22; 5:17-41; 6:9-7:60; 13:6-11; 16:16-24; 17:1-8;
18:12-16; 19:23-41; 21:27-26:32), and not infrequently with fatalities (Acts 7:59-60;
8:1-4; 9:1-2; 12:1-19; 14:19). But so do the other characteristics of Revival, especially
conversions (Acts 13:44-45, 48-50; 14:1-5) and holiness (2 Tim. 3:12).
In fact, in 2 Timothy this combat is all-pervasive, and is, regrettably, in evidence
inside as well as outside the Church. In 2 Timothy 1:6-7 Paul calls on Timothy to rekindle the gift that he has received in conjunction with the Spirit of power, love and
discernment. He subsequently develops this in terms of six cycles with six concrete
headings as follows. 1. A Clarion Call to Holy Boldness (1:6-2:2). 2. A Solemn Summons to Continuing Battle (2:3-13). 3. A Passionate Petition for the Skillful Use of the
Church’s Weapon (2:14-21). 4. An Ardent Appeal to a Godly Life and Ministry (2:223:13). 5. A Deliberate Directive to Unwavering Perseverance (3:14-4:8). 6. A Personal
Plea for Sacrificial Servant hood (4:9-21). We get the impression that Paul is partly
involved in a Maintenance Ministry and has partly adopted a Recovery Mode. Each
cycle starts with a specific charge, continues with a specific heartbreak, follows this
with a specific refreshment, and concludes with a specific application. Without going
into all the details in this context, the heartbreaks indicate the fierce nature of the combat. 1. All in Asia turned away from Paul (1:15). 2. Paul suffers in jail as an evildoer
(2:9-10). 3. Soul-destroying heresy about the resurrection does the rounds (2:17-18). 4.
People have only a form of godliness without its power (3:1-9). 5. People will display
deaf ears (4:3-4). 6. Demas ended up a “deserter,” lured away by his love for the
world, while Alexander proved to be harmful adversary (4:10, 14). But in all of this
Paul is undaunted, summons Timothy to follow in his footsteps, and asks him for all
practical purposes to display Holy Spirit Revival Status (2 Tim. 1:7).
This kind of “heartbreak” was predicted by Christ during his earthly ministry (Mt.
10:16-39; John 15:18-25; 20:21; 21:18-19). That it is part of the Revival Status of the
Church is further underscored by him in his heavenly ministry. Of the seven Churches
that he addresses in Revelation 2 and 3 only two receive a clean bill of Revival health,
and these are combat Churches with casualties (Rev. 2:8-11; 3:7-13). They display the
same pattern that is in evidence in the Greater Jerusalem Revival, documented in Acts
2-12. Church history discloses that it is no different with Revivals in Syria, Egypt,
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Asia Minor, North Africa, Eastern and Western Europe. They were invariably intertwined with “engulfing wars,” whether internal or external, that aimed to stamp out the
Revival fires. Athanasius was exiled five times. Huss and Wycliffe were killed. Luther
had to flee for his life. German Lutherans were haunted by German Romanism for
thirty years. Calvin was banished from Geneva. Dutch Calvinists were intermittently
beleaguered by Spanish Romanism for eighty years. John Knox was constantly under
the gun. Revivals in the North American Continent had their own upheavals. George
Whitefield’s ministry was not without at times strong opposition, be it of the subtler
kind. Jonathan Edwards was summarily dismissed from his pulpit, which may well
have precipitated God’s eventual judgment. (Present-day New England is in the sorry
spiritual state of wholesale secularization!) In more recent years, tyrants, such as Idi
Amin, targeted Christians in Sub-Saharan Africa, and marked them for extinction.
What enters the picture here is not fiendish opposition that mops up remnant
Churches, after the Revival fires recede. No, throughout Revival times the opposition
foamed in the midst of ever spreading and unstoppable joy and glory, characteristic of
genuine biblical salvation (See once again Ps. 85:6-7, 9; 1 Pet. 1:3-9). In other words,
mighty prayer, preaching, conversions, assemblies, holiness, compassion, saturation
(grassroots) evangelism, societal impact, and leadership, invariably were in tandem
and co-existed with mighty opposition, and thrived under it. Irony of ironies, such opposition simultaneously attacked and fed Revival fires. It always had, always has, and
always will have a modicum of seeming success in terms of martyrdom or otherwise,
in line with the pattern of Hebrews 11:35b-40 against the backdrop of Hebrews 11:135a. But in its ardor to quench Revival fires, it fuels them. In Revival times the blood
of the martyrs invariably turns out to be the seed of the Church. Sub-Saharan Africa is
a text book case, especially Uganda with its martyrs in the late 1800’s and its explosive growth into the millions ever since. In short, in this context Satan’s conquests are
simultaneously his defeats, just as his greatest conquest (The Cross) was his greatest
defeat!
In the present this scenario is hardly played out in the West with its dying Christian culture. For the latter to return to it, “devastated” repentance is a “must” as the
sine qua non to produce once again awesome prayer and preaching, leading in turn to
awesome conversions, awesome assemblies, and awesome holiness, personal as well
as societal. “Devastated” repentance is, indeed, the only hope for the West vis-à-vis its
deep-rooted and widespread folly. This was already identified as such in Ezra’s days,
when he faced the folly of intermarriage following the “Little Revival” (Ezra 10:1-5),
and this “prescription” has never changed. It is perennial (See also Acts 10:11). In
short, opposition to the cause of God ever was, ever is, and ever will be in evidence.
When Revival fires are burning, we can rest assured that opposition only can and will
intensify them (See John Foxe, Acts and Monuments (New York: AMS Press Inc,
1965), Vols. I-VIII; usually referred to as Foxe’s Book of Martyrs). It is hardly surprising that James who as a Revival man, as we shall see further below, fell victim to
murderous opposition had his blood turn into the seed of a flowering Church (Acts
8:4ff; 11:19ff). But once these fires disappear, it leaves a spiritual desert in its wake
both under the onslaught of the Enemy and as a judgment of God (See once again Mt.
3:12; Rev. 2:5). A sobering thought, all right, that urgently summons the Church in the
West to enter into a Recovery mode. Frankly, it may well require, if not most likely
will require, martyrdom for Revival-Salvation to occur as simultaneously its “grim”
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evidence and its “glorious” result (Complementarity of truth)! It is an equally sobering
consideration that mighty opposition which wipes out the Church rather than fuels its
fires, is more than likely an instrument of God’s judgment (1 Pet. 4:14-18, esp. 17),
and should not be construed in a warped fashion as a sign of his approval (1 Thess.
1:3-5; 1 Pet. 4:12-14). Incidentally, the Manual of the U.S. Marine Corps, entitled
Warfighting (Washington: 1997), 28-30, distinguishes three levels of war activities,
namely strategic, operational and tactical. “Strategy deals with winning wars and tactics with winning battles,” while “the operational level of war is the art and science of
winning campaigns.” A Church that steadfastly refuses to enter into all-out battles in
self-abandonment with the sole objective of winning the war, and never moves beyond
extensive theorizing about the ins and outs of campaigns, is like a football team that
forever stays “safely” in the huddle and does not plunge, injury or not, into the defensive line of the enemy with a view to scoring the winning touchdown. In short, unless
the Church embraces the suffering of Christ (the suffering of propagation!) in mortal
combat (Col. 1:24; 2 Tim. 2:3; 4:5; 5:8-9) for the joy of victory that is waiting on the
other side (See Heb. 12:2, 4), it will be sure to experience the suffering of being routed
in the agony of defeat. This is the testimony of both Scripture (Heb. 10:28; 1 Pet. 4:17)
and history!
At any rate, let me toward the conclusion of this Topical Focus express a wish. I
prayerfully wish that all messages, lectures, seminars and conferences on RevivalSalvation would close with the urgent question, “How Do You Plead?” This question
would be reflective of the following threefold fact. (1) Revival equals the Full (Ps.
85:6-13) and Glorious (Ps. 85:9b) Biblical Salvation that is necessary for anyone to
become or to be a citizen of the Kingdom of God. (2) In the context of Biblical Salvation, as at one point even Murray, Pentecost - Today?, 62-64, so powerfully and persuasively argued with reference to Ezekiel 18:31 and 36:25-27, Sovereignty and Responsibility go hand in hand, also in Revival as not only and fully a gift of God but also and
fully a responsibility of man. And (3) Revival in its ten-fold manifestation of Revival
times is not simply optional, or merely laudable, but constitutes both God’s promised
Benchmark and God’s mandated Objective for the Church only to be neglected at our
own peril and to be rejected in our own demise. Proponents of Murray’s View 1 will
plead “Not Guilty” on factual grounds. For them the real is virtually the ideal. Therefore the question is irrelevant. There are no exceptional effusions of the Spirit to look
forward to, let alone to aspire for. Adherents of View 2 could plead “Not Guilty” on
technical grounds. For them the real only requires human, freely initiated, entrepreneurial efforts to turn into the ideal. Therefore, the question is not quite to the point.
While it may be a shame to waste human potential, strictly speaking this cannot be
identified as culpable. Advocates of View 3 should plead “Not Guilty” on principial
grounds. The ideal is virtually the “unreal,” unless God sovereignly intervenes. Therefore, the question is illegitimate. The effusions of the Spirit exclusively follow God’s
timetable, and are (designed to be) exceptional, rare and serendipitous. On the other
hand, supporters of View 4 must enter a “Mea Culpa,” a “Mea Magna Culpa,” a “Mea
Maxima Culpa,” that is, a “Guilty” plea on biblical grounds. For them the real intolerably hungers and thirsts for the ideal! It has no other choice based on the command of
God, and it has no other anticipation based on the promise of God. Therefore the question is greeted as the much needed, if not indispensable, spur to recapture the vision of
Biblical Revival-Salvation, and rekindle the reality of Biblical Revival-Salvation fires.
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In short, following the once-and-for-all historical event of the Baptism of the Holy
Spirit on the Day of Pentecost we have only God to thank for the presence of the effusing (re)fillings and fullness of the Spirit, but only ourselves to blame for their absence.
The repentance that does, should, and must, follow a “Guilty” plea, will produce “forgiveness of sins” and “times of refreshment” (Acts 2:38b; 3-19) for wretched sinners
in and through the gift of the Spirit (Acts 2:38c) and for wretched saints in and through
the re-filling with, if not the fullness of, the Spirit (Acts 4:31; 7:55). Candidly, the urgent question to enter a plea at this point is neither far-fetched, nor outrageous. In fact,
it is a “quality” question, in that it makes for a perfect fit with the awesome, pulsating,
content of the Epistle of James. Implicitly, if not explicitly, this Epistle constitutes one
great “quality” invitation to self-examination, and ends up urging the Church to be
constantly and tirelessly involved in a “quality control” ministry, with Revival Status
as benchmark, as a matter of life and death (Jam. 5:19-20). In short, the question and
James are a match (See in this context also the thought provoking analysis and assessment of the Revival phenomenon by Jonathan Edwards, “Thoughts on the Revival of
Religion in New England,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, Edward Hickman, ed.
(Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust), I, 365-430, 421ff.)
Frankly, all this aims to make for a people of God that, as has been mentioned already, resembles “watchmen,” who are on duty “all day and all night,” and “take no
rest and give God no rest until he establishes Jerusalem (his Church) and makes it the
praise in the earth” (Is. 62:6-7). For God’s people to be “watchmen” is not an honorific
nicety, nor an optional extra. If watchmen do not sound the alarm at the approach of
the enemy, they are guilty. It costs them their blood, both in the OT (Ezek. 33:1ff) and
in the NT (Acts 20:26). If watchmen shrink back in the face of opposition, they are
guilty. It costs them the dismaying, if not damning, displeasure of God, once again
both in the OT (Jer. 1:17) and in the NT (Heb. 10:38-39). Of course, their watchfulness does, and must, cover the waterfront of Biblical Revival. It pertains to all ten Revival manifestations, mighty prayer, mighty preaching with a view to mighty conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassion, mighty saturation
(grassroots) evangelism, and mighty societal impact under mighty leaders in mighty
combat. All this goes to say that the emphasis upon the need for “concerts of prayer”
(Hulse) is admirable. But it is insufficient, unless it aims at Revival prayer with all that
this entails. In fact, apart from the fact that the proposition of “concerts of prayer” remains sterile theory, if sooner or later Revival prayer does not emerge and is not actually modeled by its proponents, unless it subsequently leads to or is part of the total
“ten-fold package,” it is (woefully) lacking in substance. Biblical Revival-Salvation
implies radical and total surrender without any ifs, ands or buts, as part and parcel of,
if not required by, this package. It may very well be possible that the refusal to pay this
ultimate price is the deepest reason “Why Revival Tarries” (Ravenhill). If this is the
case, it is even possible that chroniclers of Revival who succeed in impressing the
Church with their descriptions of Revival fires do not differ much from folks who kill
prophets but spruce up their graves with garlands. When we as chroniclers and our audience or readership celebrate Revival time periods that reflect the fullness of the
Word of God, but refuse, or simply fail, to be or become “doers” of that Word, we
stand condemned by James as deceiving ourselves (Jam. 1:22). Let no one take offense
at this assessment. Folks, who live in territories where idolatrous Islam has wiped out
Christianity (Middle East), atheistic Secularism has virtually wiped out Christianity
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(Europe), or godless Humanism is wiping out Christianity (USA) from the public
square, cannot but come to the conclusion that somehow radical and total surrender to
the King of Kings must have been massively absent for an extended period of time,
and that as a result the judgment of God rests (heavily) upon them. Every Christian,
who recognizes the spiritual desert, cemetery, and Dead Sea around him and in him,
no one excepted, has come, does come, will come, or should come to this very conclusion in utter humility. The alternative is that King Jesus, who supposedly has all the
authority in heaven and earth, simply could not match the muscle of idolatrous Islam,
atheistic Secularism or godless Humanism. This, of course, is preposterous!
In any case, none of the first three views does justice to the aggregate of Biblical
data. View 1 for all practical purposes gives the Church rest, and pulls the watchmen
from the wall. View 2 drives the watchmen to the wall, but essentially gives God rest.
View 3 wavers as it gives mixed signals. It recommends that the watchmen rest (wait),
even while it encourages prayer (no rest, be watchful), and gives God rest (exceptional
effusions only), even while it desires God to move (no rest). View 4 gives no rest to
either the Church or to God. Views 1 and 2 cannot really anticipate anything from the
Lord, because they have no biblical underpinnings. View 3 is in the same predicament,
for it wavers and lacks stability with all the consequences thereof (Jam. 1:6-8). View 4
appears to be the only hope for both the Church and the world. But it is costly. Church
history is there to prove it. Invariably the cross preceded the crown. Invariably the
blood of martyrs proved to be the seed of the Church. In a word, it requires a life of
radical surrender and total sacrifice. Such life does not, and will not, slip up in its love
for God, the Lord Jesus, the Holy Spirit and the brothers and sisters (Rev. 2:4). Such
life does not, and will not, have a reputation of life, while it is essentially dead (Rev.
3:1). Such life is not, and will not, be lukewarm (Rev. 3:16). It is, and will be, fully
aware that this threefold recorded downgrade, as well as every other type of downgrade, is potentially disastrous, to be avoided at all (sacrificial) cost. When a downgrade hits, Revival men and women do not simply record and report the trouble, the
shame and the grief of a situation in their historiography, in the footsteps of Hanani
(Neh. 1:2-3) and countless others with or without “wishful thinking. No, they “crawl
into a hole,” the hole of trouble, shame and guilt, in the footsteps of Nehemiah (Neh.
1:4ff) as well as others who more often than not can be counted on the fingers of one
or two hands. What else can possibly explain the long lulls between the electrifying
effusions of the Spirit of God? This is not to deny the sovereignty of God. Let this be
stated with all possible emphasis. But it is to expose any and all attempts to appeal to
this sovereignty as a smokescreen to conceal and excuse one’s culpable and shameful
irresponsibility. To be sure, this is not an easy route to follow. But it is the only route
that leads to Biblical Revival! In fact, it is the sine qua non for its first installment of
Revival prayer!
One possible objection may still be brought, and regrettably has been brought (!),
against View 4. The Church can be culpable vis-à-vis deficient prayer, preaching, assemblies, holiness, compassion, evangelism, leadership development, and combat. But
how can it “guarantee three thousand conversions,” just as on the Day of Pentecost
(Acts 2:41), any time it turns around (Murray, Pentecost – Today? 11)? After all, only
those who are ordained to eternal life will come to faith (Acts 13:48), and the Lord
does not necessarily have many people in every city (Acts 18:10). Of course, all this is
very true. But Horatius Bonar, Words to Winners of Souls (Phillipsburg: P&R Publish85

ing, 1995), 16), warns us in this very context that we should not hide a falsehood behind a truth. When lack of effectiveness prevails we are not allowed to hide behind
Divine sovereignty. At the least, it should break our hearts, and spur us on to an ever
greater sacrifice. His booklet is one cry of the heart that the latter is missing in his day
to an utterly lamentable degree! Far be it from Bonar to make a man the cause to the
effect of salvation, as in Murray’s View 2. But it is equally far from him to tone down
man as the indispensable means to the end of salvation. In his pamphlet, True Revivals
and the Men God Uses (London: The Evangelical Press, n.d.), 2ff, he makes this crystal clear. God’s men “felt their infinite responsibilities as stewards of the mysteries of
God … They labored and preached like men on whose lips the immortality of thousands hung … they dared not throw less than their whole soul into the conflict; they
dared not take their ease or fold their arms … they were bent on success (italics, mine)
… As warriors they set their heart on victory, and fought with the believing anticipation of triumph … They were men of faith … they knew that in due season they would
reap if they fainted not … They had confidence in the God whose they were … in the
Savior whose commission they bore … in the Holy Spirit’s almighty power and grace
… in the Word, the gospel … Thus they went forth in faith and confidence, anticipating victory, defying enemies, despising obstacles, and counting not their lives dear unto them that they might finish their course with joy … They were men of labor …
They had no time for levity, or sloth, or pleasure, or idle companionship. They rose
before dawn to commence their labors, and the shades of evening found them, though
wearied and fainting, still toiling on. They labored for eternity, and as men who knew
that the time was short … They were men of patience. They were not discouraged,
though they had to labor long without seeing all the fruit they desired … Called away
to another field of labor … (they were) amazed and delighted to find that many of
those who had been converted were the very individuals whom (they) had several
years before visited, and warned, and prayed for. One sows and another reaps … They
were men of boldness and determination. Adversaries might contend and oppose, timid friends might hesitate, but they pressed forward, in nothing terrified by difficulty
and opposition. Timidity shuts many a door of usefulness … Nothing is lost by boldness … In regard to the dense masses of ungodliness and profligacy in large towns,
what will ever be effected, if we timidly shrink back, or slothfully fold our hands ...
Let us be prepared to give battle, though it be one against ten thousand … We need
strength from above to be faithful in these days of trouble, and rebuke, and blasphemy–to set our faces like flint alike against the censure and applause of the multitude,
and to dare to be singular for righteousness’ sake … Ministers and Christians require
more than ever to be strong and of good courage, to be steadfast and immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord … This has ever been one of the great secrets
of success. Them that honor God, God has never failed to honor and bless … They
were men of prayer … A single word, coming fresh from lips that have been kindled
into heavenly warmth, by near fellowship with God, will avail more than a thousand
others … They were men whose doctrines were of the most decided kind, both as respects law and Gospel … There is a breadth and power about their preaching, a glow
and energy about their words and thoughts, that makes us feel that they were men of
might … They lifted up their voices and spared not … (they) scarce ever preached a
sermon but some or other of his congregation were struck with great distress, and cried
out in agony, What shall I do to be saved? … They were men of solemn deportment
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and deep spirituality … They were ever ministers of Christ, wherever they were to be
found or seen … the arrows of conviction by (their) ministry … so deeply pierced the
hearts … even some of the most stubborn sinners, (so) as to make them fall down at
the feet of Christ, and yield a lowly submission to him.” There is clearly a wide, if not
unbridgeable, gap between all this and View 3! To be sure, Revival does not mean
3000 conversions every turn of the road or at the drop of a hat, as on the Day of Pentecost. At the same time we must remember that even if the Day of Pentecost (Baptism
with the Spirit) is not repeatable, its substance has never been retracted. In fact, if
Scripture as well as Church history mean anything, it does, can, may, and must count
on the cumulative effect of (at least) ten to fifteen million conversions in a century that
impact, if not help dominate, the culture of a nation, and therefore sees the contours of
the Grand Command take shape, “Disciple the Nations!”
Charles Haddon Spurgeon, The Soul Winner (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1972), 286ff, virtually echoes Bonar. God’s fishermen follow in
the footsteps of Jesus, obey him, imitate his holiness, are not intimidated, are diligent,
persevere, labor tirelessly, are daring, and are successful. At this point he issues a similar kind of stern warning against those who hide behind (the empty excuse, if not the
lie, of) so-called faithfulness in order to wash their hands of their lack of success, since
the latter is, after all, not man’s but God’s responsibility and prerogative! “But, says
one, I have always heard that Christ’s ministers are to be faithful, but that they cannot
be sure of being successful!” Comments Spurgeon in (justifiably) somewhat of a strident tone, “This brother is faithful, so he says … Well, if any person in the world said
to you, I am a fisherman, but I have never caught anything, you would wonder how he
could be called a fisherman? … When Jesus Christ says, Follow me, and I will make
you fishers of man, he means that you really catch men that you shall really save
some; for he that never did get any fish is not a fisherman.” In short, the desire to be
successful in the Kingdom of God is part and parcel of evangelical faithfulness. Fishermen are not fishermen, if they do not catch fish. But if God appoints them to be
fishermen, they either catch fish, or they are culpable. This “Catch 22” should first
drive them to their knees, and subsequently, make them fish all night (Lk. 5:5; John
21:3) and all day, until God brings fish into the net. They may not come in the same
abundance every time and in every instance. But over time when Gods people as a
whole do not take rest and do not give God rest, prayerfully and otherwise, until God
establishes the Church, and turns it into a praise in the earth (Is. 62:6-7), they will
come in abundance! After all, it is the promise of God that the Dead Sea will turn into
a Fresh Water Lake with “very many fish” of “very many kinds,” hauled in by (very
many) “fishermen” (Ezek. 47:10-11), and decidedly not that the Dead Sea will remain
basically dead but will display a few, or even multiple, patches of fresh water. The
cumulative effect will add up to the Bride of Christ (Rev. 19:7) quantitatively, a multitude that no one can number (Rev. 7:9a), as well as qualitatively, clothed in white
robes of utter holiness (Rev. 7:9c; 19:8; 21:2). Anyone who subscribes to the complementarity of truth in the footsteps of Bonar and Spurgeon will wholeheartedly “Amen”
all this! Resistance to it is indicative of the reign of the intellect, whether principially
(the ultimacy of the intellect) or methodologically (the primacy of the intellect). In either case it is a refusal consciously “to take every thought captive to make it obey Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5; translation NET Bible). Or, worst case scenario, it is indicative of a
rebel heart that prefers flowery beds of ease and seeks to rationalize this with refer87

ences to Divine sovereignty.
Bonar as well as Spurgeon do not take one (nano-)iota away, neither from the joyful burden of responsibility on the part of the human instrument, nor from the glory of
the sovereign grace of God. “When man proceeds to the accomplishment of some
mighty enterprise, he puts forth prodigious efforts … He cannot work without a sweat
… When God would do a marvelous work, such as may amaze all heaven and earth …
he sets some feeble instrument to work, and straightway it is done” (Bonar, True Revivals, 15). Clearly, there is no productivity without sweat from the human perspective
(Phil. 2:12; 2 Pet. 1:5ff). However, while the sweat is a means to the end, it is under no
circumstances a cause to an effect, as also the farmer knows only too well. It requires
the sovereign grace of God for productivity of any kind to occur (Phil. 2:13). Remember that Peter and his friends admirably spent all night fishing (John 21:3; see also
Phil. 2:12), but without Jesus they caught nothing (John 21:5). On the other hand, with
him they had a bumper catch (John 21:6, 11). It is a “good bet” that they would not
have had a powerful catch at day-break, if they had not experienced the laborious toil
of fishing during the whole night. The bottom line is that by divine fiat sovereign grace
avails itself of the full instrumentality of man, inclusive of suffering and death (Phil.
3:10), as the means to its end. 100% (God) + 100% (man) = 100%! At the same time,
this complementary truth goes with the emphatic understanding that the 100% God
always has the primacy, even while the 100% God and the 100% man occur simultaneously (See for details of this dual phenomenon Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth).
All this constitutes the quintessence of Biblical Revival-Salvation (“View 4”).
Putting the four Views of Revival side by side, View 1 simply disappears from the radar screen without any effusions of the Spirit. View 2 shows up like an empty shell
without its need for the sovereign grace of God. View 3 pales in comparison with
Scripture. It exceeds Views 1 and 2. But unless it is abandoned for View 4, the good
ends up as the enemy of the best. Incidentally, it seems to be the perennial nature of
the good to develop a kind of smugness. This explains its tendency (ever) to be hostile
to the best. It seems very difficult for the truly good humbly to recognize and acknowledge before God that it is never good enough … until it reaches perfection in the
presence of God. When the good experiences and displays hostility face to face with
the best, it evidences or precipitates a downgrade. If it persists, it may well be paving
the way to its own demise, even if it is in the long run. After all, such hostility and the
righteousness of God are mutually exclusive (Jam. 1:20). Furthermore, even to impinge upon one aspect of righteousness is to impinge upon righteousness as a totality
(Jam. 2:10). One simply cannot compartmentalize sin. It is bound to act like poison in
the bloodstream. Frankly, I can envision an “Institute of ‘Infinite’ Revival,” as a finite
reflection, of course, of the infinite God, but with membership extended only to folks
who like Daniel, Ezra, and Nehemiah tower above the “Hanani” type of inertia and are
willing, as has been mentioned before, to “crawl into a hole,” the hole of observed
trouble, experienced shame, as well as felt guilt and prayerful confession, culminating
in tireless prayer and action (See Jam. 3:6-10), until God answers, however long it
takes. This is what embracing View 4 is all about! It is total and radical surrender to
the Revival/Recovery pattern of Scripture. Even in the midst of the utterly thankful
and joyful recognition of all kinds of points of prevailing light, which demonstrate that
God has not abandoned his Church and his world, this pattern simultaneously presents
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reality (Complementarity of Truth!) as one of Gruesome Darkness, to be experienced
in Excruciating Devastation and met with Indomitable Entreaty that aims at the Resplendent Glory of the Ten Marks of Biblical Revival that culminate in an awesome
Worship of the Triune God.
Especially two of these elements are also found in considerable detail in Jonathan
Edwards, A Call to United, Extraordinary Prayer (Ross-shire: Christian Heritage,
2004). First, he is Nehemiah like when in apparent agony of heart he describes with
horror the calamitous, deplorable and lamentable darkness of his day, such as the destruction of the foundations of virtue and religion, the blasphemy of Jesus Christ and
God Almighty, the prevalence of infidelity and heresy, the decay of vital piety, the
contempt for the Gospel ministry, the prejudices against powerful godliness, and the
overflowing deluge of increasingly rampant vice and wickedness in society. The
wounds are many and are bleeding profusely. Even apologetics could not stem this
tide, “Never was there an age in which so many learned and elaborate treatises have
been written in proof of the divinity of the Christian religion; yet never were there so
many infidels among those who were brought up under the light of the Gospel.” It all
adds up to the “insufficiency of human ability to afford any remedy to mankind from
such miseries as have been mentioned” (115-119). Frankly, if Edward’s analysis is applicable to his world, it is even more so to the world of today. Of course, Edwards can
be lightly dismissed as a “pessimist,” as once Francis Schaeffer and Carl Henry were
dismissed because they talked and wrote in terms of an evangelical and cultural “disaster.” After all, according to their critic, (an all too human) hope should be allowed to
spring eternal! The tools of “natural theology” and “natural law,” which unite mankind
in a common belief in God and disclose a fundamental commitment to a universal
conduct, supposedly have sufficient wherewithal to sanitize society. How poles apart
from a man like Edwards! Quite apparently “flesh and blood” cannot reveal either the
plight of man trapped in wickedness and impotence or the need for the exclusive dependence upon a powerful move on the part of God! At any rate, without the x-ray vision of a Nehemiah in the Revival analysis of the past and the present, there is no sequel of Revival prayer for the present and for the future.
Second, in this regard Edwards resembles Nehemiah as well when he emphasizes
the precept of speedy (52) (Zech. 8:22-23), thirsty (46-47) (Ps. 6:1-10; 24:6; 42:1-2;
63:1; 69:32; 73:25; 143:6), and agonizing (Gal. 4:9; Rev. 12:1, 2, 5) prayer driven by
the intolerable burden of calamitous (134) as well as culpable (48) (Is. 45:15; 57:17;
63:15ff; Hos. 5:15; 14:2) evil, and drawn by the indomitable hunger for the overwhelming content of the world wide promises of God (Ps. 2:6-8, 22:27; 77:11, 17, Is.
2:2; 54:1-2; 66:23; Jer. 3:17; Dan. 2:44; 7:23; Mal. 1:11; Rev. 14:60). If this hunger
was in Jesus, it should certainly be present in his followers (93). At any rate, such importunate prayer, in the footsteps of Jesus (Lk. 3:21; John 14:16-17; 17:1ff) is the link
between the evil present burdened with the righteous anger and judgment of God (159)
and the disclosure of the glory of God. While it is never a cause to an effect it invariably is the “requisite” that “should precede the bestowment” (102) (Ezek. 36:37; 111112; Lk. 3:21-22; Acts 1:14) of this glory as the God ordained means to the God given
end. No glory should or may be expected without it, just as the glory of the conquest
of the promised territory between Nile and Euphrates that has been given (Note the
perfect tense) to the Israelites was contingent upon them putting down the sole of their
feet (Josh. 1:4), and the glory of the total range of godliness that has been given (Note
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once again the perfect tense) to believers is contingent upon them knowing Christ (2
Pet. 1:4). In God’s governmental dealings there is a direct correlation between the neglect or refusal of the means and the forfeiture of the end (Heb. 4:1-2). “You do not
have because you do not ask” (Jam. 4:2). At the same time, there is an equally direct
correlation between the heartfelt use of the means and the gift of the end (48-49, 108114, 135-136) (Ex. 2:23; 3:7; Neh. 1:4ff; Is 25:9; 25:8-926:8ff; 33:2; 30:18-19; 52:6-8;
58:9; 64:1ff; 65:24-25; Dan. 9:1ff; Hos. 5:15; 6:1-3; 14:2). “Keep on asking and it
shall be given you” (Mt. 7:7ff). In fact, according to Edwards, God invites his people
to “command” him to fulfill his promises quickly (109) (Is. 45:11; so also the NKJV;
others take it as an indignant challenge, “How dare you tell me what to do!” (NET Bible). These promises are awesome and beckoning. Spiritual waters and rivers galore
(106-107) (Is. 41:17-19; John 7:37-39)! These are Revival rivers of holiness (108; Is.
23: 18; 25:7; 30:26; 32:3-4; 49:23; 60:30; Jer. 31:24; Zech 12:8; 14:9, 20-21) and joy
(Is. 44:23; Zech 3:17; Rev. 19:1-9). In a word, they spell Revival glory!
It is my considered opinion from historical readings about agents in Revival in
general, and personal acquaintance with such agents in Africa, that they were instinctively all practitioners of View 4, even if they may not have subscribed to it in as many
words, fully convinced that for their successes they had only God to thank, but for
their lack of it had only themselves to blame, reflecting the prophetic words of Bonar
and Spurgeon. The reason is simple. They were surrendered followers of Jesus. They
walked in the footsteps of James who took the utmost of pride and joy in designating
himself as a “slave of God and of Christ” (Jam. 1:1) in the full(est) sense of the word
(See for the details of this phrase the exposition below). Their twofold motto was,
“Necessity is laid upon me … Woe unto me, if I do not …” (1 Cor. 9:16). As a result
of the intolerable burden expressed in these short but graphic sentences they surged. I
am not sure whether there are lots of folks today, whatever view they hold, who can
say this of themselves. Most of us, when we look in the mirror, would have a hard time
affirming this designation about ourselves as our central characteristic. It is highly
doubtful that it will find its way to our gravestone by common consent, let alone by
popular demand!
All in all, and with a take-off on Joseph Alleine’s 16th Century landmark contribution, if the attainment of Revival status requires a loud and persistent “Alarm to the
Unconverted,” an effective Recovery mode must contain, in fact, constitute an equally
loud and persistent “Alarm to the Converted!” After all, as has been argued already, if
Psalm 80 presents us with a normative pattern, there are “at the beginning, in the middle and at the end of the day” only two scenarios, and therefore “we have in the final
analysis only two alternatives—wrath (Ps. 80:4) [and rebuke (Ps. 80:16), addition,
mine] or revival (Ps. 80:18b). (In fact) we can have Christian Schools; political action;
Christian protests; letters to our congressman; food storage; moving to the country;
home meetings; bookstores; Christian radio; evangelism; Christian ministries of every
conceivable variety; retreats; bigger and better churches; feeding the poor; giving our
bodies to be burned; prophecies galore; prognostications; time tables for the future;
etc, but unless we have a veritable explosion of the gospel of Jesus Christ out into the
world, the world will explode in on us” (Dick Nelson, quoted in Ravenhill, Revival
God’s way, 80). For all practical purposes this is a heart’s cry for “The Ten Mighty
Marks of Biblical Revival,” mighty prayer, mighty preaching, mighty conversions
(millions of them), mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty generosity, mighty sa90

turation (grassroots) evangelism, mighty societal impact, under mighty leaders in
mighty combat. Dr. Niel Nielson, the President of Covenant College, Lookout Mountain, GA, displays a similar animus in a perceptive blog, posted on October19, 2010.
“There are so many good things to do … in mercy ministry, in business, in the arts, in
community service, in neighborhood concerns, in global enterprise, and in individual
acts of kindness … But I need to remember that these (Kingdom) callings are not all
there is ... It is certainly true that you can be a farmer to the glory of God, but no one
will be saved from the fires of hell just because you are … The dead are not raised by
politics … and neither are they raised by godly business enterprise, nor by economic
development, nor by pro-life activities, nor by creation care, nor by medicine or teaching or Christian scholarship. They are raised only by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, through faith in him … This means that Kingdom calling and Gospel witness, Gospel calling and Kingdom witness (are) always intertwined, always conjoined,
always together in faith and obedience to our God … So here’s my encouragement and
exhortation: Remember hell – and heaven! Remember the eternal destinies that await
every man and woman and child. Believe the gospel and speak the gospel, all along
the way of the callings of your lives. Always consider how all those specific pathways
can connect to the specific good news of God’s gift of salvation in Jesus, whereby sinners like you and me are by God’s grace transformed into his sons and daughters, and
bound for a blessed eternity with him rather than a horrific eternity apart from him. For
this is the hope of the gospel we proclaim, that ‘Christ also suffered once for sins, the
righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God’ (1 Peter 3:18).” This is a
pulsating word. It “teaches” that even folks who have legitimate reason to believe that
they occupy a fruitful “live center” in their Christian dominion taking, whether in academia or otherwise, may well find themselves in “ultimate” reality on “dead center”
and stand in dire need of turning into a “live life-giving center.” But this can only take
place when they heed the “exhortation” incessantly to intertwine the prior Gospel
foundation of the “Grand Command” with the subsequent superstructure of the “Cultural Mandate.” To let the latter crowd out the former, minimize its function, or even
assign it a secondary role, whether consciously or not, is sooner or later to turn every
undertaking or organization into a dead-end street, even if its “pavement” earn high
marks. History is there to prove this. But more about this later!
Not so incidentally, unless efforts to pursue and seek any type of “Recovery/Restoration/Revitalization” consistently and doggedly aim at attaining or regaining
Revival status, marked by its ten Biblical characteristics, it ultimately hangs in the air.
It does not have a clear and fully Biblical objective! Furthermore, without a rousing
(and tearful) “Exhorting Alarm” (1 Cor. 15:34; 2 Cor. 13:5; Gal. 3:1; Heb. 3:12-13)
such efforts may well mire down into “wishful thinking,” however diagnostically accurate, intentionally correct, eminently laudable, and temporally satisfying in itself.
At any rate, this brings us to the place, function, content and purpose of our Epistle as well as to the vision, dynamism, strategy and aim of its author. His grand and
magnificent objective from the very start (Jam. 1:2-4) is to see his readers endure unto
perfection, that is, unto ultimate Revival Status. That is why in the end (Jam. 5:19-20)
he enlists all the people of God without exception, to stand shoulder to shoulder with
him in this pursuit as a matter of life and death (Jam. 5:19-20), not only by embracing
an ongoing Maintenance Ministry, but also by displaying an alert Recovery Mode!
_____________________________________________________________________
91

The biblical-theological perspective, presented in Topical Focus #1: Biblical
Revival, paves the way and is the warrant for (at least) eleven observations,
to be followed by a set of four conclusions regarding James’ niche, function,
purpose and passion. Both the observations and the conclusions serve to identify the soil in which James originates, and to function as the launching pad
for its message to lay hold of its readers and never to relinquish them again.
First, the very moment Revival abundance is in evidence the downgrade
is immediately both a grave threat and a quickly emerging reality. The message of Christ’s letters to the Seven Churches in Asia Minor, which is widely
recognized as a composite picture of the Church Universal, makes this point
loud and clear (Rev. 2:1-3:22; see also Acts 5:1-11). It is remarkable how
quickly after their origination the situation started to deteriorate.
Second, the grave threat calls for an ever alert and ever continuing Maintenance Ministry that seeks to prevent a downgrade of whatever sort. A Recovery Mode kicks in as soon as the downgrade manifests itself as an emerging reality, whether in the bud or in full bloom.
Third, Christ’s letters to the seven Churches disclose that upon a downgrade he immediately responds with a Recovery/Restoration (Rev. 2:4-5) or
Revitalization (Rev. 3:1-3) ministry. This ministry aims to return a declining
Church to the height which it had left (apparently) with its eyes (wide?) open,
and from which it therefore had culpably (!) fallen! In simple and
straightforward terms, “Recovery/Restoration/Revitalization” is a process that
seeks to recapture the original Revival status, if not Revival culture, of the
Church!
Fourth, there is widespread historical evidence that throughout the centuries individual Churches or groups of Churches were at times able to reestablish this Revival status or culture. The twofold prerequisite for this return was a vivid recollection of its former height, a heartfelt repentance of the
blameworthy and shameful departure from this height and a wholehearted return to this height of joy and glory (Ezra 9:5, 9). The only alternative to this
process of recollection, repentance and return is ultimately the judgment of its
divinely determined and instigated removal.
Fifth, and possibly the most controversial observation, Scripture (Remember Psalm 85!) identifies Revival, anchored in Calvary, the Open Tomb
and Pentecost, as truly biblical and fully authentic (glory!) salvation, no more
and no less! This justifies the (momentous!) conclusion that Revival status,
which produces a Revival culture with its ten marks of mighty prayer, preaching, conversions, assemblies, holiness, compassion, evangelism, societal impact, leadership and combat (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival), is the
normal, mandated and promised, (glory) condition of the Church, and that all
other conditions of whatever type or stripe were and are invariably, culpably
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and shamefully below par, and in need of an immediate remedy as a matter of
life and death (See Rev. 2:4-5; 3:1-3; as well as 1 Pet. 4:17). The rather widespread notion that Revival by definition is intermittent and extraordinary, a
result of an unexplained and unexplainable act of Divine sovereignty is subbiblical, if not un-biblical or anti-biblical. To start with, it suffers of the fallacy of the narrow historical perspective, as if the history of the Church, rather
than Scripture, supplies the benchmark by which the Church must judge itself
and its own history. Furthermore, it ultimately extols Divine sovereignty at
the expense of human responsibility, whether consciously and intentionally or
not. To put it colloquially, even if it does not encourage complacency, it still
takes the Church off the proverbial hook. It ignores, if not opposes the fact
that failure to mirror the biblical benchmark is culpable to the core. Listen to
Jonathan Edwards (Quoted in John C. Gerstner, Jonathan Edwards, Evangelist (Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, 1995), 115-116), “There is a
vast alteration within these (last) two years; for about so long I think it is,
since the Spirit of God began to withdraw, and this great work has been on
the decline … God was provoked that he was not sanctified in this height of
advancement as he ought to have been, he saw our spiritual pride and selfconfidence, and the polluted flames that arose out of intemperate, unhallowed
zeal; and he soon, in great measure withdrew from us … Many high professors are fallen, some into gross immorality, some into a rooted spiritual pride,
enthusiasm, and an incorrigible wildness of behavior, some into a cold frame
of mind, showing a great indifference to the things of Religion ... Yet I cannot
but steadfastly maintain a hope and persuasion that God will revive his work,
and what has been so great and extraordinary, is a forerunner of a yet more
glorious and extensive work.” It is quite remarkable that this quotation is virtually a mirror image of Revelation 2 and 3. It contains most, if not all of, the
same elements. To be sure, Edwards characterizes the Revival times that he
experienced as “great and extraordinary” from a past personal-historical
perspective, rather than as God’s Normal from a Biblical perspective. Further,
he shares his assurance regarding the (re-)ignition of even more intensive Revival fires based upon an anticipated future global-historical perspective, instead of insisting that they are mandated throughout the history of the Church
by the benchmark of Scripture. Still, he ascribed their present disappearance,
and presumably their past disappearance as well, to the judgment of God and
regarded their absence culpable and shameful! We encounter a similar sentiment in Edwards’ stirring plea, based on Zechariah 8:20-22, for “united, extraordinary prayer,” characterized by what we may describe as “concerts of
prayer” of “‘revival’ quality.” In these “concerts of prayer” all of Biblical
Christianity does (and should) present a “united” front in mighty formal and
informal prayer assemblies. Furthermore, “‘revival’ prayer” is “extraordinary” in that it transcends what is commonly experienced in the Church.
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Once again, he uses the term “extraordinary” in this context. But it is crystal
clear that he avails himself of this designation only by way of historical comparison. First, he argues that from a biblical (as well as historical) perspective
“concerts of prayer” are by no means “a novelty.” In fact, they are a biblical
reality and a biblical mandate (Zech. 8:20-22). Further, “extraordinary
prayer,” that is, “to wrestle with God, for the turning away his anger from us,
for the deliverance from the hands of his and our enemies … and especially
for the influence of divine grace upon the rising generation, particularly the
seed of the righteous, that the offspring of our Christian heroes may never be
the plague of our church and country” is a biblical promise, “something that
is foretold the people of God should actually do, before the time comes of the
promised glory on earth.” Third, combine biblical reality with biblical
mandate and biblical promise, and we face a biblical “duty,” which calls for a
“resolve not to be so negligent as has been common with professors of religion (but rather) to reform (their) former negligence.” In other words, the biblical picture establishes the prayer that Edwards calls for as God’s “normative
benchmark” and what should be the believer’s “normal” experience. This is
the case, even if the prevalence of negligence that fails “to take rest and to
give God rest until he establishes the Church as a praise in the earth” (Is. 62:
6-7), in fact, that fails to “command” God “concerning the work of his hands”
in the restoration of his Church (Is. 45:11), gives it the appearance of “extraordinary.” In short, what is regrettably “extraordinary” prayer from the historical perspective of an anemic Church is “normal” prayer from the biblical
perspective of a powerful Spirit-filled Church. This makes its absence culpable and shameful. As such it stands in need of repentance (See Jonathan Edwards, A Call to United, Extraordinary Prayer, 45ff, 69ff, 101ff, 115ff,
125ff, 145ff, and esp. 157-160). To the culpable shame and shameful culpability of the Church the term “extraordinary” is often used as a foil, consciously or not, to escape the burden of culpable shame and shameful culpable. This is, rather amazingly, to deviate from Jonathan Edwards both in principle and practice. Ironically, it is to honor, if not to embrace, his words, but
to miss, if not to reject, their substance. This is nothing less than frightening!6
6

I am fully aware that there seems to be an ambivalence, if not inconsistency, in Edwards’
original Call to United, Extraordinary Prayer. From his historical perspective the shamefully
culpable “state of affairs of his day” should turn such prayer into an unmistakable and present
necessity as the only way to offset and transcend it. From his postmillennial perspective,
however, “extraordinary prayer” functions as the precursor of a definite but future Revival
reality according to God’s sovereign but thus far unknown timetable. It appears that his implicit, instinctive (?), “practice” of “‘extraordinary’ prayer ‘now’” has it over his explicit
“theory” of “‘extraordinary’ prayer ‘then,’ as tied to (possibly?) a future reality (only?).” Let
me explain! His practice is thoroughly “amillennial” in nature. The latter’s biblical hallmark
is present victory (100% God) only through present battle (100% man)! Glorious victory? All
the credit goes to God! Shameful defeat? All the blame goes to the culpable failure, in fact,
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All this warrants the conclusion that if agents in times of burning Revival
fires had held the view that Revival is “extraordinary” in the sense of “abnormal” from a Scriptural perspective, a view rampant among many seemingly “ivory tower” historians of Revival, they never could or would have turned
in the only type of men God uses to bring about Revival. Granted, the descriptive historiography on the part of these historians is often superb. But
since it is neither prescriptive, nor meant to be prescriptive, it neither does,
nor aims to, convict. Therefore, its net effect, in terms of actual Revival, is
admittedly nothing or next to nothing! Frankly, what is needed is a ringing
testimony that Revival-salvation in all its facets is a prescriptive entity, and
that any shortfall must lead to a cutting call to repentance as an acknowledged
matter of life and death (Jam. 5:19-20). Frankly, those who wish to follow in
the footsteps of our Risen Lord (Rev. 2:5; 3:3; 3:19), and of … James (Jam.
4:8-10) have no other choice.
Sixth, historically Revival fires never do, and never will, die out (Mt.
16:18). They simply go “underground” at one point in time and place for a
while to surge upward and outward once again during another day and in
another place, and powerfully manifest themselves anew.
Seventh, on the whole there is little historical evidence that Christ visited
the inexcusable refusal to engage in the indispensable battle (See emphatically Judg. 5:23)!
This is manifestly also the hallmark of Edwards’ own life. His “postmillennial” theory, however, prevents him from openly declaring this the compelling benchmark pattern that meets
either with God’s blessing upon obedience or God’s curse upon disobedience in the present,
and, therefore, from insisting that it is a matter of current (marvelously graced) life and (utterly deserved) death. Thus he leaves his readers with a (gaping?) loophole. Edwards’ type of
“extraordinary” prayer is wrapped up with the promise of a future (end time) phenomenon.
Basically, therefore, such prayer is held out as a prospective reality, be it a strongly recommended and hoped for reality! But it should have been mandated as the “ordinary” and necessary part of a present reality “on pain of judgment and death.” Frankly, this may be the reason
why his Call did not exactly cause a spiritual ripple in his day when it was first published and
has little tangible effect today after it has been republished. It does not purposefully exhort
sleepy saints in Zion out of their culpable ease. To be sure, it received and continues to receive rave reviews. But it does not appear to translate into the groundswell of concerted action
that makes a telling difference in either Church or society! By way of bottom line, it seems,
rather ironically, that any “postmillennialist,” who has legitimately blazoned “(Future) Victory” in his banner, properly wishes to pursue his “Vision,” and eagerly desires to see “Abundance” become a reality, has only one viable option. He better embraces a truly biblical “amillennialism,” and along with it, in both faith and practice, both its exhilarating and excruciating
motto of “Present Victory through Present Battle only.” After all, without a present “cross,”
which spells propagation through suffering and death, there is here on earth neither a present
nor, for that matter, a future abundance “crown” to enjoy! Both Scripture and Church history
testify that only those who are willing to go Stephen’s route now (Acts 6:51ff) can hope for
and be assured of Peter’s outcome both now and in the future (Acts 2:37ff; see also 1 Cor.
9:24-27; 2 Tim. 4:1-5; Heb. 10:32-39; 1 Pet. 5:8-10; Rev. 2:9-10). It is either to surrender to
this biblical reality or to succumb what sooner or later will prove to be a pipedream and presently to live to a smaller or greater degree in a dream world, however well-intentioned!
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the same country or general geographical location more than once or twice
with his “all-encompassing” Revival fires, which invariably would make for a
mighty personal and corporate, as well as a societal presence. One of such revisitations has occurred in Western Europe in general, and on the British Isles
in particular. The original planting of the Christian Church in those regions
was rapid and accompanied by martyrdom. The Reformation time saw a repetition of this phenomenon. But frequently, when Christ moved on, he would
shake most, if not all, of the dust off his feet permanently, true to the pattern
prescribed for his disciples (Mt. 10:14-15)!
Eighth, in addition to the not too frequent powerful and sweeping Revival (re-)visitations of large and specific geographical areas the history of the
Church knows of numerous local recoveries/restorations/revitalizations and
expansions of individual Churches and Church groupings that were partial
and gradual. These are reasons for profound gratitude. But they do not qualify
as the explosive, widespread periods of mighty Revival abundance in terms of
the ten mighty marks of prayer, preaching, conversions, assemblies, holiness,
compassion, evangelism, societal impact, leadership and combat. One may
win battles, but still lose the war. So the necessary gratitude should be tempered with a good deal of humbling sobriety. After all, according to Scripture,
Holy Spirit Revival turns a desert into a fertile field (Is. 32:14-17), a spiritual
cemetery into a maternity ward (Ezek. 37:1-14), and a Dead Sea into a fresh
water lake full of fish (Ezek. 47:1-13). The presence or emergence of even a
fair number of smaller or larger oases in a vast desert, of occasional births in
an overall morbid and moribund situation, of fresh patches in an otherwise
large toxic body of water does not come close to the benchmark of Biblical
Revival-Salvation, and may not be confused with it! In short, however much
oases may be causes for sincere thanksgiving and joy, they are at the same
time pitifully, as well as culpably and therefore shamefully, small in the grand
scheme of Biblical Revival-Salvation that had its promised start with the inauguration of the New Covenant, rooted in the cross and resurrection of our
blessed Savior and evidenced in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the Day
of Pentecost. Consequently, to the extent of their relative smallness they are
simultaneously to be wept about and repented of. There is no doubt that
George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards throughout their life time seconded
this very same motion for thoughtful discussion and deliberation. In short, the
NT, inclusive of James, made the Main Motion. Revival men, such as Whitefield and Edwards, seconded it. The present Commentary simply “thirds” it!
And hopefully the Church at large votes for it with enthusiasm and adopts it
by acclamation. But if it does, it comes with the cost of total surrender and
the dismantling of any and all comfort zones as ultimately adulterous competitors of Jesus. So let all of us beware. Such acclamation has a hefty price tag!
Ninth, and to underscore by repetition, the “days of small things” may
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never be “despised” (Hag. 2:3-4; Zech. 4:10). In fact, it is unconscionable to
do so. Nevertheless, to the extent that recoveries of this sort do not return the
Church to the fullness of Revival with each of its ten characteristics in manifest evidence, they still must be judged as falling short of the benchmark. So,
it is just as unconscionable to be content to whatever degree with mere oases,
occasional births, and a few fish, especially when such “contentment” serves
to hide the falsehood of human docility, if not indolence, behind the truth of
Divine sovereignty and providence.
Tenth, all this, however, does not take away the twofold rocklike fact that
God’s promise as well as mandate of awesome Revival-Salvation fires never
loses its inviting power, and his mandate to this effect never loses its compelling obligation. Therefore both ever may, must, and should, be embraced in
unwavering confidence to be applied in mighty prayer and displayed in mighty preaching in the midst of mighty combat under mighty leadership with a
view to awesome conversions, awesome holiness, awesome compassionate
generosity, awesome evangelistic outreach, and awesome societal impact.7
That the net outcome is fully in the hands of a sovereign God may never be
forgotten. But this does not remove the reality that God’s people singlemindedly “reach forward to the things that are ahead,” and unswervingly
“press toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus”
(Phil. 3:13b-14). In fact, there is nothing like God’s sovereignty to undergird
and prompt this reality!
Eleventh, the combination of God’s continuing promise of Revival, his
ongoing summons to this end, and Christ’s ongoing Revival (re-)visitations,
which are in historical evidence, should persuade the Church-in-a-downgrade
that “hope may, indeed, must, spring eternal.” In short, the Church may always take heart, even if it should be crystal clear that it simultaneously must
be eager to “pay the price” of all-out mortal combat and be equally eager to
“die in action!” After all, “unless a grain of wheat dies, it remains unproduc7

Adherents of the biblical philosophy of history, which I sketched out in Topical Focus #1:
Biblical Revival and summarized in these eleven observations, avoid both the Scylla of pessimistic defeatism and the Charybdis of triumphalistic optimism. Instead they are committed
to confident as well as sober realism. They embrace the prospect of powerful Revival fires in
terms of mighty conversions, assemblies, holiness, compassion, evangelism, and societal impact (Ps. 2:8; Hab. 2:14). At the same time they recognize that these will only materialize
through the fires of mighty prayer and preaching through mighty leaders in mighty combat.
Still in this realism confidence always trumps sobriety. Whatever God has in store regarding
future Revival fires, one thing is certain. If they do not become a reality on this earth due to an
anemic Church, they will be in glorious evidence on the new earth. In short, defeatism is debilitating and triumphalism presumptuous. Both will fail, and therefore should be shunned! On
the other hand, confident and sober realism will receive a final and glorious pay-off. Eventually 100% of God’s sovereign promise and 100% of man’s unwavering responsibility will
fuse, and 100% of heaven will occupy 100% of (the new) earth. For details, see the concluding section of Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil in the Commentary part on James.
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tive. But if it dies, it produces much (italics, mine) fruit” (John 12:24). This is
the incontrovertible as well as challenging promise of God, to which the
Church better tenaciously hang on in its repentance, prayers, and preaching as
its only lifeline! Jesus modeled it in his crucifixion and death. His disciples
were told that they would follow suit. “As the father sent me (to my death), so
I send you (to yours)” (John 20:21). This principle was specifically underscored in the case of Peter (John 21:18-19), and cheerfully embraced by the
apostle Paul (Phil. 1:21; 3:10). The conclusion is, and should be, obvious. A
universal Kingdom pattern emerges that is set in concrete. “There simply is
no Crown without a Cross!” Furthermore, “the bigger the Cross, the bigger
the Crown,” whether in the short or the long run! John Huss and John Wycliffe led to Martin Luther and John Calvin!
All these observations combine into a philosophy/theology of (Church)
history that provides both a breadth and depth perspective upon James, and
enables us to identify its content, place and function in Church history with a
good deal of precision. James appears to be a combination, a mixture. Frequently it has all the earmarks of a Maintenance Ministry, designed to keep
the Revival fires burning. Just as frequently, however, James seems to be in a
Recovery Mode, aiming to restore these fires. Since the latter is not the task
of a “lone ranger,” he invites all members of the New Covenant Church to be
in a Recovery Mode as well, undoubtedly as the natural consequence of a
Maintenance Ministry, in order to deal with a possible downgrade of any sort
in either a preventive maintenance or curative restoration fashion from the
moment such downgrade did or would occur (Jam. 5:19-20). After all, whenever Revival is a reality, decay threatens to set in quickly, if not instantaneously, and a Recovery Ministry, hand in hand with the regular Maintenance, must be poised to respond on the spot. Indeed, it must! For it is a matter
of life and death (See once more Jam. 5:19-20)! Once again, let no one slap
this live threat, and all that this entails, with the label of pessimism (See also
Edwards, A Call to United, Extraordinary Prayer, 160). Too often folks use
this label in a self-deceiving, if not suicidal, fashion haughtily to wave off or
derisively to dismiss issues that will eventually come back to haunt them. No,
this threat is a matter of biblical realism. It is the realism of James, as we shall
see at length in the context of James 1:14; 1:21; 3:6-8; 3:16; and 4:1-4, and of
all those who have espoused the same cause and have walked in his footsteps
in the history of the Church.
In short, it may not, and should not, go unnoticed that James operates in
the framework of abundance, the abundance of a Revival Status or Culture, a
Revival Maintenance Ministry and a Revival Recovery Mode. He is (1) an
abundance man, who writes (2) an abundance letter to the Church universal
(3) for it to retain or regain its abundance level, (4) and to enlist it as a cooperating and ongoing abundance partner. Let me unpack these four component
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elements point by point and in short order. Incidentally, while “recovery,”
“restoration” and “revitalization” in this context are basically synonymous
terms, I have opted by and large to use the combination “Recovery Mode” in
the rest of this Commentary for a twofold reason. First, it conveys pointedly
that there is something basically wrong that stands in dire need of a remedy.
Further, while “revitalization” can convey the same message, the words “revival” and “revitalization” are too easily and too often confused at the expense of grasping the essence of either one of them or possibly both of them.
First, then, James is an abundance man. History informs us that by reputation he is a mighty prayer warrior and a man of mighty godliness.8 The (early) date of his Epistle implies that he must have been familiar with mighty
preaching and mighty conversions, and its continuing focus upon the poor
mirrors his mighty compassionate generosity towards the needy. Frankly,
what else can we expect from a man for whom the experience of Acts 2 must
have been flesh and blood? Surely, Revival-Salvation must have been written
all over him! The main focus of James is edificational (Mt. 28:19b), rather
than evangelistic (Mt. 28:19a) in nature. Therefore, it is not surprising that
mighty conversions are not in evidence in his letter. Nevertheless, the terminology that he uses to designate his addressees, “The Twelve Tribes in the
Dispersion,” bears the monumental earmarks of abundance, also of abundance in evangelism, on the face of it. He must have been present at Pentecost
and experienced the pulsating power and electrifying productivity of the Holy
Spirit virtually vis-à-vis an audience from all over the world (Acts 2:5-11,
esp. 5) that in the aftermath “dispersed” throughout the world. Quite a heavenly strategy on anyone’s count! The earmarks of mighty combat are not in
evidence in his Epistle either. But the testimony of history makes up for this.
Eventually, as we shall see below, James died a violent martyr’s death!
Second, James writes an abundance letter. His letter constitutes awesome
discriminating and applicatory preaching, and throughout insists on the need
for awesome prayer. Further, he aims at awesome repentance and godliness,
the details of which are spelled out in my Commentary. His Revival Maintenance Ministry as well as Recovery Mode is in evidence throughout his letter.
Third, James aims at the retention of, or the return to, the abundance level of Revival through Maintenance/Recovery. In his letter, as well as in Scripture in general, this culminates in the worship of God in the splendor of holiness or practical Godliness.
The following short list of the constituent elements of this Holiness, that
are catalogued by James, and receive detailed attention in the course of my
Commentary, has Revival Status (and Maintenance Ministry) written all over
it. James “recommends” sheer joy in trials of any and all sorts (Jam. 1:2); per8

See my Commentary on James 1:1 for further details.
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fect endurance en route to perfection (Jam. 1:4); unwavering confidence in
prayer (Jam. 1:6); exultation on the part of the poor by virtue of their present
riches and on the part of the rich by virtue of their future “poverty” (Jam. 910); unreserved yielding (Jam. 1:21) and uncompromising obedience to all of
God’s Word (Jam. 1:25); scrupulous control of the tongue, meticulous care of
widows and orphans, and uncompromising resistance to the world (Jam. 1:2627); wholehearted embrace of both poor and rich (Jam. 2:1-7); fully operational faith, evidenced by putting one’s money and life on the line (2:14-26);
display of awesome wisdom in its essence and effects (Jam. 3:17-18); walking in the footsteps of the prophets, Job, and Elijah (Jam. 5:10-11, 17-18); a
life consisting solely of prayer and praise (Jam. 5:13); and, last but not least,
an overwhelming ecclesiastical and communal concern for the needy with a
view to their temporal (Jam. 5:14-16), and for the straying with a view to
their eternal welfare (Jam. 5:19-20).
James mentions all this against the backdrop of his exposure and condemnation of double minded wavering (Jam. 1:6-8); self-destructive yielding
to temptation (Jam. 1:13-15); stubborn anger with God’s Word (Jam. 1:19);
putting up with excessive, if not overwhelming, moral filth (Jam. 1:21); willful refusal to obey (Jam. 2:23-24); despicable maltreatment of the poor and
the rich (Jam. 2:1-7); merciless misconduct toward the needy (Jam. 15-16);
toxic and hell-fueled use of the tongue (Jam. 3:6-9); self-serving, devilish, infighting and murder (Jam. 3:14-15; 4:1-2); adulterous embrace of the world
(Jam. 4:4); verbal “spearing” of fellow believers (Jam. 4:11-12); haughty and
godless attitude in planning (Jam. 4:13-16); virtual and actual annihilation of
the poor (Jam. 5:1-6); resentful grudging against each other (Jam. 5:9); and,
last but not least, counterfeit God-centeredness (Jam. 5:12).
It is hardly surprising in the light of the second list that a failure of the
Church’s Maintenance Ministry “begs” for a Recovery Mode, which James
exemplifies in a way that for much, if not most of Church history must seem
to be “extraordinary,” but from God’s perspective is simply his “normal” inerrant Word. Neither is it surprising that his Recovery message contains a
summons for a grinding repentance that appears to be second to none, and is
unparalleled in the NT (Jam. 4:7-10). However, as part of what is arguably
the first document in the NT canon, it nevertheless sets a benchmark, a
“norm,” by which every subsequent call to repentance ought to be measured.
What is surprising, however, especially against the strikingly dark backdrop
of the apparently routine presence of human wickedness, is James’ vivid description of the awesome nature of God’s Fatherly love. He is an utterly generous Giver (Jam. 1:5) of exclusively good and perfect gifts (Jam. 1:17), full
of exalting grace (Jam. 4:6, 10) and compassionate mercy (Jam. 5:11). What
is possibly even more surprising, however, is the fact that the love of God is
an abundant Revival love. In a mercilessly merciful fashion it exposes sinners
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in their depraved wickedness, all right. But then it picks them up, regenerates
them, turns them into radiant saints en route to the worship of God in the
splendor of perfect holiness! This is abundance to the grandest degree!
Fourth, I truthfully mention all this, starting with the amazing breadth of
practical godliness, continuing with the stunning depth of wickedness, leading to the astounding length of repentance, and concluding with the breathtaking height of divine grace, with only one thing in mind. This “thing” is a plea,
with the “superlatives,” amazing, stunning, astounding and breathtaking, used
advisedly, and not just for rhetorical effect, simply in order to underscore the
significance and gravity of the matter. Whatever we do with James, let us not
dilute him, trivialize him, or flatten him out, so that we miss the deep and arresting valleys that signify his Epistle, and the high and mesmerizing mountain peaks that grace it. This is not a superfluous plea. For one, I do not think
that during my lifetime I have heard more than half a dozen messages that
matched the sobering depth and the striking height of James. In each instance,
though, the audience either found itself in surrender on the road to an at times
long recovery, but a recovery nevertheless, or it reacted negatively, at times
with some vehemence, in a belligerent attitude. For another, I have heard
many messages and read several commentaries on James in which its penetrating incisiveness was toned down, and its cutting edge blunted, to one degree or another, whether consciously and intentionally or not. The impact was
regrettably proportionate. Even if a much needed recovery was called for, it
rarely, if at all, dawned on the audience. In short, the Church better “roar” (in
Jesus’ footsteps; see Rev. 1:15) like James and with James! And the audience
better let its overpowering “prophetic” message sink in so that it fully covers
the length, breadth, and depth of the mind, radically pulsates in the length,
breadth, and depth of the heart, and totally energizes the length, breadth, and
depth of life in the internal functions of the will and the emotions as well as in
an external display of word and action.
Frankly, there is a way to spot check whether James floods our minds,
hearts and lives, inclusive of our wills and emotions. All we need to do is to
ask ourselves some sobering self-examining questions, based on text of
James, and fill in a few blanks. On a scale from 0% to 100% what percentage
of our time do we positively (1) count trials matters of sheer joy (Jam. 1:2),
(2) exult, when in poverty, about our riches, and when in riches about our poverty (Jam. 9-10), (3) yield uncompromising obedience to all of God’s Word
(Jam. 1:25), (4) take meticulous care of widows and orphans (Jam. 1:27), (5)
present a fully operational faith of putting our money and life on the line
(Jam. 2:14-26), (6) lead a life solely of prayer and praise (Jam. 5:13), (7) exhibit an overwhelming ecclesiastical and communal concern for the needy
with a view to their temporal (Jam. 5:14-16) and for the straying with a view
to their eternal welfare (Jam. 5:19-20)?
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Additionally, what percentage of our time do we negatively (1) waver in
prayer (Jam. 1:6-8), (2) yield to destructive temptation (Jam. 1:13-15), (3)
angrily reject God’s Word (Jam. 1:19), (4) exhibit merciless misconduct toward the needy (Jam. 15-16), (5) display a toxic and hell-fueled use of the
tongue (Jam. 3:6-9), (6) succumb to envy, selfish ambition, strife and infighting (Jam. 3:14-15; 4:1-2), (7) verbally “spear” fellow believers (Jam. 4:1112), (8) wickedly cold shoulder the poor (Jam. 5:1-6) and carry a resentful
grudge against the rich (Jam. 5:9), and (9) last but not least, exhibit a false,
pretended, God-centeredness (Jam. 5:12)?
Proper self-examination will, and must end up with the verdict of James
1:21 that there is a staggering overflow of filth of both omission and commission in all of us. I would not be surprised, to put it optimistically, if most of
us, as part of a dying Christian culture (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival), would not even begin to reach the 50% level. If this is not our assessment before we have read the present Commentary, it undoubtedly will be after we have finished it. At that juncture a fresh recognition will dawn on us.
The only individual, family, Church, and society that prove not to be “stagnating” are ironically the individual, family, Church, and society that become
aware and painfully admit that they are “stagnating,” and confess this as a
shameful, culpable, and intolerable burden that must be dealt with as a matter
of life and death. Upon this blinding (read: eye-opening) recognition and excruciating (read: life-dispensing) confession there is good reason to believe
that James has (begun to) flood our minds, hearts, and lives!
At any rate, let us in the process learn to “tremble” (Ezra 9:4; Is. 66:2) at
God’s Word so that the full force of the ten Revival elements impact us to
such an extent that the eyes of our mind “open up” (Lk. 24:31, 45), our hearts
“burn” within us (Lk. 24:32), and our lives “light up” (Lk. 24:46-49) with
Revival (=True Biblical Salvation) fires. As a result of this we individually
and our communities corporately will both experience and display God’s abundance as the salt of the earth and the light of the world in terms of mighty
conversions, assemblies, holiness, compassion, and societal impact by means
of mighty prayer, preaching, and saturation (grassroots) evangelism, through
mighty leaders in mighty combat. If this is the outcome of James’ letter, he
will have succeeded to enlist us as his co-laborers (Jam. 5:19-20) in the
grandest task one could wish for on earth.
All in all, in tender love James is in tough pursuit of total holiness, and
calls upon his beloved brothers and sisters to stand shoulder to shoulder with
him. “Revival” fires are burning in his bones. His aim is ever to add fuel to
these fires, both in and in collaboration with all the members of the covenant
community. By way of personal anecdote, I recently asked a surviving “revivalist” from the Ugandan Revival in the 1930’s and onward for his assessment of this part of Church history, which saw millions of conversions in a
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short period of time. In a few decades not one city, town, village or rural
community was left without a Church. His response was telling, “I fear that
the revival fires are dying out.” This, in turn, precipitated the following illuminating conversation. “Why are they dying out?” “There is no wood (fuel)!”
“What is the wood?” “We!” The great, expressed, aim of James is abundantly
clear. Christians of all ages better surrender themselves to be the sacrificial
wood for existing Revival fires, and demonstrate this specifically in their ever
continuing, internal, Maintenance Ministry and in ever alertly standing by for
a Rescue Operation (Jam. 5:19-20). Anyone who fails or refuses to be woodunto-God (Rom. 12:1-2) should not complain that the Revival-Salvation fires
are disappearing, and least of all ascribe this state of affairs to the Sovereign
Providence of God. This would, indeed, be to hide a hideous and offensive
falsehood, behind a glorious truth! In fact, vanishing Revival-Salvation fires
are an indictment of Church that in whole or in part fails or refuses to present
itself once-and-for-all as firewood upon the altar!
All this identifies at least partly the “niche” that James occupies against
the backdrop of the Trinitarian and Triadic Abundance Gospel of Kingdom
salvation, and in the context of the OT Scriptures, the NT canon, and Church
history. This “niche” should constantly be kept in mind, and accompany us,
in the interpretation, understanding, and implementation of his letter. Although he clearly does not spell out all the details of the New Covenantal Abundance Gospel, he concentrates his attention on the “Theological” Source of
this Gospel, in essence emphasizing “Patrology,” rather than “Christology”
and “Pneumatology” (See also Johnson, 164; Hartin, 5), and on the Crowning
piece of this Gospel, that is, the splendor of holiness, how to attain it, how to
maintain it, and how in case of need to regain it, rather than on its Founding
piece of regeneration or its Center piece of justification. The OT, as the Book
of God the Father, and specifically its promised panorama of the New Covenant, provides the indispensable backdrop for it. James can hardly be understood without it. The rest of the NT simply fleshes it out. It completes the
grand abundance picture in all its necessary details. The people of God ought
to display it. He addresses, as I argue below, the Church universal, designated
as the Twelve Tribes. And Church history is invited to make this display a
priority. The conclusion of James (Jam. 5:19-20) speaks volumes.
However, there is one additional item to be settled. As we shall see below, there is no unanimity about the genre James is likely to represent. It has
been variously characterized as paraenesis, as a diatribe, or as wisdom literature. Mostly, however, it is regarded as a letter that has, a.o. paraenetic, diatribal, and wisdom features. The latter seems basically correct. In fact, there is
reason to believe that we can assert this with a good deal of justification in
the light of 1 Peter 4:10-11, to be viewed in conjunction with Romans 12:3-8.
1 Peter 4:10 informs us that in terms of mutual internal ecclesiastical ministry
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all church members have received a gift, identified as either a “speaking” or a
“serving” gift. In Romans 12:3-8, “prophecy” and “service” which are both
abstract nouns and as such refer to gift areas appear to run parallel to the two
items that are mentioned by Peter. Paul subsequently breaks down the gift in
the speaking area as “teaching” and “exhorting,” and the gift in the service
area as “sharing,” “caring,” and “showing mercy.” This seems a fair inference
from the fact that the latter five are couched in concrete terms, and refer to
individuals who operate in the gift areas (See Topical Focus #16: Teaching
in the NT, for further details). If this is correct, it has a high degree of probability that James was graced with an exhorting gift. His Epistle, then, could be
characterized as a “Letter of Exhortation.” This would preempt a discussion
on “genre,” which would put him in too much of a generic straightjacket. It
also would more than adequately explain the content and style of James.
Since exhortation covers a wide range of expression, whether spoken or written, inclusive of, but not confined to, encouraging, guiding, directing, urging,
restraining, admonishing, and rebuking, it stands to reason that we encounter
a wide variety of features, such as imperatives (lots of them), imaginary participants, lively interactions, pithy statements, pointed remarks, etc., that either resemble, or are also found in genres, such as paraenesis, diatribe and
wisdom literature. In short, in the light of all this, it makes eminent sense to
conclude that James is a letter of exhortation with many facets, even as it displays the exquisite structure, as I argue below, of what we may call a remarkably systematic treatment of the New-Covenantal doctrine of sanctification.
In fact, the structural treatment provides the foundation and framework for
the exhortations and in this way gives them a cohesive full-orbedness that in a
real sense is bigger than life. At the same time the graphic exhortations light
up the doctrinal structure and bring it to soaring applicatory life. All this turns
James into “A Well-Structured and Logically-Developed Letter of MultiFaceted Exhortation with a view to Systematic, Consistent, and Purposeful
Godliness as a Matter of Life and Death en route to Ultimate Perfection.”9 It
9

Bauckham, 13, designates James as a “Paraenetic Encyclical,” “offering ethical exhortation
or advice on the conduct of life.” It is “in form and content a ‘real’ letter,” whether it was actually “mailed out” or not. The designation of a “paraenetical encyclical” as it deals with
“concrete problems like testing faith, wisdom, anger, compassion, the poor, envy, the rich,
and praying for the sick” is adopted by McKnight, 13, as well. Hartin, 11-15 calls it a “Protreptic Discourse” in the form of a letter (So also Johnson, 24). Paraenesis, then, is defined as
“a form of address which not only commends, but actually enumerates precepts or maxims
which pertain to moral aspiration and the regulation of human conduct,” while “protreptic
discourse” is said to “contain a sustained argument that seeks to develop the theme more fully
through a ‘demonstration which is stylistically expressed in a clear, logical, and syllogistic
manner.” Both paraenesis and protreptic discourse are presented as a sub-category of “wisdom literature.” See also McCartney, 42-43, on the difference of the two. Paraenesis supposedly “states a case,” but without “a thematic unity,” while protreptic discourse seeks to “persuade the audience to make a change in behavior.” James may well be a combination of the
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is noteworthy that in the end he enlists his readers as co-laborers in the great
Exhortation Enterprise, undoubtedly with his Epistle as authoritative model,
precisely because this Enterprise is a matter of life and death and concerns
matters of life and death (Jam. 5:19-20). The early Evangelism Explosion
(Acts 2:41; 11:21) and Edification Explosion (Acts 6:4; 11:26), with which
James was intimately acquainted, must be complemented with an Exhortation
Explosion (Heb. 3:13) for the Church of Christ to retain its vigor, to remain in
motion, and to sustain its progress!
In terms of both epistolary structure and graphic application, James does
not leave too many stones unturned. However, the ones he does leave unturned simply do not fit into his programmatic approach, and do not need to
be turned for him to reach his objective, to be defined in detail below. Of
course, where the rest of the NT deems this necessary, it progressively fleshes
out what remains unmentioned or untreated in James. At any rate, James
stands on its own two feet, and cannot be put in a pre-fabricated generic box.
It is the better part of wisdom to leave it at this (See for further corroborating
details the upcoming A. General Introduction under heading 3. Systematic
Composition, and especially, Richardson, 28-29, who comes roughly to the
same conclusion that James is basically an Epistle of Exhortation)!
As we will see in greater detail below, one of the earlier and more influential commentaries on James, authored by Dibelius, is by now universally
recognized as dead wrong when he virtually declared it to be a hodge-podge
of unrelated topics. However, this utterly correct criticism more often than
not seems to obscure the fact how dead (read: live) on he was in characterizing James as paraenesis, that is, as “exhortation.” To be sure, Dibelius went
more than a mite too far to declare it a trailblazing evidence of an exhortation
genre, possibly the first of its kind in the NT. But the focus of the Epistle is,
indeed, paraenesis virtually from beginning to end. This may never be forgotten. Obviously the Church stood, and apparently still stands, in great need of
exhortation, which must be a daily affair (Heb. 3:13), for the Holy Spirit to
start off the NT with James’ “challenging” (Hartin, 5) clarion call, if not
trumpet blast, as its first written document. Even if Dibelius’ contribution is
acknowledged in a matter of fact fashion, it is all too often only to pay lip
service to it, in fact, definitely so if it is not combined with an explicit recognition of the awesome biblical depth of this trumpet blast as a matter of life
and death (See also McCartney, 41-43)!
Frankly, emphatically to identify James as a (master) “exhorter” and his
letter as a (model) “exhortation” is meant to be much more than an additional
two. It is very much akin to the latter, but at the same time states a number of cases, be it under the well-organized umbrella of practical godliness that safeguards its thematic unity!
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piece of information, an interpretive “nicety.” It is to call attention to the fact
that James belongs to a pulsating category of people in the Church that is “a
breed apart” (See also Topical Focus #16: Teaching in the NT). They invariably, and at times bluntly, call a biblical spade a biblical spade, and cogently
drive the truth home to the hearts and lives of people with discriminating and
applicatory force, and more often than not are regarded as exemplifying
“harsh rhetoric” (McKnight, 3) by a retrograde audience. They are by definition implication-visionaries who in anticipation have a sharp eye both for the
consequences of an improper interpretation of Scripture and for the outcome
of inappropriate action as well as inaction, and are therefore equipped effectively to lay both of them out in advance. More precisely, such an anticipatory 20-20 vision is presented as an essential mark of an exhorter. Hebrews
calls for daily exhortation to escape the deadly deceitfulness of sin (Heb.
3:13). Peter informs his readers that unstable and unlearned folk will twist
difficult passages in Paul to their own destruction (2 Pet. 3:16). Jesus warns
the Church that to divorce itself from its first love is to forfeit its future (Rev.
2:4) and to purr in lukewarm, spiritual anemia is to be spewed out (Rev.
3:16). So James, in the footsteps of the Master-Exhorter and in league with
his fellow-exhorters, time and again sketches the reality of self-deception
(Jam. 1:22, 26), holds out the prospect of subsequent judgment (Jam. 2:13;
3:1; 5:1, 9), and is willing to speak in terms of life and death (Jam. 5:19-20).
It is the very vision of these “implications” that drives biblical visionaryexhorters to their “stock-in-trade.” The Church “desperately” needs them in
order to advance. Teachers build a net work of highways in order to make a
traffic flow possible and so to facilitate and direct it. Exhorters stimulate the
traffic flow, accelerate it, and bring it up to “rush hour” speed, so that it
moves as “far” (Rom. 15:24, 28), as “fast” (Rom. 1:1; 15:23), and as “furious” (Rom. 1:11; 15:22) as is either possible or necessary in order to avoid a
debilitating “stand still” gridlock. They do not just call folks to come out of
their comfort zones, but challenge them that they should not have any comfort zones whatsoever because these are idolatrous in their very essence. It is
as simple as that. Folks with an evangelistic gift have “sleepless and tearful
nights,” when they encounter evident lethargy in evangelistic outreach. A
Church with an indifferent disregard toward the lost and only 5% of its members (the national average!) regularly sharing their faith is heading for dark
days. Folks with a teaching gift are tearfully “up in arms,” when they see the
glorious truth of God’s Word ignored, curtailed or twisted. A Church that refuses to be a pillar and bastion of the truth is bound to pay a heavy price.
Folks with a serving gift are “in tearful distress,” when the needy are systematically ignored. A Church that refuses to share, to care, or to show mercy
deceives itself with all that this entails. Similarly, folks with an exhorting gift
are in “tearful anguish” when they continuously run into a refusal to move
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“far, fast and furious.” A Church that remains on dead center has no future.
Regrettably, in the context of James, exhorters seem to be in short supply! It
may well be that because of James’ “bite,” his “seeming harshness,” “this towering figure in the earliest church” soon became “the ignored leader,” who
eventually saw his Epistle downgraded to “the ‘junk mail’ of the New Testament” (See McKnight, 9, for these characterizations). If this is correct, God
may have mercy upon his Church, because it is bound to repeat this suicidal
cold-shouldering, if not aversion, disdain, rejection and “sacking,” of exhorters when they are most needed!
Candidly, it is remarkable that in extended “concerts of Revival prayer”
participants who are fully and properly conscious of their gift invariably seem
to reflect this. They, indeed, “shed tears” in their thirst to be effective in the
area in which God has graced them, whether “evangelism,” “speaking” or
“serving.” Others seem to confine themselves to what may be designated as
“a mixed array of unrelated particulars.” This is far from a pejorative remark.
Every “particular” that Scripture legitimizes as a topic or objective for prayer
does, and must be received and treated with respect. Still, failure to transcend
this level does not bode well for the Church that has the robust Kingdom
mandate “not to rest and not to take rest until “Jerusalem,” the House of God,
the Body of Christ and the Temple of the Holy Spirit, is established as the
praise in the earth” (Is. 62:6-7). From this perspective James’ words light up,
“‘You do not see this happening because you do not ask,’ and if you, regrettably, were to register your protest and were to insist that you do ask, I would
have no interest in denying this, but would request you at the same time to
examine yourself to find out how often you pray in order to ‘devour’ the outcome ‘upon your self-centered lusts and pleasures,’ possibly to conclude that
this is routinely the case” (Jam. 4:3)!
This bewildering picture that is apparently far from an isolated incident
underscores the necessity of “ministerial tears.” If Scripture means anything,
“sowing in tears” is utterly necessary “in order to reap in joy” (Ps. 126:5).
“This is the divine edict. This is more than preaching with zeal. This is more
than scholarly exposition. This is more than delivering sermons of exegetical
exactitude and homiletical perfection.” The following quotation seems to arrive at the level of James’ Epistle, fully in the spirit of Psalm 137:1, “By the
rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept!” “The true man of God is
heartsick. Grieved at the worldliness of the Church. Grieved at the blindness
of the Church. Grieved at the corruption of the Church. Grieved at the toleration of sin in the Church. Grieved at the prayerlessness of the Church. He is
disturbed that the corporate prayer of the Church no longer pulls down the
strongholds of the devil. He is embarrassed that the Church folks no longer
cry in their despair before a devil-ridden, sin-mad society, ‘Why could we not
cast him out?’ (Mt. 17:19) … Many of us have no heartsickness for the for107

mer glory of the Church (The Middle East, Europe, USA, Korea), because we
have never known what true revival is … (But) have we no tears for memories? … Great revivalists—Evan Roberts, Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield—were all great reapers in public because they were all great weepers in
private … Oh, for a generation of preachers who will daringly and desperately pray with Jeremiah, ‘Oh, that my head were waters, and mine eyes a fountain of tears, that I might weep day and night for the slain of the daughter of
my people!’ (Jer. 9:1)” (Ravenhill, Revival God’s Way, 69-74; see also Ravenhill, America is Too Young to Die, 91-95). Let me remind potential skeptics in this context that one must be blind not to be aware of the numerous
analogical situations that warrant Jeremiah’s tears. In fact, anyone whose
heart is set on constant “reaping” is by definition aware of the necessity of
constant “weeping.” Also in this regard there is no “crown” without a “cross.”
So there is no excuse for any skepticism, none whatsoever!
At any rate, the Church would do well to listen carefully to the message
of James as an integral part of a Maintenance Ministry and, if necessary, a
Recovery Mode, and so to recognize his letter as an authoritative model to
emulate, if it wishes to retain or regain Revival Status, that is, to survive and
flourish! One may well wonder what would have happened in the Middle
East and in the Western World, if throughout the centuries the Church would
have embodied the inerrant Message of James, the first Visionary-MasterExhorter who “unburdened” himself in written form in the NT canon in order
to maintain or regain Revival status, just as his counterpart Habakkuk “unburdened” (See Hab. 1:1) himself toward the close of the OT era in order to
attain this very same status (See Hab. 3:2). The Church better deeply respects, wholeheartedly embraces, and passionately reflects the “burden” of
both these men in its life and its ministry, inclusive of its commentaries!
From time to time this “burden” comes to anguished expression in a cry
from the heart, “God have mercy; send us prophets!” The rationale is as follows, “The prophet in his day is fully accepted of God and totally rejected by
men …He is aware of both these experiences. They are his ‘brand name’ …
The group challenged by the prophet because they are smug and comfortably
insulated from a perishing world in their warm but untested theology are not
likely to vote him ‘man of the year’… His work is to call into line those who
are out of line! He is unpopular because he opposes the popular in morality
and spirituality …The function of the prophet ‘has always been that of recovery’ … Compromise is not known to him. He has no price tags … He
marches to another drummer … He is a ‘seer’ who comes to lead the blind …
He is forthright and outright, but claims no birthright … His message is ‘repent or else’ … He is the villain of today and the hero of tomorrow … He is
excommunicated while alive and exalted when dead … He is against the ‘establishment’ in ministry; then he is established as a ‘saint’ by posterity …
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Daily he eats the bread of affliction while he ministers, but he feeds the Bread
of Life to those who listen … He announces, pronounces and denounces …
He has a heart like a volcano and his words are as fire … He hides with God
in the ‘secret place,’ but he has nothing to hide in the marketplace …He has
passion, purpose, and pugnacity … He is ‘ordained’ of God but disdained by
men … There is a terrible vacuum in Evangelical Christianity today. The
missing person in our ranks is the prophet. The man with a terrible earnestness ... The man rejected by other men, even other good men (sic!), because
they consider him too austere, too severely committed, too negative, and unsociable. Let him be plain as John the Baptist. Let him for a season be a voice
crying in the wilderness of modern theology and stagnant churchianity. Let
him be as selfless as Paul the apostle. Let him, too, say, and live, ‘this one
thing I do’ (Phil. 3:13) … Let him reject ecclesiastical favors … Let him be
self-abasing, nonself-righteous, nonself-promoting … Let him come daily
from the throne room of a holy God, the place where he has received the order of the day … Let him, under God, unstop the ears of the millions who are
deaf through the clatter of shekels milked from this hour of material mesmerism. Let him cry with a voice this century has not heard because he has seen a
vision no man in this century has seen. God send us this Moses to lead us
from the wilderness of crass materialism, where the rattlesnakes of lust and
where enlightened men, totally blind spiritually, lead us to an ever nearing
Armageddon. God have mercy; send us prophets!” (Ravenhill, America is
Too Young to Die, 23-28).
This anguished cry should echo in our souls, and through us reverberate
into both Church and world! The author could have added, “Send us men in
the uncompromising footsteps of James, Men of Tender Love in Tough Pursuit of Total Holiness!” Frankly, this reference to James prompts me to suggest a small but significant refinement of the above quotation, as well a necessary addition. First, then, the refinement! The call for “prophets” may well
sound somewhat ethereal. However indispensable, they are ultimately appointed by God, and who would be so bold to present himself as such? This
might well elicit the charge of self-promotion, and could function as the rationale (pretext?) to dismiss him out of hand! However, our author could have
made a biblically compelling case, if he had called for the mercy of providing
“Exhorters,” “Implication-Visionaries!” After all, God has enjoined the
Church to “Exhort Daily” (Heb. 3:13). He also has adorned large numbers of
his people with the “Gift of Exhortation.” This, not so incidentally, as we
shall see below, is the second subdivision under the category of “prophecy,”
mentioned by Paul (Rom. 12:6b, 7b, 8a; see the explanation above), and further identified as “speaking the oracles of God” by Peter (1 Pet. 4:11a). At
any rate, not to act upon God’s marching order or to exercise God’s gift pertaining to “exhorting” and “exhortation” would be a flagrant dereliction of
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duty, a blatant disobedience. AWOL in either instance would constitute both
the uncontestable blame and the equally uncontestable shame of the Church,
and warrant an ongoing call to repentance until a blameworthy and shameful
Church would both dissolve in the tears and turn to the godliness that are
commensurate to repentance (Mt. 3:8; Lk. 3:7-14)! In short, the call for God’s
Mercy in Sending Hands-On Exhorters cannot be dismissed by anyone. In the
abstract, “prophets” are a rare breed and the call for them at best a possibility
proposition. In the concrete, however, the Church has the responsibility, is
duty bound, to exhort and to identify the gift of exhortation, that is, to “grow”
or produce exhorters. Without these Implication-Visionaries with their “immediate” (Heb. 3:7) and “non-stop” (Heb. 13:22) exhortations the “hardening
through the deceitfulness of sin” (Heb. 3:13) is inevitable, a foregone conclusion. This should be quite sufficient to send the chills up and down the spine
of the Church and to prompt it out of its prevailing lethargy without delay.
Now on to the addition! It should help us understand that Ravenhill’s
“prophets” are a “live option” and help pave the way for them to become a
“living reality!” In fact, it seeks to explain that his “prophets” are by definition a robust, God-given, “NT reality” and should make an equally robust
“godly appearance” to ensure a “robust ecclesiastical future.” As was stated
already, “exhortation” is the second component of the “prophecy” mentioned
by Paul and further defined by Peter. “Teaching” is the first one. I mentioned
already and argue extensively below as well (Topical Focus #16: Teaching
in the NT) that “teaching” is essential for “exhorting.” It lays the foundation
on which exhortation thrives. Teachers do and should intentionally prepare
the way for exhorters. Without the former the latter hang in the air! Why
would anyone listen to exhorters, if the content of their exhortation does not
ring a bell? They will be greeted as “a pain in the neck,” and be treated as
such. So it is by far the better part of wisdom for exhorters, if not equally incumbent upon them, to stand shoulder to shoulder with teachers and to plead
with them to lay the proper platform so that they can function and operate as
they should. At any rate, and come to think about it, it may well be a “miracle” that James the Master-Exhorter was “tolerated” as the “Leader” of the
Jerusalem Church (Acts 15:13)! Imagine being addressed as folks who by definition have tongues full of deadly poison and set on fire by hell (Jam. 3:68), as people who routinely curse men while they bless God (Jam. 3:9-10),
and what may take the cake, as a bunch of “adulterers and adulteresses” (Jam.
4:4) who stand in need to take immediate and drastic action (Jam. 4:7-10) “or
else,” etc., etc. This may well be only a sample of what James’ genuinely
“Beloved Brothers and Sisters” must have been hearing throughout the week
(Heb. 3:13), every time this was called for in the lives of “parishioners” who
fall short of perfection! Candidly, it simply demonstrates that the Jerusalem
Church must have embraced (“prophetic”) Revival Teaching as part of their
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Revival Status so that (“prophetic”) Revival Exhorting was a seamless fit
(See also Acts 15:32 as well as Rom. 15:14!)!10 It appears that unless
10

The “prophecy” in view in the Pauline context of Romans 12:6 is “prophecy” with a small
“p.” This must be sharply distinguished from “Prophecy” with a big “P.” The latter consists of
the promulgation and eventual inscripturation of “New and Immediate Revelation” from God
to man that is recorded in the sixty-six books of the Bible. This revelation is universally and
inviolably binding as the inerrant Word of God due to the agency of the Holy Spirit breathed
upon the human speakers and authors (John 20:22; 2 Pet. 1:21) to guide them into all (spoken
and written) truth as the Spirit of truth (John 14:17; 16:13). Since no one in Church history
can claim to have the Spirit breathed upon them following the demise of the Apostles, this
type of Prophecy has ceased by definition with the completion and closing of the Canon of the
Old and New Testament. The former “prophecy” consists of the “exposition (teaching) and
application (exhorting) of God’s extant Revelation. In the OT the schools of the prophets
were designed to facilitate this. In the NT all of God’s people were drafted and enabled by the
Holy Spirit to be the “prophetic” (teaching and exhorting) mouth pieces of God (Joel 2:28;
Acts 2:18). The term “apostle” shows an analogous pattern. “Apostles” with a big “A,” who
were eyewitnesses of Christ and his ministry (Acts 1:21-22) and were set apart as the human
authors of God’s inerrant Word through the Spirit (John 20:22), are gone. They form the
foundation of the Church (Eph. 2:20). But “apostles” with a small “a,” who are sent on all
types of individual errands continue (Rom. 16:7) as part of the ecclesial superstructure. In
fact, just as all believers are “mouth pieces of God,” so all believers are “missionaries” of
God. “Silent” folks who stay “at home” are essentially AWOL. Incidentally, this understanding of Scripture goes against the grain of what is widely promoted these days as the “FiveFold-Office” structure of the Church, supposedly found in Ephesians 4:11. This teaching,
however, is based upon a misreading of the text and an ignoring of the context. The Greek
text clearly indicates that there are four, not five entities, apostles, prophets, evangelists, and
pastors-teachers. Furthermore, because the context informs us that the apostles and the prophets are foundational for the Church (Eph. 2:20), their work is done and their office has ceased
by definition. This leaves the NT Church with three permanent offices (only), that of evangelists, pastor-teacher/exhorters (Eph. 4:11), also called elders and bishops or overseers (Acts
14:23; 20:17, 28; 1 Tim. 3:1; 5:17; Tit. 1:5) and deacons (Phil. 1:1). They have only delegated
and ministerial rather than original and magisterial authority. That is to say, they have no authority outside and apart from the Word, and must always be and remain under the umbrella
of that Word in word and in deed. As such they must (as overseers) teach and (by example)
train all believers (1 Pet. 5:1-2, 3b) to be unstoppable both as God’s (“prophetic”) mouth
pieces and in running God’s (“apostolic”) errands, imbued with the Holy Spirit! These three
offices are sufficient to guard and guide the Church in its labors to advance the Kingdom. To
allow anyone to function on the level of Prophets with a big “P” and Apostles with a big “A,”
or for anyone to usurp that position of divinely appointed privilege only (Heb. 5:1-4), is in
principle to place the Church under the authority of fallible men. Sooner or later the forbidden
practice of “magisterially lording” it over the people of God (1 Pet. 5:3a) is bound to raise its
ugly head, first in the little things, but eventually in weighty matters. This dreaded kind of autocratic behavior, in fact, any autocratic rule in any context, invariably spells tyranny, disruption and disaster, and therefore must be opposed and rejected unreservedly (Mt. 20:25-28)!
Incidentally, if the church is to function as an army, as it should, evangelists, pastors-teachers,
and deacons must not only be active in their office, that is, evangelize, speak and serve, but as
officers also train each and every member to evangelize, speak, and serve (2 Tim. 2:2). So
believers who present themselves for membership in a Church ought to be informed immediately that the training process starts the moment they are part of the body of the Church.
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Churches are hungry for Revival Status and as an immediate result their
Teachers cannot wait to be complemented by Exhorters as a dire and indispensable necessity by order of God himself, the latter category of people will
be viewed and possibly treated as a threat to their comfort zone and their “relative lethargy.” This will put Revival Status out of reach by definition, undermine any type of effective Maintenance Ministry, and jeopardize even the
teachers’ own attempt to a Recovery Mode, however much undertaken with
honesty and integrity. Without “daily exhortations” (Heb. 3:13) in at least,
and hopefully more than, “a few words (Heb. 13:22) an (already) anemic
Church (Heb. 12:12-13) will never and can never move off “dead center,”
even if it makes marginal or peripheral gains. Always remember that a Revival Church is one that meets, and at the least thirsts to meet, the Benchmark
of Scripture with all its Ten Mighty Characteristics and have them on vivid
display! Remember as well that Biblical Revival rarely starts with “The Establishment,” even if the latter may be “well-intentioned” and often has lots
going for it. At times the ecclesial “bureaucracy” even fought it (See for all
this Acts 4:1ff 5:17ff, as well the Revival historiography of “luminaries,”
such as Luther, Calvin, Whitefield, Wesley, Frelinghuysen, Edwards, etc.,
who lit up the world of their day; see Ward and Wild Wood, The East African
Revival, 20-25, 81, 83, for the tension in East Africa between the “ecclesial
establishment” that insisted on “institutional content, order and control,” on
the one hand, and the Balokole, “the Saved,” who criticized the Obukulu, “the
dead weight of clerical leadership,” and routinely questioned the status of
“people in the wider church,” on the other. Throughout Church history this
has given rise to the two horns of a dilemma that seem to be irreconcilable.
This is the only way to prevent the Church from turning into an entity with a functioning core
that is on the march and a non-functioning periphery that is routinely AWOL with all that this
entails. Apart from the frightening danger to which all who are AWOL expose themselves and
their immediate environment, whether short term or in the long run, this scenario inevitably
produces a serious, and at times deadly, drag upon the Church, and sooner or later leads just
as inevitably to the necessity of an utterly regrettable Recovery Mode. Also in this setting an
ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure! Basic training consists of five phases: teaching
“in the classroom,” modeling by the trainers “in the field,” observing of the trainees “in their
practicum,” refining of the trainees by the trainers “in personal interviews,” and, last but not
least, certifying the trainees for fully active service “as members of the body of the Church”
(Eph. 4:11-16). This turns the Church into a veritable beehive of (hectic) activity in which
everyone does his duty. That this is costly in terms of time and energy is beyond dispute. But
no seed has ever produced fruit, until it dies first (John 12:24). Let’s face it! An army that is
not running boot camps 24/7, does not constantly upgrade its soldiers, and does not engage its
lethal enemy in all-out battle has not much of a future. In fact, it is a disgrace. So both the
leaders and members of the Church might as well make up their minds whether they want the
(eternal) smile or frown of God upon their lives and ministry! But more later about the distinction between “Apostles”/“Prophets” and “apostles”/”prophets” as well as the “training” of
the membership of the Church with a view to determine the “spiritual gift” that each member
has received (See specifically Topical Focus #16: Teaching in the NT).
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Without an ecclesiastical Establishment there would be no “today,” however
anemic this may be. This calls for at least a good measure of gratitude, and
certainly should prevent anyone from ever “spitting in one’s nest” in a judgmental fashion, to which we all can easily succumb. However, with this Establishment there often seems to be no thriving or even viable “tomorrow.”
At the least this calls for decisive warning shots before the bow of the
Church, which are not often welcomed and go too often unheeded. Incidentally, in such situations the final outcome has rarely been “peaceful.”
This regularly recurring predicament in Church history is underscored in
the following analysis by an otherwise quite irenic individual, “‘Reformers’
are misunderstood and judged wrongly by their contemporaries ... The pattern
is always the same … A reformer is described as brilliant, but a loner … He
is (allegedly) suspicious, vehement, sharp, absolutistic; everywhere he sees
corruption, decay, a process of undermining; he is aggressive; he always
wants his own way … In this regard a disciple is not greater than his Lord ...
(At any rate) such has ever been the outlook of people who have no ideas that
the Holy Spirit uses human beings, as a workman puts on his clothes, when
he undertakes to reform his church. It is such workmen who have been ‘put
on’ by the Holy Spirit that we cannot find anywhere today. This is the saddest
evidence of our spiritual decline” (Geoffrey Thomas, “Where are the Reformers?” in Reformation & Revival, Vol. 1, No 1 (Winter 1992), 78-79)! Let us
keep this in the forefront of our mind when later in this Commentary we begin to listen to James as the Master “Reformer-Exhorter!”
In sum and substance, therefore, it is of the utmost significance to plead
with God for a twofold mercy! “Send us tandems of Teachers and Exhorters!” They are indispensable to each other. Without exhorters the Church
may not even move at a snail’s pace. But without teachers the Church is oblivious about the direction in which it must move. The Church ever stands simultaneously in “desperate” need of both, and both teachers and exhorters
better recognize that they stand in “desperate” need of each other.
So, in order to see the fully biblical factuality and mandate of Ravenhill’s
“NT prophets” become a living and observable reality as a matter of life and
death, let all of us, the whole Church, “Establishment” and all, pray incessantly, “God, have mercy. Send us Revival Teachers! God, have mercy. Send us
Revival Exhorters! And, by all means, fill both of them with the Word (Col.
3:16) so that they will divinely impress and impact us with the whole counsel
of God (Acts 20:27; Jam. 1:19-20), and set both of them ablaze with the Spirit
(Eph. 5:18) so that they will divinely impress and empower us to act upon the
whole counsel of God (Jam. 1:22-25). God, have mercy! Surely, ‘the floods
have lifted up, O Lord, the floods have lifted up their voice; the floods lift up
their roaring. But the Lord on high is mightier than the thunder of many waters, mightier than the waves of the sea’” (Ps. 93:3-4)!
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To recognize the urgent necessity of this kind of prayers in total dependence upon God alone, let us listen to the apostle Paul in his Epistle to the
Romans. He pleads with his readers “to agonize (italics, mine) with him in
their prayers for him” (Rom. 15:30) so that his ministry will not be stalled by
wretched sinners (“those in Judea who do not believe”) and be “acceptable to
the saints” (“in Jerusalem”) (Rom. 15:31). Apparently even “saints” are not
always as “saintly” as they ought to be. In this context “exhorters” and “exhortations” may well face the greatest challenge. Again and again they are liable at the end of the day to run into good people for whom, and face good
situations in which, “the good proves to be the enemy of the best.” Numerous
are the “good” people in whom, and the “good” situations in which, defense
mechanisms are triggered or (great) offense is taken at the slightest hint that
there may still be “something rotten in the state of Denmark.” Let James cure
all of us once and for all of the conviction that we are ever “good enough”
(esp. Jam. 1:21a) and subsequently make us hunger and thirst for “implication-visionary exhorters” and “implication-visionary exhortations” to expend
themselves “cheerfully” (Heb. 13:17) as a matter of life and death, and subsequently to imitate them (1 Thess. 1:6; Heb. 13:7). If such hunger and thirst
would prevail, “exhorters” no longer would have to walk on eggshells to get
their message across, but be welcomed with open arms. Here is an additional
reason to plead with God for the mercy of “Revival Teachers” who can, do,
and must lay the foundation for “Revival-Exhorters” to make full proof of
their divinely assigned function and “ministry” in the body of Christ (2 Tim.
4:5d). The latter must be ever “watchful” and “endure hardships” (1 Tim.
4:5a, b), and may not take rest until the fullness of the Word Taught (Jam.
1:19-21) turns into the fullness of the Word Practiced (Jam. 1:22-25). The
bottom line is this. If James means anything to us both as the human author of
the first installment of the inerrant NT Scripture and as an Exhorter-Model for
the Church of Christ, we will begin to understand that and why everyone always does and must move too slowly to folks with the gift of exhortation, including, if not first of all, “the man in the mirror.” As a result the exhorter’s
“one and only” message is and should be with regard to every taught or read
Word of God, with the full recognition that this must be rooted in “overflowing goodness” and done with “overflowing knowledge” (Rom. 15:14),
“Move, Move, MOVE, MOVE!” Or in the footsteps of Paul, “Move as ‘far’
(Rom. 15:24, 28), as ‘fast’ (Rom. 1:13; 15:22), and as ‘furiously’ (Rom. 1:15)
as you possibly can (if not ‘farther,’ ‘faster,’ and ‘more furiously’)!” There is
every reason for this summons. After all, “We need a sweeping, weeping,
reaping revival in America” (James O. Davis, co-founder of the Billion Soul
Network). “The sins that used to embarrass us now entertain us; the sins that
used to make us weep now make us laugh; the sins that used slink down back
alleys now parade down Main Street. We will either have revival or face ruin
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in this generation.” Of course, every believer is summoned to exhort (Heb.
3:13). So in (Biblical) principle everyone must always move too slowly for
everyone! However, first of all James and then in his footsteps every man or
woman with an exhorting “gift/niche” sets the tone, blazes the trail, and provides an exhorting model for all others “daily” to emulate joyfully and effectively. Frankly, all believers who recognize that they are both “awesome” and
“awful” will be quite eager to do so. What greater delight can there be than to
become “more awesome” and less “awful” in the eyes of God (Phil. 3:1314)? At any rate, in such scenario there will be no “eggshells!” At the least,
every prayerful attempt will be made purposefully to remove them, even if it
can never be done perfectly! Of course, it will serve as “preventive medicine”
for “exhorters” to understand that “exhortation” in Scripture is a broad concept. It can run the gamut from “consolation” to “encouragement,” “instruction,” “admonition” and “rebuke,” whatever is needed. But invariably its
avowed aim is to make believers “move, move, MOVE, MOVE.” At any rate,
exhorters do not always (need to) come out with “all guns blazing!”
Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians underscores this general scenario.
His readers are quite clearly “awesome.” Paul had preached the Gospel to
them, not in word only, but in power, in the Holy Spirit, with rock like assurance, and at the same time with gentleness as a father or nursing mother takes
care of children, eager to wake up for them in the middle of the night. In the
process they turned away from idols to serve the living and true God, became
imitators of Paul and of the Lord, as he took on “flesh and blood” in him,
having received the Word in much affliction with the joy of the Holy Spirit,
were models in sounding forth the Word of God from the deep South to the
far North, and could not wait for Jesus to return, loving him and each other
passionately (1 Thess. 1:5-10; 2:7-11; 4:9). Awesome, indeed! But far from
perfect! What may bewilder folks who do not grasp the biblical complementarity of truth, he simultaneously was praying night and day to return to them,
to see their face, and “to start perfecting what was lacking in their faith” (1
Thess. 3:10). Paul targets a broad array of areas, holiness, especially sexual
holiness, love, orderly conduct, work ethics, meddling, care for brothers and
sisters, joy, prayer, gratitude, the Holy Spirit, etc. (1 Thess. 3:10-13; 4:1-12;
5:12-22). In some of the areas mentioned in this list, which clearly was not
meant to be exhaustive, the Thessalonians showed progress (2 Thess. 1:3),
but in others they ended up even more wanting than before (2 Thess. 3:7-12).
But whatever the outcome of Paul’s exhortations, it is crystal clear that to be
“impressive” and to be “deficient,” potentially or actually, in “lots of areas”
are inseparable. They go hand in hand not just in the Thessalonians but in all
God’s people without exception. Candidly, virtually all of the epistles of Paul
testify to the symbiotic relationship of these two realities. So to recognize
both is to be ever “thankful and productive” (“impressive”) and at the same
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time to be constantly on guard against pride and incessantly to invite exhortation (“deficient”)!
It is argued that broken systems, even if they are generally acknowledged
as such, will not and cannot be repaired unless and until the triad of where,
why, and how they are broken is unambiguously identified. Well, Revival
“teachers” are and must be so full-orbed and penetrating in their “teaching”
that deficiencies are immediately recognizable, the triad of the where, why,
and how is obvious to everyone, the confronted heart of the audience responds at once, and the hunger for the remedy is instantaneous. This and this
only lays the foundation for Revival “exhorters” to have their indispensable
input that will be received with open arms, and results in the necessary repairs
(“Recovery Mode”), in a commitment to stay the course (“Maintenance Ministry”), or in a heartening growth pattern (“Revival status”). This “state of affairs” does and should give Ravenhill’s cry for God’s mercy in granting
“prophets,” “(prophetic) teachers and exhorters” such an inspiring and beckoning depth perspective that it prompts the total Church to join him in his
pleading with the utmost of urgency as an unquestionable matter of life and
death, whether short term or in the long run! We should never get over the
fact that the “troubles” in three of the seven churches, addressed by Jesus in
Revelation 2-3, already appeared “deadly” (Rev. 2:5; 3:1, 16) twenty to forty
years after their inception, depending upon the date of Revelation. Two others
had an “awful” streak in them that called for a selective “death penalty” (Rev.
2:14-16; 20-24). Only the remaining two received a clean bill of health (Rev.
2:8-11; 3:7-13). But apparently even this did not last “forever!” If all this
does not shake us to the core and make us join Ravenhill, nothing will!
To complete this introduction one more item must pass in review. It has
correctly been observed that “James does not show a desire to extend the
message beyond the confines of the community or to evangelize the world”
(Hartin, 289). Therefore, however attractive a proposed heading of James’
closing summons (Jam. 5:19-20) may be, namely “The Great Commission,”
alluding to Matthew 28:19-20, it is not altogether accurate. The “Great Commission” has two aspects. Christ commands his Church not to let up in “making disciples (of all nations),” and not to let up “in training all disciples (in the
Church).” So the specific focus of James in the body of his Epistle is the
“Great Commission,” all right, but decidedly in its second aspect only! This
makes eminent sense, since his “niche” is exhortation that seeks to make
folks “observe whatever God has commanded them,” or in Paul’s terminology, “to make them obedient, sanctified (of course) by the Holy Spirit” (Rom.
15:16). But in the conclusion of his Epistle his focus is the second aspect of
the Great Commission as well. He implies, however, that this “Great Commission” is really the “Grand Command.” It is not really a “Commission,”
meant for “officers only.” He emphasizes the indispensable significance of a
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fully operational and functional “community” of believers, who stand shoulder to shoulder in an indomitable zeal that translates Revival status into a
continuous joint “Maintenance ministry” and, if needs be, into a pointed joint
“Recovery mode” as two central dimensions of their faith. In other words, the
focus of the second part of the Grand Command is the “training of all disciples in the Church through the Church” (Eph. 4:15-16), be it with officers
as leaders, models and trainers (Eph. 4:11-13; Rom. 15:16; 1 Thess. 1:6).
Candidly, without such decentralizing and decentralized “broad side” training
the Church is doomed (See Hartin, 287, with reference to Jam. 1:27; 2:1-7;
2:8; 2:14-19; 3:1-12). This is why James concludes with both an awesome vision and a solemn mandate of “communal pastoral care” for those who have
“lost their fire and direction” and are tottering on the brink of destruction.
“Without a doubt the ending of the letter reflects the tone of a leader who is
vitally concerned about (all) the members of the (Christian Diaspora!) community and is encouraging (exhorting!) all of them to imbibe the same (burning!) concern and responsibility” (Hartin, 289). Incidentally, to hold forth that
James 5:19-20 is no more than a “random” addition and “unconnected to
what precedes it” (McKnight, 452) borders on the incredulous, if not the preposterous. It may well indicate a profound failure to grasp both the implication-visionary heart and mind of James that comes to such awesome expression in his Epistle as well as the searching breadth and depth of this Epistle
which climaxes in a conclusion that calls for its echo to reverberate throughout the centuries with eternity at stake. For all practical purposes James demands from his readers that they carry out the very “daily exhortation” that
he himself exemplifies throughout his Epistle in order to stave off any and all
types of “hardening by the deceitfulness of sin” that will lead to a “departure
from the living God (Heb. 3:12-13). As such it is a clarion call by a MasterModel-Exhorter to the total Church diligently to follow in his footsteps with
his own “God-breathed Exhortation” as guide and guard. From this perspective the conclusion of James presents us with a pulsating closure that seamlessly fits a pulsating Epistle. It is the perfect point of a perfect sword that
perfectly aims at the heart of the Church to attain, retain, or regain Revival
Status, ever to be engaged in a Maintenance Ministry of the highest caliber,
and ever to be poised to adopt a Recovery Mode, whenever this is called for,
ultimately, as Church history testifies, as a matter of life and death!
But be all this as it may, this is not to imply that James ignores or downplays the first aspect of the “Grand Command.” The two aspects of this
“Command,” both of which demand the involvement of all believers (Acts
8:4; 11:19) as well as their officers (Acts 13:1-3), go hand in hand. In fact,
without the first one, the second one hangs in the air, if it even makes sense.
James’ allegiance to his Elder Brother as Lord and Savior (Jam. 1:1) is such
that he would wholeheartedly have embraced the Gospels, each of which car117

ry a “Grand Command” (Mt. 28:19-20; Mk. 16:15; Lk. 24:46-48; John
20:21), as the broader framework of his Epistle and as a result would have
spurred on all members of the Christian community without exception to abandon themselves to Gospel outreach (Acts 1:8; 4:31) as well as Gospel
Maintenance and Gospel Recovery. After all, without Gospel Outreach Gospel Maintenance/Recovery dries up. In the course of Church history thousands of Churches have died out and had to close their doors. Similarly without Gospel Maintenance/Recovery Gospel Outreach vanishes. Church history
can equally attest to thousands of Churches that “disappeared into the closet”
with such a “deafening silence” that it came back to haunt them (into oblivion). In his “daily” exhortation (Heb. 3:13) James would have gladly bound
it on the heart of the Church as a whole to “leave the ninety-nine behind and
to go after the one that is lost” (Mt. 18:10-14; Lk. 15:1-7) in Gospel Outreach
as well as in Gospel Maintenance and Recovery (See also Hartin, 288). At
any rate, since all subsequent literature in the NT may well have functioned
as a more or less elaborate series of footnotes on his Epistle, he would have
welcomed all of its components with open arms as awesome “collaborators”
in the Grand Ministry of Maintenance and Recovery that was so dear to his
heart, unmistakably once again as a matter of life and death!
Of course, and in conclusion, it has not gone unnoticed that not only
James but much of the epistolary literature in the NT appears to display a lack
of emphasis, a seemingly strange silence, about the opening part of the
“Grand Command,” “Make disciples of all nations” (Mt. 28:19). The only
appropriate explanation for this phenomenon is the following. While “the
making of disciples” (Acts 14:21) is foundational for “the training of disciples” (Acts14:22), the latter is equally foundational for the latter. If the
Church is in disarray, in a near bankrupt state of “lovelessness” (Rev. 2:4),
“lifelessness” (Rev. 3:1), or “listlessness” (Rev. 3:16), how can we expect the
opening part of the “Grand Command” to come into its own? In such scenario
(fresh) repentance with a view to (fresh) forgiveness through the blood and
(fresh) holiness through the Spirit of Christ would be the first order of business (Rev. 1:5; 2:2-3; 3:19). Once these are in evidence (Acts 2:42-47a), “daily additions to the Church of those who are being saved” (Acts 2:47b; 16:5)
will soon be or become commonplace again (See also John 14:12). In short,
the painstaking and enduring emphasis upon the second part of the Grand
Command cannot but serve the purpose of a vigorous first part! After all, the
emphasis upon its first part is and ought to be fully an essential element of the
content of its second part. In short, for God’s people to “make disciples” is an
indispensable and enduring component in their “training as disciples!”
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A. GENERAL INTRODUCTION
The General Introduction to this Commentary consists of four sections, entitled, Select Bibliography, Hermeneutical Approach, Systematic Composition, and Biblical Setting. All of these sections aim to serve the threefold purpose of the interpretation, understanding and application of the text of James.
A word or two on each section is in place to provide a quick overview that
should facilitate the processing of the content of this Introduction.
1. The Select Bibliography consists of a number of volumes that I have
carefully examined with a dual objective in mind. The first objective was to
help me obtain an effective grasp of the introductory material of the Epistle of
James, such as the identity of its author and addressees, the date and purpose
of its publication, its relationship to the OT as well as to the Founder of
Christianity, its place and function in the NT canon, its genre and its linguistic characteristics, its historical setting and its rhetorical features, its structure
and its composition, and last but not least, its acceptance by the early Church
and its role in the history of interpretation. The study of the introductory material at times led to surprising and far-reaching conclusions.
The second objective was to assist me in an enhanced interpretation, a
sharpened understanding and a more incisive application of the Epistle.
Throughout the Commentary, I have made copious references to the existing
literature, commentaries as well as auxiliary monographs and articles, where I
felt that this made a difference in establishing or corroborating the meaning of
the text, in coming to grips with or elucidating its content, and accentuating
or driving home its message. These references are also inserted to so whet the
appetite of serious students of James that they cannot wait to start delving into the volumes from which they are taken.
I have encountered many a gem in my study of the various commentaries
and auxiliary works, too many to enumerate, but only quoted the ones I regarded to be the most illuminating for the interpretation, the most striking for
the understanding, and the most penetrating for the application of the text.
References to the various volumes mentioned in the Bibliography are found
in the text of the Commentary by author and page number. Incidental references to other works are footnoted.
2. The Hermeneutical Approach presents the philosophico-theological
background as well as the salient characteristics of both the critical and noncritical interpretation of Scripture. Careful attention is given to the description
of three (!) hermeneutical circles/spirals, which correspond to the already
mentioned interpretation (the circle of the mind), understanding (the circle of
the heart) and application of the text (the circle of life). I regard these three
circles, which should function as upward spirals, both basic and pivotal for
these three undertakings. It will enable the Bible expositor to “experience”
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the text in 3-D. I argue, however, that these circles can only function and
come into their own in the context of a biblical mindset that makes every
thought captive to the obedience of Christ (2 Cor. 10:5; spiral of the mind),
and therefore in the context of biblical regeneration (2 Cor. 3:15-16; 4:4-6;
spiral of the heart) as its starting point, and of biblical sanctification (John
7:17; spiral of life) as its goal. This implies that Scripture ultimately does and
must remain a “closed book” to critical scholarship in its deepest substance,
as well as in its dynamic and purpose.11
I conclude this section with a brief sketch of what I hold to be the contours of a Biblical Hermeneutics, applicable both to Scripture in general and
to James in particular. In fact, only as such Hermeneutics arises from the totality of Scripture, can it do justice to Scripture in its totality!12 Any other
11

There may well be a parallel between Deuteronomy 29:2-4 and the hermeneutical process.
The Israelites saw the Ten Plagues in Egypt with their physical eyes, but did not see it with
the eyes of their heart. This lack of regeneracy (Deut. 30:6; John 3:3) eventually caused their
forty years of wandering and their dismal death in the desert. Similarly an unregenerate scholar may see fascinating features in the text, but at the same time be blind to its essence, with
all the grave consequences thereof.
12
Since a truly Biblical Hermeneutics arises from Scripture, the hermeneutical enterprise itself is also subject to the three circles/spirals, and is therefore always a work-underconstruction. Of course, this poses a problem since spirals can go downward as well as upward. Therefore there is no human guarantee that the hermeneutist is always right on. His labors may constitute a work-in-progress, but also a work-in-regress. As a result of this some
folks have concluded either in relativistic despair or in relativistic smugness that no one can
ever be certain of “hermeneutical truth.” Relativistic despair caused many to quit searching
for it, and relativistic smugness caused just as many to insist that it does not exist. The biblical
hermeneutist who means business with Scripture takes a different tack. He recognizes that
nothing on earth is perfect, and is therefore not surprised that the hermeneutical enterprise is
no exception. But he also submits himself to James’ statement to the effect that “we do not
have because we do not ask” (James 4:3). Consequently, he will humble himself and cast
himself upon the Lord as he develops a biblical hermeneutics. In short, he will view the hermeneutical enterprise as part of the process of sanctification and in Paul’s footsteps (Eph.
1:15ff) bathe it in prayer, mightily encouraged by God’s unfailing promise that he who asks
shall receive, and he who seeks shall find (Mt. 7:7). This also applies to “the riches of the full
assurance of understanding” (Col. 2:2) in biblical hermeneutics, as John Owen demonstrates
in his masterful monograph on the subject, published in William H. Goold, ed., The Works of
John Owen, III, 117-234. Furthermore, in the light of James 1:2-6 he will count the trial embedded in the hermeneutical undertaking as nothing but joy and determine to “endure in the
Word and prayer en route to perfection.” While perfection, as I argue in my exposition of this
passage, cannot be reached on earth, all this nevertheless implies that any lack of assurance
which is due to relativistic despair or relativistic smugness is and remains culpable. In other
words, when God gives hermeneutical insights (Ps. 119:18), we only have him to thank.
However, if we lack them, we invariably have only ourselves to blame (2 Pet. 3:16). This
should spur us on in an ever prayerful mode to exercise our responsibility in the hermeneutical undertaking! We simply may not bury our talent in the ground either in unwarranted despondency or in prideful cynicism. The consequences of such “burial” are manifestly spine
chilling (Mt. 25:18, 24-30). At the same time when (and only when) we bathe the hermeneuti120

type of Hermeneutics can only truncate and twist Scripture in its interpretation, understanding and application to a greater or lesser extent. The Biblical
Hermeneutics that I propose consciously governs my treatment of James.
Hence my decision to insert it in the General Introduction!
3. The Systematic Composition argues that James is not just a series of
totally or partially disjointed thoughts, whether they are called “pearls” or
otherwise. The tapestry of the Epistle displays an exquisite architecture with
the over-all theme of Holiness or Practical Godliness carefully worked out in
four main headings. The various sections that correspond to these headings do
not only develop the general theme meticulously, but are also skillfully built
on each other. In addition, James introduces a number of pivotal themes in
the earlier sections of his Epistle on which he progressively elaborates in the
later sections. In short, the Epistle proves to be a carefully crafted, seamless,
work of art, all protestations to the contrary! To miss this is to miss out on
James, in whole or in part, and by implication to jeopardize the spiritual
health of the Church to a greater or lesser degree. One simply cannot ignore,
censure, or dismiss any section of God’s Word without coming face to face
with the consequences, whether in the short term or in the long run. I conclude with presenting a rationale for my proposed Outline that is designed to
bring out its exquisite architecture as well as its deep structure.
4. The Biblical Setting contends that James is a perfect fit both in the
context of Scripture in general, and of other NT teachings in particular, especially those of the apostle Paul. In fact, in the total biblical picture James
proves to be the capstone, if not crowning piece, of the OT and the foundation
as well as starting point of the NT message. All major OT strands ultimately
end up in James’ “Gospel message,” and all NT strands substantially flow
forth from it. In James, the message of the OT comes into its NT own. Further, since James is arguably the first written document in the NT canon,
which incidentally is increasingly recognized among James’ scholars, it
stands to reason that all other NT teachings buttress James’ Epistle, enlarge
on it, or fill in the “gaps.” I seek to demonstrate this both in the General Introduction and the Exposition of James, wherever the context mandates it or
lends itself to it. In short, James is quite an Epistle and simply does not deserve the disparaging “Luther treatment” that will cross our path below. In
fact, it deserves quite the opposite. If the message of James in the economy of
God’s Kingdom constitutes the natural extension and eloquent summary of
the central message of the OT in NT garb and grandeur, and also proves to be
the first written document in the NT canon, the implications for the NT gospel and epistolary literature may well be telling. It would set the benchmark
and tone for the rest of the NT canon focusing on practical godliness as the
cal enterprise in incessant prayer can we expect, and be confident of a rich harvest!
121

crowning piece of God’s saving activity. The Gospels would provide the necessary context for the message of James, while, as mentioned already, the
Epistles, culminating in John’s Apocalypse, would function as an extensive
and elaborate series of footnotes to illuminate James’ Pearl. As we shall see
further below, so much for the basically liberal appraisal of James as “primitive,” because supposedly it presents a shallow “theological framework,” and
for Luther’s assessment of his Epistle as a “letter of straw,” because it supposedly “does not inculcate Christ!”13 Come to think about it, in a rather ironic
fashion the pejorative “straw” terminology to suggest spineless, while (virtually) Christless, spiritual weakness, can be turned into its opposite. If the
term must be used at all, James could well on anybody’s count be “the straw
that breaks, and is designed to break, many a proud camel’s back” with its
blazing Holy Spirit strength. An additional reason why it cannot be ignored,
sidestepped or trivialized!

13

It is interesting to note Bauckham’s contention, 139-140, to the effect that Paul in the paraenetic sections of his Epistles is just as little “Christological” as James! This did escape
Luther totally!
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1. SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY
(In Order of Original Publication)

a. English Language Commentaries
Gerald Bray, Ed., Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, Volume XI:
James, 1-2 Peter, 1-3 John, Jude (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,
2000). This is a compilation of brief but telling comments about the content
of the General Epistles gleaned from Christian churchmen of the first eight
centuries. It opens a window upon the views of the early Church about the authors, dates and significance of these Epistles. According to the editor it is also designed to give us a taste for the assessment of these Epistles as manuals
of cosmic spiritual warfare between good and evil. Regrettably, the brevity of
most quotations leaves us often with sketchy, even if factual, information
about the meaning of the text but without much focus upon its significance
for everyday life.
John Calvin, Commentaries on the Catholic Epistles (Grand Rapids: W.
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1948). Just like in all his commentaries,
Calvin exposits the biblical text in his own characteristic way: simply, methodically, thoroughly, clearly, directly, and compellingly. The reader invariably ends up with a solid, and at times surprising, understanding of God’s
Word and its contemporary significance.
Thomas Manton, An Exposition of the Epistle of James (Grand Rapids:
Associated Publishers, n.d.). This reprint of a 17th Century work does not pay
much attention to the background of James, nor to its unifying principle, general architecture, structural outline and cumulative flow. Candidly, this is
what Manton has in common with many other commentaries written on
James. They either lack an outline altogether, or their proposed list of unconnected or semi-connected topics fails to focus on the deep structure of the
Book. Nevertheless, Manton displays a deep and applicatory understanding of
the text. He exhibits warmth and devotion in his exposition, and tends to enlarge on the subject matter of the text from a broadly biblical, theological, as
well as pastoral perspective. The great strength of his commentary is both the
definitional and topical treatments of the major concepts in the text and their
implications for practical godliness. In my own Commentary these topical
treatments are duplicated on a limited scale whenever they serve a more fullorbed understanding of the text in its narrower and wider context. Of equal
strength are the copious quotations of parallel biblical passages and the many
references to parallel biblical truths. At crucial points I have made use of
Manton’s broad grasp of Scripture. In doing so it soon became quite clear to
me that James is not a lone ranger, but wrote a book that is an integral part of
Scripture, be it with its own place and function in the canon. I aim to show
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later in my General Introduction that this does not amount to a narrow niche.
Quite the contrary! James definitely proves to be much focused. But his scope
is at the same time surprisingly universal and far-reaching. In fact, to miss the
message of James may be tantamount to missing the full message of both
Testaments, and therewith the full Gospel!
Matthew Henry, Commentary on the Whole Bible (Marshallton, DE: Sovereign Grace Publishers, n.d.), Vol. III, 1286ff. This exposition, which dates
from 1845, is both practical and personal in nature. It packages applicatory
truths crisply and pointedly, and can be read with great profit both for a quick
survey of the salient issues in the Epistle and for personal edification.
Augustus Neander, The Epistle of James (New York: Lewis Colby,
1852). This is a translation of a relatively small German volume which is part
of a series of practical expositions. The author’s introductory remarks about
James, the obstacles he faces in the addressees, mostly of Jewish origin, the
relationships he sustains with his co-laborers in the Gospel, especially Paul,
exude a perceptive and warm spirit that gives depth perspective to the Epistle,
its background and its content. The exposition of the text displays the same
characteristics. Everyone with a spiritual appetite for God’s Word as soul
food will read this small volume, which endeavors to make James real and relevant, with great pleasure.
Robert Johnstone, The Epistle of James (Minneapolis: Klock & Klock
Christian Publishers, 1978). This volume, originally published in 1871, consists of a set of notes on the Greek text for students of the original, a short introduction to acquaint the reader with the background of the letter, and an extensive treatment of the text. All three sections are knowledgeable and informative. The last section is personal and practical. It is surprisingly perceptive,
and seems virtually without equal in determining the spiritual intent of the author. As I explain further in my General Introduction, the writer gives every
indication that he is a man who did not only examine James with his mind,
but also absorbed it with his heart and life. In short, his exposition reflects the
three hermeneutical circles, mentioned above. It is warmly recommended for
the compelling way in which it is written.
J. B. Mayor, The Epistle of St. James (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1990). This
commentary, originally published in 1897, contains one of the most thorough
treatments of the introductory material from a conservative perspective. It also goes to near exhaustive length in dealing with the characteristics, statistics
and meaning of the original Greek text. Regrettably, the commentary section
is short in comparison.
J. H. Ropes, St. James (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1916). This book is
comprehensive and competent. It places James in its historical and cultural
setting. It provides many helpful linguistic insights, but is written from a critical perspective. Although it is far from a commentary of recent vintage, at
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crucial points it still has benchmark quality, and is therefore regularly and
frequently quoted. This is undoubtedly indicative of its continuing, if not perennial, value.
M. Dibelius, James (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976). This translation
of a mid-century German commentary approaches the text from a source- and
tradition-critical perspective. It holds that James is a later compilation of unconnected chunks of material, randomly strung together without much of a
plan, if any. At one time it was quite influential, but its main thesis is increasingly questioned. Still it provides interesting insights in the psyche of a critical scholar and at times remarkable insights in the ethical focus of James’
message.
Spiros Zodhiates, The Behavior of Belief: An Exposition of James Based
Upon the Original Greek Text (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966). Originally
published in three volumes, it is here quoted in the One Volume Edition of
1966. (Since the original pagination is retained, the quotations occur as follows: I, 1; II, 1; III, 1, etc.) This extensive contribution to James consists of a
set of one hundred and seventy expositions. It aims to bring out the spiritual
wealth of the Epistle, to apply it to practical life, and so to disclose what
should amount to its lasting influence. While the expositions are not technical
in nature, they nevertheless bring out the meaning and significance of the
original Greek in a telling manner. In this they reflect the competence and
thoroughness of the expert. At the same time they are fully intelligible to
readers unacquainted with the Greek language.
William Barclay, The Letters of James and Peter (Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1960). This study, one in a series of Daily Bible Studies,
is written in a well-organized, lucid, cogent, as well as easy-going fashion.
The author’s style of presenting his material arrests the attention throughout.
The introductory material is worthy of special note. One does not need to
agree with all his conclusions to recognize that the author presents a thorough
picture in terms of the history, writer, date and addressees of the letter. His
ability to illuminate the text by defining the main concepts carefully and illustrating the main topics vividly is equally noteworthy.
C. Leslie Mitton, The Epistle of James (London: Marshall, Morgan &
Scott, 1966). This volume is both competent and refreshing. It admirably
combines scholarly depth and practical insight. It is arguably one of the best
commentaries on James that has ever been published in terms of bringing out
both its rich meaning and its enriching significance. The author does not always see the inner logic of the larger contexts and holds at times to a lack of
cohesion. But compared to the excellent quality of the exegetical and expository work, this proves to be only a blemish of sorts. Regrettably, it has been
out of print for some time.
J. B. Adamson, The Epistle of James (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976).
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This commentary is not of stand-out substance and quality. Still it constitutes
at times a more than fair treatment of introductory and exegetical issues, and
can be helpful in scanning the meaning and significance of the text.
Sophie Laws, The Epistle of James (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1980).
This work is a thorough and perceptive treatment of introductory and textual
matters. Its critical claim that James originates in the Christian community in
Rome is both a novel and a questionable idea. This colors the exegesis at
times. Although this commentary makes a solid contribution to the James’ literature, the insistence on a questionable origin appears to subtract somewhat
from its over-all value.
R. W. G. Tasker, The General Epistle of James (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Company, 1981). This volume in the Tyndale series provides the
reader with a solid survey of introductory material and a brief commentary on
each verse. It competently brings out the meaning of the text in a clear fashion. According to the author in his Preface, James may well be a collection
of (remarkable) sermon notes and is therefore a seedbed for a vast array of
sermons. This connects theology with preaching and the knowledge of the
head with the wisdom of the heart. He also holds that the message of James is
vital for Christian Evangelism in that it stimulates the newly redeemed child
of God to advance along the way of holiness and to translate the ethical implications of his new faith into practical realities. This is a refreshing and
needed reminder! These convictions give the commentary a direct and crisp
flavor and pave the way to a considerable number of illuminating insights.
Donald W. Burdick, James, in Frank E. Gaebelein, The Expositor’s Bible
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1981), Vol. XII,
161-205. This volume starts out with a short but well-formulated summary of
the introductory material. In doing so it emphasizes the authoritative tone of
the letter with a reference to its more than forty imperatives. It continues with
a well-structured and crisp set of comments on the central issues in the text
that usually hit the mark. In the process it carefully deals with the original
Greek whenever that proves to be necessary to make a point. Similar to Matthew Henry’s commentary it provides the interested reader with a quick but
excellent survey of the core and highlights of James’ message.
Peter H. Davids, The Epistle of James: A Commentary on the Greek Text
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1982). This volume deals extensively and knowledgeably with the introductory material. It
pays careful attention to the geographical, historical and cultural setting of the
Epistle. It interacts in detail and in depth with the Greek text in the commentary section. Although it displays critical elements at times, it is thoughtful
and insightful in its exegesis.
Alec Motyer, The Message of James (Leicester: InterVarsity Press,
1985). This medium-size commentary is written from the heart, and, as the
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title indicates, aims to get James’ message across. Its content is perceptive
with regard to the meaning of the biblical text and persuasive with regard to
its significance for the reader. It frequently displays considerable depth and
surprising breadth. While the proposed overall structure of James is not convincing, the detailed outlines of the individual sections are of excellent quality. It is one of those commentaries that can be read with much pleasure and
profit for its usually stimulating content, and is therefore heartily recommended.
Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James (Leicester: InterVarsity Press, 1993;
Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993). In his Preface of this Paperback edition of a commentary in the Tyndale series, first
published in 1985, the author bemoans the fact that worldwide awakenings to
Christianity of whatever sort too often fail to produce personal and societal
transformation. He ascribes this to the prevailing failure to listen to James’
plea, “Do the Word.” This volume undoubtedly wishes to help remedy this
situation. It therefore presents the content of the text in a direct and useful
manner. Those who wish to understand this content in both its exposition and
practical application can read it with profit. Especially helpful are (1) the introduction that deals with issues such as recognition, authorship, circumstances, date and theological emphases of the letter, and (2) the “Additional
Notes” that are interspersed in the text and treat hot-button issues, such as justification and healing. They serve the same purpose as the topical treatments
that I have inserted in the text of my Commentary to place James’ at times
rapier-like thrusts in the wider biblical context.
Ralph P. Martin, James (Waco: Word, 1988). This publication is quite
informative and up to date. It is thoroughly conversant with the results of the
scholarship up to the time of its publication, and leaves the reader with a good
grasp of the relevant issues. However, it does not always choose the best exegesis and at times is short in practical application.
Jay E. Adams, A Thirst for Wholeness: How to Gain Wisdom from the
Book of James (Woodruff: Timeless Texts, 1988). This relatively small work
packs a lot of eminent, crisp, practical punch and for that reason is profitable
reading. It consists of a number of chapters that deal with various ethical issues James mentions in the course of his letter, but not always in the order in
which he brings them up. They are presented as features that together (go a
long way to) make up the kind of wisdom that produces “the complete Christian.” As the title indicates, the author holds that in his letter James goes after
“completeness” or “wholeness” in Christians, and expects each one of them
to thirst for this. The idea that “completeness” (or “maturity”) is James’ grand
objective is rather popular among recent commentators. The older ones, however, opted for “perfection.” I argue in my Commentary that the latter term is
preferable by far for a variety of reasons. However, the emphasis upon the
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experiential notion of “thirst” in the title is excellent, even if the need for it,
and the substance of it, could have been brought out much more forcefully in
the text. There is one rather curious aspect to this publication. But this is highlighted in the text of my Commentary on James.
Peter Davids, James (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1989). This volume
reflects the scholarship of Davids’ earlier work. However, it is not written
with the academy in mind. Although it deals with a number of technical issues in separate sections interspersed in the text, it is mostly concerned with
making the results of scholarship available to the Church at large for its guidance. While the commentary itself is rather short, and not scintillating, it is
well written, and can be of value to its readers in the practicalities and complexities of life.
Gordon J. Keddie, The Practical Christian (Darlington: Evangelical
Press, 1989). This commentary, as the title indicates, highlights the practical
applications as well as implications of the Christian truth as advocated by
James. It is lucidly written, reaches out to heart and life, and can be read with
a good deal of profit. Furthermore, even if its aim was not to add another
technical publication to the James literature, both its content and footnotes
amply indicate that the author did his scholarly homework.
George M. Stulac, James (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993).
This is a popular commentary, geared to both the men in the pulpit and the
people in the pew. In the main, it is practical and engaging, rather than technical and erudite. The reader can derive much from its content. The treatment
of the introductory material is excellent. It is lucid in its arguments and compelling in its conclusions, especially pertaining to the author, the (early) date,
the unity, the focus, and the specific niche of James in the totality of Scripture. Furthermore, the commentary is direct, down to earth, and has a personal touch throughout. The systematic, point-by-point presentation of the main
elements of James’ message is especially commendable. It turns its reading
into an arresting and genuine pleasure.
Luke T. Johnson, The Letter of James (New York: Doubleday, 1995).
This rather recent volume in The Anchor Bible series arguably “covers the
waterfront” more than any other commentary on James. The depth, breadth
and length of the treatment of introductory, historical, literary, linguistic, contextual, theological and exegetical materials are admirable, and justifiably
have received much acclaim. The writer's avowed and expressed aim “to
move from explanation to interpretation,” which implies not just “wrestling
with the ideas presented,” but also “testing the claims of the text against the
experience of life,” is equally admirable. However, it is somewhat disappointing that he is less successful in doing so than his readers may anticipate. His
critical point of departure undoubtedly has something to do with this. At any
rate, in this regard Mitton appears to be superior.
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Simon Kistemaker, Exposition of James, Epistles of John, Peter and Jude
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1996). The James’ section of this volume starts
out with a helpful presentation of the introductory material of the Epistle, inclusive of its salient characteristics, its mostly ethical emphasis, and its main
topics. However, the author’s analysis of the structure of James is hardly
compelling. (It is allegedly a combination of two sermons: 1:2-2:26 and 3:15:20.) Neither is his outline convincing. (The topics of perseverance and faith
are said to make up the first sermon, and the subjects of restraints, submission
and patience the second one, in both instances in a rather loose arrangement.)
All this carries over into the somewhat “uneventful” character of the commentary. It consists of a series of technical explanations, underscored by a
competent linguistic analysis of the Greek text and illustrated by a number of
practical applications. However, the explanations, knowledgeable and informative as they may be, do not always open up a window upon the spiritual
depth of the Epistle or upon its significance for everyday life.14
David P. Nystrom, James (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House,
1997). The subtitle tells the story: The NIV Application Commentary. In each
section of his commentary the author divides his material under three headings. After establishing the “Original Meaning” of the text, he continues with
a unit on “Bridging Contexts.” This enlarges on the major concepts found in
the section under discussion. He concludes with a focus on the “Contemporary Significance” of the text by referencing other publications and presenting
anecdotal material. His aim is to provide a bridge from the biblical text to
contemporary life. At times one would wish for a more thorough treatment of
the meaning of the text. Further, the lengthy applications to daily living in the
present historical and cultural context, which usually capture the imagination
quite well, occasionally tend to swerve from the focus of the text. Still, this
volume is of excellent layout and quality, and is recommended reading.
14

My own Continental-European tradition usually restricted the task of commentaries to a
(narrow) technical explanation of the text. Anything that transcends this supposedly belonged
to the domain of homiletics, and was often regarded as too “devotional.” To be sure, this was
a widespread and honest opinion. Furthermore, we should never deny commentators the right
to focus upon a well-defined niche. Their focus is simply their focus. Still, I am of the conviction that (the insistence upon) a (preponderantly) technical explanation by itself, as valuable
as it may be, not necessarily “a (full-orbed) commentary makes,” for the simple reason that it
precludes the 3-D exposition of Scripture mentioned above. J. A. Motyer, The Message of
Amos (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1973), 10, correctly observes, “Exegesis and exposition are serious exercises in Bible Study. They are not sworn enemies, as the jargonistic
distinction between ‘academic’ and ‘devotional’ would have us believe … Exegesis without
exposition is like a deep-freeze, full of good things but, as it stands, out of touch with reality
and devoid of nourishment; exposition without exegesis is like a space-rocket, enjoying itself
in its own orbit but oblivious now of the launching-pad from which it started.” For a further
and detailed explanation of this view, see the section on Biblical Hermeneutics in my General
Introduction.
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Kurt A. Richardson, James (n.p.: Broadman & Holman Publishers,
1997). This is a solid commentary with a competent discussion of the introductory material, inclusive of the main themes of the Epistle, be it with some
hesitation regarding its structure. It displays a consistently knowledgeable exposition of the text, which is marked by a variety of illuminating insights regarding the meaning as well as the application of the text. Its Selected Bibliography is quite helpful with its copious references to scholarly monographs
and articles about an assortment of features and issues in James.
John Blanchard, James (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing Company,
1998). This volume is excellent in its personal, practical and applicatory content. It extracts universal principles and patterns from the text by means of
carefully worded outlines that seek to catch the deep structure of James and at
the same time display its significance for a life of practical godliness. From
this perspective it could well serve, together with Phillips’ commentary, as a
(joint) methodological model that indicates how in principle and practice to
bridge the gap between a two thousand year old letter and the present, and
shows how such letter can, and does, function as God’s fully relevant revelation to us.
Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000). This volume is presented as more than an
expanded version of the author’s earlier commentary published in the Tyndale series in 1985. It adds fresh and refreshing insights regarding the background and the theological content of James in areas, such as theology proper,
the law, wisdom, faith, works, justification, and eschatology. One of its more
significant contributions is the proposed outline of James. The 1985 commentary divides James into five main sections that do not appear to have much
structural coherence. The 2000 edition has seven sections, all under the heading of “spiritual wholeness.” Shying away from the notion of an “overarching
theme,” Moo defines this as James’ “central concern.” In this he reflects the
growing general preoccupation with the structure of James. While there are
still a number of admittedly “loose ends” in this outline, to present the message of James in a more unified manner can only be an improvement. I discuss the outline suggested by Moo as well as other proposed outlines in a topical treatment (Topical Focus #5: Outlines of James) in my General Introduction. References to both the 1985 and the 2000 volume find these dates
inserted behind the author’s name.
Patrick J. Hartin, James (Collegeville, MN, Liturgical Press, 2003). This
volume seeks to be “inclusive in its methods and perspectives (historical, rhetorical criticism/social-scientific analysis), and shaped by the context of the
Catholic tradition,” to bring this “stepchild” (James!) in both the Protestant
and RC framework to life as the crossing-over point between the Jewish
world of the 1st Century and the emerging early Christianity.” Each section of
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this commentary starts out with an extensive analysis of the original Greek
text (Notes) and concludes with a set of explanatory and applicatory remarks
(Interpretation). The analysis of the Greek text can be appreciated for its arresting crispness and technical competence, and the explanatory and applicatory remarks for a breadth of interpretation and at times of understanding that
seems to pull the reader into the text of James as a living reality, which does
and should make a practical difference. As such it appears to be a cut above
other recent commentaries. However, the proposed threefold structure and
outline are not compelling, even if the inner flow of each section in its context is often captured well. Finally, although it does not play a large role in
the interpretation of the text, the designation of “a living, active, and fruitful
Christian faith” as the umbrella vision of the Epistle is questionable.
John Phillips, Exploring the Epistle of James (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2004). This volume is one in a series and takes an approach rather
similar to that of Blanchard. It excels in detailed and vivid outlines, is formulated in terms of “catchy” universal principles, which I quote at times, focuses
on free flowing and lively expositions, majors in frequent and contemporary
illustrations, and tops it off with practical and down to earth applications. All
these features make it compelling reading. It is also to be congratulated for
championing James both as the first New Testament document and as Godbreathed through the agency of the Spirit. So far, so good, if not excellent!
However, it is less fortunate when in its opening statement it accuses James
of “an ingrained legalism” (Acts 21:20) that was “narrow-minded” and
“failed to grasp that Christianity had ushered in a new dispensation that had
rendered Judaism obsolete” (Gal. 2:20). Supposedly “his letter contains hardly any distinctively Christian expression,” “no Christian doctrine,” and “no
great truths of the faith.” Allegedly James “had no conception of the universal
church,” and to him “a Christian was not a Spirit-baptized member of the
mystical body of Christ, but rather a genuine Israelite, a “completed Jew.’”
Nevertheless, he was “a man of zeal and integrity,” who appropriately “insisted on a belief that behaves” and gained a reputation by “teachings” of “a
highly practical nature,” that were basically “an exposition of the Sermon on
the Mount,” applicable “to all Christians in all periods and at all places”
(Phillips, 10-11). In my Commentary I argue that, rather than representing a
“narrow-minded legalism,” James constitutes the organic NT capstone of the
OT message, and so lays the foundation for the rest of the NT. In a word,
James is at the center of mainstream Biblical Christianity rather than at the
doctrinal fringe (Luther) or at a transitional margin (Phillips) of the NT.
Frankly, I doubt whether any of the Biblical authors is at times as “maligned”
by otherwise well-meaning people as James seems to be. This may well precipitate the question whether a negative view of James could preclude a fullorbed understanding of the message of the Gospel to one degree or another.
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In my Commentary I make clear why I am inclined to believe this.
William F. Brosend, II, James and Jude (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004). This publication argues that James is one of the oldest
Christian writings and one of the earliest witnesses to the teachings of Jesus,
and concludes that it addresses a real audience with real issues in the life of
the early Church, either as a letter in the form of a sermon, or as a sermon in
the form of a letter (a “toss-up”), in the broader, and at times unconventional,
wisdom tradition. It starts out with a short but crisp survey of the ups and
downs in the reception and interpretation of James. The author accepts James,
the brother of Jesus, as the writer of the Epistle, and seeks to “get inside the
text” to experience its “inner texture” and “inter texture.” In order to do so he
starts out (1) with a passage by passage rhetorical-critical exposition of the
text in its lingual and structural features that is rather technical. Following
this he successively explores in each James’ passage (2) the historicocultural, socio-economic and ideological as well as (3) the sacred, ecclesiastical, and homiletical features of the language employed, both on their own
(en)rich(ing) merit (inner texture) and in their references to the “world” outside (inter texture). This three-paneled interpretation seeks to aid the reader in
living out the purpose for which James wrote his “homiletical letter.” On the
whole, it produces a competent, often interesting, and at times arresting, explanation of the meaning and significance of text. From a technical perspective the author has a good deal of success in taking the reader inside the language features of the text as they represent, connect with, or aim at, the world
outside. However, his “rhetorical-critical” approach puts at times unnecessary
question marks behind the content and structure of the (inerrant!) text, and his
admitted “liberation” ideology fails at times to recognize the full-orbed scope
and direction of the (new covenantal) text. This tends to diminish both the
“sacred” and “homiletical” value of the Commentary somewhat. But this said
the commentary certainly grows on the persistent reader, especially as it seeks
to bring him or her face to face with the unusual potency and far-reaching
consequences of James’ message.
Solomon Andrea, “James,” in Tokunboh Adyemo, ed., Africa Bible
Commentary (Nairobi: WordAlive Publishers, 2006). The author’s “Notes”
on James are part of a one volume commentary written exclusively by Africans from an African perspective. They are short, but crisp and informative.
Daniel M. Doriani, James (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2007). As the
Preface indicates, this is a volume in a series of commentaries in the
Reformed tradition, which are governed by four commitments. They
endeavor to be (1) biblical, aiming to grasp the meaning of the text, sectional
unit by sectional unity, without giving a word by word exegesis, (2) doctrinal,
potently defending the tenets of the Reformed faith, wherever in evidence, (3)
redemptive-historical, committed to a Christ-centered view of the OT text,
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events and institutions, and (4) practical, aiming at crisp, contemporary,
applications. In the light of both these commitments and its general content
this commentary is an interesting contribution to the James’ literature for its
somewhat ambiguous nature. To mention a few instances, the author succeeds
in honoring commitment (1) and (4). But commitment (2) and (3) are in little
or no evidence. He is usually quite insightful in grasping the meaning of the
text. But the contemporary applications are not always gripping or to the
point. He by and large follows the sectional flow of the Epistle. But he pays
little or no attention to its over-all structure. He is acutely aware that James in
his summons to obedience consciously insists on the impossible, and for that
reason introduces his Gospel of grace to offset this. In fact, he is to be
commended as the only commentator I have read throughout the years who
appears to grasp this, most likely because he has been preoccupied with
James in a variety of settings for nearly two decades. But I am not persuaded
that he fully pinpoints the content of “James’ Gospel.” In this he leaves his
readers in somewhat of a fog, and most likely reflects herewith the general
failure of the Church clearly to do so. All in all, he passionately defends the
inerrancy of Scripture, and therewith of James. But he does not always drive
its message home with the same force as James does. This is possibly in line
with his assessment in the Introduction to James that the Epistle “like the
Sermon on the Mount, is sublime and penetrating--almost too penetrating.”
Frankly, this seems to be an implicit acknowledgment of James' awesome
Revival character. Nevertheless, it is dangerous to give the impression that a
(Revival) “prescription,” which is authored by the Holy Spirit as ordered by
the Great Physician, is nearly too hot to handle! Unless we follow such prescription to the letter, and fully rise to its occasion, we are bound to miss
something, in fact, a lot, namely, the soaring benchmark of Revival Status. At
any rate, while some discernment is called for, by and large this commentary
makes for interesting reading, and can be used with profit to the extent that it
draws the meaning from the text and drives home the significance of the text!
Craig Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008). This volume is part of a series of exegetical commentaries on the
New Testament. It aims to interact extensively with both the original Greek
text and with the results of the most recent scholarly studies of James, and
seeks to convey the point or main idea, structure or flow, as well as the meaning and significance of each passage in concise and relevant statements. The
Introduction is short and crisp, proposes a unique outline, and presents a
bird’s eye view of the circumstances of James. It refreshingly holds that the
half-brother of Jesus is its author and that it constituted the first NT document
written. It clusters the Epistle around three key themes, trials, wisdom, and
conditions of poverty and riches, that are first stated (1:2-11), then restated
(1:12-27) and finally expanded (2:1-5:18). Frankly, this outline does not ap133

pear to flow organically from the text, and is therefore not compelling. Following the main commentary the authors present “The Theology of James” in
which they summarize the three key main themes as well as a number of additional themes, such as prayer, faith and works, law and word, God, Christology, and eschatology. They conclude with the tentative and somewhat tenuous, suggestion that the “attribute of God’s simplicity or singlemindedness” may well be “a potentially unifying motif or subtheme.” Their
interpretation of the text briskly, and at times admirably, navigates through
the offerings of the latest commentaries, monographs and scholarly articles
on James, and is lucidly presented. Its greatest asset may be that the reader
ends up with a solid view of the interpretative and at times applicatory “lay of
the land.”
Dan G. McCartney, James (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009). This
publication also belongs to a series of exegetical commentaries that constantly references the Greek text. The Introduction is informative as it extensively
covers a wide variety of issues, such as the character, author, date, acceptance, historical context, audience, and genre of the letter, as well as its relationship to the OT, to extant Jewish literature, and to Jesus, Peter and Paul. It
starts out with the correct conclusion that James “is interested primarily in
practical Christianity.” However, rather than adopting this as the general umbrella for the letter that would give rise to the contextual place, order, function and purpose of each segment, it singles out only one of James’ (major)
concerns, namely that of “genuine faith” versus “false faith” as its controlling
theme. However, this is not convincing. Even if this “theme” is referred to repeatedly, it does not determine the proposed outline of James. This outline
takes its cue from the appellation, “my (beloved) brothers” in four places in
the Epistle in order to distinguish four separate discourses. But it also earmarks two sections that do not seem to be integrated in the body of the Epistle as an “interjection.” Frankly, this raises serious structural as well as interpretive questions to be dealt with in a later context. All in all, the focus of this
commentary appears to be scholarly “exposition.” Throughout pains are taken
to determine the best textual interpretation among the at times frequent possibilities. As such it serves a purpose. At the same time, the textual interpretation aims more at the mind than at the heart and lives of the readers. This, of
course, is the prerogative of the author. But as a result it is less scintillating
and gripping from a spiritual perspective than other (and often older) commentaries. Besides, the choice of interpretation is not always compelling, and
at times questionable. One of the major purposes of the series of commentaries, of which this one is a part, is “to address the needs of pastors and others
involved in the preaching and exposition of the Scriptures as the uniquely inspired Word of God.” Frankly, I am not sure whether the pastoral dimension
of this commentary comes sufficiently into its own so as to meet the expecta134

tion of the general editors.
Dmitri Royster, The Episte of Saint James (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 2010). The unique strength of this volume is that it opens up
a much-needed window upon the understanding of James by the early Church
fathers who are quoted at virtually every page. The lack of interaction with
modern literature on James narrows its scope considerably, although this relative weakness is practically offset by the quality of the author’s interpretation.
According to the introduction, he aims to be both “scholarly” and “pastoral,”
aiming at the “professional” as well as the “interested layperson.” For all appearances he did succeed in his mission. The commentary is not lengthy, but
its definitions of the various concepts show careful research and intellectual
depth. Furthermore, its insights are at times quite illuminating, while its appeal to heartfelt obedience is refreshing and compelling. A definite plus is also that he characterizes James as “a series of exhortations,” interspersed with
“a considerable amount of doctrinal exposition,” insists that the exhortations
are “interrelated” and follow “a definite plan” that is evident in “the vocabulary as a key to its coherence,” and that the major emphasis upon the “harmony between faith and works” serves “the (overarching) pursuit of holiness.”
Scott McKnight, The Letter of James (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2011). This commentary has undoubtedly a number of pluses. It is “thorough” in its interaction with modern scholarship. It is
“rigorous” in establishing the precise meaning of the text. It is at times “innovative” in opening up new vistas upon text and context. It is “sensitive” to the
apparently perennial issues of economic and social injustice. One of its highlights is the thesis that James as Church leader and author is by and large ignored in the Church in spite of today’s resurgent scholarly interest in his
Epistle. Further, its treatment of introductory matters, such as its authorship,
its Greek style, its relationship to Jesus and Paul, its theology, its Christology,
its central themes, is detailed and informative. However, it has several minuses as well. It cautions the student of James not to put “too much interpretive
weight on any structural proposal.” In fact, we are told again and again that
even if there is some coherence in the individual sections, as a whole James is
virtually devoid of any underlying organization, is often random in bringing
up the various subjects, and is all too frequently disorderly. This is rooted in
the conviction that “James is a Jewish-Christian work influenced by Hellenistic rhetoric, but arranged over all in a topic-to-topic fashion of Jewish wisdom
texts.” On the whole James lacks apparently a deep structure as well as a logical cohesion. The author’s proposed outline reflects this conviction. Frankly,
a commentary that holds to a “choppy” structure undoubtedly can be edificational in specific issues. But it is not conducive to foster a full-orbed culture
necessary to secure a vigorous ecclesial permanence. Further, the thesis that
James is written exclusively to the messianic Jewish community must be re135

garded as unfortunate to commentators who hold that James addresses the
Christian Church as the “new Israel.” It dominates the author’s interpretation
that as a result frequently seems to curtail the scope of the text, to slant its
meaning and to narrow its applicatory force. This force is especially undercut
by his conviction that (large) portions of James do not even address the messianic community, let alone the Church-at-large, but are rather directed toward its enemies. Not without a touch of sarcasm, he wishes “to shed the unnecessary burden of thinking the audience must be entirely Christian … pious
Christians huddled into a corner waiting for the coming of the Lord” (383).
The upshot is that this too often leaves the (intended) readers “off the proverbial hook!” By way of general observation, English commentaries of recent
vintage appear to have something in common. Their scholarly precision and
technical competence usually cannot be called into question. But they are all
too frequently lacking in spiritual focus and depth. Frankly, it is disconcerting
if readers are merely enriched in their intellectual grasp of the painstakingly
established meaning of the text, and in the end simply “tip their hat” in recognition of this fact, but fail to experience a profound stirring of heart that absorbs the significance of the text and results in the “obedience of faith” (Rom.
1:5; 16:26) that without any ands, ifs, or buts surrenders to its content. In this
regard many of the older commentaries have it over the newer ones by a wide
margin. The reason may be that these commentaries, in contrast to (most of)
the newer ones, consciously embrace the three hermeneutical circles, mentioned above and further explained below, as the only and inviolable threefold
starting point of a reverent approach to and interaction with Holy Writ.

b. Foreign Language Commentaries
F. W. Grosheide, De brief aan de Hebreeen en de brief van Jakobus
(Kampen: J. H. Kok, 1955). The second revised edition of this commentary,
originally published in 1927, presents a thorough, excellent, and conservative
introduction regarding the author, addressees, time, form, objective and history of the letter. (It is rather humorous that James is portrayed as a “much calmer” writer than Paul. As we will see, the opposite assessment seems much
more appropriate.) The exposition of the text is scholarly, technical and competent, and can be studied with profit. However, since its aim is not to alert
the reader to James’ powerful and pulsating spiritual message, it seems somewhat “flat,” reflective, once again, of the Continental-European tradition.
Adolph Schlatter, Der Brief des Jakobus (Stuttgart: Calwer Verlag –
Erste Auflage, 1932, Dritte Auflage, 1985). This commentary is masterful
both in placing James in its OT and NT context, and in furnishing a scholarly
exegesis of the text. It is non-critical in outlook, which made him somewhat
of a unique, if not exceptional and lone, scholarly voice in his generation.
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This makes it even more remarkable that Gerhard Kittel, the first General
Editor of the multi-volume Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, decided to dedicate the German original of this work to Schlatter. Apparently
the depth of his scholarship and piety managed to gain the day.
F. W. Grosheide, De Brief van Jacobus (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 1950). This
publication is part of a popular, non-technical, series of commentaries that
targets the people in the pew rather than the pulpit in an easy and understandable way. Its content in the main reflects the writer’s larger and earlier scholarly volume.
Fritz Grünzweig, Der Brief des Jakobus (Wuppertal: R. Brockhaus
Verlag, 1983). This is a popular work with the practical needs of the congregation in mind. It is a competent and useful work. It presents interesting historical data, especially about the author of the Epistle, and provides many
helpful applicatory insights.
Gerhard Maier, Der Jakobusbrief (Neuhausen: Hannsler Verlag, 1996).
This volume also aims mainly at the congregation, and provides instructive
insights in, and edifying application of the biblical text. Further, it presents a
good deal of introductory data and interesting background information.

c. Monographs and Other Works
Herman Bavinck, Gereformeerde Dogmatiek (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 1928),
Vols. I, II, III and IV. The author is one of the finest (Dutch) theologians the
Church of Christ has ever produced. I quote him, or refer to him, in my
Commentary at pivotal points on pivotal issues, such as the Trinity as the
cornerstone of all Christian faith and practice, the perfections of God, especially his holiness, as the determinant of all of history and life, etc. His four
volume magnum opus has recently been published in English as well, Herman
Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, John Bolt, ed., John Vriend, tr. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003-2008). In my quotations and references I cite both
the Dutch original and the English translation.
William B. Sprague, Lectures on Revivals of Religion (London: The
Banner of Truth Trust, 1959). The main section of this monograph consists of
nine Lectures that deal with the characteristics of Revival. The publishers
added an extensive Appendix with twenty letters from ministers who presented a narrative and an analysis of the Revival fires that they witnessed in
the 1830’s. Both the Lectures and the Appendix are in the same league as
James, breathe the same abundance atmosphere, and are a worthy reflection
and extension of its teaching. They are therefore recommended reading for
anyone who wishes to experience the benchmark quality that James reflects
as his point of departure and aims at as his objective, and consequently the
Church should showcase.
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William H. Goold, ed., The Works of John Owen (London: The Banner
of Truth Trust, 1965ff), Vols. III, IV, VI. Volume III contains a masterful
monograph on the Holy Spirit. Specifically the section on the nature and necessity of Gospel holiness that spells out the difference between legal and
evangelical obedience is penetrating, and fits hand in glove with James’ letter. His treatment of indwelling sin, temptation to sin, and mortification of sin
in Volume VI is equally masterful, and reflective of both James and Paul. It
was recently reprinted in John Owen, The Mortification of Sin (Ross-shire:
Christian Heritage, 2008). Finally, Volume IV contains possibly the most
profound treatise on Biblical Hermeneutics from the perspective of divine
grace, administered through the agency of the Holy Spirit, which has ever
been written. It basically urges the reader to seek entrance into the hermeneutical circle/spiral of the heart. Regrettably, with the shift in theological
climate from God-centered to openly or subtly man-centered, Owen’s perspective is mostly fallen in disrepute, forgotten, ignored or disdained. It has
been for years quite influential in my approach to Scripture in general, and in
the writing of the present Commentary in particular. To me it is “must” reading for every serious student of Scripture who seeks to preach, teach or counsel its message powerfully, persuasively and effectively.
Horatius Bonar, Words to Winners of Souls (Phillipsburg: P & R Publishing, 1995). I have a hunch that James would have been delighted with this
remarkable little classic volume that was originally published in 1860. It
seeks to build a fire in the Church to take its evangelistic calling with the utmost of seriousness and to pursue the same reclaiming, revitalizing and reenergizing Gospel ministry that James first models, and then at the conclusion
of his Epistle urges upon the leadership and the membership of the Church
alike (Jam. 5:19-20). The necessity of such ministry is authoritatively proclaimed by James, and pastorally recognized and applied by Bonar as essential
for the survival of the Church, let alone for its growth and prosperity. In the
divine economy, God’s method is God’s (wo)man. Well, James lays the authoritative biblical foundation for this, and Bonar puts it persuasively in ecclesiastical context.
Leonard Ravenhill, Why Revival Tarries (Minneapolis: Bethany House
Publishers, 1959). I argue in the Preface to this Commentary that James reflects a Revival culture, pursues a Maintenance Ministry, and finds himself at
pivotal junctures in a Recovery Mode. From this threefold perspective I cannot think of any other volume that seems as much in tune with James as this
one. I aim to quote it at crucial points in my Commentary. Frankly, it is
“must” reading for anyone who wishes to get a taste of what a present-day
James would (should?) look like in a decaying, if not dying, culture! The author certainly does not pull any punches. And what is even more significant,
most, if not all, of them hit their target squarely on the proverbial chin!
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Norman Perrin, What is Redaction Criticism? (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1973). This is what the title indicates, a monograph on the component
elements of Redaction Criticism. Ironically, it is quite helpful in identifying
this criticism as a corrective response to the earlier, evolutionary, phases of
the Historical-Critical method, even if it unfortunately does not bring us one
inch closer to an inerrant text. Together with the next title it assisted me in the
writing of the Introduction to this Commentary.
Edgar Krentz, The Historical Critical Method (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1975). This is a perceptive and penetrating analysis of the history of
the Historical-Critical method, as well as the cons and pros of its substance.
He appears to recognize its weak points and trouble spots, but still regards it
as too valuable a tool and is therefore, regrettably, unwilling to shuttle it.
Timothy B. Cargal, Restoring the Diaspora (Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1993). As the under title indicates, the focus of this volume is the discursive
structure and purpose of James. While the author appreciates the contributions of historical criticism in the study of James, especially in its FormCritical (Dibelius) and Redaction-Critical (Davids, Martin) phases, he is of
the opinion that it cannot do full justice to the composition of the Epistle, and
pursues “the approach of structural semiotics.” Redaction-Criticism is bound
to read James “from the Outside In,” as it focuses upon “the interaction between an inherited tradition and a later interpretive point of view” and seeks
to identify the substance of “the (specific) theological point of view, which is
expressed in and through (a specific) composition” and to determine how “the
author came to hold (his) beliefs in the first place.” Structural Semiotics, on
the other hand, reads James “from the Inside Out,” by isolating “the system of
the author’s convictions as expressed within the text” and by examining “how
he communicates (this system) to the readers” (Cargal, 6-7). I can only applaud any approach that (1) reads Scripture from the inside out, and (2) brings
the interpreter closer to the text. I fear, however, that, unless one surrenders in
a heartfelt way to an inspired Scripture (2 Tim. 3:16), no exegete will ever
fully (be able to) begin with the (inerrant) text as the ultimate and exclusive
point of departure. Therefore he cannot fully be a genuine “insider,” and as a
result will never fully be able to embrace and bring out (all of) its content. As
long as one discounts or ignores the divine Author, the most one can determine in the study of a Bible book are only the convictions of the human author laid out in the text, which by definition must display (some) blemishes,
flaws and cracks in organization and content, from which the interpreter will
distance himself. Of course, a non-critical scholar rejects in principle the critical starting point, and therefore can never endorse in practice the critical
conclusions that are based on this starting point. This said, however, Cargal
has helped us along with his insights and proposals pertaining to the structural
composition of James, even if we are left in somewhat of a fog regarding the
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relationships among the major individual parts. The convictions that the human author holds and seeks to convey are apparently not as unified and integrated as one might hope.
Todd C. Penner, The Epistle of James and Eschatology (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996). This monograph contains an incisive and
healthy critique of the early historical-critical approach that sees in James a
compilation of unrelated ideas and argues for a late date. However, the author’s thesis that the letter possesses a structure that is solely determined by
an eschatological dimension is not quite compelling. In fact, the emphasis
upon this dimension results at crucial junctures in an exegesis that is far from
convincing. In these contexts this perspective also appears to detract from the
applicatory thrust of the Epistle.
Richard Bauckham, James (London: Routledge, 1999). This volume is a
monograph that deals with James as a “compendium of wisdom.” As such it
reflects the wisdom of Jesus and serves as a “paraenetic encyclical” to “Jewish Christians in the Diaspora” in an epistolary form. The author deals with
the literary forms of James, such as aphorisms, similitudes, parables, and
models, as well as with its literary structure. He distinguishes between continuity of thought and thematic coherence, which he heartily affirms, and carefully composed and convincing linear structure that displays a sequence of
argument and a logical progression of thought, which he just as heartily denies. In addition to this he discusses James in a more substantive fashion in
the canonical context of Jesus, Paul, and Peter, and in his relationship to Jewish and Gentile Christians in regards to prophecy and law. He concludes with
placing him in the modern 19th century as well as the contemporary 20th century context. One does not need to agree with all his conclusions to recognize
the insightful windows of thought that he opens up, and so to appreciate his
contribution to a more global understanding of James.
Eta Linnemann, Historical Criticism of the Bible: Methodology or Ideology, Trans. R. Yarbrough (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2001). This book is appropriately characterized by the translator in his introductory remarks as a “call
to repentance.” Its author traces the pagan roots of Historical Criticism and
cogently argues that it should not be viewed as a respectable scientific methodology, but as a self-deceiving, false, if not anti-Christian, theology. It
hails the ultimacy of the human intellect, tramples Scripture under foot, pushes the Holy Spirit aside in the interpretive process, puts up a roadblock to the
preaching of its message, and turns it into a barren and ineffective non-entity.
In all this it is inimical to, if not destructive of, the Gospel, and leaves a spiritual desert in its wake. Bible commentators would do well to acquaint themselves not only with this volume, but also with Linnemann’s other writings.
They (should) create a fresh reverence for God’s Word, effect a fresh appreciation for its content, generate a fresh vigor to study it properly, produce a
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fresh determination to grasp its meaning, result in a fresh determination to get
its message across, and engender a fresh desire to witness its regenerative and
sanctifying force. In short, those who share her “burden” may anticipate
handsome dividends in the interpretation, understanding, and application of
any of the books of Scripture. This volume, as well as the two volumes mentioned below, is part of this Bibliography, because its basic apologetic thrust
is reflected not only in my Introduction, but also in my Commentary. To me
her apologetic approach comes as close, if not more so, to the biblical model
as any apologetic method, with which I have become familiar over the years.
Eta Linnemann, Is There a Synoptic Problem? Transl. R. Yarbrough
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1992). In this volume the author takes the
critical-historical method to task in its pronouncements about the relationship
the three Synoptic Gospels sustain to each other. Backed up by a wealth of
compelling scholarly data she refutes the thesis that the historical origination
of the Synoptics is to be found in the twin sources of the well-known Mark
and an unknown postulated “Q.” Both are supposedly at least a generation
away from the events and activities described in them, and are therefore of
questionable historical and doctrinal value. Her main thesis is that the three
synoptic Gospel Writers present three independent, fully harmonious and
truthful, first generation narrative reports. They are based on personal apostolic eyewitness-experience (Matthew), on personal experience and apostolic
eyewitness-sanction (Mark/Peter), and on eyewitness-research and apostolic
input (Luke/Acts/Paul). This goes hand in hand with both the trustworthiness
and authority of Scripture. Her corollary thesis is that the critical-historical
method is ultimately not a methodology, but rather an untenable theology
without substance and hostile to the health of the Church. Originating, as it
does, in an anti-theistic, if not anti-Christian, bias, it is scientifically fallacious and historically flawed. Still, we are told in an extremely refreshing
manner, that there is nothing in the critical-historical “theology” that an (oldfashioned) conversion cannot cure! Reformed and evangelical scholars would
do well to take a cue from Linnemann, and become “fools for Christ” by arguing openly and without embarrassment in the context of their very scholarship that (at times) a “scientific breakthrough” can only come about by means
of a heartfelt conversion. If the fear of God is the beginning both of genuine
knowledge and wisdom (Prov. 1:7; 9:10; Job 28:28), regenerate scholarship
must be able and eager to take such a stand, whenever and wherever this is
mandated. In fact, in recognizing the need for this it will energetically “enter”
into the three hermeneutical circles (spirals), mentioned earlier, as indispensable for the (proper) interpretation and understanding of Scripture. Linnemann’s synoptic study facilitates this. It is further of significance for the exposition of James, because the latter, as we shall see, is fully intertwined with
the Sermon on the Mount. If Historical Criticism is allowed to undermine
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Matthew in terms of venue, date and content, it has (serious) implications for
the interpretation of James.
Eta Linnemann, Biblical Criticism on Trial: How Scientific is “Scientific
Theology?” Trans. R. Yarbrough (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2001). This volume
contains an excellent, quite scholarly, critique of the critical-historical methodology as a pseudo-science. It does not simply address the mind of the critical-historical thinker with a view to agreement, but appeals to the heart with a
view to submission to Christ as the only way to extract oneself from the grip
of a deadly and deadening theological method. In doing so, it may well be the
best example of a truly biblical apologetics that has ever been written. In fact,
it is a breath of fresh, robust, evangelistic air, which deserves to be welcomed
as “a prophetic voice,” rather than to be treated as an “evangelical embarrassment.” The latter is the assessment of some who mistakenly insist that
genuine scholarship can only be practiced in neutral territory, can under no
circumstances be exclusively non-critical in nature, and is not permitted to
display an evangelistic cutting edge. Incidentally, in this volume she expresses her adamant opposition to declaring the Epistle of James anything but
authentic (Biblical Criticism, 101), and the author of James anyone but the
brother of Jesus (Biblical Criticism, 134). This monograph, therefore, does
not only contribute to a healthy biblical hermeneutics in general, but also to a
healthy introductory insight in James in particular.
Mark Taylor, A Textlinguistic Investigation into the Discourse Structure
of James (New Orleans: Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2001). This
is an unpublished Ph. D. Dissertation. Its content is updated in a published article in Currents in Biblical Research, 3.1 (October, 2004).
Peter A. Lillback, The Binding of God (Grand Rapids: Baker Book
House, 2001). Although the focus of this volume is Calvin’s role in the development of Covenant Theology, it was inserted in this Bibliography because of its analysis of the difference between Luther and Reformed Theology in terms of the relationship between Law and Gospel. It sheds indirect
light on the reason why Luther would have no qualms to dismiss James, and
why Reformed Theology would embrace James. Luther’s (reductionistic)
preoccupation with justification by grace through faith leads him to the conclusion that the Law by virtue of its convicting function only applies to sinners. It does not apply to the believer except to the extent that he is still peccator (simul iustus et peccator). Reformed Theology with its (less reductionistic) focus upon justification and sanctification recognizes the convicting
function of the Law in justification, but also endorses its biblical role as the
substance of sanctification. That all this makes for differing assessments of
James with its emphasis upon the Law stands to reason!
Henry Krabbendam, Sovereignty and Responsibility (Bonn: Verlag für
Kultur and Wissenschaft, 2002). This volume focuses on the basic building
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blocks of all of created reality, the one-and-many spheres and the authority
structures. It shows not only that life in all its phases and aspects endeavors to
synthesize the two poles of either of these building blocks, but also that from
the perspective of unbelief they can never be thought or brought together. In
fact, from this perspective these poles invariably sustain a dialectic relationship to each other in that they mutually and simultaneously presuppose and
exclude each other. Since the mutual exclusion has the final word, the bottom
line is either warfare or destruction. Consequently, all of human history apart
from God, whether intellectual or practical, is one huge, never-ending, deadend street. In the present Commentary, it is shown that the damaging implications of this apostate dialectic are also in evidence, when unbelief engages in
the discipline of biblical interpretation. Only a regenerate, non-dialectic,
scholarship that is rooted in Christ can avoid the ravages of the dialectic and
"understand" Scripture both truly and fully, whether intellectually with the
mind, experientially from the heart or practically in life. For all other scholarship the Bible remains ultimately a "closed book," however impressive its
over-all hermeneutical contribution, and however scintillating its “occasional” interpretive insights, may turn out to be.
Paul D. Tripp, Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands: People in Need of
Change Helping People in Need of Change (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2002). The value of this publication is that it gives practical how-to
hands and feet to James’ concluding challenge to his readers to follow in his
footsteps and shoulder responsibility for the straying. It does so not only from
a broad Biblical perspective but also from the author’s apparent, extensive,
experience. Besides, it has a number of very perceptive things to say about
some major themes in James, such as the heart. Warmly recommended to all
those who wish to rise to James’ challenge!
Luke L. Cheung, The Genre, Composition, and Hermeneutics of James
(London: Paternoster Press, 2003). As the title indicates, this volume is a
hermeneutical study that inquires into the genre and composition of James. It
is an excellent contribution to the James’ literature and deserves high marks.
Its composite umbrella thesis is that James by virtue of its focus upon the
Word and the Law in the body of the letter is basically “wisdom instruction”
that aims at “perfection” and carries an “eschatological” cutting edge to underscore its significance. At its core James is said to unfold the double commandment of love toward God and love toward the neighbor in line with, if
not at least partly the natural consequence of the foundational creed of the OT
Shema of Deuteronomy 6. The frequency, with which James refers to the
Law of God and especially to the love for the neighbor, makes this at first
sight an attractive proposal. In fact, the constant reminder of the centrality of
God’s law, as well as the interpretation of this law, makes Cheung’s monograph a stand-out compared to the other monographs mentioned in this Bibli143

ography. However, a word of caution is in place. The author of this volume is
not unlike other commentators who take one more or less prominent theme,
such as eschatology (Penner), friendship of the world versus friendship with
God (Johnson), and turn this into the methodological center of the Epistle. In
general, this approach cannot but have a reductionistic influence upon the understanding of James’ message to a smaller or greater degree. The whole
should never be put in the straightjacket of one part! At the same time, the
relatively greater frequency with which James refers to the Word/Law of God
insures that Cheung’s refreshing proposal is bound to have (much) less of a
downside than the proposals of other commentators who identify lesser mentioned topics as the central theme. Nevertheless, his modus operandi makes
reductionism of one sort or another inevitable. In my General Introduction,
specifically under the heading of Biblical Hermeneutics, I indicate how one
can avoid this downside in the interpretation of the biblical text altogether.
Andrew Walker and Kristin Aune, On Revival: A Critical Examination
(Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 2003). This is a superb compilation of fifteen
scholarly essays on Revival. It treats a wide variety of aspects of this phenomenon from a biblical, theological, historical as well as practical perspective.
While this compilation fails to come up with a biblical-theological consensus
definition of Revival from the pertinent OT as well as NT data that could
function as a benchmark by which to measure and assess the history of the
Church in general and especially those segments that ordinarily come into
view in the context of Revival, it does provide quite a number of scintillating
and energizing insights that are not found elsewhere, and therefore makes for
a valuable addition to the literature on this subject.
Harry L. Reeder III, From Embers to Flame (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R
Publishing, 2008). The thesis of this publication is that in Scripture, and specifically in the Book of Acts, the Church of Christ displays a fivefold activity:
personal evangelism, church planting, leadership development, church revitalization and diaconal ministry. The focus of the author is to spell out the necessity, nature and process of revitalization from a biblical perspective. His
work is included in this Bibliography because it dovetails with James. From
James’ conclusion we may infer that, broadly speaking, the subject matter of
his Epistle is “recovery,” “restoration,” or “revitalization,” as well. Both
Reeder and Tripp make very valuable contributions in terms of the practical
application of principles, such as found in James, and therefore can be consulted with a great deal of profit. However, it is worth remembering that biblical principles, wherever these are presented in Scripture, always do, and
should, govern hands-on application. Ivory tower theology by itself is not sufficient to “revitalize” the Church. Theological thinking without theocentric
action is sterile. This understanding can only benefit the use of any and all
publications, such as authored by Reeder and Tripp.
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Horatius Bonar, Treasures of Bonar (Pensacola FL: Chapel Library,
2008). This booklet is a compilation of scintillating and challenging sections
from Bonar’s published works regarding a number of topics that are central to
James, such as faith, sanctification, prayer, suffering, perseverance, worldliness, etc. These sections are fully in line with the spirit and thrust of James’
Epistle. In fact, the writings of Bonar, inclusive of his Words to Winners of
Souls, could well function as an extended and pointed application of James
for his day, and seem to fall in with, if not to act upon, the challenging summons with which the latter concludes his Letter (Jam. 5:19-20).
Allen M. Baker III, Seeking a Revival Culture: Essays on Fortifying an
Anemic Church (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2009). In the spirit
of James, and especially of his closing exhortation to reclaim the straying, the
author seeks to regain a revival culture by means of revival living prompted
by a burden for an anemic Church and a hunger to see it return to revival vigor. His volume is as pulsating with Scriptural content and energy to that end
as has been published for quite some time. Once again, in a Jamesian fashion
the author illumines areas of practical revival living in an eye-opening manner that should go a long way to cure the anemia that he shows to be all too
prevalent. Hence it is warmly recommended reading!
Christopher W. Morgan, A Theology of James (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2010). As the title indicates, the purpose of this volume is to put together “a theology of James.” However, because it is (admittedly) impossible
to formulate a “full blown” theology from a few chapters, the best the author
could come up with is a “sketch” of James’ theology that (supposedly) gives
rise to his Epistle. The bulk of this monograph competently covers introductory materials, such as author, date, addressees, style and structure, specific
topics, such as James and his relationship to the OT, to Jesus, and to Paul, as
well as some individual themes, such as suffering, the poor, words, the Word
and Law. However, the proposal that the purpose of the Epistle and the “burden” of its author are to achieve “Wisdom for Consistency in the Community” is too vague to be convincing. The “sketch” itself (simply) summarizes
James’ (relatively little?) input about God (at work), Jesus, the Holy Spirit
(?), humanity, sin, salvation, the Christian life, the Church (at work), and
eschatology (at work). The volume concludes with three pages of application
for today emphasizing the holistic nature of the Epistle, the reoccurring reversal of values (poverty and riches), the apparent importance of the covenant,
and the lasting significance of the church as a worshipping, serving and evangelizing community. This monograph has commendable features, especially
its analysis of the relationship of James and Jesus. But whether it does (or
even could) present (a sketch of) a “theology” is questionable. Frankly, I argue in my Commentary that James draws up a “sophisticated” and “wideranging” doctrine of sanctification that (1) consciously reflects the sum and
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substance of the OT, (2) purposefully stands shoulder to shoulder with the
teaching of Jesus, especially as found in the Sermon on the Mount, and (3) as
such does and intends to present the (OT as well as NT) crowning piece of
God’s saving activity. To be sure, James’ doctrine is not (meant to be) complete in all its NT details. For example, he is not as broadly Christological as
Paul and makes no mention of the Holy Spirit at all. But he certainly lays an
unshakable foundation for the rest of the NT in particular and for the Church
of Christ in general. As such it can only be ignored at one’s eternal peril. In
the light of all this I wonder whether the aim to unearth a “theology” of sorts
does not obscure the objective of James in terms of both its exposition and its
application. Possibly the best that can be said in this context is that in the
framework of James’ specific focus and exclusive purpose, he makes various
“incidental” contributions to several heads of doctrine that can be incorporated in “A Theology of the NT.”

David Platt, Radical: Taking back your Faith from the American
Dream (Colorado Springs: Multnomah Books, 2010). This is a warmly recommended volume for those who wish to find out what James’
radical message would look like for both sections of the “Great Commission,” if it were implemented in today’s culture!
d. Articles
C. E. B. Cranfield, “The Message of James,” in Scottish Journal of Theology,
Vol. 18, 1965, 182-193, 338-345. This article, published in two sections,
warns in its opening paragraphs against a “hostile” (Luther), “supercilious”
(Dibelius) or “patronizing” (Blackman) attitude toward James, and forthrightly presents it as a worthy (Calvin), profound (Schlatter), “proclamation
of the Gospel” with “extraordinarily relevant” application to “the obedience
of faith.” While the author admits to “looseness” in structure and “eclecticism” in substance, he attributes “a real unity” to it in persistently putting the
professions of Christians to the test. This cuts at the heart of selfrighteousness and is liberating in intent. The bulk of this short article consists
of a perceptive, crisp, articulate, interpretive summary of the central sections
of the Epistle. It is refreshingly written from a non-critical point of view. Its
vividness and vitality, which it shares with many commentaries of older vintage, is undoubtedly in evidence because it takes God at his (inerrant) Word.
P. B. R. Forbes, “The Structure of the Epistle of James,” in The Evangelical
Quarterly, Vol. XLIV, 1972, No. 3, 147-153. This article is an early attempt to
establish that James has a “plan” that goes beyond the rhetorical use of catchwords. His point of departure is that James was a letter to be read out loud.
This prompts him to divide it in two equal, “readable,” sections, Chapters 1 and
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2 (53 verses), and Chapters 3, 4 and 5 (55 verses). Section I strikes a blow for
action at the beginning (1:2-4) and at the end (2:26), and consists of five loosely
connected paragraphs. Section II consists of eight similarly connected paragraphs. Modern scholarship has moved well beyond this somewhat artificial approach. But its merit is that it unequivocally takes the text as its firm, noncritical, point of departure.
Gerhard Delling, Telos (and its cognates) in Gerhard Kittel, Trans. Geoffrey Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1972), Vol. VIII, 4-87. This article is mentioned because it is of
great, if not pivotal, significance in determining the meaning of what is possibly the most central concept for the proper understanding of James’ message.
Hendrik Krabbendam, “Hermeneutics and Preaching,” in Samuel T. Logan, Jr., ed., The Preacher and Preaching (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and
Reformed Publishing Company, 1986). This article lays the foundation for
the present Commentary in terms of the Trinitarian (Father, Son and Holy
Spirit) and Triadic (regeneration, justification and sanctification) “New Covenantal-historical” method of interpretation. It addresses specifically the need
for outlining the text meticulously as the centerpiece for its exposition and the
platform for its application by means of universal principles and patterns.
Grant R. Osborne, “Historical Criticism and the Evangelical,” in the
Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society (June, 1999), Vol. 42/2, 193210. This is an article that quite competently catalogues the several evangelical responses to the history, nature, and elements of the critical-historical method. Although it rejects any kind of naturalism, it is basically sympathetic,
and accepts several of the major tenets of historical criticism as significant
accomplishments. From Linnemann’s perspective this article undoubtedly
fails to raise a necessary and pointed warning against a destructive foe. The
Church would do well to opt for Linnemann’s “prophetic voice!”
Mark Taylor, “Recent Scholarship on the Structure of James,” Currents
in Biblical Research 3.1 (October, 2004), 86-115. This article updates the author’s unpublished doctoral thesis, and contains a detailed survey of scholars
who weighed in on the side of the Epistle of James as a more or less structured composition. The survey provides a competent and helpful bird’s eye
view of the latest in the recent James’ research in this regard, and is summarized in Topical Focus #4: Structure of James in the General Introduction.
[For further information regarding commentaries on James and especially monographs and articles on aspects of and issues in James, see the extensive and excellent bibliographies in Blomberg, 37-41; Hartin, 39-47; McCartney, 301-311; and McKnight, xix-xxx. Together these bibliographies appear
to cover the waterfront.]
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2. HERMENEUTICAL APPROACH
a. Introduction
Commentators belong by and large in one of two camps, the non-critical and
the critical camp. The watershed between the two camps is the inspiration,
and therewith the inerrancy, trustworthiness, and authority of the Scriptures.
Both camps are thoroughly “presuppositional.” To one degree or another critical scholars reject the “divinity,” i.e., the God-breathed character (2 Tim.
3:16), and the Spirit-superintended production (2 Pet. 1:21) of Scripture.
They are committed to taking the Bible mostly, if not only, as a human effort,
with all the flaws and errors, as well as the strengths and insights for that matter, which humanity has to offer (Krentz, 50). As its corollary, they hold to
the ultimacy of the human mind. All of Scripture must pass the bar of human
rationality and its fact-finding capacity (Linnemann, Historical Criticism,
23ff; 83ff).
Non-critical scholars, on the other hand, are, and should be, committed to
the ultimacy of the Divine Mind without ever slighting the unimpeded human
factor. To them, the Scripture of the OT and NT, by virtue of its organic inspiration, is a Divine-human book. By virtue of its Divinity, it is fully inerrant
and definitively authoritative, and by virtue of its humanity, it is fully relevant
and truly applicatory. With the doctrine of organic inspiration, the Church inherits the best of both worlds, which it can only relinquish at its greatest peril.
The difference between the two camps is far from a minor matter. Only noncritical scholars can read Scripture in 3-D. Critical scholars cannot. The latter
never transcend in their commentaries the well-known hermeneutical circle
(spiral) of the whole and the parts. This pertains to the universally accepted,
interpretive reality that the understanding of the parts serves the comprehension of the whole, just as vice versa a grasp of the whole can and will shed
light on the function and meaning of individual components. No doubt critical
scholars can provide, at times, (extremely) valuable insights in their study of
Scripture. But whether their contributions are progressive or regressive, constructive or destructive, impressive or appalling, the understanding to which
they contribute is always merely one of the mind, regardless the nature and
focus of their contributions. Only non-critical thinkers can enter the two further hermeneutical circles (spirals) that are essential for the comprehension of
Scripture.
In the context of the second circle (spiral), the understanding of the
meaning of Scripture occurs on the level of the heart (Ps. 119:10-11; Is. 6:10)
through the illumination of the Spirit (John 6:65; 2 Cor. 4:6; Col. 1:9; 2:2),
that is, in the core and on the deepest level of one’s existence. This spiral,
which incidentally is the central focus of Owen’s monograph on Biblical
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Hermeneutics (Owen, IV, 117ff), opens up the amazing beauty of the Biblical
text, and provides insights, inclusive of intellectual insights, not to be gained
in any other way. Let me hasten to add that this does not introduce either a
“mystic” or an “elitist” epistemological tool. No, the “insights” are there for
all to appropriate, because the “facts” are there for all to see (Lk. 24:25; see
also Deut. 29:2-4). But only the (regenerate, “seeing”) heart will perceive
them (Is. 6:10; 2 Cor. 4:6; see specifically Deut. 30:6)! Vice versa, the exposure to the incremental “opening” of the Biblical text in that fashion serves
the “experiential enlargement of the heart” (Lk. 24:32).15
According to the third circle (spiral), the purposeful pursuit of obedience
to God’s will, which is the understanding on the level of life (Job 28:28), will
similarly disclose thus far unrecognized profundities in Scripture and open up
new vistas (John 7:17). Vice versa, the “enhanced vision” of the Word gained
15

See for the biblical place, function and significance of the heart, my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 60-62, as well as the remarkable treatment of the subject by George J. Zemek, A
Biblical Theology of the Doctrines of Sovereign Grace (Little Rock: B.T.D.S.G, 2002), 16-18,
31-33. In his assessment, in the OT the heart is depicted as “the king of anthropological
terms,” as “man’s mission control center,” “the seat of man’s rational functions,” of his “ethical judgment,” his “spiritual responsibility,” his “planning and volition,” his “emotional function,” and “the function of desire and longing” (16-18). In the NT it is portrayed as “the center
of the inner life of man and the source or seat of all the forces and functions of the soul and
the spirit,” the residence of “feelings and emotions, desires and passions,” “the seat of understanding, the source of thought and reflection,” “the seat of the will,” and “the source of resolves.” In short, in both OT and NT the heart stands for “the center of the human personality,” “the thinking, feeling, and willing ego of man” in contrast to man’s “external appearance.” As such it is the seat of doubt, hardness, deceit and corruption before conversion (Jer.
17:9), as well as of faith, obedience and endurance (only) after God opens it (Acts 16:14) and
illumines it (2 Cor. 4:6). It is difficult biblically to quarrel with this composite picture of the
heart. Therefore to designate it as man’s mission control center is no exaggeration! Further, to
identify human thinking, willing and feeling as the “internal forces and functions” of the heart
is equally on the money. Finally, to round this off Zemek could have classified speaking and
acting as its external conduct! All this is “echoed” in Tripp, 59, 68, who calls the heart “the
inner person,” “the person within,” “the ‘real’ you,” “the essential core,” that “functions” on
the inside and is on display on the outside. James K.A. Smith in “A Review Symposium” on
his own publication, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview and Cultural Formation
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009) in the Christian Scholars Review, XXXIX:2 (Winter
2010), 231, virtually takes the same tack when he calls the heart “the affective seat of human
identity and action.” See also Elio Frattaroli, Healing the Soul in the Age of the Brain (New
York: Penguin Books, 2002), esp. 6ff; 104ff; 338ff. From a psychiatric perspective, he argues
for an “experiencing self, the ‘I,’ an ineffable whole that integrates” the various levels of human experiencing. While he defines this as the soul, rather than the “heart” (although he mentions the latter in passing), and draws some conclusions from it for psychiatry that I can hardly endorse, he correctly observes that the brain should not be regarded as the ultimate anthropological determinant! At any rate, Andrew Murray, The Two Covenants, 60, is right on, “The
Holy Spirit makes the heart,” and, “The heart makes the man.” This can only be appreciated
when there is the ineradicable recognition that “the problem of the heart is the heart of the
problem!”
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in that way serves the “sanctifying enrichment of life.”
Incidentally, the introduction of these last two circles in the interpretation
of Scripture may suggest to some a novel approach that opens up unknown
horizons, and may strike others as a questionable concept that presents an
“alien” world. It may even produce a measure of discomfort for those who
suddenly seem to find themselves in a position of (partial?) outsiders of sorts
in the hermeneutical process. For each of these categories of people, Scripture
has ultimately only one counsel. Swallow your pride (Jam. 1:19-21), and
show this in and through never-ending prayer. Pray not only for the eyes of
the mind to be opened (Ps. 119:18), but also for the eyes of the heart to be illumined (Eph. 1:17), and the eyes of life to obtain 20-20 vision (John 7:17).
There is no other way than the way of “grace” to “experience” the “wonder”
of Scripture (Jam. 4:2b)! We all have heard the statement, “Scripture became
alive to me!” This is basically convoluted. The Scripture ever was alive, ever
is alive, and ever will be alive (Heb. 4:12). Instead one should both concede
and confess, “I became alive to Scripture.” In a biblically functioning, that is,
prayerful hermeneutics, the practitioners come alive in a threefold way. Their
minds expand and are enriched, their hearts burn within them and open up,
and their lives light up and bear fruit. Clearly, every time we turn to Scripture, the presence of prayer is more than apropos. In fact, it is indispensable
(John 15:7; 1 Tim. 4:5), and never a luxury (Jam. 4:2)! But enough is said for
the moment about the necessity of incessant prayer. I will return to this crucial issue below in Topical Focus #7: Prayer, which deals extensively with
the subject of prayer from a broad, biblical, perspective.
However, both a rather grim warning and a very necessary appeal are in
place at this juncture. In order to enter the second circle, one must have received a heart transplant in regeneration (Ezek. 36:26) and in order to reap the
fruits of the third circle, one must participate in a new life in the process of
sanctification (John 8:37, 43, 47). Therefore, unbelieving scholars in the critical camp, or non-critical camp for that matter, can never find the way to what
may be designated as the inside of the cathedral of Scripture and experience
its breathtaking structural and substantive message, its profound heart-felt and
heart-warming beauty, or its enriching life-producing and life-changing significance in 3-D perspective. This is a privilege to be had only in the context of
all three circles (spirals). In short, according to Scripture, one has to be a
hermeneutical “insider” in the threefold sense of the word, fully and truly to
encounter, understand, appreciate, and mirror Scripture.16
For critical scholars the Bible must ultimately always remain a “closed
16

Especially older writers, such as Manton and Johnstone, appear to write as “insiders.” One
can at times “taste” their 3-D vision. This is why their commentaries are so fresh and insightful, and often (more than) a cut above the others. Regrettably, most (recent) commentaries were (merely) written “from a historical-critical perspective” (Hartin, 3).
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book.” In fact, Scripture does and will refuse to yield its full and true content,
unless and until it is received in a spirit of utter (regenerate) humility vis-à-vis
its authority, and of utter (sanctifying) dependence vis-à-vis its message. It
represents and presents Divine Royalty! As such it invariably resists blind
human pride and rebellious human autonomy under whatever “cloak” this
“twin evil” exhibits itself (Linnemann, Historical Criticism, 69-70)! Scripture
does not enter into negotiations with its readership. It requires radical and total surrender. This is why students and presenters of the Word, whether teaching, preaching, counseling, or writing for that matter, may never bend or adjust its content to the fickle likes or dislikes of man, whether intellectual, volitional or emotional. Rather it should insist that everyone everywhere, in all
circumstances and all areas of life bow before and adjust to God. Only in this
type of context will Scripture sovereignly and graciously hand over its lifeproducing substance. Of course, it can be robbed by “bandits” and raped by
“thugs,” whether respectable or unrespectable. But all this comes at a steep
price for both perpetrators and sympathizers.
This brings a very necessary appeal into the picture, the appeal for every
“outsider” of whatever stripe and to whatever degree to flee to Christ. In the
portals of a truly biblical hermeneutics every would-be interpreter invariably
encounters a call to a regenerate heart and a summons to a sanctified life, or
both, as the non-negotiable prerequisites for a productive hermeneutical harvest (See in this regard esp. Linnemann, Historical Criticism, 9, 78-80).
All this stands to reason in the light of Scripture's avowed triple purpose.
Whatever benefit or by-product the Bible can, may, and does otherwise yield,
or whatever objective or purpose it can, may and does otherwise serve, the
only three objectives that are explicitly formulated as its avowed aim are regeneration (Jam. 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23-25), justification (John 15:3), and sanctification (John 17:17; 1 Pet. 2:2) in the broadest sense of these terms. All other
benefits or purposes are only implicit and can be categorized as an “extra,” a
“bonus.” This is to say, Scripture furnishes a wide range of historical data,
scientific facts, aesthetic art forms, rhetorical delights and linguistic gems, as
well as a host of other useful information, insights and enjoyments. All this
must be gratefully garnered, taken into account, incorporated, absorbed, and
experienced. But anyone, whether scholar or otherwise, who willfully ignores, waves off, downplays, resists, or opposes the explicitly stated threefold
aim of Scripture in his or her interaction with it, whether in casual contact, incidental preoccupation, or substantive study, is basically presumptuous and
offensive, whether openly hostile to an inerrant Scripture or not. There is no
neutral “attitude” when facing the Word. Scripture as the Self-disclosure of
both Majesty and Mercy is holy ground. All who venture upon it, for whatever reason or with whatever purpose, better take their shoes off (Ex. 3:5; Josh.
5:15). This is not, and cannot be, the custom of critical scholarship (Rom.
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8:7), and, alas, is not always typical of non-critical scholarship either!
Truthfully, already the first hermeneutical circle poses insurmountable
problems for critical scholars. They are never able to arrive at the co-ultimacy
and the co-functionality of the whole and the parts. At this point the
(in)famous one-and-many problem rears its head that is characteristic of all
apostate thought and activity (See my Sovereignty and Responsibility, especially 17-33, 87-94, for an extensive treatment of this phenomenon). In such
thought and activity the two poles (of universality and particularity) divulge
sooner or later a dialectic tension that easily turns into open conflict, if not
warfare, with all its destructive consequences. Any and all efforts to synthesize the poles into a harmonious whole not only do fail miserably, but must
fail by definition. After all, the one-and-many dialectic is a totality structure,
in which both poles mutually and simultaneously do not only presuppose, but
also exclude one another. The mutual presupposition accounts for the everrepeated efforts to synthesize the two poles. The mutual exclusion guarantees
that these attempts will fail again and again. This implies that the “road of the
dialectic” is by definition a never-ending, dead-end street!
The critical approach to Scripture does not escape this fate. It is both driven and frustrated by this apostate dialectic. As a result it can never experience any book of Scripture as a “total symphony,” in which panoramic unity
and rich diversity serve each other in complete harmony. Unbelievers, including unregenerate scholars, are trapped in and victimized by that dialectic,
both personally and in their scholarship. Consequently in this setting either
the treatment of the parts turns the whole into an ill-fitting conglomeration, or
the depiction of the whole has parts stick out like sore thumbs. In both cases
the book tends to be either ravaged or savaged. The critical treatment of
James is no exception. This is so, even if and when “common grace,” as I
show below, frequently curtails the damage to a surprising degree!
The early proponents of the critical-historical method placed the emphasis upon the parts (particularity) at the expense of the whole. They did so by
means of Form Criticism, Tradition Criticism and Source Criticism. After
everything was said and done, the result was practical chaos. Meaningful unity was virtually missing! The later proponents countered the chaotic upshot
by emphasizing the whole (universality). Structure was reintroduced. This
was often done by means of Redaction Criticism, Genre Criticism and Canon
Criticism. But the products of these types of criticism fall far short of the
mark as well. A short description of the various criticisms, and the relationship the earlier sustain to the later ones, should be enlightening. It also should
pave the way to both recognizing the wealth and reaping the rewards of a
non-critical exposition. The latter will (should!) outshine anything that the
critical approach could possibly offer, since it takes the Scriptures of the OT
and the NT seriously as both the Word of God and the word of man.
152

Incidentally, today the non-critical approach is pejoratively dubbed as “precritical.” Supposedly it finds itself behind the times, continues to treat the Bible with incredible naïveté, and should be snubbed, if not held up in subdued
ridicule or open contempt. In reality, it is the critical position that falls short
of the majesty of Scripture. Theologians, who opt for it in whole or in part,
put “blinders” on to the extent that they adopt it. The irony of Paul remains
fully applicable. The foolishness of God always was and ever remains wiser
than the “so-called” sophisticated wisdom of man (1 Cor. 1:25). Personally, I
refuse to let myself be stereotyped by the label “pre-critical” other than as “a
badge of honor.” Besides, it enables me to enjoy and stake my future on
Scripture not as a “sickly” document, but as an “unfailing” and invigorating
heart’s and life’s companion “in perfect health.” It frankly beats the alternative of having to “treat” it as a “failing” patient (more or less) “in critical
condition,” that ultimately does not, and cannot, inspire much hope, if any.
The next section aims to detail three interpretive proposals by the earlier,
and three interpretive proposals by the later proponents of the criticalhistorical method, and in the process seeks to expose the errors inherent in
them, and the grave danger posed by them.

153

b. Critical Scholarship
The early proponents of the critical-historical method champion particularity
at the expense of unity in terms of Form Criticism, Tradition Criticism, and
Source Criticism. Form Criticism allegedly deals with the initial, formative,
phase of what eventually would become the Scriptures of the Old and New
Testament. It posits small folkloric, widely disparate, oral entities or units,
such as genealogies, sayings, maxims, stories, legends, dialogues, etc., as the
fragmented, raw, foundational material that in due course led to the Bible as
we know it today. It locates them in their sociological settings and seeks to
determine how these settings gave rise to them, shaped them, and matured
them (Krentz, 50-51).
Tradition Criticism, subsequently, has the community take those disjointed entities that spontaneously sprang up in a great variety of religious,
cultural, geographical and historical settings, and streamline them over a rather considerable period time into a number of oral, often conflicting, traditions. Eventually these would be committed to writing. In the whole process,
“a creative element” was operational which transcended the historical in part
or in whole (Perrin, 4, 15-16, 18). This, of course, puts every truth claim pertaining to the content of these traditions on very shaky ground.
Source Criticism, finally, claims that the various written end results of
the tradition-critical process constitute the sources that were rather mechanically and without much originality, creativity or skill, combined into written
units by a variety of cut-and-paste collectors. The net effect was a number of
basically fragmented and disjointed documents that consisted of widely divergent and often contradictory strands of material, each with its own theological origin, agenda and goals. Eventually these disparate “sources” were
somehow put together to make up the Bible.
It is hard to miss that all three criticisms characteristically place the exclusive emphasis upon the human element without much, if any, regard for
the divine factor. The ensuing chaotic outcome, and with it the inevitable loss
of the unified message of the Bible, is equally hard to miss. However, in general, Form Criticism, Tradition Criticism and Source Criticism constitute not
only an all-too-human endeavor. More specifically, they are also evolutionistic. Marxism in Economics, Darwinism in Biology, and Historical Criticism
in Theology are all “kissing cousins,” as together they consciously take their
cue from Hegelian philosophy. It is widely recognized and acknowledged by
proponents of the Historical-Critical method themselves, that the trajectory
from the primitive and undifferentiated (Forms) through a process of development and growth (Tradition) to a level of maturity and sophistication
(Sources) is fully and purposefully analogical to the evolutionary model. Just
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as in the Biological Sciences,17 however, there is in the Biblical Sciences a
backlash against the evolutionary model with its uni-directional traffic from
the seemingly simplistic to the “so-called sophisticated, and from the chaotic
particulars (the “many”) to a basically elusive unity (the “one”). The unsatisfactory end result was a questionable hodge-podge of more or less contradictory strands of thought that lacked structural coherence and was devoid of a
unified purpose.
Enter the later proponents of the critical-historical method with their Redaction Criticism, Genre Criticism and Canon Criticism to offset chaotic particularity! Broadly speaking these criticisms emphasize unity in diversity.
Somehow they wish to countermand the chaos that the earlier criticisms produced, and the consequent loss of any compelling and meaningful message.
Redaction criticism was introduced to salvage the unity of the books of Scripture in terms of both origin and composition that Form, Tradition and Source
Criticism had surrendered. The redactors were allegedly authors in their own
right, as they put their unique, personal imprint on the material. Neither the
original components, nor the molding traditions of the community, nor the
subsequent sources have the final fragmented and fragmenting word. Individual “sacred” writings are no longer a mere “hodge-podge” of unrelated issues
and divergent opinions. Each one now displays a distinct “theology.” It
represents the world and life view, and in doing so presents the unifying word
of the redactor, who is (suddenly) original, creative, skillful, and purposeful
in the way he thinks, and expresses himself rhetorically and linguistically. He
no longer serves as a docile mouthpiece of a multi-variegated community that
constantly endeavors to make up its ever-developing collective mind!
For good measure, it should be stressed that in Redaction Criticism the
theological end product, attributed to redactors or composers, has no real affinity to the historical facts. No more than the “so-called” biblical hodgepodge that according to Form, Tradition and Source Criticism was put together by the community and its “bland” editors as (more than questionable)
“propaganda literature!” After all, the presence of a pre-conceived theological
viewpoint on the part of the redactor-transmitter of the early Christian tradition forces us to recognize that a Gospel, by way of illustration, does not really describe the ministry of Jesus at all, but rather the history of the Christian
in every age, however much it is cast in the form of a chronicle of his minis17

The notion of “natural selection,” inclusive of “the survival of the fittest,” is increasingly
debunked in favor of the concept of “spontaneous self-organization.” See my Sovereignty and
Responsibility, 22-27 for this concept. Furthermore, the idea of “spontaneous selforganization” is increasingly criticized in favor of some kind of “intelligent design,” even by
scientists who do not profess the Christian faith. See Michael Behe, Darwin’s Black Box: The
Biochemical Challenge to Evolution (New York: The Free Press, 1996). In this context I leave
the question unanswered whether “the argument of intelligent design” has a legitimate place
in a truly Biblical Apologetics. But one thing is clear. It is not part of a Gospel Apologetics.
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try (Perrin, 75). The “belated” concession that some parts of a Gospel may
well be based on a reminiscence of Jesus’ ministry seems to be no more than
a sop. No wonder that at this stage of the game “the problem of the relation of
faith and the historical method” was recognized to be as urgent as ever
(Krentz, 32). A theology, which is couched in terminology that presupposes a
historical substratum, can hardly be taken seriously when the historical method admittedly ends up undermining, if not destroying, that substratum (Perrin, 10, 29)!
Genre Criticism also shifts the emphasis from diversity to unity, as it extends the trail blazed by Redaction Criticism. This soon becomes evident
from the definition of genre as a specific literary form that combines “certain
culturally defined and recognized conventions,” such as “certain sorts of materials, certain rhetorical devices, and certain formal characteristics” (Johnson, 16). To settle on genre is of considerable assistance in “locating authorial
intention and audience expectation” (Johnson, 17). In fact, genre has been
earmarked as the most significant, if not constitutive and (all) controlling, literary concept to unearth, embrace and enjoy the treasures of the text that the
writer meant to be unearthed by his readers.18 All this clearly spells deliberate, formal, composition. With a specific authorial intent assumed, the way is
now paved to look for a meaningful structure in a particular writing, if not an
ordering principle and the internal coherence that comes with such principle!
Finally, what Redaction Criticism wishes to accomplish on a book by
book basis, Canon Criticism is after in terms of Scripture as a unit. What
good is it ultimately, if the individual Bible books are each viewed as displaying a common origin and thrust, but the Bible in its totality remains a mishmash of competing, if not contradictory, theologies. Canon Criticism is said
to establish the unity of Scripture in its totality by means of subsuming all the
parts under one all-encompassing theology. For the Bible to contain a genuine
message, and not to dissipate into a chance concatenation of meaningless trivialities, a focal point, a unifying principle, an overarching theme, or an Archimedean point, had to be found, such as the Kingdom of God, the Covenant,
Divine Self-disclosure, etc. This supposedly would constitute a centripetal,
rather than centrifugal, force and would serve to provide some kind of meaning. The question marks produced by historical research are now offset by the
exclamation marks of a so-called “revelational” theology that ties the loose
ends together to one degree or another. In other words, the Bible could not be
a merely historical document, disjointed at that. Somehow the historical contained a unified message (of sorts). It had to be “revelatory.” This is what the
concept of canon was meant to convey. The many words had to make “theological sense,” and therefore had to have “a theological point!”
18

See E. Ray Clendenen, “Text Linguistics and Prophecy in the Book of the Twelve,” in the
Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society (September, 2003: Volume 46, No. 3), 385.
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Ostensibly, the later critics seemed to have made surprising strides, especially since the themes they propose as unifying principles are usually of biblical vintage. Conceivably it would even be tempting to enlist their assistance
against the earlier critics. But let the readership beware! Overall the later
three Criticisms, even if at times a relatively greater co-belligerency may be
indicated, should be regarded equally as suspect as the earlier three. This warrants more than just a simple word of caution against enlisting them.
First, the later three criticisms stand squarely on the shoulders of the earlier ones. After all, they wholeheartedly embrace their basic premise. The Bible cannot possibly be an inerrant, Divine-human book! In fact, they are the
historical offspring of the earlier ones, and could never have come into existence without them. They belong to the same family of dialectic thought. Let
it be underscored that the later criticisms bring us not one inch closer to the
orthodoxy of organic inspiration, and all that this entails. They add either a
“theological complementation” (semi-conservatism), or a “theological upper
story” (neo-orthodoxy), to the “acids of historical-critical modernity” that virtually destroyed historic Christianity. As Linnemann does not tire to point
out, the critical-historical theology has turned Germany into a veritable spiritual wasteland. But even if the later criticisms tone down the acidic excesses
of this theology, they do not jettison the acids themselves. This cannot but
adversely affect the theological bottom line to everyone's soul-destructive peril. After all, it methodologically sends an interpretation in 3-D into exile,
banning it from the original and authentic premises of Biblical Studies. But
more about this below!
Second, there is an insoluble tension between Source, Form and Tradition Criticism on the one hand, and Redaction, Genre and Canon Criticism,
on the other. The first three are evolutionistic to the core. The latter three are
decidedly anti-evolutionistic. With their emphasis upon “original and purposeful complexity,” the latter three destroy the evolutionary model that
made the early criticisms possible. However, although the early criticisms
thereby come to hang in the air, no one has decided to draw the logical conclusion of denying their legitimacy. The irony should not be missed. Historically, the later criticisms are 100% based on the earlier ones, but methodologically they equally contradict, if not disqualify, them 100%, in the process destroying the very basis on which they rest. So both the early and later criticisms equally hang in the air. This has not gone unnoticed by knowledgeable
critical scholars, and should be puzzling, if not embarrassing. The critical
camp is clearly and at best a house divided against itself. But why does it not
collapse? This is a fundamental question that requires an immediate and
straightforward answer.
Third, the answer to this question is not too hard to find. The three later
criticisms fully stay within the apostate dialectic of “the one-and-the-many.”
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They simply shift their emphasis from the chaotic many to the unifying one.
From an unbeliever’s point of view, this is “perfectly logical,” and certainly
not puzzling, let alone a ground for embarrassment. After all, unity is an
integral part of reality. There is therefore every reason to pay attention to it
and emphasize it. By doing so in the present context they gladly pay the price
of the self-contradicting inconsistency of stoutly defending the legitimacy of
the centrifugal early criticisms while simultaneously and just as stoutly
championing the necessity of the centripetal later criticisms. Apparently they
prefer this to embracing a fully authoritative Divine-human book, in which
the whole (the one) and the parts (the many) blend together in perfect harmony. In fact, unbelievers routinely are so “stuck” on the ultimacy of human rationality and human fact-finding capabilities that they are willing to pay any
price, including the price of self-contradiction, to safeguard it.
But even “human” ultimacy of whatever stripe is not “the final explanation” of the liberal, self-contradictory, mess. The human ultimacy, and the
victimizing dialectic with which it is intertwined, is rooted in the rebellion of
the human heart against God and his fully inerrant, trustworthy and authoritative Word. Incidentally, it “kicked in” with Adam’s fall. Therefore, until rebellion is renounced, human ultimacy does, and will prevail and the dialectic
does, and will rule supreme by definition. In short, Biblical critics are in need
of a heart transplant in regeneration (renunciation of their rebellion) in order
to be set free from their commitment to the ultimacy of the human mind, the
victimizing dialectic, and (finally) the consequent, logical, self-contradictory,
inconsistencies. It hardly needs to be emphasized that this would do “wonders,” also to the interpretation of James. Only a “regenerate” interpretation
in 3-D can do full justice to God’s Word, count on his approving smile, and
bring out its rich content.
The present author is neither the first, nor the only one, who has come to
this conclusion. It is refreshing to hear a former Bultmannian, at one time
steeped in one of the most extreme branches of the critical-historical method,
virtually state (in my terminology) that “there is nothing that a good old conversion cannot cure.” Listen to what she says, “I know from personal experience that the move from criticism of the Bible to trust in the Bible does not
occur through arguments that consider the intellectual presuppositions of the
Bible critic in such a way that he can accept those arguments. The way from
biblical criticism to biblical faith runs through the narrow gate, through conversion to Jesus Christ, God’s Son, our Lord, who redeemed us through his
blood shed on Golgotha’s cross, who ‘was delivered over to death for our sins
and was raised to life for our justification’ (Rom. 4:25)” (Linnemann, Biblical
Criticism, 11-12; see also her Historical Criticism, 17-20).
I, for one, hope and pray that she does not end up as “a woman crying in
the wilderness.” But if she does, may her words fall into the “fertile soil of
158

repentance,” where needful, so that the Word of God may have free course!
At any rate, only a heart transplant in regeneration can save humans, whether
theologians or otherwise, from annihilating themselves and their dominion
taking efforts in any and all fields of endeavor. After all, such a heart transplant is the prerequisite to turn dialectic warfare and destruction into nondialectic harmony and productivity, also in the interpretation of Scripture.
As will be discussed further below, it seems not only naïve but also unbecoming, for a Christian theologian uncritically to applaud or adopt a method, in whole or in part, that originates in rebellion, evidences human ultimacy, and ends up in a dialectic quagmire, with all the logical inconsistencies
that flow forth from it. So much for the essence and outcome of the “wisdom”
of man! Incidentally, since the unity that is advocated by the three later criticisms is and remains a product forged by human reason as the final reference
point, it is only natural that the notions of organic inspiration, inerrancy and
authority are and remain taboo. They belong in a different world, the world of
regeneracy, the world of a broken heart, the world of repentance!
Fourth, ultimately the latter three Criticisms gain only a Pyrrhic victory.
Neither Redaction Criticism, nor Genre Criticism, nor Canon Criticism, in
spite of their battle for a center of meaning and their insistence upon one
overarching theme or another, can escape the centrifugal force of divergent
and often contradictory “theologies.” While each individual book of Scripture
may have its own “theology,” the compilation of these books in one document makes for a number of “theologies.” In the critical camp the theory of
the conflicting J. E. D. and P. traditions in the OT and the construction of similarly incompatible Marcan, Johannine, and Pauline thought patterns are
still “the coin of the realm” among critical biblical scholars.19 In the one-andmany polarity, the pole of the “one” never is, never can, and never will be coultimate and co-functional with the pole of the “many.” The dialectic does
not, cannot, and will not permit it!20
19

See also Dibelius, 50, who holds that James, together with the Pauline epistles and the Johannine writings, belongs “among the classical Christian documents.” Nevertheless, James is
supposedly only “one Christian word,” and essentially alien to the spirit manifested in Paul
and John.
20
It is the thesis of my Sovereignty and Responsibility that apostate mankind, by virtue of its
rebellion, is both trapped in and victimized by the one-and-many dialectic. Radical representatives invariably seek to emphasize one of the poles at the expense, and at times the eradication, of the other. Pragmatic heads just as invariably seek a synthesis. I argue, however,
with references to the history of theology, the history of philosophy, political ideology, business practices, theoretical physics, etc., that from the point of view of unbelief, whether substantive or methodological, the poles can never be thought or brought together. Criticalhistorical theology is no exception. With regard to James, radical interpreters end up fragmenting it, while cooler heads can come up with an uneasy and uncertain truce at best by
seeking to put the fragments together, but still in a piecemeal fashion. As I show in Topical
Focus #4: Structure of James, these cooler heads, in spite of their search for structure, all
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During the tenure of President Lyndon Johnson, his wife Ladybird pressured Congress to pass legislation that required junkyards to be fenced in. All
those eyesores that dotted the landscape had to be removed from sight! It
seems to me that Redaction, Genre, and Canon Criticism is no more than a
fence to remove the eyesore of Form, Tradition and Source Criticism from
view. Frankly, they should have sent them packing. To be sure, a junkyard
provides a service. Admittedly “useful” spare parts galore. Business is thriving! But it is and remains an eyesore that should be “covered up.” Besides,
who would want “used parts,” when new ones are there for the asking and receiving?
Last but not least, however, the victory of the latter three criticisms is not
merely Pyrrhic. It is hollow for a threefold reason that should sober and alarm
everyone. It is at this point that I voice my deepest objection against critical
scholarship. For one, it is confined to operating on the level of the mind (the
first hermeneutical circle), and never seeks to enter into a heart and life relationship with God’s Word (the second and third circle).21 From that perspective it is basically haughty and offensive to throw Scripture the bone of some
kind of “unity.” Further, it self-destructs vis-à-vis the rich message of Scripture, precisely because it cannot, and will not, read it in 3-D, as has been argued already. It is in a state of blindness (and rebellion) toward its regenerative, justifying and sanctifying purpose. Finally, it is (potentially) destructive
for its intended audience because it resembles a “blocked artery.” Operating,
as it does on the level of the mind, it undeniably has a semblance of progress
and accomplishments. But because the other two levels are “beyond it,” it
never can and never will function as a pipeline with the avowed purpose to
pass on the “life blood” of Scripture to the heart (and life!) of man. Compared
to the earlier three criticisms the latter three may seem like a much-needed
by-pass surgery. But even if there is the resultant presence of a willy-nilly
temporary trickle of blood it does not make the necessary difference for the
patient in need of a heart transplant. Dead in trespasses and sin as all of mankind is, it needs more, much more, than interesting, or even insightful and exhilarating (what ultimately only add up to) “tidbits of information.” In a nutshell, Scripture is designed to make dead people alive. This is what both the
earlier and later critical methods fail, if not refuse to recognize, acknowledge,
agree that there are many unexplainable loose ends. Incidentally, in my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 147ff, I also emphasize the “handsome pay-off” of a non-dialectic (non-linear)
hermeneutical, exegetical, systematic, historical, apologetic, ethical, practical, and any other
kind of theology. A glorious picture emerges that invariably displays an amazing and glorious
tapestry. What else can we expect from a Divine Author!
21
Not even, when in an eisexegetical manner it derives its own ideology from God’s Word as
“a plan of (heartfelt and life-changing) action,” however much it may seem to run parallel
with God’s Word on the surface. Everyone knows that even when two folks act the same, it
not necessarily is the same.
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bring out and emphasize (on their knees).
Non-critical scholarship, therefore, should not be too quick in applauding
the later critical method or enthusiastically enlisting it in the defense of their
cause. Even if at first sight the later three criticisms seem to leave the cup of
the Word of God somewhat full vis-à-vis the earlier criticisms, the cup at
second thought still remains virtually empty vis-à-vis its life-producing message! In fact, it may well substitute one (more or less camouflaged) “poison”
for another (exposed) “poison.” Ultimately, therefore, they are at best, “small
consolation.” One simply does not treat the Word of God the way they do. In
fact, they do worse than throwing it a condescending bone of some sort of unity. Any position that ends up denying the full inspiration, and therefore the
trustworthiness and authority, of Scripture will inevitably prove to be a Trojan horse. To “incorporate” such a horse in one’s thinking is naïve, to say the
least. If this “incorporation” comes down to the unsuspecting adoption of only a method, it may simply need an “eye-opener,” such as word of explanation or warning, to get rid of it.
However, if it goes deeper, and turns out to be a fundamental commitment, it will require much more to eliminate it. At times heartfelt repentance
may be the only answer. At other times, when the situation is at its gravest,
nothing but a heart transplant in regeneration will do! Truthfully, it is no
coincidence that it requires a determined, regenerate, forgiven, and sanctified
theology to aim at, and end up with, an audience that reflects such theology
and so meets the indispensable condition for membership in the Kingdom of
God. That all this should put us in a sobering frame of mind hardly needs to
be emphasized. But facing and dealing with destructive “facts of life” always
constitutes a sobering reality (By all means, take a close look at Linnemann
and her “grim” eye-opening assessment of the “monstrous scope of the deception of the Historical Critical theology,” Historical Criticism, 8-12, 17-20,
76-80; see also her Biblical Criticism, 177-206).
In summary, at the dawn of Historical Criticism, the critics were faced
with the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament as the Word of God written. It was universally acknowledged as a Work of Art, and a Piece of Beauty, in which the whole and the parts were fully co-ultimate and co-functional.
Rebellious at heart, holding to the ultimacy of the human intellect, and imprisoned by the dialectic, the early critics proceeded to put Scripture in the
shredder. They could not leave “well-enough” alone. “Brute particularity”
gained the day. The result was chaos and cacophony. The later critics sought
to (re)introduce (some) order and symphony. But they remained in the grip of
the dialectic since there was no change of heart and no humility of mind. The
result was a mixture of chaos and order (of sorts), of streamlined cacophony
and discordant symphony. Non-critical scholars must tirelessly emphasize
that this is basically offensive to the Author of the Scriptures and issue a call
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to repentance, regardless the many (scintillating) insights (earlier or later)
critical scholarship admittedly contributes to the study of these Scriptures.22
At any rate, recapitulating and undergirding all this with a view to James,
the earlier critics stressed the disjointed divergence, while the later critics
swung the pendulum back to a basically no less disjointed convergence of the
parts. To a large degree they were undoubtedly prompted to do so by their research. They came to recognize that much of what the early critics proposed
simply did not hold water. But their unease with a chaotic situation played a
significant role in the shift of their thinking as well. However, even this shift,
driven as it is by the dialectic, does not and cannot do proper and full justice
to the structure and message of James in the context of the totality of Scripture.23 In fact, critical presuppositions that sacrifice the “divinity” of the Bible
on the altar of its alleged fallible and errant humanity can hardly be expected
to be successful in ever doing so. To maintain that humans continuously err,
and that therefore Scripture must be errant as well, may purportedly originate
in “pious humility.” But this judgment of the critics is based on the assumption of the human mind as an ultimate and (to that extent) “infallible” authority. Such judgment, therefore, is best regarded as a “pious fraud” and a “failing presumption,” that cannot but stand in need of Gospel repentance.
In conclusion of this section some telling, anecdotal, material! At the
22

Also here evangelistic antithesis that aims at administering special grace does, must, and
should trump scholarly common grace. What good does it do to take the academy by storm,
but at the same time to lose one’s soul? The insistence upon, and the display of an evangelistic antithesis is invariably a manifestation of heartfelt biblical compassion. By the same token,
enthusiasm about the evidences of common grace without such antithesis may prevent ripples
and so win accolades in the “scholarly community,” but could well go hand in hand with a
basic, hidden, unconcern for folks who are in crying need of special grace.
23
All this, as I show extensively below, is also very much in evidence in modern James’ research, which is mostly conducted from a (semi-)critical academic perspective. However insightful at times from the perspective of text-linguistic or rhetorical analysis, it is missing
something. It is lacking a biblical, Spirit-filled, vitality that touches the heart and sets it in
practical motion. Regrettably, many modern conservative commentaries seem to lack this vitality as well, especially compared with their earlier counterparts. It may be that willy-nilly a
critical academic “chill” infects (all?) scholars, conservative or otherwise, who either have
been trained in universities that display this “chill” or are overly impressed by the undoubtedly imposing, but nevertheless “chilling,” contributions of their leading figures, and overtly or
covertly aspire for their stamp of approval. That such “desire to belong” would determine the
type, character and quality of their scholarly work stands to reason! Is it possible that all “intake” of Scripture through reading, studying, meditating, and memorizing, as well as all
“output” of Scripture by means of teaching, preaching, counseling, sharing, inclusive of writing commentaries, monographs or articles, is by definition sub-par and frequently counterproductive unless it for a starter results in “burning hearts at the opening of the Scriptures”
(Lk. 24:32)? If this is so, the Church of Christ, whether liberal or conservative in its “intake”
and “output,” may well have to assume a large part of the blame for its present anemic condition (in Western society), and be in need of immediate and incisive repentance, before it can
ever hope to return to its former Revival glory as a cultural force.
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height of the controversy that saw the Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran promulgate
the death sentence upon Salman Rushdie, the author of the Satanic Verses,
because of his alleged blasphemy of the Koran, the London Times published
an eye-opening article, written by an adherent of Islam in an explanatory defense of the Ayatollah’s sentence. I vividly recall reading it. His reasoning
was roughly as follows. When Muslims wish to discredit the so-called Holy
Book of Christianity, all they need to do is to quote “Christian” scholars (of
the liberal stripe) who disdainfully tear their own Book to shreds. The author
clearly, and rather scathingly, implied that any Islam-Christianity confrontation would be a “No Contest” situation! Islam would simply wipe out Christianity. Apparently the only way for Christians to turn the contest into a genuine battle (again) is for them to have the courage (ironically) to follow in
the footsteps of Islam, and to pledge unwavering and bold allegiance to their
own Book. A simple pronouncement, such as the following, would make this
crystal clear, “If you dare touch our Scriptures, the inerrant and authoritative
Word of our God, in whatever form, you are ‘dead’!”
While this, of course, is not to issue a human death sentence, it is certainly to spell out the grave consequences of a life without God’s inerrant Word,
let alone a life that is rebellious against it or hostile to it. Church-disciplinary
action, and possible excommunication, would underscore the gravity of these
consequences.24 To the shame of the once Christian West I very much doubt
whether this Muslim challenge produced any “red faces.” In fact, rather than
the Church declaring that liberalizing scholars of whatever stripe are by definition “history,” such scholars usually end up “making history” of the
“downgrade” type with eventually soul-menacing, if not soul-destroying,
consequences, individually as well as corporately. It is an acknowledged fact
that over the years (decades, centuries) no Christian Churches or Institutions
of (Higher) Learning have ever been able to retain their original birthright in
terms of commitment, fervor, purpose and effectiveness. Liberalizing scholars, and their liberal progeny to whom they inevitably give way in the long
run, have a lot to account for!25
24

See especially Christine Schirrmacher, The Islamic View of Major Christian Teachings
(Hamburg: RVB International, 2001), Vol. I, 112ff, on the disastrous implications of a liberal
stance concerning Scripture for a truly Christian Apologetics vis-à-vis Islam!
25
It appears that historically there are (at least) seven reasons why, over time, Christian Institutions of (Higher) Learning have lost their birthright. (1) They hold to the (functional) ultimacy of the intellect as the point of departure for the scholarly enterprise at the neglect or expense of the primacy of the (regenerate) heart. (2) They subscribe to the prevalence of academic freedom in the execution of the scholarly enterprise at the neglect or expense of academic “slavery” to Christ. (3) They favor the prominence of common grace as the source for
the scholarly enterprise at the neglect or expense of the antithesis and the need for special
grace. (4) They focus upon the theoretical task as the core of the scholarly enterprise at the
neglect or expense of practical application. (5) They aim to provide liberal arts education as
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The long and the short of it is that only the greatest reverence for James
can hope to comprehend its meaning and grasp its significance. Such reverence, for a starter, will not hesitate unceremoniously to show Form, Tradition, Source, as well as Redaction, Genre and Canon Criticism the door, as
ultimately offensive to the Author of Scripture, basically hostile to the content
of Scripture, and potentially destructive for the audience of Scripture.
Let me hasten to underscore what I already have stated at an earlier occasion. This does not imply that critical or semi-critical scholars can never
come up with surprisingly insightful contributions in the areas of composition, linguistics, rhetorical features, or textual interpretation for that matter.
the objective of the scholarly task at the neglect or expense of evangelism. (6) They pursue
excellence in higher learning without viewing it as an integral part of the all-encompassing
process of sanctification, and therefore basically at the neglect or expense of this biblical doctrine. (7) They strive for acceptance of their scholarly work by man at the neglect or expense
of the fear of God and of its corollary, the approval of God. Regarding (5), (6), and (7), since
the fear of God is the beginning and launching pad of all knowledge and wisdom (Job 28:28;
Prov. 1:7; 9:10), which are stored up in Christ (Col. 2:3), and, furthermore, since this fear
both originates in the regenerate heart, and lies at the root of a sanctified life (Deut. 5:29),
emphasis upon Lordship evangelism should be an institutional component, whether in the
core curriculum or otherwise, in order for students “not to lose out” for time or eternity! This
could (and possibly should) lead to an Institutional policy not to hire any faculty, or student
development personnel for that matter, that is unwilling to interact evangelistically with students, where and when this would be needed, or seek the assistance of the University, College, or High School Chaplain to that effect. To be sure, an Educational Institution of (Higher)
Learning is not an Evangelistic organization. But just as the Church is not an Educational organization, and still has a Christian Education component, so a Christian Educational Institution should have an Evangelism component. The absence of the fear of God in students
should trigger it, however it is implemented! Frankly, this is more than “pious advice.” It is a
matter of Institutional life and death. James Tunstead Burtchaell, The Dying of the Light: The
Disengagement of Colleges and Universities from their Christian Churches (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1998), esp. 819-851, has demonstrated that historically all Institutions of Higher Learning, birthed by Churches, eventually distanced themselves from their “Mother.” It is hardly surprising that they invariably ended up killing her by
means of their graduates. All this prompted the staggering statement by D.G. Hart, printed on
the back cover, “Burthchaell’s bold and bracing book should be read by all Christians, whether in the academy or not, tempted to think that higher education will increase the influence of
the Gospel.” Come to think of it, no Christian Institution of Higher Learning should ever hire
faculty members who are not scared of themselves! After all, if Burtchaell is correct, the very
“higher learning” that they embody, “if not an irresistible seducer, is still a very able one …
(and is therefore) somehow fated to succumb … to the failures of the past, so clearly patterned, so foolishly ignored, and so lethally repeated” (851). Below I return to this, summarize
it, and argue that the hankering for so-called “academic freedom,” that all too often reflects
the rebellious spirit of Psalm 2:2-3, whether consciously and intentionally or not, is one of the
main culprits that causes the seemingly inevitable downgrade that, as Burtchaell documents
throughout his volume, ever accelerates once it is allowed to start. At any rate, in the light of
all this it is passing strange, if not alarming, that Burchaell’s warning that there is “death in
the pot” did not strike much of a responding chord in word or in deed, whether in the Church
or the Academy!
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Emphatically to the contrary! Many of those contributions are significant, and
some even remarkable. They should be “royally” acknowledged as such and
quickly incorporated. In fact, I have quoted quite a few such contributions
with appreciation in this very Commentary. But as long as they are alien to
James’ two concerns of the (regenerate) heart and the (sanctified) life of his
readers, and do not deliberately aim to serve both purposes, they are at best
comparatively meager, and must therefore be viewed as ultimately of little
significance, while at worst they may well veil the (real) biblical message
from sight and must therefore at times be treated as basically a hostile witness. However, I intend to discuss the nature and extent of these contributions
in further detail below mostly in the context of “common grace.”26

c. Non-Critical Scholarship
The presuppositions of critical scholars simply cannot be squared with the
biblical teachings on organic inspiration, biblical inerrancy and relevancy, as
26

The “judgment” of “hostile witness” does apply and should be applied, to all contributions
of common grace in all aspects, inclusive of the academy, and in all areas of life, inclusive of
everyday existence. These contributions, such as insights and skills, must be royally recognized and acknowledged as God’s truths and/or God’s gifts. At the same time, they should, in
the context of both James and Romans, be equally recognized and openly identified as a suppression and (often) twisting of God’s deeper truths, if not of his deepest truth, and as a competition to, and (often) perversion of, God’s greater gifts, if not of his greatest gift. If we do
not gratefully receive the components of common grace as gifts from above, which are literally omni-present, we end up in a “ghetto.” At the same time, if we do not solemnly recognize
them ultimately as entities of “empty deceit” without “substance” and without “truth” (Col.
2:8), coming simultaneously from “below,” we will be “swallowed up alive,” and can no
longer function as” the (preserving) salt of the earth and the (illuminating) light of the world”
(Mt. 5:13-15). Let me make it abundantly clear. Any and all common graces, however much
daily-life enriching, can never be true-life producing! Hence to stake one’s hope or rest one’s
contentment upon them, even to the slightest degree, is to make an “empty,” evaporating and
vanishing, entity one’s final determinant. This is “self-deceiving,” practically crippling, and
principially suicidal. But more about this in detail in Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of
Truth, and in the context of James 3:15ff).
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well as scriptural authority and trustworthiness. A short explanation of these
terms at this point will pay off handsomely later on in the exposition of the
text and in the determination of its perennial significance.
Organic inspiration implies that Divine Authorship plus human authorship makes for One Divine-human Book (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:21). In a mathematical formula, 100% (Divine) + 100% (human) = 100% (Divinehuman), with the understanding that the Divine factor both has the primacy
over the human element (100% + 100% = 100%) and is simultaneous with
the human element (100% + 100% = 100%).
The divine primacy insures that God has “the last Word.” Because God is
God, this “Word” is reliable in all that it asserts, or in other words, in all that
it “teaches and touches” (inerrancy). For this very same reason it is also “the
absolute Word.” It invariably speaks with compelling force in what it “prescribes, describes and seeks to effect” (normative, historical and causative authority). By the same token, the divine-human simultaneity indicates that
Scripture is not only error free and authoritative, but also fully enters into the
human predicament. The divine and human factors flow together into one,
uncompounded, seamless product. They do not compete with or exclude each
other. In this way both the divine (inerrancy) and the human (relevancy) are
fully honored with regard to all of Scripture and all of life.27
As has already been argued, there is an unbridgeable chasm between the
non-critical and the critical approach to Scripture. All the various sorts of criticism refuse to embrace the Bible as a truly and fully Divine-human book,
that is, as simultaneously divine and human, as both the utterance of God and
the free product of man’s efforts. They refuse to own the concursus of the divine and human factors which flow confluently and harmoniously to the production of a common product.28 To them the formula 100% (Divine) + 100%
(human) = 100% is anathema. All earlier as well as later critics, who adhere
to Liberal Theology, cannot endorse the first part of the equation. They hold
that 50% (Divine) + 50% (human), or any such configuration, = 100%.29 All
27

See my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 76-78, for an extensive treatment of the “mathematical formula,” “100% + 100% = 100%,” both for what it entails, and for the reason why I
call the commitment to this formula the hallmark, if not essence, of true orthodoxy.
28
For further details, see H. Krabbendam, “B. B. Warfield versus G. C. Berkouwer,” in Norman Geisler, ed., Inerrancy (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1980).
29
The configuration of 50% + 50% = 100% is “generous.” It is an historical fact that, in the
outworkings of the critical tradition, scholars committed to it increasingly threw up their
hands and had to concede that the “acids of modernity” left them with basically no knowledge
at all of “the historical Jesus” (Schweitzer; Bultmann). This left them with “virtually 0%” +
“practically 100%” = 100%. This is a rather frightening scenario. One would think that this
would have sobered them up, and at least would have brought them closer to the rethinking or
even repenting of this tradition. However, this was not the case, underscoring the contention
of a truly biblical apologetics (Eta Linnemann) that the real issues are ultimately not a matter
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the later critics, who adhere to Neo-orthodoxy, cannot accept the latter part of
the equation. They opine that 100% (Divine) + 100% (human) = 200%. The
“twain” never did, never does and never will meet! This applies to both the
Bultmannian and Barthian branches of Neo-orthodoxy, regardless their internal squabbles.30
It has been maintained, both outside and within the evangelical community, that the critical approach has at least partially been spawned by the Reformation (Krentz, 73ff). “After all,” so the reasoning goes, “the Reformation
stands for the freedom of research, unrestrained by oppressive traditions, unfettered by ecclesiastical straightjackets, unobstructed by theological dogmatisms, and unimpeded by philosophical constraints. Similarly, the historicalcritical method simply wishes to go back to the historical facts without any
presuppositional bias. To be sure, it has gone too far in some of its naturalistic
conclusions. But these are only alien outgrowths of an otherwise noble enter-

of the intellect, but of one’s mission control center, the human heart. See also my extensive
Footnote 36 on the subject matter of a truly biblical apologetics. Incidentally, let it never be
said that the Reformation stands for “naked freedom,” freedom without any constraints whatsoever! In the footsteps of James, it stands first of all for “slavery” to God and Christ (Jam.
1:1), whether individual, corporate, academic, or in any other way. To be sure, this slavery
sets free from any and all types of unbiblical bondage, whether philosophical, theological, ecclesiastical, etc. The Reformation sought to shake off all these yokes. But it did so by virtue
and under the umbrella of its slavery to God and Christ. Of course, under this umbrella free
agency, which (1) implies that all of mankind without exception is fully responsible for any
and all its thoughts, resolves, emotions, words and acts, and which (2) is evident in the adventurous display of creative imagination and the entrepreneurial pursuit of dominion taking, has
a legitimate place as well. But these are different kinds of issues that are discussed in some
detail in Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil, and in Topical Focus #17: Decisionmaking & the Will of God. At any rate, to deny that slavery to God and Christ lies at the
core of Christianity and constitutes the indispensable condition and fountainhead for true
freedom is to opt for substantive or methodological apostasy, whether consciously and intentionally or not! The bottom line is this. One is either a “slave” of God or a slave of Satan. Tertium non datur! The latter slavery spells eternal chains and death. The former “slavery” spells
eternal freedom and life! But one needs a heart transplant in regeneration to “see” it and “enter” into it. This emphatically underscores (once again) the need for a Gospel apologetics! It is
nearly beyond belief, as I argue in greater detail below, that this is not universally recognized
and acknowledged, especially in the Reformed tradition.
30
With the bankruptcy of the liberal tradition (virtually 0% (Divine) + practically 100% (human) = 100%) staring them in the face, neo-orthodox scholars turned, whether consciously
and admittedly or not, to Kant (and Heidegger) for refuge. However, in Post-Kantian “Neoorthodoxy” the “divine” and the “human” do not, and cannot, coincide on any given point.
This turns all concepts, terms, expressions or words in its vocabulary, whether they sound orthodox or otherwise, into empty and meaningless “ciphers” without any correspondence to or
in reality. This applies to Neo-orthodoxy of both the Bultmannian and Barthian stripe. See for
all this, H. Krabbendam, “The Functional Theology of G. C. Berkouwer,” in Gordon Lewis
and Bruce Demarest, eds., Challenges to Inerrancy (Chicago: Moody Press, 1984).
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prise.”31
George Eldon Ladd was one of the first evangelicals to open the door to
this kind of assessment.32 Today he is not without his devoted followers. This
created a much debated rift in the evangelical camp (Osborne, 193-210). The
battle lines appear drawn. Some evangelicals look at the products of the method, hold that the historical-critical method has been fruitful at times, and
conclude that it has a sufficiently reputable track record to be used profitably.
Of course, its excesses should be shunned. Others look at the roots of the method, hold that it is “the child of the Enlightenment” (Krentz, 55), and insist
that it can only be adopted at one’s peril. The present writer is one of these,
and in his estimation for good reasons.
It, indeed, appears that the rejection of the Historical-Critical method, as
method, is fully justified. After all, this method is rooted in a triad of ungodly
principles (See Krentz, 55). The first one is that of methodological doubt.
Historical inquiry only produces probabilities. There simply is no historical
certainty. Here goes the Biblical history of Jesus! The second principle is that
of analogy. The present is the criterion of probability in the past. What cannot
occur today, could not possibly have taken place “yesterday.” Here go the
virgin birth and the resurrection of Jesus! The third principle is that of correlation. Historical explanation is bound by the chain of verifiable cause and effect. Supernatural intervention is out. Here go all the miracles of Jesus!
To be sure, every method has some residual truth, just as a clock that is
not operational gives the correct time twice a day. (There is such thing as
“common grace” that makes accomplishments on the part of unbelievers not
only possible or even likely, but also certain.) But this does not justify confidence in such clock, let alone dependence upon it to measure time, whether
regularly or occasionally. In fact, it should be construed as culpable negligence not to insist that it first and foremost belongs in the repair shop! Further, as I already indicated, in the case of any usable parts they are always retrieved from what is tantamount to a junkyard. Finally, all who confess Christ
as the treasury of all wisdom and knowledge (Col. 2:3) recognize that whatever is retrieved from such a place constitutes at best “used parts,” invariably
inferior to their “new,” biblical, “counterparts.” There is simply no reason to
prefer the former, since these “counterparts” are available in Christ and in his
final interpretive Word. Why would anyone major in “used parts,” when Paul
31

To put it very concretely, the debate rages about the question whether there is a “live baby”
in the admittedly dirty bathwater of the Historical-Critical Theology that should not be thrown
out, or a “stillborn (counterfeit) baby” that better be buried as soon as possible, if not an unsightly and dangerous creature that needs to be (ex)terminated. But more about the source of
this graphic imaging below!
32
George Elton Ladd, The New Testament and Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967),
esp. 35-53.
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is not loath, pointedly, to designate the junkyard from which they are retrieved as “empty” and “deceitful” (Col. 2:8)? Ultimately those used parts do
not “hold (the) water (of life),” and so can hardly be counted on to quench either the spiritual thirst of the people of God or the impending (deadly) fire of
judgment!
This assessment is fully in line with that of Linnemann, the NT scholar
who at one time was fully entrenched in the historical-critical method and has
been quoted already. She regards historical criticism as an enemy of the soul,
and laments the fact that evangelical theology too often “resembles an ivy
plant that ... ekes out a somewhat meager existence around the tree of historical-critical theology” (Linnemann, Biblical Criticism, 182).
This is not an ivory tower conclusion on her part. It is the voice of experience, the experience of a regenerated and transformed life. It is the voice of
someone who was graced with life in the midst of death. Her testimony,
which has been mentioned already, to the effect that the road from criticism
of the Bible to faithfulness to the Bible goes through the narrow gate of conversion to Jesus Christ, is tough language. But it is necessary language, and
can stand a lot of repetition. The stakes are simply too high. The camel of
Historical Criticism should not be allowed to put even its nose in the tent of
the student of Scripture. It is the nature of the beast that it will eventually
(wish to) take over. If it succeeds, it spells destruction and death to one degree or another.
Every doubt about that should be erased by the both surprising, telling, if
not spine chilling, testimony of the very Julius Wellhausen who put the Historical Criticism of the OT on the ecclesiastical world map. In what was apparently his letter of resignation from the chair in OT theology in the university, in which he taught, he made the following statement, “I became a theologian because of my interest in the scientific study of the Bible. Gradually I
realized that a professor of theology has at the same time the practical task of
preparing the students for their ministry in the Protestant Church. But I do not
succeed in this practical task. Notwithstanding all my restraint, I render the
students incapable of their ministry. Thus my theological professorship
weighs heavily upon my conscience.”33
In the light of such testimony it is not surprising that Eta Linnemann, in
her three volumes, raises a prophetic voice against the Historical Critical ideology. After all, she experienced in person that, to the extent it is practiced, it
devastates the Church, its ministers, its ministry, its members, its children,
and its future. However, it is surprising that so many evangelicals uncritically
tolerate and practice, if not champion it. It appears that some of them even
33

Quoted by Paul Edward Hughes in his chapter, entitled “Source, Form and Redaction Criticism,” in Graig C. Broyles, Editor, Interpreting the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker
Book House, 2001), 244.
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feel compelled to treat Linnemann’s prophetic voice in a rather hostile fashion as “an evangelical embarrassment” (Robert Yarbrough in his foreword
to Linnemann, Biblical Criticism, 15). With such friends there is hardly any
need for enemies. It is and remains ironic that champions of truth are often
written off as “embarrassing fanatics,” while compromisers are presented as
“normal.”
Candidly, the Church is in dire need of Elijah’s, who are willing to stand
in the gap. All those who read James in 3-D, as I argue in the context of
James 5:17-18, will recognize that the author presents him as the benchmark
for the everyday Christian. Not to live up to his standard is to live below par.
Of course, there is a price to be paid by every Elijah, as Linnemann could testify. Chances are that the “elite-in-charge” will call him or her a “troublemaker,” and that in his or her own circles he or she cannot find “a room for rent.”
It is no coincidence that Elijah was forced to go abroad to find a pillow on
which to put his head.
Still, one final observation needs to be made to put all this in the proper
perspective. While I cannot possibly accept Form, Tradition and Source Criticism, or Redaction, Genre and Canon Criticism with a good conscience, this
does not eliminate Form, Tradition, Source, Redaction, Genre and Canon research! The latter is a fully legitimate, necessary and promising enterprise.
After all, we know that the human authors of the various books of the Bible
did use extant sayings (1 Tim. 1:15; 3:1; 4:9; 2 Tim. 2:11; Tit. 3:8), wellknown traditions (1 Cor. 15:3), and available sources (Lk. 1:1-4). We also
know that existing materials were edited (Deut. 34:1-12), biblical content was
stylized for specific occasions (Mt. 1:1-17), and documents were explicitly
acknowledged as canonical (2 Pet. 3:16). Therefore, scholarly research in all
these items pertaining to Scripture, in terms of its origin, its development, its
characteristics, etc., always ought to be encouraged, and the results of any
such inquiry acknowledged, whoever produces them!
The rift, however, between historical “criticism” and biblical “research”
is and remains unbridgeable. The former sits in judgment over the Biblical
text. It invariably seeks to arrive at the text of Scripture as the end product of
a human endeavor. Consequently, it seeks to reconstruct a supposed, at times
torturous, way to the text, and seems too often satisfied when this reconstruction process has run its course without much, if any, reference to its lifeproducing and life-transforming message. The latter places itself under the
undisputed authority of the Biblical text. It invariably embraces the text as the
Divine-human point of departure that has the total and final say. Consequently, it seeks to exposit the text with a view to its authoritative message vis-àvis all human endeavors. When successful, it displays its discriminating cutting edge when facing “wretched sinners” and its applicatory force when facing “wretched saints.” Both hold out awesome prospects. The first one is the
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prospect of definitive regeneration, justification and sanctification for “sinners” through union with Christ. The second one is the prospect of daily repentance, daily forgiveness, and daily holiness for “saints” through communion with Christ.
The two approaches of historical criticism and biblical research are poles
apart. The former turns the theological enterprise into an all too human affair
and so places it basically above God’s Word, the latter insists that it must originate in, and be determined by, God, and locates it always under his Word.
The “twain” of sitting in judgment over the text of Scripture and of submitting to the judgment of the text of Scripture are poles apart. They never did
meet, never do meet, and never will meet!
By way of conclusion, in a rather recent article a prominent NT scholar,
who certainly has earned his spurs, comes to the marginal defense of redaction criticism. With all his weighty criticisms and reservations he just cannot
get himself to agree with the verdict of an equally reputable apologist that to
throw out redaction criticism is to throw out “dirty bathwater.” Somewhere
there is supposedly still a (tiny) baby in it! Somehow it is at least a mixed bag
with “mixed credentials!”34 My counsel is simple. Throw out “the dirty bathwater” in toto, all right! But feel free to nurture any kind of “common grace”
“baby” to full health in the fresh water of redaction research. This is to say,
the Church of Christ does not need admittedly contaminated redaction criticism of the utterly serious sort, from which no recovery is possible apart from
repentance, in order to do legitimate redaction research. In the meantime, if
and when redaction criticism comes up with clinical observations that are
right on the money, let us by all means acknowledge and incorporate them.
But let us by no means and under no circumstances be unequally yoked, consciously or not, with a “theology” (Remember Linnemann!) that is inimical to
Scripture as the inerrant Word of the living God. Why would such “yoke” not
prove to be a Trojan Horse in the end, especially given the fact that Holy
Writ, as I argued above, refuses to surrender its life-giving sum and substance
to anyone who does not reverently embrace it for its explicitly stated threefold purpose of regeneration, justification and sanctification, but prefers to sit
in judgment over it to one degree or another? And why would such “yoke”
not deserve a Jehoshaphat verdict (2 Chron. 20:35-37; see by all means 1 Ki.
22:48-49 as well!)? In a dying Christian culture we can ill afford to make
common cause with a Scripture destroying “theology,” however much it may
come up with brilliant insights (See for further details Topical Focus #1:
34

D. A. Carson, “Redaction Criticism: On the Legitimacy and Illegitimacy of a Literary
Tool,” in D. A. Carson and John D. Woodbridge, eds., Scripture and Truth (Zondervan Publishing House, 1983), 119ff, esp. 141, where he gives his final verdict, and 376, where in his
Note 3 he identifies John Warwick Montgomery as the author of the radical assessment of the
Critical-Historical method, “It’s all dirty bathwater,” and references this assessment.
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Biblical Revival). Such insights certainly do not add up to “a live baby.”
Come to think about it, in the grand scheme of things they are at best some
(second-hand) “baby clothes!”

d. Biblical Hermeneutics
Introduction
172

Once non-critical scholarship has settled the doctrine of Scripture, it is well
on its way toward a biblically responsible hermeneutics. Such hermeneutics,
which is foundational for this Commentary, has three panels in accordance
with Nehemiah 8:8 and Acts 8:30-31. The focus of Panel I is the “Phenomenon of Scripture” as its starting point (The Book of the Law in Nehemiah 8,
and Isaiah 53 in Acts 8). The focus of Panel II is the “Interpretation of Scripture” as its centerpiece (The Levites in Nehemiah 8, and Philip in Acts 8).
The focus of Panel III is the “Understanding of Scripture” as its aim (The
Israelites in Nehemiah 8, and the Ethiopian Eunuch in Acts 8). The interpretation of Scripture never should and never may be an end in itself. This would
at best add up to “brilliant sterility.” No, it functions as the bridge (Panel II)
between a document (Panel I) of the past and the understanding (Panel III) of
this document in the present. Since understanding is by definition the objective of every responsible hermeneutic endeavor, it should not only be the selfconscious objective of all interpreters, but also be reflected in their commentaries.
In short, however thorough the interpretive process is, and however solid
its achievements may be, it is and remains only a tool, even if it is indispensable as the rocket that puts the payload of the understanding of the text in orbit. That this makes the definition, as well as the attainment, of understanding
of paramount significance goes without saying. We must know what we are
talking about when we use the term, and better be sure that we possess it,
once we comprehend its meaning. This calls not only for perceptive inquiry,
but also for careful self-examination! Because of the importance of all three
panels in the composition of this Commentary a few words about each of
them are in place.
Panel I: Phenomenon of Scripture
Biblical Hermeneutics insists that the Scripture is unique. It is the only Divine-human book in existence, and thus to be differentiated from any other
book that ever was, is, or will be written. It is a sacred, Divine-human, document. As has already been argued, the orthodox view, in contrast to the liberal
and neo-orthodox positions, is that 100% God + 100% man = 100%. On the
one hand, the Divine and human factors operate concurrently (... =100%).
This is what “organic inspiration,” identified above as the orthodox view, is
all about!35 At the same time, the Divine factor has by definition the primacy
35

The term “inspiration” is derived from the Latin translation of 2 Timothy 3:16, which declares that all Scripture is “God-breathed” (theopneustos). Hopefully, everyone understands
that to accuse Scripture of being errant is basically to insist that its Divine Author has “bad
breath” and stands in need of a “mouthwash.” I trust that this graphic depiction, and all the
unmentionables that this entails, will stop every (would-be) accuser dead in his tracks. Scripture is clearly “holy ground” (Mt. 4:4, 7, 10; John 10:35). No one can refuse to take his shoes
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(100% God + ...). Due to its creaturely limitations, the mind cannot possibly
accommodate both statements simultaneously. The mind has single occupancy only (Similar to a “Motel 6”). However, these statements fit snugly in the
regenerate heart. Since God has put eternity in it (Eccl. 3:11), it has double
off, and hope to get away with it without impunity (Ex. 3:5; Josh. 5:15). This applies to liberal
theologians, such as Troeltsch and Harnack, who hold that 50% + 50% (or such configuration) = 100%, as well as to neo-orthodox theologians, such as Barth and Bultmann, who insist
that 100% + 100% = 200%. The notion that Barth and Bultmann are worlds apart is plainly
mistaken. Bultmann applies the same destructive principles to theology as Barth, although he
does so with greater consistency and radicality. Both take their basic cues from Immanuel
Kant. Both posit a bi-polar, bifurcated, in fact, dialectic reality, in which the realm of nonobjectifying and non-objectifiable revelation (faith) and the realm of objectifying and objectifiable nature (science) do not coincide at one single point (100% + 100% = 200%!). Barth
sought to systematize Scripture (realm of nature, realm of Historie) as merely the echo of the
“Word of God” (realm of faith; realm of Geschichte) by means of his Dogmatic Theology as
an echo of the original echo. However, since objectifying language has no corresponding realities in the realm of non-objectifiable faith, his voluminous works are no more than an avalanche of meaningless ciphers. Bultmann saw this sharply, jettisoned any attempt to a Systematic Theology as a principial and inevitable language failure before it even started, and
sharply sought to reduce the message of Scripture to a bare minimum. He did so by means of
his demythologizing, existential, interpretation of the NT under the influence of the philosophy of the early Martin Heidegger, and ended up with “the act of God in Christ,” with a view
to faith as authentic existence, as the (lone) sum and (sole) substance of the NT. Of course,
this could not be left unquestioned. If all objectifying language disqualifies itself by definition
in the face of a presumably non-objectifying reality, Bultmann’s solitary sentence must be
equally doomed. This led to the bottom line. How is it possible to speak about “god” at all?
May be the best solution, it was suggested, is to define “him” as “a kind of co-humanity.” The
verdict that the God-is-dead-Theology is the ultimate offspring of Barth and Bultmann has
more than a slight basis in fact! At any rate, there should be common consent, in the words of
a reputable scholar, that “as a result of Barth’s (and Bultmann’s) capitulation to Kantianism
the world was illicitly and unbiblically denuded of divine meaning, Christ was severed from a
meaningful relation to the historical Jesus, (and) the biblical words were, in and of themselves, evacuated of (any and all) revelatory content (italics, mine)!” In addition to all this,
“soteriology was so truncated that great biblical themes like faith, regeneration, conversion,
(justification), and sanctification were emptied of their proper significance” (David Wells,
The Person of Christ (Westchester: Crossway Books, 1984), 160). This is quite an indictment
on anyone’s count. In fact, if this were only partly true, the conclusion would be inevitable
that Barth and Bultmann functioned as the two-men wrecking crew of the Twentieth Century
Church. It is utterly regrettable that efforts are underway to revive Barthianism. Its fundamentally empty façade theology of meaningless ciphers (Remember Wells) can never be substantive food for life, let alone fuel to attain Revival Status, retain it through a Maintenance Ministry, or regain it in a Recovery Mode. It can only spell more disaster for a dying Church in a
dying Christian culture (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival), and possibly seal its doom.
There is death in the Bultmannian as well as the Barthian theological pot! (For a detailed
analysis of the philosophical underpinnings and spiritual bankruptcy of both Barthianism and
Bultmannianism, see Henry Krabbendam, From Bultmann to Ott. This is an unpublished doctoral dissertation submitted to the Faculty of Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia, 1969, and is available in the Library of this Institution.)
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occupancy (Comparable to a “Marriott”).
Both liberal and neo-orthodox thinkers take their point of departure in the
ultimacy of the human intellect. Therefore they cannot but be unalterably opposed to this formula which expresses the quintessence of biblical truth. As
we have already observed, the liberals take issue with the first half of the orthodox equation, and insist on 50% + 50% (or some such configuration) =
100%. Human rationality and fact-finding determine where the seam is between the divine and the all too human content. Adherents of neo-orthodoxy
in a purely post-Kantian manner reject the second half of this equation. They
hold that 100% + 100% = 200%. The “twain” never coincides at any given
point. With all their differences they have a common problem, “What the net
of their mind cannot catch, cannot possibly be fish!” This puts Linnemann’s
contention in perspective. There is no cure for either a dyed-in-the-wool liberal, or a consistent neo-orthodox “theologian,” apart from an old-fashioned
conversion.
All this has deep-rooted implications for a truly Scriptural apologetics.
Neither a pre-evangelistic apologetics (classico-evidentialism in any form)
nor a non-evangelistic apologetics (presuppositionalism in its customary formulation) will do! Both methodologically target the mind and turn this into
the grand prize. Since infinite truth does not fit into a finite mind, which for
good measure is also blind, both apologetic types seek to pour an ocean in a
bucket with its lid tightly fastened on it. It makes no difference whether classico-evidentialism seeks to do so in neutral territory, which it mistakenly assumes to exist, or presuppositionalism aims to achieve this in contested territory, which it properly diagnoses as such! Truthfully, it seems “madness” on
the face of it to pursue such course of action.
No, what is sorely needed is an evangelistic apologetics, a Gospel apologetics, as is advocated in the NT area by Eta Linnemann. Such apologetics
targets the heart in the footsteps of the searching, probing, convicting, and
summoning apologetic methodology that is typified in Scripture in a wide variety of contexts (John 3:3, 5, 10; 4:16-18; 5:37-47; 6:35-45; 8:14-24, 31-59;
Acts 2:37-38; 7:51-54; 17:30-31).
However, the question may well be asked whether zeroing in on the heart
is really an apologetic improvement? After all, the human heart is no less rebellious and intransigent than the human mind is blind! To be sure, the improvement is colossal. Apologists do not, and never will, possess a tool that
expands the finite mind so that infinite Divine Truth can be snugly lowered
into it. But they have a God-given instrument at their disposal which is able
to break the rebel heart and in the process to bring the mind to joyful terms
with its own cognitive limitations. This instrument is the Gospel. In fact, the
Gospel is the only instrument, however much in the hands of the Holy Spirit,
which is able to do so. For that reason, any type of apologetics that seeks to
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be effective, is and must by necessity be suffused with the Gospel. This is to
say, it must be evangelistic in nature and goal. In the final analysis no other
apologetic methodology, whether pre-evangelistic or non-evangelistic, will
do.36 Any such apologetics always seems to bark upon the wrong tree. In fact,
36

I am presently in the process of preparing a work for publication that argues from both a
biblical and historical perspective for a three-fold classification of Christian apologetics,
namely, pre-evangelistic, non-evangelistic and evangelistic. In terms of method, classicoevidentialist apologetics routinely identifies itself as pre-evangelistic, claims to be linear in
nature, takes place in supposedly neutral territory, and musters arguments of “logic” and
“facts” for the Christian position directly. Both reason and evidences make at a minimum a
compelling epistemological case for the probability and plausibility of the Christian position.
Methodologically, presuppositional apologetics must be classified as non-evangelistic, is unashamedly (broadly) circular in character, operates in contested territory, and argues with a
view to the theory of “logic” and “facts” for the Christian position indirectly from “the impossibility of the contrary.” Arguably, in fact, demonstrably, only the Biblical world and life
view can epistemologically account for both “logic” and “facts,” which metaphysically all of
mankind has in common. All other views end up in epistemological (and therefore ethical?!)
self-contradiction. As has already been stated, both types of apologetics target the mind as the
great prize and basically aim at agreement, whether they reason logically, factually or experientially (the various classico-evidentialist apologetic methodologies), or seek persuasively to
prove their point of view via their unique transcendental argumentation (presuppositional
apologists). It should not go unnoticed that in both contexts unbelieving discussion “partners”
in the apologetic argumentation are consciously or unconsciously treated as “jury” or “judge.”
In rather sharp contrast, biblical apologetics is boldly evangelistic, invades rebel territory, and
is non-linear in essence (For the phenomenon of non-linear thinking, see my Sovereignty and
Responsibility, 139-170). Biblical apologetics ethically targets the heart (Acts 2:37; see also
Acts 7:54) and ultimately seeks its surrender in repentance and submission (Acts 2:38)
through the careful as well as bold confrontation with the truth. This is principially a presentation of Gospel truth. After all, only Gospel truth can break hearts. Subsequently, whenever
and wherever necessary other Biblical truth is introduced to reinforce the presentation. Finally, the truth of persuasive rational argumentation, compelling factual evidences, and telling
experiential realities stands ready to serve as further supporting cast to put it in the pulsating
fabric of everyday life. These three “concentric circles” that carefully and purposefully seek
to lay the foundation for a summons to repentance are in crystal clear evidence in the apologetic (Acts 2:15) message of Peter at Pentecost. Confronting Inner Circle 1: Peter starts with
the truth of Christ, his crucifixion and resurrection, which leads to the charge of murder (Acts
2:22-24). Corroborating Middle Circle 2: He continues with his reference to the truth of two
Psalms, which concludes with the charge of murder (Acts 2:25-34). Supporting Outer Circle
3: He intersperses his message with the truth of facts (Acts 2:22c) and experience (Acts 2:32)
that bolster the truth of the first two circles. In all this it is quite clear that Peter, by charging
his audience with murder, addresses them not as “jury” or “judge,” but rather as “the accused.” However carefully and perceptively, if not gently, stated, this fact must come across.
It is an essential element in Biblical apologetics, as is evident from Paul as well as Peter (Acts
17:29-31). My projected volume aims to make the case for a consistently evangelistic apologetics, in contradistinction to a pre-evangelistic (classico-evidential) and non-evangelistic
(presuppositional) apologetics, as the only type that is justifiable from the biblical perspective.
For that reason it is also the only type that can hope to be truly effective by biblical design,
rather than by non-biblical or sub-biblical default. For a preliminary summary, see my sketch
of a “Transcendental Apologetics,” in Thomas Schirrmacher, ed., A Life of Transformation
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from a historical perspective it invariably appears to spring into existence
when evangelistic zeal recedes, vigorous evangelistic outreach diminishes,
and over-all Church growth is either leveling off or going down. Suddenly intellectually oriented ivory-tower-apologetics-on-the-defense tends to emerge
as the comparatively anemic replacement for self-sacrificing live-evangelismon-the-offense. When such apologetics is called upon to come to the rescue, it
seems to be more a symptom of the malady of the Church than the instrument
for its recovery. It is hardly a coincidence that apologists of all stripes frequently lament that their methodology rarely produces converts, if at all.37
Panel II: Interpretation of Scripture
Although the Scripture is a unique and sacred Book, it would be a mistake to
conclude that this warrants, let alone demands, a unique and sacred interpretation. Scripture is written in the same human language as any other document and is therefore subject to the same principles of interpretation as any
other book. In a word, Scripture is a special, unique, document. But it does
not require a special, unique, interpretation, something like a secret code.
This would jeopardize its perspicuity! Of course, interpreters who operate
within all of the three hermeneutical circles (spirals) mentioned above have
an enormous advantage. But this advantage is one of illumination, sensitivity,
“consanguinity,” and insight. It does not add anything to sound and attainable
principles, procedures or proficiencies in the interpretive process. Neither for
that matter does it take away from the fact that failure to function within the
three hermeneutical circles is rooted in a self-restrictive refusal to “do hermeneutics” in God’s way with God’s purpose and for God’s sake, with all that
this implies.
A properly conducted interpretive process is subdivided into five phases,
the Historico-Cultural-Geographical, the Lingual-Generic, the LexicoGrammatical, the Textual-Contextual, and the Covenantal-Applicatory phase.
These five form the basic building blocks that make up the edifice of interpre(Hamburg: Reformatorische Verlag Beese, 2002), 57-73, as well as my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 170-173. Incidentally, heart-targeting Gospel apologetics should be complemented by heart-targeting Gospel theology, heart-targeting Gospel preaching, heart-targeting
Gospel teaching, heart-targeting Gospel fellowship, heart-targeting Gospel prayer, as well as
heart-targeting Gospel counseling. The latter is thankfully also the well-argued thesis and
“heart-warming” plea of Tripp, 57ff.
37
See Timothy R. Phillips & Dennis L. Okholm, Christian Apologetics in the Postmodern
World (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1995), 10, where some remarkably painful
statements are quoted, “A rational defense ... seldom (sic!) wins a soul to Christ” (Douglas
Groothuis); “I have never been able to persuade a pantheist of ... [the falsity of his position]
and see little hope of ever doing so” (Winfried Corduan).
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tation. Further, such process subscribes to three fundamental principles, the
analogy of Biblical interpretation, the analogy of Biblical content, and the
analogy of Biblical precedence. These are guidelines that keep the process on
track. I have consistently sought to honor both the five phases and the three
guidelines in producing this Commentary.
(1) The Historico-Cultural-Geographical phase provides the backdrop
material for biblical interpretation. As many data as possible are accumulated
in terms of the author, the addressees, the historical conditions, the prevailing
cultural patterns, and the specific geographical nexus of the text, to help understand it. At times the information gathered does not amount to much, or is
merely interesting. At other times it is quite illuminating and sheds vital light
upon certain parts or even upon the totality of the text. In my forty-year study
of James, this phase has proved to be quite rewarding. For one thing, I came
to the conclusion with many recent NT scholars that of the various documents
that make up the NT canon the Epistle of James should be regarded as the
first one written. The implications of this and of other findings are mentioned
in my Commentary at the appropriate places.
(2) The Lingual-Generic phase focuses on language and genre. It distinguishes three types of language. Language in its primary, “normal,” dictionary signification is literal. Literal language carries a stipulated and formal
reference, and is characterized by a stipulated and formal definition with a direct and full identity (Example: “This is a rose”). In its secondary signification it is figurative. Figurative language carries a specific and focused reference, and is marked by an occasional and partial identity by comparing dissimilar objects to achieve results beyond the range of literal language, such as
a simile (Example: “My love is like a rose”), or a metaphor (“She was our
queen, our rose, our star”). In its tertiary signification it is symbolical. Symbolical language carries a broad and expansive reference, and is earmarked by
a suggestive and creative identity that signifies something beyond itself by
virtue of a terminology stipulated for that purpose by the user (Example: “O
rose, you are sick / The miserable worm / That flies in the night / In the howling storm / Has found your bed of crimson joy / And his dark secret love /
Does your life destroy”38).
Furthermore, this phase also establishes what genre the interpreter encounters. Each genre has its own peculiar characteristics, as well as its own
38

This is, indeed, expansive language, since “the miserable worm” could arguably mean a
variety of things. It could be a terminal sickness in a loved one. But for that matter it could
also indicate a virus in a computer program that causes a crash, embezzlement in a company
that is consequently threatened with bankruptcy, an army of hunters whose westward trek
proved to be calamitous for the millions of buffalos that at one time roamed the American
prairies, or the drug culture that is destroying the lives of multitudes. Even if some of these
explanations may be regarded as less than likely, everything being equal not one of them can
be ruled out by definition.
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interpretive rules. Scripture contains a number of genres, such as the historical, the legal, the wisdom, the prophetic, and the apocalyptic genre in the OT
and the Gospel, the historical, the epistolary, the wisdom and the apocalyptic
genre in the NT. The historical, legal, Gospel and epistolary genres are predominantly literal in their signification. The wisdom genre with its poetry is
often figurative in its language, while the prophetic and apocalyptic genres
frequently display symbolism. Commentators appear to agree that James
represents the epistolary genre. This implies that it is basically and predominantly literal, and must be read and interpreted accordingly. While there is
quite a diversity of opinion as to what type of letter James represents, whether
it is an actual (circular) letter (Cheung, 59), a religious and moral tract in the
form of a letter (only) (Ropes, 1, 6-9), or a treatise in the disguise of a letter
as literary device (Dibelius, 1-2), the primary signification of its language is
not the least bit in question!
(3) The Lexico-Grammatical phase seeks to capture the meaning of all
the terms that are used, whether in a standard or innovative fashion, and specifically to plumb the depth of the various concepts that are deployed, and to
define them both in their context and by means of dictionaries, word studies,
etc., against the backdrop of the first two phases.39 Nothing should ever be
taken for granted. Failure to accomplish this task properly is to remain on the
surface of the text, and often to miss, curtail or twist part, if not all, of its
message.40 It also takes a close look at the connection of words in the sen39

The lexicographical part of the lexico-grammatical phase figures prominently in some of
my topical treatments that are heavily dependent upon the proper definition of terms.
40
Frankly, and to my dismay, Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation: Evangelicals and the
Problem of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academics, 2005), 113-142, 152-163,
rejects the foundational character of the “grammatical-historical” interpretation to get to the
meaning of a text. Without discarding it altogether, in his estimation the NT use of the OT
nevertheless urges an alternative model upon us. The NT authors, adopting the Midrashic and
Pesher Second Temple type of interpretation virtually lock, stock, and barrel, supposedly all
too often display a disregard, if not disdain, for the literal meaning of the text, and override it
in terms of a Christological interpretation that is basically not warranted by the text. Enns
concludes from this that “what is good enough for the goose (NT authors) must be good
enough for the gander (Today’s interpreters and preachers).” This is not the place to analyze
his arguments and conclusion in detail. But I find them singularly unconvincing, seriously
wanting, and principially “deadly,” as I argue at greater length in a later context. Candidly,
Enns’ views are the natural offshoot of, and at the least comport with, a rather fashionable,
and at times extreme type of redemptive-historical, Christological, hermeneutics that does not
put the (OT) text in Christ in order to appropriate, enjoy, and display its content by embracing
him, but seeks to put Christ in the text whether this is warranted or not. The former approach
meticulously and painstakingly exegetes the text until the grasp of its message is at its fullest
possible bloom. The more encompassing this grasp, the more encompassing its deposit in
Christ, and the more rewarding the appropriation of its content by embracing him! All this
reflects Paul’s exhortation to Timothy to “Preach the Word” (2 Tim. 4:2), which God himself
has magnified above his Name (Ps 138:2), because in it the fullness of this Name comes to as
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tence with the help of grammars.41 The outcome of this procedure will often
present Bible scholars with a pleasant surprise. This phase, which is a necessary steppingstone for the contextual-textual treatment of a text under consideration, proved to be essential for my exposition of James. In this exposition I
have taken pains especially to analyze central and thematic concepts, such as
trials, joy, wisdom, prayer, poor, rich, law, love, lust, etc. At times I proceeded with a topical treatment of a concept in order to provide the broader
much disclosure as this is creaturely possible. No wonder that “Preaching the Word” spells
riches across the board. The latter approach runs the risk of only taking out of the text what it
first puts in. This spells poverty across the board. After all, when the text is not primary, there
is the ever present danger that even the input, whether Christological or otherwise, is anemic,
which inevitably results in an anemic output. The upshot is not only an anemic hermeneutics,
but also an anemic homiletics, and ultimately an anemic Church consisting of anemic believers. I intend to return to all this in more detail in my Topical Focus #3: Biblical Homiletics,
especially Panel 7. Spotlight on the Trinity (See also Peter A. Lillback, “‘The Infallible Rule
of Interpretation of Scripture’: The Hermeneutical Crisis and the Westminster Standards,” in
Resurrection and Eschatology, 283ff, for an incisive criticism of Enns’ position).
41
By way of example, Zodhiates, II, 299, makes the following grammatical observation regarding mee and ’ou, the two negatives that the Greek language employs. “Mee is negative of
will and thought, ’ou of fact and statement ... mee rejects, ’ou denies ... me is relative, ’ou absolute ... mee is subjective, ‘ou objective ... mee imperative, ’ou future indicative.” It would
not be surprising if at times this could provide a nuanced insight in the meaning of a biblical
text. A second example is the translation of John 1:1 in the NT that is published by the Jehovah Witnesses. Based on Greek grammar, orthodoxy translates it as follows, “In the beginning
was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God.” The Jehovah Witnesses’
translation is sharply different, “In the beginning was the word, and the word was with (the)
God (pros ton theon) (Jehovah), and a god (theos) was the word.” This translation is predicated upon the apparent presence (“the” God--ton theon) and absence (“a” god--theos) of the
definite article. However, this betrays a wholesale misunderstanding of the use of the definite
article according to Greek grammar. The presence of this article, indeed, spells “identity,”
“The Word was with (the) God.” So far, so good! But the absence of this article in front of
“God” in the third sentence in John 1:1 indicates that “God” in this context is the predicate
nominative and “The Word” the subject nominative. Further, since there is no indefinite article in the Greek language, to translate the word for God (theos) as if it means “a god” goes
against every rule of Greek grammar. On the other hand, since the absence of the definite article (theos) spells “quality,” and the word “God” enjoys the first and prominent place in the
sentence for the purpose of emphasis, the translation of the third sentence in John 1:1 is, and
should be, exactly the opposite of what Jehovah Witnesses propose, “And God (!) was the
Word.” While keeping the Greek word order, it can also be paraphrased as follows, “And of
the very same Divine quality (or essence) was the Word.” In short, Greek grammar undergirds
the teaching of the “Deity of Christ” in John 1:1! Incidentally, John 5:18 and 10:33 underscore this further. The Pharisees accused Jesus of “making himself (equal with) God,” and
eventually proceeded to seek his death on that very basis (Mt. 26:64-66). If Jesus had been a
“Jehovah’s Witness,” he would have cleared the air in a hurry. Quite clearly he was not a “Jehovah’s Witness,” and he did not deny the charge. The Pharisees appeared to be a lot more
perceptive (and a lot “smarter”) than today’s Jehovah’s Witnesses! To conclude, grammar is
not always the golden key that opens up the treasure chest of the NT, but at crucial points it
can make quite a difference, at times even the difference between heaven and hell (2 John 9)!
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backdrop needed to pinpoint the meaning, and the wider context necessary to
grasp the significance, of a specific section in James. Each of these treatments
is presented in the form of an Excursus and designated as a Topical Focus. I
trust that this will provide an important service for the serious student of
James. Many of these topical treatments will be found towards the beginning
of the Commentary. This is due to the thematic structure of James. As a rule,
James’ themes are introduced in the early goings of the Epistle, to return
again (and, at times, again) later on. An early Topical Focus, therefore, provides a bird’s eye view of a theme in both the larger context of Scripture and
the immediate context of James, and so serves as the launching pad for a
“global” perspective upon the major building blocks of James’ later teaching.
Each Topical Focus is also designed to provide the readers of James with a
pair of personal glasses, if not eyeballs, that will enable them to arrive at a
“depth” perspective of James.42 Specifically Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth, Topical Focus #7: Prayer, and Topical Focus #8: The
Problem of Evil could make a profound and lasting difference in one’s encounter with everyday life in terms of practical godliness, which is so much
on James’ heart and so central to his Epistle. Incidentally, as I indicated already, the print in which each Topical Focus is presented is smaller than that
of the text of the Commentary to facilitate the readers. This demarcation will
allow them to pick up the continuation of the Commentary, if they opt to do
so in order to return to the Topical Focus at a later time.
(4) The Contextual-Textual phase begins to establish the message of a
text, in whole and in part. It does so in context, since a text without its context
easily becomes a pretext. The best, if not only, way to determine what a text
or passage is all about, is by drawing up a detailed, as well as meticulous, outline in its largest necessary context in order to establish its theme (subthemes, sub-sub-themes, etc.) and its divisions (sub-divisions, sub-subdivisions, etc.).43 Such outline should mirror the text in whole and in part.
42

As I explain below, the proper glasses are the trifocals of mind, heart and life. They are prerequisite for recognizing the need for definitive (once and for all) regeneration, justification
and sanctification in the case of unbelievers, and their (continuing) outflow in repentance,
forgiveness of sins and holiness in the case of believers.
43
See Phillips, 12-20, for the general type of outlining that I heartily recommend, even if his
proposals are at times somewhat forced. The text should always control the outline, rather
than the outline the text. In this regard Phillips did not always succeed. Occasionally his
preoccupation with alliteration got the better of both him and the interpretation of the text!
But be all this as it may, his efforts to outline crisply ought to be greatly applauded and the
approach that he employs to outline comprehensively emulated. For the place, function, as
well as the need for meticulous outlining, see further my “Hermeneutics and Preaching,”
239ff. Regrettably Wilbur Ellsworth, The Power of Speaking God’s Word (Ross-shire: Christian Focus Publications, 2000), 105, de-emphasizes the need “to seek a detailed outline of (a)
passage.” This is to shoot oneself in the hermeneutical and homiletical foot!
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This, in turn, will pinpoint its message. As a prerequisite for this procedure,
all the available clues, in text as well as context, must be taken into careful
and prayerful consideration. Of course, this can only be accomplished properly and successfully in the light of the findings of the first three phases of the
interpretative process, and from within the three hermeneutical circles already
mentioned. The theme also constitutes the purpose of the book, section or
passage, while the sub-themes form the sub-purposes.44 The Outline, Theme,
Divisions and Sub-divisions should be formulated in universal terminology.
Such formulations that are based upon and derived from the factual content of
the text pave the way to the final phase of the interpretive process.45 Inciden44

For the place, function and significance of “purpose,” see the excellent treatment by Jay E.
Adams, Preaching with Purpose (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing
Co., 1982). This is “must” reading for all serious Bible students, especially for (aspiring)
preachers and teachers of the Word, but also for those who seek to formulate a Biblical Theology or Systematic Theology from the text of Scripture.
45
By way of illustration, in terms of basic textual content, Genesis 12:11-13 can be summarized as follows. “Abraham requests his wife to call him her brother in order to save his life.”
This is a statement that notifies the reader what factually took place. However, it also can be
translated in general terminology, “A husband hides himself behind the skirts of his spouse
and in the process throws her to the wolves (possible defilement) to save his own skin.” This,
then, as is explained in greater detail in the Covenantal-Applicatory phase, gives rise to a universal principle, “A husband should always say, ‘You will not touch my wife, except over my
dead body!’” Of course, it is very well possible that this will be decried as “moralism.” However, the context tells us otherwise. Abraham left the land of promise and headed for Egypt
because of a famine. He had no business doing so. God told him to go to Canaan. He should
have stayed there. When he left the umbrella of the promise for fear of the darkness of eventually dying of hunger, he faced a greater darkness, the prospect, if not certainty, of dying by
the hands of Egypt’s finest in the service of their king. Here emerges the first universal principle. Leave the territory of promise, and matters will go from supposedly bad to worse. This
leads to the second universal principle. In this kind of scenario you (always) end up on your
vulnerable own. At this juncture a third universal principle emerges, a choice among three
possibilities. You either return to the protecting promise of God. Or you take on full responsibility for your (greater) darkness producing actions. Or you seek to free-lance your way out of
the predicament by having someone else pay the price and so saddling him or her with a darkness that is of your making (See also Jonah 1!). Abraham took the latter route. To insist that
Abraham’s kind of conduct is unacceptable and to present the (only) biblical alternative is not
moralizing but defines practical godliness. Incidentally, Sarah obeyed her husband (1 Pet.
3:6), because technically Abraham was her (half-)brother. By way of a “final” universal principle, both her godly conduct and the ultimate outcome of the whole episode show that the
obedience of faith, however foolish this may seem on the surface, invariably meets first with
God’s approval and then with God’s blessing. Of course, the type of blessing depends upon
the spelling of “approval.” If it spells l.i.f.e. (Jonah 2:6), the blessing starts immediately (Jonah 2:2; see also Heb. 11:1-35a), as was also the case with Sarah, and continues in the “hereafter.” If it spells d.e.a.t.h. (Ps. 116:15; also Phil. 1:21; Heb. 11:35b-37a), God simply skips
the intermediate phase and ushers in the “hereafter” immediately. James 1:2-12, and esp. 1011, makes this abundantly clear, as we shall see below (For all this also see also my “Hermeneutics and Preaching,” 240ff; and Topical Focus #3: Biblical Homiletics).
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tally, considerable care has been taken in the present Commentary to outline
James in the manner I just described.46
At this juncture I must emphatically add, however, that the procedure of
outlining a passage, a section, or a book of Scripture in its most widely possible context is not simply a hermeneutical tool. It is a spiritual commitment. It
indicates that the interpreter’s (scholarly) aim is not “to master” the text. No,
it exhibits that the deepest desire of his heart is “to be mastered” by it. Outlining ultimately does (and should) spell surrender to Scripture as a Divinehuman book, and, correlative with it, is rooted in a commitment to the integrity of the inerrant Biblical text. It should be noted that critical scholars, as I
aim to show below, often come up with rich and enriching insights based on
linguistic, rhetorical or other such clues in the text. However, a substantive or
even methodological surrender of heart, mind, and life to the text hardly
seems indicated. The outcome is that they invariably admit to jarring elements in the text that “do not seem to fit,” and cannot be accounted for. This
should send up storm signals!
(5) The Covenantal-Applicatory phase concludes the interpretive process,
and finalizes the message of the text in terms of the various universal principles and patterns that can and must be gleaned or “mined” from the text.
They should be based on the general formulations of the theme, sub-themes,
divisions, sub-divisions, etc. in the Outline. These universal principles and
patterns are the crowning piece of the interpretive process. In them textual
46

As I explain in Topical Focus #4: Structure of James, modern James’ research has made
a good deal of strides in increasingly emphasizing the structural composition of James. A variety of tools, whether rhetorical, linguistic, or otherwise, have been used to unearth structure.
However, whether consciously or not, it invariably seems to take its point of departure in the
“human” characteristics of the text, whether formal characteristics, such as alliterations and
word-linkages, or substantive characteristics, such as themes and thought patterns. These human characteristics, then, serve as pointers to assist the interpreter more or less haltingly to
arrive at structural unity of one sort or another or to one degree or another. No modern researcher (admittedly) appears to start out with the text as it presents itself in whole and in part
by simply by positing apriori that James must somehow have a unified structure with a unifying theme, and that the “sole” task of the researcher, interpreter, or exegete is to find it and
disclose it by meticulously outlining the Epistle with the help of any and all clues, traits, features, attributes, highlights, etc., in the text of whatever sort they may be. It appears that one
can only make such declaration, and in the process take the text itself, in whole and in part, as
one’s “absolute” point of departure, provided that one surrenders to Scripture as Godbreathed, fully inerrant, trustworthy and authoritative. When in addition to this the interpreter
enters into the three hermeneutical circles, as mentioned above, the pay-off is enormous in
coming to grips with the existing depth, height, length and breadth of the text. Incidentally,
only when one starts with the totality of the text itself in all its truthfulness as guaranteed by
its Divine Author and does so from within the three hermeneutical circles, can one read the
text truly and fully “from the inside out.” Under any other scenario one can, at best, start with
a “system of the (human) author’s convictions” in the text (Cargal, 7) and in the process lose
too much of “the inside,” as I argue further below.
183

meaning and significance, textual exposition and application appear to fuse.
In short, in them the record of God’s revelation is unveiled as God’s revelation to us. Historical and cultural gaps vanish. The “past” reaches out across
the ages, and so proves to be a present, living, pulsating and transforming reality. Of course, any outline can be formulated in terms of (what, according to
the text, factually took place in) the “past.” In that case, however, interpretation will never transcend the level of the abstract, the level of a lecture. When
skillfully done, it will surely be interesting, as we travel back in time. But it
will fail to deliver the message. Only universal principles and patterns will
“ferry” the message of the past into the present, bring the interpreter and his
audience face to face with the deepest purpose of the Holy Spirit in and with
the text, and so furnish not only “food for thought,” but “sustenance for life,”
not simply intellectual insight, but spiritual growth (See my “Hermeneutics
and Preaching,” 236ff)!47
The Covenantal-Applicatory Phase originates in the conviction that
Scripture essentially designates itself as a covenantal-historical document.
The (New) Covenant is Trinitarian in its foundation and triadic in its scope. It
is rooted in the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. The Father promises the
New Covenant (Jer. 31:31ff), the Son personifies it (Is. 42:6; 49:8; 1 Cor.
11:25), and the Holy Spirit personalizes it (Is. 59:21). Furthermore, it aims at
regeneration, justification and sanctification (Ezek. 36:25-27). Incidentally,
this triad is in evidence throughout Scripture (See specifically Josh. 5:2; 10,
15; Acts 2:38; Rom. 3:21-5:21; 6:1-11; and 6:12-8:17; 2 Cor. 5:14-17; 5:1821; and 6:1-7:1, as well as Phil. 3:3; 8-9; 10). Regeneration functions as the
New Covenant’s experiential launching pad, justification as its legal framework, and sanctification as its grand and magnificent objective. In fact, holiness in sanctification is simultaneously the unparalleled crowning piece of
God’s saving activity (1 Pet. 1: 14-16) and the greatest imaginable love gift to
the members of his family (1 John 4:17) (See for all this my “Hermeneutics
and Preaching,” 220ff). This also puts James, increasingly recognized as the
first written document of the NT era (Phillips, 11), in perspective. Rather than
questionably bringing up the rear (Luther), it gloriously introduces the soaring elevation of the NT and provides the benchmark for what follows, in the
area of both sanctification as a doctrine and practical godliness as a way of
life!
47

Application is the bridge between “expository/biblical/systematic theology” and godliness,
and therefore indispensable. It functions as the lifeblood that carries the oxygen of Scripture
to every segment of the Church, that is, to every member of the body of Christ. According to
Manton, 357, “doctrine is the drawing of the bow ... application is the hitting of the mark.” In
other words, general expository, biblical and theological principles sketch the lay of the land,
and provide a roadmap, but the concrete, implemented, particulars are the vehicle necessary
for biblical and theological truth to reach its final destination, and ensure its safe arrival.
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But an additional comment is in place to shed further light on the unique
place, function and content of James. The fullness of the Father, on display
throughout the OT, and culminating in the New-Covenant promises, is disclosed in the fullness of the Son, as described in the Gospels, and culminating
in the cross, the resurrection, and the ascension. The Son, in turn, passes his
fullness on to the Holy Spirit, as portrayed in the rest of the NT, culminating
in his operational presence on the world scene since Pentecost (John 14:1617; 15:26; 16:13-15). The Holy Spirit, then, pours his fullness in the believer,
as exhibited in his or her daily life and culminating in (progressive) practical
godliness from the moment of his or her conversion en route to perfection
(Jam. 1:4).48
James’ (sole) focus is simply this last aspect as the “Pinnacle” of God’s
saving activity. It is the jointly chosen “niche” of both the Holy Spirit and
James (See also Acts 15:28!). This makes it illegitimate, if not unethical, to
accuse James, or any writer or preacher, who happens to address a “niche,” of
not being (sufficiently) Christocentric, or Patricentric and Spiritucentric for
that matter, as long as the unspoken context of that “niche” is the fullness of
all three Persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit). Candidly, there is
no reason whatsoever to believe that this context is absent in James. His life
and death speak persuasive volumes (For additional details regarding the implications of a fully Trinitarian Hermeneutics for a fully Trinitarian Homiletics, with specific application to James, see Topical Focus #3: Biblical Homiletics)!
From this perspective it should be clear that no writer or preacher always
needs to pen down or say everything in a given context as long as there is an
underlying Trinitarian substratum. The commentaries and sermons of John
Calvin are textbook examples in this regard. They are not always Christocentric in so many words. But no one can contend that in his theology the fullness of the believer fails to originate in, and draw from, the fullness of Christ
through the fullness of the Spirit! Similarly, in James’ case there is no reason,
not even to the slightest degree, to charge him with Christological negligence.49 His references to Christ come natural, are crisp, and speak Christological volumes. Incidentally, in this respect Calvin could well be characterized as Jacobus redivivus.
All this is underscored by two characteristics of the covenantal-historical
48

James’ crucial concept of “perfection” will receive the utmost of our attention below.
Supposedly James’ Christological negligence is the flipside of his narrow-minded legalism.
Both sides of that coin must have gone against the grain of Paul to such an extent that in Galatians 2 he could not take it anymore and “exploded” against James’ followers, Peter as well as
Barnabas (See Phillips, 9-10). I argue below that nothing could be further from the truth.
Paul’s rebuke does not imply that any of those who stood rebuked were vocal proponents of
either Pharisaical legalism or Christological negligence.
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49

approach. The covenantal aspect by itself indicates that Scripture does not
consist of any number of fragmented pieces. No, it is a cohesive covenantal
unit from Genesis to Revelation. That is why proper outlining of Scripture in
general and of each book in particular is so productive. The covenantal aspect
in connection with the historical aspect further indicates that the earlier Scripture is not just generally illustrational, but foundational for the later Scripture.
Hence, the universal principles and patterns in their progressive revelatory
setting have such immense significance. Slowly but surely the edifice of
Scripture was “constructed” over a period of fifteen hundred years, each “story” in its own framework and its own time, and each segment with its own
meaning and its own message. Nevertheless, all stories and segments form an
organic and structural whole that comes progressively into its own. James,
once again, fits right in, and can be neither properly nor fully understood
apart from its preceding context on which it is based, and its subsequent context to which it gives rise!
Further, the applicatory aspect of the covenantal-applicatory phase, in
terms of universal principles and patterns, takes place against the backdrop of
this covenantal-historical setting. At times these principles and patterns come
ready-made, such as the Ten Commandments, and are simply gleaned or
“lifted” from the text. This is done with relative ease. At other times they are
embedded in the text, and must be extracted, “excavated,” or “mined” from it,
specifically from historical, prophetic and apocalyptic passages. This must be
done with great care, and requires a good deal of skill. Either way, like a crop
they must be “harvested” and processed in order to bring out its applicatory
relevance and significance for all people, times, conditions and circumstances. As a “niche” writer James harbors his own universal patterns and
principles, some to be gleaned, and some to be extracted!
In sum, James is part of the (covenant) edifice of Scripture. As such, it is
embedded in it. It is an organic, vital, pulsating and substantive part of a larger body of covenant material. It is, further, squarely based on the “stories” of
this edifice that precede it, and foundational for the “stories” that follow it. It
has its own historical place and function. All this must be taken into consideration in determining James’ universally applicable principles and patterns that
govern the Church of Christ from its earliest phase and onward.
Note that the covenantal-applicatory approach assumes a specific view of
the whole of Scripture. This has implications for the interpretation of the details. They must “fit” in, and cannot stick out like a “sore thumb.” Of course,
one may only insist on this when the aggregate of all available biblical clues
suggests such view. Otherwise it has no legitimacy. Only a view of the whole
that arises from the text can do justice to the text that gives rise to it. Of
course, what emerges here is the so-called hermeneutical circle (spiral), in
which the understanding of the whole and the parts mutually do (and should)
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influence each other. No one can avoid this circle. It is an integral part of the
hermeneutical process.50
The view of the whole and its parts, implied in the covenantalapplicatory approach, is the covenantal-historical view. The latter differs, at
times sharply, from other views, such as the dispensational and the evolutionary (liberal) outlook upon Scripture. Consequently, this is palpable in the
exegesis of individual texts or passages as well. With regard to the dispensational position, the difference in interpretation does not only emerge when
sections of Scripture central to Eschatology are under discussion. It also pertains to other issues, such as the application of the Law of God in the NT era.
Since the latter is a prominent topic in James, one’s view of the whole comes
into significant play in the interpretation of this Epistle. Candidly, the covenantal-applicatory approach has been an important tool in the production of
this Commentary, and has shown itself to be of great value in the exposition
of some essential passages. The reader, of course, is the judge as to how valuable it proved to be.
To conclude this section, let me turn to the three general rules or principles that govern the hermeneutical process. The first rule is “The Analogy
of Biblical Interpretation,” conveying that the Scripture is its own interpreter
(Scriptura Sui Interpres). This is not simply that the Scripture provides the
various principles, methods, procedures, and rules required for its own interpretation. No, it means that neither the Church, nor tradition, nor anything
else that is extraneous to Scripture, whether it is theological, philosophical,
ideological, or otherwise, may have the final say over or in the interpretation
of Scripture. Scripture in its totality and its parts stands on its own two feet.
Only the content, cues, and clues of the text in both its larger and narrower
context determine its meaning. This principle serves as an additional stimulus
to take the various phases of the hermeneutical enterprise seriously, and specifically to be meticulous in the outlining of a text in its larger and narrower
context. It played a large role in establishing the Outline of James presented
below.
The second rule or principle is “The Analogy of Theological Content,”
also known as The Analogy of Faith (Analogia Fidei). This is illustrative of
the one-and-many principle in which both poles are co-essential and cofunctional. No meaning can be attached to a passage so as to make it collide
with the system of doctrine in Scripture. This system does not go one way,
while an individual text goes another. Although one’s systematic theology
cannot be allowed to determine the exegesis of a text, it certainly does and
must serve as both a guide and a guard for the interpretation of an individual
50

See especially the above Footnote 12 for the way to ensure that this circle is an upward,
rather than a downward spiral, and therefore produces a progressive, rather than a regressive
hermeneutics.
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passage or text. If a tension arises between theology and exegesis, there is no
other recourse but to return to the text in its larger and narrower context.
Such return leaves the interpreter with two final options. Upon further
painstaking examination of the text, inclusive of all its clues, in its context, he
may determine that the interpretation should be adjusted. Or he must conclude that the meaning of a text is so unmistakable that his theology needs
correction. In either case he does and must satisfy the one-and-many principle. Both the whole and the parts are co-essential across the board, and must
be fully co-functional! In James the second rule or principle comes quite
prominently into view in establishing his teaching on justification and the relationship it sustains to the rest of Scripture, especially to Paul. But it plays no
less a role in determining James’ view of the nature, function and purpose of
the Law of God, which is so prominent in his Epistle.
The third rule or principle is “The Analogy of Biblical Precedence,” also
known as The Analogy of (previous) Scripture (Analogia Scripturae). In the
interpretation of a word, text or passage the interpreter may only be informed
by preceding Scripture. Later revealed truth may never be read into an “earlier” setting. It ensures that no meaning is attached to any passage that would
vitiate the ordinary grammatical-historical exegesis or transcend the aggregate of textual clues. To have the “later” determine the interpretation of the
“earlier” would imply that the original audience could not possibly have understood its meaning. Therefore to proceed in such manner would turn the
text into a veritable “Jack-in-the-Box.” Besides, such procedure invariably
manages to downplay the intended meaning of the text, determined by the
content of, and the clues in, the text, and ends up by eclipsing, if not excising,
its unique and authoritative message. The result is a net loss not only in the
exposition, but also in the application of the text.
Of course, all this means that there is no place according to this third
principle for any kind of “deeper” or “fuller” meaning that is of later historical vintage, whether Christological, doctrinal, practical, or otherwise. This
would fly into the face of “organic inspiration,” which is predicated upon the
fact that 100% (God) + 100% (man) = 100%. If James is, indeed, the earliest
canonical document produced in the NT era, only the OT may come into play
in the actual interpretation of the text, even if all of the content of the Bible
does, and should, serves as a pilot and sentinel for the interpretive undertaking.
There is only one possible exception. This pertains to James’ contemporaries. They could also have drawn from the known authoritative oral Jesus’
tradition in their interpretation as well as from the extant authoritative oral
apostolic tradition at the time that James wrote his letter. These traditions,
however, apart from the segments that are recorded in the Gospels, are not at
the disposal of today’s interpreters. Certainly any and all Pauline material that
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is written (much) later may not be a factor in the interpretation of James. Further, all speculation as to James’ possibly oral familiarity with Paul’s views,
whether in an adequate or twisted form, is just that, speculation, and should
be shunned.
By way of summary, Bible students will do well to give heed to the following five-fold counsel regarding their hands-on involvement in the hermeneutical process:
1.
Research and Analyze
(Phase 1)
2.
Examine and Categorize
(Phase 2)
3.
Define and Organize
(Phase 3)
4.
Outline and Synthesize
(Phase 4)
5.
Process and Principlize
(Phase 5)
While these tasks show a logical order, they do not necessarily have to be undertaken consecutively in each instance. In fact, while they naturally have
five different objectives they also constitute five legs of a structure that are
perspectivally related, if not intertwined. This is to say, even if they can expect to receive careful individual attention, they may be pursued as five steps
that in whole or in part are often to be taken in tandem, and at times simultaneously. Rather than being watertight compartments, they are interconnected,
interactive and communicating vessels.
Panel III: Understanding of Scripture
The hermeneutical enterprise has not, and cannot, come into its own, until the
understanding of Scripture has become a reality. The term “understanding” is
partly defined as “discernment” or “perception.” This indicates its penetrating, “piercing” aspect. It aims at reaching the core of its object. It is further
defined as “grasp” or “comprehension.” This indicates its holistic, full-orbed,
character. It aims to embrace its object and plumb its depth. Although it cannot, and should not, be divorced from discursive reasoning, intuition is apparently a constituent element. In Scripture, the term understanding is used in a
threefold way. In this it is analogous to the earlier mentioned three hermeneutical circles, which should give the authenticity of a threefold type of understanding additional credibility.
(1) “Understanding of the mind” (Dan. 9:2). This kind of understanding
is intellectual and comes about through sense experience as well as discursive
thinking. It can grow and expand (Ps. 73:17). As everything else in the
process of sanctification this also warrants, and demands, serious prayer (Ps.
119:18).
(2) “Understanding of the heart” (Is. 6:9-10). This type is experiential in
nature, and comes into (the human) existence solely as a gift of God (1 Ki.
24:44-45; Lk. 24:45; John 6:44-45; 2 Cor. 4:4-6) through the operation of the
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Spirit (2 Cor. 3:14-17; Eph. 1: 17-18; Col. 1:9-10). It is part of “living” in the
fullest sense of the word. While it can be analyzed of sorts and explained in
simple terms, it cannot exhaustively be conceptualized, “caught” in a concept.
As the human “mission control center” the heart is the subject of the thinking
process (conceptualization), as well as of the volitional and emotional
processes, for that matter. It stands to reason that the thinking process can
never exhaustively encompass its subject, the “I” that is doing the thinking,
just as the human eye can never look at itself, and a dog can never catch its
own tail. This is behind the statement that the understanding of the heart is
experiential or experimental. It is a well-known fact that the pleasures or displeasures of experience, whether “non-material” in nature, such as love, joy,
resentment, bitterness etc., or “material” in character, such as eating, observing, bleeding, etc., transcend exhaustive conceptual definition as well. In all
this biblical thinking is dramatically different from, in fact, opposed to Greek
infested thinking that puts a premium on the ultimacy of the intellect, has no
eye for the primacy of the heart, inclusive of its experiential make-up, and ultimately treats sense-experience as inferior to a greater (Plato) or lesser (Aristotle) degree. Extreme Greek thought (Parmenides) even opines that what
cannot be conceptualized does not exist. In all this Biblical Truth and Greek
Falsehood live patently in totally different worlds.51
(3) “Understanding of life” (Job 28:28). As Augustine states, "Whoever
thinks that he understands the divine Scriptures or any part of them, so that it
does not build the double love of God and our neighbor, does not understand
it at all." Such understanding results from the application of truth (through the
mind), and the experience of truth (in the heart) (1 Ki. 3:9).52
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See my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 87-109, especially 95ff, for a further analysis of
ancient (as well as modern) philosophical thought, its dialectic roots, its aim and its outcome.
Incidentally, the influence of Parmenides is noticeable in the philosophy and apologetics of
Gordon Clark. To him reality is purely and solely propositional. Empiricism substitutes the
illusional for the real. This is Greek infested thinking with a vengeance.
52
I am not the only one who insists on the advisability, if not necessity, of this threefold understanding. Richard J. Forster, ed., The Renovare Spiritual Formation Bible (San Francisco:
HarperCollins Publishers, 2004), xi-xviii, states in his General Introduction that it is not sufficient to read Scripture simply for factual information or as a band-aid for the problems of the
day. No, Scripture ought to be absorbed with a view to spiritual formation, i.e. with a view to
the life it offers, more precisely, the experience of the life-with-God, which results into the
formation and transformation of one’s inner reality to conform to the inner life of Jesus with a
conduct in words and deeds to match. To achieve this Scripture ought to be read with the
mind, with the understanding and with the heart. The mind identifies the various literary
forms of Scripture, such as the legal, prophetic, Gospel and apocalyptic genre. The understanding internalizes Scripture, reads it in context, with the assistance of the hermeneutical
circle of the whole and the parts, and with an ear wide open to the insightful voices of the
past. The heart, finally, by means of all necessary spiritual disciplines, such as fasting and
prayer, meditation and memorization, confession and worship, etc, listens to and reflects on
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To be sure, the understanding of the mind is something that can be obtained by both believers and unbelievers to a greater or lesser degree, even if
prayers for illumination do and should make a difference. But, as I have mentioned already, genuine understanding of heart and life requires rebirth and
sanctification respectively. These are unique to the believer. In order to obtain
both of these two types of understanding, and to operate in both areas of understanding, prayer is indispensable. Incidentally, this bears frequent repetition!
Further, this threefold understanding runs parallel to the Biblical trajectory of teaching as it is presented in Ephesians 4:13. The aim of the mutual
ministry of service and edification by God's people should be doctrinal unity
of the faith (understanding of the mind), the experiential knowledge of Jesus
(understanding of the heart), and practical godliness (understanding of life)! It
should be emphasized that according to Paul there is no direct “bee-line”
from the understanding of the mind to understanding of life, from doctrine to
godliness. This would at best amount to a legalistic moralism, or a moralistic
legalism. Neither one ever adds up to genuine godliness. The latter does and
must come through (the understanding of) Christ (in the heart) only. The two
adages of Scripture are crystal clear. “Without Him: Nothing!” (John 15:5).
“Through Him: Everything!” (Phil. 4:13). This also applies to the discipline
of Biblical Hermeneutics and the writing of commentaries and monographs,
whether about James or other books of Scripture. It is hardly a coincidence
that an essential part of James’ “first order of business” is to remove any and
all doubts about this awesome twofold reality. He blazes this theological
(“doctrinal”) trail with a vengeance, especially in Section III of his Epistle
(Jam. 3:1-4:10). In later years Paul picked up the same theme in Romans 7
and dramatically elaborated on it (Rom. 7:14-25, esp. 24-25). As I argue on
lexicographical grounds in the context of James 4:9, Christ himself also underscores this in no uncertain terms in his “Open Letter” to the Laodiceans
(Rev. 3:14-22).
Finally, this threefold understanding suggests the biblical trajectory of
any and all educational processes, whatever the content is, wherever they occur, however they are fleshed out, whenever they are needed, and whatever
their objective is. From the perspective of the educators, with a godly life as
the text of Scripture in the Spirit, until one is mastered by it, submits to it, applies it, and obeys it in a life of practical godliness as a gift of God’s grace. In fact, unless the whole process
is bathed in grace from start to finish, it comes down to self-effort, whether rooted in one’s
intellect, one’s will, one’s emotions, one’s natural ability, one’s acquired skills, or otherwise.
In that case it will end up as an inevitable and dismal failure. Even if Forster organizes his
material differently, and gives a partly divergent content to his terms, he does cover many, if
not most, of the same bases as I do with the three hermeneutical circles. He would undoubtedly agree that all “intake” and “output” of Scripture should produce a “burning heart” (Lk.
24:32) and a “shining life” (Phil. 2:15)!
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backdrop they teach from their heart through their mind. From the perspective
of the students, educators do, and must, address their hearts through their
minds with a view to a godly life (Ps. 119:11; see also Lk. 24:32). In short,
the trajectory of education is as follows: life (backdrop) – heart (origin) –
mind (instrument) (on the part of the educator) – mind (instrument) – heart
(target) – life (objective) (on the part of the educated). For the true educator
the mind is neither the absolute starting point nor the final destination point.
Not ever! The reason is as simple as it is profound. The fullness of truth ultimately did not, does not, will not, and was never meant to fit, let alone reside
in the finite human mind! This appears to be the case with most, if not all
truth. To alert mankind of this is one of the great contributions of both modern theoretical physics and the even more recent phenomenon, Chaos science.
But it applies especially to biblical truth. This is now argued and illustrated in
some detail in Topical Focus #2, which deals with the complementary nature
of much, if not all of the truth.

Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth
Essential to any and all truth is the ubiquitous notion of “complementarity.” Chaos
scientists notice this phenomenon everywhere. In physics it is a well-known fact with
regard to atomic particles that double as waves. What comes into view are two paired
but apparently contradictory properties. These are “two complementary features (that)
cannot be observed simultaneously, but require two contradictory, mutually intolerable
measurements.” Complementarity “consists of the fact that the two features cannot be
applied simultaneously, even though both must be applied” (Thomas Schirrmacher in
his Foreword to my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 9-16). In Scripture this phenomenon is equally ubiquitous (See also Thomas Schirrmacher, “The Complementary Nature of Biblical Teaching,” MBS Texte 29 (Bonn: Martin Bucer Seminar, 2004).
Among the most telling illustrations are (1) the complementarity of the “Oneness” and the “Three-ness” of the God of Scripture, (2) the complementarity of Scripture as fully the Word of God and at the same time fully the word of man, (3) the complementarity of the two natures of Christ in one Person, (4) the complementarity of
Divine sovereignty and human responsibility, such as, God hardening Pharaoh’s heart,
hand in hand with Pharaoh’s culpability, and (5) the complementarity of the unfailing
perseverance of the saints and the “threat” of their exclusion from the Kingdom in case
of sins, such as, fear, unbelief, homosexuality, murder, fornication, idolatry, etc. (Rev.
21:8). A. W. Pink, “Heart Work,” in Practical Christianity (Chicago: Moody Press,
1994), 99, makes the following observation which illustrates the phenomenon of complementarity, “It is true that all our labors amount to nothing unless the Lord blesses
them (Ps. 127:1), as it also is that apart from Him we can do nothing (John 15:5). Nevertheless, God places no premium on sloth, and has promised that ‘the soul of the diligent shall be made fat’ (Prov. 13:4). A farmer may be fully persuaded of his own helplessness to make his fields productive, he may realize that their fertility is dependent
upon the sovereign will of God, and he also may be a firm believer in the efficacy of
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prayer; but unless he discharges his own duty his barns will be empty. So it is spiritually.” He underscores the complementary nature of truth in “God’s Best in the Christian’s Life,” in Practical Christianity, 216-217, “It is so easy for us to mar the fair
proportions of Truth and to destroy its perfect symmetry. In our zeal there is ever the
tendency to take one aspect of Truth and press it so far as to cancel out another …
Since all God’s actings upon His people proceed from His uncaused, amazing, and superabounding grace, how can it be maintained that He regulates His dealings with
them according to their conduct? Easily, for there is nothing incompatible between the
two things: they are complementary and not contradictory. As all the perfections of
God are not to be swallowed up in His sovereignty, neither are they all to be merged
into his grace. God is holy as well as benignant, and his favors are never bestowed in
disregard of his holiness.”
The list of complementary truths is (potentially) endless, such as promise and law,
truth and unity, holiness and love, freedom and order, contingency and necessity, justification not by works, neither without works, salvation by the skin of one’s teeth on
the part of the righteous (1 Pet. 4:18) and their abundant entrance into the Kingdom (2
Pet. 1:11), etc. Complementarity is also in evidence in the everyday practical experience of God’s people (E.g., compare Ps. 69:5 with Ps. 69:7). What on the surface
cannot be true or occur simultaneously, still is true and does take place at the same
time. Biblical statements, such as “faithful are the wounds of a friend” (Prov. 27:6),
and “Whom the Lord loves, he chastens” (Prov. 3:12; Heb. 12:6) fall at first sight in a
similar category. Historically, theologians have used the term “concurrence” (concursus) to pinpoint this phenomenon. What seems to be a contradictory duo to the human
intellect is nevertheless acknowledged as a complementary duet in the (regenerate)
heart. It is interesting to note that through God’s “common grace” at times even nonChristians, such as many practitioners of Chaos science, recognize, if not champion
the concept of complementary truth, such as found in the type of statements mentioned
above. For instance, they recognize that “order” and “freedom,” “necessity” and “contingency” are co-functional data of life that do not swallow each other up, however
enigmatic this may be, and are of the conviction that mankind simply must learn to operate within parameters that the intellect cannot grasp or explain (See my Sovereignty
and Responsibility, 140).
A telling example of practical complementarity is found in Daniel’s three friends
as they face Nebuchadnezzar’s blazing furnace. They state with unshakable confidence
that their God will rescue them. (Soldiers in God’s army may, should, and must display the very same confidence in the thick of spiritual warfare.) At the same time they
do not succumb to the least bit of presumption. After all, their 100% “theological”
confidence is complemented by their equally 100% “theological” surrender. (Again
this is, and should be, the hallmark of every Christian soldier as well.) “Your majesty,
we will obey our God. And he will rescue us. Not the slightest doubt about it whatsoever. At the same time, if he does not, nothing is lost! But be informed that we will
not waver in our obedience (See Dan. 3:16-18).” It seems that both convictions cannot
be held simultaneously. By the same token they are held simultaneously. Are we confident about our rescue? Absolutely! Face to face with a blazing furnace, they did not
break a sweat. But what if there is no rescue? No sweat in this scenario either! A
second such example is found in the husband-wife relationship. In the footsteps of
Christ the husband is commanded to sacrifice himself for his wife (Eph. 5:25). In the
193

footsteps of the Church the woman is commanded to submit herself to her husband
(Eph. 5:22-24). Sacrifice seems to cancel out the need for submission, and vice versa,
submission seems to negate sacrifice. The presence of both at the same time results in
“the harmonious ‘non-fight’ of faith.” Such examples can be multiplied many times. In
fact, they prove to cover the waterfront of life.
When theologians, whatever their specific discipline, or educators, whether
preachers, teachers or otherwise, seek to make the mind the grand target and not to
proceed beyond it or transcend it, they run into trouble. When a truth terminates in the
mind, it eventually spells warfare because the mind, as has been mentioned already,
has “single occupancy.” It can accommodate one feature of two complementary truths
at a time, all right, but not both simultaneously. Put the one in the mind, and the other
is automatically expelled. This is warfare! In theoretical physics the EinsteinHeisenberg controversy speaks volumes. In the macrocosm of the universe where the
principle of order rules supreme (General Theory of Relativity), there is evidently no
place for an uncertainty principle (Quantum Physics), not even in the microcosm. This
came to expression in Einstein’s now famous dictum, “God did not throw dice with his
universe!” Eventually this led to Hawking’s quip, “He certainly did throw dice, but
immediately forgot where he threw them.” This, in turn, prompted the latter to look for
a Grand Theory of Everything, a Quantum Theory of Relativity, in which both the order and the disorder pole are synthesized. In this synthesis, according to Hawking, man
supposedly would capture the mind of God. This, of course, is correct. Only God’s
mind can encompass both poles simultaneously. But for that very reason man can never arrive at a synthesis. After all, it is impossible for the finite mind of man to reach the
level of divine infinity. Therefore, Hawking’s coveted synthesis will by definition remain elusive, in spite of any and all efforts (See my Sovereignty and Responsibility,
124-141, for further details). In theology the “warfare” is equally, if not more so in
evidence. Church History seems ever preoccupied with debates about (alleged) tension
in doctrines such as the Trinity, Scripture, Sovereignty, etc. All of it is the result of assigning (operational) ultimacy to the mind. The full truth, whether of “creation” or
“redemption,” simply does not fit into the brain. However, it fits snugly in the heart,
since this has “double occupancy.” After all, in the heart eternity and time intersect
(Eccl. 3:11). Therefore, no theologian or educator may rest, until truth lodges in the
core of man’s being, in his or her heart as the human mission control center. This implies that it is totally and radically insufficient to insist that Bible readers should
“simply” embrace, if not “swallow” the tension. In fact, the Christian scholar should
be sharply critical of this recommendation. I argue (below) that the so-called tension
does not exist. It emerges only when the mind functions as ultimate referee. When it
stays within its God-given creaturely bounds the tension disappears as snow before the
sun. It further implies that “complementarity” can be embraced and is embraced by the
regenerate heart only. Unbelievers in their commitment and bondage (!) to the ultimacy of the mind will “spit it out” by definition. They will regard the view that there is
no tension in (the truth of) God as personally naïve and intellectually foolish. Truthfully, I believe that the shoe fits on the other foot. It is preposterous, if not offensive to
claim or to make room for the claim that there is tension both in God (One-ness and
Three-ness in the Trinity) and in his dealings with man (Sovereignty and Responsibility). It is human hubris even to contemplate it. In the Judgment, this as well as all similar claims will be once and for all laughed out of the ballpark of the universe! Since
194

this is a certainty, we might as well leave the ballpark voluntarily before being forced
out, and “invite” others to join this exodus from self-inflicted enslavement to sinful
hubris! As if the finite ever can encompass infinity. Preposterous!
At times practitioners of Chaos science have come to terms with the complementarity of natural truth simply by surrendering to its reality (See my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 122-124, 140-141; for such “surrender” in the field of psychiatry, compare Elio Frattaroli, 151ff). However, in the footsteps of Hawking too many thinkers,
in facing the phenomenon of complementarity, seek to solve its perennial enigma to
the intellect by means of the intellect. But, because of the finiteness of the intellect this
is impossible! The finite mind cannot take in both metaphysical realities simultaneously. In a recent publication in theoretical physics, Brian Greene, The Elegant Universe
(New York: Vintage books, 1999), 130-131, 133-136, argues that the “two powerful
but conflicting explanatory frameworks” of the general theory of relativity and quantum physics can be harmonized by means of superstring theory in “a cosmic symphony.” While heartily agreeing with the notion of a created cosmic symphony I have
sought to demonstrate in my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 122-146, that such synthesis is not in the jurisdiction of the finite mind of man. It is certainly noteworthy that
Greene, 373-374, 380-382, 384-387, admits that there “may be a limit to (theoretical)
comprehensibility,” and that even in superstring theory the “search is not over.” Physicists, be it “with solid faith that laws of the large and the small should fit together into a coherent whole,” are still “relentlessly hunting down the elusive unified theory,”
and are still “reaching for the stars ... in asserting the world’s coherence.” In a word,
he admits that the enigma of complementarity is not solved. However, he fails to recognize in an all too human “shortsightedness” that it is unsolvable due to the creaturely
finitude of the intellect of man. In short, he bumps into the “frustrating” implications
of this finitude which he can never transcend. But since “hope (supposedly) springs
eternal,” he refuses to concede defeat and give up his search. Regrettably, he is far
from unique in this refusal.
Lee Smolin, “Atoms of Space and Time,” in Scientific American (January 2004:
Vol. 290, Nr.1), 66-75, aims to establish a quantum gravity theory as well. However,
he wishes to move beyond string theory as inadequate and proposes a “loop quantum
gravity theory,” which in his estimation is “the best developed alternative” (68), and is
“arguably the quantum theory of relativity” (75). This theory predicts that space-time
is not smooth and continuous, but discrete, atomistic and discontinuous (70-71). Smolin concedes, however, that his theory has not been tested and that string theory which
holds space-time to be continuous may well win out at the end. All this is to underscore that rebel mankind, because it is committed to the ultimacy of the human mind, is
condemned to a life sentence, a Sisyphus type, of “hard labor” in seeking to penetrate
the impenetrable and solve the unsolvable. Rather ironically, even Stephen Hawking,
The Grand Design (New York: Bantam, 2010), 87-119, esp. 112-113, 118-119, be it
for reasons of his own, “finally” had to conclude that “The original hope of physicists
to produce a single theory explaining the apparent laws of our (individual) universe …
may have to be abandoned.” Frankly, from my perspective it never had a chance (See
my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 87-121, for a further discussion of this complex
issue)! From his perspective, however, the search must apparently go on. He believes
to have “a candidate for the ultimate (italics, mine) theory of everything, if indeed one
exists, called M-theory (which is the only candidate) is not a theory in the usual sense.
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It is a family of all different theories … According to M-theory, ours is not the only
universe. M-theory predicts that a great many universes were created out of nothing.”
It has “fundamental laws (that) allow for different universes with different apparent
laws, (in fact) has “solutions for perhaps as many as 10 to the 500th different universes
each with its own laws.” According to Hawking, “M-theory is the only candidate for a
complete theory of the universe.” He concludes his book as follows, “If the theory is
confirmed by observation, it will be the successful conclusion of a search going back
more than 3,000 years. We will have found the grand design (The Grand Design, 8,
118, 181). This is not the context to analyze his argument in depth or at length. But the
very wording of the conclusion already indicates that this grand design is admittedly
still elusive.
In the area of theology there is an additional wrinkle. Rebel man will not receive
God’s truth (except possibly on occasion and in a surface manner by a paradoxical sacrifice of the intellect that is precipitated by indifference). The reason is simple. God’s
truth will not, and cannot, consciously and fully be embraced unless a heart transplant
has occurred. Only the regenerate heart can surrender to the truth of God’s Word without any ifs, ands or buts, provide it a lodging place, rejoice in it, and break forth in
worship regarding it (Rom. 11:33). Regrettably, Reformed thinkers, theologians as
well as apologists, have routinely failed to bring this out forcefully. In their treatment
of complementarity they stipulate by and large from the very outset, as I already indicated, that the tension between the two poles of complementary truth is real. In fact,
some insist that all biblical truth is bi-polar and tension-laden. This is in principle to
give the store away. Let me explain.
If the Bible could be personified, it would respond as follows. “To accuse me of
being tension-laden is to imply that I am either naïve in speaking out of two sides of
my mouth, seemingly without recognizing it, or I am manipulative in seeking to pull
the wool over the eyes of my readers by not openly acknowledging it. Frankly, your
accusation is deeply offensive to me. There is no tension in any truth that I present,
none whatsoever. Let me explain it in crystal clear terminology. My aim never was,
never is, and never will be to deposit the infinite and symphonic truth of my Divine
Author in your finite brain where it does not fit, but to lodge it in your heart where it
resides harmoniously, peacefully and tension-free. The moment you endeavor to make
the mind the final resting place for my truth by assigning it operational ultimacy, as the
unbeliever invariably does, or seek to encompass my truth with your mind by assigning it (hopefully only temporarily) methodological primacy, as many believers do, you
go off the deep end, and automatically produce a tension-laden world of make-belief
that has no correspondence with God’s reality. In a word, whether you are conscious
of this or not, your “lust of the intellect” creates the tension, proceeds to turn the
tables, and ends up accusing me of being tension-filled. This is deeply offensive, and
warrants a call to repentance.”
“But there is more. If you laugh this off, or minimize it and continue on your chosen path, you will pay a heavy price. Your theology will always seem selfcontradictory, and your apologetics will always appear self-defeating. As a result you
yourself will always be on the defensive to the detriment of the Kingdom, which will
be negatively affected by it. But there is something infinitely more serious! In accusing
me of being tension-laden, you are an offense to my Author. After all, if even one of
my teachings, such as the doctrine of the Trinity, is tension-laden, my Author himself
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is tension-laden. In fact, his is more than offensive. It is intolerable, and therefore more
than legitimizes my indignation and consequent summons to repentance.”
This argument can be repeated in the case of Divine sovereignty and human responsibility, and more concretely, in the case of Divine plan and human prayer, of Divine election and evangelism, etc. Listen specifically to the passionate plea of Ichabod
Spencer, A Pastor’s Sketches (Vestavia Hills, AL: Solid Ground Christian Books,
2001), 230ff, esp. 247-248, to the effect that “foreordination and free agency ... need
no reconciling. They are not at war with each other. If you will get them quarreling, I
will soon put them at peace. Things need reconciling only when they conflict. Here are
but two propositions. First, God foreordains whatsoever comes to pass. Second, Man
is a free agent. One of these propositions does not contradict the other. If it did, one
would be false, and we would abandon the falsehood. But there is no conflict or inconsistency between them. I defy you to show any. I know, indeed, men have often said it,
and sung it,
-- “God can’t decree
And man be free.” -But they have never proved it, and never will ... In our Church standards we have one
chapter on ‘God’s eternal decree,’ another ‘on free will.’ One affirms, ‘God, from all
eternity, did unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass.’ The other affirms, ‘God
has endued the will of man with that natural liberty, that it is neither forced, nor by any
absolute necessity of nature, determined to good or evil.’ God foreordained that man
should be a free agent,—and he is one. The eternal decree has secured his free agency.
God has predestinated the freedom of the human will. Hence, man is free when he
sins, and free when he repents of sin; he is free when he hates God, and free when he
loves him; he is free when he neglects the great salvation, and free when he loves God
with all his heart. His bondage in sin is a willing bondage. And yet it is true that he
cannot save himself, but infinitely needs the direct power of the Holy Spirit, to renew
his obstinate will, and ‘persuade and enable him to embrace Jesus Christ’ for salvation.
Aside from this Holy Spirit there is not an item of hope for him, as there is not an item
of ability in him. ‘He has wholly lost all ability of will to any spiritual good accompanying salvation.’ But, he is free. If he sins, he sins freely – he chooses to sin.”
Still, again and again the complaint is voiced that the two poles in each of the instances mentioned above are in unbearable tension and simply cannot be harmonized.
If God elects, why evangelize, and if God controls everything that comes to pass, why
pray? In the case of prayer, one commentator speaks about it as a mysterious thing and
compares it to the mystery of a genetic code. Why would God be influenced by prayer,
such as in Abraham’s petition for Lot, Elisha’s prayer for Gehazi, David’s prayer for
Hushai, Daniel’s prayer for the Jewish exiles, or Nehemiah’s prayer for the rebuilding
of Jerusalem? All these prayers are rewarded with an instantaneous response (Phillips,
131)! He recognizes the reality of prayer as totally meaningful, which, indeed, it is.
But he also calls this a mystery in the context of God’s plan.
To be sure, I have no zeal to deny mystery. But should we confine ourselves to the
mere affirmation of its reality? Or must we go beyond it? Some theologians are content with a meager affirmation, and point out that we both evangelize and pray simply
because God commands it. Of course, it is correct to emphasize this. But such statement must not only sound rather lame to those who cannot tolerate the reality of both
sovereignty and prayer at the same time. It also is too much “on the defensive.” In fact,
it betrays a spirit that is too timid, contains an argument that comes dangerously close
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to a sacrifice of the intellect, and last but not least does not really address the issue at
stake, let alone get to the core of the issue. No, a Biblical treatment of all this does, and
must go well beyond the mere affirmation of mystery. It must do so in a threefold way.
The first order of business is to define mystery! To be sure, Scripture frequently
defines it in terms of a truth that at one time was, or still is, hidden from view only to
be revealed at a later time (Mt. 13:11; Rom. 11:25; Eph. 3:3-6; Rev. 17:5). There is
nothing “mysterious” about such disclosed truth. However, the word mystery is also
used in a second sense, namely as a state of affairs that the finite mind does not seem
to (be able to) grasp, whether it is disclosed or not (See Funk and Wagnall’s Standard
Desk Dictionary (n.p: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1984), Vol. 1, 431, where the term is
defined either as a truth that can be known only through divine revelation, or as something that is not, and cannot be known, understood, or explained). In this regard it must
be made crystal clear that the Christian and the non-Christian view of mystery are
poles apart. The Christian view is not that there is an irreconcilable polar tension between two co-essential complementary truths, such as the One-ness and the Three-ness
in God or Divine sovereignty and human responsibility. This is the non-Christian, if
not anti-Christian, view. No, the Christian view is that mystery in the second sense of
the word is something that transcends the limits of the intellect, and therefore can never be fully encompassed by the intellect.
Then, after this is fully understood, it must be pointed out that any supposed tension in God’s complementary truth, whether consciously or not, is created by humans,
as soon as they make their mind ultimate either in substantive and basically idolatrous
rebellion of the heart on the part of the unbeliever or in methodological “shortsightedness” on the part of the believer.
Finally, it must be emphasized that this calls for either renunciation of rebellion in
repentance, or the (possibly embarrassing?) remedy of a 20-20 heart’s vision of Biblical truth as fully tension-free.
The long and short of such treatment in addressing any supposedly tension-laden
truth is twofold.
First, Christians must come to grips with complementarity, which is in evidence
everywhere, in their regenerate hearts rather than to make it fit into their mind. If they
fail to do so, they could well be hobbled by the admission of tension, or crippled by
the experience of tension in both ministry and life. They could even suffer shipwreck,
whether overwhelmed by tension or, ironically, by the denial of substantive, saving
Biblical truth. The doctrine of the Trinity has at one time or another suffered all of the
above maladies. It is my intention throughout this Commentary not only to point out
when and where complementarity emerges in the biblical text, but also to put up constant reminders that all of God’s complementary truth must be truncated and twisted
by definition when it remains an object of the mind, while it will be joyfully experienced and fruitfully practiced in grateful worship when it lodges in the (regenerate)
heart! Once again, the reason is simple. As an object of the mind the one component of
complementary truth will invariably be embraced, esteemed, or emphasized at the neglect, expense or disdain of the other. That this is always dangerous and potentially
deadly is an open and shut case!
Second, as I have already argued, Christians must recognize that it is an exercise
in basically God-dishonoring futility to seek to “lower” the infinite, complementary
truth of God into the finite mind of man, which in case of the unbeliever is aggravated
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by the fact that it is blind as well (2 Cor. 4:4). After all, this is tantamount to pouring
an ocean in a bucket with a lid tightly fastened on it. This bears frequent repetition until it fully sinks in. Christian apologists simply do not have a tool to expand the finite
mind, and therefore will never succeed in such endeavor. Their efforts, well-meaning
or not, will invariably shipwreck. No, they should invariably target the heart, and aim
for a heart transplant in regeneration in order for the truth to reside in it. While Christian apologists have no tool to expand the mind, they certainly do have an instrument
to break the heart, namely the Gospel. Since only the Gospel can produce a heart
transplant (Jam. 1:17; 1 Pet. 1:23-25), Christian apologetics should by definition be
evangelistic. Pre-evangelistic or non-evangelistic apologetics are sub-biblical, if not
counter-biblical in nature, and will be found wanting by definition.
Spencer, Sketches, 255, comes to this, somewhat quaintly worded, conclusion as
well, “There will always be a fog over every item of God’s truth when it is not studied
for the heart; and there will be counteraction from the heart itself to make void even all
its enlightening virtue. And besides all this, there are things not a few, among the doctrines of God, to which we shall labor in vain to make a sinner reconciled, until he is
reconciled to God himself. If he is led truly to realize the necessities of his own nature,
he will lose half his objections and sink half of his difficulties. If he becomes reconciled to God in Christ Jesus, the other half will not trouble him much longer.” What
Spencer is saying here is this. Once a totally and radically depraved sinner recognizes
the utter necessity of sovereign grace, he will drop his objection to a sovereign God.
Further, once he turns into a saint, he is awed by a God who in his sovereignty posits
him as a free and fully responsible agent, and will worship him for it! The twofold tension-free truth of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility, which did not fit into his
brain, now lodges peacefully in his regenerate heart for an obvious reason. Finally, he
is “entirely willing that God should be God,” totally able “to let God be God,” and fully “satisfied with God” as God (Spencer, Sketches, 244, 246).
It is hardly surprising that proponents of pre-evangelistic and non-evangelistic
apologetics frequently bemoan the fact that they have virtually never seen their methodology bear fruit. Both pre-evangelistic and non-evangelistic apologetics are the crossbreeding results of biblical truth and apostate method. As such, they possess “mulelike” characteristics and are incapable of reproduction. If reproduction occurs anyway,
and, praise God, at times it does (!), it is by virtue of the (willy-nilly?) presence of biblical truth to one degree or another and in spite of apostate substance or method (See
also C. H. Spurgeon, The Soul Winner, 23, or in a different edition (Glasgow: Christian Focus Publications, 1998), 12, “I venture to assert that God does not bless falsehood; He may bless the truth that is mixed up with error; but much more of blessing
would have come if the preaching had been more in accordance with his own Word”).
Thankfully in God’s economy his truth is invincible and routinely conquers in both
types of apologetics, but in the process does, and should, put their practitioners to
shame. Incidentally, that God in this way uses crooked sticks to deliver straight blows
should not come as a shocker. If God were to wait for any stick to be totally straight,
no blows would ever be struck. So there is every reason for everyone to be totally
humble in every regard. Everyone’s substance and method is, and remains stained to a
greater or lesser degree. Of course, this does not imply that we should not prayerfully
seek to clean up our act as much as we can by God’s purifying grace.
By way of final and repeated reminder, the recognition that divine truth does not,
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and cannot reside in the human intellect is decidedly not a sacrifice of this intellect, but
only an acknowledgment of its limitations. This turns the tables on its opponents. The
refusal to believe clearly revealed divine truth, because the human mind cannot contain it, now becomes a matter of hubris, and the insistence that we simply must embrace the tension, because it sticks in the craw of the mind, is at best a matter of humble hubris. Apart from the fact that this humble hubris is self-contradictory, either “solution” overlooks or ignores that divine truth fits in the regenerate human heart and becomes an occasion for the joyful worship of God. Both solutions therefore operate either exclusively or (still) too much on the level of the human intellect and is idolatrously rebellious in substance or woefully shortsighted in method. It is utterly regrettably that Reformed scholars, systematic theologians as well as apologists, too easily
fall for the charge and yield to the claim that God’s truth, especially the truth embraced
by the Reformed position, is tension-laden. This ought to be decisively repudiated!!
Earlier in this Topical Focus I used the term “common grace.” While in my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 171-172, I briefly sketched my take on the subject, and in a
future volume on Biblical Apologetics, presently in preparation, I aim to deal with this
concept at greater length, still a short treatment of this notion is in place in this context
to illustrate the far-reaching benefits that accrue from the notion of the complementarity of truth. In fact, practitioners of Christian apologetics in general would do well to
adopt this notion as at least one cornerstone for their apologetic endeavors. From my
perspective it would have a transforming influence upon the discipline, if not produce
a Copernican revolution, that would discard a pre-evangelistic as well as nonevangelistic methodology, and replace it once and for all with an evangelistic apologetics. At any rate, this notion also does, and should, give clarity to some of the most
basic questions that are frequently asked regarding “common grace,” or should be
asked, not in the least in the context of The Epistle of James, specifically James 3:1517 (See more about this in my Commentary on this section). Does it exist or does it
not? And if it does, what is it, or is it not? And what relationship does it sustain to
“special grace?” The latter question is urgent because in his common grace God supposedly extends his benevolent love to all of mankind, while in special grace his electing love covers only a segment of mankind. Where is the rhyme and reason in all this?
The answer to this cluster of questions is not simply of academic concern. It is well
known that the issues that came to expression in these questions have produced lots of
commotion, confusion and division, which have greatly affected the Church as well as
the way it does ministry. It would be an immense blessing to the Kingdom if it could
be settled biblically by common consent for the sake of both the unity and the ministry
of the Church!
There are five types of present-day Calvinism that tackle the issues at hand and
the questions they generate: (1) Neo-Calvinism, (2) Extreme hyper-Calvinism, (3)
Moderate hyper-Calvinism, (4) Traditional Calvinism, and (5) Original Calvinism.
None of these designations are either pejorative or congratulatory in intent. They (aim
to) reflect factual situations. (1) Neo-Calvinism clearly heads in a different direction
from Calvin. (2) Extreme hyper-Calvinism draws conclusions that go well beyond
Calvin. (3) Moderate hyper-Calvinism stops short of its extreme counterpart, but still
moves beyond Calvin. (4) Traditional Calvinism follows the letter, but not always the
spirit, the framework, and the objective, of Calvin. (5) Original Calvinism aims to
come closest in digesting and reflecting the multitude of data found in both the Insti200

tutes and the Commentaries of John Calvin. As I already implied, these types have often caused sharp, theological, and at times even ecclesiastical, divisions, and carry
practical implications that, depending upon one’s view, have been described as problematic, denounced as disconcerting, and even condemned as destructive. This is one
area in which feelings often run high. In view of the issues involved, this is not always,
or necessarily, a negative. Still, they rather routinely leave sharpened divisions in their
wake.
The present survey wishes to show both the theological significance and the
wholesome, if not healing, influence of the notion of the complementarity of truth,
which lies at the heart of Calvin’s views. Hopefully this concept can function as a rallying point, bridge some of the existing rifts, at least remove any obstacles that could
jeopardize Revival Status, and lay the foundation for moving toward it, to maintain it,
or to recover it!
(1) Neo-“Calvinism” is of the opinion that God’s undeniable benign goodness toward and awesome benevolent love for mankind that are in evidence everywhere, negatively in the restraint of sin, and positively in creational endowments, creature comforts, character traits, aesthetic beauty, qualities, talents, skills, achievements, insights,
etc., but specifically in the preaching of the Gospel to all mankind, are so overflowing
and all-encompassing that they hardly comport with God’s electing love that appears
to be (too) narrow in its focus by comparison and limits its objects to a certain (relatively small) number only. This has a twofold practical outflow. First, it calls for exuberance about the smorgasbord of bountiful goodness of all sorts found on the table
of the world. This easily leads to an undiscerning and inordinate appetite for this bounty that sets an ever accelerating secularization process in motion. This would be far
removed from Calvin’s insistence that Christians are resident-aliens who will never
allow “common grace” to trump the antithesis that is in effect ever since Genesis 3!
Second, it wonders about the anomaly to extol the awesome expanse of the universal
love of God, but then to add that it is ultimately only his selective love that counts.
This is with dubious tightfistedness to take away with the second hand, what with royal magnificence was given by the first. With this as point of departure it is only a small
step to insist that God’s universal love, rooted in his desire that everyone be saved, (1)
is always redemptive in nature and intent, as it offers grace to all, (2) suggests that
Christ literally died for all, which is universal atonement, and (3) is to be construed as
universal selection that savingly targets all of mankind. In the words of Richard J.
Mouw, He Shines in All That’s Fair: Culture and Common Grace (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2001), 100, “For all I know … much of what we now think of as common
grace may in the end time be revealed as saving (universal?) grace.” So also Lewis B.
Smedes, My God and I: A Spiritual Memoir (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 118,
“God’s grace can never be common, second rate. It is always special …. I now believe
that the whole idea of inferior grace for reprobates was something dreamed up to make
the doctrine of reprobation a mite less horrible than it is. If we stop insulting God by
ascribing such a dark doctrine to him, we have no need of any common grace. We will
have only the one marvelous grace of God for all humankind. What all this comes
down to is this: The most glorious thing about God that he made us not so that we
could give him glory, but that he could give us love. And that great love leads him to
be gracious to all.” The sentiment behind these two quotations is not too difficult to
grasp. A love that is non-redemptive in nature, an atonement that is limited in design,
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and an election that is exclusivistic, especially if it is wedded to a decree of reprobation, supposedly robs the gracious Gospel offer of its meaning, threatens the earnestness of a gracious Gospel proclamation, and turns a gracious Gospel invitation into a
formality (See also David J. Engelsma, Hyper-Calvinism & The Call of the Gospel
(Grand Rapids: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 1994), 45, 95-96, and his
comments on some of this). Of course, this type of approach comes down to a not so
subtle rejection of what constitutes Calvinism, namely, T.U.L.I.P., Total Depravity,
Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, and Perseverance of
the Saints. At any rate, the bottom line is that it seems only logical for neo-Calvinism
(a) somehow to have “special grace” swallowed up by “common grace,” and ultimately (b) to have Historical Calvinism bite the dust in favor of some form of Arminianism. “Some form of Arminianism,” because it seeks to stop short of endorsing the notion of free will, even where it may tend to embrace universal atonement. Incidentally,
universal love and universal atonement leave us with an open question! Why does universal love not produce universal salvation? This is left an open question, since it is
categorized as “a mystery,” “something unexplainable,” “a paradox,” in fact, just as
much of a “paradox” as facing a God who desires the salvation of all men, but does not
actually save them (See for this terminology, especially “paradox,” Mouw, 13-14; Engelsma, Hyper-Calvinism, 51-52, 62-63, 69; David M. Ciocchi, Suspending the Debate
about Divine Sovereignty and Human Freedom,” in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society (Volume 51, No. 3, September), esp. 575).
(2) Extreme Hyper-Calvinism wants none of this. In fact, in its efforts to safeguard
sovereign grace and to fend off the scourge of Arminianism it ends up on the other
side of the spectrum altogether. (a) It denies that the Gospel should be preached to all
people across the board and without distinction. (b) It contests that God calls everyone,
who happens to hear the preaching of God’s Word, to repentance and faith. (c) In fact,
it even rejects the notion that the non-elect have the duty to repent and believe. The
Gospel is restricted to the elect, and the call to repentance and faith goes out to them
only. Colloquially speaking, this view is apparently convinced that if the double decree
of election and reprobation means anything, which makes heaven and hell “a sure
thing” in terms of both predetermined destination and number of occupants, it is only
logical that God does not “waste his time” by going after the non-elect. Neither apparently should the preacher of the Gospel. God “ignores” the non-elect. So apparently
should the preacher. This is clearly an extreme type of hyper-Calvinism (See Peter
Toon, The Emergence of Hyper-Calvinism in English Non-Conformity 1689-1765
(London: The Olive Tree, 1967), and the Articles of Faith of the Gospel Standard Aid
and Poor Relief Societies (Leicester: Oldham & Manton Ltd., n.d.), 14, 16, 17, as
quoted in Engelsma, Hyper-Calvinism, 16-27, esp. 16-18; see also 86, 101, 109)!
(3) Traditional Calvinism puts itself in conscious opposition to the first two types.
First, it holds to a free, well-meant offer of the Gospel. “There is in God a benevolent
loving-kindness towards the repentance and salvation of even those whom he has not
decreed to save. This pleasure, will, desire is expressed in the universal call to repentance … The free offer of the Gospel is a grace bestowed upon all. Such grace is necessarily a manifestation of love or loving-kindness in the heart of God, and this lovingkindness is revealed to be of a character and kind that is correspondent with the grace
bestowed. The grace offered is nothing less than salvation in its richness and fullness.
The love or loving-kindness that lies back of this offer is not anything less; it is the
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will to that salvation” (John Murray & Ned B. Stonehouse, The Free Offer of the Gospel (n.p., n.d.), 27; see also Errol Hulse, The Free Offer: An Exposition of Common
Grace and the Free Offer of the Gospel, 7-8, as quoted in Engelsma, 177, “Common
grace … finds its fullest expression in the provision of the Gospel to be addressed to
all without exception (and its) highest expression in the desire and will of God not only for man’s temporal well-being, but for his soul’s salvation and eternal happiness”).
In short, according to this third type the general offer of the Gospel appears to be an
expression of the favor or grace to God to all men. However, it sharply differs from the
first type. It condemns as illegitimate either to extrapolate a universal atonement from
this Gospel offer, or to construe the response to it as a movement of man’s “free will.”
After all, both go fundamentally against the grain of Scripture. The doctrines of grace,
known by the acronym of T.U.L.I.P., are thoroughly biblical, and therefore untouchable. In short, both “common grace” and “special grace” are affirmed in Scripture as
separate entities, and must be honored as such. Second, in contrast to the second type,
Gospel outreach is not restricted to the elect only. Scripture is said to be crystal clear.
God commands the Church to disciple all nations (Mt. 28:19), and commands all men
everywhere to repent and believe (Acts 2:38; 16:31; 17:30; 20:21). Naturally, this once
again brings up the question how to square the “general grace that merely seeks to persuade” in preaching with the “special grace that is actually persuasive” in salvation.
Again, concepts, such as “(sacred) mystery” and “paradox,” take center stage (See for
these terms also Mouw, 13-14, 100; Engelsma, 113-114). The net effect? If both kinds
of grace, that on the surface present a seemingly contradictory polarity, are taught in
Scripture, it is only logical to resort to the kind of terminology, such as paradox, etc. In
fact, the very undeniable fact of this paradox turns the (virtual) destruction of both the
pole of special grace by the first type and the pole of unfettered preaching by the
second type) into (biblically) illogical undertakings!
(4) Moderate hyper-Calvinism rejects all three of its “predecessors” in this survey!
First, it declares the “common grace” of neo-Calvinism a mirage. Furthermore, this
view is dismissed as intolerable in its root as well as its fruit. Its intolerable root is the
notion that there is a certain grace and favor of God that extends to all of mankind. Its
intolerable fruit is Arminianism. The root constitutes the bud that has universal atonement as its full bloom, and contains the germ of a full-blown free will theology.
Second, it also distances itself from extreme hyper-Calvinism. The latter flies into the
face of Scripture, that (a) portrays the sower of the Word of God as “covering the waterfront” (Mt. 13:3-9, 18-23), and (b) issues a “serious call to all persons, promiscuously and without distinction” (See for this terminology the Canons of Dort, II, 5).
This is further underscored by Paul when he calls the preacher “a sweet aroma of Christ,” spreading “the fragrance of the knowledge of him everywhere.” In this capacity
he is both “a fragrance of life unto life” and “a fragrance of death unto death” (2 Cor.
2:14-16). In the light of this awesome biblical architecture the second type can best be
characterized as a “stultifying, deadening error” (Engelsma, 190, 197). Third, traditional Calvinism comes under critical scrutiny as well, especially in its embrace of a
universal, well-meant, offer of the Gospel. (1) The word “universal” is a denial of sovereign grace, which by definition is particular, and implies an enthronement of the
will of man (Engelsma, 37). (2) The word “well-meant” is ill advised as well, to say
the least. It is not only illogical to hold that God’s love and grace are simultaneously
meant only for some and subsequently meant for everyone (Engelsma, 14). It is also
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unbiblical to apply them equally to the elect and the reprobate. From all eternity God’s
sovereign love and grace are meant for the elect only, and do not encompass the reprobate. In fact, God is angry with the wicked non-elect at all times, and he tells them so
in no uncertain terms (Engelsma, 37, 45). (3) The word “offer” is equally suspect. It
connotes universal love and the desire on God’s part to save everybody (Engelsma,
49), has no irresistible efficacy because it can be rejected (Engelsma, 30, 41, 45, 48),
and is for both these reasons an unacceptable substitute for God’s demand, call, summons to repentance and faith (Engelsma, 33, 35). (4) To call the relationship between
the well-meant offer of the Gospel, on the one hand, and the doctrine of election, on
the other hand, a paradox is to sacrifice (biblical) logic. (5) To designate it as a mystery, apart from being “desperate and erroneous,” is to overlook Romans 9:11-13, 2123. There is nothing mysterious about God loving and choosing some, and hating and
reprobating others (See also John 10:26-29). “It is sheer contradiction for God to love
and to hate, to desire to save and to reprobate, and to be gracious in the preaching towards and to harden, the same man” (Engelsma, 53-54, 60). In a word, there is only
one unconditional decree of election and reprobation, one unconditional covenant, one
unconditional love, one unconditional atonement, one unconditional grace, and one
unconditional salvation, which excludes everything Arminian from beginning to end
and therefore has no built-in dependence upon man, his will or anything else in man
for that matter (Engelsma, 49-60). The so-called well-meant offer that posits a benevolent attitude towards all of mankind flies in the face of all this. It does not take the decree of double predestination into account. At the least it does not take it seriously.
Furthermore, it ultimately posits a logical contradiction in God as it lets him speak out
both sides of his mouth (Engelsma, 49-60). The bottom line is that in type four “common grace” for all practical purposes is swallowed up by “special grace.”
That all this has implications for the preaching of the Gospel stands to reason.
Since sovereign grace is particular, the preaching of the Gospel is governed by God’s
eternal decree of predestination (Rom. 8:30; 2 Tim. 1:9). The Gospel is the power of
God, and the preaching of the Gospel is the divinely appointed means to gather the
elect. It is efficacious grace only for the elect by disclosing their total depravity, by
proclaiming Jesus as Savior, by calling to repentance and faith, and by confirming and
perfecting those who embrace him (Engelsma, 37, 71-80). It ought to be crystal clear
that “biblical Gospel preaching will not promise salvation to everybody (versus type
one and three). It will promiscuously publish the promise that whoever believes shall
not perish but have everlasting life (versus type two). The preaching of the Gospel …
is the (universal) proclamation of the promise. But the promise itself is particular. It is
addressed to the believer (John 3:16); to the willing (Rev. 22:17); to the one who labors and is heavy laden (with the burden of sin) (Matt. 11:28). The promise is for the
elect alone. This is Paul’s doctrine in Romans 9” (Engelsma, 89). In short, “The wellmeant offer is a denial of the particularism of grace in the process of salvation” (Engelsma, 93)! “The objection to the offer is not that the offer requires that the gospel be
preached to all, or that the offer insists that all be called to believe in Christ. But the
objection is that the offer holds that this preaching and calling are grace to all” (Engelsma, 102).
But this precipitates a twofold question. What, then, is the nature and function of
the preaching to the reprobate? Regarding its function, God confronts them with their
duty to repent. But his purpose is not a saving purpose. It is to render them inexcusable
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and to harden them (Rom. 9:18; see also Matt. 11:25-27) (Engelsma, 24-25). In short,
however serious the call to repentance and faith is, however culpable reprobates are
when they spurn it, and however much God is displeased with their lack of repentance
and unbelief, ultimately God’s summons is designed to proclaim judgment upon them
(Engelsma, 37, 109). Regarding its nature, the preaching contains two types of call.
The one is to the elect. This one, which is gracious and efficacious, is “internal.” The
other is to the reprobate. This one, which is not gracious and not efficacious, is “external” (Engelsma, 35, 60, 83, 87, 102, 103). This distinction is extrapolated from a combination of two passages of Scripture. According to Romans 8:29, those “whom God
predestinated, he also called.” This appears to teach that predestination and calling
coincide. According to Matthew 22:14, while “many are called, few are chosen.” Here
calling and election do not coincide. There appears to be an enormous gap between
coincidence and non-coincidence. It is this gap that is brought out and reflected in the
two designations of “internal” and “external” with regards to the call and summons of
God (Engelsma, 74, 111, 163). It is rather clear that this distinction reflects both confessional language (Canons of Dort, III/IV, 10; Westminster Confession of Faith, III,
V, X), and much Reformation teaching in Church history (John Calvin; Francis Turretin; Heinrich Heppe; see Engelsma, 104, 141ff, 151ff, for details).
It is a significant fact that, according to its advocates, this internal-external distinction, which is central to the fourth type, is above all Biblical Truth. Further, (solely) as
a result of this it received an ecclesiastical imprimatur in a derived fashion in several
creeds, and was disseminated systematically in printed form by several pivotal authors.
However, there is also a curious fact to be mentioned. While Scripture has the ultimate
and authoritative say, logic has a role to play as well. While heterodoxy is invariably
illogical, orthodoxy is quite rational, non-contradictory, and logical, reflective of the
Logos, the logical Word (John 1:1). In fact, these characteristics are “evidence of its
truthfulness” (Engelsma, 114-115). Twofold case in point! The well meant offer of
the Gospel is illogical. After all, “a thing cannot both be and not be, or be true and
false, in one and the same respect.” A universal love-and-grace that wills to save all by
means of preaching and does not will to save all by virtue of reprobation is “illogical
gibberish” (in the words of Abraham Kuyper, as quoted in Engelsma, 184). The doctrine of the well-meant offer (the will to save all) will drive out the doctrine of predestination (the will to damn some), and vice versa the doctrine of predestination (the will
to save some) will drive out the doctrine of the well-meant offer (the will to damn no
one). With predestination firmly anchored in Scripture, the latter part of this sentence
does, and must, seal the doom of the offer. To introduce the notion of paradox at this
point is a desperate attempt to stave off defeat. The offer mires the Church down in
sheer, irreconcilable, pure and simple, contradiction, if not in illogical absurdity (Engelsma, 115, 118). The bottom line is that it is only logical to conclude to a denial of
such offer. The decree of double predestination, according to which God wills the
damnation of the reprobate, requires such denial. Let no one decry this kind of logic
“as proof of its falsity.” “The truth … does not mock our minds. Although Christianity
is, finally, supra-rational, it is not irrational. Although it ends in adoration of the God
whose judgments are unsearchable, and whose ways are past finding out, Christianity
does not end in our despairing of knowing anything at all about his judgments. In view
of the logical nature of truth, we have the whole, great weight of Christian tradition on
our side” (Engelsma, 115-116, with reference to Luther’s appeal to Scripture and plain
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reason in the Diet of Worms, and the Westminster Confession of Faith, I, 6). This can
further be demonstrated with the fully rational and logical nature of the doctrine of the
Trinity. Anyone who accuses this doctrine of self-contradiction fails to understand that
in the Trinity the One-ness pertains to the Being of God, and the Three-ness to the Persons in God. He is not One and Three in the same respects. This should once and for
all lay the charge of self-contradiction to rest (Engelsma, 117).
(5) Original Calvinism has no cognitive rest with any of these four types and seeks
to transcend each one of them. Careful scrutiny reveals that they all have one thing in
common. It is only logical that common grace swallows up special grace (type one). It
is only logical that the double decree of predestination renders preaching to the reprobate illegitimate (type two). It is only logical to seek refuge in paradox (type three). It
is only logical that the decree of double predestination swallows up common grace
(type four). The proper use of logic in theological discourse is by definition a nobrainer. It must always be encouraged and applauded. But the frightening reality is that
in one way or another all four types logic appears to have the ultimate word, all protestations to the contrary, and as a result puts the biblical data to a greater or lesser degree into a straightjacket that is bound to do injustice to the Gospel by twisting it (type
one), cutting it back (type two), slowing it down (type three), or reigning it in (type
four).
Frankly, I do not see how any of these types could comport with the biblical
teaching on Revival-Salvation, with its ten mighty characteristics. Neither, for that
matter, do I see how they can be woven of one cloth with the Epistle of James with its
Maintenance Ministry and Recovery Mode. These last two statements should make
abundantly clear that I am not in the least interested in a purely theological skirmish.
Both “Revival-Salvation” and “James” are emphatically a matter of life and death (See
Ps. 85:6; Hab. 3:2; Jam. 5:19-20). There is too much “Pure-But-Cold-As-MarbleTheology” that turns “impure” by definition the moment it loses its practical, discriminating, applicatory, life-giving, and healing, cutting edge!
Of course, all this needs to be argued and clarified. Before I do this, however, I will
first state why in general the fifth type wishes to transcend (1) its first two “predecessors,” as well as (2) its second two “predecessors” in this survey in order (3) to conclude by proposing how at bottom this can be done in the footsteps of John Calvin
himself (Hence the designation Original Calvinism), based upon the reality of the
complementarity of truth which is the continuing focus of this section.
(1) To start with, it rejects neo-Calvinism and extreme hyper-Calvinism for the
reasons stated in the review of moderate hyper-Calvinism. Neo-Calvinism is hostile to
the Biblical content of the Gospel. Universal atonement whether in the bud or in
bloom is simply not a biblical datum. Neither is free will, to which it may well give
rise by implication. There is no excuse for twisting the Gospel. Furthermore, extreme
hyper-Calvinism is hostile to the Biblical scope of the Gospel. The sower spreads his
seed everywhere, path, rocky ground, thorny bushes and all. There is simply no excuse
for cutting down on this scope.
Incidentally, the relationship between these two types is an interesting one. While
the extreme hyper-Calvinist view presses the antithesis to a fault, guided by the decree
of double predestination, the neo-Calvinist view dismisses the antithesis with a vengeance, if not altogether. As a result the latter heavily falls victim to an entanglement
with, if not a friendship of, the world. God supposedly envelops, if not blankets,
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created reality, fallen or not, with his bountiful goodness, whether in terms of beauty,
talents, skills, achievements, insights, etc. Since it is God’s goodness, Christians better
embrace all of it, lock, stock and barrel. All this, as if Scripture does not warn us that
even “the lamp of the wicked is sin,” that is, even “the light of the wicked is darkness”
(See Prov. 21:4; and for a more detailed explanation of this text my Commentary on
James 3:15; and my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 172). As a result a threefold pitfall is in evidence. The first one is general, the second one specific, and the third one
consequential.
First, and in general, the universal presence of God’s common grace, consisting of
words, actions, facts, events, and the attitude disclosed in them, engenders such an optimistic assessment of a society brimful with the tokens of God’s favor, that it (1) ignores, if not downplays, the context of the abiding wrath of God upon any society
apart from Christ, and (2) totally misunderstands, if not disregards, that the awesome
display of God’s overwhelming goodness is designed to lead to repentance, and to
have the recipients flee from the wrath to come (Rom. 2:4).
Second, and more specific, under the battle cry that “all truth is God’s truth,” it
claims in the footsteps of much of Church history that it has the right, if not duty to
“gorge” itself on so-called “common grace insights,” and use them as theological, philosophical, as well as cultural building blocks for the Christian world-and-life-view. In
the process it easily turns worldly wisdom into the final standard, often gullibly adopts
Satan’s lies or half-lies as God’s truths, frequently hauls them within its confines as
Trojan Horses, and is promptly swallowed up alive. The history of the Church whether
early, medieval, modern or recent history is on anyone’s count full of this folly. Again
and again the philosophies of the day infiltrated the Church, paralyzed its ministry, and
sent it off the deep end. Ancient philosophy managed to do this in the early and medieval Church. Too often Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus ruled the roost and proved to be
hard task masters, such as in the controversy regarding the two natures in the person of
Christ). Similarly, modern philosophy succeeded in doing this in the modern and recent Church. Too often Kant, Hegel and Heidegger turned “the queen of sciences” into
their abject slave, such as in the twin error of Barthianism and Bultmannianism. In
both instances the secular tail managed to control and direct the biblical head (Deut.
28:12, 44), and the consequences were dire, to say the least!
Third, and consequential, the embrace of, and enthusiasm for, the communal relationship with the world, abstracted, if not divorced from the context of a mankind that
is rebellious, guilty, and filthy to the core, kills the zeal as well as the ability to function as both the salt of the earth and the light of the world (Mt. 5:13-14). This kind of
embrace blurs the fundamental distinction and wipes out the radical contrast between
Church and world. To the degree that it does, it can no longer serve (negatively) as the
preservative that stems the flood tide of decay. The salt has lost its power and the ever
increasing stench is there to prove it. Furthermore, this type of enthusiasm obscures
the missionary vision and deadens the evangelistic fervor (positively) to show the way
out as a matter of life and death. The light is covered and the ever growing darkness is
there to demonstrate it. This is not to say that all apologetic efforts have ceased. Far
from it! But more often than not they may well be symptomatic of the malady of the
Church rather than serve as the cure of the world. To confine ourselves to recent apologetic history, the prevailing apologetics of the day mostly champions either the use
of the foundationalism tools of enlightenment Modernity, or the anti-foundationalism
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tools of Post-modern Relativism. It should be crystal clear that both spell commonality
with a vengeance. There goes the antithesis, and with it the preserving salt. Both also
hold to a pre-evangelistic methodology. There goes the Gospel rescue, and with it the
guiding light. The shame of the Church is ever the burden of the world.
In sum, while the hyper-Calvinist maximizes the antithesis, views believers as
aliens in a hostile world, and in spite of its feeble efforts to evangelize facilitates to a
greater or lesser degree a ghetto mentality and lifestyle, the neo-Calvinist minimizes
the antithesis, regards believers as residents in a friendly world, and in spite of its formal commitment to the Gospel opens the door more or less subtly to a secularizing
mentality and agenda.
(2) While original Calvinism opposes the first two types, it is also uncomfortable
to a lesser or greater degree with the second two types, traditional Calvinism and moderate hyper-Calvinism. Although it finds itself in the same general ballpark as the third
type in supporting the notion of a specific kind of “common” grace, to be defined biblically in the footsteps of Calvin below, it does not endorse the doctrine of common
grace as a hard and fast, abstract, dogma with all that this does, could, or might entail
(See below for details as well). Furthermore, it is unalterably opposed to the idea of
paradox, which regrettably concedes that there is an unexplained and unexplainable
tension of the (il)logical sort. The very terminology indicates that the mind has the methodological primacy, if not the idolatrous ultimacy. Paradox reasoning starts as follows, “When considering the juxtaposition of common grace and special grace there is
admittedly a tension …” Pardon the interruption, original Calvinism would interject,
but this is a false start. As I argued above, there is no tension in any of God’s truths,
not ever. The moment that anyone concludes to (even a trace of) tension, there is indisputable indication that the mind operates from a position of (at least a trace of) rebellious ultimacy or (at least a trace of) functional primacy. To put it bluntly, whenever the human mind usurps a place of (rebellious) ultimacy or (functional) primacy to
whatever degree, it by definition projects without any justification accusatory tension
upon the truth of God to that same degree, and must end up counseling believers and
unbelievers alike simply to “swallow” this tension. That this is a very questionable
procedure stands to reason. It puts the Church squarely on the defensive, in fact, behind an apologetic eight ball, because it opens itself up to the charge of irrationalism
for which it does not have a ready answer! By taking rather lamely defensive refuge
into paradox, traditional Calvinism for all practical purposes cuts back the “exuberance” of the tension free, ever victorious Gospel that invariably issues a robust summons to surrender. This cut-back cannot but adversely affect its triumphant proclamation. In fact, it is a blueprint for potential defeat and possibly disaster. No Church that
gives the world an opening, even in the minutest way, to turn the tables on it has ever
thrived. It invariably has been treated with (justified) exasperation, if not contempt.
Besides, it opens the tent for the nose of the camel to enter, and soon becomes exposed
to the aggressive tactics of the whole beast.
In sum, the traditional Calvinist view subscribes to a paradoxical, seemingly contradictory truth-that-hurts-our-head, and ends up with a practically non-operational
theological edifice. The notions of both “common grace” and “special grace,” properly
understood, are biblical capital, all right. But these entities, not always properly defined in their own right by traditional Calvinism, are hardly ever delineated by it in the
relationship they sustain to each other in the framework of Scripture (See below for
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further details). This is why their combined truth often seems dead capital. It is a curiosity to be visited, but has neither a clearly identified, nor an identifiable function in
the ministry of the Church, whether to sinners or saints. While the traditional Calvinist
view honors the truth of both “common grace” and “special grace” in tandem, views
believers in dual biblical perspective as resident-aliens, and seeks to avoid both a secularizing (versus neo-Calvinism) and ghetto (versus extreme hyper-Calvinism) mentality, it still appears to fall (woefully) short by seeking (rather lamely) to hold the fort
with the defensive concession of “seeming contradictions” as the Church’s “last
stance.” Candidly, it deprives itself thereby of a vigorous and unapologetic Gospel offensive that seeks to break the pride of man, on display in a commitment to the principial ultimacy or functional primacy of the intellect, with the robust and glorious truth
of God.
Naturally, all this is not to deny that from the vantage point of the intellect the relationship between common grace and special grace must seem paradoxical. This is a
given. But it is to insist that to leave it at that is sub-biblical apologetics. A golden opportunity goes by the board to challenge apostate ultimacy on the part of the intellect
as an open act of rebellion that in addition to everything else does end up with the accusation that God’s truth is irrationally self-contradictory, and to challenge functional
primacy on the part of the intellect as a methodological faux-pas that must end up with
the concession that God’s truth seems to be irrationally self-contradictory. God’s truth
never was, never is, and never will be irrationally self-contradictory, whether actually
or seemingly. But only the regenerate heart can, does, and will testify to this. This is
why Biblical apologetics is, and must be evangelistic apologetics, Gospel apologetics.
After all, the Gospel is the only instrument given by God to break the heart, and to effect a heart transplant in regeneration that will result both in wide open eyes (John 3:3)
for the glorious, breathtaking, non-contradictory truth of God and in a joyful determination to enter into it without any reservation (John 3:5). Once this heart transplant is
in full operational effect both the (accusatory) apostate ultimacy and the (shameful)
functional primacy of the intellect will be decried in godly sorrow, repented of, and
once and for all shown the proverbial door! In short, traditional Calvinism is certainly
heading in the right direction, but has not arrived at the full, robust, energizing and activating truth of God.
In this context it is interesting to note the “vehement” criticism by Robert L. Reymond, Faith’s Reasons for Believing (Ross-shire: Christian Focus Publications Ltd.,
2008), 384ff, of the irrational flight into the notion of paradox as a “seeming contradiction,” which is basically “unresolvable” as well as “irreconcilable” before the bar of
human reason, on the part of even Reformed theologians, such as R. B. Kuiper and
Cornelius Van Til. Writes Reymond, 388, “The only solution to this muddleheadedness is to deny to paradox, understood as irreconcilable contradictions that are actually
only apparently so to us, a legitimate place in the understanding of truth, recognizing
for what it is – ‘truth decay,’ the offspring of an irrational age. This view of paradox is
destructive for Christianity for, by positing that the Bible contains such irreconcilable
contradictions, it makes God the author of confusion, attacks the unity, inerrancy, and
perspicuity of Scripture, and renders impossible a rational faith and a systematic theology. And any Bible-believing theologian who claims to have found such irreconcilable truths in the Bible speaks logical nonsense and deserves to be ignored by the Christian world, for his is not theology, but anti-theology.” His aversion to any kind of “ir209

rational” flight that takes refuge in the idea of paradox is gratifying. In this he stands
shoulder to shoulder with Calvin, “Certainly no one can be more averse to paradox
than I am” (John Calvin, Selected Works (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1983),
Vol. V, 330).
However, his call for “a Christian rationalism that forthrightly affirms that the
God of truth is rational” as his alternative is not so gratifying. It falls victim to the
apostate irrational-rational dilemma which has no eye for trans-rationality. To be sure,
God’s “propositional inscripturated revelation … is internally self-consistent and noncontradictory in what it teaches” (390). But this can never be (totally) captured by the
human intellect. It takes a regenerate heart to embrace it with cognitive, volitional and
emotional tranquility, which can only be produced by the Gospel of regeneration. It is
hardly surprising that Reymond’s presuppositional apologetics is billed as an “intellectual discipline” to the core that addresses the mind in that it “demonstrates that the
Christian faith alone gives rational answers” to any and all questions. To be sure, it
will not always be devoid of “Gospel content.” In fact, “it will doubtless appear at
times to the non-Christian that the apologist is merely ’throwing Gospel rocks at his
head.’” Nevertheless, this “Gospel concession” on Reymond’s part regrettably does
not turn his apologetics into a Gospel apologetics from a methodological point of view
that has as grand objective a heart transplant as the royal residence for the complementary truth of God. After all, according to Reymond, while all “apologetic efforts”
should be part of a “responsible evangelism,” the main task of “the Christian apologist
… is to present persuasively the Christian faith in all of its wholeness and beauty as a
self-consistent, coherent body of truth that alone gives a rational basis for understanding man and his universe” (33-68, esp. 24-26). It should be clear that this falls short of
the full-orbed biblical model of apologetics!
Turning now to the assessment of moderate hyper-Calvinism, although original
Calvinism does, and should, applaud it for its emphasis upon the robust nature of the
Gospel in its authoritative summons to repentance and faith, it has grave concerns
about its curtailment of the truth that produces, unintentionally I am sure, the deleterious effect of a paralyzed, and numerically dying orthodoxy. The winsome Gospel
with its wide open “Come and Welcome” that glorifies God (See Mt. 11:28-29) seems
to disappear. Couple this (1) with a frequent denial of the continuation of the office of
evangelist, as affirmed by Paul (Eph. 4:11), and (2) with the Church’s consequent failure aggressively and programmatically to pursue the calling of being a “Fisherman”
(Mt. 4:19), if not of a “Fishing Fleet” that sails the waters of the world, seemingly oblivious of the “published” prospect of catching multitudes of fish (Ezek. 47:1ff), and it
stands to reason that a vigorous evangelistic outreach tends to vanish as well. The idea
of Revival fires that turn into millions of conversions in a Century cannot by the farthest stretch of the information enter into this picture. Small consolation that this does
not really fit into the picture of the recent neo-Calvinist or of the traditional Calvinist
view either, let alone of the extreme hyper-Calvinist view.
However, while original Calvinism rejects (With type four) the category of paradox, it embraces the term mystery (contra type four). This term simply acknowledges
that the human mind has creaturely boundaries and limits, beyond which it cannot and
may not seek to venture, except at its own peril. This, incidentally, is the very platform
from which Calvin operates, as we shall see below, even if he does not use the same
terminology.
210

Concretely, without going into details about their precise relationship, for our
present purposes it is enough to state that roughly speaking, original Calvinism differentiates between grace that is multifaceted, common to all but insufficient to save,
and grace that is efficacious in the salvation of the elect. We shall see below that in
Calvin (a) the lines between them are somewhat “fluid,” not always sharply drawn
(See for this J. Douma, Algemene Genade (Goes: Oosterbaan & LeCointre, 1966),
330), but (b) both exhibit themselves in word, deed, as well as disposition or attitude.
At any rate, original Calvinism is not satisfied with simply “swallowing” the combination of the two (Type three), or have one side (virtually) swallow up the other one
(Types one, two, and four). It further holds that all four views share the fundamental
error of seeking to encompass biblical truth with their intellect, and finding in this intellect a “final resting place” for (virtually all of) Divine truth. The upshot is, to one
degree or another, a kind of “straightjacket” with the inevitable dire results. Biblical
truth is (a) warped (Type one), (b) cut back (Type two), (c) slowed down (Type three),
or (d) reigned in (Type four). So is the biblical action, demanded by biblical truth. To
be sure, all four views to a lesser or greater extent are alert to certain segments of biblical truth. But torn from their full-orbed biblical context, these segments turn into liabilities and possibly into practical falsehoods that seek cover behind biblical truths not
to be exposed as such, however unconsciously and unintentionally this may be done.
After all, in the day-to-day application all four views are a far cry from both the biblical benchmark and the biblical objective of Revival Status, Maintenance Ministry, and
Recovery Mode, as these have been set forth in detail in Topical Focus #1: Biblical
Revival! I do not think that anyone is able to deny this.
(3) This brings to the question how original Calvinism transcends the other four.
In the main it insists, as I argued above, that complementary truth does not--and never
will--fit in the human intellect with its single occupancy. This causes the warping, cutting back, slowing down and reigning in! However, it has a royal residence and welcome in the believer’s mission control center, the regenerate heart, with its double occupancy. Once complementary truth has settled in, believers have both heartfelt joy
and peace of mind. As I mentioned already, this is the secret of Calvin’s “theology,”
and lies at the root of his thinking, also his thinking regarding the notion of common
grace. In arguing this I take my cue from a publication mentioned already, J. Douma,
Algemene Genade (Goes: Oosterbaan & Le Cointre, 1966). In writing this volume
Douma was greatly assisted by an earlier publication, H. Kuiper, Calvin on Common
Grace (Goes: Oosterbaan & Le Cointre, 1928). Kuiper provides a virtual concordance
on the word “grace” and analogous terms in Calvin’s voluminous writings, with observations, evaluations, summaries, and all. It is widely acclaimed for its competence
and thoroughness that does not seem to leave one stone unturned. Douma avails himself of the data amassed by Kuiper to come up with his own analyses, assessments and
conclusions in his treatment of the notion of common grace. This treatment is monumental, trailblazing, and of a quality that in his own circles did, and in the Church at
large can, and should produce a veritable paradigm shift, back to Scripture. He explicitly or implicitly distances himself to a greater or lesser degree from all four views,
outlined above, and quite persuasively transcends them. He does so by arguing that at
times, such as in the issue of common grace, it is necessary “to speak with two words,
and leave it at that, due to the weakness of our understanding.” Still, however monumental the volume is and remains, this specific phraseology has three blemishes. To a
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certain degree it is (a) theologically restrictive, (b) apologetically flawed, and (c) definitionally inexact. (a) It is theologically restrictive. The recommendation to “speak
with two words” is too subjective. It is preferable by far to conclude that at several, if
not all junctures in Scripture, we encounter the complementarity of truth as an objective fact. “Speaking with two words” may approximate the idea of the complementarity of truth, but is not quite there yet. (b) It is apologetically flawed. “To leave it at
that” could be read as a sacrifice of the intellect. It is preferable to insist that complementary truths never fit in the intellect, but have a royal residence in the regenerate
heart. (c) It is definitionally inexact. “Due to the weakness of our understanding” does
not get to the core of the matter. It is preferable to assert that it transcends the creaturely limits of our understanding, regardless whether this is weak or strong. The implications of all this, especially of the apologetic flaw, are much farther reaching than
may appear at first sight. I intend to return to this below.
At any rate, in the present context it is my pleasure (a) to start out with a summary
of Douma’s argument, in order to follow this up (b) with a number of his conclusions
derived from this argument, and (c) my own observations and concluding remarks.
(a) First, then, the summary, which I present in seven theses, all of them with reference
both to Douma and to their source in Calvin’s Institutes. (For the numerous additional,
occasional, data in Calvin’s Commentaries and other works, that underscore his systematic thinking set forth in the Institutes, see Douma directly on the pages as indicated.)
Thesis 1. “The World Is Not So Bad.”
All of mankind possesses a definite knowledge of God, and has a definite taste of God,
even if it cannot please God without atoning grace. All of mankind can also properly
boast of all kinds of impressive achievements in the political order, in the economy, in
architecture, in the arts, in the sciences, in philosophy, etc. In addition to this it exhibits personal virtues and a measure of civil righteousness, even if they are invariably
checkered (Douma, 206-210, 363, with reference to Calvin, Institutes, I, iii, 1, 3, 5, 14;
I, v, 1, 3; II, ii, 12, 13, 14, 15, 18, 22, 24; II, vi, 1; II, iii, 3, 4; II, viii, 1; III, xiv, 2).
Thesis 2. “There is a Perennial Restriction that holds Universal Sway.”
All of mankind is involved in incessant, foolish, and degenerate attempts to suppress
and destroy the knowledge of God, in corrupt boastings about fleeting and transitory
accomplishments, and in the soiled compromise of an ever contaminated righteousness. It is so alienated from God’s righteousness that it only “absorbs and strives after
what is godless, perverted, defiled, unclean and sinful.” All of this adds up to a “corrupt stench,” arising from human specimens, who none excepted are at bottom blinder
than bats. This warrants the conclusion that we should not be deceived by outward appearances. The seeming wisdom, abilities, accomplishments and virtues of mankind
are nothing but “deceptive masks” that hide--if not constitute--a world of folly. They
are nothing but vanishing trinkets and worthless vanities. However much unbelievers
may stand out in terms of attractive insights, skills, achievements and qualities of any
and all sorts, without the eternal aim of righteousness all these so-called common
graces are radically sinful and totally bankrupt (Douma, 211-216, 272, 363, with references to Calvin, Institutes, I, I, 2; I, iii, 1, 3; I, iv, 1; I, v, 4, 5, 11, 12, 14; I, x, 3, II, ii,
12, 16, 18, 22, 24; II, iii, 3, 4; II, v, 19; II, vi, 4; II, viii, 11; II, xxv, 2; III, xiv, 3; even
if the basic knowledge of God (Rom. 1:18-21), the “awareness of divinity” (sensus divinitatis; I, iii, 1), the “seed of religion” (semen religionis; I, iv, 1, 4), “cannot be
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uprooted, (it) is so corrupted that it produces only the worst fruits” (I, iv, 4). (As we
will shall see at length below in my Commentary on James 3:1-4:10, this judgment, if
not indictment, fully reflects the inerrant sentiment and teaching of our Epistle.)
Thesis 3. “There is a Vast Difference among the various Members of the Human
Race.”
The recognition of mankind’s universal corruption should not blind us to the distinct and distinguishing, checkered divergence among them, ranging from wicked on
the one hand, to praiseworthy, on the other. To explain this vast divergence the solution must without hesitation be sought in the “special gifts of God’s grace.” The word
“grace” is far from a slip of the tongue. Calvin avails himself of this term as well as
analogous terms, such as goodness, mercy, love, favor, clemency, blessing, liberality,
benevolence, and compassion, both by themselves and in combination, not just sporadically, but copiously, consciously and intentionally, throughout his oeuvre, including
his Commentaries. With this multifaceted terminology he “calls attention not only to
God’s acts but also to his disposition in the gifts to the heathen” (Douma, 216-221,
363, with reference to Calvin, I, ii, 1; I, v, 3, 6, 7, 8, 14; I, x, 1; I, xiv, 22; I, xiv, 4; I,
xvi, 2, 3, 8, 16; II, ii, 1, 6, 14, 17, 16, 18; II, iii, 3, 4; II, iv, 6; II, v, 15; II, xii, 1; III, ix,
3; III, xx, 15; III, xxv, 9).
Thesis 4. “There Is a General Self-disclosure of God, but Not a Natural Theology.”
In his “General Revelation” or “Manifestation” God discloses himself in all his
perfections and through his many gifts, continuously, repeatedly, daily, surprisingly, to
each and everyone specifically, individually, and personally. The resultant knowledge
of God, however minimal at times, renders all of mankind without excuse, even if it is
insufficient for salvation. Nevertheless, this Self-disclosure of God does not result in a
“Natural Theology!” However constant and repeated, it resembles no more than a
(continuous series of) bolt(s) of lightning that is (are) immediate followed by a deep
darkness due to man’s perpetual, persistent, purposeful, rebellious, ungodly and unrighteous suppression of any and all truth. The confused and confusing residual remnant deposit of knowledge is at best a caricature that can hardly be called theology, let
alone theology (Douma, 222-233, 363, with reference to Calvin, I, ii, 1; I, iii, 1, 2; I,
iv, 2, 4; I, v, 1, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 12, 14; I, vi, 1; I, vii, 5; I, x, 3; I, xii, 1; I, xiv, 1, 21; II, ii,
14, 15, 16, 18, 20, 21, 22, 24; II, vii, 9; II, x, 7; III, I, 2; III, xiv, 2; III, xl, 29). Herewith Calvin rules out once and for all that this rebellious, ungodly and unrighteous
suppression of the truth, which lies under the wrath of God (Rom. 1:18) in a topsyturvy manner could constitute “a desire and love, a ‘longing,’ for (the) God (of the
Scriptures),” even if it is “disordered” (So James A. K. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom,
123-126). This simply does not make biblical sense (See Rom. 5:10; 8:7; Tit. 3:3). The
complementarity of biblical truth in this context admittedly implies that mankind can
never get away from God. He won’t let it. Furthermore, it implies as well that mankind
always will “fiercely” desire, love, and long for “something,” whether individually or
corporately with all that this entails. This is a creaturely given. But it implies no less
that rebel man will invariably go for its own apostate summum bonum, however defined, and will never desire, love and long for God without a heart transplant in regeneration. Before the world wide flood “every intent of the thoughts of his heart (inclusive of his desires, his loves and his longings) was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5),
and therefore deserving of destruction (Gen. 6:7). After the flood this is no different
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(Ps. 58:4; Jer. 17:9). Mankind’s doom in general as well as Israel’s doom in particular
would have been sealed (Jer. 12:7-8) were it not for the New Covenant and its pivotal
promise of a new heart (Ezek. 11:19; 36:26) which is the sine qua non for the desiring,
loving, and longing for God (Deut. 5:29; 10:12). To ignore the latter is subtly or not so
subtly to tilt, if not twist, the full-orbed biblical truth to the detriment of both the
Church and the world. It inevitably tends to undermine the New Covenant Gospel with
its pivotal emphasis upon a heart transplant and to consign New Covenant evangelism
to the backburner. The “dire need” for such Gospel and such evangelism both within
and outside the Church will immediately become clear when it is recognized that nonChristian desires, loves, and longings, constitute ultimately not a kind of “prelude and
propaedeutic to the love of God (So James A. K. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 125126), but an explicit or implicit rebellious hatred for God and the neighbor!
Thesis 5. “God has his Own Motives for the Manifestation of his Grace to Pagans
and to Reprobate Members in the Church.”
He exhibits his grace to the Gentiles in the world promiscuously, that is, to the
elect and the reprobate alike with a fourfold objective in mind, which are governed, if
not driven, by four motives. (a) The Invitation Motive. The manifestation of his grace
constitutes an invitation. He offers himself daily to the Gentiles, and invites them universally to his knowledge and blessedness. (b) The Critical Motive. It renders them
without excuse. Its design is to prevent them from hiding behind the excuse of ignorance. Man receives grace unto his own judgment. Note that (a) and (b) are inseparable.
God tenderly invites both the elect and the reprobate to repentance. This serves to
make the reprobate even more culpable and less excusable. In the context of his treatment of predestination Calvin makes it a point to emphasize that in handing out such
universal invitation God does not contradict himself and does not do battle with himself (See below for further details). (c) The Restraint Motive. God’s grace bridles and
restrains the depravity and corruption of mankind to serve both his own providential,
upholding, preserving, and governing care of all things, and the well-being of mankind, especially the orderly development of human society. (d) The Aid-to-the-Church
Motive. It is profitable for, if not incumbent upon, the Church to avail itself of both the
achievements with which the ungodly enrich the economy, the (liberal) arts and the
sciences, and of the attainments in the social order and civil righteousness that they
(willy-nilly) implement and enforce. In this regard the world is meant to serve the
elect. Regarding the reprobates in the Church the first three motives for God’s grace
for pagans outside the Church return here with double force. The more full-orbed and
detailed the invitation of the Gospel of grace, the greater the culpability and the less
the excusability! As the concentrated witness of love and the cumulative demonstrations of grace are despised, this justifies the exponential increase in judgment (Mt.
11:20-24). Further, the more all-encompassing and the more intensive the exposure to
that Gospel, the greater the restraint upon sin (Douma, 234-239, 364, with reference to
Calvin, I, iii, 3; I, v, 1, 3, 6, 8, 9, 10, 14; I, xv, 16; I, xvi, 5; I, xvii, 1, 6, 7; II, ii, 16, 22,
24; II, vi, 1; III, xxii, 10; III, xxv, 9; IV, xx, 1, 2, 3).
Thesis 6. “God Exhibits a Complementarity of Truth in the Administration of
Grace and Wrath.”
First, and on the one hand, the reprobate are the recipients of a truthful testimony
regarding, a truthful offer of, and a truthful invitation to the grace of God through
which he reconciles people to himself. Even if the mercy that God exhibits toward
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them is momentary, and even if the light that he sheds in their life quickly vanishes,
the testimony is sincere and trustworthy, while the invitation is serious and wellmeant, rooted in the divine make-up, which is one of compassion that does not delight
in the death of the sinner (Ezek. 18:31). Just as God’s heart beat is more pronounced in
his election than in his reprobation, which is only the dark backdrop against which the
glory of his electing grace shines ever so much more brightly (Rom. 9:22), and just as
Jesus’ heart beat is to save rather than to condemn (John 3:17), so the heartbeat of the
Word, which is saving in nature and purpose, is to invite all promiscuously to the hope
of eternal life (officium proprium) rather than to discard them into death (officium accidentale), with reference to 2 Corinthians 2:15.
For further elucidation, both Word and sacrament appear woven of the same cloth.
The sacraments just as the Word are testimonies of God’s goodness, grace and mercy.
“This is the integrity of the sacrament, that the whole world cannot violate, that the
flesh and blood of Christ are no less truthfully given to the unworthy than to the elect
believers. At the same time it is correct that just as the rain when it falls on a hard
rock, flows off, because it has no opportunity to penetrate the rock, so the ungodly because of their hardness repel the grace of God, so that it does not enter into them.” In a
word the goodness, grace and mercy of God are offered to them, handed out to them.
But it is one thing for grace to be offered, and another thing for grace to be received. In
other words, to offer on God’s part is not necessarily to receive on man’s part! Here is
the heart and core of Calvin’s view of Word and sacrament. (a) The offer of Christ and
his grace (with a summons of repentance and faith) is serious and sincere. (c) The reception is due to sovereign grace alone (no free will). (c) The rejection of Christ and
his grace is culpable, inexcusable and increases the judgment exponentially, since it
takes place in the context of the overtures of goodness, love, benevolence, generosity
and mercy.
But second, and on the other hand, grace only leads to salvation, if and when it is
efficacious and transforms the heart. It is not offered to the reprobates for it to be of
eternal advantage. Only the elect experience the efficacy of the Gospel. God does not
convert the reprobate because he refuses to display his efficacious grace, which he
could have displayed, had he wanted to do so. He hardens their hearts after closing
their eyes so that they seeing do not see. He created everything for its own purpose,
even the ungodly for the day of evil (Prov. 16:4). In fact, from the womb he dedicated
them to a certain death to glorify God as instruments of his wrath and robbed them of
the opportunity to hear the Word. At times he blinds them even more, surrenders them
to even greater folly, and so prepares them for the Judgment seat through the preaching of the Gospel (Is. 6:9-11; Rom. 9:17-18, 22; 1 Pet. 2:8). Nevertheless, even if God
does not efficaciously vivify the seed that he graciously sows in the hearts of the reprobate, and even if the testimony of his love stands in juxtaposition with the fact that
he targets the conversion of those whom he calls to himself so as not to capture every
heart, he does not act deceptively. Here is the crux of the matter that needs to be explored (Douma, 240-247, with reference to Calvin, I, ii, 1; I, iii, 2, 3; I, iv, 2, 3; II, vii,
6, 9, 10; II, viii, 1; II, xvi, 1; III, ii, 11, 12, 32; III, iii, 25; III, xiv, 7; III, xx, 13; III, xxi,
7; III, xxii, 10; III, xxiii, 1, 6, 12; III, xxiv, 1, 2, 12, 14, 15, 17; III, xxv, 9; IV, xiv, 7;
IV, xvii, 33).
Thesis 7. “It is imperative that Careful Attention be given to the Crux of the Matter.”
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Before this crux is identified as such, it should, first of all, be put in the larger biblical context in order to get a proper grasp of what is at stake. The decree of election
does not lead to eternal life in the same way (non eodem modo) in which reprobation
leads to eternal death. After all, in between God’ gracious election and man’s fully undeserved eternal life we encounter the bridge of repentance and faith as a pure gift of
the grace of God, while in between Divine reprobation and fully deserved eternal death
stands the roadside station, if not roadblock, of the rebellious depravity of man. While
repentant faith is a means to an end, unrepentant unbelief is a cause to an effect. Still,
this is not the total Scriptural truth. Ultimately the eternal destiny of all of mankind is
determined by the God of the sovereign, double decree of predestination, that is, by the
God, of whom, through whom and unto whom are all things (Rom. 11:36). This brings
us face to face with the mystery of the “both” - “and,” both the total sovereign assignment of the reprobate to everlasting death and the total culpable responsibility on
the part of the reprobate for their eternal death (See for a detailed discussion of this issue, my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 72ff). This is manifestly a mystery. To conclude to a mystery in this sense does not amount to a sacrifice of the intellect. Rather it
is to recognize the creaturely limitations of the intellect. The upshot is to be content
not only “to speak with two words,” but also to keep these words in juxtaposition
without attempting exhaustively to comprehend and explain them (See esp. Douma,
333). This very same mystery, which also comes into view in the relationship between
the One-ness and the Three-ness in the Trinity, and the relationship between Sovereignty and Responsibility (See above), is no less in evidence in the relationship between grace and wrath, both of which are designed by God to glorify himself (Douma,
332), and both of which target the same people simultaneously. Of course, the question
immediately arises how “God can be merciful and wrathful towards the same persons!” In addressing this mystery Calvin comes basically to a twofold explanation. Of
these two explanations the first one predominates, while the second one is mentioned
sparingly.
1. “Let the two statements stand side by side. There is a unity in the two dispositions (grace and wrath), but owing to the weakness of our understanding we do not
grasp it” (See esp. Douma, 248, 279, 364).
2. “In a certain sense (quodammodo) God shows wrath towards the elect and grace
toward the reprobate. Properly speaking (proprie loquendo) that which God gives to
the godless cannot be considered as an evidence of his favor and grace” (See esp.
Douma, 248, 279, 364).
For some comments on both explanations, the following!
1. As I stated, the first explanation is the predominant one. This allows Calvin to
militate against the self-contradictory and intolerable idea that there are two conflicting wills (multiplex voluntas) in God regarding the same human objects, one unto salvation and one unto damnation. This is farthest from Calvin’s mind. According to
Scripture, there is a twofold trans-rational “role” (duplex persona), also in the divine
dispositions, one of grace and one of wrath. But both are true, pure, sincere and trustworthy (Eph. 1:4 and Eph. 2: 3; 5:6; Col. 3:6), even if we cannot fathom how and
where the two dispositions interconnect. This is why we speak in all humility “with
two words” (Douma, 335) in the ever present recognition, I would add, that finitum
non capax infinitum. If we do so in submission to the Word of God, there is the side
benefit that we will not treat the turn from wrath to love and from love to wrath into a
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knotty problem. A special case in point is Exodus 32. In his burning wrath God told
Moses to move out of the way. He was going to destroy Israel and turn him, Moses,
into a new nation. No one can miss the juxtaposition of God’s twofold disposition toward Israel in general and to Judah in particular. Moses had encountered his gracious
disposition to Israel in the promise of Canaan, and his equally gracious disposition toward Judah in the promise of the Messiah. Now, “suddenly,” he is faced with a disposition of anger that threatens to wipe out both Israel and Judah. This does not seem to
make sense. Frankly, if Moses had been committed to either the rebellious ultimacy or
the functional primacy of the intellect, he would have responded to God on that level,
and explained that his two dispositions were mutually exclusive, in fact, selfcontradictory, which, if admitted, could, would, or should (?) have resulted in an apology on God’s part. However, nothing could have been further from Moses’ regenerate
(!) heart (!) that warmly embraced the biblical complementarity of truth. He recognized both dispositions for what they were, utterly true, utterly real and utterly serious
(Ex. 32:11ff, 30ff; 33:12-13, 15-16; 34:8-9; Deut. 9:19, 25ff). This prompted both the
fact and the content of his heartfelt and seemingly endless plea with God for his grace,
arguing with God to remember his reputation, sure to be ridiculed by the Egyptians in
case of Israel’s demise (Ex. 32:11-12), as well as his promise, signed, sealed, and delivered with an oath (Ex 32:13; Deut. 9:27). Eventually the Lord relents (Ex. 32:14).
According to Scripture, God “would have destroyed the Israelites, had not Moses his
chosen one stood before him in the breach” (Ps. 106:23). Go, figure without resorting
and surrendering to the complementarity of truth from a regenerate heart (See Topical
Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth)! Clearly Moses encountered two dispositions,
grace and wrath, as well as two “turns,” from grace to wrath and from wrath to grace.
Romans 11:28 displays the same tapestry. Ethnic Jews, in Paul’s days as well as in
ours, are enemies of God as regards the Gospel, but beloved for the sake of their forefathers as regards election. For the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable (Rom.
11:28-29) (See Douma, 333, 342, with reference to Ex. 32:12; Deut. 13:17; Josh. 7:26;
2 Chron. 29:10; Ps. 30:6; Is. 54:8; Hos. 14:5, Mic. 7:18; John 3:36, and esp. Eph. 2:3).
Candidly, none of the first four views of “common grace,” mentioned above has
enough biblical breadth to accommodate all this. It takes original Calvinism (1) to embrace it from the heart as food for the soul, (2) to refuse tearing apart its fine tapestry
with the crude, imperialistic tool of an all too human logic that manages to exceed its
creaturely limitations, (3) to end up with perfect cognitive contentment and rest of
heart, and (4), last but not least, to avail itself of this multi-faceted divine truth to promote and advance the Kingdom.
2. Regarding the second explanation, this is somewhat puzzling, but also more peripheral (Douma, 261, 318). On the one hand, it allows Calvin to point out that the favorable disposition toward the elect in Christ in and from eternity (Eph. 1:4) does not
exclude his disposition of wrath toward them until they are actually united to Christ in
time (Eph. 2:1ff). Until this union God is in a certain sense hostile to the elect and
armed to their destruction. This truth tells the elect explicitly that until that moment
they deserve to be reprobated and hated, and urges them implicitly to embrace Christ
without whom they are most miserable and, frankly, hell-bound. This clearly widens
the issue. There is wrath and grace toward the elect, and the elect better experience
both. On the other hand, there is grace and wrath toward the reprobate. Still-- and here
is the puzzling aspect in contrast to the rather straightforward first explanation--, the
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wording of the second one presents a problem. There is a display of grace, also with
regards to the reprobate. But properly speaking there is no grace toward the reprobate.
This, of course, is self-contradictory. However, taking everything in the writings of
Calvin together--here the peripheral nature of the second explanation emerges (!)--,
although “blessings and tokens of God’s favor and grace in the fullest and deepest
sense of these terms … proceed from the fountain of God’s redeeming love and are
subservient to the eternal salvation of men,” nevertheless, this “does not prevent Calvin to continue throughout to speak of grace, mercy, favor, and love” toward the elect
and the reprobate alike. In short, while in the context of the reprobate this grace is admittedly recognized as not efficacious, it is and remains consistently designated as
grace (See also Mouw, 29).
The first explanation clearly trumps the second one in Calvin’s thinking! The first
one forms the bedrock of his thinking, recognizes the trans-rational nature of the complementary truth of simultaneous grace and wrath toward the reprobate in terms of
both gifts and disposition, and is in evidence throughout his publications. The second
one regrettably lost sight of trans-rationality for a moment, and allows wrath to swallow grace in terms of gifts as well as disposition. But it is fleeting in nature, and is
mentioned rarely in his writings! It appears that Moderate hyper-Calvinism, type four,
vigorously rejects the first, fundamental, and prevailing explanation in Calvin, but
wholeheartedly adopts and embraces the second, peripheral, and marginal one in his
thinking.
Not so incidentally, what widens the issue even further is that the simultaneous
twofold disposition does not only pertain to the elect and the reprobate, but also to the
person of Christ. There is no greater love relationship than between the Father and the
Son (John 17:26). It is an eternal relationship! But this does not prevent the Father to
pour out his terrifying wrath upon him to the point that he is “forsaken of God.” This
wrath is not theatrical. It is real and, indeed, terrifying. Once again, there is a “living”
juxtaposition of two dispositions (Douma, 247-253, 261, 279, 289-302, 333, 364, with
reference to Calvin, II, i, 11; II, xvi, 1, 2, 3, 4; III, ii, 11, 12; III, xxiii, 6, 12; III, xxiv,
12, 17)!
(b) This brings us, in the second place, to the three major conclusions Douma
draws from his seven theses.
Conclusion 1. In general Calvin does not take his point of departure in the double
decree of predestination as the determinant of grace. Looking at God he wholeheartedly embraces the decree of reprobation. But looking at the reprobate he recognizes and
acknowledges compassion (Douma, 262-263). In this twofold approach he honors the
twofold disposition of God. As a result of all this it does not come as a surprise that
with his emphasis upon the vast display of God’s grace to the elect and reprobate alike
both in the Church (Douma, 318, with reference to Ps. 25:6; 51:3; Is. 63:7; Rom. 9:4; 1
Cor. 10:1-4; 2 Cor. 6:1; Gal. 3:3; Heb. 12:15; and esp. Is. 26:10, “Let grace be shown
to the wicked. Yet he will not learn righteousness”) and in the world (Douma, 320324, with reference to Ps. 145:9; Jonah 4:2; Mt. 5:44ff; Lk. 6:35; Acts 14:17; 17:30; 1
Pet. 3:20; 1 Tim. 4:10) the double decree of predestination only plays a peripheral role
in the present context. While God’s display of wrath in both Church and world must
always receive our full attention, and may never be discounted or minimized (Heb.
12:29), this does not negate the fact that his actions in both these spheres have all too
often a “coloration of friendliness” (Jonah 4:2, 11) and a “riches of kindness and for218

bearance and patience” (Rom. 2:4; see also 2 Pet. 3:9). In fact, especially in the light of
the demonstration of mercy the display of wrath upon rebellious depravity proves to be
ever so justified (Nah. 1:2ff; Rom. 2:5; Rev. 16:5-7) (Douma, 323).
In general, the decree of reprobation does not determine the place and function of
grace toward the objects of this decree. More precisely, it does not “consume” the offer of grace. Calvin consciously and incessantly emphasizes that this offer is extended
to both the elect and reprobate (See esp. Douma, 217, 269, 317, for a variety of references). Neither does it mold the nature of grace (See esp. Douma, 279). What is extended to the elect and the reprobate is the same grace that is embodied in the person
of Christ (John 1:16; Col. 1:19; Tit. 2:11, Rom. 5:15; Eph. 1:6, 2:7; 1 Tim. 1:14; 2
Tim. 1:9; see also Gal. 1:6; 2 Cor. 8:9; Acts 15:11) and centered in the cross of Christ
as the principium cognoscendi of his love (Douma, 333), even if it is and remains true
that without the possession of Christ no one attains salvation (Douma, 275). The notion of two types of grace, principially different in nature, appears foreign to Calvin.
He knows basically only of one grace in Christ Jesus, be it decidedly with a twofold
outcome. However, whether it is regenerative in its effect or not, that is, whether it is
efficacious or not, the grace offered in Christ remains the same (More about this below).
This, however, calls for seven clarifying observations. (1) To the extent that this
grace is offered, whether inside or outside the Church, the recipient who spurns this
offer can only have his inexcusability increased proportionately. When general revelation already renders all of mankind without excuse (Rom. 1:18-20), how much more
will this be the case, when the Gospel call is added to it (Mt. 11:20ff). (2) When an individual resists and rejects this grace (Douma, 318), he exhibits his stubborn, blind
and rebellious, unregenerate heart. (3) Because he resists and rejects this grace, his
judgment will exponentially increase (Douma, 316). (4) Because the unregenerate
heart by definition resists and rejects God’s grace, in fact, will do so, and must do so, it
is quite biblical to posit that he can resist and reject God’s grace. After all, what inevitably did occur, does occur, and will without exception occur in all of mankind, not
subject to the regenerating grace of God, must be possible. (5) The fact that the unregenerate heart by definition does, and must resist and reject God’s grace vitiates the
illogical claim that to speak of resisted or resistible grace is to endorse “free will,” explicitly or implicitly. Nothing could be farther from the truth. (6) Only at the moment
that the Holy Spirit adds regenerative efficacy to the grace that is offered (John 3:5;
Acts 16:14; 1 Thess. 1:5), which by definition removes the resistance and the rejection,
does this grace become irresistible, or, possibly even more precisely, does God add
resistance-overcoming grace to the “inviting” panorama of grace (In this area of
Christian Doctrine, see also the contribution of one of the finest (Dutch) systematic
theologians the Church of Christ has ever produced, Herman Bavinck, Gereformeerde
Dogmatiek, IV, 57ff; Eng. Tr. Reformed Dogmatics, IV, 81ff)! (7) Full-orbed Gospel
preaching, therefore, (a) extols Jesus as Lord and Savior against the Trinitarian backdrop of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and in terms of the triadic New Covenant Gospel of regeneration, justification and sanctification (invitation), (b) holds out
the need for repentance and faith to become partaker of the substance of the New Covenant Gospel (summons), (c) insists that neither one is in the will or capability of the
rebellious and blind sinner (John 1:12-13; 3:3, 5) (diagnosis), and (d) urges sinners to
call upon the Lord and cast themselves upon mercy alone (plea) (Ezek. 36:37; Acts
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2:21) (Douma, 151-152). In sum, the place and function of grace in terms of its presence/occurrence and nature/make-up is neither determined by the double decree of
predestination in a forward projection, nor by the twofold outcome of grace in a backward projection (See Douma, 287, 317-319)!
Conclusion 2. For Calvin all grace, inclusive of common grace that is insufficient
for salvation, is an invitation to the knowledge and praise of God, and all that flows
forth from this (Douma, 269, 274). As such it might be called a theologoumenon with
a narrow scope. But in his thinking it certainly is not a hard and fast dogma, let alone
an abstract dogma, nor an independent category, let alone a constitutive category, nor a
sharply delineated doctrine, let alone anything like the doctrine of common grace
(Douma, 273, 275, 454-355; see also David J. Engelsma, Common Grace Revisited
(Grandville, MI: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 2003), 15, who is correct in
his observation that common grace is not “a main theme” in Calvin, even if he is
roundly mistaken in the claim that “it is barely mentioned”). Calvin’s terminology already belies this. He speaks of gratia generalis, specialis, peculiaris, caelestis, and
communis, all indicating the same “entity” and expressing the same “sentiment”
(Douma, 273-274). Grace to him is like a fresh flow of living water, regardless its effect, rather than the “dead” content of a vial, analyzed and schematized in a laboratory
(Douma, 329). Neither does he conclude to a twofold, a double grace, with a sharp distinction between and a clear cut juxtaposition of common grace and special grace. The
relationship is much more fluid, much less sharply drawn. While he uses both terms,
he basically holds to one grace that differs in extent or scope (found inside as well as
outside the Church) and effect or outcome (efficacious, overcoming natural resistance,
and non-efficacious, culpably resisted) (Douma, 242, 275, 330). It is always actual,
dynamic and personal. At times it is overpowering (efficacious; see John 6:66-69; Acts
14:14-41, 42-43, 47-49; 16:14, 29-34; 17:1-4) and leads to salvation and joy. At other
times it appears overburdening (opposed; see John 6:60-66; Acts 13:14-41, 45-46, 50;
17:5-7) and increases inexcusability and judgment (316-317). All grace is like (the
same) water behind a dam in a high elevation. It faces and confronts everyone in the
valley. It embodies the promise of life and holds out the prospect of prosperity. As
such it is “inviting” to the core (Is. 55:1-3; Mt. 11:28-30; 2 Cor. 2:15). Either it pours
orderly through a “welcoming” dam and as a result provides power and wealth, or it
meets a “stubborn” dam, and consequently pours over it, causes it to collapse and produces destruction. Similarly the substance of God’s grace does not change, whether it
enters into an open heart or encounters a closed heart (Douma, 319). Naturally, the effect of this grace differs. Here the complementarity of the biblical truth emerges once
more, which must be tirelessly underscored and unconditionally embraced for God’s
people not to be derailed in faith or practice. It does not, and is not meant to fit into the
brain. But it gloriously, snugly, and harmoniously does, and is meant to reside in the
regenerate heart. In the elect it leads to salvation through the gracious, efficacious, and
regenerative operation of the Holy Spirit. In the reprobate it leads to damnation
through their own rebellious depravity, which is ever so much more despicable and
deserving of judgment and wrath as it despises the awesome and undeserved demonstration of grace (Douma, 306-309, esp. 310-311; 312-316, 330). It must, indeed, tirelessly underscored and unconditionally embraced for the people of God not to be derailed in faith and practice in whole or in part, that this complementarity does not, and
is not meant to fit in the human intellect, but gloriously, harmoniously and snugly
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does, and is meant to reside in the regenerate heart. In fact, while the human mind
does and must spit it out due to its single occupancy, the regenerate heart affectionately does, and will welcome it due to its double occupancy. Here the gap between original Calvinism, on the one hand, and Neo-Calvinism (Type one), extreme hyperCalvinism (Type two), traditional Calvinism (Type three), and moderate hyperCalvinism (Type four), on the other, opens up at its deepest and widest. The latter four
views are governed by a one-track cold-mindedness that consciously or not falls victim
to an apostate ultimacy/primacy of the intellect, consequently creates unacceptable
tensions where there are none, and illegitimately ends up “purging” precious truth(s)
from Scripture. The first one is guided by a double-track warm-heartedness that is devoted to unconditional surrender, is committed to a fully tension-free Scripture, and
consequently can accommodate and embrace all its precious truth(s). The upshot is
that the two points of departures with all that flows forth from them are essentially irreconcilable!
Taking all this into careful consideration, it may well be necessary to distinguish
four elements in Calvin’s exposition of grace, if not four uses or connotations of the
term grace, which substantially reflect its “occurrence” in biblical teaching and may
well lift some of the fog that surrounds the issue of grace. Connotation (1): This is
generally known as “common grace.” It is embodied in general revelation, creaturely
gifts and restraint of sin (See Thesis 1 of Douma’s summary). It aims at, and invites to
the knowledge of God, is designed to lead to repentance, renders inexcusable, and is
insufficient for salvation. Connotation (2): Old covenant grace with its call to holiness
at the center as well as New Covenant Gospel grace with its additional promises of regeneration, justification and sanctification (Ezek. 36:25, 26, 27; Heb. 8:10-12) and its
summons to faith and repentance at the center. In this context, while offered promiscuously they are both (a) resisted and rejected by man in his unregeneracy by definition, which heightens his inexcusability and increases his judgment, and (b) not accompanied by the efficacious working of the Spirit. Connotation (3): Once again old
covenant grace and New Covenant Gospel grace. Both are once again offered, and resisted by rebel man, but in the elect this resistance is broken by the overpowering, efficacious, operation of the Spirit. Connotation (4): The efficacious, saving, regenerative,
justifying, and sanctifying, grace of the Holy Spirit that overpowers the elect. Candidly, without a grasp of complementarity this must seem “chaotic.” But with the understanding of this truth it is joyfully embraced by a properly functioning regenerate heart
and recognized as a glorious state of affairs. All the component elements of biblical
grace form an exquisite tapestry that is cause for profound worship in total cognitive,
volitional and emotional rest. Once this rest prevails, neither rational intelligence, nor
volitional intelligence, nor emotional intelligence will ever claim ultimacy. In fact,
they will ever abhor even the inclination to overthrow the multi-faceted truth of Scripture in a linear and independent fashion. The reason is simple. At that point all three of
them are “in (joyful) captivity to the (unreserved) obedience of Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5).
In short, in this fourfold sequence (1) reflects the general goodness of God that
aims at repentance, as it restrains sin, energizes society, and makes life pleasurable. (2)
and (3) both represent the same Gospel grace with its twofold effect. This echoes
Paul’s statement that as a Gospel preacher he is the aroma of Christ to God who in his
Gospel preaching always spreads the fragrance of Christ. The aroma is always the
same, among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing. Howev221

er, the fragrance does not always have the same effect. It can be a fragrance from death
unto death or a fragrance from life unto life. The message is crystal clear. There is only
one Gospel grace, but two Gospel effects. The same encounter with this Gospel grace
leaves two trails behind, one of life and one of death (2 Cor. 2:14-16). (4), then, constitutes the awesome grace that is operational in the “creation” (2 Cor. 5:17) of the trail
of life!
There is nothing “fluid” about the fact that in all four elements or connotations we
encounter God’s gracious disposition. Neither is any “fluidity” noticeable (1) where
the Gospel was never preached or (2) where through the Gospel and the accompanying
Spirit the resistance of the unregenerate was broken. In the first scenario the unregenerate only face “common grace.” In the second scenario the unregenerate are conquered
by “special grace.” However, the “fluidity” enters, when “undifferentiated” mankind is
confronted (1) with a combination of common grace and Gospel grace, or (2) when the
reprobate permanently suppress the truth of common grace and just as permanently
reject the message of Gospel grace. In the first scenario common grace and Gospel
grace work in tandem in the summons to repentance and faith. In the second scenario
the reprobate reject both in tandem, common grace unto judgment, and Gospel grace
unto greater judgment. In both these scenarios the lines between common grace and
Gospel grace in Calvin may be designated, indeed, should be designated, as more or
less “fluid.”
Conclusion 3. For Calvin the term grace implies the intertwinement of deed (Rom.
1:5; 12:6; 1 Cor. 15:10; 2 Cor. 8:1; 9:14, Eph. 4:7) and disposition (Rom. 3:24; 4:4;
5:15; Eph. 2:8; 2 Tim. 1:9). Both are directed toward the elect and the reprobate alike
(Douma, 278). In fact, the manifestation of grace in deed is an expression of God’s
disposition of grace. The promiscuous use of terminology in relationship to all of
mankind, such as favor and amor indicates this (See specifically Christ’s disposition
toward the Rich Young Ruler in Mk. 10:21), even if due to its finiteness our understanding is too limited to pinpoint the rhyme and reason of its juxtaposition with wrath
in terms of the temporary grace to the reprobate and the temporary wrath to the elect
(Douma, 279). It ought to be underscored, however, that God’s grace in both aspects is
always Christocentric in nature. It is grace in Christ. Through him creation came into
existence (John 1:2). Through him creation is upheld (Heb. 1:3). Through him who
created all things and who holds all things together, all things are reconciled and sanitized (Col. 1:15-20). Through him all of creation will eventually be judged (Acts
17:31). Without him history is impossible and makes no sense (Rev. 5:2-10). This is
why all of God’s grace ultimately invites and summons all of creation to “kiss the
Son,” if it does not want to perish (Ps. 2:12). Only through the Son does grace arrive at
its destination of the knowledge of God, which is defined as eternal life (John 17:3).
In short, this grace is never an abstraction, whether in terms of origin, nature, or goal,
whether cosmologically, anthropologically, epistemologically, ethically, culturally, or
otherwise. It always flows forth from the living theological, soteriological, and pneumatological center of God’s redeeming activity in the Person and Work of his Son
through the Holy Spirit. All of this radiates the knowledge of God with all that this entails into a depraved cosmos, a depraved mankind in all its components, its metaphysics, its epistemology, its ethics, its culture, its history, etc., with the specific purpose to
acknowledge him and the unabated summons to return all of it to Him! This once and
for all excludes a schematic view of common grace that stresses with more or less ex222

clusivity (a) creation ordinances from which to glean universal natural law and universal natural ethics in every area of life, especially in the societal arena independently
from God in Christ, (b) creation talents, skills, abilities, etc., that can be pursued and
deployed independently from God in Christ, (c) creation achievements that can be embraced and enjoyed independently from God in Christ, and (d) creation insights that
can be displayed and utilized independently from God in Christ. As if unregenerate,
guilty and polluted mankind could contemplate, develop, undertake, etc., etc. anything
in God’s vast creation and under his governmental control independently, in the abstract, apart from God in Christ through the Holy Spirit without simultaneously “suppressing the truth of God in ungodliness and unrighteousness” (Rom. 1:18)!
To be more specific, as if (1) all of God’s multi-layered grace does not seek to
produce the knowledge and praise of God, but ends up heightening the inexcusability
of rebel man, and as a result adding proportionately to his judgment when he stubbornly spurns this grace!
As if (2) the spurning of God’s multi-faceted grace (a) does not twist creation ordinances (impossibility of universal natural law, ethics, etc.), (b) does not mishandle
talents, skills, etc., (c) does not misuse achievements, etc., (d) does not misdirect insights, etc., by definition! Remember Douma’s Summary, Thesis 2. Through the suppression of God’s truth in ungodliness and unrighteousness all that mankind has to offer in terms of its “goodness” are “deceptive masks,” that conceal, if not constitute in
their very essence, a world of destructive iniquity! A recent writer weighs in on the
same subject in the same manner. He calls the knowledge of God to be gleaned from
his Self-disclosure in created reality, history and the human constitution “limited and
imprecise … and so mixed with false conceptions that it is almost immediately perverted … (as well as) woefully inadequate to save” (Douglas Moo, The Wycliffe Exegetical Commentary: Romans 1-8 (Chicago: Moody Press, 1991), 122).
As if (3) all of God’s “omnipresent” grace is not designed to lead to repentance!!!
To abstract common grace from its broad biblical setting, to sever it from its biblical
moorings, and to tear it from its biblical roots, is potentially destructive. After all, even
the light of the wicked is said to be darkness (Prov. 21:4; see especially my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 172, for further details). To be guided by it, to lean on it, and, at
times, even to stake one’s hope on it in whole or in part, in the Church, the (Christian)
academy, or society in general, is ultimately to be misguided, to stumble, to fall, and to
self-destruct.
For one, it is to forget that God’s people are resident-aliens in combat array with
the mandate to advance his Kingdom of grace unto the worship of God in the splendor
of holiness. Any kind of cultural mandate must be placed in the context of the Grand
Command to the Church of Christ to be the salt of a decomposed earth and the light of
a pitch dark world (Mt. 5:13-14; 28:19; Acts 1:8). Worldliness may ignore the Grand
Command, or separate it from the Cultural Mandate. But godliness recognizes that
outside the framework of the Grand Command, the cultural mandate is and remains a
futile undertaking at best (Eccl. 1:2ff; 12:8, 13; Rom. 8:20; see also 2 Cor. 5:9; Heb.
11:13-16; Tit. 2:11-14; 1 Pet. 1:4ff). They are in the world. They are there by divine
appointment. So they avoid an “Anabaptistic” type of “Ghetto” mentality. But they are
not of the world. They do not let themselves be molded by it (John 17:11, 14-16; Rom.
12:2). So they refuse to be swallowed up by a secularizing “Common Grace” mentality.
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For two, it is to prefer a Solomonic type of ease and superficiality to a Davidic
type of involvement in the battles of God. Any personal conviction, any scholarly publication, any ecclesiastical pronouncement, that unofficially or officially construes “the
favorable attitude of God” as a personal, scholarly, or ecclesiastical dogma in the abstract that has only optimistic eyes and words for its positive impact individually, corporately or societally, and seeks to implement or even enforce such “dogma” in everyday life, in the university or in the Church, is cheap, anemic, as well as subversive, and
ought to stand opposed to the hilt. Scripture never abstracts God’s disposition of favor
from the context of total depravity, burning wrath, radical repentance, increasing inexcusability, and eternal judgment. In a word, when common grace trumps the antithesis
the secularization process is inevitable, whether in heart, thought, will, emotions, morals, social interaction, dominion taking, speaking or acting, individually, corporately,
societally, institutionally, and ecclesiastically, and once begun, will progressively accelerate. For Christians as resident-aliens the antithesis is a sine qua non, given with
their citizenship in heaven. They do not (have to) seek it. It is there. They face and accept it as a given (Phil. 3:20; see also John 3:3, 8; 15:19, 17:14, 16; 1 John 4:5; Eph.
4:20; 1 Pet. 4:12). Since they are at the same time resident-aliens they will equally
honor the complementary truth of being both the salt of the earth and the light of the
world (Mt. 5:13ff). This means that they go all out and labor intensively and worldwide negatively to “stem any and all kinds of rot” and positively “to preach and promote the Kingdom” (Douma, 350-353). Of course, also in this scenario the complementarity of truth is quite conspicuous in its amazing presence.
On the one hand, all this does not exclude careful “co-belligerency.” Wherever
common grace is present, there may be common use, common enjoyment, common
objectives, etc., as long as it is recognized that there are no common graces that do or
can serve as universal building blocks on which to build a brave new world, whether
politically, economically, or in any other way. There simply never was, never is, and
never will be (natural) law, or (natural) ethics, or (natural) anything to which mankind
commits itself universally. Ever since the fall with its rebellion, guilt and pollution the
apostate fundamental dialectic, in which the universality and particularity poles mutually presuppose (compromise) and exclude (warfare) each other, does not, cannot,
and will not “permit” this (See my Sovereignty and Responsibility for extensive details). On the other hand, all this does emphatically exclude uncritical “bonds” (2 Cor.
6:14). These fail or refuse to recognize that common graces are at the same time “deceptive masks” in dire need of special grace. All the available embalming fluid (common grace) that keeps a corpse (apostate mankind) from stinking can never restore authentic life, and sooner or later will run out of steam. In short, cautious “cobelligerency” and discerning Gospel “antithesis” do, can, and must go hand in hand! Concretely,
to enjoy a dinner, petition a legislature, picket an abortion clinic, play t-ball, etc., etc.,
together with unbelievers without seeking to bind the Gospel on their consciences and
hearts is both to be blind and insensitive. Failure or refusal to go after “deceptive
masks” is to be blind to the grievous gravity and deplorable depth of mankind’s inherent corruption as well as God’s burning anger toward it. It is also to be grievously and
deplorably insensitive to the eternal destiny of unbelievers as well as to the awesome
depth of the love and grace of God in summoning sinners to himself! Frankly, those
who have come face to face with both the depth of their depravity and the overwhelming nature of the love of God are “bound” to “remember” this in their social and so224

cietal interaction with others.
Similarly storm signals must be raised, and a warning issued regarding the socalled well-meant Gospel offer. Unless it is assigned a place within the global context
of Scripture, which requires a deeply felt recognition of the need for Jesus’ heart in regeneration, Jesus’ righteousness in justification, and Jesus’ holiness in sanctification,
and leads to a consequent heartfelt and compelling summons to repentance and faith,
inside as well as outside the Church, the adjective “well-meant” tends to devour the
“Gospel” noun. A so-called “well-meant Gospel offer” in the abstract turns out to be
just as cheap and anemic an affair, just as subversive to the health and ministry of the
Church, and implicit in this, just as much a barrier to Revival Status, a Maintenance
ministry and a Recovery Mode, as a favorable attitude of God in the abstract. In short,
the term well-meant is eminently serviceable. But when it fits “snugly” in the context
of the proverbial “happy hour,” and as a result competes with the cutting edge of the
Gospel of the Kingdom, it becomes potentially a soul destroying liability (Douma,
324-329, 338-340).
(c) This, thirdly, brings me to my own two general observations and three concluding sets of remarks.
General Observation 1. Putting all this in context, compared to original Calvinism, Neo-Calvinism (Type one), extreme hyper-Calvinism (Type two), traditional Calvinism (Type three), moderate hyper-Calvinism (Type four), as has been emphasized
already, all more or less operate from the functional primacy of the intellect, any
protestations to the contrary. Furthermore, they all fall victim to their “emotional intelligence.” They all are gripped by one or two aspects of the truth. Because the functional primacy of the intellect is in the saddle, they miss the complementarity of truth, and
refuse “to speak with two words,” arising from their regenerate heart in total cognitive
rest. As a result they all “wage war” in the name of the aspect(s) of the truth to which
they are committed, against another aspect of the truth that they view as a threat. After
all type one holds that it is only logical for common grace to swallow up special grace.
Type two holds that it is only logical that the double decree of predestination precludes
preaching to the reprobate. Type three holds that it is only logical to “swallow” the
(tension-filled) paradox of common grace and special grace. Type four holds that it is
only logical for the double decree of predestination to preclude the existence of common grace, even if preaching to the reprobate is legitimate.
General Observation 2. Because of their starting point none of these four types
exhort the others to put the complementary truth of the Word of God in their heart
(with the explicit purpose not to sin against the God of that Word; Ps. 119:11; see also
Ps. 119:2, 7, 10, 32, 34, 36, 58, 80, 112, 145, 161, for additional references to the
heart). They cannot do it. The primacy of the intellect keeps the heart out of their line
of vision. They will not do it. The primacy of the intellect keeps the complementarity
of truth out of their line of vision as well. The upshot? The primacy of the intellect always results in intellectual sparring, with all the misery that this implies. First, it
blocks a biblical Gospel apologetics that aims at the heart as the mission control center
in man from which all of the facets of life spring forth (Prov. 4:23), and therefore must
mire down in futile attempts to come to a meeting of the “mind!” In fact, and second,
it can only add to the prevailing commotion, confusion, and deep, sinful, divisions, ecclesiastical and otherwise, if history is any indication. Third, it tends to have a deadening effect upon a full-orbed Gospel ministry, and so to derail the triad of a biblical Re225

vival status, Maintenance Ministry and Recovery Mode. Frankly, original Calvinism
does, and should, serve as a wholesome antidote. It constitutes a plea to all the discussion partners to embrace from the regenerate heart the complementary truth of “common grace” and “Gospel grace,” as it is found in John Calvin and outlined above, and
to go gloriously on record to that effect! Not to do so is to compromise and truncate
the full-orbed Gospel, and possibly to disfigure and distort it. Failure to honor the
complementarity of truth invariably comes with a high price!
Now on to my three Concluding Sets of Remarks!
Concluding Set of Remarks 1. If all four types could close ranks, and stand shoulder to shoulder with John Calvin, a full-orbed, incessant, ever broadening, Gospel ministry would be the result, carried out with heartfelt joy, peace of mind, and Revival
fervor!
First, they would proclaim in all seriousness the bankrupt plight of mankind before God and its dire need for a Savior. They would press home that all men with their
rebel hearts, their guilty pasts, and their offensive lives stand in need of regeneration,
justification and sanctification through the Lord Jesus, and would be in constant prayer
that the Holy Spirit would graciously convict them of their sinfulness, open their eyes
to the Savior in repentance, and empower them to embrace him in faith.
Second, they would proclaim that God both as an overflowing fountain of goodness and in his gracious disposition does not delight in the death of sinners (Ezek.
18:32a), freely offers them salvation in Christ (Mt. 11:28-29; see also Is. 65:2, quoted
in Rom. 10:21!), hands them an invitation to that effect (Ezek. 18:32b), and summons
them to repentance and faith as means to this glorious end (Acts 2:38; 16:31). Were
they to reject God’s kind and compassionate Gospel invitation in their rebellious ungodliness, and despise the refuge from sin that he extended to them in his mercy, they
would increase their culpability and underscore that they are without excuse. In short,
were they to end up in eternal perdition, they only would have themselves to blame!
Third, in case of such refusal and disdain they would uncompromisingly proclaim
that God predestines some to eternal life (Acts 13:48b; Eph. 1:4) and others to eternal
death (Rom. 9:22; 1 Pet. 2:8), but with a twofold goal in mind. First of all, the aim of
this message would be to have it dawn on stubborn sinners that the key to their salvation is not, and never will be in their own pocket, but is, and ever will be in the hands
of a sovereign God. Ultimately, God, and God only determines the eternal destiny of
man. This, in turn, would be proclaimed with the explicit design to break their proud
hearts and to prompt them to call upon the Lord for mercy as their only hope. It is no
coincidence that in the Gospel of John Jesus invariably introduces the doctrines of
grace, such as total depravity (John 3:3), unconditional election (John 6:37), limited
atonement (John 6:39; 17:2), irresistible grace (John 3:5; 6:44-45, 65), and perseverance of the saints (John 10:27-28) in apologetic contexts in which he faces hearts of
stone that need to be broken. The doctrines of grace are not meant to be held in the abstract and stored in the refrigeration system of the mind. No, they are the Big Berthas,
the Big Gospel Guns that are at the disposal of the Church in its evangelistic and apologetic ministry “literally” to wipe out sinners for their own best, when they are at their
worst and the spiritual battle is at its fiercest. In Scripture they function as the dynamite to blow up hearts of stone when they are their rebellious stoniest, and to break
down their pride when they are their haughtiest. So if we are not wish to have our
hands tied behind our backs in part or in whole, they better function in the same way in
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our evangelistic outreach!
Fourth, they would proclaim that in God’s double decree of predestination election and reprobation are equally ultimate. At the same time they can and will make two
things crystal clear so that there is no possibility of misunderstanding. First, eternal
death does not flow forth from the decree of reprobation in the same manner (non eodem modo) as eternal life flows forth from the decree of election. Between election
and eternal life there is the exercise of repentance and faith. Between reprobation and
eternal death there is the exercise of rebellion and unwillingness. The fact that repentance and faith are gifts of God’s grace underscores that man ever has only God to
thank for eternal life. Similarly, the fact that rebellion and unwillingness are the voluntary choice of man, underscores that man is utterly responsible for his depraved plight
and has ever only himself to blame for eternal death. But second, and possibly even
more important, although election and reprobation, heaven and hell, are designed to
glorify God (See Prov. 16:4, with the understanding that the truth of its content simultaneously constitutes a call to repentance to the ungodly in the light of the coming
judgment (Douma, 342); see also Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil), God’s
heartbeat centers in election and not in reprobation, in heaven and not in hell. There is
no symmetry between the two sides at this point. Election and heaven have it over reprobation and hell. Reprobation and hell, as has been argued already, are the dark
backdrop, the shadow side, against which the glorious light of election and heaven
shine ever so much more brightly (Rom. 9:22-23) (See also Douma, 276, 282, 299;
and (even) H. Hoeksema, De Plaats der Verwerping in de Verkondiging des Evangelies, 13, 14, 17, 23, as quoted in Douma, 301). God ever was, ever is, and ever will be,
a compassionate God who does not delight in the death of sinners! But only the regenerate heart can, does, and should (!) embrace the complementarity of truth that comes
to expression in all this as the incontrovertible self-disclosure of our infinite and glorious God (For a magnificent, penetrating and sensitive, survey of the biblical data in
the area of predestination, of both election and reprobation, and the relationship they
sustain to each other, see Bavinck, II, 355-369; Eng. Tr., II, 393-405. He perceptively
honors the complementarity of truth)!
Fifth, in this fourfold context they would proclaim in the Church, the academy, as
well as life in general, not as much that “all truth is God’s truth,” thereby virtually inviting worldly wisdom, with its admittedly awesome prowess in terms of skills,
achievements, and insights, to take the lead, set the tone and become the benchmark.
In this questionable scenario the Church, the academy, and life in general, is bound
and determined gregariously to absorb this “wisdom” in its activities, and to measure
its progress by it! Forgetting that worldly wisdom deep down consists of “deceptive
masks” the Church, instead of being the head, rapidly turns into the tail with its accompanying loss of prophetic voice (Deut. 28:13). Rather the Church would, and
should proclaim in all seriousness that “God’s truth is always truth,” again inclusive of
abilities, craftsmanship, skills, achievements, and insights, whether they are gratefully
acknowledged and received as gifts of his goodness in heartfelt faith, or embezzled
and misused as “stolen goods” from an abused Giver in rebellious unbelief (See for a
further detailed discussion of the concept of common grace, my Commentary on
James 3:15). In this biblical scenario it will not be gullibly duped in embracing Satan’s
lie under the guise of seeming truth as God’s truth, which has occurred routinely in the
intellectual history of the Church to its great detriment. Instead, it will start out by
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carefully determining God’s truth, and only in its wake acknowledge whenever and
wherever it emerges outside its pale. In short, all proposed truths will be subject to
careful inspection. From this perspective the Church functions as the head and not the
tail. It and it alone does, and should take the lead, set the tone and formulate the
benchmark. All this has at least three implications.
(1) Since the earth is the Lord’s in all its fullness, including any and all truth (Ps.
24:1), it may always be enjoyed and utilized with thanksgiving, as long as it is sanctified by the Word and prayer (1 Tim. 4:4-5). This, once again, is inclusive of any and
all truth, whether this is found in the legitimate custody of believers or in the illegitimate possession of unbelievers.
(2) At the same time it will be careful not glibly and uncritically to earmark as
God’s truth what painstaking analysis will prove to be Satan’s falsehood, whether in
the thinking, words, or actions of believers or unbelievers. The Church, the academy,
as well as life in general, ever are, and ever must be, on guard duty against Satan’s destructive ploys, sin’s shrewd deceitfulness, the sinner’s uncanny suppression of the
truth, and the believer’s unsuspecting gullibility.
(3) Still the Church, the academy, and life in general do not, and will not stop
there. With a prophetic voice they can and will proclaim (a) with all gravity that “no
thief (inclusive of anyone who embezzles God’s ‘common graces,’ and uses them to
build his or her own empire) will enter into the Kingdom of God” (1 Cor. 6:10), and
(b) in all sincere compassion that they, reflecting the heart of God, do not delight in the
death of sinners. For this double reason they (i) invite them to flee to Jesus and (ii)
couple this with a summons to repentance and faith. Taking delight, assuming guard
duty, raising storm signals, offering open arms, urging action, and all this in a tapestry
of simultaneity, has the complementarity of truth written all over it. It calls for gratitude to God for his truth wherever it is found and at the same time for a summons to
repentance to anyone in possession of “stolen property.” When the brain claims rebellious ultimacy or espouses methodological primacy, it cannot stomach this multifaceted approach, and will either distance itself from it, or spit it out, in part or in
whole. But the regenerate heart that makes every thought captive to obey Christ will
joyfully and worshipfully embrace it. In short, let the Church, the academy, and life in
general by all means embrace and enjoy the (true!) common graces of God, while denouncing the (lying!) counterfeits, but let them incessantly present these same common graces as an instrument of God that summons the recipients to heartfelt repentance towards their Gracious Source. To have special grace disappear behind common
grace is to destroy the antithesis, to be invaded by the world, to put the Church in a potentially deadly danger and to put the evangelistic outreach on the back burner, if not
to bring it to an actual or functional stand still. To have common grace disappear behind special grace is to make the antithesis bigger than life, to promote a ghetto mentality, to endanger the outreach of the Church, and to deprive oneself of the evangelistic tool that fills the horizon of life with the silent, but eloquent, summons to repentance. Both errors are utterly grievous to God, if Scripture means anything, and will
result in need repentance, if Scripture means everything.
At any rate, the above-mentioned five-fold proclamation pulsates with Holy Spirit
life, and is a necessary, although not a sufficient, condition for the emergence, presence and continuation of a Revival Status, a Maintenance Ministry, and a Recovery
Mode. The latter requires the presence of all ten marks of a Revival culture (See Topi228

cal Focus #1: Biblical Revival).
Concluding Set of Remarks 2. It must be admitted that the proclamation of the
full-orbed, discriminating, applicatory, Biblical truth of the Gospel of the Kingdom
throughout the centuries has all too frequently, in whole or in part, met with various
types of protests that range from howls to growls to qualms to question marks both inside and outside the Church. But all of these have one of two common denominators.
They either originate in rebel hearts. In that case they better listen to Paul who summons them to renounce their rebellion in uncompromising, unapologetic, healing
(sic!), hardball, repentance terminology (Rom. 9:19-20; see for a further explanation of
this terminology Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil). Or they originate in an errant understanding of the nature, scope and function of the intellect, combined with an
equally errant use of it. In the latter scenario the (regenerate) heart is pliable, and may
need no more than the turning on of the biblical light in order for it to make its thinking captive to obey Christ in full (2 Cor. 10:5). At any rate, one thing should be clear.
Since all issues are ultimately matters of the heart, a truly Biblical Apologetics is not,
cannot, and may not be satisfied with a pre-evangelistic or non-evangelistic methodology that focuses upon the agreement of the mind, rather than upon the submission of
the heart. This calls for an evangelistic Apologetics, a Gospel Apologetics. No other
apologetic method will do. After all, as I argue in greater detail in Topical Focus #8:
The Problem of Evil, the Holy Spirit uses the Gospel, and only the Gospel, to break
the heart, and transplant it with new heart, with Jesus’ heart, which, not so incidentally, is the perfect residence, in fact, the only residence, to accommodate complementary
truths!
The long and the short of the complementarity of truth in the context of the
present discussion is this. According to Holy Scripture, there are ways in which God
can (1) be, (2) feel, (3) act, and (4) speak that we as humans cannot. (1) God is simultaneously Three and One. We cannot duplicate this. (2) God can simultaneously love
humans from eternity and declare them objects of his wrath. He can open up his arms
and issue a “Come, and Welcome” to all hearers of the Gospel and at the same time
differentiate between the elect and the reprobate among them. We cannot copy either
one of these scenarios. (3) God can simultaneously be sovereign in the total sense of
the word and insist fully on our unencumbered responsibility. We cannot replicate this.
(4) God can simultaneously swear an oath that the Christ will come forth from the
tribe of Judah, and tell Moses to move out of the way because he is going to destroy
Israel, inclusive of Judah, and turn him, a Levite, into a new nation. We cannot reproduce this. The bottom line is simple and profound. Not to embrace complementarity
with the heart is to bog down in the functional (and methodological) primacy, if not
the principial (apostate) ultimacy of the mind. Because this truncates, if not warps the
way God is, feels, acts, and speaks, this cannot but put the brakes on the advance of
the Kingdom, if not put it in reverse. Let no one wave this off as overly alarmist. Theology is like a chain that is used to lift a container loaded with freight. If even one link
is missing, the container is bound to come crashing down. It may even kill the operator. The culpable lulls between revivals in Church history, that have the pall of death
all over them and are too many and too pronounced to miss, overlook, or callously
dismiss, testify to this as a real and present danger. To warn against this danger, to unlock the brakes, and instead to see the advance of the Kingdom accelerate, is, in the
final analysis, the practical purpose of this Topical Focus in general, and of the analy229

sis of “common grace” in particular!
Concluding Set of Remarks 3. To drive the point of the section on “common
grace” home, Scripture portrays and displays a big God, in fact, an infinite God. When
the human intellect usurps either rebellious ultimacy or methodological primacy, this
big, infinite God of Scripture will by definition be “cut down to finite, human, size.”
This is to a greater or lesser degree done by the Neo-Calvinist, the extreme HyperCalvinist, the Traditional Calvinist, as well as the moderate Hyper-Calvinist views.
God cannot be whom he biblically is, feel how he biblically feels, speak as he biblically speaks, and act how he biblically acts. This is, and should be, abhorrent on anyone’s
count. That is why this Topical Focus is basically a summons to self-examination.
Depending upon each person’s scenario, this may lead to repentance and denunciation
of the rebellious ultimacy or to the illumination and repudiation of the methodological
primacy of the intellect. Regardless, it must lead either to worship or to selfdestruction to one degree or another! God simply will not give his glory to anyone else
(Is. 42:8). The upshot is that Neo-Calvinism, extreme hyper-Calvinism, traditional
Calvinism and moderate hyper-Calvinism from the perspective of both Scripture and
Calvin operate to a greater or lesser degree with a concept of God that is too narrow
and too small, if not present a God who is too narrow and too small. From their perspective, to repeat it once more emphatically, he cannot be across the board what he is
across the board, namely gloriously complementary in his being, disposition, speaking
and acting. That is, he cannot be Himself as revealed in Scripture. This is “sinking
sand,” to say the least, both in its (offensive?) theological substance and its (necessarily deleterious?) practical implications!
From all appearances Charles Haddon Spurgeon was a passionate “original Calvinist.” We get the distinct impression that it was his “second nature.” This was undoubtedly the case because throughout his published works he gives every indication
that he absorbed Scripture from a 3-D perspective, with his heart and life as well as his
mind. This gave him a near “intuitive” and “instinctive” affinity to all the pertinent
Biblical data. (1) He was passionate in his emphasis upon God’s sovereign electing
love as the sole source of the salvation of the sinner. At the same time he refused to
have this electing love disappear behind a bland, undifferentiated, general type of
“disposition” or “love” that truncates the biblical Gospel. This type of “disposition” or
“love” refuses to be counter-conditional, thus undercutting the urgency to flee from the
deserved wrath to come in repentance and faith, as well as re-conditioning, ending up
with a Church that is gradually swallowed up by the world (Versus Type 1: NeoCalvinism). (2) He was passionate in his emphasis upon the free invitation of the Gospel, based upon the promises of God and conjoined to his command to repent and believe, as well as his emphasis upon this invitation as both containing the obligation and
constituting a warrant to repent and believe (Versus Type 2: Extreme HyperCalvinism). (3) He was passionate in his emphasis upon both the unconditional sovereignty of God and the full responsibility of man. At the same time he denied that sovereignty prevents anyone from exercising the obedience of repentance and faith or
justifies the claim that it would exclude man from repentance and faith. The ball is in
the court of the sinner and the sinner alone. He only can blame himself for his damnantion! For Spurgeon the relationship to sovereignty and free-agency was a mystery.
His summons and business was to declare the sum total of biblical teaching and not to
explain it. Scripture contains “two lines” of indisputable truth that are not inconsistent
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or contradictory, even if man cannot comprehend it and should not hope to do so. Furthermore, face to face with mystery, he was careful and content to leave it at that without ever resorting to notions, such as “paradox,” whether explicitly or implicitly (Versus Type 3: “Traditional” Calvinism). (4) He was passionate in his emphasis upon the
compassionate and generous love of God, in which he earnestly and sincerely stretches
out his hands even to disobedient and obstreperous sinners, with a view to their repentance, faith, and salvation regardless the final outcome (Rom. 10:20-21), as well as his
sovereign and electing love, in which he gloriously and definitively secures the salvation of his own (Eph. 1:4-5). He saw both bountifully duplicated in our Savior (Mt.
9:36; Mk. 10:21-22; Lk. 19:41; John 6:39). As a result of all this he pleaded with messengers of the Gospel to abound in that same caring, effusive, and winsome love that
urges sinners to flee to God’s magnanimous electing love in Christ for salvation (John
6:37a) in and with the firm assurance that no one who does so will be driven away
(John 6:37b, 40b). In short, Spurgeon denied that there was no Divine love except
electing love and insisted that the “God’s benevolent love is more extended than the
lines of his electing love” (Versus Type 4: Moderate Hyper-Calvinism) (For an extended documentation of this fourfold thesis, see Iain Murray, Spurgeon v. HyperCalvinism (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1997), esp. 66-99, 117-118, 125139, 143-157, with corroborating references to Calvin, Owen, and others).
Clearly, all this does not amount to a trivial skirmish in theological backwaters.
Spurgeon was passionate because he saw what was at stake, namely the character and
heart of God and the content of the Gospel of God. He tenaciously held on to the utter
sovereignty and the utter goodness of God, as well as to the breadth, depth, height and
length of the Gospel of God. He was passionate because he saw on all four fronts the
injurious, whether temporizing (Type 1), deadening (Type 2), formalistic (Type 3), or
chilling (Type 4), effects of having a God who is too small, a Gospel that is too narrow, and messengers who reflect both, upon the very heart and soul of the Church, its
ministry and its outreach. Frankly, if there is a blemish in Spurgeon, it is a failure to
emphasize that (all) complementary truths, even if they (must) seem contradictory to
the intellect, fit snugly in the royal residence of a regenerate heart. We are often told
(in the Calvinist camp) that while “we may not be able to see the consistency (of two
equally taught biblical truths), we may be very sure that God sees it.” This does not go
far enough. Both such truths can and do lodge simultaneously and harmoniously in the
believer’s heart because of its double occupancy! Further, it has been observed that
“sharp contentions on these issues in Christianity have too often arisen from a wrong
confidence in our powers of reasoning and our assumed ability to draw logical inference.” The age of reason all too frequently left its devastating stamp upon unsuspecting theologians to the point that the rational ended up trumping the biblical (See Murray, 117-118, 145, 148). But this does not go far enough either. It must be emphasized
that the failure or refusal to embrace complimentary truths with and from the (regenerate) heart ultimately indicates that the intellect claims to have the final say in either its
apostate ultimacy (on the part of unbelievers) or its methodological primacy (on the
part believers). To miss this is to miss the opportunity to issue a checkmate challenge!
Folks must be boldly informed that they are in a quagmire precisely because they
make their intellect judge and jury, thus claiming Number #1 status and telling God to
move over, whether intentionally and in principle (unbelievers) or in practice and
(hopefully) unintentionally (believers). This, basically rebellious quagmire characte231

rizes all four views to one degree or another! After all, what the net of their mind cannot catch cannot possibly be fish! For this quagmire to run rampant in the world has
always been the kiss of death. For it to do so in the Church is self-defeating, if not suicidal. Therefore it is of the utmost significance clearly to expose this fundamental malady and boldly to present its only cure, “either repent (now) or perish (sooner or later)!”
With all this as backdrop it is hardly surprising that none of the four types under
discussion ever produced burning Revival fires with its ten components, ever pursued
an energized Maintenance Ministry to retain these fires, or ever entered into a Recovery Mode to regain them. In all this they are poles apart from the original Calvinism
that both in its early European setting and in its later Missionary endeavor (William
Carey) was pulsating and electrifying. As such, this Calvinism, if not literally, at least
figuratively, “conquered Kingdoms, administered justice, obtained what was promised,
shut the mouths of lions, quenched raging fires, escaped the edge of the sword, gained
strength in weakness, became mighty in battle, put foreign armies to flight,” and conversely, if not complementarily, “were tortured, not accepting release, experienced
mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment, were stoned, sawed apart,
murdered with the sword, went about in sheepskins and goatskins, were destitute, afflicted, ill-treated, wandered in deserts and mountains and caves and dens in the earth”
(Heb. 11:33-38). Candidly, this is what the heartbeat of the present Topical Focus is
all about, focusing the attention upon pulsating Biblical Truth that makes a decisive
difference in the history of the Kingdom of God and, if needs be, empowers its practitioners to pay the (extreme) price of overflowing and sacrificial love from a “burning
heart,” modeled by Christ and displayed by Paul (2 Cor. 5:14; see also Rom. 9:3; as
well as Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival)! If the four types ever were to embrace
this, based upon a surrender to the complementarity of truth, it would unify them doctrinally, heal the ecclesiastical fissures, and make them stand shoulder to shoulder in
the implementation of the Grand Command of making disciples of all nations in the
name of the Triune God (Mt. 28:19; Acts 14:21) and subsequently training disciples in
and through the observance of everything that he commands (Mt. 28:20; Acts 14:22).
This would go a long way toward the Grand Goal of having “the recognition of the
Lord’s sovereign majesty fill the earth just as the waters fill up the sea” (Hab. 2:14;
translation NET Bible). Incidentally, if any one of the four types under discussion can
convince me of (any) error in my analysis, assessment or recommendations, I will be
more than glad to stand corrected. However, any justified criticism of what I have
called original Calvinism must be accompanied by evidences of Revival abundance for
it to be truly meaningful, if not ultimately credible. Even a theologically sound position, however commendable, has little or no value, unless (a) it is embedded in a Revival Culture with mighty prayer, mighty preaching, mighty conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassion, mighty saturation (grassroots) evangelism, and mighty societal impact, under mighty leadership in mighty combat, (b) is characterized by an ongoing Maintenance ministry to retain such culture, and (c) is prepared to embrace a Recovery mode, whenever such is needed to regain an abundance
culture. In short, one can be utterly correct theologically, that is, have a reputation of
life, but still, knowingly or unknowingly, be a part of, and responsible for a dying culture, and in the process display the pall of death.
_____________________________________________________________________
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All this is extremely apropos for the study of James, not merely, as has been
mentioned already, in the context of James 3:15-17, a passage that has farreaching implications for the notion and understanding of “common grace”
(See my Commentary on this section). No, complementarity is a vital characteristic of the whole Epistle of James. The various relationships between being a slave of Christ and freedom in Christ, between trials and temptations,
between law and love, between law and freedom, between faith and works,
between appellations, such as “(my) brothers” (Jam. 1:2; 2:1, 14; 3:1; 4:11;
5:7, 12), “my beloved brothers” (Jam. 1:16, 19), and “invectives,” such as
“foolish man” (2:20) and “adulteresses” (4:4), etc., are all complementary in
nature, and can only find a “resting place” in the regenerate heart of the believer (See especially Dibelius, 38, for biblical complementarity as a puzzling
phenomenon to him). In fact, (only) from this perspective can and will these
biblical truths, in fact, all biblical truth, make perfect sense. Luther went off
the deep end when a specific type of sub-biblical Christocentricity gripped his
mind, and he lost sight of complementarity. From this perspective James was
said to be “raving,” “out of his mind,” and “unacceptable” in the writing of
James 2:22 (Grosheide, 1950, 13; 1955, 350-351; Cranfield, 182). To be sure,
it has been demonstrated that Luther was not totally “condemnatory” of
James (Grosheide, 1955, 351). Nevertheless, if the Word of God in James
would have gripped his heart, his interpretation and understanding of this
Scripture would have been decisively different, and much of the history of
Lutheranism would arguably have taken a different course. For the better!
All in all, the three types of understanding, reflected in the three abovementioned circles (spirals), and essential for the biblical trajectory of education in terms of both the learning and teaching process, are indispensable for a
genuine and effective Biblical Hermeneutics and hopefully played a noticeably prominent, if not decisive, role in the writing of this Commentary.
One additional word in closing about the discipline of Biblical Hermeneutics
in general! As I mentioned already, the interpretive process is admittedly
never perfect. For one thing, everyone operates with, or even from within, an
interpretive grid.53 This has led many to believe that truth is by definition elu53

Such interpretive grid is frequently identified as “a conceptual framework.” This, however,
requires (more than) a word of caution. Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence (London:
Bloomsbury Publishing, 1996), 3-9, argues that any grid which determines the way one looks
at the world, interprets it, and readies oneself for action in it, is not merely “conceptual.” It
has volitional and emotional components as well. In fact, Goleman insists that “the essential
guides” of all of life are the emotions. The “emotional mind” appears to trump “the rational
mind” every time! Rather questionably, I believe, he identifies the emotional mind with the
heart, “It is with the heart that one sees rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.” Still,
he is certainly correct in arguing that there is much more to one’s interpretive grid than what
is cooked up by the rational mind. The human volition and emotions play a decisive role as
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sive, that interpretation turns into a hopeless task, and that an attitude of relativism is inevitable. How to combat this? Well, since nothing on earth is perfect, it would be a pipedream to believe that the interpretive process is an exception. The first question is now how to handle this lack of perfection in
general. There is no doubt that the thirst for perfection, which, as we shall
see, is the benchmark in James, does and must lead to uninterrupted prayer.
This is behind James’ implicit injunctions to pray without ceasing. “If any of
you lack wisdom, let him ask God” (Jam. 1:5). “You do not have, because
you do not ask” (Jam. 4:2). This is ultimately and invariably the only problem! In fact, there is no more frequent command pertaining to prayer in Scripture than this one (More about this in Topical Focus #7: Prayer). From all
this it follows, as I already argued as well, that interpretation must take place
under the umbrella of prayer in order to succeed. From the biblical perspective any and all skeptic succumbing to a supposedly inevitable relativism in
and through the darkness of human deficiency and helplessness is “out.” It
betrays a spirit of ill-disguised pride. On the other hand, joyful surrender to
confident prayer in and through the light of the divine sufficiency and promise is “in.” It reflects a spirit of heartily embraced humility. “Ask, keep on
asking, and I will answer. Seek, keep on seeking, and you will find. Knock,
keep on knocking and I will open” (Mt. 7:7). In all of life, inclusive of the interpretive process, humans have only one hope. They must ever cast themselves in their impotence upon divine omnipotence. Refusal to do such for
whatever convoluted (and “sin-sick”) reasoning is a self-fulfilling prophecy.
It is hardly surprising that James very quickly throws down the gauntlet in his
Epistle. “Such a (convoluted) person should not anticipate receiving anything
from the Lord, since he is unstable in all his pursuits” (Jam. 1:7-8). The conwell. In fact, from the perspective of biblical anthropology so does one’s (regenerate or unregenerate) heart, one’s mission control center, that gives rise to the thinking, willing as well as
feeling activities. It is quite remarkable that the pivotal function of the heart is also pointed
out by Deuteronomy 29:2-4. Apparently the naked eye can have 20-20 vision and still be totally blind to what only the (regenerate) heart can see! Since this is the truth of God’s Word, it
follows that the analysis and assessment of any grid, including one’s own, must go through
several stages that prompt several pertinent questions. First, is the grid, which is under analysis and assessment, rooted in a regenerate or unregenerate heart? Second, does this grid arise
from the totality of created reality so that it can do justice to all of created reality? Third, does
this grid mirror the full human make-up as the image of God? Fourth, does this grid display
the noetic, volitional and emotional effects of sin, of holiness, or of a combination of the two?
Fifth, does this grid, in its interpretive activity, honor the God-given structure of, and guidelines for, created reality or does it function in an apostate mode so as to subvert both? Sixth,
does this grid in its operational outflow seek to serve God’s creative, regenerative, and edifying purposes, or Satan’s rebellious, degenerative and destructive ends? There is clearly more
required from a truly transcendental analysis and assessment of any culture or sub-culture
than a simple identification of a framework or grid in its conceptual traits! In fact, the notion
of a conceptual framework, abstracted from the integrated humanity of man has more to do
with Greek philosophy than with full-orbed Biblical truth!
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clusion of this section on Biblical Hermeneutics must be a plea, if not summons, to the readers of this Commentary not to study James, until and unless
they have committed themselves to constant prayer. The promise of God is
that this will result in “the riches of a full assurance of understanding (Col.
2:2; see also Owen, IV, 117ff). While perfect understanding is admittedly an
elusive commodity this side of glory, failure to arrive at a purposeful and
adequate understanding is culpable.
Of course, all this does, and should raise the question how a Biblical
Hermeneutics that is foundational for the interpretation and understanding of
the biblical text translates into a Biblical Homiletics. This is specifically pertinent in the light of the perennial issue of so-called Christocentric preaching,
combined with Luther’s assessment that James is seriously, if not mortally,
lacking in Christocentricity.
Homiletics, then, is the next topic to be explored. This is done in Topical
Focus #3: Biblical Homiletics. In it we also do, and must explore the question whether James’ type of preaching is an acceptable model for the Church
of Christ. Let us not forget that his Epistle with a good deal of justification
has been characterized as sermonic in texture (Doriani), portrayed as a collection of sermon notes (Tasker), that can, and should function as a seedbed for a
vast array of sermons throughout Church history, and even depicted as a
combination of two sermons (Kistemaker). At this point the plot cannot but
thicken. By the standard of Luther in the past James was regarded as seriously, if not mortally lacking in Christocentricity. Similarly, if the standard of
much present day redemptive-historical thinking would have prevailed in the
days of James, the latter, to say the least, would more than likely have been
viewed as (seriously) flawed as well. Of course, the mantra of this type of
thinking is that a sermon, any sermon that can be, or could have been
preached in a Jewish Synagogue, or in a Muslim Mosque, cannot possibly be
a Christian sermon. Well, according to some commentators, apart from some
phraseology James could have been preached in a Synagogue (or Mosque). In
fact, it has been claimed, based on its content, that James is basically a Jewish
book, meant for the Synagogue. Only later was it Christianized by means of a
few surface references to Christ.54 All this raises at least two intriguing questions, a question that immediately suggests itself as well as a more fundamental question.
First, then, the immediate question! How is possible for a “divinely authorized” piece of “sermonic literature” (James!) that supposedly lacks Christocentricity to give rise to sermons that must have the hallmark of Christocentricity upon it for it to be acceptable? Concretely, if James needs some Chris54

This claim was made by F. Spitta, Der Brief des Jakobus (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1896), and debunked by Dibelius, 22-23. For a further discussion of this claim, see
McCartney, 14, 33-34).
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tocentric sprucing up to arrive at biblical par in dealing with the sum and substance of the OT, how can it be the authorized model for NT preaching about
the OT, or about the Epistle itself for that matter. Luther did face, and many,
if not all proponents of the exclusivistic redemptive historical movement by
implication equally appear to face an unsolvable Gordian knot! However,
since James is “divinely authorized” (No contest!), the conclusion may well
be inescapable that both Luther and proponents of the exclusivistic redemptive-historical movement are themselves seriously, if not mortally flawed in
their main contention. The truth of the matter is that history has already come
down with this verdict upon Luther and his assessment of James, while the
(exclusivistic) redemptive historical movement may be well-advised to do
some serious soul searching. In the process it should ask itself the question
whether it believes that James as an infallible piece of “sermonic” literature
does or does not need to be spruced up Christocentrically in order to get its
message across. If infallibility means anything, the answer, of course, should
be resoundingly in the negative.
Second, on to the more fundamental question! Could James have been
preached in a Synagogue or in a Mosque, yes or no? If so, the abovementioned mantra must (at least partly) be wanting. After all, if it can be
preached in either of these places, it cannot be sufficiently Christocentric because of its sparing reference to Christ, while at the same time it must be sufficiently Christocentric as a canonical book. A bewildering dilemma! On the
other hand, if it could not be preached in a Synagogue or Mosque, the search
is on to identify the correct type of Christocentricity. After all, with James as
infallible benchmark, such type should be able to make scant mention of Christ and at the same time be sufficiently biblical. Once again, a bewildering
situation!
That every sermon must be biblically Christocentric, whether implicitly
or explicitly, is a given. Further, if James is biblically Christocentric, we must
pinpoint and define this in order to show how it can, will, and should function
as a perennial model. Luther most certainly held to a Christocentricity that
was deficient. After all, a Christocentricity that dismisses James must be deficient by definition. Similarly, any type of redemptive-historical hermeneutics
that cannot in whole or in part hold up, recommend or utilize James as a “divinely authorized” model to be unreservedly followed in preaching, must be
deficient as well. In a real sense James is a benchmark sermon that sits in
judgment over every sermon delivered in an analogous manner and in analogous situations. To claim, therefore, that it must be made Christocentric is
to turn the tables and brazenly to sit in judgment over it. This is patently unacceptable.
Well, let us take a look in the now following Topical Focus at what a
Biblical Homiletics does, and should look like, also in the pivotal area of
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Christocentricity, hopefully to arrive at some answers that can assist the various categories of people for whom this Commentary is written to understand
the message of James, and to get it across to others, whether through preaching or otherwise (teaching and counseling)! The (by)product may well be a
Revival theory of preaching (as well as teaching and counseling) that does, if
not should produce a caliber of awesome battle-hardened Revival preachers
(as well as teachers and counselors), and result in a practice of awesome
combat-ready Revival preaching (as well as teaching and counseling). Both
would (should) have the mark of Revival Status indelibly riveted upon them,
fed by awesome prayer, and resulting in awesome conversions, awesome holiness, awesome compassion, awesome saturation (grassroots) evangelism,
and awesome societal impact. The least we can do is wholeheartedly to plead
with God for such vibrant Revival theory and practice to become common
place with all that this entails in terms of Revival Status, Maintenance Ministry or Recovery Mode! In other words, this Topical Focus is inserted for the
specific purpose of facilitating preachers (as well as other transmitters) of the
Word of God, inclusive, if not specifically of James, to get its content across
without the need to subtract anything from it or add anything to it in order to
have it properly understood by its recipients through their mind, into their
heart and with a view to their life.

Topical Focus #3: Biblical Homiletics
Introduction
For preaching to be based on a Biblical Hermeneutics and to lead to what should be
the grand objective of everything, namely, the true and full-orbed Worship of God in
the Splendor of Holiness, various concerns ought to be addressed (For further details
on worship, see Topical Focus #20: Worship). These concerns are reflected in the
following composite definition of preaching that is designed to cover most, if not all
relevant bases.
Preaching is:
(1) The authoritative, purposeful, and timely communication of God’s truth as
deposited in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments
(2) Based upon a thorough contextual and textual study, and in the form of a carefully structured message
(3) Through the personality of human instruments, commissioned by God the Father, given by Christ, anointed by the Holy Spirit, molded by the Word and committed
to prayer
(4) As the Gospel of and the keys to the Kingdom with discriminating, applicatory and healing power aiming at definitive regeneration, justification and sanctification
(“Making Disciples”) as well as their threefold progressive “outflow” in daily repentance and faith, daily forgiveness, and daily renewal (“Training Disciples”).
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(5) Through the minds, wills, and emotions, to the hearts, and into the lives of any
and all audiences, sinners and saints, men and women, old and young, and presented in
a well-articulated, imaginative and persuasive fashion
(6) In dependence upon, for the sake of and to the praise of the Triune God, and
(7) With a Trinitarian focus, centered upon the God the Father, the Lord Jesus
Christ, and God the Holy Spirit, as this is required by the purpose and content of the
biblical text.
This definition with its seven-fold spotlight upon Scripture, Preparation, Preacher,
Proclamation, Audience, God-centeredness, and last but not least upon the Trinity in
the preaching of the Biblical text, will now be unpacked, be it in a selected number of
broad strokes only.

Panel 1: Spotlight on Scripture
The minister of the Gospel is under a solemn obligation to preach the Scripture of the
Old and New Testaments (2 Tim. 4:2), to preach all of the Scripture (Acts 20:27), and
to preach the Scripture exclusively (Gal. 1:8). For only Scripture is the inspired Word
of God (2 Tim. 3:16)! Its every word is needed to produce and sustain life (Deut. 8:3).
Further, no other word is on a par with it or can claim to be without error in whatever
it asserts (John 10:35). To that end he must be fully committed to it, fully trust it, fully
cherish it, fully savor it, and fully surrender to it. If, and only if, the preacher is a
channel of the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth of Scripture, whether his
emphasis is evangelistic or edificational, whether his method is expository, textual or
topical, he will be able to speak with authenticity and authority. For what he transmits
in that case is not just an all too human message, but a word from God (1 Thess. 2:13).
If he does not exposit and apply his chosen preaching unit, but uses it as a launching
pad for “his” ideas that are extraneous to this unit, whether good, bad or indifferent, he
will forfeit his (official) status as God’s mouth piece. If he does not meticulously outline the preaching unit and does not meticulously convey the components of the text to
his audience, but picks out his own “plumbs” and preaches them, however truthful
they may be, he will forfeit his (delegated) authority.
The minister of the Gospel is under the equally solemn obligation to handle the
Scriptures accurately (2 Tim. 2:15), and to handle all of Scripture accurately (2 Pet.
3:16). The careful interpretation of Scripture and the presentation of its proper meaning are necessary for the truth to come to grips with the hearer (Acts 8:31). Even seemingly insignificant details can harbor a world of difference (Gal. 3:16). The most
fundamental prerequisite for handling Scripture or any part of it accurately is to interpret it in the light of its own purpose. At times this is explicitly stated in the passage that
is chosen as a preaching unit. At other times it must be inferred from the available
clues found in that passage. But only this ensures that the aim of the preacher in his
preaching is identical with the purpose of God in the text. This must be so in order for
the message of the preacher to be truly a word of God for the audience, rather than a
word of man.
The minister of the Gospel has a similarly solemn obligation to bring out the significance of the Scriptures (Heb. 4:12) and to bring out the significance of all of Scripture (2 Tim. 3:16). For the preaching of the Word of God can hardly be complete, unless and until its truth is shown to have applicatory force, and at times even a cutting
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edge (2 Tim. 4:2). The aim ought to be that the truth of Scripture, and indeed all of its
truth, is genuinely understood intellectually, experientially and practically (Neh. 8:8).
In a word, it must be presented as timely, however timeless it may be. For a preacher
to succeed in this he must in the context of the purpose of the preaching unit glean
universal principles and patterns from the text. Then the exposition will become (identical with) the application, the old will show itself to be amazingly young, the ancient
will attest that it is very up to date, the venerable will prove to be ever fresh, and the
timeless will appear to be quite timely.
In short, the minister of the Gospel must honor the Scripture of the Old and New
Testaments for what it is, the inerrant, trustworthy, and authoritative Word of God,
ought to interpret and present its meaning according to the explicit or implicit purpose
of the preaching unit, and should bring out its significance eloquently and apply its
truth cogently.
By way of concluding observation, it is not without good reason that Paul cautions
Timothy and in Timothy all ministers of the Gospel, to “preach the Word” (2 Tim. 4:12). There may be times for a special emphasis upon God the Father, or God the Son, or
God the Holy Spirit. There may be circumstances that require special attention for regeneration, or justification, or sanctification. There may be conditions that call for a
special focus upon evangelism, or missions. There may be situations that invite special
preoccupation with the covenant, the sacraments, church government, spiritual gifts, or
the end times. There may be a need for special instruction in the areas of divine sovereignty and human responsibility, promise and law, marriage and divorce, etc., etc. It
may even be realistically admitted that at different times different preachers are
gripped by different facets of the truth, which they should not hesitate to preach in full
and with force.
But the Church will do well to heed the summons of the apostle Paul carefully. It
must “preach the Word.” If it does so, preferably, if not predominantly in an expository fashion, it will safeguard itself against obscuring, impinging upon, subtracting from,
or adding to the whole counsel of God by an unbecoming, one-sided, fascination for
one or more favorite biblical themes or an even more unbecoming, twisted, enthrallment for one or more unbiblical or anti-biblical theories, and so shield itself against
inflicting inevitable spiritual loss.

Panel 2: Spotlight on Preparation
To understand the fundamental significance and indispensable character of preaching
is to understand the importance of proper preparation. For a message to be biblical in
content and purpose it must reflect the content and purpose of the preaching unit. To
arrive at such a message a thorough contextual study of such unit is an indispensable
necessity.
A contextual study inquires into the historical, cultural, and geographical setting
of a text and seeks to determine whether this is reflected in the various particulars this
text sets forth. It also researches its literary setting and seeks to establish the genre, author, date, audience, theme, division and aim of the larger unit of which the text is only
a part. Contextual studies often fail to add much to the understanding of the text, but at
times shed a remarkable light upon it. This makes them at times extremely worthwhile! (In my section d. Biblical Hermeneutics this material is covered at greater
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length under the two headings of 1. The Historical-Cultural-Geographical Phase, and
2. The Lingual-Generic Phase.)
After the contextual studies have been completed, the meaning of the text must be
established. This may be done with the assistance of dictionaries, grammars, and other
helps. At least two rules of thumb, however, ought to be kept in mind. For one, since
the text is always directed to a specific audience, no meaning may be ascribed to any
text that could not have been recognized by the original audience. For another, since
the text is always truth applied to an audience in its specific situation, no meaning may
be imposed upon the text beyond this truth as it is applied. In a word, the interpreter
faces two inherent limits that he may not transgress. He may not wrest an answer to a
question or a solution to a problem from a text when this text is not designed to answer
that question or solve that problem in addressing its original audience in its own peculiar circumstances. Neither may he force a legitimate specific textual answer or solution on an audience, unless it is in an analogous situation or faces analogous circumstances (In my section d. Biblical Hermeneutics this material is covered more extensively under heading 3. The Grammatical-Lexicographical Phase, and in the context of
the Three Principles of Interpretation: The Analogy of Biblical Interpretation, The
Analogy of Faith, and the Analogy of Previous Scripture.)
Once the meaning of the text is established, the bedrock for relevant preaching is
in place. The genius of such preaching is to glean the legitimate universal principles
and patterns of God’s dealings with man and of man’s response to God from the text.
To arrive at these principles and patterns a careful outline of the text that accommodates all the elements of the text in its literary context is indispensable. By way of illustration, a recent audience was correctly reminded that one cannot do justice to Paul’s
Romans unless it is recognized that he both starts (Rom. 1:1-5) and ends (Rom. 16:2527) with the composite theme of the Gospel that aims at the obedience of faith so as to
bring glory to God’s name. This is further underscored by the fact that Paul in the
course of his letter calls himself a minister of Jesus serving the Gospel of God with a
view to sanctification by the Spirit, which is the obedience of faith (Rom. 15:16, 18).
In short, the whole letter starts with this theme, is carried by it and aims at it. Consequently, every message from Romans must take this into account, keep it in mind, and
constantly remind its audience of it, if it wishes to be faithful to Romans in its sum,
substance and purpose. Clearly, Paul’s presentation is much more than a matter of
“pure theology” to tickle the intellect. It is practical to the core, and aims to leave a
deposit of holiness in everyday life. In fact, every chapter in Romans, whether it deals
with justification, regeneration, sanctification, election, or the practicalities of life, is
designed to reach this destination. God’s Word is never given to “plumb and fathom
essence,” but to “pursue and arrive at ethics” (Deut. 29:29). Of course, all this makes it
rather clear that it requires careful, meticulous and painstaking study of God’s Word in
its over-all composition and its individual parts to do full justice to it. The theme and
the main divisions will yield the more general and structural universal principles, the
subdivisions the more particular and concrete universal principles. (In my section d.
Biblical Hermeneutics all this is covered in greater detail under the headings 4. The
Textual-Contextual Phase, and 5. The Covenantal-Applicatory Phase.) This procedure
will ensure that the message originates in and emerges from the total text as its source,
and is not superimposed upon it as a launching pad. Only when the message is recognized as the message of the text does it properly carry divine authority. Otherwise it
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displays at best the enthusiasm of the messenger. This may be entertaining. It may
even be fully biblical. But it cannot make the message compelling.
The outline of the preaching unit, formulated in terms of universal principles,
should determine the structure of the body of the message. It must represent and unpack the theme and divisions of the text. At no time may the audience hear anything
else but, “Thus says the Lord.” It is advisable for a preacher to state the theme and divisions of his message explicitly and at the outset, whether in the form of propositions,
assertions, questions, etc. If he decides against this, the minimum requirement is that
the audience clearly understands what the text wishes him to get across and is able to
follow the flow of the message. Once again, it is regrettable that an author, who is extremely laudable in his aim at preaching “memorable sermons,” de-emphasizes the
need for outlining the text (Ellsworth, The Power of Speaking God’s Word, 105). This
is bound to contravene his aim. What must be memorable is the content of God’s
Word to be presented in a memorable manner! But what better way is there than to follow the flow of the text wrapped around its theme and sub-themes in a pointed and pithy fashion? After all, the flow of the text is by definition the flow of the Holy Spirit!
When the body of the message is ready to be presented, an introduction and a conclusion should be added. The introduction must be just that, an introduction, short and
to the biblical point. However constructed, it must arrest attention, awaken interest in
the subject matter and produce an eagerness in the audience to listen to the message.
Indeed, it may even create a tension in the hearers that will not be released until the
climax is reached and the presentation is completed. The conclusion should follow the
climax. Again it should be short and to the point of the message. Whether it consists of
a summary, a series of questions, a plea, or a challenge, its aim should be to drive the
message home, through the mind, will, and emotions, into the hearts and lives of the
hearers. This, however, was not always the way an assembly concluded in the early
Church. An order of service often did (and should?) consist of three major parts. After
(1) worshipping up a storm to reach the heart through the emotions, and (2) preaching
up a storm to reach the heart through the mind, they would be (3) praying up a storm
to reach the heart through the will (See for a similar recommendation Jonathan Edwards, A Call to United, Extraordinary Prayer, 143-144). The prayer time would not
come in the middle, but at the end of the assembly. This was predicated upon two biblical principles. First, in this scenario they would pray the content of the Word, presented in the message, into a life of obedient fruit bearing (John 15:7; 1 Tim. 4:5). Too
often a prayer time in the middle of the service deteriorates into a display of mancenteredness, such as “an organ recital,” “a travel manifest,” or “an unemployment office.” Second, they would give evidence that the statement of James had become flesh
and blood for them. “You do not have because you do not ask” (Jam. 4:2). In short, an
assembly should sing the Word, preach the Word and pray the Word, in this Godcentered order. The explosive nature of such “order of service” is easily imagined and
grasped through the example of a message on “tithing,” “evangelism,” or similar topics, which is (to be) climaxed by a prayer time pleading with God for obedience to the
preached Word. That this would enhance the memorable nature of a message in word
and deed goes without saying. What is stated in the sermon is repeated in prayer until
it is unforgettable. Not so incidentally, habitual congregational prayer of this sort may
well lead to Revival Status. But more about this below!
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Panel 3: Spotlight on the Preacher
In a very fundamental sense God’s message as well as God’s method is God’s man.
The messenger must be the embodiment of the message. He must be truth personified.
It is not just that the preacher must be God’s mouthpiece, his Master’s voice, however
much that should be the case. This is what the previous section was all about. When he
speaks, he must be able to say with confidence that Christ speaks (Rom. 10:14). But
there is more. As the Father is truth, Christ is truth and the Spirit is truth, so the
preacher as the Father’s representative, Christ’s ambassador and the Spirit’s instrument must in a real sense be truth himself. How else could Paul have spoken with approval of the Thessalonians as “imitators of him” (1 Thess. 1:6)?
For any preacher to be truth personified and to present himself with confidence as
a model for the believers, he must have proper credentials in terms of the origin of his
ministry and the preparation for his task as well as of his walk with God and execution
of his duties.
God must have called and commissioned him (Heb. 5:4), and Christ must have
presented him to the Church as his personal gift (Eph. 4:11). God’s call to ministry can
never be separated from his call to Christ. In fact, the latter is the bedrock for the former. The call to Christ is, first of all, experienced in the heart rending and transforming
reality of rebirth, accompanied by repentance and faith, evidenced by a thirst for God,
and resulting in an appropriation of Christ. Then in the refreshing reality of God’s justifying verdict that yields forgiveness of sins, which is sealed by the indwelling of the
Spirit. And finally, in the enriching reality of sanctification through the energizing
presence of the Spirit! From all this arises an inner desire to serve in the pastoral and
preaching office, to extend the Gospel to others, and so to see sinners saved and saints
edified.
Already at this stage there is a curious intertwinement of the call of God to and the
preparation of man for the ministry. The call takes the avenue of the preparation to
evidence itself. In fact, the clarity of the call is commensurate to the progress in the
preparation. Still, progressive sanctification and a desire to enter the ministry, however
indispensable, are only the first steps in the preparatory process. By themselves they
are far from definitive proof of a divine call and in a sense only the launching pad for
the main and much more focused stage in the preparation. The focus of this stage is
twofold, in line with both a divine and human aspect.
The human aspect is expressed in 2 Timothy 2:2, where a period of intensive
training is ordered for future leadership. This is a straightforward directive. Historically it has often been quoted as the basis for Theological Seminary education. The curriculum of such an institution usually calls for an instructional period from three to four
years. This is intensive, as it should be. But it is not sufficient, unless hand in hand
with the acquisition of the knowledge of the Word there is maturation in being molded
by that Word. The process of sanctification, in the broadest sense of the word, must be
a priority (1 Tim. 4:15-16). Further, anyone who wishes to be molded by the Word,
that is, to make progress in practical godliness, must not only be filled with the Word
that directs, but also with the Spirit who empowers (Col. 3:16; Eph. 5:18). The former
without the latter will leave emptiness in its wake; the latter without the former will
have blindness as its net effect. It makes little difference whether one knows the way
to reach a destination, but lacks the wherewithal to get there, or possesses the where242

withal to get somewhere, but does not know which destination one wishes to reach.
Finally, this molding process by the Word and the Spirit must occur not only by thinking things through in a classroom situation, but also by taking action. A Seminary education that confines itself to classroom instruction can produce a taught leadership, but
never, I repeat, never, a trained leadership, and therefore not a truly biblical leadership. For that it must follow the model of Jesus, which may well have to turn into a paradigm shift. When Luke informs Theophilus (Acts 1:1) that his first book dealt with
“all that Jesus began to do and teach,” he reveals the contours of his training ministry,
“do and teach” (I owe this reference to Dr. Harry Reeder, pastor of the Briarwood
Presbyterian Church, Birmingham, AL). One cannot learn to swim in a desert. Neither
Jesus, nor Paul occupied a plush office in a metropolitan city from which they directed
their ministry with a salary in six figures. They did not take refuge in the protected
harbor of their classroom instruction either. No, they took their trainees into the rough
and tumble world of their day and at times they sent them out by themselves, not
knowing under which roof they would sleep next, and when they would eat next. They
were after a battle-hardened army, whether officers, lieutenants or soldiers. Even in
this scenario it ironically seemed to take them often a coon’s age to produce an unfinished (!) product. In short, no extensive boot camps, no trained folks! No physician
comes as ill-prepared to treat physical bodies, as most ministers of the Gospel come to
treat immortal souls. No ministers receive the 24-7 training as physicians do during
years in residence. Seminaries that do not take this shortcoming seriously, and fail
(refuse) to remedy this situation in one way or another, are bound to end up, to use a
rather trite but true phrase, as cemeteries, even if they have a reputation that they are
alive. The history of the Church is strewn with such institutions! It is no surprise that
historically all Christian institutions of higher learning that were started by Churcheson-fire invariably ended up as “watery graves” that doused the fire and killed their
“mother” (I return to this below). To put it bluntly, any instructor, whether in the
Church, a Christian College, or a Theological Seminary who in one way or another
seeks to prepare “students” for ministry, but does not take them personally into “battle” is ultimately not worth his salt.
The divine side is somewhat more intricate. It is closely linked with the area of
spiritual gifts. The presence of the Spirit is not just evidenced by a lifestyle that has the
marks of holiness indelibly stamped upon it. According to Peter, within the fabric of
the Body of Christ the Spirit also furnishes every believer with a special gift, either in
the area of “speaking” (the oracles of God) or in the area of “acting” (ministry) (1 Pet.
4:10-11). These are further identified by Paul as “prophecy” (parallel to “speaking the
oracles of God” in Peter and indicating the recipient as God’s mouth piece) and “ministry” (identical to Peter’s terminology and characterizing the recipient as doing his
footwork), and subsequently subdivided into “teaching” and “exhorting” in the speaking area, as well as “sharing,” “caring,” and “showing mercy” in the acting area (Rom.
12:3-8). What emerges here is the connecting link, the bridge between the call to Christ as the foundation and the call to the ministry as the crowning piece. No folks who
aspire to any specific ministry, whether as evangelists, pastors/teachers or deacons,
should ever be appointed to that ministry until the corresponding gifts are in unmistakable evidence.
This is to say, the Christian who aspires to the pastoral/teaching ministry with its
focus upon the Word should display a gift in the speaking area before he ever may
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consider, or may be considered for that ministry. The call to be a Christian and the
identification of one’s gift are intimately interwoven. Teaching and exhorting are activities in which all Christians should be involved as Christians (Heb. 3:13; 5:12). The
same is true of sharing, caring, and showing mercy, for that matter (Lk. 3:11; Rom.
16:2; Jam. 2:13). Then, in the way of a boot camp, a pressure cooker, or a microwave
of purposeful obedience to God’s explicit commands in each of these areas and empowered by the indwelling Holy Spirit, every Christian will eventually be able to determine experientially that the same Holy Spirit has given something special to him or
her in one of these areas.
In a boot camp participants are subjected to a thorough, uninterrupted, and ever
accelerating training regimen that resembles a pressure cooker or microwave oven,
which aims at speedy results. This regimen ideally consists of three main phases. The
first one is the teaching phase in which a gift is analyzed, defined and explained. The
second one is the modeling phase in which the participants are exposed to the exercise
of this gift by their teacher. The third one is the implementing phase in which participants repeatedly take the plunge themselves under the supervision of their teacher. In
other words, it is impossible to learn to swim in a desert. At the same time only constant exposure to a swimming pool will yield the desired results. The training regimen
is not complete until participants have recognized their gift and are totally comfortable
in the exercise of it. In fact, in the area of his gift the recipient will invariably be selfpropelled and unstoppable, whether in evangelism, speaking (teaching or exhorting) or
serving (sharing, caring or showing mercy), and evidence this by stating to the Church,
and to its evangelistic, pastoral and diaconal leadership, “If you do not use me, you
‘abuse’ me, and you will lose me” (For further details regarding the ecclesiastical
structure and in this context the pivotal nature of the gift issue, see Topical Focus #16:
Teaching in the NT). At any rate, it should be rather clear that Theological Seminaries that are not committed to the threesome of (one-third) teaching, (one-third) modeling, and (one-third) supervising with a view to ratifying the spiritual gift, are woefully
deficient and are bound to cripple the Church!
My, be it limited, word of mouth research indicates that no more than 10% to 15%
of the members of any given congregation are self-propelled, and therefore can legitimately claim that they have identified their gift. This is a calamity of potentially disastrous proportions either in the making, just around the corner, or already a present
reality. To confine myself to the pastor-teacher office, this regrettably does not only
narrow the pool of eligible men dramatically. It also forces the Church to call folks to
the pastor-teacher’s office who are singularly unqualified, and therefore do not really
belong there. That this has been the undoing of many congregations as well as mismanaged would-be leaders is a well-known fact!
The intensive training and the identification of the spiritual gift in the speaking
area in the course of such training must now be capped off by the third and final stage
of the preparatory process. The Church must determine whether the candidate is, indeed, called of God and a gift of Christ. Neither God the Father nor the ascended Lord
only grants salvation to individuals. They also grant officers, not just offices, to the
Church (Eph. 4:11). Officers are not man-made on earth, but gift-wrapped in heaven.
They must be recognized as such. The Church does so by applying the qualifications
laid down in 1 Tim. 3:1ff as benchmark. These qualifications, hardly surprising, fully
honor the intertwinement of call, preparedness and gift. In the present scenario four
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questions are mandated. Does the candidate have a fervent desire for the pastoral/teaching office? Does he have a track record of practical godliness, acknowledged
by believers and unbelievers? In the light of his track record in his own family, can he
function as a model in and for the Church as the family of God? Finally, has he given
evidence of possessing a teaching-exhorting gift that will enable him to edify the believers as well as promote and/or defend the Gospel before unbelievers? Let me reiterate that the identification of such gift is of the highest priority. After all, a twofold
concatenation obtains. Negatively, no gift, no office! Positively, gift, qualification, office! The significance of gift identification is underscored by the fact that the officers,
whether evangelists, pastor-teachers, or deacons, are called upon to mobilize the
Church in the three areas of daily evangelism (Mt. 28:19), daily speaking (Eph. 4:15;
Heb. 3:13) and daily serving (Gal. 5:13). It is evident that they can only succeed when
they as the officers (“captains”) utilize the gifted people (“lieutenants”) to set the
“membership” (“soldiers”) in motion and to lead them into a concerted action. But
how can they even get out of the starting blocks if they themselves do not evidence the
“wherewithal,” the unstoppable giftedness, as the prerequisite to train and mobilize
others to evangelize, speak, and serve?
In short, if the answer to the four above mentioned questions is in the affirmative,
and properly so, the way to ordination is open. This ordination, then, will constitute a
commission of God through the Church, or of the Church on behalf of God, once again
blending the Divine and human together while acknowledging the primacy of the Divine. When an ordination comes about in this way, it can be expected that a resulting
ministry will be pursued in prayerful dependence upon Divine grace and be executed
with the anointing of the Spirit. Such dependence naturally flows forth from the recognition of the primacy of the Divine. Each officer, including the pastor/teacher, owes
his origin to God’s call and Christ’s gift. Such anointing naturally flows forth from the
recognition of the indispensable operation of the Spirit. The Spirit who sanctifies and
the Spirit who endows with a special gift, in the first steps and the main stage of the
preparatory process respectively, is also the Spirit who grants unction to the preacher
in the proclamation of the Gospel. This is a curious reality that just like so many other
spiritual realities transcends conceptualization. It must be experienced personally to be
understood. This unction produces a liberty, a vitality, a power that transforms the
proclamation into “rivers of living water” (John 7:37-39). These “rivers” will both
“make glad the city of God” (Ps. 46:4) and prevail over “the gates of hell” (Mt. 16:18).
This underscores that in a very pivotal sense God’s method is God’s man. The Spirit’s
unction is upon the Spirit’s man, not merely upon his message or upon his audience.
“Preaching is the art of making a preacher … Preaching is the outrush of the soul in
speech. Therefore, the elemental business in preaching is not with the preaching, but
the preacher. It is no trouble to preach, but a vast trouble to construct a preacher. What,
then, in the light of this is the task of the preacher? Mainly this, the amassing of a great
soul so as to have something worthwhile to give – the sermon is the preacher up to
date” (Bishop Quayle, quoted in Ellsworth, The Power of Speaking God’s Word, 134;
for the indispensable presence and the pivotal function of the Holy Spirit in (Revival)
preaching, see esp. Azurdia III, Spirit Empowered Preaching, 23, 37, 97-101, 107-109,
114-116, 121-125, 131, 137, 148-159, 170, 175-179).
It stands to reason that all this is very pertinent for the interpretation, understanding, and application of James 3:1ff that seems to throw cold water upon literally any245

one who seeks to enter the teaching office. That this calls for our careful attention below stands to reason!

Panel 4: Spotlight on Proclamation
The preaching of the Gospel is the first and foremost means of grace. Of the several
parables that disclose features of the Kingdom which were unknown in the OT era
(Mt. 13:1-52), the one that heads the list brings this out with great force. In order to
implement the Kingdom there is no other alternative than to sow the seed of the Word.
This is further on display on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:17ff, and specifically 42)
and set forth by Paul as a universal principle (2 Tim. 4:1-2). People will not believe
unless they hear the preached Word (Rom. 10:14).
The power of the spoken Word is clearly enormous (See also Ezek. 37:1ff; consult
Ellsworth, The Power of Speaking God’s Word, passim, esp. 15-38, for the need, history, and craft of “orality” or “oral communication” in preaching that is “dialogical,”
“communal,” “expressive,” “concrete,” “situational,” and “instantly intelligible to the
hearer”). It guarantees that the Church of Christ has a great future. After all, this Word
is specifically designated by Christ himself as the keys to the Kingdom. This ensures
that the gates of hell will not prevail against the Church. With the weapon of the proclamation of the Word it is invincibly on the march. The picture is bright, indeed. But
does it seem realistic? The facts look rather grim. They hardly seem to bear out a triumphant impact of the Church. Worldwide it does not keep up with the birthrate. Nationwide it is hardly able to hold its own. And locally the Church is often in retreat!
How does one square the promise of the Savior with the facts, the ideal with the real?
The reason for this should not be sought in the promise, as if that is too grand and
too idealistic. The Church is always ill advised to tinker with God's promises, to question them or scale them down. It would seal its doom, for they are its lifeline and its
power. If the problem, then, is not to be sought in the promise of our Lord, it must be
in the preaching of his Word. This, indeed, appears to be the case. Customarily
preachers readily acknowledge that the keys to the Kingdom are to be identified as the
multifaceted Word of God. But they rarely recognize that this multifaceted Word
should be proclaimed as the Keys to the Kingdom. Too often they solely address the
mind and are satisfied with agreement, a mental nod, on the part of the audience. Of
course, the mind matters. The next section will enlarge upon this. But proper preaching
goes deeper. It reaches out to the heart and insists on repentance and/or submission.
Here the contours of the kind of (Revival) preaching comes into view that opens and
closes the Kingdom (Mt. 16:19), that forgives and retains sin (John 20:23), the kind
that is both prescribed and modeled in the Bible itself, and conquers the very gates of
hell. This kind of preaching is discriminatory and applicatory, and so proves to have
healing power. By virtue of this power it is the only kind that truly saves and satisfies.
Discriminating preaching is evangelistic in nature. It aims at “making disciples”
(Mt. 28:19a). It eyes wretched sinners. In addressing them or in expositing an evangelistic preaching unit, the preacher may not leave the hearers in the dark as to their
standing before God. In confronting Nicodemus with his need for a new heart in John
3:5, the Samaritan woman with her need for a new record in John 4:18 and professing
Jews with their need for a new life in John 8:31, Jesus makes it crystal clear that as
they are they cannot lay claim to the Kingdom of God. For all practical purposes he
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calls Nicodemus a blind rebel (John 3:3, 5), the Woman at the Well, a hell-bound adulteress (John 4:16-18), and the “professing” Jews children of the devil (John 8:30-31,
44). When Peter on the day of Pentecost exposits the truth of Joel 2:28-32, his audience has no doubt as to where they stand either. They are called “murderers.” The
preaching of both Jesus and Peter has a cutting edge that is unmistakable. This is Revival preaching at its awesome best. The hearers are not the jury that must give a mental and oral verdict. They are the accused, under obligation to bow before God in instantaneous repentance, and as a result cannot but cast themselves upon mercy alone.
Such preaching invariably results either in broken hearts and awesome conversions, as
in Acts 2 (Specifically Acts 2:41), or in hardened hearts and mortal combat, as in Acts
6-7 (Specifically Acts 7:54ff). In a word, in discriminating preaching the preacher goes
after the rebel heart of man and under discriminatory preaching wretched and lost sinners know that they are hell-bound, preferably even before the preacher has completed
his message (Acts 2:37), whatever their ultimate response may be in the short or in the
long run (For a much needed emphasis upon man’s “evil, God-hating, rebel heart by
birth” as well as the need of the “a new heart” as a “gift of God,” see also Platt, 20,
39). Ravi Zacharias, Jesus Among Other Gods (Chennai: RZIM Educational Trust,
2005), 150, quotes with approval Napoleon’s observation that “Christ asks for the human heart; He will have it entirely to Himself,” and then comments, “With unbelievable insight, he saw how Jesus Christ conquered. It was not by force, but by winning
the heart.” Regrettably, even this is not sufficiently biblical. He must kill man’s “heart
of hate” (Tit. 3:3) and replace it, replace it with a “heart of love” (Ezek. 36:26), namely his own (Rom. 6:6, 11)! What a fathomless truth!
Applicatory preaching is always edificational/sanctifying in nature. It aims at
“training disciples” (Mt. 28:20; John 8:31). It eyes wretched saints. In expositing edificational/sanctifying preaching units or in addressing believers, the preacher will not
leave his audience in the dark as to their status before God. When Jesus had finished
his exposition of the law in the Sermon on the Mount, the disciples knew what kind of
lifestyle would disqualify a man from membership (Mt. 7:24-27). When James addressed his hearers in the area of practical godliness, he did not simply define it in
terms of its origin, nature, implementation, and range. He also left no doubt that it was
neither optional nor negotiable. Professing believers who saw their disobedient lifestyle or ungodly conduct exposed had little choice. They would either have to clean up
their act, or conclude that they were not genuine believers. Again, the cutting edge is
noticeable. Once again, hearers are never the judge or the jury that make the final determination, but always the accused whenever and wherever they are found wanting.
In a word, in applicatory preaching the preacher sensitizes the hearts of the audience as
to their lifestyles and under applicatory preaching wretched and deficient saints recognize, when and where they are deficient and must deal with it if they truly love God
and if they wish their profession to remain credible to others and to themselves.
This kind of preaching, like no other, has truly healing power. It sets the stage for
the application of the three benefits of the gospel in the areas of regeneration, justification, and sanctification, both in the life of the believer and the unbeliever. In discriminating preaching the unbeliever is ultimately confronted with his rebel heart (Nicodemus), his guilty past/record (The Samaritan woman), and his unholy life (“Professing”
Jews). This sets the stage for the preacher to call the sinner to repentance unto the forgiveness of sins and an obedient life through the gift of the Spirit (Acts 2:38), and for
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the sinner to call on the Lord for a new heart, a new righteousness and a new holiness,
based upon God’s threefold promise to that effect (Ezek. 36:37, 25-27; Acts 2:39). The
upshot will be the liberating reality of a heart that is freely devoted to God, the refreshing reality of a record that is fully cleansed before God, and the enriching reality of a
life that blossoms up before God. Similarly in applicatory preaching the believer is potentially faced with shortcomings in his conduct. This paves the way for the preacher
to call saints to repentance unto the forgiveness of sins and practical godliness and for
the saints to call in repentance to the Father for forgiveness and practical holiness. This
will produce a renewed freedom, refreshment, and enrichment, i.e., a Revival culture!
All this is to say that discriminating preaching under God effects the once and for
all realities of regeneration (John 3:5), justification (Rom.5:1), and sanctification (Heb.
10:10, 14), while applicatory preaching effects the continuing realities of daily repentance (2 Cor. 7:8-10), daily forgiveness (1 John 1:8, 9), and daily renewal (2 Cor.
7:11). Everyone who possesses the once and for all realities will show this in the continuing realities, thus resting in God without pride and presumption, and everyone who
experiences the continuing realities may be assured of the possession of the once and
for all realities, thus working out his salvation without doubt and despair. Clearly, the
healing waters that flow forth from discriminating preaching continue to flow forth
through applicatory preaching. Both types of preaching are woven of the same cloth.
As we shall see further below, they both arise from the heart, the mission control center, of the preacher and address the heart, the mission control center, of the listener.
The first type issues a summons to initial surrender to wretched sinners. The second
type issues a summons to continuing surrender to wretched saints.
That both types, equally proclaiming the Word of God as the Gospel of, and the
Keys to the Kingdom, are deeply satisfying hardly needs to be repeated. The first one
furnishes entrance into the presence of God through definitive regeneration, peace in
the love of God through definitive justification, and fellowship under the smile of God
through definitive sanctification. The second one furnishes growing entrenchment in
the presence of God through progressive repentance and faith, growing awareness of
the love of God through progressive forgiveness, and growing assurance of the smile
of God through progressive obedience.
Incidentally, it has been suggested to dismiss an assembly immediately after the
sermon, and never to conclude a service with a song, whether a psalm or a hymn. This
would jeopardize, and therefore be detrimental to, the impact of the message. However
much I appreciate the sentiment behind this suggestion, it still indicates a massive misunderstanding, if not confusion. Scripture indicates that “we do not have because we
do not ask” (Jam. 4:2). This implies that there will be no impact, no fruit, no result, ever and at all, song or not, unless the audience responds by seeking to pray the Word
into tangible existence (See John 15:7 and 1 Tim. 4:5 for the correlation of Word and
prayer). As has been mentioned already, one can only imagine what a sermon on any
subject would produce, if the congregation at its conclusion would start pleading for
godliness in the matter! It would more than likely stagger the imagination to think
what the result would be of a year of sermons under such scenario.
In summary, the biblically ideal worship service is arguably one which starts out
with reaching the heart through the emotions by worshipfully singing up a storm, continues with reaching the heart through the mind by powerfully preaching up a storm,
and concludes with reaching the heart through the will by unceasingly praying up a
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storm. This order of service was apparently practiced by Justin Martyr in the early
Church, and has the additional advantage that the congregational prayer will be Godcentered, precisely because it prays the Word! Too often pastoral prayers prior to the
message end up man-centered in content as well as outlook! This order of service also
would facilitate the implementation of the biblical and uncompromising guideline that
a veteran preacher embraced in the later years of his ministry and presented as a maxim that Scripture imposes upon everyone who seeks to proclaim the truth of Scripture.
Since Scripture is fully the Word of God, has unconditional Divine authority, and
therefore places its readers/hearers under the obligation of instantaneous surrender, no
preacher, ideally speaking, should deliver a subsequent message until both he and his
audience are persuaded that the previous one has met with heartfelt and purposeful obedience on the part of everybody.
It has been argued that Revival preaching is best served by relinquishing any dependence upon a written manuscript or even upon a set of notes, whether more or less
elaborate. When the Word of God truly captures the preacher’s heart, he will, and
should, be able to convey that Word to his audience spontaneously and directly. With
the main ideas to be conveyed and the structure of his message firmly fixed in his
mind, the precise wording will, and should, effortlessly come to him in the pulpit. In
fact, the claim has been made that the “orality” of preaching virtually requires
“Preaching without Notes” (See Ellsworth, The Power of Speaking God’s Word, esp.
45, 54ff, 69ff, 101ff, 134). It undoubtedly would raise the stake for the preacher. His
“authenticity” in and through the experienced presence of the Spirit would either come
effectively into play or would prove to be conspicuous in its deadening absence. In
other words, he would either speak pungently and movingly from “heart” to “heart,”
and so would make inroads into his audience, or bound to his manuscript would tend
to convey content from mind to mind with little or no transforming impact. I strongly
concur that it is by far the better part of godly wisdom to cut the umbilical cord to a
manuscript or even to a set of notes. But this is not the place to argue this at length.

Panel 5: Spotlight on the Audience
Preachers invariably face a great diversity of listeners in their audience. They can expect to encounter saints and sinners, men and women, old and young who come from a
variety of backgrounds, live in a variety of circumstances, find themselves in a variety
of situations, cope with a variety of problems, look forward to a variety of futures, etc.,
etc. It is the genius of preaching that the preacher can touch any and all audiences,
however diverse, simultaneously with the Word of God. In order to succeed he must
reach out to their hearts as the primary aims through their minds as the necessary
means with a view to their holiness of life as the ultimate objective. This is fully in line
with the Scripture's distinction of a three-fold understanding: of the mind (Ps. 73:1617; Dan. 9:2), the heart (1 Ki. 3:9; Is. 6:10), and the life (Job 28:8; Prov. 15:21).
Although the heart is the preacher's primary aim, the mind matters. The truth of
the Word of God will not reach the heart except through the mind, however much it is
intertwined with the will and the emotions. This is why Scripture is replete with references to the significance, indeed necessity, of the teaching activity. All Christians
should be teachers (Heb. 5:12). Many Christians have received a special teaching gift
(Rom. 12:7). An elder in the Church is called a pastor-teacher (Eph. 4:11).
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Teaching is the channel through which the truth of God enters into, and makes an
impact upon, the lives of people. It can be defined as the conveying of the truth that is,
and of the truth that ought to be. The truth-that-is, the focus of systematic theology,
covers the doctrines of Scripture, such as, the Trinity, predestination, creation, providence, Christ, the Holy Spirit, man, regeneration, justification, sanctification, the
Church, the consummation, etc., etc. The truth-that-ought to be, the focus of ethics,
deals with the substance of the Ten Commandments, the Sermon on the Mount, the
Fruit of the Spirit, and the many directives for a godly and righteous life that are found
in Scripture. The truth-that-is and the truth-that-ought-to-be are closely related. In fact,
the former is the foundation for the latter. By way of illustration, only the fact that a
fetus is a human being (Ps. 139:15) (The truth that is) justifies the struggle to outlaw
abortion (The truth that ought to be). But because of this fact such struggle is also
mandated.
This illustration does more than indicate the relationship between “systematic theology” and “ethics.” It also drives home that the stakes in teaching are high. Improper
teaching turns the Church into a rudderless ship, exposed to every wind of doctrine
that is bound to shipwreck it (Eph. 4:14). Proper teaching, on the other hand, organizes
the presentation of God's truth in a way that it is conveyed in its totality (Acts 20:27)
according to the intake capacity, the comprehension level and the need of the audience
(Acts 20:31). Such teaching will renew the mind (Rom. 12:2). This, in turn, will result
in the unity of the faith, the knowledge of the Son of God, and the full transformation
into His image (Eph. 4:13). Clearly, the mind does matter.
The recognition of the immense significance of the intellect, however, should never deceive anyone into taking a stand for the primacy of the intellect. This would be a
deadly mistake. It unalterably leads to the intellectualizing of the gospel, either in
whole or in part. Man simply is not all “mind.” In fact, with the renewal of man's mind
one has in a real sense only scratched the surface, until and unless the good, acceptable
and perfect will of God is tasted and demonstrated as such (Rom. 12:2). This is why a
teaching ministry may not only address the mind, may not solely take aim at the mind,
nor make the mind its final destination. Through the mind it must take aim at the heart
as the “wellspring” from which all of life, including all conduct, proceeds (Prov. 4:23).
Discriminating and applicatory preaching that will proclaim the Word as the key to the
Kingdom will do just that (Acts 2:37; 7:53; 2 Cor. 12:7; Ps. 51:10). For here one
touches man's deepest being. The heart in Scripture stands for man's inner core, in contrast to his outer appearance (1 Sam.16:7; 1 Pet. 3:3, 4). It represents man's personhood, his deepest self, as I mentioned before, his mission control center!
The counsel written over the entrance to the oracle of Delphi, "Know Yourself," is
one of the most profound counsels ever given to man. But the problem is that man
cannot know his deepest self by self-reflection. This noble task proves to be a sheer
impossibility (Jer. 17:9). True self-knowledge only comes to a man when he looks in
the mirror of divine revelation. And precisely since out of the heart all the issues of life
proceed, he needs the divine revelation desperately. This is supplied in the preaching
of the truth. It does and must go right to the heart to insure that the life that flows forth
from it is truly life. The pattern on display in chapters such as John 3 and 4, Acts 2 and
7, to mention only these, leave no doubt about the biblical model in this regard.
It is no coincidence that the term “heart” is a figure of speech. As the deepest core
of man it represents a layer of him that can only be experienced and therefore tran250

scends conceptualization. It, indeed, goes deeper than the intellect. It is the “I” that has
thinking, as well as willing and feeling, as three of its functions. This, therefore,
should be the primary target in all pastoral ministries, inclusive of preaching. Any type
of ministry that addresses merely the mind, or the will or the emotions for that matter,
will only remain on the surface. The core of man's being must be targeted, touched and
secured for any ministry to be permanent.
To repeat, the mind is of incalculable significance. It should be saturated with all
the truth of Scripture. In fact, intellectually, there should be no doubt about the meaning or significance of any passage, text, or topic of Scripture after it has been preached.
This requires that the message is delivered in a well articulated and clear fashion, in
words that are carefully chosen and befit both the subject matter and the audience. It
must further be presented in an imaginative way, with vivid graphic imaging that illuminates its subject matter, make it come to life before its audience, and captures it. But
it must also come across with persuasiveness, with a personal and practical touch that
makes the audience come to life to its subject matter, to surrender to it, to embrace it,
and to act upon it!
If the preacher applies himself to accomplish this, he will not be satisfied with just
an intellectual deposit as the end product! Apart from the fact that the mind is finite
and cannot function as a final resting place for God’s complementary truth (See Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth), this would be tantamount to turning the
mind into a place that serves the sole purpose of storing agreeable data like ice cubes
in the freezer compartment of a refrigerator. No, the mind should be a channel through
which the truth penetrates into the heart. It will be like a stream of water that floods it.
It will prick, jolt, cut, instruct, direct, empower and set in motion. The primary aim is
not agreement of the mind, but repentance, faith, submission, surrender, and embrace
of the heart. The reason is simple. There is no direct line from thinking to acting, from
the mind to life. The trajectory of effective “education” is invariably through thinking
to the heart with a view to action, that is, through the mind to the human mission control center with a view to life. Incidentally, neither is there a direct line from “doctrine” to “holiness.” The latter can only be realized by means of knowing Christ (Eph.
4:13). So with Christ in the regenerate heart the result is assured. Holiness unto the
Lord! This includes every last nook and cranny in the Church, if the mention of weapons of war and of the pots and pans in mother's kitchen is any indication (Zech.
14:20-21). Here the grand objective of biblical preaching comes into view. It is the
Heartfelt Worship of God in the Splendor of Holiness! What else could be the grand
goal of the indwelling Holy Spirit in the heart of Saints?
Holiness, it is the essence of God's being (Is. 6:3), it is the scope of election (Eph.
1:4) of the covenant (Gen. 17:1; Ezek. 36:27), of the work of Christ (Mt. 1:21), of the
operation of the Spirit (Rom. 15:16c), of repentance (Acts 26:20), of faith (Acts
26:18), of the Church (Eph. 4:11, 12) of the new earth (2 Pet. 3:13-14), etc. It is also
the major subject matter (OT and NT) and objective (Ps. 119:11; 2 Tim. 3:15-17) of
Scripture. Why, then, should it not be the grand objective of preaching (Rom. 15:16b,
18; Eph. 4:11-12)? It puts on display just one more aspect of that God-centeredness,
that theocentricity, which is so characteristic of all biblical faith and practice. However, theocentricity must adorn the preacher in more than the objective of his preaching
ministry only. It must suffuse the preaching ministry. This is the topic of the next section.
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Panel 6: Spotlight on God-centeredness
When a preacher is truly God-centered, he displays this in at least three ways. He will
execute his pastoral and teaching ministry in full dependence upon God, for the sake
of God and to the glory of God.
While it is unmistakable in Scripture that the person of the preacher is the indispensable agent and the activity of preaching the indispensable channel through which
the grace of God reaches into the life of the hearers, it is equally unmistakable that the
hearer owes his salvation fully to the sovereign grace of God (Acts 13:48b), the efficacious work of Christ (Is. 53:10) and the operation of the Spirit (John 3:5). If the dependent clause spells 100% man and the main clause 100% God, the combination of
both clauses spells 100% (God) + 100% (Man) = 100% (salvation). That is to say, in
the implementation of salvation the human 100% rests squarely upon the divine 100%
for its effectiveness.
On the one hand, God works through man (per hominem: Rom. 10:14) and the
Spirit works through the Word (per verbum: Jam. 1:18). This is so by divine
appointment. It is the way in which the threefold New Covenant salvation that is
promised by the Father and personified in the Son is personalized by the Spirit. There
is no other avenue of salvation. Human instrumentality in person and word is, indeed,
indispensable.
On the other hand, however, God works with man (cum homine: 2 Tim. 2:25) and
the Spirit with the Word (cum verbo: Acts 16:14). While God works through human
instrumentality to effect salvation, there is no guarantee that salvation ensues just
because man exerts himself in the preaching or teaching ministry. Apparently, one can
be man taught without being God-taught and Word-taught without being Spirit-taught.
Unless God is the architect and the contractor, human laborers build in vain (Ps.
127:1). They are the God-ordained means to a God-ordained end, but never the
(human) cause to a (Divine) effect.
Concretely, the 100% man requires that man “gives it one hundred percent” in his
person and in his preaching. By the same token, the primacy of the 100% God demands from him a deep humility and a total dependence. In the face of his impotence
pride vanishes quickly. Man can only regard it a privilege and be grateful, if and when
God decides to use him. At the same time, when a passion for fruitfulness is kindled
within him, he will turn to fervent and unceasing prayer. After all, God must make the
difference if there is going to be any difference at all! In a word, presumption and
pride must be replaced by humility and prayer!
But there is more. The deepest motivation for the preaching ministry must also be
God-centered. The preacher in the execution of his ministry should not be driven by a
desire for a sense of fulfillment, a sense of accomplishment, or any such motivation
that centers upon himself. Neither should his deepest motivation simply be to see sinners to escape the gruesome reality of hell. No, the driving force should be the desire
for God's electing purposes to come to reality (Rom. 9:11, 23), for the Lord Jesus to
enjoy the fruit of his labor (Is. 53:10, 11), and for the Holy Spirit to see his love
crowned in finished products (Rom. 15:30), all to display the holiness of God (Ezek.
36:22). This, of course, in no way denies that an effective ministry will leave a sense
of thanksgiving in its wake, and will result in joy over the salvation of sinners. Quite
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the contrary, tangibly to be used by God in a successful ministry is an indication of
God’s approval that every “minister” better strive for with all his heart and all his
energy!
Finally, there is a goal. If that is to be God-centered as well, the preacher may not
seek to build his ministry around himself or his church, so as to cherish the acclaim he
gets and the reputation his church enjoys. Neither may he make evangelism, or the
dominion mandate, or any other worthy and necessary goal ultimate, consciously or
unconsciously. No, God must fill the horizon of his life, his endeavors, and his accomplishments. The total range of his ministry, the spiritual growth of the church, the
evangelistic outreach, the progress of the Kingdom, all must be purposefully pursued
and manifestly serve the glory of the Trinitarian God.
This is and must be the grand and ultimate objective. It is the objective of Christ
(1 Cor. 15:28). It may be no less the objective of his Christians, let alone of the Godappointed, Christ-given leaders among them. “For of God and through God and unto
God are all things” (Rom. 11:33)! This will now be exemplified in the last section that
argues quite extensively for a theocentric, and more specifically a Trinitarian homiletic
methodology. In fact, in it I argue that from the biblical perspective only a Trinitarian
homiletics can do justice to Paul’s theocentric statement that God is the Origin of everything, the Agent in everything, and the Goal of everything! All this, of course, aims
to help shed the proper light upon the interpretation, understanding, and application of
James and similar sections of Scripture for today. But there is more to be attained. It
also seeks to determine whether James’ “Sermon,” that admittedly makes little mention of Christ, and does not mention the Hoy Spirit at all, can function as a model for
homiletics. This makes the upcoming section one of crucial significance. One’s homiletics (and hermeneutics) must come into serious question, when it refuses, or even hesitates to use an inerrant “Sermon” as a model for the preaching of “Today.” It would
imply that one can, if not must improve upon James (in order to be truly biblical in
one’s preaching). The stakes are clearly quite high!

Panel 7: (Extensive) Spotlight on the Trinity
It is quite common for the more recent handbooks on Homiletics to insist that, according to Luke 24:27, 44, and John 5:39, 46, Christ is the focus of the OT in general and
of each passage in the OT in particular. This supposedly warrants the conclusion that
any and all preaching from the OT, and by implication from the NT, should be exclusively Christocentric. Regrettably, proponents of this type of preaching all too often
end up by ignoring or downgrading, whether consciously or not, the biblical emphasis
upon either God the Father or God the Holy Spirit, or both. In doing so, as I intend to
show more fully below, they virtually follow in the footsteps of Martin Luther, whose
type of Christocentricity was such that he gladly would have removed James from the
Scriptures. This should raise a red flag or two! At any rate, Luther demonstrates that
the possibility, and danger, of a curtailed, and to that extent errant Christocentricity is
real, and cannot be indulgently laughed away. What has happened in terms of a deficient, if not delinquent Christocentricity (Luther), must be possible (also today)!
Even if there is a legitimate, and necessary Christocentric dimension to preaching,
there is, and must be a more fully biblical, that is, a Trinitarian, approach in evidence
to do full justice to all of Scripture. Clearly, not to have the Son is not to have the Fa253

ther (John 5:23b; 14:9; 1 John 9a). At the same time, not to have the Father is not to
have the Son (John 5:23a; 8:38; 42, 55; 1 John 9b). Similarly, not to have the Son is
not to have the Spirit (John 3:34). At the same time, not to have the Spirit is not to
have the Son (Rom. 8:9). All this is behind my contention, which I argue below, that
an all too exclusivistic Christocentricity, as evidenced in Luther and in much of today’s so-called redemptive-historical homiletics, tends to downgrade the doctrine of
the Father and the Holy Spirit. In turn, this tends to lead, rather ironically, to a reductionistic, anthropocentric, and anemic Christocentricity as well, to whatever degree.
This is why this kind of Christocentricity is always damaging to that same degree, and
sooner or later proves to be self-defeating, if not potentially destructive.
In order to argue a threefold, Trinitarian, hermeneutic and homiletic fullness, rather than a reductionistic, one-dimensional, Christocentricity persuasively, we must
start with the correct view of Luke 24:27, 44 and John 5:39, 46. These are the passages
universally quoted by the proponents of a redemptive-historical type of preaching,
55
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This is also the view of Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, 119-120. Enns virtually
suggests that Jesus soon would have run out of things to say, had he on the way to Emmaus
only quoted the passages in the OT that directly referred to him (Lk. 24:27), especially in the
area of the resurrection (Lk. 24:46). He is of the opinion that all of the OT, in whole as well as
in part, climaxes in Christ, inclusive of his cross and resurrection. In fact, Enns takes it a step
further. To him there is universal warrant for a Christological interpretation of the OT text
whether the literal meaning of the text would allow this or not. Ultimately the OT text serves
(merely) as a launching pad to get the message of Christ across, inclusive of his cross and resurrection. Allegedly, no longer does the OT text bring out the fullness of Christ. “An objective reading of the OT” would never end up with him (152). No, the NT superimposes this
fullness upon the OT text, by “rereading in a fresh way” from the perspective of “the historical death and the resurrection” of Christ (152), and the Church may, if not must follow in its
footsteps. He refers to various supposed uses of the OT by the NT as an authoritative model
to this effect (132-142, 153). It is not possible at this point to interact with each of these supposed uses. But one sample will do for my present purpose. Did Matthew (Mt. 2:15) put
Christological words in the mouth of an unsuspecting Hosea (Hos. 11:1) when he boldly
states that God called Christ out of Egypt as a fulfillment of the Hosea passage? Enns affirms
this. I categorically deny it. The word “fulfill” does not always stand for “a prediction come
true.” It may mean that a later event is an implication of an earlier one, much as in James 1:23
which states that the deed of Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac was a necessary implication of the
faith that he displayed in Genesis 15:6. The Genesis passage 15 is not a prediction. So the
Genesis 22 passage is not a prediction come true. The word “fulfill” can also convey that a
later event displays a parallel with, or constitutes an application of the content of an earlier
one. This is in evidence in Matthew 2:15. Just as Genesis 15 Hosea 11:1 is not a prediction
either. It makes a statement regarding a historical event. Matthew simply capitalizes on this
event when he adds that it is repeated in a parallel manner in the case of Christ. Just as God
called Israel out of Egypt during the Exodus, so he called Christ out of Egypt. He did so to put
on brilliant display that Christ was the True Israel of God. No trace of superimposition whatsoever! Enns errs greatly when he seeks to detect a universal hermeneutics to this effect in the
NT (159), and even more so when he invites the Church to follow in its footsteps. It is hardly
surprising that from Enns’ perspective hermeneutics as well as homiletics turn into a “pilgrimage,” filled with uncertainties (161-163). Ironically, at this point the grammatical-historical
component is asked to come to the rescue to avoid “flights of fancy” (159). But this is tantamount to closing the barn door after the horse has bolted. Of course, all this is not to say that
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ly, neither passage, by any stretch of the interpretive imagination, conveys this. To insist on it anyway is irresponsible exegesis. To be sure, John informs us in no uncertain
terms that Scripture contains an overwhelmingly clear and opulent witness to the glorious Person and Work of Christ. “You search the Scriptures because you think that in
them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness of me … If you believed
Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote of me.” However, these two passages do
neither state that the Scriptures exclusively bear witness of Christ, nor that Moses
wrote only of Jesus. Similarly, Luke informs us just as emphatically that “beginning
with Moses and all the Prophets, (Jesus) interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the
things concerning himself … (adding) that everything written about (him) in the Law
of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” According to Luke, the
Savior systematically recited all the passages and sections that referred to him. However, from this we may not illogically conclude, once again, that all of Moses, all of
the Prophets, and all of the Psalms exclusively wrote about him. This is not stated in
the text, nor is this the case. Until we recognize this, the whole issue of Christocentric
preaching is off the track before we even consider the matter. The fundamental question, therefore, is how to get the (derailed) train back on track.
In a recent article on the necessity of preaching grace in sanctification, which in an
interesting way mentions the progression since his earliest thinking, Bryan Chapell
seeks to do just that.56 Let me list the progressive phases of this endeavor.
1. He perceptively differentiates between “messianic revelation (with) explicit
mention of the person of Christ,” and “vast portions of both the Old and New Testaments (that) make no explicit mention of the person of Christ … (inclusive of) the
prophetic books that predict the coming of the Messiah (but) contain much material
that does not have Jesus as the direct subject.” He subsequently quotes Luke 24:27 to
the effect that “all the law and the prophets testify of (Christ).” As stated above, this is
the hermeneutical and homiletical enterprise is an open and shut case in each instance. Not at
all! However, this undertaking is fraught with so many potential pitfalls that it does not need
Enn’s virtual kiss of death embodied in his declaration that we may go beyond or even go
counter to the plain literal meaning of the text in order to extract a message from it, even if a
so-called “Christotelic” parameter would prevent a total free-for-all. Let it be stated emphatically and in no uncertain terms. If the text is not taken as foundational, and as a result does not
receive the intense attention it deserves and calls for, it will eventually even impinge on the
content and meaning of the cross and the resurrection. That this produces a downward spiral
that affects everything is and should be crystal clear. We do and will end up, as I argued already and argue below again, with an anemic Christ, anemic interpretation, anemic preaching,
an anemic Church, and anemic believers. To talk about a near kiss of death is hardly an exaggeration! Azurdia III, Spirit Empowered Preaching, 46-64, in his otherwise excellent and perceptive volume, is committed to a (seemingly exclusive) Christocentricity of the OT as well.
This is regrettable. As I argue below, I fear that without taking the full Patricentricity of the
OT into account a full Christocentricity cannot come into its own, and as a result a full Spiritucentricity is bound to suffer as well. There is no doubt that the Spirit glorifies Christ by taking of what is his, and by declaring all of it. But the Savior himself adds by way of further explanation that what the Spirit takes of him is the fullness of the Father (John 16:15-16). So
ultimately the Spirit glorifies the Father (as well). This additional explanation is too often
overlooked!
56
Bryan Chapell, “The Necessity of Preaching Grace for Progress in Sanctification,” in Robert A. Peterson and Sean M. Lucas, eds., All for Jesus (Ross-shire: Mentor, 2006), 47-60.
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regrettably a mistranslation of the text. But it may not go unnoticed that this mistranslation puts all proponents of an exclusive Christocentric exposition of the OT who
adopt this translation in a real bind. It virtually forces them to ask the (agonizing) follow-up question. Assuming that all of the OT Scripture testifies of Christ, “how can
Jesus offer the (kind of Christocentric) exposition (as he supposedly does according
Luke 24:27), and by corollary require such exposition from us, if the text does not
make direct reference to him?” In other words, how can anyone insist on a Christocentric exposition and proclamation of a text where Christ is not mentioned, on the basis
of (a mistranslated) Luke 24:27, and how should one arrive at such exposition hermeneutically and at such proclamation homiletically, when the text admittedly is not
Christocentric exegetically? This is, and indeed should be, the burning issue for the
proponents of the exclusivistic so-called Christocentric, redemptive historical, method.
As I argue below, the question Chapell poses, can even be sharpened in the
present context of James, which at best makes peripheral mention of Christ! How can
an inerrant James which according to most every commentator either resembles a sermon, consists of sermonic material, or is a collection of sermon notes, and according
to one commentator should function as a “seedbed for a vast array of sermons” (Tasker, Preface), be enthusiastically accepted as an inerrant model for the type of Christocentric sermons that reflect much of today’s prevailing redemptive historical, homiletic, methodology, if and when this very methodology must conclude that from its perspective James may not function as a model because it does not meet its criteria for a
biblical Christocentric sermon? I also argue below that with the proper translation of
Luke 24:27 this “(agonizing) question” simply disappears as such and proves to be a
non-question, even if the issue as to what it takes for a message from a text where Christ is not mentioned to be a Christian message remains utterly relevant. In the course of
this argument it will become crystal clear as well that James is in no way, shape, or
form lacking in a truly biblical Christocentricity, which means that any hermeneutic
and homiletic methodology that must look at James and similar sections of Scripture
with an agonizing, if not jaundiced eye, better beat a hasty retreat in heartfelt repentance. Whether explicitly or implicitly, one simply may not refuse to embrace even
one section of God’s inerrant Scripture as a biblical model when and where the setting
or circumstances are analogous!
2. At any rate, in dealing with “his question” Chapell refreshingly denies the legitimacy of a type of exposition that seeks to “unveil depictions of Christ by mysterious
alchemies of allegory and typology. The goal is not to make a specific reference to Jesus magically appear from every camel track of Hebrew narrative or every metaphor
of Hebrew poetry (leading to allegorical errors).” With this he justly condemns an excessive redemptive-historical sort of hermeneutics that, indeed, resembles “biblical
alchemy,” but regrettably circulates all too frequently. Such approach does not only
turn the text into a veritable Jack-in-the-Box, but also obscures, if not destroys, its intended message!57 At best, it may end up contemplating a NT truth that is read retroac57

Apparently a specific Seminary requires its students in one of its Homiletics courses to find,
if not unearth Christ in texts, such as Deuteronomy 14:21b, “You shall not boil a young goat
in the milk of the mother.” To talk in this kind of context about an (un)biblical and preposterous alchemy, whether of a questionable typological or allegorical sort, is hardly an exaggeration! Furthermore, the text turns by definition into a kind of Jack-in-the-Box, while its pre256

tively into an OT passage.
3. Instead, Chapell argues that the exposition should “show where every text
stands in relation to the person and/or work of Christ, whose grace alone achieves our
salvation.” In other words, it must “identify how the passage predicts, prepares for,
reflects, or results from the person and/or work of Christ.” For instance, prophecies
predict the work of Christ, the sacrificial system prepares for it, and a relationship,
such as between Hosea and Gomer, reflects the reality of his love and the need for
mercy. Furthermore, it should point out redemptive dead ends, such as the periods of
judges and kings, for the purpose of turning us from human to divine dependence, and
“bridges that allow the covenant people to progress in their understanding of redeeming grace … (such as) the Lord’s calling and preservation of the diminutive nation of
Israel (and) the provision of the manna in the wilderness.” Some entities, such as the
sacrificial system, are dead-end streets on one level, and bridges on another. Finally, it
should observe each text (I summarize) through a twofold micro-lense. How does the
Spirit reveal not only the nature of God in the various dimensions of his redemptive
activity, but also the nature of humanity in its need for redemption? This is “the fallen
condition/divine solution focus,” in which the exposition in each instance displays one
or more aspects of human fallenness, and subsequently points to God’s way out of the
dilemma. Under such preaching human pride does, and should, vanish, and the glory
of God and his grace does, and should, turn into what it should be, namely, “the apex
purpose of the sermon.”58
4. In particular, he urges the following steps in the second part of his article,
which covers “Redemptive Preaching for Sanctification.” This part, of course, is of the
greatest interest for the interpretation, understanding, and preaching of James, since
Practical Godliness, Holiness, Sanctification, as I argue below, is the very heart,
theme, and objective of this Epistle! Chapell’s core recommendation (I summarize
again) is to preach grace in terms of the biblical motivation and enablement necessary
for our obedience. Without it, preaching fosters deadly pride in performance and deadly despair in failure. For one, the preaching of grace and grace only, flowing forth
from, and embodied in the Cross and the Resurrection, rather than trashing the law,
and excusing sin, produces the love that motivates to obey God’s laws, and the zeal to
pursue God’s purposes. For another, the preaching of grace and grace only, flowing
forth from and embodied in the union with Christ in his Cross and Resurrection, produces forgiveness, imputed righteousness, as well as definitive and progressive sanctification. If the Gospel of grace does not aim at this foursome objective, the Gospel is
not preached in full. It is a curtailed, partial Gospel at best, potentially deadening and
destructive. In short, only the motivating and enabling indicatives of grace can supply
the foundation for, and the implementation of the imperatives of holiness, and in the
process cut off both pompous pride and debilitating despair. Without Jesus nothing:
the antidote of pride! With Jesus everything: the antidote of despair. For all this to become a reality God in his infinite love has favored the Church with the disciplines of
grace, such as preaching, fellowship, the sacraments and prayer, to nourish it with the
cious intended meaning, determined by the content and clues in the text, by equal definition
vanishes from sight.
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motivation (love) and enablement (joy) of grace in the Person and Work of Christ with
a view to holiness. In order to arrive at this destination the preacher may not rest until
Christ suffuses and fills the sermon, and a relational bond with him is established.
Without Christ the sermon has no life-giving substance, and without the goal of relational bonding it is misdirected.59
There is little doubt that Chapell’s proposals have markedly advanced the discussion as to how Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms preached Jesus (John 5:39, 46),
how Jesus preached himself on the way to Emmaus (Lk. 24:27), and how the Church
ought to preach him in his footsteps as well as of those of the OT. Still, it seems to me
that they can stand some refinement, especially in the context of James, in terms of
both some (minor) adjustments and (substantive) additions. A Trinitarian hermeneutics
appears both to require this and make it possible. To validate this claim I start with fifteen general observations, and conclude with six sets of comments about the implications of all this for preaching. In these comments I include suggestions concerning
these adjustments and additions.
1. It should once and for all be agreed upon that not all of the OT testifies exclusively of Jesus, whether directly (with Chapell) or indirectly. The reason is simple and
profound. The OT is above everything the Book of God the Father. Therefore, with
occasional, be it crucial references to Christ and the Holy Spirit, it mainly testifies of
the Father, as he extends his covenant of love to humans in order to fellowship with
them in the splendor of holiness, which is reflected in his Law. The Fall interrupted
this undertaking big time. It bankrupted mankind, which ended up with rebel hearts
(Gen. 6:5), guilty pasts/records (Is. 64:6), and polluted lives (John 15:5). Still, in the
continuation of his love he determined to restore mankind, and did so in two phases.
2. In the first phase he focused on Israel, be it as the eventual gateway to the
world. He did so in terms of the covenants with Abraham, Moses and David. He promised to be their God. But at the same time he made it crystal clear that he would not
compromise on holiness. He would neither lower the bar nor be satisfied with anything
less than the benchmark of perfection (Gen. 17:1). The fellowship would be on his
terms and on his terms only. In fact, he (methodologically) insisted that Israel, and in
Israel mankind, was 100% responsible for the spiritual mess it hauled upon itself, and
therefore was equally responsible for cleaning it up! It may not, and should not, go unnoticed that for this very reason he summoned Israel to justify, regenerate, as well as
sanctify itself (sic!) (Ezek. 18:31a, b, c). Why would it opt for death (Ezek. 18:31d32)? Of course, in the process its utter bankruptcy became, and was meant to become
equally crystal clear. Israel ran into the brick wall of its radical impotence and total
helplessness. It came face to face with a spiritual desert situation that proved to be
deadly (Is. 32:14ff), a spiritual cemetery that accommodated the dead (Ezek. 37:1ff),
and a spiritual Dead Sea that caused the death of everyone and everything else (Ezek.
47:1ff). The bottom line is simple as well as profound. Israel’s unquestionable responsibility (sic!) to remedy itself met more than its match in its utter inability to do so.
3. Once this bankruptcy was established as an incontrovertible fact, God inaugurated the second phase, the phase of the New Covenant. It prompted God in his covenantal love and mercy to move “into the gap” (Is. 59:15b-19; Ezek. 22:30). He himself
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would clean up the mess. Not (even) for the sake of Israel, but rather for the sake of his
own reputation and holiness, he made the solemn promise that he would return them to
their homesteads, and give them a thorough cleansing (justification) as the legal
framework, a heart transplant (regeneration) as the launching pad, and a brand-new life
(sanctification) through the Holy Spirit as the crowning piece of his saving activity
(Ezek. 36:22-27). It ought to be noted that the order of instruction in both Ezekiel
18:31 and 36:25-27, in which justification is mentioned before regeneration and sanctification, is not identical to the order of salvation, in which regeneration precedes justification and sanctification. Incidentally, in Romans 3:21-8:17 Paul follows the same
order of instruction as Ezekiel 18 and 36, justification (Rom. 3:21-5:21), regeneration
(Rom. 6:1-11), and sanctification (Rom. 6:12-8:17), while in 2 Corinthians 5:14-7:1 he
presents the order of salvation, regeneration (2 Cor. 5:14-17), justification (2 Cor.
5:18-21), and sanctification (2 Cor. 6:1-7:1). Philippians 3:1-10 follows the latter pattern, regeneration (Phil. 3:3), justification (Phil. 3:9), and sanctification (Phil. 3:10). At
any rate, in his saving process God would turn the spiritual desert into a fertile field
(Is. 32:14f), the cemetery into a virtual maternity ward (Ezek. 37:1ff), and the Dead
Sea into a fresh water lake, filled with fish (Ezek. 47:1ff). In a word, in Ezekiel God
assures us of the awesome New Covenant that would encompass Israel as well as the
Gentile world.
4. But how would this come about? The answer is embodied in the Person and
Work of Christ. The foundation for this embodiment was laid in Moses (Gen. 3:15;
Deut. 18:18-19). A rough outline of this embodiment was sketched in the Writings (Ps.
2:7; 16:10; 22:16-18; 110:1). And some of the finer points of this embodiment went on
record in the Prophets (Is. 7:14; 9:6-7; 11:1ff; 52:13ff; 61:1ff; Micah 6:1ff). All this
culminated in the identification of this embodiment in these same Prophets as the
“(New) Covenant” (Is. 42:6; 49:8; see also Mt. 26:28; 1 Cor. 11:25). In short, the very
New Covenant which the Father promised was to be personified in the Son. As has
been observed already but bears repetition at this time, the Son would produce the new
heart, required for regeneration (Rom. 6:6, 11), the new righteousness, required for
justification (2 Cor. 5:21), and the new holiness, required for sanctification (Heb.
10:10, 14). Without Jesus nothing but bankruptcy: no new heart, no new righteousness,
and no new holiness. With Jesus everything: Jesus’ heart, Jesus’ righteousness, Jesus’
holiness! Then, against the backdrop of the various hopeless cul-de-sacs (Chapell’s
“dead-ends”) we can add to all this--as presented in Moses, the Writings and the
Prophets--, the tapestry of the various hopeful foreshadowings (Chapell's “bridges”)
(1) of the Person of Christ in his function of (a) Prophet, (b) High priest and (c) King,
and (2) of the Work of Christ in the symbolical legislation, covering (a) regeneration
(circumcision), (b) justification (the sacrificial system in general, and the Passover in
particular), and (c) sanctification (separation laws as well as death and life laws; see
for the latter Topical Focus #9: Symbols & Penology in the Mosaic Law)! When we
do so, we should all be willing to agree that Jesus had plenty to talk about on the Road
to Emmaus. In fact, he most likely ran out of time, as he “interpreted in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Lk. 24:27)!
5. To mis-translate and mis-quote Luke 24:27, which is done nearly across the
board in the more excessive as well as the milder redemptive-historical circles, as if it
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states that “all (italics, mine) of the law and the prophets testify of him,”60 is unconscionable in sum and substance, and potentially “criminal” in its twofold effect.
First, it is bound to downplay both God the Father and God the Holy Spirit, and
subtly to rob them of their Person-specific OT glory, and therefore unavoidably of
their Person-specific NT glory as well, whether consciously or not. As the height of
irony, an unbiblical emphasis upon a nearly exclusive Christocentricity, such as found
in Luther and in many redemptive-historical circles, ends up robbing God the Son of
much of his Person-specific OT and NT glory as well. Too often the historia salutis,
the history of redemption, is emphasized at the neglect or expense of the ordo salutis,
the order of salvation. All this, as we shall see at the end of this section, cannot but negatively impact the preaching of both the OT and NT.
Second, by neglecting the place and function of God the Father and God the Holy
Spirit, and thereby downgrading the place and function of the Father, the Spirit, as
well as the Son, it basically facilitates, if not makes for, a man-centered Gospel to one
degree or another, whether intentionally or not. In sharp reaction to the clearly unbiblical, and therefore unacceptable, notion of LAW unto sanctification the emphasis is
now upon GRACE (in Christ) unto sanctification. In line with this, all texts are said to
direct to, prepare for, are reflective of, and result from Christ. However true this is
from the Christological perspective, too much remains unsaid from the Trinitarian
perspective. It is not sufficiently full-orbed. I fear that it leaves too many biblical data
unaccounted for, and allows for too many of them to fall through the cracks, at first in
one’s biblical and systematic theology, but in the end in one’s pastoral pulpit and
counseling ministry. This, of course, requires an explanation. In the Old Covenant the
main, substantive, focus is upon HOLINESS through LAW or LAW unto HOLINESS.
However, its corollary, methodological objective is to show the IMPOSSIBILITY of
HOLINESS through Law or LAW unto Holiness (Rom. 7:18-23). This paves the way
for the New Covenant teaching of HOLINESS, HOLINESS, HOLINESS (of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit) through GRACE (from the Father), GRACE (in
Christ), GRACE (through the Spirit), TRIPLE HOLINESS THROUGH TRIPLE
GRACE. Jesus himself is of this conviction. FRUIT (John 15:2a), (more) FRUIT
(John 15:2b), (much) FRUIT (John 15:8), (continuing) FRUIT (John 15:16) through
the GRACE of abiding in Jesus as the source of grace (John 15:5-6) by the Word and
Prayer as means of grace (John 15:7)! In other words, Scripture does not advocate
HOLINESS/GRAPES through LAW, HOLINESS/GRAPES through law, LAW unto
HOLINESS/GRAPES, or law unto HOLINESS/GRAPES. Neither does it advocate
GRACE unto holiness/grapes, or even GRACE unto HOLINESS/GRAPES. Instead, it
champions HOLINESS/GRAPES through GRACE (This, incidentally, is also suggested by the perceptive title of Bryan Chapell, Holiness by Grace (Wheaton, IL:
Crossway Books, 2001). Only the latter is truly and fully theocentric, and cuts off any
subtle, or not so subtle anthropocentric turn. The first order of business, therefore, is to
establish HOLINESS/GRAPES as the awesome benchmark and the grand objective.
The second order of business is to establish GRACE as the awesome and grand means
to rise to the benchmark and meet the objective! At bottom grace is “merely” the
three-stage rocket that puts the payload of holiness/grapes into orbit. (The first stage is
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the grace of regeneration as the launching pad of holiness. The second stage is the
grace of justification as the legal framework of holiness. The third stage is the grace of
sanctification with (the worship in the splendor of) perfect holiness as the final objective.) This truth is substantiated by the fact that, once the Kingdom of God is fully
ushered in, the need for the rocket (grace) vanishes, but the ultimate payload (holiness)
will be on eternal display (2 Pet. 3:13; see also 2 Pet. 3:11, 14, for the place, and need,
of holiness as its earthly corollary)!
All this is simply to say that only against the backdrop of both the awesome holiness and the awful depravity, on display as such by illuminating comparison, does the
awesome nature and objective of grace stand out. In fact, the more biblically awesome
the benchmark and the more biblically grand the objective are portrayed, the more the
awesome nature and grand objective of grace will be recognized, and by implication,
the more awesome and grand our precious Lord and the equally precious Spirit prove
to be. All this goes to say as well that without a 20-20 vision of both the benchmark
and the objective for all practical purposes grace ends up hanging in the air without a
well-defined content and without a well-defined target! This is the fate of any and all
Christocentricity that is not defined against the twofold backdrop of the OT as the
benchmark book of God the Father (with its emphasis upon holiness) as well as its
manifest corollary, namely the total depravity of man.
6. The conclusion must be that in (much) redemptive-historical homiletics, in spite
of its well-founded biblical aversion to a legal(istic) obedience that is bound to deteriorate into moralism, still a, be it ever so subtle, man-centeredness replaces a full-orbed
God-centeredness. After all, in general the OT (and NT) text, first of all, directs us to,
and is reflective of God the Father, even if (a) it also, directly or indirectly, prepares us
for the Gospel (promises) of the Father (Rom 15:16b), and (b) its multi-faceted content
results only from the Son (Rom. 15:16a) as well as through the Spirit (Rom. 15:l6c).
This Trinitarian pattern is evident throughout Scripture. Paul in Ephesians starts out
with the Father’s election unto holiness (Eph. 1:3-6), and has this set the stage for the
awesome work of the Son (Eph. 1:7-12) and the Spirit (Eph. 1:13-14). Of course, in
every one of these three phases the Lord Jesus Christ is present. But the Father is at the
beginning and the end. After all, everything is to the praise of his glory! This is the setting in which the work of the Son (Eph. 1:6-10) as well as the work of the Spirit (Eph.
1:13-14) are positioned and fully come into their own. In his First Epistle Peter follows
suit. In the opening statement of this Epistle Peter starts out by introducing his readers
to the election of the Father, the sanctification of the Spirit unto the obedience and the
blood of Christ (1 Pet. 1:2), in this order. Then he continues to enlarge on the work of
God the Father (1 Pet. 1:3-7), of the Son (1 Pet. 1:8-9), and of the Spirit (1 Pet. 1:1012). Once again, in none of these phases he emphasizes one Person at the neglect, or
expense of the other two Persons in the Godhead. To the contrary, he is careful to
name the Lord Christ in each phase. This is to be expected from a Trinitarian Scripture. Nevertheless, not to start from the Father (benchmark) and seek to arrive at the
Father (objective) through the Spirit and by means of the Son (in the Petrine context)
is to produce an anthropocentric direction or tilt that sooner or later will be spiritually
damaging, if not destructive, to one degree or another. To start with the emphasis upon
(soothing) grace is eventually to be “graced out,” as someone once graphically put it.
To start with the emphasis upon (devastating) holiness is eventually to be “graced in.”
At any rate, it is rather clear that a purely Christocentric interpretation of Ephesians 1
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and 1 Peter 1 would be reductionistic by definition.
7. Frankly, consistent proponents of an all too reductionistic Christocentric, redemptive-historical methodology may well have to ask themselves the question
whether they ever could have written Ephesians 1 and 1 Peter 1 “as is.” The same applies to the vast sections in Scripture where the name of our precious Lord and Savior
is not mentioned. Pointedly to transpose this same issue into the James’ context, in
comparing 1 Peter, which is explicitly Christocentric at virtually every crucial juncture, with James, which on the face of it is virtually devoid of explicit Christocentricity, how would (unsuspecting) consistent proponents of an all too reductionistic Christocentricity react, were they to hear these Epistles as sermons in a present day Church
setting for the first time? Would they embrace both of them wholeheartedly, or would
they with Luther take a dim view of James? Furthermore, would they extol both letters
as models for Christian sermons without any reservation, or would they downgrade
James to an exercise in moralism and view it, apart from a few elements, as a message
worthy of the Synagogue? It seems that without a Trinitarian homiletics, based upon a
Trinitarian hermeneutics, they would have no other choice but to gravitate to, if not opt
for a Christ-filled 1 Peter at the expense of a seemingly Christ-less James. As we shall
also see below, the bottom line is that even the slightest confusion in all this cannot but
put up a barrier against a much needed Revival Status, a proper Maintenance Ministry,
as well as a Recovery Mode, when and where necessary.
8. At any rate, as I seek to substantiate both admittedly serious claims, if not
charges, that an all too exclusivistic Christocentricity (1) robs the Father and the Spirit,
and ironically, also Christ, of their Person-specific glory and (2) eventually will mire
down into a subtle, or not so subtle, anthropocentricity, I also aim to cover the question
how to relate Christ in his Person and Work to the “vast portions” of Scripture, in fact,
to the majority of the Old Testament, Moses, the Prophets as well as the Writings, and
to large sections of the New Testament, specifically the Epistolary parts, that “make no
explicit mention of him” at all. This has been puzzling to many, and stands in need of
a responsible solution. Frankly, the puzzlement, which gave rise to “the (agonizing)
question,” mentioned above, will not only prove to be unnecessary, but also to betray
an (already) partially reductionistic (errant?) Christocentricity! In any event, let me
start at this point in order to end up with the formulation of some guidelines that ensure full-orbed, rather than reductionistic, biblical preaching.
9. The OT, as we saw, testifies to Christ in a rich and unmistakable manner. However, by and large the OT portrays the fullness of the Father. (Only at cardinal junctures does it refer to either the Second or the Third Person of the Godhead.) Responsible exegesis, therefore, does and must bring out this fullness by carefully laying out
the multitudinous features of the OT text as a display of the Self-disclosure of God the
Father in the sum total of his divine perfections, words, and actions. In this context, it
must specifically call attention to his holiness, which is reflected in his Law; his love,
which through this Law aims at the holiness of his people as the crowning piece of his
saving activity; his grace, which through his Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic Covenant persevered in granting them the privilege to reflect and display his glory after the
Fall; his immutability, which is unswervingly committed to what was the purpose of
Creation in the first place (See specifically Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil);
and his wrath, which will remove everyone who is not committed to the grand Covenantal objective of both Creation and Redemption, namely the Worship of God rooted
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in, and intertwined with the Exhibition of His Glory, specifically in the Splendor of
Holiness. All these elements are in copious abundance in the OT, and form the antidote against the various kinds of aberrant teachings that perennially seem to creep up.
Such teachings all have in common that they fail to be overwhelmed, and therefore fail
to start with the fullness of the glory of the Father in the sum total of his perfections,
promises, words and actions, and all that this entails.
10. As we saw as well, specifically in the light of the glorious fullness of the Father, Israel’s bankrupt condition opened up a staggering gap of depravity in terms of
its rebel heart, its guilty past/record, and its offensive life that can never be bridged by
humans. This prompted God the Father in his love and grace (a) to promise, hold out
the prospect of, the New Covenant, which would vindicate his Holy Name, (b) to personify, embody, this New Covenant in his Son, which accounts for the numerous references to him in all of the OT, and, as we shall see below, (c) to personalize this New
Covenant, bring it home, through the Spirit, which is referenced in the OT as well.
This New Covenant will accomplish what Creation by virtue of the fall of all of mankind did not do, and the OT covenants by virtue of the bankruptcy of Israel could not
do. This accomplishment is assured because it is personified in Christ. As the personification of the New Covenant he is both the substance of the promised regeneration,
justification and sanctification that is explicitly referenced in the OT, and the repository of those “vast portions of the Old and New Testaments that do not make an explicit
mention of him.” This is to say, the fullness of God the Father, on magnificent display
in the awesome sum total of his perfections, words, and actions in the OT in general,
and concentrated in the spectacular New Covenant promises with holiness as the
crowning piece of his saving activity in particular, I repeat, all of this fullness enters
into the Person and Work of the Son, is deposited in him, and is to be derived from
him.
11. This is the clear testimony of Scripture. After all, “In him all the fullness of
God is pleased to dwell bodily” (Col. 1:19; 2:9). This fullness has (at least) three components. First, Christ embodies the sum total of all the perfections of God, which constitute his essence. As such he is fully God (See also John 1:1; 5:18; 20:28, etc.).
Second, Christ embodies the sum total of the promises of God, culminating in the
threefold prospect of regeneration, justification and sanctification (2 Cor. 1:20). As
such he is fully the New Covenant (Is. 42:6; 49:8; Mt. 26:28; 1 Cor. 11:25)! Third, he
embodies the sum total of the words and actions of God, reflected in the History, the
Law, the Wisdom literature and the Prophets of the OT, and interpreted in the NT, in
person in the Gospels and through his apostles in the Epistolary and Apocalyptic literature (Deut. 18:19; John 1:18). As such he is fully the Treasury of all (the OT and
NT) wisdom and knowledge (Col 2:3). All these elements come together in Christ as
the Word (John 1:1). He is the Radiance of the Glory of God (Deity: Heb. 1:3a), the
Personification of the Condescension of God (Covenant: Prov. 8:31), and the Replica
of the Nature of God (Self-expression: Prov. 8:32-36; John 1:18).
12. The foregoing leads to a general conclusion with three specific entailments.
The conclusion is this. Through union and communion, and only through union and
communion with Christ, precisely as the fullness of God, the believer himself or herself (increasingly) experiences, enjoys, and mirrors this fullness (Eph. 3:19). The three
entailments are as follows. First, through union and communion with Christ, as the
embodied sum total of all God’s perfections, believers experience, enjoy, and mirror
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the presence of, and the fellowship with God in all his perfections. Second, through
union and communion with Christ as the embodied New Covenant, believers experience, enjoy, and mirror the substance of the New Covenant and the full complement
of its promises. Third, through union and communion with Christ, as the embodied
sum total of all God's words and actions, believers experience, enjoy, and mirror, the
total aggregate of these words and actions. When believers experience, enjoy, and mirror the fullness of God in terms of his perfections, the New Covenant promises of God,
as well as the words and actions of God, they become (increasingly) partaker of the
divine nature in the splendor of holiness (2 Pet. 1:4)! The crucial point is that in all this
the Lord Jesus does not function as a “black hole” in which the fullness of the Father
in terms of his perfections, his promises, his words and his actions, that is, in terms of
the rich variety of the OT as the Book of God the Father, simply and reductionistically
disappears. This is to one extent or another the regrettable upshot and legacy of too
many types of a reductionistic redemptive-historical hermeneutics which all too often
confuses holiness with moralism and all too often ends up throwing out the baby with
seeming bathwater. No, our Lord and Savior exhibits all the characteristics of a socalled “White Hole,” from which all of the content of the OT, minus the sections that
are clearly abrogated, emerges in a glory that is indescribable and overwhelming, in
order to be passed on to all those, who do, or will experience, enjoy, and evidence the
union and communion with Christ. In short, to obtain the content of the communicable
perfections of the Father, embrace Christ! To obtain the content of the promises of the
Father, embrace Christ! To obtain the content of all the words and actions of the Father, embrace Christ! Concretely, to embrace Christ in his fullness is to embrace the
text of Scripture in its fullness, since it contains the Self-disclosure of the Father in his
fullness. This text is the delivery instrument (a) of the perfections of the Father, (b) of
the substance of the threefold promise of the Father in Christ, (c) of the escape in Christ from all the dead ends as well as (d) of the crossing in Christ of all the bridges, as
described in the OT (and the NT), and (e) of the arrival at the benchmark of the perfection of God in Christ. No wonder that full and meticulous justice must be done to the
text in its exegesis, its exposition and its application. An all too exclusivistic Christocentric (redemptive-historical) approach removes the fullness of the text from sight,
both in principle and in practice, and with it the fullness of the Father, and the Son (!)
as well as the Holy Spirit. By taking a one (short or long) look at Luther in his attempts to downgrade, if not to get rid of James, every protestation to the contrary will
end up in silence.
If I may put all this as succinctly as possible, the (exclusivistic) redemptivehistorical method, which incidentally in its concentrated form is not even one hundred
years old, and therefore could be viewed as a Johnny-come-lately, suffers of reductionistic tunnel vision. It mistakenly assumes that Christ is present in every text, searches
for him in every text, ends up putting him in texts where he cannot be found and does
not belong, and in the process all too often fails to focus on the real purpose of the text
and to concentrate on the evident features of the text. As a result it equally often
misses the pulsating message of the text. This is what is meant by the charge that the
content of the text disappears into Christ as a “black hole.” The historic Reformed
faith, on the other hand, and especially in its Puritan form, pours over the text in its
context, pays painstaking attention to each and every detail, in order to mine its message and identify its fullness. When it has accomplished its hermeneutical task, it plac264

es this fullness, all its findings, in Christ, whether injunctions, prohibitions, promises,
admonitions, rebukes, threats, principles, patterns, or otherwise, subsequently embraces him, and with it both absorbs and displays the message of the text in all its features,
that is, in its fullness. This is meant by the tribute that the content of the text flows
forth from Christ as a “White Hole.” In short, proper hermeneutics does not arbitrarily
put Christ in the text when he is not there, at the detriment of the text. But it purposefully puts the text in Christ in order to soak up its content through union with him and
display its beauty through abiding in him, to the honor of the text. Of course, all this
makes me quite critical of the general statement, “Never (to) preach Christ if he is not
specifically mentioned in the (OT) text from which you are preaching” (With Azurdia
III, Spirit Empowered Preaching, 58). But it makes me equally critical of the statement, “Always to preach Christ as if he is specifically present in every (OT) text from
which you are preaching” (Hopefully, with Azurdia III as well). Neither of these two
statements is acceptable. Together they suggest a false dilemma and completely fail to
do justice to the teaching of Scripture.
By way of concrete illustration, a message that has “Caleb” as its theme with his
self-assessment in Joshua 14:8b, “I wholly followed the Lord,” can totally overlook
Christ, or introduce him as a “black hole,” or exalt him as a “White Hole.” Merely to
emphasize with the context as backdrop the utter necessity for “Calebs” in the Church
at any time in its history in a Christless fashion is as unacceptable as it is laudable. The
need for men like Caleb is a given. But it ignores that without Christ no one can do
anything. Hence it mires down in a sterile moralism which by definition is a dead-end
street. However, to portray him in an (exclusivistic) redemptive-historical manner as a
type of Christ who subsequently siphons off all the attention as the perfect Caleb, a paragon of following God in his testimony and his vindication is equally unacceptable,
and possibly not as laudable. For one, the analogy between Caleb and Christ is superficial. To be sure, both can say, “I delight to do your will, o God” (Ps. 40:8a). But their
circumstances are far from identical. For another, the text with its compelling elements
of Caleb’s total identification with the cause of God in both the desert and the conquest of Canaan vanish in Christ as in a “black hole.” What an amazing testimony of
“faith” in God over the “sight” of the walled cities and their giant population in the
desert (Num. 14:6-10, 24)! What an equally amazing testimony of the proceedings that
led to the claim and acquisition of the promised real estate (Josh. 14:6-15; 15:13-19)!
Both give rise to powerful and energizing universal principles that are indispensable
for the advance of the Kingdom in analogical situations throughout history. An approach to Scripture that refuses or fails clearly to exposit and forcefully to apply these
universal principles is utterly negligent. Equally so is an approach that portrays them
in no uncertain terms but refuses or fails to anchor them in Christ as the only source of
holiness. Frankly, the “(exclusivistic) redemptive historical” approach loses the message of the text, and ironically ends up with a reductionistic Christology in the process.
By the same token, the “moralistic” approach blocks the actual obedience to the text,
and just as ironically ends up with dead capital. The only acceptable and laudable approach is to set forth the universal principles in living color with 20/20 vision and precision, but to tether their indispensable attainment to abiding in Christ as their conditio
sine qua non, that is, as the only all-emitting “White Hole” (John 15:5).
13. In all this the place and function of the Holy Spirit may never be overlooked,
neglected, ignored or downplayed. Already John Owen warned against this in his “la265

ment,” “There is nothing excellent among men … but it is ascribed in Scripture to the
Holy Spirit as the immediate operator and efficient cause of it. Of old he was ALL;
now some would have him to be nothing” (Quoted in Bonar, 16). To treat him as
“nothing,” is ironically to guarantee one’s “inevitable defeat” (So correctly Azurdia
III, 14; see also Wesley L. Duewell, Ablaze for God (Grand Rapids: Francis Asbury
Press, 1989), esp. 15-26). Frankly, it is to attempt, if not to commit spiritual suicide.
The reason is simple. The fullness of the Father in terms of his perfections, promises,
words and actions makes up the fullness of the Son. However, the fullness of the Son
in these same areas makes up, produces, the fullness of the Spirit. Just as the Father
promises the New Covenant (Jer. 31:31ff; Ezek. 36:35-27), which is the concentration
point, if not pinnacle of his perfections, words and actions, and the Son personifies the
New Covenant (Is. 42:6; 49:8), so the Holy Spirit personalizes the New Covenant (Is.
59:21). Without the Father there is no prospect of salvation. Without the Son there is
no provision for salvation. Without the Spirit there is no presence of salvation. The latter is in line with Paul’s words to the effect that “anyone who does not have the Spirit
of Christ does not belong to Christ” (Rom. 8:9). After all, without the Spirit there is no
implanting of Christ’s heart in regeneration (John 3:5). Without the Spirit there is no
sealing of Christ’s righteousness in justification (Eph. 1:13-14). Without the Spirit
there is no implementation of Christ's holiness in sanctification (Rom. 15:16). In short,
without the fullness of the Holy Spirit the fullness of the Father terminates, comes to a
dead stop in the fullness of the Son, and will never reach or arrive in the fullness of the
believer, and consequently forever prevent anyone from reflecting the fullness of the
Father in the splendor of holiness as the crowning piece of his saving activity. The
golden chain of salvation is unmistakably Trinitarian and circular. From the Fullness
of the Father, by means of the Fullness of the Son, through the Fullness of the Holy
Spirit, via the Fullness of the believer, back to the Fullness of God the Father! Take
one of the links out of the chain and it is all over!!
14. This puts the two claims about, if not charges against an (all too) exclusivistic
Christocentricity in unmistakable perspective. Regarding the first claim, it should be
clear by now that such reductionistic (errant!) Christocentricity robs the Father and the
Spirit of their Person-specific glory in both the OT and the NT. Promote this kind of
Christocentricity, in the footsteps of Luther and others, and this twofold glory will be
missed, neglected or ignored, and with it be downgraded or go by the board. Furthermore, overlook that it is the fullness of the Father that enters into the fullness of the
Son, and the Person-specific glory of the Son will be missed, neglected or ignored, and
with it be downgraded or go by the board as well. It hardly needs to be emphasized
that without a biblical vista upon the Person-specific glory of the Father, the Son and
the Holy Spirit, the preaching will greatly suffer. But more about this below!
15. Regarding the second claim, overlook that the fullness of the Father via the
fullness of the Son through the fullness of the Spirit enters into the fullness of the believer, and the latter's person-specific glory will also be missed, neglected or ignored,
and with it be downgraded or go by the board. When all this plays out, an anthropocentric Gospel to one degree or another is the inevitable outcome and the road to Revival will by implication be virtually blocked. Both conclusions stand to reason. When
the fullness of the Father in terms of his perfections, promises, words, and actions, is
no longer recognized as the starting benchmark as well as the concluding objective of
God's saving activity, man-centeredness cannot but creep in. It must do so by defini266

tion, whether subtly or not so subtly. Regrettably, a curtailed and thereby downgraded
Christocentricity, such as is found in Luther, and in evidence in too many types of redemptive-historical thinking, cannot remedy this situation. It may endeavor to do so,
but it will fail, precisely because it is anemic to one extent or another. Ultimately the
Lord Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit are not first of all here from the Father for mankind (anthropocentric). But through Christ and the Spirit mankind is here first of all for
the Father (theocentric)! (See in this context Topical Focus #8: The Problem of
Evil.) In fact, this is, and should be the greatest glory, the greatest felicity, and therefore the greatest enjoyment of the believer! After all, it is nothing short of the imposing Biblical Mt. Everest kind of truth, which dwarfs anything and everything else, that
it is God’s Glory that “of him and through him and unto him are all things” (Rom.
11:36). This even applies to Biblical Christology (1 Cor. 15:28). Miss this truth, and it
is bound to have a negative effect upon the understanding, application as well as practice of biblical truth across the board, which is theocentric by definition. A downgraded Christocentricity may pay lip service to this glory. But it cannot produce the
God-centeredness Scripture depicts and demands as the grand reflection of the fullness
of the Father, depicts and offers as the grand embodiment of the fullness of the Father
in the Son, and depicts and conveys as the grand objective of the fullness of the Father
in the Son through the Spirit. Of course, our precious Savior declares, “The Holy Spirit
will glorify me, for he will take of what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:14).
But folks who quote this too often overlook the explicit rationale that he appends to his
first statement. “All things that the Father has are mine. Therefore (italics, mine) I said
that He will take of mine and declare it to you.” Clearly, the Holy Spirit takes the fullness of the Father out of the Son, and so glorifies the latter!
These fifteen observations carry a number of implications for biblical preaching.
In the process of enumerating them one by one, I also make some suggestions regarding the (minor) adjustments and revisions as well (substantive) expansions and additions, mentioned above and designed both to reverse the downgrade of a reductionistic
Christocentricity, and to restore it to its full-orbed biblical glory, as part of the biblical,
Trinitarian, Patri/Christo/Spiritucentricity!
1. Biblical preaching does, and must shed the stricture of an all too exclusivistic
and anemic Christocentricity by revisiting, rethinking, and revising the notion that
Luke 24 and John 5 teach such, and must come to recognize the Trinitarian nature of
both the Gospel and salvation. If this dawns on the student of preaching, he will not
rest until not just the Son, but the Father, the Son, as well as the Spirit, suffuse and fill
the sermon, and a relational bonding takes place, not just with the Son, but with all
three Persons of the Godhead, with the Father (as in Ps. 73:25-26; Hab. 3:17-19), the
Holy Spirit (as in Rom. 14:17), as well as the Son (as in 1 Pet. 1:8). When it succeeds
in doing so, the audience comes face to face with the awesome benchmark of the fullness of the Father, with the equally awesome repository of this fullness in the fullness
of the Son, as well as with the just as awesome conveyor of this fullness in the fullness
of the Holy Spirit, in this order! This has three aspects.
a. The vision of the benchmark of the fullness of the Father in his perfections,
words, and actions, is both required for, and instrumental in arriving at the conviction
of wretched sinners as well as wretched saints. The greater the display of the fullness
of the Father in its depth, height, breadth and length, the greater the conviction of sinners and saints in its depth, height, breadth, and length (Is. 6:1-5)! Against this back267

drop the utter necessity as well as the awesome glory of the fullness of the Father specifically in terms of the threefold New Covenant promise is and should now be(come),
crystal clear. The pinnacle of rebellion demands the extreme measure of a radical heart
transplant. The epitome of guilt demands the extreme measure of a staggering propitiation. The apex of pollution demands the extreme measure of a total overhaul. In short,
to the extent biblical preaching fails to aim at a relational bonding with the biblical
fullness of the Father, it fails to arrive at the biblical conviction regarding the existing,
illegitimate, bonding with sin on the part of both (wretched) sinner and (wretched)
saint. To the extent it fails to arrive at the biblical conviction of the illegitimate bonding with sin on the part, once again, of sinner and saint, it fails to convey the awesome
fullness of the Father in terms of the promulgation of his threefold New Covenantal
Revival promise. To grasp the need for, and the nature of this Biblical, Revival, Salvation, is never to lose the wonder of it all!
b. To embrace all this is required for, and instrumental in opening up the vision of
the fullness of the Father in the fullness of the Son. The greater the vision of the fullness of the Father, the greater the vision of the fullness of the Son! After all, he personifies the perfections, promises, as well as words and actions of the Father. As the embodied New Covenant he is the Great Exterminator and Undertaker. He exterminates
the rebellion, the guilt and the pollution by virtue of the crucifixion, and inters them.
Good Friday is good riddance of bad, in fact, of the worst of rubbish. He is also the
Great Re-originator and Fountainhead. He replaces the rebellion, guilt, and pollution
by virtue of the resurrection with his heart, his righteousness and his holiness. In all
this he displays the perfections he shares with the Father. After all, to see him is to see
the Father (John 14:8l-9), and to know him is to know the Father (John 8:19). In all
this he also mirrors his words and actions. He never speaks or acts by his own authority (John 8:28) or initiative (John 6:19, 30). In fact, he does not speak except what he
hears the Father say (John 5:24; 8:26, 28). Nor does he do except what he sees the Father do (John 5:19; 8:29).
c. To embrace all this is also required for, and instrumental in opening up the vision of the fullness of the Holy Spirit conveying the fullness of the Father through the
fullness of the Son. The greater the vision of the fullness of the Father and the Son, the
greater the vision of the fullness of the Spirit! After all, he personalizes the perfections,
promises, as well as the words and actions of the Father as personified in the Son. He
implants Jesus’ heart, seals Jesus’ righteousness, and implements Jesus’ holiness. He
writes the Law on hearts. In it he conveys the fullness of the Father in the Son to the
believer.
2. Biblical preaching does, and must recognize that this triple fullness is on display in the text of the Scriptures of the OT and NT, which functions as the sole instrument to bring mankind face to face with this fullness, and to produce a bonding relationship with it. These Scriptures constitute the Self-disclosure of God in written form.
The Father originates them (2 Tim. 3:16), the Son embodies them (John 1:1), while the
Holy Spirit superintends their infallible formation through “holy men of God,” and so
guarantees their inerrant completion (2 Pet. 1:21). This, of course, calls for a meticulous as well as solemn, impassioned, pointed, discriminating, prayerful, and Spiritfilled exposition of the Biblical text, whether this is done in a (predominantly) expository, textual or topical manner with the grand objective of an ever increasing vision of
both the Trinitarian-specific glory of God, as well as the Person-specific glory of the
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Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. This has also has three aspects.
a. Such exposition is necessary to retain or to arrive at a Revival Culture, a Maintenance ministry and a Recovery Mode in order to lead wretched sinners as well as
wretched saints to perfection (Gen. 17:1; Mt. 5:48; 2 Tim. 3:16-17; see also James 1:34, the exposition of this passage in my Commentary, and Sprague, Lectures, 95, 98,
105, 107, 110, 116-121, 130-132, 137, 158-161, 226, 246; as well as in the same volume his Appendix, 11-12, 19-20, 37, 47, 50-53, 59, 64-65, 69-73, 76, 81-82, 89, 100,
115-116, 119, 122, 137-138, 152, 158, 163).
b. It is rooted in a meticulous Biblical Hermeneutics, the subject matter of the
previous section, and is evidenced in meticulous preaching, the topic of this section.
c. Both require the presence of the same Holy Spirit who superintended the formation and guaranteed the completion of the Biblical Text. The hermeneutist requires
the illumination of the Spirit for the interpretation and understanding of the text (1
Cor. 2:10, 12-14; Col. 1:9; 2:2). The homiletician requires the empowering unction of
the Spirit to bond wretched sinners with the fullness of the Triune God at the threshold
of the Kingdom (1 Cor. 2:4-5), and to bond wretched saints with that fullness in the
fabric of the Kingdom (2 Cor. 3:8, 17-18).
3. Biblical preaching does, and must recognize that it must “Preach the Word” (2
Tim. 4:2) in terms of its universal truths, whether principles, patterns, practices, or
otherwise, to be gleaned or mined form the text (See section d. Biblical Hermeneutics
for further details). Incidentally, this also is, and should be the focus of both typological and allegorical interpretation from the biblical perspective, if the model of Paul
means anything (See for his typological interpretation, 1 Cor. 10:1-12, and for his allegorical interpretation, Gal. 5:21-31). However, the kind of typological and allegorical
interpretation that usually has been practiced in the history of the Church invariably
imports alien elements into the text, whether later (usually revealed) elements (typological interpretation), or extraneous (theological or philosophical) elements (allegorical interpretation). The result is that such interpretation eviscerates the text, whether
the illegitimately imported elements contain truth or not. At any rate, in this context to
focus on universal truths, as the text calls for them, is to preach the Triune God in his
Trinitarian-specific glory, as well as the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit in their
Person-specific glory. Once again this has three aspects.
a. Preaching from the OT will focus mostly upon the Father (as exemplified in
James as will see further below) who defines the covenantal nature and holds out the
New-Covenantal prospect of salvation. The Son and the Spirit are (sparingly) mentioned, mostly to indicate the provision (the Son) and the implementation (Spirit) of
salvation.
b. Preaching from the Gospels focuses mostly upon the Son who provides the content of this salvation in his Person and work, and paves the way to its realization. The
Father and the Spirit are (rather sparingly) mentioned, mostly to indicate the origin,
benchmark, nature, and purpose (Father), and the implementation (Spirit) of salvation.
c. Preaching from Acts and onward focuses for the greater part upon the Holy Spirit who secures the implementation of this salvation and ensures its completion. The
Father and the Son are (rather frequently) mentioned to indicate the nature (Father)
and the provision (the Son) of salvation.
These three theses are predicated upon the fact that the OT is the Book of God the Father, the Gospels the Book of God the Son, and Acts and onwards the Book of the Ho269

ly Spirit. This, not so incidentally, is also the considered view of Herman Bavinck, II,
287; Eng. Tr., II, 320, “Just as in the ontological Trinity the Father is the first in the
order of subsistence, the Son the second, the Holy Spirit the third, so also in the history
of revelation the Father preceded the Son, and the Son in turn preceded the Holy Spirit. The “economy” of the Father was especially that of the Old Testament (Heb. 1:1);
the ‘economy’ of the Son started with the incarnation; and the ‘economy’ of the Holy
Spirit began on the Day of Pentecost (John 7:39; 14:16-17). The Father came without
having been sent, the Son came after being sent by the Father (Matt. 10:40; Mark 9:37;
Luke 9:48; John 3:16; 5:23, 30, 37; 6:28ff; etc.), and the Holy Spirit only came because he was sent both by the Father and the Son (John 14:26; 16:7).” This is robust
and authentic Biblical Theology at its finest!
3. However, I must hasten to add that in this context Biblical preaching is fully
aware of three caveats.
a. The text never highlights the Trinitarian-specific glory of God in isolation from,
at the neglect of, or at the expense of the Person-specific glory of each of the three
Persons. This implies that the preacher may not do so either.
b. The text never focuses upon the Person-specific glory of one of the Persons in
the Godhead in isolation from, at the neglect of, or at expense of the two other Persons. Scripture is always Patri/Christo/Spiritucentric, even if every section or passage
does not carry the same emphasis. This implies that the preacher may not be victimized by an exclusivistic Patricentricity, Christocentricity, or Spiritucentricity, and
hope to be truly and fully biblical.
c. The Biblical Covenantal and New-Covenantal interaction of the Triune God
with his people runs from Perfection (Paradise) through Bankruptcy (Fall), and Restoration (Redemption) to Perfection (New Earth). Scripture never focuses upon the glory
of the Three Persons, whether Trinitarian-specific or Person-specific, in isolation of, at
the neglect of, or at the expense of humanity. This implies that the preacher may not
do so either. It is and remains a biblical fact that the historia salutis means nothing
apart from the ordo salutis. The latter is not only the (intermediate) objective of the
former, but also the (ultimate) concentration point in which God’s glory in the sum total of his perfections reaches its apex (See Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil).
4. In the process of the long interactive Biblical history from Initial Perfection
through Bankruptcy to Redemption with a view to ultimate Perfection biblical preaching encounters in Scripture literally myriads of situations that characterize wretched
sinners as well as wretched saints. At times this occurs against the backdrop of the
benchmark of the fullness of the Father in terms of his perfections, and at times in the
context of his promises, whether or not presented in their anticipated (OT), foreshadowed (OT), predicted (OT), or realized (NT) embodiment in the Son, and their foreshadowed (OT), predicted (OT), or realized (NT) implementation by the Spirit. But it
always occurs in the framework of his words and actions that insist on perfection, open
up deplorable short falls of filth and dead end streets, disclose amazing bridges to life
(Chapell!), and summon to repentance, faith, and purposeful godliness en route to perfection in the light of the anticipated (OT), foreshadowed (OT), promulgated (OT and
NT), and realized (OT and NT), or still to be realized (NT) promises. This sheds light
on three phenomena.
a. It explains why it is “natural” that vast portions of Scripture do not (need to)
make mention of the Son, or of the Father and the Spirit for that matter. Unless Scrip270

ture is explicitly Trinitarian-specific, it is Person-specific, even if it is always implicitly Trinitarian-specific!
b. It also explains why biblical preaching, which reflects Paul's summons to
“Preach the Word,” invariably will, and should, meticulously set forth the inerrant, authoritative truth content presented by, or embedded in, the preaching unit, whether in
terms of pronouncements, promises, injunctions, prohibitions, principles, patterns, etc.,
without curtailing or twisting it by a reductionistic Christocentricity, or Patricentricity
and Spiritucentricity for that matter.
c. It further explains why biblical preaching should always apply these pronouncements, promises, injunctions, prohibitions, principles, patterns, etc., in the
framework of the purpose of the text to people, settings, circumstances, and situations
that are analogous to those presented in, or envisioned by the text.
5. Taking James as one illustration of biblical preaching in his day, and therefore
as one legitimate model for biblical preaching in general throughout Church history,
we come to the following conclusions.
a. James is basically Father-specific, as it holds out the benchmark of practical
godliness en route to perfection, and presents a fourfold focus, as I argue below (in 3.
Systematic Composition, section c, which details the Outline of James). 1. The Twofold Pathway to Practical Godliness from the Divine Perspective (Jam. 1:2-27). 2. The
Twofold Principle of Practical Godliness in the Biblical Framework (Jam. 2:1-26). 3.
The Threefold Implementation of Practical Godliness in the Christian Experience
(Jam. 3:1-4:10). 4. The Threefold Range of Practical Godliness in the Fabric of Life
(Jam. 4:11-5:18). James barely mentions the Son and has not one reference to the Holy
Spirit. But it is not Father-specific in isolation from, at the neglect of, and at the expense of the Son and the Spirit. It opens up a vista upon both when he emphasizes that
for wretched saints all practical godliness does, must, and can only come “from
above!” He leaves it to Paul, more importantly, the Holy Spirit gives Paul the assignment, to footnote and expand on James, and so to inform the Church that practical
godliness, which indeed does, must, and can, only come from above, is personified in
the Son (Col. 3:1-3) and personalized by the Spirit (Rom. 15:16). Nevertheless, James’
central concern is Father-specific and as a result perfection-specific. In this he follows
in the footsteps of his Elder Brother who calls on his audience to be perfect as the Father is perfect (Mt. 5:48). To repeat, just as Jesus is Father-specific in his Message on
the Hillside delivered to his future apostles as the foundation of the Church, so James
is equally Father-specific in his message to a worldwide audience as the membership
of this Church. Consequently preachers and counselors who, in turn, walk in the footsteps of James do, and must make their audience’s relational bonding with the Father
and their hunger for perfection their first order of business, their overriding objective
and their grand obsession. Not so incidentally, Christ’s Father-specificity in the Sermon on the Mount also comes to expression in the Lord’s Prayer (Mt. 6:9-13). It has
been argued that this prayer is deficient because it is not Christocentric. This is not only shortsighted (nonsense). It is basically offensive. Christ instructed his disciples explicitly, and with this the Church of all ages implicitly, to be Patricentric as the first
order of business. Later he complemented this initial instruction with a Christocentric
dimension (John 14:13-14), while Paul and Jude added a Spiritucentric feature to it
(Eph. 6:18; Jude 20). It would be unconscionable to characterize any one of these instructions as “deficient.” Each instance is Person-specific. Each one stands on its own
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two inerrant legs. Each one presents an authoritative model. Therefore it is appropriate
for anyone’s prayer to reflect each of these three Person-specific instances by itself at
any time. Furthermore, together they display a Trinitarian tapestry. Together they start
with the Father, continue with the Son and conclude with the Holy Spirit. Together,
therefore, they display a “hierarchical” order. Therefore it is equally appropriate for
anyone’s prayer at any time to reflect this Trinitarian tapestry and order.
b. But why does James in his Epistle (and Jesus in his Hillside Sermon) not beat
Paul to the Christocentric and Spiritucentric punch? The answer is basically simple,
once we have identified the place of James (and the Hillside Sermon) in the Biblical
canon. I argue below that James is the ceiling of the OT canon and the flooring of the
NT canon (in line with the Hillside Sermon). From this dual perspective its sole agenda is to put the spotlight upon holiness and its sole purpose is to seek its implementation. In the OT holiness was particularized in the Law of God, presented as the
benchmark condition for the fellowship with God, and promulgated as the crowning
piece of the threefold saving New Covenant promise of God (Ezek. 36:25-27). In
James, at the very start of the NT, both as the organic sequel of the OT and fully reflective of the Sermon on the Mount, holiness is hammered home as an indispensable,
non-negotiable “must” en route to perfection. To this end, and to this end only, the author starts out by identifying the two avenues God uses, and by outlining the two principles man needs in order to arrive at purposeful holiness. Further, to this end, and to
this end only, he continues to complement this with the dual reminder that holiness as
a human impossibility must come as a gift from above and as a human necessity covers the waterfront of life (Once again, see the Outline of James, detailed below in 3, c).
Just as God calls for this in the OT and Jesus mirrors this in the Hillside Sermon, NT
audiences, who are and should be relationally bonded with the Father, will in the
words of the prophet humbly “tremble at the Word of God” (Is. 66:2) and in the words
of Moses do so in the “fear of God” (Deut. 5:29) with a view to his worship in the
“splendor of perfection” (Ps. 96:9).
On the whole, therefore, James echoes the authoritative proclamation of his Older
Brother that holiness, obedience to the Law of his Father, with all that this entails, is
the “rock” on which one must stand to be assured of eternal life. Who would not tremble at this, be “blown away” (Mt. 7:28) by it, and end up with the fear of God? As defined in further detail below, in the fear of God the regenerate heart stands in awe of
both the might and the mercy of God, is therefore irresistibly drawn to him, and as result regards the smile of his approval at its greatest delight, to be gained at any price,
and his frown of his disapproval at its greatest dread, to be avoided at all cost.
c. Both the Sermon on the Mount and its twin, the Epistle of James, are for all
practical purposes topical sermons on the grand objective of the OT, the worship of
God in the splendor of perfect holiness. The Sermon on the Mount, although spoken
by Christ, has hardly a reference to him, while James mentions him only sparingly,
and in passing. Neither one makes any mention to the Holy Spirit. Luther “gripes”
about James and his lack of Christocentricity, and virtually wants it to disappear. Furthermore, even if in a more implicit fashion, he did not quite leave the Sermon on the
Mount alone either. In order to safeguard the Gospel/grace nature of justification vis-àvis any and all (remnants of) works-righteousness it is his contention that the jurisdiction of the Decalogue by virtue of its threatening and condemning power does not extend beyond the OT in the history of salvation nor in the NT beyond the old man or its
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remnants in the new man in the order of salvation. In principle, it has been abrogated
in the NT, while in practice it has been replaced by love. To be sure, faith, working
through love, breaks forth in good works. Still, the latter are not governed by the Decalogue, but rather by natural law common to all mankind (See Lillback, The Binding of
God, 70-74). The reductionism of Luther is evident. In a worst case scenario passages
in the OT, such as Ezekiel 36:25-27, do not function, a NT chapter, such as Matthew
5, cannot function, and a NT book, such as James, may not function in his theology,
however much they may have functioned (tellingly) in his personal experience!
Thankfully, proponents even of an all too reductionistic, Christocentric, redemptive-historical method leave both the Sermon on the Mount and James officially alone,
and do not dare touch either one of them. But some questions remain. Why do they
tend to decry messages of preachers, who in faithfulness to the content of the Biblical
text bring out the fullness of the Father in Patri-specific passages that make no, or only
sparing, mention of Christ, in terms of one or more aspects of practical godliness, and
as a result do not make extensive mention of Christ either? Furthermore, why do they
tend to denounce as moralism the sum and substance of such messages, and disparage
them as befitting a Synagogue or a Mosque rather than a Christian Church? As long as
preachers (1) do not present any of their sermons in isolation of, at the neglect of, or at
the expense of any of the three Persons of the Triune God, and (2) make it crystal clear
that the content of the vast portions of Scripture that are Patri-specific and make no, or
only sparing, mention of Christ or the Spirit can never be realized except through Christ as the indispensable fountain and the Holy Spirit as the equally indispensable agent,
they are in their right not to mention Christ and the Spirit extensively, or do so sparingly, in the exposition of a text that does not mention Christ and the Spirit, or does so
sparingly.
In fact, in order to be authoritative in their preaching of any given text they may
not mention anything beyond its parameters as part of its exposition, for it would either ignore the text in its content, focus and purpose, or leave it behind, to one degree
or another. Furthermore, to do so anyway by virtue of an exclusivistic Christocentricity or Spiritucentricity, it would also, to one degree or another, downgrade or leave behind, the fullness of the Father. Ironically, by virtue of this very fact it would end up
downgrading or leaving behind a fully biblical Christocentricity and Spiritucentricity
as well. An anemic Patricentricity per force produces an anemic Christocentricity and
Spiritucentricity, and therewith by definition bars the road to a Revival Culture, a
Maintenance Ministry and a Recovery Mode.
Frankly, an anemic Patricentricity is unavoidable, unless we follow in the footsteps of Jesus and James. Both Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount and James in his
Epistle preached on the Patricentric OT a full-blooded Patricentric message. This provides us with the model for preaching throughout the history of the Christian Church.
Be it invariably within a Trinitarian framework, Patricentric passages or texts require
Patricentric preaching, Christocentric passages and texts Christocentric preaching, and
Spiritucentric passages and texts Spiritucentric preaching. Christ preached a Patricentric message in the Sermon on the Mount, a Christocentric message on all the sections
in the OT that made mention of him (Luke 24:25-27, 44-47; John 5:39, 46), and a Spiritucentric message on the inscripturated words of John the Baptist in regards to the
Baptism with the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:4-5, 8; see also Lk. 24:49; John 7:37-39). This
means that he is after relational bonding with the Father in his Sermon on the Mount,
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relational bonding with Himself in his Sermon on the Emmaus Road, and relational
bonding with the Spirit in his Sermon on Ascension Day. All this does, and should seal
the doom of an all too exclusivistic Christocentric preaching, and authenticate the
charge that such preaching downgrades the Father and the Holy Spirit, ends up with a
partial and anemic Christocentricity to boot, spells spiritual danger for the Body of
Christ by definition, and is potentially destructive. This assessment cannot be dismissed with an all too easy wave of the hand, for not to have the Father or the Spirit is
not to have Christ (John 6:38; 8:42, 44, 47, 54-55; Rom. 8:9), and not to have Christ,
well, that stands for a gruesome outcome (1 Cor. 16:22). In the light of all this it is
hardly surprising that an exclusivistic Christocentricity tends to be contemplative in
nature and not very conducive to Christianity as an experiential, energized, and activated Revival reality, with all that this entails! This makes eminent sense once it is understood that a contemplative Christocentricity removes a summoning Patricentricity
as well as an overpowering Spiritucentricity from sight.
6. This leaves us with the need for a select number of illustrations further to seal
the main point of this section, the need for biblical preaching that honors the text, and
in its exposition does not move beyond the combination of its content, focus and purpose, whether this is Trinitarian-specific, Father-specific, Son-specific, Spirit-specific,
Covenant-specific, New-Covenant-specific, Christ-specific, audience-specific, personspecific, sinner-specific, saint-specific, announcement-specific, pronouncementspecific, promise-specific, injunction-specific, prohibition-specific, event-specific,
principle-specific, pattern-specific, circumstance-specific, condition-specific, situation-specific, etc., etc., or, for that matter, a blend of two or more of these foci. The
capstone of a truly biblical exposition of the text is either the application of its specific
content to analogous situations or to match specific situations to the analogous content
of a text. The following three samples, covering a Father-specific, a Christ-specific,
and a Spirit-specific passage, are designed to make this point.
a. In terms of a Father-specific section of Scripture that is of immediate relevance
to the study of James, stripped to its most basic component biblical preaching on the
Law of God in Exodus 20 or Deuteronomy 5 must meticulously define, explain, and
illustrate the content of each Commandment. In the process it may emphasize that in
the immediate context of the Decalogue a negative prohibition always implies its positive counterpart, and vice versa. It may also show that in the larger context of Scripture
the Law of God, brought to its fullest expression by Jesus (Mt. 5:17), is designated as
the “Law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2). But its main business is that each Commandment is
understood on its own merits (Neh. 8:8; Acts 8:30-31). This understanding is, and
should be threefold, as explained above in the section d. Biblical Hermeneutics. It
should be a matter of the mind, of the heart as well as of life. At this point, if, as we
shall see below, James is any guide, the broad Trinitarian context of salvation ought to
come into play. The audience should be emphatically reminded that Patricentricity in
this prohibition/injunction-specific setting, which has universal application on the face
of it, because it is not person-, circumstance-, or situation-specific, must go hand in
hand with the Christocentric recognition that without our Lord Jesus there is no provision for holiness (John 15:5) and with the Spiritucentric recognition that without the
Holy Spirit there will be no presence of holiness (Ezek. 36:27). Whatever God commands, man is always incapable to obedience (Rom. 7:24), and is therefore invariably
in need of Christ (John 15:5) and of the Spirit (Ezek. 36:27). But at the same time this
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twofold reminder may not for one moment come at the neglect or expense of the 20-20
vision, and embrace of the holiness that is required in the Law of God and without
which no one can see the Lord (Heb. 10:14). All this is to say that the exposition of the
Decalogue must be Trinitarian. However, the clues in the text demand that it must begin with honoring the Father by meticulously detailing HOLINESS exegetically, and
(only) in its wake complement this by honoring the Son and the Holy Spirit theologically, as required by the context of all of Scripture.
b. In terms of a Christ-specific passage, which is of immediate relevance to the
study of James as well, 1 Corinthians 2 is invariably quoted by proponents of the exclusivistic, Christocentric, redemptive-historical model to justify their insistence that
every sermon must “be determined not to preach anything except Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2). This is a sweeping, but utterly regrettable and untenable thesis. It
totally overlooks, if not ignores the audience-specific, and situation-specific setting.
Biblical preaching better follow in Paul’s footsteps, that is, better preach Christ and
him crucified to audiences when it faces situations analogous to the pride of Jews and
Greeks at the threshold of the Kingdom, and better remind its audience of this message
when it faces situations analogous to the pride of Christians in the fabric of the Kingdom. When Paul faces wretched sinners in the pride of their self-righteousness (Jews)
or their rationalism (Greeks), he preaches the cross. When he faces wretched saints in
their partisan pride of partyism, he reminds them, once again, of the cross. Biblical
preaching must follow suit in analogous circumstances. On the other hand, just as frequently Paul’s focus is on the resurrection (Rom. 1:4; 1 Cor. 15:1ff; 1 Tim. 2:8). In
this the Church must follow in his footsteps in analogous settings as well. In his dual
focus (Rom. 4:24-25) Paul did not differ one iota from Peter (1 Pet. 1:2, 3, 11, 19, 21;
2:24; 3:18). Both simply honored the mandate of their Lord to preach the cross and the
resurrection unto repentance, the forgiveness of sin (Luke 24:46-47) and an inheritance
among those who are sanctified (Acts 26:18).
In short, to insist on a “uni-homiletics” of any sort in which “one size fits all,” rather than a full-orbed, perceptive, and applicable Triune-homiletics, is preposterous on
the face of it and a blueprint for spiritual disaster. In the present context it would, for
one, tend to tone down, sidestep, or even inauthenticate the vast number of sermonic
portions in Scripture that do not mention Christ crucified. It would, for another, pull
the rug out from underneath James who mentions Christ sparingly. This was explicitly
attempted by Luther, and can implicitly be anticipated from any consistent, all too exclusivistic, Christocentric redemptive-historical approach that makes Christ resemble a
black hole, whether consciously and intentionally or not.
c. In terms of a Spirit-specific passage, which is of relevance for a James’ study as
well, Acts 2 may complete the model that can assist us in the exposition of James,
even if the latter makes no mention of the Spirit, by recognizing and embracing four
facts. (1) By defining Pentecost as the fulfillment of Joel's promise of the outpouring
of the Spirit, Peter indicates that Acts 2 as whole is Spirit-specific. It is the Holy Spirit
(and the Holy Spirit alone) who did (and can) produce the following. 1. Awesome Spirit-filled Utterances (Acts 2:4-12). 2. Awesome Spirit-filled Preachers (2:14-21). 3.
Awesome Spirit-filled Messages (Acts 2:22-40). 4. Awesome Spirit-generated Conversions (Acts 2:41). 5. Awesome Spirit-filled Churches with Awesome Spirit-filled
Holiness, Awesome Spirit-filled Compassion, and Awesome Spirit-generated Evangelistic Effectiveness (Acts 2:42-47). (2) Still, Acts 2 is not reductionistic. After all, Pe275

ter also indicates that the outpouring of the Spirit results from the promise of the Father through the Son (Acts 2:33). Furthermore, the specific section of Acts 2 that covers his sermon has unquestioningly a Christocentric focus within a Trinitarian framework. In it we encounter the fullness of Christ as the personified New Covenant that
comes from the Father (Acts 2:23-24) through the Spirit (Acts 2:38) into the fullness
of the believer (Acts 2:38).61 (3) In this regard Paul’s unmistakable determination “to
know nothing but Jesus Christ and him crucified” to a great extent mirrors Peter’s
sermon. This is hardly surprising because their audience-specificity and situationspecificity is virtually identical. (4) By the same token, James’ Epistle in terms of content, focus, and purpose reflects the last section of Acts 2 that portrays an Awesome
Existing Church, which enjoyed Revival Status and as such is God's normal (Acts
2:41-47). In fact, zealous to uphold the standard of this Awesome Revival Church,
which he first joined, then experienced, and finally led, James wrote his Epistle as part
of a Worldwide Maintenance Ministry, and is prepared at a drop of a hat to gear up into a Recovery Mode in order to perpetuate the Church's Revival Status!
7. All this leads to a threefold inference.
a. Any type of puzzlement about the way to handle the vast array of portions in
Scripture that do not make mention of the Son already betrays an all too exclusivistic
Christocentricity in isolation from, at the neglect of, or at the expense of God the Father and God the Holy Spirit. In such Christocentricity our precious Lord, as has been
pointed out, turns into a “black hole,” into which the text simply vanishes, and with it
the perfections, words, and actions of the Father and the Spirit to one extent or another.
Whether consciously or not, this produces by definition an anemic Christology that is
basically going nowhere!62
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A number of years ago two preachers preached a sermon on Acts 2 in conjunction with
Pentecost. The first one was a fierce, fully conscious proponent of the so-called Christocentric, Redemptive-Historical method. Throughout his message he exulted in the fact that “The
Feast of the Holy Spirit is the Feast of CHRIST,” taking his cue from Acts 2:33. CHRIST
poured the Holy Spirit upon the Church. This was repeated again and again. Although
preached with a good deal of enthusiasm, from a textual perspective the sermon was thoroughly reductionistic and ultimately anemic. There was no step by step exposition of the
text! The second preacher was a thoughtful eclectic in his methodology, and proclaimed that
“The MEDIUM is the message,” taking his cue from Acts 2:14-15. After all, without the Holy
Spirit there would not have been a Peter. This also was repeated again and again. From a textual perspective this was reductionistic as well, even if in a different way, and to a different
and slightly lesser degree. Both preachers, ultimately, did not preach the (total) Biblical text.
They did not outline Acts 2, and therefore failed to conclude from the clues of the text (Acts
2) and its context (Acts 1) that each of the two themes (1) “Pentecost as an awesome (Christian) Feast” and (2) “Peter as an awesome (human) Medium,” makes up only “one course” in
the multi-course FEAST meal that is served in Acts 2, as was mentioned above. Any method
that fails or refuses to start from the (total) text does not and cannot do justice to the (total)
text. As a result its proponents can only come up with a truncated message at best that does, if
not must produce a truncated Christianity!
62
Recently the present writer heard a message on Ephesians 6:10-17, “The Christian Armor,”
from a sold-out adherent of an all too exclusivistic Christocentricity. We were blatantly told
that the details of the text, the individual pieces of the armor, did not really matter. What mattered was the reality and possession of victorious might in the Lord Christ. This was repeated
in a variety of keys. Frankly, this amounted to “black-hole” homiletics at its worst. The text
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b. Quite concretely, meticulous homiletics, based upon a meticulous hermeneutics,
does, and should bring out the universal truths of any and all kinds of specificity that
are set forth in the text, whether explicitly, and to be gleaned from it, or implicitly, and
to be mined from it. All of Scripture originates in the Father, reflects the Father, and at
times is presented in terms of the Father, subsequently flows through the Son, reflects
the Son, and at times is presented in terms of the Son, and finally, flows through the
agency of the Spirit, reflects the Spirit, and at times is presented in terms of the Spirit.
This means that a truly biblical homiletics will not rest until in general it arrives at the
relational bonding not just with the Son, but with the Father and the Son and the Holy
Spirit, and in particular with the Father, or the Son, or the Spirit as the purpose, the
content and the clues of the preaching unit require this.
c. Through bonding with the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, their fullness turns
into the fullness of the believer, reflecting and aiming at the glory of God! To bond
with the Father is to surrender to the content of the biblical text expressive (1) of the
subtotal of his perfections, culminating in his Law, which aims at the holiness of his
people, (2) of the rich tapestry of his promises, culminating in the New Covenant,
which seeks to restore bankrupt sinners and to purify wretched saints, and (3) of all his
words and actions, presenting the universal principles and patterns which give direction to sinners as well as saints. To bond with the Son is to embrace the content of the
biblical text embodied by him, in all its specificity. All that is earmarked as displeasing
to the Father is exterminated on the Cross, and all that is said to please and mirror him
is re-originated in the Resurrection. To bond with the Spirit is to appropriate the content of the biblical text personalized by him, once again in all its specificity. All that is
earmarked as displeasing to the Father is eradicated in the believer, and all that is said
to please the Father is instilled in the believer!
In conclusion, in contrast to much of the prevailing, reductionistic, redemptivehistorical Christocentricity, full-orbed, Trinitarian, preaching, as mandated and modeled in Scripture, honors the text, has concrete, down-to-earth, relevance, and is Godcentered. It seeks to engage in meticulous exegesis of the text, and aims at an audience
that hungers to assimilate its content just as meticulously. In doing so it reflects the
fullness and glory of God the Father. It does not, first of all, preach the grace of Christ,
except in grace- and Christ-specific passages, in order to obtain holiness. By focusing
simply vanished! What a precious opportunity wasted to spell out the various pieces of the
armor supplied by God the Father, embodied in, and emerging from, the Son as a “White
Hole” through the agency of the Spirit, subsequently to “polish them up” with meticulous
precision, and then to see the Christian put them on and use them with vigor and conviction,
one by one! Only the full training in and use of all these pieces, and all these pieces without
exception, does, can, and will spell victory! The delivered short-cut sermon, without any discriminating and applicatory power, was in the final analysis an anemic, short-circuiting, blueprint for defeat and disaster! It is the kind of anemic message that can only be welcomed by
an anemic church that champions a type of redemptive-historical methodology which tragically does not seem to have a hunch of what a Revival culture is all about! Incidentally, William
Gurnall, The Christian in Complete Armour (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 2002),
which covers Ephesians 6:10-17 in over a thousand pages, would be a rich and powerful antidote against this type of message. As someone said colorfully, “Every sentence in Gurnall’s
magnum opus hits home, could function as a bumper-sticker, and constitutes a guiding light.”
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in a virtually exclusive fashion on the grace of Christ it encounters two problems. (1) It
fails to be properly Patricentric, and therefore turns easily into an anemic and subtle, or
not so subtle, man-centered presentation. (2) It routinely fails to be Spiritucentric, and
therefore rarely leaves any transforming deposit of Godliness behind. No, full-orbed
Trinitarian preaching preaches holiness to be obtained by grace via regeneration and
justification, which, of course, are to be obtained by grace as well. It seeks to expound
the text of the OT and NT Scripture in order (1) to disclose the rich and variegated features of the fullness of the Father, as this fullness resides in the Son and is applied by
the indwelling Spirit, and (2) to confront sinners and saints with this fullness to the
glory of God the Father through discriminating and applicatory preaching that is
Word-filled, Father-filled, Christ-filled and Spirit-filled, and so (3) to produce Prayerfilled and Worship-filled believers in the splendor of holiness (For additional information about the nature and elements of prayer, see Topical Focus #7: Prayer, and for
additional information about the nature and elements of worship, see Topical Focus
#20: Worship). The final upshot is simply this. To the extent one champions or promotes, whether consciously or not, an exclusive Patricentricity, Christocentricity or
Spiritucentricity, one ironically ends up with an anemic, if not twisted, Patricentricity,
Christocentricity, or Spiritucentricity to that same extent, as well as with an anemic, if
not twisted, Patricentricity, Christocentricity and Spiritucentricity in general! This
makes eminent sense. When one is not fully Trinitarian, one cannot be fully Trinitarian
either in general or in particular.
8. Finally, the implicit, if not explicit, underlying thesis of Panel 7: Spotlight on
the Trinity is that only a homiletics that focuses upon the content specificity of the text
and does not embellish it with alien elements that are not verifiable from it, but gleans
or mines the universal truths that it is meant to convey as exhaustively as possible, can
do full justice to the meaning of the text and the purpose of the Holy Spirit in it. Only
such homiletics, therefore, can be trusted to communicate its message in an unadulterated and complete fashion. The Book of Esther lends itself as possibly no other book
in Scripture to illustrate this.
a. There is no trace in this booklet of any Theology, Christology or Pneumatology.
This has been called passing strange. But it should not really alarm anyone. Esther gets
across what its author sets out to get across. This is the prerogative of any author, let
alone the prerogative of, as in this case, a Divine Author. The temptation may be to
approach this booklet as if there is a need somehow to detect the Father (Providence?),
the Son (Typology?), and possibly, but less likely, the Holy Spirit (Fearlessness?) in it.
But this would be a very fundamental error. It does not only give the impression that
Esther is not really up to biblical par, consciously or not. It also violates the hermeneutical rule of Scriptura Sui Interpres. The meaning of a text can only be determined
by its content and the purpose of a text only by the aggregate of clues in it. Further, as
the “breathed out” Word of God through the agency of the Holy Spirit the text is by
definition perfect. So to declare, as Luther did with James, that a text is really below
par is basically to wage war against its integrity, and must be identified as offensive to
its Author and harmful to the Church.
b. The following are some of both the main and the subsidiary truths that Esther
conveys. The main truths are found in the overarching realities that give rise to broad
universal principles, patterns, and models, such as (1) The certainty of ever present
conspiracies against the people of God of whatever sort that aim at its complete de278

struction as well as the equal certainty, which may prevail even among the coconspirators, that even the fiercest of attacks will fail in its objective and eventually
devour its agents, and (2) The utterly intricate providential tapestry that in the course
of events has multitudinous, seemingly incongruent, unrelated, and random elements
which are harmoniously and cooperatively enlisted to arrive at a destined end, and are
counted on to do so by those who embrace this tapestry. The subsidiary truths are to be
found in the particulars that give rise to the more concrete universal principles, patterns, and models, such as (1) a marital squabble in a palace that ends up with a search
for a new wife, a sleepless man who wants to be entertained in the middle of the night,
(2) an erring man who has his niece apply for marriage to an unbeliever, a possibly
stubborn man who does not want to honor authority, a powerful man who with reference to providence persuasively prods to necessary action in a seemingly impossible
situation as a matter of life and death, a beautiful woman who overcomes her fears,
leaves her comfort zone at the risk of her death and delivers, (3) a proud man who
boasts in his political position, a hostile man who wants to do everything to annihilate
a personal enemy, appears to stare victory in the face, but unbeknown to himself signs
his own death warrant and organizes his own means of execution in the process, (4) a
people that enjoys a leader who aims at victory, joins him in battle, conquers, and memorializes the ensuing triumph in perpetuity. While this summary does not aim to be
exhaustive, it conveys that there are universal principles, patterns, and models galore,
whether positive or negative, that can be passed on to the people of God throughout
the ages in order to instruct as well as admonish them unto holiness, endurance, comfort and hope (Rom. 15:4; 1 Cor. 10:1-11, esp. 6, 11).
c. Of course, it would be unconscionable to present this message of Esther without
placing it in the broad context of the self-disclosure of the Triune God. The battle that
rages in Esther starts in Paradise (Gen. 3:15), finds its culmination point in the cross of
Christ (Col. 2:14-15), and will not cease until his return (Rev. 12:12, 15, 17). The Father’s providence that assures victory is not just a flash in the pan, but controls all of
history (Eph. 1:11). The drive to stand up for the Kingdom of God and to persevere in
the face of all conspiratorial odds cannot materialize apart from abiding in Christ (John
15:1ff). The power to overcome fear, renounce one’s comfort zone as idolatry, and
admittedly to risk one’s life for the sake of the work of God must be rooted in the
presence of the indwelling Spirit (2 Tim. 1:7). For a people to join the battle en masse
and to proceed to victory there must be “the faith in Jesus as the Son of God that overcomes the world” (1 John 5:4-5)! All this should be taken into account and will be
proclaimed in the preaching of the Gospel from Esther, not as an exegetical exposition
of its text, but as a reminding application of its wider context. At any rate, to denigrate
the fundamental and initial “universal principlizing” as moralizing in disregard, if not
defiance of Romans 15:4 and 1 Corinthians 10:1ff is unconscionable and stands condemned. Of course, any prompting to any form of conduct, however proper or exquisite, without reference to the Father who supplies the Benchmark of holiness, the Son
who provides the Source of holiness, and the Spirit who functions as the Agent in holiness, mires down in moralism by definition. But let no one throw out the baby with
the bathwater! To do so is to end up with a so-called cure that all too frequently does
not only defeat the purpose of Scripture, but is worse than the original problem!
All this, of course, is designed to counterweight Luther and those who follow in
his footsteps in a reductionistic Christology, whether in whole or in part, and to put
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their flawed hermeneutics and homiletics of James squarely back on the biblical track
with its focus on textual content specificity and the presentation of compelling universal principles and patterns within the parameters of a broad Trinitarian framework.
When this materializes, James will once again be honored as the opening salvo of the
Holy Spirit in and to the NT Church, proclaimed throughout for the precious and perfect gem that it is, and broadly circulate among God’s people as an “omnipresent” $1
bill, rather than an occasional $2 bill. However much the latter is officially recognized
as legal tender, it is rarely in the public eye. Let us ever remember the telling observations of a recent commentator that James, “a ‘towering figure in the earliest church,’
has become the one significant leader of that church who is now mostly ignored,” and
that his letter is “sometimes said to be part of the ‘junk mail’ of the New Testament,”
forgotten by (too) many. It appears that “the man and the letter have suffered the same
fate: oblivion or close to it.” Even if there is a “serious resurgence, if not renaissance,
of scholarship on James,” this is “mostly ignored when it comes to Christian theology
and gospel preaching” (McKnight, 9-10).
Full-orbed Trinitarian preaching is textually robust, and can prayerfully expect a
full-orbed worship in the splendor of holiness to explode. Such preaching programmatically and systematically aims at this. As it reaches out to any and all audiences, it
opens up vistas upon the full worth of the Triune God, inviting worship. When an audience does not have the Word snatched away by the Enemy, scorched under persecution, choked by everyday concerns, or downgraded by reductionistic hermeneutical
and homiletical methodologies, it will blossom out into a full-orbed holy life (Mt.
13:18-23). In this scenario the “invitation” to worship will not fall on deaf ears. The
heart will respond. In the joy of the Spirit and with undivided devotion to its Lord, it
will praise God (Acts 2:46-47). This is to say, through the vision of the holiness of
God (Rev. 4:8), and in submission to his dominion (Rev. 4:10), all the “crowns” will
end up at the foot of the throne (Rev. 4:10), and the exultation of the Triune God will
ever expand (Rev. 4:11; 5:9, 12, 14). By way of sobering reminder, the Father seeks
full-orbed worship from full-orbed worshippers (John 4:23, 24). And what the Father
seeks, he will find. If humans would ever fall silent in whole or in part, the stones
would take up their place and cry out in full-orbed praise (Lk. 19:40) (See for a more
detailed treatment of the concept of worship, Topical Focus #20: Worship).
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3. SYSTEMATIC COMPOSITION
a. Introduction
For quite some time it was customary to present The Epistle of James as a letter that simply deals with a variety of practical matters without much of a
plan, if not “thrown together” rather “chaotically” (Luther, quoted in Moo,
1985, 38). “The results of the analysis (of the literary character of James supposedly consisting of ‘series of sayings, strung together quite loosely’) lead to
the recognition of one consistent feature of James: the entire document lacks
continuity in thought” (Dibelius, 1-2). At times it is still customary to deny
James an overall design which, throughout, would guarantee a discernible,
logical relationship among the several sections of the Epistle. This tendency
is present not only among the early critical, but also many non-critical thinkers (Mitton, 235; Grünzweig, 22; Grosheide, 1955, 343; Moo, 1985, 36;
McCartney, 4, 62). Both routinely fail to recognize the composition of James.
Accordingly, it was thought to consist of individual sections rather haphazardly drawn together that frequently, if not for the most part, lack logical
consistency and inner coherence (especially McKnight, throughout his commentary). In fact, James supposedly resembles a “deliberately disconnected”
string of beads/pearls, assembled without “a continuous and coherent plan or
scheme (Barclay, 35), or “a collection of sayings and thoughts loosely put together,” even if there is “progress and development in his (James’) presentation,” as he does “return to some topics to discuss them more fully” (Kistemaker, 10), and “we may discover within each (smaller) unit a controlling
thematic interest” (McCartney, 62).
This assessment was at times aggravated by the (early) liberal conviction
that Scripture was an all too human book that had to be subjected to Historical Criticism, starting with Form Criticism (Dibelius, 56-57; see also PDavids, 13; Cargal, 9-21). What connects the various parts is at best a “‘staccato’ style with unattached sentences put together by catchwords and picking up
what was said earlier.” Commentators, indeed, do admit to a coherence of
sorts by means of so-called “catchword connections,” with a reference to
James 1:4 and 5; 1: 12 and 13; 1:26 and 27; 2:12 and 13; 3:17 and 18; 5:9 and
12; 5:13ff, 16ff and 19ff (Martin, c1, and even Dibelius, 2, 7). To give it at
least some semblance of respectability, it was at times likened to either ancient “diatribes” (Ropes, 10-18) or ancient “sermons” (Barclay, 32). James
allegedly displays the same “staccato” style as the diatribe, even if it cannot
fully be identified with that genre (Dibelius, 1, 38). It is also said to display
literary characteristics typical of sermonic material, such as imaginary conversations, a sudden change of subjects, imperatives, direct addresses, personified vices and virtues, picturesque language, famous role models, stern
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warnings, searching questions, paradoxical statements, etc. (Barclay, 32-34),
vivid and arresting images, aphorisms and paradoxes, irony and scorn, similitudes and parables, judgment oracles and diatribal features (Tasker, 9;
Bauckham, 35-60). All this would fit in with the incoherent nature of James.
After all, neither the diatribal nor the sermonic kind of literature requires a
“design” or plan of action (Dibelius, 5-6, 11; Barclay, 35). After everything is
said and done, there is allegedly no evidence whatsoever that James is anything else but an ordinary letter with characteristics that “merely” reflect the
temperament of the author, the time of its composition, the requirements of
the situation, and the needs of the addressees. For these reasons he “simply”
moves from topic to topic without much of a plan (Grosheide, 1955, 338339). One commentator opts for a much more cautious approach (Richardson,
28-29). He holds that traces of various literary types, such as “a pedagogical
device to exhort moral reform (diatribe)” and “traditional moral instruction in
the form of loose sets of aphorism or proverbs (paraenesis)” combine into the
“wisdom of James” that addresses a wide variety of conditions and issues in a
wide variety of ways. As such it displays “a canonical shape” that can best be
characterized as a “NT embodiment of exhortation to the early Church in
epistolary form.” The latter, as we saw above, is right on the money.
This general, rather negative, picture of James as somewhat like a loose
cannon, is not very attractive, and may help explain why, in recent years, it
has prompted several commentators sufficiently to modify their views by
searching and allowing for a significant formal structure (PHDavids, 22ff, especially 29), a considerable content cohesion (Adamson, 20), purposeful thematic arrangements (Martin, cii-civ), controlling thematic interests, discourse
markers, such as the vocative “my brothers,” summary proverbs as “closers”
(McCartney, 62-64), substantive verbal linkages (Nystrom, 44), or a combination of these various characteristics. The emergence of Redaction, Genre
and Canon Criticism also led liberal and semi-liberal scholarship to the recognition that “the age of the string-of-pearls conception of the letter is past.”
James is now explored as an “edited whole,” marked by an “essential theological unity” (PDavids, 13; see also Cargal, 21-28), and an “essential coherence” by means of “thematic and literary” ties. Nevertheless, a “complex
structure” that “predetermines every reading” of James should be rejected as
a “procrustean bed” (Johnson, 13-15). Finally, according to one commentator
“continuity of thought,” a “thematic coherence in content,” and a “consistency in concerns and ideas” does not add up to a “carefully composed structure
… with a sequential argument or logical progression of thought,” and does
not vitiate that James is an assembly of “sayings and short sections … in a
completely random (although not disorganized) manner” (Bauckham, 61-62).
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Regrettably, the notion of an inerrant Scripture is nowhere in sight.63
The more recent upshot is that liberal and semi-liberal scholars, as well
as conservatives and semi-conservatives with their invariably greater respect
for the text, have become persuaded of the presence of various inner lingual,
logical, thematic or structural connectors between the various sections mostly
as the result of an in-depth study of the book. Some commentators are even
willing to stipulate that James, at least with regards to his opening and closing
paragraphs, is a “carefully constructed document that conforms to established
patterns” (PDavids, 7-8; see also Nystrom, 17). But, while there is an increasing interest to tie the several component elements of James together linguistically, rhetorically, or thematically, there continues to be a general reluctance
to declare that James, step by step, builds a compellingly cogent case under
the umbrella of a controlling theme and an overarching objective, and by
means of a coherent argument and a fully sustained line of reasoning. The
idea that all the parts logically follow each other, very snugly fit into a whole,
and serve one grand purpose, does not seem overly palatable.64 Even when
commentators suspect that there is more than meets the eye, they are not only
aware that the maximum possible coherence, if there were such, has definitely not yet come into view. They are also convinced that it promises to be at
best a long and arduous road before the James’ research could ever arrive at
such point, if at all!
Recently a successful attempt has been made to summarize the various
proposals and achievements of the modern James’ research in terms of structure and composition (Taylor, Currents, 86-115; see also Cargal, 9-29, who
analyzes some of the earlier proposals). It will be well worth our while to acquaint ourselves with this summary in Topical Focus #4: Structure of
James. This should inform us about the general lay of the (interpretive) land,
and serve not only as background for what has been stated in the present Introduction thus far, but also as a preamble for what is to follow, namely my
63

Even the “best” of critical scholars do not seem to be able to shed their “stripes.” Dismissive of Scripture as a Divine-human product, they cannot possibly conceive that any Bible
book could have a definitive structure that does not allow for loose ends. Ultimately all of
Redaction, Genre, Canon Criticism, as well as all other “unifying” kinds of Criticism, are
found “grievously” wanting from this perspective. They sadden, if not quench, the Holy Spirit
by disparagingly dismissing his organized and purposeful Authorship, and therewith closing
themselves off from the only vantage point to notice the exquisite architecture of Scripture
both in its totality and in its parts. At best, “they see men walking like trees!”
64
PDavids, 12-13, for instance, maintains that James puts his stamp on the whole letter, but
still is curious about a number of anomalies, such as excellent Greek next to Hebraisms, divergent use of vocabulary, and a disjointed handling of topics. This makes him conclude that
James was written in two phases. The first one consisted of a series of homilies. This was
James’ handiwork. In the second phase a redactor molded these homilies into the letter that
we know today. Moo, 1985, 29-30, effectively argues against this offshoot of Redaction Criticism as an unnecessary hypothesis.
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own description of the exquisite architecture of James, as I have come to see
it through the years, as well as my proposal for a structural outline of the
Epistle that (hopefully) does not leave any loose ends. Frankly, what else can
we expect from, and what else should we aim for in the analysis of, a composition that has the Holy Spirit as its primary Author!

Topical Focus #4: Structure of James
In his article on the subject, Taylor, 86-115, presents a detailed and quite helpful survey of recent authors who deal with the structure of James. He summarizes their proposals under several headings. They are reflective of a growing consensus regarding
the unity of the Epistle.
(1) Some scholars hold that James arranges his themes chiastically (Pfeiffer;
Cladder; Francis; Davids). While their proposals “remove some of the frustration related to the disjointed appearance of the letter,” “giving (it) a sense of cohesion and
coherence previously denied,” still their “sweeping judgments” may “fail to capture
the full intent or content of the text.” Hence “a degree of caution is in order,” as “some
chiastic proposals appear strained” (Taylor, 94-95).
(2) A number of proposals maintain that James develops (a) a collection of
themes with James 1 as the key to the letter’s structure (Martin), (b) a specific theme
(Johnson; Penner), or (c) a series of themes without necessarily a logical progression
(Cargal). In spite of “the disparity of perspective” these “thematic approaches” share
as a “common theme ... the significance of (James’) introductory chapter.” On balance
they have “advanced the discussion regarding the structure of James,” and are engaged
in a “type of analysis that holds promise for clarifying the organization of the letter”
(Taylor, 102-103).
(3) Again others view James as a coherent rhetorical discourse (Wüllner, Frankenmölle). According to Taylor (105), “The greatest contribution of rhetorical approaches to James is the demonstration of coherence ... Yet, the riddle of structure remains as there is still the same disparity on divisions in the text and how the smaller
units interact to form the whole. Rhetorical criticism offers valuable insights into the
interaction if themes, patterns of argumentation and means of persuasion, but in and of
itself, it is inadequate” (So also McCartney, 61; for a measure of similarity to Greek
rhetorical forms in James, see McCartney, 40-43, 60-62).
(4) A fourth set of proposals stake out a mediating position. James allegedly is
not a “carefully composed structure,” marked by a “single communicative goal,” a logical progression,” and a “sequential argument.” Although it is “a loosely structured
composition,” consisting of a number of semi-random sections that “defy neat labels,”
it nevertheless does display “coherence of thought” within these sections, as they are
governed by key motifs, such as “perfection” (Jam. 1:2-4) as “the inclusive goal of the
Christian life” (Bauckham), possibly under the central and overarching concern of
“spiritual wholeness” (Moo) (Taylor, 105-107).
(5) Taylor, 107-110, concludes by presenting his own text-linguistic proposal. In
it he identifies four pivotal elements in James that should govern its interpretation: (a)
notable uses of inclusio (Jam. 1:2-4/1:12; 1:12/1:25; 2:12-13/4:11-12; 4:6/5:6), (b)
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proverbial expressions and units (Jam. 1:12; 1:26-27; 2:12-13; 3:13-18; 4:11-12), (c)
the prominence of the opening essay (Jam. 1:1-13), and (d) the thematic, cohesive role
of key OT texts (Lev. 19; Deut. 6; Prov. 3). By way of further explanation, (a) inclusio
is defined as “a device by which the author uses the same, or similar, words or phrases
at the beginning (or near the end) of sections to mark those sections as distinct.” (b)
Proverbial expressions and units are “isolated from their immediate contexts and independent of the more extended essays. They serve the important transition function by
uniting larger essays within the letter.” (c) The opening essay introduces “key motifs,
themes, phrases and words (such as trials, wisdom, rich/poor relationships, selfdeception, etc.), that are expanded in the body of the letter and give every appearance
of intentional arrangement.” (d) OT texts, such as quotations from Leviticus 19 (Lev.
19:12 in Jam. 5:12; Lev. 19:13 in Jam. 5:4; Lev. 19:15 in Jam. 2:1, 9; Lev. 19:16 in
Jam. 4:11; Lev. 19:17b in Jam. 5:20; Lev. 19:18b in Jam. 5:19; Jam. 19:18b in Jam.
2:8), allusions reflecting Deuteronomy 6 (Jam. 1:12; 2:5; 2:19; 4:12), and a reference
to Proverbs 3:34 (with Prov. 3:34b governing Jam. 4:7-10, and Prov. 3:34a governing
Jam. 4:13-5:6) may well provide a significant hermeneutical key to the interpretation
of James. Not only do the OT texts occur copiously in the text of James. They also appear to be pivotal for the structuring of the inclusios. They could well function as
“bridges” that span the gaps between them.
According to Taylor, 112, all proposals thus far have four things in common.
First, they all deviate from Dibelius and insist that James is not a hodge-podge of ethical practices penned down without any noticeable coherence, any definable continuity,
or any theological objective, which would prevent any contextual interpretation.
Second, while there is no “scholarly consensus regarding the details of the structure of
James” ... “there is a growing sense that the text of James is a literary, coherent whole
... with its catchwords, theme expansion and recapitulation, ... bears the marks of intentionality (and displays) even a sequential progression at points.” To identify the
structure of James, therefore, would be immensely helpful in grasping and applying its
message.
Third, “many (scholars) are convinced that Chapter 1 holds the key to the letter’s
structure,” since it “functions to introduce the letter’s major themes that are subsequently expanded in the letter body.”
Fourth, they are virtually all persuaded that “major blocks, such as James 2:1-13, 2:1416, 3:1-12, and 4:1-10, and smaller units like James 1:2-4, 3:13-18, and 5:1-6 exhibit a
discernible structure and a sustained treatment of a unified topic.” This justifies the
conclusion that the letter is a more or less “coherent literary whole,” even if the question remains, “how the units in James relate to one another in order to accomplish
James’ purpose for writing.” The latter calls for “a convincing analysis,” which takes
“the surface syntactical structure in the text itself” seriously,” “demonstrates how the
major themes of perfection, law, judgment, speech and action in James work together,”
and “how by way of quotation (explicit and implicit) and allusion ... James appropriates the ‘law’ in the light of the teaching of Jesus.” The bottom line is that on each
of the four counts the study of James has made a good deal of progress, even if much
eludes us as yet, and a finished product is not (yet) in sight!
How to respond to this analytical survey? Well, it undoubtedly contains encouraging news. James does have a structure (of sorts)! Still, there is something disconcerting about it. All the proposals, mentioned thus far, regardless whether they come from
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a basically critical, semi-critical, or non-critical source, fail to declare categorically or
verbalize unequivocally that James as a Divine-human book must have a carefully
crafted structure by definition with an evident coherence of thought, a noticeable logical progression, and an identifiable consistency of focus. The concession of some
commentators that the way the various discernible units relate to each other remains a
question mark implies at best that they suspect (expect?) that somehow James may
eventually light up and display a deep structure that determines the flow of the letter,
both in whole and in all its parts. But this is by no means a certainty. In fact, one (critical) commentator emphatically rules this out (Johnson, 13-15).
The upshot of all this is that the various proposals can, and do come up with at
times impressive insights in terms of thematic development, chiastically or otherwise,
key rhetorical effects, and telling text-linguistic characteristics, all of which serve to
point in one way or another to the formal continuity of the text of James and the substantive coherence of its message. Nevertheless, these proposals, such as the one by
Taylor, which view James as a combination of inclusions and proverbial units, are not
only quite (too?) complicated, but also leave (admittedly) too many gaps in the text
and too many uncertainties about its deep structure. This justifies the conclusion that
the interpretive history of James often resembles the erection of a prefab house. Many
parts are identified on the construction site, waiting to be assembled. But the contractors are neither certain how to put them together, nor always persuaded that they can
be put together at all. They definitely are not unanimous about the whereabouts, or
even the existence of a fully developed and workable blueprint. Even if interpreters
would deny that this is indicative of the pervasive methodological influence of critical
scholarship, it should be quite clear that in practice this scholarship has not helped the
interpretive situation much, and in principle is a permanent barrier to bringing it to a
biblically satisfactory conclusion. Cheung, 272, sums it up well, “Though the present
scholarly consensus is to see the entire work as exhibiting certain coherence, the precise nature and structure of that overall unity is still a matter of constant dispute.” I
add yet that critical as well as semi-critical scholarship will always remain in the fog.
Of course, this fog which surrounds the issue of a prevailing, if not all-encompassing,
blueprint should raise eyebrows. In fact, it should raise a storm signal or two! In the
above section of my General Introduction, which dealt with Biblical Hermeneutics, I
argued, first of all, that one simply may not treat God’s inerrant Word the way it is
frequently done. The Divine authorship guarantees that there is a full-fledged blueprint. If this is not transparent, the interpreter can only “fault” himself. I also spelled
out a number of transcendental conditions, such as interpretation in 3-D, which must
be present for the structure of any Bible book to be recognized, for its interpretation to
fall into place, for its message to be grasped, and for its impact to be experienced, so
that culpability can be avoided. Without these conditions, which can never be met
apart from regeneracy and all that this entails, I fear that the fog will never really lift.
In the upcoming sections of the General Introduction that deal with the composition of James, I describe the architecture and propose an outline of James (1) as a part
of Scripture and (2) in the totality of Scripture.
(1) As a self-contained part of Scripture, I outline James under one all-embracive
theme, to be presented and argued below in great detail. This establishes the whole of
the Epistle as a well-structured, well-organized, and well-tuned, unit in which all the
parts fit very snugly. In Taylor’s terminology I take the whole Epistle of James to be
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one large inclusio of sorts. If this is the way to go, it should produce a sigh of relief on
everybody’s count, for it both defragments and uncomplicates the composition of
James by definition! Its introduction addresses the total Church of Christ in all its various component elements (Jam. 1:1). Its conclusion calls upon each component element
to be on the lookout for anyone who strays from the truth, in order to bring him back
as a matter of life and death (Jam. 5:19-20). In the body of his letter, then, James provides the authoritative model for this ministry. In delineating its variegated aspects,
areas, principles, and phases, it literally leaves no stone untouched (Jam. 1:2-5:18).
Without going into further details at this point, this inclusion is primarily not formal,
but substantive in nature. To be sure, rhetorical and linguistic analyses are valuable
tools in the interpretive process, but they do not come into their intended own apart
from the theological and practical substance of James (1 Cor. 4:20). This is why my
proposed outline does not (and any outline of any book of Scripture should not) take
its major cue merely from rhetorical and linguistic features. Although these features,
rich and enriching as they are, should contribute toward establishing the final product,
my outline of James is (and any outline of any book should be) determined by its theological and practical essence in the light of its over-all purpose. However, this can only
be accomplished on two conditions. (a) Scripture is recognized as a Divine-human
book, because, as I argued already, “it gave me my life in regeneration and sustains my
life in sanctification,” and (b) Scripture is approached in 3-D, that is, from within the
three hermeneutical circles, mentioned above.
(2) In the context of Scripture I chart James, with most other (recent) commentators, as the first written document in the NT canon. The outline of the Epistle both derives from, and facilitates the recognition of the various themes and key-motifs that are
progressively developed in a crescendoing fashion, linguistically, rhetorically, but
above all substantially. Its position in the canon of Scripture proves to be strategic in
that James, as I have mentioned already, turns simultaneously into the ceiling of the
OT and the ground floor of the NT. All the major strands of the OT merge into James.
This explains the kind of biblical themes, key-motifs, and references we encounter.
Central to the OT message is that in the NT God, through the agency of the Spirit and
by the means of their mind, will write his law(s) on the heart of his people (Jer. 31:34;
Ezek. 36:25-27). No wonder that “the perfect law of liberty” functions prominently in
James (Jam. 1:25). Further, love for God and the neighbor is the summary of the OT
law. No wonder that both emerge in James as well. Also, the faith theme is in prominent evidence ever since Abraham. No wonder that James emphasizes it. In James the
OT comes into its own in NT grandeur! At the same time, James addresses a NT setting. No wonder that he applies relevant OT truths in a fresh discriminating and applicatory fashion to NT situations. In doing so he does not merely mirror Jesus’ job description of “every teacher of the law who has been instructed about the Kingdom of
heaven, just as the owner of a house, brings out of the store room new treasures as well
as old” (Mt. 13:52). No, in his teaching James reflects Jesus himself. Every James’
commentator has been struck by the uncanny affinity that exists between the Sermon
on the Mount and the Epistle of James. Once commentators learn to position James as
the crowning piece of the OT and the launching pad of the NT, and recognize the parallels between his teaching and that of his elder brother in substance and method, they
will resist the temptation to take one specific theme as its methodological center or
central concern, whether it is eschatology (Penner), the friendship of the world versus
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the friendship with God (Johnson), authentic faith versus false faith (McCartney), or
the double command of love toward God and the neighbor (Cheung) for that matter.
This procedure is essentially reductionistic to one degree or another and, therefore,
will fail to do justice to the architecture of James in global biblical perspective, and
miss out on “feasting” upon its full content. It should be clear to everyone that by
looking at the Epistle through the glasses of only one of its central themes, let alone of
a sub-theme, one is bound to miss too much. In fact, one runs the risk to warp some of
its content.
All in all, compared to Dibelius the recent James’ research has undoubtedly made
(rather sophisticated) strides in focusing upon a definite composition of James to
whatever degree. However, there appears to be a serious trouble spot. Compared to the
older authors on James, such as Manton and Johnstone, and even some of the more recent authors, such as Mitton, who “surrendered” to the Epistle as the inerrant Word of
God and went after its heartbeat as food for the soul and fuel for life, much of this
scholarly research regarding the structure of James is exclusively academic. As such it
may be intriguing at times from a technical perspective and provide intellectual stimulation and delight, but it seems (too far) removed from everyday life. This could well
be the reason why, with some notable exceptions, recent scholarly research does not
appear to have improved the overall grasp of James’ message as much as it could
(should?) have. The various outlines of James that resulted from this research are not
only (too) widely divergent, but mostly lack a unified focus, and when a unified focus
is suggested, the individual parts do not always seem to make a good fit or interrelate
much with each other, let alone progressively build on each other. In short, the older
and more conservative commentaries usually emphasize the textual content of the individual sections as touching hearts and lives, even if they do not always connect the
nuggets that they unearth. Although therefore they pay scant attention to the theme and
structure of James, the upshot is by and large refreshing, challenging and edifying. The
newer and more liberal commentaries often do wrestle extensively with the theme and
structure of James. However, because of their admittedly questionable results they
tend to propose outlines that are tentative, if not tenuous. Since such outlines do not
necessarily flow forth from the text and cannot do full justice to the text, the upshot is
often a lack of spiritual understanding and practical application.
But more about this below in Topical Focus #5: Outlines of James! In it I deal
with a number of the most significant recent Outlines of James’ Epistle in detail, before I conclude with a presentation of my own proposal. The reader, of course, in a truly Berean commitment to God’s Word (Acts 17:11) must determine to what extent it
serves a wholesome, spiritual, and applicatory impact of the Epistle!
_____________________________________________________________________

All this leads to the conclusion that the various phases, and especially the
more recent phase, of the James’ research have (admittedly) not succeeded in
capturing the exquisite, over-all, architectural beauty of the book and the
striking balance of the whole and its parts. From my perspective, these phases
fell short of doing full justice (1) to the systematic treatment of its main
theme and purpose (architecture), as well as (2) to the presentation of the various topics in a unified and progressive structure (the whole and the parts). In
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this volume an attempt is made to remedy both shortfalls, and to provide what
should be a breathtaking (mind), deeply stirring (heart), and galvanizing (life)
view of the Epistle of James.65
However, before I turn to this as the next order of business, there may be
a need to expand on what I mentioned earlier by way of a possibly necessary
reminder! My take on the failure of especially (semi-)critical scholars to settle
on the over-all theme and structure of James, if from their perspective such
theme and structure even exists, does not imply that they cannot come up
with enriching “common grace” contributions to the interpretation and understanding of the Epistle. The copious references to the works of these scholars
in this Commentary should be sufficient to make this a credible statement.
But it is to insist that these contributions can ultimately be “incidental” only.
After all, they are hard put to see the text “as vital for Christian Evangelism”
(Tasker, 9), or to exposit it with a view to regeneration, inclusive of daily repentance and faith, justification, inclusive of daily forgiveness, and sanctification, inclusive of daily renewal. This conviction may apply especially to the
area of sanctification, since practical godliness, as I argue below, is the major
theme of James, under the overarching dome of the worship of God in the
splendor of holiness as spelled out throughout Scripture (Rev. 4:8-11; see also
Ps. 96:9).
All of history, made possible only by the cross of Christ (Rev. 5:1-9),
unfolds itself under this dome of worship. It displays four telling features
(Rev. 4:8-11). These are a vision of the holiness of God (Rev. 4:8), submission to the dominion of God (Rev. 4:10a), surrender of everything to God
(Rev. 4:10b), and outbreak in adoration of God (Rev. 4:11). The first two features are the two indispensable steppingstones to true worship, just as College
101 and 201 are prerequisites for College 301 and College 401. The latter two
65

It appears that scholars, who are committed to the critical-historical methodology and take
Scripture to be no more than an errant, imperfect, human product, will never be able to do full
justice to any book of Scripture, including James. Their research is ever hobbled by the
(un)certainty of “the next imperfection,” and to that extent is bound to remain a (partial) deadend street, however much is accomplished in terms of impressive “incidental” insights. On the
other hand, scholars, who are committed to Scripture as the inerrant Word of God, do not face
this drawback. They recognize each book as a perfect product of the Holy Spirit as well as the
human writer, and take this as the point of departure for their interpretation. At the same time,
I must hasten to add that these scholars will not succeed in doing full justice, either to the unified tapestry of a book, or to the function of each part in this tapestry unless they are conscious of and operate within the three hermeneutical circles/spirals, mentioned earlier in the
General Introduction. This means in the present context that they cannot do full justice to
James, unless they read it in 3-D, that is, experience “burning hearts” and “lit-up lives,” and
seek to produce “burning hearts” and “lit-up lives” (Lk. 24:32; 2 Cor. 4:6; Phil. 2:15; Tit.
2:15). Even then, however, there is no human guarantee that they will “fully arrive” this side
of glory. See specifically, once again, Footnote 12 for more details on this hermeneutical dynamics, and how it should play out from a biblical perspective.
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are the essence of worship: worship in deed, and worship in word. We shall
see that with his emphasis upon practical godliness, James contributes heavily
to the implementation of all four features (See for further details, Topical Focus #20: Worship).
Critical scholars may possibly recognize that “acting” without meticulous “thinking” is all too often chaotic. So they are committed to careful exegesis. But they (all too often) fail to grasp that even meticulous “thinking”
without subsequent “experiencing” (heart) and “acting” (life) is ultimately
sterile.66 So the explicit threefold purpose of God’s Word, regeneration, justification, and sanctification, does not function (as prominently as it should, if
at all) in their academic pursuit. Regrettably, this is not only the failure of
critical scholars. Non-critical scholars can be equally “dusty,” however insightful they may be in the treatment of the text on the level of the mind, and
however much cutting-edge scholarship they may display.

66

Unfortunately, even non-critical scholars at times decry the necessity of (truly) biblical experience, for whatever reason, and in the process impede the development of a robust,
healthy, full-bodied Christianity.
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b. Architecture
The thesis propounded in this Commentary is that, in terms of the architecture
of James, the letter concerns itself throughout with the theme of Holiness or
Practical Godliness (en route to ultimate perfection), and takes a systematic,
relevant, searching as well as focused look at it.
James would fully agree with the author of the Letter to the Hebrews that
sanctification is not quite “an optional extra.” To the contrary, it is an integral
and indispensable part of the Christian life. After all, without it “no one will
see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14). In fact, sanctification can properly be characterized as the crowning piece of God’s saving activity, with regeneration as its
experiential launching pad and justification as its legal framework. With this
biblical datum as backdrop, James takes a systematic look at the various facets of the doctrine of sanctification. The Outline below makes the case for
this thesis.
But it also takes a relevant look. Here the balance of the whole and the
parts comes into view. James introduces numerous examples of practical godliness to get his point across. At first sight, this appears to justify the conclusion that the Epistle consists of a series of individual gems that are not strung
together very well. However, just as the exposition of the various aspects of
the process of sanctification comes into its own in the various relevant illustrations, so the illustrations serve the interest of the unified thrust of James’
message. They are not an end in themselves, let alone serve many aphoristic
ends in themselves, without any anchorage or cohesion. No, the Book of
James follows a precise and intricate blueprint, and is a striking concatenation
of exquisite pearls that present a well-coordinated, multi-faceted and colorful
tapestry with a definite and unified objective.
In other words, James wishes to bring his readers face-to-face with some
fundamental realities, in both a systematic and relevant way. As is shown below in greater detail in the Outline I propose, and as is argued in my Commentary, he focuses their attention upon holiness/practical godliness as an essential and indispensable element of the Christian life. With this in view he
enlarges upon four topics, logical and relevant step upon logical and relevant
step. First, he presents the twofold means to the end of holiness from the divine perspective (James 1:1-27). Then, he delineates its substance and what
sets it in motion from within the biblical framework (James 2:1-26). Further,
he illumines the intricate way in which it is implemented and becomes a reality in the Christian experience (James 3:1-4:10). Finally, he sets forth the
length, breadth and depth of its range in the fabric of life (James 4:11-5:20).
Through his copious graphic imaging he emphasizes that holiness of life is
not merely a vague and nebulous entity, but rather practical godliness in the
full sense of the word. Besides, the rich variety of the examples underscores
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that holiness is neither narrow in scope, nor fragmented in nature. It covers
the total, finely woven, tapestry of the life of the Christian.
However, in terms of its architecture and the relationship of the whole
and its parts, James takes not only a systematic and relevant, but also a
searching look at those who are students in the School of Sanctification, and
at the way they should experience its teaching. The Word of God has been
given to the Church as the Key to the Kingdom (See Mt. 16:18). This means
that in its very nature it is both discriminating (toward unbelievers) and applicatory (toward believers). Peter’s message to the crowd on Pentecost illustrates the former, while his two Epistles depict the latter. The Word of God,
properly preached or taught, will not leave unbelievers alone until they recognize that they are lost and hell-bound (Acts 2:37). By the same token it will
not leave believers alone until, in the light of the coming judgment, they
make amends in areas where they are shown to fall short in holiness (2 Pet.
3:10-11). In sum and substance, James calls a spade a spade! He makes it indubitably clear that (wretched) sinners have no future without rebirth (discriminating teaching), nor have (wretched) saints without holiness (applicatory
teaching).67 That neither reality can possibly come into the purview of the
critical approach stands to reason. After all, “critically to lord” it over Scripture is by definition “to muzzle” it and twist it in the process (to a lesser or
greater degree). Besides, the critical approach does not display what one
would call “a burning interest” either in regeneration or in sanctification! Unless it first becomes a “regenerate and sanctified scholarship” and subsequently
is suffused with this burning interest, all its scholarly input and output is bound
to be and to remain “sterile,” however many seeming signs of life it may display (Rev. 3:1-2).
Finally, James’ preoccupation with sanctification means that he presents
a focused look. The recognition of this fact will go a long way to defuse some
of the complaints against the Epistle, and to explain some of its features. The
lack of an elaborate Christology has long been held against James. Although
Luther said some favorable things about James during his lifetime, he is most
remembered for his rather scathing remark that James is a “right letter of
straw,” since he does not “urge/inculcate Christ” (Martin, cv).68 But is this a
justified assessment (criticism)? Not quite! This is immediately evident when
James’ focus is recognized. In fact, to attack a spoken or written word, of any
type, for not saying what it does not intend to say is unethical. As I argue
more extensively below, “steeped in the OT” (Barclay, 29) James’ objective
67

Especially in Section III of his letter (Jam. 3:1-4:10), James makes it abundantly clear
“that” and “why” all believers are and remain “wretched saints” until the moment of their
death or the return of Christ, whatever comes first.
68
It ought to be noted that this judgment is softened somewhat by the fact that he regards it a
letter of straw in comparison to Paul.
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is to extend its emphasis upon sanctification as the crowning piece of God’s
saving activity into the NT.69 This is his central, if ultimately not his sole, fo69

Frankly, it is somewhat disconcerting to be told in a concluding statement on the authorship
of James that “if James, the younger brother of Christ, is the author,” his “letter’s interests reflect to a large degree the interests of Second Temple Judaism in wisdom, particularly in the
tradition that followed the lead of Sirach, who saw God’s law as the ultimate expression of
wisdom” (McCartney, 30). This evaluative wording, whether intentionally or not, may well
give the impression that James resembles a caboose rather than a locomotive. We would do
much better not to construe James’ “wisdom” as first of all reflecting in whole or in part either
the Second Temple tradition or the extra-biblical Jewish Wisdom literature, let alone to give
the impression that it may originate in them. If the explicit content of his epistle and the intimate acquaintance with his Elder Brother are any indication, his sources are fundamentally (a)
the “wisdom” of the OT, such as found in the Law and the Writings, and (b) the “wisdom” of
Jesus, such as in is evidence in his Hillside Message. These are and should be sufficient to
explain James in full! That there are some broad parallels with his surrounding culture stands
to reason. He is a child of his time. But this does not allow us to conclude that James is part of
an extra-biblical “tradition” of whatever sort, let alone that his roots are in this tradition or that
he is dependent upon it. James gives us every reason to believe that he has been drinking
deeply both from God’s Word (OT) and from God’s Son (Jesus). See yet McCartney, 43-52,
for the “literary background” of James as well as his “relationship to extra-biblical wisdom
literature” and “the wisdom of Jesus,” and, 280-292, for an Excursus on “James and Wisdom.” This Excursus deserves our attention. It starts out, 280-281, by sketching how (some
liberal) scholars regard James to be essentially Jewish (Spitta) or essentially Hellenistic
(Ropes; Dibelius). Most scholars, however, detect both “Greek rhetorical devices” and “Jewish material content.” A substantive Jewish “wisdom tradition” as well as substantive “wisdom origins,” 281-283, seem to be tellingly present in terms of citations, allusions, literary
parallels, language, style, vibrant illustrations, themes, thought patterns, aphoristic disjointedness, structural similarities, etc. Especially James’ relationship to Sirach is noted. One scholar, however, 283, “warns that the Epistle of James cannot be accurately grouped among the
wisdom documents by merely pointing out sapiential motifs or by imprudently associating its
structure with wisdom instruction.” On the one hand, McCartney, 283-284, heeds this warning and holds that “indeed, James does have some (?) characteristics that do not fit the wisdom pattern,” such as “certain Christian presuppositions,” “the contrast between true wisdom
and false wisdom,” the use of “literary categories” that are “constitutive to wisdom literature”
but “incidental” in James and not necessary “to sustain his overall arguments,” the “imperatival tone of the epistle,” and the focus upon “real existential problems” rather than “generalized truths.” While, 284-285, James shares with “some wisdom literature” that wisdom is “a
divine gift,” “ethical rather than intellective,” and “eschatological,” the “spiritual” nature of
his wisdom as corresponding with the fruit of the Holy Spirit, and the impact of Jesus upon
the wisdom he advances is “uniquely Jacobean.” On the other hand, however, he states, 291292, that “both James and Jesus reflect Jewish wisdom in the form as well as the content of
their teaching.” “Jesus himself used Jewish wisdom, both its material and its forms.” Hence it
is “not a surprise that Jewish wisdom tradition was taken over by his disciples,” while in one
particular instance, 290, “James and Jesus seemed to have strengthened a (corresponding Jewish) notion somewhat (sic!).” What to make of all this? As I already stated, when the Jewish
tradition derives truths from the OT, it stands to reason that James, doing to the same as well,
comes up with parallels. Neither is it surprising that he uses thought forms that are peculiar to
his time. But there is a troubling aspect to this discussion. From the very outset of the Excursus, 281-282, specific biblical literature, such as Proverbs, and extra-biblical literature, such
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as Sirach, are introduced as representing one Jewish wisdom tradition, as if there is no difference between the God-breathed and eternal Word of God (OT) and the temporary and fallible
word of man (Jewish literature). This could well be offensive to the Primary Author who
through godly men produces towering original and ultimate documents before which everyone must “tremble” (Is. 66:2), and by which everything else must be measured. It is like assigning Paul’s theology, say of his Epistle to the Romans, a place and function in the same
ballpark (tradition) as Hodge’s or Bavinck’s Systematic Theology because they cover some of
the same topics, or to claim that Peter’s Sermon as recorded in Acts 2 is comparable to those
of Luther, Calvin or Whitefield because they contain some of the same notions. This would
unacceptably flatten out Scripture. More specifically in the present context, 291-292, a similar
objection must be voiced against characterizing James as standing within “the Jewish wisdom
tradition,” or for that matter reflecting “the Jesus tradition.” James is not a species, one instance, in whole or in part, of a larger all too human genus. Nor is there such thing as a “Jesus
tradition.” This terminological approach already is typical liberal fare. We encounter the
Word of God in James as well as in the Gospels and in every additional reference to our Lord
Jesus in Scripture. Both James and Jesus transcend any and every “tradition.” They are the
originators of a (godly) tradition, and models of what a (godly) tradition should be, and stand
in judgment over every tradition that deviates from them and their benchmark truth! I would
not be surprised if the liberal leaven which flattens out James as well as the Biblical testimony
regarding Jesus, however unconsciously and unintentionally, forms a roadblock to reading
and studying James and Jesus from the 3-D perspective mentioned above, that is, as the Word
of God that “he has magnified above his name” (Ps. 138:2) because it is the awesome and only means by which he discloses himself. If this is correct, it may explain the lack of spiritual
depth in the recent spate of commentaries, however technically advanced they may be, or may
not be! McCartney’s observations, 287, about James’ view of the place and function of the
Law of God in the so-called “wisdom tradition” only adds to the unease. To be sure, in James
“the Torah is the ultimate source of wisdom” (Jam. 2:12). But then we read that “the identification of wisdom with Torah may (sic!) have its roots in the earliest levels of Jewish wisdom
tradition” (With reference to Ps. 19:9; Prov. 9:10, and Prov. 28). However, the “vigorous development” of this identification came (only?) in “the late Second Temple period, Sirach being the prime example.” This is simply contrary to fact! Deuteronomy already put this “identification” on glorious display (Deut 4:1-8, etc.). The Book of the Psalms followed glorious suit
(Ps. 1:1-9; 119:1-176, etc.). So does the Book of the Proverbs (Prov. 2:1ff; 3:1ff; 4:1ff; 8:1ff;
9:1ff; 10:1ff, etc., etc.). Frankly, Sirach must have been blind not to see this. In fact, we must
greatly appreciate that he was able to plumb the depth of the OT, whether by common grace
or by special grace. Come to think about it, would it not be ironical if in his emphasis that law
and wisdom, wisdom and law, are fully interchangeable he had understood the OT better than
many (recent) commentators? Further, Jesus did not only bring this identification to its fullest
expression in the Hillside Sermon (Mt. 5:1-7:29), but also “embodied” it to the fullest possible degree in himself (Ps. 40:8; 1 Cor. 1:30). Finally, this powerfully reverberates in James
and through him does, if not should echo in an ever crescendoing fashion throughout the centuries, “Seek the Lord” (Zeph. 2:3a). “Seek Wisdom” (Prov. 9:6). “Seek Holiness” (Zeph.
2:3c). As I argue at length in my Commentary, the wisdom that folks are encouraged to pray
for (Jam. 1:5), is the wisdom of the Word (Jam. 2:18, 21, 22, 23), and more specifically, the
wisdom of the Law (Jam. 2:25; 3:8, 9. 10, 11; 4:11, 12). This does and can only originate in
heaven (Jam. 3:13, 17; see also emphatically Col. 3:1-3). Luke Cheung saw this so sharply
that he sought to proclaim as the theme of James the double commandment of love as the sum
of God’s Law with the Decalogue as its substance (See for details Topical Focus #5: Outlines of James)! At any rate, this “identification” runs like a golden, diamond studded, chain
from God the Father (Mount Sinai; Deut. 4:1ff) through God the Son (The Sermon on the
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Mount; Mt. 5:1ff) and God the Holy Spirit (The New Covenant; Heb. 8:10) to the Holy City
that comes down from heaven (Rev. 21:10) as the Bride of Christ, “clothed in the righteousness of the saints” (Rev. 19:8). Regrettably, even a quick perusal of commentaries on James
indicates that at times there is a general and keen disenchantment abroad with the Law of
God, and at other times a partial disenchantment with that Law by having its substance (The
Decalogue) disappear behind its sum (Love). Frankly, all this is much more than regrettable.
It flies in the face of Scripture, inclusive of James, and could well be suicidal in the light of
Ezekiel 36:27; Jeremiah 31:33; and Hebrews 8:10 (See for further details the Commentary
section on James 1:25 and 2:8-11 as well as Topical Focus #11:The Decalogue)! All in all, it
does not seem that McCartney gives us the antidote against the prevailing (semi-)suicidal tendencies! To argue or to give the impression that James “merely” reflects a combination of
both an at least partly human Jewish wisdom “tradition” and an enlarged Jesus “tradition,”
simply will not do! Just before God’s Self-disclosure-in-his-Inerrant-Word turned silent for
four hundred years, there was a final ringing and summoning trumpet call in the OT canon,
“REMEMBER THE LAW OF MOSES” (Mal. 3:4; for the place and function of the OT symbolical and penal legislation, see Topical Focus #9: Symbols & Penology in the Mosaic
Law). This ringing summons summarizes the awesome essence and represents the grand objective of the OT, and does so in living color. First, it contains enough spiritual food for the
Interim Church to digest and last (to “chew on” and nourish) for four hundred years. Second,
it constitutes the majestic summit from which folks can take an extended, longing and prayerful look into the promised land of the NT. Third, it is the legacy for Elijah Redivivus, John the
Baptizer, to broadcast toward the emergence of the NT Church” as the first NT “evangelist”
(Lk. 1:16; 3:3-6), the first NT “family counselor” (Lk. 1:17a), and the first NT “pastorteacher” (Lk. 1:17b; 3:8-14) with the aim of the implementing the “wisdom of righteousness”
(Lk. 1:17b). In short and in sum, every commentator on a NT book, but especially on The
Epistle of James, better give evidence that he has climbed this Summit, has absorbed its Message, and is electrified to enter and lead others into the Promised Land where the enjoyed and
displayed identification of Wisdom and Law is a reality! Bauckham, 74-111, weighs in on the
issues under consideration in this Footnote as well. Candidly he presents a more balanced,
more articulate, and more acceptable picture than McCartney. He makes the following points.
(1) Sirach derives insights from and “re-expresses” the wisdom of the Torah, the Proverbs, the
Prophets as well as from some extra-biblical sources “as his own wisdom in his own
(re)formulation” without simply repeating the old wisdom by means of quotations or allusions. He verbally echoes “the old,” which even at its most traditional” is at the same time
“fully his own.” (2) Similarly James “creatively” re-expresses and develops the wisdom of the
OT with explicit quotations and of Jesus without quotations or allusions. (3) Jesus differs decisively from the prevailing Jewish wisdom tradition in many an area, such as the radical nature of his message, the Kingdom motif, the eschatological dimension, as well as the utter generosity of God. (4) In appropriating and re-expressing the wisdom of the OT and of Jesus in
the emerging culture of a Christian community James has both a canonical connection and his
own distinctive message in areas, such as the function of the Diaspora, the notion of wholeness or perfection, the warning against compromise, the focus on the heart, the significance of
the community, the eschatological coming of the Lord, the generosity of God. (5) Jesus and
James have parallel relationships with Judaism. They are fully distinct without ever being
“unjewish.” (6) Whether James utilizes existing aphorisms, speech patterns, and thought patterns or not, the wisdom of Jesus is the sole inspiration, focus, and guiding principle for their
appropriation and re-expression. In addition to embracing the OT message, he drank deeply
from the wellspring of the wisdom of Jesus as his “slave” and as a result embodied the truth
of Luke 6:40, “A disciple (learner) is not above his teacher, but everyone who is perfectly
(sic!) trained, will be (act and write) like his teacher.” In other words, there is a direct canoni295

cus, however intricate the tapestry of his letter may be, and however much he
resorts to auxiliary material to make and underscore his central point. The
manner in which he wishes to get his point across, and the kind of arguments
that he uses to that end, is simply nobody’s business but his own. Besides, in
the Commentary section it will become evident that he is quite accomplished
and persuasive in the way he transacts his business!
To be sure, James is not exhaustive in his treatment of sanctification. But
he is certainly full-orbed in what he wishes to achieve, and covers every (major) base that is prerequisite to that end, as will be shown in the proposed Outline below. The rest of the NT is there to flesh out specific tenets in specific
contexts where that proves to be needed, whether Christologically, Pneumatologically, Soteriologically, Ecclesiologically or Eschatologically (So also
Grosheide, 1955, 343). In fact, it is a major premise of this Commentary that
James is the impressive opening statement, if not clarion call, of the Holy
Spirit at the very beginning of the NT time period. In it he presents the barebone structure, however full-scale and imposing, of the necessity, nature, attainment and range of sanctification as the crowning piece of God’s saving
activity. Sections of the rest of the NT, then, are designed by that same Spirit
to build on it, to enlarge it, and further to apply it. In short, James lays the indispensable foundation, and the remainder of the NT forms the equally necessary superstructure. At any rate, while the focused look puts in perspective
what is not found in James, it also goes a long way to explain what is characcal line from OT to Jesus to James without any detour whatsoever through the Second Temple
tradition or extra-biblical Jewish literature. Of course, and once more, it stands to reason that
wherever this tradition or literature re-expressed Scripture, whether the Torah, the Proverbs,
the Psalms, the Prophets, there are parallels galore, readily to be recognized and gladly to be
acknowledged. But wherever or whenever they failed to grasp the towering significance of the
New Covenant the rift opens up and could not be wider. Frankly, if Nicodemus is any indication, hardly anyone succeeded in doing so (John 3:10). In fact, rather ironically it may very
well have been the case that Nicodemus was fundamentally a student of the Second Temple
elite, possibly such as Sirach, rather than of the OT. Apparently not acquainted, let alone in
tune with Ezekiel 36:25-27, he had clearly a “veil on his heart” (2 Cor. 3:14). The bottom line
is that under no circumstances may the Church allow anyone to bunch Jesus and James together with other all too human traditions, as if they were a caboose, and so to flatten them
out as liberalism is wont to do. In fact, in this context it would be to put two diverging, if not
radically incongruous and fiercely clashing “entities” under one yoke, the one without a veil
on the heart through Christ and changing into his likeness in ever increasing glory through the
Spirit in a state of perfect freedom (James in the footsteps of Jesus) (2 Cor. 3:16-18; 4:6; see
also Rom. 6:19c), and the other with a veil on the heart without Christ and distancing themselves from him in ever increasing darkness in a state of abject bondage to the “prince of
darkness” (The Pharisee-Type of Second Temple folks) (2 Cor. 3:14-15; 4:3-4; see also John
8:44; Rom. 6:19b). This, of course, would be preposterous on the face of it. Frankly, all this is
much more than a set of scholarly observations. What is at stake here is literally a matter of
life and death. By God’s grace this slowly but surely even dawned on Nicodemus! This
prompted his radical departure from the Pharisaical fold.
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teristic of his Epistle.
Because of its alleged Christological lack, James is viewed by some as
basically a typical Jewish document. Later on, possibly much later, several
Christian touches were supposedly added to make it palatable for the Christian Church. However, if the thesis that James is an extension of the OT emphasis upon holiness is correct, the so-called Jewish features, such as the emphasis upon the royal law, and the insistence upon a functioning faith, make
perfect sense. They make even more sense, if James, as is argued below, is
written at an early date. The use of OT language, concepts, patterns and illustrations are a “natural” in addressing the early, if not earliest, Church. Besides, such use shows that Christianity is not a newfangled movement that has
no roots in the OT. Quite the contrary, it retains the grand objective of the
OT, even as a NT phenomenon.
In a real sense, therefore, James, while fully honoring the abiding substance of the Old Covenant, at the same time eases the Church, which consisted mostly of Jews at the time of its publication, into the progressive reality
of the New Covenant, principially and practically, doctrinally as well as pastorally. In doing so he is undoubtedly driven by the indelible recognition that
according to the incontrovertible testimony of Scripture, the law of God (Old
Covenant substance), be it minus the Mosaic symbols and judicials, is embraced by the regenerate hearts and displayed in the sanctified lives of the
people of God (New Covenant progression) (Jer. 31:31ff; Ezek. 36:26-27;
Heb. 8:8ff).70 In short, in urging the perennial practical godliness of the OT as
the zenith of God’s redeeming activity upon the early Church of the NT, and
blending OT language with progressive NT concepts to achieve this objective, he could not have done a more masterful job!
Incidentally, it is worth noting at this juncture that, however sparingly
James may have made explicit mention of Christ,71 the readers of his Epistle
(should) get the distinct impression, both from the overt references to him and
the remarkable parallels to his teachings, that he commands a large presence.
Luther (and Barclay, 28) to the contrary, James appears written in the evernoticeable “shadow” of Christ. In fact, it has been cogently argued that
James’ concentrated focus and overall objective did not require him to go into
the details of an elaborate Christology. His is an “assumed Christology”
(PHDavids, 39), even if it remains “implicit” and “unexpanded” (PHDavids,
70

I elaborate on the NT practical abrogation of the Mosaic symbols and judicial, even if their
substantive message is retained, in Topical Focus #9: Symbols & Penology in the Mosaic
Law.
71
McCartney, 69-70, identifies in James two explicit references to Christ, James 1:1; 2:1, and
one substantive reference, James 5:7-9 (“the coming of the Lord” as “the Judge”). A substantive reference may also be indicated in James 2:7 (“the noble Name by which you are
called”).
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17; see also Stulac, 17). This judgment is supported by the fact, that when
James refers to Christ he presents a “striking” as well as “high Christology”
(Nystrom, 24-25, 120, 285, 306).72 This stands to reason. As I argue below, it
would have been passing strange if the brother of Christ, who turned wholesale into “a slave of Christ,” would not have been suffused with a “high doctrine of Christ” (See also Topical Focus #3: Biblical Homiletics for the
place and function of Christocentricity in the (Hermeneutics and) Homiletics
of the Scriptures of the OT and NT).
This appropriately leads to the conclusion that “the many single propositions and exhortations” in James cannot but “have all reference to Christ as
the living center, even if he is not expressly named,” just as growth in practical godliness served by these propositions and exhortations “receives its true
light and significance through reference to Him as its source, although he is
not expressly recognized by name” (Neander, 36-37).73
72

Bauckham, 138-139, points out that in addition to the explicit mention of Christ in James
1:1 and 2:1, the author refers to him in 5:7-8, in 5:9, and in 5:14-15. “The changing reference
of ‘the Lord’ (ho kurios) within the space of a few sentences in 5:7-11 reflects a high Christology in which Jesus shares the divine throne in heaven and is coming to execute the eschatological judgment of God.”
73
At first sight it may seem that Neander succumbs to wishful thinking and grasps for a (nonexisting) Christological straw, when he posits Christ as Scripture’s “living center” in manifest
evidence even where he is not mentioned (sic!). Frankly, from my perspective Neander’s
Christology towers over any other Christological proposal of which I am aware. As I have
explained at length in Topical Focus #3: Biblical Homiletics, the secret of his Christology is
found in his concept of “source!” Every passage in Scripture that refers to Christ in as many
words provides us with concrete building blocks for a biblical Christology, whether it pertains
to his person or his work. Furthermore, the total content of every passage in Scripture enters
into Christ as its “living center,” and by subsequently embracing him in faith he becomes by
definition the “living source,” from whom the believer appropriates this total content. As has
been mentioned already, but bears repetition in this context, the type of Christology that insists that every single passage “literally” testifies to Christ suffers of a convoluted hermeneutics that produces two (grievous) errors. First, it bases its views on a mistaken interpretation
of Luke 24:27. In this context Jesus certainly enumerated and exposited every passage that
refers to him in as many words. But he did not claim, explicitly or implicitly, that every passage literally refers to him in person. This interpretation would be a logical fallacy, and, to top
it all off, would result in a basically magic, Jack-in-the Box, type of Christology, since the
interpreter supposedly unearthes from the text what is not present in the text. This is eisegesis,
rather than exegesis! Second, it misunderstands John 5:39. In it Jesus certainly claims to be
the living center of all of Scripture. But this does not mean, explicitly or implicitly, that he
makes an appearance in every text of Scripture. This would come down to an additional logical fallacy, and would, of all things, result in a reductionistic, basically anemic, type of Christology, since it fails to recognize that the total content of every text is gloriously personified
in Christ, and through the Holy Spirit flows into, and ends up in the believer. The Church
would do well to rise to the height and fullness of Neander’s Christology! For a starter, it neither would, nor could, ever deny James a glorious Christology, whether explicitly mentioned
in as many words, or implicitly present everywhere from a broad biblical, New-Covenantal
perspective. From this perspective what is (first) disclosed by the Father, is (subsequently)
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In this regard James closely resembles the Sermon on the Mount. It has
been universally recognized that there are many parallel elements in James
and the Sermon on the Mount, which are enumerated below. But it also
should be emphasized that James seems to have a parallel function. Just as Jesus lays out the need for perfect righteousness, a righteousness that exceeds
the one practiced by the Pharisees (Mt. 5:22), so James holds out the objective of perfect practical godliness. Further, just as Jesus goes to great length
to define perfect righteousness in meticulous detail, so James goes to equal
length to define perfect practical godliness in equal detail. In short, both make
“perfection,” whether in terms of righteousness (Jesus) or godliness (James),
the grand and magnificent objective of their ministry. Every detail serves that
purpose. Both also stick to their “core business” without dealing with peripheral issues, however essential they may be from the perspective of a fullorbed systematic theology. The truth of the matter is that James simply avoids
any and all details that he regards as unnecessary for his purposes. This explains why neither the Sermon on the Mount nor the “Sermon” of James is
explicitly “Christocentric.” They are both Theocentric in the sense of Patricentric74 (and holiness-specific), and leave it either for a later occasion in the
case of Jesus, or for the rest of the NT in the case of James, to flesh out their
message in an explicitly Christocentric (John 15:1ff; and Rom. 7:1ff, respectively) and Spiritucentric (John 7:37ff; and Rom. 8:1ff, respectively) fashion.
Let no one claim that either Sermon cannot function as an authoritative model
in due time, in due circumstances, and at due occasions. This is where the exclusivistic Christocentricity of the redemptive-historical method falls down
on the job and easily becomes a deadly danger. It is in constant danger of undermining the Biblical Patricentricity, and, for that matter, the Biblical Spiritucentricity.
All this illustrates the earlier thesis that, in the grand scheme of the history of the covenant, James has a unique and well-defined niche. In establishing
this, the historical-cultural phase in the interpretive process, in conjunction
with the lexico-grammatical phase, appears to pay rich dividends. James is
arguably the earliest book written in the framework of the New Covenant,
and therefore constitutes the opening shot across the bow of the NT Church.
As such it does double duty. It functions as the NT capstone on the core of
embodied in the Son, and (consequently) applied by the Spirit! This turns God’s Word in its
totality into flesh and blood in the believer! Any kind of Jack-in-the-Box or reductionistic
type of Christology threatens this biblical flow, and must be resisted as (easily) a matter of
life and death!
74
Both Johnson, 164, and Hartin, 31, 33, argue to this effect. The name of Jesus occurs twice
explicitly (Jam. 1:1; 2:1) and four times referentially (Jam. 2:7; 5:7-8; 5:10; 5:14-15). But the
references to God are far more frequent: (ho) theos (“God”) occurs sixteen times, kurios
(“Lord”) referring to God, on six occasions, pater (“Father”) three times and the title nomethetes and krites (“Lawgiver and Judge”) for God once.
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the OT message, and lays the foundation for the heart of the NT message. In
other words, it is an extension of the OT and the incubator of the NT. By way
of illustration, if Scripture can be compared to a two-storied building James
serves both as the ceiling of the first story, and the floor of the second one. In
other words, it has a dual purpose.
To start with, as has been mentioned already, it functions as the ceiling or
culmination of the OT in that it bundles together the main strands of its deepest aspirations. As we will see, this is a perfect fit with the make-up of the audience to whom he writes, the “earliest” Church, still mostly consisting of
Jewish Christians. Incidentally, this fact also sheds light on the “Jewish” terminology he employs. It would be the (only?) kind that the “earliest” Church
would fully understand as part of its rich heritage, ancient as well as recent.
Above all, however, as simultaneously the floor and starting point for the NT,
James is a veritable eye-opener about the heart of God’s message to both his
Old and New Covenant people. What was it all about “then,” and what is it
all about “now?” What was its grand objective “then,” and what is its objective “now?” James succeeds both in cementing the unity, and in illumining
the progression of God’s (new) covenantal dealings with his people.
OT Israel is like fireworks, a single beam of light that streaks through the
sky in the darkness of the night. This beam of light spells “holiness” as the
crowning piece and grand objective of God’s saving activity. In James the
fireworks explodes in an eye-opening fashion, the authentic “Masterful Explosion” that lights up the sky in gigantic letters, spelling (Worship in the
Splendor of) “Holiness” or “Practical Godliness.” If the term were not so
loaded, James could easily be called the NT Big Bang that gives rise to the
rest of the NT canon! At any rate, this buttresses the unity of the covenants,
from the Adamic to the New Covenant, via the Abrahamic, Mosaic and Davidic covenants. But the progression is no less in evidence. James’ giant lettering lights up the sky in illuminating detail. To be sure, this lettering was
wrapped up and hidden in the single OT light beam of which it is the (super-)
natural extension. But at the same time its brilliance dwarfs the light beam in
comparison. It causes the darkness of the night to turn into the dawn of a new
day.
“The dawn of a new day” is, indeed, what James is all about! Throughout
the Epistle surprising new rays of light break through again and again and
succeed in richly illumining the landscape. In fact, the OT light beam in the
dark night comes into its own as it turns into the NT glow of a new sunrise.
While it does not alter the lay of the land principially, it certainly lights it up
in a totally and radically new way. The New Covenant, promised in the OT
(Jer. 31:32ff; Ezek. 36:2ff), but “conceived” at Calvary, “born” at The Open
Tomb, “on glorious display” at Pentecost, and evidenced as the Great Revival
in the “earliest” Church, receives “here and now” its first documentation. And
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it is awesome!75 Incidentally, the often stated objection to this type of designation to the effect that only God is awesome is flawed in that it lacks a perceptive depth of insight. By all means, God is “AWESOME.” But at the same
time every, I repeat, every reflection of or outflow from God in terms of who
he is, what he says, or how he acts, is “awesome” in its own right, even if the
latter is not and may not be capitalized!
But there is more! James also functions as the gene pool (DNA), from
which the eventual content of the NT would organically arise, the bud from
which the flower of the NT would blossom in all its manifold beauty. Returning to the earlier metaphor, James’ dawn is the precursor of, and sets the stage
for the daylight of the remainder of the NT. It is the same light, but in increasingly greater strength and with increasingly detailed focus! This state of affairs is not only fully corroborated by the later Gospel accounts that record
the teaching of Jesus, but is also on demonstrable display in the apostle Paul.
As is documented extensively below, it is remarkable how James dovetails with the Originator of the New Covenant in his Sermon on the Mount. In
fact, while the writing of James precedes that of the Gospels, he took his
“page” out of the “Book”of his Older Brother!
It is equally remarkable how “single-mindedly” Paul expands on the content of this “page.” He sheds greater light on regeneration (Compare Jam.
1:18 with Rom. 6:1-11). He sheds additional light, in fact, complements
James, on justification, as I argue in detail below (Compare Jam. 2:20-26
with Rom. 3:20-5:24; and Gal. 2:15-4:31). He, as well as the other NT writers
for that matter, does the same with numerous other areas of faith and practice,
including the “wretched saint” in particular (Compare Jam. 4:9 with Rom.
7:24), and sanctification in general (Compare James’ four major prongs, as
set forth in detail in the proposed Outline below, with Romans 8:1-17). But
Paul does not swerve in any way from James’ great and magnificent obsession, that is, to raise the sight of his readers to the crowning piece of God’s
saving activity and the grand objective of the New Covenant, namely the
worship of God in the splendor of holiness (See Rom. 15:15-18, esp. 16 and
18 as well as the two references to the “obedience of the faith” in Rom. 1:5
and Rom 16 :26 at the start and the finish of this letter that gives depth perspective and meaning to everything in between). James sets the stage in the
footsteps of Jesus. The rest of the NT emanates from him. It emits, radiates,
and exudes the same light, although at times from a different perspective,
within a different framework, in different terminology, and with a different
intensity. In short, as I mentioned already, in James the OT comes into its NT
own. The rest of the NT both presents the “logistics” requisite to arrive at its
lofty heights, and fleshes out its panorama in its necessary details.
75

See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival.
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Luther’s faux-pas to relegate James to “Division II or III,” if not to dismiss him altogether, may have been a “small flaw” in a “big man” from a historical and personal perspective. But in the framework of the Church every
attempt to relegate or dismiss James as a (semi-)errant light by bad-mouthing
him in one way or another spells potential disaster. Anyone who misses
James’ NT “dawn” is bound to miss (the brightness of) the full NT “day!”
The emergence of German Pietism and English Puritanism with their insistence upon regeneration and sanctification were undoubtedly backlashes in
part against the detrimental effects of Luther’s stance toward James. The
Church should never be satisfied, and put up with a type of “semi-darkness,”
such as Luther endeavored to foist upon the Church of Christ in one area.
James is the illuminating gateway to the fullness of light. The rest of the NT
is its embodiment. To nail the gateway shut, in whole or in part, does not
bode well. It is to put at least one nail in one’s own coffin.
Finally, a closing word about Dibelius, a pivotal commentator in the recent history of the interpretation of James! He is usually the “whipping boy,”
when it comes down to the structure of James (PDavids, 12-13; Stulac, 26).
After all, in the wording of one commentator, Dibelius concludes “that James
is a jumbled series of unrelated bits of teaching material, strung together in a
largely haphazard form” (Nystrom, 16; see also Brosend, 143). This criticism,
if not (implied) condemnation, of Dibelius is not without justification. But it
is usually overlooked that he also states that “with respect to its literary character we may designate the “Letter” of James as paraenesis” (Dibelius, 3; so
also Cheung, 19-20, 59, be it somewhat more nuanced). This term is further
defined as “a text which strings together admonitions of general ethical content” (Dibelius, 3). As such, James supplements “the ethical directives of Jesus” (Dibelius, 3), and becomes “a transmitter of popular ethics” (Dibelius,
5), which “gained lasting influence” (Dibelius, 5). However ill-advised his
insistence may be that “the entire document” is characterized by a lack of
thought and structure (Dibelius, 2) he had at least an eye, and possibly a remarkably sharp eye, for James’ focus upon what I have formulated as “Practical Godliness.” It is quite paradoxical that in Dibelius the very paraenesis,
which is said to be by definition unstructured and disjointed (“eclectic” and
“discontinuous,” Dibelius, 5), provides structure, continuity, and purpose to
James. When one commentator rejects the notion of such paraenesis out of
hand (Ropes, 18), he may well have discarded what could have functioned for
him as a potential key to the understanding of the essence of the Epistle of
James. In doing so he basically threw out the promising baby of Dibelius’ insight in the gist and gusto of James’ Epistle together with the smelly bathwater of his insistence upon its supposed slapdash lack of organization and coherence. Still, it is gratifying to note that this same commentator, in spite of his
dim view of the term paraenesis as the main characteristic of James’ letter,
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does recognize its “general aim of edification” (Ropes, 2). The latter is right
on the money!
Of course, James is much more than a disjointed string of “edifying, ethical teaching” (See PDavids, 12). But after all is said and done, the theme of
holiness is and remains James’ grand preoccupation from start to finish.
Somehow this theme has not totally escaped the attention of the form-critic
Dibelius, “Christianity never could have become a world religion had it not
given expression to the ‘common people.’ In James they find a spokesman,
for the paraenesis is intended to speak—without a personal ring—to all
people about their obligations” (Dibelius, 50; see also Cheung, 59, for a recent emphasis upon James as “paraenetic instruction fitted to the framecomponents of the epistolary genre”). Later scholars of both the critical and
non-critical stripe have been very industrious to establish one type of coherent flow or another. This is undoubtedly to their credit. But, with some notable exceptions, somehow the ever present cutting edge of practical godliness
seems rarely grasped, and just as rarely emphasized. From this perspective,
their work, in relationship to Dibelius, is ironically both a step forward and a
step backward.
The bottom line is simply this. James can never be (fully) understood unless it is recognized as a composition of the highest architectural order with
practical godliness as its unifying principle and objective. Recent scholarship
has more and more emphasized the order side. But somehow Dibelius, in his
own way and to his credit, even if he did not detect what amounts to James’
“systematic theology,” did recognize the central ethical focus! Ironically
therefore, the very Dibelius, who lags far behind his fellow commentators in
using his form-critical sledgehammer to break James into “disagreeable”
pieces, may well be (miles) ahead in giving all of them a surprisingly uniform, “agreeable,” cutting edge!76 Incidentally, I am not the only one who
points out Dibelius’ perceptive grasp of James’ prevailing interest in “universal moral principles,” and his overwhelming desire for his readers to be
“gripped” by their reality (See specifically Cargal, 28)! Whether Dibelius
recognized that for James this was a matter of life and death is difficult to determine, but he saw at least “men walking like trees.” It is rather amazing
how a (thoroughly critical) student of James can turn out to be so wrong
about the structure of his letter, and at the same time can have such a nearly
76

Moo, 2000, vi-vii, comes close to Dibelius’ concern with his proposal to subsume all the
component elements of James under the heading of “Spiritual Wholeness.” However, it does
not seem that this proposal got much more than, at best, “a lukewarm response.” There seems
to be a reason for this. While “spiritual wholeness,” apart from its questionable terminology
(see my explanation below), is encouraging as an umbrella concept, it does not appear that
Moo’s divisions and sub-divisions comfortably fit under this umbrella. He himself even admits to (too) many loose ends!
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instinctive (non-critical or uncritical) affinity with its substance. The “antithesis” invariably trumps “common grace.” But the former does not eliminate
the latter. Far from it!
At any rate, in the light of all this it borders on the incredulous for a
commentator to designate James as representing the apparently lower stage of
a “primitive theological framework” and conveying a “collection of themes”
that is not “linearly organized” (McCartney, 4, 58; see also McKnight, 54,
452, who equally and repeatedly denies an “obvious structure” in spite of an
occasional “coherence”). Nothing could be further from the truth on both
counts. In line with his Elder Brother in his Hillside Sermon James positions
himself on the summit of the OT and addresses his audience from the “theological framework” of the New Covenant. Furthermore, on this summit he focuses specifically on the crowning piece of this New Covenant, namely “Holiness (on earth) en route to Perfection (in heaven).” No “thematic framework” could be loftier from a theological perspective! Further, from this thematic summit, and from this summit only, the exquisite structure and tapestry
of James (are bound to) fall into place, as for that matter does the rest of the
NT, including the Pauline epistles. With James as anchor point the rest of the
NT fleshes out the New Covenant in great detail in terms of Christology,
Pneumatology, Soteriology, Ecclesiology and Eschatology, and all that these
doctrines entail. The exquisite structure and tapestry requires an extensive
separate treatment and is the order of business in the next section. In Topical
Focus #13: Justification I frankly bemoan what I perceive as the widespread
failure to plumb the depth of the New Covenant in its awesome Trinitarian
glory of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and in its equally awesome
Triadic objective of regeneration, justification and sanctification. It literally
appears to fill the horizon of the universe and its history. Frankly, I wonder at
this point whether this failure does not lie at the root of the shortfalls and aberrations, the downgrades and downfalls, in all of “faith” and all of “practice,” inclusive of all interpretive endeavors. This certainly seems to apply to
the interpretation of James. Hopefully this is at least something to ponder!
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c. Outline
What I have stated thus far about the exquisite architecture, will now be
fleshed out in rather broad strokes by a summary outline and content description of The Epistle of James (For details, see the extended Table of Content
printed above). From my perspective the Letter consists of four major sections, James 1:1-27; 2:1-26; 3:1-4:10; and 4:11-5:18. These are all to be subsumed under the umbrella heading of Practical Godliness (en route to perfection). However, before I explain my proposal in detail, it will pay off to survey in historical order a number of representative, if not trailblazing, Outlines
that have been proposed in recent years, to obtain some depth perspective.

Topical Focus #5: Outlines of James
Not all Commentaries provide an Outline of James. In this Topical Focus I review a
number of representative Outlines that seem to be the most promising.
1. C.-B. Amphoux, “Systemes ancients de division de l’epitre de Jacques et composition literaire,” in Biblica, Vol. 62 (1981), 390-400, seems to be the first scholar
who has come up with the same divisions I propose. But this formal identity is where
the similarity ends, as I argue following the outline that I insert at this juncture as it is
quoted in Martin, c.
I. Testing and Hope: 1:2-27
1. Testing – a source of joy: 1:2-12
2. Response to temptation: 1:13-27
II. At the Synagogue: 2:1-26
1. Giving heed to appearances: 2:1-13
2. Acts reveal faith: 2:14-26
III. Daily Life: 3:1-4:10
1. Words and wisdom: 3:1-18
2. Pleasures and humility: 4:1-10
IV. Judgment and Salvation: 4:11-5:20
1. Danger of judgment: 4:11-5:12
2. Hope of salvation: 5:13-20
His description of the content of each division is rather “flat,” in that it stays on
the surface of the text, misses its deep structure, and fails to come up with any apparent connection among the various topics. This “undermines the unity of James”
(Cheung, 55). Further, since his outline does not even recognize James as “a literary
whole,” in spite of its verbal allusions and linkages, it is correctly criticized as “weak”
(Martin, c).
2. Alec Motyer (1985), 11-13, argues that James “was basically a preacher before
he was a writer.” This puts a stamp on his letter. He begins with an introduction (1:211) and ends with a conclusion (5:7-20), both of which focus on patience and prayer in
the contrasting circumstances of life. The body of the letter caries the theme of birth
(1:13-19a), growth (1:19b-25), and development (1:26-5:6). The three notable areas of
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development are introduced in James 1:26-27, the tongue (26a), the needy (27a) and
purity (27b), and worked out in reverse order in the rest of the letter, care for the needy
(2:1-26), control of the tongue (3:1-12), and purity of life (3:13-5:6). None of these
areas of development promise to be a “cake-walk.” Quite the contrary, conflicts, buffetings and hurdles prove to be the order of the day! Nevertheless, the prospect of a
victorious and positive Christian life-style through a visionary and determined local
Church that makes the care for the needy its priority is not to be denied. What is the
master-key to reach this lofty goal? The exercise of control over the tongue! “The answer lies within ourselves ... The holy life is our direct responsibility and at its heart
(is) ... the tongue!” While my Outline differs substantially from the one proposed by
Motyer, and I find it difficult to subscribe in detail to his specific view of the place and
function of the tongue, it is quite evident that he represents a non-critical scholarship.
This appears to govern his laudable search for the over-all structure of James, his careful outlines of the individual sections in James, as well as his insightful exposition of
crucial contributions by James.
3. Timothy B. Cargal (1993), simply cannot understand (from a human perspective) “how someone (James!) (could possibly) write a disorganized and disjointed
text” and “why he would do this” (Cargal. 4). Consequently, he is unhappy with the
approach taken by both the Form Criticism of Dibelius (Cargal, 9-21) and the Redaction Criticism of Davids and Martin (Cargal, 21-28). After all, apart from “the preservation of universal moral principles,” they failed to produce a “structured argument”
and “a specific purpose” (Cargal, 28). In contrast to Form and Redaction Criticism, he
utilized “Structural Semiotics.” Its focus is “discursive semantics,” which searches for
themes in contradistinction to “discursive syntax,” which is concerned with “logical
sequences” that obtain from unit to unit (Cargal, 31-35, 44-45). The upshot was a
breakdown of the Epistle that is similar in form to mine, although not identical in substance.
I. “Perfection” through the “Implanted Word”: James 1:1-21
II. “Works” of the Word: 1:22-2:26
III. “Humbling Oneself” in the Light of the “Judgment”: 3:1-4:10
IV. “Bringing Back” One’s “Neighbor”: 4:11:5-20
Cargal holds, also on the basis of “Structural Semiotics,” that the purpose of
James’ “religious discourse” is to convey a “system of convictions,” which he technically designates as “a micro-semantic universe.” This “system” provides the grid,
which governs the perception of all of life and orders all human experiences (Cargal,
40). Quite specifically, James presents four sets of intra-textual convictions that correspond with the four sections of Cargal’s outline. “Structural Semiotics” does not require that there is a Western type of “logical progression” or “ontological connection”
from section to section (Cargal, 43-45). However, it does call for subsuming the fourfold structure under a joint purpose. Based on the “inverted parallelisms between the
opening (Jam. 1:1) and the closing (Jam. 5:19-20) of the letter,” Cargal concludes that
James over-all purpose is to bring about the “Restoration of the Diaspora Community.” James’ reference to his readers as a Diaspora people (Jam. 1:1) serves as a figure
of speech. They are “wanderers.” More specifically, they have wandered from the
truth in terms of both orthodoxy and orthopraxis. James seeks to restore them in the
four “discursive units” that make up his letter. “The limits of all these discursive units
are marked by parallels between ‘the inverted contents’ (problem/solution; life/death)
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of their introductions and ‘the posited contents’ of their conclusions” (Cargal, 38-39).
At any rate, James aims successively at (1) the perfection through the implanted Word,
(2) the active obedience to that Word, (3) the self-humiliation in the face of the judgment, and (4) the full involvement of his readers in reclaiming wayward wanderers. In
each of these units, orthodoxy must be matched by orthopraxis, and destructive negatives be replaced by edifying positives (Cargal, 45-56, 206).
Cargal’s proposal has not precisely received universal acceptance. The framework
of inverted and posited contents has especially been criticized as too restrictive (See
Cheung, 4). What is potentially more serious, however, is Cargal’s construction of antipodal statements within the (sub) units, even if not in all of them (Jam. 3:1-4:12 is a
noticeable exception; Cargal, 194). In a number of instances, in which James contrasts
the negatives of sin with the positives of godliness, Cargal correctly identifies “oppositions of actions,” such as faith versus doubt (Jam. 1:6), love versus partiality (Jam. 2:8,
9), doing the law versus judging the law (Jam. 4:11), restoration to the truth versus departure from the truth (Jam. 5:19), etc. (See Cargal, 229-232, where he lists fourteen
such “oppositions” in James). By the same token, there are also instances in which oppositions seem to be imposed upon the text. For instance, he holds that in James 1 endurance in trials means one thing for the reader, but for James quite another. For the
reader, someone “who endures ‘trials’ is promised the ‘blessing’ of the crown of life”
(Jam. 1:12). For James “trials’ prove to be a ‘blessing’ because they drive the believer
to the realization of her or his dependence upon ‘the God who gives to everyone generously’ (Jam. 1:5)” (Cargal, 59-60). Also in other passages in James’ letter Cargal appears (rather tenuously) to identify statements that allegedly express the convictions of
the implied readers, which the implied author promptly debunks by means of his own
system of convictions (See Cargal, 52, 69, 74-75, 110, 117-118). This modus operandi, which without apparent justification posits “opposed sayings” in James that require
“opposed actions” (Cargal, 77), seems at times to pit James against himself. This cannot be very conducive to unreservedly “hearing,” absorbing, embracing and living the
full-orbed message of the text. In fact, this must perforce curtail, if not twist and warp
this message so that it cannot be heard, absorbed, embraced and lived any longer in
full. The seriousness of all of this can only be underscored by the recognition that this
procedure does not merely jeopardize the message of a human being, but the message
of God!
Here the most troubling aspect of Cargal’s monograph emerges. Time and again
he states as his main thesis that the author seeks to override the convictions or beliefs
of the (implied) readers and replace them with his own “system of convictions” (Cargal, 54, 63, 69, 99, 109, 136, 165, 201, 202, 217). Never, however, are these “convictions” identified as the Word of God. This is passing strange! To be sure, as God’s and
Christ’s slave, James, indeed, seeks to restore wandering saints to orthodoxy and orthopraxis as a matter of eschatological life and death (Cargal, 217-218). So far, so
good! But after everything is said and done he clearly does so not by “imposing’ his
own system of convictions, but by conveying the Word of God which constitutes the
wisdom of God and is exemplified in the Law of God. However, since to Cargal
James’ message does not constitute the Word of God, it must end up as an all-toohuman contribution that can only add to a “free for all.” To be sure, most folk are said
to rally behind James’ so-called “convictions,” but only because they have “quality”
written all over them. Frankly, this is not enough. They should surrender to them as
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God’s Word and in its wake pass them on, and drive them home as such, with authoritative, discriminatory and applicatory force. Otherwise James is simply “pious advice”
at best. Such conclusion would ultimately doom any commentary on James to sterile
impotency and could not but neglect, grieve and quench the Holy Spirit! Finally, Cargal’s (near) insistence that James’ units are “collections of sayings on various topics”
that display “no consistently coherent over-all organizational structure” (Cargal, 39) is
troubling as well. But it is not surprising from a scholar who subscribes to the historical-critical methodology (Cargal, 219). Once James is defined as a mere human product with all that this entails in terms of flaws, etc., all bets are off! One can expect anything. However, Cargal appears to represent only a mild form of historical criticism,
since he acknowledges structure and coherence, but stops short of a full-scale unified
structure and a full-fledged inner coherence. Of course, in principle this is no less damaging to the message of James as God’s Word!
All this said, however, it is rather ironic that Cargal and I are at least on the same
page on one major point. To Cargal the theme of James is Restoration. On the whole
this is quite perceptive. As I argue in the Preface, to me James is partly in a Recovery
mode. Cargal and I may not mean quite the same thing with the terms Restoration and
Recovery. After all, Cargal does not define the end result of the restorative process as I
do in the Preface, namely the Church’s Revival status with mighty holiness as its
crowning piece, which status must be attained, retained or regained. His target, rather,
is congruence with James’ system of convictions. But it is interesting to note that we
interpret the main thrust of the Epistle along parallel lines, even if we are aiming at
different end stations.
4. Richard Bauckham (1999), 67, 73, 100, “takes ‘the end’ which James has in
view throughout his work to be ‘perfection’ (1:4; 3:2)” through “fulfillment of ‘the law
of freedom’ (1:25; 2:8, 10, 12) and through the wisdom that God gives (1:5; 3:17). In
fact, he designates “perfection” as “the overarching theme of the whole work.” “It is
surely not accidental that the teleios [‘perfect,’ ‘complete’] word-group occurs in
James seven times, two of them in the first statement [1:4 (bis); 1:17, 25; 2:8, 22; 3:2]
Seven is the number of perfection or completeness, which is also why the ‘wisdom
from above’ is summed up in seven attributes in 3:17.” He, furthermore, agrees with
Pascal’s assessment pertaining to Scripture in general that James’ “order consists principially of digression on each point which is related to the end so as always to show it”
(73). James 1:2-27, then, consists aphoristically of “discrete short sections” as “rhetorical units” (67) that contain virtually all the themes that return in an expanded form in
the body of the Epistle (70). This body, in turn, comprises twelve “carefully crafted
self-contained entities with strong indications to readers that they are to be read as
such” (66). While there are some links between the sections, no one should be tempted
“to make too much of them,” as if there is a “continuous line of thought.” “The beginning of each section is always the beginning of a new train of thought” (68)! These
sections are: 2:1-13; 2:14-26; 3:1-12; 3:13-18; 4:1-10; 4:11-12; 4:13-17; 5:1-6; 5:7-11;
5:12; 5:13-18; and 5:19-20. Frankly, I cannot agree more with the thesis that “perfection” (through “practical godliness”), “perfect holiness” (through “purposeful holiness”) is the grand and magnificent obsession and objective of James and the umbrella
under which each segment can be subsumed! But, apart from the possibly questionable
numerology of the two “sevens,” the notion of “discrete sections” that have no logical
connection is unacceptable. It is to miss the deep structure and the inner progression of
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James. It arguable takes a combination of unreserved surrender to an inerrant Bible
and a hermeneutics from a committed 3-D perspective to disclose the deep structure
and logical cohesion of any section, book, passage, or text in Scripture.
5. Douglas J. Moo, 2000, vi-vii, who argues for “Spiritual Wholeness” as James’
“central concern” in this (his later) commentary (45-46), suggests the following major
headings, apart from a short Address and a Greeting (Jam. 1:1), and some Concluding
Exhortations (Jam. 5:12-20).
I. The Pursuit of Spiritual Wholeness: Opportunity Afforded by Trials (Jam. 1:2-18)
II. The Evidence of Spiritual Wholeness: Obedience to the Word (1:19-2:26)
III. The Community Dimension of Spiritual Wholeness: Pure Speech and Peace I
(Jam. 3:1-4:3)
IV. A Specific Summons to Spiritual Wholeness (Jam. 4:4-10)
V. The Community Dimension to Spiritual Wholeness: Pure Speech and Peace II
(Jam. 4:11-12)
VI. The Worldview of Spiritual Wholeness: Understanding Time and Eternity
(Jam. 4:13-5:11)
While Moo’s theme roughly corresponds with those of Cargal (Restoration) and my
own (Practical Godliness), his divisions are quite different, and appear somewhat
choppy, admittedly without much of a consistent coherence at times (Moo, 2000, 7,
45, 51) (It is interesting to note that the outlines drawn up by the other scholars mentioned by Taylor, Currents, 86ff, appear to be even less coherent.)
6. Luke L. Cheung (2003) reads James in the context of both the Jewish Scriptures and other non-canonical Jewish writings and concludes that too few scholars recognize the significance of the Torah (Johnson being the exception). To him, James’
explicit desire is that “the Mosaic law be applied to the messianically renewed people
of God” (Cheung, 2-4; so also McKnight, 11, although he restricts this to the “messianic Jewish community” as James’ intended addressees). In his view of the Law, as we
shall see further below, he is the counterpart of most other scholars, especially Cargal,
and therewith candidly a breath of fresh air! At any rate, with his view of the law as
his basic and underlying conviction he seeks (1) to determine the genre of James and
(2) to analyze its composition thematically.
(1) He starts out by determining the genre of James, since the “understanding of
verbal meaning is necessarily genre bound” (Cheung, 5, in the footsteps of E. D.
Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven and London: Yale university Press,
1967), 76). James is basically not a “Jewish allegory,” a “Greek diatribe,” a “Hellenistic-Jewish homily,” a “protreptic discourse” (Cheung, 6-14), or even a “Hellenistic paraenesis” with its moral precepts, examples, close relationship between teachers and
recipients, use of traditional material and general applicability (Cheung, 15-20). It rather appears to be “Jewish wisdom instruction” with its characteristic fourfold display
of (a) proverbs, sayings, commands, admonitions, (b) Jewish traditions in terms of
wisdom, law, prophets, (c) the interpretive framework of both a prologue that outlines
the basic elements of the rest of the work, and an epilogue that provides a fitting conclusion, and especially (d) aphorisms (Cheung, 21-40). In his wisdom instruction,
which in line with Jesus is countercultural (Cheung, 42), James provides “new solutions to old problems,” that are pedagogical and hortatory rather than polemical in nature (Cheung, 49-52).
Moo, 1985, 53; and 2000, 8, incidentally, sees little merit in identifying James as
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“wisdom instruction.” “Only a very broad definition (of the term) would enable us to
categorize James as a whole as wisdom,” and he is “not convinced that so broad a definition is justified.” Neither is Richardson, 31-32, “(The) simple characterization (of
James) as the wisdom book of the NT is inadequate. Although James has a prominent
sapiential (wisdom) component, the letter is by no means dominated by wisdom
themes.” As we saw above, he characterizes James as a “Letter of Exhortation” that
contains both wisdom and other elements. Cheung, 134-161, however, vigorously defends his thesis. My sentiment is that Moo and Richardson have the better of the argument. James presents so much “hard core theology” in what resembles more a treatise (in epistolary form) on sanctification than anything else, be it with a lot of discriminating and applicatory force to take it out of the realm of “pure theology,” that it
seems difficult to subsume its total content under the rubric of “wisdom.” Cheung’s
monograph, however much it subscribes to the presence of “theology” in James
(Cheung, 275), does not call sufficient attention to significant aspects or sections of
this theology. Most likely this is so because he did not pay attention to them (consciously or unconsciously) by virtue of his objective to grasp as much structure in
James as he possibly could. If he had paid attention to these aspects, he might well
have adjusted his determination of James as part of “wisdom instruction.” Doriani, 813, appears to be in Moo’s camp as well. He states that James (1) resembles wisdom
books in important ways but in addition to this (2) possesses a cutting edge, found in
prophetic literature, (3) is reflective of the teachings of Jesus, especially the Sermon on
the Mount, and (4) has the texture and marks of a pastoral sermon, “all to promote a
life consistent with faith in Christ the Lord.” He, subsequently, backs this up with various illustrative parallels.
In short, if wisdom genre can be compared to a residence, it does not appear to
have enough rooms to accommodate all that James has to say! James undoubtedly contains “wise instruction.” But it goes too far to define it generically as “wisdom instruction.” The latter is too reductionistic. It seems to me that this reductionism was unavoidable the moment Cheung viewed James as (merely) providing “new solutions to
old problems.” James ranges much wider and much farther than this, in fact, too wide
and too far to grasp the essence and message of James exclusively in terms of wisdom
genre. He covers the NT waterfront as the organic crowning piece of the OT in the
area of sanctification. James wishes to move from trials through wisdom to endurance
en route to perfection through prayer (Jam. 1:2-3). His program is clearly more extensive than (Jewish) wisdom instruction. The emphasis is on action, action through wisdom, the wisdom of the Word, and more specifically, of the Law of God (and prayer).
This favors the assessment of Moo, Richardson, and Doriani! The distinct uniqueness
of the “wisdom” of both Jesus and James is also argued by Bauckham, 93-108.
Ultimately, the first hermeneutical circle of the whole and the parts did not spiral
upward in Cheung as much as it could (should) have. With all its impressive and enlightening features, Cheung’s monograph, in my estimation, got stuck “part way” in
terms of both the whole (wisdom instruction) and the parts (their positioning in his
outline, which is inserted below). I present my Commentary below as my main argument to this effect.
(2) Cheung continues with a compositional analysis, taking into consideration all
kinds of “literary criteria,” such as “introductions, conclusions, inclusions, characteristic vocabularies, transitions, changes in expression, (alliterative) catchwords, chiasms,
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and parallelisms.” He also promotes a “thematic analysis” to uncover “the organization
(and coherence) of the text ... in both form and content” (Cheung, 57-58). He finally
argues that from his perspective James is a circular letter of “paraenetic instruction fitted to the frame-components of the epistolary genre,” even if this admittedly “does not
solve the problem of the structure of the entire letter, specifically in connection with
the body of the letter” (59). Clearly, the position of the parts in the framework of the
whole poses a continuing problem. He ends up with the following outline (82).
I. The Prologue: The Programme of Perfection: 1:2-27
1. Themes associated with Shema’: 1:2-18
2. Obedience to the Law of Liberty for True Piety: 1:19-27
II. The Main Body: 2:1-5:6
1. The Testing of the Genuineness of Faith – Obedience to the Royal Law: 2:1-26
a. Genuine Faith is Incompatible with Partiality: 2:1-7
b. Partiality and Lack of Works (of Mercy) are Violations against the Royal
Law: 2:8-13
c. Genuine Faith would issue in Works (of Mercy): 2:14-26
2. Manifestation of Wisdom from Above: 3:1-4:10
a. Against Heedlessness in the Use of the Tongue: 3:1-12
b. Wisdom from Below and Above Contrasted: 3:13-18
c. Against Worldly Attitude: 4:1-10
3. The Eschatological Judgment of God, Lawgiver and Judge of All: 4:11-5:11
a. Against Evil Slanderers: 4:11-12
b. Against the Arrogant and the Unjust: 4:13-5:6
(a) Against the Arrogant Merchants: 4:13-17
(b) Against the Unjust Rich: 5:1-6
c. Exhortation to Endure: 5:7-8
d. Against Grumbling against one Another: 5:9
e. Concluding examples: 5:10-11
Note: Segment d. is positioned in chiastic contrast to a., and segment c. to b.!
III. The Epilogue: The Concerns for Perfection: 5:10-20
1. Oath: 5:12
2. Communal Prayer of the Faithful Righteous: 5:13-18
3. Communal Responsibility on Judgment and Salvation: 5:19-20
It is noteworthy that Hartin, 28-29, 38, presents the same broad outline, even if he
arranges the several sections somewhat differently.
Some of the characteristics of this outline ought to be underscored.
First, Cheung agrees with Cargal that the prologue and the epilogue provide the
interpretative framework for the rest of James, “with all kinds of echoes (of their component elements in evidence) in the body of the letter” (Cheung, 68).
Second, he emphasizes James’ preoccupation with “the theme of perfection” and
“the appropriate and matching responses” this theme requires in “the different circumstances” (Cheung, 82, 162-196). In his opinion the concept of perfection is “grossly neglected among English speaking scholars” (Cheung, 162). Frankly, it is a breath
of fresh air, hermeneutically, exegetically, and theologically, to see him underscore the
theme of perfection repeatedly (Cheung, 173-175), and to extol “the pursuit of perfection” (Cheung, 275). By embracing this concept as he does, he lines up with all of the
older (Manton; Johnstone), and some of the more recent expositors (Cargal, 57, 63;
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Moo, 1985, 61; see also Martin, lxxix-lxxxii; and Hartin, 287, who seems to regard the
search for ‘perfection’ on the part of the individual as well as the community as the
golden thread that runs throughout the Epistle). Most modern interpreters, however,
shy away from the concept of “perfection” in favor of “wholeness” or “maturity.” I argue below that under no circumstances should the idea of “perfection” be eliminated.
It would cut both of James’ Achilles’ heels!
Third, on rhetorical grounds Cheung opts for his divisions II, 1, II, 2, and II, 3 in
The Main Body because each of them starts out with “a prohibition plus vocative.”
This suggests a natural transition from major unit to unit (Cheung, 71; see also PHDavids, 168; Johnson, 292). I can go for this since it provides rhetorical backing for the
substantive grounds for most, even if not all of my own Outline. In Cheung’s division
the substantive and rhetorical appear to blend together admirably!
Fourth, he calls attention to James’ pre-occupation with (the wisdom of the Word,
as found in) the Law of God. In fact, he holds that “the Double Commandment of
Love: love of God and love of the neighbor stand out as the two leading concepts in
the entire Epistle. James 1:2-26 outlines the main concern of the book, divided between the two concepts: 1:2-18 on themes derived from the Shema’ (loyalty and love
to God in terms of Deut. 5:6) and 1:19-27 on keeping the perfect law of liberty”
(Cheung, 117-118). He equates “loving God wholeheartedly, and keeping his commandments,” with the notion of “perfection,” and in the same vein defines the people
of God “as the embodiment of the Mosaic law interpreted by the love command”
(Cheung, 173, 175).
Finally, he posits that the eschatological dimension, far from being peripheral, is
one of the cutting edges of the book of James. This is indicated by unmistakable concepts, such as “endurance unto the end” (Jam. 1:4, 12; 5:7-11) “first fruits” (Jam.
1:18), judgment (Jam. 2:12-13; 4:11-12) and parousia (Jam. 5:7-9) (Cheung, 245-246;
249-252; 264-268; 269-270). Reference is made as well to the so-called “reversal
theme” (Jam. 1:9-10; 2:1-6; 5:1-6). According to this theme, “the rich” and “the poor”
will trade places in the judgment (See Cheung, 259-260, as well as 261-264). Incidentally, “rich” and “poor” are “labels” of “stereotyped polarities,” which are “not simply
socio-economic descriptions, but also ethical categories.” However, as I argue below,
the reversal theme is more than questionable, and, as far as I can see, has no basis in
fact either in James or in the rest of Scripture. To be sure, Jesus’ word always is, and
remains, true that it is harder for a rich man to enter into the Kingdom of God than for
a camel to go through the eye of a needle. But this does not “demonize” “the rich” and
label this designation as a negative “social distance device” with “lethal consequences,” nor does it by implication “idealize” “the poor” into “insiders” with a guaranteed future. In short, the reference to “the rich” is not by definition “negative namecalling.” Neither is the reference to “the poor” by definition a “positive title” (contra
Cheung, 260). This goes against the grain of the Gospel!
7. George Guthrie, as reported by Taylor in a Research Paper presented in the Annual Meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society, held November 17-19, 2004, in
San Antonio, TX, in which he previewed his article in Currents in Biblical Research,
3. 1 (2004), refined Taylor’s outline and came up with the following proposal in his
forthcoming Expositor’s Bible Commentary (The italics indicate the several inclusions):
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I. Double Introduction: Living by Righteous Wisdom (1:2-27)
1. Handling Trials with Righteous Wisdom (1:2-11)
Overlapping Transition: Blessings for Those Persevering Under Trial (1:12)
2. The Perils of Self-Deception (1:13-27)
Transition: Self-deception Regarding Speaking and Acting (1:26-27)
II. Living the “Law of Liberty” (2:1-5:6)
1. Violating the Royal Law through Judging the Poor: Wrong Speaking and Acting
(2:1-11)
Transition: So Speak and Act as Being Judged by the Law of Liberty (2:12-13)
2. Wrong Action towards the Poor (2:14-26)
3. Wrong Speaking Towards One Another in Principle (3:1-12)
4. Righteous versus Worldly Wisdom ((3-13-18)
5. Wrong Acting and Speaking Towards One Another in Practice (4:1-5)
6. A Call to Humility and Repentance (4:6-10)
Do the Law, Do not Judge it (4:1-12)
7. Twin Calls to the Arrogant Rich (4:13-5:6)
III. Conclusion: Enduring in Righteous Living in Community (5:7-20)
1. The Need for Patient Endurance (5:7-11)
2. The Need for Righteous Words in Community (5:12-20)
Frankly, the notion of a “double introduction,” found in a number of commentaries in the footsteps of PDavids, who was the first one to propose this, has not particularly found universal acceptance and correctly so. In fact, from the perspective of the
Outline proposed below in this Commentary this proposal obscures the structure and
flow of James, and therewith its over-all purpose and message, rather than illumines
and accentuates them.
8. Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James, 26-27, propose a rather
unique “working outline,” based on James’ alleged and virtually exclusive focus on
three key themes that are stated, restated and expanded.
I. Greetings (1:1)
II. Statement of the Three Key Themes (1:2-11)
A. Trials in the Christian Life (1:2-4)
B. Wisdom (1:5-8)
C. Riches and Poverty (1:9-11)
III. Restatement of the Three Key Themes (1:12-27)
A. Trials/Temptations in Relationship to God (1:12-18)
B. Wisdom in the area of Speech and Obedience (1:19-26)
C. The “Have-Nots” and the Responsibility of the “Haves” (1:27)
IV. The Three Key Themes Expanded (2:1-5:18)
A. Riches and Poverty (2:1-26)
B. Wisdom and Speech (3:1-4:12)
C. Trials and Temptations (4:13-5:18
V. Closing (5:19-20)
This is undoubtedly an ingenious outline. However, apart from the fact that the
three themes are expanded (Chapter IV) in the reverse order in which they are stated
and restated, it raises the question whether this outline is not somewhat artificially imposed upon the text rather than smoothly flows forth from the text. As a result it may
not provide the depth perspective that is required to get to the heart of and so to do full
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justice to the various segments, such as the two that are found in James 2:1-13 and
2:14-26 respectively. Even if the poverty-riches theme is found in both these sections
it seems that it is subordinated in the text to the themes of “law” and “faith” rather than
the reverse. In short, each segment in James has a theme in its own right that should
not be subsumed artificially under a theme that is forced upon it. If this is a correct assessment, the proposed outline is bound to obscure the architectural and crescendoing
flow of the text, and therewith may well jeopardize a comprehensive understanding of
James’ message in terms of its full-orbed essence and purpose. At the very end of the
commentary, and nearly by way of afterthought, “the attribute of God’s simplicity or
single-mindedness and the way in which Christians ought to imitate it” is tentatively
proposed as “a potentially unifying motif or subtheme running throughout the epistle”
(261-263). Apart from the fact that a “subtheme” can hardly turn into a “unifying motif,” the arguments to bolster this proposal do not appear to be very compelling. The
introduction of this tentative proposal at the end may well indicate a (vague?) unease
with the outline in general.
9. Dan G. McCartney argues that James’ central concern and controlling theme is
that of true faith which manifests itself in everyday life in contrast to the self-deceiving
and hypocritical faith that is barren. However, for the outline of James he takes his cue
from the appellation, “my (beloved) brothers.” In addition to James 1:2, this appellation occurs supposedly four times at crucial points at the beginning of a new section
(Jam. 1:2; 2:1; 3:1; 4:11; 5:7), although at times it also occurs in the middle of a section (Jam. 1:19; 2:5, 14; 3:12; 5:10, 12, 19). At any rate as a result he distinguishes
four discourses that follow this appellation. Further, these discourses are initiated by a
general introduction and concluded by a closing exhortation or summary statement.
However, they are interrupted by an interjection, consisting of two oracles of warning!
I. Salutation (1:1)
II. Overview of the Life of Faith (1:2-27)
III. First Discourse: Faith and Behavior (2:1-26)
IV. Second Discourse: Faith, Wisdom and Speech Ethics (3:1-18)
V. Third Discourse: Strife in the Church as Lack of Faith (4:1-12)
VI. Interjection: Two Oracles of Warning (4:13-5:6)
VII. Fourth Discourse: Looking to God (5:7-18)
VIII. Closing Exhortation: Mutual Responsibility and Blessing (5:19-20)
Candidly, this outline poses several problems. First, the four discourses cover independent and disparate issues and therefore do not allow for James to function as a
tightly reasoned argument. Further, although the central theme of genuine faith is said
to be emphasized in each of the four discourses, the uneven manner in which this is
done does not seem to turn it into the glue that keeps the several sections of James together. Also, the frequent occurrence of the appellation, “my (beloved) brothers,”
seems to undermine the contention that (only?) at four occasions they are distinct
markers. Finally, it is apparent that the place and function of the Interjection is far
from clear in the over-all context of James. Only this already should be sufficient reason to raise question whether this outline can speak with any kind of finality. The fact
that the author confesses occasionally that the place and function of a given section in
James seems odd only underscores this! It is interesting to note as yet that McCartney,
267-271, adds an Excursus to his commentary section, entitled “Faith as the Central
Concern of James.” In this Excursus he comments on the several times that faith oc314

curs in James (1:3, 6; 2:1, 5, 14, 17, 18, 20, 22, 24, 26; 5:15). As a result he extrapolates (in a somewhat uncoordinated order) that faith is Christological and eschatological, that it is the opposite of doubting, that it has false faith as a direct enemy, that it is
the mark of the poor, and that it is crucial to have the right kind of faith. Following this
he observes by way of implication that faith under duress works endurance, that it
submits to God and that it is quick to hear. All these things may be true. But the “simple enumeration” of these disparate pieces of information hardly warrants the conclusion that “the Epistle of James is properly seen as the epistle of genuine faith, not the
epistle of works.” This is just as little true as the contention that the frequent mention
by James of the Law of God or of any other topic, for that matter, implies that this is
the theme that constitutes his “Central Concern.” McCartney simply does not make his
case that “genuine faith” is the tie that binds all the segments of James together in a
well-structured unit. In fact, I wonder whether he even seems to argue this cogently.
10. Christopher Morgan adopts the outline proposed by Mark Taylor and George
H. Guthrie, “The Structure of James,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 68, 681-705.
1:1: Opening of the Letter
1:2-27 Double Introduction: Living by Righteous Wisdom
1:2-11 Handling Trials with Righteous Wisdom
1:12: Overlapping Transition: Perseverance
1:13-27 The Peril of Self-Deception
1:25-27 Transition: Self-Deception: Speaking and Acting
2:1:5-6 Living the “Law of Liberty”
A. 2:1-11
Body Opening: Violating the Royal Law
B: 2:12-13 Judged by the Law of Liberty
C. 2:14-3:12 Wrong Acting and Speaking in Community
D. 3:13-18 Righteous versus Worldly Wisdom
CA. 4:1-10
Prophetic Rebuke
BA: 4:11-12 Do the Law, Do Not Judge It
AA. 4:13-5:6 Body Closing: Twin Call to the Arrogant Rich
5:7-20 Conclusion: Enduring in Righteous Living in Community
5:7-11 The Need for Patient Endurance
5:12 Transition: Exhortation against Oath Taking
5:13-20 The Need for Righteous Words in Community
This outline is not without its problems. There is no indication that the Epistle
possesses an organic flow. It seems “choppy” in its structure. The notion of the socalled “transitions” only accentuates this.
11. Scott McKnight, 55, proposes an outline that reflects his view that James handles the several issues on a topic-by-topic approach that does not allow for a deep
structure. In spite of some undeniable coherence of an occasional nature we face a rather random and somewhat disorderly end product. Again and again we encounter
statements, such as this, “It is not necessary to push a structural proposal that, on a
windy day, might be knocked over” (266), and “By now a reader of James may be forgiven for being as weary as the commentator in having to explain the logical movement of the book” (390). The suggested outline, of course, does not preclude at times
quite valuable and illuminating insights in the meaning and application of individual
passages. But it does keep the main overarching thrust of James from view. As a result
it undoubtedly promotes issue by issue edification. But it is not conducive to convey
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the full-orbed ecclesial culture that James seeks to foster and implement.
1. Salutation (introduction) (1:1)
2. The Christian and Trials (1:2-18)
3. General exhortations (1:19-27)
4. The Christian and partiality (2:1-13)
5. The Christian and works (2:14-26).
6. General exhortations for teachers (3:1-4:12)
6.1 Teachers and the tongue (3:1-12)
6.2 Teachers and wisdom (3:13-18)
6.3 Teachers and dissensions (4:10)
6.4 Teachers, the community, and the tongue (4:11-12)
7. The messianic community and the wealthy (4:13-5:11)
7.1 The sin of presumption (4:13-17)
7.2 The sin of oppression (5:1-6)
7.3 The messianic community’s response to the wealthy (5:7-11)
8. Concluding exhortations (5:12-20)
Following the survey of these eleven proposed outlines four concluding comments
are in place.
First, recent scholarship, which emphasized the structure of James in contradistinction to earlier commentaries, was launched with the suggestion of a double introduction (Jam. 1:2-11; 1:13-27) as well as a double conclusion (Jam. 5:7-11; 5:12-20)
by PHDavids, 23-25). This suggestion frequently “stuck,” and is accepted by a number
of scholars. Cheung, Guthrie and Morgan subscribe to it as well, while McCartney is
at least partly sympathetic (59-60). As I inferred already, I deviate from this pattern on
substantive grounds (So do Cargal, 22 and Penner, 144). However, for a preferable alternative it seems best to let my Outline as well as my Commentary, both of which I
present below, “do their own persuasive talking.” This Outline does, and must, eliminate a double introduction by definition.
Second, while the text-linguistic analysis that lies at the root of some proposals in
whole or in part has brought some interesting features to light, the vexing problem remains that it fails to make both the structure of James in its totality and the role that
each part plays in this structure transparent. James still looks like (half) a construction
site. For a proper interpretation and understanding of James this simply must be remedied!
Third, as I mentioned already, the older commentaries simply seem to exposit the
riches of the text segment by segment without paying much attention to the theme and
structure of James. The recent James’ research displays a “dramatic” reversal. The
preoccupation with James’ theme and structure is vast. In fact, it is so vast that it frequently tends to take the attention away from the spiritual depth of James for both the
scholars and their intended audience. From this vantage point the recent development
may ultimately well be counterproductive. This is aggravated by the fact that the outlines that are suggested admittedly leave (too) many questions unanswered. Clearly, it
is difficult, if not impossible, to plumb the depth of anything with tentative and at
times tenuous outlines! Frankly, there does not seem a way out of this quagmire for
liberal scholars who hold to a virtually exclusive humanity of the NT documents with
all the “quirks” that this entails. To be sure, conservative scholars who hold to the
“Scriptures as the uniquely inspired Word of God” should by all means interact with
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“the latest scholarly research, regardless of its source” (McCartney, ix). But they better
beware not to be unduly affected, or infected by the (often subterranean) liberal leaven.77 Regrettably everyone is easily susceptible to this with the sad and saddening
consequence that the message of God’s “uniquely inspired Word” is obscured or
missed. Francis Schaeffer once remarked that believing scholars should watch out not
to lose, if not undo by means of a questionable hermeneutics what they gained in their
commitment to an inerrant Scripture. This should function as a necessary and conti77

In fact, I regard it somewhat disconcerting that McCartney, 15, 51, 58, 246, as well as
McKnight, 26, 36, do not squarely dismiss the so-called Q-hypothesis in NT studies. McCartney certainly had four opportunities to do so! See specifically Linnemann, Is There a Synoptic
Problem? on the potentially soul-destroying nature of this and other products of the liberal
historical-critical “theology,” which according to her hardly deserves the designation “scholarly” (See also Linnemann, Biblical Criticism on Trial: How Scientific is “Scientific Theology?). Linnemann argues cogently throughout her oeuvre that any type of liberal input that explicitly or implicitly denies or precludes that the Synoptic Gospel writers, or any NT writer
for that matter, are “original” in their independent witness, undermines the ultimacy and authority of God’s Word, whether consciously or not (See Dt. 17:6; 19:15; Mt. 18:16; 2 Cor.
13:1; as well as Num. 35:30; 1 Tim. 5:19; Heb. 10:28). Further, it is highly questionable
whether with such a “mind set” one can truly interact with Scripture in 3-D, that is, from within the three hermeneutical circles outlined above. The mental downgrade that is influenced by
the liberal lack of radical and total surrender to God’s Word (Is. 66:5) cannot but negatively
affect the “burning heart” and the “lit-up life.” Without the latter two it is quite possible for
folks, including commentators, diligently to read or study Scripture, to focus upon its precious
contents as the “stain glassed” windows in a majestic Gothic Cathedral, and to come up with
solid clinical results. But the (Son) light that must shine through these windows in order not
miss their awesome beauty and life-giving glory will be blocked out. The upshot will at best
be a sound result or even a technical accomplishment. This is not to argue for “an elitist”
hermeneutics. Far from it! But it is to go on record that such result or such accomplishment
will not lead to an energetic heart and an illuminating life. Only an energized heart leads to an
energetic heart, and only an illumined life to an illuminating life. When students of Scripture
of whatever kind refuse to approach Scripture from a 3-D perspective, Scripture will simply
refuse to pass on its true beauty and glory to them! It is God’s Eternal Word, and as such it
demands a corresponding respect. To disdain, minimize or overlook this is to be disdained,
minimized or overlooked. Indeed, the student of Scripture better beware not to fall suicidally
victim to the siren song of liberalism in any way, shape, or form. The ultimate outcome is
bound to be destructive. For the truly observant both Scripture and Church history is there to
prove it (Rev. 2:7, 11, 1729; 3:6, 13, 22). Frankly, we lost the Middle East as well as Europe
for the Gospel, and are in the process of losing the USA. Since our Lord has all the authority
in heaven and on earth, there must be a good reason for this. Even if this is not likely the
whole story, we might as well start by examining whether the subtle or not so subtle “toning”
down of our surrender to his Word lies at the root of the shameful and culpable devastation of
a large part, if not the largest part of the present world! If this would prove to be the case, it
should have been a foregone conclusion that the Word simply would decide to shut down our
access to its life-giving content and to cease conveying this content to us (Is. 8:20; Amos
8:11-12) through a spirit of delusion (2 Thess. 2:11). This is undeniably a frightening scenario
that we better not lightheartedly dismiss. After all, the historical facts will continue to stare us
into the face!
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nuous reminder! All in all, if I ever would have to choose between the rich and enriching exposition of James by the older writers who don’t give the structure of James a
second thought, and the more technically sophisticated interpretation by the more recent authors who wrestle with an admittedly elusive structure, either in whole or in
part, I would be inclined to opt for the former. Not only is a purely technical interpretation often a barren proposition, but to opt for a questionable structure and a questionable controlling theme is bound to warp the interpretation and understanding of the
text, and so to miss its message, with all its dire consequences.
Fourth, this survey of some of the more representative and thoughtful outlines I
encountered in my research from both a formal and a substantive perspective should
serve as the backdrop for my own proposal and bring out where this proposal corresponds with and where it diverges from the results of the more recent research in James
that occupies itself with its structure and outline.
_____________________________________________________________________

Turning now to my own proposal, it should not come as a surprise that there
will be formal as well as substantive parallels with the several outlines presented in Topical Focus #5: Outlines of James.
The most telling formal correspondence is my agreement with the fourfold division of James (Amphoux; Cargal). I find this far superior to the approach of many interpreters who distinguish among a (smaller or larger) introduction, a (smaller or larger) conclusion, and the body of the Epistle nestled in between (Davids; Cheung; Guthrie; Hartin). I also subscribe to the thesis that in his (short and terse, but promising) Conclusion (Jam. 5:19-20)
James calls upon the New-Covenant community to follow in his footsteps and
put into practice what he models, both in and through his Epistle (Cargal). Finally, I have sought to isolate an over-all, progressively developed and developing theme to which all the parts organically relate, through which all the
parts are logically interconnected, and in which all the parts come into their
own (Cargal; Moo, 2000, both more or less). This prevents the interpreter
from subjectively selecting one or more sub-themes, however prominent, and
forcing the text into a sub-thematic kind of straightjacket that curtails or
twists the text by definition.78
A substantive parallel with other scholars is found in the recognized centrality of a number of concepts, such as “perfection,” which is James’ grand
objective for his readers, and of “law,” which displays the substance of the
wisdom of the Word not only necessary for endurance en route to perfection,
but also prerequisite as the route to perfection (Cargal; Cheung; both more or
less; but especially Bauckham!). These concepts are pivotal for an in-depth
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Cheung, 55, correctly warns against this procedure. In my estimation, however, he does not
fully escape this danger himself. The Law of God, which includes the double commandment
of love for God and love for the neighbor, is prominent in James. But, as my Outline entails, it
is not its all-encompassing theme!
318

comprehension of James.
However, there are also profound differences between the outlines, presented above, and the one I propose. First, even modern researchers who are
heading toward an over-all theme, as delineated above, continue to be frustrated both by and about a number of the parts that simply do not seem to
make a good fit, or cannot be connected with what either precedes or follows
them.79 Without a doubt this is frequently the byproduct of a critical scholarship that portrays Scripture as an all-too-human book that simply does, if not
must, display aberrant features. Incidentally, this also may, if not must be the
by-product of any approach that does not read Scripture from the abovementioned 3-D perspective, however conservative the interpreter may be regarding Scripture as the Word of God. At any rate, based upon, and opting for
a non-critical scholarship that embraces Scripture as a Divine-human book,
with all that this entails, I have concluded that only the all-embracive theme
of “Practical Godliness,” or “Holiness” (Personal as well as Corporate) en
route to perfection can be shown to arise from the total James, and that therefore only this theme can be the guiding light that can do justice to the meaning (exposition) and the significance (application) of the total James, in whole
and in part. Hence I seek to establish this throughout the present volume.
Second, and in tandem, even modern researchers who hold that there is a
deep structure of one kind or another in James, continue to be at odds with
each other about isolating and elucidating it. I have endeavored to bring out
this deep structure under the general theme of practical godliness or holiness
(en route to perfection) in a general way in my Outline, both in my fourfold
division and in the way I have formulated the headings and sub-headings,
and, more specifically, in numerous places in my Commentary as I sought to
exposit the meaning of the text and to drive home its discriminating and applicatory significance. It is incumbent upon the reader, of course, to determine to what extent I have succeeded in my twofold objective of establishing
James’ general theme and laying bare its deep structure, as verbalized in my
proposed Outline. If I did succeed, it should facilitate its message to have a
free and unencumbered course, poised to produce “burning hearts” and “litup lives.” The latter should be characterized by purposeful holiness (en route
to perfection) as well as a ministry, individual and corporate, to this effect.
Such ministry is invariably embedded in a pursuit that seeks to maintain or
regain Revival Status, fully in the footsteps of James!
As I indicated, my research (hopefully in 3-D) leads me to Practical
Godliness or Holiness (en route to perfection) as the general, over-all, theme
of the Epistle of James. If this is correct, it is also by definition the Holy Spi79

Compare Cheung, 63, about the enigmatic character of James 1:9-11, as well as the place of
James 4:4-10 in Moo’s outline, and the sections of James 4:13-5:6 and James 5:12 in McCartney’s proposal.
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rit’s purpose with and for the book, and should consequently also be the objective of everyone who handles it in a reading, studying, meditating, or memorizing framework, as well as a teaching, preaching, counseling or writing
setting. Under the umbrella of this general theme, James can be divided in
four major sections. In all these sections he progressively and substantially
develops this theme. At the same time, by means of the general theme, he
programmatically and logically binds the sections together. His presentation
is not only greatly enriched by sub-themes that are usually at first introduced
in bud form in order to be later developed into full bloom step by step. It is
also sharpened by linguistic and rhetorical tools at his disposal that add accentuating spice to the life of his Epistle.80 Following a short Introduction
(1:1) and ending with a slightly longer Conclusion (5:19-20) James presents
us in general with:
I. The Pathway to Holiness from the Divine Perspective (1:2-26).
II. The Principles of Holiness in the Framework of Scripture (2:1-26).
III. The Attainment of Holiness in the Christian Experience (3:1-4:10).
IV. The Range of Holiness in the Fabric of Life (4:11-5:18).
By way of further explanation, in the first section James deals with a
Two-fold “Pathway to Holiness” from the Divine perspective (Jam. 1:2-27).
He shows that God uses trials/temptations (Jam. 1:2-15) as well as his Word
(Jam. 1:16-27) to bring about the necessary holiness of life “without which no
one can see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14).
It is worthy of note that God’s providential dealings are mentioned as the
first means, and the Word of God “only” in the second place. God’s dealings
are the prerequisite setting for a life of practical godliness. They consist at
times of stern measures and at other times of a more benevolent course of action. This is the message of James, as well as the experience of the true Christian, Stern measures are often needed to wrest humans away from their mancenteredness and to turn them to or keep them with the full-orbed, uncompromising God-centered service that is so essential for the Christian life. The
purpose of the more benevolent course of divine action is designed for Christians to display their godliness apart from any stress situations or upheavals.81
In either instance they are expected “to rise to the occasion” of holiness, ultimately perfect holiness, and in the meantime, until this objective is reached,
purposeful holiness. Incidentally, if Christians would only listen to the (wisdom of) God’s Word, as (James’ second) means of sanctification, more
80

However, great care has been taken not to take a sub-theme or the linguistic/rhetorical as
the final determinant for the structure and outline of James. This has been done too often at
the expense of James’ message. No, structure and outline can only be established by the aggregate of all the clues presented in and by the text.
81
It is my thesis that here the so-called enigmatic section of James 1:9-11 comes into its own,
as I seek to show below.
320

promptly and more sincerely, the first means might be less stern! At any rate,
trials/temptations, to be more fully discussed at a later point, will prove to be
the furrows, produced by the benevolent, often painful, but always enriching,
ploughshare of God’s providence, to prepare his people for the seed (wisdom)
of the Word, crystallized in God’s Law, to be implanted in them, to be received by them, and so to produce fruit through them!82
In the second section, James presents Two “Principles of Holiness” from
within the total fabric of the Scriptural teaching (Jam. 2:1-26). The first one is
the Law of God (Jam. 2:1-12),83 the second one is Faith (Jam. 2:13-26).84 He
evaluates the centrality, place, and application of the Law of God in the life of
the Christian in both its sum (love) and substance (commandments), as it constitutes the essence of godliness. He clearly exults in the royal law of freedom, suffused with, and set in motion by love! James also evaluates the nature of the faith that justifies, as it provides the awesome dynamic that gives
rise to “breathtaking” godliness. Who does not know the adage that he
coined, “Faith without works is dead?” And who can forget Abraham, fully
set to plunge a sacrificial knife in the chest of his son, or Rahab, who put her
own life on the line?
In the third section, James deals with the problem how a holy life comes
into existence (Jam. 3:1-4:10). He inquires into the Three-pronged “Attainment of Holiness” in the experience of a Christian, which can also be described as the threefold “Implementation of Holiness” from the human perspective. He shows that the Christian encounters indwelling sin as a humanly
insurmountable obstacle to any and all true obedience (Jam. 3:1-9). Accordingly, holiness is presented as Gospel holiness, which, as a gift from above
(Jam. 3:10-18), must be sharply distinguished from any and all kinds of legal
obedience that originate from below (See also Owen, III, 366-406)! James
concludes that this gift, constituting the necessary victory over actual sins,
will only be received when humans, in true self-knowledge as wretched, impotent, saints, humble themselves, confess their impotence, and walk with
their God in total and prayerful dependence upon his grace (Jam. 4:1-10). Incidentally, in my forty years of widespread reading in the James’ literature I
have come across only one commentator who seems to have grasped this in
any depth. According to him, James goes through several phases. He first “insists on obedience.” Then he insists that “everyone fails” by definition. Finally, he insists on the “message of God’s grace to sinners.” “Genuine believers
82

It should be quite clear that this analysis of James 1:2-27 totally eliminates the necessity of
the so-called “Double Introduction” that is mentioned in Topical Focus #5: Outlines of
James. James 1:2-27 is a section that does and can stand on its own two feet as an organic
building block of the Epistle as a whole!
83
Developed as the bloom from the bud of James 1:25!
84
Developed as the bloom from the bud of James 1:6!
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order their lives under the will and word of the Lord. Then, when they fail to
meet the standard, they plead for grace … That is the gospel of James” (Doriani, 7, 9). I fully concur with these observations, but would like to make a
substantive editorial change of critical importance to bring them fully in line
with James. I would like to speak of God’s grace for (wretched) “saints,” who
will constantly plead for this grace, because they will always fail by definition. The Gospel of James is not the Gospel of (God in Christ in the area of)
Justification, but the Gospel of (God in Christ in the area of) Sanctification!
By failing to recognize this folks can never obtain a 20/20 vision of James,
and may in the final analysis not even see “men walking like trees!” But more
about the nature of this substantive change in the context of James 3 and 4!
In the fourth section, James shows the Three-fold “Range of Holiness” in
the fabric of a Christian’s life, as encompassing the length, depth and breadth
of his existence (Jam. 4:11-5:18). He does so by giving practical examples.
These cover the attitude and relationship of Christians to the (outside) world
in which they live, whether the world of people, things, or events (Jam. 4:1117), their attitude and relationship to themselves (Jam. 5:1-11), as well as
their attitude and relationship to the external circumstances (Jam. 5:12-18).
He, indeed, appears to cover the waterfront of life!
Thus, in terms of descriptive, vivid, and graphic, practical examples, such
as the confrontation with trials/temptations, the reality of poverty and riches,
the treatment of widows and orphans, the issue of partiality, the care for the
needy, the office of teacher, the use of the tongue, judgment of others, presumption in planning, the employer-employee relationship, the need for
prayer and praise, the power of prayer, as well as the corporate and individual
responsibility for the fellow Christian, James’ letter presents the Way to Practical Godliness from the Divine Perspective, the Principles of Practical Godliness in the Framework of Scripture, the Attainment of Practical Godliness in
the Christian Experience, and the Range of Practical Godliness in the Fabric
of Life.
One commentator enlarges on James’ use of vivid exemplary and illustrative materials. To him they are designed to have a “deterrent effect.” Although they often “exaggerate and generalize,” it is difficult to say whether
James refers to “actual events in the life of the Church.” But they are undoubtedly effective in their practicality, “Eventually it will one day probably happen that among you ... etc.” (Dibelius, 128-130). This surely resembles a
crooked stick that manages to hit a right blow. Regrettably, it shows little respect for the integrity of the text. But curiously it properly drives home the
inescapable down-to-earth reality of its message.
It is noteworthy that some of the practical illustrations come back from
section to section. They turn into themes. A progressive treatment of some of
them, such as trial and endurance, wisdom and prayer, poverty and riches,
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lust and death, law and obedience, faith and works, is in clear evidence. In
other words, in the early going of his Epistle James introduces most, if not all,
of his major tenets as “buds” that eventually are presented “in full bloom.”
This adds weight to the claim that James has crafted his letter with panoramic
vision and meticulous care. Any notion of “disjointedness” (PDavids, 12), a
“loose train of thought” (Laws, 7) or “randomness” (McKnight, 452) is unjustified and unjustifiable.
In addition to these four sections, there is a terse Introduction (Jam. 1:1)
and a compelling Conclusion (Jam. 5:19-20). The Introduction sets the tone,
and the Conclusion summarizes the objective of the letter. The tone throughout is one of victory through battle. The objective throughout is holiness
through “conquest.” The battle is radical and total. James may portray it as a
losing, if not lost, proposition by definition from the perspective of human
impotence. But from the perspective of divine grace he equally insists that
victory is, can be, should be, and must be an absolute certainty. The two
strands of “nothing” and “everything” both receive their proper due, and are
masterfully woven together.
The genius of this letter is that the practical and graphic examples serve
to accentuate its fundamental and principial teaching, and vice versa, that the
fundamental and principial teaching provides the unified structure that gives
inner coherence to the practical and graphic examples. Theology and Life are
wedded together as in a marriage made in heaven and on display on earth.
Frankly, what else can one expect from a Divine-human book?
One of the encouraging entailments of this approach is that the practical
illustrations do not need to be exhaustive. They are “hand-picked” to bring
out James’ fundamental teaching. Once the latter is grasped in its various
components, it can be applied in a variegated manner to any and all kinds of
scenarios that are never mentioned in James explicitly but are covered by him
implicitly. This cuts at the heart of the criticism that James is an unrelated
hodge-podge of paraenetic instruction and has little or no underlying theology. James is neither a hodge-podge of practical jabs, nor is it deficient in its
doctrinal moorings.
In summary, James is anything but a collection of basically unconnected
thoughts. Neither is it an Epistle that merely displays a formal structure of
some sort, with a degree of cohesion of the more substantive sort, a certain
arrangement of the thematic sort, or a number of linkages of the verbal sort.
No, it is a carefully crafted masterpiece with a central, unified thrust, around
which all the parts are clustered as a beautifully arranged bouquet, all of
which adds up to a powerful and harmonious symphony. At the same time, it
is a carefully formulated string of arguments in which the parts are progressively introduced, and at times reintroduced, for further elaboration so as to
produce a successful grasp of the whole and to insure the cogency of its cen323

tral message. The end product is both a systematic and practical treatment of
The Doctrine of Sanctification, which is surprisingly complete with both the
systematic and the practical fully blended together in a remarkable totality.
That this fully and richly serves the needs, not only of the early addressees
but also of the Church throughout its long history, should not come as a surprise! But there is an additional pay-off. Once James’ students are of the conviction that the Epistle is a Divine-human “Masterpiece,” they will, in the
framework of the three hermeneutical circles mentioned above, pay a sharpened attention to each detail and not rest until they meticulously and prayerfully have harvested as much of its truth as they possibly can.

d. Integrity
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In bringing this section to a close, the trend in the research of James, as has
been acknowledged above, is toward a growing recognition of at least some
thematic unity in the Epistle. However, as I have mentioned already, it seems
a not uncommon error to take one, specific, and often rather narrow theme,
such as the eschatological (Penner), and group all the other material around it.
To pursue this sample of interpretation, there is undoubtedly an eschatological dimension in James, a call to remain pure and steadfast “in the last days,”
coupled with a reminder of impending judgment! But it curbs the full scope
of the Epistle, to restrict its content to the sapiential, prophetic, and apocalyptic instruction of the eschatological community that finds itself under (great)
pressure. First, the return of the Lord, supposedly, would give urgency to the
call to purity and push the ethical content beyond a matter of mere practical
and conventional wisdom. Second, it would justify the solemn warning to the
enemies of the community that their doom is imminent and certain. Third, it
would hold out the assurance of a “reversal” for those who are poor and persecuted. Not only will the rich, ungodly oppressors perish, but also the oppressed righteous poor will be exonerated and exalted (Penner, 257-259; see
also Cheung, 260-264).
Of course, it cannot be denied that some of these elements are present in
James. But to turn the “eschatological” into the controlling theme is to put
James in a straightjacket, and to make legitimate elements say something that
is beside, if not contrary to the points James wishes to make with them.
For instance, the alleged so-called eschatological “reversal,” in which ultimately the “poor” end up “rich” and the “rich” “poor,” starts with the assumption that the poor and the rich are two distinct, sharply divided, classes.
The former class of people is supposedly found inside the Church and consists of “the good guys,” while the latter class of people consists of “the bad
guys,” who are situated outside the Church. Apparently, all that the “poorinsiders” need to do is to “wait it out.” The Commentary below intends to argue that James speaks in a much different and much more nuanced fashion.
To miss this is to miss the “thrust,” in fact, to break off the spear (“sword!”)
point of James’ message. Regrettably, as I argue below, this is done in many
a commentary on James!
For a second sample of an all-too-restrictive interpretation, at one point
James issues a solemn warning against “friendship with the world” and depicts it as “enmity against God” (Jam. 4:4). But this does not justify the
extrapolation that the “‘deep structure’ of polar opposition between ‘friendship of the world’ and ‘friendship with God’” determines the inclusion and
undergirds the shaping of all of James’ material. There simply is no warrant
whatsoever to conclude that what emerges here is a “central set of convictions
concerning the absolute incompatibility of two construals of reality and two
modes of behavior following from such diverse understanding” as “an impor325

tant (and selecting) principle” (Johnson, 14).
In both instances a legitimate “part” becomes the “procrustean lens”
through which the total Epistle is viewed. James is not all about “trials,”
“faith and works,” “genuine faith versus false faith,” “the tongue,” “the world
versus God,” “eschatological realities,” “the rich and the poor,” “prayer for
the sick,” or any other specific theme that can be isolated, not even about “the
double commandment of the love of God and the love of the neighbor,” so
richly emphasized in (both the OT and) James.85 To regard any of these particular themes as the organizing and selecting principle is somehow to take
away from the full integrity of James by misconstruing its overarching objective. Interpreters who go this route are bound to miss the fundamental message of James in one way or another and to one degree or another, just as interpreters of Scripture fall in a similar trap when they declare, and at times
pontificate, that all of Scripture is Christocentric, Pentecostal, RedemptiveHistorical, Ecclesiological, Eschatological, etc., or all about Love, Law, Gospel, Regeneration, Justification, Health and Wealth, etc. All such proposals
are by definition restrictive and reductionistic, and can easily lead to a malfunctioning, or even crashing, spiritual life, in fact, even to constrictive spiritual heart failure. All forms of reductionism are always dangerous and potentially deadly.
The proposal of “Practical Godliness” as the controlling theme of James
does not have such blinding and deadening effect. In as much as it is indicated by the aggregate of all available clues in the text, and therefore arises
organically from James in its entirety, it can do justice to this Epistle in its entirety, its individual parts as well as its full-orbed totality.
Besides, the fact that James has “Practical Godliness” as its overarching
theme does not and should not come as a shock to students of Scripture who
interact with the OT from within the three hermeneutical circles (spirals), as
outlined above. They will recognize that holiness is “the grand and magnificent obsession” of the whole OT. It holds out the prospect of the worship of
God in the splendor of holiness (1 Chron. 16:29; Ps. 29:2; 96:9) on the mountain of holiness (Ps. 46:4; 48:1), embraced and displayed by people in pursuit
of holiness (Lev. 11:4; 20:7) on the way of holiness (Is. 35:8). Against this
backdrop it is not at all surprising that James, as the sublimation of the OT,
makes this his focus as well, and determines to lay it out before his NT rea85

This is the thesis of Cheung, 117. As I already indicated, his controlling theme, which consists of “these two leading concepts,” is broader than any of the other proposed themes. But it
is still too reductionistic, and simply will not do in the fullness of life. My concern is not
merely exegetical or theological, but rather a matter of exegetically established, and theologically undergirded, biblical practicality that does and can meet the “existential” exigencies of
life in all its “downs” (the trials of poverty) and “ups” (the trials of riches) and therefore can
be appreciated and absorbed as food for heart, mind and life.
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dership with all its “ins” and “outs.”
Before this will further be substantiated in the next section, one additional observation is in place. To be sure, the theme of Practical Godliness as
such is not found in James in as many words. It has been concluded from the
aggregate of all available clues in the text. However, the author’s final words
in James 5:19-20 seem fully to cement this conclusion. It appears to describe
exactly what James is doing himself, and what he explicitly urges the Church
to do in his footsteps. Throughout his Epistle his avowed aim is to warn any
and all his readers who strayed from the way of truth to return to it, so that
their souls can be saved from eternal death and a multitude of sins can be
covered. The exact meaning of James’ concluding phraseology will have to
await the exposition of the text. But their main import is crystal clear. James
is after holiness of life as essential to union and communion with God.
Whether his message is construed as preventive or curative, Practical Godliness is and remains not only the magnificent obsession of the OT, but also his
own, and, for that matter, of the rest of the NT. Hopefully it is also the grand
obsession of the Church of Christ. Otherwise the latter will lose its birthright.
This may seem heavy language. But it is justified language. I personally
do not know of any extant method of personal evangelism that includes sanctification, and insists on it as a built-in component, let alone as the crowning
piece of Gods saving activity. Nor have I ever attended a crusade where sanctification was the proverbial “Guest of Honor.” In this regard Peter’s Crusade
on the Day of Pentecost resembles a biblical “Mount Everest.” He preaches
the New-Covenantal Gospel of repentance (regeneration), forgiveness of sins
(justification), and the gift of the Holy Spirit (sanctification) (Acts 2:38). It
should not be surprising that the difference in “outcome” was virtually one of
day and night. Peter’s Crusade resulted in 3000 converts, all of whom attended Church the next Sunday in search for holiness, without which “no one
shall see the Lord” (Acts 2:42ff; Heb. 12:14). The presence of the indwelling
Holy Spirit is by definition experiential, energizing and activating!
Present day crusades, conducted anywhere in the world, seem to be a far
cry from those documented in the NT. Basically they invite sinners to “accept
Jesus Christ as their personal Savior” (See for an incisive and persuasive criticism of this terminology, Platt, 27). This assures them a mansion in heaven.
Statistically, it is a well published fact that of those who respond by coming
forward only 5% attends Church the next Sunday. This would have been 150
on the Day of Pentecost. Frankly, a message that is not (meant to be) used by
the Holy Spirit to convict of sin (John 14:8-11), and does not lead to the gift
of the Holy Spirit via the forgiveness of sin is a warped message at worst, and
a truncated message at best. It is hardly surprising that only 5% “mean business” at the conclusion of such message. Of course, we are, and must be,
grateful for these 5%. But the burden of the remaining 95%, who are erro327

neously pacified, or presumptuously pacify themselves, with the assurance of
an imagined heaven must weigh heavily on everyone’s heart! The proof of
the pudding is in the tasting, and in this context it is “sanctification by the Holy Spirit in the context and through the ministry of the Church” (Acts 2:42ff;
Rom. 15:16; Eph. 4:11-16; Rev. 19:7-8; 21:2-3).
Incidentally, one commentator takes somewhat of a modified tack in describing the focus of James. He clusters its teaching around multiple issues.
His list consists of a number of theologies, namely the theology of suffering,
of sin, of Christ, of the righteous poor, and of wisdom (Nystrom, 21-26). All
these theologies are said to facilitate the common goal of Christian maturity
(Nystrom, 21). This clearly moves in the direction of the over-all theme
which is proposed both in this Commentary and elsewhere (Moo, 2000, vivii). However, while this contribution to the interpretation and understanding
of James is an improvement over those of other commentators, it fails sufficiently to bring out both the overarching and the intricate architecture of
James, and therefore still falls short of the mark.
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4. BIBLICAL SETTING
James is not only a well-structured, coherent, composition with a well-argued
central thrust. It also fits organically in the fabric of the rest of Scripture (Mitton, 9).

a. Scripture in General
There is no doubt that James, with its central message of practical godliness,
fully reflects the general substance of the Bible’s teaching. In Scripture, sanctification is the zenith of God’s saving activity, and as such the scope of every
major Scripture doctrine. This pertains to election (Eph. 1:4), creation (Ps.
33:8,9), the Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 17:1), the Mosaic covenant (Ex. 19:46; 20:1-24:18; Deut. 5:1-30:20), the New Covenant (Jer. 31:31-34; 32:38-40;
Ezek. 36:25-27), the work of Christ (Mt. 1:21), the work of the Spirit (John
7:38-39; Acts 1:8; 2:41-47; Eph. 3:16-19; Rom. 15:16; 2 Cor. 3:17-18),
Scripture (Ps. 119:11; 2 Tim. 3:15-17), repentance (Acts 2:38; 26:20; Mt. 3:8;
1 Thess. 1:9), faith (Acts 26:18), the Church (Eph. 4:11,12), the new earth (2
Pet. 3:13-14), and worship (Rev. 4:8-11). James, indeed, fits in quite snugly.
Incidentally, as soon as holiness is recognized, acknowledged and embraced
for what it is in Scripture, it will precipitate a Copernican revolution in the
life of believers. They can no longer entertain happiness as the grand focus of
their lives. From being crudely or subtly man-centered, they become purposefully and openly God-centered. Everyone will agree that this would dramatically alter the face of the Church, and would have the potential of changing
the course of society in its wake. If anything, it is not justification (Luther),
but sanctification that is the towering articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae,
the “article” by which the Church stands or falls. Regeneration is “simply” its
indispensable point of departure, and justification “merely” its equally indispensable launching pad. Regeneration ensures one’s factual entrance into the
family of God, while justification ensures one’s legal status as sons and
daughters of God. This, of course, does not only imply that without either of
them the Church has no future, but also entails that a full scale defense of
these doctrines against any and all attacks that seek to pervert them is utterly
necessary. After all, without regeneration and justification there is no possibility of even a nano-ounce or nano-inch of sanctification. Men, like Luther in
the area of justification, and Whitefield in the area of regeneration, are God’s
gifts to the Church and ought to be acknowledged and applauded as such. But
be this what it may, holiness is the central mark of the members of the family
of God, the citizens of the Kingdom, and the (worship of God in the) splendor
of holiness as the abundant life of the Kingdom is what the message of Scripture is ultimately all about. Without this splendor there are no sons and
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daughters of God (2 Cor. 6:17-18; Heb. 12:14). But with it they come into
their glorious own (2 Cor. 6:17-7:1).
This is the message of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 5-7) that
sets the pattern of the NT. It is the message in his letters to the seven
Churches in the Book of Revelation (Rev. 2-3) that is the prototype of the total NT era. It is the message of Peter (1 Pet. 1:16) and Paul (2 Cor. 11:2) that
reflects the pattern Jesus sets. It is also the message of James that, as the first
contribution to the NT literature, helped solidify the pattern both of the NT
and of the Church beyond the NT, Luther to the contrary! In a word, in terms
of the focus upon practical godliness, there is a seamless connection between
James and the rest of Scripture. In case there are any skeptics left about the
soaring significance of holiness, in the eternal presence of God there is hardly
any further need for either regeneration or justification. But personal holiness,
practical godliness, will have an enduring existence. Scripture is only too
clear about this. It holds out the promise and prospect of perfect righteousness
(2 Pet. 3:13).
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b. Parallel Teachings
The parallels between James and the teaching of the incarnate Jesus on practical godliness in the Sermon on the Mount at the beginning of his ministry
are remarkable in terms of their choice of subject matter as well as topics and
application. They both deal with joy in trials (Jam. 1:2; Mt. 5:12), perfection
(Jam. 1:4; Mt. 5:48), prayer (Jam. 1:5-6; Mt. 7:7; 21:21), endurance (Jam.
1:12; Mt. 24:13), anger (Jam. 1:20; Mt. 5:22), self-deception (Jam. 1:22; Mt.
7:21), the poor (Jam. 2:5, 16; Mt. 5:3; 25:35), the rich (Jam. 2:6-7; Mt.
25:35), lip service (Jam. 2:14-16; Mt. 7:21-23), meekness (Jam. 3:13, 17-18;
Mt. 5:3, 5, 9), divided loyalty (Jam. 4:4; Mt. 6:24), slander (Jam. 4:11; Mt.
5:22; 7:1-2), hoarding (Jam. 5:2-3; Mt. 6:19), eschatology (Jam. 5:9; Mt.
7:22-23; 24:33), prophets (Jam. 5:10; Mt. 5:12), oaths (Jam. 5:12; Mt. 5:3337), and Elijah’s prayer (Jam. 5:17; Lk. 4:25) (This list is provided by Martin,
lxxv-lxxvi and Grosheide, 1955, 342; see also Nystrom, 17-18.) They both
indicate in the strongest of terms that their message is a matter of life and
death (Jam. 5:19-20; Mt. 7:24-27)!
The parallel between James and the letters of the ascended Christ to the
seven churches is no less remarkable in terms of tone and demeanor. The
theme of Revelation is “Christ and his Church.” Its content provides a depth
perspective upon the Church from its “present reality” (Rev. 2-3) to its “grand
finale” (Rev. 21-22). In addition to this, there are two central panels that describe the Church as it marches through history (Rev. 4-11), and faces its
enemies (Rev. 12-20). The “present reality” is a mixed bag. Two of the seven
churches are (already) “on the way out” (Sardis and Laodicea). The future of
three, hangs in the balance (Ephesus, Pergamum and Thyatira). Only the remaining two receive a clean bill of health (Smyrna and Philadelphia). This
composite picture, representative of the Church universally, can only be understood against the backdrop of the description of Christ in Revelation 1:1220. He walks among seven golden lamp stands, and appears dressed like a
Priest-King. He purchased his Church, as his bride, with his blood (Rev. 1:13;
see also Rev. 5:9!). But the awesome grace on display on the cross does not
mean that he will ever lower his standards.
Note well his three features, his two activities, his single procedure, and
his constant reminder. The three features, that depict him, emphasize the
standard and benchmark of holiness. His hair is white like wool, indeed, like
snow; his eyes are like a fiery flame; and his feet like polished bronze, refined
in a furnace (Rev. 1:15). He is awesome purity (his hair). He is keenly alert
with his 20-20 vision to every last vestige of unholiness, and is set to do laser
surgery (his eyes). In fact, he is (already) taking steps to proceed whenever
necessary, and is unstoppable (his feet). His twofold activity fully matches
these three features. His voice resembles a “boom box,” similar to the sound
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of the Niagara Falls, and a sharp double-edged sword extends out of his
mouth. His Word “roars” majestically and is prepared to act like a surgeon’s
scalpel to cut out all destructive “rot” in order to protect the health and safeguard the future of the (local) Church (Rev. 1:15b-16b; see also 2:16). This
should not be viewed as a novelty. It is simply a continuation of an OT reality. Amos in his very opening statement focuses the floodlights upon the
“Lord who ‘roars’ from Zion, and utters his voice from Jerusalem.” As a result “the pastures of the shepherds mourn, and the top of Carmel withers”
(Am. 1:2). In the words of a commentator, “the roar in question is a pouncing
roar, the roar of a lion already committed to the attack, the roar to paralyze its
victim with terror … It is a savage, vicious word,” that can only be explained
in the light of the “declared holiness of God” (Ex. 3:5). In the Mount Sinai
episode of Exodus 19 this holiness “blazes up into the heart of heaven” and
does not allow anyone to touch the mountain at pain of death. In Amos 1:2,
“from the luscious meadows in the river valley to the height of Carmel … all
comes under the blight and blow of judgment.”86 No one better deny that the
OT and the NT are woven of one cloth. It is the same holiness that spells
wrath as well as mercy, if the cross is any indication, both in its foreshadowing in the OT (Lev. 17:11) and its fulfillment in the NT (Rom. 3:23-26; Heb.
10:12; 12:22-24; 1 Pet. 1:18-19; Rev. 5:5-6). Regarding the single procedure
he employs, he firmly holds seven stars in his right hand. He is the Master
Surgeon, but enlists the leadership of the (local) Church to be his ambassadors, to be their Master’s voice and take their Master’s action. However, the
leadership stands forewarned by means of a perpetual and sobering reminder.
The letters to the seven Churches provide them with a blueprint that indicates
what and how to “roar,” as well as with a model that indicates when and how
“to perform surgery.” If the (local) Church is beyond rescue through the failure of the leadership to “speak boldly” and to “act decisively,” it will simply
be removed.87 Or, in the wording of the Preface, Jesus simply moves on. Jesus as the Head walks into the world in and by means of the Church as his
body. If the local body, whether in a rural area, a village, a town, a district, a
province, a state, or a country, refuses to “cooperate,” the Head simply finds
himself another body!
All this makes eminent sense in the light of the constant reminder, as
well as the grand finale, of Revelation. The great goal of world history (Rev.
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J. A. Motyer, The Message of Amos (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1973), 27-28, 31.
Is. 25:1-2 is possibly even more powerful, “O Lord, you are my God. I will exalt you. I will
praise your Name, for you have done wonderful things … You have made the city a heap.”
87
I owe a debt of gratitude to Dr. John MacArthur, who alerted me to the several highlights
presented by John in his description of the ascended and reigning Christ, in a message on Revelation 1:9-20 in Briarwood Presbyterian Church, Birmingham, AL. From my perspective
this message both reflected and precipitated a 3-D experience of the text.
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5:1-14) is for the universal Church, the Holy City, and the people of God, to
be presented at the return of Christ like a bride adorned for her husband in
white garments, beautified by the Holy Spirit (Rev. 21:1-3; see also Rev.
22:17). Without this grand objective God would long ago have terminated
history in a hurry! Local churches may contribute to this grand finale by supplying members for the universal Church. In fact, this is their mandate. But
they must always be mindful that they can only do so when they reflect the
Sun of Righteousness (Mal. 4:2; Rev. 1:16c), shining in full strength, that is,
when they walk toward the great wedding feast under the crowning bridal canopy of the threefold holiness of God (Rev. 4:8).88 When they fail to keep this
in mind, stop “roaring,” cease to “perform necessary surgery,” step outside
the canopy for lack of love (Rev. 2:4), of life (Rev. 3:1) or holiness (Rev.
3:15ff), they have outlived their usefulness, and will be discarded. But since
the gates of hell cannot and will not overpower Christ’s Church (Mt. 16:18),
other local churches will take their place, until they have produced the last
member of the Holy (italics added) City.
Church history, as I argued already, reflects this very same pattern. When
the Middle East closed down, Asia Minor, North Africa and Eastern Europe
made rapid advances. When Asia Minor, North Africa and Eastern Europe
declined, Western Europe lit up. When Western Europe fell back, North
America became a beacon. Now the pendulum appears to be swinging toward
Sub-Saharan Africa and South America. Still, even while the Church of Christ in times of decline may be teetering on the brink of failure, and proves to
be in need of heart-rending repentance as its only hope for recovery, restoration and revitalization (Rev. 2:5; 2:16; 2:22; 3:3; 3:19), no “godly remnant”
will ever be abandoned (Rev. 3:4). In fact, it may continue to take heart with
both Jesus and Paul. The kingdom of God will never suffer defeat. It will always be victorious. Revival will never go underground without re-emerging
in another location, or in other locations simultaneously. And to top it off, at
times a repentant “remnant” will once again turn into the “rule,” and regain
its previous position of honor. In that case the ebb tide of minuscule spiri88

Christ’s Letters to the Seven Churches in Revelation 2-3, indeed, appear to indicate that the
“sole” purpose of the local congregation is to supply members for the Holy (!) City as the
Bride of Christ (Rev. 21:2), “arrayed in fine linen, pure and shining, the righteous acts of the
saints (Rev. 19:8). Failure to do so spells demise, especially when this failure is rooted in a
refusal, consciously or not, to embrace this purpose. Parallel this, there is every biblical reason to believe, and to argue, that the “sole” purpose of the family is to supply members for the
local congregation as the workshop of the Holy Spirit (Mal. 2:15; Eph. 4:11-16; 5:25b-27).
Failure on the part of the family to honor its purpose is equally catastrophic. Nonfunctionality or dysfunctionality in a family, with all the “evil” that this entails, is invariably
the result of God’s curse upon the refusal of its members to reflect God’s blueprint as to its
godly operation and purpose (Mal. 3:6). This is not the place to enlarge on the implications of
all this for daily living. But it must be conceded that they are vast!
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tuality or spiritual decline is replaced by a new flood tide, a re-emerging Revival abundance.
To back all this up, let me partially paraphrase Jesus’ words recorded in
concrete, but straightforward, colloquial, terms in John 6, “You refuse to believe? Well, it is ‘no skin off my back!’ After all, everyone whom the Father
gives me will come to me. Of course, be fully assured that I will never send
anyone away who comes to me” (John 6:36-37)! Paul echoes this very same
truth in his words to Timothy. Whatever apostasy in faith or practice may be
in evidence, “God’s solid foundation remains standing, bearing this seal, ‘The
Lord knows those who are his’” (2 Tim. 2:19a-b). Of course, it is no coincidence that Paul adds in the same breath, “Everyone who confesses the name
of the Lord must turn away from evil” (2 Tim 2:19c). This indicates what the
bottom line is. First, much (!) perseverance will invariably be in evidence
somewhere on planet Earth. Second, it invariably is and must be perseverance
of (purposeful) saints en route to perfection!
Frankly, after everything is said and done, it should not amaze us that
James as a “slave of Christ” (Jam. 1:1), could hardly resemble his (and our!)
elder brother more emphatically in subject matter, topics, tone and applicatory power. James addresses the universal Church in his letter exactly as Jesus
did in his letters to the seven local Churches in Asia Minor as representatives
of the universal Church. James is a veritable and fully functioning ambassador of Christ (2 Cor. 5:20). He “roars” (approvingly and disapprovingly) and
he “performs surgery,” all with a view to (intermediate) practical godliness en
route to (ultimate) perfection, just as his Master was commendatory and condemnatory in Revelation 2 and 3 with a view to the glorious descent of the
Holy City!
From this perspective, James has a “high Gospel Christology,” all protestations to the contrary (See also McKnight, 201). In fact, it is higher than
that of any theology in Church history which in the footsteps of Luther emphasizes one doctrine (or another) at the virtual expense of the Gospel of holiness as the crowning piece of God’s activity. To present anything else as the
“full Gospel of Christ,” whether in the form of an exaggerated or exclusive
focus upon “tongue speaking,” “health,” and “wealth” (types of Pentecostalism), “the church” (Roman Catholicism), “(redemptive) history” (strands in
Covenant theology), or any other truncated and reductionistic “message,” is
basically to hijack the Church of Christ, and may well be “idolatrous” at
times.
What greater way is there to honor someone than to imitate him? This is
precisely what James, the slave of Jesus, did with his Master. This is “(Gospel) Christology of the highest order.” Read through James once and all this
should become crystal clear! And, if not, read it twice. Hopefully the Church
will always follow in James’ footsteps, and never take steps to discard James’
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letter or any Christian message, whether sermon or lecture, that in structure
and content is identical to it with the basically trumped-up charge that it is
lacking in (full-orbed) “Christocentricity” or mires down in (legalistic) moralism. It is laughable, if it were not so preposterous, to cast suspicion on the
zeal of James as “the slave of Christ,” fully to honor Christ in his Person and
Work, and on the integrity of James the “Just,” unreservedly to pursue the
godliness of Christ according his Word and his Example (Col. 3:16; 1 Pet.
2:21).
There are also remarkable parallels between James on the one hand, and
Paul and Peter, on the other. Both Romans 5:3-4 and 1 Peter 1:6-7 are comparable, in fact, they display “striking kinship” (Dibelius, 75) to James 1:2-3, as
they address the issues of joy in trials and point at endurance and perfection
as their intended outcome. All three writers appear to share and draw from the
same pool of generally prevailing ideas. While “James admonishes the reader
to rejoice over afflictions, since they aid the pious toward perfection, Paul
tells us that Christians are to boast in their suffering, since it is precisely
through suffering that their hope of heavenly glory is assured” (Dibelius, 76).
Further, while “the single saying of James 1:2-4” presents “the simple paraenesis,” “the more elaborate passage in 1 Peter 1:6-7” provides an “expanded
paraenesis.” All this spells “clearly” dependence upon a common background, although “not upon one another” (Dibelius, 76-77; see also McCartney, 52-53).
The fact of their literary independence must especially be endorsed (So
also Grosheide, 1955, 337-338; and Bauckham, 156). Paul wrote Romans toward the end of his life with mostly Gentile Christians among his addressees.
Peter penned his First Epistle during the middle of his ministry when many
Gentile Christians had taken out membership in the Church and persecutions
were in high gear. James authored his letter at the beginning of his career
when the Church still consisted of mostly, if not exclusively, Jewish Christians and the threat of persecution was not (yet) in evidence. While “afflictions” are in clear evidence in James, I argue below, with many other commentators that the addressees do not resemble a persecuted community, such
as on display in 1 Peter. From this perspective, not Peter, but James ends up
with providing the “expanded paraenesis.” But more about this below as well!
To be sure, James, Peter and Paul all faced different issues in different historical settings, and they each mirror this in their letters independently from one
another. Nevertheless, they each have a common starting point in the Biblical
Gospel and aim at the same target with that Gospel, even if they apply its
message to different audiences in different ways according to their different
needs. Ultimately all three recognize, in fact, insist that as ministers of that
Gospel it is their foremost privilege and responsibility, by word and deed, to
present their charges, Jews and Gentiles alike, spotless before God as a “pure
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virgin,” so that they receive his stamp of approval, his smile, upon their obedience through the operation of the Spirit (Rom 15:16, 18; 2 Cor. 11:2). The
pursuit of holiness is the hallmark of all three of them (1 Pet. 1:16). To that
effect they all “roar” (Rom. 9:8; 1 Cor. 16:22; Gal. 1:8-9; 2 Pet. 2:1-22) and
“perform surgery” (1 Cor. 5:1-5; 2 Thess. 3:10-15; 1 Pet. 4:17).
The conclusion is apropos that James, Paul and Peter are the “spittin’ image” of each other as all three of them bear the indelible imprint of Jesus in
their persons, their message and their ministry.
However, this still leaves us with the hot issue of the doctrinal views James
and Paul espouse in the areas of justification and the law of God. While the
details are addressed in the Commentary at the appropriate places, such as
James 1:25 (law) and James 2:21ff (justification), a general statement is
called for in this context. This should set the tone for the reading, study, absorption and enjoyment of the “precious pearl” the Holy Spirit gave James to
pass on to the Church of Christ.
In the Preface of his Lectures on Galatians (in Jaroslav Pelikan, Editor,
Luther's Works (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1963), Vol. 26, 411) Luther presents the Church with possibly the clearest analysis ever given
of Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith. He stresses repeatedly that the only
righteousness, which does and can constitute the ground of God’s justifying
verdict, is a “passive righteousness.” God declares the ungodly righteous
(Rom. 4:5)! All human efforts to produce “active (so-called) righteousness”
of any sort--legal, ceremonial, civil, or otherwise--, in order to get right with
God, that is, all attempts to derive justifying righteousness from any source
other than Christ, can only succeed in adding more iniquity to already pervasive iniquity (See Rom. 6:19) and heaping further rubbish (literally: manure,
excrement) upon already prevailing rubbish (manure, excrement) (See Phil.
3:8; and Michael Horton, The Gospel Commission (Grand Rapids: Baker
books, 2011), 106). This does, and should, eliminate every trace of human
pride, and, according to Luther, give God all the glory in his justifying verdict!
However, when he virtually in the same breath (11-12) adds that the
Christian’s possession (and enjoyment) of this passive righteousness constitutes the engine for, and impetus behind, the performance of “good works,
whenever the opportunity arises,” whether in the Church, the family, the
State, or elsewhere, he could hardly be farther away from biblical truth.
Frankly, here the very James, whom he disparaged so much, could have come
to his rescue. James basically argues with at least equal urgency in sanctification what Luther so forcefully stresses in justification. Nothing but “the
above” can be the point of origination of our holiness (Jam. 3:17). That is,
nothing but the place where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God, and
where our life is hidden with him in God (Col. 3:1-3) can produce the holi336

ness without which no one can see God (Heb. 12:14). It does not flow forth
from our regeneration, however much the new heart, which delights in God
(Rom. 7:22) and thirsts for holiness, is the launching pad of sanctification. It
is not set in motion by the righteousness of Christ in our justification, however much this new righteousness, which produces the peace with God necessary for a life of holiness (Rom. 5:1), is the legal framework of sanctification.
It is not initiated by our adoption (Sonship), however much this constitutes a
forensic as well as existential reality that calls for and aims at purity (1 John
3:3). It is not activated by our gratitude, however much it may be an intermediate, collaborating factor, since it stands in need of heaven for its origination
itself. All these “proposals” run headlong into the stark reality of indwelling
sin as the definitive roadblock to any and all true holiness that does and can
come from above only (Rom. 7:18-20). What is worse, all of them, whether
they have people lean on their regeneration, justification, adoption, or gratitude, as the engine of sanctification, leave Jesus out of the picture in the implementation of holiness, all protestations to the contrary. In short, all human
efforts, whatever their proposed impetus, to achieve the practical holiness required for the entrance into, and the enjoyment of, the presence of God (Heb.
12:14), that is, all attempts, whatever their suggested engine, to obtain godliness in any other way than by prayerfully abiding in the vine (John 15:1ff),
that is, as a gift of God’s grace through union and communion with Christ
(Jam. 4:2c, 6), are just as counterproductive, if not spiritually “suicidal,” as
those whom Luther decried in the area of justification. This does, and should,
eradicate every last vestige of human pride in sanctification as well, and give
also in this area all the glory to God!
In other words, illumined by the Holy Spirit (Col. 1:9) and in the footsteps of Paul (Phil. 3:9), Luther was graced with the 20-20 vision that
“wretched sinners” (Lk. 18:13) can only be justified by means of a “passive
righteousness” (Of course, “passive” from the human perspective). This is the
righteousness of Christ! Paul twice hurls his anathema at anyone who would
urge folks to derive their righteousness from anywhere else (Gal. 1:8-9). Inspired by the Holy Spirit (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:21) and in the footsteps of Jesus (John 15:5), James presents us with the analogous 20-20 vision that
“wretched saints” (Rom. 7:24; Jam. 4:9; Rev. 3:17) can only be sanctified by
means of the holiness that comes from “above” (Jam. 3:17), further defined
by Paul as the holiness stored up in Christ (Col. 3:1, 3). Jesus twice hurls his
own anathema at folks who refuse to draw their holiness from him (John
15:6; Rev. 3:16, 20). Even the possession (and enjoyment) of his (passive)
righteousness, however gloriously instrumental in justification, is incapable
of precipitating any practical godliness in any way, at any time, in any condition, in any circumstance, in any place, and in any company.
In short, both the “passive” righteousness required for justification, and
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the active holiness exemplified in sanctification, can only be obtained through
union with Christ, who is both our justification and our sanctification (1 Cor.
1:30). Any teaching that opposes or skirts either one of these truths is Christologically reductionistic and presents from the vantage point of both Paul
(Luther) and James (Jesus) “another (counterfeit) gospel,” whether in the area
of justification or sanctification.
All this presents a sobering message to the Church. It should never embrace Paul (Luther) at the expense or neglect of James (Jesus), or vice versa,
embrace James (Jesus) at the expense or neglect of Paul (Luther)! If the
Church opts for the former, it sooner or later loses the crowning piece of
God’s saving activity, dries up, and becomes unproductive (2 Pet. 1:8). If it
goes the latter route, it sooner or later loses the centerpiece of God’s saving
activity, becomes a shadow of its former self, and disappears into the sinkhole
of works-righteousness (Phil. 3:6b). It clearly requires constant prayer vigilance to retain the 20-20 vision and practice of both complementary truths: only Jesus’ righteousness as the ground of justification (No so-called “good
works”) and only Jesus’ holiness as the substance of sanctification (No socalled “good efforts”), which together with only Jesus’ heart in regeneration
(No so-called “good will”) make up the full Gospel of Christ (For a zeal for
the truth of the full, “authentic,” Gospel in contrast to to today’s reductionisticn orf watered down version, see also Platt, 28-41, 141-160).

338

c. Pauline Teaching
While the relationship James and Paul sustain to each other in the area of justification is treated below, at this juncture it should be made clear that, with
regards to sanctification, the thrust of James’ message and the thrust of Paul’s
teaching (Rom. 6:1-8:13) are identical. In fact, in this area of teaching they
are in total harmony across the board. In view of the claim of a supposed doctrinal tension, if not discrepancy, between James and Paul, it is important to
accentuate this. As I will show in my comments on James 2:20-24, the harmony between James and Paul in the area of sanctification, is not at all jeopardized by their respective teaching on justification. In fact, it is underscored! To saddle James with an anti-Pauline bias, whether resulting from a
proper understanding of Paul rooted in a mistaken interpretation of his views,
or unknowingly battling a perversion of his teaching (See Barclay, 26), has no
basis in exegetical fact. Quite the contrary! Apart from the historical reality
that James was published well before Paul’s letters arrived on the ecclesiastical scene, they dealt with totally different issues on totally different fronts.
In doing so they could and did come up with theological statements that
joined those issues without ever contradicting each other in the slightest (See
for the James-Paul relationship also Stulac, 21; McCartney, 1, 53-56, as well
as his Excursus on “Faith, Works, and Justification in James and Paul, 272279; and Bauckham, 113-140)!
The content of Romans 6:1-8:13, where Paul presents his doctrine of
sanctification more systematically than in any other context, forms the backdrop of the thesis that James and Paul see eye to eye pertaining to the area of
practical godliness. While they have their own unique emphases, the doctrine
of sanctification proves to have the same general structure and substance in
both James and Paul (Manton, 8-9). The following outline of Romans 6-8
should make this abundantly evident.
(1) Romans 6:1-13: The starting point in sanctification is the new man,
heart, direction or disposition (Rebirth). This is comparable to James’ emphasis upon the place of regeneration (through the Word) as preceding sanctification (through the Word) (Jam. 1:18ff) as well as his stress upon the dynamics
of faith. The latter, as the evidence of regeneration, cannot but be a working,
an active, faith (2:17).
(2) Romans 6:14-7:6: The source of sanctification is not law principle,
but grace (The person of Jesus Christ). This corresponds with James 3:17! In
a word, while the law is invariably the standard and substance of sanctification, it can never produce sanctification. Only grace can do so!
(3) Romans 7:7-25: The obstacle to sanctification is the powerful principle of indwelling sin, also called the flesh or the body of death. Compare
this with James 3:5, 6, 8; 4:1, 5.
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(4) Romans 8:1-13: The agents in sanctification are both the Spirit and
the believer (The Divine and the human). This is analogous to James 4:17.
(5) Romans 8:4a, 13b: The substance of sanctification is both the implementation of the righteousness of the law, and the mortification of the deeds
of the body of death (i.e., the products of indwelling sin or works of the
flesh). Compare James 1:25 and 2:8!
Parallels between James and Paul in other areas of “faith” and “practice”
are found in my Commentary, as they are deemed necessary for the interpretation, understanding and application of the text. Suffice it to conclude at this
juncture that James has it over Paul in terms of practical illustrations, graphic
imaging,89 but stands to shoulder to shoulder with him in terms of the theological depth of his teaching on sanctification! This is what escapes, and must
escape, commentators who subsume the whole of James under one of its
parts. To do so is always a serious mistake in interpretation, and at times a
deadly error in its consequences, however prominently the part in view may
figure in James.90 After all, to a greater or lesser degree, such procedure cannot but result in reductionistic blinders in terms of intellectual comprehension
(“Faith”) and a reductionistic commitment to a fully biblical existence (“Practice”)!

89

The notion of “illustration” needs evaluation. Basically this term is inadequate to define the
essence and aim of the “graphic images” of Scripture, customarily designated as “illustrations.” It is a well-known fact that one must distinguish concepts and their substance. Concepts are aimed at, and grasped by the intellect. Their substance, however, goes deeper and
must be experienced in the human mission control center (the heart), and displayed in the human arena of life (See especially Owen, IV, 117ff, for the hermeneutical implications of these
distinctions). The graphic images of Scripture are essentially “reality checks,” not simply to
make the concepts crystal clear to the mind, but to drive their substance home into the experience and actions of the reader or hearer, that is into their heart, inclusive of their will and
emotions, and life. From this perspective, of course, James is masterful, fully in the footsteps
of his Elder Brother whom he could hardly exceed, but definitely imitate and reflect!
90
This is tantamount to reducing the “One” (The whole) to the “Many” (A specific part).
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d. Conclusion
In summary, James is the immediate natural extension (Closure) of the OT as
well as a fully harmonious part (Starting point) of the NT. Incidentally, to explain the various parallels, as presented above, critical scholars frequently, if
not usually, attempt to determine who might be dependent upon whom.
Somehow it used to be one of their favorite pastimes. Lately, however, it is
increasingly emphasized that similarity in thoughts, lingual expressions, terminology, concepts, etc. does not at all need to indicate dependence. The
demonstrated existence of a common deposit of information, traditions, etc.,
is more than sufficient to explain how various writers could treat the same issue in roughly the same time period and in generally the same way.
By the same token, it may not go unnoticed that the context in which the
various authors bring up a subject, usually gives it a specific slant that shows
an unmistakable, perspectival, divergence in the midst of complementary similarity. In short, all the writers are dependent on a common oral tradition or
pool of information, but each treats the same chunks of material in their own
context and with their own objective, independently of each other. This applies to the Gospels (See Linnemann, Is There a Synoptical Problem?). It also
applies to the Epistle of James and the rest of the epistolary literature. God
uses a “cloud of witnesses” (Heb. 12:1; Deut. 17:6; 2 Cor. 13:1) to attest to
the truth, so that it would be established beyond a shadow of a doubt. To reduce one witness to another, let alone all of them to one, can only serve to
undercut the veracity of Scripture as the Word of God with all that this entails, consciously or not. Regrettably, at times it is even designed to do so.
If it is correct that James, as I explain further below, is the organic extension (ceiling) of the OT and an integral part (flooring) of the NT, it is less fortunate to argue that James (1) simply tells the “Story” of God “in a context
where other (competing) (Story) options were available and clawing for the
same attention” (“Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, Zealots, and proto rabbinism”), and (2) merely voices “his (eschatological) version of the Story (in
moral, wisdom, and prophetic keys) that blended with and stood out from
other more “normal” (didactic, soteriological) voices (Peter’s and Paul’s and
Barnabas’s and Stephen’s) (McKnight, 7-13). James is, indeed, a “summons
to the twelve tribes to live out the Mosaic Torah as God’s enduring will,”
rooted in “the Shema” (Deut. 6:4-9) and the “command to love each other”
(Lev. 19:18; John 13:34-35), fleshed out in its embodied fullness, “as Jesus
taught it” in his Hillside Sermon (McKnight, 5-6), and ultimately written on
the minds and hearts by the Holy Spirit (Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 36:27; Heb. 8:10).
This very fact, however, stamps James as much more than a “competing” version of the “Story of God.” It presents the authoritative sum and substance of
God’s OT self disclosure in NT garb, and as such it is the equally authorita341

tive corrective of aberrant offshoots, however much it may seem to have in
common with them on the surface. Jesus’ radical condemnation of these socalled “versions” and of those who espoused them leaves no room for any
other conclusion. Further, James entrenches his “summons” in the deep structure of his Epistle that gives rise to an overarching doctrine of sanctification.
In it we come face to face with the crowning piece of God’s saving activity
that organically combines abiding old covenant substance with New Covenant progress in seamless splendor. From this perspective James does not
simply “stand out” from the other NT writers. Rather he lays a broad NT
foundation for which the others, such as Peter and Paul, may supply additional specifics, and erects an overarching NT umbrella under which they may
enlarge on supporting specifics. As I argue below, James furnishes and aims
to furnish the bone-structure of the New Covenant Doctrine of Sanctification
only. The others flesh it out, whether in terms of the place and function of the
Holy Spirit, the Church, the Sacraments, regeneration, justification, Church
discipline, eschatology or otherwise and therefore could well be regarded as
producing an extensive series of footnotes on James, which is increasingly
recognized as the first document written in the NT canon.

342

B. TRANSITION FROM INTRODUCTION
TO EXPOSITION
1. Introduction
In this short transitional section I wish to account for the subtitle, and the role
it plays in the understanding of the meaning and significance of the text of
James. The subtitle functions in a twofold way. It is first of all designed to reflect the content and thrust of James in a few broad strokes. However, it is also meant to give direction, and provide the necessary flavor, to the exposition
of the text of James. Careful study of the letter indicates that it is characterized by three features. Throughout James displays tender love in tough pursuit of total holiness. His tender love comes to expression in his repeated appellation, “my (beloved) brothers” (Jam. 1:2, 19 etc.). His tough pursuit is
evidenced in analyses, such as “the deadly toxicity of the tongue” (Jam. 3:8)
and “invectives,” such as “adulterers and adulteresses” (Jam. 4:4). Total holiness is inherent in the concept of perfection (Jam. 1:4). All three features will
get their due in my Commentary. However, the notion of biblical love warrants further elaboration, before I move on to the exposition of the Epistle, in
order to put its total sum and substance in the proper perspective, and not just
the passages where the concept of love is explicitly mentioned, such as James
2:8. My analysis, that focuses on this concept in terms of its (three) essential
characteristics and its (three) constituent elements, will simultaneously indicate that, and how, the notions of tough pursuit and total holiness harmoniously arise from it, are fully conjoined to it, and snugly fit it hand in glove.
First, then, the three essential characteristics!

2. Three Essential Characteristics of Biblical Love
James is, first of all, motivated by tender love! To be sure, the word “love”
itself is not mentioned much in James.91 The love of God is not mentioned at
all. But its substance is definitely present, fully in line with 1 John 4:17,
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As Taylor, Currents, 110-111, correctly observed, the requirement to love the neighbor
(Lev. 19) is explicitly stated at pivotal points in the Epistle, while there are a number of allusions to the love for God (Deut. 6) as well (See also Cheung, 117-118, for the identical observation). Both Leviticus 19:18 and Deuteronomy 6, along with Proverbs 3:34, are said to “provide thematic cohesion drawn from the Old Testament and filtered through the life and teaching of Jesus.” In Taylor’s estimation, “The role of the Old Testament and how James appropriates texts might be an important key to the riddle of James’ structure.” Note that in spite of
the significant strides that the James’ research has made over the last decade or two, the problem of the “structural enigma” of James’ Epistle has apparently not yet been solved!
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“Herein is (the) love (of God) toward us perfected--so that we will have confidence for the Day of Judgment--that as he (Christ) is, so also we are in this
world.” The aim of God’s love, according to John, is the Christ-likeness of
Christians, that is, their (practical godliness en route to) perfection. In fact, in
the realization of this aim God’s love comes into its perfect own. This puts
James in perspective. Since he demonstrably has the same grand objective, he
is thereby by definition the (first, inspired, NT) agent of the ever-perfecting
love of God. In short, while the love of God is hardly brought into the picture
in an explicit manner, it is nevertheless the very fountainhead from which
James’ Epistle originates and emanates. So, let no one be “fooled” in reading
James. It is Divine love in operation. It displays the Father heart of God (2
Chron. 7:16), reflects the Savior heart of his Son (Tit. 2:14), and is nestled in
the brother heart of James! “Faithful are the wounds of a (loving) friend,
much more so than the kisses of a (hating) enemy” (Prov. 27:6; see also Heb.
12:5-6).
According to Scripture, God’s love possesses three characteristics.
First, it is unconditional. According to most of today’s popular teaching,
this means that God has no critical, let alone judgmental, kill-joy mentality.
He “ever does and ever will accept us just as we are, no matter what, no matter how, no matter when, and no matter where.” Frankly, this is a serious, and
possibly damning misunderstanding of the word “unconditional.” To be sure,
the unconditional nature of the love of God is utterly precious. In the abstract
this means, that God’s love is neither determined by anything meritorious,
nor (necessarily) stymied by anything demeritorious in man. In the concrete,
however, it comes down to the fact that God loves us even though we are exclusively demeritorious and, therefore, radically and totally unacceptable to
him. This is not just poles apart from today’s popular teaching. It is the complete opposite. This gives God’s love a depth perspective that should alter today’s popular and rather “wimpish” perception of God’s love dramatically. It
is his grand and magnificent “obsession” to make us acceptable in the Beloved (Eph. 1:6)! This is partly, though powerfully, exemplified in the Parable of the Prodigal Son. In fact, this love is so awesome and “otherworldly” in
the authentic sense of the word that it irks, in fact, angers folks who think that
they have something going for them and are deserving of something (Lk.
15:11f, esp. 20ff, 25ff). The love of God is truly unfathomable (Deut. 4:34;
Jer. 31:3; Mal. 1:2; Eph. 1:4; 1 John 4:10, 16). But there are two additional
features to God’s love-to-make-us-acceptable-to-Him that can only enhance
our understanding of its potency!
Second, it is counter-conditional. It cannot, does not, and will not put up
with sin, until it is destroyed. This looms large behind the cross. While the
holiness of God, which cannot and will not tolerate sin, is the foundation of
the cross, the love of God is the motivation behind it. In the cross it takes
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dead aim at the sin of the elect, and seeks the extermination of their rebellious
hearts (Rom. 6:6), their guilty slates (2 Cor. 5:21), and their offensive lives
(Heb. 10:10). The same dynamics is in evidence in history as Divine love
through the preaching of the Gospel seeks definitive, once and for all regeneration (John 3:5), justification (Rom. 5:1), and sanctification (Heb. 10:10)
through union with Christ. This union does not only mean extermination on
the cross, but also re-origination by virtue of the resurrection, and the subsequent ascension and session in heaven (Eph. 2:6). God’s love proves to be effectively counter-conditional. All genuine believers have already ascended
with Christ into the heavenly places and are there in a state of perfection with
Christ’s perfect heart (in the area of regeneration), Christ’s perfect righteousness (in the area of justification), and Christ’s perfect holiness (in the area of
sanctification) fully theirs. This, then, paves the way to the final aspect.
Third, God’s love is reconditioning. Here the perfecting love of God, as
described in 1 John 4:17, reaches its zenith. It is the deepest desire of his
heart and the pinnacle of his saving activity that his holiness, on display in the
OT, especially in his Law, personified in Christ, and already stored away in
heaven, be personalized through the indwelling Spirit, and so reflected in us
and by us on earth. No wonder that it also is, and should be the deepest thirst
of the Christian’s heart and the grand focus of all its energies to reflect the
perfection of God. This perfection is already theirs in heaven. Now they seek
the “there” to be realized “here” on earth as much as this is possible, in the
knowledge that upon their death the “imperfect here” will be “translated,”
evaporate, and vanish into the “perfect there.” While the presence “there”
spells, as I stated, radical extermination and definitive re-origination, the
process “here” consists of the continuing maintenance of daily “fumigation”
and “recovery” in daily repentance, daily forgiveness and daily renewal. The
perfect “there” in Christ proves to be the “source” of the ever progressing
“here” on earth (See also Col. 3:1ff). In fact, progress “here” is the only evidence of the presence “there,” just as the presence “there” is the only transcendental impetus behind progress “here.”
The three characteristics of God’s love seem to be totally absent in today’s “evangelicalism.” As someone perceptively argued, “The modern-day
gospel says, ‘God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life. Therefore
follow these steps, and you can be saved.’ Meanwhile, the biblical gospel
says, ‘You are an enemy of God, dead in your sin, and in your present state of
rebellion, you are not even able to see that you need life, much less to cause
yourself to come to life. Therefore, you are radically dependent on God to do
something in your life that you could never do.’ The former sells books and
draws crowds. The latter saves souls (as it is fully rooted in and reflective of
the biblical and Jamesian type of love, addition, mine). Which is more important” (Platt, 32; for further stinging criticism of “anti-biblical” love, see 70)?
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The reader of James’ Epistle cannot but quickly come to the conclusion
that it is fully reflective of the threefold divine love just described. It is truly
unconditional, as well as counter-conditional and reconditioning. Also, the
fact that James’ love, again just as God’s love, is tender and gentle, is demonstrated by the numerous times the appellation “My Brothers,” or “Beloved
brothers,” or simply “Brothers” occurs (Jam. 1:2, 16, 19; 2:1, 14; 3:1, 10;
4:11; 5:7, 12, 19). The original audience undoubtedly has James’ heart, even
in his most potent and seemingly “biting” pronouncements. As one commentator puts it, “Observe the way in which (James again and again) makes his
appeal, ‘my beloved brothers.’ We have here a fine example for all controversial dealings. Passionate denunciation invariably has the adverse effect of
marshaling in opposition all the fierceness or sullenness of a man’s nature,
and thus deafens the soul to the voice of truth. Love is by many degrees the
most powerful solvent of obstinacy and prejudice. It is with the ‘bands of
love’ that the erring are by far the most likely to be drawn back to the right
way” (Johnstone, 112). In short, God’s threefold love is so simultaneously
tender and tenacious that it does not, and will not rest until its “objects” find
themselves in mint condition (See also Heb. 12:3-17, esp. 6, 10, 14)!
The three characteristics of love, which indicate the enormous length to
which it goes in order to arrive at the goal of practical godliness, receives additional depth perspective against the backdrop of the three elements in the
definition of love. But before I turn to these elements, a word of introduction
is in place. Audiences are frequently, if not customarily informed that “love is
not an emotion, but an action.” The first half of this “definition” does not
make is sense, and the latter extremely inadequate. Of course, love is an emotion (contra Gordon Clark, The Holy Spirit (Jefferson, MD: The Trinity
Foundation, 1993), 33), just as hate, joy, etc., are emotions. All these have in
common that they are emotive, that is, “set in motion!” Believers should be
eternally grateful that God was eternally “emotional” about “me” before he
founded the universe. Look at the train of events his love set in motion, Christ’s incarnation, cross, resurrection, and ascension, the Spirit’s Pentecost,
“my” regeneration, justification, and sanctification, Christ’s second coming
and the presentation of his holy Bride. The latter, as we saw, was the love gift
of the Father to his Son, whom Christ subsequently purchased with his blood
and whom the Spirit beautified through his presence.
Of course, I am aware that the negation, “love is not an emotion,” aims to
convey that love is not an “irrational emotion.” While the intention behind it
is honorable, technically it is meaningless since there are no “irrational emotions.” Every emotion has a rational base. I am also aware that emotions supposedly have an additional strike against them. There seems to be a consensus
that you simply cannot trust them! This at times (often?) led to the conviction
that God and emotions should never be mentioned in the same breath (Gor346

don Clark, The Holy Spirit, 23). In this scenario God is pictured as saddling
man with what he himself would not touch with a ten feet pole, namely emotionality. This is patently problematic.
At any rate, the time-worn warning that one cannot trust one’s emotions
is highly suspect and should have outlived its welcome in Christ’s Church
long ago. It usually implies, if not suggests, that one can (usually) trust one’s
mind and possibly even one’s will! This is essentially unacceptable and potentially disastrous. But someone may protest that the emotions are too volatile with their many ups and downs, and are not really in the same ballpark
with the mind and its solid reasoning prowess, or even with the will and its
focused “go get ’em” determination. From a Scriptural perspective, however,
there seems not much difference between erratic and at times depraved (Gal.
5:20-21) emotions that are in need of continuing control by the Holy Spirit
(Gal. 6:22), a blind (2 Cor. 4:4) and at times equally depraved (Rom. 1:28)
mind that stands in need of constant renewal (Rom. 12:2), and a rebellious
(John 5:40) and at times Satan imprisoned (2 Tim. 2:26) will that is in need of
ongoing liberation (Rom. 8:1-4) and empowerment (Phil. 2:13). In the course
of his Epistle James leaves no doubt about the questionable state of all three
of man’s internal functions apart from Christ. From the biblical perspective in
general, as well as from James’ perspective in particular, we can trust neither
the mind, nor the will, nor the emotions! In fact, Scripture removes every vestige of pride not only in these three internal functions, but also in anything
human!
Incidentally, no one can understand James truly or fully who fails to recognize and acknowledge with him the radical and total impotence of man,
and how this functions in everyday life. I argue below, that this (theological!)
teaching of James, in total agreement with Paul, is a constitutive and integral
element of what blossoms out into “the Gospel according to James” as “the
liberation of impossibility” This Gospel will prove to be awesome and breathtaking. At any rate, love is a glorious emotion as the reflection of the even
more glorious emotionality of God. It would be passing strange, if man were
created in the image of God except in an essential element of his non-material
make-up.92
The second half of the “definition” leaves much desired as well. The fact
that in boot camp recruits invariably obey their drill sergeant, but just as invariably do not love him, is a telling illustration. That obedience (action) flows
forth from love does not imply that love is obedience (action). Just as the action of a husband who daily takes a rose home for his wife does not imply
that he loves her. He may merely have learned from experience that this is a
92

The conviction, therefore, that man in his spirituality is the “spittin’ image” of God except
in the emotional dimension of his existence is both deeply flawed and greatly troubling! Ultimately it may put a question mark behind the original creation of man.
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“small price to pay” for a semblance of domestic peace and a decent meal! In
short, true love, as we will see, precipitates action, whether in the form of obedience or otherwise. But the reverse is obviously untrue. Action, inclusive of
obedience, does not necessarily entail love. “Action” could well come down
to a “heartless” formality devoid of any authentic life, while “obedience”
could ultimately be no more than going through the motions in an equally
lifeless legalism.
All in all, the Church deserves a better definition of love than a condemnatory, easily deadening, negation of “emotion” and a solitary, easily deceptive, affirmation of action.

3. Three Constituent Elements of Biblical Love
But what, then, is the definition of love? It consists of three elements.93 It is
(1) a “desire” to become one with an “object” in everything, heart, mind, will,
emotions, planning, speaking, acting, etc., (2) a “delight” when this multifaceted union is realized, and (3) a “deluge” of generous giving in order to attain as well as to retain such union. The third element indicates that, although
action not necessarily indicates the presence of love, love always produces
action. God is, once again, the perfect model in all three elements. He desires
to become one with his own (2 Tim. 2:19), rejoices when this materializes
(Zeph. 3:17), and provides both his Son to attain it and his Spirit to retain it.
The work of the Son procures entrance into the presence of God (John 3:16)
and the Spirit secures that all entrants reflect the nature of God (Rom. 15:16).
All this indicates that James does not only reflect the three characteristics of
biblical love, but also has a specific niche within the parameters of the threefold definition. He targets union and communion with God in terms of his nature, that is, in the beauty of holiness. This breathtaking, overwhelming, and
exhilarating objective (1 Pet. 1:8), already recognized as such by the Israelites
when they saw the reflection of the Shekinah glory in the shining face of
Moses (Ex. 34:29-30, 35), and even more fully by three of the disciples on
the Mount of Transfiguration when they observed that same luster to an even
greater degree in the face of Jesus (Mt. 17:2), both explains and justifies
James’ potent pronouncements. Throughout his Epistle he is in tough pursuit
of total holiness without which the fellowship with God is impossible and the
worship of God meaningless. James’ tender love does not exclude his kind of
“hot” pursuit. On the contrary, the latter is its (super) natural consequence.
While “action,” therefore, does not necessarily spell “love,” (Christian) love
certainly spells (James’ kind of tough) action!
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See for this Thomas Manton, Complete Works (Worthington, PA: Maranatha Publications,
n.d.), Index Vol. 22, under the topic “Love.”
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It takes only a cursory reading of the Epistle to recognize such action for
what it is all about. No one can miss the toughness of the summons to sheer
joy in all trials (Jam. 1:2), the diagnosis of overflowing filth in all Christians
(Jam. 1:21), the charge of murderous partiality in (all?) Churches (Jam. 2:1,
11), the disclosure of heartless conduct as a routine occurrence (Jam. 2:1516), the picture of a poisonous tongue in every believer (Jam. 2:8), the exposure of demonic “wisdom” as a real and present danger (Jam. 2:15), the designation of believers as spiritual adulterers (Jam. 4:4), the portrayal of blatant arrogance in a whole segment of the congregation (Jam. 4:12, 16), the
accusation of callous murder as characteristic of the “haves” (Jam. 5:6) and of
grudging complaints as the downfall of the “have-nots” (Jam. 5:9), and, finally, the assessment of an ever-threatening counterfeit God-centeredness (Jam.
5:12)! Truthfully, it can hardly get any tougher!
Regrettably, some commentators shave off some of this toughness when
they propose that some of the most blatant sins, recorded by James, could not
possibly have been committed by members of the covenant community.
Therefore, some of the most potent warnings that address these sins are supposedly directed to “outsiders” only. Throughout my Commentary I have resisted proposals of this sort as unwarranted and dangerous. They are unwarranted because of the explicit identification of the addressees as members of
the covenant community (Jam. 1:1). Incidentally, I share this premise with
many commentators. Further, they are dangerous because at (some of the
most) crucial points in James’ Epistle, when the author relentlessly “unmasks” his addressees, it would take the members of this community off the
hook. This cannot be conducive for practical godliness en route to perfection.
Of course, the reason for this relentless “unmasking” is simple! “Without holiness no one shall see the Lord” (Heb. 10:14). The note of utter urgency, embedded in this statement, turns James’ love into radical, total and passionate
pursuit of practical godliness, without any holds barred. This love may be
tough, but it is love, indeed, tender love. Remember, once again, the repeated
designation of “my (beloved) brothers!” All this should steer everyone away
from the conclusion that James is mostly a “tirade” (Barclay, 31). In fact, this
is an offensive designation! James, the Author, is biblical love personified.
James, the Epistle, is biblical love verbalized.
Some time ago it was my privilege to address a Conference on “James.”
This was the assigned topic! Halfway through the Conference the top leadership uttered a rather strong protest. It had heard enough about “holiness.”
When was I going to talk about “love?” My reminder that James was the embodiment of unconditional, counter-conditional and especially reconditioning
love in verbal form regrettably made hardly any impression at all! Frankly, it
makes no difference whether one denounces, dismisses or downplays James
in terms of either “Christ” (Luther) or “love” (Conference leaders). James sets
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a divine standard. To depreciate James along either one of these two lines exposes a sub-par understanding of the biblical Christ, biblical love, or both.
These days it is the coin of the ecclesiastical realm to distinguish three
kinds of love, agape or love of commitment, philia or love of friendship, and
eros or love of sex, and call for self-examination in the light of it. However,
this “triad” falls short of the biblical model. In fact, it reflects both errant linguistics and sub-standard theology. Linguistic studies have persuasively
demonstrated that agape and philia are used interchangeably in the Greek
NT. Further, James leaves this kind of popular psychology in the dust. Of
course, the distinction between commitment, friendship and sexual attraction
is real. But to pronounce that this exhausts biblical truth is unacceptable. It
lowers the benchmark for the Church, such as is, at least partly, found in
James in terms of the three essential characteristics and the three constituent
elements of love!94

4. Conclusion
James clearly refuses to play a compromising game. In his Epistle he covers
all the bases, the entire waterfront of life. Methodically, he builds his case for
total holiness, as he points out God's twofold pathway to holiness (Jam. 1:127), Scripture's twofold principle of holiness (Jam. 2:1-26), the threefold experiential implementation of holiness (Jam. 3:1-4:10), as well as the threefold
range of holiness (Jam. 4:11-5:20). Once again, the reason for the relentless
pursuit of his readers is simple. He unmistakably, although implicitly, explains this in the Conclusion of his Epistle, “To return a sinner who meanders
from the truth, not only in ‘faith,’ but also in ‘practice,’ to the fold, will save a
soul from death, and cover multitudinous sins” (Jam. 5:20). To be sure, this
statement is couched as an address to Christians, but for all practical purposes
it is James’ invitation, if not summons to his fellow believers to follow in his
own footsteps, and to display the same tender love in the same tough pursuit
of the same total holiness, as he does in his Epistle. In the pursuit of practical
godliness he unquestionably presents himself as the human model for all
Christians to imitate, just as he, as the bond slave of Christ, follows in the
footsteps of his Master.95 Furthermore, James clearly regards it a matter of
94

Incidentally, the threefold definition of biblical love does put the love triad of commitment,
friendship and sex into perspective. They have all three above-mentioned elements in common, but they do differ in their object, the way to reach it, its ensuing enjoyment, as well as
its possible entailments, and can differ in intensity! Of course, if the love triad is not biblically
directed, the end result will easily be or become commitment to idolatry, friendship with the
world, and sexual immorality.
95
Paul copies this approach in his First Letter to the Thessalonians, and applies it in his own
case to the totality of his ministry (1 Thess. 1:6).
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life and death. And which non-critical scholar or reader of James’ Epistle
could or would wish to disagree with him? After all, here we encounter
James’ very heartbeat. In the footsteps of his Master his grand and magnificent obsession is to save people’s souls from death!
Just in case someone may wonder whether James’ kind of ministry
should not be an exception rather than the rule, it must immediately be agreed
that only “exceptional” problems require “exceptional” solutions. But since
the exceptional problems that James addresses are par for the course in the
average Christian, his kind of ministry should be the rule. Halfway measures
simply will not and cannot do, whether in preaching, teaching, counseling or
otherwise. As has already been observed, as the first written document in the
NT era James sets the benchmark. As such it should be the hallmark of all
those who (desire to) follow (in his footsteps)! Couched in terms of the Ten
Mighty Marks of the Great Revival which is rooted in Calvary, the Open
Tomb and Pentecost and shown to be the benchmark status of the Church in
the Preface of this Commentary, James, proving himself throughout the NT to
be a “mighty leader” in “mighty combat, “displays “mighty preaching” in
what one commentator designated as his “homiletical letter,” or “sermon in
absentia” (Brosend, 8-9). Combine this with his near-fabled reputation as a
“mighty prayer” warrior (See my Commentary on Jam. 1:1 for details), and
we can understand that he aims at “mighty conversions” unto “mighty holiness,” a “mighty compassion ministry,” “mighty saturation (grassroots) evangelism,” and “mighty societal impact” (See also Jam. 5:19-20).
In one instance the present writer encountered a young man who had persistently and for a considerable period of time been living in a serious, in fact,
mortal sin, both listed and condemned in Revelation 21:8 and 22:15 as such.
When confronted, he lamented that he (regrettably) had “lost his testimony.”
My response was that this should be the least of his worries. After all, it was
the unmistakable message of Scripture that perpetrators of such sin are hellbound (Rev. 21:8) and therefore in (biblical) principle and in (unrepentant)
practice “outsiders” (Rev. 22:15). Further, since he “perfectly” fit the biblical
description, he certainly qualified as such! Therefore he was rapidly closing
the door to the Kingdom, not only for himself but also for other individuals
whom he had equally involved! As this sank in, I added, “Please, do not think
that because you are a Christian this section of God's Word does not apply to
you. It is fully relevant to Christians and non-Christians alike.” “Now,” I continued, “from what I have observed in the past I am of the opinion that you
appear to belong to Christ. If I am correct, you will ‘break’ like David did in
line with the pattern of Psalm 51. If not, you give me legitimate doubt about
your standing before God.” Within minutes he dissolved into tears of repentance. The next day I received a simple but telling note to this effect, “The
past year I have lived a life of self-deceiving, self-excusing, self-justification.
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To be truthful, without ‘the atom bomb’ of God's Word, I do not think I
would have ever awakened from my stupor. Please, never hesitate to use such
nuclear bombs again in future occasions whenever this is called for.” Clearly,
tender love in tough pursuit of total holiness paid off. And what is more, such
love is invariably cherished by God's saints, sooner or later, if not immediately!
It is to be feared that James often has been, and still is, out of sync with
much of the Church. Luther is regrettably only the most notorious example.
James puts it on the line. To be a hearer of the Word is not sufficient. This is
a theme that returns again and again. “Same tune, different verse!” One simply cannot hide behind “perfect” spiritual exercises (Personal Devotions,
Church Attendance, Small Groups, etc.), a “perfect” hermeneutical approach
(Covenantal, Redemptive-Historical, etc.), a “perfect” theology (Theology
proper, Christology, Pneumatology, Soteriology, Ecclesiology, Eschatology,
etc.), or anything similar. All these “hiding places” are without ultimate substance. They are “ghettos,” “dead-end streets,” unless “adorned” with practical godliness, which in turn cannot materialize without regeneration as its experiential launching pad and justification as its legal framework. The already
mentioned assertion to the effect that the doctrine of the Holy Spirit was “hijacked” one hundred years ago when the focus sharply turned from holiness
to other so-called “charismatic phenomena” as the only real evidence of the
presence of the Spirit, makes a lot of sense.
It is a deep shame that the very designation of the Spirit as the Holy Spirit
seemed by and large ignored, as it is in most ecclesiastical settings for that
matter. This designation is a ringing testimony that the grand purpose of God
the Holy Spirit is to sanctify his people. Only when this crowning piece of the
saving activity of the Triune God is in place, does one possess the full Gospel
(Rom. 15:15-16, 29). Everything else is no more than a shadow that will disappear in the substance of the Day of Judgment, and often a sham that may
well be “rewarded” with eternal death in that same Day (Mt. 7:21-23). Of
course, it stands to reason that all doctrines of Scripture can be hijacked, including each of the precious doctrines of grace, unless it is recognized, acknowledged, and proclaimed that worship in the beauty of holiness is their
magnificent objective. Clearly, no one has a corner on the hijacking market.
Worship in the splendor of holiness, without which no one can see the Lord
(Heb. 12:14), is ultimately the focus of Scripture. It is the starting point of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. It is the grand finale of the Church (Rev.
21:2-3, 10-11; 22:8-9). It is also the focus of James in his Epistle. This should
put (the remainder of) this Commentary in the proper perspective.
Centuries ago a commentator on James expressed (1) his deep concern
about the “barren and unfruitful knowledge” (2 Pet. 1:8) that seemed to prevail in his day, (2) his dismay about a way of life that cozies up to things
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“done for us” to the practical exclusion of the things to be “done by us,” and
(3) his heart-wrenching consternation about the “wretched conceit” that under
the guise of “the sweetness of grace” indulges in loose and lazy living (Manton, 8; see also Keddie, 10). What is so sobering about this concern and this
consternation is that they are expressed in the glory days of the Puritan era.
We may well wonder how devastated he would be, if he were able to observe
the virtually dead Christian culture of his native Continent and the dying
Christian culture of the New World. At any rate, there is evidently never anything new under the sun. At the same time, there is never a predicament that
an absorbed and absorbing study of James cannot, and does not cure!
This “cure” never subtracts from the grace of God. It ever must be underscored that without the fathomless grace of God, originating in his fathomless love, everyone would perish. However there is a biblical caveat that safeguards the biblical cure from mistakenly “gilding ... barren professions,”
“sapless branches,” and “unrelenting lumps of sin and lust,” with the “specious name” of Christianity (Manton, 9). In my estimation the biblical message does not and should not start with the grace of God, but does and should
call attention first and foremost to the God of grace. It could be said without
much exaggeration that possibly no one stressed the doctrines of grace more
than Augustine. But these were not his methodological point of departure. His
adage says it all, “Da quod iubes, et iube quod vis,” “Give what you command, and command what you wish.” Or in other words, “If God commands
anything above (the power of your) nature, it is to bring you upon your knees
for grace” (Manton, 41). Because everything is not only beyond the power of
the unregenerate nature or heart of wretched sinners, but also beyond the
power of the regenerate nature or heart of wretched saints, the conclusion is
warranted that basically no one should ever rise from his or her knees either
in principle or in practice! The multitudinous exhortations to pray without
ceasing are indicative of this necessity, as I explain in greater detail below. In
short, only the awesome benchmark of the God of grace can and will drive
sinners and saints to seek the matching grace of God to meet the requirements
of his awesome benchmark.
All this is totally in line with what I already designated as the architecture
of the biblical proclamation with its five consecutive points, namely, I must
(be holy), I cannot (be holy), I desire (to be holy), I pray (to be holy), and I
“shine” (in purposeful holiness). This does not only give full weight to the
necessity and glory of Divine grace. In the footsteps of James it also determines the place and function of Divine grace (as well as of Divine love for
that matter). God has the first and final say, and sets the standard both in his
being (Is. 6:3; Rev. 4:8) and his Law word (Ps. 19:7). From this perspective
man is diagnosed as an “undone,” that is, a disintegrating “casket case.” He is
wiped out, and acknowledges this (Is. 6:5). Consequently he does, and
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should, crave in the hunger and thirst of his heart to meet God’s standard as a
gift of grace. He demonstrates that by crying out to God in order for him to
provide that grace. Finally, he receives it, embodies it, and “lights up” accordingly. Unfruitful knowledge now turns into a contradiction in terms. So is
loose and lazy living. While the extent of fruitfulness is variously measured
as thirty-fold, sixty-fold and a hundred-fold, in each case it represents 100%
of purposeful devotion to as well as purposeful productivity in fruit bearing.
In sum, John 15:1-17, in which the constant focus upon fruit bearing is preeminent, indicates the “method behind God’s madness” in his dealings with
the covenant community. It contains a message that should turn into the lettering placed upon a banner to be unfurled over the ever-overpowering Kingdom, and the ever-growing Church, of Christ: “Grapes through Grace.” The
prayers for grace on the part of God’s people always are, and should be
couched in this type of terminology. This is also what James is about! After
all, in “grape” bearing, more “grape” bearing, much “grape” bearing, constant
“grape” bearing, God is glorified (See for this progression John 15:2, 5, 16).
And together with heartfelt “enjoyment” of him, is this not the chief purpose
of man?
Finally, one rather frequently hears the claim that God unconditionally
loves his own with an everlasting love, and therefore never loves them either
more or less. Regardless what believers do, this love always is, and always
remains the same. They cannot affect it, positively or negatively. This, however, is not sufficiently nuanced. It is certainly the case that God’s “love of
desire” to become one with his own does not fluctuate. But the “love of delight” certainly goes up and down. Scripture is replete with examples that a
diminishing holiness precipitates a diminishing delight in God.96 There are
times that God is simply “not amused,” in fact, is downright angry (Ps. 80:4).
This is where the exercise of both God’s anti-conditional love which confronts a sinful state of affairs (Ps. 80:16), and of his reconditioning love
which takes corrective action (Ps. 80:19), plays an essential role. When as a
result of this exercise holiness (increasingly) returns, God’s delight will (increasingly) return as well! For those who fear God this is an utterly significant truth. After all, to fear God, as is stressed in greater detail below, is in
part to be drawn to him and to regard his delight as the greatest joy, to be obtained at all cost.97
God’s initiating “love of desire” and his responding “love of delight”
(Zeph. 3:17) consist of two fully complementary truths. No one may put a
premium on the former at the expense of the latter. This inevitably leads to
96

See in this context A. W. Pink, “God’s Best in the Christian Life,” in Practical Christianity, 189-229, esp. 192ff, 198ff. Pink compellingly argues from Scripture that (the love of)
God’s delight, his blessings and his rewards are commensurate to practical godliness.
97
This is the message of Genesis 22:12.
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the careless and presumptuous “antinomian” or “non-nomian” lifestyle that
James abhors, condemns, and seeks to remedy with all the language of truth
at his disposal. By the same token, neither may anyone focus exclusively on
the latter at the neglect of the former. To do so just as inevitably leads to an
intolerably burdensome “hyper-nomian” or “nomian” lifestyle that in ever
failing self-efforts seeks to accomplish the impossible, namely to earn the
love of God. This, incidentally, leads either to proud smugness if the illusion
of success prevails, or to despair when the reality of continuing failure becomes too much. At any rate, either pitfall, of presumption as well as selfeffort, can only be avoided if the truth of both God’s love of desire and his
love of delight, inclusive of their entailments, are hidden in the believer’s
heart and experienced as equally precious aspects of the full Gospel. Both Jesus and James, indeed, teach “Grapes through Grace.” To hold to grace without grapes is to be caught in empty, self-deceiving, presumption. To pursue
grapes without grace is to end up in empty, self-deceiving, failure. Both are
offshoots of a deep-rooted pride and are self-destructive. Praise be to God
that James contains the antidote to both!
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C. EXPOSITION
INTRODUCTION TO THE EPISTLE
(1:1)
1. James, a slave of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the
“Twelve Tribes” that are dispersed abroad. Greetings!

1. AUTHOR (1:1A)
a. Identity
The author introduces himself as James, a slave of God and of the Lord Jesus
Christ. But who is this James?
(1) Apparently, he was not an apostle. So he could not be the apostle
James, the son of Zebedee and the brother of the apostle John, who died an
early martyr’s death (Acts 12:2), nor the apostle James, who was the son of
Alpheus (Mt. 4:21; 10:2ff; Lk. 6:14ff) and possibly the brother of Matthew
(Mk. 2:14) (Grosheide, 1955, 323-324). Actually, of the latter James we
know next to nothing (See also McKnight, 13-15, on the various James’s).
(2) The early Church (See Royster, 9) identified him universally as
James, the brother of the Lord Jesus Christ (Mt. 13:55; Mk. 6:3; John 7:5;
Acts 15:13-21; Acts 21:18; Gal. 1:19, 2:12), also called “James, the Just” (For
extensive details about his “biography,” see Manton, 9-10; Moo, 1985, 21-22;
Phillips, 22-24).98 This would explain why he does not introduce himself further. He did not need any introduction. As the leader of the Jerusalem congregation he was universally known in the Church of his day (Gal. 2:9; see
also Manton, 14).
(3) Luther, who had a “quarrel” with the letter to begin with, was not so
sure about the identity of the writer. How could a brother of Jesus “miss” the
Gospel of Jesus that Paul understood so well? How could he write an Epistle
that does not “urge/inculcate Christ?” After all, is not the latter the content of
Scripture? In Luther’s opinion, James “raves” in comparison to Paul (Quoted
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James was Jesus’ brother (John 7:5), not just a cousin or the offspring of a previous marriage by Joseph. The former view is based on an unbiblical asceticism (Tasker, 24), and the
latter is pure speculation with no verifiable basis in fact. In his early years he had hardly any
sympathy with Jesus’ claim of being the Messiah. In fact, at first willing to rescue him from
the embarrassment of seeming insanity (Mt. 12:46; Mk. 3:31; Lk. 8:19), he eventually sneered
at this idea in a rather hostile fashion (John 7:2-5). It appears that he was transformed after the
resurrection due to a personal appearance by Jesus (1 Cor. 15:7). Soon he became a prominent
Church leader to be reckoned with (Acts 12:20; 15:14-21, 28-29; 21:18; Gal. 1:18-19).
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in Dibelius, 56), and his writing resembles an “epistle full of straw because it
contains nothing evangelical” (Quoted in Barclay, 7). In fact, he “does violence to Scripture,” in as much as he “contradicts Paul” (Quoted in Barclay,
8). So he preferred either “an unknown James” or possibly James the son of
Zebedee (Dibelius, 55), although it seemed unlikely to him that “any apostle”
could have written “James” (Manton, 11).
Luther’s reasoning naturally poses serious questions and had serious consequences.
First, he suggests a tension between Paul and James in the area of justification. Soon others picked up on this and alleged that James had an antiPauline bias, and engaged himself not so subtly in an anti-Pauline polemic
(Jam. 2:24).99 But this was only the beginning. Eventually a legalistic socalled James’ faction supposedly followed suit and brazenly decided to give
Paul a hard time in Antioch (Gal. 2:12). “Naturally” they could only have
learned this from their leader and point man, James, who was not beyond
putting Paul into a legalistic bind himself (Acts 21:20ff).100
Second, Luther is widely quoted as having set the train of critical thought
in motion.101 His treatment of James was the first “sample” of what was later
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According to Brosend, 14-15, “Since Luther the fate and fortune of James largely followed
the path that would have been to the Reformer’s liking ... ‘the logic of the scholarly discussion led to the removal of James from serious consideration as properly Christian literature at
all’ (Johnson, 151) ... Fortunately, the fortunes of the letter of James, both in the level of attention paid to it and in the competency of the scholarship applied to it, would increase
throughout the twentieth century” (See also Doriani, xiii-xv, for a similar upbeat assessment).
100
I have heard it said that the apostles should never have allowed James to become the virtual pastor of the Jerusalem congregation. After all, he quickly dominated the Jerusalem
Council (Acts 15), became too big for his britches, formed his own party, and the fight was
on. He “soon” became at doctrinal loggerheads with Paul, and at one time even managed to
put him in a legalistic straightjacket (Acts 21:17ff). This is to paint a manifestly preposterous
picture of James the Just, who always stood shoulder to shoulder with Paul in faith and practice in the Jerusalem Council and elsewhere. They were in tangible tandem in their avowed
aim to become a Jew to the Jews and a Greek to the Greeks in order to save some (1 Cor.
9:19ff). Both James and Paul proved this in the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15 and in Jerusalem in Acts 21. James refused to put an unbiblical burden upon the Gentiles (Acts 15:28;
21:25). So did Paul (Acts 15:28; Gal. 2:14). James was willing to circumcise males of Jewish
descent (Acts 21:21). So was Paul (Acts 16:3). There is no “stitch of difference” between the
two of them (More about this later as well). That James needed to be rescued from his friends
at one occasion (Gal. 2:12) should not come as a surprise. After all, even Peter had to be rescued from himself at that very same occasion (Gal. 2:11). Small followers of big men have
perennially displayed the tendency of an unbecoming provincial exclusivism that threatens to
put full-orbed truth in (serious) jeopardy. This has more than once precipitated the exclamation. “Lord, save me from my friends! By having a mistaken or twisted view of the truth I
seek to promote, and by taking commensurate action upon such view, they can do me as well
as the cause of Christ ‘infinitely’ more harm than my enemies ever did or could!”
101
See Herman Ridderbos, Redemptive History and the New Testament Scriptures (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company), 3ff.
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called “content criticism.” The “core content” of Scripture, in the reductionistic way Luther saw fit to define it, was pitted against what he regarded as an
inferior part of Scripture, in this case the Epistle of James. Basically, he
ended up with a canon within the canon, or more accurately a canon above
the canon (See for this also Bauckham, 117). This is regular liberal fare. A
supposedly higher canon, that can shred the canon of Scripture, is welcome
grist for the liberal mill (See also Linnemann, Historical Criticism, 86, 150).
One can only conclude from these two unhappy consequences, namely
(1) a dark expository shadow over James, which basically lasted for centuries,
and (2) a critical attitude toward a part of the canon that took on monstrous
proportions throughout the centuries, that in an unguarded moment Luther
made a tragic twofold faux pas.
But it is also evident from Luther’s total oeuvre, that, if he had known
during his lifetime that these dark and critical extrapolations would emerge
on the ecclesiastical scene, and would do serious and lasting damage, he undoubtedly would have “swallowed” his description of James in the spirit of
Psalm 73:15. In fact, the Church, as Luther’s enthusiastic “Amen Corner” for
his monumental contribution in his battle for the Biblical Doctrine of Justification by Faith, would like to believe, and would be warranted to hold, that, if
he had only toiled with James in the very spirit of the Psalmist, however wearisome it may have seemed to him (Ps. 73:16), he would definitely have arrived at a different final assessment (Ps. 73:17; so also Grosheide, 1950, 13).
In sum, according to Luther, Paul identifies the law as slavery and therefore turns to preaching Christ, while James diverging from Paul identifies the
law as freedom and ends up by urging works (So Barclay, 8). In actuality
Paul (Rom. 4:15; Gal. 3:23ff) denounces the law as the ground of justification, while James (Jam. 1:25; 2:12) extols the law as the substance of sanctification. Both are thoroughly biblical. Further, as I argue below, both Paul
and James, the former explicitly (Rom. 7:1-6) and the latter implicitly (Jam.
3:15-18), reject the law as the source of sanctification. The confusion is clearly all Luther’s, and it is massive!102 Both James and Paul climb the mountain
of divine truth, although via different slopes, and join hands at the summit!
102

The fact that he in his later days judges James “to be full of profitable and precious matter
... strongly urging the law of God” (See Manton, 11) has done little to undo this confusion.
After all, this assessment, rather than being a retraction or undoing of any part of his original
view of James, may simply reflect what he penned early on in his 1522 “Preface to James,” “I
therefore refuse him a place among the writers of the true canon in my Bible; but I would not
prevent anyone placing him of raising him where he likes, for the epistle contains many excellent passages.” Martin Luther: Selections from His Writings, ed. John Dillenberger (New
York: Anchor Books, 1961), 36 (Quoted in Brosend, 14). Candidly, all this should not come
as a surprise, since rather instinctively Luther always seems somehow to pit “Law” versus
“Gospel,” and “Moses” versus “Christ.” In this he stands in (stark) contrast to Calvin and the
Reformed tradition.
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One commentator concludes that “for once Luther allowed personal prejudice
to injure sound judgment” (Barclay, 8). I fully concur.
At any rate, all this goes to show that anyone who is being powerfully,
and properly, gripped by one fundamental truth of Scripture can easily relegate other, equally fundamental truths to the periphery of one’s thinking, or
even be dismissive of them. This clearly is a frightening fact to which every
believer has succumbed or tends to succumb to one degree or another. Even
in this regard Luther could and should function as a veritable, although negative, beacon. If after his death he were to be “successful” in steering the
Church away from his very own type of errant judgment, he would ironically
and willy-nilly have done it a great favor.
Furthermore, Luther’s “Amen Corner” is and should be of the considered
opinion that, if he could be informed that, however mistakenly, he would
eventually be claimed by today’s Bible critics as their “spiritual father,” he
would turn over in his grave!
(4) In modern times various scholars, especially those enamored by
Form, Tradition and Source Criticism, agreed with Luther’s proposition that
James the brother of Jesus could not have written the Epistle, although not
always for the same reasons.
First, if he were the brother of Jesus, he undoubtedly would have joined
the debate about the nature of the Gospel, the place of the OT law, and the
views of the Judaists, and would have clarified his own position pertaining to
the rituals of the Mosaic legislation. However, there is not any indication of
this in the Epistle.
Second, and with all due respect, in view of his humble beginnings in
Nazareth the brother of Jesus could not possibly have mastered the Greek as
effectively as the writer apparently did. Characteristics, such as the sophisticated terminology, the colorful vocabulary, the playful use of words, the artful expressions, the rhetorical technique, the scintillating style, etc. allegedly
indicate that the writer wrote in his mother tongue (So Barclay, 38-39). James
certainly could not make that claim.
Third, the supposed origination of the Epistle in a late Jewish Diaspora
Synagogue setting, uniquely influenced by Hellenistic culture and thought,
with apparent parallels to Philo’s thought, makes it virtually impossible that
Jesus’ brother, an early, Palestinian, Christian Jew, could have penned it.
James, the half-brother of Jesus, was neither a Diaspora victim, nor a Hellenist.
Fourth, tradition must be held responsible for molding the material from
the original sources into a final product. This by itself makes the idea of any
one man as a single author more than suspect.
Last, but not least, for tradition to run its course, time is of the essence.
So the “final product” has to be assigned to a late date that moves its origina359

tion well beyond the lifetime of James. Besides, the late acceptance of the
Epistle by the Church at large seems to dovetail with the late date of its arrival on the ecclesiastical scene.
All this seems to warrant only one conclusion. The available evidence
appears to rule out the authorship of the half-brother of Jesus by definition.
(5) Recent scholarship, however, discounts most, if not all of the reasons
advanced by the earlier, mostly critical scholars.
First, if James wrote the Epistle early enough, the Judaistic problem
would not yet have surfaced, and the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15) would
have been relatively far in the future. So James could not have interacted with
what eventually would become such “a hot issue.”
Second, there is no reason why the early Palestinian Church could not
have written the type of Greek found in James (Johnson, 116-118; Penner,
35-47; Kistemaker, 8; PDavids, 11; Grosheide, 1955, 326-327; Doriani, xiv;
see especially Nystrom, 19; and Richardson, 22, 24-25; for the high quality of
its koine Greek and for the rich variety of its striking “stylistic components
that underscore how very powerful its language is”). Alexander the Great thoroughly Hellenized the world of his day not only in terms of its culture, but
also of its language. It generally takes no more than one generation, or a part
of a generation, for a language to get a foothold. Therefore the claim that a
man from humble beginnings could not possibly have become skillful in a
relatively short time in the use of a foreign language cannot be substantiated.
In fact, the Roman Empire was under such a Hellenistic spell that any lengthy
occupation by the former could easily explain, in fact, would automatically
entail, the presence of things Hellenistic in language and culture, as well as in
patterns of speaking, writing, and acting (So also emphatically, Richardson,
23-24). Neither Jerusalem nor Galilee would be immune to such an “invasion.” The history of colonization, such as pursued by the former Spanish,
Portuguese, Dutch and British Empires, is replete with examples of this sort.
Throughout the world they left their language (and culture) behind, and in
very short order at that. In short, the language “argument against the brother
of Jesus should be laid to rest” (McKnight, 28-34).
Third, the background of the Epistle is not as much indicative of late Diaspora Hellenism, as it is of typically early (primitive) Jewish Christianity.
The “relatively polished” Greek (Dibelius, 34) is undoubtedly artful (“handsome”), although not overly so (Nystrom, 19). Nevertheless, much of the substance is typically Hebraic. The Semitic “intrusions” of terms, such as “synagogue” and “royal law,” and of expressions, such as “judges of evil thoughts,” and “world of unrighteousness,” in a Greek text serve to underscore this
(See specifically Dibelius, 36ff, about Semitic influence and Hebraisms; see
also McKnight, 33). Besides, the very construct of a unique late Hellenistic
Jewish Diaspora that is to be distinguished from a general Palestinian Hellen360

ism is more than questionable (contra Penner, 75-87). No, a man like James,
the half-brother of Jesus, fits the lingual bill perfectly (Grosheide, 1955, 340341; see also McCartney, 5-7, 27, for his conclusion that James’ type of “stylistically sophisticated Greek,” with its “Semitic idioms” and its “Jewish flavor” could easily have originated in a bilingual Jew. He also observes that
many folks have written in a similar manner in a language that was not their
mother tongue)!
Fourth, even later critical scholars, with their emphasis upon Redaction
Criticism, have discounted the idea that a community was responsible for any
final document, extant in the Church. This does away with the time requirement.
Fifth, in addition to all these counter arguments, and in response to Luther’s judgment, there are copious and remarkable parallels between the sayings
of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew, especially the Sermon on the Mount, and
the Book of James (PDavids, 48; Grünzweig, 15). Much of the material in
James is clearly of an early vintage. So, why would anyone condemn with
Luther in the Epistle of James what everyone fully accepts in the context of
the Sermon on the Mount? Since James is both the “spittin’ image” and the
organic enlargement of this Sermon, in terms of law as well as other features,
I sometimes wonder why Luther treated the “bud” in Matthew not in the same
blunt way as he treated the “full bloom” in James. Jesus and James were
clearly “kin folk” in more than one way! Ironically, the Church may be profoundly grateful for the “blessed inconsistency” with which Luther, and others, left the Sermon on the Mount, at least officially, alone.
Sixth, and partly still in response to Luther, James and Paul, however differently they may express themselves, stand shoulder to shoulder in their fight
against a dead, unproductive, faith. To claim that James’ letter is one of
“straw,” compared to the letters of Paul, misses the mark totally. In fact, it is
offensive. No one has the right to create or even suggest a rift either between
James and Jesus or between James and Paul. The evidence, rather than pointing away from the authorship of James, the brother of Jesus, points to his authorship. The Commentary will show that he is not only thoroughly acquainted with the teachings of Jesus, but also proves to be a soul mate of
Paul.
The case for James the Just, the brother of Jesus, to be the author of the
Epistle seems to be ironclad (See also Hartin, 16-25). However, in the “worst
case” scenario there is no reason, why James could not have used a Greek
speaking amanuensis, just as Peter, when he wrote his First Letter “through
Silvanus” (1 Pet. 5:12). His circle of people would have consisted of many
candidates for such a labor of love. Apparently there were many people of
Greek descent in the Jerusalem congregation, as the names of those nominated for the office of “deacon” indicate (Acts 6:1ff). However, it does not at
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all appear to be necessary to resort to such a solution. But it has been proposed by various scholars, and, even if it is (highly) unlikely, need not to be
rejected out of hand!103
(6) Some scholars, even if they are persuaded that most of the content of
James carries an early Jewish Christian signature, in a rather ambivalent way,
do not wish to throw out the discipline, or the results of the historical-critical
methodology. They recognize that the author presents himself as a known
“entity” and sets forth a content that is typical of early, Palestinian, Christianity. At the same time, however, they, supposedly, detect traces of Hellenistic, extra-Palestinian influence, and conclude to some disjointedness in the
Epistle. All this convinces them that, on the one hand, the authorship of the
brother of Jesus cannot be simply discounted. He is responsible for much, if
not most of the material. On the other hand, there seems to be some later material as well. This precipitates the compromise that James the Just had his
hand in most, if not all of the content of the Letter, but that an editor late in
the first century, or early in the second century, is responsible for the final
product. This is presented as the best of both worlds, and also would explain
the, at times unmistakable so-called disjointedness (PDavids, 9; Martin,
lxxvii). Frankly, the influence of Redaction Criticism is hard to miss in this
proposal. In response to it the present writer sees no grounds whatsoever for
such compromise (See also Nystrom, 19-21, for the same negative judgment).
There simply is no good reason to deviate from the opinion of the early
Church to the effect that James the Just is the author. Neither is there reason
to hold that his Epistle contains “late ideas,” which the brother of Jesus simply could not have introduced, and therefore must be attributed to subsequent,
late, redactors.
(7) In the light of all this the judgment of the early Church stands, and
must be allowed to stand! The author is unmistakably James, the brother of
Jesus. He wrote the book, he wrote it early, and he wrote all of it (So also
Motyer, 17-22; and Brosend, 5, 30, both with telling arguments, as well as
Richardson, 52; McCartney, 9-14, 27-29, and McKnight, 16-27)! Further,
with the critical theories out of the way, and the possible Hellenistic influence
explained, there is no reason to hypothesize a two-tier production, with most
of its content originating in James the Just, and with the final form supplied
by a late editor. The rejection of any disjointedness, as shown in the Outline
of James and argued throughout the present Commentary, also removes this
as an argument.
(8) It may be helpful to reiterate at this point some biographical pieces of
information about James. He was the first of the four brothers of Jesus (Mt.
13:55; 14:33) and had at least two sisters (Mt. 13:56). In his early years he
103

All this, incidentally, not only fits in quite well with the authorship of James, the brother
of Jesus, but also suggests an early rather than a late date!
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doubted the mental health of his oldest brother (Mk. 3:21), and appeared
mockingly skeptical about his Messianic claims (John 7:5). However, he underwent a powerful transformation, and became a committed follower of Christ, by meeting him after his resurrection (1 Cor. 15:7). James was stationed
in Jerusalem, where he was one of the principal leaders of the Church (Acts
12:17; 15:13; 21:18; Gal. 1:19; 2:9). He possibly developed his own following that may not always have displayed the greatest of biblical understanding
(Gal. 2:9, 12). But even if they were influential, as the conduct of Peter and
Barnabas indicates, the idea of a schismatic faction cannot be substantiated.
The close fellowship between Paul and James militates against this (Gal.
1:19; 2:9; see also Brosend, 5).104 Although he was known throughout the
Church (1 Cor. 9:5), the focus of his ministry was the Jews. He was respected
by Christians and Jews alike for his love of God’s law and for his godliness.
The “title” of James as the Just had clearly a foundation in fact! He also was a
praying man, who incessantly knelt down in intercession for the conversion
of his fellow Jews. It is reported that in the process he developed calluses on
his knees which became as hard as those of a camel (Hegesippus in Eusebius,
Book II; Maier, 10). This sheds a significant light upon the references to
prayer in his letter. He surely was a consistent and enthusiastic “doer” of the
words of Scripture in general, and of Jesus in particular, and, therefore, could
speak with freedom and authority on the subject!
Josephus relates that in AD 62 the high priest Ananus II seized upon the
hiatus between the rule of the procurator Festus and his successor Albinus, to
haul James before the Sanhedrin on trumped-up charges of alleged offenses
against the law. Even some of the prominent Jews were of the opinion that
this went too far, and protested to the Romans against this unlawful procedure. But to no avail! He ended up being condemned and sentenced to death
by stoning (Josephus, XX, 197; Maier, 9). By the same token Clement of
Alexandria relates that the population was goaded by the Pharisees to throw
him off the roof of the temple. When this did not kill him, he was beaten to
death, and buried in close vicinity to the temple (Eusebius, Book II, 1, 5;
Maier, 9-10; Grünzweig, 19; Johnson, 99; Martin, lxiii-lxiv; Phillips, 24).
Hegesippus weaves these two accounts together and reports that James was
sentenced to death by stoning, and eventually thrown from the temple roof,
which he survived. Apparently, the decision by the religious leaders to stone
him was thwarted by one of the priests. Subsequently, he was taken to the
roof of the temple and pushed over the edge. When a bystander saw that he
survived the fall, he took a club, and mortally hit him on the head (Eusebius,
III, 23, 3 and 10-18; Barclay, 14-15; Johnson, 100).
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To be sure, the wording in Galatians 2:11 is not immediately transparent. Nevertheless, if
the verse simply refers to emissaries from James, rather than a “following” of sorts, the idea
of a schismatic party can be totally discounted.
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(9) When James the Just calls himself a “slave” (doulos) of God and of
the Lord Jesus Christ, he unveils what from his perspective constitutes his
most fundamental identity. Who he is in terms of his blood relationship to his
older brother pales into insignificance when compared to who he is in his relationship to his God and his Lord! This is why he refuses to mention the
former, but emphasizes the latter. In this he is not a lone voice. We encounter
the self-designation of “slave” repeatedly in the NT (Rom. 1:1; Phil. 1:1; Tit.
1:1). Still, since “slavery” is not a part of today’s Western culture, it is difficult for anyone native to this culture to get a feel for the meaning and significance of the totally self-effacing word “slave.” A slave is the property of
his/her master, and is totally and unconditionally at his/her disposal (Royster,
13). It fully corresponds with the title of Lord (kurios). If Christ is my Lord, I
am by definition his “slave,” his (gladly) “indentured bond-servant!” The
Church would do well to embrace (recapture?) this concept and its substance
in all its manifestations, institutional and otherwise. This would include the
academy. Historically it always has been a sad day when academic slavery as
the hallmark of a Christian Institution of (Higher) Learning was replaced by
academic freedom. True academic freedom can only flourish in the setting of
wholehearted academic slavery to Christ and his Word (See also Topical Focus #10: Freedom). Remove it from this setting, and soon an apostate mindset will rule the academic roost. The downgrade invariably starts with the
proverbial nose of a supposedly harmless camel in a tent. But this camel is
imperialistic in nature, and will not rest until it occupies the tent totally and
has booted the original occupants out. History has repeated itself many times
over. In fact, as has been mentioned already, there never has been a Christian
Institution of Higher Learning, birthed in the midst of Revival fires in order to
produce a generation with a heart and mindset to extend and expand these
fires that has not ended up killing its “mother.” Initial disdain for the commitment of the “founding fathers” sooner or later led to “divorce,” whether in
fact or in spirit, and eventually had its graduates finish the job. No faculty
should ever be engaged that is not scared of itself and gives no evidence of
possessing the Revival fires that it is hired to feed and prolong. Similarly, no
faculty should be taken on board that is not zealous to generate and fan those
fires in their classes and students. Academic freedom that subtly or not so
subtly despises slavery to Christ is invariably the initiating culprit. Such falsely so designated “freedom” ever was, ever is, and ever will be the mortal
enemy of Christian Institutions. If it is evidence of an unregenerate heart, it
will not even be open to biblical reason, and always aggressively (seek to) act
as the destructive fifth column, the demolition crew, that it essentially is.
One commentator distinguishes four types of slaves that were prevalent
in James’ days, criminal slaves, rural slaves, household slaves, and imperial
slaves. The first type is condemned to backbreaking labor in mining opera364

tions, the second one is consigned to exhausting labor in agricultural enterprises, the third one is charged with the competent running of residences, and,
finally, the fourth one is entrusted with the skilful supervision of imperial palaces (Nystrom, 34-37). This provides the necessary depth perspective for our
context.
First, all four types of slaves have one essential feature in common. They
are all owned by their “master,” life and limb, in whole and in part. James
does not merely see fit to recognize or even acknowledge this state of affairs.
No, by the Greek terminology he uses, “slave” (doulos) rather than “servant”
(diakonos), he indicates in a staggering depth of radical commitment that his
life is one of total surrender, absolute submission and permanent obedience
(See also Johnstone, 7; Blomberg, 47). In fact, with this very opening selfdesignation he declares that his bondage is his joy (Acts 16:17)! At one time,
in his pre-Christian state, he may have been his own man. This is certainly no
longer the case. At one time he disregarded God’s Word (John 5:45-47), and
sat in judgment over Jesus (John 7:1-5). Presently, both God the Father and
his elder brother, the Lord Jesus Christ, have the full sway and final say in his
life, without any ifs, ands or buts. James’ terminology implies unreserved
humility, unswerving loyalty, and unmitigated obedience (Barclay, 41).
“Take my life, and let it be consecrated, Lord, to Thee.” This includes his
hands, his feet, his voice, his money, his intellect, his will, his heart, his love,
etc. His martyrdom is there to prove it. His deeds clearly spoke as loudly as
his words!
But there is an additional dimension. Although slavery in ancient Rome
often resulted from conquest with its excruciating loss of personal freedom, to
belong to a powerful master could easily result in a position of considerable
honor (Joseph both in the superintendence of the residence of Potiphar and in
charge of the affairs of State in the court of Pharaoh), and so become a matter
of justified and joyful “pride” (Mitton, 12). It could also develop into a relationship of mutual trust, dependence and care. The master trusted in and depended upon the slave. He also would shoulder the responsibility for his well
being, and fully meet his daily needs. At the same time the slave trusted in,
and depended upon the master. Fully cared for he would give his master’s
business his undivided attention. Mutual trust and dependence could even
turn into mutual devotion, and produce mutual joy. James’ relationship to his
God and the Lord Jesus Christ certainly was one of deep devotion, great joy,
and a deeply satisfying usefulness. There was nothing “slavish” about his
“slavery” (See also 1 Kings 8:53; Rom. 1:1; and Phil. 1:1). It was a slavery of
“friendship” (John 15:15), indeed, of “childhood” (Rom. 8:16), but to James
it remained at the same time a gladly acknowledged and fully satisfying “slavery” of the highest order (Lk. 17:10) (Mitton, 13). Incidentally, every hellbound slave of self and sin, chosen by the Father, purchased by the Son, and
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targeted by the Spirit to be set free from that twofold prison, gladly turns into
such an “eager slave” of the Father and the Son (and the Spirit), once he experiences the glory of that freedom (Zodhiates, I, 14).
But even this is not all! The greatest slave of Jesus invariably qualifies as
his greatest representative, and therefore also as the greatest leader (Johnson,
171). A “worm” (Ps. 22:6) before God is ever a “lion” (Rev. 5:5) before man.
In this regard all Christians, and especially their leaders (1 Pet. 4:1-4), are
summoned to follow Christ, whose cross preceded and precipitated his
crown, as their model (Phil. 2:5-11), their source of strength (Phil. 4:13), and
the focus of their testimony (1 Pet. 3:15). In the light of all this, objections are
frequently raised against so-called “worm theology.” This supposedly carries
the “slave” notion too far. While the designation “worm” is biblically applicable to Christ in the light of his crucifixion, it should not be applied to humans. In fact, it would be offensive since they are created in the image of
God and redeemed sons and daughters of God through the blood of Christ!
Frankly, such objections are hollow and the arguments to support them
without merit. First, and foremost, the appeal to man as created in the image
of God in this context is mixing apples and oranges. Metaphysically man is,
indeed, the image of God by virtue of creation. This is a permanent state of
affairs, which will never change (Gen. 9:6; Jam. 3:9). However, while this is
admittedly impressive, it is by no means the final word in the present matter.
This can quickly and easily be argued by the simple reminder that being in
the image of God is small consolation for anyone whose sins will result in
eternal damnation. It is not much help in that scenario. In fact, it makes this
scenario possible! No, there is more. Ethically humans turned into a “totally
depraved offense to God” by virtue of the fall. This universal condition, and
the world of warfare and wretchedness that this entails, very much warrants a
biblical “worm theology,” in which all believers, throughout their lives, do,
and should, unreservedly humble themselves without any ifs, ands or buts,
also in the academy. Ironically, it is precisely “the image of God” that makes
this possible as well. So, let no one create an artificial, non-existing, tension
between the metaphysically determined image of God and the ethically mandated “worm theology.”
This kind of “worm theology” is fully wrapped up with the “slavery”
James joyfully embraces, and is in evidence throughout his Epistle (See especially James 3:6-10; 4:1-5, 8b-10a). However, James does not stop here.
There is more, much more. Humans are “done over” into the image of Christ
by virtue of redemption. This turns them into “glow-worms!” This is in
bright, if not shining, evidence in James as well (Jam. 3:13, 17-18; 4:6, 10b).
At this point the two complementary truths in James’ (type of) “slavery” can
hardly be missed. It is simultaneously a matter of both “nothing” (without Jesus), and “everything” (with him)!
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In sum, while they are metaphysically the crown of creation, whether
heading for heaven or hell, ethically humans were reduced to producers of
“rubble,” if not “excrement,” however “spic and span” these products may
have come across to Pharisaical eyes (Phil. 3:1-8, esp. 8). As such, they were
in need of both “extermination” and “re-origination,” in terms of regeneration, justification as well as sanctification, through union with Christ in his
crucifixion (extermination!) and resurrection (re-origination!). As long as
they are on earth, they will always remain a work-under-construction at best.
However much they glow and light up everything and everyone around them,
they will never lose their “worm-like” status, until their death or the return of
Christ. Vice versa, even if they will never lose this status until then, they can
and should shine brightly. In fact, until then they will resemble the moon and
reflect, to a lesser or greater degree, the Sun of Righteousness (Mal. 4:2; see
also Ps. 84:11). Without any light in themselves, and in spite of their moon
spots, they will still light up, and shine like stars, if not like the sun in its
strength (Phil. 2:15; see also Mt. 5:16).
If all this is not convincing to show the propriety, in fact, necessity of a
biblical “worm theology,” a simple reminder may do. Foreshadowing Christ,
the man David calls himself a worm as well (Ps. 22:6). Candidly, what is
good enough for David as Christ’s “father,” should be good enough for all believers as Christ’s brothers and sisters en route to perfection (Jam. 1:3-4).
What should clinch this is the fact that Scripture itself calls the people of God
a “worm” (Is. 41:4). Frankly, to miss (or reject) this is to miss (or reject)
what, indeed, lies at the core of the message of James: “The worm/glowworm polarity!” What Luther saw with blinding sharpness and consequently
trumpeted in the area of justification, James equally saw and trumpeted in the
area of sanctification. We can only speculate what would have happened in
Church history, if Luther had been equipped with 20-20 vision in both areas!
Returning now to James as a “slave-leader” in Christ, similar to the apostle Peter (1 Pet. 5:3), he never “lords” it over the addressees whom God appears to have entrusted in his care, however tough the message is that he
seeks to get across. No, he rather “assists” them in their joy throughout his
letter, as his opening statement already indicates (Manton, 17). It is hardly incidental that he has this in common with the apostle John (1 John 1:4), and all
“slave-leaders,” who model themselves after him and follow in his footsteps!
Truthfully, it is questionable whether James ever could have written his Epistle in which he trains numerous “Big Berthas” upon the Church of Christ,
starting with a summons to the purest of joys in the most excruciating of circumstances, if he could not have identified himself, first and foremost, as a
slave of Christ. However, it is a certainty that his readers will never be able
fully and joyfully to welcome, embrace and absorb his “salvos,” unless they
are just as surrendered as James to that same Jesus for whom he gave his life,
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and are just as eager as James to pay the same price (See also Stulac, 30).
Therefore, before they turn to the study of James to grasp its meaning, significance, and practical implications, they are well-advised to examine themselves, and to ascertain that being a “slave of Christ” is both their greatest
privilege and their highest aspiration. Further, if the outcome of such selfexamination is disconcerting, they may be assured that slavery to Christ in its
essence and manifestations is the grand prize waiting at the end of a study of
James! This should be an encouragement for everyone to take up, or continue
such study, knowing what to expect and eagerly anticipating the outcome!
It is quite telling that James identifies his once “pitied” (Mt. 12:46-50)
and “jeered” (John 7:1-5) brother as “the Lord Jesus Christ.” This puts his
self-designation as “slave” in perspective. He is Lord, and has the absolute
authority (John 20:28). As such, he is the object of the love, the allegiance,
the hunger and the thirst of the heart, more than any other person, event or
item (Deut. 6:5; Ps. 63:1-8; 73:25-26; Hab. 3:17-19). The latter would be idolatry (1 John 5:21). He is also Jesus, who saves his people, including James,
from their sins (Mt. 1:21), that is, who through his cross and resurrection regenerates (Rom. 6:6, 11), justifies (2 Cor. 5:21), as well as sanctifies (Heb.
10:10, 14) them. The enormity of this full-orbed salvation needs only to be
recognized to enflame the love, and increase the allegiance, the hunger and
the thirst of the human heart! Finally, he is the Christ, the anointed one of
God, who is appointed by the Father and empowered by the Spirit for his task
(Mt. 3:14-17). It is official! As the crucified, resurrected and ascended Savior
he is now honored by God and man alike as Lord and Christ. All Israel should
know (Acts 2:36) this as an incontrovertible fact. So will eventually the
whole world (Hab. 2:14)! The tireless ministry of his servants, his “slaves,”
who are sent by him (John 20:21) and empowered by the Spirit, whom he
poured out upon his Church (See Acts 2:1ff, and esp. 33), guarantees this.
All this points, indeed, to a “high Christology” at the very outset of the
Epistle as the center of its message, the foundation of its content, the avenue
to its objective, and the source of its effectiveness. In fact, it could not be any
higher. To repeat what I have argued already, James admittedly does not
present an explicit or exhaustive Christology. However, the idea that the halfbrother of Jesus, who used to ridicule him but turned into his slave, would not
possess a full-orbed Christology is mind-boggling, if not utter foolishness, on
the face of it. The grand objective of his Epistle did not require a treatise on
this subject. In fact, such treatise could well have distracted its readers from
its central focus, the pursuit of practical godliness as the capstone of the OT
and grand objective of the NT era. Besides, there is every reason to believe
that James’ readers were already in full possession of a high Christology. It is
simply unimaginable that in those days of acute danger, in the midst of a sea
of Jewishness that functioned as a hotbed of Satan (Rev. 3:9) and of an ocean
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of Roman paganism that was under the heavy foot of Satan (Rev. 2:13), anyone would choose to surrender himself to the Lord Jesus Christ without having a fairly good idea, to put it mildly, of who he was in terms of both his
Person and his Work!
Finally, combine James’ opening statement with his evident acquaintance
with Jesus’ teaching, as recorded in the Sermon on the Mount, and there
should be no doubt whatsoever that he must also have been fully aware of
truths, such as are later penned down by John in John 15:5 and by Paul in
Philippians 4:13. Without Him Nothing! Through Him Everything! Neither
should there be any doubt about it that he passed all this on to all his audiences. In fact, in the course of his letter he explicitly burns both these universal principles into the heart, mind, will and emotions, in fact, into the total
life of his worldwide readers, as if he was handling a branding iron (Jam. 3:14:10)! All in all, it is preposterous to claim that James is oblivious of what he
himself wrote down in so many words! The Epistle of James (re)presents the
peak of an iceberg that is pointing in a definite direction. Most of his “Systematic Theology,” including his Christology, is below the waterline. But, as I
intend to argue later as well, it is there. Much of it is even protruding through
the surface! If all this had not been the case, James, the author, would never
have been able to write James, the Epistle!
The practical upshot of all this is simple. As Christ’s slave he is not only
under his Lordship, with all that this entails, but also seeks to extend it. This,
then, becomes his point of departure to enter in tender love upon his restorative labors in tough pursuit of the total holiness of his fellow believers. To extend the Kingdom he is clearly in need of assistance, in fact, the assistance of
the total covenant community (Heb. 3:12-13). After all, “restoration” may
mean many things to many folks, in fact, all kinds of things to all kinds of
folks. This requires many as well as all kinds of assistants, co-workers, in the
restoration process. On this basis James implicitly invites, if not pleads with,
any and all members of the covenant community to join him and follow in his
footsteps (Jam. 5:19-20; see also Cargal, 213).
However, it stands to reason, and history demonstrates this, that only
those who truly profit from a teacher will be found eager to follow him (1
Thess. 1:4-10). This should prompt every student of James to find a prayerful
way to glean from him to the utmost. Otherwise both his letter and his concluding plea could well fall on deaf ears, and this, on anyone’s count, would
be counterproductive. After all, only changed people with changed lives can
change people and change lives (See also Tripp). The Church of Christ stands
in need of both, in order to be effective and victorious in promoting the Kingdom of God.

b. Date
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But what should we conclude about the time of the composition of James?
Critical scholars usually place the book at the end of the first or the beginning
of the second Century. (Some even put it off to the end of the second Century.) The traditional position holds that James the Just wrote it either early
(AD 40-50) or late (AD 50-60) in his career (Barclay, 31; see also the extensive treatment of this issue in McCartney, 14-26), or expresses no preference.
To be sure, the time is not indicated in the text. Neither is there much cogent,
positive, external evidence to assist us.105
But what about the evidence that is extant? In the Latin speaking Church
the Letter was fully affirmed by Jerome, Augustine and the Synod of Hippo
(AD 393), and prior to that was cited by Eusebius as Scripture (AD 300),
even if the latter points out its disputed status. But the first generally acknowledged quotation of the Epistle of James, as both Scripture and written
by James the Just, is found in the Greek section of the Church, more precisely
in Origen (prior to AD 250). Eventually this view was decisively endorsed by
Athanasius (AD 367) (See specifically Barclay, 4-5; and Grosheide, 1955,
347-351 on the history of “James”). Incidentally, Hermas may possibly allude
to it in his Shepherd (AD 140). But this is as contested by some, as it is (more
or less) affirmed by others (See Dibelius, 31-32; Laws, 22-23; Brosend, 13;
McCartney, 21-23). In view of all this it may seem that any debate on the
matter of date might well end in a draw.
However, this does not need to be the final word. On the basis of positive, internal as well as negative, external evidence the claim appears justified
that James the Just wrote his Epistle early in his ministry (Johnson, 118-121),
as early as AD 38-42, approximately a decade after the death of Christ, and
well before Paul undertook his big push into, and made his impact upon, the
Gentile world in Syria (AD 43-46) and Asia Minor (AD 47-49). In fact, it appears that James was the first New Testament piece of literature produced by
the Spirit of God. This is not a novel idea (Grünzweig, 15). But it has become
an increasingly popular view, since it makes the “clearest sense of the content
of the letter” (Stulac, 15). It would explain why he does not enter into the debate about Judaism. This had not yet become a live issue, since Paul had not
yet embarked upon his foreign and Gentile missionary labors (Grünzweig,
15)! It would also explain his copious references to the very words of Jesus,
as found in the Sermon on the Mount (Jam. 1:22//Mt. 7:21,26; 2:10//5:19;
2:13//5:7; 3:18//5:9; 4:5//6:24; 4:12//7:1; 5:2//6:19; 5:12//5:34,37), and his
closeness to the OT in terminology, such as “synagogue” (Jam. 2:2), and in
concepts, such as “law” (Jam. 1:25; 2:8ff; 4:11). After all, the Church had
barely emerged from the OT era, and the vocabulary of Jesus was still fresh
on everyone’s mind!
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This may have something to do with the fact that its recognition as part of the canon was
slow in coming. This receives further attention below!
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Incidentally, the intimate acquaintance with and the remarkable embrace
of Jesus’ teachings spikes the claim that James must be of late vintage, because of its supposedly continuous (and even tiresome?) “tirade (sic!) against
imperfections.” An early James could not possibly have been so negative. Rather he would have opted to be “ablaze with the grace and glory of Christ”
(Barclay, 31), and would have displayed this! I wish to argue that these kinds
of presentations and statements can only comfort what I define below as antinomianism and non-nomianism and regrettably show little affinity to the full
Biblical Gospel in which grace and holiness are inseparable as complementary truths. I also aim to show below that the ascription of an early date to
James has a rich payoff in the exegesis, understanding, and application of the
text en route to the proper delineation of the only Gospel that can stem the
tide of the ever increasing secularization of Church and society.
But first a further word about the so-called negative external evidence!
The lack of early attestation by the Church has raised many an eyebrow.
However, this can be explained, if James’ Epistle was written as early as I
propose. As I argue later in greater detail, James’ audience consisted mainly
of Jewish Christians and was relatively small. That James was quite influential among them can hardly be contested (Acts 15:13ff; 20:21ff; Gal. 1:19;
2:12ff). But from the global Church perspective this influence must have diminished (rapidly) with the explosive growth in the number of Gentile Christians, among whom “James” would hardly have been a “major player.” It also
was geographically curtailed. Both Gentile Christianity as well as the territory
to the North of Jerusalem, including Syria, Asia Minor and eventually Europe, became “Paul’s turf.” Since it is unlikely that his name was a household
word in these regions, James could hardly have expected to have much of a
following among the folks, who resided there (See specifically 1 Cor. 1:12,
where the name of James is conspicuous in its absence). Therefore, his sphere
of influence, providentially blocked in the North, could only prevail in Jerusalem, and spread southward into Egypt. Scripture, indeed, attests to his
prominence in Jerusalem, while history attests to his influence in Egypt (Origen and Athanasius!). Via Egypt, history records further, James would eventually be recognized in the West. That this circuitous recognition process was
slow going can most likely be attributed to the small and, at first, regional circulation of his letter (See also the perceptive remarks of Stulac, 15; and the
comments of Grosheide, 1955, 350, on this matter).
If it is true, as I argue below, that the recognition of the canon as canon is
only authentic, legitimate and permanent, if and when (1) it originates in and
flows forth from regeneration by the Spirit through the canon and (2) is sustained by and nurtured in sanctification by that same Spirit through that same
canon, this “slow going” can be explained. Small and regional circulation of
canonical literature does not immediately set the world on fire. Compared to
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James, it appears that Paul’s letters quickly saturated the world of his day.
Many rebirths and much growth through Paul’s spoken word and subsequent
literary output produced early recognition of that output. Relatively few rebirths and therefore a relatively limited impact upon practical godliness
through the small (Jewish Christians) and regional (Jerusalem, Egypt) circulation of the Epistle of James made that recognition much longer in coming.
But once James gripped hearts in regeneration (Jam. 1:18) and (at the least)
fed lives in sanctification (Jam. 1:25), as did Paul’s letters earlier, although
written later, the recognition was swift and decisive!106 In short, only the early date, hand in hand with at first a relatively restricted circulation of the letter, fits in best, and can comfortably explain, the historical course of events
that via Origen (AD 250) and Athanasius (AD 367) culminated in the Synod
of Hippo (AD 393), where the recognition of James as an essential part of
God’s inspired and inerrant Word was endorsed as set in concrete (For the
history of the (early) reception by the Church of James, see also McCartney,
20-24; Hartin, 6-10)!
The biblical teaching regarding the recognition of the canon of Scripture
is fourfold. First, the ground of this recognition is the testimony of the canon
itself (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:21; etc.). Second, the agent in the recognition
process is the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 2:13-14). Third, the instrument of this recognition is the preaching of the Word (Jam. 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23, 25). Fourth, the
avenue of this recognition in its inception is the act of regeneration and in its
continuation the process of sanctification. Frankly, here is the rub. The “environmental” teaching on the part of family and Church are an important and
necessary means in the recognition process. Further, the attributes of Scripture, such as the coherence, impressiveness, prophetic authentication, and
worldwide effectiveness must be emphasized as well. But all this by itself
cannot be regarded as sufficient for the recognition of the canon. The question, “Why do I hold Scripture to be the Word of God?” has ultimately only
one appropriate answer, “Because through the Spirit it gave me my life in regeneration!” By the same token the companion question, “Why do I continue
to hold to Scripture as the Word of God?” has ultimately one appropriate answer as well, “Because through the Spirit it sustains my life in sanctification.”
In short, the living Scriptures are experienced as a regenerative life-producing
and a sanctifying life-sustaining reality. All other answers will in the final
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Luther’s problem emerges here. Enamored by justification as he was, his “jaundiced” eye,
when it came down to James, prevented him from ingesting and digesting it as food for the
soul in the area of sanctification. This could not but have tempered his enthusiasm for James.
Further, his “jaundiced” eye with regard to James could in turn have been facilitated by a failure to recognize sanctification as the crowning piece of God’s saving activity (1 John 4:17). If
there is any truth to this scenario, it would (at least) go to show what a significant role one’s
view of “the whole and its parts” plays in one’s thinking.
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analysis fall short of the mark. But these will be permanent, because no one
will (be disposed to) cut his own twofold lifeline. No river will deny the fountain, from which it originates. Neither will a child turn against its own umbilical cord! Earlier or later considerations of the mind, the will, or the emotions,
can, may and always will be “reconsidered,” depending upon the circumstances. But considerations of heart (regeneration) and life (sanctification) will
not! This is an additional incentive for the Christian Church and the Christian
family to evangelize its children. If they fail to do so “the next generation”
will give up on its Bible, explicitly or implicitly! The upshot is this. Since
Christianity’s “conquest” of the West took the much traveled Northern Middle East/Europe ministry route of Paul rather than the sparsely traveled
Southern Middle East/North Africa “detour” of James, it stands to reason that
the many letters of the former achieved recognition status much more quickly
than the one letter of the latter. Ultimately, of course, all the God-breathed
letters of both Paul and James “triumphed.”107
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For a competent, although not fully satisfactory, discussion of the place and function of
redemptive history in the recognition of the canon, see Ridderbos, Redemptive History and the
New Testament Scriptures, 12-47, especially 35ff. Fully in the tradition of the Reformation he
mentions “the testimony of the Holy Spirit” as pivotal in the recognition process. However,
there is no reference to the Spirit’s twofold regenerating and sanctifying agency as the avenue
to the recognition of the canon. This seems to be the missing link in most treatments of the
subject. Frankly, in an apologetic context this missing link opens the door to an understandable critique of “the self-authenticating witness of the Holy Spirit” as a (fideistic) argument
that Scripture is the Word of God (John W. Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, (Amherst, NY:
Prometheus Books, 2008), 213-219). Amy Orr-Ewing, “Postmodern Challenges to the Bible,”
in Ravi Zacharias, ed., Beyond Opinion (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007), 11-12, subscribes
to the view that “the recognition of the books of the NT as scriptural was overwhelmingly a
natural process, not a matter of ecclesiastical regulation.” “They made their way into the
church naturally and were accepted from the time they were written … (by way of) “a consensus (that) emerged in the church,” and this apparently rather quickly. I fully agree that their
recognition was not an ecclesiastical regulation. I also agree that it was a historical process.
However this process was not natural, but supernatural! The NT canon created its own acceptance by its regenerating and sanctifying efficacy. Wherever it was victorious through the
agency of the Holy Spirit, its recognition was a done deal. This explains the lamentable condition of much of the Church today. When the number of conversions shrinks and the lack of
regeneration predominates, the embrace of the Bible as canon soon takes the backseat and
eventually evaporates. Neither pre-evangelistic apologetics (evidentialism) nor nonevangelistic apologetics (presuppositionalism) can remedy this situation. The events of the
last hundred years demonstrate this convincingly. The avalanche of books that have been
written from the perspective of these two types of apologetics has not been able to halt the
downward slide of a society and culture that shrugs its shoulders about the Word of the living
God, and regards it as a dinosaur of a bygone age. To be sure, individual battles for the supremacy of the Bible have at times been won. But the war for it is increasingly lost. Candidly
it takes broken hearts for this tide to be stemmed. The reason is simple. It takes broken hearts
for the blindness (John 3:3) and the rebellion (John 3:5) to be removed and for the joyful embrace of, and surrender to, the King and his Word to emerge. Since only the Gospel can break
hearts, it requires a Gospel apologetics, an evangelistic apologetics that has supernatural effi373

This brings us to the positive internal evidence. It appears that the indications of an OT, a Palestinian, as well as a Christian, culture in the book of
James are widespread. OT and Palestinian influences are found in James
1:25; 2:2; 2:8-11; 2:19; 4:11-12; 5:7, Christian influences in James 1:1; 1:18
(first fruits); 2:1; 5:7-9. Allusions to the teaching of Jesus, and specifically his
ethical teaching in the Sermon of the Mount are also numerous so as to
prompt one author to state, “The whole book exudes the Sermon on the
Mount” (PDavids, 16; see also PHDavids, 21-22). Other authors also emphasize, and deal extensively with, the parallels between James and Matthew
(Laws, 12ff; Grünzweig, 20; McCartney, 24-25, 49-51).
While the Christian data attest that James is not just a Pre-Christian Jewish product, warmed over with a few late Christian insertions (So Spitta, referred to in Grosheide, 1955, 346; and Brosend, 15), the OT and Palestinian
materials, such as references to “the royal law” and to the “early and late
rain,” indicate such strong linkage with the “recent past” in terms of language
and thought patterns, that this suggests an early date.
Incidentally, one should be more than hesitant to use a supposedly primitive Christology of James as proof of an early date. This is a bad argument, be
it in defense of a good cause. To be sure, James refers to the Lord Jesus only
a few times, and seems to do that in passing only (Jam. 1:1; 2:1; 5:7, 9). But
this does not make his Christology primitive. As has already been indicated,
the very content of these passages indicates a “high Christology” (Nystrom,
24-25, 285-286). Further, as has already been argued as well, James had a
purpose with his letter, an objective. The fact that in the light of this objective
he deals sparingly with certain realities or truths does not make these treatments primitive!
However, a more than probable indication of an early date is the lack of
cacy, to bring about a turn around. It is the height of irony that pre-evangelistic apologetics
refuses to avail itself of the only God-given instrument that can sanitize society, culture as
well as church, while non-evangelistic apologetics stops short of it. In short, unless there is a
paradigm shift in Christian Apologetics and the Gospel takes center stage, the luster of the
Word of God will not be recognized by blind eyes (Lack of regeneration) and will not be embraced by a rebellious life (Lack of sanctification). Thankfully among Reformed theologians
the reference to the illumining and convicting testimony of the Holy Spirit in the heart as fundamental to the recognition of Scripture as canon is usually common place (John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I, vii, 4-5; Louis Berkhof, Introductory Volume to Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1932), 182), while the mention of regeneration in this
recognition process is not totally absent (Edward J. Young, Thy Word is Truth (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1957), 34-35; Robert L. Reymond, Faith’s Reasons for Believing (Ross-shire:
Christian Focus Publications Ltd, 2008), 95). Still, sanctification is never introduced as a powerful contributing factor. Neither is the conclusion drawn that it requires a Gospel apologetics to bring about an illumined and illumining heart transplant in regeneration as the indispensable prerequisite of the authentic conviction and unshakable embrace of Scripture as the
Eternal Word of God!
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even a remote reference to the tensions between Rome and the Jews, which
eventually led to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. Those “winds of
war” seem quite remote. Neither are any so-called “gathering clouds” in evidence as warning signals that such “winds” are at the horizon.
All in all, both the negative, external evidence, especially the apparently
small and regional circulation of the letter, and the positive, internal evidence,
such as the strong OT anchorage of the letter, favor an early date (See once
again Johnson, 118-121). In fact, it is the growing consensus that James was
written anytime between AD 40 and 50, possibly between AD 45 and 48
(Moo, 1985, 34; Blomberg, 35), and should be regarded as the first among the
NT documents (Phillips, 11; Blomberg, 35). This will now be further backed
up by what we know of the addressees.
Before we turn to this subject, however, it ought to be noted that an early
date has profound implications for the debate about the relationship between
James and Paul. It is rather customary to raise the question how James relates
to Paul, and whether he deviates from him. In that case Pauline thought functions as the existing standard of orthodoxy, by which the later James must be
measured. An early date turns the tables. James’ message, as we saw, is fully
canonical and gloriously legitimate. The question is now how Paul fits into
James’ world, not vice versa! In the course of this Commentary it will be argued that Paul is just as gloriously legitimate and just as fully canonical. The
latter simply elaborates both in a polemic context (Galatians) and in a systematic summary (Romans) upon justification as the centerpiece of God’s saving activity, and in doing so supplements James’ focus upon sanctification as
the crowning piece of that activity. In a sense he adds “foundational” material
to James’ “super-structural” concerns. James strongly insists upon the utter
necessity of post-regeneration deeds from a faith that does not, and cannot
remain alone. Paul insists just as strongly upon the utter impossibility of preregeneration works as a substitute for faith, that starts out alone, in fact, must
start out alone. James combats a sterile action-less pretended orthodoxy that
under-emphasizes works after conversion and ignores their necessity to pass
the bar of God’s final verdict. Paul combats a pretentious works-righteous heterodoxy that extols works prior to conversion and insists on their necessity to
attain the initial transfer from death to life (Moo, 1985, 44, 46). James hammers away at the fact that “living believers” by definition put on a “show”
(Abraham and Rahab). Paul just as forcefully hammers away at the fact that
“dead unbelievers” cannot lift a “spiritual finger” (Eph. 2:1, 9). Their handin-glove fit could not be tighter.
At the same time this fit proves to be even more “fitting” when it is recognized that both of them, although from their own perspective, extol grace,
and grace alone. James emphasizes at length that the deeds which evidence
conversion are, in fact, must be fully gifts of God's grace (Jam. 3:17; 4:6).
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Paul equally emphasizes that the faith that is operative in conversion is, and
must be fully a gift of God's grace as well (Eph. 1:8). Under the dome of sovereign grace both occupy a specific teaching niche. Different niche, same
dome! To “mess” with Scripture here, is not only practically to miss its grand
and exquisite tapestry, but also potentially to do incalculable harm to Christ's
Church. Without “biblical justification” (Paul), there is not and cannot be
peace with God (Rom. 5:1). Without “biblical sanctification” (James), there is
not and cannot be a presence with God (Heb. 10:14)! In their teachings James
and Paul, Paul and James, are “twin towers.” They can also be designated as
“twin pillars.” Two pillars in support of one dome! There is no trace of hostility between them. Neither can they be reduced to each other. As God’s gifts
they are both indispensable. The relationship between them is one of perfect
harmony. The combination of the two makes for a prosperous Church.
This rather elaborate discussion of the relationship between James and
Paul is far from beating a “dead horse.” Throughout history many grievous
and destructive disruptions have occurred in the Church of Christ, because of
a failure to grasp the biblical essence of justification and sanctification, or the
relationship the two sustain to each other. Usually the failure in the one area
led to the failure in the second one. This commentator will do anything in his
power to map out the route to avoid new disruptions and, if at all possible, to
mend existing ones. One of the gravest dangers in this context is a flawed, indeed, errant use or application of either doctrine. Frequently folks tend to
claim acceptance by God and peace with God through justification in order to
cover up a grievous failure to pursue good deeds in sanctification. Then justification ends up as a dishonest, sure to be exposed sop. Basically an excuse to
legitimize a lack of holiness! This is both self-deceiving and self-destructive.
With equal frequency, however, folks tend to resort to good works in sanctification in order to lay the basis for the comforts of justification. Under this
scenario one ends up with a presumptuous, sure to fail prop. Basically a
works-righteousness to merit the favor of God! This is equally self-deceiving
and self-destructive. Ironically, the first grievous error is often committed to
escape works-righteousness, while the second equally grievous error is just as
often committed to avoid anti-nomianism. Regrettably, too often does a
commendable antagonism against an unbiblical stance (serve to) hide a selfdestructive falsehood behind a “noble truth.”
Suffice it to say, that one’s “good intentions” in the area of either justification or sanctification are no acceptable excuses for one’s own heterodoxy
or heresy. After all, the first grievous error insists on hiding behind “grace” to
avoid the bearing of “grapes” (John 15:2, 5, 8, 16), while the second one insists on producing “grapes” to lay the foundation for “grace.” Both stand
roundly condemned in Scripture! Suffice it to add to this that both James and
Paul escape the Charybdis of works-righteousness as well as the Scylla of an376

tinomianism (See for further details Topical Focus #13: Justification). The
complementary duet of “the grapes of grace” and “the grace of grapes” possibly comes nowhere to a more succinct expression than in Isaiah 26:12, “Lord,
you have done all our works in us.”

2. ADDRESSEES (1:1B)
a. Identity
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James writes to the twelve tribes in the dispersion. But whom does he have in
mind with this designation?
First, it is possible that he has only Christian Jews in mind, that is, Jewish
Christians, “the messianic Jewish community” throughout the world, the
“dispersed Jewish messianists” (So emphatically McKnight, 35, 65-68, and
all through his commentary). The following general grounds have been adduced in support of this view.
(1) James is the leader of the Jewish Christians in his homeland.
(2) In the NT the phrase “twelve tribes” does not need to be taken metaphorically (McKnight, 66-67, with reference to Mk. 3:13-19; Mt. 19:28). It
could easily refer to ethnic Jews, whether Christian or not (Acts 26:7; Rev.
21:12?). In fact, Acts 15:13-21, esp. 16:18a that deals with the restoration of
“the dwelling of David” makes a compelling case for this (So McKnight, 67)
(3) The letter breathes quite an Old Testament atmosphere in terms of
concepts, references, parallels, thought patterns and individuals (Jam. 1:25;
2:2, 12, 21, 25; 5:10, 11, 12, 17). Ethnic Jews would appreciate this.
(4) The usage of the word “dispersion,” a technical term for scattered
Jews, could suggest that James’ focus was Jewish Christians, “believers living in Jewish ghettoes throughout the Roman world” (Hartin, 27, 52-55).
(5) The scattering could have originated in the persecution that is recorded in Acts 8:1-3 (Stulac, 30; Henry, III, 1287; McKnight, 68, with further reference to Acts 9:31). At that juncture in the history of Christ’s Church Christians were still completely of Jewish stock. Even those dispersed among the
Gentiles preached at first “to none but Jews only” (Acts 11:19; Phillips, 25).
(6) While God’s judgment precipitated at least two “compulsory transplantations” (2 Ki. 17:23; 25:26), the judgment aspect, originally attached to the
“dispersion” (Lev. 26:33; Deut. 28:64), is absent from the present context.
Apparently, “far greater numbers left Palestine of their own free-will for more
comfortable and profitable lands,” and settled especially in sprawling urban
and commercial centers, such as Alexandria in Egypt and Antioch in Syria.
Jews appeared to be omnipresent, whether as a result of God’s judgment, of
the opponent’s persecution, or of their own economic choice. As also Acts 2
suggests, this may well have been “the greatest factor in the spread of Christianity” in the early Church. At any rate, all this explains, why James could
easily have addressed a worldwide (Christian) Jewish audience. After all,
“The Diaspora was coextensive with the world” (Barclay, 43-47). And Pentecost was responsible for Christianity to enter it!
Second, it is also plausible that James thinks of the spiritual Israel, including both Jewish and Gentile believers.
(1) The expression “Twelve Tribes” is used figuratively in NT Scripture
for the universal Church of Christ (Mt. 19:28; Lk. 22:30; Acts 26:7(?); Rev.
7:4; Rev. 21:12(?); see Is. 49:6; 54:7; 56:8; 63:17 for the OT; see, further,
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Cheung, 243) as the Israel of God (Gal. 6:16). This perfectly fits in with the
designation of all its members, Jews and Gentiles alike, as Abraham’s children (Rom. 4:11, 16; Gal. 3:7) (So also Motyer, 24).108
(2) The term “dispersion” can be used in a broad, non-technical way
(Acts 8:4), and the subjects of such dispersion can be described as people
who know the Triune God, and are sprinkled with Jesus’ blood (1 Pet. 1:1).
(3) The universal scope of James’ message is apparent. He does not seem
to have merely a segment of the Christian Church in mind (for Jewish Christians only). While historically the term “dispersion” pointed to Israel following the Assyrian captivity (see John 7:35), “the three uses of the verb diaspeiro in the New Testament all refer to the scattering of the church (Acts 8:1, 4;
11:19).” Similarly, “the noun diaspora … here and in 1 Pet. 1:1 (refers) to the
inclusive people of God. James wanted to affirm the closest connection between Jewish and Gentile Christians … The sense here is that the church is
the continuation of God’s people Israel in a representative sense (Rom. 9:2426; Gal. 6:16; 1 Pet. 2:9)” (So Richardson, 54-55, with further reference to
Mt. 19:28; Lk. 22:30; Rom. 4:1ff; 1 Cor. 10:1; Gal. 4:21-31, Phil. 3:1ff; Rev.
21:12, which eye “the church as the restored Israel”).109
Third, a “compromise” of sorts, by combining the two solutions thus far,
seems to be most probable. I would suggest that James addresses spiritual
Israel, fully in line with Galatians 6:16 (View 2) (Laws, 48-49; Mitton, 17;
Richardson, 54-55). Also, James’ reference to the “elders of the church”
(Jam. 5:14) is too straightforward to ignore or dismiss. It does not just “come
out of nowhere,” not to be “used again” (McKnight, 437). However, at the
time that James is written this consists mostly, if not near exclusively, of Jewish Christians (View 1).
In short, the letter is addressed to the whole Church, and not just to Jewish Christians or Christian Jews (with Tasker, 39-40; Brosend, 8-9; Royster,
13; contra Phillips, 25; McKnight, passim).110 This corresponds with Peter’s
108

Note also the “official” disappearance of the “Ten Tribes” following the Assyrian exile.
Technically the “Twelve Tribes” no longer exist. This verdict must stand, even though the NT
introduces us to members of other than the “Two Tribes” as well (Lk. 2:36). Since this indicates that also the “Ten Tribes” had their returnees, which is not surprising in view of the repeated promises to this effect (Ezek. 37:15-28; Zech. 10:6-12), Israel from exile to Jesus can
legitimately be designated as the “Twelve Tribes.” This, in turn, allows James just as legitimately to designate the Church following Jesus as the “Twelve Tribes” as well!
109
McCartney, 79-80, is a difficult read. On the one hand, he informs us that “‘the twelve tribes in the Diaspora’ is, of course, a reference to Israel.” On the other hand, he states that
James “appears not to be addressing Jews in general, but Christians.” In the latter case “‘the
twelve tribes’ are metaphorical.” This seems contradictory.
110
Blomberg, 28-29, argues that at this early phase of the Church James’ (general Christian)
audience is most likely concentrated (within the Roman Empire) on the Eastern side of the
Mediterranean basin, not too far from Jerusalem, probably “in and around Syria.” However,
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First Epistle (1Pet. 1:1-2). For him the Church in the Diaspora is “an elect nation, a royal priesthood, a holy people (1 Pet. 2:9). In this context it clearly
consists of Jews and Gentiles (1 Pet. 1:14). It also corresponds with Paul’s
letters. He emphatically states that the wall of partition between Jews and
Gentiles is gone (Eph. 2:14), and that their salvation is always and by definition in tandem (Rom. 11:25-26). It seems inconceivable that James separated
in his Epistle, what already the OT, according to his own words a number of
years later in the Council of Jerusalem, had joined together. In fact, it was his
argument to this effect that gained the “uniting day” (Acts 15:13-19).111
However, at this early (!) juncture in the history of the Christian Church,
the audience to whom James writes (still) virtually consisted only of Christians of Jewish descent (contra Doriani, 12, who identifies the addressees as
mostly Gentiles)! In sum, James addresses the whole Church, “the Lord’s
people, redeemed by the blood of the Lamb himself – but not yet home”
(Motyer, 25), although consisting of mostly Jews at the time (So also
McCartney, 80). Only following the ministry of the apostle Paul would the
numbers dramatically change in favor of Gentiles.
This is the more plausible explanation for a variety of reasons.
(1) It fits in with the early date of the Epistle of James, written in conjunction or following the events described in Acts 8:4 and 11:19, but prior to
the mission work of Paul, introduced in Acts 13:1ff, and well before the
Council of Jerusalem in Acts 15:1ff. At that early date few Gentiles had entered the Church of Christ.
(2) It also fits in well with the Old Testament “climate,” its terminology,
references, and thought patterns. All this was fully to be expected in the context of a (Christian) Jewish audience. After all, the readers would be totally
comfortable with it. In fact, a Pauline type of letter might have seemed rather
overwhelming to them.
(3) It, further, does justice to the term “dispersion” as more than simply a
figure of speech. Members of the early church were, indeed, scattered abroad
(Acts 8:4; 11:19).
(4) The term “Twelve Tribes,” then, is used figuratively, indicating the
Bauckham, 15, holds that James, specifically addressing Jewish Christians, aims at “all Israel”
with his designation of the “Twelve Tribes.” Hence he concludes that the Diaspora covers not
only the territory around the Mediterranean within the Roman Empire but also the territory to
the North-East of the Empire, the area where the “Ten Tribes” were exiled. Still, Bauckham,
28, infers that James can “also be heard by Gentile Christians as addressed to them.” Frankly,
since from my perspective James is written to all early Christians, even if most of them were
Jewish at that time, the Letter was sent wherever they resided, East, West, North or South of
Jerusalem, as well as inside or outside the Roman Empire.
111
To create an artificial tension between the “James” of Acts 15 and the “James” of the NT
Epistle is unconscionable and must be rejected out of hand. Compare also Brosend, 5;
McKnight, 24.
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New Israel. Hence, James’ addressees are not ethnic Jews in general (So also
Barclay, 48)! In fact, as his letter stands with its fully Christian signature, it
could never have been written to non-Christian Jews.
All in all, James appears to write to the “Twelve Tribes” in the “Dispersion.” The quotation marks around the “Twelve Tribes” indicate the symbolical nature of James’ terminology, indicating that James regarded the Church
of Christ to be fully the (super) natural extension of the OT covenant community. The notion that Israel and the Church would be distinct, let alone totally or eventually divergent, entities would be as foreign to James’ thinking
as it is to the rest of the NT. Naturally, whether in the final analysis the first,
second, or third view is adopted, James’ letter must be regarded as binding
for the Christian Church at large throughout its history. Only a cursory reading of it already indicates how remarkably applicable James is to every time
period of its existence. The quotation marks around “Dispersion” convey that
the Church ever has been, ever is, and ever will be a Diaspora Church (Heb.
11:13; Rev. 12:13ff), whether “scattered” by persecution (1 Pet. 1:1) or otherwise (Jam. 1:1). Therefore we ought to be zealous not to provincialize or
compartmentalize James’ message under any circumstances. James is meant
for “all of us,” Christian Jews and Christian Gentiles alike, wherever they are
located, and whatever conclusion one reaches about the precise identity of the
original addressees.
It is noteworthy that the term diaspora contains the component spora,
which signifies “sowing.” Therefore it seems no coincidence, and should not
come as a surprise, that both the theme and target of James can be succinctly
formulated as follows: “Christians are ‘sown throughout the world to bear
fruit in holiness and to reproduce in conversions’” (See Zodhiates, I, 18). This
underscores that all Christians all over the world are his addressees. The fact
that at the time James is written the majority of the Christians are still of Jewish decent has no bearing upon this, and therefore cannot detract from it. In
all this James plants the seed for the remainder of the NT which constantly
undergirds, reiterates, emphasizes, and expands on the very same truth. God’s
true Revival status people are the salt of the earth and the light of the world,
and keen to embrace a Maintenance ministry to this twofold effect. As such
they are shining, globally dispersed, “missionary-wanderers” by Divine design and definition (Mt. 28:19-20), as long as in faith and practice they do not
“wander away” from God and his truth in self-deception (Jam. 1:26) or default, and stand in need of recovery (Jam. 5:19-20; see esp. Richardson, 56).

b. Conditions
It has been proposed, that the use of the term diaspora warrants the conclusion that the Church is “under the gun.” As has already been pointed out, Acts
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8:4; 11:19; and 12:1ff attest to the fact of persecution. If James belongs in the
same timeslot as these chapters, it could be argued that the afflictions of
James 1:2ff, although not confined to persecution, would include such condition.112
In support of this conclusion the attention is also drawn to Peter’s First
Epistle and its apparent parallels with James (Laws, 18-20). Both use the term
diaspora (Jam. 1:1; 1 Pet. 1:1). Both deal with sufferings. Both display similar language (Jam. 1:2 and 1 Pet. 1:6; Jam. 1:18 and 1 Pet. 1:23; Jam. 1:21
and 1 Pet. 2:2), similar quotations (Prov. 3:34 in Jam. 4:6 and 1 Pet. 5:5), and
similar lines of arguments (Jam. 1:2-4 and 1 Pet. 1:6-7; Jam. 1:18, 23 and 1
Pet. 1:23-2:3; Jam. 4:6-8 and 1 Pet. 5:5-9). Both appear to have written independently, since there is no demonstrable dependence either way. Incidentally, this should not necessarily come as a surprise. Peter and James undoubtedly shared the experiences of their time period, had an intimate relationship
with each other as co-leaders of the early Church in Jerusalem, must have
brainstormed the issues of the day together, and would have been quite acquainted with each other’s thought patterns and ways of expressing them.
Still, do all these parallels indicate that the addressees of Peter and James
were both facing persecution at the time?
In our effort to determine this it should not go unnoticed that there is a
distinct difference in the flavor of both epistles. Peter’s First Epistle and
James display disparate areas of tension. The affliction in Peter is nearly exclusively focused upon persecution. This produces a life-permeating, if not
life-controlling tension. The affliction in James appears to be much more
general. There is tension in James, but that appears mainly reserved for the
battle against unholiness (Jam. 4:1ff). In fact, in the area of affliction James
seems much closer to Paul (Rom. 5:3-4) than to Peter. An attempt must, and
will, be made to resolve the issue, as to what type of affliction James most
likely had in mind in the comments on James 1:2ff. But for now it is safe to
say that there are no clear signals in James that persecution is an issue. If the
afflictions in James comprise persecution, it is at best either marginal or peripheral.
One commentator breaks the conditions down into two main components, parallel to two groupings supposedly noticeable among the addressees
(PDavids, 30ff.). The first one is a so-called mercantile group. It is quite materialistic, ignores God in their business operations, especially in terms of
planning, and displays a “go-get-‘em” self-sufficiency (Jam. 4:13-16).
The second one is an agricultural group. This consists of an upper class
that was oppressive in terms of land acquisition, money accumulation and hiring practices. Especially the presence of this group puts a stamp on the whole
112

Of course, if this is correct, the early date of James is confirmed once more.
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Epistle. On the one hand, it produces a rich-poor warfare, in which the rich
give no quarter in terms of oppression and legal persecution, especially not to
Christians in the light of their blasphemy of Christ (Jam. 2:6). Consequently
the poor, including the Christian poor, easily become resentful and bitter. On
the other hand, however, and for the sake of sheer economic survival, they
tend to turn into a “boot-licking” company (Jam. 2:2-3), and allow themselves to be “pushed” around. Under this scenario the rich are the worldlings,
and the poor the Church folk. Further, the rich are wicked and cursed, and the
poor are righteous and blessed. The eschaton, then, holds out the prospect of
“the great reversal.” The rich as a class will not survive the judgment. They
will certainly perish. On the other hand, the poor as a class will come out on
top. They will just as certainly be exalted (Penner, 174-181; 207-210; 259).113
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Cheung, 256-264, esp. 256-257, goes to great length to defend the “reversal theme” as a
biblical datum. Brosend, 40, subscribes to it as well. According to Cheung, “The ‘rich’ (are
said to) represent the social types that boast of their wealth and status in exploitation of the
others and perverting justice ... Their attitude is typified as arrogant and ruthless in their pursuit of power, status and wealth. They indulge themselves in a luxurious way of life, in gross
negligence of the needy.” On the other hand, “the ‘poor,’ whether it be social, economic or
religious, (although) in great need and distress, and destitute of all resources (are defined) not
only in socio-economic terms, but also in their relationship to God.” “God is the redeemer and
deliverer of the poor (and) will eventually abolish all injustice, inequalities and inhumanity
that are often associated with poverty ... (out of) concern for justice and for establishing an
ideal community in which status and wealth have no part to play.” To Cheung, both 1 Samuel
2:5 and Luke 1:52-53 are telling. Both pronounce blessings upon the lowly, the poor and the
hungry, and woes upon the rich and so set the tone of the OT and the NT respectively. This
tone is the great, eschatological, double reversal in status in the age to come. The defenseless
and expendable poor end up rich and the self-centered and greedy rich wind up poor. James
simply picks up on this theme when he not only socio-economically but also ethically (italics
mine) refers to “the ‘poor’ and the ‘rich’ and their respective traits as stereotyped polarities.”
The “poor,” further characterized as “the humble,” constitute “the insiders” and are “exalted,”
apparently by definition (Jam. 1:9; 5:7-11). On the other hand, the “rich,” typified as arrogant,
consist of “the outsiders” and are doomed, also by definition (Jam. 1:10-11; 5:1-6). Cheung is
aware that this interpretation is not universally held. Many commentators stipulate that “the
rich” very well may be Christians and at least number Christians among them. Cheung, 264,
outlines in a chart that well over 50% of the commentators hold that James 1:10-11 addresses
Christians. About 33% is of the opinion that James 4:13-15 applies to Christians, 33% to nonChristians and 33% to both. The percentages with regard to James 5:1-6 are much more lopsided. The non-Christian view has it by 80%. In Cheung’s opinion commentators, who attach
any redeeming value to “the rich” in any context in James, simply “fail to see the use of the
‘rich’ and ‘poor’ as stereotypes with characteristic life values and styles, behavior patterns
and attitudes.” Candidly, I fail to see them as “stereotyped polarities” as well. I take it that
James throughout addresses the covenant community and addresses its members four times
directly about poverty and riches. The first time he deals with both as trials to which they are
exposed (Jam. 1:9-11). The second time he exhorts them not to be partial in their treatment
when they come face to face with rich or poor (Jam. 2:1-7). The third time he admonishes
them to take care of the poor with more than empty rhetoric (Jam. 2:13ff). The fourth time he
severely warns them both of a grim future, the arrogant, self-seeking and tyrannical rich who
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All this would fit nicely with an early date, since especially after the death of
Herod Agrippa I there was a deterioration of the conditions that spawned warfare, instability, impoverishment, oppression and revolution. In short, they
appear to be the very conditions prevalent among James’ addressees.
It also would explain the trying times. Although it would attribute the
consequent hardships to economic conditions, rather than to persecution, the
suffering caused by this rich-poor scenario would be just as life-permeating
and controlling as the suffering caused by persecution in 1 Peter. Here, then,
still according to the same commentator, is the central and all controlling
theme of the Epistle. Some Christians apparently believed that they were between a rock (the rich), and a hard place (God) (Jam. 1:13). But this was unjustified. God will ultimately bless (Jam. 5:11). So, the letter ends with a note
of hope. In short, the trying times in James and Peter seem to be divergent in
nature. James supposedly eyes economic persecution and suffering, Peter religious persecution and affliction.
The idea of a mercantile and an agricultural grouping, and all that this enin practical ungodliness abuse, acquire and hold on to their riches, as well as the poor when
they fail to respond to the riches of others and to their own poverty in practical godliness. This
warning is real for both the rich and the poor, even if he treats the poor more benignly (Jam.
5:1-11). The bottom line is that he in no way treats them as undifferentiated “stereotyped polarities,” as if the poor and the rich have their future mapped out for them by virtue of their
economic or social status. One will be hard put to derive this from 1 Samuel 2:5 and Luke
1:52-53 in the total context of both the OT and the NT. All this said and done, it is quite interesting to note Cheung’s final statement on the matter. It appears to give a mixed, if not selfcontradictory signal. “The ‘great reversal’ marks the beginning of the eschaton ... It is not
one’s present status nor what one possesses now that determines one’s final destiny, but one’s
attitude towards God in trusting humility. Those who love God with all their
strength/power/wealth, i.e. those who humble themselves before God trusting not their own
wealth and power, will be exalted by God.” “Suddenly” it is not economic or social status anymore, but a godly humility that determines the future. If he would have rephrased his final
statement slightly, “Those who humble themselves whether rich or poor, trusting not in their
wealth or power nor grumbling about their poverty or powerlessness, will be exalted by God,”
I could not have agreed more. This, incidentally, is also the down-to-earth conclusion of Cranfield, 191, “It is not suggested (in James) that there is anything meritorious in poverty as such,
nor is it denied that some rich men may be true Christians or affirmed that every poor man has
been chosen,” even if there is “the tendency of the rich and powerful to exploit their position
for selfish purposes and to take advantage of those who are well less placed which may be
observed in every century and in all countries” (See also Ropes, 193-194). The significance of
settling this issue is considerable. In fact, it is essential for the Church. If Cheung’s view were
to prevail, a large chunk of James is bound to lose its discriminating and applicatory power
and its effectiveness vis-à-vis the hearts and lives of its members. After all, some of the most
incisive condemnations in James’ teaching would simply not apply to them. I fear that, once
these sections in James are neutralized (neutered?) in this way, it becomes a lot easier to wiggle away from the impact of other sections as well. From my readings in the James’ literature
I tend to conclude that this is done rather routinely, even if not consciously so. But more
about this in the text of my Commentary!
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tails in terms of the central theme and message of the book has not exactly received universal acceptance (Laws, 9-10). I am more than inclined to demur
as well. It appears that the failure to recognize the pursuit of practical godliness as the overarching objective, examined from four major angles, the divine perspective, the biblical framework, the Christian experience, and the
fabric of life, by definition prevents interpreters of James from having a clear
view of the architecture of the book. Consequently they go off on a tangent to
make the best out of a seemingly “chaotic” situation. In fact, it forces them to
turn one or more sub-themes into the organizing principle of the Epistle, with
its (further) fragmentation to one degree or another as an accompanying and
immediate result. In my estimation, it also leads them to a questionable conclusion as to the relationship/difference between James and 1 Peter regarding
the condition of the addressees.
In order to assess this relationship/difference properly we should approach matters from the vantage point of the central theme of James. This
theme, it appears, is neither trials, nor suffering, nor the poor-rich dynamics,
nor biblical law and love, nor the tragedy of faith without works, nor the destructive potential of the tongue, nor the warfare in the congregation, nor
friendship of the world versus friendship with God, nor backbiting among
brothers, nor presumptuous planning, nor a pernicious employer-employee
relationship, nor the swearing of empty oaths, nor any (other) incidental element in James. To turn any such element into the central theme inevitably
must lead to the conclusion that the letter has a loose structure, is disjointed,
contains chunks of unrelated material, and deals (more or less) cheerfully
with all kinds of unrelated topics. If James, in contrast to 1 Peter, has no central thrust, it will be difficult to compare the two!
On the other hand, the recognition of practical godliness, as both the
overarching theme and the all-consuming objective of James the Just, does
not only provide the key to the understanding of the Epistle as a carefully
crafted and well proportioned piece of art. Combine it with the early date, indeed, approach it as the first piece of the NT body of literature that the Holy
Spirit through James produced, and much more falls into place. It tells us of
God’s first order of business in the Church of Christ! This is the explosive
message of holiness, without which no one will see the Lord (Heb. 12:14).
Now it is evident why it is the all-consuming objective of James. It is the allconsuming objective of the Holy Spirit! It will ever prevent the Christian
from espousing, or even flirting with, a so-called doctrine of a “carnal Christian,” who is presumptuous enough to claim that justification can be had
without sanctification. Someone has said quite well that the conscience of authentic Christianity can never accept sanctification without justification, but
neither will it accept justification without sanctification. In fact, the latter is
the crowning piece of the former. A house with (a “floor” (regeneration) and)
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“walls” (justification), but without a “roof” (sanctification) is uninhabitable.
Once all this is recognized, we are also on track to assess the relationship/difference between James and 1 Peter.
It is telling that following James’ introduction trials are the first order of
business. It has been well said that the acid test of Christianity is not the precise formulation of the perfect doctrinal position, nor the apparent display of
the perfect conduct, however desirable both may be. No, the acid test of
Christianity is whether its practitioners stand or fall in the face of heartwrenching and life-threatening trials, trials taken in the generic sense, and not
necessarily connected with anything in particular, whether a place “of considerable social and political tumult,” a time “of considerable socio-economic
stratification” (So Brosend, 31), religious persecution, abject poverty, seemingly terminal sickness, or otherwise. At this juncture these concomitant details are of secondary significance. They pass in review only after the universal principle has been established.
All in all, here emerges the Achilles’ heel of all Christians. Will they falter or grow when it seems that God “sharpens the knife of his providence on
their bones.” As I argue in my exposition of James 1:2, it is indicative of the
Father’s heart and of the Spirit’s infinite care that this pivotal, and at times
burning, issue in every Christian’s life is the first point on the divine agenda
in the first document written in the NT canon. Frankly, it seems that the Holy
Spirit as the Ultimate Author urges James to keep his introduction (Jam. 1:1)
as short as possible in order to get to (go for) “the jugular” in a hurry (Jam.
1:2). Speaking about unfailing and perfect as well as relevant and trustworthy
love that does not “dilly-dally,” but immediately goes for the pivotal point of
everyday life, where people set themselves up for (possibly eternal) failure
through “quitting” or opt for the only avenue that produces immediate perseverance en route to the eventual “perfect ending!” Both the divine and the
human side of Scripture flow together in one uncompounded divine-human
message. Together they are both fully perfect (divine) and perfectly relevant
(human). The study of James promises to become a treat, if not a feast!
At any rate, “suddenly” the difference between James and 1 Peter can be
clearly defined. 1 Peter addresses a regional audience (1 Pet. 1:1) on a narrow
issue (1 Pet. 1:7), as he defines the “wherewithal” for it to survive the heavy
pressure of persecution and the possibly untold suffering that this entails. He
is admirably successful! James, on the other hand, as I show more extensively
below, addresses a worldwide audience on possibly the broadest of all issues,
as he calls on each individual ever to rejoice in all trials of whatever sort or
magnitude as the divinely appointed vehicles that aim at endurance in practical godliness en route to perfection. He proves to be equally successful. In
sum, James and 1 Peter are manifestly in the same general ballpark, but do
not play the same specific position. By comparison, the latter covers a rela386

tively small infield, while the former roams a large outfield. Or even more
precisely, since James was written well before 1 Peter, the former describes
the whole ballpark of trials and lays out the general principles how to view
them and how to deal with them, while the latter hones in on a particular trial
and goes to great length to explain the “what” and the “why” of this trial and
how to respond to it specifically. So much for their relationship (See also
McCartney, 80)!
Incidentally, it is easy to recognize how James’ scholars can lose sight of
the forest (the whole) for the trees (the particulars), and as a result fail to provide clear-cut solutions to basic problems. I believe that what “rescues” an
interpreter from this fate is a non-negotiable presupposition and a necessary
procedure. I have selected this place in my Commentary, just before I turn to
the body of the text of James, to make this (once more) crystal clear.
The presupposition is that all the books of the Bible in their totality are
Divine-human in nature. They are breathed-out by God under the superintendence of the Holy Spirit through human authors in their full humanity. The
divine factor implies not only inerrancy, but also structure and purpose. Disjointedness is out by definition, and will not even be considered. God is a
God of order, and the Holy Spirit is a Craftsman. The way he adorned creation (Gen. 1:2b), and empowered an artist to beautify the tabernacle (Ex.
31:1-5), speaks volumes. Further, the human factor implies relevance and
usefulness. The Bible is not given as an extra-terrestrial entity, in order to be
and remain detached from the fullness of human life.
The procedure is to exhibit the architecture, and determine the significance of any book in Scripture by outlining it in the conviction that by this
means eventually the grand architecture will show, all details will fall into
place, the purpose of everything will be evident, and their significance will
become crystal clear. Proper outlining is hard work and includes trial and error. Success is not always immediately guaranteed. After all, it is, above all,
dependent upon an ever-increasing prayerful penetration of, an ever-growing
illumined “feel” for, and an ever-improving grasp of the book, passage or text
under consideration. In the context of the above-mentioned three hermeneutical circles these are at times slow in coming. But outlining is and remains an
indispensable tool, not just as a hermeneutical “nicety,” but as I mentioned
already, as a spiritual commitment. It indicates that the interpreter does not
want to master the text, but desires to be mastered by it!
As has already been emphasized, this requires the use of several interpretive tools, such as a (1) Historical-Cultural, (2) Lingual-Generic, (3) LexicoGrammatical, (4) Contextual-Textual, and (5) Covenantal-Applicatory analysis. The actual outlining takes place in conjunction with the fourth, and the
precise wording in terms of universally applicatory principles in connection
with the fifth analysis. There is some hierarchical order in these analyses, in
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that the earlier ones mostly provide the data for the later ones. At the same
time they are fully intertwined, and constantly should serve each other’s purposes. These analyses are foundational for this Commentary.
But there is more. As has been emphasized as well, a proper comprehension of any Scripture under consideration can only take place in the orbit of
the so-called three hermeneutical spirals. By way of reminder of their pivotal
significance they bear a summary, be it more biblically pointed, repetition at
this juncture, specifically as we are about to embark upon the exposition of
the body of James’ letter!
The famous, universally recognized, “first” hermeneutical spiral requires
a careful balancing act between the grasp of the whole and the grasp of its
parts. In it both poles should stimulate, improve, and correct each other, until
the task is completed, although misinterpretations can easily turn a victorious
circle into a vicious one, and an upward spiral into a downward one. In reality, the task will never be finished. Scripture resembles an unlimited gold
mine, an ever producing oil well. There are always more insights to be
gained. Perfection is not to be had here on earth, not in human conduct in
general, neither in Bible interpretation in particular. But a thoughtful, purposeful and prayerful approach, also in the interpretation of Scripture, will be
rewarded. This is the promise of God (John 6:45), and the prayer of Paul
(Col. 2:2!).
Further, there is the virtually unknown “second” spiral.114 This spiral
calls for an understanding of the text on the deepest level of one’s existence.
In it the student will be taught of God himself (John 6:45) through the illumination by the Spirit (Col. 2:2). He will open their hearts (Lk. 24:45) so that
the Gospel light will shine in them (2 Cor. 4:6), and make them “burn” on the
inside (Lk. 24:32). The greater the involvement of the heart (Ps. 119:11a), the
greater the insight in Scripture, and vice versa. It is hardly surprising that this
precipitates prayer in the godly scholar. “Open my eyes and I will see wondrous things in your law” (Ps. 119:18). “I pray that God ... may give (me) ... the
Spirit of wisdom ... the eyes of (my) understanding being illumined” (Eph.
1:16-17). Without this kind of prayer students of Scripture are doomed to remain one-dimensional. This will unavoidably have a crippling effect. After
all, a cathedral with stained glass windows cannot be fully “taken in” except
from the inside. And even then it requires “outside light” for its glory to be
revealed (See Is. 60:1-2).
Finally, there is the practically ignored third “spiral,” indicated in John
7:17. “Illumination” by itself is still not a sufficient condition for the effective
114

John Owen, Collected Works, Vol. IV, 117-234, seems to have been the last one who
wrote extensively on the subject in his mostly forgotten treatise on the interpretation of Scripture. Truthfully, as the influence of the Reformed faith diminished, and warm-hearted Calvinism beat a retreat, this treatise was regrettably more and more relegated to the background.
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interpretation of Scripture. Interpreters need to “take godly action.” They do
not simply lodge the Word in their mind in order to be factually literate. No,
they hide it in their heart (The second “spiral”) in order to abstain from sin
(Ps. 119:11b) and to pursue holiness (Ps. 119:12). In fact, they must with
great delight (Ps. 119:14, 16) seek holiness (Zeph. 2:3), in order perceptively
and fully to explore the cathedral of the Scriptures from the inside (Here the
older Johnstone Commentary may well be second to none). The presence of
holiness functions at least partly as the glasses that will enable them to read
Scripture’s roadmap with 20-20 vision. In other words, obedience to the
Word is as much the pathway of understanding the Word as understanding
the Word leads to obedience. Growth in the one means growth in the other
(the third “spiral”). This implies that what James 1:22 calls for, namely the
pursuit of holiness, has quite a rich pay-off in the hermeneutical enterprise as
well!
When all three hermeneutical “spirals” are truly operational and fully
functional, there are at least two benefits. It will greatly facilitate the outlining
procedures and processes. It will reveal the purpose and substance of any
book of Scripture under consideration, which will make the outline of both
the whole and the part fall into place. The interpreter is no longer dependent
upon the merely linguistic and rhetorical, however valuable they may turn out
to be. He looks at Scripture from the “total inside.” Further, the operating
range of Scripture will prove to cover the universe. While everything withers
and fades (Is 40:8a), the Word of the living God will ever (Is. 40:8b) illumine
every path (Ps 119:105). In my comments on James 4:15 I aim to show that
this even applies when Scripture does not address an issue or an occasion directly. Even non-illumined paths appear to be illumined. There simply is no
book like Scripture!
James concludes his Introduction with a greeting. This consists of the infinitive of the verb “to greet” (chairein). In the Greek speaking world it is the
customary secular as well as general epistolary salutation. It occurs only
twice in the NT, in a letter concerning Paul written by Claudius Lysias, sent
to Felix, and mentioned in Acts 23:26, and in the pronouncement concerning
Judaism from the Jerusalem Council, addressed to a worldwide constituency,
and recorded in Acts 15:23. There are two telling aspects to this greeting.
First, it is nothing fancy, but in its sobriety, and befitting the terse introduction, it is robust. In it James shows the intensity of his heart. “Let me cut
out all the small talk as well as all the extras. The message that I have for you
requires our full and immediate attention. Let’s go to it!” The content of
James’ greeting is no less cordial than the longer ones of Paul (Eph. 1:2). Nor
does it show less concern for his readers. Quite the contrary! Its shortness is
dictated both by his concentration upon his topic and his heart for the readers.
I have no greater desire than to bring my topic to you, and you to my topic,
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without any further delay!
Second, it hardly seems a coincidence that this greeting is vintage James,
in the area of doctrine the presiding officer of the Jerusalem Council, and in
the course of history the author of the first installment of the NT canon. Neither does it seem a coincidence that he uses this “most general” of all greetings to trumpet the Spirit’s message to “the widest (possible) public” (Barclay, 42), both in terms of geographical location and in the course of ecclesiastical history.115
Following this introductory material the way is now paved for the exposition of the body of James’ Epistle. This, in turn, is meant to be introductory to
James’ concluding exhortatory summons to his ecclesiastical audience to follow in his footsteps, and so to become the Worldwide Public Address System
through which his message will be trumpeted everywhere to attain, retain, or
regain Revival Status (Jam. 5:19-20)!

115

It is interesting note, that in James 1:2 the word for joy (chara) alliterates with the Greek
the word for greeting (chairein). Coincidence? Artful language? This and many other such
instances of a playful word use indicate that James is not simply a translation of an Aramaic
original, as some critical scholars suggest. Incidentally, Brosend, 30, suggests that “the simple
word of salutation, “Greetings,” is common throughout Hellenistic literature and serves two
important purposes: it places the letter of James squarely within both an epistolary and a literary context.”
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I. PATHWAY TO HOLINESS
(From the Divine Perspective)

1:2-27
1. THE TRIAL-TEMPTATION COMPLEX (1:2-15)
Introduction
It is my conviction that all of this section has the issue of “trial-temptation” as
its organizing principle, and consists of a very tightly knit argument.116 At
least one commentator agrees that the trial-temptation topic “controls” this
passage. But he rather curiously insists that it is not very systematically developed (Grosheide, 1955, 363). Quite the opposite appears to be the case. At
any rate, its centrality makes it mandatory to determine the definition of this
dual concept and the way it functions in God’s scheme of things as the first
requirement for a proper grasp of the content of this section.
In the Greek, the word (peirasmos) translated as “trial” (Lk. 22:28; Acts
20:19; 1 Pet. 1:6; 4:12; Rev. 3:10) is the same as the one translated as “temptation” (Mt. 6:12; 26:41; Lk. 11:4; 22:40; so also Richardson, 59, 61).117 This
carries a number of important implications. (1) While trials and temptations
must be distinguished, they cannot and may not be separated. (2) While trials
originate in God, Satan is not out of the picture. (3) While Satan “roars,” God
is in sovereign control. Let me explain all three.
(1) Distinction? Quite! Separation? No! This spikes the idea that “trials”
and “temptations” must be neatly packaged as two totally different entities.
Supposedly, the former come from God and the latter from Satan. This “solution” poses serious practical problems. Neither trials nor temptations would
be “neatly” recognizable in advance! Much, if not all, of our lives we would
be puzzled seeking to find out, whether, in particular instances, we face the
one or the other. It, further, nullifies the notion that situations which we suc116

This stands in stark contrast to the view that “the life of faith” is the theme that holds not
only this section but all of James 1:2-27 together, just as it supposedly does the rest of the
Epistle (McCartney, 81-82). As I already explained in Topical Focus #4: Structure of James
and Topical Focus #5: Outlines of James, the result is predictable. When one (sub)theme in
a document, such as James, is adopted as the umbrella over the total document, its logical
progression is bound to be obscured again and again, if not fundamentally lost.
117
Cargal, 57, holds that “the nouns and verbs of the peirazo word group, which sometimes
have the sense of “trial” (Jam. 1:2) and sometimes the sense of “temptation” (Jam. 1:12-14),”
basically harbors a tension between the implied reader (the focus of form critics) and the implied author (the focus of redaction critics). The former holds one view that the latter seeks to
remedy with his competing view. This construction pits James against himself and must be
dismissed as unacceptable.
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cessfully negotiate qualify as trials, while our failures stamp those same situations as temptations. This would also be a sad state of affairs, since once
again it would regrettably imply that we cannot determine, whether something is a trial or a temptation until after the fact! Finally, the idea that temptations are inward impulses, which prompt a man to evil, and trials outward
troubles (Mitton, 19; Keddie, 47; see also McCartney, 104) is wide of the
mark as well. Temptations certainly can come from the inside, from our inner
“make-up.” Weakness of character may “tempt” us never to strike out on our
own. By the same token strength of character may “tempt” us always to “go it
alone.” But it would be rather preposterous to conclude that this rules out external temptations (Mayor, 190-192; Johnson, 177). By way of illustration,
one could never convince a glutton, whether contrite or not, that food could
not be a temptation! No, “our temptations come both from within and from
without” (Adams, 34). After all, as James goes to great length to explain at
several crucial places in his letter, as long as we live we will never get away
from either the “enemy on the inside” (“lust,” “evil desire,” that is, “indwelling sin,” “the flesh,” in Pauline terminology; Rom. 7:17-18) or the “enemy
on the outside” (any type of external stimulus to excite the ever lurking
“lust”).118
When we assess the Greek terminology correctly, we must come to the
conclusion that, according to the Bible, a “trial” constitutes at the same time a
“temptation,” and a “temptation” at the same time a “trial.” This is to say, any
interaction or confrontation externally with a specific person, word, action,
event or circumstance, etc., or internally with one’s own make-up, which God
plans as a trial, Satan exploits simultaneously as a temptation, and vice versa.
In other words, God and Satan enlist the same means at the same time and in
the same way. The combination of 2 Samuel 24:1 in which God prompts David to number the people, and 1 Chronicles 21:1, in which Satan is identified
as the inciting agent, tells this very story.119
118

According to Cheung, 216, the outward pressures of “external, objective circumstances ...
may become the occasions for subjective ‘tempting to evil’” and so “test the inward character
of people.” Here the objective (external) and the subjective (internal) as well as tempting and
testing are correctly presented as intertwined. However, as I explain below, any and all pressures, whether external or internal, never “become” occasions for tempting/testings, they invariably are such occasions by definition!
119
Westminster Confession of Faith, V, 6, finds total confessional rest in this state of affairs
because it “wholeheartedly” rests in the famed biblical complementarity, which was analyzed
at (some) length in Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth. Incidentally, each instance of complementary truth should strengthen the conviction that it only can and will reside in comfort in the regenerate “royal suite” of the heart with its double occupancy and never can nor will fit in the finite intellect with its limited, single occupancy. It also should
strengthen the conviction that biblical apologetics that comes to the defense of complementary truth must be evangelistic. After all, only the Gospel can function as the scalpel required to
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However, the objectives are different, in fact, poles apart. As the “original” liar and murderer, Satan seeks “to draw men into sin,” in order to divert
them from Kingdom obedience or to render them inoperative for Kingdom
service. In short, he seeks dissipation and destruction, even if he uses “attractive” means in an “attractive” way.
On the other hand, as the standard of moral rectitude and the fountain of
overflowing goodness, God is after “improvement of grace,” edification and
perfection, even if he uses painful means in a painful way (See Henry, III,
1287). In fact, as will be argued when we get further into the text, the greater
the “attractiveness,” the more we need to be on guard against the enemy of
our soul. The greatest attraction has the threatening potential to become the
greatest idol! Vice versa, the more “painful” a specific experience is, the more
we will be able to take heart vis-à-vis our God. The greatest grief is bound to
be, if not in principle and practice designed to act as, the most potent surgical
instrument to remove the last vestige of sin. It resembles the relentless dental
drill that with greater or lesser anesthesia removes the last remnant of decay
prior to the experience of the golden crown of godliness!
All in all, James lists two parallel concatenations. Trial - Testing - Endurance - Perfection, on the one hand, and Temptation - Seduction - Sin Death, on the other. The first concatenation is the subject matter of James
1:2-4, the second one of James 1:13-15. The rub is that trials and temptations
are identical entities. However, they are not interchangeable notions. What
God invariably means for good for his children, Satan just as invariably
means for evil! (In fact, for him everybody is a potential victim.) There is
identity in difference, and difference in identity. The “what” is identical in
both instances, while the twofold aim of “good” and “evil” spells the difference (Stulac, 53-54, also emphasizes the parallel pattern, but ends up by giving it quite a different slant)! These two concatenations, therefore, resemble a
Siamese twin. They are joined in the first link. Every trial is simultaneously a
temptation. But they diverge in the later links. Both the objectives and the end
results could not be farther apart.120
(2) Divine origin? Very much so! Satan marginalized? Definitely not! To
be sure, the observation is fully correct that “the idea of (testings) is not one
of seduction into sin,” (but rather) “of strengthening and purifying.” “They
are not sent to make us fall, (but rather) to make us soar.” “Therefore we must
exult in them” (Barclay, 49-50). All this is, indeed, God’s perspective and
could hardly have been formulated more precisely and more convincingly,
quite in line with the teaching of Peter that trials, grievous as they may be, are
a “must” to authenticate faith, and that authenticated faith in turn is marked
bring about the very heart transplant which is the very conditio sine qua non for the royal
suite to put out the welcome mat.
120
This “exquisite” tapestry seems to elude McCartney, 85, 104.
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by inexpressible joy as well as fullness of exulting glory (1 Pet. 1:6-9). Nevertheless, it is not the full biblical truth. In fact, it is only half of the truth. Satan’s hand is in them as well, and his objective is quite the opposite. He desires to victimize (all of mankind, believers and unbelievers alike) and to let
his victims go down the drain of sin and death. Actually, his blueprint for defeat is just as menacing as God’s blueprint for victory is illuminating. Frankly, the former is more frequently experienced as excruciatingly real, than the
latter embraced as exhilaratingly precious. Each Christian must learn to cope
in this vortex of two blueprints that are both fully identical in the substance of
the “opening salvo,” and poles apart in the nature of the target.
Naturally, in view of both their own impotence and the rage of Satan,
Christians must pray not to be exposed to temptations (Mt. 6:13). Rather, they
must flee from them for these very same reasons! Note well, that Scripture
does not enjoin us to resist temptation, and to flee from the devil, but rather to
resist the devil (Jam. 4:7; 1 Pet. 5:9) and to flee temptation. Scripture could
not be any clearer (Prov. 5:8; 1 Tim. 6:11). The first one of God’s ways to escape temptation (1 Cor. 10:13) is to run from it! To heed the exhortation to
flee temptation is also the first installment of resisting the devil! However,
once a Satan-inspired temptation hits them from the blind side, once it is
forced upon them, and once the pressure is “on,” Christians should not merely
abhor it, but must view it also, in fact, first of all, as a trial that comes from
their God and Father as the One, who is in total control of whatever comes to
pass, and always aims (with perseverance as a means) at their holiness as the
grand objective of his saving activity. In short, they must simultaneously
“taste” in it the Father heart of their God, who is not merely inclined to the
greatest good of his children, who love him (Rom. 8:28), but also (in biblical
complementarity!) purposes everything that befalls them to that end (Rom.
8:28; see also Gen. 50:20). Not so incidentally, the “good,” that is in view in
Romans 8:28, is defined in Romans 8:29 as “conformity to the image of Christ,” that is practical godliness en route to perfect holiness. Anyone, therefore,
who is in pursuit of this holiness, will also be able to “appreciate,” in fact,
“welcome and embrace,” also the (surgical) means to that end. This is for all
practical purposes, as James emphasizes right from the bat, to welcome and
embrace the encounter with “everyone,” “everything,” and “every event” as
such a means. As we shall see, this is the upshot of his summons to count the
whole gamut of trials, to which Christians are exposed for the totality of their
lives, as “sheer, pure, unadulterated, joy” (Jam. 1:2).
One author properly characterizes the same event “from God’s perspective as an opportunity for good,” and from “Satan’s perspective as a potential
for evil.” So far, so good! But he is less accurate when in his further explanation he adds that “the whole point of James is that the same event can go either way; it can become (God’s) trial strengthening you or (Satan’s) tempta394

tion weakening you--depending how you respond to it.” Candidly, the same
event does not just become a trial or a temptation, nor does the difference depend upon man’s response (Adams, 27). It is simultaneously and by definition both a trial and a temptation, while the outcome depends upon the human
response.
This may seem like a subtle difference, but it is far-reaching in its implications, including for biblical counseling that aims at everyday life. Under the
biblical scenario the Christian invariably faces the question, “Do I embrace
pressure events, in fact, any and all events, as I argue below, for the trials that
they are, and persevere with a view to practical godliness, or do I ‘give up,’
succumb to those same events for the temptations that they are as well, and
inevitably fall victim to sin in defeat?” Only if I ask this question, can I recognize and encounter in each event, an awesome opportunity for growth in
holiness.121 Only then will I also be able to identify and encounter each event
at the same time as an awful possibility for succumbing to evil.
To illustrate! The history of Israel could well have taken a different turn,
if David would have told himself, “Climbing up this staircase to the roof of
my house constitutes by definition both a (yet to be specified) trial and a (yet
unknown) temptation, and therefore is in principle either ‘awesome’ or ‘awful’ in its final outcome.” If as a result of this observation he would have
pleaded with God in advance (1 Thess. 5:17!), that is, prayed on his knees at
the foot of the staircase, to make it an “awesome” event, he undoubtedly
would have gone down the stairs much more quickly than he went up, and in
his flight from temptation would have resisted and overcome the Enemy. All
“staircases of life,” I repeat, “all staircases of life,” however “innocent” they
may seem, are by definition flashpoints both for the most exhilarating growth
and for the most extreme danger, just as everything in life functions as a gateway for either destructive worry or exhilarating peace (Phil. 4:6-7).122 Simi121

Either this or something quite analogous must have been on Paul’s mind, when he informed his Ephesian readers to “utilize every opportune moment” (Eph. 5:16a), and instructed
Timothy to “preach the word whether opportune or not” (2 Tim. 4:2).
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In some (redemptive-historical) circles, which emphasize the history of salvation at the
expense of the order of salvation, expressions, such as “all the staircases of life,” are roundly
criticized and routinely dismissed as moralistic. Such criticism is profoundly mistaken and the
subsequent dismissal potentially destructive. In the General Introduction to this Commentary,
specifically the section on Biblical Hermeneutics which deals with the covenantal-applicatory
phase of interpretation, I emphasized the necessity to couch biblical truth in terms of universal
principles, either to be gleaned or to be mined from Scripture. In doing so the exposition of
the text merges with its application. “All the staircases of life” is such a universal principle.
By dismissing the need for universal principlizing a hermeneutist, teacher, preacher or counselor is left with the Word as a record of God’s revelation for us, but loses that very same
Word as God’s revelation to us! In other words, under this scenario the history of salvation
would eclipse the order of salvation in whole or in part. Surely, this is potentially destructive.
In fact, the testimony of Scripture is clear. The foundation of the history of salvation is noth395

larly, just as this peace is (to be) obtained only through prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, so only unceasing and fervent prayer is mandated for
endurance and practical godliness to materialize. James explains this later
emphatically and at length (Jam. 4:2; 5:16). At any rate, the full Biblical truth
in this context surely does, and should, make for utterly sensitive Christians
across the board of life.
While my surmising about David may seem somewhat speculative, it is
not speculative to maintain that the life of Christians will be marked by an
ongoing “upturn” (only), when they constantly remind themselves that all
“staircases of life” are, indeed, flashpoints by definition, that “everything”
does constitute a fork in the road, either potentially “awesome” or potentially
“awful,” and reflect all this consistently in their prayers! The summons to incessant (Lk. 18:1ff; Rom. 12:12; 1 Thess. 5:17) prayer in everything (Phil.
4:6), in combination with James’ statement that without prayer we receive
nothing (Jam. 4:2), “suddenly” receives an enormous depth perspective! In
sum, events do not merely seem either trials or temptations until further “notice” (contra Adams, 28). To the contrary, no event or encounter could from
the very start, and at the same time, be more pregnant with promise, on the
one hand, and more threatening with heartbreak, on the other, whatever they
may look like at first sight! Only meticulous thinking in this area can help
biblical preaching, biblical teaching, and biblical counseling from the failure
to alert its “audience” against potential disaster. Of course, once again the
complementarity of truth is in evidence, which the mind cannot encompass.
Only the regenerate heart can and will by the grace of God simultaneously
flee from Satan’s temptation, when avoidable, and embrace it as God’s trial,
when unavoidable!
(3) Hellish Satanic fury? No doubt! Sovereign Divine control? Absolutely! To enlarge on all this, the claim in case of a pressure situation, such as
loss of a relative or a job, or even of life or limb, that “this is Satan’s doing,”
and, further, that “God naturally had nothing to do with it, in fact, was against
it,” is totally unacceptable. In fact, it is shameful in the light of the allencompassing providence of God. It is both “small comfort” to the believer
and a “big-time offense” to God to give the impression that Satan rules the
ing without the superstructure of the order of salvation (Am. 9:7-8). Jesus came to produce
new hearts in regeneration, new righteousness in justification and new holiness in sanctification. In short, he came to enjoy the outcome of “the travail of his soul” (Is. 53:11). Similarly,
the Holy Spirit came to implant new hearts in regeneration, seal the new righteousness in justification, and implement the new holiness in sanctification. In short, he came to beautify
God’s people (Rev. 1:4; 21:2). It is the biblical (!) genius of the Reformed Faith that God does
not merely make salvation possible. No, he saves sinners! History and order of salvation, although distinguishable, are inseparably intertwined! More precisely, under the umbrella of the
glory of God the order of salvation is the sole purpose of the history of salvation, just as “arrival at a destination” is the sole purpose of “travel to that destination.”
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roost. It is a big time offense to God, since it destroys his absolute sovereignty and his total control, which Scripture does not tire of stressing (Eph. 1:11).
It is also small comfort to the believer, since it puts a question mark behind
God’s ability, both to govern purposefully and (even) to come to the rescue.
If Satan’s strategies and purposes prevail, why would I conclude that God effectively governs my life?
Further, if these strategies and purposes are beyond God’s control,
whether preventive or otherwise, how can I conclude that he is able to “fix”
the aftermath? In retrospect and to their sad realization, therefore, this would
leave humans at the time of their problems fully to their own (meager) resources. Also, in prospect and to their inevitable dismay, it would continue to
leave them at the time of a much-needed solution to these same (insufficient)
resources. This is “small comfort!” Besides, any doubt about God’s ability
may well spill over into doubt about his willingness. The upshot could easily
be the very “double-mindedness" regarding God that James 1:8 so heartily
and strongly condemns.
No, the comfort of the believer is the certainty that what God sovereignly
and purposefully does “nix,” he can also sovereignly and purposefully “fix,”
and eventually will do so, be it in his own way. There should be no doubt
about this, since the testimony of Scripture is clear. All believers share generically in the same general type(s) of “trials/temptations.” No one is a unique
case. Further, for believers all “trials/temptations” are bearable. No one needs
to fear that his or her load is too heavy. Finally, all “trials/temptations” will
come to an end, sooner or later. A purposeful conclusion is guaranteed (1
Cor. 10:13).
Nevertheless, all this still does not constitute the most fundamental and
greatest objection to paying disproportionate attention, and ascribing unbiblical power to the Enemy. On the one hand, Scripture never relegates God to a
secondary position of having to put the pieces together in the aftermath of Satan's primary destructive activity. This is intolerable. God would be no more
than the “great fixer upper,” who only can come to the rescue after the fact.
This may fit in totally with a creature-centered theology in which God “proposes,” but Satan “disposes.” It may also be characteristic of a man-centered
theology, in which God merely comes in “handy.” His is the mopping up at
the end of the proceedings in order to insure a happy “closure,” but man as an
independent operator rings the autonomous “opening bell.” Not even the contention that such rescue comes supposedly “natural” to the goodness of God
can camouflage this unbiblical position.
On the other hand, Scripture insists that God holds total providential
sway. Nowadays this immediately seems to evoke a nearly predictable kneejerk reaction. “But does such insistence upon sovereignty not inevitably turn
man into a robot?” The biblical answer is, “Absolutely not!” The 100% di397

vine sovereignty does not preclude, or annihilate the 100% human responsibility. In fact, it posits and undergirds the latter. Scripture could not have expressed this principle any clearer. By way of example, the cross is fully a part
of the determinate, sovereign plan of God, and at the same time just as fully
the product of the evil hands of responsible man (Acts 2:23; 4:27-28). As I do
not tire of stressing, humans cannot exhaustively comprehend this. We are
not ultimate, and our brain has its limitations. But while this truth does not fit
into the human brain, it fits snugly into the regenerate heart, which has denounced the ultimacy of man and recognizes the limitations of the intellect.
To repeat, and to put it once more as concretely as possible, the human intellect was created with the possibility of single occupancy only. Position divine
sovereignty in it and human responsibility is toned down or vanishes altogether. Place human responsibility in it and divine sovereignty is minimized
or shown the door. At the same time the heart is created with the possibility
of double occupancy. Since eternity is positioned in the heart (Eccl. 3:10), it
can accommodate the eternal truth of both sovereignty and responsibility simultaneously.123 All in all, in acknowledging that God gloriously can do, and
did do, what man cannot do, nor ever will do, worship is always the proof of
the heart’s recognition that God is truly God and by definition transcends
man, just as the infinite invariably transcends the finite! In short, the God of
123

See, once again, my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 60-62, for the relationship that the
heart and the intellect sustain to each other, and the range that is entrusted to each of them by
virtue of creation. By way of illustration, imagine one of those frequently occurring discussions with someone who is sold on an Arminian theology. He simply cannot with a good conscience subscribe to God’s sovereignty because this would by definition dehumanize man into
a robot-like machine. Since man is made in the image of God as a free, unfettered, responsible
being, Divine sovereignty is simply a logical impossibility. When asked whether he has the
same logical qualms about the Trinitarian being of God, he invariably and swiftly gives a
negative response. Further probing makes him concede that the Trinity poses a similar logical
problem as the sovereignty-responsibility issue, something that also adherents of Islam are
always quick to point out. But it also reveals that he transcends the logical tension which he
experiences “by ‘hiding’ the precious doctrine of the Trinity in his regenerate heart,” where it
belongs in the first place. The counsel to make the sovereignty-responsibility issue a matter of
the regenerate heart as well invariably proves to be a real eye-opener! It is interesting to note
that in a dialogue with Muslim scholars in Kampala, the capital city of Uganda, I observed a
similar eye-opening experience. They denied that their view of “divine” predestination constituted a kind of fatalism that destroyed man’s responsibility. Further discussion made it quite
clear to them why they denied this. They embraced their doctrine of “divine” sovereignty with
their mission control center, their deepest personality, that is, with their heart. When it was
suggested to them that their heart would embrace the biblical doctrine of the Trinity as well,
once it was regenerated, they paused at length to think this through. While I cannot report that
they turned into Christians, they had to concede for the first time in their life that the Christian
doctrine of the Trinity was, after all, not “an irrational stupidity.” In fact, one of them appeared to be so intrigued that he proposed, both in person and via the Internet, an ongoing
discussion in his mosque.
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Biblical Christianity is a “big” God. He is totally sovereign and at the same
time can and does hold man totally responsible. Anyone who rejects this
complementary truth subscribes by definition to a “god” who is too small
from the biblical perspective. This is the solemn and, hopefully, sobering bottom line!
All in all, it is the joint witness of all of Scripture that God so governs my
life that he designs literally everything from before my birth through the “ups
and downs” of life until after my death for my ultimate good, namely the perfect conformity to the perfect image of his Son (Rom. 8:29).
I am fully aware that Satan is usually assigned his unbiblical role in order
to “protect God” from the accusation that he is the author of “anything bad,”
whether sin or suffering. Any association of trials on God’s part, especially
when they involved sin involved, would allegedly imply that “his hands are
dirty.” However, since God cannot be shut out fully, usually terms such as
“foreknowledge” or “permission” are introduced with references to Romans
8:29 and Job 1:6ff in order to describe the nature and extent of his involvement. God (only) “foreknows” what Satan is going to do, or he (only) “permits” his activities. Apart from the fact, that the use of the term foreknowledge in Romans 8:29 is totally misunderstood (for God to foreknow an individual in this context is for him to set his love upon that individual in advance, as also Rom. 11:3 indicates), these terms do not solve the problem that
they are supposed to solve.
A clever unbeliever will reason as follows. Either God could not prevent
or he did not prevent what he foreknew/permitted. If he could not, he is not
God. If he did not, he is not good. No ground is gained whatsoever by substituting foreknowledge or permission for sovereignty. Quite the contrary, if anything, it will basically amount to a total loss of face. The carefully crafted
“solution” to “protect” God appears to be no solution at all. In fact, with such
friends God is in no need of enemies!
This so-called solution may even end up with a total loss of biblical faith.
Let me explain the various steps that lead into this dead-end street. Step I:
Arminianism objects to the all-encompassing plan of God, because total, sovereign, stifling, divine control supposedly turns man into a mechanical robot. Step II: God’s “foreknowledge” is called upon to come to the rescue.
Step III: The “openness-of-‘god’” theology takes it a step further. It scoffs at
this solution, and throws not only the plan of God out, but his “foreknowledge” as well. To put it bluntly, who is classical Arminianism kidding? Its
kind of “foreknowledge” still entails (too much) stifling control. After all,
what God “foreknows,” he immediately puts into unchangeable predestinarian concrete. The claim that the “openness of ‘god’” theology is Arminian
theology taken to its logical extreme appears irrefutable. Step IV: We may
well wonder, what “at the end of the line” is left of the faith of our fathers in
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the God of Scripture. Candidly, it is gone. We are saddled with a “god” who
does not have a plan for the future and who has no knowledge of the future!
A Samson without eyes is in better shape than such a “god.”
The reference to Job, whom we will meet more at length toward the end
of James’ Epistle, cannot rescue the “foreknowledge/permission solution” either. Satan supposedly seems in control! However, the story of Job proves
just the opposite. Satan, indeed, shows up, as if he has the run of the house.
But God initiates the discussion. He throws down the gauntlet. He “eggs” Satan on. He “uses” Satan for his own ends! He orchestrates the total scenario in
both phases of Job’s tragedy, loss of children and possessions, as well as loss
of health and possibly from Job’s perspective even “certain” loss of life, in
order to bring glory to himself. And he fully succeeds. Through the attack of
Satan upon Job God puts on display for everyone to see, that the fear of God
exists, and what this fear is all about in the direst nitty-gritty of life. After all,
few people will claim that the book of Job should be the book of them!
Further, through the altercation between Job and his friends he equally
ends up with Job, where he wants him. The latter ends up by abhorring himself and repenting in dust and ashes (Job 42:6). All this is to say, that he uses
both Satan and Job’s friends in his sovereign plan for his sovereign purposes.124 Incidentally, “Job” also demonstrates that 100% (God) + 100% (Satan
and his “friends”) = 100%. Both divine sovereignty and “creaturely” responsibility stand.
One additional word of caution! The believer must learn to see God in
each trial. In fact, because all of life is either one huge trial or a huge string of
trials, this is really to say that he must always see God in everything. He
should not merely resist the temptation to make Satan ultimate. He also
should refuse to stare himself blind on all (other) “secondary” causes, whether events, items or people. He must “force” himself to take his eyes off them,
or better yet, pray himself out of such temptation. Self-discipline in this matter is a “must,” if he is to “conquer!” Stephen is the model. He “looked intently” (!) at the heavens, saw the glory of God as well as the person of Jesus.
When the stones rained down on him, he still saw Jesus only! The “secondary
causes” vanished in a real sense of the word, even if they were still around
and very pressing. That is why he could pray for them, “Father, don’t hold
this sin against them.” The message is clear. To see God's presence in any
and all trials prevents anger, resentment, bitterness, or for that matter any type
of thought, resolution, emotion, word or activity that does not conform to the
purity portrayed in, and demanded by, Scripture. Instead it produces intercessory prayer (Acts 7:56-60). I am afraid that it takes the presence of a Revival
124

This would be heavily underscored by James 5:11, provided that the word telos signifies
that the eventual display of God’s mercy in the way Job ends up was all along the “purpose”
of the Lord!
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culture, as evidenced by Stephen, before the people of God routinely see God
in everything! As a Christian Revival culture turns from alive to dying, to virtually dead, to dead, the percentage of Christians, who follow in the footsteps
of Stephen, gradually goes down as well, eventually to be reduced dramatically. It may well be anybody’s “guess” what the precise percentage is in the
Western world today. But the figure looks far from promising. (The George
Barna research polls regarding Bible knowledge, Church attendance, and
Christian world view, paint an increasingly dismal picture!). To the extent
that this is a proper assessment, there is an implicit, but still compelling, parallel with the verdict of Jesus regarding the Church at Sardis. In spite of its
reputation of life, it was declared dead. The ground of this verdict is noteworthy. Its works were not complete-before-God. “James” did not function (any
longer), in spite of any lip service. God did not (no longer) fill the horizon of
their lives (Rev. 3:1-2). The present paragraph does not seek to belabor a
point. To the contrary! It constitutes not only a refusal to downgrade and trivialize the message of James, but also a sober plea to self-examination. The
very summons to count every trial, that is, all of life, only, nothing but, sheer,
pure, joy (Jam. 1:2) implies that God’s presence must be experienced in everything incessantly, without any interruption. Furthermore, the prevailing
failure to comply with this summons indicates that the sin of Sardis is much
more widespread than is currently recognized!125
The testimony of Job (in the end) is basically identical to the way Stephen handled the situation he faced (Job 42:1-10). First, Job “wrestled” with
his friends. Then God “wrestled” with him. Eventually he truly “saw” God
for who he was (for the first time)! As a result he humbled himself. In fact, he
had to “demonstrate” that he truly “saw God!” After all, and to add “insult” to
all the “injuries,” he was instructed to pray for his friends. Only then his earlier fortunes were restored to him, and more. An impressive sequence, in fact,
concatenation of means and end! As has been observed, a “good man” is “one
for whom all things illustrate and illuminate God,” a “saint is “one for whom
God illustrates and illuminates all things.”126 In this context both Stephen and
Job certainly qualified as “saints!” The question may well be asked how
many others do, and if so, to what degree, and how frequently. Better yet, the
question is, whether I follow in their footsteps, to what extent, and how frequently!
This leaves us with the question how “trials,” such as experienced by
Job, square with the love of a heavenly Father. (This question is quite apropos
against the backdrop of personal, societal, national, and international calami125

A man-centered Christian who first and foremost sees the “secondary causes” will be inclined to give a “tormentor” “the one,” and because he is a praying man request God to give
him “the two.” Such individual is manifestly poles apart from Stephen!
126
G.K. Chesterton, Saint Francis of Assisi (New York: Doubleday, 1990), 76.
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ties with which the history of man is routinely dotted, and by which it is just
as routinely shocked.) After all, who on earth would give his son or daughter
the treatment that God gives Job? Apart both from the biblical purpose of trials/temptations, to be assessed later in the exposition of James 1:3-4, and
apart from the wider ramifications for the so-called “Problem of Evil,” treated
at length in Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil, James argues toward
the end of his letter, that at the conclusion of the book of Job God proves to
be what he was from the very beginning, a fully loving and merciful heavenly
Father (Jam. 5:11).
Yes, it was tough love that is on display in the Book of Job. But love is
the noun, and tough only the adjective. It is love that aims to achieve the
crowning piece of practical godliness (See also 1 John 4:17). Furthermore,
love is so intent on this that it is willing to sacrifice (nearly) everything, including man-centered happiness, in order to achieve the end of God-centered
holiness as the greater, in fact, greatest good. Its choice is short-term pain in
order to enjoy long-term gain. This beats the opposite alternative handsdown. No wonder that such pain, however much its hurt is experienced, is at
the same time joyfully embraced as an evidence of God’s love by the genuine
believer.
This kind of complementarity truly and perfectly fits in any and all regenerate hearts. It is rather evident from Job’s final acknowledgment, that his
comprehension of God improved “a million times.” It is no less evident from
his subsequent repentance and intercessory prayer that he would not have quarreled or taken issue with the assessment that God’s “treatment” of him was
(also) proof of his unconditional, counter-conditional and reconditioning love.
Job may have been most righteous at the beginning of the book (Job 1:1). But
there is hardly any doubt that he had dramatically progressed at its conclusion
(Job 42:1-10). From this perspective he definitely would not have wanted to
miss any of his experiences “for the world!” Job exemplifies that everyone
who rationally, volitionally as well as emotionally is willing to count any and
all trials/temptations joy from the start (Jam. 1:2) will fully experience this
joy in the end (Jam. 5:11; see also 1 Pet. 1:3-9)!
The same pattern of “true love” is found in Hebrews 12:5-8. Love is
tough, we are told. It chastises! In fact, we are further and rather bluntly informed that if toughness is not in evidence love is non-existent. To be sure,
not all toughness arises out of love. But toughness will always flow forth
from true love, at one time or another. Once again there is the goal and, hopefully, the end result, to prove its desirability, namely the fruit of righteousness. God is not content for short-term gain to produce long-term pain that is
“nothing to laugh about,” but is eager by means of short term pain to achieve
long term gain that is everything to smile about. Undoubtedly the true children of God will (eventually) come to the conclusion, together with Job, that in
402

the very realities of their lives God invariably displays “tender love in tough
pursuit of total holiness.”
All in all, in the trial-temptation complex the same formula, which is
mentioned above, constitutes the hallmark of orthodoxy, and lies at the root
of every biblical doctrine, namely 100% + 100% = 100%,127 puts all the component elements of this complex in proper perspective. 100% trial/God +
100% temptation/Satan = 100% (trial/temptation). Whether they are made up
of people, circumstances, facts or events, all these “entities” are simultaneously trials and temptations (... = 100%). Satan unleashes his full fury in
them (... + 100% = ...). But God is in absolute control over them (100% + ... =
...). The mystery is that God’s trials and Satan’s temptations are identical in
their “embodiment,” and simultaneous in their occurrence, while at the same
time God’s trials have the primacy by definition.
In the relationship between divine providence and human action we notice something very similar. Scripture knows only about one redemptive cross
(... + ... = 100%), which is fully part of the counsel of God (100% + ... = ...),
and at the same time fully the responsibility of wicked criminals (... + 100% =
...) with the understanding that the purpose of God has the primacy (100% +
... = ...). Once again, this does not fit in the finite human brain, but lodges
very snugly in the regenerate human heart.
In conclusion, more often than not the internal coherence of James 1:2-15
has not been recognized, although it could not go unnoticed that “individual
sentences” are frequently concatenated by a striking “series of wordlinkages,” especially telling in the Greek (Johnson, 174; Martin, 13).
In one instance all coherence is summarily rejected. This section, as all of
James, is supposedly no more than an unstructured, loosely connected Christian “paraenesis,” “expressing forceful exhortation and based upon sapiential
axioms” (Martin, 13) of the “diatribal” variety (Dibelius, 1; Ropes, 6ff).
In a second instance, a good deal of attention was given to the main
themes of James (Martin, cii). Since many are chained together rhetorically,
James is said to form “a stairway of ideas with each building on its predecessor to produce a forceful and memorable series of moral exhortations” (Martin, 14).
In a third instance it was shown that in general James provides quite a
number of polar oppositions based on the contrast between God and the world
(allegedly the fundamental theme of James), such as simplicity versus duplicity, anger versus meekness, the poor versus the rich, and hollow speech versus substantive action (Johnson, 175). James 1, then, is said to ask for a proper understanding of the issues laid out before the readers (Johnson, 176) and
to display a “tight logic joining the parts of the statement together” (Johnson,
127

I argue this at length in my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 76-78.
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182). Here the coherence transcends the lingual (clever word-linkage) and the
rhetorical (clever chain-argument), and is substantive and logical in nature.
However, the commentator’s further explanation of the structure of James in
terms of both substance and logic is quite weak at times, and is therefore disappointing.
It appears, therefore, that beyond efforts such as these the full challenge
of the internal coherence has not quite been met. The headings and the content of the Commentary on the section that now follows, consist of a proposal
to remedy this situation, and with it to provide a fuller insight into the message of James.
All of James 1:2-17 clusters around and systematically develops the trialtemptation theme to lay the foundation for James 1:18-27, which deals with
the Word of God. As I mentioned already in my General Introduction, trialstemptations will prove to be the furrows that function as the receptacle for the
seed of the Word. They are custom-made as well as tailor-made (!) for each
individual believer by the disposition of a sovereign God and as a gift of a
heavenly Father. They are prerequisite for this Word to be implanted, and together with the Word they serve to produce the fruit of practical godliness. In
fact, in the words of Jesus, conjointly with the Word and prayer, trialstemptations are designed to produce fruit, more fruit, much fruit, and constant
fruit (John 15:2, 5, 8, 16, respectively). All this puts the opening statement
with which James embarks upon the body of his letter, name to count all trials-temptations pure, sheer, unadulterated joy, in robust perspective. It also
produces an abiding appreciation for this trumpet call that undoubtedly will
appear as a rude, but much-needed, awakening to all too “sleepy saints!”128 It
frequently is, indeed, a trumpet call. For “the road to the kingdom is rugged
and perilous, the road by which all the former saints went; the way by wich
all are going now; the way by which the Master went during his sojourn here.
The road is rough, the world is dark, enemies are many, snares are subtly laid
… and the sun is hot … (But) there is grace for weariness that lifts us up and
invigorates us … Our weariness of heart and limb departs. We need no other
refreshment. This is enough. Whatever the way be—rough, gloomy unpleasant—we press forward, knowing that the same grace that has already carried
thousands through will do the same for us … The road to the Kingdom is not
(always) pleasant, and comfortable, and easy, and flowery … It is not (always) paved with triumph, though it is to end in victory. Recompense yonder;
but labor here … Joy and security yonder, but here (counting it joy), endurance and watchfulness—the race, the battle, the burden …!” (Bonar, 32). After all, “Christianity was born for endurance … It walks with firm step and
erect frame … It calls sin ‘sin’ (and is tireless in promoting) the cause of truth
128

See A. W. Pink, “Sleepy Saints,” in Practical Christianity, 115-122.
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and holiness” (Bonar, 29). Frankly, it can do no other when it walks in the
footsteps of James!
To wrap up this section, although Satan has his hands in the trialtemptation complex, God is the ultimate author. As the archetypal liar and
murderer Satan stirs the pot of life with his temptations in order to kill as the
sole target of his destructive intentions. This is why all temptations are an
evidence of his deep-seated hatred.
By the same token, in his sovereign rule over the universe God takes aim
in the trials of life at the practical godliness of his own as the glorious crowning piece of his saving activity.129
This is why all trials are a display of his all-encompassing love! The upshot is this. Divine sovereignty is not a cold and impersonal concept, or merely a detached theological notion. No, it is sovereignty in love unto holiness.
No one should be desirous to debunk it. Life would literally hang in the air
without rhyme or reason, the rhyme of God’s purposeful love and the reason
of man’s practical godliness.
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This is why the United States was struck with confusion at the time of the Twin Tower
disaster at 9/11 in New York City. Arminianism has basically saddled American Christianity
with an “anemic god,” whether consciously or not. Sovereignty unto holiness, if needs be via
repentance, is a vocabulary that is obliterated from the Church’s consciousness. This is why
even among sincere Christians there is such confusion in times of personal tragedy. Trials are
no longer integrally connected with a sovereign God, who in his love orchestrates all of life
with a view to practical godliness, which does, and should, turn each trial into a cause for joy
and worship for those who love God! Instead they are (too) frequently seen as fuel for the fire
of those who claim that tragedies, and the at times untold suffering that they entail, only show
that God is either not good or not God! More about this most taxing topic for the Christian
apologist at length below in Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil. At any rate, those responsible for the demise of sovereignty from the broad ecclesiastical scene have a lot to answer for! Many believers, having lost sight of the biblical God, end up mired and plagued in
the quicksand of uncertainty, while unbelievers are defrauded of the only truth that can savingly challenge them
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a. Twofold Response to Trials (1:2-8)
(2) Count it nothing but joy when you fall into all kinds of trials,
(3) because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance. (4) But your endurance should be perfect, so that you
will be perfect and complete, not lacking in anything. (5) But if
any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask of God who gives to all
without reservation and without reproach, and it shall be given
to him. (6) But he should ask in faith without wavering, because
one who wavers is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by
the wind. (7) For that person should not suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord, (8) a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways.

(1) Joy and Trials (1:2-4)
The resemblance of this section with Romans 5:3-5 and 1 Peter 1:6-7 has
usually not gone unnoticed. For one thing, all three passages share basic concepts, and are both “sapiential” and “applicatory” in character. But there is
general agreement that there are significant differences in the thrust, logic and
purpose of these passages. The common conclusion is that all touch upon
what may have been a prominent topic of the times, namely the place of, and
response to, trials, but that all the writers put their own “spin” on it, and therefore do not draw from each other (Johnson, 182; Martin, 14). The last part of
this conclusion is especially refreshing. The constant harping on “literary dependency” all too frequently takes away the luster from the riches of Scripture! It seems that at times it is even designed to do so!
(i) Response of Joy (1:2)
Worthy of, if not properly “chained” to, his gift of exhortation (Royster, 14)
James immediately enjoins his readers to “count it sheer joy,” “regard it all
joy,” “regard it altogether joy,” “treat it as the greatest of joys,” to be exposed
to trials, of whatever sort they may be.130 After all, without delay James starts
out with the first of his over fifty imperatives (So also Richardson, 24), indicating the unquestionable authority of his message. These imperatives consist
of two categories: forceful and mild imperatives. The majority are mild. But
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I argue below that in Scripture trials consist of both poverty and riches! When people
wander from the faith (or the truth; Jam. 5:19) in the midst of, or as a result of, either riches
(Jam. 5:1) or poverty (Jam. 5:9) both can pierce the wanderers and cause lots of pain (1 Tim.
6:10)! I further argue below that, since in Scripture all trials are either a matter of poverty or
riches, wandering from the faith or truth is invariably in the midst of, or by virtue of one or
the other.
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both here and at other crucial junctures, such as James 1:16, strong imperatives are in evidence. They function as exclamation marks. As such they
should produce a heightened, if not a red alert on the part of the readers!
While all imperatives should arrest their attention, the strong imperatives
should “electrify” them. James’ relationship to them is clearly one of a tender
heart as the repeated title of “my brothers” (Jam. 1:2; 2:1, 14; 3:1, 10, 12;
5:12, 19), “brothers” (Jam. 4:11; 5:7, 9-10), or even the endearing designation
of “beloved brothers” (Jam. 1:16, 19; 2:5) indicates (Martin, 14).131 But the
recognition of this tenderness is no reason to overlook the candor or tone
down the straightforwardness of his message, couched (at times) in forceful,
authoritative imperatives. In the present context the Greek (aorist) tense underscores the “imperative” need for “decisiveness of action rather than a passive attitude of mind” (Mitton, 20). If the tense is ingressive, it might add a
further “touch” of impatient urgency, “Immediately start counting your trials
sheer joy!” “Philosophy may instruct men to stay calm under troubles,” that
is, to stay on an even keel, “Christianity teaches them to be joyful” (Henry,
III, 1287). But how is this possible, unless and until one always sees God first
and foremost in everything? Whenever “joy in trials” is routinely absent, the
vision of God must be “a rare, if not non-existent, commodity.” The devastating truth is that in the absence of both necessary realities, vision of God and
joy, one misses the twofold entrance gate into what should be recognized as
the “seven star, if not palatial, glory” of the Epistle of James! Since both are a
human impossibility by biblical definition, the repeated and vivid summons
to incessant prayer, which are found throughout Scripture as well as in James
in three pivotal contexts, inclusive the present one, make eminent sense.
At any rate, genuine “brothers (and sisters)” clearly have no alternative!
They have no choice except to consider their trials as “an occasion for ‘nothing but joy,’ for ‘unmixed joy.’” In this context joy “is not named as the mark
of the end of trouble.” Nor is it “the end of the grief, which is to be hailed
with joy.” This would be quite understandable. No, it is “the beginning ... the
actual onset of ‘trial,’” which is cause for joy, fully in line not only with the
words of Jesus in Matthew 5:11-12 and Luke 6:23, but also with the joyful
response of the apostles in Acts 5:41. In short, however impossible to imagine
at first sight, or even more telling, “at first experience,” the trials themselves
are “things of joy” (Mitton, 21), and not just their “fruit” (contra McCartney,
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The NET Bible in a note on James 1:2 contends that “the Greek word for brothers (adelphoi) may be used for ‘brothers and sisters’ or 'fellow Christians.’” This contention is backed
up by a reference to W. Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 2nd ed. Translated by W. F. Arndt and F. W Gingrich. Revised by F.
W. Gingrich and F. W. Danker (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 16,
s.v. adelphos 1, “where considerable nonbiblical evidence for the plural adelphoi meaning
‘brothers and sisters’ is cited.”
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84). At the same time, since believers “fall into,” “encounter,” trials, the latter
are not particularly chosen or sought out (Johnson, 177; see also McCartney,
84, 92, with a reference to Lk. 10:30 and Acts 27:41). The verb “carries the
idea of suddenly finding yourself surrounded by unanticipated difficulties.
You don’t go looking for troubles--they will come to you, and often when
you least expect them” (Keddie, 27; see also Burdick, 168). Nevertheless, the
bottom line is that they are all a sovereign part of purposeful divine providence, whether they are simply encountered by believers, or foisted upon
them by other people, by things, by events, or (in the final analysis) even by
themselves. In the school of life, trials are not “man’s electives,” but “God’s
required courses” (Phillips, 28; see also Blomberg, 49), as the necessary prerequisites for “graduation.” Of course, even if this very fact turns them into
causes for joy, they are never a “laughable” matter. They always must be
treated (1) with spiritual and personal sensitivity because of the burden they
may (prove to) be, (2) with biblical and factual discernment by virtue of the
function they (are designed to) perform, and (3) with thoughtful and repentant
sobriety, in case they are self-inflicted.
Before I unpack all this, it is the better part of wisdom to begin by determining why the trial issue is the Spirit’s first order of business in addressing
the NT Church. What could possibly make it so important that it is on the top
of God’s list? Well, it has perceptively been called the “acid test of Christianity!” This is the area where folks show their true mettle. Anyone, who
passes this test, passes all tests with flying colors, summa cum laude. Period!
The same cannot necessarily be said of folks who seem to have all their “doctrinal” or “behavioral” ducks “neatly” in a row. They may still fall through
the (hypocritical) cracks. But to pass James’ test is an accomplishment of the
highest order. Let us once again listen to his awesome opening salvo, “Always consider all exposure to all trials all joy.”
But there is more! As we will see below, James 1:9-11 quite pointedly
drives it home to his readers that everything proves to be a trial (more about
this below)! So in one grand swoop he covers everyone on every base, in
every situation and in all circumstances. In James’ teaching on trials, “one
size fits all.” No one is exempt at any time. Everyone always does, and must,
face James’ “music.” (Only the Christian, of course, (immediately) can, (invariably) should and (eventually) will experience the seemingly shrillest kind
of music, which may well have all the earmarks of a cacophony, as music of
the heavenly (melodious) sort!) The factuality of trials constitutes the (only)
issue in life, with which everyone does, will, and, therefore, must grapple.
Frankly, trials in whole and in part are not as much woven in the warp and
woof of, and embedded in, everyone’s humanity, as everyone’s humanity in
whole and in part is woven in the warp and woof of and embedded in trials.
In a real sense it is an issue of “awesome” proportions!
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All this only serves to accentuate the sensitivity with which James addresses this subject matter. He does not enjoin his readers to feel joyful, but to
count, consider, it as an occasion for joy that does not look “at the trial,” but
“through the trial to its potential outcome” (McKnight, 71). James’ purpose is
not to deny the propriety, or to challenge the presence, of tears, whether voluntary, involuntary, or necessitated by repentance. Neither is he after the
substitution of one subjectively experienced emotion for another. After all,
the “feeling” of pain, such as produced by a serious accident, pretty well excludes the “feeling” of joy at such occasion (Heb. 12:11). Scripture is “demanding,” all right, but it is also realistic! No, James aims to produce a state
of mind that is fully persuaded, rationally, as well as volitionally and emotionally,132 of the Gospel truth that any and all trials belong “in the credit column” (Keddie, 26), and that therefore joy can and should be the only ultimate
response to any and all trials faced! This state of mind is the “station” from
which the train of life does, and must, depart in order to arrive at its final destination. It clearly requires a profound revolution in one’s thinking. The mind
is a stronghold that must be conquered (2 Cor. 10:5) and should remain constantly focused (Col. 3:2)! Otherwise the schedule for “departing trains” will
be quite light. As it is, it is to be feared that not too many make their scheduled time of departure anyway (Motyer, 34). This certainly results in lots of
delays, late arrivals, and possibly cancellations or even calamitous wrecks,
caused by overpowering grief, depression, or other debilitating “brakes.”
In short, James asks for a mental value judgment (So also Blomberg, 49)
as “an act of faith,” with such powerful volitional and emotional implications
(Johnson, 176, with reference to Acts 15:22; 26:2; 2 Cor. 9:5; Phil. 2:3, 6, 25;
3:7, 8; 1 Thess. 5:13; 2 Thess. 3:15; Heb. 10:29; 11:11, 26) that “victims”
simply do not even recognize, let alone experience that they are victimized
(Keddie, 27). “In any and all trials, when you take the time, and make the
prayerful effort to consider them as God does (Is. 55:7-9), you will reach the
place that you view them entirely as a blessing, even if it is in disguise, and ...
rejoice. But you will not rejoice until you learn to consider trials what God
sees them to be ... Trials upon proper reflection (emphasis added) by the
Christian, become a ground for joy rather than gloom” (Adams, 19), “an occasion for rejoicing,” for “unreserved rejoicing (Tasker, 40), for “nothing but
joy” (Moo, 60). Better yet, they themselves prove to be “things of joy” (Mitton, 21). After all, trials are not jarring and uncooperative roadblocks to keep
132

It is rather clear that Scripture in this context requires an interpretive grid for life to be experienced in its biblical fullness that transcends “a mere conceptual framework.” As I already
argued, such framework does not exist. The conceptual is always intertwined with the volitional and the emotional. Not so incidentally, since any interpretive grid originates flows forth
from the human heart it is either apostate as a product from a consistent unregenerate heart or
biblical as the product of a consistent regenerate heart!
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one from God. They are the Main Road To God (Radioprogram, April 26,
2011, Joni Earickson Tada) In short, the pay-off of counting trials joy is twofold. The immediate pay-off is that it prevents overwhelming, overpowering,
debilitating grief to get a foot on the ground, even while it leaves room for legitimate grief. The eventual pay-off is that it paves the way for the (inexpressible and glorious) joy of faith actually to be experienced, however long and
painful the wait may be (See specifically 1 Pet. 1:3-9). Both Scripture and
Church history are replete of examples of “legendary” saints who displayed
this “Christian attitude” (McKnight, 72, with reference to Job, John the Baptist, Jesus, Stephen, Perpetua, Felicitas as well as Mt. 5:10-12; 1 Pet. 4:12-14;
1 Thess. 3:3).
Scripture makes it quite clear that a “mental judgment,” requiring, if
needs be, “the renewing of one’s mind” (Rom. 12:2) with all that this involves and entails, is never an end in itself, and cannot stand alone. However,
it is indispensable to achieve purposeful endurance and practical godliness en
route to ultimate perfection. James is after a painstaking understanding of the
mind. Whenever the Church has made progress, it has always taken a page
out of his book, and insisted on a meticulous Systematic and Ethical Theology that surrenders to God’s truth. This functions as the part of the iceberg of
life that is below the waterline and determines where the peak of conduct will
break through the surface. Again, “theology” is woefully sterile, if it does not
lodge in the heart and translate into action. Still, without a painstaking “Biblical and Systematic Theology” that carefully surveys the broad thematic road
map of biblical truth (Biblical Theology) and zooms in on the crucial intersections and prominent points of this roadmap with detailed precision (Systematic Theology), one goes inevitably off the deep end in improper, unacceptable, and potentially self-destructive actions, pro-actions or reactions. Ultimately this mires down in interpersonal and moral chaos (See also Jam.
3:16; 4:1ff).
In this context James does not address the question, how the experience
of joy is attained. He attends to this implicitly in the third major section of his
letter. But even at that he leaves it to the rest of the NT, specifically Paul, to
fill this “gap” and deal with that question explicitly in greater detail. James
appears to conduct a “military campaign.” He takes a direct route to his target, and leaves the logistical mopping-up operations to others. James is content to enjoin his readers to recognize that trials are the “stuff” that makes up
joy. His aim is to drive home that any and all tears evoked by the experience
of trials go snugly hand in hand with the heartfelt persuasion that joy is the
only biblical option in the presence of trials. Talk about complementary truth!
There is no legitimate place whatsoever for a self-piteous attitude, especially the attitude that constantly throws pity parties, where one acts simultaneously as the host and the guest. It is difficult to recover from such a tho410

roughly man-centered downward spiral. Neither is there a legitimate place for
a complaining spirit, especially a spirit that is fed by resentment and bitterness. These tend to have a life of their own, and continue with their implosive
destructiveness, even after the circumstances change (See Stulac, 39). Even
all stripes of perplexity that have an immobilizing influence are both in principle and practice declared out of bounds. Joy is the “perfect” antipode to an
obnoxious and debilitating self-pity, and the “perfect” antidote for a badtempered, depressed, distressed, or even perplexed attitude, however “aggravating” the circumstances may be that precipitate or accompany trials (See
Mt. 5:12; Acts 5:41; Rom. 5:3; 2 Cor. 4:18; 6:10; 7:4; 8:1-9; 12:9-10; Phil.
1:29; 1 Thess. 1:6; Heb. 10:34; 1 Pet. 4:16)!
If this is hard to take, James adds insult to injury, when he prescribes
“all” joy, “sheer” joy, “pure” joy, “nothing but” joy, the “highest” joy, the
“greatest” joy, joy “without any contamination,” “without any ands, ifs or
buts,” as the only proper and acceptable response. This, of course, makes
eminent sense, if every last vestige of self-pity and complaint is to be excised.
In fact, it gets “worse” yet. He closes off every loophole, when he insists on
joy as a response to all possible varieties of trial, to trials of whatever sort!
There is no alternative to pure joy in any situation whatsoever, whether imposed upon us by others, by events or, ultimately, even by ourselves! Its universal necessity is beyond question (See also Deut. 28:47; Joel 1:12; Phil.
4:4).
In this the earlier James is in total harmony with the later Paul. The latter
asks for contentment in all circumstances (Phil. 4:11), for thankfulness in (1
Thess. 5:18) as well as for (Eph. 5:20) all things, and finally for uninterrupted
joy (Phil. 4:4; 1 Thess. 5:16). Combine James and Paul, and we are faced
with the joint call for a deep-felt satisfaction (contentment), appreciation
(thanksgiving) as well as exultation (joy) in and for everything we encounter
or experience, including any and all trials! This is a tall order, indeed! Such
tall order demands a grand purpose. Without the latter it could not get a foot
on the ground. Eventually James unveils this grand purpose. It turns every
tear into a drop of gold. It makes the believer walk on water and air at the
same time!
Before we witness this unveiling, a word of caution is in place. This “tall
order” should not be gutted by forbidding folks to “rejoice over pain, injustice, and other miseries” (Adams, 19), or by insisting that James “does not
command disciples to rejoice in illnesses per se” (Doriani, 24), without
nuancing this biblically. As formulated, these statements regrettably fail to
plumb the complementarity of truth, the biblical depth of the already mentioned formula of 100% + 100% = 100% as the mark of biblical orthodoxy
everywhere. For a starter, when God rejoices over his plan, which includes
“pain, injustice and other miseries,” because of its grand objective to put on
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display the sum total of his perfections, so should the Christian. It is not sufficient for us merely “to rejoice in the lessons we learn in illnesses” (Doriani,
24; so also McCartney, 84), however true the latter may be. At the same time,
when God does not delight in the “pain, injustice and other miseries” in that
plan, neither should the Christian. Similarly, while sensitive tears may,
should, in fact, must, accompany pain, injustice, and miseries, so they simultaneously must be counted joy in view of their grand cosmic, corporate, and
personal, divine objective.
All this is uniquely and curiously Christian! While far from a “natural”
give, it is certainly a mandated “supernatural” reality. More than just a
glimpse of this is visible in Paul as well, when he is eager to know Christ, to
experience suffering and to taste death (Phil. 3:10) with a sanctified and
thoughtful “smile,” in the unshakable recognition that God’s means to God’s
ends are and must by definition be causes for contentment, thanksgiving and
joy, without excluding tears about hurt or indignation about sin. Once again,
all this admittedly does not fit into the human brain with its capacity of single
occupancy only, but it does lodge snugly in the regenerate heart with its capability of double occupancy. In fact, “universal joy” is indicative of a kingdom of priests that mirrors a “big” Jesus! On one occasion the apostles came
away from a beating by the Sanhedrin, “rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer shame for Jesus’ name” (Acts 5:41). Don’t let anyone decry that
as unbecoming masochism. In fact, is it not about time that all believers always come away from all sorts of agonizing trial in all joy because (once
again) they experienced a necessary milestone en route to holiness (Jam.
1:4)? It would put a “big” Jesus on uninterrupted display!
In this context believers are also warned against sporting a so-called “silly grin” (Adams, 19 when facing excruciating trials. Once again, this is an utterly unfortunate expression. To be sure, one should always object to “anything silly.” But even the slightest hint that a James’ inspired “joyful embrace
of tears” should be labeled, and decried as such, must be resisted. It would
dismiss an essential element of James’ teaching from the Christian experience, break its spear point, and so emasculate the rubber of the biblical message where it hits the road at possibly its most fundamental level. The first
ever forceful imperative that the Holy Spirit directs to the Church in the NT
dispensation should not, and may not, be undermined or toned down. It would
be to dull the cutting edge, if not break off the sharpest point, of the Word as
the “sword of the Spirit” at the most crucial moment of truth, when everything is on the line. James’ summons to respond to all trials as “things of joy”
sets a benchmark that simply carries no exceptions, and allows for no compromise! The pastoral (and counseling) benefits that accrue from it should not
be underestimated either. To pass James’ test at this point, precisely because
it is so lofty and all-encompassing in nature, is for all practical purposes to
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pass every test. In principle, therefore, it opens up an amazing road of victorious living. After all, the joy of the Lord is our strength (Neh. 8:10). Clearly,
it is the better part of wisdom to take James’ benchmark test with the utmost
of seriousness, and not to undermine it by basically pejorative terminology,
such as “silly grin!”
Another warning seems to blunt James’ cutting edge even more, when it
pejoratively decries a supposedly “booming” use of James 1:2-4 as the “first
word in grief counseling.” In fact, it would be quite understandable in such
scenario if the counselee “might be seized by an urge to snatch the Bible from
the (so-called) counselor’s hands and use it as a blunt object to knock some
sense into him while quoting Job’s speech about ‘miserable comforters’ (Job
16:1-5)” (Doriani, 15). To be sure, gross insensitivity in timing or otherwise
stands roundly condemned in Scripture. But this “decrial,” even if it is well
intended, is preposterous and potentially damaging to the core. It throws out
the biblical baby with the supposedly booming bathwater as it attacks the
very starting point of the pursuit of holiness. First, Job’s situation was far
from analogous which makes the reference to ‘miserable comforters’ misleading, if not absurd. His ‘friends’ did not quote Scripture. They spouted
falsehoods. No wonder that they were the recipients of God’s anger, although
not (first of all) for their insensitivity (Job 42:7). But, second, and much more
serious, it totally ignores the crystal clear fact that the summons to count it
joy is precisely the “first word in grief counseling,” in fact, in any kind of
counseling, on the part of the Holy Spirit. It is his properly booming NT
opening statement, if not ear splitting salvo, to the Church of Christ. He even
seems to cut James’ introduction short to get to it (Jam. 1:1), and to make the
apparently “all-decisive” point that does, and must, fill the total horizon of its
existence in order to remain vibrant, if not viable. “Take it as unadulterated
joy when you face any and all sorts of trials, great or small. When you manage to pass this test, you can and will pass every test, because it means that
you will never quit. In fact, it sets you squarely on the highway of endurance
and holiness en route to perfection!” In the light of the hurry of the Holy Spirit it is unconscionable for anyone to force the Church to slow down to a
crawl (at best), if not go in reverse (at worst).
Again, I have no problem when a commentator takes a (very) dim view
of insensitivity. But this should be complemented by the urgent call for the
Church so to instruct its membership that when small or big calamities strike
there is not even a need to counsel in any voice, whether booming or not. It
should be the “second nature” of any and all counselees, in fact, the evidence
of their new heart, Jesus’ heart, in regeneration, that they divulge the content
and nature of the trial with the immediate comment that they are counting it
joy without any need of prompting reminders. This would indicate that they
already have absorbed and assimilated “the first word in the Spirit’s grief
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counseling” before any kind of trial hits them, whether great or small! In
short, the counselees should be too quick for their counselors, eager to quote
Scripture first. Candidly, if counselees cannot muster this kind of response,
but are “outrageously” inclined to throw the Bible in the face of a fellow believer who, even in a less than sensitive way, reminds them of James 1:2-4 in
a relatively small trial, such as an injured foot that “merely” forces the cancellation of “a planned week-long wilderness hike” (Doriani, 14), how will they
respond when the trials are really serious?133 My personal pastoral experience
teaches me that “calamities,” such as divorce after twenty or more years of
marriage, more often than not can be traced back to an early failure or refusal
to “count” small annoyances or irritations “joy.” Many years later the snowball effect is in evidence. The once “bearable” burden becomes increasingly
unbearable and eventually assumes such proportions that it “suddenly” bursts
through the emotional dike and wipes out its victim who announces that there
is “no turning back” regardless the consequences. However “understandable,”
the preoccupation with “happiness” in at times the depth of despair all too often trumps the pursuit of holiness. Frankly, the early failure or refusal to
“count trials all joy” is the first installment in the neglect, if not the rejection,
of the pursuit of holiness. When the former is lacking, the latter is already in
principle absent. This turns the final calamity, when dire (or the direst of) circumstances prevail, simply into a predictable outcome.
Frankly, all this is poles apart from belaboring a point. Rather, it is to ensure that the Church (finally? for once?) does, and will, sooner rather than
later, arrive at James’ dazzling (Revival) height where it ought to be in order
to stick it out on the way to the end station of perfection via the various wayside stations of practical godliness. Too many professing Christians have collapsed at times under a seemingly intolerable burden of circumstances, and
ended up throwing in the proverbial towel, and often a sinful one at that! Divorce, alcoholism, drug addiction, etc., etc., are all woven of this type of selfdestructive quitting cloth that too often refuses to shoulder personal responsibility for a godly life. All this should weigh so heavily on the shoulders of the
leadership of the Church that it should shout James 1:2-4 from the rooftops in
a booming chorus until everyone can wholeheartedly quote James and show
this by adding with Paul, “Our slight momentary affliction is preparing for us
an eternal weight of glory” (2 Cor. 4:17). If the Holy Spirit sees fit to make
this matter his opening pronouncement in the NT canon as the (first and last)
133

All this said, let me hasten to add that this commentator’s further explanation of James
1:2-12 (Doriani, 15-29, 30) has much to commend itself. In fact, to some extent it gets the
train back on the track, especially when he underscores that “all of life is a trial,” and that the
summons to joy in James 1:2, as the author’s “first teaching, holds for all of life.” This should
undo some of the potential damage. But it is not the best part of wisdom to close the barn door
after the horse has already bolted.
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antidote against and all types of collapse, it is by definition a matter of survival, in fact, a matter of life and death. More precisely yet, it is a matter of
death and life, the death of falling short by definition and the life of superconquest by grace (Rom. 8:37). No commentator, regardless his or her intention, may ever begin to undermine this pivotal truth. Pejorative phrases, such
as “silly grin” and “booming voice” ultimately neuter James’ message, and
are potentially destructive. Ironically, with such “friends” the all too often
prevailing, at times dismissive and at times even angry refusal to count trials
sheer joy hardly needs any “enemies!” All this is grimly underscored by the
fact that the world is dramatically and at times bitterly opposed to this “first
imperative” of the Holy Spirit in the written NT canon. He appears to have
his work cut out for him! The Church is bombarded in a wholesale fashion,
whether in television programs, radio reports, books, newspaper articles, interpersonal communications, etc., etc., with a man-centered message that goes
without exception against the grain of the grand opening statement of the Spirit of God to the Church of Christ in the Epistle of James. No one is ever emphatically told to count it joy! In fact, its opposite is perennially shouted from
the rooftops explicitly or implicitly. This rot has penetrated the Church in a
bewildering fashion. In fact, self-examination may well reveal that it has
flooded the Church. It is high time that we, scholars, preachers, evangelists,
counselors, parents, friends, etc., etc., (1) recognize the God-centered and holiness-centered directive that the Holy Spirit has spelled out in an eyeopening manner for an abundant Revival life to prevail and the God-centered
dam that he has thrown up in a preventive fashion against the prevailing mancentered and sin-centered rot as his first order of business and (2) follow the
lead of the Holy Spirit to make his message our first order of business as well
and flood the Church with its content. To ignore the directive is to open oneself up to destruction. To take the dam down whether consciously or not is to
pave the way to a “death march!” Parents who are gripped by the opening
“salvo” of the Holy Spirit will be determined prayerfully to pour it in their
children from the moment of their birth, if not conception (!). Similarly,
preachers will pour it in their church members “both in season and out of season” (2 Tim. 4:2). When folks “get” this, a “broken foot,” or anything else
that is “broken,” whether great or small, will not freak them out (any longer),
but in the light of the ultimate “good” (Rom. 8:29) be welcomed with “sheer
joy,” that is with open arms. This is the only testimony worthy of the awesomeness of our God who embarked upon his saving activity for the sake of
his holiness (Ezek. 36:23) to pursue the holiness of his multitudinous own
(Ezek. 36:38) as their greatest good (Ezek. 36:25-27).
Incidentally, a side benefit of all this could well be that the twofold biblical truth that “nothing is possible without Jesus,” but “everything with (a big)
Jesus,” including “a sanctified smile (!)” in the most devastating of circums415

tances, takes on a dramatically new meaning. “At second thought,” this could
be the main benefit. All those who from the heart seek conformity to the Spirit’s first strong imperative to the Church of Christ in the NT canon are by
this very fact compelled to cast themselves in human impotence upon divine
omnipotence! They could not possibly succeed without it! Only the “supernatural” can replace the humanly “unnatural!”
Some time ago I was asked by an agonizing spirit how one implements
godliness in practical terms. From an experiential perspective, actual handson-holiness, especially in ostensibly “impossible” circumstances, appeared
such an elusive commodity. And even, when he seemed to have “the right
stuff,” how could he be sure that he did not merely have “a form of godliness,
but (after everything was said and done) denied the power thereof” (2 Tim.
2:5)? In this context James provides the answer, even if it is not immediately
the total answer. (Throughout his letter he makes substantive additions, as he
proceeds step by step to address the entire covenant community.) For genuine
Gospel holiness, evangelical obedience, to become a reality one must in every
instance cross the threshold of “counting it joy.” As I mentioned earlier, this
regrettably rather rare commodity in the grand scheme of the evangelical
world nevertheless constitutes the indispensable entrance gate into the presence of the palatial and ultimately heavenly Revival glory of the thriving
practical godliness of James, whether in the midst of poverty (or riches) of
whatever sort. It is its conditio sine qua non!134 Come to think of it, in its own
right already it is the deeply satisfying and magnificently displayed first installment of this Revival glory!
At any rate, all this makes eminent sense to those who have experienced
that “the joy of the Lord is their strength” (Neh. 8:10). Without the Spirit’s
power there is no holiness, in fact, there cannot be any holiness whatsoever
(Rom. 15:16). Well, in order to implement it the Spirit provides this power in
the form of joy (Rom. 14:17). This, then, is what the Christian does and must
seek, first and foremost. Otherwise he is in principle, if not by definition, devoid of practical godliness, however much he may experience, and be applauded for, counterfeit forms. Eventually James makes it quite clear (Jam.
4:2) that the rocket of joy, which puts the payload of holiness in orbit can
never be properly fueled apart from prayer that forms the pipeline to and from
the power source! But this also is a matter for later consideration, together
with the identification of a supporting cast, which appears to be prerequisite
for the joy always to burn brightly as a central element of the fruit of the Spirit. For now James is content for everyone everywhere in every circumstance
and in every condition to realize that there is no, and can be no, endurance en
route to perfection in the future without “counting it pure joy” in the present!
134

See for the reason why I introduce both poverty and riches in this context the exposition of
James 1:9-11!
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The following anecdote serves to underscore this. Picture yourself in a plush
Airline Lounge in a Third World country in Africa, where poverty is rampant.
Suddenly you are approached by a lounge attendant, her eyes filled with tears
and apparently with a heart full of grief. “You are a preacher, and therefore a
‘man of God!’ Tell me, please, what am I to do? My young son needs a heart
operation to survive. My husband is a taxi driver. He had his own vehicle.
Slowly but surely we were saving up some money hoping and praying that
this would lead toward my son’s surgery. But a few weeks ago the vehicle
was stolen and destroyed in the process. I make only little money (for every
opening in the lounge there are dozens of applicants). We do not have enough
income to feed the family. The savings are gone. I do not see any opening.
What am I to do?” How would you respond? Your plane is departing in an
hour’s time! And you can only take a few minutes of her time. Otherwise she
even might lose her job. Well, this is what the ‘man of God’ said, “I do not
have the funds to pay for a heart operation. I cannot underwrite feeding you
indefinitely. Besides, I am about to board the plane. But what I have, I can
give you, and what I can do, I will. If you listen, you will have a future. If you
don’t, you will not survive. This is my counsel. You must start out by ‘counting your trials joy!’ This, and this only, will make you persevere and this, and
this only, will lead to your godliness en route to perfection. Your son may
die. You and your family may starve. But you have the smile of God’s approval, because you surrendered to his Word. Let us pray to that end!” Within
five minutes the tears disappeared. The face started to shine. She saw God!
She saw Jesus! Fresh strength entered her heart, and it was on rich and
enriching display! But this is not the end of the story. The next Sunday she
was told upon approaching the communion table at the end of the service that
her sins would not be forgiven unless she forgave those who had sinned
against her (Mt. 6:14-15). With this once again “the battle was on.” How
could she forgive the robber who destroyed their vehicle and with it their livelihood? It took half an hour before she surrendered to God’s Word for the
second time, phoned the robber, told him that she forgave him, and with a
shining face, once again, partook of the Lord’s Supper. But this is still not the
end. Two additional pieces of information must round off the picture! First, a
month later she received a “miracle” phone call. A benefactor in England
would pay for the heart surgery of her son in the UK. This proved to be successful. Second, a year later she faces the preacher again, and tells him, once
again with tears, that she had bought a little piece of property, but was two
payments behind, and threatened with foreclosure which could amount to a
total loss. He loans her some funds to catch up. After two years the property
is clear of all debt, and the preacher is being paid back in installments. The
bottom line? The decisive start was the heartfelt embrace of the first counsel,
in fact, command, of the Holy Spirit in all cases of “poverty” (often accom417

panied with devastating grief) as well as “riches,” for that matter (as I argue
further below). The lounge attendant responded to this counsel/command
with a “godly smile.” She listened and did not talk back (Jam. 1:19a, b). Further, she did not angrily “throw the book in the face of the preacher” (Jam.
1:19c). Far from it! She surrendered to God’s inerrant, authoritative, and
trustworthy Word that towers over any and all circumstances, even “above
the name of God” himself (Ps. 138:2). The latter makes sense when it is recognized that he fully discloses himself in this Word and in this Word only! Of
course, all this is not to imply that every act of heartfelt surrender can anticipate the same type of outcome in each instance. But it is to insist that it is the
only response in any and every trial that is mandated by and therefore pleasing to God regardless the outcome.
The terminology, “various (literally multi-colored) trials,” indicates that
James does not have any specific trials in mind (Dibelius, 72). While it does
not exclude the trial of persecution, there is no clue in the text that this is
James’ main focus or concern (contra Martin, 15). No, the word “various” is
“generalizing” (Johnson, 177), and indicates trials in the generic sense (Laws,
51-52), “trials, however various” in terms of “number and severity” (Ropes,
134), “‘all the various sorts of troubles,’ that beset this human life of ours, ‘of
whatever kind they may be’” (Mitton, 20; see also Phillips, 28). In short, it
encompasses, in the colorful words of one commentator, “the fiery reds of afflictions, the icy blues of sorrow, the murky browns of failure, and the sickly
yellows of illness and disease” (Adams, 20). Every kind of disappointment,
sorrow, hardship, and suffering calls for and prompts joy to assert itself.
Whatever qualifies as such meets with James’ uncompromising prescription
for joy as the only appropriate response. There are no exceptions! It even applies to the self-inflicted kind of disappointment, sorrow, hardship, suffering,
etc. for which one must take responsibility, if not the blame. In this case, of
course, joy cannot assert itself until either a necessary correction is implemented or repentance occurs, as required by Scripture. Incidentally, just as
various medications cure various diseases, but are always individually and
carefully prescribed by a doctor for the greatest physical good of the patient,
so various trials target various needs, but are always tailor-made by the Great
Physician in terms of intensity, length, and the objective of spiritual wellbeing (Manton, 26; see also Deut. 8:16; Ps. 11:5).
It has been suggested that the term “various” implies that the trials in
view are “intense” (Martin, 15). Whether properly so or not, they certainly
constitute a “perennial experience of life” (Laws, 52), in which everyone
seems “plunged ... in this complicated and confused world,” over which no
one has virtually any “control” (Zodhiates, I, 22), and which are invariably
“unexpected encounters” that frequently “take one to the end of and beyond
one’s means” (McKnight, 74, with reference to Lk. 10:30; Acts 27:41). The
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“universal” presence of trials, indicated by the adjective “various,” “all kinds
of,” makes it quite unlikely that James’ words only apply to a “specific audience,” namely to “the poor messianic community that is being oppressed by
persons of positions in power” (McKnight, 68), and that as a result he merely
has the twin trial of “persecution” and “socio-economic injustice and privation” in mind. Supposedly this is indicated by “James 1:9, 27; 2:1-4, 5-7, 9,
15-16; 5:7, 10-11; 5:13,” which could easily entice to “violence (4:1-2) to establish justice (1:20) and peace (3:1) (McKnight, 75-77). That the “ills” earmarked by James throughout his epistle could qualify as “trials,” no one
should deny. But to restrict James’ trials to only these ills is unwarranted. Besides, these ills do not really add up to “persecution,” nor are they all a matter
of socio-economic “oppression.” James’ message is “universal” in its wellstructured scope and aims at a “universal” Christian audience. To curtail either one of them is to take the spear point of this message away from the
throat, heart, and life of the reader, whoever this may be in the history of the
Church. He or she is no longer identified throughout as a fully involved, and
at times “accused” (Jam. 4:4), target-recipient, but practically downgraded to
an interested observer at best. The twin thesis that James exclusively addresses the members of the “messianic Jewish community” and that his letter
lacks a programmatic deep-structure appears to have undesirable consequences.
At any rate, before we determine what precipitates the prescription of
joy, let us systematically delineate this concept. This will not only produce
depth perspective to James’ summons to “sheer joy,” but will also put it in the
larger biblical context, and show that it is a perfect biblical fit.

Topical Focus #6: Joy
The biblical data are presented in five headings, the definition, the secret, the character, the pitfall, and the value of the joy of the Lord.
(1) Definition of Joy. Joy is a heartfelt attitude of exultation over a good that has
been, is, or will be received. The Bible makes mention of joy over 800 times. By way
of example, it is the central element of the Feast of the Tabernacles (Lev. 23:39-40;
Neh. 8:1-18, esp. 10 and 17). On the occasion of this feast Jesus himself promises
“rivers of living water.” In this context he connects it with the presence of the Spirit
(John 7:37-39). That makes joy part of that flow. The Spirit and joy are inseparable
(Rom. 14:17; Eph. 5:18-19; 1 Thess. 1:6; Gal. 5:22). This also explains why it is part
of the crowning piece of “Revival.” There is no revival without repentance, but neither
is there revival without the Spirit of joy (Ps. 51:8, 12; 85:6). In fact, it is the Spirit who
produces repentance with a view to a life of joy (Acts 11:18). Joyful Revival streams
began to flow on Pentecost following the outpouring of the Spirit upon the Church,
and continued to do so in the quickly expanding Church in the wake of repentance
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(Acts 2:38)! (For a perceptive understanding of the relationship between repentance
and joy, I recommend the booklet by Basilea Schlink, Repentance and the Joy-filled
Life (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1984).
(2) Secret of Joy. Its secret is that it is the joy of the Lord. It must be recognized
that the “happiness” the Christian may have in common with the unbeliever, for whatever reason, in whatever way and to whatever degree, is not the biblical, Christian joy.
Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians, that deals with the life of continuous rejoicing, teaches negatively that Christian joy depends neither (a) upon the circumstances in which
one finds himself (Phil. 1:12-30; see also Hab. 3:17-18), nor (b) upon the people with
whom one is associated (Phil. 2:1-30; see also Ps. 41:4-13; 73:17-26). No, Christian
joy is determined by the Lord himself, his presence and his fellowship (Ps. 16:11; Neh.
8:10; Mk. 6:50; John 16:22, 23; 20:20; Phil. 4:4; 1 John 1:3-4). Positively, this presence with the accompanying joy (a) becomes a reality in the way of forgiveness of
sins, justification, (Mt. 9:2; Phil. 3:1-11), and (b) remains a reality in the way of holiness of life, sanctification (John 15:11; Jer. 15:16; Phil. 3:12-21).
(3) Character of Joy. In one of the most remarkable passages of Scripture from the
every-day human perspective suffering for Christ is intricately interwoven with inexpressible and all-glorious joy in Christ (1 Pet. 1:3-9, esp. 8). The two experiences of
suffering and joy that seem to be mutually exclusive are found in harmonious tandem.
This is remarkable. However, what makes it even more remarkable, the character of
that joy is defined as inexpressible and full of glory. How is this possible? The answer
to this question will assist us in understanding the strong imperative to count any and
all kinds of trials, as a part of the kaleidoscope of suffering, “sheer joy!” In fact, it
forms the indispensable backdrop for such understanding. In the 1 Peter passage joy is
embedded in love for Christ and rooted in faith in Christ (1 Pet. 1:8). Love and faith
spell the intimate embrace of Christ with a view to union and communion. Clearly the
delight of the lover-believer is proportionate to the degree of his or her intimacy with
him. In the “hot pursuit” of this intimacy the lover-believer wishes to enjoy the union
with the person and work of Christ to the full. Once this love and faith is authenticated
by holding up under necessary grief it leads to inexpressible and all-glorious joy by
virtue of “identification” with Christ (1 Pet. 1:6, 8). This does not merely include as a
constituent element the “communion of his suffering,” inclusive of the “conformity to
his death,” in which the believer is no more than a passive recipient. Far from it! It also precipitates a deliberate and active hunger for it (Phil. 3:10; see also Col. 1:24).
Paul seems to “snuggle up” to suffering just as a little girl “snuggles up” to her favorite
doll under her blanket during the night. This is far from masochistic. Since there is no
crown without a cross, just as there is no baby without birth pangs, Paul joyfully embraces this cross, just as a mother embraces birth pangs again and again for the sake of
her babies. In each case the end does not only make the means palatable. It sanctifies it
and gives it a glow (See also Ps. 116:15; Phil. 1:21)! If this is already so in the context
of the physical birth of babies in time, how much more can it be expected in the context of the spiritual birth of baby Christians for eternity? Of course, the suffering and
death Paul is talking about here is not the suffering and death of “propitiation,” but rather of “propagation.” Clearly, the words of our Lord Jesus are also applicable in the
latter framework. No seed will produce fruit until it (suffers and) dies. But when it
(suffers and) dies, it produces “much fruit” (John 12:24)! In short, biblical love for and
faith in Jesus, earmarked by inexpressible and all-glorious joy, is authenticated as such
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in the midst of necessary suffering and becomes fruitful through necessary suffering.
James 1:2 is simply a building block laid in the early goings of the Church on a foundational platform that is later identified, expanded, and proclaimed as such by Paul!
(4) Pitfall for Joy. Wherever and whenever disobedience and ungodliness prevail,
the fountain in man’s innermost being is clogged up and joy dissipates. The deepest
reason is that one fails to drink from the Savior’s living water continuously. Such failure precipitates lack of fruit bearing and stumbling into sin. This, in turn, is destructive
for the joy of the Lord. Paul’s letter to the Philippians provides a list, be it far from exhaustive, of sins that cause joy to disappear, such as internal strife (4:2-3), indulgence
(4:5), worry (4:6-7), lack of right thinking (4:8), lack of right acting (4:9). The Spirit
of God is given to those who obey God without reservation (Acts 5:32). Vice versa he
is grieved, quenched, and alienated by them, who do not obey God (Eph. 4:30 in the
context of Eph. 4:17-5:21, as well as 1 Thess. 5:19 in the context of 1 Thess. 5:12-24).
In short, while joy is supposed to take on sin, too often sin succeeds in trumping joy.
The two are sworn enemies, and can never be bed-fellows!
(5) Value of Joy. It is the strength of the Christian (Neh. 8:10). Illustrative of the
strength of Christian joy is Nehemiah 9-10. Filled with the joy of the Lord (Neh. 8),
the Israelites return to their daily activity with its many glaring sins. Not willing to lose
the presence and communion with their Lord and the accompanying joy, they repent of
these sins that taint their lives, and get rid of them. The joy of the Lord appears to be
their strength. They gain the victory both over sins of commission and omission. Following a confession of God’s greatness and goodness as well as their own rebellion
and wickedness, they do away with their sins of intermarriage and Sabbath misconduct
and return to the support of the temple and the payment of their tithes (Neh. 10:28-39).
Once the high plane of the joy of the Lord has been reached, its opposite, frustration,
self-pity and murmuring disappears. So does also its counterfeit, “fun” and “human
exhilaration” (Lk. 10:17; Jam. 4:9). In addition to this, the pleasures of the world lose
their attractiveness (Heb. 11:25). Acts of self-denial take their place (Heb. 10:34). In
short, joy is both fragile and strong. Either the joy of the Lord destroys sin, or sin destroys the joy of the Lord. When sin prevails, it is fragile. It vanishes just like dew in
the morning sun. If joy tackles sin, it is strong. It conquers!
Postscript
Note once again the parallel between the biblical teaching on joy and that of
thanksgiving. Thanksgiving is an attitude of heartfelt appreciation for a good that has
been, is, or will be received. It is expected and prescribed in three contexts. (1) Upon
the receipt of so-called “good” providences (Ps. 136:1-26; Lk. 17:12-18). (2) In all circumstances (Job 1:20-23; 1 Thess. 5:18). (3) For (!) all circumstances (Ps. 119:71a;
Eph. 5:20). Only 10% of the recipients appear to honor God’s prescription in the first
context (Lk. 17:17). While it is good, it is also rare. Thanksgiving in the second context is better, and probably even rarer. Thanksgiving in the third context is the best,
and most likely the rarest. However, there is every reason for it, even in this context.
The ground for thanksgiving is the same as the ground for experiencing trials as
“things of joy.” All circumstances, including affliction, have practical godliness as
their objective (Ps. 119:71b). From this perspective I can, in fact, must and will say
that any and all trials are “good things,” and consequently causes for thanksgiving and
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joy! In short, no “bad” things can ever happen to “good,” that is, regenerate people
characterized by a thirst for practical godliness and an eagerness to embrace any and
all means to arrive at that goal. In this context the divine end more than justifies all the
divine means. It sanctifies them! Frankly, it will take mighty prayer and preaching,
Revival prayer and Revival preaching, for this to become “flesh and blood” in the
Church. Since it would be nothing less than a “paradigm shift” from man-centeredness
to God-centeredness, it can only be precipitated and therefore should be accompanied
by heartfelt repentance! This paradigm shift is captured well in the definition of joy in
the context of James 1:2 as “the unnatural reaction of deep, steady, and unadulterated
thankful trust in God” (quoted in Blomberg, 48). Of course, irritatingly “unnatural” to
the unbeliever, but gloriously “supernatural” to the believer!
In his inimitable way Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount
(Grand Rapids: William. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1976), 122-123, brings
out the “supernatural” character of joy more persuasively than possibly anyone else in
his treatment of the trial of persecution, mentioned in Mt. 5:11-12. Persecution that
may consist of murder, ostracism, job loss, jeering, ridicule, whisper campaign, etc.
should never be met with retaliation, typical of the natural man. Angrily getting back
or even with folks is out. Neither should it meet with resentment. We may not lose our
temper or show our annoyance. But we may feel the hurt and resent it bitterly. That
inner “storm” is out as well. But even this is still not the end. It may not depress us,
cast us down, make us give up on life, especially when there does not seem to be a
light at the end of the tunnel. This threefold “no” is implicitly denounced by our Lord
when he explicitly requires us to “rejoice and to be exceedingly glad!” It is “utter fallacy and futility of imagining that men can do (this) by their own efforts … when you
are persecuted and people are saying all manner of evil against you falsely … to the
natural man this is an utter impossibility. He cannot even control the spirit of retaliation. Still less can he rid himself of a sense of resentment. But to ‘rejoice and be exceedingly glad” in such circumstances is something that he will never do.” It must be
evident from this that ortho-doxy (right doctrine) or ortho-praxis (right conduct) can
never take the place of ortho-pathos (right emotion), when providence decides to sharpen its knife excruciatingly on the bones of the believer. Only through ortho-pathos, be
it always informed by ortho-doxy, can one hope to arrive at ortho-praxis. After all, it is
the joy of the Lord that is our strength (Neh. 8:10). This is the message of both Jesus
and James. As mentioned already, biblical joy is Revival joy. It is the product of Revival (Ps. 85:6), rooted in the crucified and resurrected Christ as its Source (Phil. 1:26;
3:3; 4:4) and in the Spirit of Pentecost as its Agent (Rom 14:17), and experienced and
displayed through the fourfold means of grace, namely Revival Preaching, Revival
Fellowship, Revival Communion and Revival Prayer (Acts 2:42). All in all, biblical
orthodoxy may not deserve its name until and unless it honors and conveys the biblical
truth of and emphasis upon the emotional life of the Christian. Without biblical orthopathos biblical ortho-praxis will dry up and die (See once again Goleman, Emotional
Intelligence, for the pivotal place of the emotions in the human psychological makeup, of course, as created by God). Leonard Ravenhill, Revival God’s Way (Bloomington, MN: Bethany House, Publishers, 2006), 17-19, gives as graphic a description of
the glorious and indestructible nature of the “The Joy of the Lord” as any.
“ It is as real at the graveside as at the fireside.
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It does not evaporate under the heat of adversity.
It does not collapse in the presence of calumny.
It does not wither at the onslaught of calamity.
It does not panic in the presence of perfidy.
It does not sour under the test of poverty.
It does not die at the cruel hand of tragedy.
It does not falter in the presence of misery.”
Clearly this joy is not and cannot be “created by possessions (that fade), or by positions (that are insecure), but by a Person - Him!” So abide in Him! Further, it is not
and cannot be maintained except through the power of the indwelling Spirit! So be full
of Him!
_____________________________________________________________________

(ii) Ground for Joy (1:3-4)
James’ first order of business is to remove the ignorance that lies at the root
of potential disaster (Hos. 4:6) by means of an explanation that effects a serious consideration of pertinent truth. This is regular biblical procedure (John
14:26; Rom. 5:3; 6:6; Heb. 10:34; 12:5). Of course, the knowledge that James
aims to convey implies heartfelt embrace and diligent application of the truth
disclosed (Manton, 29).
The explanation as to why joy is held out as the only proper response to
trials of any sort is bound up with what a trial is all about, as well as with its
desired and anticipated effect. Trials in this context are not merely occasions
for tests, or the means of testing one’s faith (Prov. 27:21) (contra Dibelius,
73; and Martin, 15). No, they themselves are the tests, and constitute the testing of one’s faith (Laws, 52). They are the crucible of faith. They put the
search light on faith to find out, whether or not it is “sterling coinage ... genuine and unalloyed” (Barclay, 51). They place the profession of faith under a
microscope to determine, whether it includes authenticity, genuine possession
(1 Pet. 1:6-7). They are indispensable to bring believers face to face with
themselves with a view to self-examination. Frankly, it should not come as a
surprise, when the upshot at times is less than pleasurable. “We came face to
face with ourselves, and we were not amused.” Too often they are an eyeopening experience that in “merciless mercy” expose (a host of) shortcomings. Nevertheless, this is only an intermediate purpose. Their main purpose
is to produce endurance as the wayside station en route to perfection as the
end station, not in the last place to serve as a towering testimony to the world,
that Christians, in the footsteps of Job, can, and will, “take everything” (Manton, 30). From this perspective trials aim above all to be guiding lights. They
are roadmaps. They provide the contours and road signs that determine the
direction of the life of believers. They are the banks that establish the course
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of the meandering river of their life. Therefore, they are, and should be,
“warmly” welcomed as part of God’s providential blueprint.
Not so incidentally, God’s trials target the whole man in the totality of
his twofold existence, body as well as spirit. They seek to exercise, test and
enhance all the members of the body, inclusive of the total range of sense experience. With poison in the tongue (Jam. 3:8), which Paul eventually broadens out to indwelling sin residing in all of the members of our body (Rom.
7:17, 23), the believer is locked into a constant battle to maintain his course
(endurance) and to arrive at his destination (perfection). Thankfully, it will
shape up in a “battle royal,” with victory ensured when it is fought in total
dependence upon King Jesus (Jam. 3:17; Rom. 7:25; see also John 15:5; Phil.
4:13; Col. 3:1-3; Rev. 3:18-20; more about this below in the context of Jam.
1:14-15; 4:1ff). Otherwise it is a losing battle by definition.
The human spirit faces the same type of combat. It consists of the human
heart as its core, with thinking, willing and feeling as its three internal functions, morality and social interaction as its twofold dimension, creative imagination and dominion taking as its twofold thrust, and speaking and acting
as its twofold activity. Indwelling sin is nestled in all (these) non-material
sections of the human make-up as well. Once again, with all those numerous
individual battlefields the Christian should always be on the highest alert!
In sum, trials serve as God’s providential search lights, guiding lights,
road maps, road signs, as well as fuel and fertilizer for the totality of life. As
such they serve to benefit Christians in both individual and corporate endurance and practical godliness. It is James’ aim to inform and instruct his readers, how to negotiate the rapids of life and to arrive safely at the final destination.
In the light of James’ teaching one commentator calls on Christians to go
“against the (societal) grain, and appropriate a biblical understanding of adversity” (Nystrom, 310). He provides the following suggested list of the pro’s
of adversity. It serves the interests of spiritual preparation. It is the school for
the acquisition of virtues and the formation of character. It is the spiritual
gymnasium to train disciples in robust exercise, and at times through severe
conflict. It is the battlefield that produces heroes, impossible to achieve in periods of inaction. It is the surgeon’s scalpel to preserve life occasionally in
acute pain. It is the operating room of God that hardens his servants (Nystrom, 310-312). It is the steel mill that requires the tempered product to go
through the fire, if it is to be any good. It is the arena of accomplishments that
require the achievers boldly to face the impossible, rather than to skirt it.
From time to time it may be identified as “sharing the suffering of Christ”
(Phil. 3:10), or even more pointedly, “completing what is lacking in the suffering of Christ (Col. 1:24) (Nystrom, 312), which, once again, is not the suf424

fering of “propitiation,” but rather the suffering of “propagation”135 Therefore, to rejoice not only in spite of, under and in, but also due to (any and all)
circumstances is not a “silly grin,” an “inane smirk,” but a “Christian virtue!”
In the light of John 12:24 one must come to the regrettable conclusion that
only a dying Christian culture can come up with such a pejorative judgment!
In short, affliction for Christians is ultimately a means of grace that will allow
them to carry all loads, including the heavy ones, smoothly (Zodhiates, I, 29),
and therefore must be experienced as such. From this perspective it may well
be apropos to speak of “the ‘sacrament’ (sic!) of suffering,” which is meant to
convey that there is “triumph to suffering that goes through it and not around
it (Nystrom, 312). Regrettably, afflictions (too) often are experienced as
bumps, or detours, or even barriers, on the road to happiness. James cures us
of that perspective. He argues that they are traffic signals that invariably indicate green and go (speed up), rather than orange and slow down (put the
brakes on), or red and stop (quit), on the road to holiness. They are not hindrances, but helps. They are not a bunch of weeds, but a bouquet of flowers.
Sure, just as roses have thorns, they may be accompanied by pains, at times
searing pains, but these are not the disheartening pains characteristic of a potential mortuary, where every hope is (should be) abandoned, but the energizing pains of a maternity ward, where everyone is (should be) in good cheer.
This implies that Christians should never take their afflictions and pains too
seriously. After all, as James argues, “the baby is coming,” in fact, the
“twins” of endurance and perfection, of endurance unto perfection, and of
perfection through endurance. They are eagerly waiting in the wings. This
should in advance wipe off all tears in a minor key, whether of depression,
self-pity, lashing out, or otherwise!
In the light of the uncompromisingly high threshold of counting it sheer
joy as the humanly speaking impossible benchmark for the Christian, it
should be rather clear that without a true and prayerful faith there is no way
for anyone to negotiate it, so as to endure, to be godly, and to be pleasing to
God (Heb. 11:6) in the way James enjoins everyone at this juncture. This
compels us to inquire into the essence of such faith.
True faith, that in its response to trials rises to the occasion, does not
merely consist of knowledge, assent or even trust, although all these elements
are present in faith. No, to grasp the nature of faith three elements must come
into view, its root, its essence and its fruit. Its root is surrender to Christ (the
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Joseph Tson, Suffering, Martyrdom, and Rewards in Heaven (Lanham, MD: University
Press of America, 1997), 181-183. I recommend this book highly for presenting the Christian
community with an extensive and thorough biblical “theology of suffering,” and all that this
entails. The fact that short of martyrdom the author has experienced suffering beyond what
most everyone else has gone through gives it a remarkable hallmark of authenticity. The author knows experientially what he is talking about, and it shows!
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opposite of rebellion as the root of unbelief, according to Deut. 1:26-33, esp.
26, in conjunction with Heb. 3:19). Its essence is closure with, and appropriation of, Christ (John 6:50-51, 55-56). Its fruit is self-abandonment to Christ
(Gen. 22:15). Abraham is, indeed, the prime illustration of all three elements
in Genesis 13:9; 15:6; and 22:12, respectively. In Genesis 22 the faith of Genesis 15 proves to be authentic. This becomes evident through the test to
which God puts Abraham. Trials, including at times fiery persecutions (1 Pet.
1:7), are the sine qua non for the verification of faith. In fact, the conclusion
may be drawn that, until I am willing to “sacrifice my son” at God’s command, the evidence of my faith is still outstanding, and unless I obey such
command, I have no right to demand from anyone to treat me as a believer!136
James 2:20-24 further opens up this window upon Abraham and his faith, its
nature and its implications. At that juncture he is introduced not just as an occasional, optional, non-binding illustration, but as a foundational, authoritative, binding model for all believers, not just as a single, interesting, typological episode in the history of redemption, but a compelling, universal, benchmark for holiness in the order of redemption. At any rate, at this time already
we recognize that without Abraham’s faith we can never be Abraham’s children in facing trials Abraham’s way.
Note that the pronoun in “your faith” is plural. While faith, of course, is
always an individual matter, “the character of the whole community” (Johnson, 178) comes into play (For both the individual and communal dimension,
also see McCartney, 71-72. The “many” and the “one” can never be isolated
from one another. They are co-essential and co-dependent (See Topical Focus #15: One-and-Many Spheres & Authority Structures, in the context of
James 3:1, for the centrality and significance of the one-and-many relationships, and their entailments). A chain is as strong as its weakest link, and a
log burns fiercest as part of a larger fire.
In this context, therefore, the faith of both each individual believer and of
the community proves to be genuine only when a trial produces a threefold
chain effect, namely (1) “endurance” (active steadfastness), that is marked by
136

There is a decisive difference between the early and the late Reformation thinking with
regard to the definition of faith. The Heidelberg Catechism (1559), LD 9, represents the early
(baby) Reformation thinking, and defines faith as “a certain knowledge and trust that not only
to others but also to me forgiveness of sins and eternal life has been given.” The Westminster
Confession of Faith (1648), XV, 1, mirrors the late (adult) Reformation thinking, and defines
faith as “appropriation.” The Westminster Confession is vastly superior. In fact, what the Heidelberg Cathechism presents is technically not (even) a definition of faith, but rather a definition of the assurance of faith. In the light of this it has been suggested that on this topic, specifically as a teaching tool of young impressionable children, the Heidelberg Catechism is not
only deficient, but also fraught with an inherent, and potentially grave danger. After all, it assures them of faith, without first ascertaining that they possess faith. This assessment is not
without merit, and should always be kept in mind in the use of this Catechism.
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(2) “perfect work” (quality of steadfastness) and reaches its zenith in (3) its
final result (variously translated as “perfect and complete, lacking in nothing,” “complete and entire, lacking in nothing, or “mature and entire, lacking
in nothing”) (See also Laws, 53). This triad is a “concatenation, a stringing
together of abstracts in crescendoing succession” (Dibelius, 72; see also
McKnight, 79-82).137
James clearly wishes to instruct his readers in an ethos that covers the
breadth, depth, height and length of human existence. As a tool of such instruction this concatenation is quite effective. Also, when it is understood that
these three aspects are both individual and communal, the individual will
zealously guard the interests and sacrificially promote the well-being of the
community, and the community will with the same ardency and self-denial
seek the best interest of the individual. It may take the sinful derailment of
only one individual, whether in the area of faith (2 John 7-8) or practice
(Josh. 7:10-26), to bring a whole community to a halt, and cause its (potential) downfall. And it may equally take only one ungodly push (1 Cor. 15:33)
or one instance of uncaring neglect (Rev. 2:20) on the part of a community to
derail and destroy an individual. It is more than just interesting to note that
when a sinful derailment brings either an individual or a community not just
to a halt, but to their knees in prayer or fasting, they both are sternly told to
get up until the sin is removed. Otherwise God will not give them one inch of
additional progress or one ounce of fresh blessing (Josh. 7:10-13; Is. 58:114).
In short, James argues emphatically that the core of man’s true wellbeing and best interest is the presence of holiness through perseverance! It
should be underscored that the message of this passage is not eschatological
in character. It aims concretely at the “here” and “now” of everyday life. This
leads us to the exact meaning of the three elements in the concatenation, (1)
“endurance,” (2) “endurance’s perfect work,” (3) and “perfect and entire,
lacking in nothing.”
(1) The nature of endurance. “The testing of your faith produces endurance.” Satan endeavors, by tempting, to destroy a believer’s power, and to paralyze him in and through sin (Jam. 1:15). God wishes, by his continuous testing, to energize believers and keep them on their toes, to precipitate and constantly enhance their endurance, and effect in this way an ever-increasing obedience of faith (Jam. 1:3-4; 1 Pet. 1:6-7). This is his avowed aim in the training school of life that is both customized for “you” and tailored to “your”
needs as child of God. Therefore no grumbling belly-aching, ever (See Zodhiates, I, 26)! Christians do, and should, stand up, show fortitude under pres137

See Dibelius, 94-99, for an excellent discussion of concatenation as a rhetorical form with
its often crescendo like characteristics to drive a point home in a practical, applicatory, rather
than theoretical, contemplative fashion.
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sure, “under the fire of adversity,” and may not buckle under. They may not
even falter under the continuing, repeated, multiple, pressure or adversity of
the severest kind (Heb. 10:34; Moo, 1985, 60; Phillips, 29).
This is also the message of Paul. Christians, and especially Christian
leaders, are soldiers of Christ. As such they have no choice but to “endure
hardship” (2 Tim. 2:3). This makes sense since the one overriding mark of a
soldier is his willingness to die (John 21:19; Phil. 3:10; 2 Tim. 2:3). It makes
even more sense against the backdrop of Jesus’ words to his disciples. I paraphrase, “As the Father for the joy that is set before me (Heb. 12:2) sent me
to my death, so I send you to yours” (John 20:21).138 After all, no seed produces fruit, until it dies first (John 12:24-25).” All this puts hardship in the
proper perspective. To shy away from hardship, when called upon, whether in
business, school, state, church, or family, at home or abroad, in transportation, accommodation, food, or anything else, is to be a “terrible caricature of
Christ and his apostles” (C. T. Studd, quoted in Phillips, 40).
As is evident “in the reference to Job in James 5:11 ... endurance has a
much more active sense ... than is usually assumed ... ; one can see that there
is more heroism in this word than the term ‘patience’ would suggest. Paul, also, has this heroic endurance in mind in Rom. 5:3 and 2 Cor. 12:12” (Dibelius, 73; see also Kistemaker, 33). In short, it does not paint a picture of passive acceptance that is inert and basically defaults on life, but depicts an image of quiet courage, militant fortitude, active strength, and pulsating design.
These are the marks of a soldier who is on the move through skirmishes and
into battle, until both the victory and the insignia for bravery are his (Doriani,
21-22; Blomberg, 49). What is in view here, is not simply the ability “to suffer things, but to welcome them” with joy. “The effect is to conquer in still
harder battles.” “The martyrs did not die grimly, they died singing” (Barclay,
51). What a difference with folks, “who crumble ... give up--on marriages, on
friends, on children, on their church, on their testimony, on God, etcetera”
(Adams, 23). This list is potentially endless.
The following definition from the hand of the 17th Century theologian,
Witsius, is enlightening. He defines perseverance as a gift of God, by which
he both through the Spirit and the Word “guards them whom He has presented with true faith and holiness, with such solicitous care that it is impossible for them, although weak in themselves and liable to fall away, to revolt
totally and finally from the holiness once begun, and so to fall from the salva-
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In the Church of Christ the apostles should bind the same on the hearts of the elders, the
elders on the hearts of the parents, and the parents on the hearts of their children, “as we are
sent to our death, so we send you to yours.” The principle of fruit through suffering and death
only is universal in substance and scope. See specifically Phil. 3:10, where this principle is
embraced and illustrated.
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tion appointed for them”139 (See also Westminster Confession of Faith, XVII).
In biblical perseverance God will not turn away from his children, and his
children will not turn away from him (Jer. 32:40; John 10:27-28). The former
is the warrant for the latter, and the latter is the evidence of the former. In
terms of my biblical mathematical formula, 100% divine perseverance +
100% human perseverance = 100% perseverance. Remember the complementarity of truth! It is one twofold process of perseverance with the understanding that God’s perseverance has the primacy (Lk. 22:31-32). After all, however truly a work of man, perseverance is, and remains, a grace of God. But it
is both grace unto (faith and) holiness and perseverance in (faith and) holiness.
In the present setting the human factor is emphasized. The aim of a trial
is an active steadfastness, a staying power, a gutsy fortitude that negatively
does not escape, revolt or break under strain, and positively “eagerly” awaits
and anticipates a final and breathtaking outcome (Mt. 10:22; Lk. 21:19; Rom.
5:3; 1 Cor. 13:7; Heb. 10:36) (Laws, 53; Mitton, 23; Zodhiates, I, 26; Motyer,
32; Royster, 15). “The process of testing faith is like the tempering of steel:
the heat, rather than destroying the steel, makes it stronger” (PDavids, 27),
and ever more dependable, useful and productive! This is why any and all
“heat” is “a thing of sheer joy,” and must be counted as such, however much
of an (excruciatingly) painful burning sensation it may give at the moment.
(2) The “perfect work” of endurance. “Let endurance have its perfect
work.” This phrase is open to interpretation. Does James have in view, as has
been suggested, the final result or full effect of endurance, namely completeness of character, in line with Romans 5:3-4, and 2 Peter 1:5-7 (Mitton, 24;
Cheung, 178; Motyer, 32)? This is possible. However, it would make James
1:4, where the word “perfect” is repeated, at least partly redundant. Or does
James stress that endurance is an active, rather than a passive category, and
should see to it that it does its “perfecting” work, and hence should not tire
until perfection is reached (Laws, 53; see also McCartney, 87)? This is less
likely. According to the Greek, endurance has its “perfect work,” not its “perfecting work.”
Therefore, a third interpretation is preferable, if not mandated. The goal
of being “perfect and complete, lacking in nothing” can only be attained by
“perfect endurance” (Calvin, 281)! A true Christian distinguishes himself
from the present day “generation of quitters,” who give up at the drop of a
hat, the very moment an obstacle is sighted! He sticks it out in the face of
whatever pressure is brought to bear upon him. Even if God pushes him to the
breaking point, he refuses to break. In this regard he is a bottom line Christian. This is to say, what God tells him to do, is his compass and his lodestar.
139

This definition is quoted in Heinrich Heppe, Reformed Dogmatics (Grand Rapids: Baker
Book House, 1978), 581.
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No deviation from the prescribed course is even contemplated. When God
draws the line, he will honor that whatever the cost, mentally, emotionally,
volitionally, psychologically, financially, socially, etc. There is depth and
breadth and height to that endurance. But there is length to it as well! It is not
temporary, or intermittent. The true Christian is not (should not be) “weary in
well doing,” and does not “faint” (Gal. 6:9; see also Heb. 10:36-39). The
temptation not to see the trial through to the end, to take a shortcut, to endure
in a fashion, or go all out only for a while, is sufficient reason for James to
remind his readers what is required to reach the great objective of the Christian faith, namely perfection. Perfection can only be attained by perfect endurance. Perfect endurance, which is lacking neither in “quality” nor in
“quantity,” which is unlimited in scope and duration, “will work wonders”
(Henry, III, 1287). In short, endurance should in perfect form, “completely
sound” (McKnight, 82), just like an athlete, in order “to haul in the gold medal!”
As I argue below, the meaning of “perfect” should not be watered down
to “mature” (contra Johnson, 178; Nystrom, 49; Kistemaker, 35; Zodhiates,
30; Phillips, 29; Doriani, 15, 22), nor be confused with “complete (entire)”
(contra Johnson, 178; Adams, 12). “Perfect and complete (entire)” in 2:4 are
not “almost synonyms” (contra Martin, lxxx, 16). Perfect in this context is
without defect, flawless, unblemished (Delling, 4-87, esp. 67).140 This ever
was, ever is, and ever will be the requirement for the Christian (Mt. 5:48). In
short, only flawless endurance produces flawless and complete obedience or
holiness. The fact that neither flawless endurance nor perfect obedience can
be realized on earth is totally beside the point. It does not remove them from
being legitimate and necessary targets (contra Kistemaker, 35). As one commentator puts it, “The achievement of Christian Perfection in its full, positive
sense may seem infinitely remote. Nevertheless, the obligation to make it our
persistent and urgent aim in life is made unmistakably clear (as much in
James as it is in the totality of) the New Testament” (Mitton, 26).
Putting the finger on the quintessence of James’ message at this point could
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Incidentally, Delling’s article in its analysis and valuation of the word teleios as a derivative from telos proves to be extremely significant for the understanding of both the overarching objective and the grand, if not ambitious scope of James’ letter. As I argue below, the older commentators are correct when they translate teleios with “perfect,” rather than “whole” or
“mature,” which is preferred by the more recent interpreters. Delling lays the groundwork for
this translation, and in doing so renders all students of James a great service. It makes all the
difference in the world at the very beginning of the study of James to recognize that according
to the author all God’s providential dealings have only one aim, “endurance en route to perfection,” even if it is royally conceded that they cannot achieve this on earth. In line with this
Cheung, 162ff, makes the emphatic point that in many a commentary James’ “call to perfection is neglected.” This is putting it mildly! See for details of Cheung’s argument Footnotes
145 and 146.
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not have been accomplished more accurately and succinctly. It is a veritable
bull’s eye! In James 1:4, therefore, the author starts out with the gentle (mild
imperative) but at the same time no-nonsense reminder that only the endurance that is carried out in perfection, that is flawless in its implementation,
can and will reach its intended and desired objective of flawless perfection.
After all, as we will presently see, James insists that this perfection must be
both “complete/entire” and “lacking in nothing.” That is, it must be flawless!
We will also see that this twofold addition is far from redundant, and therefore may not be interpreted as such.
(3) The final result of endurance. James’ terminology is heavy, “perfect
and complete/entire, lacking in nothing.” The term for “perfect” (teleios),
which occurs twice in this verse, is basically a formal expression that conveys
the notion of “totality,” “completeness,” or “fullness” (Delling, 72-73;
Grosheide, 1955, 354), in line with its root (telos). The latter indicates “a final
step,” an “upper limit,” a “supreme stage” (Delling, 49; Grosheide, 1955,
354). In the light of this a strong pitch has been made by some recent commentators to interpret James as aiming to turn the reader into a “complete,” a
“total,” Christian, “who on all fronts (without exception) is progressing in his
Christian life” (Adams, 12; Grosheide, 1955, 354). All of the Letter of James,
then, is said to contribute to this aim, namely the Christian’s progress with a
view to becoming a “whole” Christian.141
Most modern commentators, however, opt for the translation “mature,”
frankly in contrast to “perfect,” which not so incidentally was the unanimous
choice of the older interpreters. The reason for this shift away from perfection
seems rather simple. The latter is not attainable in this life. So how could it
have been James’ aim (Burdick, 168)? For most present day commentators,
therefore, the only two “realistic” options are that James goes either after a
“whole Christian” or a “mature Christian” (Brosend, 34; see also Keddie, 2829, who combines the two).
The translation of the word in question is far from a minor matter, and
therefore needs to be settled. There is hardly any doubt that “completeness”
or “fullness” is the root meaning. Neither can it be denied that at times it
could be translated as “mature” (Delling, 76-77). However, those who champion the translation “complete” overlook that the term, which is basically
neutral, receives its connotation and coloration from the context. In this setting, therefore, it must be determined by James’ theme of practical godliness.
In that light the (mostly older) translation of “perfect” is vastly superior in
sensing (and experiencing!) what drives James, and therefore preferable by
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See also Moo, 2000, 52, 56, for the use of the term “whole” in the context of James, and
my analysis of it in the previous Footnote.
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far, in fact, the only “logical” choice.142
By the same token, those who opt for either “complete” or “mature” fail
to recognize that this translation is not the prevailing one, and further that it
simply does not fit in with James’ high-powered letter. He is after totality/completeness all right, but totality/completeness in practical godliness with
a vengeance, and this is “perfection.” The following quotation is right on target. “Some give the term (teleios) the idea of ‘maturity’ or ‘completeness,’
and suggest that this virtue is attainable in life. It is doubtful whether this
term can be ‘softened’ in this way, however. Elsewhere James uses the adjective of God’s gift (1:17), of the ‘law of freedom’ (1:25), and of the man who
is capable of ‘bridling his tongue’ (3:2). In each of these instances ‘perfection’ appears to be connoted, not to be ‘softened’ to ‘maturity’ or ‘completeness” (So quite correctly, Moo, 1985, 61; see also Blomberg, 50, who wavers
between the two in assigning “maturity” to this life, but “perfection” to the
next; and McKnight, 80-81, who seems to lean toward “maturity,” but does
not exclude perfection, as at times he translates teleios as “mature/perfect”
with as rationale that the “level of morality (character and behavior)” James
aims at, “derives from a perfect God, who gives perfect gifts … and from a
perfect Torah”).143
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See also A.W. Pink, A Guide to Fervent Prayer (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1988), 6061, who parallels katartizo, to complete by repair and adjustment (Heb. 13:21), with teleio, to
complete by being consummate in character (Heb. 2:10; 10:1, 14; 11:40). According to Pink,
both aim “at nothing less than perfection.”
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Both Moo, 1985, 61, and Moo, 2000, 52, 56, wish to go beyond “maturity.” However,
while in his earlier work he opts for “perfection,” in his later work he extrapolates from James
1:4 that the “central concern” of its author, which is reflected in all of the Letter of James,
must be identified as “moral integrity” or “spiritual wholeness.” On the one hand, he argues
for a stronger rendering than “maturity,” proposes “moral integrity,” and virtually identifies
this with “perfection.” On the other hand, however, he tones it down to “spiritual wholeness,”
and therewith seems to obscure the issue, if not damage his case. Frankly, I prefer the earlier
Moo by far! McCartney, 87-88, 92-93, virtually opts for “maturity,” although he questionably
translates it as “maturity (perfection)” or “‘perfection’” between quotation marks, as if they
are basically synonymous. Frankly, this tends to evaporate the concept of “perfection.” Hartin, 65, 71-74, is not averse to the notion of “perfection” as the purpose of trials, but adds that
“the word ‘perfect’ … embraces the Israelite concept of completeness, wholeness, totality,
being without blemish” (the latter with reference to Gen. 6:9; Ex. 12:5; Deut. 18:13; 2 Sam
22:26). It comes down to a “completeness” that surrenders unconditionally to God and is
wholeheartedly dedicated to a demonstrated obedience to his will as expressed in his “perfect
law” (1:25). In this “purity and perfection,” “holiness and wholeness” come together. “Fidelity to the way of life that remains true to the whole Law embraces a bond on three levels: the
personal, the communal, and God.” Bauckham, 177-185, weighs in on the issue as well in his
section on “Wholeness and integrity.” He starts out by saying that “the importance of the notion of ‘wholeness,’ ‘completeness’ or ‘perfection’ in James has been widely recognized.” In
fact, he adds that “careful study shows that it is not just one important theme, but the overarching theme of the whole letter, encompassing all the other concerns.” He then “circumscribes” this notion of “wholeness” with the characteristics of (1) “integration” (“inclusion”)
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The context therefore favors, if not demands, the translation “perfect.”
There are additional considerations in support of this. First, once this translation is established, it also makes eminent sense that the endurance, which is
designed to lead to perfection, must be perfect itself. Second, it ought to be
noted that James’ explicit goal is not simply progress toward perfection, as
has been implied (Adams, 12), but perfection itself. That progress is required
in order to reach that objective is evident. That James desires for believers to
make progress, and wishes to accomplish that with his letter is evident as
well. But together with all of Scripture (2 Tim. 3:16-17) James’ grand goal is
and remains perfection. This is what sets James before his readers as a beckoning benchmark. Interpreters, preachers, teachers and counselors should do
no less, if they wish the Word to have its full effect. But more about this below! Third, this does and should correspond in the Christian with a thirst for
perfection, not merely a thirst for progress, however desirable, or even a thirst
for “wholeness,” which can easily be psychologized.144 Fourth, what should
clinch this translation is both James’ proven affinity to the Sermon on the
Mount, as well as a telling contextual clue. The Sermon on the Mount insists
on perfection in the Christian as a reflection of God’s perfection (Mt. 5:48).
The translation “wholeness” simply fits as little in this context as it fits in
James 1:4. The contextual clue is found in James 1:25, where the translations
of whole or mature fit, if at all possible, even less. Here the author does not
refer to the “whole,” or the “mature,” but to the “perfect” law.
The difference between “perfection” and “wholeness” (as well as “maturity”) may seem rather subtle, if not too subtle, at first sight. But after careful
thought it should be recognized as monumental, which has enormous homiletical, pastoral, counseling as well as evangelistic, implications. In fact, it appears to me in all seriousness that James in its theological intention, essence
and objective is nearly gutted, if the translation “whole” or “mature” is allowed to stand. This may seem strong language. But an “entity,” whether society, church, family, or individual, that is hungering and thirsting for perfecof the individual and of the community, (2) “exclusion” of what is incompatible, such as
double-mindedness, cursing of the neighbor, envy and selfish ambition, infighting, friendship
with the world, greed, etc., (3) “completion” by adding endurance in testing, doing to hearing,
etc., (4) “consistency” in “inclusion,” “exclusion,” and “completion,” and (5) “divine perfection,” that is, God and God’s Law as “the focus of integration and the standard of consistency.” After all God is lavishly good, overflowing with good gifts, holy, in fact, perfect, and his
law is perfect as well, as it requires love toward God and the neighbor, denounces idolatry and
all other kinds of evil. Frankly, I do not see any reason, why either Hartin or Bauckham could
not translate teleios with “perfect.” After what they designate as “wholeness” is “perfection,”
even if this cannot materialize here on earth. Of course, their reference to the Law of God as
the reflection of God’s nature and therefore the final standard for mankind is both right on the
money and very gratifying!
144
This, of course, would be anathema to Adams, and correctly so!
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tion will exhibit a spiritual depth and quality, which towers above any such
entity that “only” pursues “wholeness” or displays “maturity,” and “only”
wishes to make progress toward those goals. Hunger and thirst for perfection
will be marked by a type of radical and far-reaching surrender that is found in
apostles, such as Paul, who seek to “perfect holiness in the fear of God” (2
Cor. 7:1). They are a “breed apart.” For those individuals “to live is Christ
and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). They seek “to know Christ, the power of his
resurrection, the fellowship of his suffering, and the conformity to his death”
(Phil. 3:10). They demonstrate that they “can do all things through Christ who
strengthens” them (Phil. 4:10) throughout their lives (Rom. 12:1-2; 2 Cor.
11:23-28; Heb. 11:1-39). In their ministry they “cut people to the heart” (Acts
2:37), and in the process they are accused of “turning the world upside
down,” by “preaching another King” (Acts 17:6-7).
Of course, passages such as these are routinely endorsed by all those who
subscribe to an inerrant Scripture. But the question may well be asked whether they truly function in the life of the (average) present day believer, who is
satisfied “merely” with “wholeness” and “maturity.” It is to be feared that the
radical biblical character, which marks the passage under consideration, is
rarely found anymore in the modern church with its frequent country-club
mentality. Inferior terminology that shaves off the cutting edge of the biblical
message, and the corresponding inferior substance that subtracts from its fullness is too often in evidence as the result of such mentality, which often befits
humanistic psychology more than the biblical climate!
James ought to be experienced as a radical and total challenge of such
mentality, inclusive of any sub-standard terminology and substance that it
embraces! It seems that serious students of this Epistle are alerted to this from
the very start, as they are immediately and without any ado informed, that
perfection is the first and foremost point of reference and at the same time the
all-encompassing objective. Plumbing its depth in conscientious application
of the second and third hermeneutical spiral, mentioned above, can only help
accentuate this!
To top this off, a recent monograph, that deals extensively with the composition and hermeneutics of James and has already been quoted a number of
times, goes to great length to corroborate this conclusion. In one of the sections, entitled “The Call to Perfection,” the author devotes over thirty pages to
its content. He does so in two sub-sections. The first one deals with the concept of perfection in both the early Jewish and early Christian tradition. He
concludes this sub-section with the following observation (I summarize). To
be perfect is to live a righteous, truthful and pure life in complete obedience
to the Torah as the outflow of both godly wisdom and Christian love. The call
to perfection aims at the imitation of God in terms of character as well as
conduct. It involves a purposeful process and cannot be fully achieved until
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the eschaton (Cheung, 176-177).145 With this as backdrop the second subsection deals with the concept of perfection in James. James’ teaching on the
subject closely resembles the rest of Scripture. Man’s perfection depends on
and is modeled after God’s perfection. To be perfect is to be pure. It comes as
a result of obedience to the Torah and the presence of heavenly wisdom, covers character and conduct, requires a time of testing and growth, and can be
achieved in its fullness only at the eschaton. The obedience to the Torah,
however, is of a specific kind. It is overarched and interpreted by Jesus’ love
command (Cheung, 194).146
All this is underscored by a final consideration in favor of “perfection.”
By introducing this benchmark, fully in the footsteps of Jesus’ Sermon on the
Mount, James brings his readers face to face with the impossibility of sancti145

To back up this summary, Cheung, 162-165, 170-174, covers pertinent data from a.o. the
OT, the Wisdom of Solomon, and the Qumram literature, NT data from the Pauline Epistles,
Hebrews, Johannine Writings, and data from the early Church fathers. In the footsteps of
James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language, London, Oxford University Press, 1961), he
builds his biblical “case for perfection” not merely on the term telos and its derivatives, but on
a variety of concepts in their contexts that present people in spite of all their failings in singleminded and purposeful devotion to the law of God en route to eschatological perfection. In
this context he refers to a large number of passages--although not in this precise order--, such
as Gen. 6:9b; 17:1; 20:5-6; Ex. 12:5; 29:9ff; Lev. 4:5; 9:2; 22:21; Num. 6:14; 19:11-20; Deut.
14:1-21; 18:13; Josh. 24:14; Judg. 9:16; 1 Sam 22:24-26; 2 Sam. 15:11; 1 Ki. 8:61; 11:4; 2
Ki. 20:3; 1 Chron. 12:39 28:9; 2 Chron. 15:17; 19:19 25:2; Job, 1:1,8; 2:3, 9, 9:20-22; Ps.
15:2; 26:1-3, 11; 18:26, 33; 37:37; 78:72; 101:2, 6; 119:1, 80; Prov. 2:7, 21; 10:9; 11:5, 20;
28:6, 18; Is. 38:3; Ezek. 28:15; Am. 5:10; John 4:34; 5:36; 13:1; 17:4; 19:28; Rom. 6:19;
12:2; 1 Cor. 2:16; 3:1-2; 2 Cor. 7:1; 11:2-3; 13:10; Eph. 1:4; 4:13; 5:27; 6:5; Col. 1:22, 28;
3:14, 22; 4:12; Phil. 1:9-10; 2:15; 3:15; 1 Thess. 2:10; 5:23; Heb. 2:10; 4:15; 5:14; 6:1; 7:19,
26; 8:5; 9:6, 9-10, 14; 10:1, 14-15; 11:40; 12:2, 23-24; 1 Pet. 1:19; 1 John 2:5; 4:12; 17, 18.
From Cheung’s perspective these references support his concluding observation that James is
part and parcel of the tapestry of Scripture, in fact, is in perfect tune with the larger biblical
picture, in targeting perfection as his grand objective, and calling for a total commitment to
realize this.
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In this sub-section Cheung, 176-193, refers to the use of telos and its derivatives in James
1:4, 17, 25; 2:8, 20, 22; 3:2, to the word of truth in James 1:18, to the implanted word in
James 1:21, to the law of liberty in James 1:25, to the wisdom from above in James 3:17 as
God’s perfect gifts, to concepts, such as faith and works in James 2:14ff, and to other pertinent vocabularies, such as pure and undefiled in James 1:27, that relate to the concept of perfection. In James perfection is a reflection of a total commitment on God’s part, is rooted in a
corresponding inner disposition of heartfelt, lifelong, powerful, undivided love and loyalty to
God, and manifests this in a life of holiness according to God’s law. This “morally blameless”
holiness is “the outcome or achievement of godly wisdom,” is complemented by love for the
neighbor, and spells eternal life (Jam. 1:12). According to Cheung, 189, 198, love and loyalty
is summarized in the Shema’ as alluded to in James 2:19. It embodies the believer’s “good
inclination” and can be identified as the antidote to the evil impulse of James 1:14. As I explain below, this is not a fully accurate view. The indwelling evil impulse has its antipode in,
and is overcome by the indwelling Holy Spirit. Hate as a work of the evil impulse (the flesh)
has its antipode in, and is conquered by love as the fruit of the Spirit.
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fication from man’s perspective.147 It is my considered opinion that all messages in the area of sanctification (just as those in the areas of regeneration
and justification) should always evoke the identical response on the part of
the audience, “But you call for the impossible!” This was also the response of
the disciples after Jesus comments about the wealthy, the Kingdom, the camel
and the eye of a needle, “But who then can be saved” (Lk. 18:26)?
The benchmark of perfection, according to James and in the footsteps of
Jesus, has in the NT the same function in the ordo salutis regarding sanctification, as the Mosaic Law, according to Galatians, had in the OT in the historia salutis regarding justification. Both are “good news.” Both convey the
“liberation of impossibility.” Both compel the audience, often in initial alarm
about its utter impotence, but ultimately in joy about its liberation from the
prison of impossible self-righteousness in justification (Galatians) and equally
impossible self-effort in sanctification (James), to turn to Christ (and plead)
for grace. All this, therefore, can serve the twofold purpose of the evangelization of “wretched sinners” at the threshold of the Kingdom, just as much as
the edification of “wretched saints” in the fabric of the Kingdom, with the
weapon of the Gospel of the Kingdom in both instances. (I intend to return to
this double “wretchedness,” that with the “wretchedness” in regeneration
turns into the well known biblical triad of “wretchedness” (Ezek. 36:25-27),
in a later context.)
A short anecdote will illustrate this. Shortly after a ten-hour weekend
mini-course on “A Biblical Model of Preparation for Marriage” one of the lady students approached me, and stated the following. “I got saved this weekend. After I was confronted with (the benchmark of perfection regarding)
God’s requirements for a godly woman and wife, I recognized that I had
come face to face with ‘total impossibility.’ With that I sank on my knees,
confessed my sinfulness, including my inability, and fled to Christ. When I
got up, I knew that for the first time in my life heart’s surrender had replaced
‘lip service’ and a hunger for genuine holiness a mere form of godliness. The
difference is so radical and total that I must take it as a salvation experience.”
Incidentally, this may well precipitate the question, whether the Church is not
seriously flawed in its evangelistic as well as edificational ministry, when it
fails to preach and teach in a way that cuts at the heart of its audience (Acts
2:37; 7:54), and makes it recognize that salvation is, and only can be, all of
the Lord and all of grace, whether in regeneration, justification or sanctification! It would either break rebellious human pride, which results in a cry for
mercy (Acts 2:41), or stir up rebellious human pride, which may result in
147

In his third chapter, as we shall see, he nails this down with a vengeance by complementing the standard of divine perfection with the emphasis upon human inability, a humbling
combo indeed, designed to break and remove every last bit of pride in the believer as a
wretched saint.
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murder (Acts 7:58-59). In short, the preaching of perfection may well be the
most potent, convicting, and challenging evangelistic as well as edificational
tool in one’s Gospel preaching arsenal!
At any rate, the upshot is that preachers, teachers, pastors, as well as
counselors may, and should, rejoice when as a result of properly biblical
preaching they hear the inevitable (and encouraging) exclamation, “But this is
(humanly) impossible!” They may smile and explain that this is why their
message is a Gospel message that aims at Gospel righteousness in the court of
God’s justice and Gospel holiness in the framework of God’s family, all bundled up in the ever so glorious further exclamation of “Divinely Possible.”
Indeed, the sobering quicksand of human impossibility is more than matched
by the joyful bedrock of divine possibility!
It is of the highest significance never to sever what Scripture joins together. James is a vivid witness, as will become apparent in the course of this
Commentary, that human impossibility and divine possibility must be driven
home with equal biblical force in the experience of the Christian. One-sided,
unbiblical, emphasis upon the “I cannot” (in myself) inevitably leads to hopelessness, despair and ... defeat. One-sided, unbiblical, emphasis upon the “I
can” (even if it is “said” to be through Christ) leads with equal certainty to
presumption, smugness and ... defeat.
In sum, the Christian’s life must invariably take place in joyful confidence (Christ) at the edge of despair (self). James 3 and 4 eventually underscore both with a vengeance. To reside in despair quickly spells the often suicidal, excruciating death of conscious and cutting hopelessness. To move
away from the edge ironically spells sooner or later the living death of selfcongratulatory and self-deceiving smugness, whether consciously or not.
Fifty years of preaching, teaching, and counseling ministry has convinced
me that the lack of brokenness has flooded individuals, the family, as well as
the Church with excessive sinfulness, and inflicted great disgrace, innumerable conflicts, and untold damage upon them. James catalogues them all (Jam.
1:14, 21; 2:1ff; 3:6-9; 4:1ff), and has neither any hesitation nor any qualms to
pinpoint the solution in unmistakable terms (Jam. 4:6, 10). But he starts all
that, in the footsteps of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, with God’s benchmark
of perfection!
Without this benchmark a preaching, teaching, or counseling message for
that matter, cannot possibly claim James’ wholehearted endorsement, and is
invariably sub-standard, anemic or both. For such message cannot and will
not preach a full-orbed and utterly necessary Christ, without exception and
reservation, all protestations to the contrary. Further, without the grace of
such a Christ, the need for which is only “tasted” in the light (darkness!) of
human impotence, which displays its darkness (lights up) against the backdrop of perfection, a message is invariably moralizing, psychologizing, spiri437

tualizing, or all three, to one degree or another, once again any protestation to
the contrary.
Truthfully, it could start a revolution in individuals, the family and the
Church, if hunger and thirst for perfection would turn into their fundamental
hallmark. It would reverberate throughout society! Church services would regain their purpose of providing fuel for a life of practical godliness. Folks
would line up to receive this fuel, resembling owners of automobiles at the
only operational gas pump. Consequently, they would undoubtedly regain
their “saltiness,” and like layers of salt, alternating with layers of fish in a fish
market (once again), prevent the decay of dead fish and stem their stench (Mt.
5:13). They also would regain their illuminating power, and as a bright light
in the fish market of the world turn death into life to the praise of God (Mt.
5:14).
All this is convincingly on display in Church history as the very essence
of all (re-)emerging Revival fires. In such times mighty God-centered prayer
and preaching reign supreme! They first conquer Church officers and Church
members, and rescue them from a sub-standard, below par, existence. Then,
their effects soon spill over into the world in conversions and personal holiness as well as societal sobriety. No, modern interpreters did not do anyone a
favor by opting for “wholeness” or “maturity” instead of perfection. Whenever taken “dead” serious, their proposal cannot but gut James’ message to a
greater or lesser degree and be similarly damaging. I am very thankful that I
am not the only interpreter who came to this conclusion (See Moo, 1985, 61
as well as Cargal, 57, 63, and Cheung, 162, 173-175, 275. Especially the latter insists on the translation “perfection” and makes copious use of the word).
To repeat, James’ message as well as that of the whole NT has five phases, “I
must (be perfectly holy),” “I cannot (be perfectly holy),” “I thirst (to be perfectly holy),” “I pray (to be perfectly holy).” “I shine on earth (in constant
and hot pursuit of purposeful holiness en route to perfect holiness in heaven).” In the present setting James emphasizes the first phase, “I must be perfectly holy,” as a guiding light, an inviting target full of promise, and a certain eschatological reality. The next four phases all receive their turn in his
letter as well, although not necessarily in that order. All this will become
clear in the course of this Commentary!
The grand purpose, then, of both trials and perfect endurance is perfection. The focus here shifts from the action (of endurance) to the person”
(Johnson, 178). “You are that perfect work” (Dibelius, 74). Perfection is unblemished, moral integrity in terms of character, attitude, and conduct. In
short, it is uncompromised holiness of life, without any defects and flaws. In
other words, the perfect righteousness of Christ that is imputed to the believer’s account in justification should be accompanied by the perfect holiness of
Christ to be imparted to the believer’s life in sanctification. Any lack, any
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flaw, any defect ultimately disqualifies one from the presence of God. This is
why death is the great and final means of sanctification. For those who are in
Christ Jesus it strips the very last vestige of sin away. While never to be had
on earth (1 John 1:8), it is reached upon arrival in the personal presence of Jesus, and in the meantime is ever the grand aim and prize for the believer (1
John 2:1a).148 “Wholeness” and “maturity” are quite clearly and quite decidedly not the proper translation. They are at best only aspects, be it necessary
aspects, of the road to “perfection.”
Mark also the resemblance between trials and chastening as a means of
bringing this about (Heb. 12:5-17). Chastening may be mixed with trials (1
Pet. 4:17). It may consist of sickness (1 Cor. 11:30) or God’s withdrawal of
Himself for a time (Hos. 5:15-6:1). True chastening is always rooted in the
love of God (Heb. 12:6, 8). It has the same purpose as God’s electing love
and gracious will for the life of the believer, namely, “perseverance in a life
of faith and holiness” (So Witsius, in Heppe, 581) with a view, and on the
road to “perfection” (See also Eph. 1:4; 1 Thess. 4:3; Heb. 12:4, 10, 14). The
very fact that Hebrews treats the subject in the way it does speaks volumes.
Chastisement, and the grievous pain it may cause at times (Heb. 12:11), simply does not comport with happiness. From the latter’s perspective it will always be experienced as intrusive. But it fits quite snugly in God’s grand
scheme of things as an essential part of the very pavement of the road to perfection (Heb. 12:10)! Otherwise it would be ultimately senseless.
As has already been stated, on this earth no “sinless perfection” can ever
be reached (1 John 1:8). But, once again, this neither removes the obligation
(1 John 2:4) nor the desire (Rom. 7:18, 22) to seek it passionately. In fact, it is
“the grand and magnificent obsession” of every regenerate individual (1 John
3:6, 9). One commentator put it quite well, “If we, then, interpret ‘perfection’
as the willingness to know what is for us the will of God, and to learn where
we are not fully in line with it, and the willingness to receive the gift of God’s
Holy Spirit in such a measure so as to enable us to do what is commanded,
then this should undoubtedly be our aim, what we ‘hunger and thirst after’”
(Mitton, 25-26, with references to Mt. 5:48; Heb. 6:1; Col. 1:28; 4:12; 1 John
4:17-18).
Of course, “hunger and thirst” for perfection should not merely mark
one’s life partially and intermittently, but totally and perpetually. No aspect,
sphere, structure or event of life is exempt. This is how the addition of “complete/entire” augments the picture in the phrase, “perfect and complete/entire”
(Jam. 1:4). This addition is not a (redundant) synonym of “perfection” (contra
148

In fact, since believers are already situated in the heavenly places through union with the
Lord Jesus Christ (Eph. 2:6), and through that union their perfect heart (in regeneration), perfect righteousness (in justification), as well as perfect holiness (in sanctification) are already
“in place,” upon their death they simply join their already perfect selves!
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Kistemaker, 35). Rather it indicates that perfection must be attained across
the board and on all fronts (with Adams, 12). It must fully and permanently
cover the totality of human life. At this point the designation “completeness”
or “wholeness” (finally!) finds its proper niche. Perfection must be “complete” and “whole.” No reservations or exceptions are tolerated. This is also
Paul’s prayer, using the same Greek term (holokleros), as he seeks the “complete” sanctification of Christians, their “whole/entire” sanctification, covering their bodies, souls, spirits, etc., etc. (1 Thess. 5:23) (See especially Phillips, 29). In short, the end product of perfect endurance is “perfect soundness”
(Acts 3:16; holokleria; see Royster, 17).
This is further underscored by the capstone of James 1:4, “lacking/deficient in nothing.” Once again, rather than being redundant, “it actually provides the moral edge to the exhortation, since the “lacking” here has
nothing to do with material realities ... but rather moral and spiritual realities”
(Johnson, 179). It rounds off the picture. Perfection must cover the length,
breadth, depth and height of life, the whole as well as the parts. Now we are
told in addition that not even the slightest reservation or smallest exception
can and should be tolerated! In the fabric of holiness there is no place for any
glaring “moth holes” or tiny “pin holes,” none whatsoever!
The grand objective of the testing of faith is an unswervingly constant
and irresistible victory march. Such march both pursues and ends up in total
perfection, which covers all bases flawlessly. Even if sinless perfection can
never be attained on earth, it is and must be the unswerving target of all
Christians. In fact, they demonstrate their striving after perfect holiness by
their purposeful holiness. The biblical model requires this as a mark of genuine Christianity (Phil. 3:12-14). It also guarantees that the presence of this
mark entails the certainty of perfect holiness either at the moment of death or
at the return of Christ, whatever comes first.
In sum, each trial functions as the “fertilizer” for endurance. Endurance,
in turn, serves as the highway, if not the lifeline, to godliness. For James it is
a matter of impeccable logic that Christians, endowed with Jesus’ heart in regeneration, and therefore with a grand and magnificent obsession for holiness
in sanctification, should respond to trials with the utmost of joy as the facilitating means to that end. From this perspective trials are not merely “dark
clouds” that “gather above our heads,” with the silver lining of providing
“showers of blessing” (Kistemaker, 33). This hardly comes up to the full
measure of biblical truth. No, the trials themselves are God’s showers of
blessings, made up of pure gold! To embrace this is to soar (Is. 40:31)! The
alternative is at best an all too common anemic Christian life and could not be
very attractive to non-Christians.
But to soar, as portrayed in the blueprint of James’ awesome truth, and to
be rocketed by the fuel of an awesome Jesus, well, that is a different story! It
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is the Christian’s birthright. He had better enter into it! At the same time, in
doing so he turns into God’s “ordnance,” God’s firepower, to overcome the
most stubborn Kingdom barriers and conquer the most obstinate Kingdom
opposition. In fact, fully functioning Christians are God’s Plan A! With this
in place, why would he ever want or need a Plan B? In fact, he does not even
have such a B(ack-up) Plan. We are IT in capital letters. Any time a capital
“IT” (perfection) turns into a lower case “it” (maturity or wholeness), revival
is receding and the need for recovery and re-vitalization becomes both immediate and urgent!
To be sure, the “good fortunes” of the Church are totally dependent upon
the grace of God. But these “fortunes” at the same time go up and down with
the “performance” of God’s people. (Once again the complementarity of the
full biblical truth is in clear evidence!) This only already should provide a
powerful incentive for God’s people to listen to James, when he puts us on
the launching pad with his opening salvo that resembles a thunder clap in a
blue sky. Count it nothing but joy when you are enmeshed in trials of whatever kind, for they are the fuel for your rocket that puts you in orbit. After all,
they are indispensable to produce gutsy endurance, and such endurance, in
turn, is the exclusive route to perfection. Incidentally, since the joy of the
Lord is simultaneously the Christian’s strength, the latter does double duty. It
flows forth from trials, and empowers to endurance.

(2) Wisdom and Trials (1:5-8)
(i) Need for Wisdom (5a)
The formal, structural connection between James 1:4 and 1:5 is hard to miss.
It is provided by the verb, “Nothing lacking ... If anyone lacks wisdom” (See
also Mitton, 27; Motyer, 36). However, unless one moves beyond this observable fact as merely “an editorial technique” (Dibelius, 76; PHDavids, 71),
the substantial connection ends up in a cloud. In fact, in one commentary
such connection is under siege. In the opinion of the writer “the sequence of
vv. 4-5 is not an obvious one.”149 Supposedly the catchy use of the identical
verb should be construed as a “stitch-word,” and seems to be no more than a
loose editorial linkage (Laws, 54). Therefore, to seek for a substantive connection is futile (So also Dibelius, 77). I demur.150 James is a realist. He re149

Mistakenly Cargal, 57, construes a tension between the two uses of the word, “lack(ing),”
as if there were two conflicting types.
150
So do Motyer, 36 and Royster, 17-18. Motyer attributes James’ seeming disjointedness to
the fact that it resembles more a set of sermon notes than a letter, but with enough inner logic
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cognizes that sooner or later the believer will lack the wherewithal to handle
the trial(s) to which he is submitted. Wisdom, therefore, is the indispensable
remedy for anything that is lacking in the proper handling of trials, and needs
to be added to faith (Johnson, 179; Grosheide, 354; see also Nystrom, 59). As
one commentator observes, “Theoria does not necessarily produce praxis just
as scientia does not inevitably generate sapientia” (McKnight, 83). Since,
then, wisdom is an indispensable ingredient, if Christians wish to pass the test
of the trials that they face (See also Jam. 1:5, 17; 3:15, 17; Prov. 4:7), it must
be vigorously pursued! In general, wisdom is rooted in a biblically informed
and directed perceptive discernment of the issues at stake, marked by a biblically informed and directed discerning interpretation of prevailing situations,
fed by a biblically informed and directed godliness according to God’s law
written on the heart by the Holy Spirit, exemplified in a biblically informed
and directed insightful judgment as to what course of action to take, and
crowned by a biblically informed and directed lucid explanation of a state of
affairs that makes it fall in place (See Lk. 21:15). It is “insight into the will of
God and the way it is applied in life” (Moo, 1985, 62). It is “the application
of the will of God in life” (Cargal, 71). It is “the divinely given ability to live
in a godly way … and (so) to endure testing (McCartney, 88). So it is more
than merely “the ability to make sound judgments and speak the right words,”
in short, “skill at life” (with McCartney, 88), or “practical sagacity” that
solves the problems of life (Motyer, 37). “Needed to face testings, (it) is
closely associated with perfection, the intended outcome of testings. It is essential for acquiring perfection/righteousness. If perfection is what our author
wants his readers to achieve, then wisdom does play an important role in
James. I would argue that wisdom’s significance lies also in its relationship
with the study and practice (i.e. hermeneutics) of the law in James” (So admirably Cheung. 134, with reference to Prov. 2:6; 8:22-31; Dan. 1:17: 2:21, 23).
In this context wisdom “is more than knowledge. A person might memorize
the Encyclopedia Brittannica--and yet act like a fool” (Phillips, 31). It is the
practical insight to face, define, tackle and solve the sometimes more than the
(de)pressing, and frequently bewildering, if not grief-striking problems of
life. How should Christians assess a trial in terms of its precise reason, its nature and God’s objective for it? How do they find their way through the perplexity, and at times the searing pain that it causes? How will they respond to
the forces they encounter in the midst of that perplexity and pain? And how
will they come out “victoriously,” as they should, at the other end (Burdick,
168-169; Cheung, 137)? These questions are not pertinent for some Christians only. They are of the greatest possible relevance to all believers, and, as
we shall see, all of the time and in all circumstances.
to give it a coherent structure. With a reference to Cyprian Royster adds to this that proper
endurance before God and proper wisdom from God are inseparable.
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It stands to reason that Scripture ought to figure prominently in the determination of the required wisdom. Therefore the answer to these questions
is intricately bound up with specifically Christian wisdom rather than with a
nebulous common sense. Quite tactfully (Kistemaker, 37) James reminds his
readers that “anyone” stands in need, at times dire need, of the wisdom that
enables Christians to “manage” their trials (Manton, 39), and so “to see things
through to the end.” This wisdom is “essentially practical.” It is perceptive
knowledge turned into pertinent action. It invariably succeeds to press the appropriate buttons “in all the decisions and the personal relationships of everyday life” (Barclay, 53), with its concomitant bewilderments, worries, and
fears, all with a view to endurance and perfection. In the process it shortcircuits potential anger, resentment, and bitterness, and averts potential
second guessing and guilt feelings after the fact (See Stulac, 40). In sum, it
discursively or intuitively grasps the aspect or type of “perfection” God envisions with the trial, how Christians will achieve it, and how they will recognize that they have arrived at God’s objective. Of course, only the progress
toward the envisaged “perfection” intermediately, and the arrival at this “perfection” ultimately determines whether wisdom was present or not!
This sets the stage for an additional comment to pinpoint James’ concept
of wisdom with greater precision. In this context Solomon is repeatedly held
up by commentators as an exemplar of the type of wisdom James is talking
about (Ropes, 139, with reference to 2 Chron. 1:10-12; Mitton, 27; Cheung,
136), if not presented as the “classic biblical example” (Phillips, 32)! However, this should make us very uneasy. To be sure, Solomon asked for wisdom
to supervise, guide, direct, and rule the nation of Israel (1 Ki. 6:7-9). We can
nearly “taste” the desire of his heart to obtain the skills to do the best job
possible, acknowledging in his petition “his inadequacy without God’s guidance” (Cheung, 136, with reference to Ps. 5:8; 27:11). So it is clearly a highly
commendable request in the face of a very daunting responsibility! But this is
not the end of the story. Why did this “wisest of all men” (1 Ki. 3:12; 4:2932) in the areas of excellent “marketability” (1 Ki. 3:9-12), “liberal arts”
prowess (1 Ki. 4:32-33), and eminent “leadership” qualities (1 Ki. 4:1ff), see
the Kingdom torn away from him? God’s anger is frightening (1 Ki.11:9).
He first raises up three adversaries (1 Ki. 11:14-40), and finally leaves him
with basically one tribe, and that only out of deference for his father David (1
Ki. 11:34-36)! There must have been something very essential missing in his
“wisdom.”
Candidly, there was! Solomon pleaded for wisdom, and as a result of this
he also received riches (1 Ki. 3:10-13). But what if he had begged for the
very perfection that eventually was James’ burning preoccupation? Again and
again God did tell him that holiness was the pivotal issue which would make
or break not only his kingship but also his subjects (1 Ki. 3:14; 9:4-9; 11:11).
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If only he had pleaded for the Proverbs kind of wisdom, the wisdom of “holiness” (Prov. 1:1-7) rather than the wisdom of “skill,” in the discharge of his
royal duties,151 he would have received it. After all, this was God’s promise.
Possibly, if not most likely, God would have showered him with skill and
riches as well. At any rate, in this scenario his end would have been as glorious as his beginning.
The bottom line is that in Solomon’s case the good ended up as the enemy of the best. In fact, we know from Scripture that from the outset holiness
never seemed to constitute the hunger of his heart, in spite of the many undoubtedly sincere words he uttered (1 Ki. 8:22ff). Solomon flagrantly committed the very three sins that God explicitly and expressly forbade in a king,
heaping up riches, organizing an impressive cavalry, and establishing an extensive harem (Deut. 17:14-20), because they would foster self-sufficiency,
self-reliance, and self-indulgence. Eventually all this turned out to be his undoing. No, “marketability” and “liberal arts prowess” do not tell either the total or the real story of a truly full-orbed biblical wisdom. The essence of this
wisdom is “moral (emphasis added) discernment” (Mitton, 27), “that endowment of heart and mind which is needed for the right (italics added) conduct of life” (Hort, quoted in Mitton, 27). “It is the supreme and divine quality of the soul whereby man knows and practices righteousness” (Ropes, 139).
It is the godly Proverbs kind of wisdom (Prov. 2:1-12, 20-21) that is rooted in
the fear of God (Prov. 1:7) and is absent in the folly of the perverse man
(Prov. 2:12b-15) and the immoral woman (Prov. 2:16-19). That Solomon basically failed the test of this wisdom at the outset, in the course, and at the end
of his life with his three-pronged focus upon gold, horses and women is difficult to challenge. The long and the short of it is a rather simple fact! However
polished, competent and accomplished one’s career may be, unless it is suffused with holiness from beginning to end, it is all in vain. This is to say, unless wisdom has a wider scope than the skill to succeed in one’s vocation, it
may well be “Solomonic” in nature only. But it certainly is neither “Davidic,”
nor “Jamesian,” nor “Christian” for that matter. In short, however legitimate
and commendable Solomon’s request was to meet his immediate need from a
“temporal” perspective, from the “eternal” perspective he was so preoccupied
from the very start with the “wrong” kind of wisdom, the wisdom that facilitated his life on earth at the neglect and eventually the expense of the “heavenly” wisdom (Col. 3:2; Jam. 3:15) that he forfeited his Kingdom at the
end.152 In this regard millions and again millions appeared to have followed in
151

Not merely for “wholeness” or “maturity.”
Whether or not Solomon is the Preacher-Author of Ecclesiastes, rather than a “PreacherStand-In,” who made no pretense about simply using the name of “the wisest man” ever, and
therefore had “change of heart” at the end of his life and saw the profound error of his earlier
ways (Eccl. 12:9-14), is debatable, although unlikely (?).
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his footsteps. In fact, they must have done so. After all, throughout Church
history the Biblical Revival status has more often than not been conspicuous
in its absence. So have a Biblical Maintenance ministry and a Biblical Recovery mode. All this must be kept in mind, when an effort is made to pinpoint
wisdom in further detail.
One commentary holds that wisdom in this context is practically to be
identified with the Spirit. “James has a wisdom pneumatology (rather than a
wisdom Christology), for wisdom functions as the Spirit does in Paul: wisdom helps one stand, delivers one from ‘the flesh’ ... and produces the fruit of
the Christian life” (PHDavids, 56; see also Zodhiates, I, 33; PDavids, 19-20;
Nystrom, 51; and McCartney, 88).153 Of course, it is undeniable that genuine
wisdom originates in the Spirit (Is. 11:2; Eph. 1:17). But it appears that Paul
complements James in the same manner in which Ephesians 5:18 (“be filled
with the Spirit”) complements Colossians 3:16 (let the Word richly dwell
within you). Just as in the latter sequence the Spirit should not be identified
with the Word, so the wisdom of James should not be identified with the Spirit in Paul. In fact, we must conclude that James proceeds to identify the wisdom needed to come unscathed through trials as the wisdom of the Word, and
more specifically as the wisdom of the Law, in the light of the next section
(Jam. 1:16-27).154 James’ kind of wisdom apparently has everything to do
with holiness.
In other words, the present section deals with the need for wisdom without further specification, but the next section pinpoints this wisdom as the
wisdom of the Word, and more specifically as the wisdom of the Law of God
(Deut. 4:6-8), presented in that Word. Implanted in the furrows, which are cut
open by the ploughshare of the trials, God’s Law word will be the seed that
maps out the way of wisdom leading to righteousness (Jam. 1:19-27), or, in
terms of James 1:4, to “perfection.” James 2:1-13 takes this a step further, and
provides an insightful illustration that explains how in terms of God’s Law
one derives the needed and relevant wisdom from the Word (See also Prov.
4:7). Finally, James 3:15 calls it “the wisdom from above” (Johnson, 179).
Of course, once it has been established that the wisdom in James 1:5 is
further defined as “wisdom of the Word,” “the wisdom of the Law,” and “the
wisdom from above,” it is perfectly appropriate to point out that subsequently
in Scripture this “wisdom, whether of the Word, of the Law, or from Above"
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This identification of wisdom as the wisdom of the Spirit was first proposed by J. A. Kirk,
“The Meaning of Wisdom in James: Examination of a Hypothesis” in New Testament Studies
16 (1969/1970), 24-38. It set off an avalanche of literature. While Kirk’s hypothesis has been
embraced by some, it has not gone uncontested. In the text of my Commentary I object to it as
well, as outside the purview of James. So does Cargal, 71-72, in the strongest of terms.
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See also Cheung, 147-161, for a careful analysis of Kirk’s hypothesis and the reasons why
in James wisdom and Law are intertwined.
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is portrayed as personified in Christ (1 Cor. 1:30), and personalized by the
Spirit (Rom. 15:16; Eph. 1:17; Col. 1:9). In fact, it is quite desirable! This
opens up a window to bring both wisdom-Christology and wisdomPneumatology into the picture. However, this can only be done topically
(theologically) from the data of Scripture in general. It definitely cannot, and
therefore should not, be done exegetically (expositorily) from the data in
James. If anything, James presents us with a wisdom-Theology or, to coin a
possible neo-logism, a wisdom-Patrology!155
It always ought to be remembered that any and all James’ kind of wisdom originates in the fear of the Lord (Ps. 111:10; Prov. 1:7; 9:10). This has
been aptly defined as a reverential attitude of the heart toward God in the
light of both his awe-inspiring majesty and mercy, as a result of which believers are inexorably and irresistibly drawn to God, and subsequently regard
God’s approval and smile as their greatest delight, to be gained at any price,
and his disapproval and frown as their greatest dread, to be avoided at any
cost.156
All this warrants the summary conclusion that what James is after is not a
general type of gutsy wisdom to find one’s way through life, nor a specific
type of philosophical wisdom that leads to earned or honorary university degrees or produces marketability with a high earning potential (Remember Solomon!). No, it is, indeed, the Proverbs kind of wisdom that has believers
avoid the paths of wickedness (So Burdick, 168, with reference to Prov. 1:24; 2:10-15; 4:5-9), and puts them on the road of practical godliness with a
view to perfection (See for this “pattern” esp. Col. 1:28!). This, as has been
argued, is the wisdom of the Word, specifically of God’s law. It comes exclusively from “above” (from Christ as its source, 1 Cor. 1:30; Col. 3:1ff, and
through the Spirit as its agent, Rom. 15:17), and can only be obtained through
prayer, as James in the course of his letter repeatedly instructs his readers. In
fact, he returns to the latter three times in crescendoing fashion. He stipulates,
in that order, that prayer in godly confidence is the necessary pipeline for
wisdom en route to perfect holiness (Jam. 1:5), that prayer with a godly focus
is the only pipeline to experience the presence of personal holiness (Jam. 4:2),
and that prayer from a godly person is the effective pipeline to enjoy the display of Kingdom holiness (Jam. 5:14-18)! Incidentally, later in the Epistle
155

Both Johnson, 164, and Hartin, 5, have correctly grasped that “James’ grounding of its exhortations” is distinctively “theological” rather than “Christological,” even if they draw inferences from this that are different from the present Commentary! This makes eminent sense,
if, as I argue below, the OT is “The Book of God the Father” and James constitutes a Grand
Summary Statement that, hand in glove with the Hillside Message of his Elder Brother, spells
out its Grand Objective and as such functions as the Bridge into the rest of the NT.
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The component elements of this definition are suggested by John Brown in his Commentary on 1 Peter 3:14. Its formulation was perfected by Dr. Albert Martin in a series of messages on the subject that I heard for the first time in the 1960’s and once again in the 1990’s.
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Elijah is not introduced as a mere illustration to be enjoyed in theory, but as a
mandated pattern to be obeyed in practice. This is the common denominator
that he shares with Abraham (Jam. 2:21-23), Rahab (Jam. 2:25), and Job
(Jam. 5:11), the other three OT personalities, all highlighted by James.
(ii) Prayer for Wisdom (5b)
The believer’s reaction should not be one of seeking wisdom, answers, or
help outside of God, in either a deliberate or frantic way (Is. 7:10-12; 30:1517). To avoid or turn one’s back to God, when one is sick or incapacitated (2
Ki. 1:2-5), agitated, beside oneself, or depressed (Lk. 8:22-25), bitter or dissatisfied (Job 40:3-5; 42:1-6; Ps. 73:1-14), self-satisfied (Rev. 3:17-18), in despair (Mt. 27:3-5), or plainly sinful (Jam. 1:15), is to cut oneself off from God.
Joy will be absent, and one is bound to take recourse to “wells without water!” That is the “biggest” mistake man can make. It is to try and find either
solace or strength in a mirage!
No, the believer should invariably seek God in prayer, knowing that he is
able, willing, and certain to act and provide (Lk. 8:25). Even times of God’s
severest judgment are no exceptions. The Book of Lamentations does, and
should, serve as a compelling and shining beacon of hope. Neither the heart
rending sorrow that he experienced over the desolation of Jerusalem (Lam.
1:1-13; 4:1-10; 5:1-6), nor the acknowledgment that its rebellious depravity
was fully responsible for this plight (Lam. 1:14, 18; 5:7), nor the recognition
that behind it was the fierce and justified anger of God (Lam. 2:1-17; 3:1-19,
37-38, 43-45; 4:11), prevented the author from casting himself unreservedly
upon his God (Lam. 2:18-20) in utter brokenness (Lam. 3:39-42). He appealed solely to God’s proven faithfulness (Lam. 3:22-36), depended exclusively upon his demonstrated grace (Lam. 3:55-58), and clung purely to his
verified mercy (Lam. 5:19-21). It is truly a remarkable book! This fits in with
the Greek term (aitein), which implies a potent plea of an inferior for something to be requested from, and given by, a superior (See Phillips, 31).
Fully in line with this James tells us that all believers must pray in the
midst of their specific trials, whether of poverty or riches, for the wisdom of
obedience to see them through to the end (of perfection). In the light of the
Greek tense, it must be both potent and continuous praying. It should (really)
never cease! After all, a trial may last a while, and have many facets. But
beyond this, passing the test of one trial “merely” prepares one for the next
test, possibly a more severe one. So, as C. H. Spurgeon reportedly once said,
“asking is the constitution of the Kingdom” (See also Luke 18:1ff), ultimately
because all of life is one huge (string of) trial(s). It is well said that “prayer
obtains true wisdom--prayer only, prayer always” (Johnstone, 81). That genuine believers, who bathe their trials in such prayer, can count on this, is an
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absolute certainty in the light of the Sermon on the Mount, which contains
Christ’s elaborate promise to that effect (Mt. 7:7-11).
As I argue later, in both the immediate and larger context the prayer enjoined by James has a number of parameters. First, it is indicative of the thirst
of the believer’s heart as the (super) natural outflow of the fully acknowledged human impotence mentioned already. Second, it targets wisdom unto
the practical holiness that is the theme of the book. Third, it is based upon the
content of God’s Word that enters into view in the second part of James 1.
James mentions prayer at three pivotal points in his letter (Jam. 1:6; 4:23; 5:16-18). In order to put them all together in the proper perspective, it pays
off to present a composite picture of effective biblical prayer at this time in
Topical Focus #7: Prayer. I will first list four broad fundamental parameters
of prevailing prayer and then present the twelve-fold driving force behind it.
This driving force functions as a twelve sparkplug Lamborghini engine. Only
when this “prayer engine” is purposefully and finely tuned, can believers
hope to be effective. However, thankfully God is known to make provision in
his utter goodness where the “tuning” is imperfect and where the engine appears to run sluggishly. At times he even grants relief from distress showers
his gifts of “rain and sunshine” (Mt. 5:45) and grants relief from distress,
where folks are at their wits end, but where the conditions of effective prayer
are conspicuous in their absence (See for this especially John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, III, xx, 16, with reference to Ps. 17:6, 13, 19,
28, 43). The analysis of the four parameters and the twelve-fold driving force
serves to provide a general backdrop for the three occurrences in the Epistle,
where James focuses his attention on the subject of prayer. It proves to be a
central theme and deserves special attention! This analysis also interacts with
the exposition of both the immediate and wider context, and facilitates the
grasp of James’ subsequent teaching.157

Topical Focus #7: Prayer
Introduction
Hopefully the following quotation will succeed in alerting God’s people to take the
place and function of prayer with the utmost of seriousness, in prompting them to
study its ins and outs with the greatest of care, and ultimately in galvanizing them into
a prayer action with the profoundest of purpose and intensity (Ravenhill, Revival
God’s Way, 87, 96):
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See also A. W Pink, A Guide to Fervent Prayer (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1981). This
work is a detailed survey of apostolic prayers in the NT as models to be emulated.
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“Prayer is the most unexplored area of the Christian Life.
Prayer is the most powerful weapon of the Christian life.
Prayer is the most hell-feared battle in the Christian life.
Prayer is the most secret device of the Christian life.
Prayer is the most underestimated power in the Christian life.
Prayer is the most untaught truth in the Christian life.
Prayer is the most demanding exercise in the Christian life.
Prayer us the most neglected responsibility in the Christian life.
Prayer is the most conquering outreach in the Christian life.
Prayer is the most opposed warfare in the Christian life.
Prayer is the most far-reaching ministry in the Christian life.
Prayer is birthed in time, but grasps eternity.
Prayer strengthens the weak and weakens the strong.
Prayer touches the power of the world to come.
Prayer avails because it prevails.”
Now on to the two major sections of this Topical Focus that deal with the four
parameters and the twelve requirements of effective Biblical Prayer.

I. Four Parameters of Effective Prayer
The four parameters provide a taste of the broader biblical setting of prayer in which
James has a pivotal niche. As has been argued, James opens the NT as the natural extension and capstone of the OT, and as the indicator, if not foundation, of the direction
of the rest of the NT.
1. Biblical Prayer occurs both at the entrance (Gen. 32:26; Lk. 18:13; Acts 2:21)
and in the fabric of the Kingdom (Gen. 18:23; Lk. 18:1; Acts 2:42). As J. C. Ryle
states, humans can be saved, even if they have never read the Bible. The message of
the Gospel can be transmitted to illiterates by preaching, etc. But no one will ever be
saved apart from heartfelt prayer, which recognizes that the key to the jail of our sins
is not in man’s own pocket, but in the hand of God as a matter of sovereign grace. This
requires that man “puts in his application with God” and, further, implies that in the
final analysis no one can pray for the second time, or for the one-millionth time for
that matter, unless one has (truly) prayed for the first time. In both instances, at the entrance (Lk. 18:13) and in the fabric of the Kingdom (Heb. 4:16), one asks for mercy in
time of (ultimately desperate) need. This stands to reason, since mercy is always
granted to folks who are going down the drain in “impossible” circumstances and situations. Both unbelievers as wretched sinners and believers as wretched saints qualify
in that regard. Entrance in the Kingdom requires Christ’s triple cure of his heart in regeneration, his righteousness in justification and his holiness in sanctification. Since
man does neither have a “good will” in the area of regeneration, nor “good works” in
the area of justification, nor “good efforts” in the area of sanctification, he is stuck, in
fact, “stucker than stuck.” Therefore he pleads for mercy. However, the same applies
to the believer. Daily repentance, daily forgiveness, and daily obedience are not in his
power either! So he does, and must, continually ask for mercy.
The biblical emphasis upon prayer as the indispensable requirement to enter the
Kingdom of God is seriously undermined by the near universal terminology of “ac449

cepting Jesus” as its relatively recent substitute. A. W. Tozer correctly bemoaned the
fact that in this terminology, which is not found in Scripture, the Church opted for, if
not sank to the lowest common denominator which both easily and frequently shortcircuits (the recognition of the need for) repentance. After all, the issue is not, whether
I “accept Jesus,” but whether God accepts me (So also emphatically, Platt, 27). In fact,
I am unacceptable to God as “a triple hell-bound sinner,” with a rebellious heart, a
guilty slate and an offensive life, whose only hope is found in the triple divine mercy
in terms of Jesus’ heart in regeneration, Jesus’ righteousness in justification, and Jesus’
holiness in sanctification. Once this is recognized, the stage is set vividly to introduce
the need for the sinner to repent (Acts 17:30) and to call on the Lord for his triple mercy (Rom. 10:13). In short, in the preaching of the Gospel God does not put in an application with man to accept Jesus, but breaks his pride by exposing the triple reason why
man must put in his application with God, with the promise that everyone who calls on
him will be made acceptable in Jesus (Eph. 1:8-9). James’ man-humbling and Godexalting teaching, both on prayer and all other matters in his Epistle, does not make
sense, cannot be understood, and will not become a functional reality, unless this is
recognized, embraced, experienced, and displayed.
2. Biblical Prayer is before anything else communion with God (Lk. 6:12; John
Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 4, 5, and Albert C. Wieand, The Gospel of Prayer (Grand
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1953), 58ff, with references to John
8:28-29; 17:3; 2 Cor. 13:14; 1 John 1:3b). It is to enter into the throne room of God, to
close the door behind oneself for heartfelt communion to occur, to overflow in
thanksgiving and praise through that communion, both in and for all circumstances,
and subsequently to state one’s requests (See Phil. 4:6; as well as for a (small) sample
of thanksgiving, Ps. 50:14; 1 Thess. 5:18; Eph. 5:20, Col. 1:12; 2:7; 3:15, and for
praise, John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 28, with reference to Ps. 18:1, 3; 40:2; 42:10;
51:15; 102: 18, 21; 106: 17; 116:1; Is. 38:20; Hos. 14:2; Jonah 2:10; Heb. 13:15). This
is essentially what James is after in James 4:8. Experiential, heart-throbbing, lifeimpacting communion with God! Incidentally, only after the giving of unalloyed
thanks, as I argue further below, can requests be trusted. This is to say, only if
thanksgiving is the “launching pad,” “the platform,” for making requests can there be
any reasonable assurance, that these requests are not self-focused or self-serving!
3. Biblical Prayer, as the call for mercy already indicated, proceeds “literally” (!)
from “nothing” (1 Ki. 18:43; John 15:5) to “everything” (1 Ki. 18:45; Phil. 4:13). This
will provide the impetus of incessant urgency behind prayer. Of course, “nothing” in
this context does not suggest that no possible achievements are within the human reach
and jurisdiction. After all, every human must, and does take dominion. Neither does
“everything” connote that all possible accomplishments are within such reach or jurisdiction. Human dominion taking has its creaturely boundaries. However, “nothing”
does imply that by themselves neither sinners nor saints can achieve “anything” that
meets the standard of God’s holiness, and on their own can accomplish “anything” that
pleases him. By the same token “everything” implies that by grace saints can do “everything” that he commands and meets his approval. All this is also the burden of James
3. There is no full-orbed, thriving Christianity that is not thoroughly aware of one’s
total impotence to produce practical godliness. It may exhibit legal obedience, but this
has no part in, in fact, is poles apart from Gospel holiness. Neither is there such Christianity that does not cast itself in this impotence upon God’s omnipotence in Christ, as
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the Source of Gospel holiness, and in the Spirit, as its Agent, and consequently displays this in “everything.”
4. Biblical Prayer is both personal (Acts 2:21) and corporate (Acts 4:21, 24).
One’s relationship to God is always an individual relationship, but no one is an isolated island. Therefore both the “one” and the “many,” the corporate body (Acts 12:5)
and each individual believer (Mt. 6:6; see also 1 Sam. 1:13), should receive their proper due (See also John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 5, 30). Again James brings both out
with great force. Individual prayer is woven in the warp and woof of each individual
Christian (Jam. 1:5; 4:2; 5:17-18), but also in the warp and woof of the Church as the
body of Christ (Jam. 5:16). Holiness is ever derived from Christ only (Col. 3: 1-3).
Therefore it is mandatory personally to abide in him (John 15:5). This calls for a “daily” appointment with God, preferably in the morning before the activity of the day. If
the believer opens the day with God, he may close it with a hearty “Thank You.” If he
merely closes the day with prayer, he may end up with a repentant “Forgive Me.” But
it is equally channeled through the body of the Church (Eph. 4:1-16). This forcefully
brings corporate prayer into view.
It is strongly recommended that every Church service starts out by worshiping up
a storm with Psalms, as well as God-centered hymns and songs, to reach the heart of
the audience through the emotions, in both the love for, and the joy of the Lord in the
Holy Spirit (1 Pet. 1:8; Rom. 14:17). This should pave the way for preaching up a
storm with God’s Word and the unction of the Holy Spirit, to get hold of the heart of
God’s people through the mind (Acts 1:8; 2:4, 14-40; 1 Thess. 1:5-6). This, in turn,
should culminate in praying up a storm, based upon the content of the preached Word
in the power of the Holy Spirit, led by the pulpit and continuing in the pew, whether
individually or in small groups, to touch the heart of the assembly through the will
(Acts 2:42; 4:23-31; Rom. 15:30).
The objective is that through such prayer the Word of God, received in joy (Acts
2:41), will turn into the obedience of faith (Rom. 1:5; 16:26). Would it not be awesome if immediately following the preaching of the Word, in the order of each worship
service as historically practiced by Justin Martyr and recommended by Jonathan Edwards, the assembly would refuse to break up, until and unless all the congregants on
their knees had surrendered to that Word, and would display this in a plea for the very
holiness of life that is portrayed in the message, holiness, such as paying the tithes,
care for the widows and the orphans, sexual purity, biblical business ethics, evangelistic outreach, etc, etc.? It would breathe new life in many a congregation. Potential spiritual “mortuaries,” marked by the pall of coldness, barrenness and deadness, would be
transformed into warmhearted, joyful, and brimming “sanctuaries,” evidenced by the
“rivers of living water” in evidence in both Spirit-filled pulpit (public) and pew (private) that our Savior himself holds out as such an eye-opening and inviting prospect
(John 7:37-39)!
All this puts prayer in graphic perspective. Now on to a detailed description of the
several biblical features of truly biblical, effective prayer! Such prayer, as one commentator put it, does and must go “by the rules” (Phillips, 131; see also Adams, 57-64,
for an excellent treatment of (only) four of these features, which he designates as “four
essential conditions that must be met, when praying”). Well, here are the “rules” or
“conditions” that I have been able to identify in Scripture. I have come up with twelve
of them, but prefer to designate them as “sparkplugs.” After all, they are designed and
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required by God powerfully to “fire” up the “prayer engine!”

II. Twelve “Sparkplugs” of Effective Prayer
Introduction
I have identified several requirements or conditions as the manifold driving force behind effective prayer in Scripture. If, as I stated already, prayer can be compared with
an engine, these conditions can also be called the “sparkplugs” of prayer. There appear
to be twelve of them. Three are mentioned in the Epistle of James! If even one of these
sparkplugs does not “fire,” the prayer engine will stall, and the anticipated wisdom
James instructs us to ask for (Jam. 1:5) will turn into “wishful thinking.” So, heartfelt
and effective biblical prayer as is in evidence in many biblical personalities, such as
Daniel (Dan. 9:1ff), Nehemiah (Neh. 1:1ff), Paul (Phil. 1:21), and in untold millions in
Church history, such as a praying Luther in Germany, a praying Hyde in India, and the
praying Church in Korea, should meet all twelve requirements.
It will become clear that believing prayer, prayer in confidence, prayer that is
marked by total surrender rather than the rebellious vacillation, mentioned in James
1:6, is part of a larger package. The growth in confidence proves to be commensurate
to the functional presence of all twelve biblical requirements, specifically of those that
precede confident prayer in the enumeration. In short, this topical treatment is a determined pastoral undertaking to extricate the readers of this Commentary from the
quagmire of any and all self-destructive vacillation. Wavering is manifestly the peak
of an iceberg, that is below the waterline of life and therefore mostly invisible. This is
an effort to put the biblical prayer iceberg systematically together in the dry-dock of
this Commentary, so that those who embrace its truth will launch it into the sea billows
of their life in order to calm these billows and turn them into the highway of endurance
en route to perfection.
In short, the following summary of the twelve sparkplugs is designed to help understand and inspire the very faith, the very confidence, James requires as indispensable for answers to prayer. It is indubitable that the presence and growth of such faith,
confidence, is proportionate to the fine-tuning of all sparkplugs. (1) Christians do, and
must pray with and from the Heart of the King. (2) They do, and must pray in the
Name of the King. (3) They do, and must pray according to the will, that is, the Word
of the King. (4) They do, and must pray enlivened by the Spirit of the King. (5) They
do, and must pray in the Holiness of the King. (6) They do, and must pray in the Humility of the King. (7) They do, and must pray with the Confidence of the King. (8)
They do, and must pray with the Fervency of the King. (9) They do, and must pray
with the Persistence of the King. (10) They do, and must pray with the Urgency of the
King. (11) They do, and must pray in the Body of the King! (12) They do, and must
pray as the Coalition of the King. If these twelve “sparkplugs” are fully operational in
the believer, one can only imagine what a “saintly” confidence this would produce!
Now on to the details of “Kingdom prayer,” the only type of prayer that is endorsed in
Scripture! Incidentally, just like the sparkplugs in an engine do, and must fire in a specific order for the engine to run smoothly, so the twelve “sparkplugs” of prayer are
presented in an order that seems to make the most sense from a biblical perspective.
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1. Starting Point: The Heart of the King
The Starting Point of any and all prayer, except the one that “calls on the name of the
Lord for salvation” (Acts 2:21; Rom. 10:14; see also Gen. 4:26), is the Regenerate
Heart (See Deut. 5:29), the Heart of Jesus. As has been observed already, before the
moment of conversion the human heart is the worst that man has to offer. It is idolatrous (Ezek. 14:4), degenerate (Ezek. 16:30), desperately wicked (Jer. 17:9), has only
evil intentions without exception, and can only produce evil thoughts continually as a
never ending stream (Gen. 6:5). In fact, it is a heart that is blind and at the same time
refuses to see (Deut. 29:2-4). It is said to resemble a venomous cobra that is deaf and
at the same time (!) stops its ears (Ps. 58: 1-5, esp. 2, 4), indicating that its inability to
think, speak, and act in any other way than according to its nature (deaf) is rooted in its
unwillingness (stops its ears) (See also Deut. 31:27). There is no way that any prayer
arising from evil intentions and wrapped up with evil thoughts can ever be acceptable,
let alone pleasing to God. It takes a heart transplant (Ezek. 36:26), the demolition of
the old heart (Deut. 10:16; 30:6; Jer. 4:4) and its replacement by a new heart (Ezek.
11:19; 18:31), for any godliness whatsoever, inclusive of godly prayers, to emerge. A
heart transplant, of course, demands a donor. Only Jesus qualifies as such. He takes the
blind and rebel hearts of his own with him to the cross, and when he is crucified and
dies, those hearts are crucified and die in union with him (Rom. 6:3, 6; 2 Cor. 5:14).
Then, when he rises from the dead, new hearts emerge in union with him as well
(Rom. 6:11; 2 Cor. 5:17). These are clearly Jesus’ heart multiplied, “cloned,” for his
elect (Rev. 7:4ff), the innumerable multitude (Rev. 7:9ff) that he calls his own (2 Tim.
2:19). While the old heart is the worst unbelievers have to offer before their conversion, the new heart is the best that believers have to offer after their conversion (So especially John Flavel, The Works of John Flavel (London: The Banner of Truth Trust,
1968), V, 433). This heart is truly awesome. It delights in God (Ps. 37:4; 73:26), in his
law (Rom. 7:22; Eccles. 7:25), and in his promises (Dan. 9:1ff). This is why it constantly communes with God and regularly cries out to him throughout the night (Lk.
6:22; see also Ps. 84:2; Lk. 9:18; 11:1) (quantity of prayer). This is why it totally surrenders to his Word whatever the agonizing cost (Mt. 26:36-46; Lk. 4:4, 8, 12; 22:4046) and unceasingly casts itself upon the promises of God (Lk. 3:21; see also Jer.
29:13) (quality of prayer). What else can one expect from Jesus’ (cloned) heart than to
mirror the original? Without this heart prayers are a travesty at best. They may have a
semblance of hypocritical authenticity. But they soon go by the wayside (Job 27:8-10).
God does not honor prayers without it (Jer. 29:13), and we cannot expect him to do so
(1 Sam. 28:6), unless, once more, they call upon the Lord for a new heart (Ezek.
36:37; Acts 9:11) as “the first order of business.” The twofold bottom line is this. A
stony heart can only froth at the mouth (Ps. 66:18; Prov. 18:2; Eccles. 10:12b-13a; Is.
6:9-10; Mk. 7:21-22; John 14:6). In one spine chilling instance its prayers are even
recognized as the object of God’s anger (Ps. 80:4; see also Lam. 3:8; and John Calvin,
Institutes, III, xx, 16). Jesus’ heart, on the other hand, spells abundance of life (Prov.
4:20-23) and is marked by fullness of glory (Ps. 116: 13, 17; Rom.1:8ff; 1 Cor. 1:4ff;
Eph. 1:15ff; Phil. 1:3ff; Col. 1:3ff; 1 Thess. 1:2ff; 2 Tim. 1:3ff; Philem. 4; Rev. 8:3-4).
There is an unbridgeable gulf fixed between a stony heart and Jesus’ heart that only
the full-orbed Gospel of the Kingdom can remedy. But once Jesus’ heart has been im453

planted, the prayers that flow forth from it will have a telling quality. Folks “with the
heart of Jesus” who “with deep feeling” pray “from the heart of Jesus” (John Calvin,
Institutes, III, xx, 31, with reference to Jer. 29:13; see also Hab. 3:2; Gal. 4:19) will
understandably reflect what is “on the heart of Jesus!” This is to say, they will be determined in their motivation, content and focus by the model prayer that the Lord Jesus
taught in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 6:9-13), and reflect the God-centered prayer
pattern that he exemplified at the conclusion of his discourses in the Upper Room
(John 17) and displayed especially at the start of the via dolorosa in the Garden of
Gethsemane (Mt. 26). To experience, display and advance the glory of the Name of
God, of the Kingdom of God and of the Will of God was the grand and magnificent
obsession of his ministry in life and death. This, then, was what he modeled and taught
his disciples. Subsequently, and couched against the awesome backdrop of the reality
of God’s Kingdom, power, and glory, he instructed them to petition for their daily sustenance, their daily forgiveness and their daily protection. As soldiers they recognize
that they stand in need of C-rations only, that they will receive forgiveness only as
they forgive their fellow soldiers, and that they must ever acknowledge that the Enemy
is too strong for them to overcome on their own. But they are not on their own. That is
why they can “count it joy” when exposed to the most blazing heat of battle, certain of
the victory (Jam. 1:2) (See John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 35-49 for a marvelous exposition of “The Lord’s Prayer;” as well as the Larger Catechism on the subject)! Furthermore, they will ever praise God that the Lord Jesus has been glorified (John 17:15) and that from the word “go” the apostles did function powerfully (John 17:6-19).
Furthermore they will ever pray for the continuing leadership in the Church as well as
for all believers throughout its history (John 17:20-26), and commit themselves irrevocably and prayerfully to do God’s will whatever the cost (Mt. 26:39-40).

2. Ground: The Name of the King
The Ground of any and all effective prayer is the Name of Jesus (John 14:13-14;
16:23-24).158 In the context of John 14 the “Name” stands for Jesus as the Crucified
Savior (John 14:6) and the Ascended King (John 14:12b). Christ is the Way to God.
Only by warmly embracing him as Savior can the believer ever hope to enter into the
presence of God. Further, Christ has all the authority in heaven and on earth. Only by
gladly acknowledging him as Master and Lord can the believer be assured of being a
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See John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 17, 18, “And as a rule has been laid down as to prayer,
as a promise has been given that those who pray will be heard, so we are specially enjoined to
pray in the name of Christ, the promise being that we shall obtain what we ask in his name.
‘Whatsoever you shall ask in my name,’ says our Savior, ‘that will I do; that the Father may
be glorified in the Son;’ ‘Hitherto you have asked nothing in my name; ask, and you shall receive, that your joy may be full’ (John 14:13; 16:24). Hence it is incontrovertibly clear that
those who pray to God in any other name than that of Christ contumaciously falsify his orders, and regard his will as nothing, while they have no promise that they shall obtain. For, as
Paul says, ‘All the promises of God in him are yea, and in him amen;’ (2 Cor. 1:20), that is,
are confirmed and fulfilled in him. And we must carefully attend to the circumstance of time.
Christ enjoins his disciples to have recourse to his intercession after he shall have ascended to
heaven, ‘At that day ye shall ask in my name’ (John 16:26). It is certain, indeed, that from the
very first all who so ever prayed were heard only for the sake of the Mediator.”
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force in the Kingdom of God. But what a force! He will do greater things than Jesus
ever did himself (John 14:12a). Since this cannot apply to either holiness or miracles,
there is only one area left for consideration, that of securing conversions. Starting with
Acts 2, the fulfillment of this promise is a matter of biblical and historical record.
Clearly the crucified and ascended Savior and Lord is an awesome King! In fact, the
Christian may ask anything from God in his name, and expect an affirmative answer.
However, does this passage, and notably the word “anything,” convey that the sky
is the limit, and that we should feel free to make any (outlandish or bizarre) requests
whatsoever, in fact, may make any “demands” that our fertile brain can come up with,
as some suggest as the correct translation? This is patently false, for in the abstract,
God would even have to permit Satan to end up in heaven, if faced with such request.
No, “anything” in Scripture does not always mean “anything without exception.” In
fact, even in ordinary language this is rarely the case. It is invariably “anything in context!” By way of illustration, when a cashier in a restaurant asks a departing customer,
whether “everything” was OK, it is not a “limitless” question that opens up the floor
for just “everything” or “anything” “under the sun.” The question is restricted. Only
the “everything or anything in the restaurant context” is a legitimate discussion subject! No one in his right mind will let go with just “any” tale of woe about a blown engine, a bankrupt business, a broken marriage, or “anything” of the sort!
Furthermore, the John 14:14 context, as has already been observed, is Christ as
crucified Savior (John 14:4) and ascended King (John 14:13). Both truths are the constituent elements of the content of Christ’s “Name” as the indispensable ground of
prayer. In short, whatever “anything” entails, it is predicated (1) upon Him as the sole
avenue to the Father, and therewith upon union with him as the unqualified condition
for “any” answer to prayer, (2) upon his Kingdom as the grand strategy of the Father,
and therewith upon the “hot pursuit” of that Kingdom as the conclusive determinant
for the content of prayer, and (3) upon Him and his Kingdom as in authoritative and
dominant control, and therewith upon the glad acknowledgement of his Kingship as
the guarantee for the effectiveness of prayer.
In short, John’s “anything” is “anything in the context of the Kingdom in terms of
motivation, standard and goal,” specifically in terms of the “greater things” of multitudinous conversions. In this context the Christian may ask “anything” from God in Christ’s name. In fact, he should ever ask for the already mentioned “greater things” and
all that this entails as both a promised and mandated reality! The promise occasions
prevailing prayer until they materialize to whatever degree. The mandate prompts us to
put our hands to the plough in order to obtain them and declares us culpable when they
do not. It may well be that we will be asked in the Judgment whether we have contributed to these “greater things,” both individually and corporately. This is God’s grand
objective. It should be ours as well to the point that we will not take rest and will not
give God rest until the Church (“the greater things”) is the praise in the earth. Refusal
or failure to be part of God’s great undertaking means that we are AWOL (Absent
without Leave), which may mean DOA (Dead on Arrival) (See also Wieand, The Gospel of Prayer, 149ff, with reference to John 14:14; 15:16; 16:23-26).
From a biblical perspective “anything else,” that is, without a Kingdom focus,
does not belong in, and may not be a part of, a believer’s prayer and can only be disqualified as an illegitimate component. The Lord’s Prayer is abundant proof. The
threefold focus of the first three petitions is the consecration of the Name, the promo455

tion of the Kingdom, and the submission to the Will of God. This is both the need and
the glory of God’s people. When it is “finally” our turn in the fourth petition, it is “only” to receive our C-rations as soldiers of the Crucified Savior and Ascended King!
The fifth and the sixth petition simply round off this picture. In other words, anything
that promotes the Kingdom will receive favorable consideration.
However, the Name of our Lord does not only stand for him as our Mediator of
Redemption through his Crucifixion and as our Strategist of Kingdom Advance
through his Ascension. As an added dimension he is also as our Model of Intercession
in the presence of God (John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 17). We are not “on our own.”
In our prayers we join our “Elder Brother,” which can only enhance our assurance that
“anything” in the fabric of the Kingdom and for the progress of Kingdom, inclusive of
“the greater works” of multitudinous conversions is not just a (remote) possibility, but
an (every-day) certainty!
Still, this “sparkplug” does not say everything. In Scripture the emphasis upon the
Name of the King is simply introductory to spelling out the content of prayer in greater
detail and more precisely in terms of the Word of the King. This is why 1 John 5:14 is
an added extension to John 14:14, “If you ask anything according to my will (that is,
the revealed will or Word of the King), you have already received it.” This brings the
content of “anything” in focused view in terms of the range of prevailing prayer.

3. Range: The Word of the King
This Range for any and all effective prayer is the Will of God, expressed in the Word
of God (Dan. 9:2-3; John 15:7; 1 Tim. 4:5; 1 John 5:14; see also John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 5). Two passages in particular lay an indissoluble connection between the
Word and prayer. When God's Word is stored up in believers, they may ask at will
whatever they wish (John 15:7). Further, everything is sanctified by the Word and
prayer (1 Tim. 4:5). Clearly, “no Word, no holiness” (John 17:17)! Similarly, “no
prayer, no holiness” (Jam. 4:2)! So, no Word, no Prayer, no Holiness! The Word is the
identifying means (content) and prayer the appropriating means (pipeline) in the
process of sanctification. The biblical connection between Word and prayer is so tight,
that the Church should never put anything in the pipeline of prayer, unless and until it
is cleared by the content of Scripture, whether in the form of an injunction, a promise,
a threat, a principle, a pattern, or otherwise. This insures that no alien substances can
contaminate, or clog up the pipeline!
The curtailment of prayer to the boundaries laid down in God’s Word, as advocated here, is not simply an arbitrary opinion. Scripture itself indicates that there are
limits which believers may not transgress. Whatever the “sin-unto-death” signifies, it
is the clear injunction of Scripture that those who have committed this sin have placed
themselves outside the pale of godly prayer (1 John 4:16b). This establishes the boundary principle! Frankly, what more appropriate way to honor this principle could there
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possibly be than by praying “Scripture only?” Biblical substance puts God-centered
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See also John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 5, “We are to ask only in so far as God permits
(apparently in his Word). For though he bids us pour out our hearts (Ps. 62:8) he does not indiscriminately give loose reins to foolish and depraved affections; and when he promises that
he will grant believers their wish, his indulgence does not proceed so far as to submit to their
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steel in the prayers of believers, rather than man-centered mush. Elijah, whom we hope
to meet more extensively later on, serves as an illuminating model in this context. He
was an ordinary Christian (Jam. 5:17), but took center stage through his prayers. He
asked for the rains to cease, and they did. Between three and four years later he prayed
once more, this time for the rains to start up again, and they did. What was the man's
secret? He seems truly exceptional. Basically, it was really nothing earth shaking! He
catapulted onto the stage of the universe “simply” by taking Leviticus 26:3-5 and Deuteronomy 28:9-12 as well as Leviticus 26:14-20 and Deuteronomy 28:20-24 seriously,
and turning them into prayer at the appropriate time. “Idolatry?” “No Rain!” “Repentance?” “Rain!” In short, he identified himself in toto with God's Word and twice
“prayed up a powerful storm,” first a “dust storm,” and subsequently a “rain storm.”
Two other biblical samples of such total identification with God’s cause as defined in God’s Word are found in Daniel 9 during the Babylonian exile, and in Nehemiah 1 following this exile. Elijah, Daniel and Nehemiah, this cluster of three personifies John 15:7 as well as I Timothy 4:5. Together they illustrate the biblical benchmark
for the Christian. In other words, Christians should have E. as their middle initial,
since they are on a par with Elijah (Jam. 5:17). If in addition they would add a D. for
Daniel and a N. for Nehemiah, and rise to their prayer level, there is no telling what
God might do! After all, “you accomplish precisely nothing for the simple reason, that
you are not a prayer-focused people, and when you happen to say your prayers, it is
often and regrettably no more than man-centered, self-indulging ‘mush’” (Paraphrase
of James 4:3-4).
Finally, there is no guarantee that prayers be answered outside the framework of
the Word of God, because there is no promise to that effect. Candidly, believers should
not even desire to receive an answer that is not an extension of the Word! In short, the
“anything” of John 14:14 is for all practical purposes the “anything” of the Word of
God. Who in the world would ever wish to go outside or beyond this Word? For in this
Word the Christian has “everything!” However, for the content of that Word to become a truly living reality in the believer’s prayer a third sparkplug is indispensable.
Its focus is upon the Holy Spirit.

4. Origin: The Spirit of the King
The Origin of any and all effective prayer is the Holy Spirit (Eph. 6:18; Jude 20).
Twice in the NT is the believer told to pray “in the Spirit.” The somewhat quaint expression of “praying it through,” which appears to have been common coinage in the
original Puritan circles, in the early Wesleyan Holiness Movement and among old-line
Pentecostals, but is mostly forgotten today, indicates what is at stake here. What comes
into view is the “agency” of the Spirit! This “agency” is not restricted to the believer’s
sanctification in general (Rom. 8:4, 13; 15:16). It is equally operational in the arena of
prayer in particular. In fact, the Spirit is indispensable to both the process of sanctificacaprice. In both matters grievous delinquencies are everywhere committed. For not only do
many without modesty, without reverence, presume to invoke God concerning their frivolities, but impudently bring forward their dreams, whatever they may be, before the tribunal of
God. Such is the folly or stupidity under which they labor, that they have the hardihood to obtrude upon God desires so vile, that they would blush to impart them to their fellow men.”
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tion and the practice of prayer as an integral part of this process. While the Word determines the content, the Spirit provides the empowerment for both. This is to say that
the indwelling Spirit (Rom. 8:11) must generate and own the prayers of believers in
order for them to pray in the Spirit. He does not only “make intercession on our behalf
with unutterable groanings” (Rom. 8:26). He turns our very own “dead words” into a
“living reality” (See also 1 Thess. 1:5). Without his operational presence prayer is basically meaningless prattle, just as without such presence the conduct of the believer is
at best a matter of legal obedience. “Praying it through” is ever a live issue among
those who understand their total dependence upon the grace of the Spirit. It is not uncommon to read in a Puritan diary that half of the prayer time was preparation for
prayer. “Suddenly” the touch of the Spirit would be there! And the experiential difference was palpable! It is the same experience that a fighter airplane must enjoy when it
seeks to refuel in midair, secures a connection with the boom of the tanker airplane,
and becomes the beneficiary of new life for its engines that will make them roar and
speed on their way.
The analogy with preaching is striking. According to Paul, when the Word was
preached to the Thessalonians, it did not come in word only, but in power and in the
Spirit, and (therefore!) with great effectiveness. It produced conviction, repentance,
godliness, and missionary zeal, and above all love for Jesus (1 Thess. 1:5ff). However
biblical one’s prayer may be, as well as one’s conduct or preaching for that matter, in
terms of ground (identification with the name of the King) or content (reflection of the
Word of the King), it is and remains at best a cold, marble statue, however beautifully
sculptured, until it comes to life through the operational presence of the Spirit. Martyn
Lloyd-Jones once related that in his youth Spirit-anointed preaching would not be uncommon. In the instance of a particular preacher the Spirit would “stir” him on an average of one Sunday in three. This could occur in the beginning, in the middle, or toward the end of the message. In the latter case, members of the congregation would
gladly settle down for an additional half hour or more, in order to experience preaching that would electrify them as well! However, he concluded with the lament that
those days appeared to be a matter of the past (See also Wieand, The Gospel of Prayer,
156ff)! In short, we “pray (the Word) until we pray (in the Spirit),” we “preach (the
Word), until we preach “in the Spirit,” and covering the waterfront, we “obey (the
Word), until we obey (in the Spirit)!” After all, we can only “come alive” and “be
sanctified by the Spirit” (Rom. 16:17). Until this materializes, we can only and at best
come up with “legal obedience” from “below.” The latter is as far removed from
“Gospel holiness” from “above,” that is, from Jesus through the moving touch of the
160
Holy Spirit, as the North Pole is from the South Pole.
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See also John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 5, “Hence it appears that to pray aright is a special
gift. We do not speak thus in indulgence to our sloth, as if we were to leave the office of
prayer to the Holy Spirit, and give way to that carelessness to which we are too prone. Thus
we sometimes hear the impious expression, that we are to wait in suspense until he take possession of our minds while otherwise occupied. Our meaning is that, weary of our own heartlessness and sloth, we are to long for the aid of the Spirit. Nor, indeed, does Paul, when he
enjoins us to pray in the Spirit (1 Cor. 14:15), cease to exhort us to vigilance, intimating, that
while the inspiration of the Spirit is effectual to the formation of prayer, it by no means impedes or retards our own endeavors; since in this matter God is pleased to try how efficiently
faith influences our hearts.”
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Once again the Word and the Spirit prove to be indissolubly linked together. To be
sure, the former constitutes the track on which the bullet train of life runs. But the latter must produce the electric power for that train to spring into life, to gather speed,
and to hasten to its destination! This power is, and must be operational across the
board in the Church of Christ to be a viable and effective entity, whether in terms of
prayer, preaching, practical godliness, or otherwise. This introduces us to the fifth
sparkplug.

5. Fabric: The Holiness of the King
The Fabric of any and all effective prayer is Holiness (Ps. 66:18; Prov. 28:9; Jam. 4:3;
5:16). Again and again Scripture warns that prayer must be embedded in the totality of
a life of practical godliness in terms of its communal setting, its personal fabric, its internal motivation, its lofty standard and its ultimate goal. Such practical godliness
should be a given once the Heart, the Name, the Word, and the Spirit of the King are
functioning realities. Joshua’s prayer is tersely interrupted, in fact, abruptly terminated
by God himself, when the covenant community is stained by an odious evil. He is
bluntly told not to expect even one inch of further progress until and unless it is removed. Failure to do so would mean nothing less than forfeiture of the future (Josh.
8:10ff). But this is not all. Scripture takes it a step further by pointing out that to contemplate sin in one’s heart already is a sure way to forego a hearing from God (Ps.
66:18), and to shut one’s ear to the law is an equally sure way to turn one’s prayer into
a disgrace and an outrage (Prov. 28:9). Ironically, this indicates that one can actually
accumulate sins in and by the very activity of praying. James adds for good measure
that self-centeredness in motivation and self-gratification in aim is a reprehensible
dead-end street as well (Jam. 4:3-4). To top it off, in a time of a general and serious
spiritual downgrade that precipitates God’s stinging rebuke and devastating judgment
(Ps. 80:5-16), he is even “angry against the prayers of his people” (Ps. 80:4), which
calls for Revival before their prayers become acceptable again (Ps. 80:17) (See for the
concept of Revival, Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival). The bottom line is simple.
Only a man who is purposefully righteous in driving force, standard and objective, that
is in the full range and in all the dimensions of the word, can expect his prayers to “arrive” and to yield rich dividends (Jam. 5:16) (See also John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx,
3, 7, 10, 26, with references to Ps. 32:6; 34:15; 86:2; Is. 1:15; 38:2; Jer. 29:13; 1 Tim.
2:8; 1 John 3:22).
In conclusion, one commentator correctly introduces the concept of “wasted prayers,” and subsumes under this category the prayers of the wicked (Prov. 15:29; Is.
59:2), of pharisaical types (Lk. 18:11), of those who mistreat their wives (1 Pet. 3:7),
or the poor (Prov. 21:13), of folk who scheme sinfully (Ps. 66:18), or pray wrongfully
(Jam. 4:2-3) (Adams, 52-54). Wrongful prayer is defined in James 4:3 as self-centered
prayer, prayer that aims at self-gratification, prayer that makes “me” feel good, prayer
that is after the attainment and retention of “my” pleasures as the summum bonum. The
reference to wrongful prayer, in short, seeks to alert us to the fact that our prayers may
need to be purified in their motivation, benchmark and objectives. As we shall see,
James 4:2 informs us that “my” pleasures are actively sought by my evil desire (lust).
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While the term desire (epithumia) in itself is neutral, at this juncture it has a thoroughly negative connotation. Evil desires are twofold. They either pursue sinful pleasures,
all those that are forbidden in the Decalogue. Or they pursue legitimate pleasures “in
wrong ways, at wrong times for wrong purposes” (Adams, 34). In this context the
well-known and remarkable volume on prayer by E.M. Bounds, Power through
Prayer, is “must” reading. He vividly shows that in prayer as well as in anything else
God’s method is God’s man serving God’s Kingdom to God’s glory in God’s way! But
there is more! Harmoniously following the first five sparkplugs, and specifically woven of one cloth with the fifth one, there is a sixth sparkplug, humility, and a seventh
one, confident faith. The relationship between the latter two proves to be remarkable!

6. Backdrop: The Humility of the King.
If it is biblical and true, as the third parameter formulated above argues, that prayer
starts from “nothing” to arrive at “everything,” humility is certainly in place. When we
plumb the depth of this “nothingness,” this will become even more overwhelmingly
clear. “Nothing” in the life of wretched sinners and saints alike is not just a “neutral”
term, something like “starting from scratch” with a blank piece of paper. Since also in
wretched saints there is still the continuing presence of “an overflow of wickedness”
(Jam. 1:21), we function in and operate from a starkly “negative” territory! Even while
I can honestly and joyfully exclaim with David, “I delight to do your will, o my God,
and your law is within my heart; I proclaim the good news of righteousness in the
great assembly; indeed, I do not restrain my lips, o Lord, you yourself know; I have
not hidden your righteousness within my heart; I have declared your faithfulness and
your salvation; I have not concealed your lovingkindness and your truth from the great
assembly” (Ps. 40:8-10), nevertheless, I have to confess in the same breath with that
same David, “My iniquities have overtaken me, so that I am not able to look up; they
are more than the hairs of my head; therefore my heart fails me” (Ps. 40:12). In a real
sense, this is the picture of “the consummate Christian,” as long as he lives on earth.
No wonder that David cries out for “the tender mercies” of his God. As we already
saw, only folks who are terminal require “mercy!” Wretched sinners are terminal in
that they stand in need of the “mercy” of definite salvation (Lk. 18:13). Wretched
saints are equally terminal in that they stand in need of the “mercy” of progressive
sanctification (Heb. 5:16). That all this calls for utter and never ceasing “humility”
stands to eminent reason. When even our perfect Savior is marked by “humility of
heart” (Mt. 11:29; 21:5), how much more should this characterize his followers, especially in their prayers (See Lk. 18:11-12 in contrast to 13-14; Rom. 7:24-25). In the
words of John Calvin, “He who comes into the presence of God to pray must divest
himself of all vainglorious thoughts, lay aside all idea of worth; in short, discard all
self-confidence, humbly giving God the whole glory, lest by arrogating anything,
however little, to himself, vain pride causes him to turn away his face. Of this submission, which casts down all haughtiness, we have numerous examples in the servants of
God. The holier they are, the more humbly they prostrate themselves when they come
into the presence of the Lord. Thus Daniel, on whom the Lord himself bestowed such
high commendation, says, ‘We do not present our supplications before you for our
righteousness but for your great mercies. O Lord, hear; O Lord, forgive; O Lord, hearken and do; defer not, for your own sake, O my God: for your city and your people are
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called by your name.’ This he does not indirectly in the usual manner, as if he were
one of the individuals in a crowd: he rather confesses his guilt apart, and as a suppliant
betaking himself to the asylum of pardon, he distinctly declares that he was confessing
his own sin, and the sin of his people Israel (Dan. 9:18-20). David also sets us an example of this humility: ‘Enter not into judgment with your servant: for in your sight
shall no man living be justified’ (Ps. 143:2). In like manner, Isaiah prays, ‘Behold, you
are angry; for we have sinned … we are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags; and we all do fade as a leaf; and our iniquities, like the wind,
have taken us away. And there is no one who calls upon your name, who stirs himself
up to take hold of you: for you hast hid your face from us, and have consumed us, because of our iniquities. But now, O Lord, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you
our potter; and we all are the work of your hand. Be not angry very sore, O Lord, neither remember iniquity for ever: Behold, see, we beseech you, we are all your people.’
(Isa. 64:5-9). You see how they put no confidence in anything but this: considering
that they are the Lord’s, they despair not of being the objects of his care. In the same
way, Jeremiah says, ‘O Lord, though our iniquities testify against us, do it for your
name’s sake’ (Jer. 14:7). For it was most truly and piously written by the uncertain author (whoever he may have been) that wrote the book which is attributed to the prophet Baruch, ‘But the soul that is greatly vexed, which goes stooping and feeble, and the
eyes that fail, and the hungry soul, will give you praise and righteousness, O Lord.
Therefore, we do not make our humble supplication before you, O Lord our God, for
the righteousness of our fathers, and of our kings.’ ‘Hear, O Lord, and have mercy; for
you are merciful: and have pity upon us because we have sinned before you’ (Baruch
2:18, 19; 3:2) (John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 8)!161
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See also the following, “In fine, supplication for pardon, with humble and ingenuous confession of guilt, forms both the preparation and commencement of right prayer. For the holiest
of men cannot hope to obtain anything from God until he has been freely reconciled to him.
God cannot be propitious to any but those whom he pardons. Hence it is not strange that this
is the key by which believers open the door of prayer, as we learn from several passages in the
Psalms. David, when presenting a request on a different subject, says, ‘Remember not the sins
of my youth, nor my transgressions; according to your mercy remember me, for your goodness sake, O Lord’ (Ps. 25:7). Again, ‘Look upon my affliction and my pain, and forgive my
sins’ (Ps. 25:18). Here also we see that it is not sufficient to call ourselves to account for the
sins of each passing day; we must also call to mind those which might seem to have been long
before buried in oblivion. For in another passage the same prophet, confessing one grievous
crime, takes occasion to go back to his very birth, ‘I was shapen in iniquity, and in sin did my
mother conceive me’ (Ps. 51:5); not to extenuate the fault by the corruption of his nature, but
as it were to accumulate the sins of his whole life, that the stricter he was in condemning himself, the more placable God might be. But although the saints do not always in express terms
ask forgiveness of sins, yet if we carefully ponder those prayers as given in Scripture, the
truth of what I say will readily appear; namely, that their courage to pray was derived solely
from the mercy of God, and that they always began with appeasing him. For when a man interrogates his conscience, so far is he from presuming to lay his cares familiarly before God,
that if he did not trust to mercy and pardon, he would tremble at the very thought of approaching him. There is, indeed, another special confession. When believers long for deliverance
from punishment, they at the same time pray that their sins may be pardoned; for it were absurd to wish that the effect should be taken away while the cause remains. For we must beware of imitating foolish patients, who, anxious only about curing accidental symptoms, neg461

All this, of course, is not to state, as Calvin already implied as a cause for profound thanksgiving, that the type of humility which is called for across the board on
the part of wretched saints preempts a buoyant confidence and energetic boldness on
their part as wretched saints. Quite the contrary, these are a “must” (Heb. 5:16; see also Ps. 5:3; 33:22; 56:9; Mt. 21:21-22; Eph. 3:12). Here we encounter complementarity
of truth at its finest! Once again, in the words of Calvin, “Notwithstanding of our being thus abased and truly humbled, we should be animated to pray with the sure hope
of succeeding. There is, indeed, an appearance of contradiction between the two
things, between a sense of the just vengeance of God and firm confidence in his favor,
and yet they are perfectly accordant, if it is the mere goodness of God that raises up
those who are overwhelmed by their own sins. For, as we have formerly shown (iii, 1,
2) that repentance and faith go hand in hand, being united by an indissoluble tie, the
one causing terror, the other joy, so in prayer they must both be present. This concurrence David expresses in a few words, ‘But as for me, I will come into your house in
the multitude of your mercy, and in your fear will I worship toward your holy temple’
(Ps. 5:7)” (John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 11).
This is why we can turn to the next sparkplug with a deep sense of assurance as
well as gratitude. While prayer admittedly starts from “less than nothing,” it must aim,
and seek to arrive, at (more than?) “everything!”

7. Hallmark: The Confidence of the King
The Hallmark of any and all effective prayer is Confidence (Mt. 7:7; 17:20; 21:21-22;
Mk. 11:22-24; Rom. 4:20; 14:23; Jam. 1:6). Confidence is the “sparkplug” of effective
prayer that is introduced early on in the Epistle of James. The blueprint of the prayer
engine with its twelve sparkplugs now pays off handsomely. While the determination
of the precise function, as well as the meaning and significance of confidence in the
present context, must await the interpretation of the text in my Commentary on both
James 1:6 and James 5:14, its contours begin to emerge against the backdrop of the
sparkplugs of the prayer engine already enumerated. Faith in both passages is clearly a
subjective certainty, a rock-like “assurance of the things hoped for” and an equally
rock-like “conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). But how in the vagaries of life
can such assurance be expected? Frankly, this is basically a “no-brainer,” but only if
and when it is founded on the Name of the King, fed by the Word of the King, empolect the root of the disease. No, our endeavour must be to have God propitious even before he
attests his favor by external signs, both because this is the order which he himself chooses,
and it were of little avail to experience his kindness, did not conscience feel that he is appeased, and thus enable us to regard him as altogether lovely. Of this we are even reminded
by our Savior’s reply. Having determined to cure the paralytic, he says, ‘Your sins are forgiven;’ in other words, he raises our thoughts to the object which is especially to be desired—
viz. admission into the favor of God, and then gives the fruit of reconciliation by bringing assistance to us. But besides that special confession of present guilt which believers employ, in
supplicating for pardon of every fault and punishment, that general introduction which procures favor for our prayers must never be omitted, because prayers will never reach God unless they are founded on free mercy (John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 9, with further reference
to 25:7; 1 John 1:9).
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wered by the Spirit of the King, immersed in the Holiness of the King, and inundated
with the Humility of the King, and thereby turns into the Confidence of the King.
This kind of confidence, as Andrew Murray, With Christ in the School of Prayer
(Wellington: James Nisbett & Co, n.d), 167-169, emphasizes, is not simply interested
in the fellowship with God, however deeply rewarding this is. While it is a very
blessed experience, the answer to prayer is more blessed still, since it is the response
from the Father that our prayer and our faith are what he would wish them to be. Murray decries the attitude that so cherishes the fellowship in prayer that the outcome of
prayer takes the back seat, and in a real sense becomes immaterial. He does so, not because he counts the outcome of higher value than the fellowship, but because in his
estimation the Father means the answer to our prayers to be a token both of his favor
and of the reality and authentication of our fellowship with him. This is why biblical
prayer thirsts for answers and expects them in bold, confident faith and believing, confident boldness that God will be there in times of need (Heb. 4:16) and will honor his
Word (1 John 5:14; see also Dan. 9:2). After all, his answers provide us with a profound taste of God’s favor and with a soaring joy about his endorsement (1 Pet. 1:8).
Still there is a wrinkle. The two sparkplugs focusing on the Name of the King and
the Word of the King are objective certainties. The Lord Jesus has omnipotent authority in heaven and earth (Mt. 28:18). Further, his royal Word stands forever and cannot
fail (Is. 40:8). Both are unshakable realities. On the other hand, the succeeding three
that focus on the Spirit of the King, the Holiness of the King and the Humility of the
King, are “subjective” in nature. They are fluctuating realities. This has implications
for assurance. It is the teaching of Scripture, that while assurance inviolably rests on
the twin pillars of Christ and the Word, at the same time it is commensurate to and
goes up and down both with the operational presence of the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of
sanctification/mortification (Rom. 8:4, 13), and with the extent of his productivity in
the Christian in terms of sanctification/mortification (1 John 3:19-24). Here the complementarity of truth emerges once again. In Scripture confidence rests objectively on
the unshakable foundation of the Name and the Word of the King. But also in Scripture it diminishes subjectively when the Spirit is grieved (Eph. 4:30), quenched (1
Thess. 5:19), outraged (Heb. 10:29), or even neglected (Rom. 8:13) with all that this
entails in terms of holiness and humility. The cry, “Abba, Father” (Rom. 8:15; Gal.
4:6) will, and should be muffled when this occurs (Ps. 51:11). It also will, and should
diminish when grievous sins are committed (1 John 3:19-20). The spiritual pain in
such diminishing assurance is analogous to pain in the physical realm and serves a
great purpose. Physical pain alerts the sufferer to a physical problem as the indispensable precursor to its treatment and cure. Similarly, spiritual pain alerts the sufferer to
the reality of a spiritual problem that must be faced, handled and settled. From this
perspective diminishing assurance is a gracious love-gift of God. Not to experience
physical pain is an indication of paralysis that easily ends up in death. There are no
warning signals that there is something wrong with the body. Not to experience spiritual pain is indicative of spiritual paralysis, if not lack of regeneration. In such case
spiritual death either knocks on the door or has already moved in, if it ever left. Truthfully, blessed are the folk who are sensitive to a holy God and his holy Word, and
tremble before him (Ps. 2:11; 99:1; 114:7; Jer. 5:22; Dan. 6:26; Hos. 11:10, 11; Acts
9:6; see also Phil. 2:12) as well as in the face of that Word (Ezr. 10:3; Is. 66:2; Dan.
10:11). For both to occur, of course, powerful (Revival!) preaching that extols the
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awe-inspiring majesty of our God and the lofty benchmark of his Word is a sine qua
non. Candidly, those who do not (learn to) tremble in the fear of “awe,” whether due to
glaringly defective preaching or to glaringly stubborn hearts, eventually will (learn to)
tremble in the fear of dread in the face of the wrath of God and impending doom (Is.
32:11; Jer. 10:10; 51:29; Ezek. 26:16, 18; 32:10; Am. 8:8; Jam. 2:19; see also Heb.
10:31; 12:29). In short, diminishing assurance evidenced in self-condemnation is unmistakable proof of the presence of faith and as such the ground for renewed assurance
(1 John 3:19-20). Furthermore, subsequent repentance and renewed obedience bolsters
this assurance (1 John 3:21) and gives rise to powerful and answered prayer (1 John
3:22). Finally, both self-condemnation and renewed obedience with all that they entail
are a direct result of the operational presence of the Holy Spirit (1 John 3:23). All this
explains why fluctuations in assurance may be frequent, are nuanced, and should be
productive. They will result in short accounts in the interaction with God, a flourishing
life in the presence of God, and a glorious confidence in the approach of God, whether
in prayer or otherwise. Anyone who is without any such fluctuations, has never experienced them, and cannot attest to them, is either perfect or regrettably (still) devoid of
spiritual life. All in all, through the Holy Spirit “full assurance” that knows no “wavering” is both an attainable possibility (Heb. 6:11b) and a categorical “must” (Jam. 1:6)
in order for prayer to be both acceptable and effective. But it is also a definite reality
that can be anticipated and experienced, be it only upon the presence of practical righteousness (Is. 32:17) that is diligently pursued (Heb. 6:11a; 10:35; 1 John 3:21; Phil.
2:12; see also Deut. 28:66) and implemented through the Holy Spirit (1 John 3:24).
One additional word is in place. This is a word of caution. Confidence may never
turn into presumption. In order to stave of this deadly danger Christians, as has been
mentioned already, should ever pray “in joyful confidence, but (trembling) on the edge
of lurking despair.” James 3 hammers home the reality of the “the edge of lurking despair” in the face of a direct pipeline to hell via the tongue (Jam. 3:6, 8), while James 4
breathes “joyful confidence,” by extolling the offsetting grace of God vis-à-vis this
pipeline (Jam. 4:6, 10). In the former he mirrors the earlier teaching of Jesus in John
15:5, “Without me you can do nothing.” In the latter he foreshadows the later teaching
of Paul in Philippians 4:13, “With him you can do everything.” Going over the edge
spells gloom, defeat and uselessness, moving away from the edge produces presumption, pride and demise, whether in the short or the long run (Rev. 3:16). Christians do
well to pray that God will shield them from both dangers in the spirit of, and broadly
analogous to Proverbs 30:8b-9, “Give me neither poverty nor riches lest I be full and
deny you, and say, ‘Who is the Lord?” Or lest I be poor and steal and profane the
name of my God.” The realities of these two dangers will undoubtedly contribute to
the embrace of the next sparkplug that naturally follows the heartfelt desire for, and
the continuing presence of biblical confidence. This is fervency of spirit in seeking the
face of God, pursuing the presence of God, and enjoying the approval of God (Rom.
12:11-12).162
162

In the words of John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 11, “Under the goodness of God he comprehends faith, at the same time not excluding fear; for not only does his majesty compel our
reverence, but our own unworthiness also divests us of all pride and confidence, and keeps us
in fear. The confidence of which I speak is not one which frees the mind from all anxiety, and
soothes it with sweet and perfect rest; such rest is peculiar to those who, while all their affairs
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are flowing to a wish are annoyed by no care, stung with no regret, agitated by no fear. But
the best stimulus which the saints have to prayer is when, in consequence of their own necessities, they feel the greatest disquietude, and are all but driven to despair, until faith seasonably comes to their aid; because in such straits the goodness of God so shines upon them, that
while they groan, burdened by the weight of present calamities, and tormented with the fear of
greater, they yet trust to this goodness, and in this way both lighten the difficulty of endurance, and take comfort in the hope of final deliverance. It is necessary therefore, that the
prayer of the believer should be the result of both feelings, and exhibit the influence of both;
namely, that while he groans under present and anxiously dreads new evils, he should, at the
same times have recourse to God, not at all doubting that God is ready to stretch out a helping
hand to him. For it is not easy to say how much God is irritated by our distrust, when we ask
what we expect not of his goodness. Hence, nothing is more accordant to the nature of prayer
than to lay it down as a fixed rule, which it is not to come forth at random, but is to follow in
the footsteps of faith. To this principle Christ directs all of us in these words, ‘Therefore, I say
unto you, what things so ever you desire, when you pray, believe that you receive them, and
you shall have them’ (Mark 11:24). The same thing he declares in another passage, ‘All
things, whatsoever you shall ask in prayer, believing, you shall receive’ (Mt. 21:22). In accordance with this are the words of James, ‘If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, who
gives to all men liberally, and upbraids not, and it shall be given him. But let him ask in faith,
nothing wavering’ (Jam. 1:5). He most aptly expresses the power of faith by opposing it to
wavering. No less worthy of notice is his additional statement, that those who approach God
with a doubting, hesitating mind, without feeling assured whether they are to be heard or not,
gain nothing by their prayers. Such persons he compares to a wave of the sea, driven with the
wind and tossed. Hence, in another passage he terms genuine prayer ‘the prayer of faith’
(Jam. 5:15). Again, since God so often declares that he will give to every man according to
his faith he intimates that we cannot obtain anything without faith. In short, it is faith which
obtains everything that is granted to prayer. This is the meaning of Paul in the well known
passage to which dull men give too little heed, ‘How then shall they call upon him in whom
they have not believed, and how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard?’ ‘So
then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God’ (Rom. 10:14, 17). Gradually
deducing the origin of prayer from faith, he distinctly maintains that God cannot be invoked
sincerely except by those to whom by the preaching of the Gospel his mercy and willingness
have been made known, nay, familiarly explained.” And in Institutes, III, xx, 12, “We (are)
taught by the Holy Spirit, who tells us to ‘come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may
obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need’ (Heb. 4:16); and elsewhere teaches us to
‘have boldness and access with confidence by the faith of Christ’ (Eph. 3:12). This confidence
of obtaining what we ask, a confidence which the Lord commands, and all the saints teach by
their example, we must therefore hold fast with both hands, if we would pray to any advantage. The only prayer acceptable to God is that which springs (if I may so express it) from this
presumption of faith, and is founded on the full assurance of hope. He might have been contented to use the simple name of faith, but he adds not only confidence, but liberty or boldness, that by this mark he might distinguish us from unbelievers, who indeed like us pray to
God, but pray at random. Hence, the whole Church thus prays, ‘Let your mercy O Lord, be
upon us, according as we hope in you’ (Ps. 33:22). The same condition is set down by the
Psalmist in another passage, ‘When I cry unto you, then shall my enemies turn back: this I
know, for God is for me’ (Ps. 56:9). Again, ‘In the morning will I direct my prayer unto you,
and will look up’ (Ps. 5:3). From these words we gather, that prayers are vainly poured out
into the air unless accompanied with faith, in which, as from a watchtower, we may quietly
wait for God. With this agrees the order of Paul’s exhortation. For before urging believers to
pray in the Spirit always, with vigilance and assiduity, he enjoins them to take ‘the shield of
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8. Quality: The Fervency of the King
The Quality of any and all effective prayer is, an at times agonizing Fervency (Jer.
29:13; Gal. 4:19; Phil. 4:6; Jam. 5:17). That a heartfelt desire for and a rapturous experience of the Name, Word, Spirit, and Holiness of the King, and its resultant brimming
Confidence, produces the Fervency of the King stands to reason. Many times Scripture
combines prayer and supplication (Phil. 4:6) indicating that times of prayer are times
of intense emotion (Ps. 119:53, 136; Jer. 4:19; Dan. 9:3; Rom. 9:1-3). In prayer the believer enters into the throne room of God. In supplication he removes everything from
it, including his joys and sorrows, closes the door behind him and has only eyes for
God (See Rev. 4:8). Soon he pours out his heart to God in fervent, boundless worship
and thanksgiving. Only after thanksgiving suffuses him for all the people, the events,
and the things he has encountered (Job 1:21b; Ps. 119:71; Phil. 4:12; Jam. 1:2), and
not before, does the door open up again, and do petitions become the focus. The clear
implication is that without prior unconditional and all-encompassing thanksgiving petitions simply cannot be trusted (See also Ps. 50:14-15). They are bound to be selfcentered and man-centered, which is roundly condemned in James 4:3 as we shall see
later. Fervency is required across the board, “in everything.” Also for one’s breakfast
cereal, when one can choose from among ten types of boxes, neatly stacked up in the
cupboard or put out on the breakfast table? Yes, and that for at least two reasons. First,
with possibly the largest percentage of mankind below or close to the poverty line,
there is every reason to be ardent, in what may seem to be the smallest blessings. After
all, the rich do not have it coming to them! It betrays unwarranted smugness not to
pray fervently in “everything” (Phil. 4:6). Second, believers should not live by bread
alone, but by every word that proceeds from God (Deut. 8:3). Therefore, great and
painstaking care should be taken to ensure by and in prayer that “everything,” including copious meals for breakfast, as well lunch and dinner for that matter, indeed, flows
forth from the promises of God, and is not the product of an ultimately “smart and independent operator!” What does not come exclusively from God is, and should be unwanted! Only ardent prayer can hope to prevent the common pitfall of human selffaith,’ ‘the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God’ (Eph.
6:16-18). Let the reader here call to mind what I formerly observed, that faith by no means
fails though accompanied with recognition of our wretchedness, poverty, and pollution. How
much so ever believers may feel that they are oppressed by a heavy load of iniquity, and are
not only devoid of everything which can procure the favor of God for them, but justly burdened with many sins which make him an object of dread, yet they cease not to present themselves, this feeling not deterring them from appearing in his presence, because there is no other access to him. Genuine prayer is not that by which we arrogantly extol ourselves before
God, or set a great value on anything of our own, but that by which, while confessing our
guilt, we utter our sorrows before God, just as children familiarly lay their complaints before
their parents. Nay, the immense accumulation of our sins should rather spur us on and incite
us to prayer. Of this the Psalmist gives us an example, ‘Heal my soul: for I have sinned
against you’ (Ps. 41:4). I confess, indeed, that these stings would prove mortal darts, did not
God give succor; but our heavenly Father has, in ineffable kindness, added a remedy, by
which, calming all perturbation, soothing our cares, and dispelling our fears he condescendingly allures us to himself; nay, removing all doubts, not to say obstacles, makes the way
smooth before us.”
466

reliance and self-sufficiency from victimizing the believer to his own destruction (Rev.
3:15-20). After all, “to pray without fervency is like hunting with a dead dog”
(Spurgeon; see also John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 6, 12).163 So, “Beware of declension in prayer. Whenever you feel the closet becoming a dull place, you may be sure
something is wrong. Go straight to God that he may ‘heal it’ (Hos. 14:4). Do not trifle
with it. Nor resort to other expedients to relieve the dullness, such as shortening the
time, or getting some lively religious books to take off the weariness. Go at once to the
great Quickener with the cry, ‘Quicken us, and we will call upon your name (Ps.
80:18)” (Bonar, 25). Once fervency, which is ultimately the fervency of Christ as its
source and model, is in evidence, the next sparkplug, incessant praying, is its logical
companion. Naturally, such prayer can only be experienced through the Holy Spirit in
dependence once again upon Christ as source and in the footsteps of Christ as model!

9. Heartbeat: The Persistence of the King
The Heartbeat of any and all effective prayer is Persistence (Job 27:8-10; Dan. 6:10;
Lk. 11:8; 18:1, 7; 21:36; Rom. 12:12; Eph. 6:18; Col. 4:2; 1 Thess. 3:10; 5:17; 1 Tim.
5:5). Scripture records many instances of “unceasing prayer.” In fact, it calls for the
presence of unceasing prayer more than for any of the other sparkplugs. After all,
“Prayer unaccompanied by perseverance leads to no result (John Calvin, Institutes, III,
xx, 51)! This, of course, does not mean 24/7 prayers, twenty-four hours a day, seven
days a week. This is a physical impossibility. But precisely what then does it mean?
Before I answer this question I wish to explain (once more) the rationale for unceasing
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See also John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 6, “In asking we must always truly feel our wants,
and seriously considering that we need all the things which we ask, accompany the prayer
with a sincere, nay, ardent desire of obtaining them. Many repeat prayers in a perfunctory
manner from a set form, as if they were performing a task to God, and though they confess
that this is a necessary remedy for the evils of their condition, because it were fatal to be left
without the divine aid which they implore, it still appears that they perform the duty from custom, because their minds are meanwhile cold, and they ponder not what they ask. A general
and confused feeling of their necessity leads them to pray, but it does not make them solicitous as in a matter of present consequence, that they may obtain the supply of their need.
Moreover, can we suppose anything more hateful or even more execrable to God than this
fiction of asking the pardon of sins, while he who asks at the very time either thinks that he is
not a sinner, or, at least, is not thinking that he is a sinner; in other words, a fiction by which
God is plainly held in derision? But mankind, as I have lately said, are full of depravity, so
that in the way of perfunctory service they often ask many things of God which they think
come to them without his beneficence, or from some other quarter, or are already certainly in
their possession. There is another fault which seems less heinous, but is not to be tolerated.
Some murmur out prayers without meditation, their only principle being that God is to be
propitiated by prayer. Believers ought to be especially on their guard never to appear in the
presence of God with the intention of presenting a request unless they are under some serious
impression, and are, at the same time, desirous to obtain it. Nay, although in these things
which we ask only for the glory of God, we seem not at first sight to consult for our necessity,
yet we ought not to ask with less fervor and vehemence of desire. For instance, when we pray
that his name be hallowed—that hallowing must, so to speak, be earnestly hungered and
thirsted after.” See also Institutes, III, xx, 12.
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prayer. If prayer is “from nothing to everything,” as mentioned above, prayer simply
cannot be interrupted, if “everything” is to prevail. If it does, the believer plunges back
into “nothing,” regardless the applicable area, spiritual, moral, or otherwise! Prayer is
similar to the breathing lung system in the body. This may never stop operating, if the
oxygen is to reach the tissues in the body, also in this context regardless the applicable
area, whether the internal organs, such as the heart and the brain, or the extremities,
such as the feet and the hands, or otherwise. If it is, death is both sure and quick. Incidentally, just as the lack of oxygen affects specific parts of the body, such as the brain,
more quickly than other parts in its near immediate consequences, so lack of prayer
may affect some parts of the life of the believer, such as the fellowship with God, more
quickly than others in its immediate consequences as well.
John 7:37-39 presents a similar picture with its four pivotal activities of thirsting,
coming, drinking, and flowing. If one is not thirsty (repentance), one will not come
(faith). If one does not come, one will not drink (prayer). If one does not drink, one
will not flow (holiness). Clearly, the nature and extent of practical godliness (the flow
of rivers of living water through the Spirit of Christ) is determined by the nature and
extent of prayer (drinking of Christ). The nature and extent of prayer is determined by
faith (the appropriation of Christ). And the nature and extent of faith is determined by
repentance (the hunger for Christ). There is an unmistakable concatenation. The earlier
activities are never a cause to an effect. But they are invariably a means to an end. The
grand objective, of course, is the flow of rivers of living Holy Spirit “Revival-water”
with its Ten Mighty Characteristics. Whenever we only trickle, both the reason and the
remedy stare us in the face! The realization of the end is commensurate to the presence
of the means! No thirsting, coming and drinking? No flowing! Against this backdrop
to ask the question why the Church has lost the Middle East and Europe and is increasingly losing the USA, is to answer it!
Turning now to the precise meaning of praying without ceasing, this seems to
have two fundamental characteristics. First, when something is “worth praying for,”
and legitimately qualifies as a subject for prayer, it is worth praying for until God provides an answer. This kind of persistence is, indeed, the heartbeat of prayer (Mt. 7:6-8;
Lk. 18:1). It is the prayer of saints, who have set their heart on its fulfillment, and are
willing to go on interminably, saints, such as Daniel who prayed “from morning till
evening” (Dan. 9:3, 21), Nehemiah who prayed “for days,” “day and night” (Neh. 1:4,
6), and the apostles who prayed all of ten days from Ascension to Pentecost. There is
one biblical person, however, who literally left all these in the dust. Her name is Anna.
She was “awesome,” and takes “the grand prize,” as it appears that she went “homeless,” “sleepless,” and “foodless,” apart from the “bare necessities” of life, for possibly
as long as fifty years (Lk. 2:37)! All this clearly indicates that together with the others
she did not take “no” for an answer! This was far from presumptuous for three reasons.
To start with, she prayed the promises of God. Therefore she did not need to take “no”
for an answer. She was on solid ground! Further, without the fulfillment of the promise
she would not have a future. Therefore, she could not take “no” for an answer. She
was in the desperate straight of a dead-end street. Finally, she had received the solemn
injunction to pray. Therefore she was not allowed to take “no” for an answer. As a coworker of God, just as the others, she was under orders “not to take rest, neither to give
God rest until he had established Jerusalem once and for all as the praise of the earth”
(Is. 62:6-7; see also George Muller, The Autobiography of George Muller (New Ken468

sington, PA: Whitaker House, 1985) and the awe-inspiring “Revival model” of incessant prayer that is portrayed in it).
But there is a second characteristic. Prayer, that truly enters into the throne room
of God and experiences his glory, loses all sense of time. After all, God has put eternity in the heart of man (Eccl. 3:11). Already when humans are wholeheartedly wrapped
up in other human beings, in highly attractive objects or in awesome events, it seems
that “time stands still.” How much more should this be the case when man fellowships
with his God on the heart level! In the rapturous experience of the fellowship of love
time intersects with eternity. It produces an inexpressible joy, filled with the glory of
God (1 Pet. 1:8), and transcends ordinary human understanding (Eph. 3:19). Believers
will do well to seek the face of God until time, indeed, seems to stand still. Only then
does unceasing prayer come into its own. However, this is not an easy summit to
reach. For this reason Scripture introduces a tenth and eleventh sparkplug. The tenth
sparkplug focuses on praying with “urgency” as the root of prayer and the eleventh
one on the Body of Christ in which the members inspire each other in small, manageable, accountability groups!

10. Root: The Urgency of the King
Frankly, I fear that neither the quality of fervency nor the heartbeat of persistence will
ever come into their own, until and unless the root of urgency is in evidence. Urgency
is a product of four factors. First, it is set in motion by a deep concern for “immediate
answers” (Ps. 119:53, 136; Jer. 4:19; Rom. 9:1-3). Second, it is activated by the utter
need for “immediate answers.” “Now is the day of salvation!” (2 Cor. 6:2). “Today, if
you will hear his voice, do not harden your heart!” (Ps. 95:7-8; Heb. 3:7-8; 4:7). Tomorrow may well be too late. Frankly it has been so for too many folks in too many
settings. J. C. Ryle was once told by a man whom he evangelized that he preferred to
wait until his death bed to respond to the summons to repent and believe. After all, so
did the “thief on the cross!” Ryle’s comment was, “But how do you know that you will
not prove to be the other thief?” Second, it is triggered by a great hunger for “immediate answers.” “Hear the voice of my supplication when I cry unto you” (Ps. 28:2).
“Make haste to help me, O Lord, my salvation” (Ps. 38:22). “Hear my prayer, O Lord,
and give ear to my cry” (Ps. 39:12). Any lack of Kingdom advance does and should
make for a disconsolate prayer warrior. Candidly, an analogy of John Knox’s heartfelt
cry, “Give me Scotland or I die,” should in one way or another mark the life of all believers, especially the life (ironically) of those who “celebrate” this cry or simply quote
it with approval! Third, it is precipitated by a profound gratitude for “immediate answers.” “He will answer from his holy heaven!” (Ps. 20:6). “You have answered me!”
(Ps. 22:21). “The righteous cry out, and the Lord hears!” (Ps. 34:17). “Certainly God
has heard me. He has attended to the voice of my prayer. Blessed be God who has not
turned away my prayer!” (Ps. 66:19-20). Not so incidentally, once the urgency of
prayer is experienced, both the quality of fervency and the heartbeat of persistence in
prayer are bound to come into their own as well! But how does the necessary “urgency” emerge? It seems such a rare commodity! Well, to restrict myself to the Psalms,
they are much more than individual expressions of individual emotions. They are the
covenantal cry of men locked in mortal Kingdom combat. No Combat? No “Urgency!” A Church that functions as an R&R Center, if not (merely) as an Infirmary, rather
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than a thriving and pulsating Armory, where men and women are trained for battle in
and for the cosmic warzone, can only “psychologize” and “trivialize” the Psalms in an
all too self-centered, all too earthly-minded, and essentially all too happiness-oriented
manner. This, in turn, must instill the fear, once more, that it is bound to be or become
AWOL (Heb. 10:36-39; Jam. 1:22; Rev. 3:15-16) and destined to be or end up DOA
(Rev. 3:1). Such Church cannot even envision, let alone heed a “Siren Call to Arms,”
which starts, again, with a summons “not to take rest, nor to give God rest, until he has
established the Church as a praise in the earth” (Is. 62:6-7), with all that this entails in
terms of mighty Preaching, Mighty Conversions, Mighty Assemblies, Mighty Holiness, Mighty Generosity, Mighty Saturation Grassroots Evangelism, Mighty Societal
Impact under Mighty Leaders in Mighty Combat. It may well be that the lack of urgency is “the great culprit” that as a Divine judgment had us lose the Middle East to
idolatrous Islam, Europe to atheistic Secularism, and has us losing the USA to godless
Humanism. This should precipitate the cry, “Lord, give us ‘Urgency,’ or we die! Or
better yet, “Lord, raise us from ‘the dead,’ and grant us ‘Urgency!’” All this in the spirit of the triple refrain of Psalm 80:3, 7, and 19, “Restore us, O God, O God of hosts, O
Lord God of hosts. Cause your face to shine, and we shall be saved.” The crescendoing
urgency in the threefold refrain is hard to miss!
For anyone who painfully experiences a lack of urgency the next sparkplug may
well function as a God-sent. It has done so for many. It can and should be instrumental
in fanning embers into flame! In fact, it is designed for that purpose.

11. Fire Hearth: The Body of the King
The Fire Hearth for any and all effective prayer is the Intimacy of small groups in the
Body of Christ (Mt. 18:19; Acts 13:1-2). Prayer is ever Satan’s target. Just as antagonists would wrestle for the possession of the proverbial gun which will settle a dispute
once and for all, so Satan puts a premium on taking away our prayer life. As has already been observed, no one can either be saved or sanctified apart from prayer. At the
same time, no one in the covenant community is an island all by his or her lonely self.
The personal prayers of the individual are supported and carried by the corporate prayers of the body. Still, just as in the human body the left big toe never touches the right
shoulder blade, so it stands to reason that all church members do not have an intimate
relationship with each other. However, the big toe is connected with the foot in an intimate way, just as the shoulder blade is linked to the shoulder, and receives sustenance and support from it. Similarly in the body of Christ small groups, preferably consisting of five believers, should gather to cultivate in mutual support and accountability the presence of the various sparkplugs in order to ensure effective prayer. Believers
are just like coals in a hearth that will flame up when heaped together, but will die out
when separated. The number five is chosen for a reason. The larger the group the less
intimacy, the smaller the group the greater the progress! But even when in a group of
five two are providentially absent, the small group is still intact. Groups of three or
four do not have this luxury. Absenteeism of any kind tends to make such small group
non-functional. This Commentary makes a strong recommendation for each local body
of Christ to organize itself in small groups of both men and women to pray around the
circle at least once a week for a set period of time, one hour, two hours, until the Spirit
produces the urgency and fervency that makes one lose the sense of time in the pres470

ence of God (See also for “The Privilege and Power of Group Prayer,” Wieand, The
Gospel of Prayer, 218ff, with reference to Mt. 18:19-20; Acts 1:14; 2:1, 42-47; 4:2331; 12:1-9; 13:1-2). Praying around the circle may (greatly) assist participants who
tend to be shy. It also will avoid awkward lulls of protracted silence. Further, the prayers should be clearly articulated for everyone to hear so that the participants truly can
join each other, take each other along in their approach to God, and as a result function
as a mutual means of grace. While “mumbling” may imply a lack of urgency and fervency, it certainly will not be “edifying,” as it may easily produce wandering thoughts
in the other members of the small group.164 Furthermore, such meetings should not
start with prayer requests to ensure that no valuable time is lost. Besides, any potential
requests will be shared automatically in the prayers that are offered up. Finally, the
leader should break in to conclude the meeting when the agreed upon time is expired.
Of course, all this is not to deny that big toes and shoulder blades belong to one
and the same body. This will be very much in evidence when the shoulder blade is in a
(shooting) accident. Piloted by the big toes, the feet will hurry to the emergency ward
for treatment. But it is to emphasize that each part of the body has immediate contact
(only) with its surrounding members, which must be cultivated. At any rate, for any
member of the physical body to go it alone is certain death. To do so in the Body of
Christ is no less dangerous! But a profitable “contact” that advances the Kingdom is
not an automatic given. The next and final sparkplug enlarges on this by focusing on
an essential Scriptural ground rule.

12. Concurrence: The Coalition of the King
Scripture places a heavy emphasis upon unity in the body of Christ (John 17:21; Phil.
2:2), and this includes prayer (Rom. 15:30). Christians are not soloists. While two
Christians can function as an effective duet (Mt. 18:19), they are ultimately members
164

See John Calvin, Institutes, III, xx, 5, “Let everyone in professing to pray turn thither all
his thoughts and feelings, and be not (as is usual) distracted by wandering thoughts; because
nothing is more contrary to the reverence due to God than that levity which bespeaks a mind
too much given to license and devoid of fear. In this matter we ought to labor the more earnestly the more difficult we experience it to be; for no man is so intent on prayer as not to feel
many thoughts creeping in, and either breaking off the tenor of his prayer, or retarding it by
some turning or digression. Here let us consider how unbecoming it is when God admits us to
familiar intercourse to abuse his great condescension by mingling things sacred and profane,
reverence for him not keeping our minds under restraint; but just as if in prayer we were conversing with one like ourselves forgetting him, and allowing our thoughts to run to and fro.
Let us know, then, that none duly prepare themselves for prayer but those who are so impressed with the majesty of God that they engage in it free from all earthly cares and affections. The ceremony of lifting up our hands in prayer is designed to remind us that we are far
removed from God, unless our thoughts rise upward: as it is said in the psalm, ‘Unto thee, O
Lord, do I lift up my soul’ (Psalm 25:1). And Scripture repeatedly uses the expression to raise
our prayer, meaning that those who would be heard by God must not grovel in the mire. The
sum is, that the more liberally God deals with us, condescendingly inviting us to disburden
our cares into his bosom, the less excusable we are if this admirable and incomparable blessing does not in our estimation outweigh all other things, and win our affection, that prayer
may seriously engage our every thought and feeling. This cannot be unless our mind, strenuously exerting itself against all impediments, rise upward.”
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of a “choir” and must make “agreement” a top priority for the “performance” to be
harmonious and effective. Such agreement, indicative of a united front, is, and should
be all-encompassing. Christians do, and must, seek “union” in the totality of their createdness in the image of God, that is, in their hearts as their mission control center, in
the internal functions of their thinking (their minds), their willing (their volition), and
their feeling (their emotions), in their creative imagination, in their dominion taking, as
well as in their words and their actions. All this does, and must come to expression in
their prayers. They are, and must be like zealous warriors, who rhythmically and in
unison march toward their objective at the drumbeat of Scripture, like coordinated armored columns that systematically advance to their goal, like synchronized squadrons
of war planes that methodically sweep in at their target. There is nothing haphazard or
careless, let alone self-assertive and dysfunctional about them.
Concretely, in the context of this Topical Focus, they do, and must, be united in
asking God, “Give us all twelve sparkplugs of prevailing prayer, or we die.” They
must be united in asking God in the context of Scripture, “Give us the total content of
your Word, or we die.” They must be united in asking God in the context of James,
“Give us a biblical Revival Status, a biblical Maintenance Ministry, as well as a biblical Recovery Mode, when and where necessary (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival), or we die. Apply to us the way to practical godliness (Jam. 1: 1-27), the principles of practical godliness (Jam. 2:1-26), the implementation of practical godliness
(Jam. 3:1-4:10), the range of practical godliness (Jam. 4:11-5:18), or we die. They also
must be united in asking God for the purpose of James (Jam. 5:19-20) to be or to become a reality in their midst, “Give us in the footsteps of James the zeal and the wherewithal to target wretched sinners and wretched saints to save them from death and to
cover a multitude of their as well as our own sin, or we die.” They must be united in
the conviction of the “infinite significance” of all these facets of holiness. They must
be united in the recognition that only the Holy Spirit can produce this multi-faceted
holiness. They must be united in the certainty (Jam. 1:6) that their united prayers,
sparked in the twelve-fold biblical manner and aiming at all biblical components of
holiness will be answered without exception (1 John 5:14)! But they never arrive at
this type of agreement, until they “agree with God” and take his side in everything,
always taking a strong stand against everyone who “disagrees” with him and obstinately rebel against him!
The “agreement” in both faith and practice (Eph. 4:3-6, 13-16) that comes to expression in united prayer covers the waterfront. It includes the (biblically appropriate)
desires of the heart (Ps. 37:4), the (biblically right) reasons of the mind (Rom. 12:2),
the (biblically proper) motivations of the will (Mt. 26:39, 42), the (biblically pure)
prompting of the emotions (Heb. 12:2; Jam. 1:2), the (biblically laudable) content of
the creative imagination (Jam. 4:13-16), the (biblically endorsed) strategy of dominion
taking (Gal. 2:7-8), the (biblically reputable) manner and time of speaking and responding (Eph. 4:29, 31; Jam. 4:11), the (biblically sound) way and occasion of acting,
pro-acting, and reacting (Phil. 4:9), and the (biblically required) necessity of perseverance in godliness and ministry, both personally and corporately (Mt. 24:13; Heb.
10:39; 12:1, 3; Jam. 1:3). When all this is in place, rivers of living, Holy Spirit water
(John 7:37-39) will quantitatively as well as qualitatively turn deserts into fertile fields
(Is. 32:15), cemeteries into maternity wards (Ezek. 37:1ff) and Dead Seas into fresh
water lakes (Ezek. 47:1ff).
472

Clearly, the potential pitfalls with all this entails in terms of “great trouble and
guilty disgrace” (Neh. 1:3) are too many to enumerate. This, undoubtedly, prompted
Paul to plead with the Philippians for unity of mind in the essential elements of the
Gospel that he had laid out for them in the areas of regeneration (Phil. 3:1-3), justification (Phil. 3:4-9), and sanctification (Phil. 3:10-11), with the added conviction that
God would illumine issues where unanimity is lacking, coupled with the exhortation
by all means jointly to carry on to the degree that agreement prevails (Phil. 3:15-16).
This should convince Christians to find as much common ground as possible without
compromising Paul’s essentials (Phil. 3:17-19), to commit the rest to God, and in the
meantime to stand shoulder to shoulder wherever two or three are together (Mt.
18:20). This clearly applies to the Church as well as to the marriage and the family.
Frankly, it may well be difficult to assess to what extent prayers have remained,
do remain and will remain unanswered precisely because of infighting whether rooted
in selfish ambition (Jam. 3:16; 4:3) or “honest” (?) disagreement (Acts 15:36-39). But
in the light of the clear cut statement of the Lord Jesus, “if two of you agree on earth
concerning anything that they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven
(Mt. 18:19), the damage done by “disagreements” may well be incalculable. This does,
and should hold true, even if “anything” is always “anything-in-context,” as I argued
above. Clearly, “disagreements” have obstructed many a ministry and derailed many a
Church, many a marriage, many a family, and, for that matter, many an evangelistic
outreach in society in general, starting with the obstruction and derailment of “united”
prayer (See yet Charles G. Finney, Lectures on Revival (Minneapolis: Bethany House
Publishers, 1988), 192-206, as well as his Experiencing Revival (New Kensington, PA:
Whitaker House, 1984), 117-118, for a set of intriguing as well as challenging comments, be it in a larger questionable Semi-Pelagian context, on both Mt. 28:19 and the
notion of “agreement” in prayer in terms of motivation, attitude, content, standard,
procedures, and objectives).

Conclusion
Two items in closing! The first one concerns the place and function of prayer in Acts
2:42, and the second one the relationship between prayer and fasting.
First, then, the place and function of prayer in Acts 2:42 is intriguing. This verse
presents us with the four essential elements of every Christian Church, preaching, fellowship, the Lord’s Supper and prayer. Preaching is the first and foremost means of
grace. It functions as the “pipeline” from God to man. Fellowship is the second means
of grace and resembles the bloodstream in the body. It is the “pipeline” from God
through man to man. The oxygen of the Word of God that is derived from the preaching enters into the body of the Church through the inhaling lung system which subsequently disperses it to every part of the body through the bloodstream of sharing the
Word in the incessant fellowship of speaking and acting. The pulpit needs the pew to
be fully effective. No circulation, no oxygenation! No oxygenation, amputation!
The Lord’s Supper has the third spot, and with it a very strategic place and function. It is the means of grace that puts on display the combination of preaching and fellowship. All that the preaching conveys can only be realized as a grace from Christ (1
Cor. 11:24-26; Col. 3:1-3) that flows through the body (1 Cor. 10:17; Eph. 4:11-16). In
the Lord’s Supper, therefore, believers flee to Christ as the New Covenant personified,
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to obtain the fresh repentance and faith, the fresh forgiveness and the fresh holiness
that are indicated by the Word preached. Since Christ is with the Father, to flee to Christ in the sacrament is to make a “pit stop” in heaven. They also flee to their fellow believers as New Covenant members to make this pit stop together, to put themselves at
each other’s disposal, to glean from each other, and through this fellowship to facilitate fresh repentance, forgiveness and holiness. Frankly, since without Jesus we can do
nothing, and without the body we are nothing (much, if anything), we need the Lord’s
Supper and its pit stop in heaven, not just every week, but every day, every hour, every
minute, in fact, every second. However, this is clearly impossible to implement. After
all, the Lord’s Supper is a communal sacrament in the orderly assembly of the saints.
Hence it is not at the disposal of individual saints every day, hour, minute or second.
Here prayer enters the picture. It is the extension of the Lord’s Supper as the embodied display of preaching and fellowship. As saints we flee incessantly to Christ (as
preached in the Church and shared in fellowship) in adoration, in confession, in supplication for mercy (Heb. 4:16) and intercession for each other (Eph. 6:18). This can
be done every second, even if believers are not physically together. In addition to their
weekly or semi-weekly get together, as well as their small group meetings they can
vow to meet both Christ and each other for a pit stop in the throne room whenever this
is necessary, up to every nano-second. In fact, simply by entering the throne room at
any time, they will meet all the (millions of) others, who are congregating there as
well, inclusive of their small group members! Thus the Spoken Word (in preaching),
the Shared Word (in fellowship) and the Shown Word (in the sacrament) turn into the
Strengthening Word (through prayer). The order of the constituent elements in Acts
2:42 is both eminently exquisite and utterly applicatory. But what else can one expect
from a Divine Author?
Second, the relationship between prayer and fasting should receive much more
attention than they usually do, and the practice of fasting should be taken much more
seriously than it usually is. For one, as the following quotation, reflecting on actual
Revival times, indicates, fasting fortifies prayer. “Whenever a Church, mourning the
absence of divine influence, was brought to bow down before God, with fasting and
sackcloth and supplication, there was reason to hope that deliverance was at hand. I
say with fasting, for, lightly as this religious ordinance is regarded by man, experience
demonstrates its adaptedness to give intensity to special prayer” (Porter, Letters on Revival, 24). But further, as this quotation in the footsteps of Scripture underscores as
well, fasting is complementary to a deep “hunger” for Kingdom advance and essential
for Kingdom “success” (Joel 1:14; 2:12, 15; Mt. 17:19-21; Acts 13:2-3). Last but not
least, however, fasting is fundamentally the reverse side of a profound “thirst” for
God, deeply to experience his presence (Acts 9:9) and to be thoroughly aware of his
approval (Mt. 9:15) in the utmost of contentment (Phil. 4:11), gratitude (Eph. 5:18)
and joy (1 Pet. 1:9). Since Biblical “success” in all its manifestations, whether in the
practice of intensified prayer, the vision of Kingdom advance, the enjoyment of God’s
presence, or otherwise, is invariably rooted in self-denial (death to self) (John 12:24;
Phil. 3:10), “fasting” and the Christian are virtually synonymous and should be interchangeable! This is to say, the “thirst” for God and the “hunger” for his Kingdom to
come should be so overwhelming that it pushes any appetite of any sort into the background, if not into (temporal) oblivion (Mt. 4:2). In a fully biblical variant on James
4:2, “You do not have (big time), because you do not pray and fast (big time)!”
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_____________________________________________________________________

This topical treatment sets the stage for the exposition of James eye-opening
information, first, as to “how God gives” and, then, as to “how the asker must
ask” (Barclay, 53-54).
First, God gives both “without reservation” and “without grudging.” The
Greek for the earlier term in this duo can mean either “simply,” “singlemindedly,” “wholeheartedly,” “without hesitation,” “without reservation,”
“without strings attached,” and “without reluctance,” or “generously,” “liberally,” and “freely” (Johnson, 179, with reference to Rom. 12:8; 2 Cor. 8:2;
9:11-13; Dibelius, 79; Laws, 55-56; Mitton, 29-30; PDavids, 29, 46; Hartin,
59; McKnight, 88, with reference to Rom. 12:8; 2 Cor. 8:2; 9:11, 13 for generosity) and 2 Cor. 1:12; 11:3; Eph. 6:5; Col. 3:22 for integrity). Possibly
both aspects come into view in this context. God is wholeheartedly generous
and unreservedly liberal (See also Mt. 7:11)! But if a choice must be made,
the first sequence may be preferable, portraying the opposite of the man in
James 1:6, plagued with doubt and wavering in his prayers (So also Moo,
1985, 63; Cheung, 182; McCartney, 89). This makes the contrast striking.
God does not hesitate. He is wholehearted in his commitment and aim, and
unwavering in his willingness and intent, to open up his “storehouse” of
goodness (See also Jer. 29:12-14; Mt. 7:7-11). He is “the ever giving God.”
“When we come with our prayers, he never replies, ‘Come back tomorrow.’
Perhaps I will then be able to be ‘the giving God’ again, but today I must occupy myself by being someone else ... (To be sure) he is more than giving,
but he is always giving” (Motyer, 38). Giving is “an inherent attribute” of
God (McCartney, 89). He is not of two minds, as clearly the “doubter” is
(Martin, 18, with a reference to Jam. 1:6). The first term, used to describe
God’s unreserved generosity, may also indicate that, while God “gives to all,”
he does not give “en masse.” In his ongoing concern and constant care he
provides for every single individual according to his or her individual needs.
Just as he customizes the trials, so he customizes the wherewithal to pass
them with flying colors (Zodhiates, I, 35).
The second term of this duo means without a critical, petulant, grudging,
grumbling, nitpicking, reproachful, rancorous, acrimonious, fault finding, accusatory attitude, that cannot leave the past alone, makes the reception of a
gift an uncomfortable affair in the present, sees to it that the recipient will
“never forget it” in the future, especially when he fumbles and stumbles, and
ultimately “gives little and scolds much (Ecclesiasticus 18:15-18, 20:14-15;
see Royster, 18). Both the dynamics behind, and the manner of, God’s gift
proves to be impeccable. It is conveyed both “without hesitation” and “without ill will,” from the heart and with the heart, out of love and in love, without a need or requirement for repayment (Cheung, 183). In other words, his
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gifts are never “spoiled by the manner of giving” whether in terms of critical
attitude, churlish manner, unkind words, hidden agenda, self-serving implication, hostile manipulation or tiresome reminder (Barclay, 53). The Greek
wording indicates that God’s giving flows forth from his very nature (Rom.
8:32). He is a “giving God” (Johnstone, 82). He takes delight in it. What else
can we expect from a God, who himself informs us that the act of giving is
more blessed than the act of receiving (Acts 20:35), and that a cheerful giver
elicits his love of delight (2 Cor. 9:7)? In both regards he is the Supreme
Model!
James has no doubt that God gives his bounty to one and all! This either
means gifts in general (“common grace”), such as the sunshine and the rain
(Mt. 5:45), or specific gifts (“special grace”) to all who ask in trial situations
(Mitton, 28). Here the latter is in view! After all, James is writing to believers. In short, at no time should any believer entertain the thought, and here is
the rub, that God would not provide him, when he puts in his application,
with the wisdom that leads to holiness or, for that matter, with the holiness
that flows forth from wisdom. As has been observed already, this is the niche
of James’ summons to pray. By way of illustration, if I instruct my son to
mow the grass, I will gladly supply the fuel required to power the lawn mower, and would be more than happily surprised, if he would beat down my door
in order to get it! The potency of the Greek term James employs for asking
(aitein) indicates, that this way of putting it, is quite appropriate. God’s
people beat down God’s door to do God’s work at God’s commands for
God’s purposes in God’s strength with God’s resources, in the full recognition that God’s trials should be joyfully embraced as God’s opportunities for
God’s objectives.165
It is interesting to note that the certainty of God’s affirmative reply does
not at all detract from the fervency and insistence of their request. This demonstrates their desire to be co-laborers, and their eagerness to get the job
done. Further, Scripture is replete with corroborations that, in settings analogous to the one encountered here in James, God’s favorable response is sure
to materialize (See Mt. 7:7; 21:22; John 16:23; Jer. 29:12-13). In fact, in one
context we are exhorted to believe that we already have received what we ask
for according to his Word the very moment we ask it (Mk. 11:24; see also 1
John 5:14). In summary, the twofold fact that God by nature is a generous,
165

According to one commentator, God would never respond to a request for money for a trip
in the following way, “‘Yes, I will help you get ready for your trip, but you should have
started preparing two weeks ago.’ This is giving with reproach. But God gives without adding
a rebuke; he simply gives” (Doriani, 25). Candidly, this statement is (very) ill-advised. First,
the indicated context of this kind of request is not to seek to do God’s work at God’s command for God’s purposes with God’s resources. This pattern should govern all requests that
wish to please God rather than “self.” Second, God would certainly opt for a heart-to-heart
talk when confronted with irresponsibility. And so should we!
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giving God and by definition will honor his Word of promise, should be sufficient to produce a rocklike certainty, and therefore a tranquil confidence that
God will come through (Ps. 119:68; Is. 30:15, 18). No doubt about it! This
does form, and only this can form, the backdrop of the strong language James
employs in dealing with the “asker.”
(iii) Way to Wisdom (6-8)
Turning now to the manner in which the asker must secure wisdom and all
that this entails, James couches it in mostly negative terms. He calls for
prayer that is marked by faith. However, this is explained in terms of a lethal
enemy, “wavering.” Faith invariably says “Yes.” Unbelief invariably says
“No.” Anyone who wavers, vacillates between both “Yes” and “No,” with
“No” inevitably having the final word (Johnstone, 9). The prevailing hesitation will see to that. An airplane or train does not wait for waverers to make
up their mind. It departs on time, and leaves them behind and “in the cold!”
Wavering signifies predominantly “lack of action,” which is rooted in the
uncertainty and instability of the intellect, the emotions as well as the will. It
cannot make up its mind at the fork of the road and basically idles like an engine that may soon run out of gas. It cannot sort out its feelings faced with
two options and essentially stays at dead center. It cannot decide to go one
way or another, and effectively remains at a standstill. It is always facing both
ways at the same time (Motyer, 40). If there is any activity, it is internal. The
mind, the will as well as the emotions go constantly back and forth. This is
why James’ illustration about the restless sea wave, as we shall see, is so telling!
One commentary perceptively argues that wavering and doubt should not
be confused. Those who waver may well be plagued with doubt, and their
wavering may well originate in it, and be intensified by it. But they do not
signify the same. While they cannot be separated, they apparently must be
distinguished (Johnstone, 9)! Let us take a careful look at both to determine
their meaning and the precise relationship between the two.
The dictionary meaning of the verb “to doubt” is to hold as uncertain, or to be
distrustful about, the truth, validity or reliability of a proposition, fact or
event. Similarly the noun “doubt” stands for a lack of certainty about the
truth, validity or reliability of such proposition, fact or event. However, it can
also designate a condition or state of affairs, giving rise to uncertainty, or an
unresolved point or matter.166
Doubt invariably crops up when one is unsure whether an objective basis
166

See Funk & Wagnall’s Standard Desk Dictionary (New York: Harper & Row, 1984), I,
192.
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for certainty exists, in oneself, in others, in the circumstances, in states of affairs, or otherwise. For instance, there may be reason to doubt one’s ability or
the capability of an instrument or machine in the face of odds that are clearly
and admittedly overwhelming. To ignore the absence of a clear, solid, and
trustworthy foundation for certainty in such situations would be presumptuous. Scripture invariably admonishes us to count the cost so as to remove as
much as humanly possible all uncertainty about the outcome of a contemplated action. In short, legitimate and justifiable lack of knowledge, conviction or assent gives rise to and is accompanied by legitimate and justifiable
uncertainty.
But what if there is an objective basis for certainty? If this is either unknown or temporarily elusive, doubt still cannot but linger, until the matter is
resolved. On the other hand, if there is such basis, but in the very face of it
there is a continuing persistence of doubt, the situation alters dramatically.
Such persistence indicates a suppression of present knowledge that either
short-circuits or ignores acknowledgement, and mires down in indecision and
inaction. To be sure, one cannot possibly escape the temptation to doubt. At
times it seems so overwhelmingly strong that it seems to drown us. (One look
at Job should be quite persuasive in this regard.) In fact, one should never underestimate the influence of the demonic “sower” of doubt who ever since Paradise (Gen. 3:1) has done his utmost, whether brutally or subtly, to stir up its
beastly presence!167 In one such instance the Psalmist recognizes his errant
behavior and in retrospect calls it just that, “beastly” (Ps. 73:22). Nevertheless, the temptation to doubt does not constitute sin. Such temptation is (only)
the occasion to sin, however dangerous it is, however often it is too close for
167

Doubt is often rooted in fear, which of course, is instigated by the Enemy as well, possibly
as a strategic move to foster doubt. As Stuart McAlister persuasively argues, “Spiritual Transformation,” in Ravi Zacharias, ed., Beyond Opinion, 255, fear easily can make us wonder (1)
whether what we believe is “just an illusion, a lie, or a mere projection of our deepest desires,” (2) whether God will abandon or ignore us in crucial moments, or (3) whether we really have what it takes to avoid failure and shame. It is rather clear that fear was at least partly
to blame for the Israelites, at the prompting of the ten spies, to abandon all efforts to enter Canaan (Deut. 1:26-29). But since it was fear in the face of the command as well as promise of
God, it was rooted in rebellion and unbelief (Deut. 1:26-29). Lack of love for God, of course,
was in evidence as well (1 John 4:18). This can easily be extrapolated from their charge that
God hated them, supposedly aiming at their destruction by means of the native population
(Deut. 1:27). Joshua and Caleb, on the other hand, rested their case upon the promises of God,
and stood tall. They did not fear, doubt or waver for a moment. Regrettably, they did not carry
the day. Fear is a bad as well as hard taskmaster, as Israel had occasion to find out and ponder
for forty years, in fact, a “deadly and soul-destroying taskmaster,” as the NT states in no uncertain terms (Rev. 21:8). But more about this below! At any rate, it is small wonder that
doubt is a widespread phenomenon today, especially in a post-modern world, where universals and certainty are decried as demonic, and particulars and uncertainty are extolled as angelic. See my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 17ff; 87ff.
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comfort, and however much it takes to resist it.
In the James’ context such resistance against the onslaught of temptation
has clearly melted away, and the plague of doubt is making its devastating influence known, in spite of the presence of an indubitable foundation for certitude (Ps. 78:17; 2 Ki. 7:2). Instead of leaving all questions behind, and trust
God wholeheartedly (Doriani, 26), doubt replaces the very faith which is indispensable to please the Lord (Heb. 11:6). If it had not been so serious,
James’ strong statement, indeed, his strong condemnation, would not have a
basis in fact! It is clearly sinful to the core. It is a moral problem. It is rooted
in willful rebellion, entails guilt, and constitutes ungodliness. It pushes faith
out of the way, which “is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what
we do not see” (NIV, Heb. 11:1). It is no longer in the position of making requests. It has lost its footing. It gives rise to “ugly” wavering, to an “excruciating instability of life torn by two loyalties” (Richardson, 67). So doubt is
the root and wavering is the fruit. Because of its pernicious nature we better
take steps fully to grasp its meaning as a pastoral service to those, who have
fallen victim to it, or are in danger of doing so.
“To waver” signifies to move one way or another, to sway or flutter; to
show irresolution, to vacillate (Funk & Wagnall’s, II, 774), to “falter between
two opinions” (1 Ki. 18:21). Doubt is a matter of reflective thinking. Wavering is not. It is a matter of action, or better, of non-action. Waverers cannot
make decisions, whether they doubt or believe. The Greek word (diakrinoo)
predicates of individuals who should be on the move, should be heading in a
definite direction, whether in their actions or their words (prayer!), that they
remain at dead center, treading water, looking now this way, then that way,
and repeating that procedure over and over again. In the present context this
does not result from a commitment to philosophical skepticism or the “sickness” of cultural relativism (doubt), but from either questioning God’s Word,
or the refusal to take him at his Word. What comes into view is a “specifically religious phenomenon” (Mk. 11:23; Mt. 21:21) that “ruptures the relationship between you and your Lord,” and “adversely affects your whole life”
(Adams, 40).
Will believers “wholeheartedly” cling to the promise of God and proceed
to remove “mountains,” or regard this as impossible and consequently find
themselves in turmoil, between a rock and a hard place, restlessly turning
from the one to the other. Shall they embark upon the mountain removal
process, or shall they not? Such believers are inwardly divided. They are at
odds with themselves, possibly due to a “basic conflict of loyalties, as for instance between ... God and “the world” (Moo, 1985, 64, with reference to
Jam. 4:4). Shall they step out in faith, or linger in unbelief, whatever the reason may be? Will the “Yes” of faith or the “No” of its opposite carry the day
(Mk. 4:40; 9:14-29)? And possibly even more damning will they pursue a
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biblical course of words or action that may have painful consequences, such
as ridicule, harassment, job loss, etc.? Or will they choose the way of least resistance, guilty silence and possibly pacifying compromise? The restlessly
moving sea wave is an excellent illustration of the perpetual “toss-up” of
double-minded, literally “double-souled” (dipsuchos), individuals with their
divided loyalty, their inner turmoil, their rudderless instability, and their
spineless lack of direction, which cannot but go hand in hand with inconsistent, self-defeating, conduct (See also Prov. 5:6; Is. 57:20).168
The contrast with Abraham, both the father of and the model for all believers (Rom 4:11-12), could not be starker. Scripture indicates that Abraham
“did not waver” for a moment (Rom. 4:20). He did not display any “inner
cleavage.” He was not “inwardly at odds” in ugly unbelief. To him God was
as good as his word, without a shadow of any doubt whatsoever. This is why
he did, and could, take God at his promise of a child, and acted decisively
upon it (Compare Ps. 27:3; 91:2-3; Is. 26:3; Lk. 12:29; Acts 10:20; 1 Tim.
2:8). He took action, and resolutely returned to the marriage bed without any
qualms about the outcome!! This went totally against every grain of human
hope. After all, physically Isaiah compares him to a barren rock and his wife
to a waterless well (Is. 51:1-2). A combination of the two simply does not
produce a baby! But by the same token his action displayed the indestructible
fiber of godly hope with its rocklike and energized certainty (Rom. 4:19-20)!
The long and the short of it is this. Perfect holiness can only be reached
through perfect endurance by means of perfect wisdom to be obtained by perfect prayer, uttered in perfect faith. If this does not explain the Gospel as both
utterly needful and utterly glorious, nothing will! Any step toward perfection
regarding any link of this chain is, and must be, a matter of pure (“perfect”)
grace!
“Wavering” appears to occupy a special niche. It is neither an unquestioning embrace (Gen. 15:6), nor an outright rejection of God’s Word (Gen.
18:12; Is. 7:1-25). It is “half affirmation, half negation.” But this does not
make it more palatable. Neither does it make the stakes less high. Those who
are inwardly divided (Compare Dan. 2:41), “tossed back and forth, like boats
helplessly subject to the waves of the sea” (Royster, 19, with reference to
Eph. 4:14) are bound to be hopelessly inconsistent and incoherent, if not erratic, in all their words as well as their actions (Jam. 2:4), and stand roundly
condemned for this (Rom. 14:23).169
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Cheung, 186, perceptively construes the divided loyalty that is implied in wavering as a
sin against the First Commandment. See also Deut. 10:12; 11:22; 19:9; 30:16, for the undivided loyalty of “First Commandment” love that is exhibited in the obedience to the rest of
the Decalogue.
169
For all this, see G. Büchsel, “diakrino” in Gerhard Kittel, Trans. Geoffrey Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), Vol. III, 947-949.
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Since wavering stands condemned, it must be recognized as a moral collapse, which, as has already been stated, is ultimately rooted in unbelief
(Johnstone, 9). It is not simply evidence of a “weak faith,” an incidental dent
in one’s “wholeness,” or a lack of “maturity.” It is a refusal to display endurance as the route to perfection, and therefore indicative of rebellion against
the idea of perfection itself.170 To put it bluntly in terms of the theme of
James, it both devastates present, and preempts future practical godliness, as
also the Israelites in the desert illustrate.
They clearly vacillated at the entrance into Canaan. Two spies were indomitable in their faith and said “Yes.” Ten spies were just as steeped in their
unbelief and said “No.” What should they decide? The “No” predominated in
their vacillation, as it always does, and they spent the next forty years in the
desert. On the surface their problem was fear in the face of giants and walled
cities. Quite understandable psychologically! But Hebrews calls it unbelief
(Heb. 3:19). Moses further informs us, without discounting the fear factor,
that it was rooted in rebellion (Deut. 1:26-29). And so does Hebrews (Heb.
3:16). The result was forty years in the desert, where they were doomed to
die. So here we obtain 20/20 vision of the visage and vice of vacillation in its
essence and effects.
All this sets the stage for further detailed comments on the three points
James makes in this context. (1) James starts out by vividly illustrating the
nature of “wavering.” (2) Subsequently he bluntly tells those who vacillate
and hesitate in the quagmire of indecision that they cannot expect to receive
anything from the Lord. (3) In conclusion, he exposes the root of wavering.
(1) While the nature of wavering is not spelled out in as many words, it is
vividly illustrated as inimical to faith. It is the unanimous opinion of the
commentators that wavering is “in immediate contrast to faith” (Stulac, 42),
“especially with regard to the efficacy of prayer” (Royster, 20), and that
therefore both “cannot reside in man at the same time” (Kistemaker, 38). The
wavering James condemns “disables prayer” (Johnson, 180). In this context
wavering may originate in two misgivings. The first one pertains to God, and
can come in several forms. It may wonder either about the ability or the willingness of God to “come through,” or both. It also may wonder, whether God
truly gives without reservation (Extent of God’s giving), and whether it
170

I wholeheartedly align myself with scholars, such as B. B. Warfield, who theologically
militate against the concept of “perfectionism.” At the same time I wonder, when I read their
(biblical and sound) arguments, whether they have ever “tasted” the hunger for perfection that
is behind much of perfectionism. Rather ironically at times (wrongheaded, but right hearted)
proponents of “perfectionism” with a zeal for practical godliness may well have it over their
(right headed, but wrong hearted) antagonists who never transcend the level of “mere theology.” As Spurgeon once stated, “You may look down in contempt on some who do not know
as much as you, and yet they may have twice your holiness and be doing more service to
God” (Quoted in Murray, Spurgeon v. Hyper-Calvinism, xiv).
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comes with a catch (Manner of God’s giving). It wavers between trust and
distrust (PDavids, 30-31), and halts between two opinions (Mitton, 31). In
short, it puts a question mark behind God. Will he come through or will he
not? And if he does, will he come through “royally?” But these misgivings
may also quite subtly pertain to one self. Will God listen to me? Why would
he? Undeserving as I am, at times I would not even listen to myself! Further,
is the content or the extent of my prayers appropriate or even proper?
Both types of wavering in this context are rooted in unbelief. In the worst
scenario both types are present. In such case the first type nullifies or destroys
subtly or not so subtly the unshakable reliance upon God and his promises,
while the second one ties the subject into knots in a paralyzing introspection
that ever goes in circles. Whether one or both are present, in either case there
is an interminable internal debate going on that spawns indecisiveness ... and
the upshot is an “ungodly mess.”171 It is the death knell for prayer, and the
breeding ground for instability (Motyer, 41-42)!
In general, only the proper functioning of the biblical prayer engine, with
all ten sparkplugs firing consistently, can break through this twofold selfdefeating deadlock and clean up the mess. While this functioning will never
be “perfectly flawless” in this sin-infested world, the aim should be for it to
be “purposefully flawless.” To that end the greatest of pains should be taken
for this engine neither to “idle,” nor to “run roughly!” More specifically,
however, both types of “wavering” in the final analysis betray one’s unacceptable relationship to God’s Word. This Word instructs us in an unmistakable manner both about God and about ourselves. It presents us with God’s
awesome power and unfailing faithfulness. At the same time it straightforwardly commands not only wretched sinners (Acts 17:30), but also wretched
saints (Acts 20:21; Rom.7:27; Heb. 3:13; 1 John 1:8-10; Rev. 3:17), ever to
cast themselves upon Christ for forgiveness and holiness. Further, it just as
straightforwardly informs them that on the road to holiness with its many pitfalls they will receive the wherewithal in Christ to navigate toward perfection,
even if they will not arrive at this destination, until at the point of death all
sinfulness is stripped away. There is nothing to waver about all this! It is either to take a hold of his power, to cast oneself upon his fidelity, to surrender
to his command, and to embrace his promise (Henry, III, 1287), or to rebel
171

Of course, if the person “who is tied in the knots of vacillation” is not a Christian, all bets
are off. In such case he or she is a wretched sinner who must turn to Christ as Savior of sinners. In a sense, however, the principle is the same. Just as wretched saints wretched sinners
are commanded to cast themselves upon the Lord (Acts 17:30). Vacillation in this context is
just as unacceptable as in the case of wretched saints and stands just as much condemned. Repentance may never be postponed! See also Spencer, Sketches, 68, 160-166, who cites refusal
to repent as well as postponement of repentance, for whatever reason, as evidence of a
wicked, self-righteous heart, even if repentance is, and always will remain a gift of God
through the agency of the Holy Spirit.
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and to show disdain.
King Ahaz may well have been the classic example of such rebellion and
disdain in a go it alone attitude. It earned him God’s anger (Is. 7:3-14). The
bottom line is that, according to James, everyone who wavers at God’s Word
is an “Ahaz,” whether he is self-conscious of it, self-deceiving about it, or
dishonest in it! What a contrast with Zebulun in David’s days! They fearlessly engaged in battle, expertly trained in warfare, and stood shoulder to shoulder with each other and with their King. They were marked by single-hearted
determination that took action (1 Chron. 12:33; literally, they did not have “a
heart and a heart,” i.e. they were not double-hearted. See also Phillips, 36).
Both types of wavering, Godward as well as manward, also expose the
praying person for whom and for what he is. James’ illustration is vivid. Such
person is like a turbulent sea. The wind pushes and pulls him at the same
time. In fact, it is wind-driven and wind-tossed. It restlessly sways now one
way, then another. The upshot is that, foam and all, it is downright treacherous and going nowhere fast.
(2) The latter is exactly James’ verdict. The waverer should not foolishly
suppose (See Mt. 3:3; 1 Cor. 6:9; Gal. 6:7; Eph. 5:6), or expect, that he will
receive anything from the Lord (Mk. 6:5-6). Believers may anticipate everything that proceeds from the alone indispensable Word of God (Deut. 8:3).
Waverers, on the other hand, can count on nothing, whether wisdom en route
to perfection (McKnight, 90) or anything else! How could it be any different?
If that Word is the spigot that determines the flow of God’s wisdom, and all
his other gifts for that matter, as is argued at length in the second part of this
section, why would one who turns off this spigot even anticipate anything at
all?
The word “Lord” only adds to the irony in this context. Wavering vis-àvis the Lord who rules the universe is “being so distant from him” in spite of
“being so close,” while to waver vis-à-vis oneself is to spiral “downward,”
and merely to add to this distance. When true faith recognizes the everwidening gap, it will resort to the only prayer that is appropriate at that juncture, “Lord, I believe, help my unbelief” (Mk. 9:24) (So correctly Kistemaker,
40). Such prayer is pivotal, in as much faith in God’s ability and willingness
to stick to his Word is the indispensable condition to receive the content of
that Word. Such prayer recognizes, breaks through, and transcends a basically
unwinnable debate with oneself, in which one is simultaneously the host and
the guest, by bluntly declaring the guest an illegitimate and unwelcome intruder and showing him the door. In short, such “introductory” or “phase one”
prayer is needed at times in order to end up with a believing and expectant
prayer, that never wavers for a single moment in a single thing facing a single
circumstance, and pleads God for it, when it starts to fade out or seems to do
so (Zodhiates, I, 38-39).
483

(3) Finally, wavering is rooted in “double-mindedness.” This is the only
context, in which this word occurs in the NT. Some commentators hold that it
is not original with James (Ropes, 143). Others are convinced that James
coined it (Johnson, 181). Literally, as has been mentioned already, the waverer is “double-souled,” “double-hearted” in his opinions, expectations and
hopes (Ps. 12:2; 1 Chron. 12:33). When the circumstances change, his heart
changes as well (Manton, 56). He has one soul, one heart, for God and a
second one for something else that is in direct competition with him, such as
the world (See Manton, 55; Laws, 59; as well as 2 Ki. 17:33; 1 Chron. 12:33;
Ps. 12:2; Jer. 49:23; Hos. 10:2). The waverer does not “have as much intellectual doubt as uncertainty in his loyalty” (Cheung, 197-198, with reference to
Lot’s wife). Single-hearted devotion (Deut. 6:4-5; 11:12; 13:3; 26:16; 30:6; 1
Ki. 2:4; 14:8; 2 Chron. 12:38; 31:21; Ps. 119:2, 10; Jer. 24:7) (PDavids, 47;
Laws, 60-61), and single-minded commitment (Mt. 6:22; Lk. 11:34; Acts
2:46; Eph. 6:5; Col. 3:22) (PDavids, 30; Mitton, 32-33) are missing. This
makes the waverer an affront to God. The evidence of his wavering, his consequent instability and indecision, is not precisely an asset either (2 Pet.
3:17)! He does not steer a steady course. “He is vacillating,” not only “between certainty and uncertainty whether prayer will be answered,” but also
“in all his activity and all his conduct” (Dibelius, 83). “He is a walking civil
war” (Barclay, 54). He is “Mr. Facing-both-ways” (McKnight., 91). Divided
in the core of his being, in his deepest self, he is divided across the board, and
ends up doing nothing and going nowhere. He reels like drunken man in all
his “paths,” a popular metaphor for one’s way of life, inclusive of one’s motivations, deliberations, objectives, choices, etc. (See McCartney, 92). No
wonder that all of them turn out to be “dead-end streets.” This is hardly surprising, since what he “does” and does not do is rooted in what he “is” and is
not. This does, and must, show not only in his prayers but in everything else
as well. Eventually James informs us that there is only one remedy for any
and all double-souled wavering, whether its root is doubt or otherwise, and
that is heart-rending, heart-purifying repentance (Jam. 4:8).
This makes sense! After all, in James 4:8 the double-souled are closely
associated with sinners. In the words of one commentator, “The doubleminded are the archetypal sinners. For James double-mindedness is the essence of human sin, seen in the divisive desires of the individual (Jam. 4:1)
and the “adulterous” attempts to combine prayer to God and a quest for the
friendship with the world (Jam. 4:3ff)” (Laws, 184). This is the reason why
“those double-souled are exhorted to cleanse their hands and purify their
hearts (Jam. 4:8) ... Double-souledness is associated with impurity and uncleanness, the very opposite of perfection. The ‘double-souled man’ is the
opposite of the ‘perfect man.’ Repentance (then) is to turn from doublesouledness to purity and perfection” (Cheung, 200).
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It is rather clear that the type of wavering James is talking about is never
legitimate. But it still raises the question whether James is not too cutting in
his blanket condemnation of waverers? Will he not drive them to despair,
when they face the seemingly “irrational” turbulence of life? In the light of all
the examples in Scripture that display inner turmoil, is not James too clinical
in his approach? Should he not have been more understanding? In short, even
if he is correct in his assessment, is he sufficiently tender? Do we taste a pastor’s heart? Frankly, often these kinds of questions, which suggest an affirmative and supposedly compassionate answer, are posed, and poised to undermine and nullify a clear statement or directive of God’s perfect and authoritative Word. Such questions have frequently done untold damage, since in the
name of an unchristian type of “love” they tolerated, indeed “safeguarded,” a
slippery slope that ultimately leads to destruction. In this way liberalism, intermarriage, abortion, homosexuality, anti-hell sentiment, and a host of other
compromising sins, have entered into numerous churches, until they eventually lost their birthright, and saw “their lamp stand removed” (Rev. 2:8).
Admittedly, historically tough love has not always been tender. But tender love that is truly love always must be tough as soon as it concerns a clearcut, biblically condemned, defiance of “total” holiness, without which the entrance into the presence of God is blocked (Heb. 12:14; Rev. 21:8; 22:15).
Wavering is such self-destructive defiance, because, rooted in doubt rather
than faith, it rejects, questions or ignores the absolute certainty of God’s
Word (2 Pet. 1:19), whether this confronts us in the form of a statement, an
injunction, a promise, a warning, or a threat, and so is a (subjective) roadblock, a barrier on the highway to perfection. Consequently, nothing could be
more expressive of genuine love and heartfelt compassion than a pointed assessment of the problem, and, in James’ footsteps, a sweeping as well as penetrating call to repentance. For your own life’s sake, turn from your wicked
way, from the dead-end street of wavering!
The contrast between wavering and faith is telling. Faith, which originates in surrender to God, consists of appropriation of God, and resulting in
self-abandonment to God, spells a confidence in God that is unshakable. Does
God say that he gives generously without hesitation and without reservation?
Does he tell us that he gives us “anything” that we ask believing? (Mt. 21:22).
Well, there is therefore no hesitation and no second thoughts on my part either, but only faith. I take him at his word. I am “certain that (my) request
will be granted” (Dibelius, 81)! According to James, God is pleased with such
confidence and as a result of it will “come through” (Mt. 8:8; Mk. 9:23). Of
course, faith is never a cause to an effect, but it is and remains the necessary
means to a much-needed end. Without faith it is impossible to please God
(Heb. 11:6).
In general, this faith removes mountains (Mt. 21:21-22). In the light of
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the ten sparkplugs, enumerated in Topical Focus #7: Prayer, these are not
personal mountains that must be removed to produce a man-centered happiness. They are Kingdom barriers, mountains that must be removed to serve
the interests of holiness, the display of the Lord’s Name, the advance of his
Kingdom, and the submission to his Will of command! At any rate, here the
term “anything” emerges for the third time. As we were told already, we were
to pray “anything” in the name (John 14:13), and “anything” according to the
word of (1 John 5:14) the King. Now we also should ask “anything” in utter
confidence in the King (Mt. 21:22). Once again, this is not “limitless.” It
means “anything-in-context,” the context of the King, what he stands for
(“Name”) and what he says (“Word”). Only prayer in this context may be and
can be confident. But it also must be confident. A “Christian doubter,” a
“Christian waverer,” is basically an “oxymoron” (Richardson, 69). “Faith, by
its very nature, is opposed to all doubt. Certainty is not added to it later from
without, but is from the very beginning implicit in faith, and in due time produced by it, for it is a gift of God, a working of the Holy Spirit” (Bavinck, IV,
213; Eng. Tr., IV, 228).
All this underscores my contention that the mountains in Matthew 21:2122 are Kingdom mountains, to be defined by the Word of the King. It does
not open the floodgates for all kinds of human wishes and whims! In such
scenario man-centeredness and happiness-centeredness would prevail. This,
of course, would be a far cry from the life of Paul with his motto, “For me to
live is Christ and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21; see also Phil. 3:10; 2 Cor. 11:2128).
In short, a “whatever” petition that meets the threefold condition of the
proper basis (The Name of the King), content (The Word of the King) and attitude (The Confidence of the King) can be assured, that its content has been
received the very moment it is uttered (Mk. 9:23; 11:24; 1 John 5:14). This is
God’s promise of love. Remember “Spurgeon’s checkbook!” God provides
his people with blank checks which he has already signed. He invites us to fill
them out in “any” amount. He will honor them, provided they in general meet
all ten, and specifically the four last mentioned sparkplugs or preconditions!
We should not let these checks go to waste, whether out of timidity by asking
too little, out of presumption by asking wrongfully, or out of wavering by
asking nothing!
One commentator regards James 1:6 as a difficult passage in view of the
meaning and implications of “faith.” He strongly objects that it means subjective “confidence in prayer ... that unleashes the ... power of Jesus.” Allegedly
“the waverer has no such confidence,” and ends up with nothing. No, he contends, “faith” is not (just) a “human emotion,” and the outcome of faith does
not depend upon the state or strength of this emotion. This simply would not
comport with the overwhelming generosity of God, which does not come
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with conditions (Grosheide, 1950, 17), and is not contingent upon an emotional fever temperature of human beings. Rather, the faith in view is the faith
that takes action (Jam. 2:22). So there is an immediate parallel between growing in the will of God, a stepping out in faith, and receiving from the bounty
of God (Nystrom, 51-52)!
Truthfully, I agree that anything that even remotely suggests that one
should have “faith in faith” is patently unbiblical. But I am not sure that the
introduction of “active faith” in this context, even in anticipation of James
2:14ff, is to the point. Even if it is a fully biblical concept, it really does not
get at James’ intention. In fact, this whole way of reasoning seems rather
dense, and leaves the reader in nebulous straits. No, the “seeming difficulty”
is (easily) solved by determining the essence and object of faith. The essence
of faith is subjective “embrace,” “appropriation,” and in this context the object of faith is the Word of God, not only his promise(s), but also his law(s),
as James eventually particularizes this (Jam. 1:21-22, 25; Jam. 2:8-11). Just
like believing in Jesus is “eating his flesh and drinking his blood” (John 6:29,
35, 50-51, 53-58), so believing the Word, is “eating it up,” and “drinking it
in.” To do so is the guarantee of abundant (John 15:5, 7), as well as lasting
(John 15:16), practical godliness via prayer, wisdom and endurance as roadside stations (Jam. 1:2-5). Once again, these roadside stations are never causes to an effect, but always indispensable means to an end. James’ dilemma,
therefore, is not one of inactive faith versus active faith, but one of nonappropriating versus appropriating faith. The first one produces waverers and
wavering, and can hardly be called faith. The second is resolute, has the opposite effect and qualifies as the genuine article. That this results in action is
undeniable, but this does not come to the fore until James 2! Here God calls
us to subjectively unwavering, in fact, towering faith, as unwavering and towering as the Word, to which it responds. While God’s answer does not ever
depend upon it, it is certainly and invariably commensurate with it. This is
why Jesus can state that the experience of God’s bounty is according, that is,
equal, proportionate to man’s faith (Mt. 9:2, 22, 29; 15:28; 17:18-21; Mk.
2:5).172 James’ words are simply the reverse. Wavering is double-souled unbelief. It can count on getting nothing (Jam. 1:7)! 100% God always is realized through 100% man. Talking (again) about the complementarity of truth!
In short, to James, wavering is awful because it is the opposite of faith
that clings to God and his sure Word, and from that Word receives the muchneeded wisdom to assess trials appropriately, to determine how to endure correctly, and to pursue the “perfection” (practical godliness) envisioned properly. Through that wisdom all perplexities are conquered, and the final outcome
will be gratifying to the core! Incidentally, there is every reason to believe
172

More about this in the context of James 5:15.
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that in order for believers to reach these objectives God will give and give
abundantly. Not only do we come face to face with a Father’s heart of love
that is astounding in its magnitude, in that it has promised in general everything we find mentioned in the Word (John 15:7; 1 John 5:14-15) and more
specifically, “everything we need for life and godliness” (2 Pet. 1:3-4). It is
also “in God’s own best interest” to grant that wisdom. He seeks worship in
the beauty of holiness! Why would he withhold wisdom unto holiness, as
well as that holiness itself, if he makes promises to that effect, especially if
his children hunger for the fulfillment of these promises, and consequently
“devour the Word,” and “gulp it in” in order to get it? It cannot be emphasized sufficiently that James’ wisdom is unto endurance en route to perfection, later on specified as the wisdom of the Word, and further as the wisdom
of the Law. Unless this is understood, it is a nebulous concept, no more than
an ethereal antidote to possible “confusion” (So basically Keddie, 30).
In conclusion, two insights from commentators on this section! Well has
one commentator said, “For James there is no middle ground between faith
and no faith” (PHDavids, 75; so also Richardson, 70)! There is no gray area.
Any lack of faith is potentially an Achilles’ heel. James devotes three verses
to argue this. Wavering opens the door for Satan to reach his objective, namely dissipation, and ultimately death and destruction. Later James will also argue that the only antidote to any lack of faith, and its accompanying and immediate deterioration, is repentance (4:8) (PDavids, 103, 109).
We should also ponder what, according to a second commentator, is
James’ “breath taking assertion” that “human existence is not located within a
closed system of competition ... but rather within an open system ordered to a
God who gives gifts ... It is this understanding of reality that grounds the
positive perception of testing ... Prayer is the essential conversion for one unable to “perceive” or “calculate” life’s testing in an appropriate way” (Johnson, 184). It seems rather clear that this commentator’s universe is not the
biblical universe. The commentator’s “view of the whole” appears to impinge
upon the biblical text so that God’s total control ends up in limbo. Prayer
consequently turns into a humanly established cause to an admittedly enriching effect, rather than remaining what it was designed to be, a divinely appointed (and therefore necessary) means to a divinely established end! In
sum, both faith and prayer are never the human cause for the divine distribution of grace. By the same token without them the divine distribution simply
does not take place! This once and for all cuts out self-reliant pride and indifferent laziness! Instead we will feast upon the regrettably rare treat of humble
and unmistakable dependence and electrifying operational involvement!
b. Twofold Range of Trials (1:9-11)
(9) The brother of humble circumstances should exult in his
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high position. (10) But the rich should exult in his low position
in that he will pass away like a wild flower. (11) For the sun rises with scorching heat and dries up the grass. The blossom falls
off and the beauty of its appearance is forever gone. So also the
rich person will fade away in the midst of his pursuits.

Introduction
This section deals with “the rich and the poor,” and is frequently regarded as
one kind of isolated interpolation or another (Dibelius, 85). After all, it could
not possibly be connected with either the preceding or the succeeding sections. The only connection is supposedly formal in nature. The ideas of “joy”
in James 1:2 and “boast” in James 1:9 are virtually identical (Mitton, 33). But
substantially it interrupts what is already a “loose train of thought” with a
new theme that will recur from time to time, the rich and the poor (Laws, 62;
Grosheide, 1955, 357).
Once again I (strongly) demur (with Johnstone, 88; Stulac, 50). The
present “poor-rich” section could not fit more perfectly in this context. In
fact, James adds a surprising new element to his treatment of testing through
trials. Thus far he seems to have “put up” with the universal conviction that
trials are usually “trying,” always painful, and often vexing. Trials are exclusively entities in a minor key! However, in this section he resolutely and brilliantly makes short shrift of such conviction. He surprisingly widens the horizon of trials, when he contends that trials encompass both “poverty” and
“riches.” “The Greek word (for temptation or trial) has a considerable breadth
of signification. It is often used for a test of character” (Johnstone, 71), however, not only in terms of deficit or dearth (Lk. 22:28; Acts 20:18-19; 1 Pet.
1:6), but also of plenty or abundance (Lk. 18:18-29). Therefore, there are
good reasons for arguing that James does not start a new theme here, but aims
to delineate the range of trials. In fact, he expands the customary range of trials so as to include emphatically not only “shortfall,” but also “surplus.” The
notion, therefore, that this section speaks of the poor man only “in passing,”
as merely a “foil for his theme,” namely “the rich man and his downfall” (Dibelius, 84) must be decisively rejected.
First, the wording is peculiar. The “rich” is not contrasted with the
“poor,” but with the “lowly” and “humble” brother, the “insignificant” brother “with nothing much to show for.” The term indicates that the contrast is
much more than just economic. Even if it includes the economic aspect, it is
not confined to this (In line with PDavids, 32; but rather surprisingly contra
PDavids, 48!). It includes “lowliness of any sort, whether of position, privilege, stature” (Johnson, 184) or status (McCartney, 95). The economic contrast appears central in James 2:1ff, where the word “poor” is used. It is also
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present in James 5:1ff, where the economic warfare between the oppressoremployer and the oppressed employee is described. But James 1:9-11, as I see
it, has a different focus. It does not deal with the poor-rich issue from a “stereotyped” economic perspective (contra McKnight, 95). Something “wider”
comes into view. I submit it is the total range of trials, from any and all
“rags” to any and all “riches.” Both paucity and prosperity of any and all
types come into view in this context, which, of course, includes economic
stress (Lk. 1:48, 52-53). Scarcity and deficiency, affluence and success, both
sides of the ledger make up the conglomerate of trials, which is called life.
The disadvantaged are no more prone to fail the test of life than the advantaged. Both may go off the deep end. In fact, they will when they make either
their sorrows or their joys ultimate, and take idolatrous action accordingly (1
Cor. 7:29-31). In short, all of life is one huge trial, or one huge string of trials,
consisting of either woe or weal, or a combination of the two, in its various
facets, such as the psychological, the intellectual, the emotional, the physical,
the social, the economical, the aesthetical, etc., in its various absent or present
adornments, such as skills, abilities, expertise, competence, aptitude, etc., or
in its various arenas, such as marriage, the family, education, the work place,
business, politics, etc. (See also Keddie, 40; Richardson, 59; and Doriani, 1720, 27).173
Second, as has been pointed out already, this section has a formal tie-in
with the context in its focus upon trials (Mitton, 33). The present proposal, at
least, honors this tie-in. As I argue at length below, both the poor and the rich
are members of the covenant community, that is, they are “insiders,” traversing God’s Test Range of Life in all its ups (riches) and downs (poverty) with
a view to endurance en route to perfection.
Third, this interpretation fits in with the rest of Scripture. Riches is as
much a trial as poverty, if the words of Jesus mean anything, “It is easier for a
camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the
Kingdom of God” (Mt. 19:24). The present writer once stated that both poverty and riches, of whatever sort they may be, are equally trials, and must
therefore be treated as such. After all, they are both potential “killers.” More
precisely, as we will see in more detail later, they are both by definition “killers” apart from grace! This is quite in line with the perceptive observation of
one of James’ commentators, “Temptations (clearly) exist at both extremes ...
In (the) parable of the sower the thorns represent ‘the care of this world,’ the
great problem of the poor, and ‘the deceitfulness of riches,’ the great problem
of the rich ... Worry on the one hand and wealth on the other, both ‘choke the
173

According Motyer, 43, to his adversities the poor is counseled to exult in his riches, while
to his earthly glories the rich should respond by acknowledging his wretchedness. This interpretation is heading in the right direction. But it does not explain why the rich must exult in
his wretchedness. I intend to get back to this below.
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word’” (Phillips, 37, with reference to Prov. 30:8-9).
At any rate, upon my statement a young man in the audience quickly
queried, “Really? Are they equally trials?” “Yes, equally,” was my answer.
“Well,” deadpanned the young man, “in that case I prefer to be rich.” This
made me give the words of Jesus even closer scrutiny. I immediately concluded that riches constitute an “infinitely” bigger trial, for it is never said of
the poor that it is easier for a camel to go through to the eyes of a needle than
for them to enter the Kingdom of God. Such warning, however, is issued to
the rich! Their lot in life appears to constitute a trial that is filled with lethal
danger. “Of the two economic extremes James seems to prefer poverty” (Phillips, 37). To put it graphically, “poverty” is often experienced as a “fiery trial,” while “riches” by and large is not. This is a fundamental and blinding error. The “fires” of riches are very real and “infinitely” more threatening. Believers better constantly pray to God that they learn soberly to fathom and appreciate this, and better decide not to “touch” riches, except with the “wisdom” that comes “from above” through unwavering prayer (Jam. 1:5-6;
3:17). Brazenly to embrace, use, and “enjoy” riches “as is,” is tantamount to
sticking our bare hands in a wasp-hive. The ensuing swarm will sting us to
death! In short, while the “fires” of poverty frequently “refine” (Zech. 13:9;
see also 1Pet. 1:7) the “fires” of riches much more frequently appear to “consume” (See Jam. 5:1ff). This is spine chilling!
These observations are of far-reaching implications for any society that
drowns in materialism, if it is not (nearly) “burnt up” by materialism. But
how true they are! After all, an idolatrous fixation upon and a servile addiction to the accumulation, possession and retention of riches of whatever kind
and by whatever means is a temptation, that the poor simply do not encounter, at least not in the same manner (Manton, 72). James 5:1-11, as we shall
see further below, is there to underscore all this and flesh it out. The end of
the line for the unrepentant rich proves to be wanton and brutal murder, although for the non-repentant poor it is envious and bitter complaints.
History also attests to all this in a not so subtle fashion. When heavy persecution turned the Church in North Africa into a “lean machine,” it grew rapidly. When it attached itself to a “converted” Roman Empire, it “settled
down,” and became “flabby rich.” Soon it started to depend for its sphere of
influence on the Empire’s muscle and for its outreach on the operating range
of its armies. When the Roman Empire vanished, the Church could no longer
stand on its own two legs, and vanished with it. A grim lesson to remember
and to learn from! The “prosperity,” that shuts the door to the Kingdom and
“kills” those enslaved to it, can apparently take on more than one form. It can
be economical, political, or otherwise.
Of course, quite apart from the relative severity of the trial/temptation of
poverty and riches, riches and poverty, the victory of endurance en route to
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perfection is ever and only found in an all-encompassing communion with
Christ and the radical surrender to his cause. Only against this backdrop can
total contentment and practical godliness be the order of the day in times of
abundance or destitution, emptiness or fullness. Christ is the unfailing source
of strength and his service renders all of life explosively worthwhile, whatever its component elements (Phil. 4:11-13), for young and old alike (Ps. 92:1314).
One more introductory issue needs to be settled. Do both the poor and the
rich belong to the Christian community? Some say, “Yes” (Johnson, 190;
Keddie, 40, 43; Mayor, 45; Johnstone, 92-93; Mitton, 36-37; Ropes, 146;
Moo, 1985, 68; Nystrom, 55; Zodhiates, I, 49; Motyer, 43), and argue as follows. “Although it may be harder for the rich to enter into the Kingdom of
God than for the poor (Remember the camel!), it is apparently not impossible! Why, then, would it impossible for the rich in this context to belong to
the Christian community?” Others say, “No” (Dibelius, 85; Grosheide, 1955,
357; Laws, 63-64; Martin, 22-23; PDavids, 32; Stulac, 46-47; Cheung, 261;
Brosend, 42), and exclaim, “Listen to the seemingly constant tirade, OT as
well as NT, against the rich in this Epistle as well as in the rest of Scripture!
They could not possibly be part of the Christian community!” The difference
of interpretation has significant implications for both the exposition and the
application of this passage. So this issue has to be settled!
First, then, some of the arguments of the dissenters who deny the rich in
this passage a Christian birthright!
1. In the Gospels the rich are a more than questionable category, and
riches a more than questionable condition (1 Sam. 2:5; Mt. 6:19-24; 19:2324; Mk. 10:24-25; Lk. 1:52-53; 6:24; 12:13-21; 16:19-31). James follows
suit. While the elect are the poor (Jam. 2:5), the rich are the ruthless oppressors, the legal persecutors, and the foul blasphemers (Jam. 2:6-7; 5:4). They
are the enemies of the Church, and of God. As such they will perish. Their lot
is both temporal and eternal death (Jam. 1:11; 5:3). In fact, the poor (Christian)-rich (non-Christian) relationship, and the suffering that accrues from it,
constitutes a central theme in the book (PDavids, 16ff)! If James was thinking
“here of Christians as well, then these are people whom he considers no longer to be included in a proper sense within Christendom” (Dibelius, 88). It is
surmised that more than likely they are “the Jewish priestly establishment,”
and possibly the proud Roman rulers or the self-sufficient who do not need to
work for a living. But it is a foregone conclusion that they “will disappear”
(McKnight, 99, 102).
2. However, the dissenters have additional fire power! Behind the Gospels looms the OT and “the animosity of God toward the rich” portrayed in it,
as well as the Inter-testamentary period which turned this portrayal into a heritage (Dibelius, 39-40). The “poor” are by definition the “pious,” and the rich
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as the enemy of the poor are also the enemy of God. While the enemy
“should come to a frightening end,” the poor man “should be exalted (Dibelius, 39). While “for a moment the devout man is in want ... the ungodly man
enjoys good fortune. But in the future the tables will be turned” (Dibelius, 40;
Cheung, 260-264). This is the “reversal” theme with a vengeance (See also
Brosend, 40).
3. If the rich were Christians, the exaltation of the poor would be spiritual, but the humiliation of the rich physical. This would not be a good contrast.
4. The word brother is not repeated in James 1:10, nor mentioned in
James 5:1ff, for that matter.
Second, the counter arguments, the reasons why the advocates regard
both categories of people either to be Christians or at least to belong to the
Christian community, are the following.
1. James is addressing the Church. Why would he insert a message strictly meant for “outsiders?” With reference to Amos 4:1-3, one commentator
cogently argues that James is not the first Bible writer who issues words of
strong warning to rich members of the covenant community (Nystrom, 55).
Further, the following words written in the context of the book of Amos are
very apropos in this context as well, “(James) speaks directly to the Church
today, and we must banish any thought that he speaks primarily to some other
people or some other situations and that it is only by some exegetical gymnastics that there is a message here for Christians” (A. J. Motyer, The Message of Amos, 18).
2. The word “brother,” in the Greek text of James 1:9, starts the sentence
off. Although it is missing in James 1:10, linguistically there is nothing
against, in fact, everything for repeating it here (Mayor, 45; see esp. Zodhiates, I, 40, whose mother tongue is Greek). “It is the natural way to read the
Greek text (and) to remain true to (its) sentence structure” (Hartin, 62, 69).
This type of construction, where a word does not recur in a sentence, but nevertheless must be inserted in thought in order to get to its intended meaning,
is a fact of life in every language as well as in everyday language. The recognition that the word “boast” must be repeated as well greatly strengthens this
argument. Besides, the specific Greek word order makes it natural to assume
that the word “brother” ought to be supplied in the second half of the sentence, “ ... the brother, the poor ... (the brother), the rich ...” So “the structure
of James’ sentence in 1:9-10 seems to demand that the ‘rich person’ also be
taken as a ‘brother’” (Johnson, 190; see also Richardson, 75), or, as has been
stated already, at least as a member of the professing covenant community.
3. Scripture never promulgates a blanket condemnation of the rich as a
category (1 Tim. 6:17a). To be sure, riches constitute a greater trial than poverty. It is also more dangerous both before (Mt. 19:24) and after conversion
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(1 Tim. 6:17b). But it certainly can be, ought to be, and has been, an incredible source for good (Mt. 27:57; Acts 2:45; 1 Tim. 6:18). Poor simply does not
necessarily spell Christian, neither does rich spell necessarily non-Christian.
The author, as we will see, eventually underscores this in James 5:1-11.
4. Possibly, the most telling argument is the fact that what the “lowly”
brothers (the “have-nots”) are, the rich brothers (the “haves”) will be eventually, whether they like it or not, and by implication should desire to be,
namely, “lowly.” Lowliness as the starting point of the poor brother is the end
point of the rich brother. The poor member of the covenant community must
praise God in the condition of “poverty” in the present. The rich member
must praise God for the condition of “poverty” in anticipation. It is hard to
miss James’ insistence that the status of both is ultimately the same. This
more than suggests that both belong to the Christian community!
5. As will be explained below, the humiliation does not constitute a
judgment, but is simply a fact of life that not even the rich can escape, whether they are Christians or not.
6. For the unbeliever to “take pride” in his humiliation, finally, would require us to understand it either as “sarcastic” (Grosheide, 1955, 357-358) or
(rather harshly) “ironic” (Cargal, 73-74). After all, if James holds up the
“downfall” of rich unbelievers as their “final prospect,” whether in the hereand-now or in “the eschatological consummation,” the exultation he prescribes for both the poor and the rich can hardly have the same meaning (Dibelius, 85). It is highly unlikely that James at this point issues a bitingly sarcastic or (starkly) ironic recommendation to rich unbelievers (So also Doriani, 27). He would have indulged in “a piece of rhetoric” that does not apply to
his Christian readers, and therefore would not fit the context of the letter! Of
course, if it were to be mild irony (only) (Kistemaker, 43), it could possibly
address the rich believer! But even this is hardly necessary! In fact, “the use
of irony is not plainly indicated and would seem somewhat out of place”
(Moo, 1985, 68; so also Blomberg, 58).
I argue below that James addresses rich members of the Christian community in a very straightforward manner, when he urges them to exult in the
fact that they will end up with nothing (but Jesus) as a source of genuine and
deep joy, hopefully sooner rather than later. This is the bombshell type of
teaching that would revolutionize the Church, were it to be recognized, embraced and practiced. Regrettably, only a few commentaries seem to have an
inkling of this. This would not be passing strange, except for the fact that
Scripture is replete with similar teaching. James is simply an extension of Jesus (John 12: 24), and the forerunner of Paul (Phil. 1:21). He clearly is not the
only teacher, whose message does not seem to function much in the everyday
life of the believer (See also Mt. 13:22b).
The question may well be asked, whether the near universal failure to
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grasp James’ message could be responsible for the Church, more often than
not, to resemble a happy, sit-back, retirement community, rather than a welltrained, fully functioning army, ever on the march, and willing to lay down its
life in ministry (Judg. 5:18; 2 Tim. 2:10)? Enduring hardship for Christ’s sake
(2 Tim. 2:3), in fact, aggressively seeking active participation in his suffering
and death (2 Cor. 4:10-12; Phil. 3:10) is not exactly a widespread Christian
characteristic these days!
This simply must change, if the historical bottom line of retreat in Western culture is reversed into an advance. Unless a seed dies, it cannot produce
fruit! But if it does die, it yields much fruit. To love one’s life is to lose it,
while in Christ’s footsteps to hate it is paradoxically to keep it, to reflect and
spread God’s glory, to receive his stamp of approval, and to bear fruit (John
12:24-32). This must be just as much possible in the 21st century, as it was
many centuries ago, when a man chose to become a fool for Christ, entered
into “a lifelong search for a hill in the form of a skull,” and “pursued poverty
as most everyone else pursued gold.” This “story” of Franciscus of Assisi is
well-documented. Both he and his multitudinous followers recognized that
with riches (period!) they were playing with “fire,” rejoiced in the loss of everything and turned into an ecclesiastical as well as cultural force of immense
influence.
In summary, those who regard the rich in this context as members of the
covenant community are of the opinion, that both the lowly and the rich
brother ought to get a proper, if not improved, grasp of their status in the
community of saints vis-à-vis God. The first one may not think of himself as
a “nobody,” nor the latter regard himself as a “somebody” (Mitton, 33-34).
Apparently, James’ twofold “prescription” as a “physician of the soul” may
warrant the conclusion, that the general approach to life on the part of both
categories of Church members leaves a lot to be desired! From this perspective James 5:1-11 could well be a depressing extension of the failure to grasp
and practice the content of the present passage.
All in all, it can persuasively be argued that the “rich” enter into James’
picture four times in an increasingly focused fashion.174 In each instance he
addresses members of the covenant community. The first time (Jam. 1:9-11)
he issues a “mild” prescription (Note the soft imperative, “let,” etc.) to both
the poor and the rich brother regarding the predicament each one faces. He
instructs them how to assess and handle their poverties and riches in principle. That it, nevertheless, has teeth is clear from the fact that the way they
deal with their trials spells either victory or demise. The second time (Jam.
2:1-13) he issues a “strong” rebuke (Note the potent imperative, “stop,” etc.)
174

It may be indicative of this sharpened focus that in the first instance James addresses the
poor first, and then the rich (Jam. 1: 9-11), while in the fourth instance he reverses the order,
the rich first, and then the poor (Jam. 5:1-11).
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to all the members of the covenant community due to their unacceptable
treatment of both rich and poor visitors when they rub elbows with them in
their assembly. The way James words this rebuke fully allows for the twofold
possibility that the visitors in question are either Christians or non-Christians.
His concluding reference to the “judgment” in this section shows that he
means business. The third time (Jam. 2:15-16; as an extension of Jam. 1:27)
he launches a “stinging” challenge against “dead faith.” Not to bend over
backward for the poor in perishing situations puts by implication a grim and
discriminating question mark behind one’s “profession of faith” The fourth
time (Jam. 5:1-11) he issues a “frightening” condemnation of the current
practices that mark the lifestyle of the rich (Jam. 5:1-6) and a “stern” warning
to the poor brother against possible misconduct (Jam. 5:9) (Note both the
grim perfects regarding the rich, “your wealth has rotted, etc.” and the potent
imperatives pertaining to the poor, “Don’t grumble,” etc.). This is coupled
with the ominous warning that to succumb to the deadly danger, to which
they are exposed, is to fail the test of either riches or poverty, with all the dire
consequences that this entails! Incidentally, while in this passage the poor are
addressed as brothers (Jam. 5:7), this is not explicitly stipulated of the rich.
So, it is very well possible that what James brings into view here are the rich
as a class, which includes “insiders,” but without excluding “outsiders.”
At any rate, I argue below that the “frightening” nature of the condemnation in James 5:1-6 is by no means incompatible with the status of the rich
addressees as (possible) Church members (So also Nystrom, 55, with a reference to 2 Thess. 3:6-14). Scripture is replete with warnings of James’ sort to
the rich in the covenant community (2 Cor. 12:21, in conjunction with 13:5).
The more grace needs to be administered, the direr the warnings! Besides, not
every Church member is a Christian, as the combination of 1 Corinthians
15:1-2 and 34 clearly indicates. Incidentally, this is an added reason to demonstrate “tough love!”
Clearly, in all four instances James displays toughness, which is rooted in
tender love and is in pursuit of total holiness.” If any of his readers would
fault him for such approach, the “responsibility” for such fault-finding would
not be his!
If this survey of James’ teaching regarding the poor and the rich is correct, it shows his pastoral flexibility, if not depth-perspective. He does not
blast away at the rich in a partisan way. Apart from the fact that he would be
“preaching to the choir,” this would hardly be biblical (2 Tim. 2:24-26). Further, it would leave a bad taste in the mouth of rich non-Christians, who
would happen to read his Epistle. No one wishes to be stereotyped. As a result James would certainly lose them. Of course, this is not to say that in this
context he does not “roar,” or is not allowed to “roar,” as I defined this earlier. Not at all! But it goes to show that he builds up his case slowly but surely,
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as well as carefully but cogently.
In a reverse summary that seeks to tie all the various elements altogether,
the fourth time he focuses on the tragedy of mishandled riches and poverty,
and implies that “if the shoe fits, it must be put on.” The rich, who are greedy
for everything at any price and intent to retain everything at any cost, will
lose everything, while the poor, who have nothing and fall into the trap of
grumbling about having nothing, will end up with nothing as well. The third
time he focuses on the hypocrisy of the “haves,” who with pious and flowery
words as a cover-up let their “have-not” counterparts go down the drain without batting an eye, and conveys that they have “no shoe to fit them.” By comparison, the second time he focuses on the treatment of the rich and the poor,
and identifies where “the shoe pinches.” The rich who have everything are
given everything. The poor who have nothing are given nothing. In the
present context, the first time, he focuses on the principle that the poor and
the rich must apply in looking at themselves, and prescribes “the shoe that
fits.” The poor who have nothing should rejoice that they have everything.
The rich who have everything should rejoice that they end up with nothing. It
would be a genuine “liberation” for both not to be weighed down and plagued
any longer each by their own grievous idolatry, but to make short shrift and a
clean break with what so easily could be a millstone around their neck. Incidentally, if either the rich or the poor do not start with obedience in the beginning (Phase #1), they will miserably stumble in the middle (Phases #2 and
#3), and to one degree or another stand condemned at the end (Phase #4).
In a concrete and “folksy” way Proverbs seeks to shy away from the condition of both painful poverty and repressive riches (Prov. 30:8-9). The trial/temptation either way could be overwhelming. However, once the condition of poverty or riches has arrived, James adds in a concrete and robust
manner that both the poor and the rich must rise to the occasion. The poor
must rejoice in their present riches, which makes their poverty “disappear”
(Phil. 4:11). The rich must rejoice in their future poverty, which makes their
riches “disappear” (1 Tim. 6:17-19). The consequences of surrender to James’
injunction would be awesome. James paves the way for the poor “never to
belly-ache,” and for the rich “always to be in hot pursuit of sacrificial service.”
At any rate, in each of the four instances, in which James deals with the
poverty-riches issue, he aims to “minister grace” (Eph. 4:29) to the readers,
whether by means of prescription (Jam. 1:9ff), admonition (Jam. 2:1ff), rebuke (James 2:14ff), or condemnation (Jam. 5:1ff). Notice also the “crescendo,” that is characteristic of his treatment of each recurring theme. It does,
and should, add to the admiration for the architecture of the Epistle.
All in all, the notions of “lowliness” and “riches” (the so-called “minuses” and “pluses” of life) together cover the total range of trials and tempta497

tions. In principle both are equally conducive either to edification or to destruction (See also Neander, 43; Zodhiates, I, 50; Keddie, 40; Doriani, 17-20,
27175). This is to say, anyone or anything that may, can, and will be used during the believer’s lifetime to try/tempt him, can be subsumed under either of
these two headings. As a matter of fact, all of life consists of one large aggregate of “minuses” and “pluses.” Both make up God’s testing unto edification,
holiness and perfection, and Satan’s temptation with a view to their opposite
numbers.
This commentator trusts that in all this the content of James on this score
will be recognized and experienced as explosive and far-reaching. In fact, it
could hardly be more far-reaching. Incidentally, Paul proved to be an excellent learner. Both he and his “mentor” (James!) drank from the same well,
and turned the world right side up (rather than upside down, as Paul’s detractors formulated their belligerent accusation in Acts 17:6). At any given time
one experiences either adversity or prosperity, sickness or health, tears or
smiles, shortfall or surplus, depression or cheer, sorrow or joy, dissatisfaction
or contentment, persecution or acceptance, prejudice or fairness, regress or
progress, malice or favor, animosity or friendship, unemployment or a rewarding job, failing or passing marks, war or peace, an “abnormal” or a
“normal” life, in short, “minuses” or “pluses,” “rags” or “riches” in all the aspects, facets and arenas of life. The list is potentially endless, and it includes,
but is definitely not restricted to, economic poverty or riches. All this comes
down to the sobering fact that all of life is one gigantic, ever ongoing test, or
one continuing string of tests. Some may be smaller, others bigger, but the
testing of faith never ceases. It is a permanent, uninterrupted, and uninterruptable, feature of life. This recognition sets the tone for a closer look at the details of this passage.

(1) Trial of “Poverty” (1:9)
Whenever, wherever, and however much it is “rag-time,” believers invariably
ought to “take pride,” and “boast” in their state of exaltation before God in
Christ as the counterweight against anything that may bring tears. They
should not even begin to be “waver” in this! This would be the height of
“double-hearted” (Jam. 1:6-8) sinfulness (Jam.4:8). “The word “boast” is often used in a negative sense, even in James (Rom. 2:23; Gal. 3:16; Eph. 2:9; 2
Cor. 5:12; Jam. 4:16). But this does not exclude its positive usage (Rom.
5:11; 1 Cor. 1:31; 2 Cor. 9:2; Phil. 3:3). The latter is in evidence here. It is
rooted in joy, but transcends joy at the same time. It is joy coming into its
175

These four seem to be the only commentators I know of, who recognize the sweeping nature of the trial/temptation complex as encompassing both “adversity” and “prosperity.” Johnstone, 92, mentions it as a possibility, but appears to steer away from it in his exposition.
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own, to excited expression, in fact, its “highest” expression (Manton, 59).
There is every reason for boasting, given the “exaltation.” The latter includes,
but is not exhausted by or limited to the believers’ adoption into the family of
God due to their regeneration (John 1:12-13), peace with God due to their justification (Rom. 5:1), and the approval of God due to their sanctification
(Rom. 15:16), all culminating in their citizenship in heaven (Phil. 3:20), and
their title to an eternal inheritance (1 Pet. 1:4). No, believers, who died in union with Christ, are also raised with Christ from the dead. In fact, they ascended with him, and are already sitting with him in the heavens (Eph. 2:5-6).
So they have “bragging rights” in any and all circumstances. God loves them
(Rom. 8:38-39), rejoices over them (Zeph. 3:17), satisfies them, makes them
his co-laborers, and takes care of them (1 Pet. 5:7). Apparently, not even the
sky is the limit with Jesus (Is. 40:31). Small wonder, that James exhorts poor
believers to explode in a justified and godly “swagger” about their spiritual
“height” (Literal translation; Zodhiates, I, 46), which dwarfs Mount Everest.
They may “brag” about this, just as much as they may “brag” about the cross
of Christ (Gal. 6:14) (Keddie, 41). Clearly they greatly “matter to God” (Barclay, 55). And they have tasted his grace, without which they would be no
more than a molehill, if not a hole in the ground. The poor are (already) exalted in the presence, partnership and purpose of God, regardless the details
of their financial or social status in Church, family or society.
However, James points to more than just a pie in the sky. While economically and otherwise there is great disparity between the “have-nots” and the
“haves,” in the spiritual realm the Kingdom of God is the great equalizer.
Each believer is called upon to be holy. From that perspective the poor and
the rich come out of the same starting blocks, be it, as we saw already, the
poor believer with less encumbrances. Practical godliness, already here on
earth, can and should turn everyone into a “spiritual giant.” There is, and can
be, something to “brag” about, in the here and now! Already “today” the poor
believer is a “king and a priest” (Rev. 1:6) in spite of his economic or social
status, may put this on display in “the living waters that flow forth from his
innermost being” (John 7:37-39) and rejoice in it. Further, each believer has
received a spiritual gift (Rom. 12: 3-8; 1 Pet. 3:10-11) in the context of the
Church, should put it into effective operation, and may rejoice ever so much
more as a result. But even beyond this, the humble status of the poor does,
and apparently should, vanish in the light of the glorious fact that they are already situated in the heavenly places (Eph. 2:6; compare Lk. 10:20). At that
location they are in possession of the perfect heart of Jesus that secures entrance into the Kingdom of God (John 3: 3, 5), the perfect righteousness of
Jesus that provides peace with God (Rom. 5:1), and the perfect holiness of Jesus that entitles them to enjoy fellowship with God (Heb. 12:14).
It is an “awesome” truth that even mentally retarded believers do not take
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a backseat to the most brilliant Christians in terms of achieved holiness and a
functioning spiritual gift, in either the speaking or serving area (1 Pet. 4:1011). I have known retarded believers who sought to please God and exercise
their gift with such dedication that they easily outshone their bright counterparts. The bottom line is that the “poor” believer in the material realm has
greater “riches” in the spiritual realm than the “rich” believer has in the material realm. In fact, the riches of the poor in the spiritual realm (may) dwarf
the riches of the rich in the material realm. How else can we explain the exuberant summons to “boast?” In both the area of holiness and of gifts the socalled “have-nots” can make powerful contributions, and turn into appreciated and honored Church members, if not Church officers! This should potentially buoy everyone. It is the marvelous wisdom of God that he lavishes
both holiness and spiritual gifts upon all believers so that no one needs to feel
inferior or to resort to envy. All believers stand shoulder to shoulder regardless their social and economic status. The divine wisdom is truly awesome!
With all this in mind it should be quite clear why James 2:1-13 loathes the
type of partiality that destroys the tapestry of the Church as God ordained it!
In conclusion, the contrast between “deprivation” and “exaltation” on the
part of the “have-nots” could hardly be more striking. In a flash desperate
straits turn into dazzling heights! Gloriously the refining fires of poverty turn
into a golden exultation, “The Lord is my God!” (Zech. 13:9). “I am overjoyed that I stand in need of nothing else.” Frankly, this is the Gospel. If such
Gospel does not nip “crippling self-pity, chronic complaining, and bitter
envy” (Stulac, 44), which so easily accompany poverty of whatever sort, in
the bud, nothing will! Further, experiencing life from the height (the veritable
mountain peak!) of genuine and joyful usefulness to, and satisfaction in, God
cannot but have radical implications. For one thing, it will drastically relativize the significance of wealth and position. For another, it will rescue rich and
poor alike from turning these into the hallmark of their value, the hub of their
identity, the guarantee of their security, and the essence of their success (See
also Stulac, 44-48).
Even tears, so frequently associated with a lowly status, should be offset
by the realization that they will be wiped away in the “ultimate exaltation”
(Rev. 7:15-17). As has been mentioned already, tears in the Christian are by
definition tears of travail in childbirth (Rom. 8:22). Therefore they should
never be taken too seriously (1 Cor. 7:30). After all, “the baby is coming.”
And once it has arrived, all tears will be forgotten!
This also (even!) applies to the tears produced by chastisement. Note the
teaching of Hebrews pertaining to the reaction to the Lord’s chastening. This
Epistle presents three wrong ways of reacting. The first way is to despise it, to
regard it lightly, or to deliberately ignore it (Heb. 12:5). The second way is to
faint, to become discouraged, and to have a feeling of hopelessness (Heb.
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12:5). The third way is to become bitter, to become self-centered and difficult
(Heb. 12:15). The right way, on the other hand, results from the realization,
that God chastises his children because he loves them dearly, and because
they are his children with a right standing before God in Christ. Hence, they
must take it as grown-up sons and not as infants (Heb. 12:5-7)! They go
through it as a routine of strenuous exercises. By way of literal translation,
they find themselves in God’s “gymnasium” (Heb. 12:11). This is to say, like
athletes they must strip themselves of the sin of faithlessness (Heb. 12:1,2),
strengthen their weak hands and their feeble knees, make peace with all men,
and pursue holiness without which no one shall see the Lord (Heb. 12:12-14)!
The thrusts of both Hebrews and James are identical. For the Christian “perfection” is the ultimate objective of both chastisement and trials, and what is
more, it will be reached, even not completely here on earth. This is the Christian’s glory and joy.176
Rachel is one of the most chilling examples how not to react. When she
breathes her last, she saddles her new-born son with the name of “Ben-oni,”
which translates as “Son of my Sorrow” (Gen. 35:18). In it she characterizes
herself in self-centered murmuring resentment as “Mrs. Sorrow.” Apparently
she refused any comfort in her death, not even marginally by gratefully acknowledging the birth of a healthy son who would continue the covenant line.
When the covenant curse hits her child Ephraim, and he is sent in exile, Rachel reappears (figuratively) and picks up where she left off in her lament,
once again refusing any comfort (Jer. 31:15). This is in spite of an awesome
promise to the exiles of a breathtakingly glorious return to favor (Jer. 31:114)! Even a reminder to that effect, especially addressed to “Rachel” (Jer.
31:15-22), appeared to be of no avail. For by the time Herod has murdered
the infants, she emerges again as the chilling symbol and a negative model of
murmuring discontent. Comfort was refused for the third time, even though
the Child had escaped the murderous sword unto the even more cruel Cross
(Mt. 2:17-18). The irony is that “Rachel” at this point in time encroached
upon Leah’s territory, and infected her offspring. After all, Judah was Leah’s
child. Incidentally, the contrast between the OT Leah and the NT Judah
(Bethlehem) is spine chilling. Hated by Jacob, but vying for his love, Leah
recognizes at the birth of her fourth child Judah that her pursuit of Jacob’s
love is a “lost cause,” a “pipe dream,” not to become a reality any time soon.
In this most difficult of realizations her response is magnificent. “This time I
shall praise the Lord” (Gen. 29:35)! In a word, he is my total and utter sufficiency. Infected by a “Rachel” type attitude and lifestyle, the NT Judah in
comparison took such a nosedive that it resembled a “free fall.” The Bethlehemites refused any and all consolation. Not even the escape of The Child
176

See once more Pink, A Guide to Fervent Prayer, 61!
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(unto the Cross!) could cheer them up! Of course, this is recorded by Matthew to get his point across. Pagans, such as the wise men, crowd to enter the
Kingdom (Mt. 2:11), while the legitimate heirs, and their leaders for that matter, cannot wait to get out (Mt. 2:18; 3:7-10)!
All in all, the upshot is that in all the heart-rending vagaries of life there is
an “exaltation,” which only the spiritually blind can and will miss. But for all
those who enjoy spiritual sight there is unparalleled exaltation in being the
recipient of Jesus’ heart in regeneration, Jesus’ righteousness in justification,
and Jesus’ holiness in sanctification. Already on grand, God-centered, and
God-glorifying display here on earth, be it in part, it will be on full display
after death. If this does not “exalt and comfort” any and all “Rachel’s” of
both Church and world, nothing will!
Of course, this explanation militates against the view that insists upon the
exclusively eschatological meaning of exaltation (With Dibelius, 78). Such
exclusivity would be unacceptably restrictive. Christianity does not merely
offer a “future pie in the sky.” It is a robust reality in “the here and the now”
that makes a genuine and radical difference. There should not be, and do not
need to be, any “Rachel’s” in the orbit of the Gospel, not now, not ever. They
simply do not fit in an atmosphere that is “brimful with joyful, regenerate,
justified, sanctified and ‘heavenly’ boasting!” Void of Revival-Glory (Ps.
85:9), they would resemble spots in the Church’s feasts, clouds without water, and trees without fruit (Jude 12).

(2) Trial of “Riches” (10-11)
Believers in “rich circumstances” ought to “boast” as well. But they must be
“overjoyed” about the prospective termination of all that they are, possess,
and do. Many commentators emphasize the contrast in James’ message between the poor and the rich members of the covenant community. The “havenots” must go in one direction, the “haves” into another one. Just as poor believers should rejoice in their spiritually privileged status after conversion, so
the rich believers must rejoice in the eye-opening recognition of their spiritually bankrupt status before conversion and in the thoughtful contemplation
of their continuing unworthiness after conversion (See Manton, 66; Moo,
2000, 66-67). The crashing burden of debilitating poverty finds more than its
match in exuberant gratitude for the enriching smile of God that removes it as
an affliction and replaces it with joy. The grave danger of self-sufficing riches
finds its match even more so in self-effacing humility vis-à-vis the undeserved smile of God. Just as the “have-nots” must from a spiritual perspective
“take pride” in, and “brag” about, their high status before God, so the rich
must from that same perspective “take pride” in, and “brag” about, being
“nothing” before God (So also Manton, 68; Keddie, 43; Doriani, 27). This
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must be especially so, when “at the foot of the cross” they recognize their union, if not identification, with Christ as the “Man of Sorrows,” who was “despised and rejected by man,” and “considered of no account in the world”
(Moo, 1985, 68-69). The subsequent emphasis upon the uncertain and fleeting nature not just of all earthly riches, but of life itself, is then designed to
persuade the rich never to make their privileged position, their phenomenal
successes, or their vast holdings the main stay of their life (Johnstone, 93).
This “solution” to the humiliation of the rich is questionable. James’
message appears to be much more radical and much “richer.” James does not
emphasize the contrast as much as he does the parallel between the “underprivileged” and their rich counterparts. Both must rejoice. In fact, both must
be exuberant and exultant. However, not for the same reason and not about
the same thing! No trace of sarcasm comes into play. “Let the lowly brother
rejoice in his exaltation” (Jam. 1:9). With this he summons the poor to be
overjoyed about the reality of their spiritual privileges. These remain unmentioned in the text because they were, are, and should be well-known. On the
other hand, “let the rich rejoice in his humiliation, in that he like a (wild)
flower of the grass will pass away” (Jam. 1:9). With that he summons the rich
to be overjoyed about the reality of their physical demise and their removal
from this earthly scene. Not just their riches (Ropes, 149), but they themselves will wither and fade away (Burdick, 170; Blomberg, 149; McCartney,
97), including their reputation and their memory, and, ironically, leave their
riches behind (Kistemaker, 44). Praise God for this fact, indeed, for this privilege! The sum and substance of their humiliation is carefully spelled out, because its content comes quite clearly as a surprise.
This content is not a stern warning to the proud rich to stop deluding
themselves, as if they “in a world of misfortune and flux” can legitimately
boast in “a semblance of security and undisturbed comfort.” They are supposedly in the “shadow of death,” and will have to face the “grim reaper,” just
as certainly as the poor (Richardson, 72). Neither does it constitute or open up
a vista of an impending doom, however such doom may be the final upshot.177 Nor is it a summons to the Christian rich to come to the self-effacing
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There is no indication that the verbs “pass away” (parerchomai) and “wither” (maraino)
imply judgment. According to Gerard Kittel, ed. (Geoffrey W. Bromley, tr), Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Company, 2006), Vol. II,
681-82, parerchomai allows for a variety of translations, such as “come to an end,” “perish,”
“attain to,” arrive at,” “pass over,” “pass by,” “overtake,” “disregard,” “transgress,” “lose its
validity,” or “pass away.” But any element of “judgment,” explicit or implicit, is absent
(Compare Mt. 5:18 and 24:35 (the passing away of heaven and earth); Mk. 13:31; Lk. 15:29;
16:17; 18:37; 21:33; 2 Cor. 5:17 (old things have passed away: a jubilant Christian certainty);
1 Pet. 4:3; and 2 Pet. 3:10). According to F.W Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 2000), 616, as well as H. G. Liddell and R. Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford:
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acknowledgment of their spiritual unworthiness, however essential this is in
any Christian. All this simply does not fit the context. No, James calls for a
hearty and expectant “hurray” for the coming “curtains” of life together with
all its enticing content. In fact, the sooner, the better! With those “curtains”
all the exciting physical privileges of whatever kind, all the “pluses” in life
that so easily turn into encumbering idols (Lk. 18:18-25, esp. 23) will be taken away as well. The “haves” cannot hitch a U-Haul behind their hearse, and
even if they stipulate this in their will, it will be to no avail. Even the Pharaohs with their gigantic pyramids found that out. They will fade, wither, and
pass away like “the flower of the grass” (Literal translation, Dibelius, 86),
like a “wild flower,” a “meadow flower” (Johnson, 186; Laws, 64; Mitton,
40; Burdick, 171). It is generally recognized that James, even if he does not
quote it verbatim, alludes to Isaiah 40:6-8. The focus of this passage is one of
comparison and contrast. Look at your life (grass) and its beauty (flower)!
They come and go (Zodhiates, I, 51). In fact, they are “gone” before you
know it, just like that. But then, in contrast, take the Word of God! This will
Clarendon Press, 1996), 1088, maraino stands for “to dry up” (a river), “to die away” (musical sound), “to abate” (winds), “to lose strength” (waves), “to wither” (plants), “to disappear
gradually,” “to fade out,” “to wear out,” “to waste away.” Commentators state that in the
present context the term implies the “vulnerability” (Barclay, 56), the “tenuous frailty” (Nystrom, 56), or the “fragility” (Brosend, 44) of “riches” that can “dull our sight, and woo us
into an uncritical acceptance of the standards of the world” (Nystrom. 56), of “money” that
should not be equated with “personal worth,” security,” or “advantage” (Stulac, 45-48), of
“wealth that leads us to arrogance, pride, ruthlessness (McCartney, 99), etc. To be sure, maraino may predicate an “unheralded interruption,” a “withering in midcareer,” a “disappearance in the middle of one’s affairs” (Laws). But just as in the case of parerchomai any element of judgment is absent here as well. I argue this in order to remove any supposed counter
indicator to the effect that both verbs threaten the rich with impending “doom” (So apparently
McCartney, 97, 99). This conclusion is based upon the premise that in Isaiah 40:7-8 “the withering of the flower in the OT imagery refers to judgment.” For this reason the phraseology
in James 1:11 supposedly must be interpreted in the same vein. Also James 5:1ff would give
credence to this interpretation (Laws). However, these arguments are far from persuasive.
First, as has been observed, James 1:11 does not quote Isaiah 40:6-8 verbatim, but only alludes to it. Second, it is highly questionable that the Isaiah passage implies judgment. But
even if it did, this should not “automatically” be read into James. Every Bible section must be
allowed to stand on its own two feet and must be interpreted in the light of the aggregate of
“clues” in both the text and its context only. Third, any reference to James 5:1ff is ill advised.
In fact, I argue in my Commentary that the “exulting” embrace of James 1:11 that “can’t
wait” to get rid of “everything rich” will prevent the need for James 5:1ff ever to materialize!
In the process it also constitutes the starting point to cure the patterns of unconscionable conduct so graphically portrayed in James 2:1ff and 2:14ff. Frankly, all this is the very reason
that I argue as strongly and extensively as I do in the present context. The practical implications of the interpretation, which I champion, for the emergence, quality, and continuation of
practical godliness are staggering! It opens up a vista upon the Holy Spirit Revival fires that
are burning in Acts 2:44-45 and 2 Corinthians 8:1-5, as well as in 2 Corinthians 8:9, and
beckons, if not mandates them to spring into being!
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stand forever. However, the contrast is not mentioned in James 1:11. Instead,
the rich is told that he will fade away. Why this somewhat surprising “twist?”
Once again, the wording of James’ summons does not indicate that the rich in
the present context are confronted with a divine warning against staking one’s
hope upon riches. To be sure, this is found elsewhere in Scripture (1 Cor.
7:30; 1 Tim. 6:17). Neither does it constitute an expression of divine displeasure, let alone divine judgment against idolatrous conduct regarding money,
which is present in Scripture as well (Jer. 45:4-5; Lk. 12:20). Quite the contrary! The rich are presented with the undeniable fact of demise and death
(Brosend, 43), but as a cause for exceeding joy. Praise the Lord that, in fact,
because everything will be taken away from you. Rejoice, because just as,
and together with, the “have-nots” you will economically, socially, and otherwise, end up with “nothing!” Then, just as, and together with, the poor, you
have only Jesus left as your total sufficiency. This is something, in fact, “everything” to “boast” about and to glory in!178 In short,” James appears to say,
“since everything ‘rich’ will sooner or later go by the board, you might as
well focus on the ‘plus’ side, count every ‘loss’ a ‘gain’ and praise the Lord!
Not so incidentally, this will revolutionize your life. You “will necessarily be
‘glorying’ in (your) imminent ‘loss of all things for the sake of knowing Christ,’ even as the poor believers glory in their imminent gain of all things in
Christ” (McCartney, 98). You will be able to count all ‘losses’ joy and praying for the prerequisite wisdom persevere in practical godliness en route to
perfection. Furthermore, you will be prepared to face both the poor and the
rich without partiality (Jam. 2:1ff), bend over backwards to feed and clothe
the needy (Jam. 2:14ff), and not fall victim to the fate of the ‘filthy rich’
178

According to Bauckham, 193, James 1:10a “may be, as most commentators think, a reference to the “enforced humiliation (of the rich) in God’s judgment … In that case the idea of
the rich ‘boasting’ is ironic. But it may be that verse 10a also leaves open the possibility of
the voluntary humiliation of the rich; that is their renouncing of status and privilege, putting
themselves on the same level as the poor.” With some modification I, of course, opt for the
latter direction. See further Bauckham, 185-196, for an insightful section on “Solidarity with
the poor,” also in today’s world, where close to 800 million have “insufficient food for an active working life, over a billion lack even the most rudimentary necessities,” and about 15
million, “mostly children, die from hunger and poverty each year … that is about 40,000
people per day.” “Solidarity” with the poor, folks who “were destitute or lived dangerously
close to destitution,” calls for “compassionate practical involvement,” such as visiting orphans
and widows (Jam. 1:27), honoring them by treating them as equals (Jam. 2:6), and extending
care to them by feeding and clothing them (Jam. 2:15-16). This also implies abhorring any
kind of competitive ambition and status-seeking (Jam. 3:16) as well as the nauseating possession, the wanton use, the greedy accumulation, and the wicked preservation of riches (Jam.
5:1-6). Frankly, I doubt whether any of this can ever be accomplished in the spirit of Acts
2:44-45 and 2 Corinthians 8:1-5 until and unless God’s people start out by “rejoicing about
the fact that both they and their riches sooner rather than later will be ‘history.’” Without this
truly “exciting” anticipation of the future they cannot and will not ever embody fully or truly
“redemptive history” themselves in the present!
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(Jam. 5:1ff). Unless you start right (Jam. 1:10), you will end up wrong (Jam.
5:1ff)!”179 This is to say, similar to the refining fires of poverty in the previous section, so will the “fiery trial” (1 Pet. 1:7) of riches gloriously turn into
a golden exultation as well, “The Lord is my God.” (Zech. 13:9). “I am overjoyed that I will get rid of everything else!” Frankly, if the “fires of riches” do
not “refine” in this awesome fashion, they will “consume” in an ever so much
more awful manner (Jam. 5:3).
All this could not be more in line with the testimony of Scripture, which
indicates that everything old will be replaced with everything new. Man’s old
heart, past, and life are exterminated on the cross, to be replaced in the resurrection with a new heart, a new righteousness, and a new life. Man’s old demonic family is wiped out at the moment of conversion, to be replaced with
the new divine family in adoption. Man’s old body is eliminated in death, to
be replaced with a new body at the Second Coming. For good measure the
rest of the universe is annihilated through fire, burnt up in the great conflagration at the time of the Judgment, to be replaced with a new heaven and a new
earth which is marked by perfect righteousness. James’ counsel to the rich is
an excellent, in fact, perfect fit. Just as all believers (should) rejoice in the
various stages and processes of universal extermination in the face of what
comes after, so rich believers (should) do the same with regards to the extermination of whatever turns them into the “haves” that they are! When their
time to move on has arrived, their motto must be, “good riddance” of comparatively speaking “bad rubbish.” After all, it is wrapped up with their “homecoming.” Who would pine over the loss of what he cannot retain, when he
faces the prospect of a gain that forever will remain? In fact, who would not
rejoice in the loss of the temporary as a condition for partaking in the eternal?
This is only accentuated by the fact, that what he stands to lose is defiled by
the ugliness of sin, and what he stands to gain is marked by the splendor of
holiness.
Taking everything in careful consideration, it would be embarrassing to
say the least, if our Savior would have to say to us upon entering into his
presence, “You really did not want to come home to see me yet, did you
now? You really preferred for the time being to hang on to your life, its companionships, riches and its opportunities, did you not?” Already the prospect
of such an embarrassing rebuke should make us blush rather painfully. Since
such questions would be directed to us in a bodiless state, I would not be surprised if our souls would end up red hot of shame!
179

The fact that Motyer, 44, regards “the transiency of riches” as “a malignant infection,”
which “spreads to the rich person too,” indicates that he misses James’ point. According to
James, for the believing rich this transiency is cause for boasting, for exulting, for glorying,
that is, for exceeding joy! As I already argued, it is in the same league as Paul’s insistence that
“to live is Christ, and therefore to die gain” (Phil. 1:21).
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Only against this general backdrop does Paul make sense, when he exclaims that “To live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). In fact, in this
exuberant exclamation he is a pupil and an extension of James! But Paul was
not his only pupil. There have been multitudes in Church history as well.
John Calvin was one of them. He advocates that believers fully enjoy all
God’s extraordinary benevolence and copious gifts (“common graces”), but at
the same time treat them with contempt, when compared to the presence of
Jesus and the treasures of heaven. Of course, this is merely another sample of
biblical complementarity, which does not fit in the brain, but most definitely
in the regenerate heart.
All in all, whatever losses poor believers have faced or incurred in life, it
does not sidetrack, or encroach upon, their “high standing” with God and
could not diminish their joy. Whatever losses rich believers will face or incur
in life or at death, it accentuates, and heartens them in, their high standing
with God, and should be a cause for joy. In both cases, the greater the loss,
the greater the comparative joy! Regrettably, the teaching of James (and of
Paul) on this subject may well appear as a gigantic paradigm shift to the modern Christian. Still it is, and remains, God’s truth. One can hardly imagine the
“splash” the Church would make, were its members to retain their joyful spiritual equilibrium, whenever poverty strikes, of whatever kind and to whatever degree, and to anticipate just as joyfully the eventual removal of any kind
and all degrees of prosperity. It would indicate the presence of a “big Jesus,”
and pave the way to a practical godliness, that would dwarf everything in an
effective self-sacrificial, self-denying, life-losing and possession-losing ministry, as James describes, Paul testifies, the early Church displays, and Barnabas as well as Stephen, both full of the Holy Spirit, epitomize (Acts 2:44-45;
4:34-37; 7:55; 11:24).
The Isaiah passage (Is. 40:6-8), to which James alludes in this context
suggests the reason for the exuberant joy that he advocates. It originates in the
identification with God’s Word, which lasts forever. Once one hangs on to
something that lasts forever, everything else becomes relative. This also applies to death. In fact, death, which is an “enemy” vis-à-vis creation, and a
“curse” by virtue of the fall, turns into a veritable “friend” on account of redemption. After all, it is the ultimate act of sanctification, the removal of
every last vestige of sin, and the gateway into the fellowship of Jesus. It is divine irony that the last cosmic enemy to be destroyed from God’s perspective
(1 Cor. 15:26) turns out to be the Christian’s greatest intermediate friend on
earth. Regrettably, there is a strain of thinking in the Christian Church that
bristles with hostility toward death, and regards it exclusively as an enemy.
This is sub-biblical, if not unbiblical, theologically as well as pastorally, and
may well betray an idolatrous view of life. Death is vanquished, and lost its
sting (1 Cor. 15:55). In fact, it is now Christ’s servant to usher his (younger)
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brothers and sisters into his presence. This is the testimony of both James in
the present context and of Paul in his letters (Phil. 1:21).
Incidentally, all this should put any (impoverishing) losses or down-turns
that all believers may, and will, experience on earth in one way or another, in
proper perspective, whether they are economic losses, in the stock market, in
business, in missed job opportunities, or down-turns, such as failing health,
bodily injuries, a demolished residence, or anything else that resembles a tsunami.180 While the subjects of these losses and down-turns are not (yet)
“going home” to be with the Lord Jesus. They are evidently “on the way.”
The prospect of that home-coming will enable them to say with Job from the
heart, “The Lord gave, and the Lord took away. Blessed be the name of the
Lord” (Job 1:21). Of course, there may be a simultaneous petition for “recovery” (Jam. 5:14) of whatever sort. Scripture is replete with examples to that
effect. But if this is done properly, it should always be in the framework of
the Lord’s Prayer. It should serve the purposes of God’s holy Name, God’s
precious Kingdom and God’s revealed Will. In fact, everything on earth
should serve this threefold purpose on earth, just as it does in heaven. This is
mandated by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 6:9-10), and, as to be
expected, implicitly echoed by James. The latter insists that all wisdom (better) originate in heaven and (better) facilitate the processes of sanctification
(Jam. 3:15; 5:15-16). To pursue “recovery” of any sort in this way is to honor
the complementarity of God’s truth and with it the state of one’s (regenerate)
heart!
Those acquainted with the climate in Palestine recognize the vividness of
James’ subsequent illustration. However quickly the rain may sprout shoots
of lush grass and exquisite, multi-colored, flower patches, whether in desert
like conditions or not, once the sun rises, “burning heat” will soon be in evidence. It is preferable not to translate this with “the burning wind” (Sirocco)
(contra Johnstone, 95; Moo, 69; Kistemaker, 44; and in line with PDavids,
49; Laws, 65; see also Mitton, 40). The Sirocco that blows day and night has
nothing to do with the rising of the sun, and does not “burn.” No, the focus is
upon the (excessive) heat of the sun that makes short shrift of both the grass
and its flower (See also Mt. 13:6). The pasture with its lush grass symbolizes
a quality existence! The beautiful, indeed, lovely appearance (Mt. 6:29) of the
flower calls attention to all the amenities of riches! Neither one lasts. Both
will degenerate quickly, and perish. Both are simply too fragile to last
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This also puts Elijah’s prayer for a total socio-economic crash in perspective (Jam. 5:17).
As we shall see below, the loss of everything due to unprecedented drought conditions meant
“nothing” to him. In fact, it would mean “everything” to him, were it to result in the worship
and enjoyment of God. Similarly, since the loss of everything means the unbounded joy of the
presence of God to the (rich) believer, he can and should only rejoice in anticipation of that
loss!
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through the heat of the day (Johnson, 186)! A quickly blossoming Death Valley after a rare rainfall is soon Death Valley all over again. Both transitoriness
and brevity are indicated, not only of life (the grass), but also of all its conveniences, all the “pluses” of life (the flower). The quick succession of “the rising sun,” “the scorching heat” and the “withered flower” is clearly impressive
(McKnight, 102)!
The focus, first upon the flower, and subsequently upon the grass and the
flower, gives the illustration two tiers, undoubtedly to emphasize the point.
The combination of these two tiers is designed to preclude any and all selfdeception. The rich are forewarned, emphatically, in the hope that for them to
be forewarned is to be forearmed. The “fate” of the grass and its flower and
all that this represents is the fate of the rich as well. In the middle of their safari through life, of all their feverish journeys (Zodhiates, I, 56), of all their
furious pursuits (Mitton, 41), and of all their marquis accomplishments, they
will wear out and wither. This is a “sapiential” rather than an eschatological
statement.181 The end will come in the midst of one’s “activities” in life, in
the middle of one’s “journey” of life. It is sudden (Mk. 13:33-36), total (Lk.
12:16-20), and certain (1 Thess. 5:2-3). The type of activities or journey is not
indicated. This simply is not the issue, and does not matter, as long as it is
recognized that it warrants an “exuberant ’Praise the Lord!’”
At any rate, it must be emphasized (again) that this is not the language of
judgment, mirroring Psalm 129:6, but a statement of fact, reflecting Psalm
103:15-16 and Isaiah 40:6-8, as does 1 Peter 1:24. The thought of judgment
does not enter into the picture at this juncture (contra McKnight, 104). This
awaits a later context, namely, the climactic conclusion of James’ treatment
of the poor-rich theme in James 5:1-11. Judgment is reserved only for those,
who do not heed the instruction given in the present context, for those who
ignore the truth of James 1:9-11, in fact, plunge like a run-away bullet train in
the opposite direction!
It is passing strange that even in the light of the clear teaching of God’s
truth questions will often come up that basically have been answered already,
such as the following, “Why, why, must the rich boast in the kind of ‘humiliation’ that James describes?” After all, to look forward to the removal, the
loss, of everything, seems quite unnatural, if not too drastic. For it to be only
a possible option for the super-spiritual would be one thing. But it is a universal requirement for everyone and in everything rich! Does this not defy the
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Dibelius, 87, “There is no eschatological passion glowing in (James’) words (in this context).” McCartney, 97, echoes this assessment. If the overtones here were “eschatological,”
we would face the strange, if not anomalous, situation that the rich were told to “rejoice over
the expectation of being humiliated on judgment day, since the humiliation in question would
be their condemnation.” This simply does not make sense, even if James would resort to a
heavy dose of “sarcasm!”
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imagination? Sometime these kinds of questions are asked to find a loophole
to escape God’s truth. But at other times they result from an honesty that truly
wishes to understand. This prompts me to deal with the matter at hand in an
expanded fashion in the hope that the simplicity as well as the profundity of
the answer will be so crystal clear that it will be embraced in a Leah type fashion.
First, as has been indicated already, when this kind of “lowliness” becomes a reality, the rich person is just like his “counter-pole,” the lowly
brother. Stripped of everything, he is left with nothing but Jesus. Here the
beauty of James’ imperative explodes onto the scene. This is something to
look forward to! This is rapture! No one and nothing but Jesus, to the exclusion of any and all possible idolatry! This is bliss! This, as one commentator
suggests, is the “heroic boast of believers” (Drake Williams, apparently
quoted with approval in Blomberg, 58), “a heroic acceptance of future humiliation” (Questioned as the proper interpretation of the text by McCartney, 97
and 99, but in a seemingly contradictory twist endorsed as such by McCartney, 98 and 99). Paul suggests the same for the beginning of one’s Christian
life (Phil. 3:8), and for the conclusion of one’s earthly life (Phil. 1:21). So, it
is a thoroughly biblical concept. Imagine yourself standing before a mirror in
the midst of your activities, of your journey through life, looking at yourself,
and praising God for the anticipated loss of your good looks, the use of your
senses, your health, your clothes, and for good measure, of your possessions,
your money, your job, your business, your family, your father, your mother,
your spouse, your son, your daughter, your friends, your education, your vacation, your time, etc. In short, imagine yourself praising God for the anticipated loss of all those people, items, and events that seem to make life so
worthwhile, indeed, so “rich” in the full sense of the word! This is the clear
implication of the teaching of James, which is found explicitly in Paul as well
(1 Cor. 7:29-31). Incidentally, the anticipatory and joyful experience of the
loss of everything set Paul free to minister without any reservation and restriction, possibly for the first time (Phil. 1:21-25). Anyone who follows in
his footsteps will undoubtedly experience the same!
Of course, the complementarity of biblical truth allows for, indeed, demands that God is simultaneously praised for any and all the rich provisions,
with which he graces his children. This could not be emphasized more forcefully. But these provisions should never receive one-sided, idolatrous, attention only. It is this very practice, in overwhelming evidence today and apparently also in the early apostolic Church, which is cut off at its roots and surgically removed by both James and Paul. The Church can only stand to gain,
when it becomes convinced that the loss of everything is nothing compared to
the enjoyment of the perfect presence and worship of God, in fact, when it rejoices in anticipation of this loss as the corollary of that perfect presence and
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worship (Jam. 1:10). The Church can only stand to gain, when it views all
that it possesses, all that it experiences, and all that it undertakes as nonexistent in order to have an unfettered view of what is in store for it (1 Cor.
7:29-31).
In sum, we can only imagine in the idolatrous materialism of a Western
type of culture, what it would mean for the Church and the world, if Christians would reflect the blueprint of both James and Paul. By freeing itself
from any trace of idolatry the Church would be in the position to display a
full-orbed love for both God and the neighbor, and be poised for a radical and
total ministry of whatever kind that has not often enough prevailed in its long
history. After all, (only) when the Church has nothing to lose because it already has joyfully surrendered everything, the way is paved in order for “All
for Jesus, both his Person and his Kingdom” to become a reality!
Second, the kind of anticipation of “lowliness” is the explosive conditio
sine qua non for passing the test of trials connected with riches, and overcoming the test of temptation posed by riches. There is no other way! How so?
Well, the mark of wisdom for the “rich” is their readiness to communicate
and their willingness to share (1 Tim. 6:18), that is, to be stewards (in the full
sense of the word) of what God has entrusted to them. To display the wisdom
of stewardship is to pass the test of riches, and overcome its temptation. Barnabas models this in Acts 4:36-37, and the Macedonians practice this in 2 Corinthians 8:1-5. To follow in their footsteps, or to embrace James’ imperative
by “boasting” in the way he enjoins, puts one in the firm position of not having anything to lose or to gain. From that platform it is only a small step to a
Barnabas, and to the Macedonians. At the moment the rich believer reaches
this point, he passes the trial of riches, and overcomes the temptation of riches! To fail has eternal consequences. By reminding the rich believer of this
fact, James does “minister grace” to him! Of course, the stewardship that
James has in mind includes, but is not limited to, the proper use of monetary
riches. The comparison of this concept with “lowliness” suggests that, by implication, all kinds of “riches” should enter into the equation, in terms of time,
energy, talents, etc.
One may well sigh, “Look at what Christianity costs.” To be sure, James
is not the only one with this perspective. Jesus already taught this truth in his
confrontation with the rich young ruler. Sell everything that you have and you
will have a treasure in heaven. And, then, “Follow me!” Christ might even
have implied, “After Judas you will be in line, and at least be eligible, to become Number 12” (Lk. 18:18-23; see also Acts 1: 21ff). Paul, as we already
saw, would later express himself in an identical way. “To live is Christ, and
to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21; see also 1 Cor. 7:29-31, 35, and Phil. 3:10). The
“cost of loss” is clearly there. Nevertheless, for the believer with his riches,
each “loss” of whatever kind and each experience of “poverty” is one joyous
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step closer to the “gain” (Phil. 1:21) of the “final humiliation” (Jam. 1:10). In
this light Christianity costs nothing, but pays everything! “He is no fool who
aggressively seeks to give up what he cannot keep, in order to gain not only
what he can never lose, but also to be united to the only One who truly
counts” (Adapted from Jim Elliott). To return once more to the “rich young
ruler,” commentators invariably view him as a “unique case” in a “unique situation!” As a result no one derives from the scenario presented by Luke in
such living color a universal principle which would require every believer to
follow suit. Well, James 1:10 minimally implies that this conclusion is not as
“cut and dried” as it seems. Anyone who seeks to skirt the imperative held
out in James 1:10 may ultimately well be in the same position as the rich
young ruler. What difference is there between someone who refuses to give
up his riches in practice and someone who refuses to do so in principle? The
state of his idolatrous emotions prompted the rich young ruler to cling to his
riches and to leave Jesus’ company. We may well wonder how many folks
would decide to depart from an ecclesiastical fellowship prompted by similar
idolatrous emotions when confronted with the challenging demand in eager
anticipation to exult in the “imminent” loss of all their earthly possessions
and skills as the conditio sine qua non of their participation in such fellowship, of course, with all that this entails! After all, sin contemplated in the
heart is woven of the same cloth as sin committed in the act. Both stand
equally condemned (See Mt. 5:21-30).
In conclusion, the lowly brother, rich in faith, takes pride in his present
exaltation (Jam. 2:5), and the “rich” brother in his anticipated lowliness, when
he will equally be “rich in faith only.” Even more succinctly, the poor is radiant in his (spiritual) riches (in the present), and the rich in his (physical) poverty (in anticipation). Incidentally, this is perfection, the perfection James
1:3 is taking about. If all the members of the covenant community, in their
several poverties and riches, would climb this “Mt. Everest” Twin Peak type
of Christian experience, the trials would have fulfilled their purpose. They
would lead to endurance en route to perfection! But what if the poor man refuses to rejoice in his exaltation and grumbles about his “humiliation?” And
what if the rich man refuses to rejoice in his humiliation, and wants to hold on
to his “exaltation at any price?” The refusal on the part of either one will have
dire consequences! To act as a rebel, whether in presumptive pride about
riches or in grudging despair about miserly circumstances, is to display the
hallmark of folly and to incur the judgment of God (Lk. 12:13-21)! But this is
not the issue at the present juncture. James covers both bases in James 5:1-11.
Here James presents the thesis that in Christ both “abject poverty” and the
“total loss of riches” are causes for unparalleled joy, and issues a summons to
experience and display such joy. Only later will he pronounce judgment upon
both the rich and the poor who disregard this summons, and display a lifestyle
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and an attitude that heads in the opposite direction (Jam. 5:1ff). This interpretation, incidentally, by far transcends the view that the rich are counseled not
to trust in transitory treasures or perishable possessions of whatever kind
(Barclay, 56). This is too tepid a view compared with James’ call to ecstasy.
It also runs counter to the notion that in this context James champions the socalled “great reversal.” The poor as a class start at the bottom and end up on
top, while the rich as a class begin at the top, and will end up at the bottom
(Martin, 25-28; Cheung, 261-264; Richardson, 71). James is much more
nuanced and more biblical, for that matter. A class struggle is farthest from
his mind. The recognition of practical godliness (“perfection!”) as the overarching theme of the book would undoubtedly have gone a long way to serve
as a healthy corrective to this explanation. No, after everything is said and
done, there is overwhelming rationale to regard the rich at least in the present
context as members of the covenant community! Below I intend to argue that
it appears to be no different in the later contexts, in which James tackles the
poor-rich issue.
To sum up what has been said about both the poor and the rich, especially in the light of Paul’s insistence that to the believer “to die is gain” (Phil.
1:21), in this statement the seminal teaching of James comes both into its own
and to its fullest productive expression. It comes into its own since it indicates
how the “have-nots” can joyfully experience boundless riches in the midst of
existing poverty, while the “haves” can just as joyfully envision the loss of
riches in anticipation of future poverty. But it also comes to its fullest productive expression, as it forms the backdrop of a flourishing ministry. After all,
the height of ministry is reached only when the agents of ministry have nothing to gain in the midst of poverty, and have nothing to lose in the midst of
riches. Paul is clearly a shining light in both regards (Phil. 4:11-13). Frankly,
he defies the imagination. James sets the tone, and Paul drinks the cup down
to the joyful dregs.
In case it still goes against the grain of the reader that he should be ecstatic about losing everything, the following summary reminder may serve to put
it in definitive perspective. Not only will the anticipation of total loss free him
from any undue shackles that could preclude a truly sacrificial ministry (Rom.
12:1-2), but the event of this loss will also constitute the culmination of the
process of sanctification, in fact, the ultimate in sanctification. Once and for
all he will be stripped of all sin, and at that moment arrive at perfection. This
should make its anticipation a matter of supreme joy, a joy that outstrips even
the joy of trials, which can do no better than pave the road to this perfection.
Still there is one more hurdle to take. Assuming that the rich come to terms
with James’ teaching and learn to embrace it as God’s truth, what does it take
for them actually to experience it as such in the midst of their riches in the
spirit of Francis of Assisi? As I mentioned already, it is reported that
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throughout his life the latter was in search for a hill in the form of a skull
(Calvary), and intertwined with it in pursuit of poverty with the same tenacity
as most everyone else shuns any type of cross bearing and covets gold instead! Well, here James 1:2 comes to the rescue.
Just as the poor are told to count their trial of poverty nothing but joy, so
the rich are told to count the trial of their riches sheer joy. With this James
calls for all practical purposes on both the poor and the rich to “step back,
step back, step back, step back” from (the “fires” of) their poverty and riches
“for their lives’ sake!” If they would refuse to do so, their “fiery” trials would
burn them to a crisp in either their grumbling or their luxuriating. If both the
poor and the rich were to listen to him, it would do two things. On the one
hand, it would take the mind of the poor off the at times excruciating pain of
their poverty, and the mind of the rich off the at times exhilarating pleasure of
riches. This would quickly scrap self-serving pity-parties on the part of the
poor, and shelve self-indulging bashes on the part of the rich. On the other
hand, it would direct the mind of both poor and rich toward their endurance in
holiness each in their own unique circumstances. This would quickly prompt
them to search for wisdom with a view to practical godliness en route to perfection. Incidentally, as has been mentioned already, this wisdom is later presented by James as the wisdom of the Word (Jam. 1:21-23), and more specifically as the wisdom of the law of God (Jam. 1:25; 2:8-12). In short, it would
take the mind of both the poor and the rich off themselves, and unto God and
godliness, and focus on an enriching ministry in their all-encompassing love
for God and the neighbor, (spiritually) “rich” (to overflowing), whether in
(abject) poverty, or with their (vast) riches en cheerful route to the (total) loss
of everything (physical). Further, in as much as all of life consists of instances of “poverty” and “riches,” it would ever take their mind off themselves in total surrender to their Lord and Master in order to do his bidding,
and obtain his smile as their greatest “Revival” delight and glory (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival). They would echo James in introducing
themselves as “bond slaves of God and of Christ” (See Jam. 1:1).
At any rate, whatever pivotal information James ultimately adds to the
process of implementing godliness in the course of his letter, this is the indispensable starting point to attain any and all holiness! If we are to believe
James, without perennially and comprehensively counting all of life joy it
could soon carry the signature of self-destructive party-time182 (Jam. 5:1-6,
esp. 5) or equally destructive self-pity (Jam. 5:7-11, esp. 9). By the same token, when believers cross the threshold of counting their trials either of poverty or riches pure joy, eventually the reality of this joy will follow in its
wake. This is the “boasting” kind of joy that results in practical godliness en
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It appears that James later on in his Letter denounces this superficial kind of party-time
exuberance when he urges his readers to turn their (cheap) “joy” into “gloom” (1 John 4:9).
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route to perfection on the part of poor and rich alike. Once this joy, which is
the joy of the Lord, is present, it will be a small step for the poor actually to
experience awesome riches, while surrounded by and immersed in abject poverty, and for the rich gladly to anticipate awesome poverty, while surrounded by and immersed in “riches.” The poor will boast that they (already)
have “everything” in the midst of “nothing,” and the rich that (eventually)
they will have “nothing” in the midst of “everything!” Such will be the case,
even if “this small step” comes about only by means of ever reminding imperatives (Jam. 1:8, 10; 5:13), and results only from ever present prayer (Jam.
4:2), and therefore cannot be taken for granted as an automatic given.
It is interesting to note that in this context James lays the foundation with
his summons to respond to trials as things of joy, which should blossom into
the experience of joy, by means of mild imperatives, while the remainder of
the NT complements James by insisting on the experience of joy by means of
strong imperatives (Rom. 12:15; Phil. 3:1; 4:4; 1 Thess. 5:17) and testifying
both to its agent (Rom. 14:17; Gal. 5:22) and its reality (Phil. 1:3, 18, 25;
2:21; Pet. 1:6, 8). This once again shows that James provides the underpinnings for the later writers in the NT, in that he blazes a trail for his successors,
and lays the groundwork for later expansion.
As has been mentioned already, James brings the rich-poor issue up four
times. In the first instance both the poor and the rich are summoned to count
their condition sheer joy (Jam. 1:2ff), with all that this entailed. In the second
instance his addressees are told not to give ungodly preferential treatment to
the rich (Jam. 2:1ff). In the third instance he leaves no doubt that it is incumbent upon the believing haves to supply their poor counterparts with their
survival needs (Jam. 3:14). In the fourth instance he lowers the boom upon
rich and poor alike. To be perniciously self-serving on the part of the rich
spells doom. To break forth into pernicious grumbling on the part of the poor
ultimately spells their doom as well (Jam. 5:1ff). As I detail further below,
these four instances resemble a four story building. Unless one permanently
occupies the first floor, one will not be able to avoid the elevator, ironically
“regress” from floor to floor, and eventually end up on the fourth one, the
self-deceiving penthouse of self-destruction!

c. Twofold Outcome of Trials (1:12-15)
(12) Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because
when he stands the test, he will receive the crown of life that
God promised to those who love him. (13) When tempted, no
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one should say, “I am tempted by God.” For God cannot be
tempted by evil, and he himself tempts no one. (14) But each
one is tempted, when he is lured and trapped by one’s own evil
desire. Then after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin. And
sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.

(1) Blueprint of Victory (1:12)
By now it has been established that trials are the instruments, which by means
of endurance aim at the perfection of Christian character and conduct. It has
also been established that divine wisdom is available for the Christian to endure at every stage of the life of holiness. At this juncture James turns to the
pay-off of endurance (Tasker, 44). Endurance in trials-temptations, “steadfast
constancy” in both “poverty” and “riches,” cannot help but put strong and unalloyed “sterling worth” on display. “Weaknesses” are “eradicated,” and
“faults are cleansed away” (Barclay, 57). This, in turn, leads to the blessedness of the “crown of life.” Endurance (to the end) is frequently emphasized
as central to the Christian faith (Mt. 10:22; 24:13; 1 Cor. 13:7; 1 Pet. 2:1920). The trials/temptations in this verse encompass both the trial aspect that
aims at perfection and the temptation aspect that constitutes an inducement to
evil (contra Zodhiates, I, 58, who only recognizes the trial aspect in this
verse). Endurance accordingly has two aspects as well. It is both the roadway
to perfection and the roadblock to evil. Those who endure have nothing to
lose but their sins (Manton, 78). All this means that the concatenation of trial,
endurance, perfection, is now complemented by a second and parallel concatenation of trial, endurance, reward, namely the blessedness of the crown of
life in the presence of, and the fellowship with, God (Motyer, 48).
The blessedness envisioned is a state of the profoundest happiness,
coupled with the deepest delight, due to the experience of the presence of
God. It is a concept that indicates “the result of right relatedness of humans to
God (Deut. 33:29; Ps. 1:1; 2:12; 31:1; 39:5; 83:5; 111:1; 143:15; Prov. 3:13)”
(Johnson, 187), and encompasses the process that brings this about in all its
component elements (Mt. 5:2-9). It is a mark of “God’s pleasure, God’s reward and the beauty God bestows” (Doriani, 31), and is accentuated by any
and all circumstances that result from this relatedness (Mt. 5:10-11). It reaches its culmination point in the crown of life. The apparently “exceptional”
(Richardson, 77) term crown stands for something precious and valuable
(Mitton, 44; Barclay, 57), for a reward in general (Prov. 17:6; Mt. 5:12), a
wreath in victory (1 Cor. 9:25), a symbol of triumph (Phillips, 42), an honor
for service (Heb. 2:7-9), a sign of royal dignity and an emblem of majesty
(Manton, 75; Royster, 23), an indication of high rank (Johnson, 188), and last
but not least, a mark of a festive and joyful celebration (Laws, 68). It is com516

parable to the crown of righteousness in Paul (2 Tim. 4:8), the crown of glory
in Peter (1 Pet. 5:4), and the crown of life in John (Rev. 2:10). They all aim at
the same target. In each instance the genitive is appositional or epexegetic, a
genitive of content or definition (Martin, 33; Blomberg, 69; Hartin, 90). This
conveys in the present context that the crown consists of life, which is the
eternal and abundant life that Jesus promises elsewhere (John 3:16; 10:10).183
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To summarize what has been mentioned in Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival, abundant
life in Scripture always goes hand in hand with the presence of the Holy Spirit, who (1) is
poured out on Pentecost on the Church in the “Baptism with the Holy Spirit” as a once and for
all historical event (Acts 2:33), (2) given to individual believers following heartfelt repentance
in the “Gift of the Holy Spirit" as a once and for all personal event (Acts 2:38), (3) fills the
believers time and again in the “Filling with the Spirit” as a repeated historical event in the
face of new situations (Acts 4:31), and as a repeated personal event after grieving or quenching the Holy Spirit (Eph. 5:17), and (4) at times leaves them permanently full in a constant
state of overflowing in the “Fullness of the Spirit” (Acts 11:24//4:37; 6:5//7:55). The abundance of the Spirit is evidenced by mighty prevailing prayer (Acts 1:13-14), mighty discriminating preaching (Acts 2:14ff), mighty genuine conversions (Acts 2:41), mighty joyful assemblies (Acts 2:42; 4:4), mighty all-encompassing holiness (Acts 2:42-47), mighty selfdenying compassion (Acts 2:45; 11;27-30), mighty saturation (grassroots) evangelism (Acts
8:4ff; 11:19ff), mighty societal impact (Acts 17:6; 18:10) under mighty visionary leaders
(Acts 1:2:16ff; 4:18-20, 23-31) engaged in mighty self-sacrificial combat (Acts 6:8-7:60;
12:1-4). As I extensively explained as well, Scripture defines all these features as the constituent elements of “Revival.” See specifically Ezra 9, Psalm 85, and Habakkuk 3, where the
“Little Revival,” the return from the Babylonian exile (Ezra 9: 8-9; Psalm 85:1-5; Hab. 3:2) is
said to be followed up by the “Great Revival,” originating in Calvary and Pentecost (Ps. 85:613). Furthermore, Scripture presents mighty prayer as the means to the end of the Little Revival (Jer. 29:11-14; Dan. 9:1ff; Neh. 1:1ff). It subsequently portrays mighty prayer that filled
the Church (Lk. 2:36-38; Acts 1:13-14) as well as mighty preaching that filled the world (Acts
2:14ff; 4:16-17, 31; 5:28) as the twofold means to the end of the Great Revival. This Revival
abundance has never left the universal Church, even if Jesus moved on from country to country. Historically he moved on, first (roughly speaking) from Jerusalem to Antioch, North
Africa, Asia Minor and Eastern Europe, then from Antioch, North Africa, Asia Minor and
Eastern Europe to Western Europe, subsequently from Western Europe to the United States,
and recently from the United States to Korea, Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America. He always shook the dust off his feet (See Mt. 10:11-15) and moved on, when the Church turned
its back to its original Revival heights (Rev. 2:1ff, 12ff, 18ff; 3:1ff, 14ff), and in the process
refused to brave persecution (Mt. 10:36-39). In such scenario it became in need of recovery,
restoration or revitalization with a view to returning to Revival status through heartfelt repentance (Rev. 2:4-7; 2:16-17; 2:21-28; 3:3-5; 3:19-21). When recovery, restoration or revitalization, inclusive of mighty prayer and mighty preaching as prerequisites for mighty conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassion, mighty saturation (grassroots)
evangelism, and mighty societal impact was given the cold shoulder, with a leadership vacuum and combat fatigue as contributing factors, Jesus left ultimately a dead (Jerusalem, Antioch, North Africa, and Asia Minor), a half or nearly dead (Eastern and Western Europe) or a
slowly dying (USA) Christian culture behind as a judgment (Mt. 10:26-33; Rev. 2:5; 2:16;
2:21-23; 3:3; 3:16). Candidly, it is spine chilling to recognize that, although Jesus has given
periodic and spotty recoveries, restorations or revitalizations throughout the history of the
Church, he never appears to have visited a country more than once or twice with overwhelmingly mighty numbers of conversions, overwhelmingly mighty assemblies, overwhelmingly
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It is experienced in part already on earth, and in its fullness in the presence of
God. Incidentally, it is a “reward” that only genuine believers can truly appreciate (Mitton, 44). Its incomparable glory will escape everyone else. This
goes hand in hand with the next feature.
It is, furthermore, promised to those, who love him. The latter makes
eminent sense in the light of the depth perspective that Paul provides in what
has been called one of the most terrifying words in Scripture, “If anyone does
not love the Lord Jesus Christ, let him be accursed.” The believers’ love for
their God is pivotal in a twofold way. First, the endurance that leads to the
crown of life is ignited “by the depth and reality and pervasiveness of our
love for him” (Motyer, 49; see also Doriani, 33). Second, the promises of
God, in turn, set this love in motion. These promises are never a mere “icing
on the cake.” They are utterly and absolutely necessary for “survival,” however defined, let alone for progress and victory, and as such are fundamental
for the believers’ future arrival at their destination. Without them “death”
prevails of whatever kind and to whatever degree. Those who love God recognize this. This recognition, consequently, produces a very specific response. They acknowledge each promise of God as the embodiment of his indispensable grace, and invariably turn to fervent and unceasing prayer as its
equally indispensable corollary, fully aware that without such prayer they
cannot and may not expect promises to be fulfilled. In fact, they are persuaded that without either promise or prayer they can only anticipate the stark
despair of “nothingness” (Jam. 3:4).
This blueprint does not only apply to individuals, of whatever gender,
age, background, setting, function or position, but also has implications for
institutions, such as the Kingdom, the Church, the Christian family, the Christian school, etc. Believers will never be able to attest to (powerful) personal
progress or noteworthy corporate advance, unless in the fervency and persistence of their love they make indentations with their knees in the wooden
floor of their prayer cells, similar to James, the Just! This is the uniform testimony of Scripture (Neh. 1:4-11; Jer. 29:12-13; Dan. 9:1-19; Acts 1:8, 13mighty holiness, overwhelmingly mighty compassion, and overwhelmingly mighty saturation
(grassroots) evangelism, that made both an overwhelmingly mighty ecclesiastical and societal
impact. This, however, is no reason to give up hope for future re-visitations (See specifically
Ezra 10:2). But mighty sacrificial prayers and mighty sacrificial preaching, leading to mighty
sacrificial repentance, remain the (God-given) means to this (God-given) end (Ezra, 9:110:17; Rev. 2:1-3:22; see also James 1:1-5:20!!). As I explain further below, and in detail in
the next Footnote, the 100% of God’s grace never nullifies the 100% of man’s responsibility.
In fact, it is the biblical testimony that the former is only realized through the latter. It is the
further biblical testimony that for the presence of any and all grace, including Revival grace,
man has only and invariably God to thank. By the same token, for the absence of grace, once
again including Revival grace, he has only himself to blame. Of course, this complementarity
of truth, which does not fit into the limited human brain, snugly and joyfully resides in the
regenerate heart!
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14). In each of these biblical instances the record reveals that in believers,
who “live for God as they love God” (Paraphrased from Motyer, 49), powerful promises produced powerful prayer, and powerful prayer powerful fulfillments.
One “instance” deserves more than a mere (honorable) mention in this
context as well. It is awesome how Anna “camped out” in the temple (!) and
both fasted and prayed (!) for (possibly) five decades (or more) night and day
(!) for the Redeemer to come (Lk. 2:36-38). As I already mentioned in Topical Focus #7: Prayer, her “appetite” for this promised Redeemer was so ferocious that she was willing to go “homeless,” “foodless,” and “sleepless”
apart from the bare necessities of life in storming the gate of heaven in unceasing prayer. But let me in this context expand some more on this remarkable woman who must rate among the greatest of the saints in all of Scripture.
The condition of the nation of Israel was grim. The prophets compared it to a
desert (Is. 32:15), a graveyard (Ezek. 37:1ff), and a Dead Sea (Ezek. 47:1ff).
The desert implies that Israel “got killed.” The graveyard indicates that Israel
was “DOA,” “dead on arrival.” And the Dead Sea conveys that Israel was
killing everyone else within its borders. The picture could hardly be grimmer.
Against this dark backdrop of radical and total depravity Christ’s coming
would immensely accentuate the glory of God (Lk. 2:14), and in the midst of
this depravity it would immeasurably display man’s only hope (Lk. 2:25, 2932). The hunger for God’s glory and Israel’s salvation in Anna is palpable.
She did not take rest, and did not give God rest, until he had established Jerusalem to his own praise as his holy, redeemed people (Is. 62:1-2, 6-7, 11-12).
He would, and did, do so against the backdrop of the mighty promise that the
desert would turn into a fertile field (Is. 32:15), the graveyard into a “maternity ward” (Ezek. 37:1-14), and the Dead Sea into a fresh water lake filled with
fish (Ezek. 47:1-11). Note well, the prospect in these abundance promises is
not a more or less extensive number of (smaller or larger) oases, a more or
less limited number of births, and a more or less restricted number of fish that
would leave the desert, the graveyard, and the Dead Sea basically intact and,
what is worse, “in control.” No, the desert, graveyard and Dead Sea would be
replaced and lose “their punch,” transformed as it were into a teeming nearParadise (fertile field) with incredible numbers of rebirths (maternity ward) in
an amazing number of people (fresh water lake with many fish)! History informs us that whenever the Church is thankful for and satisfied with oases, it
invariably languishes and eventually dies. But whenever it is thankful for
oases as a launching pad to take on the desert in a full-scale attack, it invariably conquers and is victorious. All this indicates that there is here more than
meets the eye!
Indeed, there is more, much more! Those who love the Lord also would
have a clear understanding of the place of human instrumentality, of ob519

edience, and prayer, in the fulfillment of this, and for that matter of any,
promise. Isaac, the child of the promise and “gateway” to the nations (Gal.
4:18), would not have been born without spousal intimacy (Rom. 4:19-20).
Canaan, the land of an early promise (Num. 10:29; Deut. 1:8), eventually
with the prospect of boundaries from the Nile and the Mediterranean to the
Euphrates (Josh. 1:3-4), would only be occupied to the extent Israel would
take obedient action, and put down the sole of its feet. The return from the
Exile and the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem would be contingent upon
heartfelt prayer (Jer. 29:10-14). Well, Abraham, strong in faith, shouldered
his instrumentality and acted without wavering. He returned to the marriage
bed, and saw the fulfillment of the promise. Furthermore, Israel, mostly weak
or even lacking in faith, was more AWOL than not. Due to its initial, rebellious heart, failing faith (Heb. 3:15-19), and stubborn disobedience (Deut.
1:26-29) the entrance into the promised land was delayed, and due to its disobedient vacillation in the occupation of that land the promise saw at best only a partial fulfillment (Jud. 1:27-2:3). Finally, the awesome prayers of Daniel
(Dan. 9:1-23) and Nehemiah (Neh. 1:1-11) were graced with the arrival of
Israel in Jerusalem, and the reconstruction of its walls. Biblical illustrations,
such as these, can be multiplied many times.
In short, all who love the Lord have 20-20 vision of the place and function of humans as co-laborers of God (1 Cor. 3:9) in the realization of his
promises in terms of instrumentality, obedience, and prayer. This vision,
rooted in regeneracy (John 3:3), rejoices in the complementarity of God’s
100% and man’s 100%, and finds total rest in the recognition that “success”
can only be attributed to the promises of God, and “failure” only to the indolence of man. This is, why Anna as the opposite of indolence (Lk. 2:37), hung
on to the promise of God regarding a Redeemer as the only hope for the covenant community (Is. 7:14; 9:6-7) for dear life’s sake. This raises the disturbing, but necessary, question, whether the present day Church should not
be diagnosed as the virtual embodiment of indolence, in spite of its admittedly many bright spots. After all, it failed, and still fails, to stem the tide of a
progressively more secularized and secularizing culture. It encountered, and
increasingly encounters, the same sort of spiritual deadness as Anna. At the
same time it does not appear to even come close to being an Anna. The evidence is there for all to observe!
To be sure, as has been emphasized already, the mind cannot encompass
this kind of “complementary truth.” But the prayerful, committed, regenerate
heart does and will!184 If and when it does, it will truly repent, seek to imitate
184

All this indicates, why the seemingly never-ceasing battle about the question, whether
God’s promises are essentially conditional or unconditional is frustrating, fruitless, and, in
fact, counterproductive. This battle refuses to transcend this dilemma by operating from the
functional ultimacy of the intellect. The mind cannot serve “two masters.” Embrace the one,
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and the other must vacate the premises, and vice versa. It is a never-ending dead-end street!
However, as has been emphasized repeatedly, the regenerate heart embraces both the utter
primacy of grace and the utter responsibility of man, and has total cognitive rest in it and
about it. According to Manton, 352, the certain promises of God provide “encouragement,”
such as a “plank cast out to a sinking soul,” while pinpointing contingent human responsibility gives us “direction,” “shows us the way to get into the ark.” The Christian always puts his
one arm around the divine promises and the other arm around human responsibility, and does
so simultaneously, perfectly tranquil in heart, mind, will and emotions about the fact that the
promise is the only possible ground for the arrival of the future and that the exercise of his
responsibility is the indispensable means to that end.
This implies that the promises of God are not “merely” unconditional or conditional. In
fact, God’s truth transcends this dilemma. This truth is simply profound and profoundly simple. (1) It informs us that both the promises of God and the praying faith of the believer are
efficacious only, when intertwined and interactive. Without the promises of God there is no
future (2 Pet. 1:4) and without praying faith the future will not materialize (Jam. 1:6; 4:2). (2)
It equally informs us that the promises of God and the praying faith of the believer are “inefficacious,” when separated. This is to say, the promises of God remain unfulfilled without praying faith (Heb. 4:1-2, 16; Jam. 4:2). By the same token, praying faith hangs in the air without
the promises of God (Num. 14:40-45). (3) It further informs us that when the promises of God
are efficacious through the praying faith of the believer, all the credit goes to God, and none
to the praying faith of the believer. By God’s design the latter is only a means to an end, and
never a cause to an effect. He refuses to give his glory to anyone else (Is. 42:8). (4) It finally
informs us that when the promises of God are not efficacious for lack of praying faith, all the
blame goes to man and none to the promises of God. By God’s design the latter ever remain
powerful, in spite of the lack of faith, and are never rendered impotent as a result of it. He
simply refuses to give their glorious content to rebellious unbelief (See Heb. 3:18). In short,
whenever the content of a promulgated promise of God is realized, it is due to the power of
this promise that sovereignly breaks through stubborn unbelief and produces faith as the divinely appointed means of the reception of its content (See Gen. 15:8-14; Rom. 4:13-25, esp.
19-20). If the content of a promulgated promise of God is not realized, it is due to the judgment of God who sovereignly withholds this content, and warns that he will do so upon rebellious unbelief (See Heb. 3:7-4:11). This is the multi-sided biblical scenario that radically transcends the thoroughly unbiblical unconditional-conditional dialectic. This is also the point
where the Christian does, and should start and stop! Anything beyond it is vain speculation,
destroys the complementarity of truth, and is bound to go off the deep end, on one side or the
other, with potentially dire consequences. God does not give his truth “to plumb and fathom
essence,” but “to pursue and display ethics” (Deut. 29:29). As has been mentioned already,
but bears frequent repetition (2 Pet. 1:12-13), the rub, of course, is that this biblical scenario
can only fit and reside in the royal suite of the regenerate heart with its double occupancy (See
also Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth for further details). To put it in the mind
with its single occupancy only is to invite the apostate dialectic to kick in, and do its destructive work. For a starter, this is in evidence in the interminable theological discussions that are
going nowhere and stand roundly condemned by Paul (1 Tim. 1:3-4; 2 Tim. 2:16). It may
well end, and frequently has ended in folks concluding that Christianity is the epitome of irrationality, and subsequently dismiss it as self-contradictory, frustrating and irrelevant, whether
in the short or the long run. The type of Christian Apologetics that proves itself to be helpless
in this situation has a lot to answer for in the Judgment. Why did it not present the nondialectic, Biblical truth that can set the most convoluted sinner free?! In short, the promises of
God have “check-like qualities. They are promissory notes that there is ready cash waiting in
the bank. When the recipient of a check cashes it in, it is “overwhelmed” by the available
521

Anna, and reap the promised harvest, even if it may take (over) fifty years!
Of course, the question may well be asked who is willing to volunteer to
stand in the gap like an Anna. Most likely this question will encounter a deafening silence. More than likely this is evidence that the Church is not (no
longer) astonished by the Gospel, like Isaiah. When faced with the opportunity to be Gods missionary, he did not hesitate a single moment. Faced to face
with justifying grace, he did not, and could not, say, “Let George, or Georgette, do it.” In fact, he did not even want George or Georgette, to know that
there was a job opening! He begged God to send him, whatever the cost (Is.
6:8ff)!
Unless the Spirit of Isaiah (re-)invades and (re-)conquers the Church, a
fertile field, a maternity ward, a fresh water lake, filled with fish, will prove
to be an ever receding pipedream. Reliance upon the sovereign promise of
God without the total and radical surrender of man, and the embrace of his
matching responsibility, flies in the face of Scripture. As long as the failure to
surrender and embrace is the tenor of the time, it should not come as a surprise if Islam, that already conquered the Middle East, and makes strong inroads in Europe (its nickname “Eurabia” speaks volumes), will also swallow
up the Americas.
It appears that the little phrase “to those who love the Lord,” is clearly
much more than a common, traditional way to describe church goers, “a conventional description of the faithful” (Laws, 67, with a reference to Ex. 20:56; Deut. 5:10; Ps. 145:20; 1 Cor. 2:9; Rom. 8:28), or “a self-designation of
the pious” (Dibelius, 89). There is nothing “offhand” about it. This phraseology contains a dynamic, and packs a punch, that Peter captures (as well),
when he talks about Christians who are literally “under the gun” of persecution and in the midst of that trial love the Lord Jesus with a vengeance. It is a
“global response to God” (McKnight, 113), rooted in an indomitable faith,
and accompanied by an inexpressible and all-glorious joy (1 Pet. 1:8; see also
Hab. 3:18). Paul adds a significant feature to this picture when he introduces
us to believers whose love is so passionate that they cannot wait for Christ to
return (1 Thess. 1:10; 2 Tim. 4:8). He puts the capstone on it by pronouncing
a grim curse upon “anyone who does not love the Lord” (1 Cor. 16:22; see
Section B of this Commentary for a description of the three component elements of love and the three striking features of its outflow).
All this puts James’ word in perspective. As part of the early Spirit-filled
Church he and his “fellow slaves” of Christ are on the same wavelength! His
magnificent obsession, as well as the magnificent obsession of all true believfunds. When the recipient refuses to pick up the funds, he or she culpably loses out, but the
money remains in the bank. This is why the “gifts and calling” with which God graces ethnic
Israel are “irrevocable” (Rom. 11:29). They are and remain “money in the bank,” whether
cashed in by grace or disdained in rebellion.
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ers is to be united with their Lord, to delight in that union and to pay any
price to attain and maintain that union. This includes their endurance in the
storms (trials) of life, however overpowering the wind and tempestuous the
waves! In fact, this obsession is not only woven in the warp and woof of their
life, it is also their central characteristic. Love rooted in faith and evidenced
in joy spells victory in and over any and all circumstances. Anyone who still
has doubts about this dynamic, embedded in James’ phraseology, may do
well to recognize, that God promises the crown of life only to those who love
him! This is not introduced as a “condition” for salvation. No, it is simply and
properly assumed that only those who love Christ with a passion will “endure
to the end” (Mt. 24:13), and joyfully shoulder their God-given instrumentality
in the advance of his Kingdom in obedient prayer and prayerful obedience.
All others will drop out or drop away (2 Tim. 1:15; 4:9; 4:16; see also Job
27:8-10; Heb. 10:37-39). The end of endurance is nothing else but “the crown
of life” (See also 2 Tim. 4:8). Neither trials nor enduring love do merit such
crown, but invariably precede it (Manton, 79)!
The truth that James conveys is not complicated. Lovers are heroes. Heroes endure. Lovers, through their heroism, capture the grand prize. “Thereby
hangs the whole tale” (Motyer, 49). In short, this is God’s blueprint to end up
in victory lane! Remember Paul (2 Cor. 11:22-33), and countless others in the
history of the Church. Although it is questionable to interpret James 1:12 as
an “isolated saying” about the “misfortune of the individual” rather than the
community (Dibelius, 88), it is correct to insist that the victory lane is the destiny not just for a “few isolated individuals,” but for all who love Jesus (Dibelius, 89-90). These constitute a multitude that no one can number (Rev. 7:9).
Nothing, neither death nor life, nor whatever both entail, can separate lovers
of God in Christ Jesus, their Lord, from the love of God in Christ Jesus, their
Lord. They are the “proverbial” super-conquerors (Rom. 8:37-39).
Earlier in this Commentary love in its essence and outflow was carefully
defined. At this juncture we can take it a step further by urging that selfexamination in the light of this definition would be totally apropos. After all,
there is a heaven to gain as well as a hell to shun. At any rate, against the
backdrop of trials, endurance, and victory the crown of the fullness of life
will be ever so much more experienced as utterly joyful and utterly glorious.
All this (and more) comes to expression in the ascription of the victor. He is
truly “blessed” in every sense of that word.

(2) Profile of Defeat (1:13-15)
In the present section the second aspect of the trial-temptation complex begins to predominate, namely “the inducement” (Mitton, 46), “the inner enticement to sin. Every trial also (proves to be) a temptation (to evil)” (Motyer,
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50).185 This is not the evil of misfortunes, tragedies, etc., in the university-ofhard-knocks, such as in James 1:12, but the evil of sins, transgressions, etc. in
the moral universe of God (Dibelius, 92). When in the “perennial struggle of
everyday life” (Laws, 69) temptations make inroads and moral offenses and
lapses must be admitted, one should not point the finger at God and in the
process deny all personal responsibility (See also Ecclus. 15:11-12). Adam
was the first to shift responsibility. Ultimately he lays the blame for his sin at
God’s doorsteps, “the woman you have given me” (Gen. 3:12). This turned
for all practical purposes into a universal error. After all, ever since this
precedent mankind has displayed the tendency to follow in Adam’s footsteps,
and has in self-justification put the blame on literally everything and everyone except himself, whether the environment, the circumstances, one’s makeup, other people, or God (Johnstone, 102-106)! At the same time, Scripture
clearly wants none of this. In fact, in James Scripture refutes it with vigor and
combines this with a solemn and sobering warning!
To be sure, God does put man to the test (contra PDavids, 50; with Tasker, 45; Nystrom, 48; Hartin, 103) (Gen. 22:1ff; Deut. 8:2; 13:3; Judg. 2:22; 2
Chron. 32:31). In fact, to put it in military terms, all of life is God’s worldwide Test Range. But he never incites to evil, induces to evil or solicits to
commit sin, whether directly by arranging the temptation, or indirectly (apo)
by arranging the circumstances conducive for temptation (Zodhiates, I, 61-62;
Tasker, 46; Moo, 1985, 72; Hartin, 104), as if he would take delight in man’s
destruction (PDavids, 35). God has no interest in producing either a state of
sin, or instances of sin, as the result of his testing (Laws, 71). In short, God
does “prove,” but does not “deceive” (Royster, 24). The basis for this statement is found in the fact that God “cannot be tempted with evil” (apeirastos
... kakoon). One commentator translates this as follows, “God ought not to be
tested by evil people.” This is to say, anyone in a tight spot should not put
God to the test (PDavids, 35). Although this is a biblical thought (Ex. 17:2;
Num. 14:22; Deut. 6:16; Ps. 78:18; 105:9; Is. 7:12; Mt. 4:7; Acts 5:9), it
simply does not fit the present context (So also Moo, 1985, 72; Stulac, 54).
Therefore an alternative translation is vastly preferable. “God is untemptable
by evil” (Barclay, 58; Zodhiates, I, 63; McKnight, 118), that is, “incapable of
being tempted by evil.” Therefore, “God cannot be solicited to evil” (Laws,
185

According to Moyer, 50, James “does not warn us of this change of meaning. Typical of
his approach, he plunges into it.” After all, what else can we expect from a preacher/exhorterwriter? Incidentally, his statement that a trial is a temptation is right on. However, he is wide
of the mark when he declares that “trial becomes a temptation,” depending upon our response.
No, as I argued extensively above, a trial is simultaneously a temptation. Our response determines whether we “step forward” (endure in trial) or “slip back” (succumb to temptation).
This biblical truth does, and should, make a profound difference in Christian conduct across
the board. Hopefully, this will be emphasized by Christian believers, evangelists, counselors,
preachers, and scholars alike!
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71; see also Mitton, 47), that is, “cannot be tempted to do evil” (Blomberg,
70; McCartney, 106; Hartin, 90-91, 103-104). A magnet can only attract iron
but not gold, so “nothing in God’s character can respond to temptation” (Phillips, 43). God and evil are so poles apart, that as a result he cannot possibly
be involved in an entrapment to evil. In other words, since it is his nature not
to be susceptible to sin, it cannot and does not contain even “the smallest
trace of evil” (Stulac, 55). It is, therefore, by definition ruled out that he ever
could tempt anyone to sin (Moo, 1985, 73; so also Richardson, 79).186 In that
case, he would be susceptible to sin after all! The logic of the statement, thus
understood, is impeccable. To tempt with evil goes against the grain of his
will, because it goes against the grain of his nature. In fact, he can only emanate awesome holiness that consumes sin. “God finds sin utterly repulsive in
all of its forms, and his whole being burns against it ... A snowflake approaching the sun would have better chance of survival than Satan would, if
he were to approach God with temptation” (Phillips, 44).
In short, trials to establish the genuineness of faith and practice, to facilitate perseverance and to stimulate practical godliness: YES! Think of Job,
who properly exclaimed, “The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away.
Blessed be the name of the Lord” (Job 1:21). Temptation to entrap into sin:
NO! Think of Judas, who, starting off as a common thief (John 12:6), turned
himself into a willing tool (Mt. 26:14-15; Mk. 14:10) of Satan (John 13:2, 27)
in the betrayal of Jesus (Mt. 26:48-49), but professed that he had only himself
to blame and in a rather convoluted way took full responsibility for his sin
(Mt. 27:4; see also Acts 1:18).
This, of course, does not impinge upon the fact that Judas and his actions
were fully part of the sovereign plan of God (John 6:64, 70-71). Neither does
it deny, to broaden the issue some, that God in his providence could, and
times does, stir up instruments to do his bidding (Gen. 45:5, 8; 1 Ki. 12:15;
22:22; 1 Chron. 5:26; Ps. 105:25). Nor does it exclude that God in his government at times permits sinful situations to develop (Acts 14:16), or in his
judgment gives individuals over to their own sinfulness and evil passions (2
Chron. 32:31; Ps. 81:12; Job 12:16; Rom. 1:26). Nevertheless, all this is poles
apart from an entrapment to sin or an “infusion of evil” (Manton, 89-92). God
186

God cannot be tempted with evil. This is to say, “The divine nature is of such unmixed
holiness that it is impossible for him to be enticed to plot to harm us.” God tempts no one.
This means, “God is of such unmixed goodness in his attitudes and actions that there is no
room in motive, will or deed for that which would bring disaster, great or small, on any of his
people” (Motyer, 51). Incidentally, the twofold fact that God puts man to the test and that the
Greek (peirazo) means both “to test” and “to tempt” makes it possible to translate Jam. 1:13
as follows, “No one who is tested, should say, ‘I am tempted by God’” (So McKnight, 115).
However, the combination of Jam. 1:13 and 1:14 appears to require the notion of “temptation”
in both instances. At any rate, the choice of translation makes no susbstantive difference in the
meaning (exposition) and significance (application) of the passage.
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is neither the author nor the perpetrator of sin. In fact, he is both its critic and
its avenger (Manton, 87)! The “quintessence” of this verse, which is further
underscored in James 1:16, is therefore that “only good comes from God ...
not ... as a theoretical argument, but rather as practical ammunition against
the excuse of those who had fallen under temptation (Dibelius, 91).
Truthfully, “it is a sad characteristic of our depraved human nature not
only that it does evil, but that it seeks to evade responsibility for its evil
doing” (Mitton, 47). “How in an age when the people sue the restaurant for
serving fattening food and the teacher for their poor grades, but excuse themselves for not choosing salads over French fries or for not studying for a test,
can we help but not finally blame God for any and every circumstance not to
our liking” (Brosend, 47)? Ever since Adam blame shifting seems to be
man’s second nature. However, to lay the blame at the doorstep of others,
whether in terms of design or default, is cowardice, to lay it at the doorstep of
God, whether his providence (Gen. 3:12), or lack of grace (Prov. 19:3), is
blasphemy (Manton, 83-86). James counters any and all “empty excuses”
(Dibelius, 92), as well as any and all self-protecting accusations, by insisting
that any yielding to sin-producing temptation, and eventually eternal separation from God, must be traced back to one’s own pandered, lustful desire
(Manton, 88), “a flaw within ourselves. The blame is ours” (Motyer, 50-51).
If the devil is the father of sin, the lust within us is its fully cooperating
mother (Phillips, 44). It “appears here almost as a person: it (first) lures and
entices” (Dibelius, 93; and Cheung, 217, with reference to “Dame Folly” in
Prov. 9:13-18) its prey by an attractive bait with a death-dealing, deadly,
hook (Tasker, 46), often disguising its destructive aim by a deceptive
smoothness, if not a disarming counterfeit innocence, sweetness, and gentleness (Motyer, 52). Note the fishing metaphor (See on this also McCartney,
106-107)! Then, to add a hunting metaphor, it ends up dragging its prey away
like a predator (See Stulac, 56; Blomberg, 71-72; Hartin, 91). Their combination certainly gets James’ point across (McKnight, 120). The awesome, earlier mentioned, sequence of trials, endurance, full-grown holiness, and spiritual
as well as eternal life (Jam. 1:2-4), at this point finds its appalling, sinister,
counterpart in temptations, lust, full-grown sin, and spiritual as well as eternal
death (So also McKnight, 211).187 At any rate, the ultimate enemy is solely on
the inside (See also Jam. 4:1ff)! To give in to it, is to be “hooked” by it. The
insertion of the term “own” is emphatic (Dibelius, 93), and indicates that one
should, and must, take full, unquestioning, responsibility for it. Any and all
blame-shifting is out of order, and out of bounds, especially when the questioning, blaming, and accusing finger is directed against God, whether subtly
187

Note specifically the irony in the parallel between “perfected” holiness and “perfected”
sin!
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or not so subtly!188
In the case of the unbeliever the culprit is the evil desire of the wicked
heart (Gen. 5:5; Jer. 17:9). But in this context it is the believer, who is addressed. Here emerges a (radical) difference in (a partial operational) identity.
At least one commentator very perceptively points this out as well. The godly
man possesses a godly heart. In him rages a war between “flesh and spirit.”
Out of love for Christ and filled with the Spirit he opposes sin willingly, eagerly, perpetually, and across the board, because it defies God’s holiness, and
defiles him. The wicked man, on the other hand, has a carnal mind. In him
there is at best a conflict between “flesh and conscience,” also to be defined
as “flesh against flesh.” Out of fear for punishment or dislike for inconvenience he may abstain from gross sins. But otherwise he snarls against God’s
restraint and quickly succumbs to sins that are pleasurable or profitable (Manton, 330-332).
In short, the radical difference is that in the believer his old heart is replaced by a new heart, namely, Jesus' heart (!), in regeneration (Rom. 6:6,
11). This heart delights in the law of God (Rom. 7:22). Still, there remains an
operational identity. There is an evil desire left in all believers, a corrupt desire, a “deformed desire” as the active “cause of temptation” (So Richardson,
80). The Greek term for desire can be used in a positive way (Lk. 22:15;
Rom. 15:23; Phil. 1:23; 1 Thess. 2:17). But usually, as in this context, it carries the pejorative sense of “lust” (Rom. 7:17-23; 1 Thess. 4:5; Eph. 2:3)
(Martin, 36). It is what Galatians 5:16-17 (later) calls "the lust of the flesh"
(See also 1 John 2:16).189
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For an extensive discussion of the biblical complementarity regarding God’s sovereign
control over all activities of sin and all human actions, and at the same time his burning hatred
of sin and man’s own blameworthiness, see both my Sovereignty and Responsibility, especially 76-78, 163-165, and Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil, in the context of James
1:16. Paul squarely faces the issue of “blame” in Romans 9:19-20 as well, in fact, enlarges in
that section on James’ teaching. But he stands shoulder to shoulder with him in turning back
the notion that God should or could be blamed for any and all outcroppings of sin, even those
that are part of a hardening process which he instigated himself, “Who are you, o man, who
dare reply against God?” The bottom line here is that he summarily tells any protester “to shut
up.” For an extensive explanation of the utter, biblical propriety and the wholesome, remedial
purpose of this powerful statement of Paul, see Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil, as
well.
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When Motyer, 54, argues that “the enemy is not only within the camp, within the heart;
the enemy is the heart itself,” he overstates the biblical case. In the unbeliever the enemy is
undoubtedly “the heart itself.” The believer, however, had a heart transplant. “The heart of
stone” or “the evil heart of unbelief” has been replaced by “a new heart.” In the believer the
enemy is still “in the camp,” may even (greatly) affect the heart, and desire to invade it, but it
is no longer the heart itself! “The (desperately wicked) pits” of the old rebel heart that spells
poison by definition (Jer. 17:9), has turned into the “palace” of “the heart of Christ,” however
little or much it still may be influenced by poison, and succumb to its temptation by (guilty
and shameful) default! See below for a further explanation of this biblical truth.
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This flesh, also designated as (the carrier, embodiment, of) “indwelling
sin” (Rom. 7:18, 20) is not simply a “potential.” This is too weak a term. Neither is it an actual sin, either internal, such as an evil thought, resolve, or
emotion, etc., or external, such as an evil word or action. This would be a
product of indwelling sin, a deed of the body (Rom. 8:13), or a work of the
flesh (Gal. 5:19-20), and therefore too strong a term. Indwelling sin falls and
stops short of that. No, it finds itself in between a “mere potential” and an
“actual sin.” But how then should it be defined?
Indwelling sin is a sinister, malignant power that is found everywhere in
the believer as a fifth column (Rom. 7:23; Jam. 3:6, 8). It lies at the root of all
actual sins, and has a “depraved desire,” a “lustful longing,” all of its own
(Gal. 5:17). Indwelling sin, as well as its “lust,” are radically evil, invariably
lie in ambush, and are ever poised to strike. Unless the “father,” to change the
metaphor some, is chained, it proceeds to fertilization/conception in the wake
of “intercourse” with temptation (So Adams, 31). Unless the “fetus” is aborted, it will come both to term and to birth, by definition. It cannot stay in
the womb. It will see the light of day, both internally in the world of thought,
volition and emotion, or externally in the world of word and action. Further,
unless the “baby” is “killed upon arrival,” it will grow up like a weed that
soon seems unmanageable. Finally, unless the “adult” is summarily executed,
it will produce death (See also Zodhiates, I, 72-73).
The concatenation is vivid and impossible to miss (So also Royster, 25).
(Intercourse) – Conception – (Pregnancy) – Birth – Adolescence – Adulthood
– Death. Intercourse flirts, “goes to bed” with temptation (So Adams, 31), and
ends up toying with the idea of sin. Conception embraces temptation, surrenders to it, and consents to commit sin. Pregnancy harbors its offspring,
aims to bring it to birth, and seeks avenues to commit sin. Birth brings its
offspring into the world, makes sin emerge, and opens up a future for it. Adolescence feeds its offspring, embarks upon a pattern of sin, and seeks to expand it. Adulthood (re)presents its fully matured, in fact, “perfect” offspring,
solidifies the practice of sin, and puts it on the road of “no return.” Death eliminates the subject responsible for the whole process, the carrier of the deadly, “Ebola” virus, both as a natural consequence and as a judgment of God.
One commentator perceptively calls attention to the fact that in the Greek
full-grown sin is graphically pictured as giving “birth to death” (Adams, 31).
Another commentator contrasts “the testing of faith that gives rise to perfection (teleios) of character and life” with the final, perfected (apotelestheo)
state of sin (sic!) that precipitates death (Cheung, 217). In either case the
overwhelming irony of it is hard to miss! Sin is the “child” of lust and death
its threatening “grandchild.” However, even more terrifying is the apparent
“ease” with which one can fail to abort the chain reaction. Each link provides
ample opportunity to stop the slide, and each opportunity to do this is so
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quickly miffed.
At any rate, combine this section with James 4:2-3 and Romans 7:7-24,
and the order of described events can be summarized as follows. Phase 1: Internally evil desire occupies the mind, the will and the emotions of man and
with their assistance self-indulgently both contemplates (intercourse) and
commits itself (conception) to sinful pleasures. Phase 2: Externally evil desire
bursts into broad daylight (birth) in sinful practices, and consolidates its gain
in self-deception (adulthood) (See also Adams, 33-37, with reference to Augustine). Especially in the fourth section of James that deals with the range of
practical godliness, various concrete instances of moral failure are enumerated, such as speaking against the brother (Jam. 4:11-12), bragging about the
future (Jam. 4:13-16), the lifestyle of the rich (Jam. 5:1-6), and the conduct of
the poor (Jam. 5:7-11). In these instances it is not difficult to identify both
phases.
According to one commentator, it is a matter of life and death as much as
possible to oppose, derail, and get rid of any and all links in this concatenation in its powerful origin (the flesh), its powerful activity (lust), its powerful
product (actual sin), and its powerful effect (death). This is far from an easy
task, since the human soul seems virtually synonymous with desire. In fact, it
is an impossible task, which James makes eventually abundantly clear. Like a
sponge “something” in each human continuously thirsts and sucks to fill itself
somehow. Explain this “something” with James and Paul in terms of the already mentioned pipelines to hell, that open up in each member of the human
make-up, and it is hardly surprising, that it is so frequently victorious! In fact,
it seems to gain ugly strength the more it is opposed (Manton, 93-97).190 This
calls for, and mandates an ever present acknowledgment of human impotence, an ever present vigilance in diagnosing the resulting “damage,” and an
ever present determination to wipe up, in fact, wipe out its consequences.191
Of course, it should be an unshakable conviction that we can only do this
through grace (that comes from above), which can only be obtained through
prayer (that seeks out the above; see Col. 3:1-2). It is hardly surprising that
eventually James in his Epistle enlarges on the “place” and “function” of both
grace and prayer with a vengeance. However, under the strategic superintendence of the Holy Spirit, leave it (mainly) to Paul, as well as to Peter and
John to deepen and broaden the teachings of James in later Scripture, and so
to fill any conceivable “gap” in terms of the source, nature, means, and purpose of grace.
Several concluding observations are in place, before we return to a de190

Irony of ironies, it even appears to increase in vigor each time it suffers defeat. In fact, it
seems to suck strength out of failure.
191
This should explain why the Church of Christ ever must be poised for a Recovery mode,
even when it reflects and enjoys Revival status (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival).
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tailed exposition of the concatenation under discussion. First, while internal
sin takes place in (Mt. 5:28), and internal as well as external sin arise from
(Mk. 7:21-23), the human heart, in the believer the latter does not embark
upon instances and patterns of any sin in a deliberate and programmatic fashion. John is emphatic about it (1 John 3:9). In other words, the process of
sin does not originate with a heart that deliberately pursues sin as sin. This is
clear from Paul. “Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it,
but sin that dwells within me ... I (italics, mine) delight in the law of God in
the inner man” (Rom. 7:17, 20). At the same time he (his heart!) does, and
must, take full responsibility for any and all instances of sin, because they occur on his (its) watch. “For I know that nothing good dwells in me, namely in
my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry
it out. For I do not do the good I want but the evil I do not want I keep on
doing (italics, mine)” (Rom. 7:18-19). “I: NO, and I: YES” stand here in juxtaposition. It is of crucial significance in any preaching (teaching) and pastoral (counseling) situation that this complementary truth is fully understood.
Otherwise both the diagnosis and the prescribed cure are bound to be deficient, debilitating, or even destructive.
Second, to clarify this further, the “heart of rebellion” has been removed
from the believer, and replaced with a “heart of surrender” (Ezek. 36:26). In
fact, the heart of rebellion (often called the “old nature”) was exterminated on
the cross and replaced in the resurrection with a new heart (a “new nature”),
Christ’s heart, in both instances through union with him (Rom. 6:6, 11).192 As
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As I argue below, there are not two natures left in the believer, an old one and a new one.
Rather the old one is dead, buried, and replaced with a new one. Regrettably, Manton, 330,
331, still speaks about “a double nature,” “two seeds and natures” in the believer. But happily
he does not identify these as two hearts, a regenerate and unregenerate heart, but rather as
“flesh” (the old) and “spirit” (the new). The substance of his view can be fully endorsed, but
the terminology is unfortunate. In short, I hold that the believer has one heart, a new heart. To
be sure, there is an enemy on the inside. But this is called the flesh or indwelling sin, which
can only be overcome through the in-indwelling Spirit (Rom. 8:11). More about this in the
text of my Commentary, especially in the context of James 3! In the meantime, it should be
clear that I must take partial issue with Motyer, 61, when he writes, “We find ourselves constantly pressed from both sides. At one and the same time the old nature lures us to follow its
desires and so to walk the path of sin and death, while at the same time we are being summoned to live out our true nature. This is the new nature given in the new birth, filled with
life, bound for destination of holiness. This is the battle of the wills--the will of the old nature,
and the will of God expressed in the new nature. This clash of wills is the very heart of the
life-giving conflict of which James has been teaching.” His emphasis upon the new nature as
“filled with life, bound for the destination of holiness” is excellent. The Church is regrettably
deficient in its failure to hammer away at this truth. At the same time, the idea that the old nature is still alive after the Christian’s union with Christ on the cross (Rom. 6:6) is a serious
error in its essence as well as its implications for the implementation/attainment of holiness.
This is not the place to go into details. But in the course of my Commentary I spell out how (I
believe that) Scripture approaches this matter. Failure to attain 20-20 vision of Scripture in
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a result of this the believer is a new creation (2 Cor. 5:14-17). Now the believer no longer “makes it a habit to sin,” in fact, “cannot sin” any longer (1
John 3:9). This is to say, although believers continue to be tainted, if not covered with sin (1 John 1:8), in fact, overwhelmed with “excessive sinfulness”
(Jam. 1:21), nevertheless, the cross effected a once-and-for-all radical breach
with sin. Once they received their heart transplant in regeneration, they experienced this radical breach as a living reality. Now they no longer have a
heart’s disposition, bent, or appetite for sin (Rom. 6:3, 6)!193 Sin goes against
this regard will sooner or later have dire consequences for one’s pastoral ministry in terms of
teaching and counseling! It stands to reason that both the Christian’s view of, and involvement in, the daily battle to endure en route to perfection will be seriously impacted by the answer to the question whether his old nature or heart continues to be alive or is dead, killed on
the cross, and replaced by a new nature or heart by virtue of the resurrection, with a thirst for
holiness. Frankly, what an encouragement and a joy for the Christian to know that his mission
control center, his headquarters, is permanently secured, and that through Christ and the Holy
Spirit the end is not in doubt, regardless the forces the Enemy can and does throw against it.
This, of course, does not take anything away from the fierceness of the battle with all the “suffering” that this entails. But it makes the ultimate victory an unshakable certainty.
193
Wesleyan Methodism customarily interprets this in the absolute sense of the word, insists
on the possibility of “sinless perfection,” and consequently, in the wording of George Whitfield, “demeans” saintly men as we encounter them in Scripture, such as Abraham, David, and
Peter, as well as in Church history, such as Luther, Calvin, and Jonathan Edwards. See
George Whitefield, “An Open Letter to Mr. John Wesley” in Arnold Dallimore, George Whitefield (Westchester, IL: Cornerstone Books, 1979), II, 551-569, esp. 563-564. The insistence
on “sinless perfection,” supposedly in the light of 1 John 3:9, violates the interpretive maxim
known as the analogia fidei. This maxim, as defined in the General Introduction under the
heading of “Biblical Hermeneutics,” implies that the teaching of Scripture is woven of one
cloth and cannot contradict itself. If the interpretation of any passage of Scripture appears to
run counter to the agreed upon teaching of the rest of Scripture, either the interpretation is in
error or the agreed upon teaching must be revised. Well, 1 John 1:8-10 unmistakably drives
the message home that anyone, who claims not to be blemished with sin deceives himself, is
devoid of truth, turns God into a liar, and does not have his Word reside in him. Solemn and
sobering words that could hardly be any stronger! It clearly nips the possibility of sinless perfection in the bud. At the same time it does not compromise purposeful holiness as an indispensable necessity, and bluntly states this fact in 1 John 3:6. The complementarity of truth is,
once again, in striking evidence. It goes against the grain of the regenerate heart to sin, and
therefore it will never plunge itself into it, or deliberately hold on to it (1 John 3:9). But it also
must and will confess, that it frequently “gropes” and “stumbles,” in fact, will grope and
stumble by definition, unless it abides in the vine (John 15:5; Rom 7:4), and is filled with the
Spirit (Rom. 7:6; Eph.5:18). However, a final word of caution is in place. Although we must
biblically condemn the notion of “sinless perfection” this side of death and heaven, it may not
be forgotten that its proponents could well gravitate toward it because of the overwhelming
hunger of their heart and thirst of their soul to lead a sinless life. From this perspective we
may draw the somewhat bewildering conclusion that such proponents could have it over their
counterparts, who may be “orthodox,” but do not display such hunger and thirst, possibly by a
country mile. While I personally and wholeheartedly throw in my lot with the theology of
George Whitefield over that of John Wesley because of its biblical signature and quality, it
could well be that many (so-called) students of the former are left in the dust by the life of
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the grain of their new heart (See once again, 1 John 3:9). Before conversion
their heart was the worst they had to offer (Gen. 5:6; Jer. 17:9). After their
conversion it is the best (Rom. 7:22; in line with 2 Cor. 5:17).194 There is no
way that a new heart, Christ’s (cloned) heart, is going to be the intentional
and deliberate breeding ground for flirting and “sleeping” with temptation,
and the premeditated and calculated staging ground for conceiving, giving
birth to, and bringing up its offspring. That this offers explosive possibilities
for both the preaching/teaching as well as the pastoral/counseling ministry
should be abundantly clear. All these elements can be methodically (in a
preaching/teaching setting) as well as carefully (in a pastoral/counseling setting) laid out in a person-variable manner for the purpose of a gentle probing
and a conscientious (self)-examination of its intended audience.
Third, it is often said in protest to such procedure that man cannot search
and judge the heart, in fact, may not do so (Adams, 68-69). This, therefore, is
supposed to be one segment of man’s life that must be left alone. Searching
the heart is allegedly the prerogative of God only, in the light of his own assessment, “Man looks on the outward appearance; but the Lord looks on the
heart (1 Sam. 16:7). However, such conclusion indicates an improper use of
this verse, because it is based upon a wrong interpretation. This verse does
not prescribe a procedure, to which the Church must submit to the effect that
“the heart is by definition out of bounds.” No, it issues a rebuke to Samuel for
staying on the surface, which is a typically human habit! The upshot of this
passage is that man should never base his assessment on appearances only.
He should follow the lead of God, and look at the heart. The verse makes it
imperative for the Church to assess the heart. Of course, it cannot do so immediately and directly. This is God’s prerogative only. But it must do so mediately and indirectly. It must make a judgment about the tree in the light of
its fruits. Jesus is adamant. “Don’t go by the external appearance of ‘sheep’s
clothing’ in the case of false prophets. Recognize and determine that on the
inside they are ravenous wolves by their fruits. Bad fruit spells a diseased
tree” (Mt. 7:16-17). Of course, only God can search the heart perfectly (Jer.
17:10), while man can, does, and will, make mistakes (2 Tim. 5:10). This is
why he always must pray for divine assistance and illumination, even in his
relationship to himself (Ps. 139:23-24). But all this does not negate Jesus’ injunction to assess and judge the “inside,” however carefully and gently, as the
logical conclusion of the “outside.” In case of lingering uncertainty about the
“inside” either way, it is always possible to inform the audience, whether,
those who follow the latter. Something to think about! The complementarity of truth principle
also applies to truthful criticism, in which the much-needed exposure of faulty theology is balanced by the royal recognition of godly practice, wherever this exist. More about this below!
194
See for an excellent, if not eye-opening, statement on this issue specifically John Flavel,
The Works of John Flavel (London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1968), V, 433.
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congregation, students, counselees or otherwise, that with certain patterns of
behavior it has no right to claim that rebirth has occurred. So (at times) an assessment may have to be tentative and preliminary. But there is no excuse for
skirting it, for whatever reason! In sum, the “audience” must be made aware
that sins originate, either by design in the heart of the unbeliever, or by default in the indwelling sin of the believer. In the former case it (should and)
may lead to repentance, conversion, and holiness, in the latter it (must and)
will (eventually) lead to repentance and holiness!
Fourth, I have endeavored to capture the realities of the believer’s (excessive) sinfulness as well as his nausea for sin in two formulas. If the believer’s new heart is indicated by the number #1, Christ and the Spirit by the
number #2, indwelling sin (the enemy inside) by the number #3, and temptation (the enemy outside) by the number #4, then the following two formulas
represent the biblical truth, as I see it. The unholy combination of #3 + #4 is
always stronger than #1, by definition. By itself #1 is no match for them, ever. This explains the potential for, and presence of, excessive sinfulness in
spite of #1’s nausea for sin. It can, and does, operate too often by itself! By
the same token, the holy alliance of #1 + #2 is always stronger than #3 + #4,
also by definition. #3 + #4 are no match for #1 + #2, ever! This explains the
life of purposeful holiness en route to perfection. The law of the Spirit of life
in Christ Jesus liberates from the law of indwelling sin and death (Rom. 8:2)!
Now “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” (Phil. 4:13)
through “the power of his resurrection,” embodied in the Spirit, who makes
me ready and eager for “the fellowship of his suffering,” indeed, for “death”
itself, if it serves the cause of Christ (Phil. 3:10).
Finally, and as introduction to the further detailed exposition of the text
under consideration, believers know from Scripture, and recognize from their
experience, that their new heart which by definition thirsts for holiness, will
lose the battle against the unholy alliance of indwelling sin, the body of death
or the flesh (Rom. 7:17, 24; Gal. 5:16), and the temptation of the world (Jam.
1:14; 1 John 2:15), when it chooses to remain by itself, and opts to operate on
its own. In a word, the new heart, on its own and by itself, is no match for
“uncurbed desire.” Just as the soul is embodied (Gen. 2:7), so the new heart,
the new “I,” is “enfleshed” (sarkinos), that is saddled with, besieged by, and
under the tyrannical sway of the flesh (Rom. 7:14b). As such it is, and ever
will be, sold under sin, that is, treated as merchandise (Rom. 7:14c), and taken captive (Rom. 7:23), ever unable by itself and on its own to escape this
“fate” (Rom. 7:18c). This may never be toned down, as regrettably this is
done too often! Frankly, it has a delight in the law of God, in holiness (Rom.
7:22), does not wish to sin (Rom. 7:15b), in fact, hates it (Rom. 7:15c), does
not coldly take aim, purposefully pursue, or willfully embrace it as such
(Rom. 7:17, 20b; see also 1 John 3:9 for the same truth). Still, it harbors the
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instigator of sin, the flesh, in (every one of) its members (7:23a), and is therefore fully responsible for (doing) it (Rom. 7:19b).195
195

I concur wholeheartedly with the main thesis of Dennis E. Johnson, “The Function of Romans 7:13-25 in Paul’s Argument for the Law’s Impotence and the Spirit’s Power, and Its
Bearing on the Identity of the Schizophrenic ‘I’,” in Lane G. Tipton & Jeffrey C. Waddington,
Resurrection and Eschatology (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2008). There is little doubt that
in Romans 7:13-25 Paul posits the “impotence” on the part of the Law “to effect … the
upright behavior (obedience, holiness) it enjoins” (7), and “to liberate the human heart from
sin’s tyrannical and lethal control” (29). I equally concur with the view that Romans 7:1-6 is
redemptive-historical in nature (7, 25, 26). With the Law as (the only possible) marriage partner in the OT, Israel did not get anywhere, not only in the area of justification (Rom. 3:19-20),
but also in the area of sanctification, which is the subject matter of Romans 6:15-8:17 (following the focus upon justification in Rom. 3:19-5:21 and regeneration in Rom. 6:1-14). The
Law, while it substantially spells life (Deut. 32:47) simply could not confer its substance to
Israel in any way, shape, or form. This prepared the way, provided the rationale, and precipitated the call for an utterly necessary redemptive-historical shift. The marriage to the Law, an
impotent, however glorious, marriage partner, had to be dissolved, and was dissolved, on the
cross, and had to be replaced, and was replaced, in the resurrection with the (re-)marriage union to Christ, the perfect bridegroom (22, 26, 56), who subsequently through the Spirit produces the fruit of sanctification (Rom. 7:4-6). So far, so good, if not excellent! However, I am
far from convinced (1) that Romans 7:13-25 is redemptive-historical as well (4, 35, 40, 41,
46, 57), (2) that the “I” that speaks in Romans 7:13-25 is “schizophrenic,” “caught in the
semi-eschatological overlap of,” stuck between, “the (‘sub-eschatological’) present age” and
“the (‘eschatological’) age to come” (4, 5, 9, 10, 15, 49), (3) that this “I” is basically “frustrated,” “defeated,” in “distress,” and in “anguish” as a result (4, 5, 9, 10, 11, 29, 30, 38, 39,
41, 42, 49, 58), and (4) that the Spirit is the counterweight to the Law, as (imprecisely) suggested in the title of the essay. Because of the highly significant theological as well as practical implications of these four items, also, if not especially, in the context of James, I decided to
comment on them in the present context, be it in reverse order. (4) Just as Christ as the Source
of holiness (See also John 15:5; Phil. 4:13) is the only alternative to the impotent Law which
is getting the Christian nowhere in terms of practical godliness, so the indwelling Spirit (Lit.
in-indwelling; see the Greek; Rom. 8:11) as the Agent of holiness is the only one able to control “indwelling sin” from displaying its sinister power (Rom. 7:17, 20). Apparently the inindwelling Spirit is a more encompassing, broader, deeper, and higher, reality than indwelling
sin! The grand design for the former is to encapsulate, and so to neutralize, the latter. The opposites, in short, are Christ versus Law (See also Phil. 3:9) and Spirit versus flesh (See also
Gal. 5:16-17). For Paul’s argument to this effect, Romans 7:1-7 is foundational. The Law is
impotent to produce holiness. Christ does have this potency in conjunction with and by virtue
of the Holy Spirit, residing in the repentant believer (Acts 2:38). Romans 7:13-25, then, answers the immediate question why Christ, rather than the Law, is, and must, be the “absolute”
sine qua non for holiness (Rom. 7:24). The reason is the tyrannical sway of the flesh or indwelling sin (Rom. 7:17, 20) that the Law even accentuates, and for which the (new) “I” is no
match (Rom. 7:14, 15, 16, 18, 19, 21, 23)! To establish this is the “sole” purpose of this section. Therefore, it should not come as a surprise that the Holy Spirit is not mentioned (contra
the sentiments expressed by Johnson, 28, 45, 57; see also 14). After all, in the focus upon the
polarity of Christ versus Law he does not need to be mentioned! But this changes in the next
section. Romans 8:1-14, subsequently, adds further that the Holy Spirit is, and must be the
“absolute” sine qua non to offset the horror of the flesh or indwelling sin. He is the Spirit of
life in Christ Jesus and checkmates the concatenation of indwelling sin and death (Rom. 8:2).
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In this the (in-indwelling) Spirit resembles the (hopefully) “impenetrable” mantle of steelenforced concrete that keeps the (indwelling) core of the ruptured nuclear Chernobyl plant
from emitting its deadly radiation. Without this “impenetrable mantle,” only physical destruction! Similarly, without the “in-indwelling Spirit,” only spiritual destruction! (3) There is not
one trace of frustration, defeat, distress, and anguish in Romans 7:13ff. Just as Luther was set
free from the impossible pursuit of his own righteousness when the understanding of the imputed righteousness of Christ broke upon him as the joyful dawn of a refreshing new day, so
the Christian is set free from the ever failing efforts in pursuit of his own holiness when the
recognition of the imparted holiness of Christ (Rom. 7:25) through the Spirit (Rom. 8:4, 13b)
joyfully descends upon him as the brilliant light of the new day. In both instances the truth of
God was recognized and embraced as an utterly joyful “liberation.” No self-righteousness (in
justification) and no self-holiness (in sanctification) required! Praise the Lord, in my unceasing desire (Rom. 7:22) and indispensable need (Heb. 10:14) for holiness I am rescued from
the obstacle of the flesh, in which I am embedded, through which I am sold under sin (Rom.
7:14), that brings me into captivity (Rom. 7:23), that spells death (Rom. 7:24), through Jesus
Christ my Lord (alone) (Rom. 7:25a), and this as both a necessity and a reality for the rest of
my days (Rom. 7:25b). In short, praise God, praise God, praise God! Invariably sold as merchandise, invariably captured as a prisoner, invariably wretched as a saint by virtue of merciless indwelling sin, I am now delivered from this seemingly inevitable and incessant “fate” by
Christ as my sanctification. What a joy, what a joy, what a joy! Romans 7 from this perspective is the most liberating and jubilant chapter in the life of wretched saints because it pertains
to the most welcome arrival of holiness as the crowning piece of God’s saving activity in Christ! In short, it is a glorious Gospel chapter that triumphantly proclaims the utter bliss of the
“(awesome) liberation of (an all-inclusive) impossibility.” This entails that the Christian may,
and must live his life in magnificent confidence (because of his ever present Lord), be it always at the edge of despair (because of the ever threatening flesh). (2) Under this scenario the
“I” is not, and cannot be “schizophrenic.” It is not, and cannot be “corporate Israel (as reflective of humanity fallen in Adam) apart from the renewing power of the Spirit-prior to the outpouring of the life-giving Spirit by the exalted Christ” (29-30), or “the personified nation of
Israel under the old covenant (‘the present evil age’) … reflected in the experience of the conscientious individual Jew who seriously sought to keep the Torah” (57) and not only suffers
“distress that his behavior falls so far short of the righteousness required in the law” (59), but
also and simultaneously cries “out for the rescue that could be accomplished only by the death
and resurrection of Jesus the Messiah and applied by his life-creating Spirit,” through whom
“the law’s righteous requirement is fulfilled (‘the new age’)” (56-57). Various possible arguments are offered to support this proposal. However, I do find them far from compelling.
Apart from the threefold fact (a) that the proposed view is cumbersome in the present context,
(b) that it seems to call for a justification scenario rather than a sanctification one, and (c) that
in anticipation of Romans 8:1ff the apparently proleptic and “hasty” insertion of Romans
7:25a as a (mere) “foretaste of freedom in Christ,” rather than a reality (49), leaves Romans
7:25b hanging in midair, the main argument against a schizophrenic “I” is the starting point of
the Romans 6:1-8:13 section (Rom. 6:1-13), and the way it is step by step unfolded (Rom.
6:14-8:14). By way of detailed elaboration, to continue in sin that grace would abound is said
to be intolerable for the justified Christian (Rom. 6:1-2a), because he died and rose again in
union with Christ (Rom. 6:2b-5). That is, his old man, his old nature, his old heart, his old
bent, his old disposition to sin, his old appetite for sin, his old thirst for sin, in short, his old
“I,” was exterminated on the cross (Rom. 6:6) and a new man, a new nature, a new heart, a
new bent, a new disposition to holiness, a new appetite for holiness, a new hunger for holiness
came out of the grave, in short, a new “I” (Jesus’ heart) was re-originated (Rom. 6:11). This
new “I” is nauseated by sin, and will under no circumstances hunger to continue in it (So also
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1 John 3:9). Further, it is principially and by definition no longer under the dominion of sin.
The reason? It is not under law (principle), but under grace (principle) (Rom. 6:14). Paul continues to explain what under grace (principle) does not mean, and what it does mean. Negatively, grace does not translate into a life of license. Molded by the Gospel the new “I,” the
new heart, is fully committed, in fact, enslaved to righteousness (Rom. 6:15-23). Positively,
grace, for all practical purposes, translates into Christ + the Spirit (Rom. 7:1-6). In short, the
combination of the new “I” and Christ + the Spirit by definition bars any deliberate plunge
into sin and paves the way to holiness. Then, the next two steps! Why does the new “I” stand
in such absolute need of Christ? Because the Law cannot produce holiness due the sinister
power of the flesh (Rom. 7:13-25)! Why does the new “I” stand in such absolute need of the
Holy Spirit. Because apart from the Spirit the new “I” is no match for the flesh that practically
enslaves the new “I” who in its heart of hearts delights in holiness and is fully committed to it
(Rom. 8:1-14). It should be crystal clear by now that neither the narrative flow nor the theological flow of Romans 6-8 favors a sudden shift from the new existential “I” to the old redemptive-historical “I,” whether corporate (“Old Israel”) or individual (“The unregenerate”).
This shift makes the new “I” of Romans 6:3, 6, 11 virtually disappear into thin air, which is
detrimental, if not deadly, from a pastoral perspective. However, the real culprit in this jarring
proposal may well be the influence of an inordinate redemptive-historical hermeneutics that
all too often operates in a tunnel vision at the neglect, if not expense, of the ordo salutis, and
so imposes a meaning upon the text that cannot be verified from the clues in the text. To be
sure, Romans 7:1-6 is redemptive-historical, as indicated already. The clues to this effect are
hard to miss. But such clues are absent in both Romans 7:7-12 and Romans 7:13-25. This now
calls for our attention. Romans 7:1-6 could give the impression that the Law is problematic,
spelling either sin or death because of its impotence to effect holiness. However, Romans 7:712 argues (a) that the Law is not sin, but (b) precisely because it is holy, it arouses sin and
brings it into sharp view, and (c) although it spells life (holiness), it killed Paul and brought
about his death (and so (d) while left unspoken in the present context, it discloses the need for
Christ as our justification). Romans 7:13-25, then, adds (a) that the Law is not death, but (b)
precisely because it is good, it produces death by exposing the utter sinfulness of sin, and (c)
although it is spiritual, it cannot produce life (holiness) because of the overpowering reality of
indwelling sin, and so (d) very much and necessarily “outspoken” in this context, it points to
the exhilarating reality of Christ as our sanctification. All in all, Romans 7:13-25 focuses on
the ordo salutis, rather than the historia salutis. Frankly, the (inordinate) emphasis upon the
latter, which has captured a section of the Church and rears its (uncomely) head in so many
instances, tends to flatten out a text, and to remove both its awesome peaks and its sobering
valleys. In this instance, it, first, fails to see that Romans 6:1-8:14 in terms of the new “I” is
woven of one cloth and chops up its remarkable tapestry. Second, it pays little attention to the
joyous glory of the new “I,” the new mission control center, Jesus’ heart, by virtue of his resurrection that replaces the old “I,” the old mission control center, the old heart. Of this new
“I” it can no longer be said that “all the inclinations of its thought are only evil all the time
(Gen. 6:5), nor that it is utterly deceitful and incurably wicked (Jer. 17:9; see once again Flavel, The Works of John Flavel, V, 433). To the contrary, it delights in the law of God, even if
it is no match for indwelling sin (Rom. 7:22). Third, it fails to capitalize on a precious opportunity to break the last vestige of pride in the new “I” by driving home that in all its glory it is
still incapable of producing one nano-ounce of holiness (See also John 15:5, which together
with Rom. 7:4 states the thesis for which Rom. 7:13-25 supplies the rationale). Fourth, it darkens the exultant joy of the glory of Christ as our sanctification by returning again and again
to notions, such as frustration, distress, defeat, etc. There is no frustration, no distress, no defeat, etc. whatsoever in the new “I” that, and as long as, it embraces the awesome, be it sober
and sobering, fact that God is glorified in the total dependence of man upon his all536

encompassing and copious provision in the Son and the Spirit, also in the area of sanctification! Fifth, it does not, and cannot account for the remarkable statement, totally in line with 1
John 3:9, that it is not the (new) “I” that “is doing the sinning, but sin that dwells in me”
(Rom. 7:20). Of course, this “I” is fully responsible for any sin or commission or omission
that is committed “on its watch!” But it is not, and cannot be in deliberate, conscious, hot pursuit of sin (1 John 3:9)! Sixth, neither does it account, nor can it account, for the glorious truth
that there is no condemnation for the new “I” in spite of the presence of the sinister power of
the flesh, when and as long as this “I” does not yield or cater to the “law of indwelling sin and
death,” but embraces the liberating “law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus,” which alone can
break the chains of the former (Rom. 8:1-4). Seventh, I doubt whether it can (fully) bear down
on the truth, with all that this entails, that someone who does not have the Spirit (of Romans
8:1-14) does not and cannot belong to (the) Christ (of Romans 7:13-25) (Rom. 8:9) and,
therefore, cannot claim to have a new heart and be a new “I.” Eighth, and last but not least, it
is passing strange that commentators on the “I” of Romans 7 rarely, if at all, lay the connection between Romans 7, James 4:9, and Revelation 3:17. Both James and Jesus speak emphatically about the “wretchedness” (same terminology in the Greek) of “saints(!)” that must be
recognized as a matter of life and death. So there is every reason to conclude that what is a
reality according to James and Jesus could never be impossibility according to Paul. We better
keep the threefold cord that cannot be broken fully intact! It is passing strange, indeed. Historically James precedes Paul by a considerable number of years, and consequently should be the
guide and guard in the interpretation of the later Paul, based on the Analogy of (Previous)
Scripture (Analogia Scripturae). However, this has not always been the case. Too often interpreters of Paul in this context go their independent way without paying attention to James, as
if he does not exist. Further, Jesus possibly follows Paul by a considerable number of years,
depending upon the date of Revelation. We better do not turn Paul into a “hiccup” in between.
If we do this to Paul, I am afraid that in the present case the great weight often willy-nilly assigned to his views in comparison to the contributions of other biblical authors will at least
neutralize, and most likely destroy the message of both James and Jesus. This would come
with perilous, if not deadly consequences for the Church’s life of sanctification, if James’ sobriety (Jam. 3:6-8; 4:1-10) and Jesus’ warning (Rev. 3:16) mean anything. But beyond this, I
do not see how from the perspective of James and Jesus any exegesis of Romans 7 that (a)
fails to conclude to the “wretchedness of saints,” and (b) explicitly or implicitly denies this as
a biblical reality can avoid introducing a self-contradiction in Scripture, however unconsciously and unintentionally: (supposedly) Paul versus James and Jesus. The stakes are clearly
quite high. Hence the extent of this Footnote! In sum, Paul’s “wretched man” resembles a
cancer patient with the following testimony. “I am very much alive (‘Delight in the law of
God’). But I am attacked by cancer cells (‘Sold under sin’). In fact, they are closing in on me
(‘Captured by the law of sin’). Still, they are under control since they are ‘nuked’ by chemotherapy and radiation and countered by an influx of new (stem) cells through the awesome
services of my own personal Physician (‘The crucified, risen and ascended Christ’). In fact, he
makes sure that I stay in continuing and robust remission through the permanent presence of
his ‘Resident Stand-in’ (‘The Holy Spirit’).” To be sure, being a cancer patient is a sad state
of affairs. But I am sure that cancer patients would thankfully and joyfully go for this “victorious scenario,” which is ultimately much more than just an in-remission-scenario. Under it
they are a picture of abundant health, as long as they “walk in the Spirit” (Rom. 8:1-4; Gal.
5:22-23)! The pivotal function of the Holy Spirit cannot be overestimated. He is the only author of sanctification as well as mortification. Unbelievers are total strangers to both for two
reasons. First, they have a “corrupt principle,” the unregenerate heart. This may talk in generalities about positive and constructive or defective and destructive “morality” (Rom. 2:1416). But it has no inkling of the essence of either holiness (obedience) or sin (transgression).
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Now on to the details in order to tie them all together! James tells us that
this “desire” of indwelling sin, this “lust” of the flesh, has the power to “lure”
the believer away, and “drag” him off, as a fish is enticed by the fisherman’s
bait and drawn out of the water by his line (PDavids, 36; Burdick, 172). The
fact that James uses the passive form, victims “are lured, and are dragged
away,” indicates that in themselves they are utterly incapable to resist. The
Second, they “have a “power vacuum,” the absence of the indwelling Spirit. Without him neither sanctification nor mortification ever gets off the ground. Combine “the corrupt principle”
with the “power vacuum” and the best unregenerate man can come up with is to remove some
of the dirt from the outside of a tomb and apply some fresh paint instead, but without making
even a start to get rid of the dead bones on the inside (mortification) or to transform them
(sanctification). This applies to Buddhism with its so-called “Four Noble Truths,” to Hinduism with its illusionary “‘cleansing’ Ganges River ‘god,’” also to branches of questionable
“Christianity,” such as the Roman Church, that officially keep the biblical doctrines of regeneration and the Holy Spirit at arms’ length, and even to presumptuous “professing ‘Christians,’” who have no inkling of the absolute necessity of a heart transplant in regeneration
(John 3:3, 5) and of the empowerment by the indwelling Spirit (Rom. 8:9b), or ignore it,
refuse it, or reject it, explicitly or implicitly, subtly or not so subtly. One simply cannot “gather grapes from thorns or figs from thistles” (Mt. 7:16)! (See for all this Owen, The Mortification of Sin, 34, 39-47, 73-86, 88-89). Frankly, it is utterly frightful and frightening to see folks
stake their future upon a counterfeit rather than flee to “the original,” cling to a band-aid rather than embrace the cure, and to see them add insult to self-destructive injury by their hostility, hounding, and at times killing of those who, ironically, are the only ones who possess and
(should boldly) present the “good tidings” that can rescue them. But this seems to be par for
the historical course (John 15:18ff; 21:18f; 1 Thess. 3:3; 2 Tim. 3:12)! In the meantime, there
is apparently nothing new under the sun. Already in the 17th Century James Fraser, A Treatise
on Sanctification: An Explication of Romans 6, 7 & 8:1-4 (Audubon, NJ: Old Paths Publications, 1992), 254-356, esp. 255-258, 270ff, 310ff, 321ff, 330ff, 355, argues extensively, comprehensively, painstakingly and persuasively that in Romans 7:14-25 Paul (1) introduces
“nothing (that) is inconsistent with a state of grace,” and (2) is definitely not “personating an
unregenerate man or a carnal Jew … (willingly) enslaved by the power of sin (and) condemned … (who at the same time) … is on the side of holiness … serving and delighting in
the law.” The latter is said to be “a glaring absurdity.” For anyone who wishes to come to
grips with “The Man of Romans 7” the reading of Fraser is a must. This is also the testimony
of Ferguson in his Foreword to the 1992 edition, “I certainly do not know where, in all the
range of Biblical literature, there is to be found anything like this dissertation as an acute and
thoroughly satisfactory demonstration of the thesis which he undertakes to make good.” There
are apparently folks who refuse to purchase a commentary on Romans, unless “The Man of
Romans 7” is presented as regenerate. This may seem unscholarly and extreme. To me, however, it possibly gives us a glimpse of a searing spiritual pain about what may well constitute
a toning down, if not an implicit assault, upon the profound and saving (!) truth that Paul
more prominently, thoroughly and comprehensively than anyone else in Scripture seeks to
convey, namely that the sanctification of the believer cannot be anything but a matter of pure
grace. To take this off the radar screen of the Church may well be fraught with deadly danger.
For more about the sum and substance of the contribution in this context of James, who blazes
the trail for Paul, see my Commentary on James 4:5, 9. In any event, that all this has vast
practical and pastoral (preaching and counseling) implications stands to reason. There simply
is no such thing as “ivory tower” theology that in one way or another does not deeply touch or
affect life. But these implications are too many to detail in the present context!
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“fisherman” in question is simply too cagey and too overpowering. It will always and by definition be able to outwit and out duel its victims, unless, as
will become clear below, they link up with a heavenly power source, with
power from “above,” that is, with Christ and with his Spirit. Then, and then
only, can, and will, they become “super-conquerors” (Rom. 8:37). At any
rate, when the “seed” of “corrupt lust” joins up with the “egg” of temptation,
it produces “conception!” Without a timely “abortion” (not an expressed
thought!), it will give birth to “bastard offspring” (PDavids, 36), that is, sin,
actual sin. This is to say, unchecked desire in the make-up of man cannot but
beget sin in the thoughts, words or actions of man. Further, when actual sin is
fully formed, full-grown, completed in action, or “brought to term” (Johnson,
194, in the light of the metaphoric language), it “spawns” a monstrous brute
(Barclay, 62) of a “product,” namely death (Rom. 6:23; 8:6). “The imagery is
obviously shocking” (Johnson, 194). It is also clear, vivid and purposeful!
Christians hardly can miss the point that there is a “fertile connection between
desire, sin and death” (Dibelius, 94)! The evil desire of indwelling sin, or lust
of the flesh, has been described as an “alien opponent within the self.” When
this desire as a parasite is not perennially checked by its host, but offered a
hospitable environment, and is not curtailed by its host, but rather nurtured
and allowed to mature, it will turn on its host and slay it (Richardson, 83).196
Incidentally, when the “seed” of indwelling sin goes after the “egg” of
temptation in the unbeliever, and manages to “fertilize” it, we may call this
“consensual.” Deep down the rebel heart loves and embraces it. However,
when this occurs in the believer, we may call it “rape.” Deep down the regenerate heart hates it. As long as indwelling sin is present, its “host” can expect
an unceasing string of “attempts” to this debasing and destructive reality, one
after another. Basically the unregenerate heart welcomes and encourages it.
Basically the regenerate heart seeks to repel and prevent it. The latter painfully recognizes the would-be “rapist” for what it is, a lethal, hellfire spitting,
enemy-on-the-inside that “wages war against the soul” (Jam. 3:6; 1 Pet. 2:11).
But it also gratefully acknowledges that it can, and only will be successful by
ever abiding in the person of Christ and ever leaning on the power of the Holy Spirit! Jesus surely died for sin on the cross, but does not remove its internal insidious instigator until the new heaven and the new earth in order to foster the continuing necessity of dependence upon him. This is a sobering as
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Cheung, 221, correctly observes that throughout his Epistle James presents numerous examples of the “evil impulse run rampant,” such as evil anger, evil worldliness, evil partiality,
evil glibness, evil cursing, evil bitterness, evil envy, evil warfare, evil judging, evil planning,
evil business operations, evil grudging, etc. He is equally correct in dismissing the notion, that
James “knows neither the profound lostness of the human condition nor the power of Christ’s
redemption that alone is able to save,” as preposterous. Both are woven in the warp and woof
of James’ letter possibly in a more concentrated form than anywhere else in Scripture, even if
he uses his own unique terminology!
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well as solemn thought. But it is heartening and joyous to remember as well
that the presence of indwelling sin is not sufficient to condemn Christians, as
long, of course, as their daily walk purposefully displays the victorious presence of the Spirit of Christ (Rom. 8:1-4).
Many commentators take pains to point out that Rabbinic literature is also quite aware of a so-called evil impulse in man. In fact, there seem to be
two Rabbinic traditions. The first tradition, in facing the origin of human
wickedness, opposes the notion that God is its cause, and speaks in this context about a single undifferentiated drive, “best understood in a neutral sense
as ‘free choice,’” which is common to all humans and impels them either to
good or to evil. This is the “classic freewill defense in response to the problem of evil.” If such is the situation, any kind of moral failure is due to this
“drive” gone awry. In principle this single undifferentiated drive, impulse or
inclination with its fundamental choice is still in force. Whether it should be
defined as good or evil fully depends upon the outcome of one’s actions. In
practice the evidence of the human “drive gone evil” is fully recognized. This
precipitates the need to excise it, overcome it, or put it on a leash (See
Cheung, 207, 212-213). At any rate, all this implies that man can never escape, and may never deny, full moral responsibility for his evil thoughts, volition, emotions, words or actions.
The second tradition differentiates between two impulses, the evil impulse (yeser ha-ra/yetser hara) that leads to sin and the good impulse (yeser
ha-tov/yetser hatob) that is pure (See McKnight, 119). It is significant that
under this scenario there is little agreement about either the origin of the evil
impulse or the responsibility for that impulse and its dark consequences.197
(1) Some rabbis held that God as the Creator of everything created both
the good and the evil tendency in man. This evil tendency eventually precipitated man’s rebellion! Further, God provided the law as the (only) antidote
and cure. Preoccupation with this law and its wisdom, then, as the deliberate
choice of the good tendency would produce healing. The upshot is one of the
197

It is the take of Cheung, 230, that in Judaism each person, rather than having two impulses, has only one diaboulion, one inclination which has two options. This single inclination
is described as good or evil, but only after a choice has been made and its outcome has become evident. At any rate “the two inclinations” within humans can in no way be personified
or seen as two equally compelling forces. In short, before anything is thought, said or done,
when faced with the fundamental choice to choose between good and evil, humans always
start out in neutral territory. Frankly, I am not so sure whether this neat “uniform” package
does full justice to Judaism. It seems to me, and many other commentators, that Judaism in
grappling with the biblical material could not quite make up its collective mind on this admittedly difficult issue, and as a result came up with two divergent, if not conflicting, traditions.
Some held that there is one (uncontested) volitional impulse in man that can go either way,
good or bad (Cheung’s assessment!). Others were of the opinion that there are two (conflicting) volitional impulses in man, a good and a bad impulse, both of which vie for the supremacy (See also Hartin, 91).
540

“strangest” of all doctrines. Even while man is directly and ultimately responsible for the healing process, and has the power to embark upon it, God is “directly and ultimately responsible (for the evil inclination and its consequent)
sin” (even if he provided at the same time the Torah as its antidote) (Barclay,
60; Cheung, 211, 216). James, of course, is totally opposed to this view. In
fact, in the present context it meets with his most strenuous objection.
(2) Other rabbis in this tradition took a different tack. They laid the responsibility for the evil tendency squarely at the doorstep of Satan (or the fallen angels). In Paradise he managed to implant a poisonous impulse, to be
identified as the “lust of the flesh,” in man. While the latter was his targeted
prey and turned out to be his victim, Satan himself is the ultimate culprit. Still
he does not necessarily have the final word. Man has a defense mechanism
against the indwelling evil impulse. Its locus is theologically his free will or
philosophically his devout reason. By the exercise of this will or reason, and
availing himself of the wisdom of the Torah, he can gain the victory over the
evil impulse and merit salvation (Barclay, 59; see also Cheung, 210, 216).
This is clearly poles apart from James’ teaching as well. It also flies in the
face of Paul. For him the Torah has no saving power, and its study does not
get anyone anywhere. To be sure, it presents the benchmark of godliness. But
as such stirs up sin that precipitates death. Paul’s twofold “antidote” is the
work of Christ and the agency of the Spirit, as we will see further below.
(3) According to a third assessment, in the Rabbinic understanding either
“an impulse gone evil,” or “an evil impulse, plain and simple,” is said to be
an essential component of the human make-up, “an integral part of the human
condition” (Nystrom, 23), “located in the heart ... if not the heart itself”
(Cheung, 211). Man can never escape from it, and may never deny responsibility for it. So in case temptation gets the better of him, he has no one to
blame but himself. Frankly, this seems to be going in the right direction (See
Gen. 6:5; 8:21; Deut. 31:21). But as I show below, since victory in all rabbinic scenarios is predicated upon the human will that is capable of freely aligning itself with the good or the bad (a stance that according to one commentator was espoused by the early Church as well; Royster, 25), it does not even
come close to biblical truth.
However, there is a twofold caveat. In one instance in the early Jewish
tradition one author calls on God to “implant the law on our heart,” and so to
“heal us of madness, blindness and confusion (Quoted in Cheung, 209). A
second author also appeals to God as the only one, who can change the heart
of man and remove the evil impulse. But this time it is accompanied by the
recognition that the Torah, however glorious as a divine gift, is utterly unable
to produce its own content and therewith eternal life (Cheung, 212). Both instances indicate that there are (still) glimmers of biblical truth. After all, the
OT clearly teaches human inability to keep the law (Josh. 24:19), and urges
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the covenant community to petition God to implement the New Covenant,
provide it with a heart transplant, and write the law on the mind and the heart
(Ezek. 36:26, 27, 37).
In James, the “evil impulse,” the “tempter on the inside,” “the enemy
within,” is not the sole operator. Man’s evil impulse, which may be experienced in a wide variety of shades and forms, has an “Amen corner” in the
“tempter” on the outside, namely Satan (Jam. 4:7b). Candidly, the latter goes
all out to excite the evil impulse and set it in motion. The Evil One never tires
to foist temptations on man. Next to the lust of sex, he puts a suggestive picture. Dwell on it! Next to the lust to steal, he puts an unguarded residence.
Burglarize it! Next to the lust of self-pity, he puts a disappointment. Succumb
to it! Next to the lust of pride, he puts a shady opportunity of a life-time. Go
for it! Next to the lust of anger, he puts an insult. Get even (See for these vivid illustrations, Phillips, 45)! Still, no one can pin the blame for succumbing
to temptation on Satan. It is the evil impulse within, which is instrumental in,
and therefore responsible for any and all failures to pass God’s test by buckling under Satan’s temptations (PDavids, 14-16; Nystrom, 18, 58, 74). Even if
the believer is not equally vulnerable to each of these forms of lust, nevertheless the latter is not simply “latent,” waiting to be awakened by the will to
fuse the lust and the temptation together (contra Phillips, 45). It is ever very
much alive.198 Unless the will, as well as the mind and the emotions, are controlled, guided and guarded by grace, as James proceeds to emphasize later in
his letter (rather than by man’s “free will!”), they will by definition succumb
to the unholy alliance and the combined assault of the two enemies, namely,
the lust embedded on the inside and the temptation lurking on the outside.
When they do succumb, lust conceives, the fetus expands and sin is born. The
net effect, or upshot, of all this, therefore, is either one of the two following
concatenations or avenues that could not be more radically divergent: (1) the
ever present trial-temptation complex, meeting with faith-wholehearted surrender-prayer-wisdom-endurance-perfection-eternal life or (2) the same ever
present trial-temptation complex, meeting with unbelief-double minded wavering-onslaught of indwelling sin-folly-defeat-wickedness-eternal death (See
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To Cheung, 223, “conversion has not completely eradicated the evil inclination within
which is still a constant source of trouble and needs persistent tackling.” This is a huge understatement. Believers will ever be saddled with the monstrous evil impulse (“indwelling
sin”) until the moment of their death. Regrettably, the Church of Christ is not sufficiently
aware of this in spite of James, who advocates this as a central and indispensable element of
his blueprint of the Gospel. Cheung’s (under)statement is not very helpful in remedying this
situation. This said, Cheung appropriately emphasizes that there is daylight for believers,
namely, rescue in and through the implanted Word, wholehearted loyalty toward God, and
wholehearted obedience to this law. The latter can only be truly grasped through and in terms
of the love command, and is implemented through the constant reminders of the people of
God never to take the eyes off or swerve from the way to perfection.
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Cheung, 227, with his reference to Jesus’ teaching in Mt. 7:13-14, 15-20, 2427 and Paul’s teaching in 2 Cor. 6:14-7:1)!
In sum, the text conveys three items, based on the fact that Satan’s temptations and God’s trials use identical means or instruments, even if they have
radically different objectives. The first one is this. “God does not tempt with a
view to precipitate evil.” Temptations are authored by Satan with the specific
objective for his victims to crash. The second one follows from it. “The
blame for crashing cannot be laid at God’s doorstep.” The third one is that ultimately it is not attributable to Satan either! No, the blame must be shouldered by one’s “very own,” “totally voluntary” evil impulse (Dibelius, 93;
Cheung, 217). Don’t go after God, neither in his nature nor in his providence,
is the core of James’ message. Similarly, don’t go after Satan either. He made
me do it! No, go after yourself! The flame may come from the outside, but
the combustible material is on the inside (Henry, III, 1289; Hartin, 91).
Some parallelism between Judaism and James seems unmistakable. This
makes it rather puzzling to hear a commentator insist that “there seems no
sufficient reason for introducing the thought of yeser ha-ra here, although the
function is closely similar” (Ropes, 156). At first I was not sure what precisely prompted him to come to this conclusion. But after some further thought
his judgment appeared to be more than even partly correct. The Rabbinic position, whether of one impulse impelling to either good or evil, or two impulses, one good and one evil, even apart from the question whether evil is
ultimately attributable to God, Satan or man, is in the final analysis poles
apart from the teaching of Scripture in general and of James in particular!
Neither the unregenerate, nor the regenerate for that matter, illustrate the
Rabbinic scenario, harboring either one impulse that is able to go two ways,
good or bad, or two impulses, each of which is bound to go its own way,
good or bad. No, Scripture unreservedly attests that unregenerate folk have
only “evil impulses” (Gen. 6:5; Titus 3:3). They do not ever want to please
God (Rom. 3:18). Neither, for that matter, can they please God (Rom. 8:8), or
produce anything good of whatever sort or stripe (Prov. 21:4).199 By the
same token, regenerate folk have both a heart that delights in God’s law
(Rom. 7:22) and “evil impulses” in any and all components of their make-up
(Rom. 7:18a, 20, 23). To be sure, their regenerate heart desires to please God,
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To be sure, God in his “common grace” lavishes gifts of goodness/kindness on all mankind. These gifts include not only the broadest possible range of items and events, but also
gifts of character, temperament, skills, conduct, analysis, assessment, planning, objectives,
and accomplishments. Furthermore, he also actively puts the bridle upon sin and restrains it
from living up to its vilest potential by means of both these gifts in particular and his providential dealings in general. But this in no way openly contests or subtly undermines the biblical truth just stated. Remember complementarity! In addition to the two aspects just mentioned, “common grace” enters a universe of radical and total depravity in order to call it to
repentance (Rom. 2:4)!
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but they must face the fact that just like the unregenerate heart it cannot produce anything good either (John 15:5; Rom. 7:18b). As has been mentioned
already, the “I must” invariably goes hand in hand with the “I cannot.” This
very fact is constitutive of the unbridgeable gap between Christianity and Judaism. To Judaism the “I cannot” is repulsive, either in the name of “free
will,” or in the name of “unfettered reason.” Biblical Christianity, on the other hand, embraces this truth, and turns to grace as both the genius of the Gospel and its only hope. It is fully persuaded that the insistence upon “ability,”
whether in the area of regeneration (“good will”), justification (“good
works”), or sanctification (“good efforts”) does, and must gut grace in one
way or another, and to one extent or another. In the ever “broadening” “evangelical” Church this regrettably has become a minority view. But it is questionable whether it functions sufficiently even in the Reformed tradition,
where this is confessionally mandated.200
A well-known author in a booklet on James has a number of chapters in
which he argues that a man can (emphasis added) overcome temptation,
doubt, desire, anger, etc, and as its corollary can succeed in effective prayer,
proper motivation, genuineness, peacemaking, faithfulness, providential
planning, and patience (Adams, 5), and does have the “capacity (emphasis
added) to resist sin” (Adams, 32). From one perspective this could not be
more truthful. After all, it is the clear biblical testimony that Christians “can
do all things through him who strengthens” them (Phil. 4:13). Still the booklet
is puzzling in that it has no chapter on “You Can Overcome the Tongue!” Of
course, such chapter would be passing strange, since James could not have
been more emphatic that the tongue cannot be controlled, in fact, that no one
has the capacity to tame it. This precipitates the curious question, hinted at in
the Select Bibliography in my General Introduction, why in a volume on
James this fact, which is one of the pivotal and burning issues in both James
and Paul, is overlooked and left unaddressed? Both James and Paul wrestle
with the remaining and paralyzing wretchedness in the saints, be it James in a
more concrete, aggressive, confrontational and challenging way, and Paul in a
more personal, thoughtful, generalizing and didactic manner. Both also emphasize in their own way that the “I cannot” and the “I can” are indissolubly
intertwined (Jam. 4:5 and 6; Rom. 7: 24 and 25).
Frankly, regardless whichever of the two “chapters” would be missing in
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This appears indicated by a telling fact. While regeneration and justification are invariably
recognized as “impossible” to attain by man, it is a different story with sanctification. This all
too frequently is viewed as “difficult” to achieve. This is just as “Pharisaical” as Arminianism
in the area of regeneration and Romanism in the area of justification, since it implies the very
same kind of lurking self-trust that is the very Pharisaical hallmark, condemned by Jesus (Lk.
18:9). If it is difficult for man, it must be doable by man. Sadly enough, it makes little difference in principle whether “all of grace” is gutted in the area of regeneration, justification or
sanctification!
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a systematic teaching, preaching, or counseling setting, “You Can Overcome
the Tongue” or “You Cannot Overcome the Tongue,” the very lack of either
one of them should be diagnosed as a serious and potentially soul-damaging
“oversight.” After all, it could conceivably lead to a functional “falsehoodbehind-the-truth,” that afflicts much of current Christianity. I do not say this
lightly, because I have personally encountered folks, who were so enamored
with the “I can” aspect of biblical truth that the complementary aspect of the
“I cannot” simply stopped functioning, even while lip service affirmed it. No,
Scripture, inclusive of James, is just as emphatic that without Christ the regenerate can do nothing, as it is that with him it can do everything. If the first
truth does not function in a Christian, however much intellectually affirmed,
the second truth cannot truly and fully function either. Therefore, all of Scripture, and James (as well as Paul) in particular, starts by clearing the decks of
all human pride with its emphasis upon the “I cannot.” As has been observed
already, just as there is no “good will” in regeneration (John 1:13; 3:5; 6:44,
6:54) or “good works” in justification (Eph. 2:8-9; Tit. 3:5), so there are no
“good efforts” in sanctification. This is, and must be, made clear in order to
understand that all of salvation, consisting of regeneration, justification as
well as sanctification, is, and remains, all of grace! It is from this perspective
that Scripture presents its readers with a Gospel heart transplant in the area of
regeneration, Gospel righteousness in the area of justification, and Gospel holiness in the area of sanctification.
To be more specific, as I have mentioned already, in union with Christ
the believer is exterminated on the cross and re-originated in the resurrection.
Any “goodness” to which he clings, whether consciously or unconsciously,
only can contaminate the Kingdom, and is therefore not given the welcome
mat. In James this is made crystal clear in the area of sanctification, as I argue
more in detail in my comments on James 3:1-12 and James 4:1-5. Reformed
thinkers who usually do not tire of stressing human inability in regeneration
and justification should do no less in the area of sanctification. In sum, to address man’s ability to overcome sin also in the context of James is emphatically to address biblical truth in general, but regrettably not James’ specific
truth, at least not all of James’ truth, in that it fails to tackle man’s inveterate
pride. To James this is a priority throughout his Letter. He leaves no stone unturned to make this clear. In a sense he “haunts” his readers with their inability to produce practical godliness, and the reason for it. As I already have observed as well, and aim to open up more fully below, he exclaims that believers have in their tongue a direct pipeline to hell (Jam. 3:6, 8), indicating radical and total human inability to add even one breath to their sanctification.
Paul could not agree more. In fact, he ups the ante in charging that “indwelling sin” is in all the components of the believer’s make-up (Rom. 7:23).
Apparently “myriads” of pipelines from hell open up in the Christian. In Ro545

mans 7 the later Paul squarely builds on the earlier James. Of course, the
“pipeline of depravity to hell below” sets the stage for James to preach the
grace of sanctification as “a gift of holiness from heaven above” (Jam. 3:15,
17; 4:6), just as the “myriads of pipelines” in Paul set the stage for him to
teach that this grace is only found in Christ (Rom. 7: 4, 25), and only attained
through the Spirit (Rom 8:1-14). So the “I can” is the superstructure of the “I
cannot.” But that superstructure can never be biblically grasped without a 2020 vision of the foundation of the “I cannot.” James and Paul are tireless in
pointing this out. Any volume, therefore, that seeks to present James’ teaching to the Church is “duty bound” to follow in his, as well as Paul’s, footsteps, or must be found wanting in (re)presenting the complete James that the
Church so desperately needs!
To underscore this further, it is remarkable that on balance both James
and Paul “percentage wise” pay more attention to the debit side of human inability than the credit side of divine grace (James) in Christ (Paul). Undoubtedly both wish to make it crystal clear that grace does not thrive except in the
soil of acknowledged inability, and neither will nor can genuinely function as
such except in total, “pride-less” brokenness. In fact, it is questionable whether James 4:6-10 could have made it any clearer. James is not just content with
breaking the heart of his hearers. He tirelessly aims at a broken heart in his
hearers. He is not just satisfied with a repeated event in this context. He goes
full throttle after a prevailing condition!
The upshot is this. Any and all messages or publications that claim to
(re)present James, and seek to pinpoint the core of what he wishes to get
across to his readers, but fail to bring all this out clearly, and to drive it home
forcefully, miss (at least) a golden opportunity to destroy any last vestige of
pride in its hearers or readers. In the final analysis it could be that speakers of
such messages and authors of such publications may legitimately be asked, be
it with some trepidation, whether they themselves are missing something, if
not “in (confessed) theory,” at least “in (functional) practice!” After all, it
must be admitted that to miss the unmistakable “I cannot” in James is a glaring and deeply puzzling oversight.
However, when push comes to shove it may not be so puzzling after all.
It is doubtful that the “I cannot” functions very much in the modern Church,
either by design or default. So why would speakers and authors be alert to
this fact. They are part of the fabric of the Church. So they either go with the
all too familiar deficient flow, or go against the all too familiar deficient
grain. If they do not competently grasp that the latter needs to be exposed and
opposed, it is hardly surprising that they will drift along with the former.
At this point the radical antithesis between Judaism and Christianity in
the area of (evil) desire should be unmistakable as well. Judaism is a religion
of (so-called) ability and (burdensome) self-effort. Ultimately it does not need
546

the Gospel, whether the Gospel of regeneration, justification, or sanctification! Christianity is a religion of (the liberation of) inability and (joyous)
grace. It cannot exist without the Gospel in any of these three areas. The all
too human anthropology of the evil impulse(s) in rabbinic literature and the
very biblical theology of regeneration and indwelling sin are simply not on
the same page, not even in the same ballpark! Judaism presents the reality of
two possible desires. Man exercises either the one or the other, depending
upon his free choice. Christianity also speaks of two possible desires. However, the evil desire is in man by definition, and the good one by grace alone!
Still, something needs to be added in order for the biblical truth in this regard
to be understood in its fullness. In Scripture the two desires do not operate on
the same plane. This contention goes admittedly against the grain of a rather
common view, even in Reformed circles, that the Christian still has two natures, the old one, which fully continues to operate, and the new one, which
was simply added.201 According to this view, as has already been mentioned
in summary form, two dogs are fighting each other in the Christian, a “black
dog,” and a “white dog,” as someone put it once rather colorfully. However,
in Romans 6:3, 6, and 11 Paul strenuously combats this construction. The old
man, old nature, or old heart, was crucified and subsequently died a very
timely death in union with Christ. Subsequently, it was buried in the grave,
also in union with Christ, to signify that it was truly dead. The swoon theory
applies as little to the old heart, as it applies to Jesus. This is to say, the old
bent, disposition, appetite for sin is gone, once and for all, and is replaced by
a new man, a new nature, a new heart, with a bent, disposition, appetite for
holiness, essentially, once again, in union with Christ in the resurrection, and
experientially at the moment of regeneration. The difference is a new creation
(2 Cor. 5:17). The old man, nature, or heart loved sin and hated Jesus. The
new man, nature or heart loves Jesus and hates sin.202 In other words, through
union with Christ in his death and resurrection, Christians are now assured of
a “new headquarters,” and a “new government.” However, there is still a guerilla war in progress. A fifth column continues to lurk in any and all of their
members, and all the aspects and phases of their existence. This is called in201

To my regret this view is also embedded in the NIV, when it translates the word “flesh” in
Galatians 5:16-21 as well as Romans 8:4-16 with “sinful nature,” which suggests, if not entails, that the old nature is still alive and well. This is not only a deeply flawed, but also an
unbiblical, and extremely dangerous, translation, as I seek to explain in the text of my Commentary.
202
This twofold statement in an evangelistic setting once triggered a powerful response in one
of my hearers in Uganda. It was suddenly recognized that it is impossible even to pursue, let
alone achieve, even the smallest degree of holiness with an uncrucified nature. This precipitated a powerful conversion, when the cry for a new heart, in line with Ezekiel 36:37, resulted
in union with Christ in his cross and resurrection, the extermination of the old nature, the origination of a new creation, and an immediate thirst for, and an unwavering pursuit of holiness.
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dwelling sin or the flesh. It certainly has a ferocious lust for sin (Gal. 5:1617), and as such is a mortal enemy. While I further analyze the power and operating range of this enemy in the context of James 3:1ff and James 4:1ff, I
wish to go on record already at this point that this enemy does not function on
an equal footing with Jesus’ heart, implanted in God’s people in regeneration.
For the time being God leaves it in believers for a pedagogical purpose. Because it is stronger than the new heart by definition, it compels them always
to depend on Jesus for their practical godliness. But once it has completed its
“assigned duty,” it will summarily be removed. This occurs at the moment of
death or at the return of Christ, whatever comes first.
In short, the Christian does not have two natures, “born with one that can
do nothing right, and reborn with one that can do nothing wrong” (Phillips,
111). Scripture is more subtle, both more simple and more profound. To be
sure, he was born with the fallen nature of the first Adam. This rebels against
God, is bent to the wrong, controlled by the flesh, and can do nothing right
(Rom. 7:18). But he is reborn with the nature of the Second Adam. This surrenders to God, is bent to the right (1 John 3:9), controlled by the Spirit, but
remains under attack by the flesh, and can do everything right only when he
abides in Christ (John 15:5) and is filled with the Spirit (John 7:37-39)!
Finally, one commentator is quite perceptive in detailing the subtle and
not so subtle ways to trivialize the sinister power of the “lust” James is talking about. In his estimation, one may openly doubt its corrosive force, actually deny its very existence, practically refuse to acknowledge its seriousness,
or simply trivialize the destructive fall-out of its products. One may even
claim that in the Christian it is virtually a neutralized, spent force. He warns
that all such assessments, which fail to expose indwelling “lust” for the overpowering force that it is, (are designed to) pull the wool over the eyes of their
victims. As a result Christians have too often dallied with sin and fallen victim to the self-reliance of success, the embarrassment of immorality, the justification of sinful conduct, the failure of confrontation, the strategy of blameshifting, and even the first-raising rebellion of holding God responsible for
one’s sin and misery (Nystrom, 81-87).
However, I take issue with this commentator at one point, in line with
what I stated earlier on this general subject. He is mistaken in asserting that
James discusses the mere “capacity (italics, mine) for sin within us,” or even
“a tremendous capacity (italics, mine) to fool ourselves” (Nystrom, 83). This
is, regrettably, not strong enough. James asserts that there is no capacity in us
not “to fool” ourselves apart from God’s intervention. We are incapable of
not sinning, whether regenerate or unregenerate, apart from the grace that
comes from above, however much it goes against our grain to sin (1 John
3:9), and however much we delight ourselves in the law of God (Rom. 7:22).
To emphasize human inability just as James does this is of great significance
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for the Church’s ministry, whether in preaching, teaching, counseling, or otherwise. It will “force” the audience to cast itself upon divine grace as its only
hope! According to Paul, this grace is personified in Christ (Rom. 7:4, 25)
and personalized by the Spirit (Rom. 7:6; 8:1-14), and can therefore be attained only through the experiential presence of the risen Christ and the experienced communion with the indwelling Spirit.
Returning now to the text of James 1:15, naturally Christians should at all
cost seek to prevent the kind of conception James is talking about. In this
context they should be masters of spiritual contraception. But if they fail at
this stage, they should nip sin in the bud at its first emergence or kill it in its
growing stage, before the “slippery slope” becomes unmanageable. This is
clearly an item of the highest priority, since it is too late once sin is fullgrown. James is utterly practical. His “intention is ... to exhibit a combination
of concepts in the form of a catena, or ‘chain,’ and to warn against the first
member of the chain by pointing to the last member: beware of desire, for ultimately it leads to death” (Dibelius, 93).
The whole process is like a cancer. The malignity starts, grows and kills.
By way of illustration, a sexual slip up turns into sexual indulgence. Sexual
indulgence becomes sexual addiction. Sexual addiction ends up in sexual
perversion. The history of man is one continuing showcase of this process in
its take-off, its progress, and its completion, whether crassly in areas such as
alcohol, drugs, etc. or more subtly in areas such as authority structures, the
tongue, etc. (See specifically Phillips, 45, for all this). Any and all sin must
grow and will produce death, unless it is weeded out and killed. We all have
heard of Lot’s wife, Rachel, Gideon, Samson, Saul, David, Solomon, Judas,
Peter, to name only a few. They all were diagnosed with (the) cancer (of sin)
in one way or another, and displayed a variety of stages of the “disease.”
Some repented, and were liberated. Others did not, and bore the horrible consequences. As such they are personified storm signals, handwritings on the
wall, to which everyone better pay close attention. After all, there is no Christian, who at one time or another will not be diagnosed with the same malady!
In fact, the Christian will never be free of this cancer. This, indeed, turns both
the diagnosis and the cure into a matter of life and death!
In short, the slippery slope eventually produces spiritual death and temporal separation from God. Upon physical death it produces eternal death and
eternal separation from God as well. According to one commentator, desire
can be “nourished or stifled” (Barclay, 61). Lingering desire “in the end begets sin in the action,” “if a man deliberately foments and encourages and
nourishes that desire,” until it “monstrously strong inevitably issues into sin.”
“That is the way of death.” “Such a thought ... must drive us to the grace of
God which alone can make us clean, and which is available to all” (Barclay,
62). This is a challenge that starts out on a sobering note and ends up with a
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heartwarming encouragement!
However, this same commentator is short of the truth and wide of the
mark when he asserts that this desire “by the grace of God can even be eliminated” (Barclay, 61). This, once again, is biblically unacceptable. The “lust of
the flesh,” as I have emphasized already, will not vanish except together with
the flesh. And the latter will not vanish, until the moment of death. The lingering of the flesh and its lust is clearly part of God’s pedagogic strategy.
Sanctifying grace is now no longer an optional extra or a pleasant nicety. It is
a life-preserving necessity. Without it the lust of the flesh will run rampant
and go on a killing spree that does not take prisoners and leave no survivors.203 Common grace may restrain it and temper it some. But only sanctifying grace can chain it, even if it can never totally or permanently keep it under lock and key (1 John 1:8). This implies that sanctifying grace (Rom.
8:1ff) invariably needs mortifying grace to follow in its wake (Rom. 8:12-13;
Col. 3:5ff). Whenever the former fails to stem the tide of indwelling sin, and
the moral sewage flows from the “myriads” of pipelines from hell into the believer’s life and beyond, the latter must stand guard and stop the infiltration,
mop up the spill, or clean up the mess.
This raises the inevitable question how to deal concretely and in detail
with the concatenation that starts with conception and ends up with death.
To begin with, assuming the presence of the new heart in regeneration
Paul talks about the need to mortify sin, the product and offspring of the unholy alliance of the enemy on the inside (the flesh) and the enemy on the outside (the flesh) (Rom. 8:13; Col. 3:5). Unmortified sin will weaken believers,
and step by step deprive them of their vigor. Like a grand piano they will end
203

The reader should by now be fully aware of my constant battle against toning down, and
so trivializing, the lurking deadly danger represented by “the evil impulse” in (non-Christians
and) Christians (alike), as well as their radical inability to cope with it and to be victorious
over it. Consciously or not commentators again and again fail to bring out the gravity of indwelling sin and the extent of human impotence. In this Commentary alone already we came
across three or four of them. I am, indeed, of the opinion that, unless this very battle is won in
Christ’s Church, the latter will languish, and either be shut down (Rev. 3:14ff) or simply die
out. After all, it will have no power, unless it asks for it. Further, it will not ask for it, unless it
recognizes the need for it. Finally, it will not recognize this need, until Scripture in general,
and James in particular, manages to pull the scales off one’s spiritual eyes, and drive home the
desperate straits, not only of wretched sinners, but also of wretched saints without the power
of Jesus (Phil. 3:10) and the strength of the Spirit (Acts 1:8; Eph. 3:16). The truth of both
James and Paul does not appear to function in the broad layers of the Church, even if there is
theological lip service. This simply has got to change! I am afraid, however, that this is easier
said than done. In many, if not most, cases human pride will stand in the way. Its removal requires a broken heart and a contrite spirit, and this also is fully a matter of grace alone. The
number of confessing Christians, who hold to man’s free will in regeneration, man’s good
works in justification and man’s good efforts in sanctification are beyond counting. They all
have the same pervasive root problem in common. This is inveterate human pride, which refuses to live radically and totally of grace alone!
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up out of tune, and become unfit for the performance that God requires from
them on the stage of life. It will also darken their existence, and deprive them
of their assurance and comfort. It will eventually harden, deceive and kill
them. No quarter is or should be given. It is “either kill or be killed.”
There is a movement in the Christian Church that in this context advocates “to let God, and let go.” “‘Allow’ Christ and the Holy Spirit to operate,
speak, act, etc., through you as a (powerful) hand utilizes a (lifeless) glove.” I
frequently found that proponents of this approach have a 20-20 vision of the
utter necessity for the grace of God in sanctification. This is (much more than
simply) commendable! But in the process they impinge upon the full responsibility of man. This is unbiblical. Christ and the Spirit are both all-powerful,
all right. But the Christian is not a lifeless glove. In Romans 8:13 Paul’s message is decidedly not that the Holy Spirit sees, hears, talks, walks, works, etc.
through the Christian. When Christians assemble for a 6:00AM prayer meeting, it is not the Spirit, who must turn off the alarm clock and get up. No, the
Christian himself must get out of bed in plenty of time! Similarly, the Christian writes the check to cover the tithes. The Spirit is not doing it for him or
through him. No, he must do it himself, but with the assurance that he can do
it (only) through the power supplied by the Spirit. In sum, he himself must
take the dagger and plant it “mercilessly” in the heart and core of his own sin,
all of it without any hesitation, reservation or regret! But he will never succeed (radically and permanently), if he “contends against sin on legal accounts, from legal principles and motives,” inclusive of fear of punishment.
For mortification of sin to be what is is, namely, successful, it must be rooted
in “Gospel principles,” whether facing a long festering sin that has infected
the whole system, a strangling sin that has undone the system, a tumultuous
sin that threatens the system, or an emerging sin that seems to be harmless to
the system. These Gospel principles include, but are not restricted to, a deepseated sense of the guilt, evil, danger and sterility of sin, an unshakable dependence upon the grace, mercy, and liberality of God, an entrenched intimacy with the love, blood, and forgiveness of Christ, an unremitting experience
of the presence, power of the Holy Spirit, and a thorough acquaintance with
the body life, encouragement and assistance of the Church. It is a clearly a
double-faceted enterprise.
But there is more! The Christian should seek not only to act “after the
fact,” but also before the fact. He should be painstakingly preventive by refusing “intercourse” and preclude “conception” and forestall “birth.” An
ounce of prevention is worth much more than a pound of cure. Such prevention, as the first line of defense, is made possible by a habitual weakening of
the “desire.” This is done by “the disciplines of grace,” that is, by looking at
and abiding in Jesus (John 15:5; 2 Cor. 3:18; Phil. 4:13; 1 Pet. 2:2-3), and by
being filled with the Spirit (Eph. 6:18), through the Word, Christian fellow551

ship, the Lord’s Supper and prayer (Acts 2:42) as the prescribed forestalling
measures (Owen, VI, 5-23). This would be similar to keeping the fuel rods in
a nuclear facility immersed below the water line in the containment building,
so that they cannot wreak destruction.204
It is of paramount importance that believers know that their new heart
can be victorious over the products of indwelling sin, also called the deeds of
the body, or the works of the flesh (Rom. 8:13; Gal. 5:19; Col. 3:5), once they
have erupted, by executing them. This requires the diagnosis of sin in all its
offensiveness, heinousness and danger, and its subsequent mortification
through the strength of Jesus Christ and the presence of the Holy Spirit (Rom.
8:13; Gal. 2:20). This mortification and the use of all the means to that end
should be instantaneous, radical, total, and constant. Occasional, partial, and
temporary mortification is a blueprint for disaster (Owen, VI, 24-32). The
presence of the Spirit is similar to the steel-enforced concrete encasement of
the Chernobyl plant in the former Soviet Union. Just as the deadly radiation
discharged by the plant was contained by this gigantic encasement, so indwelling sin can only be contained through a similar “encasement” by the “infinite” in-indwelling Spirit.
Note the finesse with which Paul expresses himself in the Greek. As has
been mentioned already in passing, he contrasts indwelling sin in Romans
7:20 with the in-indwelling Spirit in Romans 8:11. However awesome the
power of the former may be, quite apparently it is simply no match for the infinite power of the latter! This explains why Paul in Romans 8:9 insists, that
one simply cannot belong to Christ without the in-indwelling Spirit. Indwelling sin would run rampant, and holiness would be impossible! It also explains why grieving and quenching the Spirit is so extremely dangerous. It
adversely affects the containment of indwelling sin! It opens up “holes”
through which deadly “radiation” can and will pour forth. The only antidote
is to thirst for (in repentance), flee to (in faith), and drink (in prayer) of Jesus
and to be re-filled with the Spirit (John 7:37-39; Eph. 5:18). To be sure, the
presence of indwelling sin is not sufficient to condemn. But this is predicated
upon the fact that believers purposefully seek to keep it under lock and key in
reliance upon, and by virtue of, the in-indwelling Spirit (Rom. 8:1-4).
Fully in line with this the Bible militates against the error of perfectionism, as well as against the error of defeatism. The Bible distinguishes between the power of indwelling sin and the products of indwelling sin. The
power of indwelling sin, the enemy within, will remain until the moment of
death (Rom. 7:17, 24). The products of indwelling sin, on the other hand, can
204

See for all these facets of the process of mortification the unparalleled, and heartily recommended treatment of this topic by John Owen, Vol. VI, 33-86, or as printed in a separate
volume, John Owen, The Mortification of Sin, esp. 33-37, 70-72, 93-105. It is summarized by
A. W. Pink, “The Doctrine of Mortification,” in Practical Christianity, 131-145.
552

be overcome and should be overcome (Rom. 8:13; 1 John 2:13-14; Rev. 2:7,
17). Because of the existence of indwelling sin, which is very powerful (Gal.
5:17), the life of the Christian is characterized by a battle (1 Tim. 6:12) that
rages unabatedly until the moment of death (Phil. 3:12-14). Because of the
intercession of the Savior and the presence of the indwelling Spirit, who are
more powerful, his life is marked by victory that will be finalized upon death
(1 Cor. 15:54-55). The products of the principle or source of sin will be overcome through, and proportionate to, the assimilation of the Word and the
proper exercise of prayer (Lk. 22:32; Phil. 4:13). This assimilation and exercise have contraceptive power. They are also the means through which sin is
executed. The sum and substance of all this eventually comes to crystal clear
expression in James as well with his focus upon the Word (Jam 1:21) and
prayer (Jam. 4:2; 5:16b).
Thus, the true Christian will have the bitter experience of the continuous,
powerful and sinister presence of indwelling sin and the inevitable, unceasing
fierce battle, described in Romans 7 (and Galatians 5:16b-17a, c, 19-21) as
well as the joyful experience of the presence of Christ (Rom. 7:25a) and of
the Holy Spirit and the victory over actual sins, described in Romans 8 (and
Galatians 5:16, 17b, 18, 22-23). Both Romans 7 which militates against perfectionism, and Romans 8 which bans defeatism, represent essential elements
in the life of Christians, which they cannot ignore except at their peril. The
upshot is that the genuine Christian always lives at the edge of despair (Rom.
7:24) in joyful confidence (Rom. 8:1-4). In this context two things ought to
be underscored.
First, while generically all Christians have indwelling sin and its evil impulse in common (Gal. 5:16b, 17a), the evil impulse itself is “customized” for
and in each individual. The text speaks about each individual tempted “by his
own desires” (See also Adams, 81). It is doubtlessly personalized by the
Enemy, who seeks to hit his victims in the area of their vulnerability, which
differs from individual to individual. But it is equally individualized by his
victims as they made themselves vulnerable by means of active involvement
in specific sins. Once again we are faced with the complementarity of truth as
explained in Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth. The solution
follows a similar pattern. Scripture issues a universal summons of generic repentance for sinners in general (See Jam. 4:7-10). At the same time in individual instances Scripture calls for repentance “for particular sins particularly” (Westminster Confession of Faith, XV, 5; Rev. 2:5, 22; 3:19). It is imperative for all preaching, teaching and counseling following the diagnosis of sin
to aim at practical godliness, not only in general, but also in (individualized)
particular, so that present holiness replaces past sinfulness, fully in line with
the biblical pattern of putting away sin and taking on its opposite. However,
in Scripture this is not a two-dimensional pattern. In addition to the two activ553

ities of “putting away” and “taking on” Paul invariably mentions a redemptive rationale as a third element (Eph. 4:25-32). Herewith he insists that the
grace of God in Christ is the origin of practical godliness and the means thereto. Without this grace we end up in moralism.
Second, it ought to be underscored that such life at the edge of despair in
joyful confidence is a life of faith. When this faith is inactive or weak, the believer ends up either in experiential despair by falling victim to the humbling
onslaught of indwelling sin, or in presumption by falling victim to a proud
self-reliant triumphalism! Both must be avoided like the plague.205 The former is characteristic of a “David,” whose sins of commission could only be
sanitized by repentance (Ps. 51:1ff). The latter puts us in the company of
“Laodiceans” whose sins of omission stood in need of an equally thorough
going repentance (Rev. 3:14-22).206
All this comes to a climax in James 3. This chapter underscores the necessity of realizing, that the victory can and does come from above only! This
accentuates the error of accusing God as the author of inducement to evil. For
all practical purposes such accusation puts a question mark behind God’s
love. The moment this is done, one cuts oneself off from the only source of
hope. Thus it becomes even more urgent not to blame God, and not to question his love when the going gets rough. It is to cut one’s nose to spite one’s
face. It is suicide!
The Book of Malachi, arguably the last book of the OT, deals essentially
with the same issue. Israel has two complaints in its dire circumstances. The
first one is that God does not love them (anymore). What kind of father
would leave his children in such deplorable circumstances (Mal. 1:2a)? The
second is that God is not just. What master/protector would not destroy the
oppressors of his servants (Mal. 2:17)? For all practical purposes they point a
twofold finger at God. God answers both accusations (Mal. 1-2 and Mal. 3-4).
First, do not dare question my love (See also Deut. 4:37; Jer. 31:3)! Remem205

James 5:13 presents us with the perfect twofold antidote. Pray to God in pain and praise
God in pleasure! The former removes despair, the latter presumption!
206
A wise man once put a sign on the door of his apparently disorganized office, which read
“Lord, bless this mess!” All wretched sinners, in the footsteps of Jacob (Gen. 32:26), and all
wretched saints, in obedience to God’s Word (Heb. 4:16), should have written, or write, this
as “motto” over the portals of their lives. When this constitutes a broken-hearted and heartfelt
prayer, both sinners and saints will sooner or later be able to exclaim, “You actually blessed
this mess! And it evaporated!!” Of course, bowing before the complementarity of God’s truth,
wretched saints always recognize that they will have as much of a mess left (See Jam. 1:21a).
This is why they ever live in joyful confidence (and praise!) at the edge of despair. Frankly,
they would not want it any other way. After all, this is God’s blueprint of tender love in tough
pursuit of total holiness. There is no other blueprint that spells endurance en route to (guaranteed) perfection! So, why would they not as saints in a complementary fashion display fullness of confidence, joy and praise in simultaneous and full recognition of their wretchedness?
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ber Esau? If I had given up on my love, I would treat you as grimly as I treat
him (Mal. 1:2b-5). This is followed by a counter-offensive. But if I am your
Father, where is my honor? The priests give me the leftovers in their sacrifices, and instruct the people in falsehoods (Mal. 1:6-2:9), while the people are
involved in idolatry and adultery (Mal. 2:10-16). There is hardly reason to
complain about my lack of love, is there now? If you do, you miss the point!
Second, I aim to dispense justice, distributive justice in purifying the leadership, and retributive justice in eliminating sinners (Mal. 3:1-5). In the process
I will curse unrepentant robbers and the inveterate arrogant (Mal. 3:6-15).
However, there are those who fear me. They will become jewels in my
crown. They communicate with each other on the heart’s level. They also will
sharply delineate between what is wicked and what is righteous (Mal. 3:164:1). Finally, they will and can do so, because they look at the “Sun of Righteousness,” with fathers and their children closing ranks to keep my Law en
route to a shared practical godliness (Mal. 4:2-6). There is no reason to complain about my lack of justice either. Again, you would miss the point, if you
do! Clearly, any kind of accusation against God always backfires.
Malachi and James approach the same two themes from different angles.
But they both show that the enemy is always on the inside. Both indicate that
it is self-deception not to come to that conclusion. Further, they are both after
practical godliness that comes from above through the Word of God in terms
of the Law of God. In the next major section of James (Jam. 2:1ff) this
second theme, the theme of the Word, particularized in the Royal Law of
Freedom, takes center stage. The first document of the NT appears to be the
extension and expansion of the last book of the OT! But we cannot detail this
until we have listened first to James’ conclusion of the present major section
that runs from James 1:2 and onward. It provides us not only with an awesome “sense of closure” of this section, but also and simultaneously opens up
an equally awesome vista upon the next one (Jam. 1:18ff).

d. Twofold Closure on Trials (1:16-17)
(16) Be not led astray, my beloved brothers. (17) All good giving
and every perfect gift are from above, coming down from the
Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or the slightest
change.
Introduction
The imperative of James 1:16 can be construed as the conclusion of the previous section, underscoring the importance of what has just been said. How555

ever, it can also function as an introduction to what follows. This may at first
seem to be the preferable alternative for two reasons. James uses a strong imperative (me planasthe). He apparently wishes to alert his readers to something of the greatest significance. Such imperative is more likely to introduce
additional information rather than simply to conclude an existing line of
thought. Further, he himself appears to imply this by addressing his readers as
beloved brothers. This must have heightened and deepened their attention
considerably. James surely must have something new and important on his
heart!
However, since James 1:16-17 appears to be the capstone of the preceding as well as the transition to the following section, the strong imperative in
James 1:16 does double duty. It is part of James 1:16-18 as a “hinge” section,
with James 1:17 summarizing the preceding and James 1:18 introducing what
follows in James 1:19ff (See PHDavids, 86, for a similar construction; so also
Stulac, 57; Moo, 200, 76; McCartney, 107). If this is correct, James 1:16 has
at least as much as a backward look as a forward momentum. This prompted
the present outline, in which James 1:16-17 are tied to what precedes it and
James 1:18 to what follows. To be sure, the rationale of the immutability of
God (Jam. 1:17) binds the trial-temptation complex to the Word that first regenerates (Jam. 1:18) and subsequently sanctifies (Jam. 1:19ff). The trialtemptation complex is phase one, the phase of the God-ordained furrows, custom-made for each individual child of his, and anticipates phase two, the
phase in which God implants the seed of the Word in the furrows en route to
an abundant harvest of practical godliness. Still James 1:17, as I will show,
first of all, functions as a closure to the trial-temptation complex and only after this as the prelude to what follows.
In short, the strong imperative of James 1:16 is a perfect introduction to
the multi-faceted truth found in the transitional verses of both James 1:17 and
James 1:18. This truth deserves such imperative for a variety of reasons. First,
the main focus is the immutable God and the intricate blueprint of his way
with his children. No one can afford to have his theology wrong (Jam. 1:17 as
the summary of Jam. 1:2-16). Second, the corollary focus is his children and
the intricate road to the grand goal of their Father’s approval. No one can afford to have his soteriology wrong either (Jam. 1:18 as the introduction to
Jam. 1:19-27). The call to the utmost of vigilance, implied in the strong imperative, with possibly a similar emotional force as the imperatives common
in a culture familiar to diatribes (Dibelius, 99), and best translated as “Make
No Mistake About It” (Royster, 26), could not be timelier.
In sum and substance the strong imperative calls for a dual vigilance. For
one, to pay the closest of attention to James’ veritable, often misconstrued,
capstone teaching of James 1:17 on the monumental trial-temptation issue as
the preparatory phase of the pathway to practical godliness from God’s pers556

pective! For another, to pay equally close attention to his teaching on the
second phase of this pathway, which starts in James 1:18 as the natural sequel
to, if not outflow of James 1:17, and deals with God’s Word as the substance
of practical godliness! As mentioned earlier, trial-temptations are the “custom-made” furrows that the ploughshare of God’s providence with person variable attentiveness and exquisite finesse cuts out in the lives of his children
in order for them to receive and embrace the seed of God’s Word designed to
make them blossom out into practical godliness! Let us now unpack the details!

(1) Forceful Warning (1:16)
At this juncture the brothers are solemnly and forcefully warned, “Don’t delude or deceive yourselves.” Or in the passive voice, “Don’t be deceived,”
“Don’t be led astray!” The context implies, “Don’t be hijacked and victimized by either an errant theology or an errant soteriology.” “Be meticulous
in your thinking, get an antidote against the ‘poison of error,’ and do not
wander from the truth.” It could even mean that they had to stop wandering,
underscoring the gravity of the situation, “Stop deceiving yourselves,” or in
the passive, “Stop being deceived” (Burdick, 172; Zodhiates, I, 74). They
may already have strayed from what James just told them in the preceding
and what he is about to tell them in the following. The weight of this short
and terse sentence, underscored by its “abruptness” (McKnight, 122) is immense (Manton, 108). From the perspective of the present-day Church, as we
shall see, it takes on the proportions of an awesome paradigm shift, in fact, of
no less than a Copernican revolution!
Clearly, in the long run even the slightest digression in judgment can be
disastrous in its consequences (See Johnstone, 111-112), let alone a plunge
into the many errors on display in such copious abundance in Scripture as
well as Church history (Is. 43:17; see specifically, Manton, 105, for a vast array of possible errors in faith as well as practice). Theology, Systematic Theology as well as Ethical Theology, resembles a massive iceberg. Most of it is
below the waterline. But the way it is situated, determines where the peak
emerges. So believers better make sure that it is situated properly! “All false
principles have a secret but pestilent influence on life and conduct” (Manton,
106).207 Especially since truth is frequently intricate in its texture and tapestry, which makes it at times difficult to understand (2 Pet. 3:16a) despite its
207

This is comparable to the so-called Butterfly effect in Meteorology. One flap of the wings
of a butterfly in New York can lead to a deadly typhoon in China. Not every flap, of course,
will precipitate such a typhoon. But since it is a distinct possibility, why take the risk and be
sloppy or anything but meticulous in theology? In the long run it will prove to be a matter of
life and death, because no theology, right or wrong, will ever stop flapping its wings.
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intrinsic perspicuity (Lk. 24:25), believers better lay aside their laziness and
indifference as well as their prejudices and preconceived notions, and steer a
steady course in diligently involving themselves in the search of the truth
through constant prayer, study and group discussions, in order to avoid ruin
(2 Pet. 3:16b; Lk. 24:26-27).
Incidentally, one of the worst errors is to be a “blind(ed)” follower of a
(truly) venerable tradition or a (truly) great man. The reason is simple. Such a
follower can only end up with the unacceptable flaws and undesirable features, which mark each tradition and plague each great man. After all, whatever is genuine and profitable in them is, and can be a gift of God only.
Therefore it is not something that ever can be passed on by a man, or by a
tradition for that matter! All humans, however awesome in their thinking and
acting, are in themselves only dead-end streets, and can do their followers not
one genuine favor, until and unless they point them and tie them to Christ and
his Spirit. Everyone either does, and must, perish (Prov. 1:20-32), or wholeheartedly cry out to God for truth and knowledge, seek it as on a treasure
hunt, and go after it as a gift of pure grace (Prov. 2:1-4). Nothing human,
whether tradition or individuals can supply what is the prerogative of God only!
At any rate, while meticulous thinking is a potential “life-saver” in any
area of life, this is especially applicable in this context where James for all
practical purposes tackles the problem of evil, undoubtedly the most challenging apologetic problem that Christians face. Before he makes his concluding statement on the subject he issues the strongest of warnings to follow
carefully what he is going to say, and to get it straight! That James’ warning
has a cutting edge to it goes without saying. This makes it ever so imperative
not to speak in “anger,” in a “rage,” or with “sharpness,” but rather with gentleness and tenderness. James’ (frequently repeated) appellation, “Beloved
Brothers,” speaks volumes in this regard (See also 2 Tim. 2:24-26). “Where
the matter is likely to displease, the manner should not be bitter. Pills must be
sugared that they may go down the better. Many a man has been lost through
violence” (Manton, 108).
To return now to the text in its context, the idea that God is to blame for
our failure to pass the test of trials has just been dismissed (Jam. 1:13-15). Individual accountability is inescapably emphasized. But this is not the whole
story! Far from it! God’s positive input still needs to be defined. He has both
an active and total hand in every trial, but how and what for? James’ concluding explanatory statement in this regard, specifically in James 1:17, which is
the sequel and capstone of James 1:13-16, has been called a “theodicy,” a
“justification of God” (Johnson, 203). If God is as fully and sovereignly involved in trials as James indicates, mankind stands in need of a solid and
compelling explanation that keeps him or takes him out of the dock! Why
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would we not blame God for all the evil and misery, when his plan is admittedly all-encompassing? If he is God, how could he be good, let alone perfect? And if he is good, and perfect (!), how could he be God?208 In fact,
mankind has ever demanded a satisfactory explanation. It perennially suffers
of “The Later Job-Syndrome (Read: Sin-drome).” “God, you have some explaining to do. In fact, you owe me an explanation, and it better be both now
and satisfactory!”
Candidly, the notion that James provides a theodicy in this passage could
not be farther from the truth, let alone a (far-fetched) “theodicy against a powerful belief that, in the name of astral religion and occult mysteries, one
looked to the stars as arbiters of human destiny” (Martin, 42; see also Nystrom, 76, for his criticism of this rather far-out idea). Clearly, James does not
endeavor to present a compelling, discursive, logical argument in justification
of God.209 No, he emphasizes divine truth to the glory of God in both a tender
and challenging manner. This, incidentally, is the hallmark of all truly biblical
apologetics (John 18:37), which historically appears to be too rare a commodity. At any rate, the difference between logically arguing the case for God before a supposed (seeker friendly) jury (and judge) with a view to agreement,
and persuasively holding forth the truth about God before the potentially accused (and condemned) with a view to submission cannot be overestimated!
As I argue below in Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil, in which I deal
with the problem that the presence of evil poses, any type of apologetics that
banks on discursive arguments by its very nature addresses the mind only.
Apart from the fact that this does not come to grips with the life of man,
“where the rubber hits the road,” it can at best produce an intellectual agreement pertaining to a logically probable state of affairs. After all, as is increasingly recognized from a theological as well as philosophical (epistemological) and scientific (mathematical) point of view, absolute proof is simply not
in the jurisdiction of man.210 Such apologetics, therefore, ultimately leaves
208

Polytheism does not face this problem. It only needs to turn one of the “gods” into a “bad
apple,” and to put the onus on him. The others in the meantime go scot-free (See Johnson,
203). Furthermore, Atheism does not have the problem either! If there is no “god,” there is no
“outsider” to blame. Its program simply calls for playing out the hand which the evolutionary
development of the universe, starting with the Big Bang, has dealt each of us by means of
“natural selection,” “the survival of the fittest,” or “spontaneous self-organization.”
209
Neither is he satisfied with arguing, like many apologists do who hold to the so-called
freewill defense, that in the face of the triad of (a) the pervasive presence of evil, (b) the perennial lure of temptation, and (c) the massive capitulation to patterns of sin, it is not unreasonable to posit a God who can wash his hands of what this triad represents.
210
See Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorem to the effect that truth and proof are not coextensive, and especially the discussion of this theorem in Douglas R. Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher,
Bach (New York: Vintage Books, 1989), 17-19, and 24. According to Hofstadter, the methods
of proof that characterize any theory are invariably too weak to demonstrate the true state559

life in a truncated limbo of uncertainty to one degree or another, something
that hardly comports with Scripture, whether the Scripture of the OT or of the
NT.211
ments that are contained in that theory! This once and for all removes “absolute proof” from
the range (and jurisdiction!) of the human theorizing intellect. Nina Hall, ed., Exploring
Chaos (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1994), 196ff, 203ff, 213ff, weighs in on this
subject as well. Randomness, unpredictability and probability appear to “lurk at the heart,”
not only of theoretical physics (Heisenberg), but also of mathematics (Gödel; Turing). The
conclusion is that “the full structure of the world is richer than our language can express and
our brains comprehend” (212). This must give second thoughts to anyone who vies for absolute proof! Not so incidentally, this state of (created!) affairs is, whether consciously or not,
behind the fact that virtually all widely known evidentialist-rationalist apologists end up with
one type of probability reasoning or another. In fact, even the imposing presuppositional fortress, that at one time stood staunchly and uncompromisingly for absolute proof in defense of
Christian Theism, is starting to show ominous cracks. Eventually everyone is bound to bump
into the impossibility of absolute proof. But more about this in greater detail in the next Footnote!
211
It is interesting to note in this context that all classico-evidentialist apologists, apart from
R. C. Sproul, steer away from absolute proof, and admit that their so-called “traditional” arguments can at best make a probable case for Christianity only. Of course, this spells uncertainty. Presuppositional apologists, in the footsteps of Cornelius Van Til, usually insist that
they can, and do, deliver absolute proof, based on the indirect argument of “the impossibility
of the contrary.” However, (as also) John Frame, Apologetics to the Glory of God (Phillipsburg: P & R Publishing Company, 1994), 77-82, points out that, while there is absolutely certain evidence, logical arguments can never transcend the level of the probable. He, therefore,
basically rejects the notion that the purely logical Van Tillian argument of “the impossibility
of the contrary,” that is, of the impossibility of non-Christianity to account for either logic or
facts, delivers the absolute goods. As a result he wants to wed the “classical” presuppositional
approach with the more “traditional” types of apologetic reasoning. It is rather curious that
R.C. Sproul and Cornelius Van Til are bedfellows in their adamant rejection of “probability
only.” While their apologetics are divergent, if not poles apart, their argument against “probability” is identical. Since Romans 1:20 categorically states that unbelievers know God, however defined, no apologetic method that argues for the existence of God can or may undercut
this. It is, indeed, passing strange that God insists that all men know with certainty that he exists, because his self-disclosure in his manifestation in creation, history and the human constitution is inescapable, while virtually all his evidentialist and some of his preuppositionalist
defenders conclude that their factual and logical argumentation can arrive at uncertain probability at best. Sproul and Van Til basically argue that with such friends there is no need for
enemies from God’s perspective. It is quite clear that at this point apologetics faces an utterly
serious dilemma. On the other hand, there is an ever growing, if not near universal unanimity
that factual as well as logical argumentation leads to probability only, and cannot achieve absolute certainty. Both the inherent limitation of induction in the accumulation of facts and
Gödel’s theorem in the purely logical area irrefutably lead to this conclusion. On the other
hand, God’s Word is adamant that all of mankind has an unquestionable knowledge of God’s
existence. How to solve this apologetic catch 22? It is impossible to deal with this thorny issue adequately in a footnote. I sketch my take on it with some broad strokes in the text of my
Commentary, as well as in Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil, and aim to deal with this
at length in a volume on Biblical Apologetics that is in preparation. In short, however, the
root of the issue is that we should not confuse absolutely compelling logical proof with abso560

On the other hand, a biblically informed apologetics avails itself of the truth
to target the heart with a view to repentance, submission, and obedience, and
intercedes with God through the Spirit to provide a heart with “ears” to hear
and “eyes” to see (2 Tim. 2:24-26). Such divine intervention does and should
result in the worship of God in the beauty of holiness. Fully in line with a truly biblical apologetics this is the tack that James takes. Incidentally, it should
not come as a surprise that in doing so he follows in the footsteps of his Master, the Lord Jesus (John 18:37), acts in tandem with his contemporary colleagues, the apostle John (1 John 1:1-3, 2 John 1-4; 3 John 1-4) and the aposlutely certain evidence. Romans 1:18-20 teaches absolutely certain evidence, all right. Sproul
and Van Til are right on in emphasizing this. But for them to use this as an argument to certify
the existence of absolutely compelling logical proof is a fallacy. The presence of certain evidence does not logically entail the presence of discursive proof, let alone absolute proof. They
simply are not coextensive. Both Sproul and Van Til are in error to insist on this! To end the
present discussion on a challenging note, Esther Meek, Longing to Know (Grand Rapids: Brazos Pres, 2003), 137-140, wishes to debunk the notion of “exhaustive certainty” as a purely
rational entity not only as “impossible,” but also as “unwanted.” I already have argued the
former. It is intriguing, however, to hear her explain and defend the latter. Her basic reason
for this is that “it doesn’t do justice to the rich fabric of human experience,” which goes well
beyond the rational. To insist on “a standard of (rational) certainty would paralyze and truncate what is a rich and unfolding epistemic act.” She wishes to replace rational certainty with
“confidence.” This does not only eye “the reasons we are able to articulate,” but also “the
multitudinous features that we can’t put into words,” features “that are felt and sensed beyond
our articulation.” While there “can never be a procedure by which we can guarantee with certainty or explicitly articulate truth,” we can and do increasingly grasp it by means of “the
more-than-verbalizable contact” with aspects of reality. The potential implications for biblical
apologetics are explosive. “If we are to appraise the truth of the Bible’s words about God ...
we have to live them. So, “do you want to know God? Live his words.” To her, “Our Western
heritage generally speaking has had it backwards: obedience does not require truth; truth requires obedience.” All this, of course, does not comport with either a pre-evangelistic or nonevangelistic apologetics that target the mind with a view to rational agreement, but very much
with an evangelistic apologetics that, as I state below, challenges the heart through confrontation with the truth with a view to submission, that is, repentance and obedience. However, a
more detailed discussion of this goes beyond the scope of the present volume and must await
another day. Since I am in the process of preparing a publication on Biblical Apologetics, I
trust that this day will arrive eventually. Incidentally, Robert L. Reymond, Faith’s Reasons
for Believing (Ross-shire: Christian Focus Publications Ltd., 2008), 31, (1) refuses to “employ
(evidences) in probability constructs that allow the unbeliever to conclude that Christianity is
only probably true;” 49, (2) agrees that “the infallibility of the Bible … (as) a first principle
… cannot be ’proved’ or ’demonstrated’ on the basis of anything prior;” 275ff, (3) denies that
Classical Apologetics (Sproul) manages to furnish proof of the authority of Scripture;” and
306ff, (4) rejects the validity of the traditional theistic proofs, inclusive of the ontological and
cosmological arguments as “logically loose,” to say the least. Committed to presuppositional
or scripturalist apologetics, 323ff, he rather throws in his lot with “Scripture (which) never
attempts to prove the existence of God, but always assumes its doctrine of God, man, sin, and
redemption.” From this encouraging perspective, however, it is puzzling that he does not look
with a critical mind at the so-called absolute proof of the “impossibility of the contrary” (to
the Christian position), as this is proposed by (Van Tillian) presuppositionalism.
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tle Peter (Acts 2:17ff), and lays the foundation for the (transcendental) apologetic method that comes to such lucid expression in the clinical analysis (2
Tim. 2:24-26) and the practical application (Acts 17:16ff) of the later Paul.212
Well, what then is James’ concluding (explanatory) statement of truth? It is
without a doubt monumental in the way that it glorifies God! It further offers
a perspective that is mind-boggling! However, before I turn to this statement,
two items!
First, once it is fully understood, the use of the strong imperative will
light up and prove to be fully justified. The author’s concluding statement,
which functions as the capstone of all of James 1:2-17, is so awesome and so
eye-opening for the totality of life that it, once fully absorbed, does and
should have a life-changing impact that is commensurate to a possibly Copernican revolution!
Second, in order, positively, to provide a depth perspective upon this
statement and, negatively, not to skirt the very real issue of theodicy, I first
present a topical treatment of the problem of evil, which by virtue of the
overwhelming, if not all-engulfing presence of sin and misery is never far
from everybody’s thoughts, emotions, and practice, and, as one commentator
so aptly states, is frequently brought up in the present context (Blomberg, 78).
Besides, it is widely regarded as the most vexing Achilles’ heel of Christianity! Only for this reason already it deserves our full and meticulous attention.
But since the Biblical solution of the problem of evil dovetails with the glory
of God, this topical treatment brings us “automatically” back to the substance
of James’ argument. Frankly, I hope that it serves not only to introduce
James’ eye-opening “perspective,” but also to persuade the reader that it is
unbecoming for Christians ever to do anything else but to present divine truth
212

It seems to me that the Church should make up its collective mind! Since no apologetic
methodologies, past or present, appear to be practiced in Scripture, the Church has one of two
options. It must either (1) conclude that Scripture only lays the broad foundation for the apologetic enterprise, while the history of apologetics does, and must, add the much needed superstructure. Under this scenario pre-evangelistic ratio-evidentialist apologetics and nonevangelistic presuppositional apologetics vie for top honors. Or (2) it must insist that Scripture provides all the data required for a full apologetic blueprint. In that case it must invite
theology simply to systematize these data into a biblical methodology, and should determine
that it is both speculative and illegitimate to go beyond it. It hardly needs to be stressed that
the second avenue will lead to a radical transformation and total overhaul of Christian Apologetics, as we generally know it, so that it will begin to match the simple profundity and profound simplicity of the Gospel. Whether past or present apologetic methods are simple or profound, they are usually not both at the same time. Further, since they are either preevangelistic or non-evangelistic, they are certainly not Gospel apologetics, nor come even
close to it. The pre-evangelistic classico-evidentialism type of apologetics, which comes in a
variety of forms, distances itself from Gospel-apologetics by conscious, well-articulated, design, while non-evangelistic “presuppositional” apologetics, which is more monolithic, does
not really address the issue, and therefore more or less sidesteps or ignores it by default.
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to the glory of God with a view to a heartfelt, and if needful, repentant embrace and obedient submission.
In short, James does not simply give his well-considered or ill-considered
opinion, fully depending upon one’s perspective, as his personal debatable
contribution to a neutral “dialogal roundtable” in a postmodern and pluralistic
society. No, he functions as a foundational and compelling apologetic model,
in which God’s truth, however encouraging or cutting, is spoken in tender
love as well as tough pursuit unto total holiness.213 In the now following Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil I hopefully show persuasively that this
problem, as well as any other problem, requires a special kind of apologetics.
Negatively, such apologetics shuns a self-defeating man-centeredness, and,
positively, it is truly to the glory of God, not just in intention, but in actual
fact!

Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil
Introduction
Before I discuss the various aspects of the issue under consideration, four introductory
sets of remarks are necessary in order to set the stage for properly plumbing the depth
and complexity of the problem as well as the complexity of the biblical solution.

1. Delineation of the Issue
The existence of evil is by far the most vexing problem that Christian apologetics faces, specifically because it is much more than a “mere” intellectual concern. It hits
people where they live. Nothing burdens the Christian more experientially and emotionally than to come to grips with manifestations of the at times most atrocious and
odious of evils. This is the deepest reason why nothing taxes the Christian apologist
more than to come up with a compelling “theodicy,” that is, a pertinent presentation of
biblical truth that removes once and for all every onus and odium from God vis-à-vis
the presence of evil intellectually, and at the same time provides what may seem an
impossible peace of heart and mind existentially in the midst of the severest buffetings
and the most gruesome maulings of life.
Without such biblical “theodicy” humanity will continue to put God “in the dock,”
and either dismiss him as non-existent, or hold him responsible for the evil that is in
such pervasive and seemingly excessive evidence. Especially James leaves hardly any
doubt about this apparently lurking temptation (Jam. 1:13). Further, without such
theodicy Christians also end up in the dock as targets of exasperation, if not ridicule,
for their naïve efforts to hold on to an alleged figment of their imagination or for their
misguided determination to stake out a supposedly indefensible and at best an improb213

This echoes the contention of Meek, 140, that “obedience is ... lived truth.”
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able position.
According to freewill apologists, a theodicy, if at all achievable, provides a definitive, reasonable, plausible, probable, or believable explanation for the existence of evil
that is compatible with both God’s goodness and his omnipotence. In a word, it identifies the reason for the existence of evil, or more precisely in their typical formulation,
“God’s reason for permitting evil” “with little left to explain.” Even, if “such a theodicy need not explain everything, it should (at least) explain a great deal” (So John W.
Loftus, “The Darwinian Problem of Evil,” in John W. Loftus, The Great Christian Delusion (Amherst, NJ: Prometheus Books, 2010), 240). Freewill apologists distinguish
such “theodicy” from a “defense.” “At most” the latter aims to say “what God’s reason
might possibly be.” In other words, it “merely” seeks to demonstrate that there is no
logical, self-contradictory inconsistency between the two propositions “God is omnipotent, omniscient and wholly good,” and “evil exists.” All that is needed is to demonstrate that the former can entail the latter logically, and that therefore this (dual) “state
of affairs is possible in the broadly logical sense,” regardless whether these propositions are true to fact, plausible, probable, or even believable (Alvin Plantinga, “SelfProfile,” in James E. Toberlin and Peter Van Inwagen, eds., Alvin Plantinga (Dordrecht/Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1985), 42; Alvin Plantinga, God,
Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1991), 764, esp. 10, 28; reprinted in Alvin Plantinga, “The Free Will Defense,” in Michael Peterson, ed., The Problem of Evil (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992),
116; see also Robert M. Adams, “Plantinga on the Problem of Evil,” in James E. Toberlin and Peter Van Inwagen, eds., Alvin Plantinga, 225-226; David Basinger, The
Case for Freewill Theism (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 88; Peter
Van Inwagen, The Problem of Evil (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006), 7ff; Keith E,
Yandell, “Theology, Philosophy, and Evil,” in James K. Beilby, ed., For Faith and
Clarity (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 219ff; Keith M. Parsons, God and the
burden of proof: Plantinga, Swinburne, and the Analytic Defense of Theism (Amherst,
NY: Prometheus Books, 1989), 125; and John W. Loftus, “The Darwinian Problem of
Evil,” 240). Incidentally, a middle position between a “theodicy” and a “defense” declares that there may not be a plausible hypothesis that turns away the evidential challenge that the problem of evil poses. Still for all we know there may be reasons for the
Christian theist that are as plausible as they are not (Michael J. Murray, Nature Red in
Tooth and Claw (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 37).
For a starter it is rather clear that in this context both a theodicy and a defense appear to seek solutions that only intend to satisfy the human mind (to a greater or lesser
extent), and therefore cannot but remain on the surface. Neither the freewill theodicy
nor the freewill defense really capture the heart of the issue, as presented by (many)
unbelievers, or interact with the multi-faceted fabric of life, as experienced by (all) believers and unbelievers. This should be troubling to all those who stare evil in the face
or experience it in their bones. Besides, to stake one’s hope and reputation on a freewill defense that is formally correct, but may well be untrue and unbelievable, however appealing to philosophical minds as a purely logical phenomenon must seem ethereal, if not bizarre to folks who grapple with evil on the deepest agonizing level of
their lives.
Frankly, it ought to be noted that proponents of the freewill defense do not regard
the existential (or emotive) aspect of evil to be their focus, and are therefore, to their
564

credit, more than willing to grant the limited logical scope of their “solution.” The
freewill defense is after “philosophical enlightenment,” rather than “pastoral care.” It
solely “solves the main philosophical problem of evil,” when “it shows that the existence of God is compatible, both logically and probabilistically (italics, mine), with
the existence of evil” (Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil, 28-29, 63-64; Plantinga,
“The Freewill Defense,” 117). According to one freewill defender, while the at times
intensely perplexing practical and the “merely” – as they say – theoretical problem of
evil are intertwined experientially, they are distinct problems and can be treated separately without letting “the syllogism” crowd out “the solace.” In fact, the focus upon
the former is capable of greatly benefiting those who stand in need of the latter (So
Daniel Howard-Snyder, “God, Evil, and Suffering,” in Michael J. Murray, Reason for
the Hope Within (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999),
78-81). At first the theoretical treatment “was never able to get beyond a sort of defensive posture” (Alvin Plantinga, “A Christian Life Partly Lived,” in Kelly James Clark,
ed., Philosophers who Believe (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 65). But
eventually it became (fully) aware that “Christian philosophers (should go) beyond a
defensive strategy … They shouldn’t just reply to atheological arguments against theistic beliefs; they should also try to figure out how to think about evil from a Christian
perspective” (Alvin Plantinga in his “Afterword,” in James F. Sennett, ed., The Analytic Theist: An Alvin Plantinga Reader (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing
Co., 1998), 356; see also Alvin Plantinga, “Supralapsarianism, or ’O Felix Culpa,’” in
Peter Van Inwagen, Christian Faith and the Problem of Evil (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004), 5ff). Frankly, it is encouraging to taste the
“humanity” of a statement, such as the following, “No doubt there isn’t any logical incompatibility between God’s power and knowledge and goodness, on the one hand,
and the existence of evils we see on the other; and no doubt the latter doesn’t provide a
good probabilistic argument against the former. No doubt; but this is cold and abstract
comfort when faced with the shocking concreteness of a particularly appalling exemplification of evil.” This warrants the conclusion that evil, especially in its “ironic cruelty” and its “sheer extent” is too often “deeply baffling,” “deeply perplexing,” and
“deeply disturbing” (See Plantinga, “Self-Profile,” 34-36), if not “appalling,” “horrifying,” and “almost beyond belief” (Plantinga, “A Christian Life Partly Lived,” 70; see
for the gruesome nature of (much) suffering also Loftus, “The Darwinian Problem of
Evil,” 238-239, 242; and John W. Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 234-235, 238239). To his credit a recent apologist also insists that an answer to the Problem of Evil
may not just take “the logical or intellectual side” into consideration, but must do the
same, if not more so, with “the emotional or existential side” (Ravi Zacharias, “Existential Challenges to Evil and Suffering,” in Ravi Zacharias, Beyond Opinion (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007), 182).
At any rate, it must be regarded as incumbent upon Christians to present a
straightforward, robust, biblical explanation, if not vindication, of the way God runs
the universe, inclusive of the component of evil, that transcends the logical, the possible, the probable, and the plausible. That this will provide them with peace of heart,
mind and life, and therefore make them breathe a lot freer and easier as well, is only of
secondary importance. We owe it to our God to shout his truth from the rooftops to
friends and foes alike. To be sure, since ultimately (all of) God’s truth transcends the
limits of human rationality and therefore cannot be grasped exhaustively, be it ade565

quately and truly on a finite level, such vindication does not come in the form of discursive, logically compelling proof (See also Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of
Truth). In fact, such proof is by definition beyond the competence and jurisdiction of
creaturely finitude (Compare Gödel’s theorem). After all, finitum non capax infinitum!
Nevertheless, the truth does not only have the resources to lift up those who are subject
to the most agonizing of suffering (Heb. 13:5-6; see also Ps. 41:1-13; 42:1-11, etc.),
but is also capable of making rebel man “shut up” (Acts 6:10; 13:6ff). On the one
hand, the Christian apologist has been handed the Gospel that contains an utterly sweet
and empowering message which stands ready to comfort those who are overwhelmed
by the storms of life and to make them soar above them (Is. 40:28ff) or joyful in them
(Hab. 3:17ff). On the other hand, in spiritual warfare, where no quarter is given (John
15:18-21), he must be willing and able to take the gloves off. In doing so he would
simply walk in the footsteps of the Lord Jesus himself who in his apologetics is never
“on the defensive” (Mt. 22:46).
Incidentally, each time Christians are pushed in a corner, whether a logical or existential corner, they better conclude that somehow they must be missing the available
biblical wherewithal to give the necessary response (1 Pet. 3:14-16)! This implies, of
course, that there is no need for them ever to paint themselves in a corner. Regrettably,
this is done much too often, especially with regard to the problem of evil. In general,
we Christians are too easily embarrassed about the (all too) thorny nature of the problem, are too easily “apologetic” about our apparent inability to provide a (supposedly
“better”) solution, are too easily interested in achieving (at least) a “draw,” are too easily relieved not to suffer (a resounding) defeat, and are too easily comforted if we (at
best) can hold our own. In Scripture God does not take anything “lying down.” It
would be inconceivable (unconscionable?) if the ones who owe so much to him, inclusive of Christian apologists, would not mirror this across the board?
One of the most vivid presentations of the problem that forcefully and mercilessly
drives the horror of evil home must have come from the hand of Fyodor Dostoyevsky.
Certainly one of the most well-known philosophical formulations is from the hand of
Bertrand Russell who follows in the footsteps of David Hume.
To start with Russell, he states that “logically” “an omnipotent, omniscient, and
benevolent Deity” and evils, such as are on display in “Hitler, Stalin and the H-bomb,”
simply do not square (Paul Edwards, ed., Bertrand Russell: Why I Am Not A Christian
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1966), vi, 10, 32. This is fully an extension of Hume,
who similarly argues that the goodness of God and the power of God, both of which
are affirmed by the Christian faith, (must) mutually exclude each other by definition.
This, in turn, goes all the way back to the reasoning of Epicurus. Willingness + Inability to prevent evil spell Impotence. This debunks the notion of an Omnipotent God.
Ability + Unwillingness to do so spell Malevolence. This debunks the notion of a
Good God. Ability + Willingness to do so without any steps being taken to prevent or
remedy intolerable situations or conditions spell Complete Bafflement! “What in the
world is going on and who could possibly in charge?” This twofold (rhetorical) question supposedly debunks the notion of God altogether. Period! (See David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Richard Popkin, ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1988), 63, 65-66, 67-69, 75; as well as Plantinga, “Supralapsarianism,” 3; and Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 230).
The long and the short of it is this. If God were truly all-powerful, why was he not
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satisfied with a “good” world, or for the sake of the argument, with a (much) “better”
world than the one we experience day by day? Apparently his goodness must have left
something to be desired. On the other hand, if God were all-good, why did he tolerate
a “bad” world to even the slightest degree, and for the sake of the argument, a world
that at times can be described as “worse,” if not the “worst” from an emotional point
of view, rather than simply “bad?” Apparently his power must have left something to
be desired as well. It is unthinkable that the existence of evil itself, especially in the
monstrous proportions it is universally experienced, would not have gone deeply
against God’s very grain. Consequently, a combination of perfect goodness (omnibenevolence) and perfect power (omni-potence) would certainly have taken decisive
action against it, and would just as certainly not have permitted it to the gratuitous, excessive, if not gruesome and overwhelming, degree it globally evidences itself (See
especially Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 240; and Loftus, “The Darwinian Problem
of Evil,” 262-265).
In all this Russell and Hume were simply the articulate spokesmen of a view that
has been widely and persistently held throughout the history of mankind (See Marilyn
McCord Adams and Robert Merrihew Adams, eds., The Problem of Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990); Michael L. Peterson, ed., The Problem of Evil: Selected
Readings (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992); Daniel HowardSnyder, ed., The Evidential Argument from Evil (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1996); Peter A. Angeles, ed., Critiques of God (Amherst NY: Prometheus Book,
1997); Julian Baggini, Atheism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); Peter Van
Inwagen, ed., Christian Faith and the Problem of Evil (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004); Michael Martin and Ricki Monnier, eds., The Improbability of God (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2006). Fundamentally, of
course, the problem of evil has frequently functioned as a “handy tool” to suppress
(the truth of) the God of Scripture, although it is rather ironic that the kind of rational
apologetics, enlisted to contend for the truth, was often less than desirable. In fact, as I
argue below, at times it was more damaging than helpful both for the Church and for
its “cultured despisers,” and therefore stands in need of serious reassessment. Let me
explain.
As we will see below, such apologetics invariably (and at best) ends up in an admitted “draw.” To be sure, it can, and did show that faith in God is not necessarily irrational, even in the face of (lots of) evil (See Plantinga, “Self-Profile,” 36-40, 55-58).
But it cannot persuasively prove that atheological argumentation has no legs to stand
on. The general threefold bottom line is merely” (1) that “the Epicurus argument fails
to establish the intended dilemma for theists,” (2) that “the logical problem of evil fails
to refute theism,” and (3) that “divine-kindness theism has the resources to make
strong replies to the evidential problem of evil” (Yandell, For Faith and Clarity, 242).
So both theology and atheology are apparently forced to admit, however royally or reluctantly, that in terms of the nature of logical argumentation both can make at best a
case for the possibility, probability, or plausibility of their respective positions. This is
tantamount to a (logical) draw.
Incidentally, why does this so often come as a surprise? Since “absolute proof” is
not in the jurisdiction of creature man, by definition neither position can ever succeed
logically in declaring its antipode irrational or impossible. Thankfully this evidence of
creaturely finitude is now so routinely, if not universally, conceded in the trade litera567

ture, in principle or in practice, that there is no need to reference this extensively. This
implies, of course, that the early efforts, such as the original freewill defense by Plantinga, however admirable, profound and trailblazing in its intent and reasoning power,
were in retrospect not as earthshaking as it appeared in the beginning. The impossibility of “compelling proof” makes it a foregone conclusion that any and all atheological
efforts definitively to rule out the Christian God must be and remain unsuccessful from
the outset. So any logico-philosophical treatment of the problem of evil that ends up
with this observation is not serendipitous and not really a big deal!
At any rate, once it was or became evident that theistic arguments do not have
conclusive probative force either, they were downgraded. Now they are often enlisted
to show (only) that Christianity is superior in explaining and accounting for the stuff
of reality. The assumption of the existence of God, so goes the reasoning of most
Christian apologists today, simply makes more sense across the board than the atheology of metaphysical naturalism, and the theistic arguments, although not “unavoidably
strong,” or compellingly “undeniable,” ensure that the “(Christian) faith (is) rational”
and show “in a cumulative (manner) … (that) the explanation (for the stuff of reality)
provided by God’s existence stacks up against the most promising alternative explanations” (See William Davis, “Theistic Arguments,” in Michael J. Murray, Reason for
the Hope Within, 22, 25, 33; see also 27, 29, 34, 36, 41, 45-46). A further author
equally discounts the notion of “irrefutable proof(s) of the existence of God … that
will satisfy all rational persons.” But he does talk about the formidable weight of cumulative “clues,” such as the admission that the universe had a beginning (Big Bang),
that it was fine-tuned for the existence of mankind (Anthropic principle), that it displays an astounding regularity (Scientific inquiry), and that it displays an exquisite
beauty (Art) (Timothy Keller, The Reason for God (New York: Dutton, 2008), 127,
128, 130, 132, 133). Even the existence of the most horrendous of evils cannot offset
this logically. For one, the fact that we do not see a reason for such evils does not imply that there is none. And for another, the very terminology of “horrendous evil” testifies indirectly to the existence of God. Those, who champion “natural selection,”
which in its very essence “depends upon death, destruction, and violence of the strong
against the weak,” cannot suddenly claim to possess and the right to apply a moral
standard (without God) (See Keller, 23-24). After all, “A naturalistic way of looking at
the world … has no place for genuine moral obligation of any sort; a fortiori, then, it
has no place for such a category as horrifying wickedness … In a naturalistic universe
there could not be such a thing as genuine and appalling wickedness” (apart from a
“lawgiver” of some sort), provided your main “options are theism and naturalism”
(Plantinga, “A Christian Life Partly Lived,” 73). One scholar puts it quite succinctly,
“There is a problem of evil only if there is evil. There is evil only if morality is objective. Morality is objective only if God exists. Hence there is a problem of evil only if
God exists. If there is a problem of evil only if God exists, the problem of evil does not
show that God does not exist” (Yandell, For Faith and Clarity, 240). Not so incidentally, the arguments that pinpoint inconsistencies and self-contradictions in systems
that are hostile to the Christian faith always have been and always will be a valuable
part of Christian apologetics. There is not one Christian apologist of note that does not
make room for this “eye-opening” type of “negative” apologetics (Cornelius Van Til,
Gordon Clark, Francis Schaeffer, etc.). But more about this below!
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Frankly, arguments, such as marshaled by Davis, Keller, Plantinga and Yandell,
did not go uncontested. A virulent “new atheism” has arisen during the last decade that
has declared “all out war” against Christian theism and in the process seeks to cover
“the waterfront of life,” in fact, “of the whole universe” in a rather spine chilling fashion (See specifically Loftus, Why I became an Atheist).214 In this context we can
cover only a few contesting responses. (1) The theistic arguments (Davis) do not deliver the goods. Even if they would arrive at a “god,” which is far from a done deal,
why would it be the Triune God of Christianity (Loftus, Why I became an Atheist,
78ff, 82, 83, 86, 98)? (2) The references to a so-called fine-tuned universe (The Anthropic Principle), its “order” (Scientific Inquiry), and its exquisite tapestry (Beauty), as
if they would favor the existence of God (Keller), are dismissed out of hand. It may
very well be true that the universe is an “improbable rarity.” But since when does “rarity prove design?” “The antecedent improbability” of every individual to become
“precisely” him or her is already “truly astronomical!” In short, improbable rarities are
omnipresent and do not need to be pre-ordained. Besides, “innumerable examples,”
such as “all of the natural evils” are “evidence of unintelligent design” (Loftus, Why I
became an Atheist, 89-90, 92-93, 97, 228ff; Victor J. Stenger, “Anthropic Design,” in
Paul Kurtz, ed., Science and Religion: Are they Compatible? (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2003); Victor J. Stenger, The New Atheism, 87-103)! (3) The argument to
the effect that the “absence of evidence is not evidence of absence” is countered by the
contention that “absence of evidence that should be there is valid evidence of absence,” in other words, “is sufficient to conclude beyond a reasonable doubt that the
God worshipped by Jews, Christians, and Muslims does not exist” (Victor J. Stenger,
God: The Failed Hypothesis (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2007); Stenger, The
New Atheism, 12). (4) Finally, the charge that atheists have no right to talk about “evil”
(Keller, Plantinga, Yandell) receives a scoffing reception as a “red herring” (Loftus,
Why I became an Atheist, 244). The atheist is fully in his epistemic right to designate
the seemingly “omnipresent” gruesome and gratuitous human as well as animal suffering as “evil,” without referring to a moral “standard,” whether this suffering comes
through “human agents,” through “natural tragedies,” or through “unintentional accidents.” In this context it is immaterial and irrelevant whether God exists or not! Of
course, an atheist has to explain his category of “evil” in the context of his own worldview. But he does not need to square it with a so-called “omni-benevolent God.” This
puts him in an “infinitely” better position. Evolution and (the) evil (of suffering) are
natural “bedfellows” (Stenger, The New Atheism, 63). This is to say, “The ‘evil’ of the
atheist” simply derives from the universe as the ultimate “brute fact” that evolves
“through evolutionary natural selection, where ‘nature is red in tooth and claw,’ because this is precisely how the fittest survive.” Compared to this straightforward explanation “the (good-)God hypothesis” is burdensome and cannot by the farthest
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stretch of the imagination provide “the solution for what we see in this world” (Loftus,
Why I became an Atheist, 87, 228-229, 243-244; and Loftus, “The Darwinian Problem
of Evil,” 264). (4)
There are some theists who hold on to the notion of “absolute proof” for the existence of God, although they have failed to produce or articulate one (Cornelius Van
Til; R.C. Sproul), and some atheists who wish to arrive at “absolute disproof,” but are
forced to admit that they cannot go beyond “disproof beyond a reasonable doubt
(Stenger, The New Atheism, 38, 79-82). However, most theists and atheists concede
that it is impossible conclusively to argue and prove their own position and conclusively to counter argue and disprove their opposite number. Further, both sides usually
resort to “cumulative argumentation” to defend their position as the superior, the more
possible, the more reasonable, the more probable, or the more plausible one, and their
opposite number as the inferior, the less possible, the less probable, the less plausible
one or the less reasonable one (See also Stenger, The New Atheism, 13, 29, 35, 39;
Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 57-62, 93-94, 96, 233, 239, 376-377, 403-404, 406;
John W. Loftus, “The Outsider Test for Faith Revisited,” in Loftus, The Christian Delusion, 92-94, 96, 102; and Loftus, “The Darwinian Problem of Evil,” 240).
The upshot is that according to the “new atheism” Christian theists, or any theists
for that matter, should do better, much better, if they are going to be either persuasive
or effective. Frankly, I (regrettably) cannot but concur with this assessment that comes
in the form of a challenge that must be faced and met as a matter of survival. If Christian apologetics does not rise to the occasion in terms of (1) method and (2) target, it is
bound to lose the war, however many points it may score. Pollsters and statistics inform us again and again that secularism as well as atheism is on a rise that seems unstoppable. Well let’s take a look at both!
(1) In terms of method, I am far from sure about any type of apologetics that pins
its hopes on theistic proofs or on theistic clues that supposedly provide a superior explanation for the stuff of reality. For one, these arguments invariably have the following structure. “Big Bang,” “A Fine-tuned Universe,” “Regularity,” “Beauty,” “Morality,” “Rationality,” “Design,” etc., etc.: Therefore, at least “a god” (See Alan G. Padgett, “The Relationship between Theology and Philosophy,” in For Clarity and Faith,
36) earmark (possibly, if not more likely) the God of Christianity as the superior candidate to make sense of the way the universe is put together and appears to tick! For
another, these arguments just as invariably invite the discussion partners to be either
the judge or the jury in both the assessment of and the verdict about the presentation of
the evidence in “The Case for God.” Frankly, I do not read Scripture this way. The
structure of Biblical apologetics appears to be as follows, which appears to be the (diametrical) opposite of what we just read.
Phase 1. God: Therefore A Beginning (Gen. 1:1), A Fine-tuned Universe (Heb.
11:3), Spirituality (Gen. 1:26a; 2:7b), Regularity (Gen. 8:22), Beauty (Is. 40:26), Morality (Rom. 2:15), Rationality (John 1:1), Design (Acts 17:26), etc., etc. (See also Keller, The Reason for God, 140).
Phase 2. Universal Evidence and Knowledge of the Existence of God (Ps. 19:1-2;
Rom. 1:21a; Acts 17:28): Therefore the “logical” expectation of thankful worship
(Rom. 1:21b).
Phase 3. Willful and Rebellious Suppression of the Truth of God (Rom. 1:18):
Therefore universal corruption (Rom. 1:21c, 24, 26, 28ff), inclusive of self570

contradiction (Rom. 1:32).
Phase 4. Mankind in the Dock (Rom. 3:9-19): Therefore the Summons to Repentance and Faith (Acts 2:38; 17:30).
Phase 5. The Return of the Repentant Believers into the Presence of God: Therefore universal godliness (Eph. 1:4; Tit. 2:11-14), inclusive of sanitized thinking (Rom.
12:2; 2 Cor. 10:5).
Incidentally, it is (nearly) impossible to argue “Hell: Therefore God.” But it is a
totally different story with “God: Therefore Hell” (Keller, The Reason for God, 68l,
seems to adopt this procedure implicitly; see also Loftus, Why I became an Atheist,
387-405). In any event, all this has implications for the atheological “partners” in any
kind of discussion or outreach. They are neither the judge nor the jury. Scripture
presents them invariably as the accused before the tribunal of God. They are under indictment of cosmic rebellion and treason. This must be conveyed, however gently (1
Thess. 2:7-12; 2 Tim. 2:24-26) and whatever the choice of strategy, in order to have
them bow down before Jesus as their only hope. This is of crucial significance. To
embrace these biblical concepts and this biblical approach, and to have these govern
any and all interaction with the world (John 15:18-25; 16:7-11) is both to follow in the
footsteps of Peter (Acts 2:36-38), Stephen (Acts 7:51-52), and Paul (Acts 17:29-31) at
the risk of one’s life (Acts 7:54-60; 14:19; 2 Cor. 12:23ff), but also the sine qua non
for the flood tide of Revival to be set in motion (John 7:37-39). To distance oneself
from these concepts and this methodology, and to interact accordingly by allowing the
world to function as judge or jury is already to be or become a part of a sub-biblical
ebb tide that will cause the Kingdom to recede in an ever accelerating manner. This
ebb tide, which does not and will not from the outset indict a Nicodemus who is in
need of regeneration (John 3:3, 5) as a “blind rebel,” a woman at the well who is in
need of justification (John 4:16-18) as a “hell-bound adulteress,” or Jews who reject
sanctification through the Word (John 8:31, 43, 47, 52) as “children of the devil” (John
8:44; see also emphatically 1 John 3:10), all in the footsteps of Jesus, seems to characterize much of Church history. As a result there is little real combat, as exemplified in
Athanasius (Early Church), Luther and Calvin (Reformation Church), as well as
George Whitfield (Modern Church), and just as little mighty victories. This approach
clearly is not doing anyone any favor. After all, a much needed diagnosis, however
painfully honest, always precedes the much needed cure. Of course, the acknowledgment that mankind is under indictment does, and should have a pivotal pay-off in the
treatment of the problem of evil! Also in this context the “world” is neither judge nor
jury. Christian apologists should be ever on guard not to construct their “defense” in
terms of method (or target) with “wood, hay and straw,” rather than with “gold, silver,
and precious stones.” They undoubtedly “will be saved, yet as through fire,” since
“their work will be burned” (1 Cor. 10-15). If this is any consolation, it should be a foregone and humbling conclusion that all co-laborers of God, of whatever kind, will in
varying degrees contribute to the “enormous bonfire” that will consume the vast array
of “disqualified building materials” in the Judgment!
Transposing all this to the recent onslaught of the “new atheism,” one of its most
effective spokesmen throws down the gauntlet and challenges theists to take “The Outsider Test of Religious Faith.” This is to say, do not start out by taking the Bible into
account when you face all the “available evidence!” Rather start from scratch, de novo! Determine “rationally to explain” your religion to find out whether it, or any reli571

gion for that matter, “passes intellectual muster.” In fact, treat your own religion in the
same way as you treat others, with a healthy dose of skepticism (Loftus, Why I became
an Atheist, 66ff, esp. 66-67, 71, 74, 76; John W. Loftus, “The Outsider Test of Faith
Revisited” in Loftus, ed., The Christian Delusion, 81-106).
There is no doubt that Loftus launches a vigorous and enticing defense for his methodology, and in applying it at length in his published works presents one of the most
formidable challenges to the Christian Faith. Still, his “invitation” to embark upon
“The Outsider Test” is a “trap,” into which all pre-evangelistic apologetics (Classicoevidentialism) seems to have fallen (headlong). By design this apologetics opts for a
“neutral” starting point, and seeks to bombard the “opposition” cumulatively with
“facts” and “logic” with a view to “logical” agreement. However, the upshot is “probability” at best. This, in the face of the fact that Scripture explicitly states that all of
mankind does have the knowledge of God’s existence (Ps. 19:1-2; Rom. 1:18-21a)!
This earns those who deny God’s existence the indictment of (moral) “fools” (Ps.
14:1), “foolish of heart and “futile in thought” (Rom. 1:21b-22). At any rate, with such
friends, who end up with a mere “logical probability,” God, who insists upon “evidential certainty” on the part of everybody, hardly needs enemies! Regrettably, nonevangelistic apologetics (Presuppositionalism) has succumbed to the siren song as
well, be it by default. It despises the notion of “neutrality” and operates in “contested”
territory, all right. But it equally bombards the opposition with a view to agreement, be
it this time with “the theory of facts and logic,” and argues for the “impossibility of the
contrary” to the Christian faith.
Both types of apologetics appear to be “feindliche Brüder.” They both target the
human mind as their “dialogue” (Classico-evidentialism) or “debating” (Presuppositionalism) partner with a view to agreement and by that very fact allow it to act as
judge and jury, be it not to the same degree. As such both methodologies fly in the
face of the message of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. This Tree is a
symbol of a source of knowledge (epistemology) and conduct (ethics) outside God.
God simply declares that to go to an outside source is to die both as a judgment and as
a consequence (Gen. 2:17). Since the only outsider is Satan, the prime (epistemological) “rebel-liar and (ethical) “rebel-murderer,” both make eminent sense. Basically
God informs mankind that it will always be Nr. #2. Listening to God, it will live. Succumbing to Satan, it will die! Satan takes issue with this assessment, and entices Adam
to eat of the fruit of the Tree in order to become like God, to determine his own
epistemology and ethics, and so to attain Nr. #1 status (Gen. 3:2-6). “Who would be
content to be an “eternal” Nr. #2? Nr. #1 status is within your reach!” Adam weighed
his options and fell for the temptation. Ironically, in doing so he proved God to be
right. In listening to Satan he ended up as his Nr. #2! In the present context the upshot
is this. One is either a buoyant “slave” of God (Jam. 1:1; Jude 1) to flourish and live,
or a miserable “slave” of Satan to wither and die, all appearances or protestations to
the contrary (See 2 Pet. 3:1-6). In other words, there is no such thing as an “Outside
Test” in which the human mind enjoys Nr. #1 status, and can make any final (or tentative) determination about anything independently. It does not exist. It is fallen man’s
pipedream and the devil’s siren song. So we better do not fall for this or listen to it.
Historically, however, Christian apologetics has routinely done so, and just as routinely had to conclude that its methodology was never very productive, to put it very mildly! Concretely, one simply cannot fight “modernity” with the rebel-tools of modernity
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or “postmodernity” with the rebel-tools of postmodernity, and hope to be successful.
Occasional battles may be won by the grace of God. But the war will be lost. History
is there to prove this (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival)! Incidentally, the Lord
Jesus heard a similar siren song when he was told “to get himself something to eat before entering the ring” (Mt. 4:1-4). But he saw this for what it was: a checkmate temptation on the part of his opponent. So should the Church when it is similarly tempted,
if it wishes to avoid being mauled! Candidly, it is passing strange, if not unconscionable, for the Church, even for the time being, to agree to the removal of Scripture in
general (Classico-evidentialist methodology) or the suspension of the Gospel in particular (Presuppositional methodology) in the life and death controversy under discussion. These are the very tools, in fact, the only tools that God has given us to be successful. Why do we let ourselves be “neutered” in whole or in part? No boxer will
permit either his opponent or his handler to tie both, or even one of his hands behind
his back! “Though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The
weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world (carnal). On the contrary, they
have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God and we take captive every thought
to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Cor. 10:4-5). Paul does not “apologize” for this. Neither should we! He is virulent, if not “magnificent.” So should we!
(2) This brings us to the target of a truly biblical apologetics. The root of Adam’s
sin was the rebellion of his heart that twisted his mind and led to his guilt and his pollution. Therefore, the rebel heart, in the footsteps of Peter (Acts 2:37-38), Stephen
(Acts 7:51-54), and Paul (Acts 17:29-31), should be the target with a view to repentance (regeneration) that leads to forgiveness (justification) and holiness (sanctification) (Acts 26:17-21). A truly biblical apologetics is an evangelistic apologetics. This
aims for a starter at the removal of the rebellious and blind “heart of stone” by the Holy Spirit through the Word of Truth in the Gospel (Deut. 29:4; 31:27; Ezek. 36:26;
John 3:5; Jam. 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:24). It is much more than just interesting to note that one
of the most compelling of today’s self-professed atheists started out as a self-professed
staunch defender of the faith. “If reasonableness is the standard,” he opined at that
phase of his life, “the Christian set of answers wins hands down. Christianity makes
possible the standard of reasonableness without which modern science would never
have arisen. Christian theism is more reasonable than any other total world-view system.” But then he adds, “Pretty confident wasn’t I? That was all to change in a few
years” (Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 24). It sure did. He managed to launch one of
the most ferocious challenges of the Christian faith that literally did not and does not
leave one Christian or Biblical stone unturned. However, it is nothing short of remarkable that he missed a key element. He never attacked the full Gospel with its diagnosis
of the blind and rebel heart (John 3:3) as the root of any and all prevailing sin, the dire
need for its extermination on the cross (Rom. 6:3, 6), and the curative provision of the
heart of Jesus in his resurrection (1 Pet. 1:3) through the agency of the Holy Spirit
(John 3:5) as its replacement. The reason seems simple. He did not know this Gospel,
because in his original (Arminian) circles (with its emphasis upon a “good will” in the
area of regeneration) this is not preached. From this perspective he was “untaught” (2
Pet. 3:16). He still does not know it because in his interaction with Christian theists
and their pre- or non-evangelistic apologetics he is never confronted with it either.
From this perspective he is still “untaught.” To be sure, he mentions the issue of “re573

bellion” once or twice (Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 79, 246), but he certainly did
not and does not grasp its biblical implication. If he had, he would have fought it tooth
and nail. He certainly would have put in every effort to “unturn” this corner stone of
the Gospel as well! To take it one step farther, without a heart transplant (in regeneration) he adopted a Christian “ideology” as the more reasonable one in the light of the
observed evidence. At the same time without a heart transplant he was bound to dismiss it again, once the observable evidence seemed make it less reasonable or unreasonable. To emphasize once again, throughout he was and is “untaught,” and as a result he was and is in the process of distorting the rest of the Scriptures as well to his
own destruction (2 Pet. 3:16). In short, the very “apologetics” that made him stake his
“hope” upon the evidences in the beginning became his undoing at the end when the
evidential tide seemed to turn, eventually “big time.” After all, (the) beauty (also of
evidences) is (only) in the (seeing) eye of the beholder! This is a “state of affairs” that
a pre-evangelistic (Arminian type) apologetics cannot acknowledge, and a nonevangelistic apologetics does not emphatically incorporate in its methodology. Of
course, this assessment is not rooted in a personal vendetta. Far from it! It is simply
presented as biblical truth. Without a heart transplant folks have no genuine (spiritual)
20-20 vision of any “evidence,” even if this seems “perfectly” observed with the naked
eye (Deut. 29:4). We may not come to any other conclusion in the light of Romans 1.
The unmistakable evidence of God’s invisible attributes, namely his eternal power and
deity, is suppressed in cognitive rebellion (Rom. 1:18-19, 21) with physically seeing
(Rom. 1:20), but ultimately blind(ed) eyes (2 Cor. 4:4). Without a heart transplant
folks are spiritually blind as well to the Kingdom, embodied in the person and work of
Jesus (John 3:3). As a result their foolish hearts with their futile thoughts “know nothing as they ought, nothing in a right manner, nothing spiritually and savingly, nothing
with a holy heavenly light … the light of the Spirit” (John Owen, The Mortification of
Sin, 142, with references to 2 Cor. 4:6, Eph. 5:8). This divine assessment, as all other
biblical truth, is designed to function as a wake-up call (Rom. 13:11; 1 Cor. 15:34; 1
Thess. 5:6)! Jesus came to “testify of the truth,” adding that anyone who “is of the
truth” will listen to the truth (John 18:37). His followers cannot, may not, and should
not do anything else but take a beeline to his footsteps. However, this does not need to
add up to a “draw” in case folks are “not of the truth.” Not at all! The truth, and the
truth only, can “create ears” through the Holy Spirit! But then it better be the full, relevant and pertinent truth of the Trinitarian and Triadic Gospel. In the present context
this truth, championed as the heart and soul of an evangelistic apologetic methodology,
is both simple and profound. Let me explain!
If anyone of us would have lived before the flood, we all would have drowned as
rebels (Gen. 6:5), and deservedly so. Had Noah not found grace, he would have
drowned too (Gen. 6:8)! If we had lived under the old covenant, we all would have
ended up in the exile as rebels (Deut. 31:27), and, once again, deservedly so. Had there
not been a remnant of election, no one would have been exempt (Rom. 11:5). If God
had not embarked for the sake of his Holy Name (Ezek. 36:22-23) upon the New Covenant with its threefold promise of a heart transplant in regeneration (Ezek. 36:26),
which would pave the way to the imputation of the righteousness of Jesus in justification (Ezek. 36:25), and the impartation of the holiness of Jesus in sanctification
through the Holy Spirit (Ezek. 36:27), there would not have been one worshipper of
the Triune God left. As is, they number in the hundreds of millions throughout the his574

tory of the Church.
The bottom line is this. Christian theism is seriously delinquent if it does not teach
the full Trinitarian and Triadic Gospel in its outreach and does not opt for a Gospel
apologetics in its defense. To heed the siren song of an “Outside Test of Faith,” which
is predicated upon the ultimacy, the pretended Nr. #1 status, of the human mind, is to
“eat of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil” all over again, and to fall victim to
the Trojan Horse of an apostate, in fact, Satanic, methodology, whether by design
(Classico-evidentialism) or default (Presuppositionalism). To be victimized by such
methodology is a blueprint for disaster. Even if some battles are won, sooner or later it
will lead to the inevitable defeat on the hands of an ever bolder and more virulent atheism. Similarly, those who are exposed to a substandard Gospel presentation and a
substandard apologetics are to be pitied, if as a result they (1) fail to recognize the utter
seriousness of their threefold predicament through powerful New Covenant preaching,
such as modeled by Peter (Acts 2:14-36), (2) fail to ask the pivotal question, while
“cut to the heart,” “What must we do to be saved” (Acts 2:37), and (3) fail in heartfelt
repentance to call on the Lord for the forgiveness of their sins and the gift of the Holy
Spirit (Acts 2:38; see also Ezek. 36, 25-27, and 37). Rather ironically, it appears that,
however unintentionally, a (consistently Arminian) message and a (consistently preevangelistic or non-evangelistic) apologetics that by definition refuse or fail to aim at
the extermination of the rebel heart “at the end of the day” does and must facilitate the
“making of (theoretical) atheists,” whether consciously or not! After all, apart from
God’s “common (restraining) grace,” for rebel and blind suppressors of the truth this is
the end of the line (See Rom. 1:18-32, esp. 28).
To be sure, one of the earlier mentioned apologists explicitly states the threefold
“theological” fact that all of mankind knows the existence of God, suppresses the truth
of God, and stands in need of repentance before God (Keller, The Reason for God,
142, 146, 157-158, 233). So far, so good, if not excellent! But this triad does not seem
to play a dominant role in his apologetic method, however eye-opening the latter is
through the many appealing and enriching features it contains, and the many searching
and arresting questions it asks. Frankly, the focus upon theistic (proofs or) clues as the
superior explanation of the stuff of reality before a sitting judge or jury does not lend
itself to such dominant role for regrettably a simple reason! This focus, however much
it aims to make the non-believers self-conscious, especially in its “negative” apologetics, about their inconsistent and at times self-contradictory position, ultimately asks
them to make up their mind and does not address the rebel heart, with which of all of
us are born (Gen. 6:5; Deut. 5:29; 10:16; 29:4; 30:6; Jer. 4:4; 17:9; Ezek. 11:19; 36:25)
as the root problem and the root cause of their inconsistencies and self-contradictions
(Eph. 4:17-18; Col. 3:9-10). Therefore, it fails to lay the foundation for a programmatic summons to repentance. Such summons is in a real sense at best a second phase
(Keller, 233), which comes loosely into the methodological picture only after the mind
has come to a conclusion that to one degree or another it should favor the existence of
a god or God as the preferable alternative to explain the universe. Hence this apologetics is basically pre-evangelistic or non-evangelistic in its (initial) methodology, however much it may honor the substance of the Gospel (at the end). This is not to say that
the use of this method cannot be (mildly? surprisingly?) effective. On the contrary!
But if it is, it is not due to the method, but to the presence of “words of precious
truths” in the method, which “can create ears” (Jam. 1:18; see also John 18:37)
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through the Holy Spirit (Acts 16: 15; 1 Cor. 2:12-14), and is on (meager? copious?)
display in most every apologetic methodology!
The bottom line is this. As far as method is concerned, the two apologetic flows:
“X (or X or X, etc.) in created reality, therefore God” and “God, therefore X (and X
and X, etc.) in created reality” are diametrically opposed to each other. According to
the former, X (or X or X, etc.) in the contrary reasoning of unbelievers always give
rise to logical inconsistency or mires down in logical self-contradiction. As a result life
basically grinds to a twisted halt and ends up in a dead-end street. (This was one of the
main contentions of Francis Schaeffer on which he based his apologetics.) However,
even if this cannot be proven with apodictic certainty, Christianity and its God allegedly can and do come to the rescue. They are rationally the superior and arguably the
preferable alternative to any “theology,” or “philosophy of life” that has been proposed
or can be proposed. Comparatively as well as plausibly speaking the dead-end street
becomes a boulevard, the stop sign a green light, while self-contradiction turns into a
symphony and inconsistency into a melody. With this as his closing (and appealing, if
not attractive) argument the apologist rests, and the case goes to the judge or the jury.
According to the latter, X (and X and X, etc.) in the contrary reasoning of unbelievers, indeed, end up (1) in logical inconsistencies or (2) bog down in selfcontradictions, and, indeed, (3) wind up in a hopeless predicaments or (4) get stuck in
blind allies. But this fourfold quagmire is the inevitable result of their conscious and
deliberate suppression of the truth of God. This marks them as the accused and puts
them under indictment. The only way to undo this fourfold damage and to escape the
resultant doom is for them to shoulder guilty and shameful responsibility for it, and to
renounce their willful rebellion in heartfelt repentance and faith. However, this will
never occur apart from, and only occur in the context of, a prayerful confrontation with
the Gospel that through the Holy Spirit convicts them of their rebellion, guilt, and pollution, and on this threefold account has them flee to Jesus for his heart in regeneration, his righteousness in justification, and his holiness in sanctification. In my decades
long experience, even those who appear to have been touched by means of a faulty
methodology always either end up with heartfelt repentance and faith, whether in the
short or the long run, or inevitably drift away again.
In any event, all this is predicated upon two biblical realities. First, even if “clues”
may be brought up as (long as they present) the truth of God’s Word that require repentance and decidedly not as a part of possibility, probability or plausibility argumentation that addresses a judge or jury, there is fundamentally no need for either (unattainable) proofs or (suggestive) clues, since all of mankind already knows and suppresses God. The latter governs the apologetic method, as we find it in Scripture, from
the outset, and does not just come into the picture at the end. Second, since God is the
Master Artist who puts his stamp upon every aspect and phase, in short, upon all the
X’s of his creation in terms of his being (metaphysics), his interpretation (epistemology), and his conduct (ethics), it is hardly surprising that apostasy from the Artist, the
rejection of his sovereign reign (metaphysically), of his wise guidance (epistemologically), and of his model conduct (ethically) promptly turns his work of art into a massive mess, to be remedied by an equally massive, self-loathing (Ezek. 36:31) return to
him. Of course, these two biblical realities do not determine a specific apologetic strategy either per se or in detail. Since all truth is designed to set free, also the truth in socalled “clues” may be pointedly and cogently unfolded as such. But these realities do
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require that, whatever strategy is chosen, it must consciously lay the foundation from
which a summons to deep-seated repentance logically, organically, promptly, and unsurprisingly arises or flows forth. From a Biblical perspective this must be the case, if
the method of Peter, with his cutting accusatory charge of the knowledgeable and
shameful murder of the Self-disclosure of God in the flesh (Acts 2:22, 23, 36, 37, 38)
and of Paul, with his equally cutting accusatory charge of the knowledgeable and
guilty suppression of the Self-disclosure of God in created reality (Acts 17:24, 25, 28,
29, 30) mean anything!
Now, as I stated already and wish to emphasize again, all this is not to deny that
the “X, therefore God” approach can never book any success. It has enough truth in it
to impact an occasional (usually cerebral, that is, niche) audience. After all, the inconsistencies and self-contradictions in non-Christian systems are real and basically undeniable. Also the X’s of created reality cannot be satisfactorily explained by any of
these systems. But it is to insist, however, that it at least initially cannot expect more
than surface responses, and clearly cannot create more than isolated oases in the
desert, if Church history means anything. It does not fundamentally turn a hardened
world, steeped in idolatrous Islam (Middle East), atheistic Secularism (Europe) or godless Humanism (USA), “upside down” (read: “right side up”) (See Acts 17:6) by going
for the full threefold jugular of appalling rebellion, frightful guilt and shocking pollution, as the “God, therefore X” methodology does. Only the latter is found in Scripture,
and could well be called a “Revival methodology,” because it comports with the Revival fires that (1) are rooted as well as evidenced in mighty prayer and mighty preaching, (2) turn the desert into a flourishing field, marked by mighty conversions, mighty
assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassion, and mighty saturation (grassroots)
evangelism, and (3) impact, if not conquer, society through mighty leaders in mighty
combat (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival). In short, it requires more, much
more, than the “X, therefore God” methodology, which is at best a “plausibility methodology” that accepts the world as judge or jury and therefore does not (cannot)
strike at the threefold core problem, in order to turn a dying culture around, a culture
from which from all appearances God is steadily departing. The latter must first break
the heart of the Church, and subsequently stir the Church to go with a vengeance after
the heart of the world to break it as well by means of the Trinitarian and Triadic Gospel as its only hope!
It is noteworthy that in one instance, with a reference to a message of Martyn
Lloyd-Jones on Mark 9:28-29, the necessity of a “Revival” type of methodology is advocated in strong terms. Demons cannot (no longer?) be thrown out by doing “business as usual.” Just as it takes steel enforced concrete to safeguard an edifice from
earthquake disasters, so it requires fasting enforced prayer to conquer Satanic forces in
people. Similarly, the old and seemingly “proven” evangelistic (and apologetic?) methods simply do not appear to work any longer in a postmodern Western world with its
moral relativism and multifaceted ethnicity, a world from which notions, such as truth,
guilt, and meaning have vanished. “The demon is in too deep for your ordinary way of
doing ministry—especially in more secularistic, pluralistic Europe and in the parts of
the United States that are similar.” So, there is a need for Gospel theology (Systematic
as well as Biblical Theology), Gospel realization (Revival), and Gospel urbanization
(Taking hold of population centers). All this does, and should touch a responsive
chord! However, it is further recommended that the evangelist-apologist of today opt
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for a Gospel communication methodology that deals with “intelligibility” (World-view
evangelism), “credibility” (Treatment of suggested defeaters of Christianity), “plausibility” (Superior explanation of reality), and “intimacy” (Personal commitment) with
all that this entails, imbued with the love of Christ and expectant prayer (Tim Keller,
“The Gospel and the Supremacy of Christ in a Postmodern World,” in John Piper and
Justin Taylor, eds., The Supremacy of Christ in a Postmodern World (Wheaton, ILL:
Crossway Books, 2007), 103ff, esp. 107, 113-118, 122-123).
I am not so sure, however, that Lloyd Jones had this type of Gospel communication in mind, specifically the so-called “plausibility” dimension, when he pleads for a
Revival methodology. First of all, prayer seems to be no more than mentioned in passing at the end, while Jesus puts it up front and emphasizes it as pivotal, as essential, as
the sine qua non for victory. It is certainly not defined, and presented as the pulsating,
energizing, “fasting enforced,” Revival prayer that Lloyd Jones champions. Second,
Lloyd Jones’ Revival Gospel seems to be much more in line with that of Paul in the
Corinthian situation, which would be roughly comparable to that of the population
centers in the Western world of today. Paul confronts both the ultimacy of a supposedly sanitizing intellect (Modernity) (1 Cor. 1:20, 23c; see also Acts 17:16b) and the
primacy of an admittedly diseased hedonism (Postmodernity) (1 Cor. 6:12ff; see also
Acts 17:16a) in a discriminating way with the Gospel (1 Cor. 2:4; 15:1) of the cross (1
Cor. 1:18) and the resurrection (1 Cor. 15:12ff) of Christ (See also Acts 17:31). It
seems to me that anyone who recommends a message or method that does not seek to
destroy the pride (read: the intellect as ultimate jury or judge) and the wisdom (read:
foolishness) of the world (1 Cor. 1:19, 20) through the preaching/teaching/presentation
of the tangibly defined Supremacy of Christ crucified (1 Cor. 1:23; 2:2) and raised
from the dead (1 Cor. 15:12), personifying the power and wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:18,
24) as our threefold salvation, namely regeneration (Rom. 6:6), justification and sanctification (1 Cor. 1:30), stays below biblical (Revival) par.215 The marching orders of
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I am not so sure either whether the “urbanization” model is as exclusivistic as we are led to
believe. To be sure, throughout his ministry Paul focused upon urban centers and trusted that
the Gospel would radiate from them into the outlying areas. However, in a culture where
Christianity was or is dominant a reverse flow should be considered as well. In my own lengthy experience in Africa it became increasingly clear that failure on the part of the Church to
reach especially the young in the rural area is to lose them to the village, failure to reach them
in the village is to lose them to the town, failure to reach them in the town is to lose them to
the city, and failure to lose them in the city is to lose them to the mega-city where they never
may be found again. It is well documented that with every step up the societal ladder the obstacles to evangelization become more formidable. This is so for a very simple reason. Every
achievement apart from Jesus is by definition an extra barrier to the Gospel, and city dwellers
are by and large more accomplished than country folks. Furthermore, with urban populations
invariably declining without fresh blood from the countryside, to evangelize the countryside
is indirectly to evangelize the city. In short, we should vie for a “Chunnel” effect. The better
part of wisdom is to adopt a twofold model. Let city dwellers focus upon the city with a view
eventually to penetrate the rural area and let rural folks focus upon the rural area eventually to
penetrate the city. In short, city churches should start in the city, and country churches in the
country. This comes down to a dual strategy in which everyone joins hands guided by a carefully drawn-up blueprint that hopefully covers every base. Incidentally, this maxi-model could
have a mini-reflection in the city, especially in the mega-city. The evangelization efforts could
be concentrated simultaneously on both the educated achievers and the less accomplished
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Christ are crystal clear. It is incumbent upon the Church, apart from its choice of specific strategy, to preach the twin pillars of the Christian faith, the cross and the resurrection of Christ, with a view to repentance, forgiveness of sins and practical godliness, in the power of the Holy Spirit (Lk. 24:46-49; Acts 2:38; 26:18). Incidentally, the
reference to the power of the Spirit is not a mere “theological nicety.” Pre-evangelistic
or non-evangelistic apologetics that target the intellect unto agreement methodologically do not stand in (initial) need of the Holy Spirit and acknowledge this explicitly or
implicitly. Hence they pay scant attention to him. Evangelistic apologetics, however,
that aims at a deeply convicting recognition of sin as the first divine overture toward
biblical Revival-salvation cannot do without him for one nano-moment, and better testify to this clearly, loudly, incessantly, and relentlessly.
At any rate the verdict that insists upon a “Gospel-apologetics” does and must
stand, even if the recommended “plausibility” message or method may be effective to
one degree or another through the obvious truth elements it contains. In fact, this verdict invalidates in principle as well as practice any message or method that allows the
world to make up its mind apart from a broken heart in (Revival) regeneration, as if it
is judge or jury (See also John 3:3ff)! Until and unless broken hearts lie at the root of
evangelistic or apologetic success, Revival flood tides never did, never do and never
will materialize, if Scripture and Church history mean anything. A debatable method
may allow the Church to hold its own for a time and even show (some) statistical
growth. But in the long run it can at best slow down the ongoing ebb tide. So let no
one treat occasional oases in a desert, of whatever size, as blossoming fields with a
bumper crop, or patches of sweet water in a Dead Sea as a fresh water lake filled with
fish. This could well be indicative of a measure of pride, even if it were not immediately discernible, recognized, or acknowledged. Such pride will (1) inevitably remove from one’s line of vision the desperate need for awesome, “fasting enforced,”
Revival prayer with a view to awesome Revival Gospel preaching, conversions, assemblies, holiness, compassion, grass roots evangelism, and leadership in combat, inclusive of casualties, (2) in the process turn “good” success into the enemy of the
“best,” and (3) precede, if not precipitate, an eventual fall, if Scripture and Church history mean anything. In short, let us not be overly exultant about winning battles when
we appear to lose the war. All this, of course, has implications for the treatment of the
problem of evil in an apologetic context.
However, before I return to the main argument, one item must be settled. It may
very well be that the evangelistic apologetics advocated here seems heartless, loveless
and insensitive, if not harsh, compared to the approach that opts for a “soft” rationalism, gently diagnoses self-contradictions, thoughtfully suggests the superiority of the
Christian faith, subsequently have people make up their own minds, and can clearly,
and thankfully, point to successfully won battles.
Frankly, and on the one hand, nothing could be further from the truth. The more
evangelistic apologetics portrays the grim and abysmal condition of sinners, and the
more it emphasizes how deeply they are in the dock, the more it makes the uncondislum dwellers. It can be anticipated that the progress in the country side and the slums will be
quicker. If conversions in those settings come in great numbers the siege of the top echelon
may well be on. At the same time, of course, conversions in the top echelon may have a dramatic leadership effect!
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tional love of God shine out. He actually loves sinners who have no legs to stand on.
Instead of repeating a fully deserved flood upon folks whose hearts think and intend
only evil continuously (Gen. 6:5), ever display deceitful (Jer. 17:9) hostility (Heb.
12:3), and abandon themselves to the self-deceiving foolishness of disobedience, the
pursuit of lustful pleasures, and topping all this off with malice and envy, in fact, with
hateful hatred toward each other (Tit. 3:3), he actually answers with “kindness and
love” (Tit. 3:4), provides a cross and a Savior even before the foundation of the world
(1 Pet. 1:20), and with it a way to escape! His love is truly unfathomable. Further,
evangelistic apologetics, in the footsteps of the prophets of the OT as well as Jesus,
Paul, Peter, and Jude, not to speak of James (!), displays the fiercely counterconditional nature of God’s love. It radically and totally does, and should go after sin
with a vengeance in order to kill what kills. Finally, evangelistic apologetics honors
the re-conditioning love of God as it goes after the regeneration and justification of
sinners with their sanctification as the grand goal and crowning piece of God’s saving
activity (Rom. 1:5; 15:16; 16:26; Tit. 2:14) and the delight of his heart (Zeph. 3:11-17;
Zech. 14:20-21; Mal. 3:17a).
However, and on the other hand, nothing should be further from the truth. A truly
evangelistic apologetics should have the love of Christ “dammed up” within itself, always ready and eager to overflow (2 Cor. 5:14). In this it should reflect the love of
God the Father in its intensity to save the perishing (John 3:16) and the love of the Holy Spirit in its fervor to beautify the saints (Rom. 15:30). There is no excuse for a
heartless, loveless, insensitive, let alone harsh apologetics at any time. A truly evangelistic apologetics, rooted in resurrection power, embraces suffering and death (Phil.
3:10) and becomes everything to everyone in order by all means to save some (1 Cor.
9:19-22). But it caters to no one (Gal. 1:10). In fact, it is willing to denounce anyone
who preaches a perverted, soul destroying Gospel as “accursed” (Gal. 1:7-9), and to
withstand in the face even brothers who are not “straightforward about the truth of the
Gospel” (Gal. 2:14). In a word, evangelistic apologetics is an utterly emotional and
candid undertaking in the fully biblical sense of these words. It “weeps” about “enemies of the cross of Christ” (Phil. 3:18). How much more emotional and candid can
one be? “Enemies of the cross” refuse to have their “cobra heart” (Ps. 58:2-4) executed
on the cross (Rom. 6:3, 6) in order to receive Jesus’ heart in regeneration through his
resurrection (Rom. 6:11; Phil. 3:3; 1 Pet. 1:3). They refuse to have their “excrement
past” (Zech. 3:3; Phil. 3:8) washed on the cross (1 Pet. 1:19) in order to receive Jesus’
imputed righteousness” in justification (2 Cor. 5:21) through his resurrection (Rom.
4:25). They refuse to have their “poisonous life” (Jam. 3:8) eliminated on the cross
(Heb. 10:10) in order to receive Jesus’ holiness in sanctification though his resurrection (John 15:5; Eph. 2:10; Phil. 3:10). Focusing on “the things of this earth”--given
over to “hedonism” and putting all their eggs in the basket of “circumcision”--, they
are headed for certain “destruction” (Phil. 3:19). Evangelistic apologetics that does not
“weep” in the face of “earthly, self-indulging, self-deceiving, and self-destructing
enemies of the cross of Christ” is not worth its salt (of the earth) and does not deserve
to be called a lighthouse (of the world) (Mt. 5:13-14)! Not so incidentally, the cross of
Christ has two dimensions. It stands for the suffering and death of Christ in propitiation. From this perspective it is unique and once for all. But it also stands for the suffering and death of Christ in propagation. This suffering and death continues and
comes to its completion in his Body the Church (Col. 2:24), and must be a common
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experience. The cross does (and must) produce “death in us” in order to produce life in
those to whom we minister (2 Cor. 4:8-12). This leads us to a bottom line that is simple as well as profound. Any apologetics that refuses to “suffer and die” (Phil. 3:10)
with “tears” (Acts 20:19, 31) is an “enemy of the cross of Christ” as well, be it in shying away from paying the “deadly” price to secure propagation (For the necessity of a
“ministry of tears,” and its remarkable historical evidence, see Duewell, Ablaze for
God, 237-247). Of course, apart from Christ no one ever was or will be able to pay the
price of propitiation! In short, if the ordo docendi--the order of instruction--in Philippians 3 is any indication, “wretched saints” who do not seek to die in order to produce
much fruit (John 12:24) are no less “enemies of the cross” than “wretched sinners”
who rebel against the extermination of their threefold depravity on the cross, be it each
in their own way.
To return at this time to the main argument, the concession on the part of atheological unbelief that Christianity is not necessarily irrational or impossible, but at
worst implausible or improbable, is often hailed as a victory on the part of the Christian public, scholarly and otherwise. But if this is so, it is only a victory of a debatable
sort. First, as has been mentioned already, since absolute proof is not in the jurisdiction
of any human being, logically this concession could only have been anticipated! This
means that after everything is said and done, it does not really amount to a victory at
all. Second, the mouth of unbelief is only stopped in part. The parallel concession on
the part of theological belief that atheism is equally justified in designating its position
as possible and plausible sees to this. Frankly, once an apologist pins its hope on human logic, this concession is equally inevitable. For absolute proof is not in his jurisdiction either! In fact, this concession must lead to the conclusion that the so-called
victory is possibly not even a Pyrrhic one, but rather a defeat! After all, when God declares that atheism is non-existent (Rom. 1:18-21), and that self-proclaimed atheists are
“fools” (Ps. 14:1), Christian apologists should abhor the conclusion that atheism is
possible, if not plausible, even if only from a logical perspective, and that atheists are
possibility, if not plausibility, thinkers, even if only of the logical sort. Incidentally,
“contentment” with such conclusion fails to display a much needed Gospel compassion for lost sinners. This may well be an additional reason why such abhorrence
should lead to a wholesale reassessment of apologetic method in the recognition, once
again, that with such “friends” there seems hardly any need for “enemies!” This is, at
bottom, why I designated the type of rational apologetics that mires down in this way
less than desirable. From the biblical perspective it appears to be a dead-end street.
This is why it stands in need of nothing but a Copernican revolution that is unalterably
opposed to a non-existing “Outside Test of Faith” and relentlessly goes after the root
problem of the rebel heart!
At any rate, while Russell and Hume severely tax the intellect of the Christian,
Dostoyevsky’s Ivan Karamazov ups the ante considerably. He throws the gauntlet at
Christians intellectually, volitionally as well as emotionally in a fashion that can only
be described as a spine chilling and potentially devastating indictment. After cataloguing a progressively appalling series of evils, in which he represents untold others
who have done the same thing throughout Church history, he concludes by bitterly
analyzing one inhuman, if not demonic, instance of cruelty in which hunting dogs
were ordered to maul a small boy, who managed to annoy their master, beyond anyone’s recognition. The argument goes roughly as follows.
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First of all, forget about all other kinds of evil. Just try to explain the fate that ferociously tears innocent children into bloody pieces. Frankly, who would want to be
the creator-architect of “a fabric of human destiny” that has “the object of making man
happy at the end, giving them peace and rest at last,” if it was stipulated as “essential
and inevitable” “to torture only one single creature to death” en route to that end, “and
to found that architectural edifice (monstrosity?!) on unavenged tears?” “Would you?
Tell me and don’t lie!” Even the happy end of “eternal harmony” simply does not justify such brutal means. In fact, excessive cruelty of this sort is sufficient to declare the
world, as created and governed by God, as indisputably and perennially unacceptable
(Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov (New York: Airmont Publishing
Company, 1966), 214-222, esp. 213 and 222; see also Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 259, who refers to this same section).
Further, don’t let anyone try to hide behind the Cross as the solution to suffering,
because it is supposedly its epitome as well as its cure. Any such argument can be no
more than a “pious, but hollow platitude,” since it basically explains nothing. After all,
it does not address the rationale for the mystifying emergence and perplexing presence
of a “universe” that is marked by unspeakable suffering. Therefore it sidetracks us
from the real issue, and only seeks to pull the wool over our eyes. Besides, any argument that does not provide such rationale persuasively must by definition be a miserable, self-confessed, failure. After all, it leaves people totally up in the air without even
a hint of an answer in the midst of their bewildering circumstances (Dostoyevsky, 222223).
Finally, do not seek refuge in a fallacious type of reasoning by insisting that the
grand objective of free love from a free heart can never be realized apart from the
power of contrary choice. The idea that free love implies, if not demands, the freedom
to choose evil over good is deeply disturbing. The history of untold and perennial suffering demonstrates that such freedom of choice for a mostly “weak” mankind is actually “a fearful burden” that weighed it down, and was “bound” to plunge it into an
abyss of unparalleled misery. The fact that God due to his omniscience knew exactly
what was going to happen only adds a deeply sinister dimension to this picture.
From this perspective the much vaunted freedom rapidly loses its luster. In fact, it
resembles more a prison and a deathtrap than anything else. The price to be paid for
the supposedly lofty goal of free choice is simply too high! In nevertheless exacting
this price its Provider must be thumbed down. He stands in need of correction after the
fact, and is deserving of indictment for a crime against humanity by virtue of that fact.
He deserves to share the fate of heretics, and should be burnt at the stake. Ivan’s indictment, although pointedly and understandably defined by his brother as an evidence
of rebellion, is surely spine chilling. The least we can say is that it, indeed, throws
down the gauntlet (Dostoyevsky, 230-231, 235)! Incidentally, this gauntlet is thrown
down again and again. “It is the essence of a benefactor to refrain from giving any gift
which he knows would be the ruin of the recipient … Free agency is not a good gift
after all, for it has caused the ruin of the human race in Adam’s sin, the eternal damnation for the greater part of his descendants, and created a world of a dreadful deluge of
moral and physical evils” (Pierre Bayle). And, “Giving us free will is like giving a razor blade to a two-year old ... If God gives us responsibilities before we can handle
them, then he is to be blamed for giving them to us.” Frankly, he better blame himself
(See Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 249, 255). To sum all this up in the “acerbic
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lines” of the Scottish poet James Thomson (1834-1882), “Who is most wretched in
this dolorous place? / I think myself; yet I would rather be / My miserable self than He,
than He / Who formed such creatures to his own disgrace. // The vilest thing must be
less vile than Thou / From whom it had its being, God and Lord! / Creator of all woe
and sin! Abhorred / Malignant and implacable! I vow // That not for all Thy power
furled and unfurled, / For all Thy temples and Thy glory built, / Would I assume its
ignominious guilt / Of having made such men in such a world” (Quoted in Peter Kostenbaum, Philosophy: A General Introduction (New York: American Book Company,
1968), 132-133). That all this requires a response is more than obvious.
Candidly, after Russell and Hume life can go on as usual. After Dostoyevsky this
is impossible. Russell should be answered for Christians to retain their equilibrium intellectually. Dostoyevsky must be answered for Christians to retain their sanity. It is
interesting to note that Bertrand Russell was for a time the son-in-law of Hannah Whitall Smith, the author of the best seller, The Christian’s Secret of a Happy Life (Westwood, NJ: Fleming H. Revell Company, n.d.). It is reported that she struggled with the
problem of evil, and regarded it much of her life as unsolvable. In fact, it allegedly did
not only depress her with some frequency. It also at times sowed doubt in her mind
about the viability of the Christian faith. I am not aware how she settled the issue ultimately, or whether she ever settled it to her complete satisfaction. But we do know that
she eventually came fully to terms with “seeing God in everything,” which gave her a
remarkable peace of heart vis-à-vis any and all “second causes,” as she called them,
whether good, bad or ugly (The Christian’s Secret, 143-153). At any rate, one can only
wonder what would have happened, if in an early phase of their relationship she had
been able to present her son-in-law with the biblical “solution” to the problem of evil
fully, compellingly and effectively.

2. Definition of Evil
In order to make any progress a definition of the term “evil” is mandatory. For the unbeliever, and for some believers as well, evil is one-dimensional. It consists of suffering of any and all sorts as it is woven in the warp and woof of human history in general, and of human existence in particular. This includes all its concomitant sorrows. According to one apologist, it consists of “inherently undesirable states of affairs” that
have “intrinsic negative value” and prevents man from being “better off” (Basinger,
85, 147). From the biblical perspective, however, this man-centered identification of
evil and suffering is bland, insufficient, unsatisfactory, and unacceptable. In fact, with
this definition the train of a biblical defense is already off the track, and is doomed to
spinning its wheels before it even gears up.
For the Biblical believer evil is two-dimensional, two-tiered. First, it consists of
sin as an offense against God. Then, it also encompasses suffering, which results at
times in the deepest of sorrows. That evil is two-tiered is also roughly the conviction
of various publications (See a.o. Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom and Evil, 8, 31-33,
57-58; Millard Erickson, Introducing Christian Doctrine, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker
Book House, 2001), 148; Stephen T. Davis, ed., Encountering Evil (Louisville: John
Knox Press, 2001), xi). However, they usually define evil as both “natural” and “moral” in character, even if some authors allow for the possibility that “natural” evil has a
“moral” root in terms of its causation. After all, “natural” evil may well be the product
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of Satan and his demonic cohorts (Plantinga, “Self-Profile,” 43; “Supralapsarianism,”
16; see also Howard-Snyder, “God, Evil and Suffering,” 82, who differentiates between “undeserved, intense suffering and pain” and “horrific wickedness,” italics from
the author). Be this as it may, the term “natural evil,” which stands for suffering due to
earthquakes, hurricanes, floods, diseases, etc., is acceptable in the present context.
However, the idea of “moral evil,” or even “wickedness,” which is moving in the right
direction, is in this context still basically sub-biblical. When push comes to shove,
there is hardly anyone who will not recognize moral evil as a form of imperfection.
But this is not the same as defining it as sin against God, a willful and rebellious
transgression of his Law word (1 John 3:4), freely committed without any alien compulsion whether externally or internally. This both wrecks relationships (Hatred toward God and the neighbor instead of love) and destroys holiness (Disobedience to
God’s commandments regarding himself and the neighbor instead of obedience) (So in
part also Keller, The Reason for God, 162ff). All this simply must come into the equation in order to get a biblical handle on the problem of evil. This is also Augustine’s
contention (See David Griffin, “Augustine and the Denial of Genuine Evil,” in Michael L. Peterson, ed., The Problem of Evil: Selected Readings, 212). Unless God is
introduced at this juncture, and moral failure is defined in terms of sin, which appears
to be quite rare, if not non-existent, any theodicy will and must fail by definition. Sin
implies guilt, and guilt wipes out the notion, as has been argued already, that humans
can ever function as judge, jury, or both at the same time. From the outset they stand
before God as the “accused” and in need of mercy. This, as we shall see in more detail
below, is of pivotal significance in a full-orbed and effective treatment of the problem
of evil. It is utterly regrettable that this dimension seems universally absent in the
treatment of this problem by contemporary apologists. Incidentally, while sin is peculiar to human beings only, suffering (and sorrow) affects all of creation (Rom. 8:22).
Both are grievous universal realities (See specifically John L. Yardan, God and the
Challenge of Evil (Washington, DC: The Council for Research in Values and Philosophy, 2001), 9ff, for a plethora of definitions, all of which seem directly or indirectly to
explain how evil detracts from man’s happiness, and none how it impinges upon God’s
holiness. To this we must, and do, return below).

3. Two Pairs of Eyes
Anyone who does not look at evil, especially the evil of suffering and sorrow, through
human eyes, will grossly lack a much-needed sensitivity. We only need to remind ourselves of Dostoyevsky’s vivid depiction of the cruel brutality of torment and agony to
recognize this (See also Loftus, “The Darwinian Problem of Evil,” 237-270). Further,
when a Gautama Buddha can be so moved by the evil of suffering that he “sacrifices
himself” by turning his back to his royal rank and the lap of luxury that went with it,
and in the process sets in motion, and until today puts his indelible stamp on, a major
world religion that rivals Christianity in sheer number of adherents, one may, and
should, expect no less “heart” from the followers of Jesus (See M. Hiriyanna, Outlines
of Indian Philosophy (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas Publishers, 2000), 147-153; from the
same author, Essentials of Indian Philosophy (London: Diamond Books, 1996), 74-83;
see also The Teaching of Buddha (Tokyo: Kosaido Printing Co, 1998).
At the same time, all those who do not look at evil, consisting of sin and suffering,
584

through Divine eyes, that is, through the glasses of the Scriptures of both Old and New
Testament, will permanently seal themselves off from the much-needed solution. Incidentally, this solution escaped the founder of Buddhism in spite of his near suprahuman efforts to locate, isolate and treat it. As a thorough-going empiricist he simply
started with the fact of human suffering, dismissed any inquiry into its origin and the
rationale for its existence as speculative, and informed his followers that they had their
hands more than full in seeking to cure it. Of course, the twofold fact that he debunked
the notion of a God, who created the universe and still governs it, and made no room
for sin as a transgression of God’s law, made it easy for him to dismiss discussions
about the ultimate rationale for the reality of evil, as he defined it. Such discussions
only make sense if there is a God who shoulders the responsibility for the universe.
With in principle as well as in practice nobody (else cosmically) to blame, why pursue
the issue?
For the Buddha reality simply “is,” whether in an illusory or more substantive
form, and so is suffering, as he saw it. Therefore why speculate about the rationale for
the grand enigma? Simply learn to live with it the best way you can, that is, follow the
way of the Buddha by concentrating on the Fourfold Noble Truth: (1) the Truth of Suffering (life is evil), (2) the Truth of the Cause of Suffering (ignorance as the source of
evil, hand in hand with the passions that follow in its wake, and the actions these passions generate), (3) the Truth of the Cessation of Suffering (removal of the cause of
evil and its entailments), and (4) the Truth of the Noble Path to the Cessation of Suffering (right knowledge, and the eight steps that this entails, as the means to remove
evil, leading to Enlightenment and Nirvana) (Hiriyanna, Outlines, 147-152; Essentials,
74-77; The Teaching of Buddha, 74-80; see also L. T. Jeyachandra, “Challenges from
Western Religions,” in Beyond Opinion, 79ff., esp. 88-92). It is not surprising that the
new atheism with its parallel insistence that the universe is simply “all that is or was or
ever will be” (Carl Sagan; Stephen Hawking) has a close affinity to the Buddhist approach (Stenger, The New Atheism, 15-16, 30, 147-148, 207-208, 222, 242-243; see
also Loftus, “The Outsider Test for Faith Revisited,” 98).
Christian thinkers frequently seem to display a measure of discomfort in discussing the problem of sin and suffering. Confessing their inability to plumb its depth exhaustively they are frequently on the defensive. Deep down they do not appear to believe that a satisfactory solution, which can challenge opponents and checkmate them,
is within their grasp. They often start out by stating that they do not have all the answers (See John Frame, Apologetics to the Glory of God (Phillipsburg: P & R Publishing, 1994), 150-151, 152), or conclude that after carefully perusing “the various theodicies, so far as we can tell there is no reason at all that would justify God in permitting so much evil” to such an enormous extent as brutal rape and bludgeoning people
to death, even if they are rationally justified to believe that there is one (HowardSnyder, “God, Evil, and Suffering,” 101, 113). Of course, mankind does not have all
the answers. No one is able to plumb either the depth or the solution of the problem of
evil exhaustively. Neither do we know the rationale for everything. No one is privy to
every reason behind God’s activities. Even Buddhism royally concedes this. Still I am
not quite satisfied with the apologetic tenor of such statements. The impression is given, even if it is unintentional, that the best apologists can hope for in a discussion with
unbelief is a stand-off that will allow them “to hold the fort.”
Historically, however, this approach never seemed to have saved the fort. Unbelief
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appeared to have swamped it again and again. And what is worse, it has not even awakened Christian Apologetics to the point that it re-organized itself and launched a
counterattack with an aroused battle cry that would, in fact, should have rivaled “Remember the Alamo.” No, somehow a “hold-the-fort” mentality does not seem to be
reflective of the type of apologetics practiced in Scripture by men like Peter in Acts 2
and Paul in Acts 17, who were robustly and decisively “on the attack,” rather than hesitatingly and tentatively “on the defensive.” In fact, the difference is palpable, undoubtedly because the apologists in Scripture, as I have touched upon already and argue further below, address the heart with a view to repentance, submission and obedience, while those in Church history, apart from some notable exceptions, do not
seem to transcend the level of the intellect--even if they deny its ultimacy--and seem to
be satisfied with agreement.
Christian apologists often top off their “concession” approach (“concession
speech?”) with the declaration that only the Holy Spirit can turn the draw into a “win”
(Frame, 62). But, as we saw already, even at that the opponent more often than not
ends up with the strategic position. After all, author-apologists frequently (and rather
lamely?) tell us that given their view of God, which is often sub-biblical, the presence
of evil is “not illogical,” and therefore “not unreasonable” (Basinger, 89). I do not see
how this can be satisfactory either to the Christian or the non-Christian. It certainly
does not honor God (sufficiently) to try to convince the unbeliever that evil is not
(necessarily) “irrational,” and (therefore) theism not “improbable” (Feinberg, “Why I
Still Believe in Christ, in Spite of Evil and Suffering,” in Norman Geisler and Paul
Hoffmann, eds., Why I Am a Christian (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2001), 239). It
seems that this kind of apologia, unless it preaches to the choir, struggles (and fails!)
to keep its head above water.
It is mandatory that something be done about this. The Church must be able to
speak more forcefully. No defender of the faith should ever feel intimidated attitudinally, or be on the defensive intellectually. In fact, any Christian who ultimately leaves
the apologetic battlefield in whole or in part to the opponent betrays thereby that he
ignores the available biblical weapons, overlooks the assortment from which to
choose, fails to discern which one is applicable to which situation, or lacks the required skill to use them. Since in the Day of Judgment every mouth is stopped in full
(Rom. 3:19), there is no reason why this could not be achieved here and now, whether
only in principle, or in both principle and practice. From the copious evidences in
Scripture to this effect (Lk. 21:14-15; Acts 6:10; 26:27-28) it must follow that this can
be accomplished in the present, as long as we follow the biblical blueprint of Scripture
as the Divine 20-20 vision of the problem.
One step in the right direction, mandated by the clear-cut biblical model, as has
been stated already, would be never to allow an audience, whether hostile, indifferent
or receptive, for that matter, to act as judge or jury, as is done in most of present-day
apologetics. This would suggest that they have the fate of Christianity in their hands.
No, in Scripture they are invariably in the dock, whether explicitly or implicitly. As
such they can and must be cut to the heart (Acts 2:37; 7:54), and summoned to repentance (Acts 2:38; 17:30), of course, for their own ultimate good. Even if non-believers
end up rejecting the biblical solution to the problem of evil, at least those voices within
Christianity itself that often yield too much ground to unbelievers, and at times even
seem to make partially common cause, should either change their tune or “keep si586

lence.” This is the least result one can expect from a truly biblical apologetics.
All this reveals the contours of the eye-opening dynamics of Scripture that is too
often missing in the apologetic enterprise as we know it from Church history. This dynamics can only be identified when we look at the issue at hand through Divine eyes to
the full extent in which this is disclosed in Scripture. Otherwise we are and always will
be in a wobbly apologetic position that initially can never produce more than a “draw,”
and eventually comes down to a loss of the very territory for which our forefathers
shed their blood. Let no one wave all this off as too harsh or too cocky. An honest assessment of the present day state of affairs must conclude that this loss is staggering.
We simply have lost the battle for the soul of the Middle Eastern World to idolatrous
Islam, and of the Western world to atheistic Secularism (Europe) and godless Humanism (USA). From this perspective it is no coincidence the new atheism believes that it
does have the upperhand, and confidently declares that it either has gained or will gain
the victory (Stenger, The New Atheism, 79-81, 244). As soon as this brings us to tears
(of guilt and repentance; see Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival), we will stand ready
to (re)consider our apologetic options. If we can only stem the downgrade and begin to
regain lost ground by means of a paradigm shift, we must at least be willing, if not eager, to examine any proposal to this effect.
To make my position crystal clear, I cannot see how a “logical defense” by itself,
even if it were to make people pause, could amount to anything more than a stand-off.
It is ironic that even those who utilize such defense concede that it is basically unsuccessful, and that those who turn to Christ are converted through different means (Timothy R. Phillips & Dennis L. Okholm, Christian Apologetics in the Postmodern
World (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1995), 10). The reasons for all this, of
course, are simple. Man is more than logic. He is first of all heart. To capture the brain
is not necessarily to capture the heart, the core of man’s being, his mission control center. Further, man’s thinking is always intertwined with his will and his emotions, as
Dostoyevsky’s Ivan demonstrates. Unless all of this is taken into consideration, a logical defense of the status quo is neither complete nor truly biblical, even if it were to
score (some) valid points. (For a treatment of the relationship the heart, the intellect,
the will and the emotions sustain to each other, see my Sovereignty and Responsibility,
60-66; further, for their inseparable intertwinement, see Daniel Goleman, Emotional
Intelligence (London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc), 3-12; and for the complex interaction of body and spirit, see his Social Intelligence (New York: Bantam Dell, 2006),
esp. 82-101; 311-334). But, finally and fundamentally, absolute, logically compelling,
proof is not in the jurisdiction of man. So any discussion, dialog, interaction that takes
place on the level of the intellect by definition can never do better than a draw, a standoff. It is logically inevitable! This is one of the reasons, as we will see below in greater
detail, why logical argumentation can never be the defining mark of a truly Biblical
Apologetics, which aims to break the heart with its summons to repentance and submission (Acts 2:37-38; 7:54; 17:30) and so to turn one’s world “upside down” (read:
“right side up”) (Acts 17:6).

4. Gospel Apologetics
As I aim to show below, the solution set forth by a biblical apologetics proves to be as
“breathtaking” in one way as the problem of evil is in another. A frontal confrontation
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with the problem of sin and suffering cannot but have a numbing effect. Remember
Dostoyevsky! But, as I also intend to show, the Divine solution tends to make us gasp
as well, and requires spiritual seat belts. It is like climbing a Mount Everest of truth.
Without an oxygen tank it is impossible to survive at the top. The air is too rarefied.
To put it bluntly, without Jesus as the spiritual oxygen tank strapped on one’s back,
not only unbelievers, but also believers, will either tend to shun the biblical solution
pertaining to the problem of evil or be inclined to “spit it out.”
The need for Jesus is (more than) implicitly taught by Peter in the locus classicus
of Christian Apologetics (1 Pet. 3:13-16). To counter the at times violent attacks of
unbelief Christians are told to take two steps. First, they must consecrate Christ as
Lord in their heart. This ensures protection against any and all harm and constitutes the
antidote against any and all fear. Subsequently they must, and can, in their defense
give an account of the hope that resides within them. In Pauline terminology this hope
is ultimately a Person. It is Christ himself, the Hope of Glory (Col. 1:27). In short, Peter counsels an apologetics that exclusively centers in the Person of Christ (as also
Dostoyevsky, 222, implies). It unashamedly should originate in him (presuppositionally), depend on him (logistically), and take off with him (evangelistically). This is to
say, (identification with) Christ as the reason for the attack is, and must be at the same
time the (only) source of the Christian’s strength on defense, the (only) guarantee of
the Christian’s victory in battle, and therefore the (only) content of the Christian’s response in the strategic “apologetic” offense! In granting Christians his heart in regeneration Christ secures their entrance into the Kingdom of God (John 3:5). In granting
Christians his righteousness in justification he certifies their peace with God (Rom.
5:1). In granting Christians his holiness in sanctification he ensures their presence with
God (Heb. 12:14). All this spells Gospel, Gospel Hope as well as Gospel Apologetics.
It is also in line with the written Gospels. These invariably convey that the content of
Christ’s apologia is ... Christ (!), again and again, as the Truth who sets free (Mt.
22:41-46; 26:57-64; John 5:19-47; 6:27-59; 8:31-59). Apologists could do much worse
than to follow in the footsteps of Peter, his Master, and their Gospel Apologetics!
This also fits in with Paul’s solemn warning not to be taken in by the type of philosophy that follows the traditions of man as it seeks to put the basic building blocks,
the raw material, the ABC’s of their experience of the world together into a rational
and meaningful whole. Such philosophy is totally empty, without substance, however
“learned” it may seem, and unalterably deceitful, a dead-end street, however promising
it may appear (Col. 2:8ab). James calls this “‘wisdom’ from below,” barren like an
(inanimate) rock, brutal like an (animate) beast, and deadly like a poison spitting demon (Jam. 3:8, 15). Instead Paul’s positive counsel boils down to one word only. This
word is a Person, Christ (Col. 2:8c). In him all the precious treasures of wisdom and
knowledge are embodied and placed at the disposal of the believer, including the
Christian apologist (Col. 2:3). James informs us that this is the “wisdom from above.”
This wisdom is pure, powerful, permanent and productive (Jam. 3:17).
But there is more to Peter’s teaching. He introduces his readers to the centrality of
the heart in all apologetic endeavors. Peter’s type of apologia does not only start from
the heart (1 Pet. 3:14-16). It also aims at the heart (Acts 2:36). This fits into the global
framework of Scripture. The reason for it is simple and profound. The infinite truth of
God does not fit into the human mind, which is finite. To endeavor cramming it by
logical argumentation into the intellect anyway is either to jam the intellect or warp the
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truth (See in this context Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth, especially
the section on “Common Grace”). This is therefore a blueprint for disaster. Besides, in
the unregenerate the mind is rebellious and blind (2 Cor. 4:4). So, for the apologetic
enterprise to turn the mind into the great prize and in the process to appoint it as judge
and jury (!) is basically a “dead-end street,” if not a “suicidal” undertaking. However,
God’s truth fits quite snugly into the heart, as long as this is regenerate. That is why
the biblical apologist invariably aims at the heart, be it through the mind (inclusive of
logical argumentation), and cannot be satisfied solely to address the mind or stay on
the surface level of the mind.
This naturally prompts the question whether aiming at the heart is an improvement
over targeting the mind since the problem only seems to shift. After all, the heart is
equally rebellious and blind (Gen. 6:5; Jer. 17:29; John 3:3), and just as much suppresses the truth (Rom. 1:18ff) or spits it out (John 8:30-59). Admittedly, the latter
could not be more correct! However, while there is nothing to expand the creaturely
fixed limits of the finite intellect so that the infinite truth of God can be “lowered” into
it as cargo in a container ship, there is a God-given instrument to break and replace the
heart, and so to provide a royal residence for the truth of God. This instrument is the
Word, the Gospel of Truth (Jam. 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:24). Let us never be fearful to proclaim
it. For it is God’s Truth and explicitly designated by God himself as the sole instrument to advance the Kingdom. He does and will jealously “watch over (this) Word” to
open hearts through it and to it (Jer. 1:12; Acts 16:14). This promise is not attached to
any (other) instrument that man in his foolishness could propose or choose as a substitute! From the perspective of a truly Biblical apologist it is the better part of wisdom to
opt “in weakness and much trembling” for the powerful “foolishness” of God (1 Cor.
1:21, 24, 25; 2:3, 4b, 14) as his instrument, and to go about the apologetic business
armed with his wisdom and his Spirit from the outset (Acts 6:10; 1 Cor. 2:6, 10ff).
This, according to Paul, is poles apart from the unacceptable alternative of a mere rationally persuasive “wisdom” of man (1 Cor. 2:4a). This either pre-evangelistically
(Evidentialism) will not allow God’s Word to have any say until a “second phase” in
the apologetic enterprise, that is, following the securing of a solid foundation by means
of a combination of “facts and logic.” Or, as we shall see, it non-evangelistically (Presuppositionalism) turns to the Holy Spirit only as a last resort, that is, when every effort to demonstrate the absolute certainty of “the impossibility of the contrary” to
Christianity by focusing on “the theory of facts and logic” has failed.
Christian apologetics, therefore, in order to be effective must be (co-)evangelistic
apologetics. This makes eminent sense. If only the regenerate heart can appreciate
God's solution(s), and flourish in “rarefied air,” a heart transplant is the sine qua non
for embracing biblical truth. And the Gospel is the only means to this end. That is, it is
the only God-ordained scalpel in heart-transplant surgery. That all this has profound
implications for the problem of evil goes without saying. Since only the regenerate
heart can see through Divine eyes and get a “fix” upon this most vexing of all problems, a Gospel apologetics that aims at a heart transplant is indispensable to pave the
way for such “fix.” Of course, a biblical apologetics does not stop there. Its mandate to
“testify to the truth” in the footsteps of Jesus (John 18:37) calls for three concentric
circles of truth, if the models of Peter in Acts 2:14-40, of Stephen in Acts 6:8-7:60,
and of Paul in Acts 17:16-34 mean anything. They started with the truths of the New
Covenant Gospel with its focus upon regeneration, justification and sanctification (See
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Acts 2:37-38), bolstered their message with corroborating truths of Scripture (Acts
2:14-36), and referred to auxiliary truths of “experience,” “facts,” and “logic” (Acts
2:22-23, 29-30, 34-35) as their supporting cast!
After these four introductory sets of remarks I will set forth the biblical material
under two main headings. The first focus will be upon the presence of evil and the
general response that we can anticipate from both believers and unbelievers. Then it
will shift to the purpose of evil from the biblical perspective, and to the telling as well
as far-reaching implications that this has both for God himself and for the believer who
embraces the biblical “solution” to the problem of evil.

I. The Presence of Evil and the Twofold Response
1. The Presence of Evil
According to Scripture, evil is both pervasive among men and planned by God. It does
not leave anything in creation, whether animate or inanimate, untouched or unaffected,
and, as we shall see, is an essential and integral part of God's grand and universal design. Let me immediately state here--to get back to this later--that precisely at this
point the apologetic enterprise frequently gets off the biblical track. Today’s near universal formulation of the problem of evil comes in the form of questions that obscure
the issue. “Why does God permit evil? Why does he not prevent it?” (See HowardSnyder, “God, Evil, and Suffering,” 78, 81; see also Loftus, Why I became an Atheist,
235; Loftus, “The Darwinian Problem,” 240). These questions already, be it ever so
imperceptibly, put the onus on God, and ultimately leads to what must appear as a
lame, “cop-out,” concession, “There is a solid reason for the existence of evil, even for
what seems to be so (too) much evil, because God is good. But I do not know what it
is, especially not the reason for the horrifyingly excessive amount of evil” (HowardSnyder, 99-102, 112-114)! Now, there are times that the reply, “I do not know,” is
quite appropriate. For instance, the Trinity is a mystery to us. To acknowledge this is
no shame. In addition to this mystery we can enumerate a whole list of similar ones
that the finite intellect of man cannot encompass and may not penetrate. But in the
present case this reply is not appropriate (See also Loftus, who calls this (pejoratively)
“The Ignorance Defense,” Why I became an Atheist, 256-259; Loftus, “The Darwinian
Problem of Evil,” 264-265). It is a concession that leaves the onus upon God, and basically gives the impression that he is “defenseless.” But beyond this, it is an unnecessary, if not illegitimate, concession because it is precipitated by the wrong questions.
The first order of business, therefore, is to challenge these questions, and replace them
with the correct ones. These are, “Why did God plan evil?” “What is its purpose?”
The answer to these questions “we know,” for the Bible provides us with it, as we shall
see below. We may not like this answer, and may rebel against it, but it does not leave
God “defenseless.” In fact, it puts the onus on man, and leaves him both “defenseless”
and, hopefully, “speechless” (Rom. 3:19; 9:20), unless, of course, he turns to God with
“words” of repentance (Hos. 14:2)!
a. Evil as Pervasive and Planned
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Evil is pervasive among men. This pertains to both sin and suffering. Scripture teaches
man's radical and total depravity. As someone once stated, one only needs to take a
single look at the daily newspaper to see that this is the most attested fact of history. At
the same time one only needs to verbalize it to find out that it is the most rejected fact
of history. Human depravity is in three-fold evidence. The heart of man is such that it
can only produce evil thoughts continuously (Gen. 6:5). The past/record of man is
such that at the time of his conversion he can only be ashamed of everything he has
ever thought, said, or done (Rom. 6:19). The life of man is such that without Jesus he
can do nothing that is pleasing to the Lord, not even after his regeneration (John 15:5).
The long and the short of it is that every human being possesses a rebellious heart, a
guilty past, and an unholy life. (This “threesome” explains why mankind stands in irrefutable need of regeneration, justification and sanctification; see especially Ezek.
36:25, 24, and 27 for these three gifts of the New Covenant.) All together this spells
radical and total depravity.
Sorrow is equally pervasive. Following the fall into sin the woman is told that God
shall “greatly multiply her sorrow and her conception” (Gen. 3:16). In order to make
sense out of this combination, it is frequently translated (NIV, NASV) as “sorrow in
her conception.” However, this is a reductionistic and serious error, since it would exempt both unmarried women and married women without children of what is clearly a
divine judgment upon womankind. No, the meaning is that God will put a heavy burden of sorrow on each woman. The piercing pain in childbirth, then, is a symbol of
that sorrow. As a result of a parallel divine judgment the man is equally burdened with
sorrow. The symbol of suffering in his case is incessant and exhausting labor in the
sweat of his face (Gen. 3:19). This puts all the suffering of all of mankind in the proper
biblical perspective. It is God’s judgment, which even encompasses the inanimate and
animate world (Gen. 3:17-18; Rom. 8:20-22), and is fully deserved at that. Rebel mankind fell headlong in grievous sin. Hence it has only itself to blame, especially in the
recognition of its excessive and gratuitous nature. Its wickedness, corruption, and violence in heart, mind, word, and deed, was so excessive, extensive and perverse that it
grieved God that he made man (Gen. 6:5-6, 11-12) and concluded that it fully deserved
the death penalty (Gen. 6:7, 13). All in all, mankind paid and is still paying the price in
grievous suffering. It has only itself to censure for it. However excessive and gratuitous this suffering may appear, it is fully commensurate with the excessive and gratuitous nature of sin that apart from eternal hell is invariably punished less than deserved
(Ezr. 9:13). Without this perspective Christian apologists are bound to tie themselves
up in knots, or even shoot themselves in the foot, in their efforts to get a handle on the
problem of evil. The acknowledgment of this perspective will prove to have a liberating and enriching pay-off.
Further, both sin and suffering are fully part of the plan of God. Scripture could
not be any clearer. The crucifixion may well be the greatest sin that has ever been
committed. But did it come as a stunning surprise to God? Far from it! Frankly, to ask
the question is to answer it. It was an intricate part of the determinate counsel of God
(Acts 2:23; 4:27-28) from before the creation of the universe (1 Pet. 1:18-20). This
temporal qualifier, so unambiguously stated in Scripture, should remove every last
shred or shade of doubt. Scripture is replete with indicators that the crucifixion was no
exception to a (phantom) rule. God controls and determines all of history according to
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the counsel of his will (Eph. 1:15), inclusive of any and all sin (See Gen. 50:20).
But God’s plan does not only encompass sin, it includes any and all suffering as
well. Job is the star witness. Many, if not most present day theologians as well as
preachers give the impression that Job, after the devastating loss of his children, his
possessions as well as his health, cried out, “The Lord has given. Satan has taken. Lord
why did you permit him to do so?” The judgment of charity may call this at best wishful thinking to make the truth disappear. It is a more precise assessment, however, to
call this at bottom a paraphrase that is deeply offensive to God. Job said nothing of the
sort. He extolled without ifs, ands, or buts the sovereignty of God. “The Lord gave and
the Lord took away. Blessed be the name of the Lord” (Job 1:21). This is straightforward, robust Christianity, of which the atheist has no clue (Stenger, The New Atheism,
141-142, 205). It is about time that theologians and preachers stop pussyfooting
around, and own up to God’s Word for a wholesome and wholesale change. It should
be noted that Job is not an isolated incident. Scripture makes clear that no calamitous
evil of any sort can occur “without God’s doing” (Am. 3:6; see also Gen. 50:20b; Is.
45:7; Mt. 10:29; Rom. 11:36). “This list could be prolonged and this testimony would
not be altered. This is the biblical view of the sovereignty of God over the history and
experiences of man. Words could not be plainer. And unless we wish to trim Him
down to the poor limits of a God nice enough to suit our emotions, small enough to fit
within our logic and effete enough to leave room for our wills, we shall bow before the
Sovereign revealed (in Amos 3:6) and throughout the rest of the Bible” (J. A. Motyer,
The Message of Amos, 97). It is quite tragic that penetrating statements like this that
once joyfully reverberated throughout the Revival Church of Christ in the Revival
worship of God through the Revival power of the Spirit now seem all too rare, in fact,
appear to represent no more than a few lone voices crying in a spiritual wilderness
(See for the reasons for this not so grand picture Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival;
see also David M. Ciocchi, “Suspending Debate about Divine Sovereignty and Human
Freedom,” in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society (Volume 51, No. 3, September 2008), 573ff).
But this is not all. While Scripture emphatically presents sin as fully part of the
plan of God, it underscores with equal force that the responsibility for sin cannot be
laid at the doorsteps of God. In traditional terminology, he is neither the author of it,
nor the perpetrator of it. Neither is he responsible for it, bears the guilt of it, or causes
the pollution in it. Be it through the instigation of Satan, it is solely rooted in the rebellion of creature man. This includes both Adam caught in the act, and all of mankind
through its participation in, and therefore solidaric co-responsibility for Adam’s rebellion (Rom. 5:12-14) (See for details my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 66-71). This
has implications for the suffering that is so often and by so many thrown into God’s
teeth! The grim aftermath of mankind’s rebellion is not only universal guilt and pollution, but also untold misery and suffering as both the natural consequence of human
sin and the deserved judgment of the Divine Creator. Once this sobering fact is fathomed in all its starkness as much as this is humanly possible, even the mouth that is
poised to utter the bitterest cry due to the bitterest suffering in the bitterest of circumstances can no longer play the complaining and blame-shifting game. It has no choice
but to keep silent in the shameful recognition of the depth of its own rebellion, the
breadth of its own guilt, the height of its own corruption, and the irreproachable nature
of the justice of God (See also Gen. 50:20a).
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In a word, according to Scripture unfettered Divine sovereignty and equally unfettered human responsibility are fully compatible. Mathematically formulated, Scripture
teaches that 100% (God) + 100% (man) = 100%. Sovereignty and responsibility are
simultaneously true (... + ... = 100%). At the same time sovereignty has the primacy
(100% + ... = ...). All those who are gripped by this biblical truth will refuse to mouth
off against God. Mea culpa is so indelibly written on their conscience that it cannot but
precipitate a heart-broken confession to this effect in the footsteps of David (Ps.
51:1ff) as well as Isaiah (Is. 6:5). Furthermore, as we shall see below in greater detail,
the very fact of this mea culpa, rooted in the full complementarity of Divine sovereignty and human responsibility once and for all invalidates the contention on the part
of the (early) freewill defense that unfettered sovereignty by definition excludes the
possibility of a theodicy or even a defense. As we shall see below, it is precisely the
opposite. Rather than thwarted by it, the biblical theodicy is predicated upon the complementarity of the two precious, fully compatible truths of both Divine sovereignty
and human responsibility. Without this seamless combination any attempt to come up
with either a full “biblical theodicy” or a full “biblical defense” is, and proves to be a
dismal failure. Both, of course, as we shall see further below, are by definition out of
reach for the finite human mind with its single occupancy. In fact, the finite unregenerate mind is blind to them. But they are also beyond the logical scope of the regenerate
mind in its creaturely finitude. However, it is a different story for the human heart with
its double occupancy. Even if the unregenerate heart will spit out both a biblical theodicy and a biblical defense in rebellion, they are fully in the line of vision of the regenerate heart with its ability to encompass both divine sovereignty and human responsibility. In fact, it will warmly welcome them and embrace them in total cognitive rest.
b. Evil as an Apologetic Issue
Of course, it is a well-known fact that throughout the history of the Church the biblical
compatibilist teaching of full divine sovereignty and simultaneous, equally full, human
responsibility has precipitated the strongest of objections in spite of the clarity with
which it is expressed in Scripture, and that those who confessed this clear truth frequently became the recipients of the basest of scorn. Calvinism increasingly ends up as
a dirty word, and a card-carrying Calvinist as a freak. How times have changed over
the last century or so! Still, we may well wonder, why these objections, and why this
scorn? The answer is basically twofold. First, the opponents argue that compatibilism
defies the laws of logic. God cannot grant man meaningful freedom and at the same
time exercise unilateral control over the human decision making process (Basinger, 87;
see also Paul Feinberg, 243-244). Second, they argue with equal force that compatibilism makes any theodicy impossible. If the plan of God sovereignly were to encompass
everything that occurs, inclusive of all sin and all suffering, a theodicy could be nothing but a contradiction in terms, since in such scenario incontestable logic could not
and cannot but make God culpably responsible.
The core of incompatibilism, its heart and soul as well as its Achilles’ heel, is selfevident. It is the ultimacy of human logic which turns the intellect into both the final
deliberative jury and the all-deciding judge in a true classical Enlightenment foundationalism fashion that is poles apart from Biblical truth. Frankly, once the human mind
functions as the final reference point, consciously or not, opposition to compatibilism
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is inevitable. But what is worse, it destroys Biblical truth in the process. At its worst it
ends up with a “god” that befits the human intellect, and so is cut down to human size.
The God of Scripture is simply “miniaturized,” to say the least. He is “brazenly” (recklessly?!) told that he could not have done, did not do, and cannot do, what he clearly
did do (Rom. 9:14-23).
Much of Christian apologetics throughout the history of the Church, and most
Christian apologetics in recent times have, indeed, gone the incompatibilist route. If
God is sovereign, he is by definition the author of evil, and cannot be all-good. But
since it could not stomach this outcome, it invariably opposed the idea that the plan of
God is all-encompassing, and derided those who stuck to this biblical truth. In a word,
since God is all-good, he cannot be truly sovereign. The mind simply cannot encompass both truths at the same time. Therefore, once the ultimacy (or functional primacy)
of the mind takes top billing, something has got to give, and usually sovereignty bites
the dust. This surrender of omnipotent sovereignty precipitated a series of defenses
that originate in, and start with the libertarian free, unfettered, will of man. After all,
once sovereignty is out of the picture, there is virtually no other reasonable alternative.
Nevertheless, this is also where the mess starts. Once the commitment to the ultimacy,
or primacy (functional ultimacy), of the mind is accepted as a fact, with its resultant
removal of Divine sovereignty, both every “theodicy” or “defense” is forced to leave
the safe haven of the totality of God's truth behind, and is immediately in jeopardy. It
becomes tortured, and ends up a dead-end street. This is easily recognizable from an
inevitable implication of the freewill defense.
Let me presently identify this implication in some detail and provide additional
grounds for my main statement below. Those committed to the (functional) ultimacy
of the mind invariably make the mind the great prize as well, turning apologetics into a
pre-evangelistic tool. This immediately ties the hands of apologists behind their back.
As a result they promptly lose the apologetic battle. After all, only the Gospel is the
power of God unto salvation. Human reasoning by itself has no convincing clout. To
argue, as the freewill defense does, that the existence of evil is not “unreasonable”
simply fails to cut it, and, however lamely, speaks at best to the (gullible) choir only,
which subsequently may well determine that it heard a “convincing argument,” and
ends up pulling the wool over its own eyes! In fact, (all too) human reasoning stands
invariably and roundly condemned in Scripture (1 Cor. 1:20-21). The damage that unbiblical (pre-evangelistic) and sub-biblical (non-evangelistic) apologetics, which resorted to such reasoning, however sincerely pursued, has caused to both the Church
and the world may well be incalculable.
In order to drive this point home I argue that the biblically undeniable compatibility of sovereignty and responsibility, which is trans-rational and does not, nor ever will
fit in the human mind, finds a perfect lodging, cognitive resting place and all, in the
regenerate heart. This is why a truly Biblical apologetics has, and must have two nonnegotiable features. It is always co-evangelistic and always targets the heart as two incontrovertible matters of fact, also in its treatment of the problem of evil. Only the
Gospel, presented in demonstration of the Spirit and power (1 Cor. 2:4) and directed at
the heart (2 Cor. 4:6), can produce a perfect lodging place for Biblical Truth! If the
Gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who perish in their unbelief. Paul’s assessment is
that the “god of this world” has blinded their minds so that they are incapable of seeing
the light of the Gospel. Their only hope is that God through the preaching of Christ
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shines the light of his knowledge in the face of his Son into their hearts (2 Cor. 4:3-6).
The combination of Paul's diagnosis and cure mandates an evangelistic or Gospel apologetics that addresses, and aims at the heart, even if this does, and must, occur
through the mind!
At any rate, all this makes one thing, which has been puzzling to many, suddenly
crystal clear. Even if it is conceded that Scripture places sovereignty and responsibility
in a juxtaposition as comfortably compatible, once in the debate on this issue the
(functional) ultimacy of the mind is adopted, whether consciously or not, they still
will, in fact, they must be pronounced (as functionally) incompatible. Such is nature of
“the (blinded) beast.” Apologetics, in the footsteps of Paul, must wage war against any
and all kinds of ultimacy or primacy of the intellect as the only way out of the quagmire (2 Cor. 10:3-5) (See also John Frame, Cornelius Van Til (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 1995), 148).
If I am not mistaken, this will imply both a rethinking and a retooling of the apologetic enterprise, as we know it. In the process the opposition will undoubtedly seek
to turn the tables and claim that the shift from the mind to the heart signals that the intellect is sacrificed on the altar of an irrational embrace of blind faith. The tragedy is
that even Christian rationalistic apologists of substance frequently level the same
charge. However, nothing could be further from the truth! Evangelistic apologetics
does not by any stretch of the imagination seek an irrationalistic sacrifice of the intellect. Rather, it insists that its limits of creaturely finitude be respected. This is precisely
what apostate thinking refuses to do. In holding to the ultimacy of the intellect it is too
big for its britches. This is in clear evidence in the problem of evil. The intellect in its
ultimacy first defines the problem unbiblically, and subsequently hurls it rebelliously
in God’s face. Therefore, to terminate this hurling the problem ought to be biblically
(re)defined. However, for this (re)definition to occur the intellect must learn to “eat
humble pie.” Otherwise, as the history of the problem of evil indicates, Christian apologetics cannot win for losing! Of course, the mind will never humble itself and voluntarily withdraw within its creaturely boundaries apart from a breaking of the heart, or
remain humble and stay within its boundaries apart from a broken heart. How else can
one explain the following statements? “Man is the product of causes which had no
prevision of the end they were achieving; that his origins, his growth, and his hopes
and fears, his loves and his beliefs, are but the outcome of accidental collocations of
atoms … that the whole temple of Man’s achievements must inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins--all these things, if not quite beyond dispute
(sic!), are yet so nearly (sic!) certain that no philosophy that rejects them can hope to
stand. Only within the scaffolding of these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be safely built,” and “A strange
mystery is that Nature, omnipotent but blind ... has brought forth at last a child … with
the capacity of judging all the works of his unthinking Mother,” and “Brief and powerless is Man’s life; on him and all his race the slow, sure doom falls pitiless and dark.
Blind to good and evil, reckless of destruction, omnipotent matter rolls its relentless
way’ for Man … it remains only (for him) … undismayed by the empire of chance, to
preserve a mind free from the wanton tyranny that rules his outward life; proudly defiant of the irresistible forces that tolerate for a moment his knowledge and his condemnation, to sustain alone, a weary but unyielding Atlas, the world that his own
ideals have fashioned despite the trampling march of unconscious power” (Bertrand
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Russell, “A Free Man’s Worship,” in Selected Papers of Bertrand Russell (New York:
Modern Library, 1927), 3, 14-15). To be sure, these are extreme statements which
many people may reject in horror. Still this better remind us of the so-called “moral
folk” in Romans 2:1ff who condemn the “brute sinners” of Romans 1:28ff in a similar
horror. The apostle Paul is quite clear, however, that they, together with the so-called
“religious people” (Rom. 2:29) stand in equal need of a heart transplant (Rom. 2:5).
Neither pre-evangelistic nor non-evangelistic apologetics seems to take this biblical
datum (sufficiently?) into account when they address the mind with a view to agreement, rather than the heart with a view to repentance, faith, and submission. This, of
course, is where evangelistic apologetics does, and must, enter into the picture! The
Gospel is the only instrument to break the heart and to keep the heart broken.
In short, the basic issue is not the “use” or “non-use” of the mind, but rather its
“proper use” or its “misguided (ab)use.” It is not that the Christian shelves the intellect, but that the non-Christian goes overboard, and, frankly, drowns in the process. So
the picture is drastically different from the way apostate thinking formulates it. The
latter simply must be called on this. So must an evidentialist, rationalist, or so-called
classical apologetics that makes unsuspectingly and unintentionally common cause
with apostate thinking when it insists on giving human reason a breadth and power that
is too broad, too powerful, and unwarranted from a biblical perspective.
Just in case the urgency to challenge apostate thinking is not fully understood, all
this is not merely an academic debate. It is a matter of life and death for both the
Church and the world, both over the short haul and in the long run. Blind minds, inclusive of the blind minds of those who contemplate the problem of evil, cannot be cured,
let alone be approved as judge or jury of ultimate realities, apart from regenerate
hearts, and regenerate hearts cannot be produced except through the Gospel. In fact,
even the Gospel can only be effective if it comes not merely in words, but in convicting Holy Spirit power (1 Thess. 1:5), and only proves to be so if it results in radical
repentance and heart’s surrender to Christ, and produces reproducers in holiness and
snowballing outreach (1 Thess. 1:6-10). Of course, it takes Revival prayer for all this
to come about in Revival abundance (Recall Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival!).
This should fully expose and discredit any kind of pre-evangelistic apologetic methodology that aims to capture the mind as far below biblical par. It is not only useless
to the extent that it misses the real target. It is also counter-productive in that it implicitly strengthens the conviction of the opposition that somehow the mind is an acceptable arbiter. In fact, it is potentially self-destructive. Toleration of evil invariably leads
to cooperation, and cooperation to contamination. This sets the stage for potential selfdestruction (See John F. MacArthur, Reckless Faith: When the Church Loses its Will
to Discern (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1994). The history of the Church is (living) proof of this (deadly) downgrade!
To be sure, in an ivory-academic-tower setting pre-evangelistic apologetics may
sound learned, and may seem compelling. In fact, books of this type, including those
that go to great length to demonstrate the “logic” of evil, may give Christian readers
the impression that the walls of Christianity are guarded, even if its tenets remain
(more or less) hotly debated. Similarly, lectures in this vein, whether in a popular or
scientific setting, may give Christian audiences a sense of in-house euphoria, when
they hear the various defenses laid out and the inconsistencies of the opposition exposed. But in the heat of deadly spiritual warfare outside their greenhouse its practi596

tioners are, and will be slaughtered. In-house euphoria soon turns into bewildering
consternation when, for instance, Christian academicians in their theological and philosophical meetings and publications marshal all kinds of overpowering, if not invincible, arguments against admittedly unprovable (metaphysical) “nonsense,” such as naturalistic evolution (Scene 1) (See Jonathan Sarfati, The Greatest Hoax on Earth? Refuting Dawkins on Evolution (Atlanta: Creation Books Publishers, 2010, a.o. 15, where
Dawkins is quoted as characterizing Christian theism as “lethally dangerous nonsense.”). But, irony of ironies, the broader, secular academy in the rough and tumble
world simply proceeds to make minced meat out of them and their arguments. After
all, everyone is aware that in the present day world naturalistic evolution rules the academic roost with a vengeance (Scene 2). Curiously, it does so in spite of the many selfcontradictions to which it repeatedly falls victim. For instance, it has been argued that
secularistic naturalism, if correct, cannot ultimately account for a standard of rationality (or for a standard of morality for that matter), and must, if consistent, disqualify its
216
own reasoning.
Candidly, it is passing strange that no one ever seems to be truly pained by the
anomalous discrepancy between the two scenes, resulting in a near-universal failure to
inquire into the reason for it. Why does atheistic, naturalistic evolution, with both of its
Achilles’ heels cut (Scene 1), still seem to be a victorious long-distance runner (Scene
2)? This question simply must receive our devoted attention, and cannot be dismissed
by the observation that here and there an erstwhile naturalistic evolutionist sees the error of his reasoning and his way. The answer, of course, is that the biblically superb
presentation of the truth in both Christian books and lectures is not matched by an
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See William Hasker, “Philosophical Contributions to Theological Anthropology,” in For
Clarity and Faith, 246; as well as Timothy Keller, The Reason for God, who throughout his
best-seller, and possibly second to none, methodically and effectively points out on a very
personal level that every argument on the part of unbelievers that has been mustered or is
mustered against the existence of God and the truth of Christianity is basically illusionary
(39), inconsistent (7, 8, 9, 23, 72, 74, 79, 82), circular (86), self-contradictory (5, 10, 11, 37,
38), overreaches (88, 91, 99), or backfires and comes back to haunt them as a boomerang (12,
13, 16, 17, 55, 66). It makes no difference, whether these arguments pertain to the uniqueness
of the Bible (3ff), the problem of evil (22ff), the arrogant narrow-mindedness of Christianity
(35ff), the history of injustices on the part of the Church (51ff), the issue of hell (68ff),
science versus Scripture (84ff), the literal interpretation of Scripture (97ff), or the use of reason (139ff); see also Tim Keller, “The Gospel and the Supremacy of Christ in a Postmodern
World,” 116-117. In each instance the expressed “doubts about Christianity (the so-called
“defeaters”) are really alternate faith assertions (which are in need of just) as much warrant
and support (as the doubters) are asking (from Christians for theirs) … (These alternate faith
assertions represent) a view (that the doubters) think is superior to the orthodox Christian
view. So (they) are doing the very thing (they are) forbidding to others. That’s not fair.” (Of
course, the latter is somewhat of a naïve statement. Since when have sinners ever been fair?)
Incidentally, it is hardly surprising that the line of argumentation, such as Keller’s, did not go
unchallenged (Loftus, “The Outsider Test for Faith Revisited,” 92-95). Everything that does
not have probative force can be challenged. Truth and proof, however, do not coincide. For
instance, the argument from intelligent design may not be probative, and may even be questionable apologetics. But it does not follow that there is no design in the universe (See Jonathan Sarfati, By Design (Atlanta: Creation Book Publishers, 2008).
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equally superb biblical Gospel apologetics that boldly hands out its devastating Gospel
indictment in the footsteps of Jesus, James, Peter, and Paul, which sets the stage for
the grace of the Gospel solution. From this we can once more draw only one conclusion. There appears to be a crying need for a radical and total apologetic paradigm
shift that starts targeting the rebellious, blind, and darkened heart with a view to repentance and in the process refuses to recognize the opposition as judge or jury rather than
the accused. This appears to be the necessary conditio sine qua non for a reversal of
the tide that for too long has gone against the Christian faith (See for documentation to
this effect, Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival). Of course, this requires a careful assessment how to address “the accused” properly. Scripture models this extensively and
also has lots to say about it (See also Keller, The Reason for God, xix). But for the
moment this is a second, be it never a secondary, issue.
At any rate, in the issue under consideration the non-evangelistic presuppositional,
method of apologetics appears regrettably to fall short as well. Just as pre-evangelistic
apologetics it begins by targeting the mind but ends up in a stalemate at best. Traditionally presuppositional apologetics claims to deliver absolute proof (Van Til). But
when neo-presuppositional apologetics recognized that it simply did not and cannot do
so, and therefore shied away from this claim (Frame), it virtually mired down in probability thinking. The parallel with pre-evangelistic, classico-evidentialist, apologetics
is hard to miss. One prominent apologist of this tradition holds tenaciously to the necessity and achievability of absolute proof (Sproul). All others have come to the conclusion that this is a “pious pipedream,” and settle for probability. Of course, the problem with “probability” is obvious. Everyone, who holds that this is the best we can
achieve, admits by implication, if not by definition, that methodologically the apologetic enterprise cannot expect more than a “draw.” This regrettably applies to preevangelistic classico-evidentialism and non-evangelistic neo-presuppositionalism
alike. But here an additional, much more serious, problem emerges. As has been argued already, any and all kinds of probability apologetics fly in the face of Scripture.
As both the point-man of classico-evidential apologetics (Sproul) and the father of presuppositionalist apologetics (Van Til) saw sharply, when Romans 1: 19-21 informs us
that all men without a doubt have a definite knowledge of God due to his selfdisclosure in creation, history and the human constitution, it is passing strange for
apologists for God to conclude that this knowledge is only of the probable sort. (This,
incidentally, is the sole reason why both Van Til and Sproul insist that apologetics
must deliver absolute proof!) Once again, the conclusion seems apropos that with such
friends God is hardly in need of enemies. But more about all this below!
It always was extremely painful to witness the participation of Christians on the
now defunct Television Show “Politically Incorrect,” hosted by Bill Maher. They
nearly always got the thick end of the stick, as they were again and painted into a corner, whether as out of sync, bigoted, intolerant, lacking scientific sophistication, or
otherwise. Frequently their point of view was met with deriding or degrading remarks
to the great delight of the audience. Sadly enough all these brave Christian souls,
which they undoubtedly are, had one thing in common. They resembled “lambs for the
slaughter,” as they with rarely an exception sought to muster intellectual arguments
with the (blinded) mind of their petulant host and their fellow participants as the grand
prize, and never seemed to get around to a Gospel apologetics. No wonder that they
mired down and ended up being frustrated. Lamentably, they can hardly be blamed.
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After all, Gospel apologetics is not the customary practice of Church leaders. So one
can hardly expect Church members to be properly trained in such apologetics, if at all!
However, this does not take the Church off the hook. To the contrary, it must accept the blame for routinely sending out its would-be warriors into battle with (broken)
bows and arrows into a nuclear confrontation, only to see them return beaten up and
bloodied, if not left massacred on the battlefield. Anyone who wishes to challenge this
assessment only needs to recognize how greatly the Church has been marginalized
over the decades in spite of its various apologetic methodologies, and how much it has
lost its cultural clout, to know that there is something seriously “rotten in the state of
Denmark.” By breaking with its less than venerable past in terms of apologetic procedures, it would make a partial, but eminently worthy start toward remedying the situation. This remedy will never occur, until and unless those who ignore, despise, oppose,
or combat Christianity are told gently (2 Tim. 2:24-26), graciously (Col. 4:6), clearly
(Col. 4:4), and boldly (Eph. 6:19) that they stand in desperate need of a Savior with
full disclosure why this is the case in terms of their rebel heart, guilty past/record and
offensive life (Ezek. 36:25-27)!
Incidentally, if there is any question raised about the marginalization of the
Church, its history leaves hardly any doubt about it. North Africa, once the land of
Augustine, is now under the sway of idolatrous Islam. Europe, once alive with Reformation faith, is burnt-over territory with its atheistic Secularism, and the cathedrals as
well as other types of church buildings that dominate the skyline of every city, town or
village, are now relegated to the status of museums or places for organ recitals. In the
USA official documents, that once prominently reflected the thinking, and “proudly”
carried the signature of the likes of John Hancock, now tell the tale of godless Humanism in terms of abortion on demand, same sex marriages, etc. No, our apologetics, to
mention only one possible “culprit,” clearly must leave a lot to be desired in terms of
starting point, content, strategy, aim, and effectiveness.
At any rate, in the light of all this, the least we can expect that all thoughtful apologists become willing, if not eager, to go back to the drawing board and to take a close
and hard look at their methodology to see whether it can or must be improved according to biblical lines, in the footsteps of James, Peter and Paul, indeed, of Jesus himself.
It is passing strange that apologists hardly ever have taken pains to develop a clear-cut
biblical model as guide and guard for the apologetic enterprise. This appears to be
needier than ever!
Frankly, when facing the present day realities of North Africa, Europe and the
USA, the task of “recovery” seems daunting, if not overwhelming. However, it could
not be more daunting than the, at times murderous, persecution reality of the GrecoRoman empire experienced by the early Church. This raises a couple of questions.
Was there something in the early Church that the modern Church is sorely lacking?
Further, is there something that the modern Church is missing, when it studies the early Church? What precisely was the secret of the early Church, as well as of the Reformation and the early American experience for that matter? Christian scholarship better
diagnostically work on the answers to these three hard questions! Otherwise it may
never get around to grasping and applying the much-needed cure. The situation is urgent and may well turn desperate. In a virtually post-Christian West it is not beyond
the haunting realm of possibilities that it ends up in the same dire straights as the Middle East and North Africa. Were this ever to materialize, it would certainly be the
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height of irony, if in the once Christian West conversion to Christ would come to carry
the death penalty! May be the recognition of this real possibility is what it takes for the
Church to wake up, to rise to the occasion, to dedicate itself to a diagnostic and curative Biblical Gospel Apologetics, and to start ringing Gospel-apologetic alarm bells.
However, for such Apologetics to become a living, pulsating reality and at the
same time to be successful under God, it must be fully part of rekindled and returning
Revival fires. It would start out, in the footsteps of Daniel and Nehemiah, with the
heartbroken, devastated, acknowledgment that the alarming spiritual downgrade condition is not just a temporary lull in between extraordinary effusions of the Spirit of God,
but a judgment of God’s fierce anger about the iniquitous folly to which the West returned after having tasted the presence of the glory of God, a judgment, not upon the
world, but upon the Church that has cast off its inexpressible love for its Lord (Rev.
2:4), compromised its inexpressible life before its Lord (Rev. 3:1b), and refused the
inexpressible godliness of its Lord (Rev. 3:18-20; see also Topical Focus #1: Biblical
Revival). In other words, before it can begin ringing alarm bells, a truly Biblical Apologetics, first of all, is, and should be alarmed about its own alarming situation! Unless
it speaks from the (regenerate) heart at the level of the heart to the (unregenerate)
heart, in the footsteps of Peter and Stephen, I am afraid it will do (mind) business as
usual, and by definition be and remain an exponent of the malady of the Church, rather
than a God given instrument for its cure. In sum, the freewill defense must perforce
hook up with a pre-evangelistic apologetics, and as a result can do no better than a
(logical) “draw,” which from the biblical perspective spells “defeat.” Only a Gospel
apologetics can break the heart, which is the real “culprit,” and therefore legitimately
hold out the prospect of “victory!”

2. The Twofold Response to Evil
a. The Response of Unbelief
Unbelievers have responded in distaste to the insistence upon man’s radical and total
depravity and the need for repentance as its corollary. Until God grants them the latter,
they will continue to do so (2 Tim. 2:24-26). The Church must face it. The “message”
of sin and repentance implies both a divine diagnosis and an equally divine cure. Because of this it cannot but be denounced by men and women who regard themselves
the measure of all people, all things and all circumstances! Whether the biblical notions of sin and repentance are dubbed as immaterial and irrelevant by today’s standards, or as bigoted and intolerant in an increasingly post-modern society, is of little
consequence. The world fundamentally rejects them. Regrettably, the Church throughout its history has all too frequently toned down their radical nature. Routinely they
have promoted the notions of “good will” in the area of regeneration, “good works” in
the area of justification, and “good efforts” in the area of sanctification, parallel to
“good” reasons in the various types of apologetics that fail (refuse?) to see that from
God's perspective all men, if the apologetic model of Jesus (John 3:3, 5; 4:16-18; 8:4344), Peter (Acts 2:23, 36), Paul (Acts 17:29-31) means anything, are in the dock, until
they flee to Christ for his heart in regeneration, his righteousness in justification, his
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holiness in sanctification, and intertwined with this for his thinking in apologetics (2
Cor. 10:4-6). Suffice it to say that in this day and age a sermon like Jonathan Edward’s
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” will hardly receive the Christian Pulitzer
prize of the year. It does not seem to be a coincidence that with the watering down of
Christian truth Christian apologetics followed suit and watered down as well! How
else can we explain that historically the flood tide of idolatrous Islam, atheistic Secularism and godless Humanism again, again, and again broke the apologetic levees?
Something must have been too weak, and at least (in)sufficiently porous, for this to occur. If nothing else, this should at a minimum give everyone pause!
The upshot is this. If the Church already to a great extent fails to own up to the
biblical teaching on human sin, its rebellion, guilt and corruption, for whatever plausible or implausible reason, why would the world take it seriously? It is even possible
that the Church’s less than incisive testimony in these crucial areas would end up veiling the biblical truth from sight instead of presenting it in all its biblical force, for instance, by defining “evil” in a sub-biblical manner as no more than “moral failure!”
The word sin is incisive and has a necessary, Biblical sting to it. Terminology, such as
“moral failure” does not. A lack of biblical incisiveness will hardly help the world to
gain a 20-20 vision of its condition. In fact, it puts the world squarely behind the proverbial eight ball of continuing (culpable) ignorance. The final outcome is that everyone simply muddles along without any definite and clear direction. Frankly, it was like
a breath of fresh air to hear the First Lady of Uganda remove the cobwebs from the
foggy minds of a group of young people, when she declared, “There is no such thing
as ‘safe sex,’ because there is no such thing as ‘safe sin,’ whether this pertains to murder, theft, fornication, or anything else!” This is the kind of incisive Gospel apologetics that the world desperately needs, an apologetics that goes for the jugular regardless
the “response!” Of course, this “response” will more often than not be persecution,
whether of the more subtle (2 Pet. 3:3) or the more violent sort (2 Tim. 3:12a; Rev.
2:10).
By the same token, suffering and its concomitant sorrow are taken (rather) seriously by (many) unbelievers. In fact, it seems to be a major preoccupation to eliminate them, both from their own lives and from the lives of others. That much of the latter is done in an altruistic fashion is undeniable. There are plenty of charitable organizations, institutions and foundations as well as generous individuals that go all out to
relieve misery. However, the bottom line is that most, if not all relief efforts seem to
take place in a wider man-centered, self-seeking framework, if not in a self-destructive
climate. (Let us by all means remember Calvin’s teaching that mankind’s so-called
righteousnesses are “deceptive masks” that hide, if not constitute, besmirched, bankrupt worlds of iniquity; see Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth, specifically the section on “Common Grace!”) This, of course, calls for an explanation,
which hopefully will give us a greater depth perspective upon the problem of evil. So,
what I mean is this.
The world seems to “suffer” from a happiness syndrome in a nearly universal fashion. Whether this pertains to the individual, the family, the business, or the nation,
both physical health and economic prosperity are virtually “the name of the game.”
That this has made inroads in the Church as well is evidenced in the so-called health
and wealth “gospel.” James already attests us to this grim fact. “You do not have, because you do not ask. But when you ask, you do so, to spend it on your pleasures”
601

(Jam. 4:2-3). So let noone complain about “the indictment” of a near universal happiness syndrome! At any rate, in the choice of friends and spouse, of profession and
place of employment, of location and residence, of church membership and political
affiliation, the greatest possible happiness is routinely the main determining factor. In
fact, at times declared as well as undeclared “wars” are waged to achieve it. Folks drop
their friends, divorce their spouses, opt for alternate life styles, embark upon new professions, change jobs, relocate to different states, move into other homes, attend different Churches, vote for alternative candidates, all in the name of happiness, whether
personally or communally, individually or corporately. On the other side of the ledger,
for the same reason folks by and large do not want to embark upon any undertaking,
whether in pursuit of a career in the performing arts, business, education, sports, ministry, mission journeys, etc., that requires them to leave their “comfort zone,” not understanding that occupying, cultivating and guarding a “comfort zone” is already a
form of idolatry. There should be no such “zone,” other than Christ. And if he functions in this capacity, both the sky (Is. 40:31) and the globe (Mt. 28:18b-19a), if not
“the universe,” are the limits for any and all undertakings by definition, up to and including the eagerness to surrender one’s life (Phil. 1:21), if not one’s eternal life, provided this were possible (Rom. 9:3)!
In all this folks in general do not seem to recognize, for one, that the pursuit of
“my” happiness basically constitutes a sin of commission in as much as someone else
always has to foot the bill or pay the price, whether in friendship, marriage, the neighborhood, business, labor relations, religion, politics, taxes, or anywhere else for that
matter (See Keller, The Reason for God, 159ff, for a similar approach). Since all resources are limited, the pursuit of “my dream” by definition curtails someone else’s.
The result is all too frequently selfish competition, which is a form of warfare, and
grudging compromise, which is usually an uneasy peace. Neither do they recognize,
for another, that to hang on to one’s “comfort zone” in essence constitutes a sin of
omission in as much as it invariably squanders precious opportunities to go all out in
the service of God and the neighbor. The net effect is to put a limit on cooperation,
which curtails dominion taking, and to hold back on contributions, which stymies
progress. In short, both the pursuit of happiness and the refusal to venture out are basically two variations of the theme of self-centeredness, if not selfishness, however it is
dressed up.
In short, unless there is somewhere at least a small remnant of self-denial, the end
will be either damaging conflict by design or harmful neglect by default, on whatever
scale and to whatever degree (See also Keller, The Reason for God, 194). Such small
remnant, whether a result of common or special grace, may well be sufficient at times
and for a period of time to stave off the inevitably dire consequences of the pursuit of
happiness and its concomitant refusal to go all out. But in the long run such remnant
will not be enough!
Now, all this is not to decry happiness, with all that this entails. Nor is it to deny
the need for careful allocation and deployment of one’s resources, in terms of time,
place, funds, skills, or otherwise. But it is to insist that dominion taking must be embedded in, and true happiness can only be experienced as a byproduct of self-denying,
God-centered holiness. From this perspective all man-made and man-centered happiness, and all efforts to effect such happiness, inclusive of charitable efforts to relieve
misery, is not only questionable, but ultimately a failure in that cannot but be or pro602

duce a surrogate of the real thing, however it is experienced and pursued!
Of course, this does not imply that Christians may never seek to improve the lot of
fellow human beings, or may not make common cause with unbelievers in relieving
misery. Far from it! Scripture even urges the covenant community to promote the
“shalom” (Jer. 29:7) of the city in which its members live. They may be aliens, but
they are invariably resident-aliens with privileges and responsibilities. It also requires
them to extend themselves to all men, and to capitalize on opportunities to pursue their
good, even if the “household of faith” takes precedence (Gal. 6:10).
However, it does mean that Christians may not and should not stop at the stage of
collaboration with undoubtedly beneficial “common grace” efforts, but rather should
move beyond it, in fact, use it as the starting point to proclaim the Gospel of “special
grace” in Christ Jesus. Its avowed aim should be (1) to transcend the “deceptive
masks” of common grace that merely covers and in the process conceals the everpresent, and ever-growing (Rom. 6:19b!) decay in the midst of the “worst” and the
“best” efforts of modern man, as well as in all efforts in between, and (2) to disclose,
offset and cure this decay.
There simply is no other instrumental means than the Gospel to accomplish this
purpose. This should be acknowledged by everyone, at least to some extent, as soon as
it is recognized that all charitable relief efforts combined are dwarfed in comparison
by the misery that the self-seeking, and frequently overtly sinful, pursuit of happiness
and the refusal to get involved has on its conscience in the family, the school, the business, the state, and, indeed, the world. The fact is that everyone is behind the eight ball
of fighting a losing battle. The number of people below the poverty line is increasing
daily. Two thirds of the world’s population must eke out a living with an income of
less than $2 a day. Similarly, the global disease rate is steadily increasing as well. This
seemingly perennial and ever worsening dual problem should evoke the question
whether there is a solution to the evil of suffering and sorrow. This cannot but end up
with the conviction that the Gospel of Christ is the only answer.
All this may well offer an additional, if not brand-new depth perspective upon the
problem of evil. In fact, it may give it a cutting edge. Any time the pursuit of manmade or man-centered happiness prevails as the ultimate driving force behind life, especially when it is accompanied by a lack of self-denial, sin, starting with conflict and
warfare, and ending up with all the atrocities that these entail, is bound to emerge to an
ever greater degree, irrespective of the efforts of benevolence organizations. The result
is that (once again) true holiness, which is God-centered and rooted in self-denial, bites the dust. This, in turn, aggravates, if not multiplies suffering. Clearly a truly vicious
circle emerges with never an end in sight. The answer to a self-destructive pursuit of
happiness is sought in doubling, if not tripling the efforts to cater in an ever heightening fashion to the pursuit of self-destructive happiness.
It is hardly surprising that with the pursuit of happiness as virtually the summum
bonum of today’s rebellious mankind rather than God, the problem of both reported
and unreported fragmentation and suffering has reached climactic proportions (See also Keller, The Reason for God, 168). In the midst of all the charitable efforts, such as
universal health care schemes, economic assistance plans, and universal refugee relief
efforts, the 20th Century is marked by more widespread suffering than any century in
the history of mankind. Even apart from the numerous natural evils, such as, earthquakes, floodings, droughts, famines, deadly diseases, etc., it has witnessed two world
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wars, innumerable local wars, many murderous political tyrannies, multiple ethnic
cleansings, frequent acts of terrorism, repeated instances of ruthless genocide, a staggering indulgence in perverse sexuality, a mushrooming pornographic industry on the
global scene, and untold numbers of abortion, wife beating and child abuse on the domestic scene. All this has affected, if not destroyed, literally hundreds of millions, if
not billions, of lives (See also Plantinga, “Self-Profile,” 34-35; “Supralapsarianism,” 2,
for similar observations).
In short, it is the height of irony that all the “relief” efforts in the world have not
been able to make a dent in the utterly deplorable aftermath of the near global and frequently depraved pursuit of man-made, man-centered, self-serving, and selfdestructive “happiness” that hardly deserves this designation. In a rather bewildering
fashion it has even been documented that the most massive ones have succeeded in
doing more damage than good, at least in the long run. More often than not they managed to undercut local initiative and to destroy local infra-structures which left a
“burnt-over territory” behind when they tapered down or ended. The title of a book
that described such efforts in Somalia speaks for itself, The Road to Hell! At any rate,
the present-day world of corruption is the utterly lamentable star witness of the
present-day corruption of the world. Were it not for God’s continuing “common
grace,” even, be it partly and ironically, exemplified in the comparatively feeble human relief efforts that represents no more than a drop in a bucket, the world in which
we live would have spun totally out of control. Only this fact already should be sufficient to convince everyone, including Russell and Dostoyevsky’s Ivan, that all of
mankind, no one excepted, in whatever circumstances, owes God a heartfelt “Thank
You!” Instead, he is more often than not put in the dock in the bitterest of ways, and
challenged to show cause why he should not be condemned and “burnt at the stake”
(Dostoyevsky’s Ivan). Ironically, God’s “common grace,” aiming to woo mankind
away from its stubborn rebellion and by implication from its horrifying aftermath of
unspeakable suffering by means of repentance, has precisely the opposite effect. This
is baffling. Mankind is totally and radically responsible, that is, across the board, for
all the sin and suffering that is in existence anywhere, up to and inclusive of its most
excessive and gratuitous manifestations, such as listed above. But it stubbornly and
consistently refuses to own up to this. With his goodness God tempers both its sin and
suffering so that these are not even more excessive and more gratuitous. But he does
not get the credit for it. With this same goodness he enriches life which is designed to
lead to repentance and should evoke gratitude (Rom. 1:21; 2:4). But all this is haughtily spurned (See for an analogous sitiation, Is. 7:12).
It is, indeed, ironic in a threefold way! First, the very presence of seemingly excessive and gratuitous evil, which (1) is perpetrated by a fully responsible, rebellious,
guilty and polluted mankind, and (2) ever crescendos by virtue of its continuing rebellion, but (3) is still restrained by God’s common grace even in its most overwhelming
manifestations, is now taken by that very same mankind and thrown into God’s teeth,
as if he is, at worst, its orchestrating and evil author, or, at best, its evil and guilty bystander (See Hector Avalos, “Yahweh is a Moral monster,” in Loftus, The Christian
Delusion, 209-236; see also Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 230-231, 237-240). This
abhorrent, callous finger pointing and blame shifting could well be the height of depravity. Second, this very finger pointing and blameshifting depravity, (1) ignoring
that God’s goodness on display in his common grace is designed to lead to life604

granting repentance (Acts 11:18; Rom. 2:4), and (2) in the process invoking further
judgment (Rom. 2:5; Rev. 16:8, 10) by its refusal to repent (Rev. 16:9, 11), cannot but
put God’s still extant “common grace” in jeopardy. Since any withdrawal of “common
grace” is bound to increase the evil of suffering, the atheistic volume and stridency of
the accusations against God can only keep pace in an upward spiral. From within the
vicious and selfdestructive spiral of sin (rebellion) and suffering (judgment), this is inevitable (Rev. 16:5-11). It is rather bewildering to recognize that, unless “common
grace” arrives at its destined objective, it is bound, be it indirectly, to pave the way to
greater evil. Third, all in all “common grace” is a “curious” concept. (1) Its ultimate
aim is truly awesome. God’s goodness is designed to lead mankind to repentance
(Rom. 2:4) and righteousness (Is. 26:10). What a breathtaking provision to return to
the fellowship with God! (2) Its opposite effect is quite bewildering. Mankind pulls the
wool over its own eyes by concluding that this very goodness by implication exempts
it of any and all judgment (Rom. 2:5). It is (supposedly) inconceivable that such goodness could possibly turn into its opposite? (3) Its brazen outcome is unspeakably tragic. Any perceived absence of God’s goodness prompts mankind viciously to lash out
against him (Jer. 12:7-8) or shamelessly to question his existence (Ps. 14:1).
Still, the inherent irony of it all may well be topped by the tragedy of an apologetic methodology that in all seriousness presents its “Case for God” before apostate
mankind as the “final arbiter,” and in the process commits itself to a logical argument
to get God off the hook. However, in some embarrassment it concludes that it is unsure whether it can (fully) pull it off and stops at this admission, not able to take it any
further. The latter could well take the cake. The upshot is that there simply must be a
better way to do apologetics. Frankly, there is. It is the Biblical way, which is the only
way. Mankind ought to be told, however compassionately, that it puts the shoe on the
wrong foot!
Candidly, it is Malachi 1-2 all over again, but with a decisive difference in identity. Experiencing both God’s more than deserved judgment and his less than deserved
“common grace,” Israel has the shameless audacity to accuse him bitterly and, as becomes evident, callously for his lack of goodness. Here is the identity with the equally
shameless and fierce present-day accusers of God. Of course, God does not take
Israel’s infuriating complaint lying down. In fact, he turns the tables, paints a picture
of what a world devoid of any goodness would look like (Mal. 1:2-5), and counters
with a laundry list of grievous sins (Mal. 1:6-2:16) that would break anyone’s heart,
puts any still remaining goodness in legitimate jeopardy, and therefore should make
everyone “shut up” for their own life’s sake. Here the “far cry” difference with so
many purely defensive or feebly pacifying present-day apologists is conspicuous. As
we shall see, the best some can admittedly offer is the rather lame, multiple choice argument that God is fully rational, probably rational, plausibly rational, beyond rationality, or not irrational in running the history of man with its at times cataclysmic
events. Even at that there may be one (sorry) caveat. If it can ever be demonstrated that
there is truly excessive and truly gratuitous evil, it must by definition be conceded that
all bets are off. In that case there is legitimate reason to hold that God is either not
good or not God! Indeed, with such friends there is hardly any need for enemies. All
this adds up to the following bottom line. In the footsteps of our God in Malachi 1-2
all atheological accusers ought to be told that the shoe is on the other foot, namely
their own. Mankind is not the judge or the jury, but the accused. It better recognize
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this, or it perishes. Christian apologetics better drive this home with all the (gentle)
force it can muster, and rip the noose from around the neck, or it unthinkingly assists
mankind in committing suicide. Frankly, mankind needs the tough love of a Gospel
Apologetics. Otherwise it will go down the drain! This tough love cannot but quote
Scripture, such as, “The Mighty One, God the Lord, has spoken and called the earth
from the rising of the sun to its going down … Out of Zion, the perfection of beauty,
our God shall come, and shall not keep silent. A fire shall devour before him … Let
the heavens declare his righteousness. For God himself is Judge … Consider this, you
who forget God, lest I tear you in pieces, and there be none to deliver. Whoever offers
praise glorifies me, and to him who orders his conduct aright I will show the salvation
of God (Ps. 50:1-3, 6, 22-23). If atheism is wrong, Christian apologetics cannot but
hold forth this truth for the sake of the eternal God, for the sake of its suicidal atheological opponents, and for the sake of its own integrity. But more about this later!

b. The Response of Faith
But what about the response of (true) believers? They, first of all and above all, see
and acknowledge God in the sum total of his perfections. Frankly, without this vision
and acknowledgement every treatment of the problem of evil is off the track before it
even starts its explorations. It is customary to distinguish between communicable and
incommunicable attributes. This has some merit. Nevertheless, this distinction does
not provide sufficient depth perspective. It is preferable to make a threefold distinction. The first category brings out God’s perfections in contrast to his creation such as
his aseity and infinity (in a more absolute sense since man is never privy to either), as
well as his immutability and incorporeality (in a less absolute sense since man is partly
immutable and incorporeal). The second category of God’s perfections emphasizes his
authority over his creation, such as his supremacy, sovereignty, omnipresence, omnipotence, as well as his omniscience and wisdom. The third category displays God’s
perfections in his interrelationship to his creation, such as his holiness or awesome
purity as well as his goodness or overflowing bounty. His holiness is on display in his
truth as it corresponds and coheres with the reality of both his being and his works in
thought, word and deed, in his righteousness as the standard by which everyone and
everything is measured, in his justice as the contributive and distributive application of
this standard, and in his wrath as its “burning” retributive application. His goodness is
his bounty exhibited in his liberality toward all his creatures, in his love toward rebellious creatures, in his mercy toward miserable creatures, in his grace toward undeserving creatures, in his patience toward offending creatures, and, finally, in his faithfulness toward obnoxious creatures. The question, of course, emerges how these perfections relate to each other. Traditionally Systematic Theology has insisted on the simplicitas of God that binds all the perfections indivisibly together.
The implications of all this were not lost to Hume who perceptively grasped that
he had to take on the “simplicity” of God, “which all true theists ascribe to the Deity,”
if he wished to be successful in his radical criticism of Christian theism, especially in
terms of the problem of evil (Hume, 29). The reason is transparent. The simplicitas of
God signifies that all his “essential properties,” perfections, or attributes, in contradistinction to his “person-constituting properties,” are “co-essential,” “coextensive,” and
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“co-functional” (See also Jay Wesley Richards, “Divine Simplicity,” in James K. Beilby, ed., For Faith and Clarity (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 157ff, esp. 160,
165, 172). God’s simplicity predicates that he is “simultaneously everything that all his
attributes reveal” (Michael Horton, The Christian Faith (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2011), 228). Incidentally, it seems that atheists are mistaken in their opinion, possibly
aided in this by some equally mistaken theologians and philosophers (?), that according to Christian theism the simplicity of God rules out his “complexity.” Nothing
could be farther from the truth. Combine the sum total of God’s perfections with his
Trinitarian make-up, and it becomes undeniable that God is a “complex” Being (See
on this issue, Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 94ff; see also Richard Dawkins, The
God Delusion (New York: Houghton Miflin Company, 2008), 176ff). After all, “each
attribute identifies a different aspect of God’s existence and character that cannot be
reduced to the others” (Horton, 228; see also 265). At any rate, the simplicitas of God
entails minimally that no perfection of God can ever be considered in isolation from
the others or emphasized at the expense or neglect of any other. Since God is his
attributes, the essence and entailment of one attribute is always consistent with the essence and entailments of all the other attributes. In a word, the thesis, “God is either
omnipotent or good, and cannot be both at the same time when it comes down to the
problem of evil,” is illegitimate, something that I candidly and regrettably have never
seen argued by any Christian apologist. Of course, this raises the question how Hume
could invade the Church with his two-dimensional dilemma, and get away with dictating the terms of the debate, that is ultimately, “with murder.” The reason appears simple. “For centuries” the broad Church had fostered a tradition of a “two-dimensional
God.” “The popular conception of God (as a ‘happy God’) was a very pleasant one.
Positive attributes such as wisdom and benevolence were emphasized to the point that
God’s (holiness, justice, and) wrath and use of evil were rarely considered.” In a word,
Hume caught the Church with its defenses (read: “pants”) down. The Church itself had
breached its own wall with its near exclusive focus upon the “omni-potence and omnibenevolence” of God. Hume simply piggybacked upon its prevailing tradition. If both
are true and to be taken at face value, he argues, “there should be no evil” whatsoever
(See Cornelius G. Hunter, Darwin’s God: Evolution and the Problem of Evil (Grand
Rapids: Brazos Press, 2001), 15, 126, 133). The bottom line is that the Church itself
“invited” Hume for all practical purposes to establish a bridgehead within its pale.
It is more than just interesting to note that Darwin used this very bridgehead to detonate his scientific (and metaphysical) dynamite, and with it destroyed the Church’s
position as the dominant cultural force by adding an unexpected dimension, if not a
third category, to the problem of evil. Beyond moral evil, such as murder and rape, and
natural evil, such as earthquakes and famine, he called attention to the “gritty and
chaotic” evil of natural processes. Frankly, he was appalled by their wholesale clumsiness, pervasive anomalies, haphazard contraptions, bizarre quandaries, blundering inefficiencies, shameful wastes, horrible cruelties, and downright, if not almost fiendish,
brutalities. He never seemed to get over wasps torturing caterpillars by laying their
eggs in them, and so turning them into food for their hatched offspring from the inside
out. This offspring literally ate their hosts alive (See Hunter, 15, 16, 17, 82, 130, 140,
173; as well as Loftus, “The Darwinian Problem of Evil,” 238-239, 242, 265). To
Darwin, everyone with his thinking cap on must sooner or later come to the conclusion
that “intelligent design” is an anomalous, if not offensive concept (See Hunter, 148).
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How ugly, if not nearly diabolical, would the “intelligence” have to be that perpetrated
such a monstrous chaos! It would be better for everybody’s peace of mind to attribute
this chaos to “natural processes.” It would be the ultimate “theodicy.” Even theists
would (should!) breathe a sigh of relief not to have to defend the indefensible any
longer!
Up till Darwin the universe was known for its moral beauty and its intelligent design in terms of natural harmony, order and symmetry. In fact, the moral argument for
the existence of God reigned supreme (Hunter, 15-17, 142-143), together with the argument from intelligent design. “Universal moral standards: Therefore a universal
moral Standard bearer!” Or shorter yet, “Morality: Therefore God!” Similarly, “universal intelligent craftsmanship: Therefore an awesome intelligent Craftsman.” Or
even more pointedly, “Design: Therefore God.” However, with one sweep of his writing hand Darwin appeared to demolish these arguments. To Darwin there is nothing
idyllic about nature. To be sure, on the surface it seems to be a draw. “The existence of
evil seems to contradict God, but the existence of our deep moral sense seems to confirm God” (Hunter, 18). But Darwin made short shift of this. He was convinced that in
reality the twisted and warped character of our world rules out the existence of a wise
and powerful Creator-God by definition. For him this was, and should be, a decisive
defeater of any kind of theism, Christian theism included, if not specifically Christian
theism. Of course, once this is accepted as an established fact, the moral argument is
moot by definition. How can there be a moral Standard bearer, if he is already apriori
ruled out of order and out of existence? Of course, at first sight we can understand the
incredulity of Ravi Zacharias, Beyond Opinion, 182, in this context. Why would malevolence be brazenly laid at the doorstep of the Biblical God, so as to disprove his existence, while benevolence is not even allowed to hint that there might be a Divine
source? In fact, this is dogmatically, and just as brazenly, traced to the “wisdom” of
randomness! Incredulity may even turn into astonishment when an evolutionist pontificates that “all the extraordinary, wonderful richness of the world can be expressed as
growth from the dunghill of purposeless interconnected corruption” (Quoted in John
Lennox, “Challenges from Science,” in Beyond Opinion, 114). All this does not seem
to make any sense whatsoever. Or … does it, even in a twisted fashion? This fundamental question deserves and receives an answer below. However, at this point already
we must recognize that in all this we come face to face with a form of idolatry. What
other conclusion is possible when we hear an evolutionist exclaim after being overwhelmed with the awesome and amazing nature of the macro-cosm as well as the micro-cosm, “Whenever this hits me, I am inclined to go on my knees and worship evolution?” Even with this, however, as we shall see below as well, we still have not
reached the end of the line!
At any rate, history informs us that Darwin’s position took the world by storm.
This is not the place to enter into the intricacies of his positive (scientific) and negative
(non-scientific) arguments (See for the questionable nature of both, Hunter, passim,
esp. 156-162, 174-175). But it is to ask the question whether we should not shake up
the apologetic enterprise somewhat. Up till today the moral argument (still) has its
strong proponents (Frame!). However, this appears to be a problematic exercise on the
face of it, since practitioners of this argument routinely admit that they have rarely, if
at all, seen people break before God as a result. Frankly, this, and all similar arguments, such as the one of intelligent design, must be deemed problematic. With their
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structure, “morality, design, etc., therefore God,” instead of “God, therefore morality,
design, etc.,” as argued above, they preach at best to the choir, but not really with
much effectiveness to today’s rough and tumble world. After all, these arguments are
not part of a Gospel apologetics that is necessary to break the rebel heart and remove
the scales from blind eyes. Furthermore, is it not a bit naïve to resort to a type of argument that at one time was universally celebrated and may seem compelling, but
proved that it could not stem Darwin’s tide? We must do better than to opt for apologetic reasoning that historically ended up as a (colossal) failure! The Church is still
hurting, if not mortally wounded as a cultural force in Western civilization due to the
onslaught of Darwinian naturalism. To continue with the same reasoning, or to return
to it without at least some additional firepower must be a blueprint for continuing
global defeat, even if it sets forth clear-cut truths of “facts” and “logic,” and scores incidental and occasional victories. In fact, from my vantage point both a non-biblical
pre-evangelistic and a sub-biblical non-evangelistic apologetics should be replaced
immediately by a carefully formulated fully biblical evangelistic apologetics, a Gospel
apologetics, that addresses hearts with a view to submission, and in case of need, repentance, and refuses to accept them as judge or jury. After all, unless blind and rebellious hearts break, they cannot and do not want to see “truth” (John 3:3, 5). They will
continue to cut their nose to spite their face and, at times knowingly or questioningly
(Keller, The Reason for God, 136, 137, 138, 139), put up with the Achilles’ heels of
inconsistencies, self-contradictions, and other fallacies. All of the history of mankind,
whether philosophical, ideological, existential, or otherwise, overwhelmingly testifies
to this. No, to accept blind and rebellious hearts as judge or jury is a natural blueprint
for disaster on the face of it. This, of course, would in principle invalidate the moral
argument as well as the ontological, cosmological, teleological, and other current arguments for the existence of God, apart from any truths that they may contain and
apart from any points that they may score through these truths. After all, these arguments present “The Case for God,” as if they face a judge or jury, and none of them
have even a trace of Gospel in them. As a result they have never been able to stem
wholesale societal downgrades and downfalls. On the other hand, the Gospel has. Biblical Revival times are living proof of that (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival).
This should give pause and lead to at least a willingness to reassess apologetic methodology! Let me hasten to add that this is emphatically not to deny either the reality or
evidence of design (See once again Sarfati, By Design). The latter is overwhelmingly,
if not glaringly, present everywhere (Rom. 1:20). But it is a plea to take into consideration that the blind and rebellious suppression of this evidence in ungodliness and unrighteousness (Rom. 1:18) cannot be cured by rational argumentation, but only
through repentance, which demands a Gospel apologetics! In a word, however valid
and even persuasive an argument may be on the face of it, it must (more than) “piggyback” upon the Gospel for the heart to break in order to be effective. To underscore
once more, if there is a flaw in both Evidential (Classic) and Presuppositional Apologetics, it is this. It targets the mind unto agreement through rational argumentation, rather than takes aim at heart unto submission through Gospel truth.
In any case, while the formulation of a full-orbed Gospel apologetics must perforce await another occasion, we can start out by declaring that we do not wish to argue in defense of a non-existing two-dimensional “god,” who could not possibly be the
living God of the Scriptures. To do so anyway, is to argue a losing proposition, if not
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to defend an already lost cause. Instead we wish to go on record that the atheological
two-dimensional dilemma is the product of an apostate mindset that refuses to take the
utter holiness, the retributive justice, and the deserved wrath (Rom. 1:18) of God into
account. Candidly, a fully biblical apologetics that engages proponents of atheism who
pounce on the problem of evil to argue the irrationality (unfriendly atheism), impossibility (indifferent atheism) or improbability (friendly atheism) of the existence of the
God of Scripture will, and must, challenge the legitimacy of this false dilemma as the
first order of business. Subsequently, it will equally go on record that this provides the
rationale for its refusal to defend a two-dimensional “god” who does not exist. At any
rate, it may not, and will not be satisfied with the fact that “atheologians seem to have
given up the claim that God and evil are logically incompatible (and) nowadays (have
retreated to the position) that theism is improbable given all the evil the world contains, or that the existence of evil is a defeater of theistic belief” (Plantinga, in James
F. Sennett, The Analytic Theist, 357; see also William Rowe, “The Problem of Evil
and some Varieties of Atheism,” in Michael Martin and Ricki Monnier, The Improbability of God, 250ff). The implications of the willingness on the part of Christian apologists basically to live at this point with a “draw” have been analyzed above. So, they
will not be repeated here. Suffice it to say that any concession of this sort indicates that
it has failed to go for the jugular. This is not a bellicose statement. To the contrary, it is
“pastoral” to argue that an apologist who refuses to go for the jugular, that is the rebel
and blinded heart with the Gospel (2 Cor. 4:4-6), is tantamount to a physician who refuses to tackle terminal cancer with chemotherapy and radiation. In terminal cases
band-aids simply will not do. Once again, history is there to prove this!
It should be evident by now that the consideration of holiness and other such perfections not only reconfigures the problem, but also destroys “The Case against God.”
After all, in the scenario that refuses to uncouple goodness from holiness the big question mark now no longer ends up behind God, but behind man (See also J. A. Motyer,
The Message of Amos, 32, for a similar observation). At any rate, the simplicitas of
God implies that he is not a composite. He is not a being with his perfections as “addons.” God’s being is his essential perfections. This implies that there is no competition
either between his being and attributes or among his attributes. The relationship they
all sustain to each other is one of total intertwinement and perfect harmony. It also implies that it is impossible to drive a wedge either between God’s being and his perfections, or between two or more of his perfections. Neither is it permitted to appeal from
his perfections to his being or from one of his perfections to another. It finally implies
that we cannot strip one or more attributes away from him and focus on them in isolation. Neither can we simply overlook, or ignore, one or more attributes without impunity. To overlook or ignore even one attribute and to leave it out of the philosophical,
theological or experiential equation is to warp all the others by definition to one extent
or another. At any rate, we are deeply offensive to the God of Scripture, lose sight of
him in the process, end up with both a caricature and a straw man (read: a straw
“god”), and could not deceive ourselves any more thoroughly when we announce his
demise.
All this is of monumental importance for the treatment of the problem of evil. It is
a notorious failure among both those who reject any kind of theodicy as compelling,
and those who believe to have delivered the goods in whole or in part, that they invariably appear to confine their focus to the divine perfections of omnipotence (omnis610

cience) and goodness (love), and fail to take into account and present the “big” picture
of all God’s perfections, inclusive of his holiness, his justice and his wrath. The latter
three are ignored, refused entrance, or thrown out of court by atheological unbelief
when it takes up the problem of evil. This, of course, is to be expected, since it could
eventually, whether sooner or later, (only) lead to admission of rebellion, guilt, and
self-inflicted (monumental) pollution and (equally monumental) suffering. What is regrettable, if not disturbing, however, that Christian apologists, i.e. believers, allow unbelief to dictate the terms of the debate and meekly submit to the preposterous dilemma on which the world insists. In all this they may well resemble Ahab, who allows
Benhadad following his defeat to dictate the terms of their relationship and to go scot
free. God abhorred Ahab’s failure to eliminate the lethal enemy of his cause so much
that it led to his own destruction (2 Ki. 20:31ff)! “Defenders of the faith” should ever
seek to avoid analogous situations at all cost. If they fail to do so, they may sign their
own “death warrant,” whether in the short or in the long (historical) run.
I have a hunch that Church history too often displayed a compromised and selfdestructive apologetics that led to such a dilapidated and deplorable state that only
God’s personal intervention of undeserved grace could rectify the situation. To me the
16th Century Reformation is one such instance of divine intervention after the medieval
dead-end street, ecclesiastically, theologically, ethically, apologetically, as well as in
every other way. To be concrete, neither the Platonism of the ontological argument,
nor the Aristotelianism of the cosmological argument for the existence of God could
sanitize an increasingly intolerable situation. This should have stood to biblical reason
then, and should stand to biblical reason now. For it espouses a type of preevangelistic and non-evangelistic “foundationalism” that is increasingly, if not universally recognized as untenable, if not a dead-end street. The search for rational or empirical certainty of an all too human kind proved to the keen observer to end up in the
quicksand and morass of its opposite. Perceptive Christianity (See once again, Meek,
Longing to Know, 137-140) as well as, ironically, perceptive Non-Christianity (Postmodernism) have come to this joint conclusion with the former driven unashamedly to
the recognition that the only certainty is to be found in the “Rock of Ages,” and the
latter drifting relativistically to the position that there is no certainty anywhere, and
opting in logical self-contradiction for the further determination that this (only) is absolutely certain.
It is rather ironic, if not tragic that it virtually took postmodern anti-foundationalist
unbelief to blow up the foundations of centuries of foundationalist Christian apologetics. Throughout its history it has crept in bed with “Modernity,” whether of the Greek
variety in the Early and Medieval Church or of the Enlightenment variety in the Modern Church, and adopted its classical foundationalist methodology. This is now universally recognized as bankrupt, if not “dead” (See David Clark, “Beyond Inerrancy,” in
For Faith and Clarity, 115). Even the remnant proponents of this methodology recognize that possibility, probability, or plausibility is the best that they can offer. “Remnant proponents,” all right, since any kind of possibility/probability/plausibility reasoning has by definition a classical foundationalist base, however curtailed, and evidences a classical foundationalist methodology, however toned down. They simply
and admittedly replace a “strong rationalism” with a “soft rationalism,” defined as
“critical rationalism” (Keller, The Reason for God, 117-121). But the ball park stays
the same, even if “left field” is abandoned for a milder, more “reasonable,” so-called
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“center field.” The appeal is still to the mind as judge or jury.
Of course, the temptation is for Christian apologists to change gears and to become bed fellows with the anti-foundationalist methodology of Postmodernism, which
is manifestly self-contradictory. (After all, it is impossible for the impossibility of absolute truth to be the absolute truth.) In fact, and rather ironically, this is increasingly
happening. However, Christian apologetics better take a page out of the book of Paul.
He simultaneously faced Modernity (Stoics) and Postmodernity (Epicureans), and did
so with a Gospel apologetics (Acts 17:22ff)! The reason is simple. The very moment
the absolute truth is offered that there is no absolute truth, anti-foundationalism discloses that it has a foundationalist base as well, for it claims foundationalist certainty
with regards to anti-foundationalist uncertainty. (Everyone who claims anything with
unproven and unprovable certainty, is in one way or another a “foundationalist, even if
not always a classical foundationalist; see also Clark, For Faith and Clarity, 115-116!)
Also this Emperor, in the final analysis, has no clothes on! But there is more. Both
classical foundationalism and foundationalist anti-foundationalism were spawned in
Paradise. As has been mentioned already, God made it abundantly clear by means of
the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil as a symbol of a source of interpretation
and conduct outside of God that man would always be Number #2. Listening to God
for his epistemology and ethics, he would live. Deriving his epistemology and ethics
from a source outside God, he would die. Satan begged to differ. He inferred that listening to God would keep man, indeed, in a “sorry” Number #2 position. But eating of
the tree would turn him into a proud Number #1, which would smugly enable him to
determine his own epistemology and ethics. Adam heard Satan “loud and clear,” took
to what he said, decided to opt for the gamble, and proved thereby ironically that he
could never escape his Number #2 position. He (meekly?) succumbed to Satan’s scenario, rebelled, ate of the tree, and … the rest is fallen history, a history of rebellion,
guilt, pollution, and blindness. He died together with all of mankind that participated
in, and thereby shared solidaric co-responsibilty for Adam’s original sin (Rom. 5:12).
It is crystal clear that both foundationalists and anti-foundationalists insist on a Number #1 epistemology, whether the emphasis is upon the universal as certain truth or on
the particular as certain non-truth (See below for details). Therefore, for Christian
apologists to cater to them by addressing their mind unto agreement, rather than their
heart unto submission, and treating them as jury and judge, rather than as the accused,
is not doing them any favor. It is tantamount to sitting at a round table sharing the fruit
of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil together, either copiously (strong
foundationalist rationalism), moderately (soft foundationalist rationalism), or sparingly
(covert anti-foundationalist rationalism). Once again, this is not to insist that the truth
can never break through at these round tables. While this is admittedly an extreme
case, the truth references in the mocking of the bystanders at the crucifixion, “Savior,”
“Christ,” “King,” (Lk. 23:35, 37) apparently got through to one of the thieves on the
cross (So Hugh Martin). But it is, once again as well, to suggest, which seems royally
conceded by virtually everyone, that truncated or compromised truth, presented in
truncated or compromised settings, rarely, if at all, results in the “high-voltage” Revival salvation that is characteristic of Biblical Revival fires as well as the Divine benchmark by which the Church ever was, ever is, and ever will be measured (See Topical
Focus #1: Biblical Revival).
In any event, I am afraid that the sucking power of a Postmodern methodology
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will continue to victimize Christian apologetics, until the latter starts asking and answering the question why Postmodernism is willing to cut its nose to spite its face with
the self-contradictory position that the impossibility of absolute truth is the absolute
truth. Of course, this logical self-contradiction is routinely brought up by Christian
(foundationalist) apologists, but I have never seen a transcendental analysis why Postmodernity puts up with it, in fact, seems forced to do so. Such analysis should take the
wind out of the sails of any temptation to be sucked into its methodology! While foundationalism (Modernism) declares that Universality is “God,” anti-foundationalism
(Postmodernism) for all practical purposes declares that Particularity is “god!” This
turns both into idolatrous undertakings, which oppresses its practitioners to the point
that in their blindness they are willingly embraced by logical inconsistencies and
trapped by self-contradictions. Let me be crystal clear. I opted for the passive form of
the two last verbs by design. These practitioners are not victorious conquerors. They
are victimized and enslaved by their non-existing idols unto self-destruction, whether
logically or practically. Once this is understood no one would or should be eager to
become bed fellows with either one of them in terms of method or in any other way.
This possibility becomes even more frightening when it is recognized via a transcendental analysis of the issues at hand that their blindness originates in apostasy
from the Triune God who metaphysically puts his stamp upon all of reality in terms of
the ubiquitous one-and-many spheres (and authority structures; see Topical Focus
#15: One-And-Many-Spheres & Authority Structures). Once this apostasy takes
place, the one-and-many problem, which all of ancient as well as modern thought addresses as the most fundamental philosophical and practical issue, becomes unsolvable
by definition through a more or less exclusive gravitation to either the Universal (the
one) or the Particular (the many) as the idolatrous ultimate (See also my Sovereignty
and Responsibility, 87ff)! As such the originators of both foundationalism (Modernity
with its tilt to the certainty of the universal) and anti-foundationalism (Postmodernity
with its gravitation to the uncertainty of the particular) basically represent “poison”
and should become the targets of a Gospel apologetics. Only such apologetics can effect renunciation of apostasy from the Triune God and with it spring the victimizing
trap of their enslavement to the fundamental rebel dialectic in which the poles of universality and particularity both presuppose and exclude each other simultaneously
(See for details once again my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 17ff as well as 87ff).
Once all this is taken in, any and every inclination to align oneself with either foundationalists or anti-foundationalists for the purpose of collaboration in the apologetic enterprise does (should!) immediately disappear! Who would wish to join anyone in a
dialectic death trap?
In any case, taking a closer look at God’s essential perfections or properties, these
are admittedly all on a par since together they constitute his being. Still, the holiness of
God seems portrayed as primus inter pares. It is the only perfection that is repeated
three times in the same context. In fact, twice Scripture speaks about the thrice holy
God (Is. 6:3; Rev. 4:8). Further, holiness may well be the only perfection that can be
combined with all the other perfections or with anything else for that matter. God displays a holy love and a holy wrath. But it is difficult to visualize him as portraying a
loving wrath and a wrathful love. Both heaven and hell will have the imprint of his holiness upon them. But a hellish heaven and heavenly hell do not exist. There clearly is
something incomparable and awesome to the holiness of God. It probably goes too far
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to call it the hub from which the spokes of God’s perfections radiate. But it certainly
was well put when compared to the light that streams through the stained-glass windows in a cathedral. “‘Holiness’ is that which makes God what He is … (In Scripture)
the concentrated association of (God’s) being and holiness (thrice holy) is most impressive … Holiness is his inmost, utmost and uppermost being” (J. A. Motyer, The
Message of Amos, 90-91). It is well said that “if holiness could be separated from
God’s other characteristics – which would be the height of blasphemy (an implicit indictment of Hume and others!) – their glory would be gone” (William Gurnall, The
Christian in Complete Armour (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 2002), III,
102). It lights up God in his grandeur and splendor, and all God’s perfections in their
beauty and magnetism. He does not merely swear by himself. He swears by his own
holiness (Am. 4:2)! This central function of God’s holiness removes the surprise factor
from at least three facts.
The first one is that at its zenith God’s love for his own people aims at their holiness as the grand objective. “Herein is the love of God perfected—so that we will have
confidence in the Day of Judgment—that as he (Christ) is, so are we in this world” (1
John 4:17).”
The second one is that the moment they are gripped by the holiness of God it is
inconceivable for genuine Christians, just as it was inconceivable for James (Jam.
1:13), even to contemplate that there would be any unrighteousness in God either in
his plan or in its execution, whatever the content may be (See also Rev. 16:5-6). After
all, as the thrice Holy God he is “Awesome Purity.” Incidentally, these two facts underscore the need for an evangelistic apologetics. Apart from the Gospel holiness will
not even be allowed to enter the atheological ballpark of the debate! Sinners, who have
a bone to pick with God and use the supposed contradiction between goodness and
omnipotence as the crowbar to do so, can hardly be expected to make room for holiness. It is not even in their line of vision without rebirth. The Gospel must come to
their rescue, if this is to be remedied!
But there is a third fact. And this one sets the stage for a 20-20 vision of the problem of evil. From the perspective of the centrality of the holiness of God it is hardly
surprising that Christians define themselves above all in terms of that holiness (Is.
6:1ff). The further outflow is that they do not center their lives, whether in their
thoughts, words or actions, around the quest for happiness, the US Declaration of Independence to the contrary, but around the pursuit of holiness, and of all the Godgiven means to that end. All this has immediate implications for the way they view and
respond to sin as well as to its consequences, including suffering and sorrow.
Regarding sin, especially upon their vision of God in his awesome purity they
recognize themselves in the footsteps of Isaiah as spiritually “undone,” that is, “decomposing” as rebellious, guilty, and polluted “casket cases” (Is. 6:1ff). (In designating himself as “decomposed,” Isaiah indicates that he is in worse straights than a mere
(freewill) “basket case.” He has literally “no legs to stand on,” whether in regeneration, justification or sanctification.) They acknowledge the clear biblical truth that they
were born sinners as part of the over-all plan of God (Eph. 1:11), and at the same time
fully responsible for their depraved state because of their joint participation in, and solidaric co-responsibility for, Adam's original sin. They were born with the three strikes
of a rebellious heart (Gen. 6:5; Deut. 31:27-29; Ps. 51:7; Jer. 17:9), a guilty record/past
(Is. 64:6; Rom. 3: 20; 6:21) and an offensive life (Josh. 24:19; John 8:42-44; 15:5)
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against them, and at the same time shouldered their responsibility in the light of the
biblical diagnosis that they personally and freely came up to bat in Adam, be it not in
the same actual way as Adam (Rom. 5:14), and just as personally and freely struck out,
which incidentally is totally in line with Augustine’s assessment (See David Griffin,
“Augustine and the Denial of Genuine Evil” in The Problem of Evil, 197, 200, 201;
and my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 69). In other words, they take full responsibility for their perversely sinful state, and acknowledge that they fully, unreservedly and
justly, deserve eternal damnation. They further acknowledge that apart from God’s restraining grace the evil in the world would be even more toweringly excessive and
seemingly gratuitous than it is. It would exceed the hideous, breathtaking cruelty of
Dostoyevsky’s child-mauling, “holocaust” type, dogs by a country mile, and dwarf in
number the instances of raw and odious evil that can be cited by any, even casual, observer, including Dostoyevsky. Even the most heinous of instances that can be visualized would be more heinous yet!
In all this, believers are of the settled persuasion, implicitly and explicitly, that the
two totally and undeniably biblical truths of both divine sovereignty and human responsibility are fully compatible, in line with Augustine’s thinking who regrettably
does not always receive an undividedly good press (Griffin, 207). They also see sharply that the relationship these two poles sustain to each other are trans-rational, and
cannot be accommodated in their finite mind jointly and simultaneously. The guest
room of their mind, however rich and enriching as an endowment of God, nevertheless
permits single occupancy only. Let divine sovereignty take up permanent residence in
the intellect, and human responsibility is no longer viable. Vice versa, let human responsibility have the monopoly, and divine sovereignty will bite the dust. However,
both truths receive a “cordial” and simultaneous welcome in the royal suite of their regenerate heart. This heart has double occupancy written over its portals, and as such
enjoys a breathtaking vista upon the joint divine and human realities. As a result it
worships God as the sovereign Lord who plans, sustains, and governs all things that
come to pass (Eph. 1:11), and at the same time takes full responsibility for its sinfulness and repents in “dust and ashes,” like David (Ps. 51:1-5), Job (Job 42:6), and Peter
(Mt. 26:75). The so-called relationship of antinomy foisted upon it by the finite human
mind in its icy ultimacy lifts like an ugly fog in the worshipful climate of the heart. In
fact, it vanishes like a non-existent deadly mirage that has enticed millions into a subbiblical theology and subsequently into a sub-biblical apologetics. (This does not only
pertain to biblical teachings on sovereignty and responsibility, but also all other truths
where the Geiger counter of the mind claims to detect (traces of) “tension,” such as the
Trinity, in whom the One-ness and the Three-ness are co-essential, the Person of Christ with his two Natures, the Scripture as simultaneously the Word of God and the
word of man, etc.) In any case, Divine sovereignty does not make them shift the blame
for any of their sins to God, while human responsibility makes them confess in the
midst of the most excessive and gratuitous sinfulness, “mea culpa,” “mea magna culpa,” “mea maxima culpa!” This, as we shall see now, also applies to the seemingly
most excessive and gratuitous of suffering.
Incidentally, the commitment to, and the insistence upon the fully compatible
complementary truths of uncompromised and unrestricted divine sovereignty and
equally uncompromised and unrestricted human responsibility, with all that this entails, is of the greatest strategic significance. Apologetically it cuts the so-called free615

will defense off at the knees. The freewill defenders themselves openly and royally
concede that their case stands and falls with their incompatibilism that presupposes the
concept of the libertarian free will, and has this as its avowed and indisputable cornerstone. “Of course, if compatibilism is correct, the Free Will Defense fails” (Plantinga,
“Self-Profile,” 45). Their incompatibilism even determines the way they phrase the
problem. As has been mentioned already, they invariably focus upon, and seek to answer, the question why God allows, permits, evil. This, of course, goes against the
grain of compatibilism that speaks in terms of God’s plan, rather than his permission
(See a.o. Plantinga, “Self-Profile,” 36, 42; as well as his “Supralapsarianism,” 1). Besides, taking refuge in terms, such as permission and foreknowledge, does not contribute anything to the search for a solution of the problem of evil. After all, the basic
questions, why God, knowing everything, (1) created man so that he could fall, and
why he, knowing that man would fall, (2) failed to prevent it, remain the same (See
esp. Bavinck, II, 349; Eng. Tr. II, 387)!
Regarding suffering and sorrow, it goes without saying that our findings thus far
profoundly do, and should impact the Christian’s response to both. This response is
determined by the recognition of the ugliness of sin, the corollary hatred of its offensive nature, and an accompanying thirst for holiness. For a starter Christians will acknowledge in general that any and all suffering and any and all concomitant sorrow is
a direct result of the universal fall into sin. As such they constitute a fully deserved divine judgment that affects all of mankind in all its members, branches, aspects, and its
environmental conditions. This is the explicit testimony of Scripture (Rev. 16:5, 7).
They will also stipulate that at times specific suffering and sorrow is a result of a specific sin. This may be immediately identifiable (1 Tim. 6:9), or it may not (2 Sam.
21:1-9; 1 Cor. 11:28-30). They will further consent that suffering and sorrow will
inevitably accompany surrender to Christ as Savior and King (John 15:18-20; 16:2; 2
Tim. 3:12). According to Paul, Christians can only enter the Kingdom of God through
many tribulations (1 Thess. 2:14; 3:4). They will finally agree that suffering and sorrow may be the ministerial part of a “cross,” of whatever kind, that is simply necessary
to arrive at a “crown.” In the words of the Savior, “Unless a seed dies, it will not produce fruit” (John 11:24). In fact, through communion with Christ as the source of their
strength and in the footsteps of Christ as the model of their conduct, they eagerly
embrace suffering and death as the divinely appointed way to enter, propagate and
advance the Kingdom of Christ (Phil. 3:10-11).
But focusing now on those sufferings and sorrows that on the surface believers
have in common with unbelievers, there is a remarkable difference in their respective
responses. Once believers with Isaiah have a vision of the holiness of God, and recognize that they are self-inflicted “casket cases,” fully deserving of eternal damnation (Is.
6:1ff), it is inconceivable that an accusing, or even questioning “Why, Lord” will
(permanently) cross their lips. In fact, every “Why” will disappear from their hearts
and lips, and be replaced with a fully convinced “Why not?” After all, they acknowledge that they will never receive the judgment that they truly deserve (See specifically
Ezra 9:13). Anything short of the most extreme suffering in eternal damnation, whether this is the natural consequence of sin or God’s judgment upon sin, is recognized as a
self-restraining kindness of God. This is the case even in the midst of the seemingly
greatest of suffering which is all too frequently held up against God by unbelievers in
an accusatory fashion as the not so silent star witness that decisively seems to tip the
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balance against him as being simultaneously omnipotent and good, if not the “screaming” star witness against his existence. Incidentally, herewith the first half of the theodicy that Scripture itself presents is basically in place. While the rebel heart accuses
God of running a questionable, indeed, unacceptable universe in the face of the prevailing monstrous evil, the regenerate heart accuses itself as the fully responsible instigator of (the worst of) sin in all its phases and forms and of (the worst of) suffering in
all its aspects and categories. In a word, it takes full and unconditional responsibility,
and refuses to be involved in any self-serving blame assigning or blame shifting,
whether to the circumstances, to other people, or even to Satan, and least of all, of
course, to God (See specifically Jam. 1:13-15 and the Commentary on this section).
Furthermore, it declares any and all suffering as the manifestation of God’s burning
wrath against sin as both righteous and fully deserved, and at times less than deserved
(Ezr. 9:13). This applies to Noah’s flood, the annihilation of the Canaanites, the Exile,
the destruction of Jerusalem, the Holocaust, the nuclear Hiroshima devastation, the
Rwandese genocide of 800,000 people in eight weeks, and all the other forms, types,
and occasions of suffering of the extremest sort (all culminating in the fully warranted
hellish and conscious torment of eternal damnation) that mankind has cast, does cast,
and will cast in God’s teeth as cruel and unusual punishment. In fact, there is a litany
of passages in Scripture that (1) with deadly seriousness present the prospect of God’s
holy wrath in crushing and ravaging judgments, (2) in living color describe their reality for Israel and the nations, (3) in no uncertain terms hold all of mankind responsible,
(4) under no circumstances tolerate it to point the accusing finger in any other direction, and (5) in holy anger ridicules it when it seeks to do so (See a.o. Gen. 2:16-17;
Deut. 27-28; Ps. 2; as well as the Major Prophets, the Minor Prophets and the Book of
Revelation throughout). It seems to me that all this must be brought into the open for
any theodicy to be truly and fully biblical. Otherwise God will be shortchanged, the
Church misinformed, and the world misled!
At any rate, at this juncture the “rarefied air” of Scripture, that no one can breathe
and live to tell about without the oxygen tank of Jesus upon one’s back, begins to evidence itself! Regardless the extent of their suffering, “Fully Deserved” is ever the repeated and “contented” (Phil. 4:11) watchword of Christians in whom biblical truth
fully functions. But there is more. Once the staggering truth dawns on them that a fully
deserved eternal punishment is replaced by a fully undeserved forgiveness of sins
through the cross of Christ, the last vestige of any possible “Why” vanishes like snow
before the Sun of Righteousness. “Fully Cleansed,” “Fully Cleansed,” is ever the additional twice repeated and “thankful” (Phil. 4:6) watchword! The wonder in all this is
only accentuated by the recognition that Christ took upon himself the sum total of all
the hideous, excessive, gratuitous, “holocaust,” and hellish type of evil, perpetrated or
experienced by mankind, in terms of both sin and suffering (So also perceptively Plantinga, “Self-Profile,” 36). In fact, no human ever did, does, or will experience evil to
the incredible degree that Jesus did, culminating in the heart rending cry of radical and
total abandonment by his Father (Mt. 27:46). In short, God is an active participant in
his own plan. His purposes do not encompass and call for evil in a “cold,” “unfeeling,”
“remote” and “detached” fashion. He experiences sin and suffering more deeply and to
a much greater degree than all other “participants” (See also Plantinga, “A Christian
Life Partly Lived,” 71-72)! But even this is not all. As soon as they recognize that all
people, all things, and all events they encounter under whatever circumstances, for
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whatever reason, of whatever kind, and with whatever effect, target their holiness
(Rom. 8:28-29), any kind of “Why” becomes unthinkable. “Praise God,” “Praise
God,” “Praise God” is the final thrice repeated and “joyful” (Phil. 4:4) watchword. To
suggest, as we encountered earlier in this Commentary, and already dismissed as unacceptable, that this might be tantamount to a “silly grin,” or an “inane smirk” is deeply
offensive.
Any lingering doubt about this should disappear quickly, once we remember Job
(Job 1:21) and so many other “saints” in both Scripture and Church history who followed in Job’s footsteps (Heb. 11:35b-38). The moment we grasp with them that everything, including suffering and sorrow, is part of God's plan for his glory and our holiness, we cannot but (seek to) respond with a sense of satisfaction (contentment), a
sense of appreciation (thanksgiving) and a sense of exultation (joy), not only for the
“good” circumstances, but also in “bad” circumstances, and, in fact, for all circumstances, “good” or “bad” (Eph. 5:20). This is the biblical highway that traverses many a
Mt. Everest! In fact, it opens up the prospect of one long Mt. Everest experience. Ultimately no “bad” things can ever happen to “good,” i.e. regenerate, people. The Psalmist puts it like this, “It is good that I was afflicted because it taught me to keep your
law” (Ps. 119:71). James follows suit with his exhortation, “Count it joy when you encounter various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. Further, strive for your endurance to be perfect, so that this in turn may make you perfect
and complete, lacking in nothing” (Jam. 1:2-4). Peter tops it off with his magnificent
and confident watchword of “no harm, no fear!” Christians who consecrate Jesus as
Lord in their hearts never face any “harm,” even if they suffer (for righteousness’
sake), and therefore never need to experience any “fear,” even when they are under the
severest of attacks (1 Pet. 3:13-15)!
The message of Scripture is crystal clear. It lays it on the line and does not pussyfoot around. It is also glorious in its victorious virility. We could even say that both the
OT and the NT play “hardball,” the “hardball” that is needed to sanitize the situation,
the “hardball” that is essentially a summons to repentance for anyone who sulks, “belly-aches,” or raises his fist. Ultimately this is and should be the apologetic model for
everyone who faces the accusatory challenge that the God of Scripture by virtue of
(excessive) existing evil proves to be a contradiction in terms, either God and not
good, or good and not God. If anyone is uncomfortable with “biblical hardball,” it is
the “hardball” of the Gospel of grace, the (only) loving antidote for rebellious and selfdestructive unbelief. To play such “hardball” with biblical gentleness (2 Tim. 2:24-26)
is to do everyone a favor. To shy away from it, or to oppose it, is to leave destruction
and death in one’s wake. It is tantamount to a (delinquent) surgeon who refuses to use
his scalpel to go after the bodily “rot” in terminal cases, or to an (equally delinquent)
railroad guard who fails to tackle a blind and deaf man, lingering on a track in the face
of an oncoming bullet train.
In any event, Scripture is certainly not content with an intellectual stand-off, even
if such stand-off comes with a reference to the Holy Spirit as the only one who “after
everything is said and done” can break the logjam. That only the Holy Spirit can open
blind eyes is quite true (John 3:5). But in this context it constitutes a half-truth that
hides a faulty methodology. It is a half-truth because the Spirit does not just come to
the rescue as a “means” of last resort at the end of a (pre-evangelistic or nonevangelistic) apologetic presentation. No, he must break man’s rebellion, and in the
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process remove his blindness through the application of truth to the sinner, and consequently must be present from the very beginning of the presentation (John 3:5; Jam.
1:18). As such he stands in the gap from “the get go,” as he fills the preachers/teachers/evangelists/counselors/apologists with his indispensable presence, and accompanies their message throughout, in fact, must accompany it, if they are to book
any success whatsoever (1 Thess. 1:5). “The Kingdom is not in word (only), but in
power” (1 Cor. 4:20). If the Spirit is not present from the very start, all human communication of truth, whether it takes place homiletically, nouthetically, evangelistically, edificationally, or apologetically, is doomed to failure from the very start. All this is
reflected in the apologetic method that prevails throughout Scripture (Acts 2:37), and
must be reflected in a Christian apologetics that follows the Biblical model, but seems
to have little resemblance with the pre-evangelistic or non-evangelistic apologetics that
is customarily promoted and practiced, and is anemic in comparison. It better embrace
in sum and substance the testimony of George Muller, “The office of the Holy Spirit I
had not experimentally understood. I had not seen that the Holy Spirit alone can teach
us about our state by nature, show us our need for a Savior, enable us to believe in
Christ, explain to us the Scripture, help is in preaching, etc.” (Quoted in Andrew Murray, The Two Covenants (Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming and Revell Company, n.d), 177).
The “etc,” that concludes this quotation, undoubtedly includes Christian Apologetics!
In short, similar to preaching, evangelizing, and counseling, any apologetics that
comes in word only and is devoid of Spirit power is useless. Of course, the presence of
the correct words in any kind of verbal ministry is an utter necessity. But it is never
sufficient. They ever are, and ever must be, accompanied by the presence of the Spirit.
I aim to show below that both the prevailing pre-evangelistic non-compatibilist defense and the usual non-evangelistic compatibilist theodicy leave much to be desired in
this regard. In fact, in spite of all their differences precisely on this point they leave the
same to be desired, since both types of defense/theodicy target the intellect, operate on
the level of the intellect and stay within framework of the intellect, and therefore in the
orbit of the word (only). The kingdom simply is not in such orbit! This observation
should not annoy anyone. After all, it is routinely acknowledged right from the beginning or at the end, whether by non-compatibilists or compatibilists, that their efforts
are never probative and usually not even persuasive. On the other hand, when the Spirit is operational, persuasive power is present! In any case, apart from the fact that it is
rather prideful, to resort to the Spirit after the Christian worker has “done his intellectual job,” and therefore to treat him as a “Johnny-Come-Latest,” seems demeaning.
One might even call it both “offensive” and “grievous.” At the least, it is to shoot oneself in the foot!
In order to arrive at a biblical and powerful apologetic methodology we would do
well, once again and now in greater detail, to pay close attention to God’s apologia as
our model, when Israel in the days of Malachi utters a twofold accusing “Why.” In the
face of calamitous and grievous evil, which undoubtedly dwarfed 9/11 and the New
York Twin Tower disaster, Israel puts both God’s love (Mal. 1:2a) and his justice
(Mal. 2:17) in question. There is nothing new under the sun! It is also the hallmark of
“the new atheism” that has decided to take the gloves off and is determined not to take
any prisoners! At any rate, God’s twofold “hardball” response is swift, to the point and
eye-opening. Don’t dare question my love (goodness) (Mal. 1:2b-5)! Rather take a
close and hard look at the depraved conduct of both your leadership and your people.
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Your leadership despises me personally (Mal. 1:6-14) and is AWOL on the job (Mal.
2:1-9), while your people follow suit in their idolatry and adultery (Mal. 2:10-16). Further, don’t dare question my justice (holiness) either! If it is justice you desire, well, it
will come in both purification of sin and judgment upon sin (Mal. 3:1-3). Incidentally,
if it had not been for mercy you would have long been consumed in your thievery and
arrogant misinterpretation of the facts (Mal. 3:8-15). You have only one of two options
left. You either fear me, and I will spare and heal you. Or you refuse to do so, and you
will experience my wrath and my curse (Mal. 3:16-4:6).
If anything, the NT uses blunter language yet. Jesus was apparently questioned
about the calamity that befell some Northerners who were treated as sacrificial animals, and some fellow citizens who were killed in the collapse of a tower! Before the
questioners even could put God in the dock in so many words, they were told twice to
repent or to “suffer” the same deserved fate (Lk. 13:1-5). Anyone at home in this biblical climate will revolt against any and all attempts to have God shoulder the blame,
and cannot but “laugh” (in line with Ps. 2:1-4) at all efforts to put him in the dock and
out of his own ballpark! In fact, mankind itself is born in the dock, and has no business
wiggling out of it by reversing the truth into a lie of cosmic proportions. When Jesus
cried out on the cross in heart-broken grief, “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” he basically put an eye-opening question mark behind mankind. God
abandoned Christ when he took the “sin of the world” upon himself! As soon as Christ’s heart-broken grief turns into man’s heart-breaking grief, the latter is ready, and
not until then, to deal with the problem of evil biblically.
The call to repentance also draws the battle lines. It forces both a “Peter” and a
“Judas” to show their true colors. The latter rose and grimly went into the night to oppose his Master (John 13:30) en route to his destructive barren suicide. The former
broke and tearfully went on his knees to promote his Master en route to his victorious
fruit bearing death (Lk. 22:62; John 12:24; 21:18-19). Once again, only a regenerate
heart can say “Amen” to all this. And only the Gospel can produce such heart. Frankly,
I am not opposed to analyze evil, its problem, and its solution intellectually. How
could I? I am doing the very thing in the present treatment of the topic. But I am dismayed when Scripture’s analysis and treatment rarely, if at all, seem to darken the
door of the academy. It would light up both the Church and the world!
To be sure, the biblical scenario that can only be envisioned in the rarefied air on
the Mt. Everest of the worship of God will not always be accepted with equanimity. In
fact, hostile resistance can be anticipated. Unless the truth breaks their heart, unbelievers will inevitably charge that “their world is turned upside down” (Acts 17:6). Truthfully, it is turned “right side up.” But what do they know? They think that walking on
their head is normal. Still, their reaction should not come as a surprise. Turning them
right side up will at first always have a dizzying effect. Unbelievers have a knack to
make Christians “apologetically” cringe with their challenges pertaining to the problem of evil. Paul’s biblical apologetics turns the tables. It invariably and “unapologetically” makes the unbeliever cringe (See also Ps. 81:15). It is about time that Christian
apologists adopt his procedure as their model and follow in his footsteps. Hopefully no
one will say that this would turn them into “hardliners” and make them lacking in the
necessary sensitivity for our day and age. After all, what is good enough for an Apostle should be good enough for the Church throughout its history! Apologists better
avail themselves of the Apostolic cure rather than a sub-biblical pre-evangelistic or
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non-evangelistic apologetics that admittedly seems to be futile and ineffective. (Remember, once again, the nature of a surgical procedure. Its “saving” purpose requires
“cutting” precision.)
First of all, what is good enough for Paul should be good enough perennially for
every Christian apologist. But, secondly, one would be hard put to accuse Paul of being a “hardliner” with only a modicum of loving sensitivity. To be truthful, just like
the other apostles he loves his Jesus more than anyone or anything else (1 Cor. 16:22;
1 Pet. 1:8). This has consequences. When push comes to shove, he always weighs in
on Jesus’ side. But this is not to say that he is lacking in loving sensitivity toward sinners. He insists on the utmost of caring sensitivity in others (2 Tim. 2:24-26), and displays it in the most glorious way himself (2 Cor. 5:14; 1 Thess. 2:7-11)! The fact that
he, were this possible, was willing to sacrifice his own eternity for the sake of others
speaks countless volumes (Rom. 9:1-3).
In short, no one should be called a “hardliner,” whether Paul or anyone else who
exhibits “tender love in tough pursuit of total holiness.” Of course, all bets are off
when someone either believes or pretends to possess these characteristics, but is mistaken, whether this is an open secret for everyone to see, or a “closed” secret for only
God to know. At any rate, all this naturally implies that one should never neglect to
look at evil through sensitive human eyes. The apologist must surely learn to weep
with those who weep (Rom, 12:15; 1 Cor. 12:26), weep over the “enemies of the
cross” (Phil. 3:18), eager to suffer and die for a saving ministry (John 12:24; 2 Cor.
4:10-12; Phil. 3:10), in fact, willing to suffer the eternal consequence of sin in the
place of others (Rom. 9:3)! But it is also to insist that only by looking at the problem
through Divine eyes can substantive progress be made, whether this seems hard-nosed,
if not harsh, or not.
Incidentally, it is against this backdrop that I expressed my earlier unease about
the admission that “we do not have all the answers, let alone the total answer.” While
it is fully true that we cannot exhaustively plumb the depth of either the problem or the
solution, such statement too readily makes the unbeliever breathe a little easier. If it
ends up being a “non-cringe,” or what is worse, an “anti-cringe,” or what is worst, a
“self-cringe” statement, it is counter-productive, and does not reflect a fully biblical
apologetics. It certainly does not reflect our God who, as has been stated already, never takes anything “lying down!” In fact, it will be a regrettable non-cringe, anti-cringe,
if not self-cringe, statement, if it is a “pained and embarrassed concession of someone
‘on the defensive,’” rather than a worshipful proclamation of God’s greatness, arising
from a radically surrendered heart, and a joyful confession of man’s limitation, arising
from a totally surrendered life.
It should be crystal clear by now that the present theodicy regarding the problem
of evil is predicated upon bringing the sum total of God’s perfections into the equation, and especially the holiness of God. This led earlier to the definition of evil as “sin
and suffering,” a definition that I have rarely, if ever, pointedly encountered in the relevant literature on the subject. It also disclosed why the promoters of atheological arguments are characterized by God as “the accused,” and are never treated by him as
“judge,” or “jury,” something that is not found in the relevant literature at all. This is
why it is gratifying to notice that at least one apologist does emphasize the holiness of
God in this context, “All life coheres in God. He is perfect and uncaused. The heart of
what describes him is in the Hebrew word for holy, qadosh … It is the essential quali621

ty that defines what it means to be in perfection of goodness” (Ravi Zacharias, Beyond
Opinion, 195). From this he draws two conclusions.
(1) Only holiness can plumb the depth of reality and with it the essence of life.
Therefore, while we “understand evil and its nature … only to a limited extent” and
cannot get any farther than call it a “no-no,” God “sees the devastating power of evil
as a lightning bolt to the soul. We only grasp in a small measure how heinous evil is.
We look at the symptom. God looks at the disease … We look at moral issues that hurt
society. God looks at the profane heart that desecrates everything in the process”
(196)! Ultimately, “evil is more than an exterior reality that engenders universal suffering. It is an internal reality from which we run” (205)! “The problem of evil is an
internal issue before it is a cosmic one … The created order can only be in keeping
with human rebellion” (208). When in the Fall this rebellion “violated the purpose” of
creation, “the false, the vile, and the hideous” were its “entailments” (198). In a word,
the evil that “blankets creation” ultimately “has the resistance to God's holiness” as its
“one source.” Turning into an accusatory problem, therefore, can only be rooted in
“spiritual blindness,” for which “there is ultimately only one antidote, the glorious display of God at work within a human soul, bringing about his work of restoration …
that tenderizes the heart to become part of the solution, not part of the problem” (207).
(2) While God is love as well as holiness, these two perfections are intertwined.
His “intrinsic sanctity” determines “the sacred nature of love” and “provides both the
reasons and the parameters of love” (199)! While his holiness is the “perfection of
goodness” (195), his sacred love determines and leads to the display of goodness. A
vision of this holiness, this perfection of goodness, recognizes the supremacy of God
(199), and responds in the worship of God, producing “inner coherence,” even in the
face of suffering. A vision of this sacred love, this display of goodness, results in the
“response of love,” produces peace toward the outside, even in the midst of suffering
(208).
These two conclusions explain “how it is possible for the sacred to acknowledge
the reality of evil and still be able to offer a morally justifiable explanation” (201).
Both this acknowledgment and this explanation are centered in the cross. It puts on
display (1) the evil heart of man in the horror of the cross, (2) the loving heart of God
in the God-man on the cross, (3) the holiness of God in the wrath of the cross, and (4)
the goodness of God in the forgiveness of the cross. In short, when man complains
about the problem of evil and accusatorily throws it in the teeth of God, our apologist
points to man as the rebellious, holiness resisting, instigator of the problem, and to the
sacred goodness of God centered in the cross as the solution to the problem. The transforming recognition of the former and embrace of the latter understandably results in
the worship of God and the love for God. In the process it evaporates the problem of
evil in principle. After all, renunciation of rebellion takes aim at and diminishes the sin
component of evil, and the pursuit of love and holiness is bound to target and lessen its
suffering component.
There is little doubt that this contribution advances the treatment of the problem of
evil markedly, and contains a considerable apologetic improvement over what is offered today. Still it is not totally satisfactory on two pivotal counts. Apart from the fact
that I would have preferred to see (1) a greater emphasis upon sin, in terms of the biblical triad of rebellion, guilt and pollution, as a traitorous, grievous, and odious offense
to God, and all suffering, inclusive of the most horrifying and gratuitous suffering, as
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its inevitable, direct or indirect result, as well as (2) a more incisive depiction of the
Trinitarian and triadic New-Covenantal plan of salvation, these two are the following.
First, we are told that every worldview, whether religious, philosophical, or ideological in nature, has the responsibility to explain the “mystery of evil,” It is, therefore
not “a problem distinctive to Christianity” (179-180, 181-182). So far, so good! But
the writer adds that in scanning the various solutions “evil is most coherently (italics,
mine) explained by the Christian view of God and his purpose in creation” (182). Methodologically this allows the atheological attacker both in principle and practice to
function as judge and jury. This, not so incidentally, is in line with the tenor of this
type of apologetics in general, the type that we encountered before. Christianity simply
must be viewed as the superior, and therefore preferred, religion because in the stuff of
reality it is logically more coherent, factually more consistent, and practically more
functional than any other religion, as well as philosophy or ideology for that matter
(See Ravi Zacharias, The Real Face of Atheism (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2004),
Appendix I). Frankly, while taking into full account the sterling character of so many
Christian apologists who subscribe to this approach, it is basically unacceptable. In the
light of the complementarity of truth it must be crystal clear by now that the combination of systematic coherence, consistency and functionality “is the very test devised by
the apostate autonomous man (the ‘biblical fool’) to determine what can and cannot be
possible and what is and is not true, the very test that has for its theory of fact pure
contingency and which has for its goal, at best, only probability” (Reymond, Faith’s
Reasons for Believing, 281). Therefore the Church should follow Scripture, and respectfully part company with this apologist in this regard. Second, however moving and
persuasive he formulates “the story” of God's solution to “the problem of evil,” he
fundamentally fails to address the question, posed by Dostoyevsky's Ivan, why there is
evil in the first place, whether in the purpose and by the plan of God (Biblical Calvinism) or in the foreknowledge and by the permission of God (Sub-biblical Arminianism). Frankly, this is regrettable. Therefore the Church has no choice but respectfully
to move beyond him on this score.
The same, although to a lesser degree, applies to another author (Eleonore Stump,
“The Mirror of Evil,” in Thomas V. Morris, ed., God and the Philosophers (New
York: Oxford University Press), 235-247), who in an equally moving manner points
out that the seemingly unending catalog of evil that “soaks the crust of the earth with
tears of suffering … is a mirror.” All look in the mirror of evil and intuitively recognize it as such by whatever cognitive faculty. Some shut it out. Others loathe it, drink
themselves into oblivion, or seek to eliminate it (236-239). But there is an additional
intuitive faculty. This recognizes goodness, at times unusual goodness, in “acts of generosity, compassion and kindness” that may well move to tears, as they prevent, alleviate, or countermand suffering. “Ultimately” this does lead to the conclusion that the
“true goodness of the heartbreaking kind is God’s.” While “the Bible is conspicuous
lacking in proofs for the existence of God …, the Psalmist’s invitation: Taste and see
that the Lord is good” is unmistakable. So “in an odd way, the mirror of evil can …
lead us to God. A loathing focus on the evils of our world and ourselves prepares us to
be the more startled by the taste of (his) true goodness.” This taste does not make evil
or suffering disappear, or lessen its gruesome and painful nature. But to recognize that
“the most loathsome evils and the most horrendous suffering are in the hand of God
who is truly good,” sheds a new light on everything. It produces peace, joy (with refer623

ence to Hab. 3:17-19), and makes us conclude that “there must be morally sufficient
reason for God to allow evil” (241-244). Any kind of portrayal of the goodness of
God, such as this, is undoubtedly tonic for the soul of the Christian. Candidly, it goes
beyond the often heard concession that we basically do not know the reason why God
“permits all this evil, and evil of this horrifying kind, in his world.” “How can it be
seen as fitting in with his loving and providential care for his creatures? Christians
must concede that we don’t know” (Plantinga, “A Christian Life Partly Lived,” 70).
Still, it does not go far enough. Gratifying goodness may soften or offset evil. But by
itself it does not really explain in its biblical fullness the fact, let alone the (at times
utterly gruesome) extent, of sin and suffering. This applies specifically to the extreme
dimension of both in the reality of hell (See also Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 248,
252, 392-393).
The latter, except in a very few instances (Keller, The Reason for God, 68ff), is
usually sidestepped or ignored. However, what has been brought into the picture at
times by Christian apologists is the kind of ills so calamitous that they are “strong(er)
candidates for (even) divinely impermissible evils.” In these horrendous cases it is
conceded that we must admit “ignorance” as to how any of these candidates “might
contribute to the worth of life in a manner that makes their permission by God not impermissible after all.” This is an “ignorance that the divine-kindness theist (simply)
must live with.” Still even such ills are “not sufficient evidence against divinekindness theism,” because we do not know the reaches of this kindness. It could surprise everyone. In short, it may well have the final word in every evil that has ever
been experienced, is experienced, or will be experienced on earth (Yandell, For Faith
and Clarity, 239)!
Regrettably, this approach allows the antitheist to go for the jugular in terms of the
doctrine of hell. Quite clearly, in hell, the place of conscious and unending torment in
eternal damnation, divine-kindness is exhausted and has reached its limits. This would
turn it “divinely impermissible” by definition on the presuppositions of the Christian
apologist himself (See once again, Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, esp. 393, and his
reference to a number of Christian theologians who argue to this effect in denouncing
the traditional view of hell). Frankly, the problem with all this is twofold.
First, the freewill defender only talks in terms “permission.” This invites the notion of the “divinely impermissible” to enter the picture. This implies that there is a
higher law to which God must answer. As I detail further below, the very moment the
robust truth of the “plan of God” takes center stage, both the notion of so-called “permitted evil” and the consequent dilemma of the so-called “divinely impermissible” vanish in toto.
Second, he turns divine-kindness into the supreme law, uses it even to measure
God himself, and ends up in the dead-end street of throwing up his hands in ignorance.
Of course, the moment the “simplicity” of God takes center stage this dead-end street
disappears as well. Everything is now measured by the sum total of God’s perfections,
which includes not only his goodness and kindness, but also his holiness and justice. In
short, with his plan and his simplicity in place as the controlling concepts the complexion of the problem of evil changes dramatically.
Frankly, freewill defenders end up as their own worst enemy! They resemble boxers who enter the ring to fight with one and a half glove hands behind their back. They
reject the truth of the all-encompassing plan of God. There goes one glove hand. They
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do not take the simplicity of God into account and restrict themselves to operating only
with the goodness of God at the neglect of his holiness. There goes half of the second
glove hand. In doing so they set themselves up for a losing contest. A sophisticated
opponent will never buy the argument from ignorance (Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 256ff). Of course, it is possible that the engagement turns into a logical draw. But
the prospect of a draw on the existential level is vanishing fast.
Incidentally, the failure to take the simplicity of God into universal account lies in
the final analysis behind the rejection of the doctrine of hell as the place and condition
of conscious and unending punishment that in recent years has begun to infiltrate even
the thinking of “evangelical theologians.” With no biblical-exegetical legs to stand on
ultimately an appeal is made to the love of God that supposedly cannot, may not, and
should not tolerate a (barbaric) “hell” next-door to (a beatific) “heaven,” in spite of the
clear teaching of Scripture (Rev. 14:10-11). We should all be heartily in favor of extolling the emotionality of God in terms of his love, and the goodness that flows forth
from it. But at the same time we should be so caught up in identifying ourselves with
the cause of God and of truth that we should embrace the totality of God’s emotionality, inclusive of his eternally burning wrath against the blight of sin, and the conscious
and unending punishment that flows forth from it. Christian apologists as well as theologians, especially “evangelical” apologists and theologians, should in worshipful surrender cleave to the God of Scripture in toto. The joyful worship of this God in terms
of his simplicitas, which gives the sum total of his perfections its full, biblical due, is
an essential part of it. Refusal to do so may well constitute a transgression of the First
Commandment which mandates that we love God for who he IS, of the Second Commandment which mandates that we love God for what he SAYS, as well as of the
Third Commandment which mandates that we love God for what he DOES (See also
Topical Focus #11: The Decalogue)!
At any rate, all this sets the stage for the next section. After all, while what we
have seen thus far may cover the (necessary and to be anticipated) response to evil,
sin, suffering and sorrow, on the part of Christians, it does not provide the rationale for
their introduction into the grand and universal scheme of things in the first place. In
short, Dostoyevsky’s Ivan, especially in sketching the gruesome extent of sin and suffering, both demands and deserves a full(er) answer. This now requires our attention!

II. The Purpose of Evil and its Twofold Implication
1. The Purpose of Evil
a. Historical Survey
(1) The Freewill or Non-compatibilist Position
Many have been the efforts to solve the problem of evil. In the process a variety of
apologists summarily reject the biblical notion that evil is sovereignly planned by God.
This simply does not seem to comport with the God to whom they subscribe. In fact,
they hammer away at the implications of this notion in the hope that its “ugliness” will
“finally” sink in. If God actually planned the evil of sin and suffering, he would by necessity have to shoulder the full, unequivocal, responsibility for it. This would turn
him into a monstrosity! After all, he would not only be the author of the various forms
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of human depravity that stagger any observer, but also of the many kinds of human
sorrow that stagger its recipients even more. Besides, adding insult to injury, it would
relegate man to the status of a robot. This, of course, is totally unacceptable, and must
be rejected out of hand. Further, since supposedly its only possible alternative is libertarian freedom, the latter surfaces like an unmovable rock, which is not negotiable.
This explains why in their treatment of evil the freewill defenders pivot their solution
around this so-called “Magna Charta” of libertarian freedom. Basic to this concept is
that it excludes by definition all kinds of necessity, inclusive of any substantive or directional compulsion, whether external or internal, and any material or organizational
curtailment, of whatever shape or form. We do well to keep this in mind, because on
anyone’s count the freewill defense stands and falls with this pivot and so do the conclusions that are drawn from it (See once again for the pivotal nature of this “Magna
Charta” and its implications, Plantinga, “Self-Profile,” 45). We also do well always to
look at the use of it in context, because in the voluminous literature on the subject it is
not always worked out in the same way.
However, whatever form this “solution” assumes in detail, it is nowhere found in
Scripture (See Frame, Apologetics, 162, as well as 155-170, for a comprehensive list
of various unacceptable solutions; see also Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 231-235,
245-259, for his list). Furthermore, it is fundamentally a failure. There is every reason
for this statement. It is so in principle, since it goes against the grain of the already established truth of biblical compatibilism, and in the process does not “just” gut the idea
of full-orbed divine sovereignty, clearly taught in Scripture (Rom. 9:15-19). It is also a
failure in practice. Focusing primarily, if not exclusively, on the logical aspect of the
problem, it does not even begin to answer the existential type of argument brought up
in Dostoyevsky. In fact, it admittedly cannot answer this argument. “The Christian
must concede that he doesn’t … see why our world, with all its ills, would be better
than others we think we can imagine, or what, in any detail, is God’s reason for permitting a given specific and appalling evil. Not only can we not see this, we can’t think
of any very good possibilities … Does evil provide us with an opportunity for spiritual
growth? … Perhaps some evils can be seen this way; but much leads not to growth but
to apparent spiritual disaster” (Plantinga, “Self-Profile,” 35). In fact, the freewill defense is forced to make an even greater concession. Proponents inform us that ours is
not, and cannot be the best possible world. After all, “we can imagine a world without
a holocaust” (Stephen T. Davis, “Free Will and Evil,” in Stephen T. Davis, ed., Encountering Evil, 75).
Taking all this in consideration it is small wonder that Dostoyevsky’s Ivan, who
quite apparently recognizes that man is more than mind and penetrates to the existential dimension of evil, basically pummels the freewill defense (So does Loftus, Why I
became an Atheist, 237, 249-252). Clever unbelievers are instinctively aware of its
failure. If God is as “awesome” as both the Bible and the Christian say he is, why then
could he not have produced a world in which evil would not be a factor? After all,
every Christian ends up spending a sinless eternity with God in heaven, and in that setting the sinless condition of the participants does not in the least impinge upon their
freedom. Ergo, there is no reason to believe that an Almighty and All-wise God could
not (easily) have “skipped” the preliminaries of sin and suffering without taking anything away from the human enjoyment of freedom. Why could the human condition
without the possibility of sinning, which is apparently good enough for heaven in the
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future, not have been good enough for the earth in both the past and the present?
This reasoning is further underscored by the claim on the part of a variety of scholars that freedom can very well be “consistent with some kind of necessity.” While it
excludes by definition the necessity of compulsion, it does not exclude the necessity of
curtailment. God, Christ, angels, and glorified saints, they all freely, voluntarily, and
cheerfully, as well as necessarily, immutably, determinably, pursue what is good.
Clearly, “true liberty does not consist in an indifference to good and evil.” It does not
entail that “one must be able to sin in order to do good.” In short, freedom does not
necessarily consist of an equal ability to do good and evil. After all, there is no one
with more freedom than God. At the same time there is no one more unable to sin than
God. Hence there is no intrinsic reason why God could not have foregone the freedom
of Paradise, with all the evil of sin and misery that this entailed and still entails, for the
freedom of heaven and its accompanying pure felicity (See Gordon Clark, Religion,
Reason, and Revelation (Jefferson, MD: The Trinity Foundation, 1985), 197, 203;
John Gill, The Cause of God and Truth (Evansville: Sovereign Grace Bookclub, n.d.),
Part III, Chapter V, Section XIII, Paragraph I, 197-198).
In response the freewill defense argues that the freedom of non posse peccare, to
be enjoyed in heaven, which includes the necessity of curtailment, would not be identical to the freedom of contrary choice, the freedom of posse peccare, which excludes
necessity by definition and characterizes humans as they are created by God. Hence it
does not qualify as a proper rebuttal of the freewill defense (Feinberg, 243-244). However, although this argument contains the truism that the two freedoms are not identical, it does not logically imply that God could not possibly have skipped the posse peccare phase in the all-over history of mankind. The latter would require at the least that
incompatibilism as the admitted bedrock of the freewill defense is set in concrete, and
we already saw that this is an untenable position from the biblical perspective.
Besides, this argument remains too much on the surface. Adam, indeed, enjoyed
the un-curtailed freedom of contrary choice. This entails that he, and in him all mankind, is emphatically and fully responsible for the entrance of sin in the world in its
threefold manifestation of rebellion, guilt, and pollution, and, what is equally significant in this context, no less responsible for the vast array of (the most) terrible consequences in terms of suffering and sorrow that flowed forth from sin. Mankind, in short,
has unequivocally only itself to blame. This specific portion of the freewill defense,
although it mistakenly argues that this is “merely” a divine permission and could never
have been part of the all-determining plan of God (See the above defense of biblical
compatibilism), is right to the biblical point and may never be compromised. Still,
simply arguing that injecting the future heavenly non posse peccare situation into the
debate is logically flawed, because it is mixing “necessary,” “determined,” apples (non
posse peccare) with “free,” “undetermined,” oranges (posse peccare), is too limited in
its scope. Even if this were a valid argument, which it is not, it is beside a deeper, a
more urgent, namely, the existential point.
This existential point cannot, and may not be left unaddressed. Dostoyevsky’s
Ivan basically asks a painful but simple question, not devoid of some irony. “Really,
will God in retrospect be able to say when (only) a portion of mankind is ushered into
eternal bliss, ‘All the untold suffering on the part of the many in the past, the present
and the future, was, is, and will be worth it for the sake of the few?’ Is in retrospect the
price to be paid for the ‘enjoyment of the freedom of contrary choice’ not too high, es627

pecially since it is only a temporary condition and is bound to vanish in any case? Besides, those who are the recipients of eternal suffering will hardly hail God for their
‘opportunity of enjoyment!’ Would it not have been preferable all the way around, indeed, morally superior by a country mile, if God would have been satisfied from the
very start with the kind of mankind that eventually would end up in heaven anyway,
even if the type of freedom it enjoyed in Paradise would not have been quite the
same?” The freewill defense fails to address this satisfactorily, although it endeavors
to do so in three ways, providing us with additional insight into its deepest conviction
and motivation.
(1) In this endeavor the freewill defense, first of all, argues that “God’s goodness
and power are consistent with the existence of evil” on logical grounds … Once God
opted to create a good world, and planned down the line to end up with one of high
positive value that required evil as a necessary intermediate step, “an unavoidable byproduct of the actualization of his creative goal” (Basinger, 91), he simply could no
longer remove this step without jeopardizing his plan. This argument supposedly safeguards both his goodness and his power, and removes the idea of a logical contradiction (Feinberg, 241-242). Based on this fact the freewill defense concludes that “God
is not obligated to forego our world in favor of the eternal state so long as our world is
a good world,” regardless the requirement of evil as an unavoidable byproduct (Feinberg, 314). This conclusion, of course, is not very cogent. Even if God were not obligated to forego our present world, why did he not simply brush aside all the so-called
good worlds that called for any evil at all in favor of one that did not require the price
of the indescribable suffering and sorrow that characterizes the present world? This
question is also posed loud and clear by “the new atheism” (Loftus, Why I became an
Atheist,” 237-240, 254-255)!
(2) The freewill defense, further, responds to this with some sophistication by arguing that once God decided to create a world with moral good he could not have actualized just any possible world he pleased. In fact, it would not be in God’s power, he
would not be free to create a possible world that would contain moral good without
moral evil. The price for creating a world in which humans produce moral good is by
(logical) definition to create a world in which they also produce moral evil (Plantinga,
“The Freewill Defense,” 117ff, especially 121, 129, 132). Here is the crux for the
freewill defense. The freewill defender denies that freedom and necessity can ever be
complementary to each other. Their juxtaposition is logically impossible and therefore
intolerable. In other words, the libertarian freedom of man is the non-negotiable starting point of the freewill defense, and royally acknowledged as such. This “freedom” is
so sacrosanct that it does, and must inform God that in spite of his omnipotence he
simply cannot actualize a world, in which man could conceivably be free and at the
same time would be unable to sin. “The possibility of freely doing evil is the inevitable
companion of the possibility of freely doing good.” Of course, it is “logically possible
that free moral agents always freely choose the good, but not by necessity” (Stephen T.
Davis, Encountering Evil, 75). Even God cannot override this state of affairs. This
“argument” of Divine impossibility is “the heart of the Free Will Defense” (Plantinga,
“Self-Profile,” 47; see furthermore, 45-52, for an analysis of the intricacies of the necessity-freedom issue from the perspective of the freewill defense; and the cogent
challenge by Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 245, 253ff, and esp. 255, of the notion
of Divine impossibility). Incidentally, the freewill defense may well add insult to in628

jury by concluding that “the amount of good and evil that exists in the world is partially up to us and not entirely up to God” (Stephen T. Davis, Encountering Evil, 75-76).
Once God opted to endow creature man with free will, all bets entered into the off position. It potentially not only opened the door for evil, but also the entrance gate for
great evil, if not the flood gate for the greatest of evils. Still this does not seem to silence the question why God would go for a scenario that permits evil, especially in
such apparent quantities. It is also the reason why (some) freewill defenders cannot but
conclude that the present world is not the best possible world. It could not be. A smaller amount of evil would certainly make the world a better place on anyone’s count!
At any rate, this further response to the antitheist’s charge that an omnipotent and
good God is a contradiction in terms took much of the Christian philosophical world
by storm. But with due regard for its sophistication it still seems no more cogent than
the first argument. It suffers of circular reasoning based upon an unbiblical theology.
From the premise that man’s free will by definition both enjoys the power of contrary
choice and curtails the operating range of God, the freewill defense ultimately ends up
with a God who is limited in his options. Once he decided to create the man he wanted
to create, that is, a free man with a penchant for good, he had no choice but to give him
the power of contrary choice, and by implication no alternative but to permit and include the possibility of evil. However, in the clear light of the compatibilist teaching of
Scripture, as shown above, the non-compatibilist theology that gives rise to this circular argument is, and must be, false. This seals the argument’s doom in terms of both its
logic and its substance. In short, the freewill defense does not answer the antitheist’s
question why God did not or could decide to forego the incredibly horrific “woe” for
millions, if not billions, in world history in order immediately to usher in the “weal” of
heaven. For another, in a rather bewildering fashion the freewill defense ends up with
a heaven that is a step backward. After all, its occupants will be shorn of their prized
libertarian free will, their freedom to sin, while in hell the freedom of the will is retained. After all, the occupants of heaven cannot sin, while the occupants in hell can
only continue to rebel (Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 251-252). All this renders the
present “interlude” in history even more questionable!
(3) The freewill defense, finally, claims on logical grounds that there is no basis
for the conclusion that there is excessive, gratuitous evil in the world. It recognizes and
concedes that it cannot come up with a viable defense, unless it can demonstrate that
there is no more evil in the world than there needs to be for man’s free will to take the
full blame and for God’s creative goals to be actualized (Basinger, 92). In short, the
presence of excessive, gratuitous evil would be its Achilles’ heel “for the good inherent in significant freedom (must) outweigh any amount of evil that the use of freedom
might generate in our world” (Basinger, 96). One argument of the freewill defense is
that antitheists must prove that a different world would actualize God’s creative goal
better, which they obviously cannot do (Basinger, 96). A second argument is that excessive disasters which do not appear to lead to a “greater good” still open up opportunities for courage, compassion, “pulling together,” etc., and therefore cannot be regarded as a ground to indict either God’s power or goodness (Basinger, 97). This, of
course, is difficult to deny. Disaster inevitably invites self-sacrificial rescuing or rallying “heroics” of one kind or another (See Meek, Longing to Know, 79, for such heroics
after the destruction of the World Trade Center Twin Towers in New York City in
2001).
629

Still, after everything is said and done, this defense is admittedly content with a
stand-off. Antitheist critics “can justifiably (italics, mine) deny that the existence of
God is compatible with the world of (excessive) evil.” Earlier I called it an embarrassment to admit that no genuine argument can get God off the hook on which the antitheist puts him. I still do! At the same time freewill theists “can justifiably affirm that
this world contains no excess evil and thus retain belief in the existence of God” (Basinger, 104). This claim, if at all possible, is even more embarrassing. If the Christian
ever would conclude that there is pointlessly excessive evil after all, God’s existence
as well as his job would be in legitimate jeopardy (See also Loftus, Why I became an
Atheist, 235). In the meantime it forces the freewill promulgators to defend the thesis
that tragedies, such as the Holocaust, are “not excessive.” This is clearly preposterous.
The Holocaust, Dostoyevsky’s boy mauling example, and everything else of this sort
are quite excessive by anyone’s standard. However, from the biblical perspective all
this does is to indicate the excessive depravity of mankind when left to its own devices, for which it is and remains fully responsible. (This is and remains the case, even if
its depravity in all its utterly blameworthy excesses is simultaneously and fully part of
the plan of God!)
Candidly, the whole freewill line of argument should not sit well with biblical
Christians! Their position ever seems to be “under the gun,” and they end up on the
“defensive” in the unflattering sense of the word, rather being on the “offensive,” determined to turn the tables. God is not in the dock. Mankind is, and this should be
made crystal clear, fully in the footsteps of the message of Malachi. All this reinforces
my earlier claim. By focusing on a two-dimensional “god,” the freewill defense does
not defend the God of the Scriptures, and therefore is doomed to failure. After all, its
success would have spelled the demise of the full-orbed Christianity of Scripture. The
latter, ironically, would have gone by the board!
At any rate, the willingness to live with a stand-off, of course, is quite in line with
the concession that freewill theists only insist on their “epistemic right to simultaneous
belief in God and evil,” agreeing, rather lamely, that both the theist and the antitheist
positions are ultimately “a matter of opinion” (Basinger, 89). Apart from the fact that
antitheists will never agree to a “peaceful coexistence,” as the new wave of publications by “the new (and virulent) atheism” demonstrates, it should be noted that this
kind of “unilateral agreement” is patently unbiblical. According to Scripture, antitheists are culpable rebels and fools (Ps. 14:1; 53:1; Rom. 1:28). While in an apologetic
setting this should be conveyed with a good deal of gentleness, it still must be conveyed, first of all, out of respect for God and his diagnosis, emphatically and methodically set forth in his Word, and second, out of deep compassion for the antitheists who
(desperately) need (this) truth to effect any turn around (2 Tim. 2:25-26)!
In any case, the freewill theist is apparently content with a draw. However, it does
not even seem to be that. If I were an antitheist, I would construe a theist’s insistence
that he has the epistemic right to believe in God as an implicit admission of defeat and
press my advantage home with a simple observation. How can it possibly make sense
for God to allow for the enormous amount and the incalculable weight of maxisuffering endured by all of mankind as well as the animal kingdom throughout their
long history, just to reap in comparison a meager mini-harvest, if not nano-harvest, of
courage and compassion on earth and a similar harvest in heaven? One must be gullible to an intolerable degree to swallow this! On anybody’s count this must seem (in
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Plantinga’s terminology) at least a possible, if not an instinctively probable, defeater
of Christian theism, even if there is no (atheo)logical proof for the antitheist position.
Candidly, I have already shown that the new atheism, indeed, takes this very tack, and
as a result is confident in claiming victory, brushing aside as a lame argument that it
cannot provide ironclad proof, why there could not be a satisfactory reason or explanation for evil of whatever sort that man simply does not, or cannot see and that God just
as simply did not, or will not disclose!
Incidentally, the admission that antitheists can “justifiably” deny the existence of
the God of Scripture is in the same league as the admission of Warfield nearly a century earlier that from the perspective of his apologetic method it is in theory possible
to classify Christianity as a “metaphysical impossibility.” The method that tolerates
either one of these admissions seems unbecoming to a Christian apologetics, and must
be graded a failure!
In short, the breakdown of the freewill defense is telling. Logically it is far from
compelling. While (many) antitheists may have backed down from the claim that
Christianity is either irrational or impossible, they are apparently in their epistemic
right to call it improbable or implausible. However, what is more monumental, by itself this defense ends up with basically irrelevant ivory tower stuff that (totally) ignores the cry of the human heart, whether it is a cry of rebellion or a cry of despair. It
does not counter the cry of (self-destructive) rebellion. Neither does it answer the (selfparalyzing) cry of despair. It certainly did not and does not provide Dostoyevsky’s
Ivan with a knowledgeable and well articulated biblical answer. For this it should be
found wanting, to say the least!
It is more than just interesting to note that the scholar who put the “Freewill Defense” on the philosophical map also recognized (all along, increasingly, or more recently?) the need to look at the problem of evil from beyond the logical angle, and to
chart out a solution “according to Christian thought,” that is, from the Christian perspective (Plantinga, “Supralapsarianism, or ’O Felix Culpa,’” 1-25). While he maintains
that his freewill defense stands as is, has lost nothing of its validity, rendered the
atheological argument unsuccessful, and stopped it in its tracks, his Christian perspective allows, if not necessitates, him to take an additional step. It allows him to come up
with a train of thought that constitutes a “theodicy,” an undertaking from which he
shied away when he pursued his purely logical agenda. To be sure, his observations in
this context do not claim to “answer all questions or relieve all perplexity,” but they
are certain to make a contribution to the debate (5). It is well worth our while to take a
closer look at this theodicy, since from my perspective it takes several decisive steps,
and at least one essential, step, in the direction of the biblical solution.
It runs as follows. The fact of freewill continues to imply that God cannot actualize just every possible world. Any and all worlds that would impinge upon the free
will of man are by definition out of bounds (6). Still, there are plenty of feasible
worlds left to actualize. Assuming his existence as “a necessary being who has essentially such properties as unlimited goodness, love, knowledge, and power,” it can be
expected that God’s “aim in creating is to create an extremely good feasible world”
and endow it with “good-making qualities,” such as “creaturely happiness,” and
“good-making characteristics,” such as “beauty, justice, creaturely goodness, performance of duties and the like.” However, this list omits two of the most important
good-making characteristics. The first one is the existence of God. A world with him is
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“enormously more valuable” than a world without him. Frankly, “if it is correct” that
God is “both concrete and necessarily (italics, mine) existent … there aren’t any
worlds in which he does not exist.” The second characteristic “towers enormously
above all the rest of the contingent states of affairs in our world: the unthinkably great
good of divine incarnation and atonement.” “In the face of the fact that we have turned
our back upon God, have rejected him, are sunk in sin, indeed, are inclined to resent
God and our neighbor … could there be a good-making feature to rival this,” namely,
the reality of Christ who emptied himself in the incarnation and underwent shattering
suffering to make atonement (6-7)?
The end result is twofold. First, in regards to the existence of God, “the good of
(his) existence is incommensurable with creaturely goods (and) also incommensurable
with creaturely evils.” In other words, the goodness of God outweighs any and all
creaturely good as well as any and all sin and suffering. This makes every feasible
world that he can actualize as well as the feasible world that he did actualize good, in
fact, very good by definition. Second, in regards to the incarnation and the atonement,
the fact that every world God could feasibly have actualized is invariably very good
does not imply that some very good worlds could not be better than, and so excel others. In fact, “any world with (fully gracious and undeserved) incarnation and atonement is a better world than any without it.” Furthermore, in line with the existence of
God, “the value of incarnation and atonement cannot be matched by any aggregate of
creaturely goods.” Also “the aggregate of badness (of evil, sin, and suffering) is (invariably) outweighed by the goodness of incarnation and atonement, outweighed in such
a way that the world (in question) is very good.” In short, in the face of the infinite
(italics, mine) value of both the existence of God and the incarnation and atonement of
Christ, not only does every possible creaturely good, of whatever eminent quality in
whatever area of reality, pale in comparison. But also every possible creaturely evil, of
whatever horrendous, or even seemingly excessive, sort shrivels up, if not evaporates,
as an atheological counter argument regarding the existence of God (9-10).
At this point we reach the heart and core of the “theodicy” under discussion.
Once, in fact, precisely because God decided to actualize a feasible world that is better
than any average “very good” world, and did so in terms of a truly excelling, “highly
eligible” world that featured the better-making, in fact, best-making, all-excelling,
qualities of incarnation and atonement, sin and evil were inevitable. The latter constitute “a necessary condition (both) of atonement (and) of the value of every really good
possible world.” Precisely because sin and evil serve the purpose of atonement they
can be designated as “felix culpa,” felicitous guilt. Furthermore, since every “highly
eligible” world features the best-making quality of atonement by definition, there
would be no instance in which (1) there would be no emergence or presence of sin and
evil, and (2) the emergence or presence of sin and evil would not constitute a “felix
culpa.” In sum, “‘why does God permit evil?’ The answer is: because he wanted to actualize a possible world whose value was greater than (simply very good); but all those
possible worlds contain evil. So if a theodicy is an attempt to explain why God permits
evil, what we have here is a theodicy – and if I’m right, a successful theodicy.” Note
well that all this is predicated upon the fact that “God’s ultimate aim is to create a
world of a certain level of value. That aim requires that he aim to create a world in
which there is incarnation and atonement—which, in turn, requires that there is sin and
evil” (12).
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Admittedly, no theodicy can be successful if it is fatally flawed. This necessitates
grappling with three challenging questions, whether atheological in intent and content
or not. They require and deserve a solid, if not persuasive answer. We faced the substance of these questions before, but it is worth looking at them again from the angle
of the present context, especially in the light of the uniqueness of the answers, in order
to get a full picture of the theodicy under discussion! (1) Why suffering? (Atheology:
it could not possibly be a metaphysical necessity.) (2) Why the extent of suffering?
(Atheology: it appears to be unacceptably excessive.) (3) Why permit the infliction of
horrendous suffering just to prove how wonderful atonement is? (Atheology: it appears to be sick manipulation rather than a noble undertaking to put someone in the
hangman’s noose of excruciating Ebola simply in order to save him from it.)
(1) Why suffering? Could not God have actualized a world with sin and atonement
without having to make place for suffering? First, the more powerful and the more free
the humans are who are actualized by God, the more their good-making characteristics
of power and freedom, in fact, their better-making qualities of excelling power and
freedom lend themselves to the excelling perpetration of moral evil and infliction of
immoral suffering. Not so incidentally both qualities reflect him as part of the image of
God in man. Of course, no one should miss the irony in all this. After everything is
said and done, God may have only himself to blame for actualizing such glorious creatures capable of such corresponding inglorious conduct! Second, one should not underestimate the instrumental value of suffering in spite of the fact that suffering itself is
intrinsically bad. Apparently, suffering is nothing less than preparation for the Kingdom (Heb. 12:10-11) and for eternal glory (Rom. 8:18-21; 2 Cor. 4:10, 11, 17). Even if
“we aren’t sure how this (concatenation) works … there are tantalizing suggestions.” It
“enables them to be in fellowship and solidarity with Christ (and) also enhances the
image of God in them” (Phil. 3:10-11). Third, as we saw already, it is not beyond the
realm of possibilities that natural suffering, due to “disease, earthquake, flood, famine,
pestilence and the like,” is also a moral evil, attributable to “the actions of Satan and
his cohorts as mighty non-human agents,” however much this may go against the grain
of politically correct thinking (14-19). (Incidentally, this explanation of natural evil
has been rejected by both theists and anti-theists as an “ad hoc hypothesis” that, according to one antitheist, even appears to “disconfirm the hypothesis that there is a
god;” see Loftus, Why I became an Atheist, 233.) In short, (logically) suffering is far
from necessarily unreasonable!
(2) Why so much suffering? Why suffering in “such dubious quantities?” First,
there is no way to tell how much suffering is commensurate with a “highly eligible
world.” Even if God could have actualized such world with no suffering or less suffering, “it doesn’t follow that he would be unjustified to permit (suffering),” or “ought to
have actualized (a world with less suffering).” Besides, “it is hard to say … how much
sin and evil a highly eligible world will contain,” and impossible to “estimate how
much suffering the best worlds will contain, or where the amount of suffering contained (in the present world) stands in comparison with those worlds.” In short, (logically) the atheological objection to the existence of God based on the amount of suffering is “inconclusive (sic!)” (20-21).
(3) Does God display either fairness or love to his human creatures by “requiring
them to suffer (in a horrific fashion) in order to advance divine aims or ends that do
not advance the creatures’ good or welfare?” It seems that God’s supposed love for his
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creatures is incompatible with a manipulating, tortured, and torturing treatment of
these creatures! Since God is perfect goodness and perfect love the following response
to this challenge is warranted. Even if God “would permit me to suffer (simply) in order to benefit someone else or to achieve a highly eligible world,” and this suffering
therefore would not “contribute to my own improvement,” “perhaps (he still) would
not permit me to suffer, unless the suffering could somehow be turned to my own good
(Rom. 8:28).” In short, (logically) the charge of tortured and torturing manipulation
fails (24-25).
The bottom line for the sponsor of this theodicy? “The Felix Culpa approach does
not dispel all the perplexity surrounding human suffering and evil. I suppose nothing
can do that. But perhaps it reduces the perplexity, and perhaps it provides the means
for a deeper grasp of the salvific meaning of suffering and evil” (25).
In this later philosophico-theological theodicy phase of dealing with “the problem
of evil” there are a number of clear positives over the earlier purely philosophicological freewill defense phase. For one, there seems a much greater willingness to embrace the idea of a promising theodicy. What was once regarded as a “tepid, shallow,
frivolous” and “unsuccessful” series of attempts now turns into a “successful” undertaking (12). For another, there is a willingness to do so in terms of biblical truth. The
facts of the existence of God, sin, incarnation, and the atonement are constituent elements. It is quite rewarding to see sin exposed in its awful, debased ugliness and the
atonement extolled in its awesome, towering beauty. Also, there is a (continuing) willingness to be politically incorrect. The existence and possible influence of Satan and
his cohorts are also in this context taken into account without blushing (See Plantinga,
“Self-Profile,” 43). The most significant plus, however, is a willingness to bring out
that for a theodicy to be successful it is, and should be transcendental in nature. The
reality of sin and evil is portrayed as a sufficient and necessary (transcendental!) condition for the atonement, and presented in a way that supposedly favors supralapsarianism. There could be no atonement without it. The atonement requires it. Once God
decided upon atonement in a supralapsarian manner, sin and evil became inevitable in
order to make atonement possible (For positives in the later Plantinga, see also William C. Davis, who in his “Frame in the Context of Recent Apologetics,” in John J.
Hughes, ed., Speaking the Truth in Love: The Theology of John M. Frame (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2009), 512-520, esp. 519-520, argues that he is increasingly
presuppositional and (even) shows affinity with Frame’s treatment of the problem of
evil, which will receive our attention below)!
Still this attempt to deliver a theodicy has several negatives. First, it remains too
much on the level of the intellect. This is indicated by explicit or implicit phraseologies, such as, “If it is correct” (that God is a necessarily existent being), “Assuming”
(that God is a being of infinite goodness and love), “If I am right” (about the reality
and entailment of the incarnation and the atonement), etc. As I have (repeatedly) argued already, a truly Biblical apologetics does not just contemplate the feasible, implicatory, suggestive coherence of truth with a view to mental assessment and agreement.
It confronts with the defining, applicatory, and surpassing excellence of truth with a
view to heartfelt submission, and in case of need, repentance. Second--and immediately flowing forth from all this--, it is too much on the defensive, at the expense of a vigorous and much needed offensive. This is suggested by the repeated use of the term
“perhaps,” which turns the present theodicy at best into a probability proposition and a
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stand-off position, and in this respect may not be much of an improvement over the
purely logical freewill defense. Third, the greatest flaw, however, may well be the fact
that this attempt to a theodicy admittedly continues to rest on the questionable foundation of this freewill defense. Even if it were to be shorn from some of its “biblically
troubling features” (So Davis, 519), it is not resolutely shown the door. The result is a
curtailed vision rather than a full-orbed 20-20 vision of the problem of evil and its biblical solution, similar to seeing pygmies (curtailed) walking like (small) trees. For one,
it builds its case on a reductionistic number of truths, infinite love and goodness, incarnation and atonement. For another, it still obscures the sovereignty of God (to a
considerable extent) in (re)defining supralapsarianism by toning it down, which coming from a freewill defender at heart should not be surprising. Let me argue the latter
in detail.
Contrary to the thesis of the theodicy under discussion historic supralapsarianism
did not face the question whether in the mind of God, purely as an “apex logicus, a
point in logic,” the decree to permit sin (as a possible outcropping of the freewill of
man) preceded the decree to save (atone) at least some of the fallen (for their ultimate
wellbeing) or vice versa whether the decree to atone preceded the decree to permit sin
(Plantinga, “Supralapsarianism,” 1). The question was much more nuanced and carried
ultimately a God-centered rather than a man-centered signature. Did the plan, and
therefore the mind of God assign the logical primacy to the (double) decree of election
(and reprobation) or to the decree of (creation and) the fall. Both the infralapsarians
and the supralapsarians fully agreed that God ultimately carves out the final destiny of
man, without, of course, jeopardizing the fully complementary truth of human responsibility in any way, and, furthermore, that election is particular, of persons by name,
unconditional, not depending on the will of man, fully due to the pleasure of God, not
to either the faith or the works of man, eternal, from before the beginning of time,
shares equal ultimacy, and is on an equal footing, with reprobation in the doctrine of
predestination (See also Westminster Confession of Faith, III, 3, 4, 5).
Within this fully shared context infralapsarianism, as a.o. espoused by Calvin, is
viewed as the more gentle of the two as it opted for the primacy of the decree of (creation and) the fall and took the “corrupted mass of mankind” (John 15:19; Rom. 9:23)
as the object of Divine election (and reprobation). This safeguards both the full selfcondemning responsibility of mankind for its inglorious state and the justice of God in
choosing and foreordaining some rebel sinners to eternal life and all the means thereto
out of free love to the praise of his glorious grace (Acts 13:48b; Eph. 1:4ff) (while
passing by the rest and ordaining them to dishonor and wrath for their sin to the praise
of his glorious justice (Acts 17:30-31; Rom. 9:21-22) (See also Westminster Confession of Faith, III, 3, 6, 7; as well as my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 75, esp. notes
84 and 85, for further clarifying observations regarding the fine and multifaceted tapestry of the relationship of election and reprobation.)
Supralapsarianism, on the other hand, as championed a.o. by Beza, the successor
of Calvin, is gripped by God’s ultimate aim and over-all design to glorify himself
(Prov. 16:4; Rom. 9:10, 15, 19, 20, 22), and with this in mind decided on the logical
primacy of the (double decree) of election (and reprobation) over the decree of (creation and) the fall, in as much it is natural for the decree of the end, as first in intention,
to take precedence over the decree of the means, be it first in execution, and eyed “the
pure (creatable) mass of mankind” as the object of the decree of election (and reproba635

tion). This insures the sovereignty of God in granting some everlasting communion
with him to the glory of the riches of his grace and mercy (Prov. 16:4; Rom. 9:10, 15,
19, 20, 22) and consigning the rest to everlasting punishment for their sin to the glory
of the riches of his holiness and justice (See for this survey and the several quotations,
John Gill, A Body of Divinity (Grand Rapids: Sovereign Grace Publishers, 1971), Book
II, Chapter II, 183-185).
Incidentally, since both lapsarian positions wholeheartedly subscribed to Divine
sovereignty and human responsibility as complementary truths, they were very willing
to live together in harmony, agreeing in substance, while disagreeing in emphasis. Of
course, the question remains whether there is a theological formulation that accommodates both truths without the necessity of an emphasis one way or another. But more
about this below!
At any rate, all this should make it abundantly clear that there is a vast difference
between the supralapsarianism of the proposed theodicy and supralapsarianism as a
historical phenomenon. They are not in the same ballpark. The latter, just as much as
infralapsarianism, is unalterably opposed to, if not the sworn enemy of, the free will of
man (See Jerom Zanchius, The Doctrine of Absolute Predestination (Grand Rapids:
Baker Book House, 1977), 137, 151). Since the freewill defense (naturally) asserts free
will as the essence of its defense, it had to tone down and curtail the historic doctrine
of supralapsarianism, if not to bend and distort it. In the process it did not (need to)
deal with the doctrine of hell, which, as we saw above, appears to be one of the stronger potential defeaters of Christianity for the freewill defender.
Nevertheless, in spite of all this the theodicy under discussion heads surprisingly
in the right direction when it concludes that the solution to the problem of evil is transcendental in nature. With all the minuses, that were duly noted, this is the significant
plus of the present philosophico-theological, freewill-based, theodicy.
I argue below that the reality of the fall into sin, and the suffering that flows forth
from this, is (one of) the transcendental condition(s) for the glory of God in the grand
God-centered display of his Trinitarian being and the sum total of his perfections, rather than for a basically man-serving atonement, even if this glorious display entails an
incomparable and eternal human felicity. However exalted the doctrine of the atonement is, and however essential it is to the glory of God, a part may never usurp the
place and function of the whole, and may never be designated as a substitute for the
whole. In fact, if evil, consisting of sin and suffering, is the transcendental condition
for the atonement, both sin and atonement constitute two of the co-transcendental conditions for the glory of God, in the context of a host of other realities, in fact, in the
context of everything else. After all, “Of him, through him, and unto him are all
things” (Rom. 11:36). The value of the atonement as part of the glory of God, however
awesome and staggering when judged on its own merits, cannot touch the total glory
of the Triune God. In short, atonement is not an end in itself to give a feasible, very
good world a (very) good-making, or better-making, quality for the benefit of man.
No, together with all other historical realities it is part of the best possible world precisely because in his infinite wisdom God lined up all creaturely realities to be (transcendentally) subservient to the display of his glory. Once he decided upon the grand
display of his full glory, that is, of both his Trinitarian being and the sum total of his
perfections, as far as this is creaturely feasible, creation, fall, redemption, and consummation, became all inevitable in order to make this grand display possible. The
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contemplated exhibition required all of them.
Incidentally, there is no way that an unlimited God could have done a limited job.
So the present world and its history as the reflection of his perfect Trinitarian being
and of all his perfections is the best possible world by definition! All this is true, even
if it is equally, and complementarily, true that from the perspective of the reality of
evil, often consisting of the most excessive and gratuitous sin and suffering, which
God could not hate more passionately, the present world is at the same time the worst
possible world.
I return to all this below when I seek to derive the biblical solution to the problem
of evil from the relevant data of Scripture in a more detailed fashion!

(2) The Reformed or Compatibilist Position
Turning now to the compatibilist position, there are also apologists who do not want to
have anything to do with the libertarian freedom defense. They call themselves compatibilists and hold that total divine sovereignty and full human responsibility can be
held in tandem. They all agree that the cry of the biblical Christian should simply be,
“Let God be God” (Spencer, Sketches, 246) in the firm conviction that anyone who rejects the biblical teaching on sovereignty is “not satisfied with (the) God (of Scripture),” and is “never entirely willing that God should be God” (Spencer, 244), while
someone who “is reconciled to God will be satisfied with predestination (Spencer,
253; in all instances italics his). Still, not all compatibilists use the same apologetic approach. I will cover three of them in a summary fashion, and after that sketch out what
appears to me the biblical solution.
(1) In a somewhat reactionary and defiant fashion one of them insists on making
the overarching plan of God the sole guiding principle (G. Clark, Religion, Reason and
Revelation (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1961), 204-206, 221-241). In
doing so he correctly argues that the concept of permission does not do justice to, and
fails to rise to the height of biblical truth. Evil, of whatever sort, does not emerge or
exist simply by divine permission. In that case it would have an independent existence.
It emerges and exist by virtue of the plan of God (204-206; with reference to Calvin,
Institutes, II, iv, 3; III, xxiii, 8). This implies by definition that there is no such thing as
an (unfettered) “free will.” After all, “free will means that there is no determining factor operating on the will, not even God” (227). Furthermore, he is equally correct in
arguing that the plan of God as the ultimate determinant of all things does not turn
humans into puppets. They enjoy free, voluntary, agency, that is, they are free from
any physical, physiological, or mechanical necessity, as well as from any external or
internal compulsion by extrinsic causation (227-228).
In other words, and in contrast to the freewill defenders, Clark insists upon the
compatibility of what we may designate as divine, providential, necessity and human,
voluntary, choice. Voluntary choice is “a mental act that consciously initiates and determines an action.” It is a “deliberate volition” (228). The “chooser,” therefore, must
take full responsibility for every choice he makes, and, in case of need, shoulder the
full blame for any and all questionable, misguided, foolish, or sinful choices. “With
the power of voluntary choice goes moral responsibility” (220). He can never shift this
responsibility to anyone or anything else, least of all to God. At the same time decretal
or providential necessity will not allow any other decisions that would vitiate the plan
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of God. “The will of God is the necessity of things, and that what he has willed will
necessarily come to pass” (So Augustine, as quoted in John Calvin, Institutes, III,
xxiii, 8). Two cases in point! Judas was providentially appointed to betray Jesus (Lk.
22:22; Acts 1:16). Nevertheless, on his part it was a choice that he made voluntarily,
without any external compulsion (Mt. 26:23). Further, the cross was determined from
all eternity (Acts 2:23a; 4:27-28; 1 Pet. 1:20). Still, the crucifying perpetrators can only plead guilty without any ifs, buts, or ands for this heinous act (Acts 2:23b). This is
to say, even if they were providentially necessitated by God to betray (Judas) and crucify (Roman Army) Jesus, by their voluntary choice they were at the same time and in
each case answerable and accountable for their conduct to God as the highest authority
and the supreme judge, and therefore could justly anticipate the type of punishment
that was commensurate to their crime (With a reference to John Calvin, Institutes, II,
xxii, 2) (231). So far, so good, if not excellent!
However, Clark did not hold that this complementarity was trans-rational. In fact,
his philosophical stance in general seems to abhor such idea. Anything is either rational and logical or irrational and illogical. Tertium non datur! Hence complementarity is
promoted as perfectly rational and perfectly logical. With this as platform he draws
inferences that he regards to be perfectly legitimate. Candidly, these very inferences
appear to make some of the (worst) fears of his libertarian counterparts as well as his
fellow compatibilists come true. One critic holds that his thesis which designates God
as the ultimate cause of everything, inclusive of immoral acts, such as the betrayal and
crucifixion of Jesus, with man being the proximate or immediate cause (222, 236, 238,
with reference to Ps.135:6; Prov. 16:4; Is. 45:7; Dan. 4:35; Rom. 9:19-21) is unacceptable. The claim is that it does not seem to matter much whether one is the hit man in a
Mafia assassination plot or puts out a contract and let someone else do his dirty work.
“Enticing someone else to sin is itself a sin (Deut. 13:6ff).” Even a hint in this direction is thoroughly unbiblical. Besides, it would fly in the face of the goodness of God
(Frame, Apologetics, 165-166; see also Howard-Snyder, “God, Evil, and Suffering,”
92, for a similar observation).
Frankly, this criticism of what is called the “Indirect-Cause Defense” is not altogether fair. First, Clark couches his solution in the terminology of classical Reformed
Theology that routinely distinguishes between God as the first or primary cause and
humans as secondary or proximate causes. The aim of Reformed theology in opting for
this verbiage is laudable. It is meant to convey that God’s plan is all-encompassing and
controls everything that comes to pass, while at the same time the free agency of man
cannot be compromised. The sum and substance, therefore, of Clark’s solution should
not be in dispute. Second, the suggestion of a Mafia analogy crosses the line. Clark is
emphatic in insisting that “the relation of one man to another is entirely different from
the relation of God to any man.” Therefore, “if a man, a created being, should cause or
try to cause another man to sin, this attempt would be sinful.” Apparently what God
can do toward humans (Judas, Roman Army), humans could not do toward each other
(Contract Assassins). Divine causality is unique. It transcends human causality. That is
why God is “neither responsible (for sin), nor sinful, even if he is the only ultimate
cause of everything” (239-240). Thirdly, Clark’s insistence on Divine sovereignty does
not at all crowd out the goodness of God. In fact, he is quite explicit in ascribing both
“goodness and severity” to God (238; with reference to Rom. 11:22).
Still, the terminology he uses is not without its problems. It seeks rationally to
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grasp, explain, and make transparent what is ungraspable, unexplainable, and belongs
to the secret things of God (Deut. 29:29). It is therefore open to criticism. It is not the
wisest of all, to put it mildly, to state that God “causes man to sin” (Judas), and “causes prophets to lie” (234, 240; see 2 Chron. 18:20-22). There are more judicious, biblical ways to bring to expression that all human sin occurs “according to the determinate, predestinating plan of God” (See Acts 2:23; 4:28), and that God’s deserved
judgment includes “giving objects of his just wrath over to excessive sinfulness, in
case of need through self-destructive delusion” (See Rom. 1:24, 26, 28; 1 Thess. 2:1112).
To return at this time once more to the stand-off between supra- and infralapsarians, they similarly may be advised to use a more judicious way of expressing their
positions. With both divine sovereignty and human responsibility fully biblical truths,
supralapsarianism, as we saw, places the preponderant emphasis upon sovereignty (the
divine side) and infralapsarianism upon responsibility (the human side). This puts
them on different sides of the ledger. Did God in the drawing room of his mind (doubly) predestinate the pure mass of humanity “ideally and teleologically” (Bavinck, II,
346; Eng. Tr. II, 384) in order to display his glory, which necessitated creation and the
fall. Or did he (doubly) predestinate the created mass of humanity in its fallen condition “historically and causally” (Bavinck, II, 346; Eng. Tr., II, 384-385) in order to
display his grace as well as his justice. In other words, did in God predestination take
precedence over the fall (supralapsarianism), the former being the first in intent as the
ultimate end, and the latter being the means to carry it out? Or did the fall take precedence over predestination (sublapsarianism), the former presenting the reference point
for the latter in the exhibition of mercy that saves some and of justice that passes over
others? The supralapsarians take their cue from the “absolute sovereignty of God, also
in relation to sin (Ps. 115:3; Prov. 16:4; Is. 10:15; 45:9; Jer. 18:6; Mt. 20:15; Rom.
9:17, 19-20).” The infralapsarians refer to passages “where election and reprobation
relate to the fallen world and are presented as acts of mercy and of justice (Deut. 7:6-8;
Mt. 12:25-26; John 15:19; Rom. 9:15-16; Eph. 1:4-12; 2 Tim. 1:9)” (Bavinck, II, 347;
Eng. Tr., II, 385).
Apart from the fact that the two series of Scripture references are not integrated by
either position, which renders both one-sided (See also Bavinck, II, 351; Eng. Tr., II,
389-390), there is no “before and after” in God. As a result there seems to be common
consent that both positions go one step too far, and in doing so seek to penetrate the
impenetrable. To insist that the priority is not temporal, but purely logical in nature
does neither legitimize nor rescue the attempt of the finite human mind rationally to
solve the trans-rational. In view of the fact that “God’s decree has no succession, because it is a cotemporaneous unit, comprehended altogether, by one infinite intuition,”
and “all parts are equally present, and all equally primary to his mind,” the formulations of both factions have been called “erroneous,” “contradictory to the true state of
facts,” and “untrue to God’s thought” (So R. L. Dabney, Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1985), 232-234, even if he favors the tendency and
spirit of infralapsarianism in the light (sic!) of John 15:19; Rom. 9:21; Eph. 1:4; 2
Thess. 2:13; 1 Pet. 1:2). It may well be the second nature of theologians to stumble into the ditch, and mire down in the morass of speculative rationalizations. Of course, it
would have been the better part of biblical wisdom if both the supras and the infras
simply had concluded to the complementarity of truth that cannot be grasped by the
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finite intellect, but fits snugly in the regenerate heart, and had left it at that. This would
have liberated them from empty and fruitless theologizing in order to pour all their
time and energy in a life of Godly and fruitful action (Deut. 29:29b; Mt. 28:19b)!
All this aside, a second criticism of Clark is much more to the point. He seems to
position God on the brink of an abstract, aloof, and arbitrary sovereignty. God is declared “not sinful (in any of his actions) because in the first place whatever God does
is just and right. It is just and right simply in virtue of the fact that he does it. Justice
and righteousness is not a standard external to God to which God is obligated to submit. Righteousness is what God does. Since God caused Judas to betray Christ, this
causal act is righteous and not sinful. By definition God cannot sin. At this point it
must be particularly pointed out that God’s causing a man to sin is not sin. There is no
law, superior to God, which forbids him to decree sinful acts. Sin presupposes a law,
for sin is lawlessness. Sin is any want of conformity unto or transgression of the law of
God. But God is ‘ex-Lex.’” This is to say, “The relation of a man to the law is different from the relation of God to the law.” “God has unlimited rights over all created
things. (That is why) of the same lump he can make one vessel for honor and another
for dishonor.” Furthermore, “the laws that God imposes on men do not apply to the
divine nature. They are applicable only to human conditions. For example, God cannot
steal, not only because whatever he does is right, but also because he owns everything:
there is no one to steal from. Thus the law that defines sin envisages human conditions
and has no relevance to a sovereign Creator.” Finally, “an aspect of the human conditions presupposed by the laws God imposes on man is that they carry with them a penalty that cannot be inflicted upon God. Man is responsible because God calls him to
account … God, on the contrary, cannot be responsible for the plain reason that there
is no power superior to him; no greater being can hold him responsible; there are no
laws which he could disobey” (239-241).
We get the strong impression that in this scenario God is not bound by his own
promulgated Ten Commandments. What the Decalogue intrinsically declares to be
moral evil, the apologist could still declare to be morally good as long as it is a reflection of God’s sovereign will. In other words, “evil” as part of God’s plan is unqualifiedly “good,” and here is the kicker, from this perspective by implication also “morally” good, as well as in every other way. However this “solution” is formulated, it is
done by a theology that suggests arbitrariness, and so embraces an unbiblical, if not
dangerous sophistry. After all, in it the (sovereign) will of God is for all practical purposes, if not in so many words, able to trump the (holy) nature of God. To be sure,
from the biblical perspective, the law is not above God. This would reflect an unacceptable philosophical realism of the Platonic sort, in which God would lose his ultimacy. But neither is the law under God. This reflects an equally unacceptable philosophical nominalism of the Occamistic kind, in which God is saddled with arbitrariness. In Scripture the law is a reflection of the nature of God. God is neither “infraLex,” nor “supra-Lex.” Either way, the law would be extrinsic to God. In short, God is
not “Deus-ex-Lex.” He is “Deus-Lex.” He is his Law. He is triple Holiness. As a result
we can expect him and his activities to manifest his character by definition. “Evil”
may be in the plan of God, but is never to be treated as morally good, however much it
serves the purposes of God. While it is true in itself that God is answerable to no one,
because there is no one beyond him, in the present context this does, and should make
for more than uneasy reading, as if God in word and deed does not always (need to)
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reflect his holiness. In fact, it always does, by definition. There are no exceptions
(Deut. 32:4; Jam. 1:13; Rev. 16:4-7). At any rate, the type of rationalistic apologetics
under discussion cannot be biblically justified (See also Frame, 166-168). Unless it recognizes that we are dealing with trans-rational, not irrational (!), realities, it will invariably mire down in antinomies. The “ex-Lex” thesis is living proof.
(2) A second apologist, who equally rejects the freewill defense and equally wishes to retain both divine sovereignty and human responsibility as fully compatible in his
search for a solution, decided to take a different tack. He argues as follows. Evil is fully part of the all-encompassing plan of God, but man as a free agent is just as fully responsible for it. To emphasize both is not self-contradictory. The argument for this
thesis is a simple one. Since God is not self-contradictory, by logical implication his
truth cannot possibly be self-contradictory either. Furthermore, it can be persuasively
argued that the problem of evil far from being a logical problem is perfectly rational.
After all, it is logical to assume that a good God must have reasons for “evil” that are
compatible with his goodness. Hence there is no logical contradiction between goodness and evil (Greg Bahnsen, Always Ready (Atlanta: American Vision, 1996), 171173). Apart from the fact that also in this apologist the sum total of God’s perfections
does not come into the picture, this reasoning has the same logical structure as the argument that the failure to see something that cannot be seen does not imply that it does
not exist. “I look inside my tent… (and I) don’t see any noseeums (very small midges
with a bite out of all proportion to their size) … it is not particularly probable (i.e. logical to assume) that there are no noseeums in the tent … The reason, of course, is that
even if there were noseeums there, I wouldn’t see ’em; they’re too small to see …
Now the question is whether God’s reasons, if any, for permitting … (particular) evils
... are like noseeums … and (whether), suppose we try to figure out what (those) reasons might be, we would come up with the right answer” (Alvin Plantinga, Warranted
Christian Belief (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 466; see for the endorsement of this argument Keller, The Reason for God, 23ff; but for its non-sequitur
in this context, Victor J. Stenger, The New Atheism, 12).
Frankly, even if the logic in both instances is impeccable, it is questionable
whether Dostoyevsky’s Ivan would be impressed by any probability arguments of this
sort that remain on the narrow logical plane (and fail to bring the sum total of God’s
perfections into the picture). By themselves they hardly touch the cry of the heart. The
need for this, incidentally, is implicitly conceded by a freewill apologist who appears
quite self-composed and on an even mental keel, when he addresses the logical issue
(Feinberg, 240ff). But he admits to “have lost it” experientially at first, when “the sea
billows rolled.” He had quite a difficult time to regain his equilibrium, and continues
to be fragile. While I appreciate the frankness with which this apologist confesses his
vulnerability, I nevertheless regret that there is no indication in his writing that he
takes advantage of the fullness of the fortifying truth that is available in Scripture. Only Biblical truth supplies sufficient fortification and can drive a steel beam next to
one’s spine so that it does not break or bend. Wedded to his freewill defense this truth
does (and must?) escape him by definition (See Feinberg, 249-254).
Of course, it is possible, as we saw already, to expand the logical argument with
an appeal to experience. After all, both Christians and non-Christians have experienced the phenomenon of evil that eventually turned into, or produced its opposite
for no initially apparent reason. The boll weevil that destroyed the cotton production in
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the State of Georgia, and therewith threatened the livelihood of its growers, prompted
them to turn to peanut farming. This netted them such profitable cash crops that they
erected a statue in honor of the boll weevil! Similarly, Christians who have experienced tragedies in life would in retrospect not trade them for anything after tallying
up all the benefits that flowed forth from them. Since, therefore, “with time and perspective most of us can see good reasons for at least some of the tragedy and pain that
occurs in life … why couldn’t it be possible that, from God’s vantage point, there are
good reasons for all of them” (Keller, The Reason for God, 25)? This line of probability reasoning is quite suggestive, and may be food for thought, but it is admittedly not
necessarily persuasive (Keller, 86, 118).
Further, it is equally questionable whether proponents of libertarian freedom will
buy the “logic” of the rather ethereal argument that there is no contradiction between
goodness and evil because God is not self-contradictory. After all, the conclusion is
part of the premise. It is therefore on shaky (circular) grounds. Of course, they undoubtedly will agree with this same apologist that it is the unbeliever who is logically
incoherent when he decries evil. His presuppositions simply do not allow him to call
anything “evil!” Willy-nilly, therefore, the unbeliever gives the ball game away when
he speaks about the problem of evil. He argues from (stolen material from) the Christian worldview against the (content of the) Christian worldview (Bahnsen, 170-171).
In sum, “A convinced and consistent atheist may well be ready to say that chance rules
all, but if he does so he must give up using the ‘problem of pain’ as part of his antiGod argument and he must also tell the rest of the world why suffering is universally
held to be a problem and not just one of those things … If chance rules … sufferings,
injustices and all else are no more than a spin of the wheel” (A. J. Motyer, The Message of Amos, 31; see also Keller, 143ff).
This point, of course, is well taken! In fact, Christian apologists of all stripes often
hammer away at this in books, lectures and radio talks! But while this “immanent” and
“negative” criticism is quite (ironclad) to the (self-contradictory) point, it does not
seem to make their defensive arguments any more cogent or persuasive, let alone
probative. The reason is simple, has been highlighted again and again, and is argued
even more specifically below. Such immanent criticism does not address the rebel
heart! Until this breaks, the blind mind will do its bidding, undeterred by the strongest
logical arguments, even when mired in the strongest of self-contradictory logical fallacies.
This is not to say that such fallacies are never admitted. Quite to the contrary, this
is done routinely and forcefully. But when the rebel heart continues to rule supreme, it
simply seeks for “another solution” that is equally unwilling to yield to God’s truth.
The whole history of philosophy consists of one long string of such forceful admissions, followed by new solutions, each of which proved to be just as unsatisfactory as
the preceding ones, even to rebel man. This has been the case both in ancient and
modern philosophy. Historically, any and all philosophical attempts to produce a rational accounting of one’s total experiencing that left no loose ends, whether metaphysically, epistemologically or ethically, have been found wanting by “the next philosophical attempt,” and ended up at the scrapheap, consigned there by the practitioners of philosophy themselves (See my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 95-101). Frankly, only second rate thinkers, philosophical as well as theological, seek to salvage inferior metal from the scrap heap. Still, regardless the cogency of the immanent criticism
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that antitheists have no business to speak of “evil” under any circumstances, this correct observation does not rescue the circular argument of the apologist that goodness
and evil are not incompatible, because God is not self-contradictory, let alone give the
latter probative force.
(3) A third compatibilist admits that we are facing a hot paradoxical potato in
holding on to the two poles of the omnipotence and goodness of God on the one hand,
and the reality of evil, on the other. However, the NT fulfillment of the seemingly conflicting OT promises of justice as well as mercy gives him hope. Just as this paradox in
the OT becomes transparent in the NT, so today’s paradoxical compatibilist fog may
well be lifted eventually by the full light of God’s future self-disclosure (Frame, 171190, esp. 180-190). Again this regrettably does not sound too persuasive. It can easily
be argued that the justice-mercy paradox in the OT is of a radically different nature
than the so-called compatibilist paradox in both the OT and NT. The former pertains to
a progressively developing process, and is therefore temporal and ethical. The latter
pertains to a state of affairs, and is metaphysical and eternal. The best twist that can be
given to this kind of argument is that it points to a broad analogy. However, this does
not appear to be very convincing. Hence I am afraid that it resembles wishful thinking
without a compelling basis in fact. It is and remains a probability argument in line with
the more “traditional,” “evidentialist,” apologetic approach which Frame does not appear to shun.
In sum, historically none of these compatibilist solutions seems to have made any
significant apologetic dent. They do not appear to be convincing either in internal or in
external debates. Whether Arminian incompatibilists or Calvinist compatibilists, the
apologists mentioned thus far all seem to be preaching to their own (gullible?) choirs.
Still, however strange this may seem, with all their (highly significant) apologetic differences they have two features, namely their scope and their target, in common, and
this makes them apologetic bedfellows. Frankly, their scope is too narrow, and their
target is not exactly bull’s eye. In fact, it does not even come close!
Regarding their scope, they focus solely upon the relationship between the goodness and the power of God vis-à-vis the evil in the world. As we saw already, this reflects a shrunk and deteriorated Christianity that characterizes God as good and benevolent, but has no place for much else, let alone the attribute of the holiness of God. At
any rate, the proposition, “God cannot be simultaneous good and powerful,” is a false
dilemma, ironically first facilitated by, subsequently foisted upon, and finally defended
by an anemic Christianity. Regrettably, Christian apologists of the incompatibilist as
well as the compatibilist stripe swallowed the worldly definition of the so-called problem of evil in virtually a wholesale fashion. Once they fell for it, they found themselves behind the proverbial eight ball. Frankly, they were basically bloodied. They
invariably (and rather lamely) had to concede that they were left with (too) many loose
ends, and at times had to admit to remaining perplexities. However much it must come
as a shock in a generally Christian culture, it is hardly surprising that ultimately the
atheological argument, especially in its Darwinian form, gained the day from a historical perspective!
Regarding their target, they focus upon the mind as the great prize to be captured,
and endeavor to set forth a solution that is (most) palatable or persuasive for the intellect. In short, they all operate on the same level, namely the level of the intellect. This
is evident in the proponent of the freewill defense who argues that the existence of evil
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is “not unreasonable,” espousing a position of near-defeatism (Basinger). It is also evident in the compatibilist mentioned earlier who insists that the reality of evil is not illogical, in fact, quite logical, and turns this into the thrust of his contribution to the literature on the subject in what I regard an unsubstantiated claim of victory (Bahnsen).
It is evident as well in the compatibilist who admits that he cannot supply a totally rational solution, which in the context, whether consciously or not, spells his implicit
willingness to put up with a stand-off (Frame). However their basic apologetic argument is formulated, with or without reference to Scripture, in each case it addresses the
mind. The result is and must be a stalemate at best, and no belated reference to the Spirit can rescue the situation. After all, apart from the fact that the truth does not fit into
the intellect, human logic can never deliver absolute proof (Gödel’s theorem), and methodologically always mires down in uncertainties, whether of the probable or improbable sort. Quite apparently, “On a model that required (absolute) certainty, certainty
ended up dying” (Meek, 181).

(3) Conclusion
First, it is about time for Christian apologists (1) to state unequivocally that the “god,”
so cavalierly dismissed by the likes of Hume and Russell, and in their footsteps attacked by the adherents of “the new atheism,” is not the God of Scripture, and (2) to
begin extolling the majesty of this God in the sum total of his perfections in a clear and
bold manner.
Second, in addressing the intellect both the incompatibilist and compatibilist positions described thus far appear to overlook that the biblical truth pertaining to the status of evil only fits in the regenerate heart. Even if proponents of the above-mentioned
solutions were able to drive home the (undeniable) “logic” of their position, an intellectual admission on the part of the “opponent” to that effect cannot constitute anything more than “lip service,” however well intentioned it may be. Of course, all admissions of this sort that go no deeper than acceptance of, or admiration for the “logic”
of a position, whether it pertains to the Trinity, the inerrancy of Scripture, or other doctrines, share this feature of “lip service.” It is like saying “I see” with blind eyes.
Before his regeneration Nicodemus represented this type of folk “admirably.” He
“saw” a Teacher come from God, but he was “blind” to “God (the Son) who came to
teach” and to die. No wonder that Jesus instantaneously, and rather “rudely” at first
sight, interrupted him to set the record straight (John 3:3). In doing so he left the realm
of “mere words” behind and entered the realm of “power words” that befitted the
Kingdom (1 Cor. 4:20), and eventually led to Nicodemus’ regeneration. Frankly, I
throw in my lot with the compatibilist position as thoroughly biblical. But I must add
that neither a pre-evangelistic non-compatibilist, nor a non-evangelistic compatibilist
methodology will provide the much needed relief that anyone seeks who faces agonizing, if not excruciating situations of the sort that are described by Dostoyevsky’s Ivan.
Only an evangelistic compatibilist approach to the problem of evil will have healing
effect.
It is necessary for the Church, however gently and respectfully (1Pet. 3:15), to
start “interrupting” both the atheological attacker and the run-of-the-mill apologist,
and (to begin) to insist that anything that falls short of heart knowledge is glaringly insufficient, even if it does not look that way on the surface. Any other kind of know644

ledge is at best a product of common grace. However much it may restrain sin or make
the engine of life run smoothly as a gift of God, it is never to be equated with saving
grace. As I heard it said once so concretely, colorfully, and pointedly, “common grace
is nothing but medicine poured down the throat of a dead man,” or, “nothing but the
embalming fluid that keeps a corpse from stinking.” It therefore falls in principle short
of the eternal mark. After all, “mere head knowledge” is characterized in Scripture
both as “blindness” (2 Cor. 4:4), as hatred of the light (John 3:20), and as suppression
of the truth (Rom. 1:18). The distance between the head and the heart has appropriately been called the longest distance in the universe.217 In order to bridge that distance
any and all apologetics that is truly biblical must be co-evangelistic in the full sense of
the word. Any kind of pre-evangelistic argumentation, whether evidential, rational or
experiential in nature, or presuppositional, non-evangelistic, oratory for that matter,
simply does not cut it.
It may be difficult to convince the Church of this, since pre-evangelistic argumentation or non-evangelistic oratory are so inbred that reversing course is like rowing upstream on a swiftly, if not torrentially flowing river. In fact, it is not likely that anyone
will be persuaded unless it sinks in that consent of the mind, as someone, once again,
put it so concretely and colorfully, only qualifies the “consenter” to be a demon (Jam.
2:19). It is certainly no coincidence that God himself goes after the heart. “My son and
my daughter, give me your heart” (Prov. 23:26)! “Guard the heart above everything,
for in it originates and out of it flows all of true life” (Prov. 4:23). In fact, he rebukes
one of his own prophets for looking at appearances only without gauging the heart (1
Sam. 16:7), and precipitates the great transition from darkness into the light of the
knowledge of God in the face of Christ by shining the light of the Gospel of the glory
of Christ into the hearts (2 Cor. 4:4-6)!
In short, my critique of all the above-mentioned attempts to either solve or illumine the problem of evil is not simply that they failed to come up with a fully compelling rational solution. Quite the contrary! My critique is that it is not argued from the
very start that the human intellect is creaturely finite, and therefore cannot exhaustively grasp God’s truth. My corollary critique is that it is apostate hubris to seek to transcend its limitation by either demanding, or seeking a fully rational, whether probative
or probable, solution for what does and must reflect the operational activity of an infinite God. My further critique is that it is not emphatically argued that there is fully
Biblical truth which snugly befits, and completely satisfies, the regenerate heart, and
as a result provides total mental tranquility. My continuing critique is that the focus is
not the exposition of this truth as the New Covenantal threefold Gospel truth (Ezek.
36:25-27). My next critique is that this threefold Gospel truth is not presented as the
foundation for a summons to repentance (Acts 2:38) as evidence of regeneration, and
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The knowledge of the heart must be sharply differentiated from knowledge of the emotions. Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence, 4, 8-9, mistakenly identifies the knowledge of
the heart with emotional intelligence. Thinking, willing and feeling are all three, fully intertwined, internal functions of the heart as man’s mission control center. Therefore, while none
of these internal functions can be separated from the heart, none of them can be identified
with it either. In fact, they are, and must remain, distinguished both from each other and from
the heart! In order to cover the waterfront one may well have to come to the conclusion that
there is heart knowledge, on the one hand, and intellectual intelligence, emotional intelligence, and volitional intelligence, on the other!
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therefore as the only avenue toward participation in it and enjoyment of it. My final
critique is that it is not made abundantly clear that only the regenerate person standing
on the Mount Everest of truth with the oxygen tank of Jesus strapped on his back can
take in the “divine solution” to the problem of evil. This last point will be argued in the
next section after I delineate this “divine solution.”
b. Biblical Truth
All this, of course, precipitates the final and fundamental question. What, then, does
Scripture teach on “The Problem of Evil?” What relevant biblical data can be accumulated from which one can build a platform to tackle this formidable issue? There is no
doubt in my estimation that the biblical case for the purpose of Creation is the place to
start. This, and only this, paves the way for the assessment of the purpose of the Fall.
And with the Fall we have arrived in the thick of the problem of evil, since in and
through the Fall both sin and suffering are woven in the warp and woof of human history and stare us constantly in the face. After all, wherever man goes, he spreads sin
and sorrow, and whatever man touches he by definition contaminates, warps, and destroys. Therefore, a proper assessment of the grand biblical purpose of both created
and fallen reality is indispensable to set the stage for the biblical truth regarding the
problem of evil.
There is ample evidence in Scripture that God created the universe “for his own
glory” (Is. 6:3; see also John Piper, God is the Gospel (Wheaton: Crossway Books,
2005), 138; and John Piper, When I Don’t Desire God: How to Fight for Joy (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2004), 175-206). However, this is often a rather nebulous concept that supposedly cannot but give rise to the so-called “full bucket” enigma. In
terms of the Lord’s Prayer, it is allegedly an enigma how an all glorious God can be
any further glorified. After all, fullness of glory cannot possibly allow for any further
glory to be added. Frankly, this enigma can be quickly relegated to the realm of (hollow) non-issues when it is recognized that God creates the universe to reflect, to
spread out his glory both in and for a “watching” universe (See also Keller, “The Gospel and the Supremacy of Christ in a Postmodern World,” 109, with a reference to Jonathan Edwards). The Lord’s Prayer, then, simply petitions God that this will increasingly be the case in creation, in its history in general and in God's people in particular.
In short, therefore, in creation God puts both himself and his perfections on display.
Paul speaks about God’s manifestation of himself in terms of his deity, and singles out
God’s omnipotence as one of his perfections (Rom. 1:20). In the light of other Scripture one could readily add a spate of other aspects of his being to the one of deity, and
a spate of additional perfections to the one of omnipotence.
In terms of his being, the uncreated One and Many in God’s Trinitarian being, in
the ontological Trinity, is reflected in the created one-and-many spheres that are in
evidence throughout reality. Further, the uncreated Authority relationship within the
economic Trinity is mirrored in the created authority structures that are no less prominent. In fact, all of mankind is at any given time and at any given place by definition
subject to one or more one-and-many spheres, and one or more authority structures,
such as the family, the church, the state, the school, the business, etc. These same entities are one-and-many spheres horizontally and authority structures vertically. This indicates that Gods put the stamp of his Trinitarian being and operation indelibly upon
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his creation (See also Bavinck, II, 298-299; Eng. Tr., II, 331-332, for the unmistakable
imprint of the Trinitarian “fullness of God’s being, his true life, his eternal beauty,”
“the order and harmony” of “his absolute unity” and his “absolute diversity,” his “unity in diversity” and his “diversity in unity,” that is, his “essential” universality (One
God) and his “personal” particularity (Three Persons) upon all of creation).
The one-and-many spheres as well as authority structures are not only found in the
society of man, but also in the animate world. Herds of animals are often hierarchically
structured as well. The one-and-many phenomenon manifests itself no less in the inanimate world. A brick wall consists of many bricks. The wall and the bricks are clearly co-essential. It is impossible to remove the wall or the bricks and retain the integrity
of the structure. Metaphysically, the reflection of the Trinity is literally “omnipresent.”
What else can one expect? God is like an artist, who puts his imprint on everything
that he produces. It is his “signature!” In fact, it is preferable to turn this around. All
artists are like God. Their work can be instantaneously recognized. That is why we
speak of “a Rembrandt,” “a Picasso,” and just easily could speak about “a Bach,” “a
Handel,” etc. (For further details, see Topical Focus #15: One-and-Many Spheres &
Authority Structures).
In terms of his perfections, created reality also displays in general God’s infinity
in the grand scope of the macrocosm, his wisdom in the intricacies of the microcosm,
his imagination in the rich variety of inanimate and animate reality, his artistry in the
beauty of that reality, his faithfulness in sustaining the universe, his holiness in its
spotless original nature, his goodness in his continuing care for it, as well as in particular his righteousness and his glory (Ps. 97:6).
Nevertheless, however much all of creation, brought into existence by God the Father (Gen. 1:1) through God the Son (John 1:3) in conjunction with the Holy Spirit
(Gen. 1:2b) mirrors God, it is not capable of reflecting him in the totality of his being,
that is, in the fullness of his personal “properties” of Father, Son and Holy Spirit and
the sum total of his essential perfections. Created reality by itself was not a comprehensive enough mirror to do all this. For instance, it could hardly display his love and
his grace, his holiness and his goodness, his compassion and his mercy, his justice and
his wrath, in their full depth, length, breadth and height, as much as this is creaturely
possible. In fact, even a perfection that is mirrored in creation does not fully come into
its own in this “limited” arena. For all of God’s Trinitarian being and all of God’s perfections to be on full “three-dimensional” display the fall into sin with all that this entails was indispensable.
This, in the final analysis, brings us to the “rub” or the core of the issue. Given the
premise that this display is God’s grand objective, the presence of sin and evil was no
longer a mere option. No, they must exist by unassailable necessity as the requisite
backdrop, the transcendental condition, for the grand display, exhibition or demonstration of God’s Trinitarian being of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and of all his perfections, inclusive not only of his goodness, grace and mercy, but also of his holiness, justice and his wrath (For the term “demonstration,” see the trailblazing monograph on
the problem of evil by Jay Adams, The Grand Demonstration (Santa Barbara: Eastgate
Publishers, 1991), and his cogent response to Frame’s questionable critique, printed in
Frame, Apologetics, 245).
In short, once God decided to embark upon such display, exhibition, or demonstration, the present world with its component elements of Creation, Fall, Redemption
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and Consummation became the only possible world. In fact, since God possesses infinite wisdom, from God’s perspective his plan called for the best possible world. This
is not negated by the fact, speaking of complementarity (!), that from the perspective
of sin, which God loathes with a passion, it must simultaneously be designated as the
worst possible world! At any rate, it takes all of created reality as well as its history
and its consummation to reflect who he is, what he is, and how he operates, to mirror
the full glory of God both in his Trinitarian being and operations, and in the sum total
of his perfections. In short, God’s determination to embark upon this Grand Display
made the threesome of creation and all its awesome beauty, the fall and all its loathsome evil, as well as redemption and all its grand glory inevitable. In turn, this threesome made the Grand Exhibition possible. In the final analysis, therefore, in the heart
and mind of God, in whom is no succession, no before and after, whether logical or
otherwise, the Grand Display is just as much the transcendental, the sufficient and necessary, condition for creation, the fall, and redemption, as this threesome is the transcendental condition of the Grand Display. These two complementary truths should
reconcile, in fact, merge, if not fuse, the concerns of both infra- and supralapsarianism.
In other words, creation, fall, and redemption are not “subordinated” to each other,
whether historically and causally (infras) or ideally and teleologically (supras) so that
“creation is merely a means for the fall, the fall merely a means for grace, and grace
merely a means for eternal blessedness.” All three are “coordinated.” What the supras
bring to the table is that “all the decrees from a unit, that there is an ultimate goal to
which everything is contributory,” creation, sin and redemption. The infras, on the
other hand, complement this by adding to the picture that “the decrees, although a unit,
are differentiated in terms of their objects.” In their causal order each consecutive part
has its own specific value, makes its own specific contribution, and serves its own specific purpose. From God’s perspective his decrees simultaneously combine and transcend the teleological order of the supras and the causal order of the infras, and display
“an organic order.” In it all things “creation and fall, Adam and Christ, nature and
grace, faith and unbelief, election and reprobation, work together not only in succession of each other, but also next to each other and with each other … toward an ongoing disclosure of God’s perfections, his justice and his grace, his holiness and his love,
his sovereignty and his mercy (in short, all his perfections) … and (in this way) furnish
the new humanity with an enduring impetus to worship and glorify God … Just as in
an organism all its members cohere, and mutually determine each other, so is the universe a work of God’s art, in which all parts are organically connected. Of this universe in its length and breadth the counsel of God is the eternal (single, and unified)
idea,” and the grand conclusion the glory of God in the celebration of the sum total of
his perfections (Bavinck, II, 349, 352, 354-355; Eng. Tr., II, 387, 389-390, 391-392;
furthermore, see Bavinck, II, 345-355; Eng. Tr., II, 383-392, for his complete, penetrating, and possibly unparalleled survey of the supra- and infralapsarian positions, and
the need for a merger of their concerns in order “to encompass the rich truth of Scripture and to suit our theological thinking”).
At any rate, the gaping difference between biblical truth and the pre-evangelistic
freewill defense could not be more striking. According to the latter, evil originates ultimately in the free will of man that put God between a rock and a hard place. Once he
designed humans with the freedom to opt for moral good, God could not deny them
the power of contrary choice. Otherwise freedom would not be genuine freedom.
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Mankind promptly exercised this power, gave birth to the pervasive evil that spawned
the problem under discussion, and put God behind the eight ball for not preventing it
or curtailing its excesses. The freewill defense puts God in a situation in which he cannot win for losing. Of course, the freewill defense rests squarely on the so-called bedrock of incompatibilism, which is promptly invalidated as quicksand by the compatibilist truth of Scripture, and with it immediately nullifies the freewill defense.
More precisely, according to this defense God puts himself in this predicament.
God ultimately “gambles” and ends up losing out. He does humans a “favor” by creating them as free beings. As such they have two characteristics. They are by definition
outside his control, and equally by definition possess the capability to go off the deep
end of sin, and in the process cause untold misery. They promptly do go off the deep
end and promptly do cause astonishing misery. Ironically, in the aftermath both the
atheistic deniers and the freewill defenders of God wind up as strange bedfellows. On
the one hand, they agree in the abstract (denier) and in the concrete (defender) that
God does not, and cannot control man. The denier, then, turns around and sneers, “If
God exists he certainly would have done what he cannot do, that is, to control us for
our own good!” At best this evokes the rather unconvincing response of the defender,
“He, indeed, did not do what he could not do, but he did do what he could do, namely
to permit evil.” This, of course, precipitates the further question, “For what purpose?”
as well as the usual reply, “For our greater good or the greater good of others (with a
reference to human experience) and, if this does not cover the waterfront, for other
good reasons (with a reference to the proverbial ‘noseeums,’ mentioned earlier).”
Clearly, control over evil on God’s part in terms of his plan is no option for either the
atheistic denier or the freewill defender. Lack of control, however, is called “suicidal”
by the denier. God is apparently not God, if he has no control! Or it is conceded as a
(potential) embarrassment by the defender. Since his reply has no probative force, he
either admits to presumption or must claim ignorance. All this adds up to a veritable
quagmire. Basically, the freewill defender argues that he is in his epistemic right to
claim “a seat at the roundtable,” and to participate in the universe of dialogue as an
equal partner. Not only is this denied. He is not even allowed to enjoy the crumbs that
fall from this table. What a difference with Jesus’ apologetic ministry. When his apologia is completed, folks beg him for the crumbs that fall from his table!
Scripture clearly presents us with an intrinsically different picture from the one
espoused by the freewill defense. Suffice it to say that it also moves well beyond the
above-mentioned, so-called “supralapsarian” theodicy that proclaims the atonement as
the king pin in this context by intrinsically requiring the fall and all its subsequent evil.
While methodologically a step in the right transcendental direction, it still mires down
in a subtle man-centeredness. No, the picture Scripture conveys is God-centered in toto
rather than man-centered, and, further, one of complementary truth. While man is fully
responsible for all the evil in the world, consisting of sin and suffering, this evil is simultaneously and fully part of the plan of God, with creation as its backdrop, the fall
as its follow-up, redemption as its centerpiece, and the consummation as its capstone.
The rub is that the biblical God is so great and awesome that he can, and does
have an all-encompassing plan (Is. 45:6-7; Am. 3:6), inclusive of sin and suffering, to
exhibit his full glory in the sum total of his perfections, while at the same time justly
assigning the full responsibility and blame to man as the perpetrator of any and all evil
that is so rampant in the history of mankind (Gen. 50:20; Acts 2:23; 4:27-28). As I ar649

gue below, a parallel truth is that God loves his plan and at the same time hates sin in
that plan. I will not tire stressing that all this does not fit into the finite intellect of man,
but neither will I tire insisting that it fits snugly in the regenerate heart, just as all other
truths of this sort, such as the doctrine of the Trinity, etc. In fact, with such hearts, and
with the oxygen tank of Jesus strapped on our backs, we will breathe freely, joyfully
and worshipfully in the rarefied air of this Mt. Everest of truth. This, of course, once
again “compels” the apologetic enterprise to be evangelistic, invariably aiming at or
toward a heart transplant in regeneration.
Incidentally, all this also accentuates the (gaping) difference between biblical truth
and the non-evangelistic compatibilist approaches to the problem of evil mentioned
above. The latter mire down in a rather awkward ex-Lex position (Clark), a rather sterile logical non-sequitur (Bahnsen), or a rather weak suggestive analogy (Frame), none
of which approaches deal with the excruciating reality thrown into our teeth by Dostoyevsky’s Ivan.
At any rate, the aggregate of component elements of God’s plan for his creation
turns the latter into one huge showcase with both its concentration and culmination
point in mankind and its history. The universe in its macro-cosmic as well as its microcosmic tapestry is simply awesome. It never fails to leave careful observers anything
but awestruck. It reflects the infinite God in all his majesty (Is. 40:12-26), goodness
(Gen. 1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31; Ps. 33:5-6), and wisdom (Job 38:1-39:30, esp. 39:36;
Ps. 104:1-25). It is no different with mankind and its history. From the perspective of
creation humans are works of art, reflective of the glory of God both as an intricate
part of the physical universe materially, and as the image of God non-materially. (All
this precipitated the National Geographic Society!)
From the perspective of the Fall mankind both reflects and serves the glory of God
as well.
Mankind reflects his glory in its freedom to fall. Just as God’s sovereignty is not
to be equated with impersonal Fate, so man created in his image is not a mechanical
robot. At the same time, precisely because of man’s free and unfettered agency it sheds
light upon the awesome quality of God’s sovereign control (Is. 55:8-9; Rom. 11:3336). It can do, and did do what no human could ever accomplish. God’s total control
did not, does not, nor ever will impinge upon man’s free agency and responsible decision making. To decry this as impossible is (offensively) to insist on a “god” who is
too small, “created” in the image of finite man and therefore infinitely smaller than the
infinite God of Scripture.
Further, mankind serves God’s glory in the fact of the Fall. It provides the backdrop for the display of God’s various perfections that required a larger mirror than
merely created reality. Ironically, it seems that also the “insane” extent of its heartrending and mind-boggling “excessive” cruelty and “gratuitous” debauchery seems to
have the imprint of God’s infinity upon it! Just as everything else sin also has a microand a macro-dimension. Holocausts of any and all sorts are there to prove the latter.
One simply cannot get away from God in anything. This makes the discussion of socalled surplus evil, of excessive or gratuitous evil, moot. Any and all kinds of “infinite” evil can be expected from, and has been perpetrated by totally and radically depraved rebel man, left to his own devices, and unrestrained by “common grace,” even
if this “infinite” evil is at the same time reflective of God in an ironic and topsy-turvy
fashion. So (even innumerable) encounters with so-called excessive evil should not
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surprise anyone as the exclusive responsibility of man and the inescapable “shadow”
of the being of God. This also applies to the gruesome evil in the animal world.
To give all this and especially the latter depth perspective, mankind is responsible
for personal corruption as well as structural depravity. Personal corruption is a combination of (1) man’s rebel heart that resembles a “deadly cobra” (Ps. 58:4), (2) man’s
guilty record that resembles “filthy excrement” (Phil. 3:8) and (3) man’s offensive life
that resembles “hellish poison” (Jam. 3:8). Once all this dawns on us, we can comprehend the spine chilling excesses of sin everywhere. They do not and should not surprise anyone any longer. But there is also structural depravity. As has been stated before, human society reflects the Triune God metaphysically in terms of both its oneand-many-spheres and its authority structures. For human society to function properly,
smoothly, and effectively in terms of these spheres and structures it ethically had to
mirror the conduct of the Triune God. As such the spheres would display self-denial in
love and holiness, while in the structures self-denial would (need to) turn into sacrifice
in love and holiness on the part of the ones in authority and into submission in love
and holiness on the part of those under authority. This would lead to peace, harmony
and prosperity. However, when mankind fell into sin, it did not only corrupt everyone
individually, but also wrecked society structurally. Egocentricity in the one-and-many
spheres as well as tyranny and rebellion in the authority structures led to untold hatred,
hostility, war, immorality, destruction and death (“murder,” “rape,” “theft,” “apartheid,” “labor strikes,” “child abuse,” etc., etc.). If all this emphatically foretold (Gen.
2:17) and clearly well-deserved (Gen. 3:16-19; 6:5-7) judgment of God had not been
tempered by his undeserved “common grace” (Gen. 8:21-22) everywhere, the evil of
sin and suffering would have been even more excessive and even more gruesome everywhere as well. Ironically, although his frontal attack upon Christian theism ranks to
the top of human depravity, this “common grace” even restrains the atheist from erupting into the extremest and most gratuitous of evil! But, of course, he would fight this
tooth and nail in his efforts to turn the tables and keeping himself scotfree. Basically,
the atheist is like a child slapping its father in the face, while being held up and sustained by the latter’s arms. All it takes for the father to “let go,” and the child is “history.” Frankly, this is what he can expect the Judgment to be all about!
At any rate, the Fall of man had devastating implications also for the animate
world. Not too surprisingly the animate world mirrors the being of God as well. Just as
the society of man it is “determined” by both one-and-many spheres (“bee-hives,”
“lion families,” “schools of fish,” etc., etc.) and authority structures (“pecking orders”). When mankind succumbed to sin, the animate world succumbed to ugly disarray with equal finality. In fact, mankind swept everything along, including the animate
world, and must take full responsibility for the unspeakable consequential outcome.
The animate world is like a caboose that is “victimized” by its locomotive when the
latter willfully tumbles from an awesome and spectacular “sky-bridge” into a yawning
ravine and in the process causes everything to burst into deadly flames. Candidly, individually (in its one-and-many spheres) as well as structurally (in its authority structures) the animate world is from beginning to end a reflection of mankind. What we
see exhibited in the latter, both the common grace and the common horror, we notice
in the former. They resemble each other like two drops of water. Just as in the society
of man, there is clearly common “goodness” everywhere in the animate world. Myriads of evidences for this, such as “A dog is a man’s best friend,” testify to this. But
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equally basic, if not more so, is the “egocentric,” cruel, and gruesome feeding frenzy,
the ghastly and endless cruelty and pain, of the animate world, so well documented by
every atheist, that is the uncanny reflection and counterpart of the hideous and endless
sin and suffering on gruesome display in the world of man.
All this points to an unmistakable bottom line! Rather than throwing “evil” in the
human or the animate world (or in the inanimate world, for that matter) in the teeth of
God, mankind better cry out in self-accusing agony, “Mea culpa, mea magna culpa,
mea maxima culpa” in each instance. Ironically, the more vividly the atheist describes
the ghastly nature of animal suffering, or of any suffering for that manner, in an accusatory fashion, the more it boomerangs on him. It intensifies the disclosure of mankind’s “fathomless” guilt, and as a result should intensify its self-accusing, agonizing
cry. Of course, not until the Gospel breaks the human heart, evidenced in repentance
and faith, will it turn away from its “blame shifting” stance, and shoulder its full responsibility. The atheist has only two ways out of his present predicament. His mouth
will be stopped, either by the Gospel in the “here and now,” or by God in the Judgment. A substandard apologetics, whether “evidentialistic” or “presuppositional” in
character, has a lot to explain, if in total lack of Gospel compassion it fails or refuses
to go for the jugular of the rebel heart. If the truth of Scripture means anything, we
owe it to our God, to our neighbor, and to ourselves to seek to stop the mouth of rebellion. To our God: His honor is at stake! To our neighbor: Without a heart transplant he
is rebelliously blind and ominously hopeless. To ourselves: Appointed “watchmen”
better do their job or face condemnation (Ezek. 33:1ff).
By way of summary, it must be clear by now that we can never solve the structural
corruption unless and until we solve the personal depravity, and receive the heart of
Jesus in regeneration, the righteousness of Jesus in justification, and the holiness of
Jesus in sanctification. When these are “in place,” the structural corruption will abate.
Self-denial as well as sacrifice and submission in love and holiness will abound and
with it peace, harmony and prosperity. It also will affect the animate world.
Further, as I already mentioned, were it not for his “restraining grace,” the manmade evil of sin and suffering would have been “infinitely” worse. Such is the willful
depravity of man. But it is noteworthy that this “restraining grace” diminishes, as rebel
man’s intensity to seek to get rid of God increases. It is no surprise that the rampant
practical atheism of the 19th Century (Nietzsche) produced an avalanche of genocide in
the 20th Century that is without parallel in world history. It is both divine irony and divine judgment (See specifically Rom. 1:28) that the more successful the Hume’s and
Russell’s of the world are in pushing their deleterious cause, the more they will negatively affect restraining grace, and the more they will in the long run have to complain
about so-called excessive evil. They operate in a vicious downward spiral, entirely of
their own culpable, would-be autonomous making.
The divine judgment is that in the face of the rebellious pride of mankind, which
suppresses the knowledge of God in ungodliness and unrighteousness (Rom. 1:18),
restraining grace is increasingly withdrawn in divine judgment, and replaced by a punishing, at first immoral and then unnatural, debauchery that deserves the death penalty (Rom. 1:24, 26; see also Gen. 18:20-21; 19:4-29). When this suppression reaches
the zenith of practical atheism (Rom. 1:28), God ends up by surrendering the perpetrators to an astonishing depth of depravity, which was undoubtedly accompanied by an
equally astonishing height of consequent misery. This depravity proves to be delibe652

rate and calculating on the part of the perpetrators, because they chase it full-throttle
and in the process cheer on their fellow practitioners, although they know full well that
their vile conduct is deserving of the death penalty (Rom. 1:28-32).
The divine irony is that suppression and judgments are so intertwined that on the
one hand the ever increasing suppression invites the ever increasing judgments, while,
on the other hand, the sum and substance of these very judgments is cited by apostate
man to justify the ever increasing level of rebellious complaints about the way God
supposedly manages the affairs of his world, and bitter denunciations of the character
of God for not doing a (more) acceptable job. It is hard to miss that once the downward spiral starts it is impossible, humanly speaking, either to stop it or reverse it.
All this cannot but shed (new) light upon the issue of so-called “excessive and
gratuitous evil,” recognized as the (only) Achilles’ heel that could bring down the
freewill defense, and allow us to put it in the proper biblical perspective. The long and
the short of it is that the notion of excessive and gratuitous evil in the present context
is bad terminology that is precipitated by bad theology and betrays a bad assessment of
the raw data. The biblical assessment of these data, in the freewill defense designated
as “excessive” and “gratuitous,” is threefold.
First, man without the fear of God, and left to his own devices by God, cannot but
break out in the worst of wickedness. There is nothing surprisingly excessive or surprisingly gratuitous about it. It flows from his rebellious, ungodly and debauched heart,
and mirrors that heart in toto. In short, the reality of monstrous evil, and here is the
rub, does not reflect badly upon God, as unbelief wishes to construe it. Rather, it reflects badly upon mankind and the corruption of the human heart of which Scripture
testifies that all its imaginations and intents are only evil continually (Gen. 6:5; 8:21).
In the light of this it is pure goodness on God’s part that he does not wipe out mankind
by repeated floods (Gen. 9:15). It would be totally deserved!
Second, the monstrosities of wickedness (sin) simply indicate that God decided to
give humans over to the depth of their very own corrupt selves, and deservedly so,
while precisely the utmost of suffering conveys that God is not taking monstrous
wickedness lying down but visits it with commensurate judgments. This is why Scripture underscores that even the most spine chilling of these judgments are all utterly
righteous, whether they touch the human world, the animate world, or the inanimate
world (Rev. 16:7; see also Ezra 9:13). But this is not all. These judgments aim at repentance as the steppingstone for repentant sinners to glorify God (Lk. 13:1-9; Rev.
16:9, 11). This implies that even in the very exhibition of wrath, until it is exhaustively
implemented in the agony of hell, the goodness of God is still present (See also Josh.
2:1ff; Jer. 18:5ff) and designed to lead to repentance (Rom. 2:4).
Third, in his fall man took all of creation with him. All the anomalies, inefficiencies, wastes, up to and inclusive of the greatest cruelties and brutalities, in short, all the
manifestations of death so copiously in evidence in all of creation, point the accusing
finger at rebel man. Since when did armed rebellion fail to produce anything but the
“thorns and thistles” of chaos, dissolution and devastation (Gen. 3:18a)? Furthermore,
not only are the horror of natural evil and the screwed up processes of nature the natural consequence and unavoidable aftermath of apostasy from God. The groaning of all
of creation in the universal bondage of pervasive corruption is also the judgment of
God (Rom. 8:20, 22), even if the “glorious liberty of the children of God” in a redeemed universe, where corruption may be at best a vanished memory (Rom. 8:21,
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23), will have the final word! It is the height of irony for mankind to take God’s indictment that lays the responsibility for all corruption, whether consisting of moral evil
or natural evil, inclusive of the natural processes, and throw it in God’s teeth. Neither
Hume, nor Russell, nor Darwin, nor Dostoyevsky’s Ivan have a leg to stand on. A Biblical (Gospel) apologetics invariably does, and will continue to trumpet this until it
sinks in, if not savingly in time, condemnatory in eternity!
All in all, mankind is in the dock from beginning to end. The guilt for the evil of
sin and the blame for the evil of suffering must both be placed at its doorstep because
that is where they belong regardless whether the evil appears mild or excessive. Fully
in the footsteps of his Lord (By all means remember Malachi!) the Christian apologist
simply should not permit rebel man under any circumstances to turn the tables, whether with a clenched fist or otherwise, in order to bluster himself out of his self-inflicted,
culpable predicament by shifting the blame to his Creator. To whatever degree he
seeks to do so, he never did, never does, and never will succeed in this.
This explains why the “biblical hardball” we mentioned earlier does everyone a
favor. Only this can serve as the wake-up call that stops the downward spiral. When it
successfully results in repentance, it will alleviate both the sin and the suffering of
mankind through the display of either God’s saving grace or his restraining grace. The
upshot is that the Hume’s, Russell’s, Darwin’s, and Ivan Karamazov’s, of the world,
whether consciously or not, cut their nose to spite their face, and worsen rather than
sanitize the predicament of mankind. The latter can only be accomplished by the
Church as “the salt of the earth and the light of the world” (Mt. 5:13-15). It has the diagnosis. Mankind has only itself to blame for any and all evil. In fact, the only reason
that it does not reach even greater stratospheric heights is solely due to God’s restraining goodness! But it also has the cure. The purest of grace from the very God whom
they seek to ban from his universe!
All this also sets the stage for the display of the awesome nature of redemption.
From this perspective mankind reflects and serves God’s glory as well. Both the radical nature of its depravity, on display in its unwillingness and inability to surrender to
God, and the total nature of that depravity, leaving nothing untouched, serve the stunning display of God’s goodness, the outpouring of his love upon rebellious, undeserving as well as miserable creatures. Indeed, it is precisely the so-called excessive level
of evil that accentuates, on the one hand, the stupendous extent of his justice and
wrath, concluding in eternal damnation, and the towering height of his grace and mercy, culminating in eternal life and blessedness, on the other! After everything is said
and done, no known superlative is sufficiently superlative to describe God’s glory!
This is not to say that there are no mysteries left. Far from it! How an epoch of
perfection ever could turn into an epoch of depravity is a “‘dispensational’ enigma.”
How a perfect creature could turn into a depraved one is a “‘psycho-genetic’ enigma.”
How an all controlling God can hold its work of art responsible for its rebellion is an
“‘ontological’ enigma” (See for the formulation of these enigmas John Murray, Collected Writings (Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1977), 72-76). None of these
three enigmas are explained in Scripture. Therefore any and all probing into them is
useless speculation. The same applies to the reason why God saw fit to opt for, and
proceed with the grand display of all his perfections, as well as to the origin of sin and
its tragic consequences. We simply cannot proceed beyond the content and limits of
God’s self-disclosure. But what is more, it is also harmful speculation. We may not do
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so. In Deuteronomy 29:29 God bluntly forbids it. The secret things are his and remain
his alone. Ours is simply to obey. In short, rather than to chase after “essence” in utter
futility, it is the better part of biblical wisdom to pursue “ethics” and live. “The ultimate objective of all God’s works is and must be his glory. But (the reason, why and)
the way, in which this glory will shine, is not thereby implied. This is determined by
his sovereign will” (Bavinck, II, 348, 351; Eng. Tr., II, 386, 389), which is by definition beyond our jurisdiction, questioning, and judgment!
No wonder that in Job 38:1-39:41, as well as Job 40:6-41:34, God rebuffs Job’s
effort to force him into the open with his “demand” for an explanation of the evil that
befell him. In fact, as Job’s covenant God he is not content with anything short of his
simultaneous acknowledgment of both the omnipotence, goodness and holiness of his
plan and purpose (!), and to add insult to injury with nothing less than his heartfelt repentance for pushing the envelope beyond the bounds of biblical (and creaturely) propriety. It must be truly bewildering for militant antitheists to recognize that precisely at
the point of his repentance in dust and ashes, because he had earlier refused to entrust
the secret of his life into the hands of his covenant God in his transcendent majesty,
Job confesses to have obtained a full vision of God’s glory for the first time. Go, figure! The recognition of the impossibility of an exhaustive vision constitutes Job’s full
vision of God (Job 42:1-6). Specifically Job’s repentance implies that he simply had to
learn that every attempt on the part of humans to penetrate the impenetrable is an act
of rebellion.
If antitheists learn this lesson in Job’s footsteps, they also will experience God’s
transcendent glory, inclusive of his simplicitas, and with it “wholeheartedly” the simultaneity of all God’s perfections. This would include the simultaneity of God’s omnipotence and goodness in the midst of evil, however “surplus” the latter may seem on
the surface. Otherwise they will come sooner or later face to face with the simultaneity
of God’s omnipotence and justice. Furthermore, if God’s apologia vis-à-vis Job lays
the foundation for a summons to repentance as his only hope, it stands to reason that a
truly Christian apologia vis-à-vis the Hume’s, Russell’s, Darwin’s, and Ivan Karamazov’s of this world has hardly any other option than wholeheartedly to follow suit!
In closing, all this goes to point out and underscore that God “poured” himself into
his universe, inclusive of mankind and its history, in order for its total tapestry to display him in all his perfections, as far as this is creaturely possible. Mankind resembles
the moon. It has no light in itself. But it can and does reflect the sun. The moon has
many faces. It can present itself as a full moon, a waning moon, a waxing moon, or
even an eclipsed moon, moon spots and all. Similarly the purpose of mankind in all of
its history, that is, Creation, Fall, Redemption as well the Consummation, is to reflect
God in everything. As a full moon it reflects God’s love, grace, mercy, etc. As an eclipsed moon it reflects God’s justice and wrath. As a waning or waxing moon it reflects a proportionate mixture of both types of perfections. No one and nothing can ever escape this moon like character whether willingly in full or partial surrender or willy-nilly in full or partial rebellion. God is ever glorified in everyone and everything!
He simply cannot lose for winning in any scenario, inclusive of the cold-hearted, intellectual “savagery” of a Russell and the hot-hearted, existential “rebellion” of Dostoyevsky’s Ivan. There is nothing--absolutely nothing--that in one way or another does
not mirror God! C.S. Lewis, whether intuitively or otherwise, displays the same kind
of God-centeredness when he posits that “God whispers in our pleasures, but shouts in
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our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world” (Quoted in Meek, Longing to
Know, 79). This is the type of virile, challenging, and wholesome “truth-talk” that is
not interested in a stand-off or a draw. Frankly, if I am allowed to muse a moment or
two, we may well wonder whether the Hume’s, Russell’s, Darwin’s, and Ivan Karamazov’s of the world, ever would gotten a foot on the ground, if the Church of Christ
would have programmatically and steadily preached this full-bodied, God-centered,
truth from its pulpits in both a preventive and curative fashion, rather than saddling
mankind with an anemic, non-existent, two-dimensional, so-called “godhead.”
At any rate, my introductory remarks about trans-rational truth, evangelistic apologetics and rarefied Mt. Everest air now should make increasing sense. Notions of
this world as the only, let alone the best possible world in all that gives rise to it and in
all that this entails, are trans-rational. The human (pea) brain simply cannot contain it.
Therefore, to make a “compelling logical explanation” the (sole) focus in the treatment
of the problem of evil without pointing out the inherent hubris of demanding such explanation is “culpable insanity.” Further, only the regenerate climber can ever hope to
reach the peak of the Mt. Everest of God’s truth. This naturally calls for an evangelistic apologetics that aims at a heart transplant. Any other method, whether preevangelistic or non-evangelistic, which admittedly aims at a mental embrace and for
that very reason manifestly can never deliver the goods, may well be called “guilty insanity” again.
Finally, even when situated on the summit of Mt. Everest, the “storms in its rarefied air” will undoubtedly buffet believers when God seems to sharpen the knives of
his providence on their bones. Who can survive the odious type of onslaughts of which
both world history and the personal history of man is so replete? Who can possibly say
when in the midst of the hurricanes and typhoons of life, “This is the best possible
world?” Think back once more to the example of Ivan Karamazov. And if this “does
not do it,” how about the Jewish holocaust in the 1940’s, and the Tutsi genocide in
Rwanda in the 1990’s, to mention only a few additional samples of odious atrocities?
I am fully aware that some apologists in the light of all this are quite hesitant, to
say the least, to endorse the statement that ours is the best possible world, let alone that
there is a requirement to do so (Frame, Apologetics, 159), while others would simply
contest the propriety of such statement in strong, if not the strongest of terms (Feinberg, 241, 249). But what choice does a Christian have biblically when an infinitely
wise God puts a universe together for the ultimate (essentially sole?) purpose of being
a show case for the sum total of his Trinitarian being and divine perfections? Given
this premise our world unequivocally is and must be the only possible world! Furthermore, given the fact that God is by definition infinitely wise in all his words and deeds,
our world unequivocally is and must be the best possible world. It may well constitute
an offense to question or deny this. At the same time all this does not exclude, we must
hasten to add (again) in order to honor the complementarity of biblical truth in this
area, that from the perspective of sin, which God loathes with a passion because of its
inherent rebellion and spine chilling heinousness, it is simultaneously the worst possible world, even if the tempering influence of “common grace” must be recognized!
The Church severely tilts, and may well capsize, if it does not determine invariably to
emphasize both realities. Ironically, the atheist seizes upon the latter with a vengeance,
“washes his hands” of it in presumptuous innocence, and, while having only himself to
blame, manages to shift the responsibility accusatorily to “god,” were he to exist after
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all, or lamely to “nature,” as it supposedly was, is, and ever will be.
At any rate, since Christians have no option but to affirm the statement that ours is
the best possible world from God’s perspective, the question must be asked, in fact,
becomes urgent, “What kind of individual can do so, not just in theory, but in the
midst of an all-consuming furnace of fire?” The answer is folks who resemble a Godfearing Job who unconditionally surrendered himself to his God and in the end humbled himself in repentance (Job 1:1, 21; 42:1-6), a courageous Stephen who full of the
Holy Spirit and faith met the rebel hearts of his accusers head-on and as a result faced
a martyr’s death with a shining face (Acts 6:5, 8; 7:51-55, 59), or an incredible Perpetua who in utter peace of heart and mind guided the sword of her gladiator-executioner
to her own throat. As sinners, they take complete responsibility for their total and radical depravity, and, furthermore, as saints they have the oxygen tank of Jesus firmly
strapped on their back! Clearly, not everyone is (always) as “Spirit-filled” and as “Jesus-strapped.” Men often resemble a hesitant Lot or a fearful Peter, and women the
pining wife of Lot or the stubborn wife of Job, when they come face to face with lifethreatening or happiness-threatening evil. This does not only underscore that our hearing the Word, however essential as the avenue to victory, is nothing without our arriving at the grand goal of practicing it (Jam. 1:22-23). It also serves as a solemn exhortation that without purposeful participation in Christ and the Holy Spirit the truth never
does nor can lead to the acknowledgement and corresponding action that God requires
from us.
In other words, it is the Gospel, and the Gospel only, that can position someone on
the summit of the Mt. Everest of truth with its rarefied air and guarantee that such individual will not just survive, but be more than a conqueror, a super-conqueror (Rom.
8:35-39). This is basically why all the defenses and theodicies mentioned above,
whether non-compatibilist or compatibilist, admittedly fail to provide a sense of closure, and just as admittedly leave us hanging in one way or another. The Gospel was
missing in every one of them. At the same time, anyone who determines to remain disconsolate in the light of the truth of this Gospel is no different from the Bethlehemites
we encounter in the Gospel of Matthew. They were confronted not only with the heartrending evil, the sin and the sorrow of atrocious murder, but also with the incarnate
Christ. Also in their circumstances the latter should have made the decisive difference,
but he did not. They stubbornly refused to be comforted (Mt. 2:16-18)! To be sure, he
escaped the sword that killed numerous male babies, but he did so in order to face the
wrath of God on the Cross for the redemption of sinners. So his escape was far from
self-serving. This produces the following bottom line. In the light of the best and most
glorious Friday there ever was by virtue of Christ’s agonizing Crucifixion, there is no
excuse for anyone to go comfortless at any time. To follow in the footsteps of the
Bethlehemites, especially after the Cross, is to be liable to the same verdict that applied to them. Since there is no comfort beyond Jesus, for all those who cold-shoulder
him, raise their fist about the problem of evil, and thereby “refuse to take it,” it is basically all over!
All this regrettably implies that Christian apologists of all stripes may well be
guilty of (criminal?) negligence when they are content to be pre-evangelistic (Classico-evidentialists) or non-evangelistic (Presuppositionalists), refuse to be evangelistic,
and fail to “prescribe” Christ in the “treatment” of those who either intellectually
grapple with the problem of evil, or existentially agonize in their experience of evil. It
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would be to withhold the only unfailing “medicine” that can lift them out of the doldrums of the dead-end street(s), which they too often, whether consciously or not, have
constructed for themselves!
In summary, when the incompatibilist freewill defender is challenged regarding
the purpose of evil, he ultimately does, and must plead ignorance. When the nonevangelistic compatibilist defender is challenged regarding the purpose of evil, he ultimately pleads ignorance as well. The best both can come up with is that God and evil
are not logically contradictory, and that one can assume that there are good reasons for
evil, whether they are eventually revealed or not. When the incompatibilist freewill
defender is challenged regarding the extent of evil, he does, and must, deny that ours is
the best possible world, because there is no doubt that we can think of worlds without
all the excesses of evil, which are better by definition. When the non-evangelistic
compatibilist defender is challenged regarding the extent of evil, he tends to deny that
ours is the best possible world as well, while entertaining the possibility that there
could be better worlds.
On the other hand, when the evangelistic compatibilist defender is challenged with
the purpose of evil, he does not plead ignorance. He declares both humbly and boldly
that he knows the Biblical answer. God’s plan, as well as the execution of this plan,
envisions the exhibition of his Trinitarian being and the demonstration of the sum total
of his perfections. This requires the total universe-and-its-history as we know it, inclusive of creation, fall, redemption and consummation, and turns it into the transcendental condition of this exhibition and demonstration as much as this is creaturely possible. When the evangelistic compatibilist defender is challenged regarding the extent of
evil, he declares that from the perspective of the Fall with its immense rebellion, its
soaring guilt and its towering pollution this world is the worst possible world apart
from the restraint of common grace. Mankind better shudder to think that were it not
for God’s restraining grace it would turn the world into an “infinitely” worse show
case of unmitigated evil. Further, it better be sober minded enough to recognize that
God, when his restraining grace is taxed beyond its limit and he pours his just wrath
upon it for its obscene depravity, his judgments are always still less than deserved. The
evangelistic compatibilist defender declares as well that from the perspective of God,
and especially his determination to exhibit the sum total of his personal as well as essential “properties,” this world is the best possible world. It is the product of both perfect and infinite wisdom that aims to exhibit the glory of God’s being and perfections,
and will not consummate its history until this glory could not be displayed any more
fully in a finite universe. I do not see how anyone can deny this, once overwhelmed in
a full-orbed Revival fashion by the Trinitarian-specific glory of our God, and the Person-specific glory of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit in their functions and operations, aglow in the sum total of their essential properties, those in contrast to, in authority over, and in interaction with created reality, which are on such copious display
in both Scripture and history. Incidentally, all this gives rise to an eminently curious,
but nevertheless fully biblical and intensely practical scenario. From God’s perspective
even “the worst conduct” of the Christian vis-à-vis the mandates of holiness is part of
the “best” possible world, which thankfully can and may be acknowledged as such, but
only upon heartfelt repentance. At the same time from man’s perspective even “the
most successful conduct” of the Christian vis-à-vis his own idolatrous happiness is part
of the “worst” possible world, which tearfully should and must be acknowledged as
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such, once again in heartfelt repentance. Heartfelt repentance, of course, is the “key”
ingredient in this scenario!
At any rate, in a partial take-off on C.S. Lewis’ famous dictum that Christ must be
viewed (1) either as a liar, (2) or as a lunatic, (3) or as what he claims to be, namely
God, I am convinced that the embrace of this world as the best possible world is rooted
in the presence of glorious Revival-Salvation that grants 20-20, God-centered, vision
to the eyes of a regenerate heart and mind (Ps. 119:18). This is the best case scenario
that bows before the Father as the all-wise God without any reservations, and embraces his assessment of the nature and function of evil as Gospel truth.
The intermediate scenario is to question that this world is the best possible world,
which may either evidence a commitment to a timid, basically man-centered, salvation
framework that produces diminished eye sight or display the absence of essential biblical elements in a deficient salvation setting that has blinded many an eye. This scenario makes it impossible definitively to defend God against the charge of some lunacy
in having evil around or permitting it. After all, God might have planned (possible accusation) or could have produced (hidden accusation) or should have engineered (open
accusation) a better world, a world without all the excessive evils it exhibits. It is not
difficult to see how such scenario could (would?) result in the downgrade, if not downfall, of the Church.
In the worst case scenario there are not just the “atheologians” (too nice a term)
but the “practical rebel atheists (!)” who succumb to the liar (and murderer) from the
beginning (John 8:44). “Has God, indeed, spoken?” (Gen. 3:1). Starting with their
conscious (Rom. 1:21a) suppression of the truth in unrighteousness (Rom. 1:18b) they
sidestep God’s word with the sin against the second commandment (Rom. 1:22-23),
continuing with their suppression of the truth they oppose his word with the sin against
the first commandment (Rom. 1:25), and ending up with their suppression of the truth
they deny his word in “practical atheism” (Rom. 1:28a). Instead of honoring and
thanking God (Rom. 1:21b) they in their futile thinking (evidence) and with their foolish heart (root) (Rom. 1:21c) increasingly haul God’s fearsome wrath and deserved
judgment upon themselves, first in an abominable heterosexuality (Rom. 1:24), then in
a perverse homosexuality (Rom. 1:26-27), and finally, the end of the line, in a reprobate mind that spews out all possible kinds of excessive and gratuitous evil (Rom.
1:29-31; 3:11-17). In short, (1) although they know God they inexcusably believe Satan’s lie (Rom. 1:25). (2) Although they know God’s decree that excessive and gratuitous evil deserves the death penalty, they embrace it themselves and encourage it in
others (Rom. 1:32b). (3) Because there is no fear of God in them (Rom. 3:18), they
brazenly turn the tables and throw all of this in the face of God (Rom. 3:5b, 7b). Believing the lie of the “liar from the beginning,” in doing so they spout a lie and end up
as liars (Rom. 3:4a). (4) Incidentally, those who decry all this in a pretended morality
or in a pretended religiosity are told to face it. They are equally depraved, stand equally condemned and are equally deserving of judgment (Rom. 2:1ff; 3:17ff). In conclusion, all this is the stark reality by which Christian apologists should measure their
apologetics. I doubt whether any type of apologetics that “merely” argues that neither
theologians nor “atheologians” can logically make their point stick, and that from this
perspective both their positions are arguably possible, probable and even plausible (1)
really would satisfy God and (2) really shows Gospel compassion for blind, guilty, and
polluted rebels.
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The question may well be posed whether an accommodating apologetics could be
a symptom of a dying Christian culture, whether in the early Church, the Medieval
Church, the Modern Church or the Recent Church, and so be part of the malady of the
Church, rather than a bright hope for its cure? In that case it could well be an essential
part of the type of “folly” (Ps. 85:8) that invariably seems to follow upon the heels of
each instance of effusionary Revival-Salvation abundance (See Topical Focus #1:
Biblical Revival). In any event the zenith of (Revival) compassion is on display in
Paul when he pleads with rebels to renounce their rebellion and to “shut up” for their
own life’s sake (Rom. 9:20). And then to recognize that those who operate from a
man-centered salvation framework often decry it and those who operate from a deficient salvation setting take a dim view of this or are embarrassed by it! Both are passing strange, if not incredible, in the face of the fact that “God has, indeed, spoken” his
infallible Word, also in Romans 9. But more about this below!
All in all, it goes without saying that the implications of all this are enormous.
This we shall now see in detail. We shall also see that in their God-centeredness they
are woven of one cloth with the Epistle of James!

2. Twofold Implication of Evil
a. Implications for God
Let me start out with the implication that pertains to God himself. It has three biblical
components. Candidly, on the intellectual level all three tend to evoke the response of
“Go, figure!” First, he loves his plan by virtue of its purpose to display all his perfections. At the same time he hates the sin and suffering contained in this plan. His heart
beats against it with a passion (Hab. 1:13). Second, he plans both heaven to display his
pure grace and hell to put forth his impeccable justice. At the same time he does not
delight in the death of the sinner (Ezek. 18:23, 32; 33:11). His heart beats in his electing grace, reprobation being the dark backdrop against which the glory of grace shines
ever so brightly (Rom. 9:22). Third, he plans suffering and sorrow to display his mercy. At the same time he does not delight in misery. His heart is full of compassion (Ex.
2:24-25; Judg. 10:16; Lam. 3:33). “Go, figure,” indeed. All three times!
These biblical truths must look like double talk to the mind of the unbeliever, and
regrettably do look that way at times also to the mind of many believers (See Topical
Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth). But it is far from double talk. As has been
argued again and again, and must be argued tirelessly until it sinks in, these truths do
not fit into the creaturely brain of man. They never did, never will, and were never
meant to do so. Frankly, it is high time that apologists stop confusing folk by apologizing for this and by soft pedaling the issue in the process, rather than boldly stand up for
all of the truth of God, and what is more for the God of all truth. While it is true that
the presence of God’s simultaneous delight (in his plan, and all that it contains) and
grief (over anything in the plan that goes against the grain of his nature) indicates “the
infinitely complex emotional life of God” (John Piper, The Pleasures of God (Sisters,
OR: Multnomah Publishers, 2000), 72-73, 326), apologists should go beyond this.
They should, first of all, boldly proclaim the truth of complementarity that snugly
fits in the regenerate heart. Incidentally, this is also “the answer” in the treatment of
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the “twofold will of God” (Piper, 313-340), which comes down to the analysis of the
relationship of the biblical doctrine of election and the fact that God does not delight in
the death of the sinner.
Second, theologians should once and for all cease their regrettably perennial efforts to lodge this or any twofold truth of God’s Word in the human intellect. It does
not fit there exhaustively, and never will! In fact, it invariably proves to be counterproductive. After all, when complementary truth is put in the brain, it seems to be selfcontradictory. As a result it is immediately dissected, and the less appetizing part discarded. Sabellius and Arius did this with the Trinity. That orthodoxy did not follow
suit is simply due to the fact that it lodged this precious doctrine in the heart! Pelagianism, Arminianism and Wesleyanism did this with Divine sovereignty and human responsibility. That Augustine, Calvin, and Whitefield did not do so, once again can be
attributed to the fact that their regenerate heart unreservedly embraced these equally
precious, complementary truths.
Third, and in the footsteps of Paul, apologists must bluntly tell any protesterattacker to “shut up” (Rom. 9:20), and to add for good measure that if he refuses to do
so he will be made to shut up (Rom. 3:19). For Paul this was not a testimonium paupertatis, a testimony of poverty, as has been suggested, a “false,” if not “immoral
counterpunch,” or a desperate stonewalling attempt to stave off defeat for lack of compelling argumentation (See Wm. Barclay, The Letter to the Romans (Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1957), 140-141; C.H. Dodd, The Epistle of Paul to the Romans
(New York: Harper and Bros, 1932), 157; and J. C. O’Neill, Paul’s Letter to the Romans (Baltimore: Penguin, 1975), 158). Quite the contrary! To Paul, as has been mentioned already, only non-worldly weapons, due to their divine power, can destroy all
arguments that are predicated upon human ultimacy and eliminate every proud obstacle that blocks the knowledge of God (2 Cor.10:4-5). Paul’s stern word of rebuke
was infallible divine truth on the compassionate move that is aimed to sanitize the situation by alerting the protester-opponent to his vitium originis, his original vice, and in
the process to free him from this vice (John 8:32). This is to say, it was an act of tough
love to unshackle him from his self-destructive commitment to the ultimacy of the intellect.
In fact, to shy away from such tough love is to leave protesters in a world of
make-belief, as if the issue under consideration can be settled by the intellect. Like a
surgeon Paul goes for the jugular. Once and for all he wishes to set in concrete that this
and similar issues are beyond the intellect’s jurisdiction and competence. To put it as
vividly as possible, for the human mind to imagine otherwise is to seek to fly around
the world on a broomstick. Just as tools that are perfectly fitting to fix the engine of an
automobile cannot possibly be used to repair the clockwork of a sophisticated Swiss
watch, so the human intellect is too crude a tool to penetrate the essence of divine
truth. Until this is acknowledged, any intellectual argument is superfluous. The
Church’s battles with an intransigent Sabellius, Arius, Pelagius, Arminius, and Wesley, prove this. It would be tantamount to asking the Pope to declare himself fallible on
the basis of his alleged infallibility. To go this route leads to an implosion. This is why
Paul’s tough love is the only sanitizing cure.
However, this represents only part of the cure, just as the finiteness of the intellect
is only part of the diagnosis. The intellect of the protester-attacker is not merely finite.
It is also blind, and culpably so. “Courtesy” of the “god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4)! By
661

virtue of its finiteness the mind cannot exhaustively accommodate God’s truth. By virtue of its blindness it cannot even see divine truth for what it is. It must look like an
alien intruder, if not a ruthless invader, who seeks to terminate man as the measure of
all things. That is why folks with a religious soft spot, who put their chips on their selfrighteousness, will deem it offensive (1 Cor.1:23a), while those with a more philosophical mindset, who stake their hope on hard-core rationality, will treat it as foolishness (1 Cor. 1:23b). But both these categories of people have one thing in common.
They share a potentially boundless hostility against the truth, and take it out upon the
bearers of that truth when they recognize that it turns their world upside down, and
them with it (Acts 17:6). Of course, they are really turned right side up. But what do
they know? At any rate, it implies that non-believers, whether of a religious, philosophical or any other stripe for that matter, fundamentally walk on their heads. No
wonder that they object to being put right side up. It dizzies them to no end! Paul responds to their blindness by pressing relevant, and undoubtedly person variable, truth
upon their conscience (2 Cor. 4:2), which after all is God’s ever present “Amen Corner” in the human interior (Rom. 1:18; 2:15). He does so, because only through the instrumentality of the truth can ears be “created” that hear and understand (John 18:37;
Jam. 1:18; 1 Pet. 2:23-25).
But even this is neither the total diagnosis nor the total cure. One third of both diagnosis and cure is still to come. The blindness is culpable, because it is rooted in rebellious hearts. When the truth seeks to put them right side up (Acts 17:6), they recognize that this is predicated upon, if not rooted in their submission to a King other than
their own emperor (Acts 17:7)! Now the circle is round. First, in the hostility of their
dark hearts they refuse to surrender to the Kingship of Christ (John 19:15). As a result
of this they do not want to see the truth. They must by definition spit it out. Second,
their very rebellion becomes the tool in the hand of the Enemy to blind their minds.
Now they cannot see the light of the glorious truth of Christ any longer. The Gospel is
hidden (2 Cor. 4:3-4). Third, these blinded and darkened minds have consequently no
other option than to believe in their own ultimacy. Everyone who accommodates them
in this is welcome as a discussion partner at the relativistic roundtable of an all too
human dialogue. Anyone else is accused of, as well as treated with, intolerance. The
apostle Paul presents us with the same concatenation: hardness of heart–alienation
from the life of God–darkness of understanding–futility of the mind–the ever increasing practice of corruption (Eph. 4:17-19)! What is the only medicine? A second concatenation: the Person of Christ–the truth that he represents both taught and learned–
regeneration–renewal of the mind–ever increasing godliness (Eph. 4:20-24)!
What strategic treatment is necessary under the circumstances? Well, when a physician encounters life threatening cancer, he bombards it, “nukes” it, with chemotherapy and radiation regardless the at times horrendous side-effects, excruciating pains and
total hair loss, to save a life. No half measures will do. Paul's stern rebuke to “shut up”
is in the same ballpark. It appears to be the very “chemotherapy,” the only medicine
that the terminal cancer of blind and rebellious pride so desperately needs in order not
to perish. Of course, unless it precipitates a wholesale eye-opening surrender, it is
bound to stir up a hornet’s nest of responses. So all this is at times far from pleasant.
But “the (true) patient” knows one thing for certain. The specialist in seeking to eliminate the malignant rebel cells does him a charitable turn, however painful it may be at
first. Similarly, there is a method to Paul’s “madness” in seeking to silence people be662

fore it is too late. He does them the greatest possible charitable turn when with characteristic insight and precision he both diagnoses and exposes the heart of the problem.
This is the rebellion of the human heart that simply does not want to “shut up” in its
suppression of the truth of God! In his subsequent treatment he meets this problem
“head-on!”
All this reminds us of Job. His “contentious accusations” (Job 40:2) against God
had to be silenced as well. God’s rebuke (Job 40:1-2), which was the model for Paul’s
identical rebuke (Rom. 9:20), succeeded in doing so. Of course, the moment that Job
was silenced, he was allowed to talk, starting with words of self-despising repentance
(Job 42:1-6). It is safe to say that without God’s rebuke this moment would never have
arrived. So we can only hope that history will repeat itself incessantly following Paul’s
rebuke, and humans will “shut up” in repentance when they face the same sovereignty
Job did (Job 42:2-3) in the same eye-opening fashion (Job 42:5), and immediately verbalize this!
Incidentally, let no one be lured in believing that the truth of John 3:16 will receive a better treatment than that of Romans 9:20! The former may seem more palatable, but it has its own cutting edge when it declares that true faith in Christ is the only
alternative to perishing. To insist on this Christian exclusivism in any culture, whether
this is of the Western postmodern variety or of the Eastern pan-entheistic sort is quite
inconsequential. Non-believers will spit out the substance of God's saving love, expressed in John 3:16, just as much as the content of his freeing rebuke, found in Romans 9:20. In fact, they will construe the insistence on the biblical perspective of the
love of God (that channels salvation exclusively through Christ) as a “hate crime.” I
personally have experienced this “response.” Nevertheless, it remains true that those
who are perishing (2 Cor. 4:3) have basically only one hope. Through the instrumentality of the truth as it is in Christ (2 Cor. 4:5) God must shine in their hearts the light
of his glory in the face of Christ (2 Cor. 4:6). But when that occurs, the word of truth
proves not to come in word only, but with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep
conviction (1 Thess. 1:5) that leads to a thorough repentance (1 Thess. 1:9-10).
In short, when God in his sovereign grace shines in humans, the rebellion of their
hearts is removed. Then, as its inevitable corollary, the blindness of their minds is removed as well. This results in the immediate disclaimer of the ultimacy of the intellect.
Once, therefore, man “shuts up,” he can and may start talking! The reason is simple.
Now every thought (and word) is captive unto the obedience of Christ (2 Cor. 10:5)!
The edifice of the truth is truly awesome. So is its assured impact. An innumerable
multitude (Rev. 7:9) of “casket cases” (Is. 7:5), all those whom the Father has given to
the Son (John 6:37), will hear the life-giving “wake-up” call of the Spirit (John 3:5),
embrace Jesus as their Lord and Savior (John 6:48-51), and become worshipers of the
Triune God (John 4:23). In colorful OT prophetic language, the human desert turns
into a fertile field (Is. 32:15), the human graveyard into a maternity ward (Ezek. 37:114) and the human Dead Sea into a fresh water lake filled with fish (Ezek. 47:1-12),
fully reflective of the glory of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.
One additional remark, however, is in place. In the footsteps of Jesus Paul invariably “plays hardball” in the sweet framework of the Gospel! Jesus informs Nicodemus
that he is a blind rebel who is totally dependent upon a sovereign move by the Spirit
(John 3:3, 5) in the context of God’s love for the world, and tells the woman at the
well that she is a hell-bound adulteress against the backdrop of his saving Messianic
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presence. Similarly, Paul delivers someone over to Satan (1 Cor. 5:5) in the context of
his message of Christ crucified (1 Cor. 2:2), and tells folk “to shut up” against the
backdrop of what is arguably the most extensive and glorious presentation of the Gospel in Scripture, covering justification, regeneration as well as sanctification (Rom.
3:21-8:39). A “hard-ball” call to repentance outside the framework of the fragrance of
the Gospel is unnecessarily harsh, and stands unalterably condemned in Scripture (2
Cor. 2:14-16; 1 Thess. 2:7-10; 2 Tim 2:24-26; 1 Pet. 3:15). In the words of Spurgeon,
the “prince of preachers,” “We win hearts for Jesus by love, by sympathy with their
sorrow, by anxiety lest they should perish, by pleading with God for them with all our
hearts that they would not be left to die unsaved, by pleading with them before God
that, for their own sake, they would seek mercy and find grace.” Christ’s Gospel messengers, including Gospel apologists, must be so filled with and compelled by Christ’s
love (2 Cor. 5:14) that their audiences recognize them as folks who are “certain about
Christ’s desire to save their hearers,” and are themselves “dying to have them converted” (Quoted in Murray, Spurgeon v. Hyper-Calvinism, 94). At the same time a
sweet Gospel message without an explicit or implicit call to repentance, however person-variable and situation-variable formulated, is “wimpishly” soft, and unacceptable
from a biblical perspective (Mt. 3:2; 4:17; Lk. 24:46-47; Acts 2:38; 17:30; 2 Cor. 7:812). Pre-evangelistic apologetic treatments of the problem of evil that go out of their
way to make the Christian position palatable to the intellect and so vie for “a place at
the pluralistic round table,” are sub-biblically soft. At the same time non-evangelistic
treatments of the problem that attack the non-Christian position through the intellect
and so enter into warfare-like debates “with or without a roundtable,” are extrabiblically harsh.
Regrettably, unless apologists espouse a full-orbed evangelistic apologetics, no
other tactics are at their disposal. They must per force opt for a pre- or nonevangelistic tactic. This, of course, poses a serious problem, for one is hard put to unearth any evidence that the Russell’s and Ivan Karamazov’s of this world have routinely (ever?) been won over by either tactic! No, the only alternative is to follow in the
footsteps of both Jesus and Paul and embrace their Gospel apologetics. In the cacophony of life apologists must deliberately seek to break and replace the heart of apostate mankind in regeneration through union with Christ as the only avenue that enables
it to embrace the biblical solution to any problem, including the problem of evil! After
all, only in him are found all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge that must remain
hidden from unregenerate, that is, blind and rebellious, man (John 3:3, 5; Col. 2:3).
And only with him can one scale the Mt. Everest of Biblical truth, and so escape any
and all “empty deceit,” by which “the traditions of man” are victimized (Col. 2:8).
In short, only a Gospel apologetics, with its person-variable and situation-variable
hard-ball and all, can pave the way to the grand vista of the threefold divine truth
stated in the beginning of this section. God is fully sovereign and at the same time posits full human responsibility. He encompasses sin in his plan, but does not delight in
the death of the sinner. He includes suffering in that plan as well, but does not take
pleasure in misery. One final time, this does not exhaustively fit into the human intellect. But it takes up royal residence in the regenerate heart and precipitates wonder and
worship. Christian apologists should unapologetically set forth this truth in all its divine beauty. And to the extent the opponent-attacker snarls at it, he should for his own
wellbeing and in no uncertain terms be told to “shut up,” as the only way to prevent his
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perishing. Once he puts this in the equation of his life, he may, can, and will truly talk
for the first time. In fact, in the framework of an acknowledged biblical diagnosis and
cure, he would be eager “to take words” with him (Hos. 14:2a), first words of heartfelt
repentance unto forgiveness (Hos. 14:2b), subsequently words of glorious worship
(Hos. 14:2c), and finally words of intimate fellowship (Hos. 14:3), based on God’s
overwhelming assurance of his constant care (Hos. 14:4-8a) and perpetual provision
(Hos. 14:8b). It should be clear by now why I questioned in the beginning of this Topical Focus an apologetics that champions a plausibility methodology with unbelievers
as judge or jury. This is a far cry from a Gospel apologetics, and can never provide a
biblically full-orbed solution to the problem of evil.
b. Implications for the Believer
All this has widespread implications for believers as well. In fact, the following threefold truth does and must reverberate in them, since they always do, and must follow in
the footsteps of their Lord.
First, to pick up on the theme that concluded the previous section, just as God
loves his plan and loathes the sin in it, believers will worship God by virtue of, and for,
his plan (Mt. 11:25-26), while at the same time hating the sin in it (Hab. 1:13). They
cannot but be pleased with what God is pleased, and hate what God hates. If they wish
for the all-encompassing glory of God to be reflected in their life, they will recognize
and embrace both as a “must.” This worship of God and hatred of sin characterize the
totality of the life of the believer, as well as the life of the aggregate of all believers in
the body of Christ. Worship and the pursuit of holiness, both are evident in the hustle
and bustle of the world, in all its areas, aspects and phases. Only so can the ever increasing and increasingly bold attacks of the realm of darkness be repulsed, and hopefully the lost ground be regained.
Both are also fully tied in with a biblical apologetics, which is never just an exercise with a narrow scope, restricting itself as a purely intellectual enterprise to the
world of academics. If it were, it would ultimately be an exercise in futility, however
many brilliant books were produced to (dis)grace library shelves (only). No, biblical
apologetics aims at the heart with a view to repentance unto the worship of God in the
splendor of self-denying holiness and compassion, to be obtained through the forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:36-47). As such, it is part of the total warfare, initiated by God
himself in Paradise, which covers the waterfront of life, including all the “ships that
load and unload.” After all, mankind either bows before God or before Satan. Similarly, it is central in the body of Christ, if needed, both when it assembles in its services
on the Lord’s Day, and when it ventures out during the weekdays.
More specifically, in both Church and world believers will be armed with a vision
of the holiness of God and a submission to the dominion of God, as the two indispensable preliminary stages of genuine worship (Rev. 4:9-10a). This will set the stage to
the two equally indispensable essential components of such worship. They will surrender themselves, all that they are, have, and do (Worship in deed), to their God as
the Creator-King of the universe (Rev. 4:10b-11), and to his Christ as the RedeemerLord of the Church (Rev. 5:14). At the same time they will pour out their praise (Worship in words) to them as well (Rev. 5:9, 12-14). In short, they will give all the worth
to God, and should have nothing left for anyone else, anything else, or any other event,
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except when he directs the stream of praise to anyone else, anything else, or any other
event. In short, God is God-centered, because he cannot be anything else. Similarly,
the believer is God-centered, because, basically, he cannot be anything else either.
Second, just as his God, the believer does not delight in the death of the sinner. In
great concern about the death of sinners, believers will embark upon both spontaneous
and programmatic evangelism seeking the salvation of those, who are perishing, from
certain death (Rom. 9:1-3; 10:1; Jam. 5:20). They cannot but experience the same intellectual, volitional as well as emotional dynamics that they see in their God, with his
love to both the bitter end of the cross and the glorious end of the resurrection and ascension. In fact, the love of Christ is “dammed” up within them, always alert to finding
an outlet (2 Cor. 5:14). If they wish for the broad-based glory of God in Christ to be
mirrored in their words and their actions, they will recognize and embrace such evangelism as a “must” as well. Very concretely, through the Holy Spirit “streams of living
Gospel water” will flow forth from within them (John 7:37-39). Since these streams
are streams of truth, the development of a thoroughly biblical, and very carefully constructed, method of evangelism will be a top priority. For a so-called pre-evangelistic
apologetics, which separates the discipline of apologetics in principle from that of
evangelism, this is optional at best, and usually ignored. In this regard it is regrettably
not much difference from non-evangelistic apologetics. While the latter must be preferred, since it perceptively opposes the idea of neutrality, it separates the discipline of
apologetics from that of evangelism in practice, and does not make the Gospel presentation with a view to heartfelt repentance the centerpiece of its methodology either.
But it cannot be sufficiently emphasized that for a truly biblical co-evangelistic
apologetics this is a conditio sine qua non. Further, since such method aims at piercing
the heart there are no illusions as to what may accompany any evangelistic thrust. Unless pierced hearts break in conviction, resulting in conversion, there will be fierce opposition, invariably leading to suffering, if not death. Peter saw three thousand conversions (Acts 2:41). Stephen was stoned to death (Acts 7:58-59).
It would be pure masochism to seek out suffering for its own sake, that is, as an
end in itself. But it is a matter of biblical holiness to welcome it, and even to pursue it
for Christ’s sake, as an indispensable means to a beckoning end. Paul as possibly the
greatest human model of biblical missions leaves no doubt about this. He desires to
experience the intimacy of knowing Christ in the context of his sanctification in general and of his evangelistic labors in particular, for a threefold purpose (Phil. 3:10). This
knowledge furnishes him with the power of his resurrection. Without this power,
which is personified in the Holy Spirit, his mission cannot get off the ground. It, further, provides him with the fellowship of his suffering. Without this suffering, which is
Christ's suffering in him (See also 1 Pet. 4:13), his mission cannot move an inch. It,
finally, is interwoven with the conformity to his death (See also 2 Cor. 4:10). Without
this conformity, which is both experienced and anticipated as pure gain (Phil. 1:21),
his mission cannot reach its goal. It is rather clear that any and all types of apologetics,
which are either pre-evangelistic or non-evangelistic in nature, do not and cannot have
a methodological affinity to this threefold purpose of the Pauline thirst for Christ. They
are basically an ivory tower enterprise that in the grand scheme of things is satisfied to
skirmish from a distance, rather than venture out onto the battlefield of life. The absence of the latter is usually rooted in the conviction that intellectual apologetics is not
only distinguishable but also separable from an actual apologia, whether consciously
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or not (See Frame, Apologetics, 203).
To put it bluntly, the separation of (biblical) apologetics from (biblical) apologia,
of whatever kind and in whatever form, must be rejected. A simple illustration should
remove any doubt about this. In meta-apologetics apologists weigh the pros and cons
of the various methods of apologetics and investigate which one should prevail in the
light of Scripture. This is comparable to choir directors seeking to determine the correct score of a piece of music written by a specific composer, such as Bach, Mozart,
etc. In apologetics the preferable method is studied and mastered in detail. This is
comparable to a choir director rehearsing the chosen score until the choir is thoroughly
acquainted with it. In the apologia the actual defense is articulated in hands-on situations. This is comparable to a choir going on stage for the recital of their lives under
the director’s leadership. Rehearsals without a well-defined score turn into an incoherent mess. Rehearsals without a performance end up in an unproductive blind alley.
Of course, this is emphatically not to say that pre- and non-evangelistic apologists
have no heart for evangelism, nor to deny that they can be practitioners of evangelism.
Far from it! But it is just emphatically to assert that evangelism has no essential place
and central function in their apologetic method! It is by definition a second phase in
pre-evangelistic apologetics and functions at best as a caboose in non-evangelistic apologetics. In other words, they take either consciously or subconsciously (?) an unacceptable pre-evangelistic or non-evangelistic turn in their apologetic. By way of comparison, I reject the freewill apologetics of Justin Martyr as unacceptable. But I stand
in awe of his evangelistic fervor that won him the martyr’s crown. I simply argue for
the best of both worlds in terms of a fully self-conscious Gospel Apologetics which is
inseparable from a fully operational apologetic Evangelism!
Of course, the emphasis upon the participation in Christ's suffering, which I entered into the apologetic picture at this juncture, is not meant to be a substitute or
shortcut for careful and purposeful reasoning. Scripture is replete with such instances,
both in God (Is. 1:18, “Let us reason together ...”) and in man (Acts 6:9; 7:2ff). It is to
say, however, that reasoning and suffering, even if they must be distinguished, cannot
be separated. They are twin activities/experiences. In fact, in his suffering Paul functions as a model to glorify God. Just as Christ acknowledges that his suffering and
death mirror the glory of God in his holiness, justice, and wrath, they also reflect it in
his love, grace and mercy. No wonder that the apostles rejoiced (in what undoubtedly
must have been the “best possible world” from their perspective), when and because
they were found worthy to partake in the sufferings of Christ (Acts 5:41)!
Third, just as their God, once again, believers do not take pleasure in grief. Therefore, in equally great concern about the suffering of man, they will embark upon spontaneous and programmatic compassion to relieve suffering and sorrow. Church history
is replete with models of benevolence in the erection of hospitals, orphanages, homeless shelters, etc. In fact, historically the Christian faith was invariably the originating
mover behind any and all ministries of mercy as part of a Revival culture (See Topical
Focus #1: Biblical Revival). The echo of the bountiful intellectual, volitional, as well
as emotional dynamics present in the God of the Bible pertaining to abject needs cannot but reverberate in Christians. As this becomes evident, it simply comes down to
the embodied display of the loving and compassionate care of God himself! In short, if
they wish for the broad-based glory of God in Christ to be mirrored in their words and
their actions, they will also recognize and embrace the ministry of mercy as a “must.”
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Naturally, ministries of mercy should not be pursued in a vacuum. They invariably
should be intertwined with the ministry of evangelism that culminates in the worship
of God in the splendor of holiness. They should follow the Gospel and manifest the
Gospel, rather than precede the Gospel and facilitate the Gospel. Therefore, they
should always fundamentally be part of the total structural and operational fabric of
the Church of Christ in which Evangelists, Pastors/Teachers and Daecons (“captains”)
stand shoulder to shoulder, and through their deputies (“lieutenants”), those with
evangelistic, speaking and serving gifts, jointly mobilize the membership (“soldiers”)
to share the Gospel daily, to speak the Word daily, and to meet all current needs daily
(See for further details Topical Focus #16: Teaching in the NT)!
All in all, and quite concretely, through the Holy Spirit “rivers of living Gospel
water” should, and will flow forth from the covenant community (John 7:37-39).
These streams are streams of truth. Truth, consisting of word and deed (1 John 3:18),
is pivotal for worship in word (Rev. 4:11) and deed (Rev. 4:10c) as well as for ministry in word and deed. After all, just as a baby “teethes” an operational and functional
Christian “truthes” in word as well as deed (Literal translation, Eph. 4:15). Therefore,
it is unimaginable for these streams to be truly worthy of this designation, unless all
three, a Spirit-filled ministry of worship to the Lord (John 4:23; Acts 12:2), a Spiritfilled ministry of evangelism to the lost (Acts 4:31; 8:29-39; 11:19-24; 13:51-14:5),
and a Spirit-filled ministry of mercy to the deprived (Acts 6:1-6; 1 Cor. 16:1-3; 2 Cor.
8:1-5; Gal. 6:10), are in clear joint-evidence. If these three ministries are like ships that
pass each other in the night, they should be diagnosed as non-functional. If they are
adversarially competitive with each other, they are dysfunctional. But by drawing together in a shared enterprise, and for a joint-output, they become truly co-functional.
All three ministries are selectively brilliant. If and when they function separately, they
resemble small points of light that will hardly dispel much darkness. If and when they
function at cross purposes, they will add to the darkness. When they join hands and
forces, all three selective brilliances will turn into a beam, if not a sea, of light, maximize their usefulness, and drive out the darkness with an exuberant vengeance.
Finally, this has implications for a truly Biblical apologetics as well. Precisely because a Spirit-filled apologia (Lk. 12:12) in Scripture is always evangelistic, and aims
the arrow of the Gospel presentation at the heart of the audience, in order to reach the
whole person with a view to both repentance and practical godliness (Acts 2:14-40), it
is always by definition conjoined with a ministry of sharing, caring and showing mercy (Acts 2:44-45). In fact, throughout the Book of the Acts we are confronted with a
combination of Gospel apologetics, church planting, leadership development, ecclesiastical maintenance and, last but not least, diaconal ministry (See also Reeder, 19).
As long as an apologia “merely” aims at the intellect, it is not in need of this quintuplet, and will not regard a ministry of sharing, caring and showing mercy as essential
and indispensable to its undertaking. But as a Gospel enterprise an evangelistic apologetics does and will regard it as such! After all, such apologetics goes not just after the
mind as the grand prize, but after the whole person with a full-orbed Gospel that has
implications for the body as well as the soul. In short, a Gospel apologist, in fact, especially a Gospel apologist, should keep this multifaceted ministry constantly in mind,
promote it, and pursue every aspect of it with unrelenting vigor!
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Conclusion
It should be clear by now that the worship of God for his sovereign plan, inclusive of
sin and suffering, and the evangelistic, teaching and diaconal ministries that are the
concomitants of this worship, are the polar opposites of Hume’s and Russell’s philosophical and Ivan Karamazov’s practical suppression of the truth of God, which are
rooted in their existential, that is, intellectual, volitional as well as emotional, rebellion
against the God of truth, however much in our shared humanity we fully appreciate
Ivan’s pain in the face of grievous suffering. It should further be clear that the Christian’s experience of unreserved and unbroken worship of God on the Mt. Everest of
truth takes place in very rarefied air that no one can tolerate without the oxygen tank of
Jesus strapped on one’s back. It should also be clear that the Christian’s experience
can never come about intellectually, volitionally or emotionally without broken hearts,
that have ‘tasted” the biblical solution to the problem of evil, and display this in the
midst of the most ferocious of evils. It should finally be clear that all this is impossible
without the full-orbed Trinitarian and triadic Gospel of regeneration, justification and
sanctification having its radical way and its total sway. An evangelistic apologetics
therefore is not a luxury. It is a necessity. Any other kind of apologetics does and will
fall short by definition.
This leads me to one last series of observations pertaining to “The Problem of
Evil.” The essence, contours, extent, and purpose of evil will not be fully exhibited until the Judgment. At that time the “solution” to the problem of evil will be fully presented and grasped as well. According to Scripture, each human being will be judged
by his words (Mt. 12:35-36) as well as his works (Rev. 20:12). This means for all
practical purposes that all of the history of mankind in its length, depth, breadth and
height will be “splashed” on the screen of the universe. This has been puzzling to
many. Why would either unbelievers or believers have to go through “the agony of
life” once again, when their eternal state is basically determined already, and what is
more, fully known to everyone? Is this not a waste of time and energy?
In response it is often pointed out that the Judgment is the great vindication of
God. Unbelievers will forever have their mouths stopped, as they cannot but recognize
throughout eternity that their sentence of conscious and unending punishment is fully
deserved. Every “argument for the defense” will prove to be useless. They will come
face to face with the incontrovertible fact that they either knowledgeably suppressed
the truth of God in ungodliness and unrighteousness (Rom. 1:18-21) or refused to obey
the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ (2 Thess. 1:8) or both. Believers, on the other
hand, will forever have their mouths stopped as well, except their mouths of praise, as
they cannot but acknowledge throughout eternity that the blessedness of conscious and
unending bliss is a matter of grace only. Every cause for pride will be removed. Still,
in this scenario the Judgment is barely more than a formality, as it simply dots every
“i” and crosses every “t,” and so ties all possible loose ends together to the “satisfaction” of everyone, whether grudgingly or otherwise. Therefore, it is hardly a full, satisfactory, God-centered explanation of the Judgment, its scope, its proceedings and its
purpose. But if not, what else can be added?
The Judgment is best conceived as an extension and culmination of the scope,
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proceedings, and purpose of Creation, Fall and Redemption. On this grand occasion,
when in a capsulated form all of history passes in extensive review, the sum total of
God’s perfections will be on the fullest possible display in their awesome glory. All
human beings during their life-time experience only a tiny sliver of the world and its
history in terms of companionships, social interaction, conditions, circumstances,
place and time, and therefore come away with only a very partial vision of the display
of any of God’s perfections, whether immutability, omnipotence, omnipresence, sovereignty, wisdom, knowledge, love, grace, mercy, goodness, faithfulness, longsuffering,
holiness, righteousness, justice, wrath or otherwise. After all, here today they are gone
tomorrow. But in the Judgment they will come face to face in a concentrated fashion
with the totality of world history, all the good, all the bad, all the beautiful and all the
ugly, and be awestruck by the full-orbed Grand Exhibition of all God’s perfections in
all their multitudinous phases and facets all at once, those in contrast to his creation,
those in authority over his creation, as well as those in interrelationship with his creation, which functions at the same time as the ultimate justification of all of creation,
inclusive of its history and the evil it contains. It has been said that evil, whatever
(greater) good it produces, is “inexcusable and unjustifiable in itself” (Keller, The Reason for God, 251). But this cannot possibly be true whether in the proximate or ultimate sense! After all, the Grand Exhibition in the Final Judgment doubles not only as
the Great Vindication of the thrice holy God in his Trinitarian Being and in the sum
total of his Perfections, but also as the Great Justification of his All-encompassing Plan
as well as its Execution in all its details. Frankly, Scripture does not inform us about
the length of the Judgment. But if all of history in all its comprehensive details from
creation to consummation passes in review, it could well require many times the length
of mankind’s history before all the evidences are introduced for the purpose of the
Grand Exhibition. In any event, this Exhibition will produce such an overwhelming, be
it never exhaustive, vision of the Divine Glory (2 Thess. 1:9) that it will “accompany”
everyone throughout eternity.
In short, the Judgment is the culmination as well as concentration point of the
Self-disclosure of God in his being, his perfections, and his operations in the totality of
creation in all its components and in all of its history. This includes man’s Fall and the
evil that attended it in its inherent depravity and its consequent suffering as well as
God’s redemption exemplified in his grace and mercy, and all that flowed forth from
it. This implies that God will not bring this world to an end and usher in the Judgment
until all the “data” maximally to illumine the sum total of God’s perfections are in. As
such the Day of Judgment serves to put an unforgettable stamp on all of eternity as a
cosmic mirror that will so reflect and radiate the luster of God’s displayed glory that it
will never fade away and remain an eternally present companion whether in the gloom
and agony of hell without God or in the worshipful celebration and enjoyment of heaven in the fellowship of God.
However, there remain two unbridgeable differences between the two populations.
First, while neither the damned nor the saved will ever be able to efface God’s grace or
God’s justice from their memory, only the former will experience God’s fully deserved and unending justice and only the latter God’s fully undeserved and equally unending grace. But, second, there is an additional difference that could well dwarf the
first one. In the footsteps of both Moses (Ex. 35:29-35; 2 Cor. 3:7, 13) and the Lord
Jesus Christ himself (Mt. 17:1-2) the saved will eternally display the (after)glow of
670

God’s glory in their faces, if not in their total existence (2 Thess. 1:10), and experience
the utmost of joy that this entails (1 Pet. 1:8). Following the judgment, in which they
come face to face with the fullness of God’s glory just as much as the saved, it could
be the utmost of misery for the damned that they will be enchained in eternal darkness
and forever be deprived of that (unforgettable) glow!
______________________________________________________________

Against the backdrop of this Topical Focus, in which not only human responsibility but also divine sovereignty proved to be an integral and indispensable part of complementary biblical truth, James now presents an eyeopening statement that provides a twofold closure to the trial-temptation
complex and at the same time paves the way to what follows regarding the
function of the Word in the process of sanctification.

2. Capstone Statement (1:17)
The eye-opening statement, with which James concludes this section, has two
parts. In the midst of the turbulent vagaries as well as the peaceful serenities
of life the first part deals with God as the Good and Perfect Donor, the second
part with God as the Perfect and Immutable Provider.
(1) Good and Perfect Donor (17a)
James couches the first part of his statement in terms of every good “endowment” (dosis) and every perfect “gift” (dorema) that comes down from above,
like “rays of sunshine” (Richardson, 86, with further reference to Mk. 1:10;
Acts 10:11-15; and Rev. 3:12; 21:2-10), and lights up the sky of life like a
spectacular display of fireworks. “While we are the authors and procurers of
all sin and misery to ourselves (Jam. 1:14-15), God is the Father and Fountain of all good (Jam. 1:16-17)” (Henry, III, 1289).
The normal meaning of dosis as a verbal noun denotes “the act of giving”
in terms of its origin, its emergence and its character (Barclay, 63; Tasker, 47;
Zodhiates, I, 78; see also Phil. 4:15). It is “used of ordinary human exchanges
of giving and receiving ... but it can also refer to (the act of the “good”) giftgiving by God” (Johnson, 195). Dorema, on the other hand, is the content of
what is given, the end result of the process, the gift (Zodhiates, I, 79; see also
Rom. 5:16). Most, if not all, commentators notice the difference in the Greek
form, and discuss it, but end up by concluding that there is no definable distinction in meaning. “One need not distinguish “giving” (dosis) from gift (dorema) as one need not distinguish “good” (agathos) from “perfect (teleion)”
(McKnight, 124). The repetition displays the fine poetic cadence of a hexameter (Barclay, 63), constitutes a “poecilonomy (a piling up of synonyms)”
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(McCartney, 111), and in the final analysis is there solely for alliterative, stylistic, rhetorical effect (Martin, 38; Mitton, 52; Ropes, 159; Moo, 1985, 75).
The use of both terms together is said to indicate at best the “unequivocal” or
“complete” goodness of God as a “superb Giver” (Motyer, 55). In the words
of one commentator, “The point of using both is the rhetorical force of repetition with variation and to place emphasis upon the unequivocal goodness and
perfection of whatever comes from God” (Johnson, 195), and in the words of
another, “This expresses the complete goodness of God” (Keddie, 56). Ultimately, however, there seems to be agreement that the terms are basically
“synonymous” (Blomberg, 73; Hartin, 92). Hence “no importance should be
placed upon the difference” (Dibelius, 100). However, oner commentator appears to contrast the “simple act of (“good”) giving with “the (“perfect”) gift
that is far greater than the needs of the recipient” (Royster, 26). This at least,
and correctly, suggests that there is more than at first meets the eye.
So let us take a closer look at both the text and its context for the meaning of this dual phraseology. According to James, whatever comes from God
is beyond reproach. All “giving” is good and all “gifts” are perfect. The difference in formulation between “giving” and “gifts,” coupled with the difference in predicates, “good” and “perfect,” appear to be of much greater significance than virtually all commentators indicate.218 James informs us that the
acts of God’s giving are invariably “good,” and that the gifts which materialize as the end product of his activity are invariably “perfect.” That there is a
subtlety here has been readily acknowledged by most commentators. But the
nature of this subtlety appears to escape them across the board. Frankly, I am
afraid that it must escape anyone who dismisses the idea, or does not operate
under the assumption, that James is a carefully structured Epistle, in which all
the parts are a perfect fit and the whole shows a tightly argued, logical, progression. In short, when James 1:17a is studied in the context of its exquisite
architecture, its meaning “suddenly” appears to fall into place. In it James
presses upon his readers (Note the strong imperative!) that all the phases and
aspects of the already mentioned trial-temptation complex, which is the sub218

Tasker, 47-48, is heading in the right direction when he does not endorse the idea of “mere
synonyms repeated for rhetorical effect,” but is correctly criticized by Moo, 1985, 74-75, for
introducing a contrast between man and God. Man’s giving is supposedly good, even in case
of evil folks who shower their children with gifts. But it is not perfect, whether in motive, objective or otherwise. God’s gifts, however, are invariably perfect. Not only does the lack of an
adversative conjunction in the text appear to rule this interpretation out. It simply does not
make sense in the context! Incidentally, Motyer, 55-56, correctly points out that the Greek
terms, dosis (the act of giving) and dorema (the thing given), do not have identical meanings.
Nevertheless, he is of the opinion that “the words are most likely intended to be synonymous.” The attention must swing to the adjectives, every ... every ..., indicating that God is inexhaustible, holding nothing back. Furthermore, he is unreservedly good in his beneficent
giving and invariably in character in his perfect gifts.
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ject matter of the section under consideration, are bracketed by two realities,
both of which originate in God, a process of giving and the fact of gifts. He
further impresses them that the process is invariably good (every act of giving) and that the gifts are invariably perfect (every gift).
In this context the first term, the verbal noun, cannot but refer to the
string of trials that as an unceasing stream enters into the life of believers. For
the Christian they are all good by definition (See also Zodhiates, I, 79). This
is to say, no “bad” things, only “good” things, can ever happen to “good,”
that is regenerate, people, who genuinely love the Lord (Rom. 8:28). Remember that trials were properly designated as “things of joy” (Mitton, 21)!
After all, from God’s perspective, and subsequently also from the genuine believer’s self-conscious perspective, they providentially serve as “search
lights” and “guiding lights” for the believer’s existence, as “road maps” and
“road signs” for the believer’s life, and as “fuel” and “fertilizer” for the believer’s edification with its two components of endurance and perfection! So,
how can they be anything but good? In a word, every trial, which comes
down to help make up the totality of life, constitutes a “given” from God.
Better yet, it is indicative of a “giving God,” and is therefore by definition
good, and part of the “best possible world,” which was mentioned earlier in
the just completed Topical Focus #8: The Problem of Evil.
Consequently, the second term, the substantive noun, cannot but refer to
the wisdom to deal with trials, which is the “wherewithal” for perfect endurance en route to perfection, as well as the end station of that perfection itself,
which is complete and lacks nothing (See also Manton, 109). Both are perfect
gifts from above (See also 3:15, 17 for the wisdom “from above”)!
All this puts the phraseology and terminology of the text in a crystal clear
perspective. It is the terse summary and grand finale of James’ message in the
opening section of his Epistle. While all trials are by definition good, the anticipated end product does have, just as the implementing means thereto
should have, the stamp of perfection on it! In a word, while the trial process
as an act of God’s giving is good, the final outcome as God’s gift is (going to
be) perfect.219 The word “perfect” James 1:17 applies to God’s “gift” is the
same as James 1:4 applies to endurance and its end product. In this regard
James 1:17, therefore, simply summarizes the content of James 1:4. Not only
does the distinction between “good” and “perfect” come into its own in this
interpretation, but it also underscores why the Greek term teleios should be
219

This diverges considerably from Cargal, 83. In his opinion “James (solely) emphasizes (in
this context) the divine origins of the gifts as opposed to human attainment,” and therefore
leaves “what these ‘gifts’ may refer to ... intentionally vague so as to emphasize that ‘every
good gift and every perfect present’ comes from God.” In the text of my commentary I take a
different tack. Both “every gift” and “every present,” to use Cargal’s terminology, are clearly
identified!
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translated as perfect. The notions of “completeness” or “maturity” simply do
not fit either the earlier or the present context. In fact, it puts the content of
James 1:2-17 in a fog, breaks off the spear point of its purpose, removes from
view its incisive significance, and in it all eclipses (much, if not most of) its
remarkable glory.
Frankly, James’ grand finale is mind-boggling! It has the stamp of God’s
sovereign, all-encompassing, control, his sovereign, all-encompassing, goodness, and his sovereign, all-encompassing perfection indelibly upon it. It is
this fullness of truth that should create eyes to see and ears to hear in unbelievers (See also Ezek. 37:9-10!). It also should be heart-warming and lifechanging for believers. After all, for James to emphasize both the intrinsic
goodness of any and all trials from God’s as well as the believer’s perspective, and the perfect nature of their end result as well as the means to deal
with them, is an incredibly upbeat assessment.
In fact, it is pure Gospel that regrettably has too often been veiled from
sight by the customary way both the trial-temptation complex in general and
the statement under present consideration has been interpreted. The heart-felt,
existence-controlling, as well as life-long recognition, acknowledgement and
experience of this double truth will, and should bring about the contentment,
the thanksgiving and the joy mentioned earlier. That this leads to boundless
worship is virtually a given. It also stands to reason that a truly worshipful
life devoid of debilitating discontent, incapacitating complaints and wearisome depression is a radiantly transformed life. This glory may not, and
should not be eclipsed! Incidentally, this puts the earlier-mentioned need for
prayer in a new light as well. Prayer is indispensably necessary in order to arrive at such a life, for it is on the face of it out of human reach! It also underscores that James in his Recovery mode of mighty preaching is after an abundance type of Christianity that either retains or regains Revival status.
Later on, in James 4:15ff, the author explains that to the believer, who
loves God, not only trials, but also the wisdom that leads to their intended, as
well as finalized, outcome come “from above.” The Greek further indicates
that life consists of a whole string of trials that are perpetually descending,
and are in need of constant endurance en route to the final objective of perfection. What is in view here is not a once-and-for-all-event, not even a “series
of once-and-for-all-events.” Rather it is a continuing stream of “goodness”
(trials) and an equal stream of “perfection” (endurance plus its outcome) that
pours from the Father (heart of God) above (Zodhiates, I, 82) (The significance of the concept “above” is explained more fully in the context of James
3:15-17, where it is contrasted with “below”.)
In short, not to see that trials of poverty as well as riches come from
above is to miss the “goodness,” the beauty of, the comfort in, and the purpose of those trials. Not to see that the wisdom, which is required to pass the
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test of these trials (also), comes from above as a “perfect” gift, is to remain
“earthbound,” to miss out on this wisdom, and to fail the test miserably,
whether in situations of poverty or riches. Not to see that the “perfect” end
result of practical godliness “is from above, coming down from heaven”
(Hartin, 92) is to become cynical or give up hope in case of poverty, and to
become self-reliant and arrogant in case of riches. Either way is to die a slow
spiritual death, and therefore to stand in dire need of recovery, restoration or
revitalization!
As has been stated already, in this passage the readers are not presented
with a theodicy that might satisfy the intellect. No, they come face to face
with the glory of their God on display in his all-encompassing involvement,
his all-caring goodness, and his breath-taking perfection, in the totality of
their life, from start to finish. This should be heart-moving and life-shaping,
as well as dwarf, if not eliminate, the problematic nature of evil. Still, all this
is still only “half of the story.” James continues on what is possibly an even
higher plane!
(2) Perfect and Immutable Provider (17b)
Both the “good” trials, in their origin and nature, and the “perfect” wisdom, in
its essence and outcome, are anchored in the untainted and unchanging nature
of God.
First, he is the Father of lights, that is, of the illumining kind of heavenly
bodies (Gen. 1:14; Ps 136:7). This indicates not only that as their originator
he is in sovereign control (Johnson, 196), but also that there is absolutely no
darkness in him (1 John 1:5). As the creator of these lights, how can he himself be anything else but “perfectly light”, in fact, “Perfect Light?” No wonder that he is called “a Sun and a Shield” (Ps. 84:11). In short, he is like the
sun and the stars in their glory. Better yet, they resemble him in his glory! In
the present context this is an additional reason, why he would not tempt, in
fact, could not tempt. His “light” nature would not “permit” it! This is an additional reason as well, why only goodness (trials) and perfection (their outcome) derive from him. In him is no darkness whatsoever! With this in mind
it is hardly surprising that Christ is called the “Sun of Righteousness” (Mal.
4:2) and the Light of Men (John 1:4; see also Num. 24:17; Is. 9:2; 42:6; 49:6;
Lk. 1:78; 2 Pet. 1:19).
Second, he is immutable. To be sure, the illuminating heavenly bodies
uniformly reflect the intrinsic goodness of his nature. But he also transcends
them. So God is both like and unlike the heavenly bodies (See also
McKnight, 127-128). There is an identity (light) and a difference (shadows).
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The latter is explained by the use of a twofold astronomical terminology.220
For one thing, the heavenly “lights” are characterized by “variations” in terms
of bright daylight and (semi)darkness at night. Further, day and night do not
only overtake each other. They also vary in length and brilliance. But in God
there is no change (Ps. 102:26-27; Mal. 3:6). There is only goodness, undiluted, “unfailing, constant” goodness, “not subject to phases and interruption.” His goodness is not occasional and temporary, “but unceasing and unfading, steady and persistent (Mitton, 54-55; see also PDavids, 38). For
another, the heavenly bodies cast various “shadows,” sometimes longer,
sometimes shorter. This depends upon their location relative to the earth. Further, sunrise and sundown are marked by an increasingly illuminating daybreak and continuously lengthening shadows respectively. In between, the
sun-dial exhibits the movement of the sun across the sky from sunrise to sundown by ever changing shadows (Phillips, 51). But God does not cast any
shadows (Prov. 4:18; 1 John 1:5). In fact, in his omnipresence he is never
closer or farther away, and therefore cannot cast shadows. He is only light,
permanent and pure. In him there is nothing but perfection, once again, undiluted, unfailing, constant perfection (Tasker, 48), not incomplete or limited,
neither subject to phases and interruptions, but total and absolute.
In both aspects of “change” and “shadow” there is a striking difference
between the heavenly bodies and God. The contrast between the unchangeable steadfastness and reliability of God and the changeableness and unreliability of all of creation with its ever present and changing shadows could not
be more marked (Cheung, 184). This contrast is undoubtedly introduced to
underscore, indeed, anchor the central message of the text once and for all.
God guarantees by his very nature that the nature of the unending stream of
trials never changes, but ever will remain constant. They are and will be invariably good! He similarly guarantees that the quality of the outcome never
changes either, and will ever remain constant as well. It is and will be unfailingly perfect! In short, not only the goodness and perfect outcome of each
and every trial, but also the means thereto, are all anchored in the very nature
of God. Frankly, why would he not give the wisdom needed to endure and arrive at perfection? Indeed, why would he not give that perfection itself? What
he starts (trials), he “perfects and completes” (See Jam. 1:4)! It is hardly surprising that “James’ declaration in 1:17 is (rightly) perceived as one of the
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In emphasizing the twofold astronomical terminology I follow the translation, “variation
or (emphasis mine) shadow of turning.” An alternative translation is “variation which consists
in the turning of a shadow.” The question is whether the original Greek reads e, (without a
breathing mark), which is a conjunction, or he (with a breathing mark), which is the definite
article doubling as a relative pronoun. Since the original manuscripts do not have breathing
marks, it is hard to be dogmatic. However, the chosen translation appears to fit better in the
context (See also Ropes, 162-164; and Burdick, 173, who opt for the alternate translation).
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noblest theologoumena in the NT” (Johnson, 204). Besides, there could hardly be any greater encouragement for the believer than to know that the totality
of his life is embedded in God’s immutable goodness en route to guaranteed
perfection. Paraphrasing one commentator, neither the fact, nor the intensity,
nor the scope of his “outshining goodness” can or will ever be altered. Neither will its grand and magnificent aim. Sooner, later, as well as ultimately
everyone and everything will have the mark of divine perfection indelibly
stamped upon it. Furthermore, sooner, later, as well as ultimately God’s saints
will fully concur (Motyer, 57).221
221

According to Dibelius, 102-103, “Hellenistic reflection ... observed with regard to the heavenly bodies above all else the regularity of their changes with inquisitive interest; but in this
it was always stressed that the Mover himself was unmoved, the Author of change was without change.” He also observes that, “if James were to have followed the popular philosophers
here, he would have stated directly the thought that no evil can come from God and then he
would have demonstrated it (sic!). There was plenty of material--already in Plato--which
could be used for that purpose.” He concludes that apparently James “was not able to employ
it or else he did not desire to do so.” Nevertheless, “as it stands ... a faint echo remains of the
philosophical train of thought.” From the perspective of the present writer, this “surface” kind
of apologetic fare would fit in “nicely” with customary types of accommodating apologetics.
But we ought to be thankful that James wants none of this. There is in him not even “the
faintest of echoes!” Let me explain. Greek thinking is victimized by the “universal”/“particular” dilemma of the “one-and-the-many” dialectic. Its “god,” especially in terms
of Aristotle’ Unmoved Mover, is the “Pure Universal.” On the other hand, imperfection, consisting of “shadows” of all kinds, physical, moral, etc., is attributed to the particulars. Christianity operates in a radically and totally different universe. Frankly, the shoddy search for
superficial so-called correspondences does, and should (!) give the apologetic enterprise a bad
name. If the “Unmoved Mover” could truly be demonstrated to exist, the Trinitarian God of
Scripture, in whom the One (universality) and the Many (particularity) are co-essential and
co-functional, could not possibly exist! In Greek philosophy “god” and goodness is only to be
found in the Unmoved Mover, the Universal. The particulars are “bad” by definition. James
declares exactly the opposite. All the particulars, indeed, every individual particular of whatever kind, whether a matter of poverty or riches, precisely because they originate in God are
good by definition! The “foolishness” of the Christian is poles apart from the so-called “wisdom” of the Greeks. In this context, and in colloquial terms, Christian scholarship should not
allow the Greeks to pull the wool over its eyes. In fact, in this context, and in lyrical terminology, the poet Virgil is correct, “Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes,” “I fear the Greeks, especially
when they bring gifts.” The spokesman of this phrase looked at the “Trojan Horse” with deep
suspicion, and brought this to eloquent expression. Regrettably, he found out only later how
well-grounded this suspicion was. But then it was too late. The wall of Troy had been cut by
its own citizens, and the enemy was on the inside. In Church history it has often been too late
or otherwise quite late as well. The Antiochian rationalistic hermeneutics (Aristotelian), that
produced a man like Nestorius, and the Alexandrinian allegorical hermeneutics, that produced
a man like Origen, were both rooted in Greek thinking. While, I am sure, these men did hit the
exegetical nail on the head at times, their methodology led appropriately to their condemnation. Further, were it not for the Council of Chalcedon, the Antiochian School with its Aristotelian emphasis of the separation of the two natures in Christ and the Alexandrinian School
with its Platonic insistence on the fusion of the two natures would both have destroyed the
Person of our Lord and Savior. The Antiochians reasoned from the separation of the two na677

Still, all this does not stifle some pertinent questions pertaining to some
baffling issues. How can God have an immutable mind? After all, he stipulates three courses of action, blessing, curse, and “a wait-and-see stance” in
the middle. How can God have an immutable will? He takes three courses of
spontaneous action, which are, once again, blessing, curse, and a wait-and-see
stance in the middle. How can God have immutable emotions? They run the
gamut from joy to grief to anger. All this seems to spell “change,” and therefore mutability. This simply cannot be shoved under the rug as anthropomorphic phraseology to indicate that God does not really think what he appears to
think, will what he appears to will, feel what he appears to feel, say what he
appears to say, and act how he appears to act. No, in God’s Self-disclosure he
reveals his mind, expresses his will, exhibits his emotions, speaks his words,
and acts out his decisions. Further, there is coherence and consistency, an
immutable rhyme and reason to that Self-disclosure. God is who he is, in his
perfections (attributes) and in his functions (thinking, willing, and feeling),
and operates (speaking and acting) how he operates. He reveals himself in all
this as the immutable God, and now we know it.
In other words, there is a parallel with God’s other perfections, such as
grace, love, holiness, and justice. These do not define who and what God is,
and how he functions and operates. Rather, who and what God is, how he
functions and operates, define these perfections.222 It is the same with the perfection of immutability. The latter is not first of all independently defined in
an all too human way, with this definition subsequently printed in an all too
human dictionary, and finally applied to (an all too human) God. No, it is
tures in Christ to the existence of two persons. The Alexandrinians reasoned from the fusion
of the two natures in the one Person of Christ to one nature. It is spine chilling to recognize
that the empty, deceitful, and soul-destroying philosophy of men (Col. 2:8) ruled the roost in
the two prominent theological universities of the day! If their influence had not been countered by the Council of Chalcedon, the Church would have lost its Biblical Savior and Lord!
To mention one final example, when the Aristotelian Thomas Acquinas conquered the thinking of the Church, there was only one way out, that of the Reformation. The conclusion is
plain and simple. In each of these instances it was, and still is, Grace versus Greek, rather than
Grace completing Greek, or even worse, Greek controlling Grace.
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John MacArthur, Twelve Ordinary Men (Nelson Books: Nashville, 2002), 238, 240-241,
brings this out forcefully with regards to the definition of truth, “God is the author, source,
determiner (sic!), governor, arbiter, ultimate standard, and final judge of all truth … Truth
cannot be adequately explained, recognized, understood, or defined (sic!) without God as the
source … He is the fountain of all truth.” Remove God as the “embodiment” of truth from the
equation, whether ontologically, epistemologically or ethically, and “the whole concept of
truth instantly becomes nonsense (and) every imagination of the human heart turns to sheer
foolishness … (Rom. 1:21-22).” If all this is true, the implications for pre-evangelistic as well
as non-evangelistic apologetic methodologies are staggering. They simply lose their franchise,
since they take their point of departure in “facts and logic” (pre-evangelistic apologetics) or
“the theory of facts and logic” (non-evangelistic apologetics), rather than in the Gospel of
God (Rom. 15:16) as the Gospel of Truth (John 18:37) (evangelistic apologetics).
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God who is the “embodiment” of immutability, and therefore defines immutability. Furthermore, he conveys this definition and all its component elements in his inerrant Bible, and now expects its readers to embrace all these
elements, absorb them, and go by them in their heart, their thinking, their
willing, their emotions, their ethical conduct, their social interaction, their
creative imagination, their dominion taking, their speaking, and their acting,
in short, in the totality of their image of God! In short, the perfections do not
define God. But God defines his perfections!
This brings us to the heart of the issue. God is his perfections, and his
thinking, willing and feeling, as well as his words and actions reflect this!
There never were, never are, and never will be any surprises. God is the same,
yesterday, today, and forever (Heb. 13:8) in his being, his functions, his operations, his words and his works! Listen and look closely to his self-disclosure
in his Word, in nature, in history and in the human constitution, and you
come face to face with the unshakably immutable God! You get what you
hear in his Word. You get what you see in his Providence. So you know who
he is, how he functions and how he operates (See Ezek. 33:1-20 for a sample). In short, God is the immutable benchmark and the immutable standard
in all that he is, says and does. What a difference with mutable man in his
fickle humanity, and what a joy for mutable men in the midst of trials that
they can count on the immutable God regarding the nature as well as outcome
of these trials. “Double-minded” humans may vacillate and waver (Jam. 1:6),
God does not and will not (So also Cargal, 84). There never are and never
will be any quirky surprises!
In summary, the upshot is not only that trials do come from above, but
also that the assistance, i.e. wisdom, to handle the trials properly, to pass the
test, to overcome the temptation aspect, and to arrive at perfection, does and
must come from above, and from above only! Trials (good!) do come from
above. Otherwise they could only be temptations (bad!) from below with all
that this entails! Wisdom (perfect and perfecting!) also must come from
above. Otherwise it could only be folly (darkness) with all its self-destructive
consequences. All of the Christian life appears to explode in a “rainbow of
light.” From a God-centered perspective, the totality of life, which consists of
one great string of trials, the ways and means to deal with them, and the outcome, is a “work of divine art,” a “piece of brilliant beauty!” The “giving” of
trials is good across the board, while the “gifts” of their grand objective, including the means to arrive at it, are perfect. In a word, all this goodness
(God’s “giving” in a continuing stream of trials) with a view to perfection
(his “gift” of wisdom, with a view to endurance unto the perfect end) is guaranteed, because it is rooted in, and reflective of, the immutable God.
All in all, the phrase, “good and perfect,” turns out to be a glorious gem,
and not just a (fumbling) repetition of terms for rhetorical effect! There is
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hardly any other option than to worship the Lord, together with James and
Paul, in a sense of deep satisfaction (1 Thess. 5:16), appreciation (Eph. 5:20)
and ultimately exultation (Phil. 4:4; Jam. 1:2, 9, 10), when the incomparable
carat count of this gem begins to dawn on the Christian! The strength of the
imperative to alert the readers to all this, “don’t be deceived,” “don’t get
fooled by an errant theology,” is fully warranted. The complementary truth
that James presents at this juncture is nothing but awesome. It provides a
double closure. On behalf of all Christians he plumbs the depth of the various
trials/temptations of life, whether they are a matter of poverty or riches. He
must, but also can count all of them as pure joy. This has become “flesh and
blood” for them. No censorious belly-aching and no tinsel town celebration
any longer! Truly a Copernican revolution occurs in everyone who in this regard embraces James as God’s truth. It is an auspicious start toward Revival
holiness en route to perfection! But there is more. Anyone who counts all trials joy can now be joyful, because he now may count on God to provide him
with perfect wisdom, perfect endurance, and perfect Godliness. The Copernican revolution is complete. God-centeredness has wiped out and replaced
man-centeredness. No trial can be as devastating or cheering without evoking
an immediate response: “I count it joy.” Neither can any trial be as devastating or cheering without evoking a complementary response, “Thank God for
perfect wisdom through perfect prayer unto perfect endurance leading to perfect godliness.” All this is based upon a rocklike conviction, “All trials as the
starting point of God’s providential dealings with any and all believers are
unquestionably good, while God’s provisions for them to handle these trials
as well as the end product are indisputably perfect.”
Of course, when James’ “beloved brothers and sisters” plumb the depth
of his teaching, this will, and should turn their faces, at times their tearstained faces, to the unchanging and unchangeable Father of lights, and even
in the direst of circumstances allow them to hold a steady course on the way
to perfection and in the blackest of nights reflect his more than solar brightness, aiming ever to shine as stars in a dark world (Phil. 2:15; Manton, 113).
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2. THE WORD OF GOD (1:18-27)
Introduction
James 1:17 does not only look backward, as it emphasizes God’s total and active hands-on involvement in the trial/temptation complex. It also functions
as a transition to what follows. God’s good, perfect and immutable plan
equally encompasses the way to arrive at the wisdom that is indispensable for
endurance and perfection. This way is the way of the Word of God (1:21),
and especially the way of the perfect law of liberty (1:25). (In this context the
adjective “perfect” is far from a coincidence. Perfect wisdom and perfect godliness derive from the perfect law!) James comments on both Word and Law
at some length in James 1:19-27.223 However, in James 1:18 he makes the
transition from the trial/temptation complex to the Word by pointing out that
this Word is the instrument of regeneration, before he reaches his grand objective and enlarges on it as the source of wisdom as well as the instrument of
sanctification. In the words of one commentator, “Rather than acting destructively (Jam. 1:13) ... God acts constructively” (Burdick, 173). In the context
of James regeneration proves to be the first phase and starting point of this
constructive activity, sanctification the second phase and crowning piece.
Of course, in the context of a Systematic Theology that covers all of the
data of Scripture “forgiveness of sins” (justification) stands in between repentance (evidence of regeneration) and the gift of the Holy Spirit (sanctification) (Acts 2:38). This clearly is the Biblical “order of salvation,” as it is reflected in the life and experience of every Christian. In this “order” forgiveness of sin (justification) is, indeed, the “centerpiece” with regeneration being
the “launching pad” and sanctification the “crowning piece.” But within this
framework James simply has own non-contradictory niche and purpose that
must be honored and embraced at face value! Scripture is always right on,
even if it does not always present all of the truth at the same time. This emphasizes the significance, if not necessity of Systematic Theology as both a
guide and a guard. Now on to the details of James’ message!
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Four times James makes reference to “the Word” in his Epistle (Jam. 1:18; 1:21; 1:22; and
1:23). When it enters the orbit of sanctification, James particularizes it in terms of “law.” For
his references to “the law,” see below. Incidentally, according to one commentator, the word
of truth” should be read as “The Word of Truth” and is allegedly meant to be a reference to
the Son of God “as the Agent of (all) the begetting” and therefore as co-ternal with the Father.
This would underscore the Deity of Christ contrary to the view of the Arians (Royster, 28).
While fully sympathetic with the apologetic thrust of this interpretation, the clues in text and
context do not endorse its substantive content.
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a. Regeneration through the Word (1:18)
(18) By his own (sovereign) will he brought us forth by the word
of truth that we would be a kind of first fruits of his creatures.
In this verse James reminds his readers that in between the two phases of
God’s pathway to holiness, the trial temptation complex and the Word there
is trait-d’union, an indispensable link that binds “furrows” and “seed” together. Or possibly even more appropriately, he points out that there is a root that
unites them in an unbreakable bond. This is regeneration, produced by the
Word as well. Under the canopy of God’s immutability the regenerate-by-thewill-of-God, and only they, may rejoice about the personalized and unquestionably good made-to-order trials they received from their God and Father,
and may eagerly anticipate the perfect made-to-order wisdom of the Word of
his God and Father en route to a perfect made-to-order harvest of godliness.
The concatenation should now be clear. The unchanging God is at work, and
will complete what he started (Phil. 1:6). The scenario is impressive. “God
does not cause temptation; he engenders life” by “giving birth—a remarkable
metaphor juxtaposed to the name ‘Father’… a feminine activity … applied to
God the Father” (Richardson, 87). In his sovereignty he regenerates depraved
sinners (“us”) to become saints (“first fruits”), purposefully striving after godliness en route to ultimate perfection. Both trials and the Word are his instruments to bring this about. He combines “deed” (Providence/trials) and
“Word” (Scripture/preaching) to accomplish his unfailing purpose. It must be
quite clear that apart from regeneration there is not a chance that anyone can
fully embrace the many trials of life as well as their single purpose of perfection in a God-centered manner! Hence the focus upon regeneration! From its
perspective both trials and the Word are always and by definition cause for
exhilarating contentment, thanksgiving and joy!
In the present setting of James, regeneration is the first phase and starting
point of God’s constructive activity, sanctification the second phase and
crowning piece.224 One commentator perceptively calls regeneration “a new
start.” The new birth is, indeed, a fresh beginning, with a new relationship to
God, a new outlook, a new energy, a new future, a new mandate, and a new
prospect, all culminating in the worship of God in the splendor of holiness
(See Motyer, 57-58, with reference to Jer. 31:31-34; Ezek. 36:26, John 3:3-8;
2 Cor. 5:17; Eph. 4:22-24). We saw earlier that the redemptive-historical
transition from old covenant to New Covenant was not gradual and slow, but
224

Of course, in the wider setting of Scripture regeneration functions as the starting point (the
first phase), justification as the center piece (the second phase) and sanctification as the
crowning piece (the third phase) (See specifically Acts 2:38 for this threefold picture as well
as the order in this triad).
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rather a crisis of the highest proportions: the death of (the ministration of)
“death” in the death of Christ and the substitution of (the ministration of) life
in the resurrection of Christ! The personal-historical transition is a crisis of
the highest proportions as well: the death of “death” in the sinner and the
substitution of abundant life in regeneration through the death and resurrection of Christ (Rom. 6:5-8; 1 Pet. 1:3). This always ought to be kept in mind
in line with Pauline teaching as a display of the same stupendous power and
glory that had Christ rise from the dead, and ascend into the heavenly places
(Rom. 6:5; Eph. 1:19-20), whether it is fully experienced in a Pauline fashion
as such (Acts 9:3-8; 26:12-18) or not.
James clusters three fundamental truths around this concept of rebirth, (1)
the Father’s “own will” as the ground of its occurrence, (2) “the word of
truth” as the means of its implementation, and (3) “a kind of first fruits” as
the realization of its purpose (See also Motyer, 58-60; McKnight, 129). Let
me first make some general remarks about this threefold cluster in James’
teaching in the context of the general, biblical, architecture of regeneration,
and then unpack some of the specific details of his blueprint!

(1) Architecture of Regeneration
In terms of its general architecture, Scripture informs us that rebirth occurs
through the agency of the Holy Spirit (John 3:5) and at his sovereign disposition (John 3:8). He is the Surgeon-General. He uses preachers as his arms,
and the Word of truth as his scalpel (Heb. 4:13; 1 Pet. 1:23). The Word of
truth in this context is best understood as the message of the Gospel (So also
Cheung, 87, with reference to 2 Cor. 6:7; Eph. 1:13; Col. 1:5; 2 Tim. 2:15; 1
Pet. 1:25; see also Cargal, 86). The end result is a heart transplant. The stubborn rebel heart that is desperately wicked (Jer. 17:9), and can think only evil
thoughts continually (Gen. 6:5), is exterminated on the cross (Rom. 6:6) and
replaced through the resurrection by a new heart (Ezek. 36:26), Jesus’ heart
(Rom. 6:11). This is the believer’s new mission control center, which evidences itself in repentance and faith (John 1:12-13), a hunger for forgiveness,
and a thirst for holiness. When rebirth takes place, all the erratic changes of
direction come to an end, and all gloomy perennial shadows of sin vanish. Although believers are far from perfect (1 John 1:7), sin now goes permanently
against their grain (1 John 3:9; 5:18). They have made the once and for all
transition from the darkness of death to the light of life. From this point on
the totality of life, from beginning to end, now turns into one steady process
of sanctification, from trials through endurance en route to perfection. This
takes place not only under the immutable control of God himself, and under
the hands-on direction of his Word, but also as the unchanging, permanent
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desire of the believer’s heart, even in the midst of its ups and downs!225 This
underscores that in the midst of the mystery of the Spirit’s work in terms of
its origin and aim (Remember the wind; John 3:8) its power and effects are
unmistakable (One cannot but notice the wind!) (So also Motyer, 59). Finally,
it should dawn on perceptive students of Scripture, if not stagger their imagination, how awesome the miracle of regeneration is. It requires the same
might, which is necessary to raise Jesus from the dead (Eph. 1:19-20), to turn
a rebellious, guilty and vile sinner into a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17)! It cuts
off any and every Arminian tendency that takes refuge in a so-called “good
will” in man at its very root. In fact, it should shame face everyone who by
means of this tendency diminishes “the wonder of grace” in it all.
James’ further reference to Divine sovereignty in regeneration only underscores this. It is described as the direct outflow of God’s “own deliberate
choice” (Burdick, 173). This must be taken with utter seriousness, and may
not be undercut by an all too human counter reference to divine foreknowledge (Phillips, 52), which basically guts the biblical concept of sovereignty,
and thereby robs James’ statement of facts in this passage of its exhilarating
panorama and punch. The ground of the regenerating work of the Spirit is exclusively God’s “own will.” Man’s (non-existing) “good will” is totally out of
the picture (See also John 1:13). It is God’s decision and his decision only!
Just as the first birth is initiated by the will of the natural parents, so the
second birth originates solely in the will of the Heavenly Father. Just as God
commanded, “Let there be light,” at the time of the creation of the universe,
so he decreed, “Let there be life,” at the day of the new creation of a baby
Christian. Even our faith, as a gift of God, is “consequent upon his decision
and action, and derivative from it” (So Motyer, 58, with reference to Gen.
1:3; John 6:44; 15:16; 2 Cor. 4:1-6; Eph. 2:1, 4-5, 8; Phil. 1:29)!
Look at its grand architecture! James moves from divine sovereignty (his
own will) to holiness (first fruits), which eventually is also underscored by
Paul (“election unto holiness;” see Eph. 1:4; and also Tasker, 49). The bridge
between sovereignty and holiness is the Word, which starts out by showing
its muscle as the instrument of regeneration. Then look at its grand message
as well. The starting point of divine sovereignty (election in Paul’s terminology) guarantees the arrival at the end station of holiness. What God starts, he
will finish. At this point to mess up the works by insisting on (a mistaken in225

The Word of truth has a double function. Identified as the Gospel (Eph. 1:13; Col. 1:5-6) it
regenerates (Jam. 1:18). As the implanted Word (Jam. 1:21), further (to be) identified as “the
perfect law of liberty” (Jam. 1:25), it sanctifies (See also Cheung, 91). While these two functions must be distinguished, they cannot be separated. Since both are said to have saving efficacy, full salvation consists of (at least) a combination of regeneration and sanctification! As
has been mentioned already, the rest of Scripture adds a third component to it as well, namely
justification.
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terpretation of) God’s “foreknowledge” and to stroke man’s autonomy is
nearly criminal,226 since it jeopardizes the grand arrival at the end station.
Further, what the Word starts, it will finish as well. Regeneration is only the
beginning, installment Number 1. But it is proof positive, that it will be complemented by the crowning piece of God’s saving activity in purposeful practical godliness on the way to perfection.
Slowly but surely James builds his case. In the midst of trials/temptation
there must be joy by virtue of perfection-through-endurance as its grand objective. In the midst of trials/temptation there must be confidence-in-prayer
for wisdom with a view to endurance unto perfection. After disclosing the
twofold range and highlighting the twofold outcome of trials/temptations he
lays the foundation and opens up a vista. He lays the foundation of the awesome character of God as the anchorage of the believer’s assurance. Once he
sovereignly plots a course, its implementation is an immutably foregone conclusion. While it enlists human agency as a means to an end, it is not dependent on it as a cause to an effect. At the same time, he opens up a vista upon
the Word as God’s instrument in the life of the believer. The very Word that
was operational in the area of regeneration stays on its direct, purposeful and
immutable course. In fact, it never misses a beat, as it proves to be equally indispensable in the arena of sanctification.
The mention of a specific feature, however, bears repetition. While the
reality of regeneration is not introduced until the “midpoint” of James 1, it is
a pivot that has both “backward” and “forward” implications. It serves as an
indispensable launching pad that has a dual purpose. It is inconceivable that
without regeneration anyone could ever “count trials (of either poverty or
riches things) sheer joy” (backward implication). It is equally inconceivable
that without regeneration “sanctification” (forward implication) could ever
226

It is the clear teaching of Scripture, that God predestinates those whom he “foreknew”
(Rom. 8:29). But a comparison with Exodus 2:25 and Romans 11:3 reveals that for God to
“foreknow” them is to “set his love upon them in advance.” In other words, the eternal election by God is rooted in the eternal love of God. This truth figures prominently in Ephesians
1:5 as well, “In love he predestinated us, etc.” The notion that the “foreknowledge” of God
stands for his omniscience that enables him to look down the corridor of time and helps him
find out (surprise, surprise?) which members “of Adams race would respond to the Gospel”
(Phillips, 52) tragically turns sovereignty into an empty façade, robs God of his glory and man
of his unshakable anchorage. At stake once again is the age-old hubris of man who insists on
the functional ultimacy of his finite intellect, and cannot bear the notion of trans-rational
complementary truth. Scripture is utterly clear. God is 100% sovereign and man is 100% responsible. This complementary truth, as has been mentioned repeatedly, does not fit into the
human intellect with its single occupancy. To embrace the one side with the mind is consciously or unconsciously to throw out the other, either subtly or not so subtly. But it comfortably resides in the regenerate human heart with its double occupancy. To embrace both sides
with the heart is a perfect fit and cause for unending worship. See also my Sovereignty and
Responsibility, 75, 83-84.
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materialize.227 It is therefore of the utmost significance that the presence of
regeneration is verified as much as this is humanly possible. This demands
self-examination on the part of the members of the covenant community (See
2 Cor. 13:5), as well as discriminatory preaching, teaching, and counseling,
that carefully spell out the essence (heart transplant), evidence (repentance
and faith), and marks (hunger for God and delight in God’s law) of regeneration as well as the source (Christ), agent (Spirit), and instrument (Word) of its
implementation. To oppose and refuse the practice of this spiritual type of
“internal medicine” is invariably damaging and potentially destructive. There
are copious models in the Gospels and the NT Epistles that supply us with the
necessary ways and means to go about this practice. In James 1, of course,
only the instrument of the Word is spelled out. This is all he needs both to facilitate the over-all purpose of his letter and to get the specific point across
that he is after in the present context.
At any rate, the credentials of the Word are displayed in such a manner
so as to nip any protest in the bud about its function as the way to wisdom en
route to practical godliness and perfection. The majesty of the Word is overwhelming. It also towers over anything that may endeavor to compete with it,
such as self-proclaimed authorities, engrained traditions, human philosophies,
etc. They will prove to be errant lights. Just as God’s Word was the means of
God’s choice in regeneration, so it is the means of God’s choice in sanctification! Only in this way will the “perfect” gifts of wisdom, endurance and perfection materialize in the midst of the “good” trials of whatever kind they
may be! Incidentally, James’ focus upon the double function of the Word also
227

It is more than just interesting to note that Paul in his Romans letter also uses regeneration
as a pivotal midpoint, be it not in an identical manner. In Romans 6:1-11 he places it in his
ordo docendi between his teaching on justification (Rom. 3:21-5:21) and his teaching on
sanctification (Rom. 6:12-8:17) as the argument against the charge that the “overwhelming”
grace of justification can, does, or even must lead to licentious living. The new heart in regeneration once and for all discredits such outrageous charge and once for all blocks the prospect of such contemptible conduct. It is the proverbial finger in the dike! After all, it is Jesus’
heart. As such it nauseates about any and all sin and pursues any and all holiness by definition. In John’s terminology, it “cannot sin” (1 John 3:9), that is, it goes against its very grain,
and “does not sin” (1 John 15:6), that is, it does not deliberately plunge itself into sin or intentionally turns it into a habit. Combine this fact with the Holy Spirit’s sanctifying residence in
the new heart (Rom. 8:11; see also Rom. 7:6; 8:2, 4-5, 13-14, and especially 9; 1 John 3:24),
and we understand that according to Paul “licentious living” does not have a “ghost of a
chance” in an authentic Christian. The new heart does not want it and the Holy Spirit does not
allow it. In fact, through the Spirit Jesus’ heart pursues “the righteous requirement of the law
(Rom. 8:2-4) and mortifies its opposite number (Rom. 8:13). Incidentally, in the light of the
pivotal function of regeneration in both James and Paul one may well wonder why it is too
often treated as an (unwanted?) orphan. As I indicated already, the early Reformation creeds,
such as the Heidelberg Catechism and the Belgic Confession, either do not even mention it or
fail to define it biblically. This is more than a regrettable oversight, or even a deplorable f law.
It is potentially a life-threatening error, if not a deadly danger!
686

gives us a glimpse of God’s plan, perseverance and purpose with his people.
Not only does he continue and end in the way he starts. But also what he
starts and continues, he completes (Phil. 1:6). God’s blueprint is total, definite
and final!
Finally, regeneration through the Word is unto “first fruits” of the Word.
By law first fruits, the first of the crop, are his property. They are owned by
God. They are also the best. They are sacred to God (Lev. 23:10; Deut.
26:1ff) (Tasker, 49). His ownership is graciously secured by the fact of rebirth and their sanctity zealously safeguarded in the process of sanctification.
In Scripture the first fruits also constitute the beginning of the harvest, and is
applied to the first converts in a mission field (Rom. 16:5; 1 Cor. 16:15), “the
first specimens, so to speak, of the new creation” (Phillips, 52; Burdick, 173).
Apparently, a bumper crop is waiting in the wings (Ps. 22:25; Rev. 7:9)! In
other words, God’s regenerate people are his prized, dedicated and holy possession. As such they are his showcase, and sooner or later this showcase will
prove to be big (See also McCartney, 110-111, with further reference to Gen.
49:3; Ex. 35:5; Num. 3:12; 18:15; Deut. 12:17; Ps. 105:36; Rom. 16:5; 2
Thess. 2:13; Rev. 14:4; 1 Cor. 15:20, 23).
In sum, it may never go unnoticed or be forgotten that God’s design
“from regeneration (through justification) to sanctification” originates in his
counsel, the once-and-for-all will of his decree, by which he ordains everything that comes to pass (See also Eph. 1:11). It spells sovereign love, sovereign plan, sovereign grace, sovereign blueprint, sovereign strategy, sovereign
pursuit, sovereign effectiveness, and sovereign result (See also Zodhiates,
85), all rooted in God’s sovereign good pleasure (Mt. 11:26; see also Is.
53:10; Phil. 2:13). Therefore it is negatively the height of arrogance to ascribe
salvation in any of its three aspects to any other cause, such as man’s good
will in regeneration, or for that matter man’s good works in justification and
man’s good efforts in sanctification. On the other hand, it is positively the occasion for the deepest admiration and the highest worship (Manton, 116).
Regeneration, as has been mentioned already, consists of a heart transplant,
the implanting of Jesus’ (“cloned”) heart, as the starting point of sanctification (Rom. 6:6, 11). It is to no avail, and therefore useless, to focus on sanctification without ascertaining that the foundation of regeneration is in place. In
Spurgeon’s vivid illustration, without this foundation all “oratory” about holiness would be like scrubbing a dirty mud floor in a mud hut with hot water.
The result will be a muddy mess (See for this Zodhiates, I, 86).
Incidentally, as I have argued already as well, whenever Christians are
asked why they believe the Bible to be the inspired and inerrant Word of
God, there is only one answer that can stand the sands of time and the storms
of life, “Because it is my life! It gave me my life in regeneration, and it maintains my life in sanctification!” An acknowledgment of Scripture for any and
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all other reasons, however facilitating or true they may be from an “environmental” perspective, such as “the teaching of my parents,” “the testimony of
the Church,” etc., or from an “intrinsic” perspective, such as “the beauty of
Scripture,” “the accuracy of prophecy,” etc., must be deemed to fall short. It
either will peel off like a coat of paint when the going gets rough, or, if it
lasts, it will remain skin deep as “dead orthodoxy,” evidenced by a life without a deep hunger for (regeneration), and a purposeful pursuit of holiness
(sanctification) before God. A regenerate life that enjoys Revival status is involved in Maintenance Ministry and stands prepared to enter into a Recovery
Mode simply cannot wait for the kingdoms of the world to become the Kingdom of our God!

(2) Blueprint of Regeneration
Now on to the details of the transition from trials to the Word, as it pertains
first of all to James’ blueprint of regeneration, of which God is the author, his
counsel is the cause, his truth is the instrument, and his grand objective the
ownership of a special, precious, consecrated people (Johnstone, 119-130).
(1) God brought forth (literally, “once-and-for-all gave birth to,” or
“birthed;” so Blomberg, 75) his people in his sovereign plan, good pleasure
and will (Lk. 10:22; 22:42; John 1:12-13; 3:3-5; 1 Cor. 4:15; 12:11; Gal. 2:5,
14; Heb. 6:17; 1 Tim. 3:15) through the word of truth (Deut. 22:20; 2 Sam.
7:28; Ps. 15:2; 118:43; 119:43; Jer. 23:28; Dan. 8:26; 2 Cor. 6:7; Eph. 1:13;
Col. 1:5; 2 Tim. 2:15; 1 Pet. 1:23-25) with the express purpose of turning
them into “a kind of first fruits.”228
The recurring sexual imagery of “giving birth” is vivid and striking, especially as it in a contrasting manner “corresponds to its negative use in 1:15”
(Johnson, 197). Both man’s desire and God’s desire give birth. The first one
culminates in death, the second in life. In this regard, “that which typifies
humanity is constantly at odds with that which typifies God” (See Cargal, 8788). As one commentator puts it, “This statement produces a startling contrast. Desire brings to birth, but it bears sin and death. God brings to birth redemption and life” (PDavids, 38; see also Blomberg, 75; McKnight. 129). Incidentally, some commentators claim that this refers to God’s creating activity with man in the place of honor, as the crown of creation (Gen. 1:26-28;
Acts 17:28). However, since the figure of begetting is never used to indicate
creation (Ropes, 166; Dibelius, 104; Mitton, 56), this must be rejected (In line
with PDavids, 38, 52)! Others apply it to the creation of Israel at Mount Sinai
(Ps. 119:43, 142, 151; Mal. 2:6) and its special status among the nations (Jer.
2:3). This must be rejected as well. James in his letter addresses the Church,
228

According to Brosend, 48, “the juxtaposition of ‘Father’ and ‘giving birth’ is uncommon.’” This is putting it mildly!
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not ethnic Israel (Laws, 75-76)! No, in the context “us” refers to James and
his readers, that is, the members of the Christian covenant community.
(2) They were brought forth through the Word of truth (2 Cor. 6:7; Eph.
1:2; Col. 1:5; 2 Tim. 2:15). The Spirit of God as the agent in regeneration
uses the instrument of the Word to accomplish his goal. Since at the time the
NT documents had not yet been written, this consisted of the proclamation of
the Gospel (Rom. 10:14, 17) (Dibelius, 105). As I mentioned already, when
Jesus informs Pilate that he came to testify to the truth, and further declares
that anyone who is (born) of the truth will take in what he is saying, it looks
as if this results in a draw. Someone who is not of the truth apparently will
never (be able to) listen (John 19:37), just as a corpse is “dead” to anyone
who seeks to address it. Both James in the present passage and Peter in his
First Epistle (1 Pet. 1:25) indicates that such conclusion would be fallacious
since as the instrument in the hand of the Holy Spirit the truth can “create
ears.” This is an awesome fact and turns for everyone who is gripped by it into a great encouragement to proclaim the truth, whether in preaching, teaching, evangelistic, pastoral or counseling contexts, confident that it will never
be ineffective, ever accomplish what pleases God, and always prosper in its
Divine mission (Is. 55:11; see also 2 Cor. 2:14-16) which includes the end result of a “great,” in fact, an “innumerable multitude” (Rev. 7:9)!
Of course, the shining model for “creating ears,” and all that this entails,
is the monumental picture of the “Valley of Dry Bones,” described in Ezekiel
37. For humans to revive them is impossible by definition. But this incontrovertible truth is complemented by the certainty of their revival through the determined grace of God with the use of human instrumentality. The prophet is
commanded to testify to the dry bones that God will grant them the breath of
life which caused them to rattle together, and subsequently to summon the
breath of life to enter into them which made them stand on their feet (Ezek.
37:1-10). First of all, this realistic as well as hope-instilling biblical model
cannot but inspire Spirit-filled, Spirit-commanded, Spirit-encouraged, and
Spirit-empowered preachers, teachers and counselors, to cry out with Paul,
“Woe, unto me, if I do not preach the Gospel” (1 Cor. 9:16). Second, it cannot but spur them on prayerfully to bring the “Spirit-edged,” ear-creating, and
life-giving truth to bear upon any and all audiences with a view to effecting
life in the fullest sense of the word. Third, it cannot but fill them with confidence that the Word of truth, which is powerful (Heb. 4:12) as the sword of
the Spirit (Eph. 6:17) will produce mighty (Revival) fruit. Fourth, and finally,
they cannot but recognize the awesome universal principle that their (impressive) effectiveness will be commensurate to their (unwavering) faith (Jam.
1:6; with further reference to Lk. 8:48; Jam. 5:15).229
229

See for all this also Ravenhill, Why Revival Tarries, 45-53, especially 48-49.
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(3) As has been mentioned already, in general the term “first fruits” is
open to various interpretations. In this context it could indicate that James’
readers, as the renewed Messianic people, were the “first of the Christian
crop,” “the first converts,” “the first deposit or down-payment of the whole,”
“as the prelude” for a “cosmic renewal” (Dibelius, 106) (Ex. 22:28; 25:2-3;
Lev. 2:12; Num. 15:20-21; Deut. 18:4; 26:20; Rom. 16:5; 1 Cor. 15:20, 23; 1
Cor. 16:15). It is a “new beginning” with (many) “others to follow” (Hartin,
105). This would fit in nicely with the earliest letter to the earliest Christian
Church. It would imply that the present Christians are a harbinger of things to
come. Many would follow in their footsteps. From this perspective it is too
narrow only to designate the “messianic Jewish community” as the “first
fruits” (So McKnight, 131).
However, it also could be used metaphorically for the “best” (Ex. 23:19;
34:26), the “cream of the crop” in terms of consecration (Lev. 23:10, 12; Jer.
2:3; Rev. 14:4). This makes better sense in an Epistle that has Practical Godliness as its over-all theme. Regeneration produces a people, who are fully
owned by God, intimately belong to God (Tit. 2:14), and are totally dedicated
to God, in pursuit of a life of holiness and, ultimately, perfection (Manton,
115, 128-129). This also appears indicated by the use of the Greek adjective
attached to the substantive, resulting in the translation “a kind of first fruits,”
which “has the effect of making the substantive less definite and heightening
its metaphorical character” (Johnson, 198). It is rather evident that this kind
of first fruits could not be the bastard children of lust or evil desire (1:15).
They had to be God’s “glorious” creation (2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 6:15; Eph. 2:10;
4:24) (Martin, 40-41). Therefore, as the “cream of the crop,” they are also
both God’s monuments and representatives among all his creatures (Johnson,
198). If they are also God’s “representative beginning (italics, mine) of the
redemption of the world” (Cheung, 246), they are “the first and the best” (Doriani, 42)! Incidentally, the contrast with the products of the “deceptiveness,
the drivenness, and the destructiveness” of lust (Johnson, 205) could not be
bigger!
It should be noted that all this further undergirds James’ teaching in the
first section of this chapter, and provides it with an even greater depth perspective. All trials-temptations ought to be viewed within the framework of
James 1:18. They are part of God’s plan to reach God’s goal (See also Rom.
8:28-30). Hence, the believer may be confident that, when he seeks wisdom,
perfect endurance and perfection, in confident prayer for that which is God’s
goal in the first place, he will receive it! Once again, when a father enjoins his
son to undertake a task, the son should understand that the father is more than
happy to supply him with the “wherewithal,” needed for the task, whether it
is gasoline for the lawn mower, a computer to send Email, money to purchase
an Airline ticket, or otherwise. He should not have any doubt about this, nor
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waver in his acting upon it. After all, what God starts he will complete (Phil.
1:6). The stage is now set for the next section! Also at this juncture God
clearly proves to be without “fickle change” or “dark shadows.” Regeneration through the Word is woven of one cloth with sanctification through the
Word. The latter is built upon the former, and the former is the divine guarantee for the latter. Furthermore, the pivotal nature of the Word, not only in regeneration (See also Ps. 19:7; 1 Pet. 1:23), but also in sanctification cannot be
underscored sufficiently (See also Ps. 19:8-13; John 17:17; 1 Pet. 2:1-3). Satan seeks to achieve its destructive end by “wedding” the temptation aspect in
the trial/temptation complex (the enemy on the outside) to indwelling sin (the
enemy on the inside) resulting in actual sin, its subsequent maturation and its
consequent death (Jam. 1:14-15). God, on the other hand, overcomes the ever
present threat posed by the unholy alliance of the two lethal enemies by complementing the trial aspect in the trial/temptation complex with the Word, resulting in practical godliness en route to perfection, and the end product of
eternal life. Let there be no misunderstanding whatsoever, howsoever and
wheresoever! The ugly and deceptive concatenation of temptation-indwelling
sin-unholiness-death will win out “hands down,” unless the utmost diligence
is fully operational heartily to embrace the victorious concatenation of trialWord-godliness-life. There are hardly enough adjectives available to make
this crystal clear!
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b. Godliness through the Word (1:19-21)
(19) Know, my beloved brothers, that every person should be
quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger. (20) For a person’s
anger does not bring about God’s righteousness. (21) Therefore
put away all filth and overflowing wickedness, and welcome
with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your
souls.

(1) Confrontation with the Word (1:19-20)
To designate “the structural flow” of this passage as “unclear” is not acceptable (McKnight, 133). Rather it is part of a coherent argument, not only in
substance, as already indicated, but also in form. The introductory phrase can
be translated as either an indicative or an imperative. When taken as an indicative, “You know all this,” that is, “You are fully aware of what I just stated,”
it constitutes “the warrant for the command that follows concerning hearing
and speaking” (Johnson, 199). In other words, starting from their present
knowledge, he makes a further disclosure. It may possibly be new information, but it will not come as a surprise. In fact, it makes eminent sense! The
use of the indicative, then, would be either an encouraging pat on the back or
a half-accusing reminder, most likely the former, and as such part of a teaching style worthy to emulate. At any rate, the repetition of the appellation, “beloved brothers,” serves to make the transition from present knowledge to future conduct as smooth as possible.
Most commentators, however, opt for a (strong) imperative that introduces the next chain or grouping of directives (Nystrom, 89; see also Stulac, 63;
PDavids, 91; Laws, 80; Dibelius, 109; Ropes, 168; McCartney, 114). In the
light of what I just bound upon your heart, ever remember that this has
implications for your “ear” (be quick to listen), your “mouth” (don’t talk
back), and your “emotions” (abstain from anger). In colloquial terms, be all
ears, don’t run your mouth, and don’t boil over! These are apparently “three
little foxes,” that can ruin the “vineyard” (Song of Solomon 2:15) of human
society, whether the fellowship of believers, the family circle, the educational
arena, or the work-a-day world (So virtually Richardson, 89). Be on the alert!
Watch out for them! Guard yourself against them! And by all means learn to
chain them! If practical godliness is a matter of life and death, success in
caging these “foxes” is pivotal. By addressing his readers as “beloved
brothers,” James simply underscores this. Seeking to touch the cords of their
heart, he urges the utmost of attention for an issue of the utmost significance!
Because of the issue at stake the strong imperative appears to fit better in the
context than the mild indicative. But what precisely is this issue? There is a
difference of opinion about this among commentators.
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The chain of directives upon which James focuses the readers’ attention
is a “three-part saying,” allegedly a rather common sort of “grouping” that is
often found in Jewish as well as world literature (Brosend, 54). According to
nearly all interpreters this grouping contains a general type or “category” of
down-to-earth wisdom. Do little talking, much listening, and by all means do
not lose your temper (Dibelius, 111-112). After all, this “triple good advice”
fits right in with the fact that man possesses “one mouth to speak,” “two ears
to hear,” and a penchant for “self-importance, self assertion, intolerance, and
stubbornness” (Motyer, 65-66; see also Doriani, 47), as well as “selfirritation” in the midst of a gamut of emotional responses from which to
chose (Barclay, 64-65)! One commentator connects it with the earlier trial
motive, and muses that a trial crunch, such as a financial crisis, can quickly
sour relations in the home and easily results in strained communication between spouses, if not in accusatory flare-ups with all their predictable consequences. That’s why paucity of words, lending both ears, and staying on an
even keel (Stulac, 64-66) is mandated. A second commentator refers to Jewish and Biblical wisdom literature for parallels that recommend self-control
and restraint in the areas of the tongue, the ears, and the emotions (See also
Prov. 10:19; 13:3; 14:29; 17:28; 29:22; Ps. 4:4; Eccles. 4:29; 5:11-12). However, if a “moralizing” message was all that James had on his heart, the strong
imperative would not be a good fit. In fact, it would be puzzling as a lead-in
for a supposedly brand new topic that is rather down to earth and common
place, and therefore does not deserve lots of hype.
I wish to contest the moralizing interpretation in the strongest possible
terms, and at the same time indicate why this passage, when properly understood, “begs” for a strong imperative. First, why would James suddenly turn
into a moralizer? This is not only unacceptable from a broad biblical perspective, but also out of character in the framework of his letter. Second, this moralizing interpretation is the immediate consequence of both a denial and a
failure. It is rather common to deny a deep structure in James that gives rise
to its architecture, in which all the parts cohere in an amazing fashion. This
denial leads to the conviction that the passage under consideration is a brand
new topic. It is nearly as common as the failure to overlook the larger and
immediate context.230 This failure to take both into account should be rectified. I will now explore these contexts. It will not only make clear that mora230

Let me repeat here my hermeneutical counsel of the General Introduction ever meticulously to outline a text in its largest context, and ever to seek to improve one’s outline. It will open
up surprising vistas upon the text that can only be acquired in this manner! Of course, liberal
or semi-liberal, scholarship that rejects the God-breathed character of Scripture will never
consent to this, nor can it! After all, its premise is that in Scripture we are facing an all too
human book that must be regarded as too questionable in too many of its details to warrant
this “rule of thumb” procedure. With this point of departure it is bound to wound itself by
constantly shooting itself in the foot, and at crucial times certain to facilitate spiritual suicide!
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lizing is farthest from James’ mind, but also that this section is a fully integrated part of James’ letter.
The larger context is that of practical godliness. In the first chapter James
addresses the twofold way to practical godliness from the divine perspective.
I have argued that trials are the furrows in which the seeds of the Word are
planted. Well, in the immediate context the focus is upon this Word. It is first
the instrument in regeneration, and then continues to be the instrument in
sanctification. But this is not an automatic procedure, just as in an agricultural
setting the implanting of seeds in furrows does not guarantee an automatic
crop! There is a constant need for fertilizing, watering, weeding, etc.
Similarly, in the spiritual realm a crop is not a mechanical certainty either. In
the “three-part saying” James basically depicts the readers’ reaction to the
Word as an instrument of sanctification to indicate a sure fire way that will
prevent a crop of righteousness from ever materializing. This, then, is
followed by its counterpart, the conditio sine qua non for a rich harvest of
righteousness (So also Zodhiates, I, 93-94; McCartney, 115).
According to Scripture, the Word of God as the sword of the Spirit (Eph.
6:17) reaches the very core of man’s being (Heb. 4:12). Hence, it is bound to
call forth a strong reaction. In this context James warns his readers that this
reaction should be one of quick and careful listening to it and not one of talking back, arguing with it, or “drowning it out,” whether in anger or otherwise.
In fact, especially not in anger, for anger toward God’s Word is always selfdestructive. James’ counsel is clear. Yield quickly to the message of Scripture. Hear it (Jam. 2:19b-20), receive it (Jam. 2:21) and obey it (Jam. 2:22-25)
(Motyer, 63; so possibly also Blomberg, 81, 85-86, 96-99). In other words,
pursue it, absorb it, digest it and evidence it, “eagerly, seriously and resolutely” (Cranfield, 186)! The notion that the anger to which James refers is the
“wrath” of the enemies of the faith directed at God’s people misses the point
completely (Mayor, 205). Not only does this not fit into the context. It also
would destroy the counsel of the text. The believer is not the “innocent” object of anger. The Word is! And the believer is the potential “culprit,” who is
told not to indulge in such anger.
All this, once again, indicates the close connection with the preceding
sections. Trials/temptations are God’s furrows in the life of the believer that
are (needed as the) “receptacles” for the seed of the Word of God. This is the
connection with the larger context. There is also the already mentioned connection with the immediate context. The Word does not only regenerate (Jam.
1:18). It also sanctifies (Jam. 1:19). The latter is not a new concept. It is
taught in both in the OT and the NT (Ps. 119:11; John 17:17). From this perspective it is highly unlikely that James 1:19 simply tackles a brand new unconnected topic in a loose train of moralizing thought. In fact, the immediate
context spikes the notion that James moralizes here, as if he were saying, “It
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is ‘naughty’ not to be a good listener, to talk too much, and to fly off the handle at the drop of a hat.” However attractive and biblical (!), good listeners
(Prov. 5:11), self-controlling talkers (Prov. 10:9; 13:3; 15:1; 17:27-28; 29:20;
Eccl. 5:2-3) and “even keeled” people (Prov. 16:26; Eccl. 7:9; Eph. 4:26) are,
this is not the message here.
The message rather has to do with man’s response to the Word of God
(Mayor, 209; Burdick, 174) when it provides seemingly “unpalatable wisdom” in the midst of the at times crushing burdens of either “poverty” or
“riches.” The Word is the same indispensable instrument in sanctification as
it is in regeneration. This puts the strong imperative in proper perspective.
“Take note! Take note! Just as without regeneration entrance into the Kingdom is permanently blocked (John 3:3, 5), so without holiness residence in
the Kingdom is out of the question (Heb. 10:14). Therefore do not ignore, oppose, close up, or repel the only “pipeline” that produces this holiness by giving it the silent treatment, by drowning it out, or by eliminating it. Get rid of
any and all types of reluctance to embrace and absorb the truth.”231 In sum, in
the present passage, James moves on from the new birth through the Word to
the new life through the Word! In someone’s colorful language, “those who
are bred by the Word, must be fed by the Word” to retain Revival vigor and
effectiveness. The alternative is to wither and die.
Incidentally, not all frequent talking is condemned. Quite the contrary!
“My mouth shall speak of thy righteousness all the day” (Ps. 72:74), and
“Those who feared God spoke often with each other, and the Lord gave attention, and heard it, and a book of remembrance was written before Him for
those who fear the Lord and who esteem his name” (Mal. 3:16).
Candidly, all genuine believers have an “unlimited” capacity to listen to
God’s Word. They stand in awe of it (Ps. 119:18, 96; Is. 66:2), love it, and
always want more (Ps. 63:1-2). It is their wisdom (Deut. 4:6), and in its wake,
their endurance (Ps. 119:92) and their perfection (Ps. 19:7), in short, their life
(Deut. 32:46-47). To them ignorance is not blissful. It would seal their doom
(Hos. 3:6). However, they listen in a unique manner (Lk. 8:14), from within
the framework of the three hermeneutical spirals, as identified above. Their
objective is not merely to put factual information in the refrigeration system
of their mind, but to grow into Christian adulthood (1 Pet. 2:3-4). They take
in the truth, of whatever kind, as fuel for the fire of practical godliness
through the grace and the knowledge of Christ (2 Pet. 1:3; 3:18). With the assistance of their “mentors/models” (Acts 14:22; Rom. 15:16-18; Eph. 4:1213; 1 Thess. 1:5-6; Heb. 13:7) and in the fellowship of the Church (Acts 2:42;
231

Some manuscripts replace the Greek word Iste, “Take note,” with the term Hooste,
“Therefore.” This lays the same connection as the imperative, although not as emphatically!
Possibly the transcribers were of the opinion that their replacement term would make for a
better understanding of the meaning of the text.
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Heb. 10:25), they embrace it from the heart (Rom. 6:17). In short they are fully aware of the fact that they are on the “toll road” from rebirth (“begetting”)
to perfection,” rejoice in it, and are willing and eager “to pay the full price.”
The state of their hearts is such that they are eager to have their minds saturated, their affections stirred and their resolutions strengthened with the
Word.
We are faced here with a third “immutability.” First, God does not
change direction. He is committed to lavish goodness unto perfection (Jam.
1:17). Second, the Word does not change direction. It is committed to complement regeneration with sanctification (Jam. 1:18). Third, the regenerate
heart of man does not change direction. It is desirous to absorb the Word unto
practical godliness (Jam. 1:19, 21; so Manton, 129-130).232
There are plenty of biblical precedents for swiftness to listen to God’s
Word and to give it one’s undivided attention (1 Sam. 3:9; Heb. 12:25). There
are also precedents for a quick combative counter argument (John 8:31ff),
and a quick angry reaction (John 8:59). At any rate, here is the answer to the
prayers urged by James 1:5. The petitioner gets wisdom and all that this entails from God’s Word and through the proper use of it. Surely, the Epistle
displays a glorious tapestry in logic and substance! The author eventually and
increasingly covers all the bases! The watchful observer can hardly miss the
progressive development of the individual themes. It seems increasingly a
shame to deny James a definite structure, not as much because it veils a glorious intellectual panorama from view, but because it would function as at
least a (greatly decelerating) speed bump, and possibly a (very dangerous)
sinkhole, on the road of practical godliness en route to perfection.
James 1:20 demonstrates that the interpretation thus far is on the right
track. In this verse James adduces a ground for his admonition that specifically focuses upon anger as “the inevitable end of the line” in a chain of unacceptable reactions. Whether it is internalized or expressed, smolders or ex232

It is a rather sad story that in the so-called sophisticated West there is little or no tolerance
for preaching services that last much longer than an hour. What a difference with some countries that at one time found themselves behind the “iron curtain,” and with many countries in
Sub-Saharan Africa. Lengthy sermons full of solid biblical truth, both exposition and application, are warmly welcomed. They may last for two to three hours without a complaint being
voiced. In fact, the opposite is the case. They are encouraged and received with joy! It has
been my personal privilege to be the recipient of enthusiastic responses to quite lengthy sermons that would boggle the Western mind, be it not the truly regenerate, Spirit-filled heart,
whether Western or otherwise! Truthfully, such responses are typical in Revival times in any
part of the world. In fact, in such times mighty preaching assemblies invariably proliferate.
We may well pray that rather than seeing such assemblies diminishing in number and frequency, which appears to be the over-all trend, they will return to the West both in the Church
in general and in its Christian Institutions of Higher Learning. Without them the over-all decline can only continue notwithstanding the existence of powerful pockets of true spirituality.
The latter should not fool anyone.
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plodes, anger with God’s Word (with its promises, its directives, its prohibitions, its warnings and its threats) and the righteousness of God (which is
practical godliness, rather than his justice “setting things to right;” contra
McCartney, 115) are mutually exclusive. Anger against God’s Word that
churns on the inside turns into resentment and bitterness. This is selfdestructive. Anger against God’s Word that is vented on the outside is like an
explosive. It may devastate the Church and its spokesmen to one degree or
another.
The anger in James 1:19 is obviously not generic, and therefore not to be
paraphrased as “the practice of human anger” in general (Nystrom, 90). It is a
special kind of anger, since not all anger drives out righteousness! It is not
simply an inner turbulence, but a mindset bent on taking revenge. It is every
instance of irritation with and resentment about God’s “interfering” insistence
upon a holy life that wishes to take it out against God himself, his word or his
appointed servants in a retaliatory fashion (So also Zodhiates, I, 96-98). In
fact, it may well result in a subtle or not so subtle limb- and life-threatening
persecution (2 Tim. 3:10-12). James’ strong warning against this type of anger can only be taken to mean that it regrettably is far from an occasional occurrence.
Most people could learn from David as confronted by Nathan. He does
not blow up, nor fly off the handle, but repents (Ps. 51:1ff). However, not
everyone was like David. Jeroboam was not, neither was Asa, to mention only two examples. In both these instances the preacher “hit the nail on the
head,” as every preacher always should do (Zodhiates, I, 100), whether in a
discriminating fashion, in facing unbelievers, or in an applicatory manner, in
facing believers. And in both cases the response was violent. Jeroboam in his
vengeful fury was about to seize a “man of God,” who denounced his idolatrous worship, when his stretched out hand dried up (1 Ki. 13:4). Asa in his retaliating anger imprisoned the prophet Hanani, who condemned his reliance
on foreign military assistance rather than on the Lord in his war with Israel (2
Chron. 16:10). I fear that these are not isolated instances. If a pastor or counselor spends 24 hours with a parishioner or counselee and constantly as well
as relentlessly probes with the Word, I am afraid that he will eventually get
an angry reaction. Of course, it will be no different when the pastor or counselor is the target and is probed by the parishioner or counselee for the same
length of time!233 It is either this or repentance, unless pastor, counselor, pari233

I fear that in any (lukewarm) ecclesiastical scene it would take no more than uninterrupted
reminders of James’ injunction to count each trial sheer joy to get someone’s annoyed goat.
When I tested this out, I hit pay dirt rather quickly. This is not surprising. After all, we are not
used to such godly response even when we experience small irritations, let alone trying, if not
maddening circumstances, or bothersome, if not infuriating people. Why, then, would we, and
how, then, could we react any differently, when we face God’s really hurtful providential
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shioner and counselee already possess the “righteousness of God” in perfection, which, of course, is an unlikely scenario! Quite clearly, unless and until
the foundation of the truth is laid by (prophetic) “teaching” and embraced
from the heart (David!), (prophetic) “exhorting” hangs in the air, and is liable
to meet a violent (Asa!), if not deadly (Jeroboam!) response (See the Preface
about the relationship between such biblical “teaching” and “exhorting”)!
At any rate, “the great (back) talker is rarely a great listener, and never is
the ear more firmly closed than when anger takes over.” If this is so in “the
market-place of life,” how much more does this not apply to our relationship
with God and his Word? According to one commentator, we all would do
well to use the former “as a training-ground for a readiness to hear, a control
of speech, and a cautious abhorrence of anger.” “The courts of men are a
drill-ground for the courts of the Lord” (Motyer, 65-66). I quite understand
the sentiment expressed in all this. But I prefer to turn it around. Only “cleaving to Christ” (Acts 11:23) in the courts of the Lord will insure the realization
of James 1:19-20, as the prerequisite for practical godliness en route to perfection, both in these courts and anywhere else. In short, rather than using the
“common grace” of everyday life to assist us in submitting cheerfully to
God’s Word in God’s presence, let us prayerfully request and cheerfully display “special grace” in our relationship to God and his Word as model for
“the market-place of life.” After all, as I argue later in the context of James
4:15, common grace, even as a 100% gift from God, comes at the same time
from “below,” from the pit of hell, as a 100% activity of man. We would not
want the latter to be the foundation and model for any of our activities in the
“courts of the Lord,” would we?234
At any rate, what comes into view in the phrase “the righteousness of
God” is neither the standard of righteousness, nor imputed righteousness, nor
eschatological righteousness, but imparted “every day” righteousness or holiness that originates in God, is derived from God, is reflective of God and
gives honor to God. It is the abundant “Pentecostal” righteousness of Psalm
85: 11, 13 that constitutes part of the “Great Revival” and flows forth from
the presence of the Holy Spirit (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival). As
dealings, from terminal sicknesses and loss of loved ones to genocides and holocausts, and
everything in between?
234
Of course, “graphic images” from the environment and the marketplace are not out of
bounds by definition. Quite the contrary! In its eagerness to combat laziness Proverbs refers
sluggards to the ever busy ant (Prov. 6:6), and in his zeal to have (anemic and wavering) folks
“mean Kingdom business” in the fullest sense of the word Paul points them to the example of
the self-disciplined and ever training long distance runner, frankly as a matter of life and
death (1 Cor. 9:24-27 in the context of 1 Cor. 9:1-23!). But would it not be “awesome,” if
both the ant and the marathon runner could be told to take their cue from Christians, that is,
very concretely from “us, from “you” and from “me?” Revival would be knocking on the
door, if it were not already “in the door!”
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such it must exceed by a country mile the Pharisaical righteousness that wishes to escape its full biblical force (Mt. 5:20). Further, it must be actively pursued, rather than angrily opposed, as an inviolable part of the Kingdom (Mt.
6:33).235 Once again the OT, Jesus and James dovetail 100%!
Apart from anger with the Word of God, there are several other types of
anger that are sinful and forbidden by the Lord. First, it is anger that flares up
easily and quickly (Prov. 14:17, 29; 19:11; Eccl. 7:9). Second, it is anger
without a cause (Mt. 5:22; Jonah 4:9). Third, it is anger that lingers beyond
nightfall (Eph. 4:26). Fourth, it is anger that remains under the surface and
embitters a person (Gen. 27:41; Eph. 4:31). Fifth, it is anger that explodes (1
Sam. 25:13; Ps. 106:33). (Incidentally, anger Number 3 inevitably produces
anger Number 4 and Number 5.) All these types of anger are damaging. They
give an opportunity for the devil to do his work (Eph. 4:27). They grieve the
Spirit of God (Eph. 4:30). Therefore, they ought to be shunned!
But the anger against God’s Word, whether it is a slow burn or erupts, is
suicidal. It self-destructs. It is the anger that responds to discriminating
preaching, which cuts at the heart of the unregenerate. Unless this heart is
converted (Acts 2:37), it is murderous (Acts 7:51, 54, 57, 58). It is also the
anger that reacts to applicatory preaching, which exposes unacceptable conduct in the regenerate. Unless there is a change, it lashes out (2 Cor. 12:2021), even if eventually it is bound to come to its senses in repentance (2 Cor.
7:8-11).236 In short, “human wrath does not work God’s righteousness because it is associated precisely with ‘lust,’ the self-aggrandizing drive to acquire pleasure and possessions and power, because when such ‘lust’ is
thwarted, it generates ‘wrath’ and ‘wrath’ leads to murder (see 4:1-4)” (Johnson, 205).
Incidentally, anger can be righteous, when it is for the right reasons (Mt.
5:22, Mk. 3:5), and when it is directed at the correct objects (Lk. 9:55; Eph.
4:26a). As an emotion, anger has propelling power. As such, this emotion is a
gift of God. When harnessed and controlled, it can be of great use to deal
with issues in an edifying manner. Emotions can put payloads into orbit, that
otherwise would regretfully remain wishful thinking. The upshot would be no
edification, and most likely no damage control of much consequence!
However, this is not the anger that comes into view in this passage! One
commentator appears to recognize that James’ triadic counsel is given in the
context of the Word (Adams, 88-89). At the same time he mostly deals with
235

Anyone who points either one out to a “Pharisee” in the Church, that is, a person who
trusts in himself, apparently for regeneration, justification or sanctification (Lk. 18:9), is
bound to make enemies (Mt. 23:1-36).
236
The anger which is the object of the strong warning of James 1:19-20 is a sin against the
Second Commandment which, as I explain below in Topical Treatment #10: The Decalogue, obliges us “to love God for what he says.”
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the issue of anger apart from this context (Adams, 85-88, 90-93). This seems
to muddy the waters some. After all, the focus in this context is solely the
question as to how believers relate to the Word of God. Since without holiness no one is allowed in God’s presence (Heb. 12:14), and holiness is conveyed through the instrumentality of the Word (John 17:17), the presence of
the Word (1 Sam. 3:1; Am. 8:12; Mt. 13:3ff), the hearing of it (Mt. 3:5), the
meditation upon it (Ps. 1:2), the embrace of it (Mt. 14:29), the absorption of it
(Acts 2:42), as well as the refusal of it (Heb. 12:25), are all a matter of life
and death. It should be crystal clear that all this does not comport with the interpretation that James’ “three quick commands” are directed against “hotheads” in the “messianic Jewish community” who might entice it to resort to
violence against its socio-economic oppressors. As if their (boiling) anger
could be instrumental in establishing the justice of God (McKnight, 135139)!
In sum, when James hammers upon this very anvil, he is simply an extension of the OT, fully in line with the teaching of his Lord, in conformity
with the views of the early Church, and the precursor of the rest of the NT
writings. Further, from the abundant evidence, not only in this context but
throughout his Epistle, he proves to be fully aware that for the Word to be effective, he must “roar” just like his Master (Rev. 1:15), and cut at the heart of
his hearers just like his colleagues (Acts 2:37; 7:54). Finally, Church history
provides us with evidence as well that he practiced what he preached, unlike
so many of his contemporaries (Rom. 2:21). With him it was “show and tell
time.” The name James, the Just speaks volumes (See also Manton, 131-135)!

(2) Reception of the Word (1:21)
James mentions four elements that govern the (proper) reception of the Word.
He, first, enumerates two prerequisites like College 101 and College 201.
Both a specific preparation (College 101) and a specific attitude must be in
evidence (College 201). Then, he also identifies two characteristics, similar to
College 301 and 401, which leads to graduation. The Word that is (to be) received is (to be) “implanted” (College 301). This is hardly possible without
prerequisites! At any rate, upon its implantation it has “salvation” as its anticipated outcome (College 401).
First (College 101), the preparation comes in the form of a twofold summons. The readers must (1) get rid of all kinds of, all conceivable, moral filthiness (similar to “the filth of ulcers and the nastiness of the body,” Manton,
144; or to “physical dirt and grime,” Richardson, 91; see also Nystrom, 92;
Keddie, 70), in short, “all that is sordid” (Mitton, 63), “the whole range of
morally degenerate behavior” (Richardson, 91), or even the “filth of ‘spiritual
ear-wax’ that blocks the hearing of the Word (Royster, 32), and (2) shed all
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conceivable excess of evil, abundance of corruption, in short, the “whole dirty
mass of wickedness” (Windisch), the “excrement of wickedness” (Beza,
quoted in Manton, 144), the “great mass of malice” (Laws, 81-82), all moral
“garbage” (Manton, 144), “rank growth of wickedness (Cheung, 89), “surplus
or overabundance of filth” (Blomberg, 87), “abundant malice or overflowing
of evil” (McCartney, 116), “every sordidness and abundance of wickedness”
(Hartin, 96), or a “redundancy of wickedness” and an “immense chaos of
evils” (Calvin, 295, quoted also in Mitton, 63). Apparently, the life of all
Christians is marked by a “profuse wickedness” (Dibelius, 113), an “abnormal” (Nystrom, 92) overflow, a continuous “oozing,” in fact, “spillover” of
wicked filth, and filthy wickedness (ruparia; see also Zech. 3:3-4). I doubt
whether the world will go for this ominous diagnosis. I expect this to be regarded as preposterous. What is much more ominous, however, is that this
breathtaking picture hardly ever takes the breath away from Church people.
On the one hand, this is to be expected. After all, this humbling truth is rarely
preached in living color. On the other hand, this is a gloomy fact. After all,
without the embrace of this diagnosis the embrace of Christ as our sole, our
exclusive sanctification (1 Cor. 1:30) also will leave lots to be desired with all
that this entails (See Rev. 3:14ff).237 In short, this calls for the highest of
alerts!
Incidentally, to translate the Greek for “abundance,” “overflow,” as referring to merely a “remnant (emphasis added) of wickedness” (NASV), “a few
peccadillos” (correctly opposed by McCartney, 117), or even “filthy remnants (emphasis added) of sin” (Adams, 94), a “surplus (emphasis added)
malice” (correctly opposed by Laws, 82), or even merely “anger and retaliation” in the messianic community (McKnight, 142) is totally unacceptable.238
There is quite a difference between an “overflowing sewer” and a clean fountain with here and there occasional particles of contamination. Unless “indwelling sin,” or “the flesh,” is harnessed, it will without fail overflow in all
237

Note that the adjective of filthiness, ruparos, is used in James 2:2 to describe the clothes
of the unkempt and smelly visitor (Hartin, 97) who is received in such an intolerably shabby
and prejudicial manner, as well as in Revelation 22:11, where the term is applied to one’s character and conduct that “taints, soils, and devalues our lives” (Motyer, 68). Ruparia and its
derivatives clearly are indicative of an overwhelming condition that covers the waterfront.
238
See for the “booming” nature of the Greek perisseia, Rom. 5:17; 2 Cor. 8:2; 10:15. To opt
for “remnant” as a translation may well indicate a “blind spot” in the translator’s selfknowledge, and at least a lack of 20-20 vision of both God’s Word and one’s self. Eventually
this will have tangibly troublesome consequences in one’s lack of experiential recognition of
the utter need for sanctifying grace and, corollary to this, in one’s ill-concealed irritation with,
or disdain for people who admit to be “slime balls” in themselves. In at least one instance
such public acknowledgment precipitated the scathing judgment that it disqualified the speaker from the preaching office. Frankly, it is quite the opposite, and possibly even the other way
around!
701

of us, and do so “big time,” “excessively,” “abundantly” (Royster, 32)! In
fact, (all too) frequently, if not (all too) regularly, it does overflow! James returns to this theme in James 3:5ff and again in James 4:1ff. But here he introduces the grim benchmark truth that reportedly made Jonathan Edwards cry
out after his conversion (!), “oh, my sins, infinity upon infinity” (Quoted in
Bonar, 36-37; see also 1 John 1:8).
At any rate, the “putting away” (as one does with a soiled garment, similar to Rom. 13:12; Eph. 4:25; Col. 3:8-10; Heb. 12:1; 1 Pet. 2:1) or “stripping
off” (Ropes, 170; Barclay, 66) of all sordid filth and wickedness must be
done in conjunction with hearing the Word of God, more precisely, with a
view to its proper reception (See Lk. 8:18). One commentator correctly points
out the discord between a filthy spirit and the purity of God’s Word. The brazen presence of known sins makes for an unfit soil. God simply refuses to
implant his holy Word in evildoers (Job. 8:20; Ps. 50:15) (unless it is with a
view to regeneration), just as he does not cast pearls before swine (Mt 7:6).
The word does not flourish except in good soil (Mt. 13:18-23).
In fact, James insists that all filth should be shown the door of whatever
kind it is, to whatever degree it is present, and to whatever extent it has permeated (Compare Job 34:32) (Manton, 145-147). Complementary to this, of
course, is the removal of sin through the Word of God (John 8:31ff). But
what is in view here is the removal of manifest spiritual squalor and smut,
which naturally is recognized or to be recognized through the Word, as the
prerequisite for that Word to be implanted and produce fruit. It takes no root,
and therefore produces no fruit, in a poisonous or poisoned soil. In fact, it refuses to do either.
In the course of the Epistle it will become abundantly clear that this cannot be taken as a kind of self-help preparationism to receive grace. Nothing
could be further from James’ mind (So also Doriani, 47-48)! Any kind of biblical preparation is 100% a gift of God’s grace (Prov. 16:1). But it is also
100% man’s responsibility to put out the welcome mat, if not the red carpet,
for God’s Word, let alone for the God of that Word! God never wavers in insisting that grace and responsibility go hand in hand (See also Ps. 57:7; 71:16;
Jer. 1:6; Lk. 1:53). In a word, James knows full well that only as I by the
grace of God remove filth exposed as such by the Word, I am in a condition
to receive the Word that both exposes (additional) filth and identifies the righteousness needed to replace it.239 So, what James means here is simply this,
“You better be prepared (2 Chron. 20:19; Ps. 56:8; Eccl. 5:1). You better do
the natural, the necessary house cleaning and grooming in anticipation of the
239

Here is another instance of the complementary nature of biblical truth that is gladly embraced by the regenerate heart. On the one hand, only the Word can cleanse and free from sin
(John 8:31ff). On the other hand, any recipient of visiting royalty better follow the proper protocol meticulously and be prepared to extend a royal welcome.
702

arrival of your Guest, who, by the way, is here to stay!” To repeat, what is
common sense in everyday life, namely to straighten up the place, if not to
roll out the red carpet in order to accommodate a visiting dignitary, and subsequently to take off your working clothes, and to put on a welcome dress or
suit in order to receive this dignitary, should make sanctified sense in the spiritual realm as well. All this, of course, reflects what “lies at the center of all
that James teaches,” and so summarizes the message of the whole book,”
namely “do what it “says,” and “practice what you believe” (Burdick, 175).
Scripture frequently addresses the issue of moral filth (Is. 64:6; Ezek. 36:25;
1 Pet. 3:21; 2 Cor. 7:1). It consists of all (1 Pet. 2:1), easily identifiable, unseemly thoughts (Eph. 5:4) words, and acts, and includes anger, spite, resentment, malice (1 Pet. 1:23-25), malice, deceit, hypocrisy, slander (1 Pet.
2:1), covetousness (1 Pet. 5:2), lust (1 Thess. 4:7), adulterous eyes (2 Pet.
2:14) (Manton, 148; Mitton, 63), in short, the whole catalog of sins, mentioned in Romans 1:28-31, 1 Corinthians 5:9-10, Galatians 5:19-21, Ephesians 4:25-32, Colossians 3:5-8, 2 Timothy 3:1-5, Revelation 21:8, and other
such passages! It also addresses the issue of prevailing evil (Gen. 6:5; Dan.
9:27; Ps. 14:1-4).
Second (College 201), however, the prerequisite for the proper hearing
the word of God is not only a matter of active preparation: “the decisive act
of discarding as it were the grave clothes which still cling to the resurrected
Lazarus” (Mitton, 64). It is also a matter of attitude. “Meekness” must be in
evidence. It lies at the root of proper listening, stands in sharp contrast to the
anger of James 2:20 (McCartney, 117), and is the opposite of an acrimonious
fierceness, a contentious aggressiveness, a proud stubbornness and an arrogant self-assertiveness (Jer. 2:25; 6:10; 44:17). It indicates a tamed heart, a
sweet spirit, and a humble demeanor that trembles (!) at God’s Word (Is.
57:15; 66:2). It is essential for a teachable demeanor (Ps. 25:8-9; Acts 10:33;
John 7:17; Jam. 3:17). Note also Luke 7:30 and Acts 13:46 (See also Manton,
149). But specifically mark the place of meekness in the Beatitudes. It follows recognition of spiritual bankruptcy and mourning over sin, and precedes
hunger and thirst for righteousness (Mt. 5:5-6). In short, it recognizes the
problem and is ready and willing to start listening to, and to go all out for
God’s solution on display in God’s Word (Dibelius, 112). The combination of
the two, “recognition” and “readiness,” is never a foregone conclusion. There
must be a yielding sweetness to receive, in fact, to “welcome,” “absorb,”
“surrender to” instruction (McKnight, 143), a pliable softness, “a readiness to
learn, to accept correction, and to submit one’s life to the total control of
God” (Mitton, 65), before the hunger for righteousness will evidence itself.
James’ language in all this is vivid, telling and effective, as he contrasts the
reception of the Word with ridding oneself of filth, the implanted Word with
prevailing evil, and the saving efficacy of the Word with the diabolic threat of
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moral corruption (Stulac, 69).
Third (College 301), what is (to be) received, according to James, is the
“implanted Word.” The meaning of this phrase is controversial among commentators. Does it pertain to the Word that is already entrenched, either “innate” from birth (See for this view Barclay, 67 with reference to Deut. 30:14;
Rom. 2:14-15), or embedded at conversion (PDavids, 54, with reference to
Deut. 30:1; Mt. 13:4-15, 18-23; 1 Cor. 3:6; 1 Thess. 1:6; 2:13)? Or does it
signify the Word that was (securely) implanted in believers upon their conversion (Jer. 31:33; Job 19:28; Lk. 8:13; Acts 8:14; 11:1; 17:11; 2 Cor. 11:4;
1 Thess. 1:6; 2:13) (Hartin, 107)? The latter proleptic use of the adjective appears mandatory in the present context (Mitton, 64-65). Note well that in this
context James does not simply tell his readers to put off their vices and to put
on virtues in a moralistic fashion. He does not order them to “work at removing sin.” No, he tells them to “receive the implanted word,” that is, the word
that “took up residence” at rebirth (Blomberg, 88). “This is how transformation occurs: it takes deep root within us and transforms us. It brings conviction of sin and assurance of mercy. It instills faith and creates new life” (Doriani, 48).240
Notice how “implantation” goes hand in hand with “reception.” What (already) has been “implanted” initially, must now progressively be “received”
(See McCartney, 118). This requires careful study of the Word. It also requires prayer until its content is appropriated, absorbed, assimilated, and
acted upon. Memorization and subsequent meditation are highly recommend240

However, Doriani, 48, nearly spoils it, when he adds, “Yet, James says, this will not be
easy. Wickedness is rampant … it abounds and grows prolifically.” James never said, and
never will say, that this is “not easy.” Throughout his Epistle he emphatically maintains that it
is “impossible!” As Doriani, 3, himself attests to at the very start of his commentary, “James’
piercing assessment of our failures proves we cannot achieve holiness by our striving. James
stirs us to action, but as it reveals our sins, we doubt our ability to do what the writer commands.” Truthfully, we should not just “doubt our ability” to do what the writer commands,
we should “own up to our inability” to do what the writer commands. Doriani’s terminology
is too weak. This same weakness is in evidence in Doriani, 55, where we are told that “obedience may (italics, mine) be beyond our reach.” It invariably is beyond our reach, by definition. I am afraid that, unless we embrace and employ the strong terminology James uses, we
will never be able to grasp the saving quintessence of James’ Gospel of Sanctification fully,
nor get it across effectively. Frankly, Doriani’s terminology is not “incidental.” It seems indicative of an “ecclesiastical culture,” inclusive of the ecclesiastical academy, that at pivotal
points lacks 20-20 vision of the incisive nature of the biblical teaching on sanctification. Andrew Murray, The Two Covenants, quoted earlier, could function as a healthy corrective and
remedy of the foggy understanding of this aspect of the Gospel doctrine under discussion (See
also A. W. Pink, The Doctrine of Sanctification)! In short, for scholars of the Reformed persuasion not to embrace consciously and uphold insistently the believer’s radical and total impotence in the area of sanctification (with both James and Paul) is to allow a derivative (and
insidious) strain of the very “Arminianism” to seep in through the back door which they passionately bar from entering through the front door of regeneration.
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ed as well. So are the pursuit of Systematic Theology and Biblical Ethics.
This is not to say that “implantation” is to be identified with the proper interpretation of (difficult) passages in Scripture or with (even the good kind of)
indoctrination in the teachings of Scripture, such as the doctrines of grace, or
the “five points of Calvinism” (Keddie, 72). No, it pertains to any and all
teachings of Scripture, whenever and wherever they constitute fuel for the
pursuit of holiness, and serve the purposes of practical godliness. In fact, Biblical teachings should never be viewed as an end in themselves. It is no coincidence that Paul informs Timothy that Scripture is profitable for teaching,
and immediately afterward focuses on correction (2 Tim. 3:16). This is apparently the first order of business when we face Scripture, just as a shower is
the first order of business when we face a new day. After all, a shower is a
form of “correction,” and usually received with pleasure and enjoyed in
praise with “open and uplifted arms.” Routinely to refuse showers is not only
to earn the reputation of being an “oddity,” but also to run the risk of being
shunned by society!
Clearly, the Word must be entrenched (Remember the furrows!) in the
full sense of the term for it to be operational. This implies not only the need
for sowing the seed, but also for fertilizing, watering, and weeding, the soil. It
is a fulltime job that demands the height of vigilance and the greatest of care.
Only when the Word is firmly “implanted” (Jer. 31:33; Mitton, 64), and
“deeply rooted” (Job 19:28; Ropes, 172; Cranfield, 187), will it be fruitful
(Gal. 5:22; Col. 1:6). The “storms of life,” whether they consist of trials of
poverty or riches, will easily “wash out” what is not securely “dug in” (Mt.
7:26-27). Only an “engrafted” word will be a fruitful word (Col. 1:6). It will
irresistibly draw all the energies of the heart, mind, will and emotions to itself, and mold the Christian in the totality of his existence, inclusive of all his
words and actions (Rom. 6:17; Manton, 151).241 One commentator hits the
exegetical nail on the head, when he emphasizes the link between James 1:18
and James 1:21. The Word that produces a regenerate nature (Jam. 1:18) is
now implanted in that very same nature, until it becomes one’s “second nature.” This runs parallel to the prophetic promise that the word will be implanted in, engraved on, the heart (new nature), so that the latter will be freed
(the law of freedom!) from its “madness, blindness and confusion,” and consequently no longer “strays either to the right or to the left” in “an obedience
that is beyond human capacity.” The progressive reception of the sanctifying
Word, which is the opposite of ridding oneself of sordid wickedness (Jam.
241

It is the watershed contribution of Dawson Trottman, the founder of the Navigators that he
hammered away at the memorization of Scripture. It would drive the truth of God’s word like
a steel beam next to someone’s spine. It would turn the Christian into a skyscraper, such as
the Empire State Building. In fierce wind storms it might sway some, but it would never
buckle. It could even withstand any Satanic 9/11 attack.
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1:21a), and must have started in order to continue (dexasthe), proves to be
just as indispensable as the once and for all exposure to the regenerative
Word.242 Both are necessary for salvation as a fully present as well as ultimately future reality (See Cheung, 90-92, with reference to Jer. 31:31-33;
Ezek. 36:25-27).
Fourth (College 401), since the Word of God may be described as the
Speaking Spirit (Heb. 3:7-11), it is powerful to save! In the present context it
is also the anticipated outcome! The implanted Word can be expected to save.
This is its purpose. The focus is the human soul. This is not a trifling matter.
Eternity hangs in the balance (Mt. 10:28). Mark that salvation in the Scriptures often describes the total work of God in the believer, consisting of regeneration, justification, and sanctification (Phil. 1:19; 2:12; 1 Tim. 4:16).
Scripture leaves no doubt about the power of the Word of God in regeneration (Jam. 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23-25), in justification (Rom. 10:8-13), or in sanctification (John 17:17). In this setting specifically the sanctification component
of salvation comes into view (So also Cheung, 92). Just as one cannot enter
the Kingdom without regeneration (John 3:5), nor have peace with God without justification (Rom. 5:1), so one cannot see God without sanctification
(Heb. 10:14).
The latter gives depth perspective to James’ exhortation to approach the
Word with “clean hands” as well as “meekness,” so that it can do its sanctifying work! Soil that is rocky, shallow, or thorny will sooner or later reject the
seed of the Word. “Good soil,” however, will receive it with rejoicing and
produce fruit, thirty, sixty, or hundredfold (Mt. 13:18ff). Let’s face it. What
would it profit anyone to gain the world, but lose his soul for lack of holiness
(Mt. 16:26; see also Job 27:8)? There is every reason to take James dead serious.
Incidentally, let me add here that the word “meekness” has correctly been
called “untranslatable.” There is “no precise English equivalent” for it. It is
the opposite of angry stubbornness, a refusal to yield, and is indicative of a
“truly teachable spirit” (Barclay, 67-68). Such spirit is intellectually, emotionally, and volitionally poised to receive truth with serene equanimity, if not
with warm welcome, where others may put up an angry defense against a presumably judgmental and cutting attack. It is marked by a learning mode, and
242

Cargal, 88-89, correctly identifies the implanted Word in James 1:21 with the Word of
truth in James 1:18. Note, however, that the functions are not identical. In 1:18 James presents
the Word as the instrument of regeneration, in 1:21 as the means of sanctification. At the
same time, Cargal is less precise when he interprets the notion of “implantation” as “a corrective to the propensity for evil that is typical of human nature.” It seems preferable to recognize
the indwelling Spirit as the antipode of indwelling sin, and the Word as the antidote against
the outcroppings of indwelling sin. We stand in need of both (See Eph. 5:18; Col. 3:16). Incidentally, it is also problematic to equate at this juncture the Word with the Torah (McKnight,
143). It is not until 1:25 that James narrows the Word down to the Torah.
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conquers any internal obstacle to the proper comprehension, the heartfelt acceptance, and the appropriate response to truth, however suitably confrontational it may prove to be, and however much it may at first be experienced as
“hurtful.”243 I will not easily forget the spontaneous testimony of one participant in a fellowship setting where the Word was shared in a nonconfrontational, be it applicatory, fashion, “This surely hurts like heaven.”
Such response may well come as close to the benchmark of meekness as can
be expected!
As mentioned already, David may well be the all-time model of a teachable spirit, when confronted by Nathan with God’s Word and the summons to
repentance (1 Sam. 12:7-14; Ps. 51:1ff). Peter was equally teachable, when he
was rebuked by Paul (Gal. 2:11-14; 2 Pet. 3:16). On the other hand, kings,
such as Asa in his later years, were David’s opposite (2 Chron. 16:7-10). At
the root of the proper listening attitude, according to Paul, is the presence of
the Spirit of God (Gal. 5:22-25). Without him anyone will eventually come
up short! At any rate, God’s objective to effect salvation in the sense of purposeful practical godliness in the here and now should not be doubted (Eph.
3:20; Heb. 2:18; 7:25; 2 Tim. 1:12; Jude 24). Of course, salvation has also the
added, eschatological dimension of perfect practical godliness. The latter may
be indicated in James 4:12 and 5:20. But whether this dimension comes into
view here is questionable (contra Mitton, 66).
Before I turn to the next section, in which James focuses upon doing the
word as the indispensable corollary of hearing the word, I wish to point out
that at this juncture the relevance of the third hermeneutical spiral, identified
above, is unmistakable. While hearing of the Word must be complemented by
doing the Word, doers also make the best hearers. It is clearly not a one-way
street (See also Manton, 153; Keddie, 74). I, furthermore, wish to endorse the
warning against the notion that real ministry takes place exclusively through
relationships. This is a fallacy. The Christian Church “will never seek as its
final goal the greatest number of relationships, but rather the greatest exposure to the Word” (Doriani, 49), however much it needs the type of relationship James calls for in his conclusion (Jam. 5:19-20)!

c. Response to the Word (1:22-25)
243

Brosend, 53, points out that the Word which has “the ‘power to save’ is ‘implanted’ in us.
Yet we must ‘welcome (it) with meekness.’” This evokes the following comment on his part,
“The juxtaposition of meekness and power, that which is implanted as that which must also be
received, is born of the natural creative tension between hearing and doing, faith and practice,
which is at the heart of James’ anthropology and theology.”
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(22) But become doers of the word, and be not hearers only, deceiving your own selves. (23) For if anyone is a mere listener to
the word and not a doer, he is like a person who observes his
natural face in a mirror. (24) For he observes himself, and goes
away, and immediately forgets what kind of person he was. (25)
But the one who looks into the perfect law of freedom, and continues in it, is not a listener who forgets but a doer who acts.
This person will be blessed in what he does.

(1) Insistence upon Obedience (1:22-24)
The proper “hearing of the Word” is clearly indispensable for the emergence
and continuation as well as the health and growth of the Church. This includes diligent and continuous exposure to the preached and taught Word,
meticulous and conscientious study of, memorization of, and meditation upon
the Word, as well as the systematic and thoughtful reading of commentaries
and books in Theology and Ethics that could shed light upon the Word. In
fact, in all this Scripture could not be any clearer (Ps. 119:97; Acts 2:42;
Rom. 10:14; 2 Thess. 3:14; 1 Tim. 4:13-15; 2 Tim. 2:2; Heb. 10:24-25; 1 Pet.
2:2). Furthermore, “attending to the Word” in these various ways should be
experienced as a delight because through it we recognize its profound truth
and dazzling purity (Ps. 119:92, 140, 160). To ignore James on this subject is
to die a slow spiritual death, and may well be suicidal.
However, while all this is absolutely necessary, it is far from sufficient.
In fact, it will be of no avail whatsoever, unless the “hearer” acts upon it, “becomes a doer of the Word.” “It is becoming rather than being that is at issue,
namely turning profession into action” (Johnson, 206; Hartin. 107). There is a
“sense of growth here. Being doers of the Word involves becoming (ginomai)
… The sense of ‘become’ suggests the correctibility and teachability that
James presupposed in the writing of his letter” (Richardson, 94; see also Zodhiates, I, 108, “doing is essential to becoming”). To be sure, we must “take it
in.” But we must also “carry it out” (Motyer, 69). This is the testimony of
Scripture throughout (Ezek. 33:32; Mt. 7:24-27). In fact, Paul uses the same
terminology as James (Rom. 2:13; see also Deut. 15:5 and Lk. 11:28). The
teachings of Scripture target correction, instruction in righteousness with a
view to perfection. The Word must be “profitable” (2 Tim. 3:16)! The hearer’s life is the preacher’s best, if not only recommendation (2 Cor. 3:1-2).
This implies that the hearer cannot really call a sermon excellent, unless it
leaves tangible spiritual gain in its wake (Manton, 153). In fact, the next sermon should not really be preached, until the previous one has been purposefully obeyed. Neither, for that matter, should the next Scripture reading be enjoyed, until the previous installment has been assimilated. In short, Christians
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must have the prime characteristic and reputation of being a “Word-doers”
(McCartney, 119).
In his own direct, concrete and inimitable way James insists that it is illegitimate to “identify (faithful) Church attendance and (diligent) Bible reading
with Christianity.” Those who stop there “have come less than half way, because they have failed to see that the really important thing is to turn that to
which they have listened into action and deeds” (Barclay, 69; see also Mitton,
67). Even in Judaism this was apparently a much debated issue. The idea was
common that the hearing of the Law was without value unless it was acted
upon (Laws, 85). This theme of the “matching deed” is woven in the warp
and woof of the Epistle (Jam. 2:24; 3:13). Hearing without acting is sterile
and characteristic of all who delude themselves that the two can be separated
without self-destructive consequences.
A pastor of a large Church reportedly took this seriously, and announced
the following to his congregation after a message on a topic, such as “The
Tithes,” the truth of which incidentally was endorsed by a show of hands.
“Having ascertained that you received my message as faithfully reflecting
God’s Word, I cannot in good conscience preach the next one until all of you
pay the tithes. Since it may take some of you a few weeks to put your financial house in order, the Church building will be closed for the next three Sundays. When we meet again, I as an ambassador of Christ expect everyone to
pay the tithes.” Understandably his announcement was greeted with some incredulity. But the pastor’s “roar,” in the footsteps of both Jesus (Rev. 1:15)
and James (Jam. 1:22), was powerfully effective. Four weeks later the Church
was filled to the rafters!244
Clearly, in one of the winged words of A. W. Tozer, “Theology of whatever kind is worthless and useless, unless it is obeyed!” Genuine Christianity
is not possible without “habitual” holiness of life (Heb. 12:14). “Doers of the
word” “make it the main business of their lives, a business affecting, penetrating, pervading all other business and all pleasure” in all possible circumstances and all possible settings (Johnstone, 143). To get this across, and to
implement this type of obedience, which would indicate that the fires of the
“Great Revival” are in evidence, is the very “subject matter” of James’ Epistle. In fact, at this point in his letter he takes the gloves off, as he makes a
bold statement and drives it home with the kind of vivid illustration in which
244

This apparently took place in the setting of a “Christian abundance culture” where mighty
prayer, mighty preaching, mighty conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty
compassion, mighty grassroots evangelism, and mighty societal impact, under mighty leadership in mighty combat were already in evidence. I wonder what the response would have been
in a half-dead or gradually dying Christian culture (See Topical Focus #2: Biblical Revival;
as well as Ravenhill, 55-61, 99-105). Apart from an “awesome” repentance, it most likely
would be shrugged off, lead to a compromise of some sort, or end up with the dismissal of the
preacher!
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James excels time and again.245
First, then, the statement! In it the Word functions as the key to the kingdom (Mt. 16:19) inasmuch as it is shown to have an applicatory, and possibly
even a discriminating (cutting) edge. James recognizes that a proper proclamation of the Word, which invariably exposes sin, if not rebellion, evokes either the same reaction as Peter encountered in Acts 2:37, or as Stephen did in
Acts 7:54. Of course, he trusts, similar to Hebrews 6:9, that such exposure
will meet with repentance (Acts 2:38). But he knows that in principle he
could have an explosive situation on his hands (Acts 7:58-59). After all, the
Word of God is sharper than a two-edged sword, and always goes for the jugular (Heb. 4:12). In fact, as has been mentioned already, the experience of
Paul is that a truthful proclamation of the Word by definition must give the
impression to unbelievers that their world is turned “upside down” (Acts
17:6). If that is not the case, the proclamation is lacking in truthfulness, cogency or both. In reality, of course, a biblical proclamation aims to turn their
world right side up in regeneration, evidenced by faith and repentance. But,
as mentioned earlier as well, it is and remains a traumatic experience for
people who walk on their head to be turned “right side up!” Only grace can
persuade them to embrace the unsettling fact that “all the thoughts of their unregenerate human heart are only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5). Believers basically walk right side up. However, at times they decide to walk on their head
anyway. If this occurs, the Word seeks to turn them right side up as well. In
each of these instances the call to holiness can be equally traumatic as the
summons to regeneration for the unbeliever. This sets the stage for James’
statement.
Here it is! If individuals regard themselves to be saved but have no life
that is directed to God in active obedience to the Word, they suffer of selfdeception, and as a result totally “miscalculate” their situation (Zodhiates, I,
112). The study of divine truth is a most important duty, but not the sum of it.
It may lead to the gate of life, but is not this gate itself. “To hear” is not by
definition “to enter” (Johnstone, 144)! This is the import of Jesus’ words at
the conclusion of the Sermon on the Mount to the effect that they are outside
the Kingdom, “Depart from me; I never knew you.” This even (!) may apply
when the “hearing” of the Word is augmented by high profile “prophesies”
and spectacular “exorcisms” (Mt. 7:22-23). This statement undoubtedly
summons “wretched sinners” to repentance. But it also serves as shock therapy for “wretched saints.” Scripture routinely administers grace through rebukes of this kind, counting upon a tender conscience as co-witness (Manton,
157)! In fact, a “band-aid only” ministry that refuses to commit itself to this
kind of “curative surgery” is a potential “diagnostic” menace to the human
245

The idea of an “action-less Scripture” is as self-contradictory as “Scripture-less action” is
futile!
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soul. In short, folks do not to be hostile to the Word in order to be damned.
They “merely” need to be self-deceived in the presence of, and surrounded
by, the Word. They simply need to do “nothing!”
Self-deception, just like hardening, is a process. It is reasoning going
awry and ending up on the wrong track (Keddie, 75). You buffer yourself
against what you know is true, since you experience the truth, to say the least,
as unpleasant. First, you push away your misgivings against your better
knowledge. Then, you present excuses for your misguided words or actions.
Subsequently, you rationalize them. Soon after, you defend them. Ultimately,
you have convinced yourself that the square is truly a circle, and the circle is
truly a square, and you stoutly believe it. Remember the man who claimed
that he was dead, but agreed that dead men did not bleed. When he was
pricked and began to bleed, he exclaimed, “Dead men bleed after all.” This is
pure self-deception! Eventually your conscience may even be seared. Incidentally, according to one commentator the Greek verb for “deceiving oneself”
comes down to an irrational rationalization (Mitton, 76), which is deadly if it
persists. It is not simply compromised piety (Martin, 49). It forfeits salvation
(PDavids, 97; Stulac, 73).
The so-called doctrine of “The Carnal Christian” under whatever name
grievously errs with a mistaken reference to 1 Corinthians 3:12, as it facilitates, if not promotes, the very self-deception which James condemns, and
seeks to prevent or stamp out. The idea that one can be “justified” without
ever being “sanctified” goes against the grain of Scripture, and is not even
present in 1 Corinthians 3:12. To be sure, the context deals with carnality in
Christians. But the wood, hay and stubble in this passage is not indicative of
an absence of personal holiness on the part of the believer, but of unacceptable doctrinal output on the part of the teachers. In fact, the believers are
warned that failure to combat their carnality means their destruction, with, of
all things, a reference to self-deception (1 Cor. 3:17-18; see also Rom. 8:1ff)!
The illustration which is now presented in James 1:23-24 serves to underscore all this. It is plain, vivid, and persuasive!
A true confrontation with the Word of God should not only make it unforgettable (Ps. 119:93), but also have a tangible impact and quantifiable effects. As has been observed already, the grand purpose and objective of
God’s Word is to make an impact and produce effects. Just as it aims at the
regeneration of the unbeliever, so it targets the sanctification of the believer.
It may not, and should not, be read with any other ultimate purpose and objective in mind. Even if God’s Word has numerous additional side benefits,
these may never become the main rationale for turning to it.
One commentator quite perceptively points out that the grand purpose
and objective of God’s Word can be undermined by relativizing it through a
more or less subtle historical-reductionistic criticism (No virgin birth) or
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postmodern-deconstructive criticism (No absolute truth). This would turn it
into a toothless (paper) tiger. It can also be twisted by abusing it in a superstitious or ritualistic manner, as if its physical presence (baptism) is sufficient to
provide all the protection needed against every possible danger (1 Sam. 4:3).
This turns it into a grotesque talisman. It can also be sidestepped by narrowing its use to obtaining emotional satisfaction (aesthetic value) or drawing up
theoretical constructs (doctrinal edifice), however valuable in their own context. This turns it into a virtual sideshow. All these approaches end up precluding or derailing the practice of godliness, which is both the point of the
Book and the passion of James (So Stulac, 76-78). They all are designed to
blunt the power of the Word of God (Johnstone, 145), so that it can no longer
function as the mirror that exposes, the guard that protects, and the guide that
directs en route to perfection.
James introduces an illustration to leave no doubt about this, as he likens
the person who “reads and forgets” to someone who “looks and forgets” (Mitton, 68). Imagine getting up in the morning to meet your boss for breakfast in
a local restaurant. You get out of bed, go to the bathroom and take a good and
hard look in the mirror.246 The present tense of the Greek verb indicates that
you do not merely have a quick “one time exposure to a blurry image” of a
“generally unfamiliar face” (McCartney, 121). Quite the contrary! You take
your time. You pay close attention to your face. You examine it carefully
(Blomberg, 91). You have a complete awareness of it. You know full well
that you cannot meet him like this, and for all practical purposes should remember this vividly!
The Greek points out that you look at “the face of your birth.” This is not
as much the face as it presently exists, possibly with warts and all, (Mitton,
246

The contrast between James 1:23 and 1:25 is not between a hasty, superficial glance and a
sustained, diligent gaze. Both verbs, katanoein in James 1:23 and parakupein in 1:25, convey
that the observer pays careful attention (contra Doriani, 52, and Richardson, 95, who hold that
James 1:23 speaks about an all too careless, and momentary, glance or look). No, the contrast
is between “carefully inspecting (the image in the mirror),” “going away” (from the mirror)
and “forgetting” (what one looks like) on the one hand, and “poring over” (the law), “dwelling” (on it) and “doing” (it), on the other (See Cheung, 129-132; Motyer, 69). The “forgetting” cannot be blamed on the type of mirror supposedly prevalent in James’ days, which only
produces a “blurry image” (So McCartney, 120-121). Frankly, in the present context this interpretation sounds bizarre. It significantly undermines the “indictment” of James vis-à-vis the
absurdity of the “forgetfulness” in view! This indictment does not leave any room for any
excuse! Incidentally, the concreteness of James’ “graphic imaging” is lost when it is argued
that he (metaphorically) eyes here either the human, made in the image of God, who refuses
“to let this image shape his or her life” (the ontological view), or the “person who sees his or
her sinfulness but does nothing about it” (the moral view) (So McKnight, 151-153). James is
much more down to earth and hard-hitting. Anyone who does not act upon the Word is like
someone who forgets the unforgettable. This simply does not happen in real life. But it apparently does occur (routinely?) in the Christian community!
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69), but rather your “natural appearance” (Cargal, 102), the face with which
you are born, which over the years must by definition have made an unforgettable imprint upon you. Nevertheless, you turn around and “immediately” (!)
forget what you have been seeing all along, whether it is sleepy eyes, uncombed hair, left-over shaving cream, misapplied lipstick, even night attire,
or anything else that you would be embarrassed to show in public! The contrast could hardly be any more pointed. How can you forget the unforgettable? How can the unforgettable be so quickly “out of sight, out of memory?”
It seems “ludicrous” (See Burdick, 175; so also Blomberg, 91). “The situation
is one of sheer absurdity: how can one forget so easily and quickly one’s own
appearance after studying it in a mirror” (Baker, quoted in Cheung, 129). At
any rate, you end up not doing anything about it. No shower! No grooming!
No dressing up! “Devotion to the mirror” by itself hardly adds up to a passing
mark (Motyer, 69). The Greek changes tenses at this point, indicating the “abruptness of the process” (Richardson, 96), strikingly brought out in just a few
words by one commentator, “What were you like?” “I forget” (Johnson, 208).
After everything is said and done, it suddenly seems as if you simply took only one quick, momentary look, for off you go, without giving it any further
thought. You drive to the restaurant. You walk up to the table with a reservation for two. You greet your boss with a charming smile, but, to repeat, without the benefit of a shower or grooming of any kind, or even donning an appropriate dress or suit! His reaction is predictable. He is in a firing mood! The
absurdity, if not “stupidity,” of such behavior from the human perspective is
baffling and beyond description. It would fill us with sheer incredulity.
Candidly, God does and will react no differently. He is no less astonished
when his Word, whether in a Church service, in personal devotions, or otherwise, makes no impact and leaves no mark, enters one ear and goes out the
other (Keddie, 76), or seems to get stuck in the sawdust between the ears.
Whether conscious of this or not, the-man-of-the-mirror, who ends up “quitting,” is poles apart from the-man-of-the-Word, who “sticks it out” to the end.
In fact, it proves to be the difference between death and life. With his illustration James could not have made himself any clearer.
However, one commentator adds an even more serious feature to this illustration. To him the “forgetting” in this passage is not just an unintentional
accident, a chance happening. Rather, it is “deliberate.” The subject does not
want to face what comes to his attention, willfully ignores it, and walks away
to avoid dealing with the issue at hand. This dulls his conscience. Soon he
paints his own picture of the situation, different from what he saw at first, and
ends up deceiving himself (Adams, 98). In his own eyes he ends up showered, groomed, well-dressed and well-positioned for a bright and beckoning
future (Rev. 3:17). Frankly, who is fooling whom? This self-blinding kind of
approach to life would and should get everybody fired!
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To take one additional step in the interpretation of this passage, it seems
that James not necessarily introduces the illustration of looking in the mirror
to hammer away at the need for “change.” The scope of the saving effect of
the Word is much broader than change in general only. In fact, it does not
even begin to exhaust it (with Stulac, 74). No, he gives this illustration, for
one, to prove the need for “action” upon reading the Word, whatever it calls
for, and, for another, to precipitate “action” in case of delinquency, of whatever stripe. After all, this is the cutting edge and crowning piece of God’s
Word, the practice of godliness in the splendor of holiness. Eventually James
will define this as “true worship!” To miss this “practice,” whether in the
process of interpreting Scripture or entering onto the stage of life, is ultimately to subvert it. In short, James’ colorful comparison forms the wake-up call
for an utterly foolish state of affairs (See Phillips, 58-59). Of course, that acting upon God’s Word may with more or less frequency necessitate repentance and transformation is a given. But James’ words serve as more than
simply a reminder to that effect. No, his focus is more encompassing. He
aims at the perfect implementation of the perfect Word across the board in
perfect endurance en route to a state of perfection! This fits in “perfectly”
with what James proceeds to say about the perfect Law!

(2) Substance of Obedience (1:25)
James now introduces his readers to a second individual. This one is not a
“mere hearer,” but someone who remains glued to God’s “perfect law of
freedom,” stoops over it (John 20:5), looks closely and intently at it (Lk.
24:12; John 20:11; 1 Pet. 1:12), examines it carefully, and displays depth of
meditation and diligence of inquiry, “because jewels do not lie on the surface” (Manton, 161-162), (possibly) “with penetrating absorption” (Royster,
37). His careful scrutiny resembles an X-ray machine (Zodhiates, I, 120).
Further, he perseveres in doing so until the result becomes unforgettable. The
necessity for perseverance cannot be stressed enough. Again and again Scripture hammers on this anvil (Mt. 24:13; Rom. 5:3-4; Rev. 3:10). But even this
is still not the end station. Not by far! The end station is not reached until
God’s law is absorbed, entrenched, and rules his life in total surrender without allowing anything or anyone to interfere. Such individual cannot but (1)
be a “doer of the Word,” and by virtue of that (2) be blessed, “happy in the
full sense of the word.” Clearly, “there is a glaring contrast between ‘hearing
only’ and ‘hearing and doing’ … only the second is acceptable to God”
(McKnight, 148). Incidentally, the perfect law of freedom as the substance of
sanctification is narrower than the Word of truth in James 1:18 as the means
of regeneration (contra Johnson, 214; McCartney, 122, who regard them virtually synonymous). But the former is fully an essential part of the latter, so
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that to keep that law is (also) to be a doer of the Word (Jam. 1:22). Better yet,
to be a doer of the Word encompasses the keeping of the (perfect) law (of
freedom).247 By particularizing the Word of God as such, James both implicitly and explicitly contests the notion that “law” is confined to the era of the
OT, and has no possible value anymore in the NT (See also Richardson, 98).
In fact, nothing could be more thoroughly unbiblical (Mt. 5:17ff; Rom. 13:810; Eph. 6:1-3; Heb. 8:10ff). Just as the fact that salvation is not by (nonexisting) works does not imply that it is without (good) works, so the fact that
salvation is not through law does not infer that it is without law. As Bunyan
so aptly stated, salvation is not by the law, but the saved person will have to,
and will be able to, pass the inspection of the law through the Son and the
Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:2-4; see also Jam. 2:12). One commentator fully concurs,
“The law has now replaced the mirror” (Johnson, 209).248
247

McCartney, 123, argues with reference to Psalm 119 that in this context the “‘law’ is not
some legal code; it is the transformative and living speech of the living God, with whom one
has a relationship. So here the ‘gazing into the perfect law of freedom’ is not a scholastic
analysis of a legal text independent of its author; it is a listening to the redemptive story because it is the living speech of the author … (James) properly understands the law as that
which flows forth from God’s work of liberation … It is a Jacobean equivalent to the Gospel
… There may also be something here of the Jewish belief that only in obeying God can a person be truly free ... One may still ask how the gospel, the story of Christ bringing salvation to
his people by his death and resurrection, could be called the ‘law,” whether perfect or not.”
These statements are astonishing on the face of it. It warps the message of Psalm 119. As if it
does not clearly exult in the Law of Moses as the substance of sanctification with its statutes
and ordinances! It sets up the straw man of a “nasty” scholastic analysis. As if there is any
reputable Christian scholar who deliberately sets out to interpret the Word of God independent of the God of that Word! It obscures the beauty of the Law. As if it needs to disappear
behind the Gospel! It throws a disparaging bone. As if it a “Jewish” belief that obedience
“may be” liberating. It vitiates the concept of law. As if the Gospel turns it into a questionable
term! He backtracks somewhat in his comments on James 2:1ff in the face of James’ ringing
endorsement of the Law of God in its sum (love) and substance (commandments) as the essence of holiness. But there seems to be no heartfelt embrace, let alone a thunderous echo of
this ringing endorsement, such as is encouraged by Deuteronomy 32:46-47; Joshua 1:7-8;
Psalm 119:1-176; Jeremiah 31:33; Ezekiel 36:27; Hebrews 8:10, and numerous other passages in the OT as well as the NT. But more about the robust concept, the prominent place and
the liberating function of the Law in James below! James defies any and all (double-)talk,
whether scholarly or not, that subtly or not so subtly suggests non-nomianism or borders on
antinomianism.
248
As I explain further in greater detail in Topical Focus #12: Place & Function of Case
Laws, I construe the relationship that the OT sustains to the NT in terms of its abiding value
for, its recognition by, and its use in, the NT as follows. This relationship, which goes well
beyond the (traditionally Reformed) promise (OT) - fulfillment (NT) motif, and breaks
through the (traditionally Lutheran) Law (OT) – Gospel (NT) model, is determined by (1) the
substantial focus (benchmark), (2) the methodological objective (bankruptcy), (3) the preparational transition (new covenant), and (4) the instructional value (universal principles) of the
OT in general, and of the law in particular.
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This is the first of seven instances in James in which the law is mentioned (Jam. 1:25; 2:8; 2:9; 2:10; 2:11; 2:12; 4:11). The frequent reference to
the law is not surprising in the early stages of the Christian era when its OT
roots must have been quite vivid. In fact, it should not be surprising at any
time in the Christian era. Regrettably, the massive confusion that marks Luther’s thinking is too often prevalent today as well. To be sure, in the framework of justification the law exposes the utter guilt and shame of our sin and
“drives us to Christ” (as “wretched sinners” to obtain his law abiding righteousness). Luther could not have been more correct in hammering this home.
But in the setting of sanctification Christ no less “drives us to the law,” and
seeks to exhibit it through his Spirit in the hopefully breathtaking beauty of
our holiness (just as we in our impotence as “wretched saints” are driven to
him for this to occur). Luther lacked 20-20 vision, failed to see the latter
truth, and refused to bind this on the hearts of his followers. In fact, he insisted on quite the opposite. Frankly, there is no reason to believe that he ever
cold-shouldered any individual commandments, mentioned in the NT, in an
anti-nomian fashion. But as soon as he came face to face with (the) OT Law
as an institution, he opted for a non-nomian model (more about this model below), and all too frequently (and mistakenly!) equated it by definition with
works-righteousness and legalism in a typically non-nomian manner, and
wanted to have none of it.249
(1) Substantially the focus of the OT/Law, is upon obedience to God (Deut. 32:47; Jer.
31:33; Ezek. 35:27; Rom. 10a; Heb. 8:10), and insists that it spells “life” (Deut. 32:47). It is
hardly surprising, therefore, that in its substantive implementation it is the permanent crowning piece of the New Covenant (Heb. 10:16).
(2) Methodologically the objective of the OT/Law is to expose man’s sin (Rom. 3:20;
7:7), in fact, to stir it up (Rom. 7:9; Gal. 3:19), and exhibits that it spells “death” (Rom. 6:23).
The lasting character of the constitution, the Ten Commandments, guarantees that this message never goes away.
(3) Preparationally the OT/Law points to the transition from old covenant to New Covenant, from sin to holiness, from a ministry of death to a ministry of life (2 Cor. 3:7-8), specifically but not exclusively indicated by the sacrificial legislation.
(4) Instructionally the OT/Law presents universal principles and patterns, that are applicable to all people in all places and at all times. This includes the constitution of the Decalogue,
which is of lasting character (Rom. 13:9; see also Linnemann, Biblical Criticism, 10) as well
as the case laws, which are versatile and adapt the principles and patterns of the Decalogue to
new situations in fresh applications.
Note well that it truncates the Biblical view of the Law exclusively to characterize it as a
taskmaster to Christ in the footsteps of Galatians (Gal. 3:24). Matthew presents us with the
complementary truth of the Law as the abiding embodiment of holiness (Mt. 5:17ff). Especially in the light of (1) and (4) it should not come as a surprise that James speaks about the
Law of God in glowing terms. In James the Law substantially spells life (1) as instructionally
applied to the full range of human existence (4).
249
According to Luther, “It is a marvelous thing and unknown to the world to teach Christians to ignore the Law and to live before God as though there were no Law whatever. For if
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Candidly, wherever Divine grace is so enthusiastically embraced that it
puts a question mark behind Gospel disciplines as means of grace, or leads to
a distaste of Gospel holiness in terms of law, broadly speaking a “Lutheran
model” is in evidence. This leads invariably to theological confusion in principle, and eventually to spiritual stagnation in practice. To prevent such confusion and stagnation from happening or to put a stop to them, the question
must be asked what precisely James had in mind when he uses terminology,
such as “law” (Jam. 2:9), “perfect law” (Jam. 1:25), “law of liberty” (Jam.
2:12), “perfect law of freedom” (Jam. 1:25), “royal law” (Jam. 2:8), “total
law” (Jam. 2:10), “transgressor of the law” (Jam. 2:11), specifically in terms
of the Sixth Commandment, “speaking against the law” (Jam. 4:11), “judging
the law” (Jam. 4:11), and “doer of the law” (Jam. 4:11)? What law does
James envision? And what is the exact meaning of the little phrase, “the perfect law of freedom?”
James does not specify this in as many words. But every evidence points
to the fact that he has much more than simply “the gospel message” in mind
(contra Blomberg, 91-92). He emphatically means the Mosaic Law, and specifically the constitution of the Ten Commandments as well as its case laws.
This is also emphatically the opinion of an older commentator who speaks of
the perfection, grandeur and sweetness of the law as “the transcript of the divine character” (Johnstone, 152), and of a second, very recent commentator
who equates James’ perfect law, further defined as the law of liberty, with the
Torah that “gives vitality, wisdom, delight, enlightenment, guidance and righteousness to humans,” in fact, is perfect and makes perfect in that it both reflects and works the righteousness of God (Cheung, 92-93, with reference to
Ps. 19:7-9; so also Hartin, 112-115).250
First of all, this is fully in line with Hebrews 8:10 and 10:16, which explicitly quote Jeremiah 31:33 (and implicitly Ezek. 36:27 as well) to the effect that God will put the law (Singular in Jer. 31:33) and its statutes (Plural
in Ezek. 36:27) in the minds of his people, subsequently write it (them) on
you do not ignore the Law and thus direct your thoughts to grace as tough there were no Law
but as though there were nothing but grace, you cannot be saved. ‘For through the Law is the
knowledge of sin’” (Rom. 3:29)” (Quoted in Lillback, The Binding of God, 68; for additional
information about Luther’s views regarding the relationship between Law and Gospel, see
also 58-80, and specifically 69-71, 73, 80). The Law is meant for the unbelieving sinner (peccator) and not for the believing saint, except to the extent he is still peccator.
250
I argue below that in and for the NT era this would exclude the symbolical and penal laws.
This is to say, the practice of the symbols and the death penalties are confined to the Old or
Mosaic Covenant, even if they fully retain their message in the NT (2 Cor. 6:14; Rom. 1:32).
It also makes those case laws non-functional that are so “culture” bound that they historically
have lost their applicability in practice, even if in principle they retain their validity and may
regain their functioning applicability in re-occurring analogous circumstances.
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their hearts, and through the Spirit applies it (them) to their lives, so that they
walk in it (them) (So also Mitton, 72). It is inconceivable that Jeremiah and
Ezekiel would have meant anything other than the moral injunctions of the
well-known Mosaic Law. This is the classical Reformed position, which
holds that any and all Scripture that has not been abrogated or transcended in
later Scripture, such as the NT, is still in full authoritative and applicable
force today.251 It is also in line with other NT references to the Ten Commandments, such as Luke 18:20; Romans 13:8-10; and Ephesians 6:1-3.
Most importantly, however, all the pertinent clues in the vast array of James’
own references to the law suggest that James has the Mosaic Law in mind. He
refers to the Word of truth exemplified in the perfect law (Jam. 1:25), to both
the whole law and the transgression of that law in terms of two of the Ten
Commandments (Jam. 2:10-11), to the shameful pitting one’s word against
the Law, and oneself against God as Lawgiver (Jam. 4:11-12). To be sure,
James does refer to the OT injunction (Lev. 19:18) that requires neighborly
love. But just as Jesus (Mt. 22:37-40) and Paul (Rom. 13:8-10), he stipulates
that this love is the fulfillment of the (royal) law (Jam. 2:8). Love is the dynamics behind the law and brings it to its fullest expression. The way James,
as well as Jesus and Paul, words it, makes it crystal clear that love is not
equated with law. So the conclusion is inescapable. Since the law of love and
the law of freedom, although inseparable, are nevertheless distinguished, the
only option is to identify the latter as the OT moral law.252 Tertium non datur!
Since all the above-mentioned NT references to the law aim at personal ethics
the symbolical statutes and penal sanctions are plainly not in the picture, and
should not be forced into it. But more about this later!
This proposed interpretation, which identifies the law in James with the Mosaic Law minus the symbolical and penal injunctions, is beleaguered from at
least three sides, from a more pronounced “anti-nomian” (hyper-grace) position, from a milder “non-nomian” (hyper-love) position, and from a “neonomian” (hyper-law) position. At this juncture the first hermeneutical spiral
enters into the picture, which holds that one’s view of the whole influences
one’s view of the parts, and vice versa. This is evident from the fact that the
various views of the whole have undeniably influenced all interpreters, and
greatly impacted their understanding of James’ use of the law. Candidly, it is
251

This is also the determining guideline for the Reformed position regarding the status and
practice of the symbolical and the penal laws in the NT era.
252
So also Bauckham, 147, “the law of which James speaks is the law given to Israel through
Moses,” but due to the New Covenant as personified in Christ “understood as the law of the
rule of God over his Messianically renewed people” with “its three consequences” of “internalization,” which is “the transformation of the heart from which true obedience to the law
comes,” “ethical concentration,” which results from the commandment to love the neighbor as
the summary of the law,” and “intensification,” which flows forth from Jesus’ teaching in the
Hillside Sermon.
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my conviction that in the interpretation of James at this point the anti-nomian,
non-nomian, and neo-nomian view of the whole produced in each case a (serious) spiraling-down effect. I aim to demonstrate this, and endeavor to combat it by contrasting the several views with the interpretation that I just gave,
based on the clues in the text of James as well as in the larger NT context. In
the course of this Commentary I designate this interpretation in a somewhat
cumbersome way as the Theo/Christo/Spiritu-nomic view, and give my reasons for it.253
Keeping the crass anti-nomian position, which radically severs justification from sanctification, out of the picture at this point, the milder view, designated as non-nomian in order to distinguish it from rabid anti-nomianism,
arises from a generally Lutheran, a by and large dispensational, or a more
specific, extreme, type of new-covenantal teaching, all of which virtually
sever the NT from the OT. It holds that what is either abrogated or not repeated in the NT has lost its status and authority by definition (and by hermeneutical implication could therefore not possibly be found in James).
This teaching, all lip service to the contrary, has spawned a seemingly
widespread aversion to give the institution of the Ten Commandments, and
the case laws arising from them, the biblical honor they are due. This has not
only affected the exegesis of James. It has also affected, and infected, the
Church and subsequently society in all its phases and aspects. It needs no 2020 vision to observe that moral corruption is exploding in the present Western
culture in an astounding way, and that the vigorous promotion of that corruption in and by the media helps open the floodgates for it, and so accelerates
the corrupting process. It appears that Christianity fights an increasingly losing battle. In fact, by common consent it appears spent as the cultural force
that once dominated society.
There is no doubt that all genuine Christians stand shoulder to shoulder
in their common alarm about today’s society and culture. However, it is not
altogether clear to everyone that much of the blame for today’s condition
rests squarely upon the shoulders of the Church itself. What can one expect
when the standard of perfection, found in the fullness of the Decalogue, as Jesus insisted on this in the Sermon on the Mount, is virtually discarded, and
the righteousness contained in it is relegated to the backseat, as if it belonged
to another era? Christianity unalterably loses its preservative (salt of the
earth) as well as its guiding (light of the world) power, when (1) it does not
honor the law of God in its fullness and riches (Mt. 5:17), on graphic display
in the radical and penetrating exposition of Jesus (Mt. 5:21-48), and when (2)
253

Were it not for the muddied hermeneutical waters, this interpretation could be more simply designated, echoing Cornelius Van Til’s thinking, as the historical “theo-nomic” position,
but then defined in the “classical” and truly biblical (!) way. No wonder that as such it spirals
upward!
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its righteousness does not transcend the reductionistic Pharisaical level by reflecting this fullness and riches (Mt. 5:20). Jesus further ups the ante enormously when he makes it abundantly clear that the entrance into the Kingdom
of God hangs in the balance. No longer salt? Throw it out! No longer light?
Get rid of it (Mt. 5:13)!
Frankly, Jesus hit his culture head-on, like a freight train. There is, and
there should be, no doubt about it that to him the effectiveness of the Church,
which results in the worship of God, is bound up with obedience to the Law
of God in its full-orbed and radical entirety as expressed in the Mosaic constitution of the Ten Commandments (Mt. 5:17-20) and its accompanying case
laws (Mt. 5:21-7:27). Jesus could not have made himself any clearer. Not the
minutest part of the law can be discarded or ignored (Mt. 5:18-19), and when
an eye or a hand is in danger of doing so, it better be gouged out or cut off
(Mt. 5:29-30). The Church loses its birthright when it begins to dilly-dally
with the Sermon on the Mount. Or with James for that matter! For Jesus and
James fit together hand in glove. The affinity between James and the Sermon
on the Mount is universally acknowledged. Both raise the standard of perfection. Both do so in terms of the law of God. The aggregate of clues in James’
references to the law, as listed above, should not leave any doubt that he refers to the Mosaic Law as the substance of both the wisdom to, and the wisdom of, perfection.
As indicated already, the non-nomian position heads in a different direction. It is plagued by either one of two possible problems. The first problem is
that it virtually “evaporates” the term law by denying that it refers to the Mosaic Law from which the Church supposedly has “emancipated” upon the arrival of “grace,” and by subsequently identifying it “merely” with the Word
of God, mentioned earlier by James (Martin, 51).254 The “hasty” addition by
254

In a truly non-nomian fashion, Cargal, 104-105, who supports Martin’s interpretation, first quotes L. Goppelt, Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: William
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1982), Vol. II, 206, to the effect that in this context
“the Law was not an objectively prescribed norm ... but the will of God that was written in the heart of the other person.” Then, he adds that “‘law’ for James is not a codification of either ethical absolutes or ritual requirements, but the word of God ‘implanted’ in the believer.” Neither Goppelt’s statement nor Cargal’s addition has a basis
in exegetical fact, and is unacceptable eisegesis. In Cargal’s case, he puts up a straw
man with his notion of “ritual requirements.” Then, in the footsteps of Goppelt he introduces a false disjunction, as I further explain in the text of my Commentary. Frankly, Cargal, 112, 115, 117, may well add insult to injury when in the context of James
2:1ff he continues this false disjunction. James allegedly does not condemn partiality
in terms of a violation of “biblical injunctions in Old Testament Law,” but rather “of
the implanted word.” Similarly, the references to the “royal law,” as well as to the
Sixth and Seventh Commandments, do not invoke “moral absolutes,” which would
“associate James with ‘Jewish legalism’” (Laws, 112). No, they seek to implant “the
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one commentator, who holds to this non-nomian view, that “in the exercise of
our freedom in Christ we are still under certain (!), unavoidable (!), and restrictive (!), orders,” sounds rather lame (Zodhiates, I, 125). Truthfully, it
hardly makes sense to try to stop the bleeding after stabbing the patient to
death.
The second problem is that it “particularizes” this term by equally denying that it could mean the Mosaic Law, and by subsequently equating it
“merely” with (the law of merciful) “love,” introduced later by James. The
rather “hasty” addition by non-nomians in this context that the law of love
squarely places us under the Lordship of Christ, once again, sounds rather
hollow (Stulac, 102-103). It is like tying a boxer’s hands behind his back, and
then congratulating him with his boxing gloves. While admittedly law without love is harsh and biblically unacceptable, love without law is by definition nebulous and without substance. This, therefore, should be recognized as
equally unbiblical.
The first interpretation, identifying law and Word, is passing strange. It
spells retreat, since it fails to acknowledge the progression in James’ argument. It moves backward from the bloom of the law, and returns to the bud of
the Word. James, on the other hand, advances from the bud of the Word as
the wisdom to deal with trials/temptations to the bloom of the law, which
makes that wisdom “concrete.” The second interpretation, identifying law and
love, is basically just as strange. It simply runs counter to the already enumerated clues that point to the moral substance of the Mosaic Law, and, further,
confuses the rocket, the propellant (love), with the payload that it is designed
to put into orbit (obedience).
It seems that both interpretations wish to avoid any reference to (this) law
in one way or another. In the light of all the textual and contextual clues the
divine will within the believer so as to transform the very nature, disposition and desire of the believer.” All this supposedly proves, that James’ emphasis is not “a rigid
legalism,” and his “stress is not on the observance of a sum total of minutiae, but on
the maintenance of a complete integrity of word and deed” (Laws, 116). It seems to
me that to separate “the will of God” from the “the law of God,” as if they are two totally divergent entities, is unconscionable. A similar non-nomian trend is present in
Brosend, 66-69. He regards any and all references to the Torah in pinpointing James’
use of the law as “inappropriate.” “James’ understanding of law ... was fluid, not fixed,
making it a difficult target for praise or critique. ‘Law,’ above all, is what members of
the community ought to ‘do.’” All these views explain why earlier in this Commentary
I called Cheung’s monograph in this context “a breath of fresh air.” In “merciful mercilessness” he hammers away at the fact that responsible exegesis does and must
equate the law in James with the Torah of Moses! See also for an incisive critique of
an excessive type of non-nomian “New Covenant” theology, that does not really deserve this designation, Richard C. Barcellos, In Defense of the Decalogue (Enumclaw,
WA, Winepress Publishing, 2001).
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only conclusion may be that the commentators’ view of the whole, of whatever stripe, illegitimately makes short shrift of the biblical notion of “law”
under the guise of either grace or love, because it is basically a foreign element in their Systematic Theology. Otherwise it would be necessary to ascribe to them a subtle or not so subtle unpalatable aversion to the “Ten Commandments” themselves. At any rate, it once again is quite clear that one’s
view of the whole is always a flashpoint. It results either in blinders or in a
sharpened vision.
I am sure that neither the first nor the second non-nomian interpretation
falls into the trap of the crass anti-nomianism that severs justification from
sanctification. All in the name of so-called “grace,” such anti-nomianism no
longer holds to a justification that covers sin with the ultimate objective of
“removing” it altogether. No, it basically covers sin up, if it does not shove it
under the rug, while sanctification turns into an optional extra at best.255
There is hardly any doubt that neither the “evaporating” nor the “particularizing” non-nomian interpretation goes that route. Both refer to the “will of
God, written on the heart,” usually embrace the individual commandments, as
found in the NT, and hold that they exemplify this will. But these interpretations, nevertheless, do sever something, namely the NT from the OT, and as a
result reject the Mosaic Law as an (at least partially) continuing entity. In
doing so, they throw out the “baby” (perpetual Mosaic holiness; Mt. 5:17ff;
Heb. 8:8ff; 10:16ff) with the “bathwater” (the admittedly vanished Mosaic
covenant; Heb. 8:13). This I define as non-nomianism.
However, since the audiences in Church and world are not very sophisticated, the net effect of letting the Law disappear either into the “Word” or into “love” is to remove purposeful holiness with a view to perfection from
their line of vision. It vanishes beyond the horizon of their experience, in
terms of both faith and practice. Suddenly the sorry and sorrowful state of
present day culture makes sense! The theology behind both these interpretations hijacked the Church, and removed from it the only effective ingredient
that can stem (the flood tide of) moral decay (salt!), and illumine folks about
the way out of it (light!). Consequently it is fast sinking with the world into
the quicksand of a depraved culture. In fact, ultimately such theology is unable and unwilling to leave today’s quagmire behind, and to take the necessary
steps to eliminate it. The Sermon on the Mount and James, properly exposited, pinpoint the cure with their inflexible insistence on practical godliness
with a view to perfection in terms of God’s (Mosaic) Law as the only solution. The reason is simple. Only holiness receives the smile of God’s approval. Without this smile “judgment upon the household of God,” with even direr
255

Note that in Leviticus the atonement offering consists of two goats. The first one (Lev.
16:15-19) symbolizes propitiation of sin (the ground of justification), the second one (Lev.
16:20-22) the removal of sin (the insistence upon sanctification as its corollary).
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consequences for a secular society (1 Pet. 4:17), is inevitable.
Just ask the churches in Ephesus, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis and Laodicea, all of which fall short in the area of holiness to a greater or lesser extent
(Rev. 2:1-7; 12-17; 18-29; 3:1-6; 14-22)! Two of them already seem to have
reached the end of the line (Sardis; Laodicea). The other three receive a solemn warning to repent or else (Ephesus; Pergamum; Thyatira). God’s grand
objective for local congregations is evidently to provide members for the universal Church, the bride of Christ as the “love gift” of the Father to the Son
(John 6:37), who purchases her with his blood (John 7:39) and beautifies her
by his Spirit (John 16:13). That is why she can come down the aisle in perfect
purity, symbolized by her white bridal dress (Rev. 21:2) as a perfect match
for the perfect purity of her groom! Congregations who do not embrace God’s
objective as their grand obsession simply have outlived their usefulness.
In the immediate context, in fact, just before he addresses “the seven
churches” in Asia Minor, Christ is pictured in what may well be a priestly
robe, but with a royal insignia, indicating that it was his Lordship that led to
their redemption with his precious blood (Rev. 1:13). Regarding his features,
his hair is white as wool and snow, indicating and underscoring perfect purity. His eyes are as a flame or fire. Unholiness neither escapes him nor is tolerated by him. His feet resemble burnished bronze, symbolizing that he will
move against it, and is unstoppable in doing so. His voice roars against any
and all impurity like the most powerful waterfall. Again ask five of the seven
churches in Revelation 2 and 3 about this! And, finally, a sharp two-edged
sword, as the extension of his voice, is mercilessly merciful. It cuts out any
and all unspiritual and immoral rot (Rev. 2:16), in order to safeguard the mission of local congregations to produce members for the Bride in the beauty of
holiness. When congregations compromise, become ingrown, and abort this
mission, they have served their purpose and will summarily be removed or
permitted to die a slow death. Others, of course, will take their place (Mt.
16:18), just like David, a man after God’s heart, replaced Saul.
All this is not to deny that there are strong pockets of spirituality left in
our North American culture. But it is to say that only a wholesale, and admittedly dramatic, (Revival) return to the Sermon on the Mount and the Book of
James that honors mighty holiness in all its rich radicality and enriching fullness as the crowning piece of God’s saving activity can change the present
course of Church and society. Otherwise the story of the Middle East, North
Africa, Eastern Europe, and Western Europe will repeat itself in North America. The lamp stands have been removed, are being removed, or will be removed from these regions, while Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America appear to take over! The latter is hardly surprising. “The West” is eager to promote same sex marriages and to parade its homosexual leadership, while Africans and Latin Americans uncompromisingly surrender to the roaring,
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trumpeting voice of Jesus and James, and staunchly oppose this twin evil.
The voice of Jesus is, indeed, “roaring” in the Sermon on the Mount.
Don’t call anyone a “fool.” Try it, and you are hell-bound! Don’t commit
adultery in your heart or in any other way. In case of need, gouge out your
eye and cut off your hand! Love your enemies, and rise above the level of the
tax collectors! Stop being anxious, instead be in hot pursuit of the Kingdom
and Kingdom righteousness! You run off your mouth in ever judging others?
You are a hypocrite! You better enter through the narrow gate that leads to
life. If you do, you belong to the few! Distance yourself from folks who are
“a-nomian,” that is, who are experienced hands in lawlessness (anomia). As
false prophets and ravenous wolves they facilitate and promote this in others
as well! And this only samples the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 5-7). James also “roars” when he calls for perfection (Jam. 1:4), when he defines favoritism
as murder (Jam. 2:11), when he diagnoses a pipeline to hell (even) in believers (Jam. 3:6), when he calls them adulterers (and adulteresses) (Jam. 4:4),
when he threatens both the “filthy” and murderous rich (Jam. 5:1-6), as well
as the complaining poor (Jam. 5:7-9) with divine judgment.
Jesus roars! James roars! Let neither the commentators in their exposition
or the Church in its preaching circumvent and mute it in any way, shape or
form. It is ultimately suicidal! All this militates against the widespread, if not
pre-dominating view, that the biblical emphasis upon (Mosaic) law cannot
possibly be “Gospel,” and therefore cannot be an integrated part of the message of the Church. This is either a seriously misguided, soul-endangering,
construction (non-nomian) or a blatant, soul-destroying, “lie” (anti-nomian).
Neo-nomianism undoubtedly applauds this stance and assessment. But it
makes a dangerous, if not vital error as well. Its net effect seems to be a threat
to the health and vigor of the Church at large. It overloaded and blew the
transformers of the Church by insisting that the whole Mosaic law must be
meticulously kept in exhaustive detail, and emphatically includes in this the
judicial and penal laws (to be implemented as soon as that is feasible). Truthfully, this left lots of upheaval in its wake. Contrary to its intention it ironically tended alienated the Church-at-large from God’s law. The end result of the
neo-nomian experiment is a partly burnt-over territory in which the Church
was functionally driven into the arms of the non-nomian position.
How did it manage to do so? Well, in the 1970’s the “father” of the neonomian view (eventually designated as “theo-nomian,” but better defined as
“neo-(theo)nomian”) published his widely acclaimed Institutes of Biblical
Law.256 This deservedly received a “Book of the Year” award because it consists of a rich exposition of the Ten Commandments on anybody’s count. One
of his pupils, however, in his opus, took it upon himself to defend its underly256

R. J. Rushdoony, Institutes of Biblical Law (Nutley, NJ: The Craig Press, 1973).
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ing neo-(theo)nomian position as a universal “theoretical model,” which
changed the focus of the discussion.257 No longer was the rich practical content of the Decalogue the order of the day, but a comparatively anemic theoretical debate about the status of the Mosaic Law in the NT era. What made
matters worse, if not intolerable, was a colossal root error. In the final analysis the foundation for this theoretical position was an untenable translation of
the word “fulfill” in Matthew 5:17, as if it meant “confirm.”258
257

Greg Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics (Nutley NJ: The Craig Press, 1977).
Ibid, 52-74. Of course, Bahnsen is correct that “to fulfill” is not “to put an end to”/“to replace,” or to supplement”/“to add” in the present context. The first two translations would
turn Matthew 5:17 in a self-contradictory statement, the last two translations would carry the
unacceptable implication that the OT law would be of inferior quality, which would be reflected in the righteousness of the Pharisees. This, then, would make it necessary for the disciples to transcend the righteousness of the Pharisees and by implication the OT law. However, Bahnsen’s translation “to confirm”/“to restore,” while it is a net plus over the earlier proposals, still ends up as a strong minus. Over against the Pharisees, who curtail the OT law,
Jesus supposedly insists on confirming the law, and restoring it to its rightful position. His
reference to “every (last) jot and tittle” would then underscore that Christ re-establishes the
law in full measure and in exhaustive detail. Jesus’ words, however, contain a beauty that
Bahnsen misses altogether. He came to bring all of the law (every jot and tittle) to its full expression. He did not come disdainfully to eliminate it, nor pejoratively to restrict it, nor just
anemically (!) to confirm it, but gloriously to display it in its fullness, in all of its depth,
height, breadth and length. This is, why he “thunders” his Sermon on the Mount, starting with
his explanation of the Sixth and Seventh Commandment, and continuing with a (large) number of areas that cover the waterfront of life. NT Ethics does not cut out the OT law, nor does
it leave us with a remnant. Neither does it simply return to OT business as usual. Rather than
merely being “routine,” there is something awesome to a truly Biblical Ethics that takes the
black and white of the OT law, and shows it in living NT color. The OT law is like the Empire State Building. No one should relativize it, by disdainfully destroying it, by pejoratively
reducing it, or by anemically undergirding its existence. Jesus rejects and transcends all three
responses. Instead he brings it to its fullest expression by magnificently turning on the lights
in all their brilliance with breathtaking results. It is like illuminating the Niagara Falls at night
time! James proves to have grasped this in its enormity, and runs with it in his Letter. Incidentally, to insist that “every jot and tittle” includes the continuation of the OT penology is to
break a cardinal hermeneutical rule. As I argue below, no one may ask a text a question that it
is not designed to answer. The only legitimate questions are those asked within the parameters
of the purpose and focus of the text. The grand purpose and focus of the Sermon on the
Mount is clearly personal holiness as the indispensable characteristic of membership in the
Kingdom. By no stretch of the imagination do either the OT symbolical law or the OT penal
law come even remotely into the picture. Since the Sermon on the Mount makes no pronouncement about either, it should not even be considered in the discussion about their place
and function in the NT. The regrettable upshot of all this is that to translate pleroo with “to
confirm” is by definition to set back the cause of the Law, especially when it is taken for
granted that this implies the continuation of the OT penal sanctions into the NT. It fails to
bring out the glory of the law clothed in Christ’s garb and with Christ’s grandeur, and it promotes wrangling over the penology of the OT, which cannot be implemented in today’s society anyway, and is therefore practically a “moot issue.” But there is more. It is to be feared that
the mistaken translation of pleroo has an unexpected ripple effect in that it in a more general
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Add to this “in exhaustive detail,” and the Pandora box was open. It
transferred the Mosaic legislation, lock stock and barrel, into the NT era, to
the point that even Matthew 19 in a tortured manner was said to allow divorce
on other grounds than only sexual immorality or fornication, which, of
course, includes homosexuality and bestiality (porneia). After all, if the OT
stands in exhaustive detail, even Jesus could not change it, and supposedly
had to allow Deuteronomy 24:1-4 to remain in force. The amorphous “shameful thing,” clearly broader than “sexual immorality,” was mistakenly identified with porneia, and the (flood)gate was opened for additional, ultimately
sense sets the cause of God back as well. By virtually leveling the NT off to the niveau of the
OT the riches of both the New Covenant and the promises that undergird it run the danger of
being removed from one’s line of vision. There is a “plus” in the New Covenant in terms of
the three promises, promulgated by the Father (Ezek. 36:25-27), personified in the Son (Is.
42:6; 49:8), and personalized by the Holy Spirit (Is. 59:21), that is basically overlooked by
neo-nomians. Regrettably, this is not the place to enlarge on it. It is mentioned here, however,
to at least alert the reader to an additional danger posed by the mis-translation of pleroo. On
the other hand, the right translation of this verb should shed light on a significant concept in
the teaching of Paul, namely his reference to “the law of Christ” in 1 Corinthians 9:21 and
Galatians 6:2. It is often construed as antithetical to the Law of Moses, not only by antinomians who sever sanctification from justification, but also by non-nomians who sever the
NT from the OT. Matthew 5:17, properly understood, functions as a potent antidote against
both views. The Law of Christ is no more and no less than the Law of Moses (the agent; see
Deut. 5:5a; 8:11b; 30:16b; as well as Ex. 20:19a) as the Law of God (the Source; see Deut.
5:5b; 8:11a; 30:16a; as well as Ex. 20:1; 24:12), but then as it is brought to its full expression
and glory by Christ, according to, and in line with, Matthew 5:17ff. To conclude this note, let
me refer to the comments on the meaning of pleroo by Laird Harris, “Theonomy in Christian
Ethics: A Review of Greg L. Bahnsen’s Book,” in Presbyterion, Vol. V, 1979, Nr. 1, 1ff, as
well as to the article by Gerhard Delling in Gerhard Friedrich, Geoffrey Bromiley, transl.,
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Company),
VI, 286-298. Harris, 2-4, rejects Bahnsen’s translation “to confirm” in favor of “to fulfill” (to
bring to full expression) with a reference to Mt. 26:53 and Lk. 4:21. He specifically distances
himself throughout his review article from the conclusions Bahnsen draws from his translation, as if the law in toto continues, penology and all. Delling, furthermore, points out that decisive for the meaning of pleroo and its cognates are the notions of “totality,” and “fullness”
(Delling, 290). Applying this to Matthew 5:17, he explicitly states that Jesus did not use the
verb pleroo “merely to affirm that he will maintain the Law and the prophets,” as Bahnsen
insists. No, Jesus came to “actualize” them in full. He came so that they would “be completely
fulfilled, in order that the full measure appointed by God himself may be reached in him.” He
illustrates in Matthew 5:21-48 “how this is done,” and what it entails (Delling, 294). He acknowledges that the verb at times may mean “to come to an end” or “to complete,” although
not in the Matthew 5 context. But he does not even once mention “to confirm” as a possibility. In fact, he explicitly maintains as the height of irony that pleroo never stands for “to confirm.” If the Jesus would have been interested to emphasize “the validity” of the Law, he
would have used a totally different verb (histemi). No, in Matthew 5:17 Jesus conveys that
“he brings the law to its full measure” (Delling, 293, 297). From the perspective of Harris and
Delling Bahnsen’s translation did not do us any favor. In fact, it resembles a “disaster” in the
making. See for a further discussion of the place and function of the OT symbolical and penal
laws, Topical Focus #9: Symbols & Penology in the Mosaic Law.
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subjective, grounds for divorce!259
Furthermore, the focus of the Sermon on the Mount was (not too) subtly
changed, which greatly helped undermine the “classical” interpretation. Jesus
is no longer said to bring the moral substance of the Mosaic Law “to its fullest expression” (“fulfill”) in terms of personal ethics as a matter of life and
death. This is supposedly replaced with a “mere” endorsement of OT ethics in
general. While the symbolical laws no longer apply, since they were stop-gap
and anticipatory shadows superseded by the substantive reality in Christ,260
the penal sanctions of the Mosaic Law are allegedly still in full force.261 This,
as I mentioned already, did not only violate the hermeneutical rule that one
should never ask a passage or text a question that it is not designed to answer,
but rather interpret it in the light of its purpose. It also resulted in a comparatively anemic and bland theory that removes the shockwave effect of the
Sermon on the Mount.262
The upshot was a saddening state of affairs. First, no longer was the
“full,” radical and (en)rich(ing), content of that law the subject of joint diligent study with a view to practical godliness. Instead, a “theoretical position”
about the law of God became a bone of divisive contention, in which ironically the “biblical ‘theo-nomy’ of relationships” all too often went by the board.
Such is the kind of wrangling that Paul roundly condemns twice in one of his
letters. This is not to imply that a “civil” discussion on all this is out of
bounds. Far from it! But it is to insist that everything which has no practical
cutting edge is invariably “quarreling about words” and ultimately “ruining
the hearers” (2 Tim. 2:14)! It is “irreverent babble,” that will “lead people into more and more ungodliness” (2 Tim. 2:16).
The assessment of “quarreling” and “babbling” also applies to debates
about, or even in defense of, the most truthful and glorious teachings of
Scripture, whenever they fail to serve the purpose of practical godliness en
259

Ibid, 97ff.
Ibid, 207ff.
261
Ibid, 34, 39ff, 365ff. Cornelius Van Til, who is often quoted in this context, was fond of
characterizing the radical difference between belief and unbelief as one of theo-nomy (God’s
law) versus auto-nomy (self-law). But he never saddled the concept of God’s law with a neonomian content. Neither did most followers of Van Til, for that matter. Of course, all this is
not to throw out the baby with the bathwater. Neo-nomians have made great contributions,
when they focused on (a wide variety of) areas and issues that are part of the classical “theonomic” tradition, such as the Decalogue and related ethical questions. Such contributions
should not be shunned, because of a regrettable aberration in the mistaken insistence upon the
continuing validity of the Mosaic penology!
262
All this explains why I wish to reserve the word “theo-nomy” to the classical Reformed
position in the footsteps of Cornelius Van Til, and prefer to characterize the recent movement
of which Rushdoony is its founder, and Bahnsen one of its popularizers, either as neotheonomian, or, preferably, avoiding all confusion, as neo-nomian, if not hyper-nomian, in
order to distinguish it from the classical Reformed view.
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route to perfection. After all, thinking of any stripe without acting of any kind
is sterile! And this spiritual sterility, as the result of “an actionless mind,”263
is what Paul, as well as James, wishes to avoid like the plague.264 It simply
cannot be denied that a debate about the “right” position on the penal sanctions of the Mosaic Law has no practical relevance in a society, in which it
does not, and cannot, make an immediate difference. This should have been
acknowledged, and taken into account. When it was not, and the issue turned
into an unnecessary flashpoint, the debate became “irreverent” and, as I intend to show, ultimately failed to serve the purpose of godliness. In fact, it did
it an (unintentional) disservice.
Again, this is not to say that the pros and cons of a given position, including the neo-nomian position, cannot be carefully and extensively weighed.
Quite the contrary! But the difference between godly exposition and “quarreling”/“babbling” can best be explained as follows. The Institutes of Biblical
Law had an underlying position, but it never became a divisive issue. The
(practical) focus was on the substance of the Decalogue. The historical record
shows that it was received with delight. Theonomy in Christian Ethics held
the same underlying position, but turned it into the issue. Eventually the
(theoretical) focus became the position itself. The historical record shows this
time that this by and large enflamed, rather than edified.
Second, once it was presented as the issue in the debate about the law, it
too frequently polarized the Church in a rather unpleasant manner and to a rather unpleasant degree. Neo-nomians seem to paint everyone else with the
brush of anti-nomianism to a greater or lesser degree, including those who
hold to the classical Reformed position. On the other hand, all anti-nomian
and non-nomians seem to regard everyone else as theocrats and neo-nomians
to one degree or another, once again inclusive of the adherents of the classical
Reformed position.
These adherents/proponents ended up between a rock and a hard place.
On the one hand, they were lumped together with antinomians/non-nomians,
and on the other hand with neo-nomians. In the meantime the cause of God’s
law suffered an immense setback. Non-nomians planted an anemic crop in the
soil of the Church, which is (potentially) an ecclesiastical as well as societal
starvation diet. Jesus’ emphasis upon the utter necessity of a righteousness,
which exceeds the pharisaical kind, as a matter of life and death was (consciously?) sidestepped or ignored. To the extent that this impacted the
Church, the latter lost its function as salt of the earth and light of the world.
After all, only the presence of a trans-pharisaical righteousness embodies
263

Of course, as someone once stated, “mindless action” is just as unacceptable as “an actionless mind!”
264
This is what James is after in the second half of his first Chapter, when he insists on an
unbreakable bond between hearing (inclusive of thinking) and doing (acting out) the Word!
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these functions of preserving salt and guiding light.
Neo-nomians, on the other hand, virtually managed to leave a burnt-over
territory, a scorched earth, behind. They sought to apply “acid chemicals” to
the Church and society that were perfectly suited to eliminate the excess of
evil from the old covenant. But even if these “chemicals” retained their status
as a (“grim” and) permanent benchmark of holiness, they were never meant
to continue in the New Covenant Church, nor in a non-covenantal society, as
I argue below in the upcoming Topical Focus. Church folk would face excommunication in analogous circumstances, while society would be brought
face to face with the Gospel, inclusive of its consequences of eternal life and
blessings or eternal curse and punishment. Furthermore, neo-nomians ended
up with a potential starvation diet. Jesus’ emphasis upon trans-pharisaical
personal holiness as a matter of life and death no longer was given center
stage, and to that extent it was equally, however unintentionally, sidestepped
and ignored. Instead, in the debate that “raged” for a considerable period of
time, it seemed as if the penal sanctions were virtually forced upon the
Church as a test of orthodoxy. As a result of the monopolizing debate about
the status of these sanctions it became more and more “politically incorrect”
in many church settings to speak at all about the law of God in glowing terms.
It often was interpreted as a “red flag” and soon became suspect!
It is about time that the Church remedies this deplorable situation, refuses
to be lumped together with either the non-nomian or neo-nomian position,
and reclaims the historical and classical Reformed position by showing that
this is what Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount and what James endorses in his Epistle in the footsteps of his and our Lord.265 It neither emphasizes relationship (love) at the expense of substance (law), nor substance
(law) at the expense of relationship (love). Consciously or unconsciously the
first one is the tendency, and legacy, of too many non-nomians, the latter the
tendency, and legacy of too many neo-nomians.
In short, in the context of Scripture I would like to characterize James’
teaching regarding the Law as “New-Covenantal,” in that it fully honors the
Law of Moses (Covenantal), but abrogates the practice of its symbols and its
penology (New-Covenantal). As such, it is also called the Law of God, since
it originates in, and is reflective of God (Deut. 5:5; 6:1), the Law of Christ,
since it is personified in and brought to its fullest expression by Christ (Gal.
6:2), and the Law of the Spirit, since it is personalized and implemented
through the agency of the Spirit (Ezek. 36:26; 2 Cor. 3:6).266 It would be an
265

In the process it should also reclaim the term “theonomy” in its classical and biblical
meaning, the way it is used by thinkers, such as Cornelius Van Til, and insist that neonomians/hyper-nomians fail to define it properly.
266
The terminology, “Law of the Spirit,” with the same connotation was also used by the 15th
Century theologian Oecolampadius. See for this Lillback, The Binding of God, 85.
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enormous victory for today’s Christianity, if the various positions, the antinomian, the non-nomian, the neo-nomian, and the New-Covenantal,
Theo/Christo/Spiritu-nomic, or Patri/Christo/Spiritu-nomic position, would
join ranks in this interpretation of James, and would all adopt it as their point
of departure, in order to return biblical sanity to the Church, so that in turn it
could be re-established as the cultural force it once was. After all, there is no
kingship (of God) without law (Deut. 33:3-5). Therefore, unless the Law of
God, properly understood as essentially Trinitarian, fully re-enters into the
covenant community, the Kingship of God will not be fully acknowledged in
either Church or society.
In the light of this “summary” we can endorse the view of one commentator that content wise “James is Torah-observant in a Jesus kind of way”
(McKnight, 156-158, with reference to Ps. 1:2; 19:7-11; 119:45 as well as Mt.
5:17-20, 48; 15:1-20; Mk. 12:28-32; Gal. 5:13-14; and Jam. 2:8-11). But is
less accurate to insist that the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5:1-48 or the
so-called “Jesus creed” in Mark 12:28-32 constitute a “Christian reinterpretation (italics, mine) of the Torah in the New Age” (McKnight, 158).
In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus brings the existing OT substance of the
Law (The Commandments) to its fullest expression (Mt. 5:17). In the “Jesus
creed,” as well as in the Upper Room (John 13:34; see also 1 John 1:7-11;
3:11; 4:7-5:2), he enriches the existing Sum of the Law (Love) in terms of
backdrop and motivation. In other words, there is a marked progression as Jesus radicalizes the substance and enlarges on the sum of the Law. But this
does not add up to discontinuity, apart then from the symbols and the penology in the Mosaic legislation. I return to the progression in the context of
James 2:8ff, and insert at this point Topical Focus #9 regarding the place,
function and abrogation of the symbolic and penal laws in the Mosaic Torah.

Topical Focus #9:
Symbols & Penology in the Mosaic Law
I stated above that in my estimation the practice of the symbols and the death penalties
are confined to the Old or Mosaic Covenant, even if they fully retain their benchmark
message in the New Testament (2 Cor. 6:14; Rom. 1:32). I also promised an explanation that would back up this contention. Well, here it is. In the light of all the pertinent
biblical data I trust that it proves to be quite rewarding.
1. OT Symbolical Laws
For the exegetical ground of the abrogation of the symbolical laws the church has customarily referred to Acts 10:9ff. While in this section such abrogation is not explicitly
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mentioned, it is certainly implied. The symbolical law is clearly viewed as neither totally nor perennially sacrosanct. Hermeneutical grounds corroborate this judgment.
Apart from the sacraments of circumcision and the Passover, the symbolical laws in
the OT are of three sorts. They point to the substance of justification (the sacrificial
system), fellowship (the sacrificial meals) and sanctification. The symbols in the area
of sanctification are by far and away the most numerous. This indicates once again that
holiness is the crowning piece of God’s saving activity. They can be subdivided in two
classes, symbols that visualize the difference between holiness and unholiness, and
symbols that convey this difference as a matter of life and death. Both types of sanctification symbols therefore are “didactic” with a covenantal and evangelical thrust.
This, incidentally, goes a long way to combat the interpretation of the symbolical statutes in a “pedestrian” manner. Such interpretation prevails, when the food laws are
said to focus upon the human diet. If this were the interpretive way to go, we would be
at a loss about the meaning of (most) statutes, such as the injunction against two types
of seed in one soil (Deut. 22:9), two types of cloth in one garment (Deut. 22:11), or
two types of animals under one yoke (Deut. 22:10). Or we would have to come to the
preposterous conclusion that this kind of laws would focus upon soil treatment, garment improvement and agricultural aesthetics. Clearly, this would run counter to the
interpretation of Scripture itself.
After all, the didactic nature of the first class or type of sanctification symbols,
which I would like to designate as “separation” symbols, is at length explained in Leviticus 20:24-26. Israel is warned in the strongest terms to stay away from the orbit of
Canaanite depravity, idolatrous, sexual or otherwise. “Therefore” it must opt for clean
foods only and abstain from the unclean variety (See also Lev. 11:1-47). Apparently
both clean and unclean foodstuffs are an eloquent “silent sermon” in their own right.
In fact, they are one twofold sermon: (1) “Seek holiness!” and (2) “Stay away from
unholiness!” Other “separation” symbols, such as the injunction against two types of
seed in one soil, two types of cloth in one garment, and two types of animals under one
yoke, as well as the leprosy laws (Lev. 13:1-14:57) deliver the same twofold sermon.
Since these symbols are quite numerous and found throughout society, Israel is literally “bombarded” with the message of, the need for, and the visible (implicit) summons
to holiness. It is indicative of the premium God places upon it.
The second class or type of sanctification symbols, such as the uncleanness of a
mother who gives birth to a child (Lev. 12:1-8), adds a cutting edge to this message. In
the OT the life is in the blood (Lev. 17:11). So, in the blood flow, connected with
childbirth, life ebbs away. This is additional grist for the mill of God’s symbols with a
message that leaves no one guessing, “Seek holiness, and stay away from unholiness,
“for it is a matter of life and death.” Once again the great number of these life and
death statutes, such as the (abnormal) discharges from human sexual functions (Lev.
15:1-33), the red heifer ordinance (Num. 19:1-22), the cities of refuge provision (Num.
35:9-34; Deut. 4:41-43), etc. speak volumes. All of the society of Israel is literally saturated with this “unspoken,” but eloquent double message!
In the New Testament era all justification symbols, such as the atonement sacrifices (Lev. 16:1-28), are “fulfilled” on Good Friday in Christ. He is our once-and-for-all
unrepeatable (Heb. 9:12-10:14) Passover (1 Cor. 5:7). The sanctification symbols, on
the other hand, are “fulfilled” both on Good Friday in Christ (Heb. 10:10, 14) and at
Pentecost with the Baptism of the Spirit who was poured out upon the Church as a
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once-and-for-all historical event (Acts 2:33), and with the Gift of the indwelling Spirit
who enters every Christian as a once-and-for-all personal event, immediately following repentance/faith and justification (Acts 2:38). Christians clearly have graduated
from symbols to substance. Filled with Christ (John 15:5), with the Spirit (Eph. 5:18),
and with the Word (Col. 3:16) they now have the source, dynamics and compass of
holiness within themselves, and so have outgrown the OT symbols by more than a
country mile!
But this is not all! The silent sermons, embodied in “dumb” symbols, are now replaced by “deafening” sermons, verbalized by “live” Christians, who exhort each other
daily as the PA system of Christ, the Spirit and the Word (Heb. 3:13). With this the
level of eloquence in the covenant community has increased dramatically, in fact, “a
thousand fold.” Of course, it would be a grievous pity, a grievous shame, and a grievous loss, if the Church would miss not only the presence of the eloquent OT sanctification symbols, but through coldness toward Christ (Rev. 2:4), inclusive of grieving his
Spirit (Eph. 4:30), and slighting his Word (John 15:7), would also fall short or fall silent in its NT mandated exhortations. In short, with the substance of the completed
work of Christ an accomplished fact, the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit a reality, and the ministry of the saints as God’s mouthpieces in place, the OT “shadows” are
overtaken by “the brilliance of their NT fulfillment.” Paled in comparison they outlived their “mediocre” usefulness. Although their message is as up to date as ever, in
fact, is foundational for the NT summons to seek holiness, as 1 Corinthians 6:14-7:1
indicates, they are not (to be) practiced any longer. There is no need for them any
longer!
2. OT Penal Law
The NT provides no purely exegetical grounds for the abrogation of the penal sections.
However, hermeneutically the cessation of the death penalties of the Mosaic Law appears to be part and parcel of the demise of the Old Covenant. We may infer this from
Hebrews 10:23-31, esp. 26-29, where in a specific instance the eschatological judgment takes the place of the Mosaic death penalty. But what is behind this cessation?
As I see it, in the Mosaic or old covenant Church and State are intricately interwoven.
Every (male) Jew was circumcised as member of the covenant community, which encompassed both entities. All Israelites were simultaneously born into the State and into
the Church, by definition! After all, circumcision was determined solely by blood.
There were, indeed, the two “strands” of Israelites, “fleshly” and “spiritual,” but they
were one in terms of politico-ecclesiastical organization! The question, therefore, had
to arise how to keep Israel from becoming overly contaminated with sin, since a citizen of the State was at the same time a member of the covenant community. Even
when citizens were not able to enter into ecclesiastical assemblies at times due to uncleanness (Lev. 13:46), and certain citizens were not allowed to attend ecclesiastical
assemblies at all (Deut. 23:1-8), this was more for symbolical-didactic reasons than
anything else. On the whole everyone rubbed elbows with everyone else, and could
contaminate anyone else. There was neither a preventive nor curative mechanism in
place, to keep Israel safe from moral scoundrels. As the history of Israel demonstrates
from the Desert journey through the period of the Judges and Kings, all the way to the
Exile the condition of the nation was quite precarious. Israel was an abysmal and mor732

al calamity in the making (See Deut. 28:15-68; 29:18-28; 31:26-30)!
God’s answer was to institute an immune system of sorts. The civil government
had to stand guard, and execute all subjects that excessively threatened the purity of
the covenant community, jeopardized its continuation, and put its survival at risk.
Scripture passages, such as Psalm 26, make it abundantly clear that such citizens existed, most likely in large numbers. David identifies them in this Psalm, as well as in
many other Psalms for that matter, as “deceitful men,” “pretenders,” “evildoers,” “the
wicked,” “sinners,” “murderers,” “schemers” (Ps. 26:4, 5, 9, 10), all members of the
old covenant community. To curb such excessive and potentially covenant threatening
depravity, there was only one remedy, namely the death penalties, to be implemented
under the auspices of the civil government.
Here emerges the rationale for their introduction in the Mosaic legislation. A
whole series of death penalties was assigned to the State for implementation, in order
to police God’s people, and so to retain a semblance of biblical sanity in the old covenant. Prior to the emergence of Israel as a full-fledged nation, the covenant family did,
and in principle could, guard itself, even if in practice this was far from a foregone
conclusion. After all, although this may not have been a routine occurrence, there are
several cases on record, in which covenant members got away with murder and adultery (Gen. 34:25-31; 38:12-26). We also know that at times God executed erring covenant members himself (Gen. 38:6-10). However, when Israel expanded into seven figures something simply had to be done. The family structure, hardly as “strong” as it
should have been (Gen. 38:1), was now definitively insufficient to handle the newly
developed situation. The civil government was the only institution that could take
over, and did so by divine appointment!
In the New Covenant the rationale for the Mosaic death penalties disappears. This
Covenant is made with the people of God, and not with the State. Even if a State, as I
explain further below, enters into a so-called “national covenant” with God, this does
not imply that God made his New Covenant with the State. As a result Church and
State turned into separate entities, each with its own jurisdiction. From that moment
on, the Church was mandated, and had the ability, to police itself through mutual accountability, exemplified in personal confrontation (Heb. 3:13) and a supervisory leadership, ready to emphasize the reality of the Last Judgment (Heb. 10:26-30), and prepared to resort to excommunication (1 Cor. 5:1ff). This means that the death penalties,
just as the justification and sanctification symbols, had outlived their necessity and
usefulness, even if, as I argue below, their message, just as the message of the symbolical laws, is perennial. In short, the death penalties became moot when (since) the purpose for which they were instituted no longer existed. So they are practiced no longer.
The only exception was the death penalty in case of murder, since this was a universal
ordinance in the Noahic covenant.
Incidentally, the neo-nomian argument that Isaiah 19:16-24 holds out the prospect
of “national covenants with the living God in Christ” (J. Morecraft, “The Gospel of
Truth and the Nation,” in The Counsel of Chalcedon (April 2005, Issue 2, 26) on the
part of Egyptians and Assyrians, implying that the New Covenant is made with Church
and State, is spurious. First, it ignores the nature of prophecy. Prophetic language always makes predication about the future in terms of “today.” The point is always crystal clear. But the details are invariably fuzzy. From this perspective this passage at best
predicts that Gentiles, such as Egyptians and Assyrians, will (wish to) become mem733

bers of the New Covenant, together with Israelites. But it does not by the farthest
stretch of the imagination imply that God made the New Covenant with the (Egyptian
or Assyrian) State, promising it Jesus’ heart in regeneration, Jesus’ righteousness in
justification, and Jesus’ holiness in sanctification. Second, even if a government were
to declare that its people constitute “a Christian nation,” as Zambia’s President Chiluba did in the 1990’s, or to draw up a “national covenant” with a pledge of allegiance to
God in Christ, as John Knox did in the 1570’s, it could never be equated with the New
Covenant that God made with the people of Israel, based on the just-mentioned threefold promise. The word “covenant” is simply used in two totally different contexts in
two totally different ways. No, the conclusion stands together with all that this entails.
God made the Old Covenant with both the OT Church and State. But he made the
New Covenant with the NT Church only, and not with the NT State. There is no shred
of biblical evidence for the latter whatsoever. OT Israel did not find its fulfillment in
NT Church and State, but solely in the NT Church. Scripture calls the Church the
Israel of God, but never the State!
The following classification of sins, the various categories as well as the mandated
offerings and penalties, mainly gleaned from the OT, should be helpful in grasping not
only God’s dealings with sin, but also with the penology transition from OT to NT.
I. Sins against the Person of God:
1. Direct (against the person of God himself)
a. Intentional Sins
(1) Examples: Num. 15:32-36; Deut. 13:1-18
(2) Penalty: Death (No sacrifice for sins): See Heb. 10:22-29
b. Unintentional Sins
(1) Examples: Lev. 4:12-14, 27; 5:1-5; 12:1-6; 15:25-30; Num. 6:916; Acts 3:17; 1 Tim. 1:13
(2) Penalty: Sin offering: Lev. 4:1-5:13
2. Indirect (against the person of the neighbor)
a. Intentional Sins
(1) Examples: Gen. 9:6; Ex. 20:13; 21:12, 14-17; Num. 35:29-34;
Deut. 19:11-13
(2) Penalty: Death (No sacrifice for sins): See Heb. 10:26
b. Unintentional Sins
(1) Examples: Num. 35:9-15, 22-28; Deut. 4:41-43; 19:1-10
(2) Penalty: Num. 35:25 (City of Refuge)
II. Sins against the Property of God
1. Direct (against the property of God himself)
a. Intentional Sins
(1) Examples: Josh. 7:1-26
(2) Penalty: Death
b. Unintentional Sins
(1) Examples: Lev. 5:14-19, 27:30-31
(2) Penalty: Trespass offering, Restitution, plus 20%
2. Indirect (against the property of the neighbor)
a. Intentional Sins
(1) Examples: Ex. 22:1-12, Lev. 6:1-7, Eph. 4:28, Num. 5:6-7
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(2) Penalty:
(a) When caught stealing :
(i) Large animals:
500% restitution: Ex. 22:1
(ii) Small animals:
400% restitution: Ex. 22:1
(iii) Money or goods: 200% restitution: Ex. 22:4, 7-9
(iv) Grass
: 100% restitution: Ex. 22:5
(b) In case of fire damage: 100% restitution: Ex. 22:6
(c) When confessing theft: Trespass offering + 120% restitution:
Lev. 6:5-7; Num. 5:7-10
b. Unintentional Sins
(1) Examples: Lev. 5:17-19
(2) Penalty: Trespass offering
This table provides us with quite an insight in God’s dealing with sin. All intentional sins against God, his person and his property, require the death penalty, all unintentional sins against his person a sin offering, and all intentional sins against his property a trespass offering. All intentional sins against the person of the neighbor require
the death penalty as well, but intentional sins against the property of the neighbor demand a trespass offering plus restitution. All unintentional sins against the person of
the neighbor require a sin offering, and all unintentional sins against the property of
the neighbor a trespass offering plus restitution.
This sheds light on Hebrews 10:26. It explains why in case of deliberate, intentional sins against God there is “no sacrifice for sin” that can cover them. Hebrews informs us in OT terminology, especially that of Leviticus, that it is “all over.” However,
what this implies, according to its author, transcends the OT. What is left in the NT is
a “fearful expectation of judgment.” Deliberate rejection of Moses’ Law in the OT
leads to the death penalty, all right. But deliberate trampling under foot of the blood of
Christ and deliberate insults of the Spirit of Christ can expect an even severer punishment. It is significant to note that in Hebrews, which emphasizes the “plus” of the NT
over the OT in a variety of areas, such as the Person of Christ over Moses, the priesthood of Christ over Levi, the work of Christ over the sacrificial system, and the New
Covenant over the old covenant, NT penology appears to stress the Judgment over the
Mosaic death penalties. In other words, the need for “terminal” punishment remains.
But its implementation takes on a different form. It is now eschatological!
3. Conclusion
A few points in closing! First, there is a clear-cut parallel between the symbolical and
penal laws in the Mosaic system. Both were promulgated for a reason. The symbolical
laws were given to warn tirelessly and incessantly against the flood tide of unholiness
in general, as it was in evidence in the nation of Israel from the very outset, and with
time seemed to swell rather than to recede. The penal sanctions were given to remove
(Lev. 24:10-17) and prevent (Deut. 21:21) the grossest excesses of unholiness in particular, as they routinely cropped up in the soil of the nation’s general depravity. In the
New Covenant the national and ecclesiastical scene “parted company,” and went their
separate ways. From then on only the Church constituted the (New) Covenant community. With Calvary/The Open Tomb and Pentecost as the starting point of their di735

vergence, the rationale for both the symbolical and penal laws disappeared. Consequently, so did the need for their implementation! Hence they ceased. In case there is
any hesitation or question left about this conclusion, the following reminder may put
the matter to rest. It has long been recognized that the symbolical laws have never
been abrogated in so many words, not even in Acts 10. The conclusion of their operational abrogation has been reached on hermeneutical grounds pertaining to the documented progression from the old to the new covenant. Why, then, should it raise any
dust, if an appeal is made to the same grounds regarding the penal sanctions?
But there is a second point to be made pertaining to both types of laws. While the
symbolical laws are no longer practiced, their message remains as authoritative and up
to date as ever. Paul uses a separation symbol to lay the foundation for his teaching on
sanctification (2 Cor. 6:14ff). What is good enough for Paul should be good enough
for the Church of Christ! Similarly, while the Mosaic penal sanctions are no longer
mandated, their message did not disappear, and their wisdom remained beyond question (Acts 25:11). Paul informs us that even pagans recognize the justice of God’s decree, that those guilty of moral turpitude deserve the death penalty (Rom. 1:32). Further, many a society has instituted the death penalty for kidnapping, in line with the
Mosaic legislation! Is it a biblical mandate in the NT era? No! But can this Mosaic
provision be viewed as part of biblical wisdom? Absolutely (Deut. 4:5-8)! Could other
such provisions be copied as well? If the circumstances are right and the time is ripe,
why not? But it would require a future popular ground swell that will take some time
in coming, if at all! In the meantime, we have our hands full with today’s evil. So let
the death penalties not (ever) become a cause (celebre) for “contentious” (1 Cor.
10:16), and potentially destructive infighting among brothers, that will jeopardize the
implementation of the indispensable righteousness of the law of God, which transcends the “righteousness” of the Pharisees!
This brings me to my third point, in which I hasten to add what all this emphatically does not deny. It does not deny that all authority has been given
to Christ in heaven and on earth, which includes the say over all the nations, their rulers and their history (Ps. 2:5-8; 22:28; Jer. 10:6-7; Dan. 7:13-14; Mt. 28:18; John
5:27; Eph. 1:20b-22a; Phil. 2:8-11; Rev. 5:2; 19:16). Neither does it deny that nations
and their rulers should submit themselves to the universal authority of Christ both in
principle and as the better part of wisdom. First, in principle! After all, the boundaries
of the nations are set by God (Deut. 32:8; Acts 17:26), ultimately to do his bidding
(Acts 14:16), and the rulers are there by his appointment to implement his distributive
and retributive justice for the public good (Dan. 4:32; Rom. 13:1, 3-4). Candidly, to
refuse submission to his authority from the heart, in one’s thinking, willing and feeling, in one’s moral and social make-up, in one’s dominion taking, or in one’s speaking
and acting, and to rebel against him in any area, aspect or phase of life, is to selfdestruct (Lev. 18:24-27; Ps. 2:1-9; Dan. 4:31-32, 37b; 5:20-28; Jonah 3:4). By the
same token, to renounce one’s rebellion, and to submit to Christ’s Kingship in every
area of life is to flourish (Ps. 2:10-12; Is. 11:9; Dan 3:28-4:3; Jonah 3:5-10). Second,
as the better part of wisdom! Refusal to submit to Christ’s authority evidences the
sway of the fundamental apostate dialectic that governs all of rebel mankind both in
the total fabric of life with its one-and-many-spheres and its authority structures, and
in all its comings and goings in these spheres and structures. The inevitable outcome is
self-seeking and self-serving warfare that leads either to tyranny, or to its counterpart,
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rebellion, or to both at the same time (Is. 59:13). World history from this perspective,
socially, economically, politically, and in every other way, is one sorry mess. In fact,
apart from God’s restraining grace it would have exploded out of itself, imploded upon
itself, or both at the same time. On the other hand, submission to Christ’s kingly authority produces self-denial in the one-and-many spheres, and sacrifice as well as
submission in the authority structures, both in love and holiness. This, in turn, leads
invariably to servant-hood, servant-leaders and servant-subjects, which are the prerequisites for certain harmony, peace, and prosperity (For all this, see my Sovereignty
and Responsibility, 87ff, as well as Topical Focus #15: One-and-Many Spheres &
Authority Structures). There is clearly every principial and practical reason for everyone in whatever station or function in life “to kiss the Son” (Ps. 2:12)! Nevertheless,
all this does not imply or favor the continuation of the Mosaic penology. In fact, the
contrary is the case. Because of the crucial implications of one’s stance regarding the
penology of the old covenant I argue this further in my fourth, and final, point.
Fourth, neo-(theo)nomians, whether consciously or not, tend to paint the classical
Theo/Christo/Spiritu-nomic position in the corner of non-nomianism or even antinomianism, because it insists that in the NT the “interim ethics” of the mandated symbols and penal sanctions in the Mosaic dispensation has been abrogated, even while it
acknowledges that its message is as strong as ever. Frankly, it is about time to turn
some tables. Precisely because neo-nomianism mistakenly maintains the continuation
of the interim ethics of the Mosaic penology, it stymies the course of the Gospel and
for that very reason, irony of ironies (!), hinders rather than helps submission to the
universal authority of Christ. When the author of Hebrews addresses deliberate sinners, who under the Mosaic dispensation would have faced the death penalty (Heb.
10:26, 28), he ups the OT ante in a twofold NT way. First, he defines them in Gospel
terms. They are folks who have “spurned the Son of God, profaned the blood of the
covenant, and outraged the Spirit of grace” (Heb. 10:29b). Second, he counsels “an
expectation of judgment” that is more “fearful,” and holds out the prospect of “a punishment” that is worse than the Mosaic interim ethics has to offer, namely “a fury of
fire that will consume the adversaries” (Heb. 10:27, 29a). From a NT Gospel perspective the situation proves to be “infinitely” more fearful and “infinitely” worse than the
old covenant ever does and can disclose, in as much as the prospect of eternal punishment “infinitely” towers over the relatively puny nature of “finite” death penalties. All
of Hebrews is adamant that the Mosaic dispensation is dwarfed across the board by the
New Covenant from beginning to end. It should not come as a surprise that it is also
dwarfed in the area of Mosaic penology. In short, from the perspective of Hebrews to
harp on the continuation of this anemic penology by comparison is to put a leash on
the full-orbed presentation of the glorious Gospel as a combination of towering grace
and towering wrath. Besides, preaching Mosaic penology may well be analogous to
throwing proverbial pearls before swine. It is an “invitation” for them to trample these
pearls under their feet and presents an “occasion” to go on the attack (Mt. 7:6).
Talking about feet, God informs the Israelites that he has given them the “promised land,” an inheritance that stretches from Nile to Euphrates (100% Divine grace),
on which they place the sole of their feet (100% human responsibility) (Josh. 1:3-4).
Similarly, God has given his Son the nations as his inheritance (100% God’s grace) to
be obtained through the instrumentality of the Church (100% human responsibility), as
it puts down the sole of her feet in her Gospel ministry (Ps. 2:8; Mt. 28:19-20). Note
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well that the Church can only be successful in doing so, if it summons and pleads for
the nations to kiss the Son, lest he be angry with punishing and perishing implications
rather than approving with gracious and glorious results (Ps. 2:12), fully in line with
Hebrews 10:29. Lamentably, the OT people of God shot themselves again and again in
their feet. Only during David’s reign was the inheritance fully occupied. May the NT
people of God not shoot themselves in their feet by presenting a Mosaic penology
message that fails to reach the height of the New Covenant Gospel with both the astounding grace of its “infinitely” better promises (Heb. 10:8:7), and the shocking threat
of its “infinitely” greater judgment (Heb. 4:1, 11; 12:25-29). Let the Church by all
means police itself, and, if needs be, “forcefully” remove any and all “tares” from the
New Covenantal people of God, the Body of Christ, and the workshop of the Holy
Spirit through excommunication. But in the New Covenant dispensation, apart from
the universal Noahic death penalty upon murder (See Gen. 9:6), let it not seek to remove the tares from the world. This would not only go against Christ’s explicit command, but also violate its explicit rationale that it would curtail the Gospel (Mt. 13:2430).
But there is still more. Just as Israel’s refusal to remove the Canaanites from its
inheritance turned them into snares to test them as a judgment of God (Judg. 2:1-3;
3:22-23), so the refusal of the Church to devote itself radically and totally to God’s
New Covenantal blueprint of Revival (See Topical Focus #2: Biblical Revival)
leaves us, in God’s judgment, with an increasingly hostile world on our hands that is
increasingly wicked, and increasingly encroaches upon God’s world. This does not
call for an increased use of Mosaic death penalties. This would be fighting a towering
“worldly” inferno with a finite, but equally “worldly” mini-fire, a match! No, it requires the Church to be “devastated” by its own folly of omission in the face of eternal
fire, in order to enter full force into a Recovery mode, and to seek for the Revival fires
to start burning brightly again in mighty leaders in mighty combat, who are involved
in mighty prayer and mighty preaching with a view to mighty conversions, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, personal as well as corporate, mighty compassion, mighty
saturation (grassroots) evangelism, and mighty societal impact. These are the only
“fires” that can overcome the world’s towering infernos! Let the reader beware that all
this starts with the “devastation” of guilt and repentance (See also Ravenhill, 51-53,
154-155)! In fact, anyone who is not devastated, always devastates, regardless one’s
view of the Mosaic penology (!), and is always part of the problem rather than the solution! Frankly, in precious little neo-(theo)nomian, or classical Theo/Christo/Spiritunomic literature for that matter, have I ever read the crying need for the kind of “devastation” that is on display in Ezra 9, precious in God’s sight and the precursor of the
outpouring of his Revival mercy. Anyone who pines for “national commitments” in
the footsteps of John Knox better recognize, preach, as well as experience Knox’s
Gospel of Repentance. Such commitments cannot be forced down one’s throat under
the threat of Mosaic penology, but originate and flow forth from a broken heart produced by the recognition of the Gospel realities of “saving” wrath that God did unleash
against a crucified Lord or “destructive” wrath that he will unleash against a hellbound rebel.
Ironically, when Revival status re-emerges, the issue about which neo(theo)nomians are so concerned will take care of itself. When mighty holiness is (once
again) the individual and societal hall mark, this cannot but be (increasingly) reflected
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in all areas, aspects and phases of life. It cannot be forced down one’s throat, but flows
forth from regenerate hearts. Let the phenomenon of millions of regenerate hearts be
the grand and magnificent objective of the Church of Christ with a commitment to saturation (grassroots) evangelism as one of its Revival characteristics. Let me also state
emphatically that I fully recognize that according to neo-nomians a society without a
heart for Christ has no future (Morecraft, 14). My thesis is simply that they do not recognize (sufficiently?) that in the light of Scripture a message that “fights,” at times
“devastating,” wars about the perpetual validity of the Mosaic penology takes to a
greater or lesser degree away from the Gospel as the only instrument to change rebellious hearts, and is therefore in principle, and regrettably too often in practice, counterproductive! One look at our Western history should convince everyone that in terms
of Gospel outreach and effectiveness neither neo-(theo)nomians, nor classic
Theo/Christo/Spiritu-nomists for that matter, have done very well over the last one
hundred years. The pattern of Daniel 9:1ff, Nehemiah 1:1ff, as well as Luke 2:37 and
Acts 1:14 better kick in for everybody as one of the means, if not the first one, necessary to remedy the prevailing situation! In short, in the OT the judicial death penalties
were introduced both to keep iniquity at bay and, in case of need, to sanitize the old
covenant community. In the NT, however, the Revival-Gospel is introduced to conquer iniquity, while excommunication is introduced, in case of need, to sanitize the
New Covenant community.
___________________________________________________________________

Once the law in James has been identified as the moral substance of the Mosaic Law, the adjective “perfect” is fully understandable. Perfect endurance
that leads to perfect godliness requires the perfect wisdom that is found in the
perfect law. Again James proves to be a master of progressive thematic development. Still, he does not simply indulge himself in thematic rhetoric. The
law, containing the requirements of love and holiness, is perfect (Ps. 19:7a;
Rom. 7:12), as the reflection of the nature of God, the expression of the will
of God, and the instrument to arrive at the objective of God! For these reasons it constitutes wisdom (Deut. 4:6), and can provide wisdom (Ps. 19:7b).
In fact, it is and provides the only true wisdom in the universe. It cannot be
bettered, and is indispensable. “Pay attention to the law and the testimony!
For all those who refuse to do so in word and deed there is no dawn” (Is.
8:20). Clearly, the adjective “perfect’ is a perfect fit in the context of both
James and the Christian life!
This brings us to the designation of the law as “the law of freedom.” This
is a rather remarkable designation that demands our (utmost) attention for two
reasons. First, nothing in the immediate context seems to demand this particular focus upon the law. It definitely has no immediate rhetorical value, and
therefore comes as somewhat of a surprise. However, precisely because it is
puzzling, we can expect it to contain a ringing truth that needs to be examined
and established! Second, there is an additional reason, why it needs to be
treated with great interest and care. Law and freedom seem to be contradicto739

ry, and especially in a historical time period, when freedom is idolized at the
expense of law and their complementarity dismissed out of hand, if not ridiculed as a Neanderthal concept that does not deserve any (more) thought, biblical input on the subject is most necessary and should be most welcome in a
culture that is drenched in Postmodernism. It is no exaggeration to claim that
freedom is a major theme of the Gospel (Lk. 4:18; Gal. 4:1; 5:13; 2 Cor.
3:17). Hence Christians have a vested interest in the subject, and should be
very eager and curious to look into the notion of freedom from the biblical
perspective, and contrast it with its pagan counterpart.
To start with, in Scripture freedom is negatively “freedom from slavery”
(Cheung, 97), that is, freedom from the slavery of Satan (2 Tim. 2:24-26), of
sin (Rom. 6:16; 8:2), and of whomever (2 Cor. 12:12-15; 2 Thess. 2:9-10;
Rev. 13:1ff; 11ff), or whatever (Jam. 3:15) is controlled by Satan and sin. All
these are tyrannical in their operation, poisonous in their nature, and destructive in their effect. Leave it to an old writer to grasp the essence of freedom
from the slavery of sin, more specifically, from the slavery of one’s “selfindulgent desires and selfish habits,” that seeks to “lord it over humans”
(Cheung, 96, with a reference to Jam. 1:14-15). “Sin is an oppressive power,
malignantly holding our spirits back from their true good, degrading them and
weighing them down, so that they cannot soar to those lofty objects of contemplation and effort for which they are made. And the clearest proof of the
crushing nature of this bondage is the fact that, till the light of Christ illumines the soul, the chains are almost wholly unseen ... So completely are
things spiritual inverted to the sinner’s mind that he counts himself free, and
deems obedience to God a thralldom. ‘Let us break asunder the bands of the
Lord and his anointed,’ he says, ‘and cast their cords from us’ ... Promising to
themselves, and all who act like them ‘liberty,’ unbelievers ‘are the slaves of
corruption; for of whom the man is overcome, of the same is he brought in
bondage” (Johnstone, 150-151).
Further, and positively, it is “freedom to devote oneself completely and
without restraint to the service of God and the fulfillment of his will”
(Cheung, 95). That is, freedom under God unto holiness en route to perfection. This freedom is benevolent in its operation, edifying in its nature, and
constructive in its effect. Listen once again to the same old writer. “But the
Christian sees things as they really are; and his will is brought into unison
with God’s will, so that he loves to do what he ought to do. He finds that in
obedience to God, and there only all the powers of his nature find full, free
play, and all his capacities of happiness full gratification. This is spiritual
freedom. Such freedom has been enjoyed under all the revelations of God’s
grace, in the measure in which the love and beauty of his character were apprehended. ‘I will walk at liberty, for I seek your precepts,’ says the Psalmist
(See Psalm 119:45). Yet, no doubt from the comparative darkness that pre740

vailed during the old economy, the buoyant feeling of freedom was attained
to in any high degree by but few ... All believers in Jesus should, in a measure
far exceeding that which was possible for ancient saints, exult in the sense of
liberty” (Johnstone, 151).267 This commentator got it right. God’s law is not
simply a “source of liberty” (So Doriani, 54). Nor is obedience the avenue to
freedom. No God’s law is liberty! And obedience is freedom! Of course, only
the regenerate heart can “Amen” this. Seeking to persuade a “blind mind” of
this is to have it fall upon “deaf ears.” This is why the Church can never do
without Gospel preaching, Gospel teaching, Gospel counseling as well as
Gospel apologetics. After all, through the agency of the Holy Spirit only the
Gospel can produce regenerate hearts that light up in both a grasp and embrace of the liberating, freeing, twofold truth that the law is liberty and that
obedience is freedom!
Against this negative as well as positive backdrop Scripture informs us
about the agent, the way and the means to effect true freedom. The Holy Spirit is the agent (Rom. 8:15; 2 Cor. 3:17). The truth is the way (John 8:32).
God’s law is the means (Ps. 119:45). It is this means that turned into a major,
recurring focus in James. However odd James’ emphasis may seem to antinomians and non-nomians, it was a “natural” for the members of the early
Church consisting at the time of James’ writing of Jewish Christians mainly.
In the words of the same commentator just quoted, “To the servant of God
under the Christian dispensation, then, the King’s law is, with peculiar fullness, ‘the law of liberty,’ of freedom to live up to the capabilities of his be267

Motyer, 70-71, also calls attention to the way James “links law and liberty,” especially in
the light of modern thinking that declares the two mutually lethal antagonists. However, he is
uncharacteristically disappointing in presenting the biblical response. To him, “true freedom
is the opportunity and ability to give expression to what we truly are. We are truly free when
we live the life appropriate to those who are created in the image of God. The law safeguards
that liberty for us. But it does even more ... The law of God is the law of liberty because it safeguards, expresses and enables to a life of true freedom into which Christ has brought us.
This is the blessing of which James speaks (25), the blessing of a full life, a true humanity.
Obedience is the key factor in our enjoyment of it.” Frankly, this response with the emphasis
upon “true humanity” is too man-centered, in spite of its praiseworthy reference to obedience,
and can hardly be expected to make a dent in modern thinking. Modern man shares with all of
rebellious mankind that he is an enemy of God and a self-deluded, death-bound slave of sin.
He needs the Gospel, and a call to repentance in order to return him to God and in the process
to set him free from his self-inflicted bondage. That in this same process he regains his true
humanity is a truism. But this may never be the focus of the argument, especially since it does
not come close to tackling the conviction of post-modern unbelief, namely that whatever universal declarations “pontificate” as “true humanity,” in reality tend to prolong the most sinister and despicable form of human enslavement. In short, Christian freedom is not constituted
by the expression of our true or full humanity. It is freedom from sin and the freedom of holiness that produce our full humanity. In other words, our sin is our bondage and our holiness is
our freedom. This and this alone launches our authentic and full-orbed humanity as a byproduct, or even more precisely, constitutes our full humanity!
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ing” (Johnstone, 151). He concludes by quoting Cowper who exalts freedom
as something that poets cannot express, monarchs cannot grant, and neither
persecution nor prison can bind. In fact, whoever tastes it can never be enslaved again, and compared to those freed by the truth, all others are but
slaves (Johnstone, 152)!
The episode of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, as a symbol of
a source of interpretation and conduct outside God, establishes once and for
all that humans will always be Number 2 (See also my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 81-83). They either eat from the fruit of that tree, thereby turning
to the Enemy for their epistemology and ethics. Or they abstain from eating,
indicating their radical and total submission to God for their epistemology
and their ethics. Consequently, they are either slaves of Satan, who is epistemologically a “liar” (John 8:44c), and ethically a “warmonger” (1 Pet. 5:8)
and a “murderer” (John 8:44b). This ends up in destruction and death. Or they
are “slaves” of Christ, who epistemologically embodies all “wisdom and
knowledge (Col. 2:3),” and ethically all “righteousness and holiness” (1 Cor.
1:30). This promotes and produces harmony and life! There is no middle
ground! Slaves of Satan are spiritually dead, and hurry to their eternal death,
while “slaves” of Christ are spiritually alive and are heading for eternal life.
Satan maliciously countered all this by saying that to abstain from eating
would be to submit to “slavery,” all right, but that to eat would be to obtain
the “freedom” of Number #1 status. From that moment on humans could and
would determine their own epistemology and their own ethics. They could
and would do everything “their own way,” unchained, and freed from any and
all outside, especially divine, constraints, which would leave them puppets.
However smoothly presented, this, of course, was a blatant lie that soon
turned into murder. But, regrettably, it was quite effective and has shaped the
battle lines ever since.
Facing the dilemma of freedom under God or imprisonment by Satan
mankind opted for the latter. The tragedy is that it continues to be lured into
believing that it can, and does, occupy the penthouse of autonomous selfdetermination, unimpeded by any constraints whatsoever. Consequently, it is
mired in the grandest of all self-deceptions. There simply is no “absolute”
freedom anywhere, not even, if properly understood, in God. His freedom is
part and parcel of the sum total of his perfections. He operates within the
“bounds” of those perfections. Since one of these perfections is infinite holiness, it is impossible for him to sin. Ironically, mankind practically acknowledges that freedom has its limits, even when it theoretically insists that it
should have none. It will always insist that in one way or another “someone
else’s freedom stops, where one’s own nose starts.” From this perspective it
is, indeed, stuck in the grandest of self-contradictions, and routinely puts its
neck into the proverbial self-defeating noose. Apart from the grace of God it
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is invariably and inescapably trapped in the simultaneous denial and affirmation of the boundaries of freedom!268
Apostate mankind can never transcend this self-contradiction in any
realm, whether theoretically in the humanities and sciences, or practically in
the several societal structures such as the family, the church, the state or the
business, or the several spheres, such as economical, political or otherwise. It
lives in God’s world, but goes by Satan’s operating manual. The former provides it with boundaries, and forces it to puzzle out their precise location.
However, it never quite succeeds in doing so, whether this is admitted openly
or grudgingly. The reason why it fails again and again? It has taken up willing residence in Satan’s jail, where it is trapped in a twofold way. Epistemologically it believes Satan’s deception of Number #1 status, and seeks to “lie”
itself out of a self-contradictory situation. It denies this self-contradiction, or
insists that the solution is around the corner. Ethically it is in Satan’s execution chamber, and fails to recognize that it is in a “murderous” suicide mode.
Against this backdrop God’s twofold counter offensive becomes transparent.
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This is also the perennial problem of the United States Supreme Court in adjudicating issues of the First Amendment that safeguards the basic liberties of the populace, such as the
liberty of assembly, speech, and the press. The framers of the First Amendment define these
liberties as “free from the encroachment on the part of the Federal Government,” but never
intended them to be read as “free from the direction and restraint of God.” When they were
taken outside their intended context, and turned into liberties devoid of any external direction
or constraint whatsoever, it became a “free-for-all,” and a quagmire of humanistic chaos and
license. The Supreme Court is now saddled with the impossible task of performing an ever
failing balancing act. After all, in insisting on their “right of way” proponents of the so-called
right of unrestricted freedom will always and by definition trample competing rights under
foot. Roe-versus-Wade is an unmistakably clear illustration. The rights of the unborn give
way to the so-called rights of the mother, who claims unrestricted control over her body. In
adjudicating such competing rights the Supreme Court can never transcend the level of compromise, unless it is bold enough to remind the litigants of the intended meaning of the First
Amendment in order to pave the way for an adjucation “under God” as the only way to get
out of the cauldron of chaos producing license. The bottom line is this. Without the operational presence of God’s law of freedom there always will be, as I further explain in Topical Focus #10: Freedom, the slavery of the dialectic with its perennial self-seeking and self-serving
warfare, destruction and death. With this law as guide and guard, slavery will be replaced by
the enduring non-dialectic, self-denying, self-sacrificial and self-submitting harmony that
produces peace, prosperity and life. For this to happen, of course, the leaven of the Gospel
must once again enter into the fabric of society. This, in turn, requires the re-emergence of
Revival fires and their ten characteristics of mighty prayer, preaching, conversions, assemblies, holiness, compassion, grassroots evangelism and societal impact, leadership and combat. Both the retention/return of these fires and the enlistment of the Church toward this end,
are clearly James’ great and magnificent obsession. No one can deny that the stakes are high!
Apostate mankind in the tyrannizing and victimizing vice-grip of the fundamental dialectic
can never govern itself without miring down in destructive self-contradiction. Mankind under
God, on the other hand, is liberated from this dialectic tyranny and is poised to blossom out,
directed by the law of freedom.
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He pits his Truth against Satan’s lie. He is Truth and discloses himself in his
Son. His Son is Truth and discloses himself in the Spirit. His Spirit is Truth
and discloses himself in his Word. His Word is Truth and discloses itself in
Law. His Law is Truth (Ps. 119:160) and takes on sin. It is the definitive antidote against the poison of sin. Therefore James designates it as is “The Perfect Law.” It liberates from the prison of sin. Therefore he completes this designation as “The Perfect Law of Freedom.” Furthermore, God pits his Lease
on Life against Satan’s murder. He is Life and discloses himself in His Son.
His Son is Life and discloses himself in the Spirit. His Spirit is Life and discloses himself in his Word. His Word is life and discloses itself in Law. His
Law is life (Deut. 32:47), and revitalizes in and through obedience (Ps.
119:25). Surely, God’s Perfect Law of Freedom is the exclusive answer to Satan’s murderous lie of imprisonment.
God’s aim is not only to spring the prison of the unholy alliance of Satan
and sin, and to effect freedom from both in Christ, but also to remove every
last vestige of control by that unholy alliance through cultivating that freedom
by means of ever-increasing identification with Christ and ever expanding holiness of life. From this perspective James is God’s worthy co-laborer and eager instrument, as he in tender love is tireless in his tough pursuit of perfect
freedom in total holiness!
Of course, it requires a regenerate heart thankfully to “see” and joyfully
to “surrender” to all this. That, once again and not so incidentally, is the reason why the only effective defense against the flood tide of modernity as well
as postmodernity, both of which are “feindliche Brüder” (“hostile brothers”)
in insisting on unrestricted epistemological and ethical freedom, whether of
the rational or irrational sort, is a Gospel Apologetics of Revival quality that
prayerfully and pointedly takes dead aim at blind and rebellious human
hearts, be it through the mind, and seeks to break and replace them with the
heart of Christ in regeneration through the agency of the Holy Spirit as the
Master-Surgeon in this heart transplant!

Topical Focus #10: Freedom
Biblical freedom is manifestly poles apart from the freedom of the philosophers,
whether ancient or modern (See also Cheung, 94). Both are victimized by Satan’s lie.
More specifically, by virtue of their apostasy from God they are trapped in the fundamental universality-particularity dialectic of “the one-and-the-many,” mentioned already (See also my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 17-20, 87-94). The two poles of
this dialectic simultaneously presuppose and exclude each other. Their mutual presupposition invariably forces them to seek a synthesis of sorts. Their mutual exclusion just
as invariably determines certain failure. In principle they are like Sisyphus caught in a
never-ending dead-end street. In practice they cannot be even-handed and always
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throw in their lot either with universality, which holds out the prospect of rationality,
law, order and certainty, or with brute particularity, which holds out the promise of
contingency, openness, autonomy and self-determination.
The Stoics, fully immersed in the culture in which ancient philosophy thrived,
pinned their hope on universality in order to avoid the irrationality, threat and inevitable chaos of particularity. Consequently, they recommended in the strongest possible
terms “obedience to cosmic Reason,” which was “common to all intelligent creatures,”
and were convinced that such obedience “brings with it the state of utmost inner freedom” (Dibelius, 116-117). Philo apparently was of the same persuasion (Dibelius,
117-118). In a word, the way of the universal, of rationality, of objectivity, of regularity, of “law and order,” is the way of genuine freedom (from randomness and chaos). If
identification with universality is equated with freedom, the latter turns into a formal
category and is ultimately an empty concept. This was precisely the charge leveled
against George Friedrich Hegel. Besides it does not begin to address the burning issue
of slavery to Satan and sin. At any rate, particularity, because it ends up in chaos, was
the great “Satan,” and therefore yielding to it was the great “sin.” So whatever the consequences, escape from brute particularity was the name of the victorious game. Incidentally, this was the apostate backdrop of any and all efforts, such as launched by the
Stoic Cicero, to seek refuge in the universality of “natural law.” This was done to escape chaotic particularity, and not as an antidote against what Scripture calls sin! In
short, the temper of “modernity” that seeks (saving) refuge in universality has been
around since the dawn of time. The Stoics illustrate this in ancient philosophy, the Enlightenment in modern philosophy. With all their difference, they are woven from the
same cloth.
The postmodern temperament wants to have none of all this. Ironically, in the
footsteps of the ancient Epicureans (Paul got it from both sides in Acts 17:18ff) it opts
for brute particularity in order to avoid the regimentation, threat and inevitable enslavement of universality, and recommends total independence from any and all authority as well as unfettered self-determination in a totally open “universe.” In sum,
the way of freedom is the absence of any and all absolutes, whether universally valid
ideas, structures or practices, and consequently a lack of any and all stifling restrictions and restraints. Genuine freedom is total subjectivity. This, once again formalizes
the notion of freedom. This was the charge that Immanuel Kant faced. It is hardly surprising that this also fails to address the question how to deal with the soul-threatening
problem of Satan and sin. At any rate, now universality, because it ends up in tyranny,
turned into the great “Satan,” and surrendering to it like zombies is the great “sin.”
This turns the way of the particular, of the irrational, of subjectivity into the way of
genuine freedom (from control and stifling regimentation). In a word, the escape from
regimenting universality secures the grand prize of freedom, and therefore the only
worthwhile goal to pursue. It is ironic that in a postmodern world “natural law” is no
longer equated with the (empty) formal absolutes of universality, but with the (equally
empty) dissipation into brute particularity. Once again the search for an antidote
against what the Bible designates as sin is farthest from the Epicurean mindset in ancient philosophy and from the postmodern one in recent philosophy.
In short, rebellious mankind equates freedom either with pure objectivity or with
pure subjectivity, depending upon which pole of the dialectic it happens to favor! This
explains why ancient paganism customarily equates “natural law” with the universality
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pole in terms of commonly binding principles, whether physical, ethical or otherwise.
Postmodern paganism, on the other hand, identifies it with the particularity pole in
terms of individual autonomy, personal preference, unrestricted behavior, etc. All this
indicates the bankruptcy of the humanistic concepts of both “law” and “freedom.” The
pagan camp is divided in warring factions in both areas. This should caution Christians
not too quickly to adopt “worldly wisdom” that in the end will show its true colors as a
veritable “Trojan Horse.”
Incidentally, it should not come as a surprise that both universality and particularity had, have, and will have their champions throughout the history of fallen mankind.
Since universality and particularity are the two basic building blocks of all of reality,
rebel men have no choice but dialectically to gravitate to the one or the other as ultimate, however much they (usually) wish to forge a synthesis between the two in the
recognition that the mutually presuppose each other without ever succeeding since
they simultaneously exclude each other as well. The whole philosophical enterprise,
ancient as well as modern, demonstrates this (See specifically my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 95-111; see also F. Copleston, A History of Philosophy (New York: Image Books, 1962ff), Vol. I, Part I, 38ff, 54ff, 64ff, 174ff, 204ff; and Part II, 208ff,
229ff). At any rate, rebel men either opt for the universal as ultimate and literally
enunciate this as “God” (Aristotle), or choose the particular as their “god” without explicitly designating it as such (Postmodernism). Subsequently they are so enslaved and
victimized by it that they become self-contradictory by definition. Every defense of
rational universality ends up in irrational particularity, while every defense of irrational particularity ends up in rational universality. (Consistent) modernity insists on the
certain (axiomatic, unproven, unprovable, and self-defeating) particular truth that there
is no certain particular truth. (Consistent) postmodernity champions the certain (axiomatic, unproven, unprovable, and self-defeating) absolute truth that there is no absolute truth (For the self-defeating nature of any kind of reasoning that takes its point of
departure in the ultimacy of either the universal (modernity) or the particular (postmodernity), see Richard L. Pratt, Jr., Every Thought Captive (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian
and Reformed Publishing Company, 1979), 81-142, esp. 92-97, with reference to Prov.
26:4-5 as well as Ps. 5:10; 9:15-16, and Jer. 2:9; Tim Keller, The Reason for God
(New York: Dutton, 2008), xvi-xviii as well as throughout 3-114; and esp. Esther L.
Meek, Longing to Know (Grand Rapids: Brazo Press, 2003), throughout, esp. 181, “On
a model that required certainty, certainty ended up dying, and little hope seemed to
remain for knowing anything”). As long as rebel men are imprisoned in the dialectic of
universality and particularity, they appear cheerfully willing to cut their nose to spite
their face. Since their enslavement to the dialectic results from a (rebel) commitment
of the heart, only a heart transplant in regeneration can rescue them from selfdestruction. This underscores the need for an uncompromising Gospel apologetics!
All this allows for only one conclusion. Neither apostate universality nor apostate particularity makes the grade as Christian bedfellows! After all, it should be abundantly
clear, that neither ancient philosophy, nor modern philosophy, has been able to solve
the problems inherent in the freedom problematic. Freedom is definitely not surrender
to the “tender mercies” of universality, supposedly to offset the “irrational” and chaotic behavior of the mass of particulars. This will eventually be experienced as “cruel”
tyranny (1 Sam. 8:4-20). Neither can it be captured by taking refuge in brute particularity, unimpeded by any universality, whether in the form of unobstructed choice un746

checked by any strictures, or radical relativism unfettered by any absolutes. This kind
of “freedom” invariably turns into gross license and licentiousness (Judg. 21:25). Candidly, throughout its history mankind has never been able to solve this problem, however much it has endeavored to do so. From a pagan perspective “law” and “freedom”
reflect the essence of the two poles of the apostate fundamental dialectic, which simply
cannot be thought together by the human mind or brought together by human action.
The “warfare” between the two poles will inevitably overtake any attempt to synthesize them. The slavery to this dialectic, which sprang into being through man’s rebellion, clings to the ultimacy of the intellect, ends up in depravity, and so destroys the
fabric of life, can only be broken through a repentant return and submission to truth!
In short, the biblical witness is that only truth, the full truth of God’s Word (John
17:17), produces genuine freedom (John 8:32), because it is the reflection of God, the
representation of Christ, and the extension of the Holy Spirit. Those experience genuine freedom most, who are most full of God, of Christ, of the Spirit, and of the
Word, who consequently have the Law put in their minds and written on their heart
(Jer. 31:31ff).
This freedom breaks the enslavement to, and the jail of sin, Satan, destruction and
death, both temporal and eternal (John 8:32-36; Rom. 6:20-21), and therefore of the
“enslaving” self-destructive and self-defeating dialectic. In short, true freedom is the
freedom of holiness, of practical godliness, of perfection, under God, through God and
unto God (Rom. 6:22). Once this is established in the larger framework of life, its significance in the present context comes into focus as well. Only the law of God can
show us the roadmap of freedom from sin in the midst of the ever present trials,
whether of poverty or riches, that so easily lead to the enslavement of the believer.
This law is the wisdom of the Word that revives the soul (Psalm 19:7), and produces
purity and peace (Jam. 3:17-18). It is God’s counterstroke to both the tyrannical and
stifling regimentation and the rebellious and unruly chaos, which are the only alternatives that rebel man does, and can, offer (Is. 59:13). It breaks the yoke of this “demonic” (Jam. 3:15) dialectic through rebirth and in sanctification. Without surrender to the
God of the healing law and the healing law of God, unregenerate “blind eyes” can only
view either universality or particularity as the epitome of the evil that threatens the
happiness and future of mankind, and bitterly wage war against them in a futile Don
Quixote mode. This is, indeed, the core of the issue. Apostate humans ultimately throw
in their lot with either stifling universality or chaotic particularity. When they recognize that both are a dead end street by themselves (stifling or chaotic!), they will seek a
compromise between the two, a synthesis that will provide a non-stifling peace and a
non-chaotic harmony, leading to a Utopian prosperity. However, trapped in a dialectic
in which both boles mutually exclude each other, this synthesis will by definition elude
them. At the same time, because these poles mutually presuppose each as well, they
will perpetually try a new tack, in line with, and reflective of, the scenario of Acts
17:21, which not so incidentally demonstrates that there is nothing new under the sun
after all!
In any event, this puts them in a Sisyphus’ bind and basically in a never ending
dead-end street. The tyrannical apostate dialectic governs them. They do not, and cannot, succeed in their hunt for a synthesis, but must try again and again (See, once
again, my Sovereignty and Responsibility for a detailed, book length, argument to this
effect). However, when due to rebirth, which spells surrender to God of the law and
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the law of God, the blinding, dialectic, scales fall from their eyes, 20-20 vision prevails. For the first time they will see the freedom to be found in both Christ as the Savior of enslaved sinners and holiness as the antipode of victimizing sin. This, then, becomes their grand objective, if not magnificent obsession. Buoyed by this freedom
they joyfully endure, prayerfully approach, and wisely handle the trials of poverty and
riches en route to a perfect future, and in the process wage all-out war against the slavery of Satan and sin. The alternatives now are crystal clear. Either dialectic enslavement rules the roost and illegitimately masquerades as “freedom!” This enslavement is
first swallowed hook, line, and sinker, and subsequently noisily broadcast as “the real
thing.” Or genuine non-dialectic freedom prevails which is unjustly ridiculed as the
epitome of “enslavement!” It is first identified as freedom in Christ, and subsequently
on display in the splendor of holiness.
With all this in mind the relationship between James and Paul can be approached
from another than the customary angle, and may be described in a fresh fashion. In the
thinking of both the concept of freedom is of pivotal significance (Jam. 1:25; Gal.
5:13). James deals with the freedom that is found in sanctification through the Law of
Freedom. He addresses Christians. From this perspective the Law pinpoints sin for
them as something to be shunned, and liberates them from it. This freedom turns into a
reality when they embrace it in Christ as the substance of their holiness. Paul deals
with the freedom that is provided by justification apart from the Bondage of Law. He
eyes Non-Christians. From this vantage point the Law precipitates sin, makes it abound in them, and enslaves them to it! Their freedom becomes a reality when they embrace Christ as the substance of their God-centeredness, their godliness and their righteousness. In short, freedom from sin in regeneration spells a heart transplant, the replacement of the rebel heart with the heart of Jesus (found implicitly in James and explicitly in Paul). Freedom from sin in justification (Paul’s focus) spells Christ’s imputed righteousness, which constitutes his obedience to the Law in our stead and on
our behalf. By the same token, freedom from sin in sanctification (James’ focus) spells
Christ’s imparted holiness, which is exemplified in our obedience to the Law for his
sake and to his glory. It is not too much to claim that the only true freedom is found in
Christ and is derived from him (John 8:36; see also in this context the fine treatise by
Samuel Bolton, The True Bounds of Christian Freedom (Edinburgh: The Banner of
Truth Trust, 1978).
_____________________________________________________________________

All this explains why James puts a premium on obedience to the perfect law
of liberty. It is a major, if not the central, biblical theme. Obedience spells
both life and liberty under God. (There is no other life or freedom.) Hence the
necessity of an intent, focused, continuous and serious (Stulac, 78) stooping
over, gazing upon, and “diving into” the Law of God! It is the mark of wise
folks to spend years and years in such pursuit. They look with intensity and
purpose, and continue looking in contrast to the fool who looks superficially,
seemingly “with blind eyes,” and walks away, failing to remember in “blind
unbelief” even what he saw (Johnstone, 148, 153). This mark precludes them
from ever falling victim to the moral failure of being or becoming forgetful
hearers. In fact, it turns them into doers of the Word, again in contrast to a
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fool, and yields the priceless reward of the “glorious freedom of the children
of God (Rom. 8:21)! It goes without saying that the experience of complete
freedom, “freedom extreme,” is coupled with the possession of 100% truth.
Of course, this can only be achieved in the eschatological fellowship with
God in heaven, in whose presence is fullness of joy, and at whose right hand
are pleasures forever (Ps. 16:11)!
The end result of purity and peace is blessedness, that is, prosperity in the
fullest sense of the word (Deut. 8:1ff; Ps. 119:1ff). Apart from the “law of liberty” there is no “blessedness.” Only by virtue of this law there is biblical
happiness, total satisfaction, in and through the presence of God. There simply is no short-cut! The phraseology, “blessed in what he does,” seems to indicate that this “wholesome happiness” is found in the performance of holiness
(“instrument”), experienced as the byproduct of holiness (“source”), or is the
result of holiness (“cause”) (Laws, 87-88; Moo, 2000, 95; McCartney, 125).
The first aspect comes to expression in the saying of Jesus, “It is more
blessed to give than to receive” (Lk. 11:28; John 13:17). The second one
comes into view in the blessings in the Pentateuch (Lev. 26:1ff; Deut. 27:1ff;
28:1ff), in the Beatitudes (Mt. 5:1ff), in the Gospel of John (John 13:17), and
in the early goings of the Epistle of James itself already (Jam. 1:12). The third
one comes to implicit expression in Joshua 1:7-8; Psalm 1:1-3.
The so-called pursuit of happiness, to which everyone is supposedly entitled, is a far cry from James’ prescription for the road to blessedness. The
typical American pursuit, man-centered, and often self-centered as it is, is
tantamount to warfare and conquest. After all, if I set out to secure “my” individual, or “our” corporate “happiness,” someone else, or some other entity,
invariably has to foot the bill. If I insist on buying a car to gratify myself, my
wife cannot get her dress, and vice versa. If in the political system of the U.S.
the Republicans get their tax breaks, there is less money to spend on entitlements. If, on the other hand, the Democrats implement their programs, taxes
go sky high. No wonder that they accuse each other of waging war, either
against “hard working citizens” on behalf of a “welfare system that creates
irresponsibility,” or against the “poor” on behalf of “special interest groups.”
The issue is not necessarily at this point to determine who is right, but rather
to demonstrate that the pursuit of happiness always either spells warfare or is
treated as warfare (Jam. 4:1ff). The end result of this is just as invariably destruction and death!
In terms of a biblical example, which has been mentioned already, Abraham pursued his happiness in Genesis 12, as he traveled to Egypt. He made
sure that he was not going to die, and his wife paid the price. She was spirited
away to the palace of the Pharaoh, and would undoubtedly have been violated, if the Lord had not intervened. If he had been in pursuit of biblical holiness, Abraham would have announced to his wife, “Those guards will not
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touch you except over my dead body.” This implies that at the root of every
act of holiness is an act of self-denial. That’s why it is so jarring to give up
one’s pursuit of happiness.
In a real sense, therefore, the biblical approach renounces self-love in favor of love for the neighbor, or even more concretely, substitutes love for (a
form of) hatred, with all that this entails in terms of self-denial! Let it be underscored, that this does not do away with happiness. Quite the contrary! To
win in warfare is to lose, big time, for it will provoke at best a stand-off, or a
sullen capitulation. Since, however, it creates resentment and bitterness, it
will eventually lead either to a parting of the ways, or to retaliatory action.
This has the stamp of unhappiness all over it. On the other hand, to lose in
peace making, is to win, equally big time. It may take a while before the benefits will be recognized and sink it. But when it does, it will produce “prosperity” in the full sense of the word, and this, of course, spells happiness.
In summary, the upshot of my holiness is happiness, as its inevitable accompaniment as well as its assured by-product through self-effacing selfdenial, both for others and for myself. If I seek happiness as a goal in itself
and for my own sake, it will always be elusive. If I seek holiness in love and
self-denial, it will invariably come, copiously. Our Savior is a prime example.
He seemed to be a double loser. In self-denial he submitted himself to his Father, and sacrificed himself for his own. Both submission and sacrifice did
produce death, and an excruciatingly agonizing death at that. However, the
Father rewarded him with “all authority in heaven and on earth” (Mt. 28:18),
and his own bow the knee and worship him worldwide (Phil. 2:10-11). The
supposedly “double loser” turned out to be a Double Winner.
The law, to which James referred in the present context, is also called the
law of Christ (Gal. 6:2; 1 Cor. 9:21). This, as has been mentioned already, is
not a separate entity, as the “wishful thinking” of many maintains. No, it is
the law of Moses “fulfilled,” brought to its full expression and manifestation,
in Christ in terms of its radicality and totality (Mt. 5:17ff) as well as in terms
of its dynamics and thrust (Mt. 23: 37-40). The “Law of Christ” should never
be artificially divorced from the “Law of Moses.” The former would invariably turn into out a nebulous entity without any substantive content, and ends
up being interpreted as a kind of “free floating love,” that in principle, if not
in toto, is disconnected from holiness. The latter is invariably toned down and
tends to vanish from sight. Consequently, unless (willy-nilly) holiness happens to be gleaned from other sections of the NT (the non-nomian approach),
this construct of “the Law of Christ” can easily turn into practical antinomianism.
Truthfully, it is rather disconcerting that proponents, who celebrate the
“Law of Christ,” routinely tend to distance themselves from the “Law of
Moses,” as if the latter is behind the times, in fact, as if it is obsolete and de750

funct. Nothing could be further from the truth. The upcoming Topical Focus
#11: The Decalogue serves to dispel any doubt about the fact that the Mosaic
Law with its concentration point in the Ten Commandments is as authoritative and relevant as it ever was. Of course, as has already been argued repeatedly, this is the Mosaic Law together with the Case laws, as they are applicable to identical or analogous situations, but without the symbolical and penal
laws, since their “practice” is eliminated in the NT, be it not their “message.”269

Topical Focus #11: The Decalogue
This topical treatment is short in comparison to its importance. But it serves a significant twofold function. It does not only explicitly challenge anyone to deny the necessity of the Ten Commandments as essential for the pursuit of holiness. It also asks implicitly the searching question how the Decalogue could possibly seem so obnoxious
to so many. They seem so straightforward and so “natural.” In fact, they are mankind’s
best friends!
This treatment starts out with a summary formulation of the nuclei of the Ten
Commandments, which reflect the all-encompassing holiness of God, and concludes
with a short explanation about the role the Ten Commandments (ought to) play in the
life of the Christian.

1. Summary of the Nuclei of the Ten Commandments
The first four Commandments deal with the OBJECT (1), the MANNER (2), the
GROUND (3), and the TIME (4) of people’s love and worship. God enjoins them to
love and worship him for whom he IS (1), for what he SAYS (2), for what he DOES
(3), and do all that at great LENGTH (4).
The last six Commandments deal with the love and honor humans owe their
neighbor. God enjoins them to love and honor their fellowmen in terms of their
AUTHORITY (5), their LIFE (6), their SEXUALITY (7), their PROPERTY (8), and
their REPUTATION (9), and to do all that from a SURRENDERED HEART that is
both totally content in the presence of God and the neighbor, and purposefully strategizes to enhance the cause of God and the neighbor (10)!
The first four Commandments have perceptively been characterized as the
ESSENCE, and the last six as the EVIDENCE of true God-centered religion!

2. Summary Explanation of the Ten Commandments
This summary explanation conveys that the Decalogue is the “answer” to a number of
essential questions.
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See Topical Focus # 12: Place & Function of Case Laws, for my explanation of the nature and purpose of OT Case laws, and Topical Focus # 9: Symbols & Penology in the Mosaic Law, for my views on the Mosaic Symbolical and Penal Laws.
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(1) Who is ultimate and should be loved, worshipped and served as such? Does
the God of the Scriptures have the absolute authority and say, or is it someone or
something else? Is he recognized as the transcendent God with permanent rule over all
of creation, full control over all its events and total say over all its affairs, or is it
someone or something else? Is he acknowledged as the absolute origin and final
source of and for everyone, or is it someone or something else? Does he receive the
final and total pledge of allegiance, or is it someone or something else? Does one hunger and thirst for him more than for anything or anyone else, and does one expect from
him more than from anything or anyone else? The answer to these questions determines the difference between the worship of God and idolatry! The choice is simple,
but it must be made daily. In a real sense each Christian’s life is one great battle
against idolatry, that is, against the removal of God from his Number #1 position in
any aspect, phase or area of life, whether intellectually, volitionally, emotionally or
otherwise. It has been said that an idol can be recognized rather quickly by answering
five questions. (a) Does life tend to lose its real meaning without it? (b) Do other “possessions” pale in comparison, and is one willing to give up everything to obtain or
keep it? (c) Is one unwilling to tolerate any criticism of it and go to all lengths to defend it? (d) Does one ultimately find rest in it rather than in God (Augustine)? (e) Does
one have a greater soul thirst for it than for God? Here is really the crux of the matter.
The greatest soul thirst should be directed toward God (Ps. 42:1-2; 63:1). Philippians
1:21 can, and does quick-check this in a hurry. It is safe to say that eagerly to prefer
life to Jesus turns life itself into an idol. Recognition of this fact will give at least some
legitimacy to the thesis that the Christian wages a continuous battle against idolatry
(See also 1 John 5:21). Paul is clearly eager to die! Have Christians by and large the
same eagerness? Most of them, I fear, would not be willing or able to give an immediate and unequivocal affirmative answer to this question. Not so incidentally, the surrender of idolatry, including the idolatry of one’s own life, will by definition be one of
the more painful experiences! This is also why other religions are so dead set against
the exclusivity of Christianity, which as an extension of the First Commandment
presents Christ as the sole Savior and Lord (John 14:6). It requires a radical and total
breach with one’s apostate religious commitment!
(2) How is God to be loved, worshipped and served? Is he brought down to the
level of the creature in an offensive physical reflection, or as an equally offensive
mental image, to be manipulated, if not eviscerated, in a subtle or not so subtle manner
for man's own self-centered purposes? Further, is the worship of God a matter of the
eye or of the ear? Does the eye of man rove and the fertile, self-willed imagination of
man result in a distorted view of God, whether in physical or mental form, that is selfserving? Or does man's ear prevail in line with James 1:19? Does man listen in total
self-surrender to God's self-disclosure-in-Word, and yield without reservation to his
all-wise and wholesome disposition of everything, to determine how man is to please
God in all areas and spheres of his dominion? To violate the Second Commandment is
to blow up the foundation of the Christian religion, as also Deuteronomy 4:11ff emphatically indicates, and just as emphatically underscores a second and a third time
(Deut. 4:15ff and 23ff) together with its disastrous consequences (Deut. 4:25ff). In this
context obedience to the Second Commandment is presented as the basis for the obedience to all the other commandments, which is also stated in the very wording of this
Commandment. This stands to reason. The moment one closes his ears to God, all lis752

tening to every commandment is jeopardized and ceases. It may or may not be a coincidence that among the twelve tribes that are mentioned in Revelation 7:5-8 the names
of Dan and Ephraim are missing. These are the tribes that centered their worship on
golden calves, and so precipitated the long downward slide that ended up in the exilic
devastation. The implications of the sin against the Second Commandment are spine
chilling (Deut. 4:24). In short, God does not resort to Television Programming in order
to communicate with his people. No, he builds an increasingly expanding Radio Station until it covers the world of Jews (OT) and Gentiles (NT) alike, and graces it with
the call letters W.O.R.D. Anyone tempted to opt for an alternate Medium or to venture
outside its radius better think twice (See also Is. 66:2b)!
(3) Why is God to be loved, worshipped and served? What is the weight and impact of God's presence? Is he in total, firm and well-designed control over this world
and the affairs of man? Specifically, is he powerfully and effectively active in the
planning and implementation of his covenantal and saving Presence and purposes? Or
is his position questionable, his promise empty, his strategy meaningless and his prospect a failure? Then, is he recognized in his powerfully active, all controlling and specifically redemptive Presence, and is he acknowledged as such in the broad experience
of life? Or is he relegated to a place of periphery and insignificance, and in the final
analysis (dis)regarded as impotent, absent and even dead in the nitty-gritty of everyday
life, while he ought to count ... for everything? It is no coincidence that according to
Scripture, the Name of the Lord, JHWH stands for Active Redemptive Presence, and
as such is a strong tower, providing safety and security for everyone who flees in it
(Prov. 18:10). From this perspective “worry,” which is to be torn apart in mind and
heart the midst of (life-)threatening circumstances about the future (Mt. 6:34), because
“I” am powerless and not in control (any longer), is a sin against the Third Commandment, as also Deuteronomy 14, which exposits the Third Commandment, implies. It flows forth from, graphically illustrates, and only “flourishes” in a climate
which ignores or overlooks that God is actively present and in full control. In short,
anyone who worries acts as if God is either dead, absent or powerless. No wonder that
only by entering into the (active) Presence of God with and through “prayer and supplication in everything with resultant all suffusing thanksgiving” peace and tranquility
can return to hearts and minds that (too) often resemble a restless, hurricane swept
ocean (Phil. 4:6). No wonder either that the formulation of requests do and must follow (heart- and mind-ful) thanksgiving. Otherwise these requests cannot be trusted.
They will invariably be man-centered and happiness-oriented, something that James
already exposes and condemns (Jam. 4:3) before Paul came on the scene.
(4) When is God to be loved, worshipped and served? What is the time for rest
and delight in God? God established a one-day-in-seven-cycle and required man to focus all his time, energy and concentration upon God on that day, as it is rooted in the
creation order, based upon the redemptive liberation of the Exodus, and symbolical of
covenant Lordship. What humans simply cannot do to the fullest extent during the
work-a-day week for regrettable lack of time in terms of worshipping God for whom
he is (First Commandment), for what he says (Second Commandment), and for what
he does (Third Commandment), they now may do on the Lord’s Day (Fourth Commandment). Why then would they succumb to the demands of daily labor and be enticed by the attractions of various pleasures, rather than to give their undivided and unreserved and uninterrupted attention to their Creator, Redeemer and King on this one
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day in seven? How could that rest and that delight be a chore rather than a joy? The
Fourth Commandment is tantamount to a wedding band that God has slipped on the
finger of his covenant people, and the celebration of the Lord’s Day tantamount to a
weekly “honeymoon.” If this is recognized as such, spending as much quantity and
quality time together on his day will prove to be a “natural.” Frankly, it is an integral
part of our “second” nature. Our “first” nature despises the presence of, let alone intimacy with God, as the history of Israel proves beyond a shadow of a doubt, and regrettably the history of the Church too often demonstrates as well. It has been said that the
destruction of Christianity begins with the destruction of the Lord's Day, as the symbol
of the ownership of and the fellowship with God. It has also been decried as an intolerable Marathon obligation. This raises the (ironic) question, whether “complainers”
of this sort would find themselves at home with an eternal “Marathon” in the unceasing presence and worship of God!
(5) What is the significance of authority? It is God’s way of structuring all of the
cosmic order. All individuals, whether male or female, are always and by definition in
one authority sphere or another. As such, they are either in authority or under authority
in each of the five authority structures, which are explicitly identified in Scripture: the
parent-child, husband-wife, elder-member, government-subject, and employeremployee relationship. Those in authority are required to sacrifice, those under authority to submit. Anyone who calls submission a dirty “s”-word is hereby reminded that
sacrifice is a much more sobering reality than submission, and therefore a doubly dirty
“s”-word by comparison. Furthermore, since no one can escape the created fabric of
authority structures, everyone’s life consists in toto of either sacrifice or submission.
Tertium non datur! This puts the issue of submission in perspective, all right! The recognition that sacrifice is the only legitimate alternative will effectively stop all complaining mouths. Willful abuse of authority inevitably leads to oppression and tyranny.
Willful opposition to authority will be followed quickly by dissolution and chaos (See
specifically, Is. 59:13). The only way to avoid either oppression or dissolution and to
insure harmony, peace and prosperity is for those in authority as well as those under
authority to bow before the overarching authority of God, who assigns to each his or
her function and task. This means, once again, self-sacrifice for those in authority and
submission for those under authority. However, neither one will ever come about
without a profound love on the part of those in authority for those under authority
(Eph. 5:33a; 1 Thess. 2:11), or without a deep respect on the part for those under authority for those in authority (Eph. 5:33b; Heb. 13:7). Furthermore, neither one will
ever be acceptable before God unless sacrificial love and respectful submission are
characterized by holiness (1 Thess. 2:10; 1 Pet. 3:5). The bottom line, therefore, is sacrifice in love and holiness on the part of those in authority, and respectful submission
in love and holiness on the part of those under authority. Since the authority structures
are ubiquitous, all of life consists exclusively of either loving sacrifice or respectful
submission. There is no exception, not ever! This is not an (occasional) option. It is a
Godly (perpetual) duty! To ignore it or to fight it is to self-destruct, as we will now
see.
The Fifth Commandment has a prominent place in the Decalogue. It is the first
commandment with a promise (Eph. 6:2). Further, it is the first one that deals with the
relationship among men. This seems somewhat puzzling. Are not murder, adultery,
and theft much more serious offenses in terms of their nature and consequences? Not
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really! “Authority” resembles the steel structure in a skyscraper. Suck the steel out of
the building by means of a gigantic magnet and it promptly collapses with staggering
loss of life. Similarly, remove “authority” from society, and murder, adultery and theft
will be rampant! The much coveted condition of “shalom” will either be compromised
or simply vanish. No, the “authority” issue is and remains foundational for a properly
running society. It “guarantees” the future, as the promise part of the commandment
also indicates with great clarity. Hence its prominent place as the nucleus of the Fifth
Commandment!
The frankly “staggering” model for the required obedience to the Fifth Commandment is the Triune God himself. The Father “sacrificially” hands over all his
“life” (John 5:26), his “authority” (John 5:27a) and his “judgment” (John 5:22, 27b) to
the Son. At the same time, the Son declares that he does not and will not do anything
to “please himself” (John 5:30c) or “out of his own initiative” (John 5:19a; 30a; 8:28)
but always do, “what he sees the Father do” (John 5:19b) and “what he hears the Father say” (John 5:30b). Blessed is a Marriage, a Family, a Church, a State or a Business that surrenders to this “staggering” model and reflects it in the midst of an astonished society. By the same token widely cursed is any authority structure that rebels
against it.
The fact that (in the context of the Mosaic Law; Mal. 4:4!) this is the last pronouncement in the OT before God embarks upon 400 years of silence is telling (Mal.
4:6). It is equally telling that the NT picks up where the OT left off. In line with the
last book in the OT (Mal. 4:5) the NT does not just announce that John the Baptizer
will be “the first evangelist” (Lk. 1:16). It immediately follows this announcement
with the assurance that he will function as the “first family counselor” and make the
authority issue his first order of business (Lk. 1:17a, b). Following this, he will end up
as “the first pastor-teacher” to combat disobedience and to prepare a godly people for
godly service (Lk. 1:17c). It is no fluke that the Fifth Commandment receives a place
of prominence, following John’s “making disciples” (Mt. 28:19; Acts 14:21), as the
first installment of his “training disciples” (Mt. 28:20). It reflects the place of the Fifth
Commandment in the Decalogue and its significance as a matter of life and death.
(6) What is the place of human life? It finds its origin and its goal in God who,
furthermore, determines its individual beginning and end according to his master plan.
This gives it a sanctity that forbids its willful termination at its inception (abortion), by
its deliberate destruction at its continuation (murder), or by hardnosed extinction toward its conclusion (euthanasia). On the other hand, life ought to be nurtured, developed, promoted and protected. In fact, God puts such a high premium on human life as
created in his image that he condemns hatred and all its manifestations as the root of
murder, institutes self-defense, including a just defensive war, as roadblock against the
murderer, and insists on the death penalty to avenge murder. However, the Sixth
Commandment does not focus upon the physical side of man only. The promotion of
spiritual life in evangelism and subsequent edification as the sum and substance of the
Great Commission (Read: “Grand Command”) (Mt. 28:19-20) is part of the territory
of this Commandment as well. As such it is a vital part of a Revival-Abundance culture with its emphasis upon, and display of saturation (grassroots) evangelism with a
view to holiness, individually as well as societally. Both spell life (Deut. 32:47), abundant life (John 10:10).
(7) What is the function of sexuality? It is a gift of God for the threefold goal of
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the mutual refreshment of the marriage partners, the propagation of the human race,
and the advancement of the Kingdom of God. It is specifically designed to be enjoyed
as a privilege and appreciated as a responsibility within the bounds of marriage. All
sexual misuse and abuse, whether they are fornication before marriage, adultery outside of marriage, homosexuality disdainful of marriage, or bestiality mocking marriage, are rooted in selfish passion and lustful self-gratification. As such, they are dehumanizing, damaging and destructive, and under the judgment of God, if not an evidence of this judgment already (Rom. 1:24, 26). So are all deviant inclinations,
thoughts, words, and activities, that lead up to such misuse or abuse or flow forth from
them. The proper use and enjoyment of sexuality enriches and propels the marriage
relationship toward its full potential, both in terms of godly offspring (Mal. 2:15) and a
godly improvement of the quality of life (Prov. 5:14-19). In the process, it will become
eminently productive for the kingdom of God in Church and society. Its illegitimate
use, on the other hand, takes aim at dissolution and destruction, if no repentance is
forthcoming.
Sexuality is bound to go off the biblical track unless its place in the creation structure is recognized and acknowledged. Man is created in the image of God (spirituality)
and as such must take dominion (humanity) and multiply (sexuality) (Gen. 1:26-28).
This “hierarchical order” must be observed in both the preparation for marriage and
the conduct in marriage. It is a well-attested fact that without a flourishing jointspirituality and joint-humanity, sexuality rarely reaches its intended zenith. It is bound
to be unfulfilling, often a bone of contention, and at times even loathsome. Otherwise
divorce would never be an option. So let all those who contemplate marriage and all
those who are united in marriage beware to seek the Kingdom and its righteousness
first in terms of their spirituality and humanity, and their sexuality will be experienced
as an added blessing (Mt. 6:33).
(8) What is the significance of stewardship? It is rooted in the absolute ownership
of God who has determined that everything that has been entrusted to man is subject to
his directives and must serve his purposes. This strikes at the heart of both greed and
covetousness, which do not accept God's allotment and seek to add to it by whatever
means, even to the point of illegitimately appropriating what has been entrusted to
someone else, whether out of dissatisfaction and self-gratification, or out of fear and
self-preservation. At the same time, it encourages deployment of gifts and productive
labor resulting in financial stability, if not prosperity. This, in turn, does not only help
secure a solid home base or contribute to its harmonious development, but also opens
up exciting possibilities for the financing of church expansion and missionary outreach, and for the funding of benevolence programs and kingdom projects (See Topical Focus #18: Funding & the Kingdom of God). Paul’s injunction to forego stealing, but rather to work hard in order to have something to share with others is a foundational Biblical datum in this regard. Once again Paul fits perfectly in the larger
framework of James, follows in his footsteps, and gives a pointed application to his
general thesis (Jam. 1:10).
(9) What is the place of justice? Whether in terms of retributive or distributive justice, it is God's instrument for the preservation, promotion, the possible adjustments, or
the necessary correction of the social, economic and political order. This requires the
equitable application of proper legislation to all people in all circumstances, without
partiality and with equal determination by even-handed and impartial judges on the
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basis of truthful testimony. For the total social order to experience the beneficial effects of justice all constituents in every layer or areas of that order ought to be guided
by biblical and factual truth, in forming or helping to form, in implementing or helping
to implement, in enforcing or helping to enforce judgments or decisions pertaining to
anyone or anything. It stands to reason that this Commandment does not only cover
the use of the tongue in the courtroom, but also aims at wholesome speech throughout
society (Eph. 4:15, 29; 5:4, 6, 19-20; 6:19; for a detailed discussion of James’ “theology of the tongue,” see the Commentary section on James 3:1-12).
(10) What is the function of the heart, the human mission control center? It is of
pivotal significance to recognize that it is the wellspring of all of life. All thoughts,
words, and activities originate in it. That is why God lays claim to it. In doing so he
does not merely give a directive for man’s inner being, the deepest layer of his existence, which makes him tick, in addition to the more external and up to a point more
verifiable conduct. No, he lays claim to it as the determinant of all conduct. Man is
commanded to be fully content before and in God, and therefore with whatever has
been allotted to him, and forbidden to be envious before and of his fellowman, and
therefore of anything that is entrusted to that fellowman. Under no circumstances or
conditions may man deviously, whether more or less elaborately, scheme and plot in
the secret, shady and smoke-filled “boardroom” of his heart in order to seize and appropriate what does not belong to him. While every one of the Ten Commandment has
an inner component, a heart’s component, such “hate” in the area of the Sixth and
“lust” in the area of the Seventh Commandment, the Tenth Commandment specifically
targets the brooding and hatching heart that may seem a picture of peaceful serenity on
the surface, but will suddenly and deliberately strike like a cobra (See especially J.
Douma, The Ten Commandments (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 1996), and his trailblazing exposition of the Tenth Commandment). He must rather purposefully, refreshingly, and inventively plan and strategize how to love God and the neighbor most
effectively and advance their cause most propitiously in the light of each one of the
Ten Commandments. Thus the Tenth Commandment brings us face to face with the
human root of the double love for God and the neighbor. This love, properly so called,
is not just an external or surface phenomenon. It is deep seated, full-orbed, and allencompassing. For all practical purposes true love for God and the neighbor militates
against any inclination that might rise up in the human heart against any of God's
commandments at any time in any situation, and fosters an ever-increasing desire to
honor all of them at all times in all circumstances. Against the backdrop of the New
Covenant this no longer should raise an eyebrow. After all, its crowning piece is the
law of God written on the heart by the Holy Spirit as the wellspring of life.
It is noteworthy that in the fabric of the Ten Commandments the First Commandment occupies a unique place. Every sin is always and by definition a transgression
against this commandment in that it demonstrates “affection” for someone, something
or some event that appears greater than one’s thirst for God! It is hardly surprising
therefore that the sin against the Tenth Commandment, covetousness, is traced back to
the sin against the First Commandment, idolatry (Col. 3:5). Apparently the moment
the Church has come full circle in its quest to have the Holy Spirit put the Decalogue
in its mind, write it on its heart (Jer. 31:33), and turn it into its life (Deut. 32:47), it can
start all over again. This emphasis upon the ever recurring and continuing absorption
of God’s law is clearly and undeniably grist for James’ mill (See Jam. 1:25; 2:8-13;
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4:11-12)!
It is also noteworthy that this is not the only Commentary that summarizes the
Decalogue. Zodhiates, III, 310-311, although on a smaller scale, gives a synopsis of
the Ten Commandments as well. In the process he extols the Lawgiver, and puts the
Decalogue on the top of his wish list to sanitize society. It is quite an encouragement
to encounter this kind of emphasis.
___________________________________________________________________

Returning now to the text of James, some commentators mention an alternate
view of the meaning of the “perfect law of liberty.” They refer to Romans 8:2
and “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus,” that liberates from “the law
of sin and death.” This means that the Spirit, more precisely the indwelling
Spirit (Rom. 8:11) is the “perfect liberating counterweight” to indwelling sin
(Rom. 7:20). In itself, the “new, regenerate heart, that delights in the law of
God” (Rom. 8:22), is no match for the awesome, paralyzing, power of indwelling sin or the flesh. Paul brings this to expression in terms of the prevailing law of sin and death, which “guarantees” the believer’s wretchedness
as long as the latter is on his own, and by himself.
Jesus conveys the same message when he informs his disciples that without him they can do nothing (John 15:5). Indwelling sin, according to Paul,
which James brings out in his own way in James 1:14-15, 3:5-8, and 4:1-5, is
responsible for this! Now, it is the comfort and the glory of the believer that
he can do all things through Christ, who strengthens him (Phil. 4:13), by virtue of his Spirit, the Spirit of life, who dwells in the believer. It is “law” versus “law,” “the law of the Spirit of life” versus “the law of sin and death.” Incidentally, as I mentioned already, while Romans 7:20 speaks of “indwelling
sin,” Romans 8:11 speaks of the “in-indwelling Spirit.” However deep indwelling sin has dug itself in and entrenched itself in the believer, the Spirit’s
presence goes deeper. This is the guarantee for the conquest of, and the victory over, sin. The upshot is that sanctification is “pure Gospel.” It is Gospel
holiness, evangelical obedience that comes into view. It flows forth from God
as a gift of his love. Embrace his love, depend on it, count on it, and the joy
of victory will be ours, through the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus. As
I said, some commentators hold that this law comes into view in this section
of James. It is the “law of the Spirit” that gives perfect freedom from sin and
liberating holiness with a view to perfection.
This interpretation is quite appealing, and its content much needed, in
fact, indispensable, in the Church of Christ. It hits the spot in every believer
who recognizes his impotence. Further, it is certainly an indispensable biblical datum. Still it is doubtful that James had this in mind in the present context for several reasons. First, his love for the law of God is well known from
the book of the Acts. So it is not out of character for him to refer at this point
to this law (Acts 15:19-21; 21:18-25). Second, in this section he endeavors to
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quantify the wisdom mentioned in James 1:5. He does so, first, in terms of the
Word, and, then, more specifically in terms of the law. It seems natural, therefore, to take this as a content statement. This more than suggests that the law
in the present context does not refer to the modus operandi of the Spirit, but
rather to the well-known law of God, that will be written on the heart of the
believer and will make him wise! Third, James consistently returns to the
same themes to enlarge on them. The law of God is one such theme (See 2:812; 4:11-12). In fact, in James 2:12 the very phrase of James 1:25 re-occurs,
“the law of liberty,” and in that context there is no doubt that it is the law of
God. Fourth, the Spirit of God is not mentioned in James, not even once. Apparently, James’ specific niche, focus and objective do not necessitate this.
Therefore, it is all the more unlikely that James would introduce him at this
juncture without even identifying him by name. It turns hermeneutics into a
kind of guessing game that goes against the grain of normal interpretive procedures. Finally, it is no great loss not to encounter the “law of the Spirit of
life” at this juncture. Its essence is covered at length by the author in James
3:13-18. So, he eventually will get around to emphasizing that the believer is
in need of, and has access to, Gospel holiness, even if he does not identify its
divine agent. His concepts, terms and phraseologies may be different from
those of Jesus and Paul, but the sum and substance of what he has to say are
the same. In other words, James does not shortchange anyone, and is happy to
pave the way for Paul to footnote and supplement him at length with his
Pneumatology, such as laid out in Romans 8. The teaching of Paul on Gospel
holiness is the teaching of James, even if the latter does not mention the Spirit
in the present context. Truthfully, this commentator hopes that the equation of
the law in James with the law of the Spirit is not indicative of a subconscious
aversion to the whole concept of Law, whether it is the Law of God, or the
Law of Moses.

d. Evidence of the Word (1:26-27)
(26) If anyone among you thinks he is religious, yet does not
bridle his tongue but deceives his own heart, this one’s religion
is worthless. (27) Pure and undefiled religion before God and
the Father is this: to care for orphans and widows in their affliction and to keep oneself unstained by the world.
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The evidence of being “a doer of the Word and to persevere in the Law”
(McKnight, 162) is now couched in both negative and positive terms. Looking backward James lists a few initial, concrete, pertinent and telling illustrations of the practical realization of which constitutes his grand and overarching objective and so provides feet and gives substance to earlier mentioned
concepts. Perfection (Jam. 1:4) and the wisdom to arrive at this perfection
(Jam. 1:5), the righteousness of God (Jam. 1:20) and the law of freedom that
embodies this righteousness, are some of these concepts. By the same token,
looking forward James introduces these illustrations in order to elaborate
upon them at greater length in a later context. The themes, upon which he
touches in this context all eventually return in a later context in order to take
center stage at that point, such as the tongue (Jam. 3:5ff), the needy (Jam.
2:15ff), moral purity (Jam. 3:17ff), and the world (Jam. 4:4ff; see also
Cheung, 129).270

(1) Negative Evidence (1:26)
The person, who does not keep his tongue under control and so deceives his
heart, gives thereby evidence that he is basically a hypocrite. He may very
well “seem to be quite religious to others,” or may “be quite religious in his
own eyes.”271 But there is no ground for either assessment or opinion (Johnstone, 157, with reference to 1 Cor. 3:18)! His “religion” is either an objective
vacuum or a subjective pretense, and is exposed as such. It is vain, empty,
worthless (Ex. 20:7; Prov. 21:6; 1 Cor. 3:20; 15:17; Tit. 3:9), if not foolish
270

As has been mentioned earlier, Motyer, 73-74, sees in the triad of (1) a controlled tongue
(26), (2) a caring ministry (27a), and (3) a holy life (27b) a reflection of three truths about the
Father, (1) his care for the helpless (18a), (2) his word of truth (18b) and (3) his purpose of
holiness (18c), as well as an introduction to the three topics developed by James in the remainder of his Epistle, (1) a caring ministry (2:1-26), (2) a controlled tongue (3:1-12), and (3)
a holy life (2:13-5:6). Motyer recognizes that there is no exact parallel in the internal order in
which the three elements of the three triads are presented. The structure is partly chiastic. He
suggests that the deviating order in James 1:27-28, in which the tongue is mentioned first, underscores the need to take a close look at one’s Christianity. “If your heart does not deceive
itself, your (bridled) tongue will show it!” While all this brings out James’ message concerning the tongue in a telling manner, I am far from persuaded that this puts the structural outline
of James, as proposed by Motyer, in concrete. Incidentally, according to Motyer, 120-121,
James develops the theme of the tongue further in James 3:1ff by arguing that “bridling” the
tongue is pivotal for arriving at perfection, in fact, the master-key of perfection (Jam. 3:2). I
very much doubt, whether this is the thrust of James 3:1ff. But more about this below! All in
all, Motyer’s proposed structural outline is not without ingenuity. But I find it not convincing.
There are too many loose ends in both the order of the several sections and in the variety of
material in the sub-sections.
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According to Cargal, 109, there is some ambiguity in the Greek. Apparently, the subject of
the sentence (anyone) does not only consider himself religious, but is also concerned how his
religiosity is perceived by others. In short, he wishes to have the appearance of religiosity, not
only in his own eyes, but also in the eyes of people around him! See also McCartney, 127.
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(Johnson, 211)! The sin of the tongue, of uncontrolled speech, is singled out
in this context, as well as in James 2, because eventually it will give away
what folks are all about! It discloses both the state of their heart and the character of their “religion”/“worship.” Note that James does not speak about an
incidental occurrence, “a slip of the tongue,” or even “a slip or two or three.”
No, he eyes a “habitually unbridled tongue” (Johnstone, 162). He addresses a
fundamental trait, a typical characteristic that is ingrained, thus far uncorrected, and seemingly “incorrigible.” Folks do not, and possibly refuse to, put
a reign on their tongue so as to bridle it. Nevertheless, the issue is not just negatively a failure to perform, a matter of “non-doing.” No, the tongue is uncontrolled and uncontrollable, and as such by definition a veritable mud fountain! James 3:8 eventually designates it as a “poison pit!” One commentary
perceptively points out that in this context the tongue “as the index of the
heart” determines one’s Christianity, and on that basis issues a compelling
call to self-examination. Are you sure that you are a child of God (Motyer,
76)? Frankly, such investigating summons, whenever warranted, if not mandated by the text, is a breath of fresh air! A second commentator lists a number of potential pitfalls for the tongue, such as self-justifying speech (Jam.
1:13-14), flattering the rich and humiliating the poor (Jam. 2:3-4), careless
speech that wishes well, but does not lift a finger (Jam. 2:16), superficial
claim to have faith, without confirming deeds (Jam. 2:18), praising God one
moment, while cursing man the next (Jam. 3:9), judging brothers and sisters
(Jam. 4:11), and boasting about plans for the future (Jam. 4:13) (Doriani, 58).
If anything, this list both breathes out, emits, and seeks to dispel foul air!
The Greek term for “religion”/“worship” stands for the total outward expression of a religion, the external religious performance, the expected practical expression, and the adornment of an inner religious conviction, inclusive
of, but not exhausted by, Church attendance and daily devotions (Stulac, 82;
Keddie, 80; Burdick, 176). In short, it eyes “the totality of belief and practice
of the messianically renewed community which centers its worship upon God
the Father (1:27) through faith in Christ, the Lord of Glory (2:1)” (Cheung,
124). But this is not all. Beyond this it is the aggregate of all words and actions that flow forth from one’s “relationship to the divine" (Johnson, 210),
and are there for everyone to take note. According to one commentator, it
stands for the (visible) “body of religion” in distinction from its (invisible)
heartbeat, for the several “forms of worship, under which there might or
might not be true piety” (Johnstone, 158). It signifies “outward actions of
faith” (Keddie, 80), the “ritual,” the “liturgy,” of one’s life in the broadest
sense of the word, which includes obedience to, and righteousness of the law
(Cheung, 124-125). “Religion is thus a comprehensive word for the specific
ways in which a heart-relationship to God is expressed in our lives” (Motyer,
75), for the indispensable “external, observable, qualities of the life of faith in
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Christ” (Richardson, 99), for visible “acts of worship” (McKnight, 163). Apparently, “the finest ritual and the finest liturgy” (Barclay, 72) consists negatively of keeping a tight rein on one’s tongue (Stulac, 82), and positively, as
we will see, both of philanthropic care for the needy and of purity of life.
This, of course, is not an exhaustive list. They are three simple, but telling,
“tests” that in short order seek to probe and determine the veracity of the
practitioners of the Christian “religion.” In short, without visible and tangible
evidence one’s “religion” is no more than an “empty show of devotion”
(Richardson, 99), which comes down to a gigantic exercise of self-deception!
Incidentally (?), this is the third time in rather rapid succession that James introduces the concept of “deception.” In fact, in each instance he seems to up
the ante. You are thoroughly deceived (strong imperative; Jam. 1:16) if you
do not see that all of life consists of one string of trials to be embraced as a
stream of tailor-made donations from an immensely good Donor and their intended outcome of endurance and practical godliness en route to perfection
by means of the Word as immeasurable gifts from a perfect Provider (Jam.
1:17). You very much deceive yourselves if and when you do not take immediate action upon each and every word from the great Commander-in-Chief
(Jam. 1:22). But you deceive your heart, your mission control center, the real
“you,” if and when you do not control your “toxic tongue” (Jam. 3:8) or
refuse to look after widows and orphans or fail to guard yourself against contamination by the world (Jam. 1:26-27; see also Jam. 2:14-17; 4:4).
The term for “religion”/“worship” is basically neutral (Acts 26:5; Col.
2:18). Often, however, the context gives it either a thumbs down, such as in
James 1:26, or a thumbs up, such as in James 1:27. The long and the short of
it is, that man’s inevitable and fully anticipated outward “religious expression,” even if it has a reputation of being alive in every sense of the word
(Rev. 3:1), is a self-deceiving and worthless sham without genuine substance,
unless the above mentioned threesome of the control of the tongue, the care
for the needy, and purity of life, is in clear, if not abundant, evidence. The
reputation of life clearly can go hand in hand with the reality of death (Rev.
3:1). As one commentator properly observed, “Ritual and liturgy are (too) often a substitute for sacrifice and service” ... “Splendid religion inside the
church at the expense of neglect outside ... such worship is empty and idle”
(Barclay, 72). In other words, true worship is not a matter of words only,
however praiseworthy they may be in themselves. “The most solemnly and
beautifully executed act of worship is but an abomination to God, unless it is
lived out in justice and compassion (cf. Is. 1:10-17). Here is a test by which
much Church life is condemned ... Failure here (may well be) the main cause
of the world’s deafness to the (Church’s) words” (Cranfield, 189). In short,
acts of religious worship simply must make a difference in one’s daily conduct. “Religious people may profess orthodox doctrines and faithfully attend
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their churches. But the proof of their religion lies in behavior” (Doriani, 57).
As has been mentioned already, in this context the positive difference is further defined as “philanthropy” and “purity” (Zodhiates, I, 141).
The term “heart” stands for the “inner,” “inward,” “internal” man, the
core of one’s being, one’s deepest self, one’s personhood, the “real I,” as the
source from which springs forth all external, observable, activities, the mission control center that produces and directs all outward, verifiable, practices.
If the latter are openly, consistently, and unmistakably “lawless,” the practitioner deceives his own heart, when he claims to have a living relationship
with God. He should never be told, “You are a Christian with a problem.” In
line with James’ discriminating and applicatory approach, he must be confronted and challenged, “You are not a Christian, and that is your problem.
Still, if perchance you are one, you have no right to claim it. If you claim it
anyway, you will come to repentance. If you refuse to do so, the original verdict stands!”272
Similar to Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 7:15ff), James contends that from one’s fruit, in this case from the fruit of one’s tongue, one can
tell, whether there is regeneration or self-deception. After all, “corrupt, unhallowed speech betrays a corrupt, unhallowed heart” (Johnstone, 161). So much
for the earlier mentioned opinion that God declares the assessment of the human heart out of bounds for other humans, because it is supposedly his own
personal prerogative! This is thoroughly unbiblical teaching. In fact, it is dangerous teaching, since it runs 100% counter to what James models in this passage. It is crystal clear, that he targets the heart, and assesses it in light of its
fruit. What is possibly even more compelling, it sidesteps Christ’s summons
for his spokesmen always to go for the jugular by applying the Word as the
key to the Kingdom, that opens and closes (Mt. 16:19).
In case of unregeneracy, exposed by the lack of control over the tongue,
the outward conduct may at times seem to have true substance, but it is “empty,” lacking any semblance of power and life, as worthless as worship of idols
(Cheung, 125, with reference to Jer. 2:5; 10:3; Acts 145:15, 1 Pet. 1:18; so
also Richardson, 100)! It consists of a vain show of unprofitable surface conduct that has nothing to do with true, heartfelt Gospel holiness or evangelical
obedience. Self-deception may think otherwise. The self-deceived may consider themselves “religious,” but without grounds. The Greek word for “consider” is “frequently used in the NT for false opinion, as it is here (See Mt.
3:9; 6:7; 26:53; Mk. 6:49; Lk. 8:18; 12:51; 13:2; 19:11; 24:37; John 5:39;
Acts 12:9)” (Johnson, 210; Cheung, 125). A case in point may be the selfevaluation of the Pharisees. The surface righteousness cannot prevent their
whole system of conduct from being exposed as rotten to the core (Mt. 23:23)
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See A. W. Pink, “Heart Work,” in Practical Christianity, 99-114, for a potent antidote
against “deceiving one’s own heart!”
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(Keddie, 81).
One commentator gives the text a different twist by proposing the following translation, “If anyone considers himself religious without bridling his
tongue and while indulging (italics mine) his heart, this person’s religion is
worthless” (Johnson, 211; so also McKnight, 165). In this translation selfindulgence would be the target, rather than self-deception. Lexicographically,
this appears to be a possibility (See also 2 Pet. 2:13), while grammatically it
could make for a sentence that runs (more) smoothly. Frankly, both translations fit the context. Self-deception is a recurring theme in James, explicitly
(Jam. 1:16; 1:22) or implicitly (Jam. 2:14; 3:11-12; 5:3; 5:9). But so is selfindulgence (Jam. 1:14-15; 4:1-3; 5:5). The latter would also “provide a fuller
contrast to 1:27, which emphasizes the sharing of possessions with the needy”
(Johnson, 211). Biblically speaking, one cannot go wrong with either translation. But the solemn warning against “self-deception” seems to be much more
preferable both in the context (So also Cheung, 125) and coming from a
“master-exhorter” and “implication visionary.” In short, self-deception is said
to be “a corollary to a failure to control the tongue” (McCartney. 128). James
starts with a strong and sweeping imperative (Jam. 1:16). He continues with a
strong and general warning (Jam. 1:22). He concludes with a pointed and effective piercing of the heart (Jam. 1:26). Who would wish to be exposed as
“idle, fruitless, powerless, useless, worthless for establishing the Kingdom of
God” (McKnight, 166, with reference to Acts 14:15; 1 Cor. 3:20; 15:17; 1
Pet. 1:18)?
Incidentally, one look in the concordance at the references to the tongue,
only in Proverbs already, should persuade anyone that the use of the tongue,
indeed, can function as a barometer of one’s spiritual state: Prov. 10:8, 11, 13,
18, 19, 20, 21, 31, 32; 11:9, 11, 13; 12:6, 13, 14, 17, 18, 19, 22; 13:3, 13;
14:3, 5, 7, 21; 15:1, 2, 4, 7, 14, 23, 28; 16:13, 23, 28; 17:4, 20, 27, 28; 18:8,
13, 15; 19:5, 9, 28; 20:15, 19; 21:6, 23; 22:17, 18; 25:11, 18; 26:22, 23, 24,
25, 26; 27:2; 29:11.
It is easy to make light of the wrongful use of the tongue, especially
when one is a model in the areas of the so-called “big sins,” the supposedly
“grosser vices” (Calvin, 298; Johnstone, 160), such as, murder, adultery, theft
and drunkenness. However, it appears that James singles out a sin that is
more respectable, has a wider scope, applies to everyone without exception,
and is a daily occurrence, in order to indicate how easy it is to deceive oneself. The sins of backbiting, gossip, innuendo, lashing out, sarcasm, sneering,
foul mouthing, slander, bitter denunciations, misrepresentation, half truths,
defamation, blatant lies, are just as sinful as any other sins, and no less damnworthy (Mt. 5:22; Rev. 21:8). In fact, in the Judgment not only the quality of
one’s works (Mt. 25:31-46; 2 Cor. 5:10; 1 Pet. 1:17), but also of one’s words
(Mt. 12:36), will make the difference between one’s final “justification” and
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final “condemnation,” between heaven and hell. From this perspective “bridling the tongue is a peculiarly excellent test of genuine religion.”
It is quite possible that “nothing could be either a truer or more easily
consulted index of the character of the heart than the character of the tongue,
lawless or ‘bridled,’ regulated constantly by reverence and love for God and
His law” (Johnstone, 160-161). Later James returns to this subject in a spine
chilling manner (Jam. 3:5ff). His thesis will be, as I argue later, that there is
death and life in the tongue, all right (Prov. 18:21). But, as we shall see further below, it proves to be death by definition (mentioned first in the Hebrew
Bible) and life only by grace (mentioned last)!

(2) Positive Evidence (1:27)
James continues with the application of his thesis by mentioning two instances of the positive evidence of true religion, “active philanthropy and personal holiness” (Johnstone, 164). With this he underscores that “religious ordinances,” such as “attention to prayer, to the study of the Bible, to public
worship, and to the sacraments” do not constitute “the sum total of the proper
embodiment of religion” (Johnstone, 164). “‘Religion,’ threskeia to be sure,
consists of external acts of devotion, even sacrifice in obedience to the Law,
but ‘pure,’ kathara, and ‘undefiled,’ amiantos, religion is much more: one’s
inner spiritual response to God’s love that lies behind such manifestations”
(Royster, 39; see also McKnight, 168, with reference to Gen. 8:20; Lev. 4:12
(pure) and Lev. 18:24; Deut. 21:23 (undefiled). With it James also indicates
that the lack of good works is just as intolerable as the presence of evil works.
In other words, the negative evidence must be complemented by a positive
one (Manton, 173). The exposure of the pretense of religion, that lets the tongue run rampant, is now complemented by the emphasis upon the practice of
religion, marked by “unstinted giving” (widows and orphans) and “unstained
living” (the world) (Phillips, 64-65). It is reported that the godly Bishop Usher wept on his death bed about the immense extent of his sins, not of commission, but of omission! In the context of James 4:17 I intend to argue the utter
gravity of sins of omission further.
The first positive evidence of authentic religion is seeking out, visiting,
looking after, caring for, assisting, and giving relief to, widows and orphans
(Keddie, 84), as an ornament of the Gospel (Manton, 175). This is a frequent
theme in Scripture, in the Torah, the Prophets as well as in the Writings (Ex.
22:21; 23:9; Lev. 19:9-10; 19:33; 23:22; Deut. 10:18; 14:28; 16:11, 14;
24:17-21; 26:12-13; 27:19; Ps. 146:9; Prov. 15:25; 23:10; Is. 1:17; Jer. 5:29;
Ezek. 22:7; Hos. 12:8-9; Mic. 3:1-4; Zeph. 1:9; Zech. 7:10; Ps. 68:5; Prov.
19:17; 21:3; 31:9). James defines it as “pure and undefiled before God,” that
is, not just in man’s own fallible estimation, but in God’s infallible judgment!
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The term “pure” is “associated with cultic objects and persons in a condition
fit to approach God” (Gen. 7:3; 8:20; Lev. 4:12; 7:19; 11:32; 15:13; Num.
8:7; Deut. 12:15). In this context, however, it prioritizes the ethical over the
ritual (Cheung, 127), and expresses “sincere moral behavior (1 Pet. 1:22; 2
Tim. 2:22)” (Johnson, 211), rooted in devotion to God from a “pure heart”
(Royster, 41). “Undefiled ... has similar connotations ... and has the figurative
sense of moral or religious purity ... (Heb. 7:26; 13:3; 1 Pet. 1:4)” (Johnson,
212), fully in line with the benchmark of perfection put up in James 1:4. Widows and orphans are usually lonely, have a tenuous legal status, are easily
pushed around, and are frequently exploited (Lk. 18:1-8) (Martin, 52). This
often leads to dire, if not awful and heart-wrenching circumstances, whether
socially, financially, mentally, or otherwise. As the epitome of the “socially
disadvantaged,” the typically “defenseless” (Laws, 89), and the “endemically
impoverished” in the broadest sense of the word, they are the “classic recipients of God’s help” (Johnson, 212). To characterize their “heartbreak” as
affliction, distress, or “big trouble,” with all this denotes, needs no apology.
The pressure and stress to which they are exposed are only too real (Stulac,
85). In the culture of the day their life’s experience is usually one of “absolute
destitution” (Johnstone, 164), which often proves to be terminal. The use of
the term affliction, indicating a state of affairs which may be caused by circumstances of any sort, is not uncommon in the OT (Gen. 42:21; Ex. 4:31;
Deut. 4:29; Ps. 4:2; 24:17) or the NT (Mt. 13:21; 24:9; John 16:21; Acts 7:10;
11:9; Rom. 8:35). Apparently, it belongs to the warp and woof of the Christian identity (Mk. 13:19; 2 Thess. 1:4; Rev. 2:22).
It is important to note that all who face tests of “poverty,” including widows and orphans, are summoned to consider these pure joy (Jam. 1:2). Any
discontented complaints, even on the part of widows and orphans, are unacceptable, something on which James 5:9 enlarges. However, here the shoe is
decisively on the other foot, speaking about the complementarity of truth.
Those who surround widows and orphans (as well as other marginalized
people) must do all they can to alleviate the burden of affliction (Gal. 6:2),
fully in the footsteps of God himself (Ex. 22:22ff; Deut. 10:16-17; 14:29;
22:19; 24:17-22; Ps. 68:5; 146:7ff; Is. 1:17; Ezek. 22:7; Zech. 7:10; Acts 6:16; 1 Tim. 5:3-16) (PDavids, 43, 55; Laws, 89). In fact, they must programmatically pay visits to the destitute (Mt. 25:36, 39), aggressively seek them
out, and actively supply their needs, once again fully in the footsteps of God
(Lk. 1:68-69; 7:16) (Johnstone, 166; McKnight, 168). In short, “The unending tribulation of grinding poverty must move believers and their churches to
assist the poor in every way” (Richardson, 102; McKnight, 171). Only then
will their righteousness transcend the pharisaical level, and exemplify that, as
the salt of the earth, they have not turned their back to their preserving and
guarding saltiness, and, as the light of the world, they have not abandoned
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their illumining and guiding power (Johnstone, 166).
Note also that in this context God is called Father (1:26). This is a truly
sensitive and moving feature in James. It is indicative of God’s loving concern for his afflicted sons and daughters. Widows and orphans are on the top
of his list! Not to have a heart’s desire to follow in God’s footsteps as their
Father, which makes all believers a vital part of the same family as their
brothers and sisters, should by implication be regarded as a mark of unregeneracy. After all, lack of mercy toward the lonely is identical to denying the
faith (1 Tim. 5:8), and will have disastrous consequences not only for time
(Prov. 21:13), but also for eternity (Mt. 25:31-46). Once again we come face
to face with James’ tender love in tough pursuit of total holiness, as he
“forces” believers to come to grips with the plight of “people at the margins
of the social, economic and legal landscape” (Nystrom, 97)! “Forcing” is not
too strong a term when it dawns on folks that what James puts on their plates
is costly, and does not hold the prospect of any return. Taking the caring
place of a lost parent and assuming the compassionate responsibility of a departed husband is an expensive proposition. It does and must reflect the total
commitment of “the redeeming Calvary-love of Jesus as model for a caring
Christian” (Motyer, 77). Of course, once this Calvary-love enters the Christian, the baggage usually connected with the idea of “forcing” vanishes. Such
love neither counts the costs nor experiences them as such. With Jesus’ heart
by virtue of regeneration (Jam. 1:18), and Jesus’ love in the heart in the
process of sanctification, orphans and widows will be cherished as precious
treasures! At the least it will be recognized that “concern for the helpless of
society,” that is, “the meeting of (their) needs is not peripheral, nor optional,
but central and obligatory to our faith” (Motyer, quoted in Blomberg, 95).
At any event, James clearly was not “kidding” when at the very beginning of his letter he announced that believers are in for the ride of their lives,
and better fasten their seatbelts in the midst of trials en route to perfection
through tenacious endurance. This context is simply an extension of his advocacy of “their pursuit of perfection” with terminology such as “selfdeception” and “worthlessness.” If they lower the ante, God will lower the
boom. Believers are not just in for the ride of their lives, but also for the ride
for their lives! To turn a blind eye and a deaf ear to the needy, such as widows and orphans, which is a theme that returns with steadily increasing emphasis throughout James (Jam. 2:1ff, 2:14ff, and 5:1ff), is to earn God’s
frown, and is, for all practical purposes, “suicidal.” Incidentally, this heavily
underscores James’ earlier contention, not only that both riches and poverty
are trials, but also that the former poses the greater danger!
The student of James ever does, and ever will face the deadly temptation
of consciously or unconsciously toning down his message. This can be willynilly done with translations such as “wholeness” and “maturity.” This can al767

so be done by mistaking his words for simply powerful rhetoric that is typically “James.” Such approaches invariably take the “bite” out of James. There
is nothing cheaply to smile about in James. Also on the present topic he is a
fierce hurricane of a (discriminating and applicatory) preacher from start to
finish. Once we recognize this, the way is open profoundly to experience joy
(See Jam. 1:2; as well as John 15:11).
This makes one thing crystal clear. For all who wish to surrender to
James, embr ace his message and display the content of his words, there is
only one shelter that can guarantee protection. This “refuge” bears the name
of JHWH and is the only “sanctuary” (Is. 8:14) worth mentioning in this context. As I stated already, “sanctuary” spells both “holiness” (“sanctuary”) and
“safety,” (“bird-sanctuary”), and is found solely in God! For James, as well
as the rest of the NT, this “sanctuary” comes with a variety of additional explanatory names, such as Word, Law, Faith, Grace, as well as Jesus and Holy
Spirit! James is a pedagogue of the highest order and in this capacity seems to
operate with superlatives only.
Starting with the highest possible benchmark of “divine perfection” (with
Word, Law, and Faith as supporting cast) he paves the way through the lowest possible pit of “human impotence” (with the realities of Poison and Hellfire as witnesses) to make a case for the greatest possible need for “grace”
(from “Above” only), to be obtained through the most heavenly of instruments and conditions (through Prayer and in Humility) with a view to the
maximum display of “purposeful holiness” (to cover the “Waterfront of
Life,” of which sheltering widows and orphans is only a representative sample). In it all James brings us face to face with the Gospel (of sanctification),
the radical need for it, the total content of it, and the awesome glory in it.
It may be said with lots of justification that any kind of theology, including
that of the card-carrying Calvinist with his fully justifiable “flowery” commitment (T.U.L.I.P.), will implode into oblivion when care for widows and
orphans is ignored, in fact, if it is not at the heart of it. It is easy to overlook
this care, and requires immediate remedial action (See Acts 6:1ff!). There is
something greatly troubling about sterile theology. After all, “worthless selfdeception” is not a terminology that allows us to “fool around,” unless we are
content to fool ourselves! Once again, the words of Bishop Usher may never
fail to reverberate in the Church, first by echoing in our ears as his sounding
board, and then by resounding from our mouths as his PA system, “O my sins
of omission; O my sins of omission!”
Also, it is no coincidence that the first as well as the second evidence or
“sample” of authentic religion is said to be Coram Deo, in the sight and presence of God, who is also our Father (Johnson, 212). He is the ultimate reference point as the source, standard and goal of everything in the sum total of
his perfections, especially in his awesome transcendence and his caring im768

manence.
The second positive evidence is to keep oneself separated from and undefiled, unstained, by the world (See also Eph. 5:27; 1 Tim. 6:14; 1 Pet. 1:19; 2
Pet. 2:13. “Active love and self-restraint” are intertwined (Johnstone, 167)! In
the words of Paul, in union with Christ the world has been crucified to the
Christian and the Christian has been crucified to the world (Gal. 6:14). There
is a radical breach and an unbridgeable chasm between the two. To say that
there is no love lost between the Christian and the world is to put it mildly!
The Christian is wearied, in fact, nauseated by the world, because it is evil. At
the same time the world hates authentic Christians, because it does not even
begin to understand, why they tick the way they tick (John 15:8:27; 1 John
3:1). According to one commentator, it is part of James’ ethos to distrust “the
world.”
The term world can mean a variety of things in Scripture, such as the
world of men (John 3:16), the created order (Eph. 1:4), etc. However, here in
James, as elsewhere in Paul (Rom. 12:2) as well as John (1 John 2:15-17), the
world stands for the total fallen, rebellious, corrupted and corrupting system
of evil, that permeates every sphere, structure and aspect of human existence,
the total society of men, which as such is either hostile to, and organized
against God, or indifferent to, and organized apart from God, in its various
laws, aspirations, values and objectives (See Moo, 1985, 124; Cheung, 202;
Motyer, 77).
Illustrations of the former are false religions, such as Islam and Buddhism, false ideologies, such as Marxism and Darwinism, false habits, such as
drug addiction and homosexuality, and false practices, such as murder and
theft. Illustrations of the latter are all approaches to, decisions in, and activities of everyday life, however acceptable they may be in themselves, that are
supposedly neutral, but entertained, made or performed without any thought
or consideration of God, without their origination in Christ, and without owing their presence to the Holy Spirit. The lack of genuine God-centeredness,
in which “all things are of God, through God and unto God” (Rom 11:36),
spells “death” in spite of the appearance and reputation of “life” (Rev. 3:1-2)!
The failure to have life originate in Christ (Col. 3:1-3; Rev. 3:20) turns one’s
fundamental wretchedness (Rev. 7:24; Jam. 4:9) into the bottom line, gives it
the final say, results in spiritual and pitiable poverty, blindness, and nakedness (Rev. 3:17), and equally spells “death” (Rev. 3:16)! So, for that matter,
does the refusal to flee to, cling to, and stake one’s future upon the agency of
the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:13).
Truthfully, “faced with the world’s ceaseless bombardment of our eyes,
ears, thoughts and imaginations, the world’s insidious erosion of values and
standards, and clamor for our time, money and energy, it is easy to adopt a
general way of life, which though it avoids open pitfalls of sin, yet is not dis769

cernibly different from the style of one who does not know Christ. We may
well decide to belong to Jesus, yet fail to carry that decision through with the
rigor which alone proves that it was a real decision. It is one thing to yield our
lives to him, but it is another to live each moment of the day on his side of the
great divide from the world” (So Motyer, 78).
There is clearly every reason, why Christians should not be in love with
the world or with anything in it (1 John 2:15), neither be molded by the world
(Rom. 12:2), nor be stained by it (Jam. 1:27), in thought, will, emotions or
behavior (Cranfield, 189), but rather refuse to touch it, even with a “ten foot
pole” (Jude 23). First, to love the world, whether it agitates against God or
functions apart from God, is a desire to be at one with it, either as a whole or
with any of its parts, a delight when that union is achieved, and a demonstrated willingness to sacrifice anything to obtain and keep it. This clearly is a
form of idolatry. Second, to be molded by the world is to be determined by it
in terms of the structure, the direction, the flavor, and the outcome of one’s
life. It is to have its mark indelibly stamped upon one’s life, in whole or in
part. Third, to be stained by the world is to be spotted and blemished by it. It
is a matter of moral filth, corruption and defilement, that reflects the will of
the world (2 Pet. 1:4), versus moral cleanliness and a Jesus-like spotlessness
(Stulac, 86, with reference to 1 Pet. 1:19; 2 Pet. 3:14), that honors the will of
God (1 John 2:6-17).273 The fact that the world will eventually be
(ex)terminated (1 John 2:17) is a good reason to stay away from it, in fact, to
shun it. But the main reason goes deeper. To be drawn to it and to be dominated by it, is to be devoid of the love of God (1 John 2:15). As James puts it
even more strongly in a later context, friendship with the world, cozying up to
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It is a well-known fact that theology, inclusive of apologetic theology, has often been
stained by the world. If, as has been mentioned already, either the Aristotelian Antiochian
School or the Platonic Alexandrinian School in early Church history had succeeded to put a
final ecclesiastical imprint upon the doctrine of the Person of Christ in terms of the relationship of his divine and human nature, the Church would irrevocably have lost the Biblical Christ. This is frightening. Furthermore, I argue in a volume on Biblical Apologetics, which is in
preparation, that similar to the theological enterprise, most, if not virtually all of Christian
Apologetics to a greater or lesser degree has been influenced by the “empty and deceitful philosophy” (Col. 2:8) of its day. This should not come as a shocker in the light of James’ contention that all of life displays “an excessive overflow of rampant wickedness” (Jam. 1:21).
Why would the theological enterprise, including the discipline of Christian apologetics, be an
exception? James’ solemn warning ever to be on the alert against the world fully fits into this
picture, and therefore “must be” well taken. All this implies that the Church would do well to
recognize with James as its irreversible point of departure--in heart, mind, will, emotion, social interaction, and dominion taking in word and deed--that such rampant overflow is “omnipresent.” In a word, it would invariably and vigilantly operate “under red alert” in all phases,
aspects and areas of life. Of course, the complementarity of truth would simultaneously demand that it operates “in the fullness of confidence and joy.” Biblical realism abhors both a
naïve and self-destructive optimism and a knowledgeable but self-defeating pessimism.
770

it, is enmity against God, a slap in his face (Jam. 4:4). The unspoken, but unmistakable, implication is that this spells certain doom, as it did for Lot’s wife
in a manner that takes anyone’s breath away (Gen. 19:26; Lk. 17:32; Rev.
21:27).
All in all, the author’s target in James 1:26-27 is “the would-be religious
man who does not control his speech or put his religion in practice” (Laws,
92). Mark well that neither the presence of negative evidence, nor the absence
of positive evidence permits rationalization of whatever sort. James states
clearly and unambiguously that they are the measuring sticks of true Christianity. It is a matter of life and death. So these measuring sticks better be applied honestly, impartially, and forcefully (2 Cor. 13:5, 6). In the words of
one commentator, “in these two verses ... (James’) words are so sharp, so
‘black and white,’ that he leaves no middle ground for a ‘moderate’ religion,
or a spirit of self-excuse. It is possible for us to assume that we are ‘religious,’ when we are not; to profess and practice a vain religion or one which
is impure and defiled in the estimation of the Father. We need to examine
ourselves; we need to know; we need to be sure. A thing as potent as the new
birth, if it has taken place, cannot be hidden; it cannot fail to make its presence felt. To have the life of God in us and to remain unchanged is unthinkable” (Motyer, 78). In short, biblical religion, as expressed by James, first of
all places us Coram Deo, before God. The corresponding inward life is consecrated to him, without any ifs, ands or buts. If this blossoms, it is authenticated by an outward flow vis-à-vis widows and orphans as well as vis-à-vis
the world!
However, it should be underscored that the application of James’ injunctions are not only a matter of individual responsibility and commitment. This
application should also be in evidence of the structural integrity of a community. Metal “fatigue” was the deciding factor in the collapse of the Twin
Towers following the 9/11/2001 successful terrorist attack in New York City.
It is a perfect illustration of what can happen to a covenant community when
it lacks such integrity. Obedience to James’ injunctions as well as of all other
biblical principles should be embedded and reflected in a living tradition, in
which “the one and the many” are co-essential and co-functional, and in
which the antithesis with the system of the world is foundational, in individual as well as corporate ways of doing things (Nystrom, 108-109).
In closing, James 1 is not only remarkable, in that it is tightly structured
and logically argued throughout, just as the rest of the Epistle (contra Penner,
214), but also in that it introduces a number of themes that eventually return.
The thoughtful James’ student gets the distinct impression that Chapter 1,
while fully a message in its own rights, functions at the same time as an appetizer. The joy of James 1:3 returns in 1:9 and 10, the trial motif of James 1:3
explicitly in 1:12-14, and by implication throughout the Epistle, the endur771

ance of James 1:4 comes in the spotlight again in 1:12, 5:7-8, and 5:11, the
perfection of James 1:3-4 in 1:12, the wisdom of James 1:5 implicitly in
1:21ff, and explicitly in 3:15ff, the prayer of James 1:6 in 4:2-3 and 5:14ff,
the faith of James 1:6 in 2:14ff, the rich and the poor of James 1:9-11 in 2:1ff
and 4:1ff, the lust of James 1:14-15 implicitly in 3:6ff and explicitly in 4:1-2,
the self-deception of James 1:16 in 1:22 and 1:26, the “above” of James 1:17
in 3:17, the Word of James 1:18ff in 2:8, 2:11, 3:23 and 4:5-6, the salvation
of souls of James 1:21 in 5:20, the law of James 1:25 in 2:8ff and 4:11, and
the tongue of James 1:26 in 3:5ff. The progressive thematic development of
James, in which the themes get a fresh look again and again from a different
(and fuller) perspective is nothing short of impressive, and is an additional
reason to hold that in all of James the whole and the parts are both coultimate in substance and co-functional in logic. James is no “loose cannon,”
not even on occasion, does not shoot “loose bullets,” not even once, and
leaves us with no “loose ends,” not even one!
It is gratifying of sorts that the basically “scandalous” claim vis-à-vis the
superintendence of the Spirit (2 Pet. 1:21), namely that James is a “loose cannon,” is increasingly replaced by the more thoughtful assessment that the
Epistle is structured up to a point (Penner, 121; Johnson, 11-15). But this
judgment is far from sufficient, and still perilous. Falling short of the full
truth, in this context failing to acknowledge a consciously and completely
structured James as simultaneously a genuine word of man and the authentic
Word of God (1 Thess. 2:13), still qualifies as a suppression, consciously or
not, of the truth in unrighteousness (Rom. 1:18), if it is the result of apostate
presuppositions. The concession of a partially structured James as the word of
an admittedly skillful man, as long as this goes hand in hand with a dismissal
of the Epistle as also God’s inerrant Self-disclosure (2 Tim. 3:16a), simply
will not do, and is not sufficient to escape this verdict.
While the “common grace” in such concession, and all that this entails,
should be acknowledged, the lack of “special grace” ought to go in the record
as well. It may be royally granted that the presence of the former can produce
(solid) progress (of sorts) in the understanding of James in terms of the whole
and the parts on the level of the intellect. But it must be equally underscored
that the absence of the latter will by definition produce failure to address and
impact the heart and life of the reader of James, so that it will prove to be
“profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in
righteousness, that the man of God may be perfect (sic!), equipped for every
good work” (2 Tim. 3:16b-17), except possibly as a “crooked stick,” that is,
by default rather than by design. This simply reiterates what I stated in the
General Introduction. Scholars, who cannot claim to have Jesus’ heart in regeneration, Jesus’ righteousness in justification, and Jesus’ holiness in sanctification, will undoubtedly be able to come up with intellectual, “common
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grace,” contributions in the interpretation of Scripture, at times even of remarkable quality. But they are and remain sinners with blind and rebellious
hearts, filthy and guilty records, and ungodly and offensive lives. That is why
Scripture in its sum and substance will always remain a “closed book” to
them, apart from God’s regenerating, justifying and sanctifying grace. The
Church owes a debt of gratitude to Eta Linnemann for her courage to point all
this out in her writings regarding the dominant, soul-destroying, criticalhistorical “theology,” disguised as a method, and specifically for her boldness
to go on record in a rare evangelistic apologetics that there is nothing that a
conversion to the Lord Jesus Christ cannot cure!

II. PRINCIPLES OF HOLINESS
(In the Biblical Framework)

2:1-26
Introduction
In Chapter 2 James does not suddenly shift gears to deal with a number of unrelated topics in a disjointed way (contra McKnight, 175). Nor does Chapter 2
constitute “a clear break” from Chapter 1 (contra Richardson, 105). Nothing
could be further from the truth.
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First of all, under the umbrella of the overarching theme of “Practical
Godliness” he focuses the attention of his readers upon two fundamental
principles, upon the Law of God as the full-orbed and all-encompassing substance of practical godliness, and upon faith as the powerful dynamic, the
awesome driving force behind practical godliness. The former should not
come as a surprise in the light of James 1:25, neither the latter in the light of
James 1:6. He extrapolates on two earlier mentioned themes as two buds and
presents them in their full bloom. Let me make some introductory remarks
about both in order to show where James is coming from, and where he is
heading. First, then, James’ purpose in his focus upon the law! He apparently
has not exhausted this subject in the previous section.
The law clearly cannot make a person holy. God “tried” to do just that
with the law on Mount Sinai, and he “failed.” Of course, he “tried” and
“failed” methodologically in order to demonstrate once and for all that “to
try” is by definition “to fail.” Paul’s pointed statement to the effect that the
law was designed to “stir” up sin (Rom. 7:8-11; Gal. 3:19) leaves no doubt
about this. Especially this methodological, and therefore pedagogical, “failure” accentuates the indispensable nature of the full, triadic, Gospel. This is
to say, just as “Mt. Sinai” demonstrates that there is no such thing as a “good
will” in regeneration (John 1:12-13), nor of “good works” in justification
(Rom 4:1-8), so it also demonstrates that there is no such thing as “good efforts” in sanctification. The law does not only prove to be the taskmaster/tutor
unto Christ as the sole origin of regeneration (Deut. 31:26-27; Rom. 6:6).
Neither does the law merely prove to be the taskmaster/tutor unto Christ as
the sole ground of justification (Gal. 4:24). It also proves to be the taskmaster/tutor unto Christ as the sole source of sanctification (Rom. 7:4-6).
By the same token the law certainly can and does tell us what holiness is,
contrary to the anti-nomian and non-nomian positions, outlined in the context
of James 1:25. Nevertheless, however much the law exposes sin in, and spells
death for, rebels (Deut. 30:14-20), in and by itself it spells holiness and life
(Deut. 30:14-20; 32:46-47; Rom. 7:12). In fact, this is its first and foremost
design. In this capacity it covers the waterfront of life! Someone said once
crisply, “The Law of God is the only garment that fully covers the body of
mankind.” To put this on prominent, unmistakable and concrete display is the
first order of business in James 2. The author seems to say, “I unmask ‘heartless favoritism,’ ‘pitiless partiality,’ as inimical to the Law of God. In fact, I
demonstrate that this kind of conduct (1) drives a stake in the heart of love as
its summary, (2) constitutes an instance of murder as (part of) its substance,
and (3) is so staggeringly merciless that it is deserving of merciless judgment.
Now, use my approach methodologically as a model to expose sin everywhere in order to obtain an unobstructed view of practical godliness.” Even
more concretely, “Step by step I build a threefold case against the snobbish,
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pandering, pernicious, hobnobbing, favoritism of the rich, the famous, the
powerful and the popular. By using the same type of steps, you can tackle any
and all issues that have arisen, are in the process of arising, or ever will
arise.” This puts the towering beauty as well as the all-encompassing relevance of the Law of God in much-needed perspective. All those who relationally bond with God the Father (See Topical Focus #3: Biblical Homiletics)
will recognize its towering Open Tomb/Pentecostal Revival beauty, all antinomianism and non-nomianism, including that of Luther, to the contrary!
It is the same perspective that is evident in the author of Psalm 119. It
must be an anemic Christianity that is not gripped by the Law of God in the
same way, and a potentially suicidal Christianity that sidetracks it for whatever reason, whether out of personal hostility, through a misguided scholarly interpretation, or otherwise. Even if such Christianity insists on the inerrancy of
Scripture, it threatens, if not nullifies this admittedly enormous gain by means
of a rebellious impulse or a lamentable hermeneutics. After all, what does a
formal subscription to any truth profit, if in the final analysis it is not allowed
to function biblically? While such pro-inerrancy Christianity does, and must
receive high marks for giving its ear to the Word, it ultimately throws up a
roadblock to living its life according to that Word. That this is a grim temptation for anyone should be readily admitted. Nevertheless, it is and remains a
temptation which James already at an earlier occasion designated as (im)pure
self-deception (Jam. 1:20, 26).
In short, all this entails that in the issue of partiality the first half of James
2 does not merely track down “what happens at the church door ... the most
public point of contact between the assembled people of God and the surrounding world.” Neither does it merely present us with “the arena of a simple practical test of the reality of faith: how do we treat newcomers” (So
Keddie, 90). However much this may enter into the picture, in the grand
scheme of James 2 this is too provincial, if not reductionistic. No, its inherent
scope is vastly wider than one “local issue,” however significant, and its intended impact vastly more gripping than a “one-time solution” to a single issue, however necessary. It conveys that every situation in life can and must
be viewed as the grist for a potential case law as a constituent and binding
element of practical godliness under the umbrella of the Law of God, in terms
of both its sum (Love) and its substance (Ten Commandments).
Of course, the unspoken implication, further verbalized in James 4:11-12,
is rather self-evident. If no case law can be formulated, God permits believers
to conduct their affairs in the full freedom of their dominion taking as the image of God and at the same time forbids them to encroach on the freedom of
others to do the same. Such freedom is never curtailed by their heavenly Father, nor may it be curtailed by their fellow believers by means of a suggested, but non-existent guilt trip. That this is dominion taking under God and
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not a free-for-all, is something that James addresses later in terms of an additional universal principle (Jam. 4:13-16).
But all this is only half of James 2, and therefore only half of the story.
Once the scope and content of practical godliness are principially in clear
view as obedience to God’s Law in terms of its sum and substance, the question arises, what would it take to set the Church in motion and to turn such
practical godliness into a living, pulsating, awe-inspiring reality?
Enter faith in the second half of the Chapter as the complement of the
first! Truthfully, in the second half of James 2 the author is not simply putting
up a neat abstract theological edifice, that insists on “the unity between faith
and action,” by defining “the precise relationship between faith and practice”
(Keddie, 109), however true this may be. Neither is James merely after a
mental nod of agreement, an assent that genuine faith is authenticated by subsequent godly activity, and similarly that genuine justification is authenticated
by subsequent obedient action. Neither does he only draw some negative parameters, to which everyone should adhere. “Folks, let us clear the decks of
‘any and all notions that there is such an animal’ as ‘faith in a vacuum,’ ‘dead
faith.’ It does not exist! And once you have enthusiastically settled this in
your mind, you can revert to your daily routine!”
While there is (much) more than a kernel of truth in all this, in the context of James’ grand architecture this is too pedestrian, if not too “tame.” No,
James’ deepest aim is to make it crystal clear that faith is powerfully emotive.
It is an engine with lots of horsepower! It is a rocket with the necessary and
sufficient thrust to put the payload of practical godliness into an awesome orbit. In fact, it is so powerful that without any hesitation and reservation the
believer cheerfully puts his son’s life on the line in obedience to God (Abraham), and joyfully puts even her own life at risk for the sake of the Kingdom
of God (Rahab). It may be said with more than some justification that no one
may, or should, claim to be a son/daughter of “the father of all believers”
(Rom. 4:11), or akin to “the mother of Jesus” (Mt. 1:14) for that matter, who
either refuses or fails to follow in their footsteps in total and radical identification with God, his Word and his cause. The faith of Abraham and Rahab is
not only awesome. It is the only faith worth this designation. If God, methodologically, of course (!), “does not know” that Abraham fears him, until he
is determined to sacrifice his only son (Gen. 22:12), why would believers presumptuously predicate such fear about themselves, unless they display the
same (kind of) determination? This, incidentally, is the widespread testimony
of Scripture (See specifically 1 John)! That all this does not promote reckless
behavior stands to reason. But it does convey that God is not, and true believers should not, be content with “fearfully playing it safe.” In a later section of
his letter James returns to this universal principle as well, and he does so with
a vengeance (Jam. 4:17).
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In short, “suddenly” both the Law and faith come “alive,” and are seen
for what they are, two “precious gems.” To be much, much more precise,
“suddenly” we do, and should come alive to these two gems! The first one
tells us in a grand nutshell how to ascertain what practical godliness is all
about in whole and in part. The other reveals the “secret” of its implementation, how it becomes pulsating flesh and blood! These two truths take on an
additional, in fact, awesome, dimension, when it is recognized that neither the
Law nor faith are merely optional extras, helpful commodities, or even realities of substantive quality. No, they are “desperately” indispensable necessities. James is not interested simply in “small talk,” “medium size talk,” or
“big talk,” for that matter. No, he handles matters of life and death. Without
Law there simply is no accounting for holiness, and without faith there is no
practice of holiness. Candidly, Law presents the impossible (Mt. 5:27-30;
19:23-26; Mk. 10:23-27), and faith accomplishes the impossible (1 John 5:45). Without either of them, there simply is no Christianity. Further, without
the embrace of Law and the exercise of faith, there are no Christians.274
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This is the diametrical opposite of Luther’s (unbiblical) contention that in the area of sanctification “Christians (should) ignore the Law and live before God as though there were no
Law whatever,” even if this contention is complementary to his (biblical) view that in the area
of justification we must shun the Law as a means to salvation, and cast ourselves on the righteousness of Christ alone. Frankly, the need for the passive righteousness of Christ apart from
the Law in justification never does, never can, and never will, cancel the need for (the) active
holiness (of Christ) according to the Law in sanctification (See once more, Lillback, 68ff)!
McCartney, 132, appears to narrow the focus of James 2 as well, in line with his contention
that genuine faith is the theme of all of James. As a result he distinguishes two “concerns.”
First, James launches a “vigorous diatribe” against “favoritism” as “a denial to both faith in
Christ and the liberating and perfect law.” Second, he issues “a sharp rebuke against the notion that a faith that does not do good works can have saving value.” Gratefully “the liberating
and perfect law” is mentioned. But McCartney does not give it the contextual and thematic
billing that James assigns to it. Neither does he underscore the fundamental significance and
disclose the crucial function that James attributes to individual commandments in the Decalogue, such as the 6th and 7th Commandment. Frankly, McCartney seems to give mixed signals
throughout his commentary. On the one hand, 149, he pays much more than lip service to the
law of God. “James has described the law as ‘perfect law’ (1:25), ‘royal law’ (2:8), and ‘law
of freedom’ (1:25; 2:12) …because the law of God is complete, kingly and liberating.” But on
the other hand, 149, he decries “an abstract obedience to a collection of discrete commands.”
In fact, in his comments on James 2:11 he does not even refer to either the content or the purpose of the 6th or 7th Commandment, which are so pivotal to James’ argument! This is passing
strange. I argue below that this neglect evidences a failure to “taste” the focus, flow, and objective of James’ argument. All in all, from the repeated reference to Leviticus 19:18 as the
“controlling and central principle of God’s ethical imperative for human conduct” (McCartney, 147, 277; see also 273, 287), it seems that the substance of this law (concrete commandments) disappears behind its sum (love) in the non-nomian fashion mentioned above! To be
sure, without love obedience to the law loses its mark of Gospel holiness in terms of source
and content and turns into less than nothing (Rom. 13:8-10; 1 Cor. 13:1-3). But without the
obedience of faith (Rom. 1:5; 15:26; and once again Rom. 13:8-10) vis-à-vis the Decalogue
love loses its contours, becomes mushy, and therefore cannot be Gospel love. Further, without
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Secondly, the two topics of James 2 are more than two independent,
however interrelated and exciting, entities under the umbrella of practical
godliness. There is more to these two. As has already been suggested, they
are also thematically related to James 1! In the first half of James 2 James
further develops the wisdom theme, introduced in James 1:5, and already partially covered in James 1:21, 25. In the second half he returns to the faith
theme, mentioned in James 1:6, and eventually epitomized in James 5:15.
Pertaining to the first half, James already conveyed that the wisdom, indispensable for facing any and all trials/temptations on route to “perfection” as
their designed end result (Jam. 1:5) comes from the Word (Jam. 1:21), and is
particularized in the law of God (Jam. 1:25). This section, therefore, with its
emphasis upon the law is a logical continuation of what precedes it. (This
once again makes the idea that James is a “loose cannon,” who jumps from
issue to issue, indefensible.) In fact, based upon, and in line with the preceding, James succeeds in making a veritable quantum leap. For all practical
purposes James accomplishes two things. First of all, he appears to say, “I
meant business when I brought the law of God in the picture earlier. However, now I aim to enlarge on it by showing beyond a shadow of a doubt that
wisdom and law, law and wisdom, are correlative. In the worldwide web of
trials/temptations that no one can avoid or escape, the perfect law of God
makes even “the simple wise” (Ps. 19:7). In fact, it makes specifically the
simple wise, who refuse to make any kind of end run around it in their wouldbe sophistication. The law thrills their heart, as it first enlightens their eyes,
then becomes an object of their intense delight, and finally keeps them from
errant conduct, hidden faults and public sins (Ps. 19:8-13). But, as we already
saw, for James this is not all! He does not only extol the law as the substance
of holiness. He also models the way in which to apply the law in concrete circumstances, “You must know the way in which the law of God can and
should be applied from case to case in everyday life.”
In short, by the time James is finished the readers should not only be conscious of the fact that the law of God is indispensable for holiness as its very
substance. They should also be equipped to apply it throughout life in all its
fullness. James shows how to formulate new “case laws” in existing or
emerging situations, which are not explicitly covered in Scripture, on the basis of the ageless OT as well as NT “Constitution” of the Decalogue and its
summary of love toward God and the neighbor. It is amazing how closely this
argument lines up with the Sermon on the Mount. Matthew emphasizes and
shows in general both the abiding relevance and the breathtaking fullness of
this obedience the “perfect law,” the “royal law,” the “law of freedom,” all lose their depth, if
not their content. In the New Covenant the (one) law (singular; Jer. 31:33) as well as the
(many) laws (plural; Ezek. 36:27) are written on the hearts of the believer both in sum (love)
and in substance (commandments)! They are both utterly and equally precious!
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the Mosaic Law as it is personified, that is, as it is expressed (word) and manifested (deed), in the life and teachings of Jesus. James simply makes a specific application.
But there is still one additional item to mention! The theme of the wisdom of the Word as particularized in the law appears fully integrated with its
early umbrella theme of trials/temptations (Jam. 1:2). We concluded already
that generically trials were a matter of either riches or poverty. Well, in the
present context the wisdom of the law is applied specifically to both the rich
and the poor, be it in terms of their attendance in a worship service. The tapestry of James is amazing in its intricate finesse. It surely is a work of exquisite
art!
In the second half of James 2 he enlarges on the faith required for the
type of prayer that is indispensable to receive the wisdom which is designed
to lead to perfection. It does not only seek God both in radical reliance to obtain perfection, including any and all necessary means, and in total trust that
all will be forthcoming. It also functions as the inner dynamics of holiness. A
truly praying faith is at the same time a fully working faith! Both elements
can be distinguished. But they can never be separated. In fact, the former is
the indispensable precursor of the latter. Still, the latter is equally the inevitable progeny of the former!
Incidentally, it should not come as a surprise that also in this context the
rich-poor issue comes into the spotlight again. After all, what else can we expect from a man who aims to maintain or recover Revival status? Awesome
compassion is inextricably intertwined with such status as one of the ten indispensable constituent elements of Revival abundance. Hence his insistence
that in the rich-poor issue a fully working faith is not, and should not be satisfied with pious platitudes. The truly believing “haves” will, and must, come
powerfully to the rescue of the “have-nots.” Neither should it come as a surprise that in between the praying faith of James 1:6 and the working faith of
James 2:14 the author inserts in James 2:1 the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ
as a “heart-relationship to God.” In James 1:27 this heart-relationship comes
to outward expression in the care for widows and orphans (Motyer, 79-80). In
James 2:1 it should, and does, shun partiality like the plague. Thematic links
in James are everywhere.275 This also explains why in James 5:15 the author
once more emphasizes the need for believing prayer in the case of a specific
“have-not” situation (Jam. 5:15).
In short, James does not only run a “carefully structured, tightly organized, and methodically argued ship,” under the overarching umbrella of
practical godliness, but also thematically and significantly advances his ar275

Motyer, 79, correctly alerts his readers to the presence of faith in James 2:1. But he is less
correct in calling James “a master of surprise” in bringing faith into the picture at this point.
Thematic connections can be routinely anticipated!
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guments that should lead to the reality of practical Revival godliness in an
ever crescendoing fashion. Following this introduction of the integrated and
harmonious structure of Chapter 2 (“the one”), now on to the multi-colored
and probing particulars (“the many”)!

1. LAW AS THE SUBSTANCE OF HOLINESS
(2:1-13)
a. Focus upon Partiality (2:1-7)
(1) My brothers, do not show partiality as believers in our Lord
Jesus Christ, the (embodied) Glory. (2) For suppose someone
would enter into your assembly wearing a gold ring and splendid clothes, and a poor person enters in filthy clothes, (3) and
you pay attention to the person who is wearing the splendid
clothes, and say, “You sit here, in a good place,” while you say
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to the poor person, “You stand over there,” or “Sit here at my
footrest,” (4) do you not discriminate in your own minds and
become judges with corrupt thoughts? (5) Listen, my beloved
brothers, did not God choose the poor of the world to be rich in
faith and heirs of the Kingdom that he promised to those who
love him? (6) But you have insulted the poor person. Do not the
rich oppress you, and drag you into the courts? (7) Do they not
slander the honorable name by which you were called?

(1) Injunction against Partiality (2:1)
True faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, the embodiment of the Glory of God, and
the unfair, inequitable, illegal, partial, prejudicial treatment of the neighbor
due to his external privileges, such as social status, educational level, physical
appearance, prestigious power, sparkling personality, or impressive wealth
(Barclay, 74; Keddie, 92), to be defined as discriminatory favoritism in the
pejorative sense of the word, are mutually exclusive. In short, one should not
be hoodwinked by the “external appearance” of folks at the neglect or expense of their “inner state” (Royster, 42)! James’ condemnation of the “acceptance of the outside surface for an inner reality” (Zodhiates, I, 148) is
nothing new. The OT decries it (Lev. 19:15; Deut. 1:17; Ps. 82:2; Prov. 18:5;
Mal. 2:9), and both God the Father (Job 34:19; Acts 10:4; Rom. 2:11; Eph.
6:9; Col. 3:25; 1 Pet. 1:17) and the Lord Jesus (Mt. 22:16; Mk. 12:14; Lk.
20:21) defy it. Since James’ injunction against crass, discriminatory favoritism is couched in the plural, there is clearly a wide variety of ways, in which
the pull of external glitter can blind a person to respecting and taking in the
beauty of internal gold. The plural may also indicate that the practice of
“judging by accidentals and externals,” that “always bears down on the poor
and the disadvantaged” (Motyer, 82), was not an uncommon occurrence. The
covenant community may well have to ask itself, not whether this is true, but
where it can be found, so that it can be eradicated! The use of the strong imperative lends further credence to this. Apparently it was (and is?) a “visible
blight,” a “common sore,” on the body of Christ, the Church.
James’ injunction gains in force by his reference to the Lord Jesus Christ
as “The Glory.” It is possible to interpret this adjectively as a genitive of
quality. In that case Christ is presented as our glorious Lord (So Cheung, 246;
Hartin, 117). However, it seems much more “striking, scriptural, and suited to
the context,” that James, as a “fine linguist,” meant it appositionally, Christ,
the Radiant Glory of God (Motyer, 83; see also Zodhiates, I, 149; Kistemaker, 72; Richardson, 109; McKnight, 178). At any rate, the definite article implies that this “glory” (kabod), which at one time filled the tabernacle (Ex.
40:35), points to a “manifestation of the presence of God” (Ex. 16:10; 2 Chr.
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7:1-3; Ps. 63:2; 85:9; Ezek. 11:23; Zech. 2:5; 6:12ff; Haggai 2:7, 9) (Laws,
97). James “is attributing to the Lord Jesus the quality of splendor that is peculiar to God himself (Moo, 1985, 101). This is customary practice in the NT
(Mt. 17:2, 5, John 1:14; 2 Cor. 4:6). Its practical aim, of course, is to “burn”
away any kind of shameful “double standard,” with which to treat people
(Laws, 97). He, who in faith drinks in the presence of Christ in all his intrinsic Divine Glory (See also Ex. 34:5-8) “as the single most essential identifying feature of the community of the renewed people of God,” and by virtue of
this surrenders in obedience to the royal law as a mirror of this glory
(Cheung, 247-248), is not (too easily) “dazzled” by the external splendor of
man, which goes only skin deep. And if he is dazzled, he should not be (See
Manton, 180)!276 According to one commentator, it is precisely James’ challenging juxtaposition of “your acts of favoritism” and “really believing in Jesus Christ our Lord of Glory” that should get to his readers (Brosend, 57)! In
short, a shining face that reflects “Glory” (Christ) is incompatible with a red
face that spells “shame” (partiality).
Discrimination is basically a neutral term. So, in one sense it is predictable, such as in choosing the most promising option among legitimate possibilities, inevitable, such as in hiring the most qualified personnel for a specific
position, or laudable, such as in giving favored treatment to wife, family and
friends, all things being equal. No one will condemn these kinds of “preferential” treatment. It is found in God (Gen. 19:21) and in Christ (Mt. 17:1ff). So
why could it not be legitimately found in man (Manton, 180)? But when it is
affected by private antipathies in interpersonal relationships, is exercised illegally in court settings, operates with crude double standards in public, is manifestly prejudicial and unjust, in short, flies in the face of biblical truth, biblical standards, biblical principles or biblical directives, it is “vicious” (Manton, 180).
In short, “partiality,” which does not entail the type of unequal treatment
that God condemns, is quite acceptable. But any kind of unequal treatment, of
the members of one’s household or of the accused in the court system, that is
patently unbiblical, is sinful “prejudice.” God is grimly displeased with it, and
just as grimly condemns it as radically inappropriate, and therefore as totally
unacceptable (Lev. 19:15; Deut. 1:17; Gal. 2:11-14; 3:28). In fact, dehumanizing, prejudicial, discrimination is evil to the core, and stands exposed as
such by the authoritative and compelling model conduct of God himself
(Deut. 10:17-18).
The original Greek could imply that the addressees had to stop their existing practice of ungodly, prejudicial favoritism (Moo, 1985, 100; Phillips,
68; Burdick, 177). It also could indicate a general prohibition (Johnson, 220).
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The reference to Jesus as the Christ, the Lord and the Glory, which may not be a fullblown Christology, is certainly a high Christology (See also Moo, 1985, 88).
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The first option is more likely. At any rate, two things are clear. First, “unjust
judgments,” that are “based on appearances rather than on the merits of the
case,” came close to being the order of the day (Johnson, 221). Second, faith
in Christ, the very focused and full-orbed faith that already emerged in James
1:3, 5, will cease and desist from such practice! “We cannot combine snobbery with faith in Christ” (Phillips, 68). In fact, not to desist is to bring dishonor to Christ (Manton, 183). His glory, as the visible and luminous manifestation of the divine (Nystrom, 115) and inglorious, “raunchy” behavior simply
do not mix. To be a follower of Christ is to reflect who he is, what he stands
for, and how he acts!
In a word, “discipleship vis-à-vis the Lord” is “totally inconsistent” with
the kind of “fleshly” favoritism that is the target of James’ ire (See also Mk.
12:14; Rom. 1:14; 2 Cor. 5:17; Jude 16). In fact, it is “utterly contradictory”
to it, especially if the latter is victimizing poor folks who turn out to be
“blood-bought” by Christ, and therefore ultimately “blood-relatives” of the
perpetrators of the sin, exposed in this section. One does not treat “family”
this way (See Manton, 185; Keddie, 91-93)! In fact, whether in or outside the
“family” Christians should be “color blind,” monetarily as well as otherwise.
The presence or absence of “greenbacks” as well as certain skin colors should
make no difference! Christ treated everyone the same, with the same mercy
and majesty, the same grace and holiness, the same love and justice, the same
care and honesty, according to the spiritual and physical needs of his audience. The genuine Christian has little choice but to follow in his footsteps.277

(2) Illustration of Partiality (2:2-4)
Both the contemptuous or off-hand treatment of, and favoritism or snobbery
shown to, a person on the basis of his “social scale,” of what he possesses, or
what he does not possess, utilize “thoroughly worldly, man-centered, and sinful criteria” (Keddie, 93). They are clearly based upon a double standard and
contrary to the pattern of the Scriptures (Gal. 4:14, 15; Philem. 16; Heb.
11:25). James’ illustration is once again vivid. In fact, point and counterpoint
could not have been presented more graphically. While the Greek presents it
as a hypothetical situation, it is certainly not “a contrived event” (Dibelius,
74; contra Brosend, 56). It sadly implies an actual state of affairs, in which
situations, such as described by James, occur only too frequently (Grosheide,
1955, 369). James simply is not known to be a man who would mince words
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Of course, friendship and partial treatment are not in the same ballpark!
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or waste time about irrelevant and non-existing situations.
We are introduced to a man with considerable wealth as well as a considerable social status. His gold rings (plural) are indicative of both aspects
(Laws, 98). They also may suggest power and arrogance (Johnson, 221). The
man obviously “ranks” highly in more than one way! Furthermore, his gorgeous clothes match his rings! They are “splendid,” literally “shining” (See
Lk. 23:11; Laws, 98) like an angel (Acts 10:3; Rev. 15:6), and fit for a
“king.” They mirror the garments of Christ’s bride (Rev. 19:8). Who would
not be impressed with this “show-case”? “Opulence and ostentation” (Martin,
61) is written all over him! The counterpart of this “luxuriously dressed
stranger” is in everything his opposite. This man resembles an unsightly beggar, utterly destitute, and his clothes are shabby, ragged, grimy, squalid, and
filthy, indicating the degree of his abject poverty. The condition of the clothes
resembles, if not matches, the filth of sin described earlier (Jam. 1:21). In a
word, he is downright pitiful, if not repulsive as “an unkempt, maybe smelly,
tramp” (Motyer, 92; see also Brosend, 58)!
Both decide to attend a public “assembly” (synagoge), to be interpreted
as a congregational meeting (messianic assembly hall) of the distinctively
Christian community (“your” synagoge) for official worship (Laws, 100-101;
Kistemaker, 73; McKnight, 183). Since the word synagogue has no definite
article, the reader gets the impression that they may decide to amble into any
stated service, as the habit of occasional visitors is. The problem of discrimination between rich and poor seems to be endemic.
It is less likely that James has an ecclesiastical court session in mind
where Church officials customarily handle judicial affairs and dispense justice in spite of some parallels with rabbinic scenarios (See also Martin, 57-58;
Moo, 1985, 89-90; Brosend, 62, 63-64; McKnight, 186). This interpretation is
supposedly suggested by James 2:6, where the rich haul the poor in court,
supported by the Jewish custom to execute justice, inclusive of physical punishment, in the synagogue (Mt. 10:17; Acts 22:19; 26:11), and reinforced by
the legal procedure that does allow the rich to be seated, while the poor must
be content to stand during the judicial process (Manton, 187; Henry, III,
1392). However, two features in the text militate against this. First, in James
2:6 the author speaks about two classes of people, but in James 2:2 about two
individuals. Second, in James 2:6 the one class of people hauls the other class
in court, but in James 2:2 the one individual does not force the other one.
Clearly James 2:2 has a totally different flavor.
In short, in this text James does not introduce litigants, but rather two
folks, whether members of the covenant community or, much more likely,
occasional visitors, who enter into a worship service.278 The one in his custo278

Cargal, 111-112, views the questions “whether the example provided in James 2:2-4 reflects an actual event within the life of the community or is simply a stereotypical example,
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mary fashion, as the Greek indicates, is “dressed to kill,” and is eyed with lots
of attention, possibly with a touch of envy (Zodhiates, I, 155-156). The other,
quite the opposite, poverty stricken and shabby, if not destitute and unsightly,
in fact, filthy and, more likely than not, “odorous” (Kistemaker, 73; Blomberg, 108), is in general hardly worth more than a casual glance. But in this
setting he is “dressed to be ‘killed’” (See Jam. 2:11). What happens then is
portrayed as appalling and detestable. Both are apparently “directed to their
(previously?) assigned seats” (Brosend, 58).
The first one, a gold-ringed (gold-fingered; McKnight, 184) gentleman,
gets special attention and preferential treatment (Moo, 1985, 89). He is personally ushered to the front, receives a seat of honor in quite a Pharisaical fashion (Mt. 23:6; Mk. 12:39; Lk. 11:43; 20:46), and is totally “integrated.”
“Have a seat, please” (Mitton, 80; Burdick, 178, with a reference to Lk. 9:38),
or more precisely, “Sit here--it is an excellent seat” (So Phillips, quoted in
Mitton, 83). At any rate, the Greek equivalent of the word, “please,” or
“well,” indicating external excellence (Blomberg, 108), indicates that he gets
the red carpet treatment with a red carpet attitude and a “bow on top.” After
all, he has “platinum, if not diamond medallion” status. One commentator
surmises that people appear to make a fuss about rich visitors, whether in
terms of possessions or status, because they seem to regard them, in contrast
to the “poor,” as a genuine catch and a special trophy (Barclays, 76). “Celebrity status” in ancient times apparently hurt as little then as it does today. It ever was, ever is, and ever will be a temptation to prize association with moguls
of fortune, tycoons of industry and magnates of business for societal standing,
if not financial gain, and “to hobnob” with the beautiful, such as movie stars
and socialites, with the famous, such as ranking politicians and sport heroes,
in short, with the powerful and the influential, in order to share in their status
and bask in their glory (Keddie, 94).
On the other hand, the “beggar” is curtly informed, apparently whether
there is a shortage of seats or not, that he can either remain standing, as long
as he is unobtrusive and out of the way (Note the dismissive, “Stand there”),
and whether it is set against a special judicial assembly or the gathering of the community in
worship,” as “illustrative of the attempt (on the part of historical critical scholars) to read the
Epistle ‘from the outside in.’” He counsels them in the words of Felder, to “examine the possible implications of James’ stylized exaggerations in the contrast of the apparel and treatment
accorded to the two characters depicted in vv. 2-3, since through this device the author may
be attempting to dramatize the fraudulent actions of the assembly.” Not only do we once
again encounter a false disjunction, as if a preoccupation with the details of a text and the
grasp of the thrust of a text are mutually exclusive. We are also reminded once again of Cargal’s exclusive focus upon the “convictions” of the author which the latter seeks to get across
to his readers come what may, even if it takes clear-cut exaggerations to succeed. James ends
up as an all too human affair that cannot possibly permit anyone to recognize, present and apply its message as the very Word of God!
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or sit on the floor, as long as he is “segregated” and out of sight (Note the
humiliating, “Sit at my feet,” Moo, 1985, 89; McCartney, 139, or “Sit under
my footstool,” Burdick, 178; preferably “at” or “beneath my footstool,” Johnson, 223; Hartin, 118). In short, he should not catch the attention of anyone,
bother anyone, or interfere with anyone. This treatment indicates “subjection”
(Blomberg, 109, with reference to Ps. 110:1) and could not have been more
demeaning and humiliating! The personal pronoun “my” (“Sit down at my
feet”) may imply that someone might give up his seat to accommodate the
rich, but would not do this for the poor (Mitton, 84). The long and the short of
it is, that the covenant community identifies itself with the (ostentatious) rich,
keeps the (despicable) poor at arms’ length, and basically wishes that they
were not there, somehow would go away, or at least be invisible (Cargal,
113). Frankly, it is nothing short of astounding that Christians can be so callous in simultaneously dehumanizing themselves by licking the boots of some,
and dehumanizing others by treating them like dirt. However, come to think
about it with the utmost of sobriety, I am not sure that I know many Churches
who would “snuggle up” to folks as described by James, and would not “on
the sly” treat visitors like “dirt” who are filthy like dirt and smell like dirt!
James’ graphic “illustration” most likely resembles “reality” much more
pointedly than most, if not all, of James’ readers (and commentators) may
suspect at first glance!
It is quite possible that all this reflected Roman culture, where “the poor
were faceless nothings in the eyes of the wealthy” (Nystrom, 117). If this is
the case, the ungodliness in view is not only “personal,” but also “structural”
in nature. It would not be the first time in the history of either Church or
world that wicked institutional traditions or societal mindsets foist a social,
political, ideological, or religious correctness upon people that first brainwashes, then blindsides, and finally straightjackets folks into an appalling
conduct. Customarily acknowledged past evils, such as slavery, the holocaust
and “apartheid,” have become celebrated targets that paint a picture of tyrannical structural forces gone terribly awry.
It is the height of irony, however, that recently a different kind of oppressive force has begun to emerge that seeks to disenfranchise anyone, who
sheds biblical light upon societal ills, such as feminism, abortion and homosexuality. The admitted structural societal evils of the “right” are now rapidly
overtaken by similar evils of the “left.” In each instance they were, and are,
promoted as socially or politically “correct,” accompanied with at times
black-balling, if not life-threatening, sanctions for the “incorrect.” The
Church all too frequently backed the former evils. As a result of this, it gravely compromised its prophetic voice. When the historical tide finally turned, it
had lost much of its relevance. In facing the later evils it is possibly in an
even greater danger. This time it is bluntly told not just to tolerate sin, but to
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endorse, if not actively support it, or even to participate in it. The question is
now, whether it will stand up under the attack or forfeit its birthright. Unless
it goes against the societal grain, it opts by definition for the latter!
The ultimate upshot is that the past Church rarely followed James as its
model in painstakingly applying the law of God as the final touchstone of all
conduct. If it had done so, it would have raised its prophetic voice against the
structural ills of the past. But what about the track record of the present day
Church? If it follows in the footsteps of James in determining the will of God
according to the law of God, it will raise its voice against the societal ills of
today. In the past it failed to speak up and lost its relevance. If it does not
speak up today, it will lose its birthright, its right to exist! To repeat, in the
past it failed to apply the case law approach of James in hot-button areas of
the day, such as slavery, the holocaust, apartheid, etc. Now it is in deadly
danger once again to ignore this approach and to drift away from, if not speak
out against the truth by following in the ways of the world in the present day
hot-button issues of political correctness, such as feminism, abortion and homosexuality. In the past it often took the lead, but was wrong-headed with its
“false” prophecy. In the present it is danger to turn into the tail, and is just as
wrong-headed, foregoing any prophetic voice altogether. The contrast with
Scripture could hardly be more pronounced (See Deut. 28:13; and also Is.
9:15).
In summary, it has been pointed out in the present context that a vast
range of conduct threatens to turn into a veritable minefield, inclusive of
snobbery that “truckles to the rich,” the inverted snobbery that “glorifies the
poor,” the cowardice that “panders to a tyrant,” and the reverse cowardice
that “buckles under mob pressure.” They are all equally indicative of an ingrained attitude that contrary to Scripture “respects persons,” and stand all
equally condemned (Barclay, 74).
Incidentally, the typically “Jewish” term “synagogue” in the present context fits in nicely with an early date for the Epistle and “the earliest stages of
Christianity,” (Hartin, 118). Most Christians are still of Jewish descent, and
would be quite familiar and comfortable with James’ terminology (Johnson,
227). This also suggests that it is a reference to a worship service or congregational assembly.
It is interesting to note that James refers to the perpetrators of this discriminatory treatment as folks, who either “are divided within themselves,” or
“make distinctions among themselves,” as they run into outsiders in the congregation (Hartin, 118; McKnight, 189). The first translation predicates something about the character of the covenant community. They are double-faced,
people with the mythological Janus’ head consisting of two faces. They have
a “wavering” attitude of heart and mind (Moo, 1985, 90, with reference to
James 1:6 where the same verb is used). Now they turn the one face of faulty
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favoritism (vis-à-vis the rich), now the other of dreadful discrimination (visà-vis the poor)! The second translation exposes the actions of this community. It makes “unjust” distinctions in relationship to the visitors (Manton, 188,
with reference to Acts 15:8 and Jude 22, where the verb is used in that same
way). It is less likely that they “are (simply) vacillating,” “torn between the
standards of the world and the standards of God” (Barclay, 77), “wavering
between worldly standards and spiritual values” (Also questioned by Burdick,
181). So the second translation is preferable. The upshot is a forceful statement, “Yes, you have discriminated” by treating “the two visitors differently”
(Blomberg, 109).
It is also possible, although not very likely, that they (simply) “make
(class) distinctions among themselves,” as they run into the “haves” and the
“have-nots” in their own midst (Dibelius, 137). In this case both the rich and
the poor would be members of the congregation. They would enter to participate in “their own assembly,” but would certainly not do so on an equal footing (See Johnson, 227, for this option). We know, of course, that preferential
treatment among its members was not beyond the (mis)conduct of the early
Church (Acts 6:1ff). Still the scenario, as painted by James, suggests that both
the rich and the poor man in view are occasional attendees of a Christian assembly, and that the congregational membership has a twofold mindset, a
twofold procedure, and a twofold practice, one toward the rich and another
toward the poor. The bottom line, then, is that they force a difference between
people where there is none, and where none should arise. It all comes down to
a severe case of sinful “Christian schizophrenia” (Zodhiates, I, 158) of heart,
mind, emotions, and will, as well as word and action. What a far cry from
“single faced” believers with their complete surrender and obedience to God
and God alone (Cheung, 232). Also, what a chasm between a basically selfenriching and self-congratulating Church, on the one hand, and an utterly
self-emptying and self-giving Christ on behalf of folks, who are “infinitely”
more despicable than any destitute individual could ever be, on the other! In
sum, what an anomaly to be a partaker “of the Gospel of the glory of Christ,”
to experience “the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of
Jesus Christ” in one’s heart, and “to be transformed into his image from one
degree of glory to another” by mirroring his glory, and at the same time to
practice the crudest forms of inglorious favoritism (Motyer, 85, with reference to 2 Cor. 3:18, 4:4, 6). Indeed, what a difference between the height of
“Glory” and the depth of “shame!”
James also calls the perpetrators of this evil-minded “judges of evil designs” (Johnson, 223; Hartin, 119). What an indictment! As has been argued
already, this terminology does not infer that the assembly is a courtroom.
Contrary to some possible parallels in the rabbinic tradition and some commentators these verses are not to be placed in a judicial setting (Johnson,
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227). While the status of both the aristocrat and the beggar as occasional visitors rather than “litigants” militates against this interpretation, it ironically
does suggest that the Church became a virtual courtroom, where “justice” had
an evil eye.279 Imagine the only place, where justice should be blind, an “ugly
20-20 vision” is in evidence! This backdrop consideration makes the partial
treatment even more grievous! The fact that according to Jewish practice litigants are always supposed to stand facing a sitting judge (R. B. Ward, quoted
in Laws, 101) until justice is served, aggravates the matter even further. In
James 2 the poor are tucked away under a chair, out of sight on the floor, or
told to stand on the outside looking in. No justice for them. This is manifestly
“perverse” (Manton, 189)!
Leviticus 19:15, 18 suggest a further perspective upon the phrase,
“judges of evil thoughts.” The context condemns injustice, based upon discriminating distinctions, in general. It violates the requirement of a righteous
judgment anywhere and everywhere (Lev. 19:15). It also violates the duty to
apply the standard of love across the board (Lev. 19:18). The bottom line is
fully predictable. Discriminating distinctions turn James’ addressees into
“judges,” who have “corrupt motives” (Newman), harbor “corrupt intentions”
(Manton, 189), use “corrupt reasonings” (Bauer), apply “corrupt standards”
(NEB), make “corrupt decisions” (Laws, 102), engage in “corrupt disputations” (McCartney, 140), arrive at “corrupt verdicts” (Moo, 1985, 105), and
display “corrupt mental processes” (McKnight, 190). The phrase translated in
the KJV as “evil thoughts” can mean all that, and it would not be surprising if
it, indeed, intends to convey all these aspects. At any rate, no wonder that
they end up with a corrupt conduct which will be an ongoing problem as long
as people think that can gain something by it in terms of contributions, prestige or otherwise.
While, therefore, the phrase does not necessitate the official “court session” interpretation (Nystrom, 116; see also Blomberg, 110-11 for an extensive discussion of this possibility), I nevertheless wish to stress that the use of
the term “judges,” even if the scenario is not a courtroom setting, underscores
the seriousness of the situation. “Judges” have a special responsibility to
avoid double standards (Lev. 19:15; Deut. 16:19; 27:19, 25; Ps. 82:2; Mal.
2:9), and to nip “evil thoughts” in the bud! These “evil thoughts” may flow
forth from an unregenerate heart (Gen. 6:5; Mt. 15:19). It is also possible that
they are the product of indwelling sin in the believer, just as David’s “evil
thoughts” in a different context (1 Sam. 11:2ff). At any rate, they have got to
go (1 Sam. 12:7ff; Ps. 51:1ff; Is. 55:7; Rom. 9:13). A poor man, who is a
good man, may not be valued less because he is poor, nor may a rich man,
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Burdick, 178, points out that “the word translated “discriminated (diekrithete) is built on
the same root as the word for “judges” (kritai).” Therefore in judging between folks the way
they did, James’ readers had become unjust judges!
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who is evil, be valued more because he is rich (Henry, III, 1292). It is noteworthy that the author picks up on this general theme again in James 4:11-13,
and puts a breathtaking capstone on it.
Of course, the urgent question now is how to counter discriminatory attitudes and patterns of behavior. To scream “discrimination!” will not quite do
it. James shows the way, as he uses a two-step approach, two lines of argument that build on one another. The first one is preliminary, practical, partly
ad hominem, and twofold. It is also introductory to the second line of argument. This one is principial in nature, and threefold. Especially in their cumulative effects James’ two steps, practical as well as principial, are gripping!
The introductory, practical argument is twofold, telling, and compelling.
It is one of “biblical contextual consideration” in the description of the poor
and the rich, as well as “painful factual observation” regarding their “shameful” treatment. Both “consideration” and “observation,” not so incidentally,
have eye-opening logical implications. Together they make up the argument
of “sanctified sense!” Further, the core of the threefold principial argument is
obedience to the law of God. James extrapolates on God’s law in terms of its
motivation (Love), its substance (The Decalogue) and its end station (The
Judgment).280
The issue of prejudicial partiality is a serious enough problem to warrant
James’ deep concern on its own demerits. It is difficult to visualize such a
flagrant and gross conduct that appears to fly in the face of everything decent
and appropriate. It seems beyond contempt. After all, “so far from being a trivial matter, (it is) a radical denial of the Gospel” (Cranfield, 190). The perversity of a “perishing world” has managed to trump the “principles of
Glory,” and trample them under foot (Richardson, 114)! But, as has been
mentioned already, it equally functions as a sample of how to deal with problems in general. For all practical purposes, as has been mentioned already,
James turns the treatment of partiality into the occasion of formulating a
“new” case law based on (one of) the Ten Commandments.281 This makes
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Nystrom, 113-114, differentiates between the argument from experience and the argument
from Scripture. The present proposal is similar, but more nuanced in both regards!
281
He follows the pattern of Deuteronomy, as I explain at greater length below. In Chapter 5
Moses promulgates the Ten Commandments afresh. In the Chapters 6-26, customarily designated as case laws, he provides a systematic exposition of each of the Ten Commandments
(C). C1: 6:1-11:32; C2: 12:1-13:18; C3: 14:1-29; C4: 15:1-16:17; C5: 16:18-18:22; C6: 19:122:12; C7: 22:13-23:14: C8: 23:15-24:15; C9: 24:16-25:19; and C10: 26:1-19. It is my thesis
that James subsumes (the sin of) partiality as a case law under C6. It is my further conviction
that in doing so he simply utilizes an OT universal pattern of dealing with issues. At the same
time he puts it in concrete for the NT so that the Church of Christ can, and should, always indicate how any apparent “misconduct” can be formulated as a case law under one of the Ten
Commandments. If it cannot do so, it has no choice but to declare that it is no misconduct after all, and grant total freedom and immunity! This cuts at the heart of the so-called “political790

James’ handling of this “misconduct” even more significant. He does not treat
it as merely “indecent” or “inappropriate.” In short, James’ treatment is both
substantive and methodological. The readers receive something to “chew
about” in the present, namely, the bigger than life issue of partiality! They also receive something to “go by” in the future. New mind-boggling situations
are bound to crop up! Apartheid used to be one of them. If only the Church
had applied James’ methodology to deal with this issue, history would not
have been the same, and the Church would not have lost (too) much of its
credibility.

(3) Argument from Sanctified Sense (2:5-7)
James’ argument of sanctified sense is based on biblical as well as observable
data, and suggests a logical anomaly contained in the conduct of his “beloved
brothers (sic!)” toward both poor and rich. Gentle and winsome in the way he
addresses them, he still insists on their undivided attention, “Listen ...!” (Kistemaker, 76; Burdick, 178), and appears to appeal to their heart (Grosheide,
1955, 372; see 1 Ki. 3:9) to absorb what he says and act upon it (McKnight,
192, with reference to Mt. 7:24). He analyzes first the status of the poor, and
then the status of the rich. According to one commentator, the James scenario
very much resembles the circumstances of 1st Century Palestine with its
“strongly marked socio-economic class distinction of a small group of wealthy landowners and merchants,” on the one hand, and “large numbers of
people,” “forced from their land,” and ended up as “poor agricultural laborers,” on the other (Moo, 1985, 92). At any rate, in each case his argument is
threefold, all in the form of three striking rhetorical, increasingly confrontational, questions that leave no doubt about the answers. In the context of the
poor he calls attention to (1) their divine election, (2) their spiritual riches,
and (3) their royal inheritance. In the context of the rich he mentions (1) their
exploitation, (2) their wicked court proceedings, and (3) their blasphemy.
First, then, “the poor of the world,” that is, those with not much, if anything, to show for, both (referentially) for the lack of earthly possessions
ly correct thinking or conduct” syndrome that appears to be in evidence everywhere. The latter always comes down to a tyranny of the majority that runs roughshod over a minority, or a
tyranny of the elite, that has a stranglehold on procedures and proceedings. Both fly in the
face of slavery to Christ vis-à-vis biblical directives, and freedom under Christ, vis-à-vis the
absence of such directives. This issue is clearly the subject matter of Romans 14:1-15:11. The
extraordinary length that Paul goes to in order to treat it indicates that it is, and ever will remain, one of the thorniest issues in the Church of Christ. Paul’s treatment, in non-dialectic, in
fact, anti-dialectic fashion, cuts off both tyrannical control freaking and chaotic individual license at their very root. Incidentally, this note is in anticipation of a more extensive discussion
below of the constitution-case law relationship, and the way this relationship should function
in the Church.
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(McCartney, 141) and (ethically) in the blind eyes or blind judgment of the
world (Cheung, 203; PDavids, 112; Moo, 2000, 107; Blomberg)!
(1) They stand in stark contrast to the rich of that same world (1 Tim.
6:17) who are affluent in earthly possessions and esteemed supremely by the
standards of the world. Quite reflective of the Sermon on the Mount (Lk.
6:20), James seems to say, “Think for a moment, and take a close look at the
Church in its totality. What you see is lots of poor people (See also Moo,
1985, 108 with reference to 1 Cor. 1:26-29)! How do they get there? Well, it
is God’s election that lies at the root of their Christianity, as well as of anyone
else’s for that matter” (Deut. 4:37; 7:7; Is. 43:10; John 15:16; Acts 13:17;
Rom. 8:33; Eph. 1:4; Col. 3:12; 2 Thess. 2:13) (Mitton, 85).
Throughout Scripture God’s interest in and care for the poor as a category of people is well documented (Deut. 16:3; 26:7; Ps. 9:18; 12:5; 70:5;
146:7-8). They are the specific target of the Gospel (Is. 61:1; Mt. 11:5; Lk.
4:18). In fact, it is a known fact that God in his irony takes delight in lifting
up the poor, the humble, the “little people,” and in bringing down the rich, the
arrogant, the “big shots,” all of which leaves little room for pride (Deut. 4:37;
7:6-7; 14:2; 1 Sam. 2:1-10; Job 5:15-16; Ps. 9:19; 68:10; 69:33; 102:17;
113:7; 140:12; Is. 56:3-4; Mt. 5:3; 11:25; Mk. 12:37; Lk. 6:20; 12:32; 1 Cor.
1:26-29; 2 Cor. 8:9; Gal. 2:10). This very much resonates with the fact that
riches are a weightier temptation than poverty (See Mk. 10:17-27), as we saw
in the context of James 1:9-11. In fact, it is complementary to it. At any rate,
neither the presence of, nor a visit by, the poor, should be a surprise! This, of
course, puts the present shameful conduct of the Church in perspective. “The
position of honor accorded to the poor man” in Scripture in general is “in
sharp contrast with the way in which he is dishonored” (Dibelius, 138), insulted, and shamed (See Lk. 20:11; John 8:49; Acts 5:41) in the setting portrayed by James. In fact, according to James, this conduct is so shameful because the poor individual is robbed of the only thing he has left. This is not
his dignity, even if this suffers as well, but rather his status before God!
Therefore, by treating the poor the way you do, James holds forth, you do
not only regard them as inferior to yourself, and from this perspective dishonor them. Neither do you simply follow in the footsteps of the world, looking
at them from a worldly perspective and through worldly eyes, and from such
vantage point despise them. No, it is much more serious. In insulting the
poor, as you do, you dishonor and despise what God exalts in his electing
grace. Ultimately you dishonor God himself (Moo, 1985, 108), because such
“measurement of value is directly opposed to God’s” (Johnson, 224). Your
despicable treatment is clearly unacceptable on a number of counts!282
282

See specifically Hartin, 140-148, on “The Concepts of Honor and Shame” in both GrecoRoman society and the early Christian communities. “Mediterranean society was based on
patron-client relationships in which ‘acts of favoritism’ were a prerequisite for success and
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(2) But James marshals still additional fire power by means of a logical
implication. Everyone should recognize that this condemns the present evil
practice of welcoming poor visitors or attendees in the assembly, whether potential church members or (possibly) members in full standing. After all, look
at a “beggar” from the biblical perspective. As a Christian he is in an exalted
position (Jam. 1:9) both before and after he enters a place of worship! The
question may well, in fact, should, be asked whether the perpetrators of this
abominable practice truly grasp the awesome reality of what it is to be one of
God’s elect, rich in faith and heirs of the Kingdom! It should make anyone
gasp. Apparently the Church must both be reminded, and remind itself of this
again and again (Eph. 1:18).
In short, do not let the external poverty of folks ever fool you. They may
be “poor” from a worldly perspective (Moo, 1985, 91). But they are chosen of
God (McKnight, 193-194, with reference to Deut. 4:37-38; 7:7-8; 14:2 as
well as Deut. 26:7; Ps. 9:18; 10:14; 18:27; Is. 11:3-4, Lk. 1:48, 52-53; 2:2538; 6:20-26; 1 Cor. 1:27-29). This means, as Paul “cries” out, that God selected them, “singled” them out, and set his eternal love upon them before the
universe even came into existence. (Eph. 1:4). I have argued in the Introduction that James as the first document in the NT canon functions as the flooring for the rest of the NT. The NT does not only back up the central message
of James by presenting supplementary and complementary truths. It also develops budding themes in James into full bloom. Election is one such theme.
It is found in the Gospels as well as in the Epistolary literature (John 6:37;
Acts 13:46b; Rom. 9:11; Eph. 1:4; 1 Thess. 1:4; 2 Tim. 2:10).283
Well, as the chosen of God they are rich from the perspective of faith
(Lk. 1:52b), rich as believers in Christ. All that is Christ’s is theirs by definition, right here and right now (2 Cor. 8:9; Heb. 11:26)! Once they have embraced and appropriated him, which is the essence of faith (!), as we saw earlier, they possess Jesus’ heart, which secures entrance into the eternal Kingdom of God (John 3:5), Jesus’ righteousness, which secures eternal peace
with God (Rom. 5:1), and Jesus’ holiness which secures eternal fellowship
survival.” This turned Christianity with its “core value of equality: all people are made in
God’s likeness (3:9),” into a countercultural force! James’ arguments are predicated upon God
being the Patron and Model with his gracious election, his gift of rebirth, and his unhesitating
and heartfelt generosity, and as a result break through, if not demolish, the “world’s classification lines.”
283
We can safely conclude from the biblical data that Paul in his evangelistic labors targets
the elect. He knows that they will come to faith in Christ (Acts 13:48b). What an encouragement for the evangelist! Further, he recognizes them by their reception of the Word of God,
powerfully applied by the Spirit, as well as by their subsequent repentance, holiness and
overwhelmin g love for Christ (1 Thess. 1:4ff). What a checklist for the evangelist! Finally, he
is willing to put his ministerial life on the line to identify them (2 Tim. 2:10). What a benchmark for an evangelist!
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with God (Heb. 12:10). By virtue of all this, they are both Jesus’ family, beloved, chosen, adopted sons and daughters of God (Eph. 1:5), and citizens of
his Kingdom. As such they already rule as kings with Christ in the present
(Rev. 1:6). When James asserts the latter, we once again taste James’ kinship
with the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 5:5; Lk. 12:32) (Grosheide, 1955, 372).
(3) But there is still more! The people that you despise are rich, rich as
believers, in a further sense. They also are graced with the exalted position as
heirs of the Kingdom (and joint-heirs with Christ; see Mt. 5:3; Rom. 4:13-14;
8:17; Gal. 3:18; 4:1, 7; Heb. 6;12, 17; 11:8; 1 Pet. 1:4; 3:9) that will fully be
revealed in the eschaton (Mt. 25:34; Lk. 6:20; 11:20; 12:32; 17:21; Rom.
8:23; 1 Cor. 6:9-10; 15:50; Gal. 5:21; Eph. 5:5; 1 John 3:2). They have been
entrusted with “the key to the vault of heaven” (Phillips, 71). This is God’s
promise to all those who love him. As such it echoes James 1:12 (Johnson,
225). In other words, the riches that they possess today are compounded by
the riches that they can anticipate in the future. In short, they have standing
and status, both in the present and in the future! Therefore, don’t look (only)
at the “rough” exterior. Conclude out loud, “This individual may be a present
or future lover of God and of Jesus,” with all that this entails, and let this dictate your conduct, and make a difference in your behavior pattern! All in all,
it is clearly the height of insulting callousness (1 Cor. 11:22) to ignore the
staggering reality, so graphically described by James, and not to treat them
according to their standing and status, when the poor amble into an assembly.
After all, to “dishonor,” disparage, the poor is “to steal the honor God has
granted them” (McKnight, 196, with reference to Prov. 14:21; 22:22)!
Incidentally, if the “poor” would grasp their standing and status (Jam.
1:9!) as well, they would categorically deny their poverty and ever dwell on
their superior riches. This would be a miracle, indeed, especially if the Greek
term for “poor” implies that the class of people, to whom the term applies, are
very conscious of their abject need, would tend to regard themselves as
second-rate as a result of it, and find it easy to cower in the presence of anyone, whom they deem superior to them (Zodhiates, I, 162). Self-knowledge is
a virtue. But it must be controlled by the reality of biblical truth. Even the
poorest of Christians can keep their heads high. They can, indeed, must say
with proper humility in the face of divine election, and insist with appropriate
confidence by virtue of present salvation (Jam. 1:9), that they are “rich.” Similarly, if the rich would fully “taste” and “cherish” their citizenship, they
would designate their riches as “poverty” in comparison, and rejoice in it as
poverty. Both poor and rich are “kings and priests” (Rev. 1:6). The poor may
be reminded that they are also kings, and the rich that they are first priests.
All these considerations suggest an implication that is quite anomalous.
There is “something” that does not seem to fit, in fact, “something” that does
not make any “sanctified” sense whatsoever. If you habitually discriminate
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against beggarly looking folks, even if you would call that “putting them in
their appropriate place,” you eventually cannot avoid discriminating against
one of God’s own. James reasons as follows. If all the poor are routinely despised, eventually you will despise one of God’s elect. In the process you show
your blindness to their awesome riches, while it totally escapes you that they
are the beneficiaries of an inheritance the magnitude of which defies the imagination. As I mentioned earlier, “you don’t treat present or potential family
members, brothers and sisters, for whom Christ as the elder brother died and
rose again, in this deplorable way.” All this is unmistakable and hopefully
eye-opening implication of the status of the poor.
Of course, James does not indicate in this passage that “the poor” as a
category must per se be equated with the “pious” (Dibelius, 39). In fact, this
is nowhere taught in Scripture, not even in the parable of Dives and Lazarus
(Lk. 16:19-25). To extract such teaching from this parable is to draw an illegitimate inference, because it ignores its central point, namely the emphasis
upon the horror of hell. In fact, even the text of James itself militates against
this interpretation. After all, the promise of God targets those who love him,
whether poor or rich for that matter. This is not a meaningless appendix, to be
treated as an afterthought. Nothing could be farther from the truth. This could
hardly have been expressed more powerfully and incisively than by the apostle Paul. “If anyone does not love the Lord Jesus Christ, let him be accursed.”
(1 Cor. 16:22; see also John 21:15-17; further, for the nature and definition of
love, see yet this Commentary, section B. Transition from Introduction to
Exposition). This applies, once again, to both rich and poor!284 In short,
James wishes to get something very simple across, an extremely logical implication, and therefore “something” that anyone with any sanctified sense
will understand immediately. To discriminate against a poor visitor is sooner
or later to discriminate against a “rich” (possibly potential) brother. This is
inglorious, shameful, unacceptable, and condemnatory on the very face of it!
A similar chain of reasoning is now applied to the rich. It also possesses three
284

Motyer, 88-89, perceptively recognizes that at times there are “two sides to the truth, but
one (may) so far outclass the other that it merits stating as if it alone were the truth.” This is
exemplified in Jesus’ statement that “a real love for himself demands hating our parents (Lk.
14:26) ... In saying that the two loves (for Jesus and one’s parents) are mutually exclusive he
does no violence to the practical truth that our devotion to him, when it is real, is of necessity
in a class by itself.”) (See also my Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth in the
General Introduction). It is also in evidence in the expression of “God’s preponderant concern for those who are towards the bottom of the world’s heap.” Nevertheless, his concern for
the poor is a “general,” rather than an “invariable” and “exclusive truth.” After all, there are
numerous rich church members. However, we may not turn this fact into an “escape-hatch.”
“If we would follow the Lord Jesus then it must be our glory, as it was his, to be incessantly
and preponderantly on the side of the poor, the underprivileged, the disadvantaged and the
oppressed. To do this is to identify ourselves with the very heart of God.”
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characteristic features.
(1) As a specific category of folks, at least in the days of James, they
ruthlessly bully, insult, oppress, tyrannize (!), and exploit you (See also Ex.
1:13; Jer. 7:6; Ezek. 18:12; 22:7, 29; Am. 4:1; 5:11ff; Zech. 7:10; Lk. 13:16;
Acts 10:38; 13:50; 2 Cor. 12:7; Rev. 2:10).285 Note the direct address, “you!”
It is a subtle, but significant feature. This Commentary took the position, contrary to some commentators, that the rich in James 1:10-11 could not be construed as “‘the villains’ who will be ‘snuffed out’” as a class. No, in that context both “poverty” and “riches” are the two divergent poles of the one trial/temptation complex. The immediate issue there is not, whether the members of the Christian community are poor or rich, but rather how they deal
with both “the furrows” of poverty and riches as God plowed them in their
lives. This Commentary takes the further position that the rich visitors in the
assembly in James 2:2 are not necessarily non-Christians (contra Johnson,
227, 229). Quite the contrary, they could very well have made a profession of
faith (with Martin, 61; Nystrom, 116)! This holds true, even if in the present
scenario a significant number, if not the bulk, of the rich, whether they are
“stray visitors” or not, would be hostile and disdainful in the treatment of
Christians and their faith in Christ as their acknowledged Master and Lord!
At any rate, the main focus in this setting is not upon the poor and the
rich, but upon the treatment of the poor and the rich--whether they are believers or unbelievers is ultimately immaterial--by the members of the covenant
community. These members obviously flunk the test. “In cringing servility”
(Dibelius, 139) they are partial to their rich visitors, while they humiliate the
poor. In a passing strange manner they injure potential friends and honor potential executioners (Tasker, 59). Still, at this juncture there is a subtle shift,
indicated by the direct address, “you.” While not all the rich folk are oppressors, all oppressors in this setting are clearly rich. These rich oppressors are
now highlighted.286 Their “credentials” prove to be far from harmless!
(2) Listen to James, as he further categorizes the rich.287 He appears pas285

Brosend, 59, correctly points out that “oppression (katadunasteuo) should not be confused
with persecution (dioko),” although “the reference to ‘blaspheme the excellent name’ makes it
impossible to ignore the religious implications of the actions recalled and anticipated.”
286
To be sure, the rich in this context, in their role of oppressors, obviously include nonChristians, even if in certain instances, according to Johnson, 229, they were formally members of the Christian community (See also Nystrom, 119).
287
Brosend, 65-66, gives a vivid picture of the socio-economic world of James’ days (I paraphrase). Socially, it resembled a hierarchical pyramid where luxury at the top was only
available through the deprivation of those at the bottom. Economically, it was a zero-sum society where the GNP “pie” never expanded and the rich could only have their “seconds,” and
more (!), by taking them from the poor. All this spelled force, force of arms, force of law and
force of taxation. Add to this the precariousness of a society, where one’s daily bread was
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sionate, if not outraged (Johnson, 226, 229). They instigate legal proceedings
against you! At the drop of a hat they drag you into court for breach of contract, failure to repay debts (See also Neh. 5:1ff), or other reasons, and use the
strong arm of the law to realize their objectives (Is. 58:4; Mt. 10:17; Acts
16:19; 19:27). Of course, it would be totally in character, if these charges
were either alleged or trumped up. It seems to be a common ploy. The very
hauling of the already “bankrupt” poor into court is already to destroy them!
(3) Finally, to top it all off, they give the noble name of Jesus a bad
press. They use abusive, if not foul, literally, blasphemous language. They
slander, malign, and insult him (Lev. 24:13; Ps. 139:20-22; Is. 52:5; Rom.
2:24; 1 Tim. 6:1; 1 Pet. 4:14; Rev. 13:6; 16:9), something, that seems to have
been typically Jewish (So Grosheide, 1955, 373, with reference to Acts 13:45;
18:6; 26:11; see also Royster, 48). This must touch your heart’s strings! After
all, he is the one who entered in a special relationship with you (Amos 9:12).
Are you not baptized in his name (Acts 2:38; 10:48; 19:5), and don’t you bear
that name (Deut. 28:10; Acts 11:26; 15:17; 26:28; 1 Pet. 4:14, 16)? Does this
not spell and seal his ownership of you (Deut. 12:11)? So to rail against a
Christian as Christ’s “property,” his “precious possession,” (Deut. 28:10; 2
Chron. 7:14; Am. 9:12), is ultimately to rail against Christ as the “Owner”
(See also Mt. 25:31-42). This railing may be done directly by verbally abusing, mocking, ridiculing, belittling, scorning, misrepresenting or even cursing
“the excellent name” that is invoked upon Christians, which can be nothing
other than the name of Christ himself (See also Dibelius, 140-141; Moo,
1985, 93; McCartney, 143; McKnight, 200, with reference to Ex. 20:7; 23:2021; Deut. 28:10; Is. 43:7; 63:19; Mt. 5:34-35; Mk. 14:61; 14:62; Lk. 6:35;
Acts 2:38; 9:15; Phil. 2:9-11; 1 Pet. 4:14-16; Rev. 2:1, 13). Or it may also be
done indirectly by heaping the same or similar insults upon the Christians by
virtue of their identification with Christ (Acts 26:11; 1 Tim. 1:13)! This
would indicate that their shameful treatment by means of oppression and lawsuits was ultimately a matter of religious bias. All this constitutes “blasphemy” against the glorious majesty of God, a terminology that is not and cannot
be too strong. After all, it is coined by the Holy Spirit himself! It may well be
that the stream of lawsuits against any reference to God and his law in Western society is in the final analysis woven of the same blasphemous cloth. The
sums of money spent on these lawsuits and related activities are astounding,
and come out of the coffers of the rich. The poor could not afford them! At
any rate, it should always be remembered that any biblical exclusivist, in
terms of doctrine or practice, will eventually become a target of hateful prosecution, just as darkness always seeks to drive out the light (John 15:18ff; 2
Thess. 1:4ff; 2 Tim. 3:11).
never secure, and it becomes rather evident why the situation was ripe for animosity, hostility
and revolt.
797

But be all this what it may, also in the context of these observations
James wishes to get something very simple across, something that is extremely logical as well, and therefore once again “something” that anyone with any
sanctified sense will understand immediately. The inevitable implication of
the present shameful conduct is that eventually an oppressor, prosecutor or
blasphemer would be given the royal, red carpet, treatment. To recognize this
is by definition to abandon the prevailing practice.
Of course, although there are in Scripture strong “recriminations and
condemnations of the rich for their crimes: Proverbs 22:16; Ecclesiastes 5:8;
Isaiah 3:14; Amos 23:6-8; 5:11, for example” (Royster, 47), James does not
intend to set forth, as a rule without any possible exception, that the rich are
by definition a “lost cause.” All we can conclude is that James describes a
specific ungodly conduct that prevailed in his days, possibly in a society
where there was little or no middle class.288 Even if it must be admitted that
the rich as a category are prone to intolerable conduct (See also Jam. 5:1-11),
Scripture teaches that riches, in and by itself, is not sinful (Job 42:12-13). Although riches do form an easy snare (Prov. 30:8, 9; Mt. 19:23-24), it is the
love of money that is said to be the root of all evil, not money itself. Hence
the strong exhortation to the rich not to be proud of their social status, nor to
place their trust in the riches that produced that status, but rather to be willing
and liberal to communicate to others (Ps. 62:10; 1 Tim. 6:17-19)! Their positive response to this exhortation would undoubtedly disclose the focus of
their regenerate heart, the gratitude of the recipients of their largesse, and the
smile of God’s approval (Royster, 49. Nevertheless, especially societies, inclusive of churches, that are financially upscale and consumerist are in constant danger to derail as a precursor of their destruction (See also Nystrom,
123, 128-129, 132). The case of “The Rich Young Ruler” (Lk. 18:18-27) is a
veritable beacon, a most meaningful and telling “straw in the wind!” In short,
to discriminate in favor of any and all rich visitors is sooner or later to discriminate in favor of a blasphemer. This is equally inglorious, shameful, unacceptable, and condemnatory on the face of it, as it is to discriminate against
poor visitors who stray into the assembly!
In a nutshell, sanctified sense is (should be) very observant of the facts in
any and all situations it encounters. Subsequently, it does (should) carefully
scan all possible implications, logical as well as practical, of all words and actions in all settings and circumstances. Finally, it does (should) draw the appropriate conclusions. If these conclusions are patently and unacceptably foo288

Historically the middle class functions as a buffer zone between the rich and the poor. A
middle class with economic and public muscle is usually responsible for strong institutions,
legal as well as otherwise, that are difficult to manipulate or subvert. Such institutions serve
as a shield for the poor against greedy attacks on the part of unscrupulous rich operators, who
subscribe to the thesis that “might makes right!”
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lish, if not outrageous, from a biblical perspective, such as running the risk, or
facing the certainty of (eventually) either denigrating an elect, spiritually rich,
be it physically poor candidate for the kingdom of heaven or adulating tyrannical and strong-arming blasphemers, a summons to repentance is inevitable
and a radical change in conduct mandated! This, however, is only James’ introduction to the more principial attack upon partiality that now follows. This
attack comes in three stages. He measures partiality by the standard of Love,
the standard of the Decalogue, and the standard of the Judgment. As we shall
see, in each instance, partiality comes out wanting miserably.
All in all, James pointed out the incongruity between authentic faith and
crass, discriminatory favoritism (Jam. 2:1), illustrates this by the treatment of
the rich and the poor (Jam. 2:2-3), and exposes the shamefulness of such
treatment and the motivation behind it (Jam. 2:4). Then, after bringing out
God’s electing favor toward the underprivileged as well as their present and
future riches (Jam. 2:5), James makes it crystal clear that the customary favorable treatment of the rich does not square with their equally customary
threefold callous conduct (See also Blanchard, 113-120; 121-138).
This sets the stage for the final principled threefold analysis, exposure
and condemnation of ungodly favoritism. In other words, after James issues
his ringing indictment, graphically illustrates it, and argues the prima facie
merits of his case by means of factual observation and logical implication,
this case now goes to trial! In the process he subpoenas three “witnesses,”
Love, Law, and Judgment. They proceed to seal the doom of the accused by
means of a resounding verdict of guilty beyond the shadow of any doubt. In
the process heartless favoritism at the expense of the have-nots proves to be a
complex sin that is linked to a staggering series of gross sins on the part of the
haves (So also Richardson, 118).

b. Nature of Partiality (2:8-13)
(8) But if indeed you fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, “You shall you love your neighbor as yourself,” you are
doing well. (9) But if you show partiality, you are committing
sin, and stand convicted by the law as violators. (10) For whoever keeps the whole law, but fails at one particular point, has become guilty of all of it. (11) For he who said, “You shall not
commit adultery,” also said, “You shall not murder.” Now if you
do not commit adultery, but you commit murder, you have become a violator of the law. (12) So speak and act as people who
will be judged by the law of freedom. (13) For judgment is merciless to him who shows no mercy, but mercy triumphs over
judgment.
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(1) Argument from Love: Sum of God’s Law (2:8)
The three arguments that James now marshals against partiality indicates that
it is much more than “a question of bad manners” (Brosend, 59-60). Partiality
(a) is a matter of hatred, (b) unholiness, in fact, murder, and (c) absence of
mercy.
The first argument is from love as the sum or dynamics of God’s law.
James’ thesis in this regard is a simple one. Partiality does not square with a
“law” that James designates as “royal.” Many commentators hold that he immediately proceeds to identify this law, “You shall love your neighbor as
yourself” (So also Keddie, 100)! This is a quotation from the written Torah
(Lev. 19:18), and appears to be quite apropos since the Torah itself presents it
as the backdrop for condemning partiality to the poor and favoritism to the
rich (Lev. 19:15). But it also will have been recognized as a quotation from
the oral teaching of Jesus (Mt. 22:37-39), which is picked up in the later NT
documents as well (Rom. 13:9; Gal. 5:14). So, this “royal law” should have
enjoyed considerable clout among the addressees. The lack of definite article
is said to underscore that James has a specific, a particular, law in mind,
while the designation “royal” indicates that to him it is of the highest quality
(Grosheide, 1955, 373-374; Zodhiates, I, 171-172), “the supreme law of love
for his neighbor, the law that comprehends all laws governing one’s relationship to one’s fellowmen” (Burdick, 180).
However, as other commentators suggest, to restrict it in this context to
Leviticus 19:18, in virtual contrast to the Mosaic Law, is unacceptable (contra
Martin, 67; Laws, 108-109; with Ropes, 198; Hartin, 121). This would be too
“ethereal” and “nebulous” (Keddie, 101). It is equally questionable to take the
“royal law,” designate it as the “supreme law,” and apply it exclusively to Jesus’ “new commandment of love” (John 13:34). This supposedly suggests a
contrast with the Mosaic Law as well, as if Jesus’ additional, uncompromising, and emphatic words on the indispensable necessity of obedience to (all)
his commandments, which flows forth from love and undoubtedly includes
obedience to those brought out in their fullness in the Sermon on the Mount,
were never spoken (John 15:10). The (hasty) clarifying explanation that the
“’new law’ ... includes, expands, and deepens the demands of the ‘old law’”
(Martin, 67-68) does not quite remove the sting of the questionable, in fact,
unacceptable, contrast between “old” and “new” in this context.289
One commentator, therefore, correctly distances himself from equating
James’ “royal law” exclusively with the imperative of either Leviticus 19:18
or John 13:34. According to him, the Greek word for law (nomos) never
289

Cheung, 93, correctly regards the concept of “a new law,” that would compete with the
Mosaic Law, as more than “dubious.”
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seems to be used of a single command, and therefore the royal law must “characterize the entire will of God for Christians.” While it is inclusive of Jesus’
teaching with its call to radical obedience, this “does not replace but takes up
within it the demand of God in the Old Testament” (Moo, 1985, 94). “Lev.
19:18 gives expression to a controlling and central principle of God’s ethical
imperative for human conduct … and serves as a framework for understanding its parts” (McCartney, 147). However closely associated the royal law
may be to Leviticus 19:18c, it is not identical to it (See also Cheung, 100). In
short, the word “royal” simply adds a dimension to what has been argued already by James in an earlier context (Jam. 1:25), and is not introduced in subtle (non-nomian) or not so subtle (anti-nomian) hostility to the Law of Moses,
inclusive of its core, the Decalogue. In short, the designation “royal law” undoubtedly encompasses the quotation of Leviticus 19:18.290 But in the present
context the reference to the law of love is merely a first shot before the bow
of the ship of the Church. It is immediately followed by the broadside of the
Law of Moses in its fullness with the Decalogue as its centerpiece (PDavids,
60; Johnson, 230). The context with its references to the Sixth and Seventh
Commandment leaves no doubt about this (Jam. 2:9-12) (contra Cargal, 117).
All in all, James’ renewed and now “nuanced” introduction of God’s
(Mosaic) law goes ever hand-in-hand with the love dynamics that Jesus also
verbalized in Matthew 22:36-40 and emphasized in John 13:34 (Moo, 1985,
111). To James true obedience is by definition a “celebration of love” (Keddie, 105). This goes a long way to separate it from legalism. At the same
time, and typical of James’ affinity to the Sermon on the Mount, James’ focus
upon God’s (Mosaic) law is also conjoint to the depth perspective that Jesus
emphasizes in Matthew 5:20ff (So also Moo, 1985, 94). To James true obedience is also by definition a full-bodied phenomenon. This goes an equally
long way to distinguish it from the anemic righteousness of the Pharisees.
In brief, all this makes it unconscionable to separate the “royal sum,” the
“perfect substance,” and “the awesome depth” of God’s law of freedom from
each other. Sum (Love), substance (Decalogue), as well as depth (Sermon on
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Johnson, 397-398, as well as Cheung, 101-104, and Bauckham, 143-144, go to great
length to show that Leviticus 19, especially 19:9-18, functions as a “small torah (instruction)”
that has a sophisticated structure, is “representative of the basic teachings of the Torah,” is
“associated closely with the second half of the Decalogue,” and “plays an important part in
the entire work of James.” There are links, whether by way of quotation, allusion, or themes
between Jam. 2:1-6 and Lev. 19:15-16; Jam. 2:8c and Lev. 19:18c (LXX); Jam. 2:14-16 and
Lev. 19:9-10; Jam. 3:8-10 / 4:1-3 and Lev. 19:17-18; possibly Jam. 3:13-16 / 4:1-2 and Lev.
19:11; Jam. 4:11 and Lev. 19:15-16; Jam. 5:1-6 and Lev. 19:13-14; Jam. 5:4 and Lev. 19:13;
Jam. 5:9 and Lev. 18b; Jam. 5:12 and Lev. 19:12; and Jam. 5:20 and Lev. 19:17b. Quite apparently, one cannot sever “the summary of the whole law” (the love commandment) from the
individual commandments as “representative of what the whole law requires” (the substance
of the law)!
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the Mount) should be carried out and must be put in practice. Literally (as in
Lk. 2:39; Rom. 2:27), both sum (Love) and substance (Decalogue) must be
“fulfilled” (Sermon on the Mount), that is, reach their telos, their goal, their
“objective of perfection” (Mitton, 90; Moo, 1985, 111), and arrive at their
fullness, their “perfect accomplishment” (Manton, 205).291
In the words of one commentator who impressively and beautifully ties
the various strands and themes together, “The royal law is not to be identified
with the love command as many scholars do, but is substantially the same law
given to Israel through Moses but now summarized as well as fulfilled in the
love command as interpreted through the Jesus tradition” (Cheung, 134; so
also Cranfield, 192; Blomberg, 116). As such it is, first of all, an extension of
“the perfect law of freedom (Jam. 1:25), which (in turn) is an integral part of
the Word of truth (Jam. 1:18)--as well as the implanted Word (Jam. 1:21)-through which the renewed people of God come to be ... (This is to say) keeping the (Mosaic) law would lead one into freedom and perfection (Jam. 1:4).
This is grounded on the coming of the kingdom inaugurated by Jesus, bringing a renewed community of God’s people into his kingdom. Hence this law
is called the royal law.” Furthermore, as such it is also the embodiment of
wisdom (Jam. 1:5), to be “acquired through the studying and keeping of the
law. Keeping the law shows that one is wise and understanding. (All in all)
both wisdom and word/law serve the same purpose in bringing about the perfection/righteousness demanded by God, the religion that is pure and undefiled (Jam. 1:27)” (For all this, Cheung, 160-161).
In conclusion, there is no need for a disjunction at this point. James’
strategy is clear and compelling. In the text he starts out by quoting a single
statement from the Torah. However, soon, in fact, immediately thereafter, he
branches out and turns to the multi-faceted Decalogue. This is underscored by
his contention that to transgress the Law on one point is to violate the whole
Law. The notion, therefore, that James would hold to a love-position in isolation of the Decalogue, let alone a non-nomian love-view, is preposterous on
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Compare also Hartin, 135-136, “(In the present section) one is called to carry out the
whole Law. James spells this out very clearly by saying that even if one abides … by the
whole Law, but breaks one command, one is guilty and is a transgressor of the Law … The
teaching of Jesus reflects this same vision of the importance of upholding the whole Law: ‘Do
not think I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish, but to
fulfill. For truly, I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of
a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished’ (Matt 5:17-18). At issue here is not a
certain type of casuistry or scrupulous adherence to every one of the minutiae of the Law. Rather, it is the vision of what the Law is about in the first place. The Law, the Torah, as we
have emphasized is the expression of God’s will for humanity. That one must keep the whole
Law means that one’s whole life must be oriented to carrying out God’s will in its totality …
In explaining this point Augustine, writing to Jerome, showed how the law of love embraces
the fullness of the law … Whoever shall keep the whole law but offend in one point becomes
guilty of all because he acts against charity on which the whole law depends.”
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the face of it.292 Obedience, which is a matter of law keeping, and also designated as “the obedience of faith” (Rom. 16:26), simply does not vanish into
love, as if it were a “black hole,” but issues forth from it as from a “white
hole.”293 Biblically, “love” and “obedience” are fully complementary. James
simply underscores this!
At the same time it is equally regrettable that others have love swallowed
up by and vanish into obedience. After all, it is routinely claimed in the
Church that love is (identical to) obedience with a reference to both 1 John
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See also the exposition of James 1:25, where I distinguish between an antinomian, nonnomian, neo-nomian position on the one hand, and a (truly) Theo/Christo/Spiritu-nomic position, on the other. In a rather surprising fashion Zodhiates, I, 178, muses that James particular
law of love possibly encompasses the “entire body of law of Moses” with reference to Deuteronomy 1:17. However, Zodhiates, I, 188, reasons that the “law of liberty” could not be the
Mosaic Law or the Ten Commandments because of their strictness. Exposure to them would
sign the death warrant of anyone exposed to them. This is curious reasoning, to say the least.
For one thing, the “law of love” is equally strict. For another, the law of liberty in this context
functions as the standard and substance of holiness rather than as the taskmaster unto Christ!
Tasker, I, 161, has a better handle on it, “Respect of persons is wholly incompatible with the
royal law, for it is expressly forbidden in one of the subsidiary by which the royal law was
applied in the Mosaic legislation to the various contingencies of life.” In this quotation the
royal law and the Mosaic legislation do not diverge, let alone stand in tension-laden relationship to each other.
293
Cheung, 100, 106-121, argues with reference to Matthew 5:17-48; 19:16-30; and 22:34-40
that the love command is not only the focus of James’ emphasis vis-à-vis the law, or Paul’s
summary of the law in its totality (Rom 13:9), but also directs how “the royal law of liberty
should be kept.” In other words it is a “principle of interpretation” that determines how to derive the particulars of Christian conduct from the Torah. In order to be perfect the Rich Young
Ruler, according to Matthew 19, must meet Jesus’ twofold demand of giving his total allegiance to the Kingdom of God and following him in discipleship. This requires the selling of
his possessions and giving the proceeds to the poor as an “intensification” of the love command of Lev. 19:18. The lawyer in Matthew 22 is told that the double commandment of love
toward God and the neighbor establishes “how all the other commandments are to be interpreted and applied.” They have “hermeneutical priority” over them without displacing them.
And last but not least, in Matthew 5 Jesus calls for a kind of righteousness that exceeds the
Pharisaical type as indispensable for citizens of the Kingdom. In this context he does not
simply “restate the Mosaic law.” Nor does he merely “reestablish its meaning.” No, he assumed total authority as in six antitheses he “internalized ..., intensified ..., radicalized ..., elaborated ..., recovered the original intention ..., and transcended ... the Jewish interpretations
and applications” of the Mosaic Law that were prevalent in his day. The last antithesis, which
focuses upon the true meaning of the love command of Leviticus 19:18 and culminates in the
staggering demand of love for one’s enemies, provides the interpretive key for the very Kingdom righteousness that dwarfs the righteousness of the Pharisees. It is the righteousness that
reflects the irreproachable holiness (Lev. 19:2), the flawless perfection (Mt. 5:48) of God, and
springs forth from an undivided and uncompromising heart that loves God and the neighbor
without holding anything back. In short, it is “obedience to the Torah” as “the imitation of
God,” that is “centered in the love command, and brought to full expression by Jesus in word
and deed. This annihilates the anti-nomian as well as non-nomian error without falling victim
to the hyper-nomian slip-up.
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5:2 and 2 John 6. In short, to love is supposed to be the same as to obey!
Every distinction between the two disappears. However, this is an equally serious error. Indeed, when properly understood to love is by implication (!) to
obey (John 14:15). But to obey is not necessarily by implication to love.
Clearly, the two, although they cannot be separated, must be distinguished.
There is a depth perspective here that too frequently has been opposed, overlooked or ignored, as I argue more extensively below. One commentator put
it well, the “love command” is a law in its own right. But while it differs from
all the other commandments, it simultaneously functions as the guiding principle of, and the dynamics behind the obedience to the law as a whole (Laws,
108). Similarly, the Decalogue contains commandments that stand on their
own two feet. But while they differ from the love command, they function as
the tracks for genuine biblical love, to bring it to its full expression. Once
again, with this the biblical complementarity of love and law, so carefully laid
out in James, is fully honored. They are both inseparable from and irreducible
to each other. In short, without love, the sum of the Law, “obedience” easily
(by definition?) deteriorates into a “detached duty,” a “mere form of seeming
godliness,” cold, lifeless and unproductive. Without the Decalogue, the substance of the Law, love easily (by definition?) deteriorates into a “jellyfish,” a
formless appearance of godliness,” a “warmly” fuzziness,” equally unproductive, and often with stinging tentacles. Man better not “mess” with what God
has indissolubly joined together (See for all this also, Philem. 8-9; as well as
McKnight, 207, although he tilts toward prioritizing the sum of the law (love)
with reference to Lev. 19:18; John 13:34-35; Rom. 12:19; Gal. 5:14; 1 Pet.
4:8; 1 John 3:11, 23; 4:17,” without giving equal weight to passages that focus on its substance, such as Mt. 5:17-48; Eph. 6:1-2; Heb. 8:10, and in this
context especially Jam. 2:11)!
At any rate, James refers to the “royal” law. This is, first of all, to be taken literally. Its royalty is emphasized because it belongs to the King, is derived from the King (See Cranfield, 192, with reference to Mt. 5:35), receives
the imprimatur of the King (Motyer, 97), is promulgated by the King and enjoys the sovereign authority of the King. The dignity of the King is by definition conferred upon his Law-word. It is further emphasized because it governs the realm of the King. The Kingdom of heaven becomes a reality (only)
when the commandments are embraced (Cheung, 97). There is no kingship
without Law (See Deut. 33:4-5). To disregard the latter, through letting law
vanish into love or otherwise, is a matter of rebellion and high treason (Manton, 205-206). According to the message of the Old Covenant Scripture, the
exodus from Egypt indicates that “redemption by the blood of the lamb leads
to responsive obedience – the life-style of the redeemed framed according to
the law of the Redeemer ... In prediction, the New Covenant involves the
writing of God’s law upon our heart (Jer. 31:31-34). This is fulfilled in Jesus
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(Heb. 10:15-17), and it is in this spirit that James can call us ... to obey the
royal law (Motyer, 96, with reference to James 2:8).”
However, according to the considered opinion of many commentators,
the term “royal” appears to have a figurative dimension as well, specifically
when it is combined with the love commandment of Leviticus 19:18. The law
in sum (love) as well as substance (Decalogue) is said to be “royal,” because
in both aspects it is of preeminent, if not supreme, significance in the Kingdom of God. The “sum” is “kingly in character and excellence” (Johnson,
230), in that it “governs all other laws concerning human relationships”
(Tasker, 60). According to the concerted testimony of Scripture in the practice of love (the sum) the law of God (the substance) comes into its own (Mt.
7:12; Rom. 13:8-10; Gal. 5:14). Of course, it could not have done its regal nature as well as prominent place any harm that Jesus, in whom the Kingdom of
God is personified (Lk. 17:21), emphasized its centrality (Mt. 10:19; 22:3739; Mk. 12:30-31; Lk. 10:27) as well. Further, the substance is designated as
“royal” because in it the law of love is given its feet, its hands, etc., and so
comes to concrete and colorful expression in the total tapestry of the Kingdom. In short, “the royal law” is promulgated by the King (of kings), reflects
the nature of the King, is fit for a king, more specifically for kings and priests
(Rev. 1:6), and determines the total range of their Kingdom conduct.294
Therefore it is “supreme” in essence and purpose and better be unreservedly
loved and practically honored as such without any ifs, ands or buts. It has
been surmised that the word “royal” carries “residual traces of christology.”
“In as much as Jesus is the Messiah and the Messiah is the royal king and
Messiah’s rule is the kingdom, the Messiah’s law is royal and designed for
his kingdom (2:1)” (McKnight, 206). While this cannot be verified from the
text of James, it is certainly a biblical implication.
Scripture insists on the implementation of the “royal law” for the benefit
of the neighbor! But who is this neighbor? Not just one’s countryman, one’s
fellow tribesman, or one’s comrade in social status! Racism in the broadest
sense of the word stands biblically condemned and is definitively “out.” The
parable of the Good Samaritan could not be crisper and clearer. It designates
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Some commentators hold that the word “royal,” basilikos, implies that the “royal law” in
this context is promulgated by God the Father (Laws, 110; Martin, 67). Others think of Christ
as the initiator (Adamson, 115; PDavids, 114; Johnson, 226; Moo, 2000, 109; Cheung, 98-99,
with reference to James 2:1, 7; 2:5 as well as Mt. 19:19; 22:39; Mk. 12:31; Lk. 10: 27; Gal.
6:2). However, there does not seem to be a need for an either/or. Because James is the first
written document in the NT, his reference to Scripture in James 2:8 brings the OT into view.
This favors God. However, since it is not a direct quotation (Cheung, 99, with reference to 1
Cor. 15:3-4), it does not exclude Christ with whose teachings, such as found in the Sermon on
the Mount, James was thoroughly conversant! In short, the royal law is the law of the Kingdom given by the King (and) embodying a set of commandments (such as promulgated by
God) with a special focus on the love commandment (as emphasized by Christ).
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everyone we meet as our neighbor. Even more precisely and enlightening, the
wording of the text designates the Good Samaritan as the neighbor. Apparently we are neighbors to everyone we meet (Lk. 10:29ff). We must love, and
display this love in terms of our obedience to every commandment of God
that regulates our conduct towards those around us. This means concretely
that we must make it our policy constantly to go out of our way to be “neighborly,” that is, actively to seek folks out in order to meet their physical as
well as spiritual needs, and in the process be willing to leave our comfort
zone. It appears that we will only and truly succeed in following the model of
the Good Samaritan if we no longer have comfort zones, in fact, renounce
them as idolatrous. This, of course, would cut off every approach based on
external prejudicial criteria. Incidentally, Paul describes the neighbor as “the
other man” (any other man) (Rom. 13:8; Gal. 5:14) (Mitton, 91). The formulation is different, but the idea is identical.
But what is love? And how precisely does it relate to obedience? These
are urgent questions. As has already been observed, but bears summary repetition as well as further expansion in this specific, partiality, context, according to the 16th Century scholar Thomas Manton love has three aspects. Fundamentally, it is a desire to be united with its object. Further, it results in a
delight after the union with its object is achieved. Finally, it is accompanied
by a constant stream, a deluge, of sacrificial giving in order to obtain and
maintain that union.
Its model is God himself. First, he desires to be at one with his people
(John 3:16; 17:20-23). Second, he delights in it, when he reaches his objective (Zeph. 3:17). Third, he gives his Son as a ransom for sinners to bring
them into his Presence on the basis of justification through faith in his blood,
and the Spirit as a down payment in the saints to keep them in his Presence in
the process of sanctification. Quite a model!
It is frequently argued in a negative sort of way that love is not an (irrational) emotion, as if there would be any justification for the notion that you
“spontaneously” “fall” in love and just as “spontaneously” “fall” out of it
again. Suddenly it hits you! But equally suddenly it is gone. Bewildering, to
say the least! But what can you do about it? It is, after all, the nature of the
beast (of love)!
Of course, that love is not an irrational emotion is substantially a correct
assessment. But intrinsically it is at the same time a questionable, in fact,
meaningless, statement. For one thing, it says virtually nothing, because there
are no “irrational emotions.” Every emotion has a rational base. But for
another, it is seriously, if not dangerously, deficient. It obscures the fact that
love is an emotion, just like hatred, joy, etc. Since emotions originate in God,
and are an essential part of the image of God in man, no one should look
down upon them. It is customary to pontificate, “You cannot trust your emo806

tions.” Of course, this is true as far as it goes. But “you cannot trust your intellect (or your will)” either!
Ironically, in the “put down” of emotions it is usually affirmed by unspoken implication that the mind has a leg up on the emotions. “Don’t trust your
emotions! Be rational (for a change)!” However, if the image of God is man’s
spirituality, and man’s spirituality is man’s non-materiality, as I will argue
more fully below, human emotionality is just as much a part of it as the human intellect and the human will. God has an intellect, a will, and emotions.
Therefore, so has man! To bad-mouth human emotionality is therefore to badmouth God. This incidentally has routinely been done throughout the history
of the Church under the influence of Greek philosophy, victimized by the
apostate notion of the ultimacy of the intellect. Affections in God? Preposterous! It could not be ... but only according to an empty and deceitful philosophical model (Col. 2:8; see for an outstanding treatment of the voluminous
Biblical data regarding the emotions of God as well as their near incessant
display in Scripture, Gregory G. Nichols, “The Emotivity of God,” in Reformed Baptist Theological Review, Vol. I, No. 2 (July, 2004), 95-143)! Human emotions are God-modeled, God-created and God-bestowed. Naturally,
they can be messed up. In fact, they have been ever since the Fall. But so
have the intellect and the will. The effects of sin are all-pervasive, emotional,
volitional, as well as noetic! In short, as a created endowment emotions can,
and should be, cause for nothing but thanksgiving.
The fact that an emotion is a “reality” that “sets in motion” only can underscore this. Lots of things would remain undone, were it not for emotions.
Besides, all Christians should rejoice (emotion!) that God loved them with an
everlasting love. He was very “emotional” about them from before the foundation of the world. It set him in motion to predestine them (Rom. 8:28)!
It is further argued positively that love is an action, such as obedience. As
I argued already, this is also questionable. Love acts, to be sure, but is not to
be equated with action. In boot camp the drill sergeant is invariably obeyed,
but just as invariably far from loved, if not outright “hated.” Quite apparently
to obey is not to love! There is more to love than just “bare” action. Besides,
if it were, James could never talk about the “royal law” of love, a law to be
distinguished, although not to be separated, from all other laws that demand
action.
In conclusion, to insist that love is not an emotion, but an action is tantamount to sending Christians in the “field of battle” with both hands tied behind their back, one hand firmly, and the other a little more loosely. Love is
an emotion, and although action flows forth from love, it is not to be identified with it. This ties the first hand. Further, since action (“deluge”) is one
third of the essence of love, the second hand is tied for two thirds! All this
leaves Christians only with one third of one hand to do combat! At any rate,
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the difference between this and the triad of “desire”, “delight,” and “deluge”
can hardly be missed!
At this point it should be quite evident why partiality does not square
with love. It does not quite show a desire to become “one” with the object of
such mistreatment. Nor is there any delight on the horizon, let alone a deluge
of giving before and after the union. In fact, since the complete opposite of
this threefold love is manifest, partiality is an acute form of hatred! In short,
the law of love is trampled underfoot by a type of conduct that seemed to be
prevalent in the assemblies of God’s people, not just in the courtroom during
an adjudication process. In a colorful fashion one commentator likens love to
the absorbent paper placed upon dirty spots in a garment by a tailor. When a
hot iron presses the paper onto the spots, they disappear. Similarly love is
wholesome and displays healing power. It deviates from the usual order of
ordinary grammar: “I, you, and he.” Instead it insists on the pattern “He
(God), you (the neighbor), and (self-denying) ‘i’” (See Zodhiates, I, 173).
When this “grammar” (and self-denying “small print”) prevails, partiality vanishes as snow before the sun.
Furthermore, all this justifies branding snobbish partiality or evil favoritism as sin! As if he were not sufficiently clear, James adds the appositional
phrase, “you stand convicted by the law as transgressors” (Mitton, 92; see also 1 John 3:4; Hartin, 121-122). But that, of course, raises a question. How
does he make this stick? How could he convince his readers of the propriety
of this charge? This is the subject of the next section. “The personified Law
itself” takes center stage and “points its accusing finger” (PDavids, 61).
James moves on from partiality as inimical to Love (the sum of God’s law) to
partiality as condemned by the Decalogue (the substance of God’s law). Just
as in all of James we encounter a seamless as well as a logically progressive
fit. He now goes for the jugular. With it he proceeds from the dysfunctional
and jarring nature of partiality vis-à-vis love to its essence as a transgression
of God’s moral law in general (contra McKnight, 210-218, who derives the
“conviction as a transgressor” exclusively from the love command in Lev.
18:19 in the light of Lev. 18:15, and subsequently downgrades Jam. 2:10-11
to the status of an “explanatory gloss” that merely argues for the unmistakable culpability of both an unloving attitude and a violent (“murderous”) conduct toward the poor with the emphatic reminder of the extreme gravity of
going against the grain of even one injunction).

(2) Argument from the Decalogue: Substance of God’s Law (2:9-11)
James’ second argument is from the Decalogue as the substance or content of
God’s law. He drives this point home by bringing two of its commandments
as well as the Decalogue as a whole into the picture. Partiality constitutes a
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sin, because the law exposes and convicts it both as a transgression and a violation. This is not a “surprising” change of subject from the foregoing. Neither does it merely make another, unrelated, point, by turning the attention of
the readers to the wider implications of the transgression of a single commandment (Laws, 108), namely Leviticus 19:18 (Johnson, 231). No, James’
argument, which aims to underscore the seriousness and the guilt of the sin of
partiality, goes well beyond this! His argument, in which the whole law
comes into view and is brought to bear upon the apparently prevailing practice of evil favoritism, contains three steps.
(1) The first step is his thesis that the law of God is a unit, “woven of one
cloth,” and that therefore an offense against the law on one point, is by definition an offense against the law in its totality. “If I stub my toe ... my whole
body hurts” (Kistemaker, 82). “When we throw a brick through a window, it
strikes only one place but it fragments the whole” (Motyer, 99). James’ wording does not imply that the sin against one particular implies a sin against all
the particulars of the law, and, consequently, that such transgression makes
one liable to the punishments specified for all (other) transgressions. No, the
meaning is that one cannot sin against one aspect of the law in isolation from
the rest of the law (Laws, 112), just as one cannot step across a fence, which
is placed around a garden, without stepping outside all of the garden, or need
to fall off a tightrope repeatedly at several places to fall off it at all (Keddie,
103), or have to prick many holes in a balloon to empty it out, or must jump
the track frequently at several points to derail. To qualify as a criminal, one
has to break only one law (Barclay, 81). One does not need to be programmatically disobedient across the board to qualify as disobedient. Ironically,
even occasional or partial disobedience will do! As one commentator aptly
stated, “to sin against the dignity and authority of the whole law” is to despise
and “actually to break every part of it” (Manton, 213).
According to one commentator, “The unity of the law, with the corollary
that it had to be observed in its entirety, was a widely held notion” (Moo,
1985, 95, with reference to Mt. 5:19; Gal. 3:10; 5:13). The willful violation of
one part of the law reflects contempt for the whole, just as an all too potent
punch that connects with the chin of an opponent knocks him out altogether.
After all, each individual commandment is not just a separate entity, but an
integral part of an indivisible whole. This calls believers to display tender,
meticulous as well as complete and uninterrupted surrender to the law in all
its details (Lk. 1:6; Acts 13:22). It only requires “a little poison in a cup, and
one leak in a ship (or balloon!)” to spell “ruin.” Therefore every least bit of
poison must be neutralized, and every smallest leak repaired. In fact, in terms
of their eternal consequences there are no little bits of poison or small leaks!
All “poison” is deadly and must be placed under the blood of Christ (1 John
2:1) and all leaks are destructive and must be stopped by the Spirit of Christ
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(Rom 8:1-4). It also alerts any and all believers (“whosoever”), no matter who
they are (Grosheide, 1955, 374; Zodhiates, I, 182), to the danger of departmentalizing and minimizing their sins. As if an occasional pothole, an infrequent bump in the roadbed of their lives, a casual sin of commission, a rare
sin of omission, are no more than sporadic hiccups that simply come with
everyday life and are nothing to worry about!
James insists that these are all instances of “jumping off the track,” derailments, that jeopardize the train of their lives from reaching its destination,
unless it gets back on track and foregoes all those sins that leave the orbit of
the law and make the perpetrators guilty before God and liable to his judgment and punishment. Any dirt soils a white garment, and must end up at the
cleaners for treatment. Any moth hole mars a garment, and must be mended
by the seamstress (See Zodhiates, I, 183-185). Past sins cannot be covered or
balanced by present obedience, neither present sins by future obedience. Past
sins need forgiveness accompanied by present obedience (Manton, 213, 215216). All this implies that while sin against one commandment is not (literally) a sin against a second, third, etc., commandment,295 nevertheless obedience to each commandment should be pursued from the heart and to the
hilt in order not to sin against the whole law (Kistemaker, 82)! After all, the
royal, majestic, law of liberty as a reflection of the very nature of God is a
unit (Moo, 1985, 96).
Ultimately, of course, “the organic unity and wholeness of the law,”
which precipitates James’ warning, “is found in its author and guarantor” as
“the one (and only) Lawgiver” (Jam. 4:12) (Chueng, 123; Hartin, 122-123).
Since God is one, the law is a unit! Therefore to violate (any aspect of) the
law is to violate the law as a unit by virtue of the one Lawgiver!296 This is only underscored by the fact that “the law of God reveals the nature of God. The
brilliance of the diamond reflects the perfection of the holy God himself. The
whole diamond is the law; the individual facets are the commandments”
(Motyer, 100).
One commentator correctly observes that in this context “James makes a
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Doriani, 72-73, argues that the sin of favoritism transgresses each one of the Ten Commandments, and seeks to substantiate this in reverse order, from the Tenth all the way to the
First. Frankly, this may be stretching it a mite, especially since James pinpoints this sin specifically as a transgression of the Sixth Commandment. Besides, the reasons Doriani gives in
each instance do not seem to be all that cogent!
296
At this juncture Cheung, 123, once more makes it crystal clear that “The whole law is still
valid for the messianically renewed community. It is the law that God, the Lawgiver and
Judge has instituted. Substantially, this law is not in any way different from the Mosaic Law,
but as to its significance and application, it is the royal law or the perfect law of liberty as
summarized, interpreted and fulfilled through the love command.” Incidentally, because it
takes only one sin to make a person guilty, the Christian does, should, and must repent of his
particular sins particularly!
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profound point. We think of favoritism as a little sin, but, James says, the category called ‘little sins’ does not exist. If we break just one part of the law,
we are accountable for and guilty of breaking the whole. Notice that James
connects the apparently trivial matter of favoritism to the question of our
global obedience to God” (Doriani, 71-72).
A second commentator just as perceptively brings up the further fact that
everyone, as is demonstrated by Achan (possessions), Solomon (women), Judas (money), Ananias and Sapphira (security), Demas (the world), and the
rich young ruler (riches), to mention only a few, has his or her own particular
and individual vulnerability, and at times even fatal flaw. To succumb to it
just one time at one occasion is to become an instant sinner and lawbreaker.
“It takes only one mistake in working out a mathematical problem to ruin the
whole calculation. It takes only one sin to make a person guilty” (Phillips, 7677).297
(2) It also paves the way to James’ second step, namely his insistence
that the sin of murder in no way takes the back seat to the sin of adultery. In
the footsteps of Jesus (Mt. 5:17-19) and Paul (Gal. 3:5) (Kistemaker, 83)
James refuses to value one commandment over the other. All the commandments must be kept equally and unreservedly not to be guilty of transgression
against the law. James may well be militating against a popular opinion that
seems to be perennial. Somehow the sin against the Seventh Commandment
always seems to weigh heavier than the sin against any of the other commandments. Be that as it may, from the perspective of the Lawgiver there is
no material difference. Both murder and adultery equally violate the will of
his command (1 Pet. 2:15; 1 Thess. 4:3; 5:18). God is of “purer eyes than to
behold evil, and cannot look on iniquity” (Hab. 1:13) of whatever kind! The
former is just as much heinous an offense as the latter (Lev. 24:17; Deut.
19:13; 22:22). No wonder that Jesus also condemns both in the same breath
(Mt. 5:21-28).
If James uses criticism of a popular opinion to make his point, his explanation would account for the order, in which the Sixth and the Seventh Commandments are introduced. It is part of a logical argument. Incidentally, one
does not need to find the solution in the sequence, in which these Commandments are presented in the Greek LXX (Johnson, 233; Martin, 69-70; Tasker,
61-62). This would be both a polite and clumsy way to imply that James’ order does not serve a purpose, would be basically a random shot in the dark,
and would neither have, nor stand in need of, an explanation.
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However, Phillips, 76, is less perceptive when he identifies James’ weakness as “his infatuation with the Mosaic law and his inability to get beyond it.” Frankly, this is a surprising
faux-pas in an otherwise excellent commentary. But it is no less an unconscionable attack
upon God’s infallible Word in that it (brazenly?) opposes and rejects a core element of James’
message. With this he comes close to “out-Luthering” Luther!
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(3) The third step is his conclusion that, since any sin is a lack of conformity to, or a transgression, a violation of the law of God (1 John 3:4),
murder is a transgression, a violation, of the law as well, and ultimately “an
act of rebellion” (Hartin, 135).
It cannot but be asked what James tries to accomplish with this triad of
steps. Well, in a stripped down form the following syllogism appears to come
into view. Partiality is a transgression of the law. The sin of murder is a
transgression of the law. Therefore, partiality is a form of murder (See Nystrom, 122, for the same compelling conclusion). This stands in contrast of
the position that, however “potent a rhetoric” it is for James to talk about
“transgressors” in “a Torah-drenched and Torah-observant community,” with
the sin of partiality ultimately this community only violates “the law of liberty as the law of loving neighbor as yourself” (McKnight, 214, 220).298 Frankly, the often prevailing trend in the more recent commentaries to keep the Decalogue at arms’ length is alarming. Failing to go for the jugular is also dangerous! Folks may fudge with being “unloving” at times. But “murder” cannot be glossed over so easily!
In short, partiality, which judging from the Greek appears to be a habitual
practice, rather than an occasional slip or two (Zodhiates, I, 173) flies in the
face, not only of “love,” but also of “law,” specifically the Sixth Commandment! In order to show that this is not as far-fetched as it may seem (Laws,
112!) the following will serve as a graphic image to drive James’ truth home
in heart and life. During the height of the racial tensions in the South of the
USA, two black women, intrigued by a Gospel presentation in their University by a local pastor, got involved in a discussion with him, and at his invitation decided to visit his assembly on the following Sunday. However, they
were denied entrance for racial reasons by one of the officers in the Church,
and deprived of the opportunity of worship, unbeknown to the pastor. This
constituted partiality in its grossest form, since the Gospel was at stake!
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It is less than likely that James refers to the Sixth and Seventh Commandment simply to
convey that our obedience must be total and that “we have no right to pick and choose among
God’s commandments” (Doriani, 75-76, 78), or to spike the notion “that it suffices to keep
only most of the law,” opting for “selective obedience” (McCartney, 148, 149). Neither view
recognizes the focus and flow of James’ argument. To James, as has been mentioned already,
favoritism does not only violate the sum of God’s Law, namely “Love,” but also violates the
substance of that Law in terms of a concrete Commandment, namely the Sixth! This makes it
so ill-advised, to say the least, to claim that for James in fighting favoritism “the relationship
to God is the goal, not some abstract obedience to a collection of discrete commands”
(McCartney, 149). This misses, if not ignores, the flow of James’ argument and implicitly
tones down, if not dismisses, the pivotal function of a “discrete command.” It is precisely
such discrete command in the Law that marks favoritism as a heinous transgression of the
Law, and for that very reason stands once and for all condemned. Of course, biblically this
jeopardizes the “relationship to God” as much more than collateral damage. But this is not the
focus of James’ argument!
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When this came to light, the question was, of course, raised how to deal with
both the issue and the official.
Well, James provides the model. First, such treatment does not make
“sanctified sense.” Sooner or later Christians or prospective Christians would
be denied entrance. Further, it violates the law of love, and by implication
constitutes a form of hatred. Third, it goes against the grain of the law of God,
specifically the Sixth Commandment. Consequently, it is a form of murder.
These two women could easily have vowed never to darken the door of an
“evangelical” Church again. The final verdict, therefore, should be that the
Church official, taken all three counts together, made himself liable to ecclesiastical censure, and ultimately, upon refusal to repent and make tearful
amends, to excommunication!
This kind of conduct, regrettably, cannot be waved off as simply a thing
of the past. In a very recent occurrence two Caucasian families decided to
leave their Church because two elderly African-American “mothers in Israel”
and two godly African-American families joined the fellowship. Of course,
the possibility of their excommunication was preempted by their departure.
But it is possible that by leaving they excommunicated themselves. Their departure made no sanctified sense, violated the law of love, and ultimately was
a form of hatred!
All in all, James urges his readers to “show and tell.” They must forcefully speak out against the sin of partiality, and unmistakably model its opposite,
a fully impartial treatment of everyone reflecting both God and Christ!
But there is one additional step to take, one more argument to go. This
only adds to the rationale for informing the Church official that he is not
beyond excommunication, and the departing families that they may have excommunicated themselves. James reminds his readers in the next section that
they should ever operate in word and in deed in the framework, the context,
of the “law of freedom,” because that very law will also be the framework
and context of their own judgment (Laws, 116). Incidentally, only the judgment insures “that every moment of our lives is filled with the richest significance” (Mitton, 96).

(3) Argument from Judgment: Court of God’s Law (2:12-13)
This section is based on the premise that “people are appointed to die once,
and then to face judgment” (Heb. 9:27). This is an awesome reality that gives
perspective and hopefully substance to the totality of life. At that occasion the
Law of God will have the last word, whether a grim or a bright word. All men
will be judged according to their words (Mt. 12:26, 35-36) and their works
(Eccl. 12:13-14; Acts 17:31; Rev. 20:12), and in the process will have to pass
the “bar of the law.” More precisely, they will have to pass “the bar of the law
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of freedom,” when all secrets will be exposed (Rom. 2:13) (Manton, 219).299
This is the Law of Moses, named after the one through whom God promulgated his Law (Deut. 5:1-5, 27-31; 10:12-13; 30:10; 31:9, 24, 26). But, as will
be summarily stated once more below, this is the Law of Moses without the
symbolical and penal regulations. Here it is called “the Law of freedom” because to live its content spells freedom from Satan, self, sin, hate, and destruction, as well as freedom to God, the neighbor, holiness, love, and prosperity. Elsewhere it is called “the Law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2), not because it has
a different content, as some mistakenly maintain, but because in the NT the
Law of Moses comes to expression and manifestation in all its radical and total fullness (Mt. 5:17ff), its love and its holiness, its Gospel motivation and its
Gospel scope, in the person of Christ (PDavids, 62). It could also be designated as “the Law of the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:3), not, once again, because it is antithetical to the Law of Moses, but because in the NT that very law is not
“merely” written outwardly on tablets of stone, but internally on tablets of
human hearts by the Holy Spirit (See also Heb. 8:10) in order for it to be “the
love of their hearts” and to become “the love of their lives! It is the substance
of “the implanted word, ‘written on the heart,’ that has the power to save us”
(Moo, 1985, 98, with reference to Jam. 1:21).300
As such the law of freedom forms the only acceptable framework for all
speech and action, as well as the agent in the final judgment that everyone
can expect to meet. The specific speech and action in this context pertains to
the despicable sin of partiality. It must be eradicated by word and in deed or
... it spells judgment! In short, “the law of freedom” either serves to set free
from (the heinous) sin (of partiality) or it does not. In the former case freedom from sin spells freedom from the penalty of sin. In the latter case slavery
to sin prevails and the liability to the punishment attached to such slavery
kicks in by definition. The threat of the judgment could not have been formulated any stronger. Everyone must appear before the judgment seat (2 Cor.
5:10) to face God’s law. At that pivotal juncture in our personal history we
will either have mirrored God’s law, spelling freedom from sin, and hear
words of undeserved mercy, “Well done, good and faithful servant: Enter into
the joy of your master” (Mt. 25:23, 34-40)! Or we will have treated God’s
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Cheung, 269-270, argues that “law and (final) judgment go together,” with reference to
Mt. 12:37; 16:27; Rom. 2:12; 14:10; 1 Cor. 3:15; 4:5; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 1:22; Phil 1:10; Heb
6:9-10. He also argues that the inviolability of the place and function of the law is assured because “monotheism is (its) formal principle,” with reference to James 4:10-11. In short, the
“one-ness” of God, which we also encounter in James 2:19, determines the “one-ness” of the
law. This, in turn, guarantees its place and function in the judgment.
300
See also Phillip Hughes, Second Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1962), 89-90, who makes the very same argument in commenting on 2 Corinthians 3:1ff. The contrast in this chapter is not between the law and the Spirit, but between the
law written on stone (by the finger of God) and the law written on the heart (by the Spirit).
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law as inoperative and dead capital, spelling “free” from holiness (See Rom.
6:20 for this phraseology), and be told in words of fully deserved judgment,
“Evil and lazy servant: Depart from me, you accursed, into the eternal fire”
(Mt. 25: 41-45; see also Mt. 18:21-35).
In the OT already, to despise Moses’ law is to be put to death without
mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses! How much greater punishment does a person deserve who in blatant disregard of God’s holy law
has contempt for the Son of God by whom that law comes to its most glorious
manifestation (Mt. 5:17), and insults the Spirit of grace through whom that
law comes to its most glorious implementation (Heb. 10:28-29)?
Therefore, if the law is the standard of judgment at that crucial point in
time, let the believers face it here and now before it is too late. If as a result, a
rather sobering reminder (!), all “assurance” were to vanish in the present, it
will be no different when confronted by Christ at his return, when he will
hold up the law as a mirror to show everyone “what he looks like.” One
commentator reminds us that “the works of the wicked” will prove to be
“produced as the merit of their ruin” and “the equity of their wages” (Rom.
6:23a). He further reminds us that an “inward dunghill reeks and sends forth
its stench,” that “a stinking breath argues corrupt lungs,” and that “putrid and
rank speeches come from a foul heart” (Manton, 221, 225). This is strong
language, but it puts the despicable sin of partiality, and all other gross transgressions of God’s law for that matter, in well-deserved perspective.
Against this backdrop James’ message lights up. It is abundantly evident
that it requires sheer mercy to reflect the holiness that it takes to pass the
judgment. It takes mercy to get to the point of loving anticipation of the day
of Christ’s appearing (2 Tim. 4:8). This allows for only one conclusion and
one course of action. Freely you have received, freely you give! “The recipient of mercy should likewise be merciful” (Burdick, 181). The mercy that
has turned you around and secured for you the pathway of life must be passed
on to folks who experience the same condition of potential doom that you did
at one time. Since God’s mercy was and is limitless, it only stands to reason
that we display the same mercy, and do not make the grievous error of curtailing ourselves in this regard (Mt. 5:6).
In other words, if one’s deliberate speech and action does not comport
with the evangelical thrust of the law of liberty, that is, if for lack of mercy
their net effect is sin and destruction, rather than holiness and prosperity (as
in Jam. 2:2-4), retaliation rather than mercy can be anticipated (Rom. 2:6; 1
Cor. 3:8), when facing the Judge of the whole earth (Gen. 18:25; Ps. 75:7;
Acts 10:42; 2 Cor. 5:10). “Judgment is merciless to the one who has shown
no mercy” (Martin, 71). The “severity” of this statement better be not curtailed, as if “ethical issues are of no consequence” (Martin, 72). In short, condemnation will be meted out to anyone who does not show mercy of any and
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all sorts, whether pitying mercy, forgiving mercy or relieving mercy, whenever and wherever these are called for (Mt. 18:23-35; 23:1, 14; 25:41-46a;
John 7:53-8:11).301 On the other hand, when mercy is in evidence in our day
to day dealings with our neighbor, reflective of the experienced mercy flowing forth from the cross, the resurrection and the ascension of Christ, then,
and only then, may there be confidence in the face of God’s judgment that
mercy will prevail (Ps. 18:25-26; Hos. 6:6; Mt. 5:7; 6:14-15; 18:23-25, 35;
25:39-40).
This interpretation seems preferable to the one in which God’s mercy,
upon encountering mercy (Manton, 193), is said to override his own judgment by virtue of the cross on which the demands of his justice are fully met
(Doriani, 76-77). It is undoubtedly true that only “Calvary and the great, eternal acquittal” can be the basis for the display of divine mercy that “wins the
day before the judgment-seat” (Motyer, 104), and “tips the balance in man’s
favor” (Laws, 117). However, it makes more sense in this context that man’s
mercy is declared the necessary avenue that leads to the exhibition of God’s
mercy (So also McKnight, 223). The Cross of Christ is invariably the cause to
the effect of such exhibition, but man’s mercy just as invariably the means to
this triumphant end. James presents only “two options: to experience the merciless judgment of God (2:13a) or to experience victory in the judgment
through acting mercifully to those in need (2:13b)” (McKnight, 222). Now
his words can be taken as a heartwarming encouragement as well as an incentive. The verbiage of “triumph” produces “assurance and confidence together
with some figurative chest-pounding and fist-raising on the part of the personified mercy in the face of the personified justice. This word describes the
posture of a victor, even the gladiator, as he or she stands over the defeated
on the battlefield” (McKnight, 223). Look how gloriously God rewards the
purposeful display of man’s mercy (Mt. 5:7), however imperfect at times (Mt.
5:7; see also Moo, 1985, 98). It “crows over judgment” (translation Motyer,
104). At the same time, take note as well by implication, how grimly he despises the lack of it! Of course, this is far removed from a “carrot” and “stick”
approach, as if man’s obedience could ever function as a cause to an effect!
At any rate, the syntactical change from the second to the third person indicates that James’ message is a general principle (Laws, 118) (See once more
Mt. 6:14-15, and 18:23-35).
In short, God is merciless toward the merciless. But where there is mercy
301

Incidentally, this undoubtedly provides a rationale for ecclesiastical censures, ultimately
inclusive of excommunication, first of all, in cases of gross partiality, but then also by implication in cases of any and all sins that are comparable in seriousness or magnitude. In fact, it
serves as a compelling, ironclad, rationale. It is also an act of compassion to bind on people’s
hearts what they can anticipate in the Judgment in prayerful hope that it will produce repentance.
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(eleos) in outspoken sacrificial evidence (Mt. 5:7; 18:23ff; 25:41ff), then
there need to be no fear for the judgment (Grosheide, 1955, 375). God freely
grants mercy, and he expects us to imitate him. Rahab did, and the mercy she
displayed in helping to save the lives of the two spies immediately triumphs
over judgment, however just and deserved! It insured her survival, when all
of Jericho is destroyed, and with this survival a place in the genealogy of Christ. James’ words contain an awesome universal principle, indeed! Of course,
all this does not exclude that in the story of Rahab God’s mercy encapsulated
her mercy, and therefore had the ultimate say (Kistemaker, 85).
But what is mercy? Together with God’s love, grace, liberality, patience,
and faithfulness, it manifests the tapestry of God’s overwhelming goodness
(Ps. 119:68). Short definitions of these perfections should provide us with a
glimpse of this goodness.
God’s love is his goodness in restoring union and communion to rebellious creatures (Eph. 2:4-6). (For its sovereignty, see Deut. 7:7-8, and Rom.
9:19; for its scope, John 3:16; for its objects, John 10:15; John 17:2, 9; for its
perpetuity, Jer. 31:3; for its effectiveness, Rom. 8:34-39; for its source, 1
John 4:19: for its nature, Jer. 32:38-40, Rom. 5:8, and 1 John 4:17.)
God’s grace is his goodness in bridging the rift of sin to undeserving
creatures (Eph. 2:8-9). (For its starting point, see 2 Tim. 1:9; for its freeness,
Rom. 3:24; for its sovereignty, Ex. 33:19; for its scope, 1 Cor. 6:9-11.)
God’s liberality is his goodness in bountifully providing for all His creatures
(Ps. 145:15-16). (For its purpose, see Rom. 2:4; for its pattern, Mt. 5:44.)
God’s patience is his goodness in delaying the punishment of the offending creature (Nah. 1:2-3). (For its purpose, see 2 Pet. 3:9; for its pattern, Col.
3:12.)
God’s faithfulness is his goodness in dealing predictably with his “trying” creatures (Deut. 7:9). (For its standard, see Jer. 18:7-10; Ps. 119:138; 1
Thess. 5:23; Heb. 10:23; for its ground, Ps. 36:5; 89:36-37; for its graciousness, 2 Tim. 2:13; for its toughness, Ps. 119:75; for its encouragement, Ps.
37:34; 40:1; Isaiah 30:18; 40:31.)
God’s mercy, finally, is his goodness in relieving the misery of perishing
creatures (Lk. 10:37; 18:13). (For its greatness, see Psalm 57:10; for its sovereignty, Ex. 33:19, for its perpetuity, Ps. 103:17; 136:1ff, for its pattern, Jam.
2:13.) To show mercy is more than just to share or care, to extend a helping
hand or show a compassionate heart. It is always extended in “terminal” cases. The tax collector stood in need of mercy (Lk. 18:13). He knew that he
could not survive the judgment. So did the man who was rescued by the Good
Samaritan (Lk. 10:37). His death was a certainty. Without mercy “the end” is
invariably inevitable, however defined. It is to rescue a “drowning” man,
woman, or child in whatever area, at whatever time, in whatever way, and for
whatever reason, from gloom and doom, from despair and destruction, in817

cluding terminal pity parties and suicide. The fact that we are daily invited to
come boldly to the throne of grace to obtain “mercy” is telling (Heb. 4:16). It
spells out our condition, even as saints, as James explains at length in James
3:1-4:11. Without ever continuing mercy in the framework of sanctification
we would still perish. There is no possibility of even a nano-ounce or nanoinch of holiness on the part of humans, whether unbelievers or believers. After all without Christ we can do nothing (John 15:5) for a very substantial reason (Rom 7:18, 24-25; Jam. 4:9-10; Rev. 3:17-20).
All this clinches the matter at hand. The least anyone, who continuously
does and must plead for mercy, and is a conscious recipient of the mercy of
God, can do is to display mercy, that is, to display “an attitude of pity in action” (Royster, 53). Specifically, the consideration, “Shall it be mercy or
judgment for me in the end,” is not just an added, but the concluding, and
clinching incentive to shun partiality irrevocably regarding all people in all
circumstances, all places, and at all times.
It is telling that in the present scenario both the “rich” and the “poor” are
viewed as terminal cases that require mercy! This makes eminent sense. After
all, a slighting of the poor may embitter them to the point that they never turn
to a Gospel preaching community again, while the rich may end up with such
a feeling of smug sufficiency that they will never taste the need for the Gospel! In James’ illustration both the ostentatious “gentleman” and the shabby
“tramp” were in need of “mercy,” in fact, the former even more so than the
latter, and both were deprived of it.302 Come to think about it, the treatment
of both was callous to a staggering degree. Both could end up in hell, the rich
man because of “untreated” pride and presumption, the poor man because of
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Cheung, 117-119, points out that for some scholars, such as N. T. Wright, “the mercy
code” replaces the “holiness code” in Jesus teaching, and presumably in James as well. He
rejects this, however, as an exaggeration of the inclusiveness of mercy, because there is “simultaneously an intensification of the demand of the Torah.” To Cheung, mercy in Scripture
is not a “black hole” in which holiness disappears. “It is nevertheless true,” he adds, “that love
and mercy become for Jesus (as well as James) the true form of holiness, in contrast with establishing holiness by ritual cleansing and setting boundaries between clean and unclean
people. For Jesus the neighbor is concretely the tax collector, prostitute, debtors, sinner, the
sick and demon possessed. The deeds of love are a.o. table fellowship, forgiveness of sins,
release of debt, almsgiving, healing and exorcism.” I am appreciative of Cheung’s cautionary
words that holiness is not to be swallowed up by mercy. Still I wish to express some dismay
about him seemingly equating biblical holiness with ritual cleansing and setting boundaries
between clean and unclean people. Biblical holiness is nothing of the sort. With it Cheung
puts up a straw man, polarizes the issue, and ends up, somewhat uncharacteristically I would
say, with a tilt toward love and mercy at the expense of holiness as the substance of the Ten
Commandments. Holiness and mercy, mercy and holiness are complementary concepts. Neither one should be reduced to the other. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus speaks just as
adamantly against murder (hatred) and adultery (lust), as he does for forgiveness and
almsgiving. On both counts the believer must transcend the righteousness of the Pharisees.
One should not create a disjunction where there is none!
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“fueled” resentment and bitterness. At least, this is the perspective that James
5:1-11 adds to the present picture, as we shall see in due time.
It should not be necessary to emphasize that only broken hearts can
plumb the depth of mercy received and therefore function as a source of mercy given. Clearly once a heart breaks and turns into a fountain (John 7:37-39),
the stream of mercy will flow constantly. All in all, (only) genuine recipients
of continuing mercy will (can) turn into genuine propagators of continuing
mercy. This concludes the analysis of James’ four arguments against discriminating partiality, the argument from sanctified sense, the argument from
the law of love, the argument from the Decalogue, and the argument from
mercy in anticipation of the coming Judgment.

Topical Focus #12: Place & Function of Case Laws
It will pay off to analyze James’ manner of tackling “a ticklish issue” of his day more
in depth, so as to determine whether it, indeed, furnishes us with a model that we can
apply in our day. After all, issues, such as James encountered in his day, are only too
common, and often too perplexing. It appears that James can be of great help, once we
recognize that he himself follows an existing biblical model. This can be found in
Deuteronomy, as well as in Exodus for that matter.
In this book it is shown that the Old Testament law-complex consists of two aspects, the “Constitution” and the “Application of the Constitution.” The constitution
consists of the Ten Covenant Words, or the Ten Commandments. This is the fundamental law, and, indeed, resembles a constitution of a modern country. The application
of the constitution makes up the remainder of the law-complex. This is the case law!
The following slightly adapted outline of Deuteronomy, suggested in the early 1950’s
by B. Holwerda, professor of OT in the Theological University of the Reformed
Churches, Kampen, The Netherlands, in his lectures on the Historia Revelationis, is
given in support of this.
I. Preamble: Covenant Spokesman
II. Historical Setting: Recent Covenant History
III. Stipulations: Prescribed Covenant life
1. The Covenant Constitution: Ten Commandments
2. The Covenant Application: The Case laws
a. Exposition of the First Covenant Word
b. Exposition of the Second Covenant Word
c. Exposition of the Third Covenant Word
d. Exposition of the Fourth Covenant Word
e. Exposition of the Fifth Covenant Word
f. Exposition of the Sixth Covenant Word
g. Exposition of the Seventh Covenant Word
h. Exposition of the Eighth Covenant Word
i. Exposition of the Ninth Covenant Word
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(1:1)
(1:2-4:49)
(5:1-26:19)
(5:1-33)
(6:1-26:19)
(6:1-11:32)
(12:1-13:18)
(14:1-29)
(15:1-16:17)
(16:18-18:22)
(19:1-22:12)
(22:13-23:14)
(23:15-24:15)
(24:16-25:19)

j. Exposition of the Tenth Covenant Word
IV. Ratification Covenant sanctions
V. Succession Covenant Continuity

(26:1-19)
(27:1-30:20)
(31:1-34:12)

This outline indicates the architecture of the Mosaic Law. The Ten Words, written
down by God himself, are systematically applied in a number of ways and to a number
of areas.
A comparison with Exodus, which also presents the constitution (Ex. 20:1-17) and
its application (Ex. 21:1-23:19), indicates that the constitution remains the same, even
if the Fourth Commandment carries an additional rationale in Deuteronomy 5. However, the case laws appear subject to change. While their substance remains anchored in
the Decalogue, their fresh cutting edge mirrors the ever developing circumstances. In
this way their relevance is always insured. The progression from Exodus to Deuteronomy is a case in point. The case law in Exodus 21:1-23:19 also exposits the Decalogue, although in a much less sophisticated manner and not in the customary order (Ex.
21:1-11; Commandment V, 21:12-36: Commandment VI; Ex. 22:1-15: Commandment
VII; Ex. 22:16-31: Commandment VIII; Ex. 23:1-9: Commandment IX; Ex. 23:10-12:
Commandment IV; Ex. 23:13: Commandment I; Ex. 23:14-18: Commandment II; Ex.
23:19: Commandment III). A comparison with the corresponding expositions of the
Decalogue in Deuteronomy will nevertheless show a remarkable parallel in subject
matters. At any rate, Exodus is typically applicable to the conditions that prevail in the
desert, and would prove to be a guide and guard for forty years. Deuteronomy reflects
the new conditions that the Israelites are about to face in Canaan in short order, and as
a result of that is much more elaborate. Supposedly they were there to stay.
Incidentally, this tapestry with the distinction between constitution and case laws
does not favor a sharp division of moral, political and symbolical laws as independent,
separate entities. They are all woven together. At the same time, it does not preclude
that specifically the case laws have symbolical and political aspects that do not belong
to the constitution, and may therefore be temporary in character. All these elements
should be taken into account in determining the function of the law vis-à-vis the future
NT realities and the place of the law in the present NT times.
All this helps explain the relationship the OT sustains to the NT in terms of its abiding value for, its recognition by and its use in the NT. As I already indicated above,
but presently explain at greater length, it is determined by (1) the substantial focus, (2)
the methodological objective, (3) the preparational transition, and (4) the instructional
value of the OT in general and of the Law in particular.
(1) Substantially the focus of the OT/Law is upon obedience to God (Deut. 32:47;
Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 35:27; Rom. 7:10a; Heb. 8:10), and insists that it spells “life” (Deut.
32:47). As such it detailed the holiness that was the magnificent objective of this covenant with Abraham, designated as God’s “Holy Covenant” (Lk. 1:72-75). It is hardly
surprising, therefore, that in its substantive implementation it is the permanent crowning piece of the New Covenant (Heb. 10:16; see also Rom. 1:5; 15:16; 16:26).
(2) Methodologically the objective of the OT/Law is to expose man’s sin (Rom.
3:20; 7:7), in fact, to stir it up (Rom. 7:9; Gal. 3:19), and exhibits that it spells “death”
(Rom. 6:23). Hence the old covenant is characterized as a “Ministration of Death” (2
Cor. 3:7). The lasting character of the constitution, the Ten Commandments, guarantees that this message never goes away.
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(3) Preparationally the OT/Law points to the transition from old to new covenant,
from sin to holiness, from a ministry of death to a ministry of life (2 Cor. 3:7-8). This
comes specifically, but not exclusively into view in the sacrificial legislation. From
this perspective it is hardly surprising that the symbolical (as well as the penal sanctions) are principially temporary (Acts 10:9-16; Gal. 2:3-5; Heb. 10:24-31). As has
been argued already, the symbols are “the transitional shadows that point to substance.” This applies to the blood sacrifices, which point to the substance of justification, as well as to the “separation” laws, which point to the substance of sanctification.
The death penalties are the “scaffolding” of Old Testament Israel, which by definition
was “a mixed multitude,” for the specific purpose to keep the old covenant Church
reasonably pure. (The State polices the Church.) They are part of the old covenant and
need not to be practiced any more. The old covenant has come to an end (Gal. 3:23ff;
4:21ff; Heb. 8:7, 13)! The New Covenant presents us with the substance of justification and sanctification in Christ and the Holy Spirit. Besides, the New Covenant calls
for excommunication instead of the death penalties (1 Cor. 5:1-5; Heb. 10:26-27).
(The Church can and must now police itself, and is no longer in need of, and may no
longer rely on, the State in that capacity.) Of course, murder is a matter of the Noahic
covenant, and still requires the death penalty (Gen. 9:6), to be executed by the civil
magistrates (Rom. 13:4).
(4) Instructionally the OT/Law presents “universal principles and patterns that are
applicable to all people in all places and at all times.” They can be gleaned from the
historical records (1 Cor. 10:1-11), the constitution of the Decalogue, which is of lasting character (Rom. 13:9; see also Linnemann, Biblical Criticism, 10) as well as the
case laws, which are versatile and adapt the principles and patterns of the Decalogue to
new situations in fresh applications. While the Ten Commandments are principially
permanent, the case laws are practically temporary. They change with the conditions.
They cannot be practiced in the New Covenant when different conditions prevail. But
their patterns can be re-applied in analogous circumstances, just as the OT stipulation
of a fence on a flat roof as part of the obedience to the Sixth Commandment that safeguards life (Deut. 22:8) finds its modern day counterpart in city ordinances that require
fences around swimming pools.
In summary, in the New Covenant, which is personified in Christ (Is. 42:6) and
personalized by the Spirit (Is. 59:21), the “shadows” (symbolic regulations) and the
“scaffolding” (political regulations) of the Old Covenant are replaced by the substance
of the New Covenant, promised by the Father in terms of regeneration, justification
and sanctification (Ezek. 36:26, 25, 27). At the same time the substance of the Old
Covenant, holiness in general, as embodied in the Ten Commandments, and practical
godliness in particular, as presented in terms of concrete case laws, is implemented in
the New Covenant (Heb. 8:10; 10:16) so that God is now worshipped in the beauty of
both holiness in general, and practical godliness in particular.
Returning once again to James let me summarize what has been argued. The issue
of partiality is an old issue, but “in a new garb,” not faced in that same way in the OT.
This raises the question as to how he tackles it. Basically, he constructs a new case law
as an extrapolation of the Sixth Commandment. It appears that this may, indeed,
should function as a model for NT practice in the face of new situations or new conditions. The first step is an analysis that takes place in the light of sanctified sense. What
are the practical implications of a certain behavior? The second step is the application
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of the law of love to the situation. Would you like to be treated as you treat others?
The third step is the introduction of one of the Ten Commandments. Either practical
godliness or practical ungodliness will be in evidence or emerge as the bottom line.
The fourth step is a reminder that in anticipation of the judgment to come the practice
of mercy is a given. This will produce “the fear of God” (Ps. 130:4), and therewith
great care to pursue godly conduct.
The book of Leviticus, with its laws of the sacrifices, fits in quite well with this
emphasis upon holiness of life. These laws correspond with the three divisions of Exodus, (1) The Exodus (proper): Deliverance through Blood (1-18), (2) The Covenant:
Holiness of Life (19-24), and (3) The Tabernacle: Fellowship with God (25-40). The
sacrifices consist of (1) Sin/trespass offerings (corresponding to the deliverance from
Egypt), (2) Burnt/meal offerings (corresponding to consecration of life in the covenant), and (3) Peace offerings (corresponding to the fellowship with God).
It is interesting to note that holiness of life is central in both Exodus and Leviticus.
Holiness in the covenant is the centerpiece in Exodus (Ex. 20-24). Deliverance through
blood (Justification!) leads up to it (Ex. 1-19), and fellowship in the sanctuary (Glorification!) flows forth from it (Ex. 25-40). Without obedience, the deliverance becomes
meaningless (Am. 9:7), and fellowship becomes impossible (Ex. 32-34). Similarly, the
motto of Leviticus is, “Be holy, for I am holy” (Lev. 19:2). This is reflected in the sacrificial system. The burnt offerings (consecration) are foundational. Each day they
must be brought as the first and the last item of the temple business. Both in Exodus
and Leviticus holiness is clearly the crowning piece of God’s saving activity. It is no
coincidence that the Mosaic Law both starts and ends with the Ten Commandments
(holiness). Everything else in Israel’s early history is sandwiched in between. From the
perspective of the centrality of the Ten Commandments, and the Sermon on the Mount
as the full expression of these Ten Commandments, James proves to be in excellent
company! Starting with the foundation of the Ten Commandments in the OT and the
walls of the Ten Commandments in the teaching of Jesus, he completes the edifice of
the Law by putting on the roof. The rest of the NT is, and can be, perfectly accommodated in this palatial biblical edifice. Incidentally, in view of the preparational and
temporary character of both the symbolical and penal Mosaic laws it is no surprise that
we do not find a trace of it in either the Sermon of the Mount or in James.
What follows now is a short outline of the biblical content of the Sixth Commandment. A solid grasp of its substance and implications will be of great assistance
in, and go a long way toward the construction of additional case laws. The threefold
standard understanding of the Ten Commandments should not be forgotten. First, both
the positive and the negative formulation of a commandment imply their opposite.
Second, a specific formulation implies all that is related to it. Third, the general formulation calls for specific applications to a wide variety of situations. Only these “guidelines” in the understanding of the Ten Commandments already invite eager sanctified
imagination to draw up pertinent case laws! Furthermore, in the study of the meaning
and application of a commandment one must always keep four things in mind: (1) the
OT teaching, (2) the depth perspective of the Sermon on the Mount, (3) the dynamics
of love, and (4) the usage of all this by James. The first three together make up the
“law of Christ.” The last one is an inerrant application of this law. It is now up to the
Church to follow in James’ footsteps and to continue James’ practice. Now on to a
summary outline of the Sixth Commandment.
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1. The Sixth Commandment, “You shall not murder,” does not only condemn the
act of murder (Ex. 20:13; Gal. 5:21), but also hatred as the motivation of the heart (Mt.
5:22; Gal. 5:20).
2. The Sixth Commandment does not only enjoin everyone, negatively, to abstain
from the destruction of life (Ex. 20:13; Prov. 20:22; Rom. 12:19), but also, positively,
to promote it (Prov. 25:21; Mt. 25:35-36; 1 Pet. 3:8-9).
3. The Sixth Commandment is not only a matter of action (Ex. 20:13) or motivation (Mt. 5:20), but also a matter of reaction (Prov. 15:1; Rom. 12:21; 1 Pet. 2:20-21;
3:9; Jam.5:7ff).
4. The Sixth Commandment not only pertains to the physical well-being (Prov.
24:11-12), but also to the spiritual life of the neighbor (Ezek. 33:1-9; Prov. 11:30; Jam.
5:20).
5. The Sixth Commandment is not only necessary (Ex. 20:13), but also urgent
(Mt. 5:25-26; Rev. 22:15).
It does not take a lot of imagination to determine that these five theses, rooted in
the Decalogue, and reflective of the Sermon on the Mount, have a breadth and a depth
that make it relatively simple to apply their content in a vast array of case laws to a
vast array of situations.
For a treatment of the Decalogue that goes at length into the exposition of the Ten
Commandments, and shows the breadth, depth as well as applicatory force of each of
these Ten Covenant Words, I heartily recommend Jochem Douma, The Ten Commandments (Phillipsburg, P & R Publishing, 1996), one of the very few monumental
volumes of recent and modern vintage on this subject. In a Christian culture that tends
to downgrade the importance of the Law of God, it is a veritable breath of fresh air. It
follows the direction indicated by James, and walks in his footsteps.
_____________________________________________________________________

Returning now to James, the present section does not simply indict “the audience’s paradoxical preference of the rich (vv. 6-7) to a crusade on behalf of
the poor” (Martin, 58). Neither is it merely a “powerful statement of the social dimension of the Christian life,” or a “commitment to a theology of justice” (Martin, 73). By defining the preferential treatment found in the Church
at bottom as murder, James ups the ante considerably. He tackles the sin in its
spiritual depth, and must have left his readers aghast. Mercilessly merciful he
goes for the jugular. There is much more at stake than social indecency or inappropriate injustice that required some knuckle rapping, and therefore could
be fixed by a more or less indignant crusade. James does not address simply a
“no-no,” a “No-No” or even a “NO-NO!” Frankly, no commentary seems to
reach the profundity of the original. The religious depth of James’ indictment
is awesome. A seemingly insignificant item proves to be a world of iniquity.
Furthermore, James is not a one-track, one-theme, rich versus poor author.
This would have turned him into a “crusader,” all right! The thesis of this
Commentary is that he uses the issue of “partiality” as a “sample” to show
methodologically how to deal with any and all problems in the Church. In
short, James starts out by holding forth love as the summary, the long and the
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short of the law (Jam. 2:8), proceeds by plumbing the awesome depth and
breadth of the law (Jam. 2:9-11), continues by warning that everyone will
have to pass the bar of the law (Jam. 2:12), and concludes by implying that it
is the better part of wisdom to opt for a type of conduct that secures mercy
from the Giver of the law (Jam. 2:13) (See also Blanchard, 139-147; 148158). In doing all this, James as “God’s Statesman” as well as “God’s
Spokesman” fleshes out and lights up Isaiah’s word that God resides in those
“who tremble at his Word” (Is. 65:2, 5). This is, and should be, the response
of all those who read James in 3-D at this point of his letter, as well as at all
other points for that matter, that is, not only with their minds, but also with
their hearts and lives. Incidentally, Isaiah’s statement that God dwells in the
heart of those who tremble at his Word receives depth perspective when he
contrasts it with God’s non-residence: not in the universe that cannot contain
him (1 Ki. 8:27), and not on the earth, which is only a footstool (Is. 66:1).
The infinite, omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent God (!) seeks to live in
the heart of man (Ps. 34:18; 51:17; Is. 57:15; 66:2; John 14:17; Eph. 3:17, 19;
Col. 1:27). This is sufficient to tremble and listen!303
303

Frankly, it seems to me that the blueprint of James to deal with problematic issues in terms
of “wisdom” (Jam. 1:5), which is increasingly particularized as the wisdom of the “Word”
(Jam. 1:19-21), the wisdom of the “perfect law of liberty” (Jam.1:25), consisting of “love” as
the sum of this law (Jam. 2:6), and the individual “commandments” of the Decalogue as the
substance of the law (Jam. 2:9-11), is violated in a recent article on homosexuality by James
H. Zahniser and Lisa Cagle, “Homosexuality: Toward an Informed, Compassionate Response,” in Christian Scholar’s Review, XXXVI:3 (Spring 2007), 323-348. First, regrettably
the following statement is quoted with a good deal of approval. “To follow the Word of God
… has become a double entendre for me, meaning not only the Word on the page but also
(and more crucially) the Word made flesh. If Jesus’ own example is to be trusted, then following the Word of God may not always mean doing what is in the book. Instead, it may mean
deviating from what is in the book in order to risk bringing the Word to life” (345). The further call to “negotiate authoritative texts and continuing human experience” (344) is woven of
the same, equally regrettable, cloth. Both statements constitute a direct violation of James
1:19-21 that requires us to surrender to the Word, never to talk back against it, and never to
get angry with its content. Second, the view is floated not only that the story of Sodom and
Gomorrah (Gen 19:1ff) does not condemn homosexuality directly, but also that the prohibition of homosexuality as well as the penalty prescribed in the law (Lev. 18:22; 20:13) are
“rooted in a specific time and culture and may not have universal authority” (328). This view
is an end run around the law and violates James 1:25 to the core. Third, strong emphasis is
placed upon the love for the neighbor as someone in need, which includes the homosexual
and the lesbian, while totally ignoring the Seventh Commandment and its summons to holiness in the area of sexuality (343). This emphasis separates what God joined together, namely
love and commandment, and violates James 2:6-11 to the core as well. Finally, this threefold
deviation from James opens the door to all kinds of interpretations that favor giving full citizenship to active homosexuals and lesbians in the Kingdom of God. Supposedly Paul in Romans 1:26-27 only forbids the type of lesbianism and homosexuality that goes “against nature.” For heterosexuals to indulge in homosexual practice is and remains shameful. But if
Paul had known about “homosexual orientation,” he would have undoubtedly sung a different
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2. FAITH AS THE DYNAMICS OF HOLINESS
(2:14-26)
a. Faith and Deeds (2:14-19)
(14) What does it profit, my brothers, if someone claims to have
faith, but does not have deeds? Can such faith save him? (15) If
a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacks food for the day,
(16) and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, keep warm and
eat your fill,” but does not give him his bodily needs, what good
is it? (17) So also faith, if it has no deeds, is dead being by itself.
(18) But someone will say, “You have faith and I have deeds.”
Show me your faith apart from your deeds, and I will demonstrate to you my faith by my deeds. (19) You believe that God is
one? Well and good. Even the demons believe this, and they
shudder!

(1) Issue of Dead Faith (2:14)

tune, and condoned a practice that actualized such orientation. In that case it would be a “natural” phenomenon (329-330). Similarly, if God, according to Paul in Romans 11:24, grafted
pagans into a cultivated olive tree “contrary to nature,” why could we not allow homosexuals
and lesbianism to be or to become members of the body of Christ. Apparently God is not
averse to embracing what is “contrary to nature” (344). So why would we? And to top it off,
true faith purportedly concentrates “on the living God who continues to reveal himself and
therefore is not bound by the previous theological understanding of a text. Such understanding
neither defines faith nor the living God” (344). In all three interpretations Scripture is left behind, either thinly disguised behind a would-be sophistication, crudely hidden behind a blatantly illogical leap, or brazenly written off in a both bewildering and deceptive theological
stance. The tragedy in all this may well be twofold. The first tragedy can be expressed in the
form of a statement. Scripture in general and James in particular are clearly dead capital rather
than the pulsating, ever present Word of our great God. The second one comes in the form of
a question. Why does the Holy Spirit increasingly cease to convict the Church of sin, especially when it discloses itself in such a blatant fashion, and allow the Church to smooth it over
and in the process to make an end run around Scripture? Is he withdrawing himself to give
ample room for “a spirit of delusion” (2 Thess. 2:11a)? Both tragedies, but especially the possibility of the latter one, should send the chills up and down everyone’s spine! After all, it
would be a judgment upon folks who refuse “to love the truth so that they might be saved” (2
Thess. 11b). That the latter is a genuine possibility no one may or can deny. During the last
decade thirty five thousand churches closed their doors in the US. It appears to be time to
wake up!
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James starts out by asking a simple rhetorical (Dibelius, 151) question,304 that
is nevertheless “of the utmost gravity” (Richardson, 128). It is purposefully
“provocative,” and must have sent “shockwaves of disbelief” (Motyer, 106)
through his readers because of the negative reply that it requires. These readers, in the words of a commentator, may be “pleasant folks,” “live decent
lives,” and “adhere to orthodox theology.” On the surface it may seem that
they have nothing to worry about. Nevertheless, James “shreds their false
sense of security,” and declares them “liable to judgment,” because their profession of faith is not matched with deeds of faith. It is as simple as that. At
best they are mired in “orthodox lethargy,” and as a result “there is nothing
distinctively Christian about their behavior” (Doriani, 80-82). Where there is
no authentic fruit, there is, and can be, no authentic root. This is the unvarnished, “naked,” truth. Listen to what James says! “If a person keeps on saying that he has faith but keeps on having no deeds, can a faith like that, that is,
a faith without deeds, save him” (Martin, 80)? The implied answer is, and
must be, a resounding “no, No, NO!” By examining the faith of James 2:1 in
further detail this question simply “continues the line of thought presented in
the previous passage (2:1-13).” Negatively the faith that reflects our Lord Jesus Christ in his Glory shuns favoritism in surrender to the sum and substance
of the Law. As we shall see, however, positively this robust faith explodes in304

Brosend, 84-85, holds that this rhetorical question is part of a larger rhetorical package.
While generically James does not constitute a diatribe, we still encounter in James 2 a number
of features that characterize diatribal literature and procedures, such as objections and false
conclusions of an interlocutor (2:18a, 19), series of questions and answers to the interlocutor
(2:20-23), material posed in the form of an interlocution that subsequently is rejected (2:20),
harsh censure of the auditors for their behavior (2:2-6, 8-13, 14-17, 18-20), illustration of vices (2:15-16), censorious rhetorical questions (2:20), maxims of poets (2:8, 10, 11, 23), examples, comparisons and antitheses (2:2-4, 8-9, 15-16, 21-23, 25), irony and sarcasm (2:18-20),
personification (2:13, 17, 26), and moral topics like word versus deed (2:1-26). I frankly question whether James follows the diatribal format consciously. But I appreciate Brosend’s conclusion based on the features he identifies, whether diatribal or not. He encourages preachers
“not to blast the congregation,” but to be “dynamic, dialogical, and inductive, inviting the audience/reader to participate, reach conclusions, and make decisions actively,” and asks them
point blank, “Should (your) sermon based on a dynamic text (such as James 2) settle for
less?” In this Brosend is right on. Preachers should follow in the footsteps of James with
propositions in the form of questions (2:14), examples from the life of the community that
uses humor and sarcasm (2:15-16), restatements of propositions as declarations (2:17), objections by imagined interlocutors restated as impossible hypotheticals (2:18), ironic affirmations
of faith claims (2:19), restatements of propositions as a challenge (2:20), proofs from Scripture (2:22-25), and concluding statements in the form of an analogy (2:26). I define all this as
“graphic imaging,” which is rooted in the recognition that the substance of a concept goes
deeper than the concept itself. In graphic imagining the preacher demonstrates that he is not
satisfied with simply storing concepts away in the refrigeration system of one’s mind, but
seeks to drive their substance home into the heart and lives of his audience. Finally, Brosend
recommends that the preacher should let the chips fall, where they may or should fall. If a
sermon needs to be “disquieting” or even “radically disrupting,” let it be, because it must be!
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to action (So Hartin, 156; contra Dibelius, 149, who only notices disjointedness).
The translation “deeds” is preferred to “works” by many commentators
to go on record that James and Paul address totally divergent issues (Johnson,
237; Martin, 80-81; Nystrom, 148),305 even if the works that Paul rejects as
the ground for justification must be deemed the same as the deeds that James
requires as the authentication of faith and substance of sanctification (contra
Richardson, 128; McKnight, 228). While Paul rejects works, dead products of
the law, as the ground of salvation for sinners, James promotes deeds, the living fruit of faith, as the way of salvation for saints (Grosheide, 1955, 376).
Paul insists that one cannot gain heaven by works, James that one cannot arrive in heaven without deeds (Zodhiates, II, 13). Paul excludes all works of
obedience as basis for justification, James insists on deeds of obedience as
proof of justification (Moo, 1985, 102).
Paul and James speak both about faith, but as the opposite ends of one
continuum. Paul tackles the issue as to how the ungodly start out being right
with God. Through faith only, without works of the law! The necessity for
unregenerate humans to make only the smallest or slightest contribution to
their foundational acceptance before God would seal their doom. He attacks
folks who in one way or another champion Christ + works, denounces that as
another Gospel and twice (!) pronounces a curse upon them (Gal. 1:8-9).
James addresses the question as to how all those who start out with God by
faith live up to that faith, and end up in the presence of God. Through the
deeds of the law without any shortcuts or reservations! The callous refusal of
any and all humans to pursue the entire law, showing little or no interest to
enjoy the ultimate approval of God, would seal their doom as well. He attacks
folks who are satisfied with a hollow, flippant, mental profession, while replete with self-destructive sins of commission or omission, denounces this as
self-deluding, and leaves no doubt about the final verdict. Faith on the inside
is and must be manifest in deeds on the outside. Paul speaks about faith in its
germinating phase in the bud, James about faith on display in its manifest development in full bloom. The bloom of James is clearly nothing without the
bud of Paul, but the opposite is equally true. The bud of Paul is nothing with305

However, it must be kept in mind, with Moo, 1985, 101-102 (and contra Brosend, 81), that
“Paul and James are operating with an understanding of ‘works’ that is basically similar: anything done that is in obedience to God and in the service of God.” For both works are the
“works of the Torah” in its sum (Love) and substance (The Decalogue), not just the ritual
“boundary markers between Jews and Gentiles” (Paul), or merely a life of loving God and
loving others” (contra McKnight, 228). The difference is “in the sequence of works and conversion. Paul denies any efficacy to pre-conversion works, but James is pleading for the absolute necessity of post-conversion works.” In other words, the difference between “works” and
“deeds” is not intrinsic, but simply to emphasize that Paul and James speak about works in
disparate contexts and from diverging perspectives.
827

out the bloom of James. So, let it never be said that Paul and James “stand
face to face fighting each other.” Rather, as I already quoted, they “stand back
to back fighting opposite foes” on divergent, but equally crucial ends of the
spectrum of biblical truth (See Zodhiates, II, 11; Royster, 61-62; Hartin, 167,
in the footsteps of Augustine, endorses “the ‘before and after’ scenario” as
well, “Paul speaks about works that precede faith, while James speaks about
those who follow faith.”). This, of course, does not mean that James and Paul
do not stand shoulder to shoulder as to the necessity of post-conversion
works. Paul is just as adamant about that as James is (Rom. 2:6; Eph. 2:10;
see also Royster, 55).
James 2:14-26 is in a real sense the culmination point of the author’s
treatment of faith as one of the themes under the umbrella of “Practical Godliness” as the crowning piece of God’s saving (New Covenantal) activity.
James had already addressed the issue of trials and faith (Jam. 1:3), prayer
and faith (Jam. 1:6), “racism” and faith (Jam. 2:1ff). Now we arrive at the
grand finale. Faith is the power plant that lights up the universe. What else
can we expect since it is rooted in the regenerate heart and cannot but profoundly affect the mind as well as the hand (Zodhiates, II, 14)? In silent eloquence “faith” accompanies James throughout, as he pens the rest of his letter. Only once more do we encounter James’ kind of faith “by name and surname,” that is, when he enlarges on the mountain moving prayer of faith
(Jam. 5:15, 16-18; see also Mt. 21:21). But this only particularizes his present
all-encompassing and ever prevailing thesis of the indispensable centrality
and dynamics of faith. Incidentally, the main focus of this section is not to
“unpack the theme of riches and poverty” (Blomberg, 125). This would leave
James 2:20-25 hanging. Riches and poverty is certainly a subtheme, but not
the main one! Neither for that matter is “faith” the controlling theme of the
whole Epistle. But it is certainly the main theme of this section!
In sum, in this context James’ main subject is not simply “works” or even
“faith and works.” It is “faith” (Phillips, 82), that is “productive of works”
(Mother, 109). Therefore “the contrast is not so much between faith and
deeds,” “but between dead, useless faith and living faith” (Nostrum, 149; so
also Ropes, 207; Brosend, 82). Further, it “is God who saves humans (4:12)
but the person who has received the word from God that saves and puts it in
action in deeds of mercy (2:18-26), and prayer (5:15) and mutual correction
(5:20) ‘saves his soul from death’” (Johnson, 238). A pendulum swing may
well have been in evidence in the early Church, from the rigid and ritualistic
(dead) works (Heb. 6:1; 9:14) of Judaism that pursues self-righteousness at a
fever pitch, to the empty and barren (dead) “faith” of a carnal Christianity,
that cold as a stone proudly champions itself as the antidote of worksrighteousness. Of course, this is to drive out a darkness, which does, and
should, keep everyone on the edge of uncertainty, by possibly an even greater
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darkness, which does, and will, victimize everyone by the siren song of presumption.
In any event, there is clearly nothing new under the sun. On the contemporary scene the same animus exhibits itself in the at times vitriolic attacks
upon “Lordship Evangelism.” In this context the fear to be victimized by
works-righteousness is so overwhelming that grace is extolled at the expense
of deeds, if not of the exclusion of any and all deeds. If James is to be believed, this turns Christianity basically into its opposite.
The same trend, be it in a milder form, is found in the proponents of a
one-sided, reductionist, redemptive-historical type of Christocentric preaching that was introduced to counter the malady of man-centered moralistic
messages. The (in itself correct) aversion to moralism is frequently so overpowering that it surprisingly as well as regrettably jeopardizes, if not negates,
the full biblical emphasis upon, and scope of, practical godliness. It is a variant of the Luther-syndrome. Luther’s type of reductionist Christocentricity
grated under James, and had at times little or no room for him. Historically
the consequences were serious and far-reaching, and eventually spawned pietism as a much-needed, although not full-orbed, correction. It is rather evident
that Luther could never have written James. Similarly, it is questionable
whether some modern-day interpreters and preachers with their reductionist
redemptive-historical Christocentricity would have been able to pen James’
Epistle. I frankly doubt it. In fact, if James had held to Luther’s views, or had
espoused the reductionist Christocentricity in evidence today, he would not
have been able to write his letter in his way with his objective himself! All
this surely betrays a sorry state of affairs.
But let us return to James’ provocative rhetorical question that sets the
tone of the passage, “Is an inactive faith a saving faith?” Or what amounts to
a preferable translation in the light of the definite article prior to faith in the
Greek, “Can such faith save him?” -- “Can this kind of faith save him?” Or,
“Such faith can’t save him, can it?” -- “This kind of faith cannot save him,
can it now?” (See also McCartney, 155). As has already been mentioned, the
implied answer is emphatically in the negative (Laws, 119; Burdick, 182).
No, such faith is not, and cannot be, a saving faith, a “regenerative, morally
transforming, and eternal faith” (McKnight, 229), not by the farthest stretch
of the imagination. In the words of one commentator with a startling conclusion to be assessed by everyone personally, “The tragedy for James is that
those who claim to have faith but do not have works will not be saved. Most
Protestants do not believe this today (McKnight, 229). At any rate, the stakes
are clearly high. Faith is nothing to trifle with. It is the only alternative to perishing (John 3:15). Eternal salvation hangs in the balance (Nostrum, 148)!
This is why the counterfeit of faith needs to be exposed. It is deadly. Concretely, the claim of having faith is a false pretense, a hollow presumption, if
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it is not accompanied by deeds of love and obedience. Genuine faith is never
sterile. It is inevitably fertile. It is marked by abiding in Christ and consequently bears fruit, more fruit, much fruit, constant fruit (John 15:2, 5, 16).
Failure to bear fruit spells judgment and eternal death (John 15:6). Genuine
faith is also marked by the presence of the indwelling Spirit. As such it is accompanied by streams of living water (John 7:37-39). Once again, failure to
produce such streams precipitates destruction (Rom. 8:13). It is, therefore,
hardly surprising for James to insist that his readers are “making sure about
(their) faith.” The claim to be a believer may not be just a “wishful thought”
(Mother, 107). Too much is at stake. It is quite apparent that “not every brand
of faith saves” (Doriani, 81)!306
Candidly, it may well be that James’ provocative question, with which he
launches his blistering assessment, is met with some puzzled incredulity by
the average man in the pew, or the pulpit and the lecture hall, for that matter.
“Why, James, are you so harsh on decent folks, who subscribe to evangelical
theology, and pay their dues to family, church and society?” In my nearly five
decades of ministry I have encountered numerous folks in the pew, who were
annoyed, if not irritated, by James’ type of questions, as well as numerous
folks in the pulpit or the lecture hall, who ruled any kind of summons to selfexamination out of bounds, while unworthy of the so-called “covenant people
of God.” All this, as if James had never been written!
Well, it seems that James anticipated this kind of annoyed, and at times
angry, or condescending, and at times indulgent back-talk, whether of the unsophisticated or the learned, if not scholarly sort. For he decides to assist his
readers in their much needed self-examination by showing that any type of
“nice” works that Church folks may have in common with worldly people or
Pharisees (Mt. 5:20) are poles apart from the heart-felt, self-denying, sacrificial, and costly deeds of obedience that go against the grain and at the expense of self (Doriani, 80). He does so by means of two negative and two
positive illustrations. The first one may well have a touch of sarcasm, the
pious fraud of the (non-)treatment of the poverty stricken. The second one
displays the irony of an unfavorable comparison with demons. The third one
is the foundational illustration of Abraham, the father of all believers, as a
compelling model, topped off, irony of ironies, by a fourth illustration in
which the emulation of Rahab, a prostitute, is celebrated.307 The upshot of all
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See specifically the awesome opening Chapter on “Saving Faith” in A. W. Pink, Practical
Christianity (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1994), 11-36. His list and description of counterfeit
faiths is as sobering and spine chilling as his definition of saving faith is heart-warming and
energizing!
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Motyer, 108-109, presents an intriguing analysis of James 2:14-26. Spurious faith (A) is
ineffectual manward. It refuses to reach out (15-16), and must be proclaimed DOA (17). It is
also (B) ineffectual Godward. So far from producing peace with God, it does not even strike
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this should be quite sobering, to say the least. In fact, it should be so sobering
that “nice” folks, whose behavior patterns do not exceed the so-called
“blamelessness” (Phil. 3:6) of the “Pharisees” (Mt. 5:20), nor of the “common
grace” achievements of worldlings, see the abyss of their exceeding sinfulness open up in front of them, in fact, in themselves. After all, as we will see
in the context of James 3:6, 15, 17, any kind of “common grace,” of whatever
sort, does not only come from “above” as a benevolent gift of God, but also,
in fact, simultaneously, from “below,” that is, from the pit of hell. Furthermore, as we are emphatically told by the later Paul in Philippians 3:8, the socalled “Pharisaical blamelessness” proves to be “excrement,” when diagnosed
by God’s “X-ray machine,” all errant protestations, scholarly or otherwise, to
the contrary (I argue this further in detail in Topical Focus #13: Justification)!
The illustration to which James first turns in order to drive his convicting
point home is reminiscent of John the Baptist’s teaching in Luke 3:7-14, the
Savior’s teaching in Matthew 25:31-46, and John’s teaching in 1 John 3:1718. But above all, it tightens the screws in the arena of James’ own teaching.
The crescendo, so manifestly evident in it, reaches a new stage, eventually to
peak in James 5:1ff. It is “show” time. Exclusive “tell” time falls woefully
and culpably short. First, the “haves” and the “have-nots” were called upon to
look upon their riches and poverty as both a test on God’s part and a temptation on Satan’s part (Jam. 1:2). Second, for the “have-nots” to pass God’s test
is virtually to deny their poverty and look at themselves as rich. For the
“haves” to do so is to look forward to their poverty and to distance themselves from their riches (Jam. 1:9-10). Third, the “haves” were told to display
a concern for the “have-nots” (Jam. 1:27). Fourth, the covenant community
was forbidden to show prejudicial treatment to the “haves” at the expense of
the “have-nots” (Jam. 2:1ff). Now James is about to take the next step. The
“haves” are responsible for the “have-nots.” They have no choice but to display mercy, and come to the rescue of those freezing to death for lack of
clothes and dying of hunger for lack of food. Their future is fully intertwined
with that of their “perishing” counterparts (Jam. 2:15-16).
The latter can only be understood and underscored by the immediately
preceding reminder that God’s mercy in the Judgment cannot be uncoupled
from their mercy that paves the way for it (Jam. 2:13). No mercy for the
“have-nots” in the present? No mercy for the “haves” in the future! There apterror in the heart (18-19), and must be declared barren (20). On the other hand, genuine faith
is (B) effectual Godward. It displays deeds of unreserved obedience (21-23), and therefore
proves to be the real thing (24). It is also (A) effectual manward. It reaches out in costly compassion (25), and establishes itself as a living entity (26). The two B-sections lie at the centre
of a circle; they are the heart of the matter—what we are in relation to God. The two Asections are the circumference of the circle; they interface where life with God meets with the
watching world and interacts with it.”
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pears to be a “domino link” between James’ present statement and that which
immediately precedes it (Motyer, 106). James clearly means (serious) business.
What he proceeds to say cuts at the root, and drives a final spike through
the heart of the regrettably rather widespread doctrine which holds that a professing, so-called “Christian” may well be totally “carnal” in every area of his
life, and for all of his life. This is to say that he may live like a (complete) unbeliever, and still be assured of “going to heaven,” because he “has accepted
Jesus as his Savior.” This kind of teaching ought to be repudiated for the following reasons. I enumerate these reasons here because of their relevance to
James’ teaching on both partiality and the nature of genuine faith.
First, the passage that allegedly sets forth this doctrine (1 Cor. 3:11-14)
teaches in reality a totally different truth, and its context states the very opposite truth. The Corinthian Christians are described as carnal, because they
formed factions according to their predilection for a specific teacher and their
rejection of the others (1 Cor. 3:1-4). Paul regards this “favoritism” as foolish
from the perspective of the teachers. The work of each of them shall come into the judgment of God, and will be tested by Him. What will prove to be
gold, silver, and precious stones shall be retained. What will prove to be
wood, hay, and stubble shall be destroyed. In other words, the disputed passage pertains to the teachers and their work, and not to the Corinthians and
their sanctification. Furthermore, Paul regards this “favoritism” as dangerous
from the point of view of the Corinthians. He warns them that continuation in
this sin is defiling the temple of God, and that this requires the death penalty
(1 Cor. 3:16-20)! He concludes by forbidding the Corinthians to glory in man
(1 Cor. 3:21). Incidentally, he is clearly confident that the Corinthians will
heed his advice (1 Cor. 3:22-23).
Second, the so-called “Carnal Christian” doctrine runs counter to, and
goes against the grain of, the total teaching of Scripture, of Jesus (Mt. 7:2427; 13:3-9; 18:23; Lk.8:5-18), of Paul (Rom. 6:1-23, esp. 2, 12, 16, 18; 8:103; Gal. 5:6, 16-25; Eph. 2:8-10; Phil. 3:19; 1 Thess. 4:3,7; Tit. 2:13-14; 3:48), of Hebrews (10:16-17; 12:1-14, esp. 4,10, 14, 26-29), and of the Pastorals
(1 Pet. 1:15-16; 2:2, 24; 2 Pet. 1:5-11; 2:20-22; 1 John 1:6; 2:15-17; 3:2-10,
esp. 9, 5:18; Jude 3-23). James is no exception. Faith is either active or it is
not worth a dime!
The present illustration puts his readers on notice, and calls them to serious self-examination. However, there is more. As we shall see, James argues that faith is not just active in the abstract. It is a “powerhouse” (See Heb.
11:1ff) that will undoubtedly make the “haves” light up in their selfsacrificing, costly (See once again Doriani, 80), solicitous, care for the “havenots.” With and in such solicitous care they demonstrably shun like the plague the rationalization that they are off the proverbial hook, because the po832

verty problem is supposedly unsolvable. After all, even Jesus said so (Mt.
26:11)! To be sure, poverty is not the greatest calamity that can befall someone (Jam.1:9). But when it comes into the line of vision of the “haves,” it
tests them to find out whether they will rise to the occasion of Revival godliness or fail miserably in the sight of God and man in suicidal self-deception
(Jam. 1:22, 26-27), as James 2:15-17 also indicates.

(2) Illustration of Dead Faith (2:15-17)
It is interesting to note that just as James 2:1-13, this segment starts with both
a thesis and an illustration as well. The illustration conveys that pious words
without deeds are, indeed, a self-deceiving sham. Imagine meeting fellow believers, whether brothers or sisters,308 who are cold and shivering, because
they are inadequately dressed, if not dangerously underdressed (“naked”),
undoubtedly without a substantial outer garment or top coat necessary to survive (Job 22:6; Is. 58:7; Mt. 25:36) (Martin, 84; Dorian, 83, Hardin, 150, with
references to 1 Sam. 19:24; Mk. 14:51-52; John 21:7; Acts 19:16; see also
Lk. 6:29; 1 John 3:17-18). While the term “naked,” therefore, is to be understood as figurative rather than literal, it denotes “shame and defenselessness”
(McKnight, 230), and vividly points out the desperate need of the believers in
question (See also Job 22:6; Isaiah 20:2-3; 58:7). “For good measure” they
are also starving, experiencing severe hunger pains and clearly without the
necessary food supply for the day (Adamson, 122). “Their need is dramatic
and immediate” and their vulnerability beyond question (Johnson, 238;
Blomberg, 130). In fact, they are terminal cases in which nothing less than
mercy is mandated! Incidentally, this kind of conduct comports quite well
with the disdainful way, in which poor visitors are treated in the beginning of
the chapter. James clearly eyes an issue that has a long, but regrettably not
very venerable, history with its untold number of destitute and perishing human beings, both from a biblical (Is. 58:7-9; Mt. 25:34-45; 1 John 3:17-18)
(Moo, 1985, 103) and secular perspective (Phillips, 83). Clearly this “graphic
imaging” is shocking, and is designed to be so. “Faith devoid of deeds is not
just sick or in danger of dying; it is dead, a corpse” (Jam. 2:26). In fact, such
faith is, and should be as “repugnant” and “repulsive” as “dead (decomposing
or disintegrated) bodies” (McCartney, 157).
Furthermore, the words you proceed to speak in this situation are conventional (Mk. 5:34; Lk. 7:50), on the surface rich in content (Rom. 1:7; 1 Pet.
1:2), but nevertheless a pious and callous fraud without honoring one’s spiritual family responsibilities (Gal. 6:10). You vaguely commit him or her to
“someone,” whether to themselves, to others or to God. To themselves, “Take
308

The conjunction “or” makes it unlikely that James has husband-and-wife teams in mind.
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care of yourself. It is quite cold. So get some warm clothes. You look starved.
So eat your fill.” This seems to fit better than the passive, “Be warm and be
filled.” To others, “I wish you well. Don't worry about a thing! Someone will
take care of you. You certainly will end up appropriately well-warmed and
well-fed.” Or to God, reflecting the content of the common biblical blessing,
“Depart in peace” (See Judg. 18:6; 1 Sam. 1:17; 20:42; 2 Ki. 5:19; Mk. 5:34;
Lk. 7:50; 8:48), and “May God be with you. May he warm you and fill you
up. In fact, I’m sure that he will take care of you. So, I can wash my hands of
you.” It may even have an ironic, “God-centered,” sting to it, “God helps
them who help themselves. So feel free to be my guest” (See Kistemaker, 89;
as well as Doriani, 84; and McKnight, 231, with a reference to Mt. 5:6; 14:20;
15:37; John 6:26; Phil. 4:12; Rev. 19:21)! But that’s about all. The speaker is
not willing to be the host. No money or clothes or food change hands. “It is
easy to see analogies of James’ scene today. If a friend is unemployed (to the
point of despair), false faith says, ‘Hang in there; the Lord will provide.’ If a
single mother with small children is (deathly) sick, false faith says: ‘Take it
easy. Don’t do too much; we are thinking of you’” (Doriani, 85). Ultimately it
comes down to this. You tell “Les Miserables,” “Have a Nice Day” (Richardson, 130), and you walk away with a seared conscience straight in the arms of
the Left-Hand Judgment (Mt. 25:41ff). You “cheerfully” wave your way out
of sacrificial service with a “Good-bye and good luck” (NAB). What a yawning gap between James 1:5 and James 2:16!
The bottom line is simple. In the kind of circumstances described by
James, what is the use of saying anything at all, if “something” is not being
“done?” What good does it do? Nothing! It is hot air. It is hypocrisy (Martin,
85; Hartin, 150). Pretty words of mere well-wishers offer cardboard houses
for shelter, cobwebs for clothes, and mirages for food. Just as the perishing
destitute will not overflow with gratitude in the face of such shams that do not
provide adequate shelter against ferocious elements, adequate cover against
freezing cold, or adequate food against gnawing hunger, so anyone whose
checkbook “is not converted” (Zodhiates, II, 17) and whose inactive faith has
nothing to display, will hardly ingratiate himself with God (See also Manton,
235).
The conclusion is straightforward. If your faith is anything like that, an
empty shell, all alone, “by itself” (McKnight, 232), without anything substantive to show for, it is dead. This is strikingly put, and has just as strikingly an
implication. Where is the Word of Truth in your life, the regenerating Word
of the Gospel of God that turns you into a new creation, and where is the implanted Word of the Law of God that provides for a ministry of mercy? Without the latter, you certainly do not have the right to claim the former! When
your brothers and sisters are terminal and die under the described circumstances, your faith must be dead (Johnson, 239)! You wish to know the rea834

son? It has no company. It is unproductive, sterile. Nothing follows in its
wake. As such it is a far cry not only from the biblical teaching on faith (Eph.
2:8-10), but also from the testimony of the genuine believer, such as exemplified in Job, “I deserve to be wiped out, if I disdain the legitimate complaints
of my male or female employees, disregard the genuine needs of widows and
orphans, turn my back to the perishing poor, or legally lash out against any of
the disenfranchised” (Job 31:13-23).
The following comment is right on target, “Works are not to be viewed
as an ‘added extra’ any more than breath is to be taken as an ‘added extra’ to
a living body” (PDavids, 122; Martin, 85). In fact, faith is by definition “the
life of the soul that animates the whole body of obedience” (Manton, 236). Of
course, faith is the uniting appropriation of Christ, not only of his heart in regeneration, and his righteousness in justification, but also of his holiness in
sanctification. It is precisely this holiness on which James does, and justifiably can insist as a “must” in every believer by virtue of union with Christ. To
be united with Christ in faith is to be sanctified through faith, both perfectly
in heaven (Eph. 2:6; Col. 3:3; Heb. 10:10), and purposefully, “to the hilt,”
here on earth.309
Although the case James presents is hypothetical (Jam. 2:15), there is no
reason to conclude that this scenario cannot occur, has not occurred, does not
occur, and will not occur (Martin, 85)! I have a hunch that from a worldwide
perspective, where 40% of the world’s population must (try to) live off $2 per
day, this is a daily, if not hourly occurrence. At any rate, the extremity of the
case underscores the intensity and seriousness of James’ insistence upon an
“active faith.” To claim to have faith, without possessing practical godliness,
is tantamount to saying a pious “good-bye” to folks who are ill-clad, and are
famishing for lack of food, and in essence letting them freeze to death and die
of hunger (See 1 John 3:18). Therefore, such claim, which is “limited to verbal expressions” only (Cargal, 121), is hollow, and exposes the claimants as
pretentious and presumptuous impostors, who are “twice dead” (Jude 12),
“dead in their natural condition and dead after their (lifeless) profession”
(Manton, 233). There is a remarkable parallel with James 1:22. Just as hearing the Word means nothing without doing the Word, so speaking the Word
means equally nothing, if it is not accompanied by action! James 2:17 is a
worthy and telling conclusion. Clearly faith alone justifies us before God’s
tribunal. But any pretended faith that remains alone and does not qualify as a
living and fruit bearing faith, is not worthy of the name, is not “justifiable”
309

This is why both “a tract should be wrapped up in a sandwich” (Spurgeon) and “a sandwich wrapped up in a tract” (Motyer, 111). For excellent ways and means to wrap a Gospel
tract into a charitable sandwich by the institutional Church as well as by individual Christians,
so as to minister to both the soul and the body, see E. Calvin Beisner, Prosperity and Poverty
(Westchester, IL: Crossway Books, 1988), 199-226.
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before God or man, and cannot lay to a living hope (1 Pet. 1:3). It is mockfaith, in the same ballpark as mock-love, and as such “hateful” (Manton, 237;
Henry, III, 1294-1295). This is clearly indicated by the question with which
James both rhetorically starts and emphatically ends this paragraph. “What
good is it (to be a hypothetical-faith-without-works reader, who offers only a
prayer and good wishes, without giving folks in need what ‘they need for the
body’)? ... No good at all” (Brosend, 73). No wonder that one commentator in
this context issues a solemn summons to substitute Christ-centeredness, and
for that matter God-centeredness and Spirit-centeredness, for selfcenteredness, and concludes with a call to a life-and-death self-examination
in the terminology of Paul (Richardson, 132, with a reference to 2 Cor. 13:57)!
All this should be compared with God’s care for the physical needs of his
people.
1. God promises after the flood that the earth will always produce food
(Gen. 8:22) to support life. This has a strong bearing upon the discussions
pertaining to the world’s food shortages, and its over-population. Many moderns in their secularistic humanism approach the problem in the same way as
the people in the time of the tower of Babel (Gen. 11:1-9). They become restless, “statist” and “socialist,” planners, hoping to survive in the face of the
threatening presence and the dangerous future, rather than resting on the
promise of God that the earth will always produce a sufficient food supply.
Ironically the more rigorous statist and socialistic ideology is applied, the
more harm is done to the food supply. History records that “bread baskets,”
such as in Russia and the horn of Africa, simply disappeared during communist regimes.310 The apostate drive to absolute statism/socialism with total controls was thwarted by God in the confusion of languages, but remains ingrained in the heart of rebellious man until it is allowed to come to fruition
during the reign of the Man of Lawlessness, the Son of Perdition, which will
be worldwide (2 Thess. 2:3-4; Rev. 16:12-13; 20:8). Of course, not only ungodly ideologies fly in the face of God’s promises. So do false religions, such
as Hinduism. It is hardly surprising that historically widespread poverty prevails in such contexts as well.
2. God instructs his people to provide liberally for the needy (Lev. 19:9,
10, 13; Deut. 14:28-29; 24:14-15; Am. 4:1; Mt. 25:34-40; Lk. 3:11; 2 Cor.
8:1ff; 9:1ff; Gal. 6:10). In fact, “the abundance of the one is designed for the
need of the other” (Motyer, 111, with reference to 2 Cor. 8:12-15).
3. God promises his people that He will take care of them if no one else
will do it. The plight of the needy is safe in His hands (Ps. 9:18; 35:10; 146:7310

No wonder that in the light (darkness!) of this these regimes sooner or later always disappear, whether in a violent “revolutionary” upheaval or through a more gradual “evolutionary”
change-over when pragmatic heads prevail!
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9). This promise, however, may be claimed only by those, who truly fear the
Lord, and are “righteous” (Ps. 37:25). This necessarily implies that the righteous needy do and should refrain from a rebellious attitude, even if they are
not cared for, however impossible this may seem. Counting trials “things of
joy” is a universal requirement that has no exceptions. Eventually James returns to this universal principle with a vengeance, at length as well as in depth
(Jam. 5:7-11). In any event, following his central proposition that faith without works is dead (Jam. 2:14-17), he proceeds to argue his case (Jam. 2:1825) in order to top it off with a ringing closing statement (Jam. 2:26) (Burdick, 181).

(3) Challenge of Dead Faith (2:18-19)
Faith without works was presented as an imaginary, illusionary faith. At this
point it is possible that James introduces an interjector. He may either be a
hostile objector, or a puzzled questioner, “real or implied” (Johnson, 239),
who wants to challenge James’ teaching in a direct confrontation, “You have
faith and I have deeds.” However, in either case James would be the addressee, portrayed as having faith only, while the objector/questioner would have
the deeds. It is generally agreed that this simply does not fit the context (Dibelius, 155; Tasker, 65). This scenario would have expected the objector to
make exactly the opposite statement to the effect that “You have works and I
have faith” (See also McKnight, 236).
In the eyes of some commentators, however, this seemingly cogent argument does not necessarily dismiss the case in favor of an objector. They argue that James’ wording, “But someone will say ...,” typically introduces
such objector throughout the NT (See Tasker, 65, with reference to Paul).
This, therefore, must by definition be the interpreter’s point of departure. If
this is, indeed, unavoidable, there are two variant possibilities, both of which
champion the artificial separation of faith and works. “Don’t get hot under the
collar, James! It would be no skin of my back, (even if) you (were to) have
faith (only) and I (were to) have works. Why would it? Both are legitimate
possibilities, and therefore acceptable manifestations of a Christian commitment.” Or with a slight variation, “Don’t push it, James! (Any imaginary)
“You” (may) have faith, and (any imaginary) “I” works. So what? Make both
optional, and do not turn all this into a federal case!” In both instances, “live
and let live,” should be the motto (Tasker, 66; see also Motyer, 112). In short,
in this scenario the statement of the objector is basically “an assertion that
faith and works are not necessarily related to each other and that it is possible
to have either one without the other” (Burdick, 183), and, consequently, that
the people of God can properly be divided into two camps, those who are
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merely “hearers” of the Word, such as the pew warmers, and those who are
the “doers” of the Word, such as the paid professionals (Richardson, 133134). They are supposedly both “separate entities” without any “interplay,”
and legitimately so. Therefore everyone should be free to opt for the one or
the other (See Cargal, 124, for this interpretation as an exegetical possibility,
as well as Hartin, 151, and McCartney, 158, 160, for it to be the “natural way
of reading 2:18.” After all, the objector is called “foolish” in James 2:20. So
the interplay between the “you” and the “I” basically comes down to, “One
person says this, another that,” to which James vigorously responds, “Show
me … and I will show you” (So also McKnight, 237-239). According to Moo
(2000), 130, “To show” in this context means to “demonstrate,” “to prove”).
If this interpretation is correct, James introduces his objector, whether a
real individual or a straw man, in order to knock him down immediately and
unceremoniously with his counter challenge, “All right, you seek to show me
your faith without deeds, ‘an impossible task,’ and I will reveal you my faith
by my deeds ‘as its proper expression’” (Laws, 124; Grosheide, 1955, 378).
No deeds? Evidently no faith! There simply is no demonstrable faith without
action (PDavids, 65). Only deeds prove that faith is alive and well (Martin,
88).
Most commentators, however, do not take this route, apparently unconvinced that it must be an objector who is speaking. They understand James as
introducing two imaginary discussion partners, with the contrast not between
faith and deeds, but between “faith pretended and faith discovered by works”
(Manton, 238). The speaker puts himself squarely in James’ camp, the “faith
+ works” side, while the addressee would represent the “faith only” side. After delineating the issue, “You (supposedly) have faith, and I (definitely) have
deeds,” either the speaker or James himself then confronts the addressee immediately. “Well, show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my
faith by my deeds.”311
Truthfully, it may be difficult to determine with absolute certainty,
whether James introduces an objector or a cohort, although the appellation
“foolish” may favor the “objector” interpretation. But whatever interpretation
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Blomberg, 134, suggests that there is an additional, rarely considered, option without necessarily adopting it himself. By way of indirect discourse James is putting words in the mouth
of an opponent. I paraphrase, “‘You’ may say that you have faith and that I, James, have
works. Well, show me your faith without works and I will show me my faith by my works.”
Frankly, this option would have been less awkward if the text would have referred to the opponent as “you” instead of “someone.” Incidentally, in this context Chrysostom complains
that Christians are too often the cause for pagans to remain in their error. When they see the
failure on the part of Christians to practice “works of love,” but rather “tear their neighbors
worse than any wild beast, they call them the curse of the world … (As a result) we shall be
punished not only for what we do amiss, but because the name of God is blasphemed” (See
Royster, 58).
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is chosen, in either of these two possible scenarios the issue is met head-on.
Non-active faith is not faith and therefore can never be shown to exist. On the
other hand, true faith is operative by definition and will be displayed for everyone to see! It can never “‘exist’ in isolation from ‘works’” (Cargal, 125).
The latter are not “an ‘added extra’ to faith, but are an essential expression of
it” (PDavids, 121).
This, of course, is fully in line with the OT (Ps. 1:1-2; 32:1-9), Christ’s
teaching in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 7:24ff) and elsewhere (Mt
25:34ff), as well as with other NT writers (Rom. 8:1; 1 John 3:14, 19; 5:13).
Although works are not the foundation of faith, the ground of confidence, or
the cause of glory, they are definitely the evidence of election, the encouragement of assurance, and the beginning of glory (Manton, 239). Remember
James 1:27!
After the main statement either James himself in the first scenario, or the
imaginary speaker in the second one, undoubtedly a true believer and as such
James’ spokesman, adds an additional dimension to his challenge by asking
the addressee a further, strongly ironical question (PDavids, 66). This question nails the objector-addressee to the wall in a passionate, impatient, and
possibly “sarcastic” (Brosend, 75), “biting” (McKnight, 242), or “mildly ironic” (McCartney, 160) appeal, if not implicit indictment (Zodhiates, II, 32).
“Do you ‘per chance’ subscribe to the monotheistic creed that ‘God is one’
(See Deut. 6:4)? Congratulations! You do well! But may I remind you that
this “only” puts you on a par with the demons? They also (kai) subscribe to
this creed (Zodhiates, II, 28; see also Mt. 8:28-34)?312 Come to think of it, do
you wish to know why I resort to this argument? Because the demons appear
to have it over you! In fact, they are way ahead of you! Theirs is an ‘active’
subscription. They shudder in (legitimate) fear (See also Job 4:14-15, Mk.
1:24; 5:7; Acts 16:17; 19:15). Compared to them you are subpar. You do not
even rise to their level, to the level of “demonic faith” (Richardson, 135)!313
Devils, James suggests, have a better understanding of what faith truly is
than the imaginary addressee does. They do something. In their
“monotheism” they at least shudder (See also Mk. 1:24; 3:11; 5:7). Already
“reserved in everlasting chains under darkness unto the judgment of the great
day,” they are well aware of the torment that is waiting for them (Jude 6). In
short, the way the addressee goes about it ranks him below a demon. This
passage, virtually dripping with irony, conclusively indicates that genuine
312

There are undoubtedly many additional truths to which they formally subscribe (Acts
19:14)! Bauckham, 121, calls this “mere intellectual assent.”
313
Zodhiates, I, 27, points out in this context that the Bible never seeks to prove the existence
of God. To deny his existence is to be a fool. Apparently, “there can be no intelligence (not
even demonic intelligence) without that intelligence consciously or unconsciously submitting
to the existence of God.”
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faith must, and does, take God so seriously that it will be active (See also
Deut. 6:4). True faith “involves the whole inner man, and expresses itself in a
changed life” (Burdick, 183).314 It does, and must, fear God more than demons do!
At this point James does not contrast the intellectual assent of the unbeliever with the saving faith of the believer. This does not appear to come in
the picture here. He rather contrasts the dead “faith” of the unbeliever with
the active “faith” of rebel angels. It can hardly be denied that this is rather
humiliating. The demons have it over you in the area of faith! Irony of ironies, at least in them God evokes an active response (Laws, 126). “Why is it
that demons tremble, while sinners can sail on in blissful unconcern?” They
are apparently not as blind as some members of the human race. Besides, “the
demons fear the judgment of God which they know their deeds must incur”
(Bauckham, 121), while “careless sinners can (mistakenly) dream that they
are safe in the everlasting arms” (Keddie, 113-114). It should chill everyone
to the bone to recognize that so-called “carnal Christians,” without (a shred
of) holiness, do not even qualify as demons!
Still, the question may be asked to what extent a mere subscription to a
monotheistic creed, such as present in devils, can be regarded as faith. Man’s
deepest self is characterized by the Bible as his heart. The heart is behind the
threefold activity of thinking, willing, and feeling. True faith, genuine faith-which involves the mind, the will, and the emotions--, is rooted in the heart
that is “replaced” (Ezek. 36:26) by the Holy Spirit in the act of regeneration
(John 3:5). However, a presumed faith that proves to be empty is in the final
analysis no more than a mere assent of the mind, a mere determination of the
will, a mere stirring of the emotions, which do not flow forth from a regenerate heart (See also Zodhiates, II, 33-35, with a reference to Rom. 10:10).
James calls it faith because it shows resemblance to the real thing and is often
taken as such. Then he proceeds to call it empty, dead faith, to indicate that it
has no biblical content. Something similar occurs when a counterfeit check is
called a check (in appearance and form) without really being one (in substance and effect)! Incidentally, the emptiness James refers to (Jam. 2:20)
does not merely stamp would-be faith as counterfeit, however true that may
be. No, it denotes the presence of evil as spiritual foolishness (See also Cargal, 129). There is no such thing as a spiritual vacuum.
All in all, to know God truly is to know him from the heart in an experiential fashion (Gen. 4:25; Ex. 2:25; John 17:3), and to know him in an experiential fashion is “to take action,” in one way or another. If “non-saving”
faith, consisting of mere intellectual assent, mere will power, mere emotional
314

It may be that James encountered someone who brought up the creed that “God is one” to
show that belief in God is possible in a vacuum. If this is the case, his argument certainly
backfired (Martin, 89-90)!
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stirring, evidences this at times (remember the devils!), how much more can
this be expected from saving faith! It has already been shown that the OT
term for heart, leb, indicates the regulating, active, life principle, the mission
control center of man, while the term for soul, also translated as person, nefesh, indicates the inner life as sum total of the powers regulated by the leb.
Well, if the mission control center pulsates with life, it influences the whole
person and sets him in motion. Lack of “motion” spells lack of life (Jam.
2:17). Therefore James exposes the claim that true faith can be inactive as fallacious (Jam. 2:14-16), and he rejects the notion that true faith can get by
without deeds as foolish (Jam. 2:18) (See also Blanchard, 159-166). True
faith produces definitive sanctification through union with Christ (Eph. 2:10;
Heb. 10:10), and definitive sanctification leads to progressive sanctification
through communion with Christ (John 15:6-7). Without either one there is no
Christianity! Faith without works is dead, just as works are dead without faith
(Manton, 243). In fact, a profession of faith that is not adorned with good
works, can only end up with “unfruitful works of darkness” (Royster, 64,
with reference to Eph. 5:11).

b. Faith and Justification (2:20-26)
(20) Do you want to know, you foolish person, that faith without
deeds is useless? (21) Was not Abraham our father justified by
deeds when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? (22) You see
that his faith was working together with his deeds and his faith
was perfected by his deeds. (23) And the Scripture was fulfilled
that said, “Abraham believed God and it was reckoned to him unto righteousness,” and he was called God’s friend. (24) You see
that a person is justified by deeds and not by faith alone. (25)
And similarly, was not also Rahab the prostitute justified by
deeds, when she welcomed the messengers and sent them out by
another route? (26) For just as the body without the spirit is
dead, so also is faith without deeds dead.

Introduction
In the context of this section the relationship between James and Paul usually
takes center stage. It is encouraging to note that recent scholarship more and
more treats this relationship as a non-issue. There is a growing recognition
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that James and Paul are operational on different fronts, face different hot
spots, have a different focus and use different tactics. In a nutshell, Paul is in
mortal combat with “Judaizers” over the instrument of faith in justification.
Does it contain works, yes or no? His response is a ringing “No!” without
wavering and compromise. In fact, his response is a “thundering anathema”
(Gal. 1:9). After all, the Gospel is at stake. So let no one tone down Paul’s
“thunder!” James is in mortal combat with the heresy of antinomianism, as
the flip side of “easy-believism,” over the nature of faith in justification. Is it
an active faith, yes or no? His response is an equally ringing “Yes!” also
without wavering and compromise. After all, salvation is at stake.315 So let no
one turn down James’ “volume!” Put in a slightly different way, with the
same resolve and force “Paul denies the need for ‘pre-conversion works’ and
James emphasizes the ‘absolute necessity of post-conversion works’” (Martin, 81).
This removes one of the props from under the notion that James breathes
an anti-Paulism. He is supposedly acquainted with Paul’s way of formulating
things, and combats him in his own terminology. Some hold that he fully understood Paul and meets him head-on. Others believe that he misconstrued
Paul and fought a straw man. Again others are of the conviction that James
opposed an unintended misunderstanding, a deliberate distortion, or a fiery
radicalization of Paul’s theology (See for this Doriani, 94). The latter, of
course, would hardly be anti-Paulism at all, and would actually render the
beneficial service of rescuing Paul from his enemies (See Martin, 82-84; 9596, as well as Bauckham, 127-131; McCartney, 272-279, “Excursus 2: Faith,
Works, and Justification in James and Paul,” for an extensive discussion of all
these various possibilities).
Recent scholarship has strongly criticized any alleged anti-Paulism (See
Penner, 47-75, for a thorough and excellent treatment of this issue; see also
Bauckham, 129). One commentator properly pleads for an uncoupling of Paul
and James, so that James can be “read in terms of 108 verses rather than 12
verses, in terms of its own voice rather than in terms of its supposed muting
of Paul’s voice” (Johnson, 114).316 Of course, by holding to an early date of
the Epistle this Commentary does not need to “loosen any connection.” Paul
had either not yet or otherwise barely come onto the scene. James is fully his
own man and his own voice! The fact that he uses the same terms, although in
a different context and in different way, does not need to pose a problem.
315

See Johnson, 58-64, for an excellent treatment of the relationship between James and Paul.
I have come to the conclusion, and argue this below, that the Church has historically
muted James’ message by tilting its emphasis toward Paul’s doctrine of justification, while it
should have illuminated Paul’s message by a robust embrace of James’ doctrine of justification with the full understanding, of course, that the term “justification” in both settings ought
to be carefully defined so as to show their complementary nature (See also Doriani, 90, 93).
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Both James and Paul “rest independently on a common tradition in which the
connection of ‘faith’ and ‘work’ with ‘justification’ was well established”
(Penner, 73).
However, this is not all! Even if in theory “Children of the Reformation”
universally, invariably, and stoutly maintain that there is not the slightest contradiction or antagonism between James and Paul, in practice they are much
less even-handed. Paul’s doctrine of justification is trumpeted from the rooftops. “Justification by Faith” is a watchword bigger than life, and with Luther
heralded as the inviolable heart of the Gospel. But how does this stack up
with James’ “doctrine of justification?” Why is his type of “Justification by
Deeds” not trumpeted equally? Why does it lack “watchword” quality, seem
“smaller than life,” and so far from being heralded as the crowning piece of
God’s saving activity appear tucked away, whether consciously or not, in a
neat little corner seemingly as a virtual Reformation embarrassment? Pulpits
should equally ring out with the dual message of “justified by deeds” (James)
and “justified by faith” (Paul). Since both phrases are fully “God-breathed”
and therefore “coins of the realm,” both should be in full circulation as legitimate, in fact, necessary tender.
That this requires careful definition and painstaking demarcation so as to
make the distinction between James’ and Paul’s of the concept of “justification” crystal clear, is royally conceded, but the benefit would be incalculable.
Truthfully, it is about time that James in this crucial area is no longer treated
as an orphan. In fact, in as much James in the temporal sense is primus inter
pares among the NT authors and in the doctrinal sense lays the foundation for
them, his message should be shouted from the rooftops first and foremost,
and then shown that all other NT authors make the support of his cause their
Number 1 priority! Regrettably, this is not the case.
James’ teaching is legal tender, all right. No one this day and age denies
its right to exist. Quite the contrary! But compared to Paul its circulation resembles that of a US$2 bill versus a US$1 bill. US$2 notes are rather rare,
US$1 notes quite copious. As soon as we recognize that Scripture’s preoccupation with sanctification outdistances that of justification by far, the anomaly
of this situation is immediately clear. Christ’s Church must take the biblical
model seriously, in fact, much more seriously than it presently does, and circulate James’ doctrine of sanctification as a US$1 bill, and not fall into the
fateful error of making it virtually disappear as a US$2 bill, without, of
course, taking anything away from the precious, and often beleaguered, biblical (Pauline) doctrine of justification as a US$1 bill in its own rights as
well.317
317

According to US Today, August 12, 2005, 7D, “The Two Dollar Bill has largely been
locked away in dark U.S. Federal Reserve vaults, rarely distributed by banks and almost never
seen in circulation. It is extremely rare to actually find one in your pocket these days.” It
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The upshot of it all is rather ironic. It appears that Luther, however much
he is “thumbed down” officially from an exegetical and theological perspective, still unofficially seems to rule the roost in a rather embarrassing way
from an intuitional and applicatory perspective (So also Cranfield, 182). It
may well be that Paul, with his continuing barrage of imperatives unto godliness in each one of his letters would turn over in his grave, if he were informed that his doctrine of “justification by faith” had become an implicit and
practical, even if not an explicit and doctrinal, threat to James’ doctrine of
“justification by deeds.”
Let me say it once more. Practical godliness is what genuine Christianity
is all about. In this regard James and Paul stand shoulder to shoulder, “each
with their own visions and concerns, addressing their own issues in their own
communities” without a trace of “antagonism” (Hartin, 171). In fact, Paul’s
doctrine of justification serves as the necessary prerequisite for (his own doctrine of) sanctification. As such he functions simultaneously as the booster
rocket that helps to put the payload of James’ doctrine of sanctification with
its target of practical godliness into orbit! In short, for both James and Paul
“practice and faith are one” in all arenas of life (Brosend, 82).318 It means a
scrap of food for a hungry person (Jam. 2:15-16) as well as obedience to a
death-dealing command of God (Jam. 2:21), and everything in between.
Turning now to the text, we notice that James begins with introducing his
main thesis (Jam. 2:20). Then he proceeds to present two foundational biblical models that demonstrate the universal nature of his thesis (Jam. 2:21-24;
2:25). Finally, he concludes with underscoring his main thesis with what resembles a veritable, well-positioned, exclamation mark (Jam. 2:26; see also
Blanchard, 167-175)! In the process he passes in review in three statements
seems that James’ “Doctrine of Justification by Deeds” is suffering a similar fate, as it languishes in the vaults of the Church, is not often proclaimed from its pulpits, and is hardly a
household word among its parishioners. All in all, it is utterly regrettable that too often James
is read and studied from an exclusively Pauline perspective, thus subordinating him to Paul.
Bauckham, 113-115, 120, both records and laments this fact!
318
Brosend, 83-83, perceptively points out that “practice” has two aspects. It may mean “purposeful performance,” as in “practicing law,” as well as “purposeful training,” as in “team
practice.” The Christian would do well to view every purposeful performance as an anticipatory training phase for an enhanced performance. He just as perceptively points out, if not
more so, that in the practice of faith the Christian does not merely save others, however true
the latter may be. After all, a scrap of food has been known to make the difference between
life and death! No, in the practice of faith “we (in Brosend’s terminology) save ourselves
(italics, mine)” (See also 1 Tim. 4:16). While at bottom it is the implanted Word that saves us
through the obedience of faith (Jam. 1:21), this is still acceptable biblical language. It is analogical to James 5:19-20, and fully in line with the biblical formula, “100% God + 100% man
= 100%.” The simultaneity of the divine and human activity warrants the above language. At
the same time, the perennial enabling primacy of the divine activity requires us in gratefulness
to God just as perennially to pass all possible “compliments” on to him.
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after having established already that “Works show faith (2:18),” (1) that
“Faith works with works (2:22a),” (2) that “Faith is perfected by works
(2:22b),” and (3) that “Works fulfill faith (2:23)” (McKnight, 244). I interact
with these three statements below.

(1) Worthlessness of Dead Faith (2:20)
James calls on his imaginary addressee, whom he rather bluntly describes as
empty-headed (kenos), devoid of true understanding, mindless, foolish, senseless, useless (Johnson, 241; Martin, 90; McKnight, 243), a “shallow” (Motyer, 105) “braggart” (Dibelius, 20), to pay close attention, as he proceeds to
anchor his thesis that true faith is by definition an active faith. This call
comes in the form of a confrontational, if not strident, challenge, “Are you finally willing to recognize that faith without deeds is utterly useless?” At least
two commentators point out that the Greek term for “are you willing” (thelo)
aims at the natural impulse, the instinctive realization, and the purposeful desire of the heart that aims at results. As such it appears to transcend the “deliberate determination” and “reasoned resolve” of the intellect, expressed in a
partly equivalent Greek term (boulomai). In other words, James wishes to ascertain that his message is unfailingly and permanently “registered.” “God
said it! Did you get it (Zodhiates, II, 33; Phillips, 87-88)?” Do not seek to
gloss over it. Faith is worthless and futile unless it is accompanied by verifiable works!
That these works are not the ones championed by the Jews who do the
works of darkness in the footsteps of their father, the devil, (John 8:41; see
also 1 John 3:10), stands to reason (See Zodhiates, II, 39). Ironically these
very demonic “works” eventually caused James’ death! That they are neither
the works of self-righteous legalism, condemned by Paul as tantamount to
manure (“excrement;” see Phil. 3:8 as well as Zech. 3:3), stands to reason as
well. The James of the Epistle and the James of the Jerusalem Council (Acts
15) are one and the same (See also McKnight, 24). Incidentally, the term
empty-headed, “full of windy presumptions and boasting professions” (Manton, 243) is “particularly effective here because of the way the term is used to
mean ‘without result/profit’ in passages like Acts 4:25; 1 Cor. 15:10, 58; 1
Thess. 2:1; and 2 Cor. 6:1” (Johnson, 241).319
Before we turn to the two paradigms that undergird James’ thesis, Abraham and Rahab, let us first give a summary of the biblical doctrine of justifi319

Manton, 243, holds that in Matthew 5:22 Christ forbids this kind of terminology only in
the context of anger, with reference to Matthew 23:17; Luke 24:25; and Galatians 3:1, and
insists that there is “a difference between necessary corrections and contemptuous speech or
reproof.” The latter is unacceptable at all times. The former, however, is mandated when and
where the need for them arises.
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cation. This will be helpful in the assessment of the relationship between
James and Paul. It is well known, of course, that they are alleged to be at loggerheads by some. James states in this section, “A man is justified by works,
and not by faith only” (Jam. 2:24). Paul, on the other hand, holds that “a man
is justified by faith without the works of the law” (Rom. 3:28). On the surface, it seems that they could not contradict each other more! However, as has
already been argued in more than a preliminary fashion, nothing could be
farther from the truth. The exegesis of the present section will underscore
this. But before I turn to this, let me first present a systematic summary of the
biblical doctrine of justification as backdrop, placing it in the larger context
of the full-orbed New Covenantal Gospel. It should prove to be illuminating
especially at a time of a number of swirling controversies regarding this doctrine.

Topical Focus #13: Justification
Regrettably, Church history has witnessed quite a number of twisting, truncating, and
short-circuiting misunderstandings of the doctrine of justification by faith. This is
nearly inevitable unless it is placed in the framework of God’s total New-Covenantal
saving activity. As I have already mentioned, this Gospel activity is threefold. It is
based on the threefold promise of God to his New-Covenant people, the promise of
Jesus’ heart in regeneration, of Jesus’ righteousness in justification and of Jesus’ holiness in sanctification. These three promises may neither be separated, nor confused, or
the misunderstandings, whether short-circuiting, twisting, or truncating, are unavoidable. But these promises must be distinguished. The first objective of this Topical Focus, and the first order of business, is to lay out six constituent elements of the Doctrine of Justification proper. However, it ought to be understood that to ignore, overlook, or violate the biblical relationship the three aspects of the Gospel sustain to each
other, will adversely affect the understanding of this Doctrine, even if its own constituent elements are lined up flawlessly. So the second objective is to position it in the
total context of the New Covenantal Gospel of the Kingdom! Admittedly it would be
small consolation to have 20-20 vision of justification, but to miss the larger picture. In
the long run to ignore the truth of the whole is just as self-destructive as to miss the
truth of a part. Both a twisted and a truncated Gospel should be avoided at any and all
cost!
I. Justification: Its Constituent Elements,
together with some Observations.
1. Essence: Justification is an act of God, in which he declares ungodly, guilty,
and polluted sinners forgiven of their sins, counts them as righteous, and accepts them
as well as treats them as such (Rom. 4:5; 5:1).
2. Basis: Justification is based on the blood and righteousness of the Savior. On
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the basis of his shed blood (removal of the wrath of God and payment of the penalty of
sin) sins are forgiven. On the basis of his righteous life (obedience to the law) righteousness is credited to the account of sinners (Rom. 3:24-26; 2 Cor. 5:21). Only on
this twofold basis can God be just when he justifies the ungodly (Rom. 3:26).
3. Source: Justification flows forth from the sovereign and free grace of God. It is
a gift and can never be earned. At its core is the obedience of Christ, negative (payment for sin) and positive (provision of righteousness), and never the obedience of
man, either in whole or in part. There is no one righteous, no not one (Rom. 3:10, 2330). All human righteousness is like a filthy, condemnable, menstrual rag (Is. 64:6). In
fact, it is tantamount to rubbish, manure, excrement (Zech. 3:3; Phil. 3:8). This is the
joint testimony of the NT as well as the OT.
4. Nature: Justification is instantaneous and irreversible. The pronouncement that
someone is both “not-guilty” and “righteous before God” is a once-and-for-all occurrence, and once made, neither can nor will ever be withdrawn or changed anymore
(Lk. 18:13-14; Rom. 5:1, 8:30-34), as it is rooted in the immutable God, based on the
accomplished work of Christ, and sealed by the indwelling Spirit (Eph. 1:13-14). As
such it constitutes a title to heaven (Rom. 5:1)!
5. Instrument: Justification is received by faith (Rom. 3:20, 28; 4:6; Gal. 2:16;
3:11). The word instrument in conjunction with justification is not altogether adequate.
It is the instrument to receive Christ rather than to receive justification (So also Jonathan Edwards, “Justification by Faith Alone” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, I,
624). “Faith is … not an instrument by which we receive this benefit (of justification),
but the very act of (embracing) Christ and all his benefits as he by his Word and by his
Spirit offers himself to us” (Bavinck, IV, 206; Eng. Tr., IV, 222). The best way to
show the centrality of faith is with the following biblical phrase, “to believe is tantamount to being justified.” This is the meaning of Genesis 15:6, as I argue extensively
below. In short, the reverse side of faith is righteousness. The one cannot be without
the other. When faith embraces Christ, it experiences union with Christ, and therewith
union with his blood and righteousness. By virtue of his blood, shed on the cross, sinners no longer have their sins imputed to them. They are paid for (Rom. 3:25), washed
away, and forgiven (Rom. 4:7-8). By virtue of his righteousness, emerging from the
grave into the light of day in the resurrection (Rom. 4:25b), sinners now have (an
alien) righteousness credited to them and consequently see it appear on their account
(2 Cor. 5:21). This paves the way for God simultaneously to be just and to declare
them righteous (Rom. 3:26, 28).
6. Evidence: The faith that justifies is alive and active, and will produce fruit,
good works. It cannot be any different. From this (second) perspective, the reverse
side of faith is holiness. When faith embraces Christ, and therefore enters into union
with Christ, it experiences union with the total Christ, inclusive of his holiness. Thus
to believe is not only to receive his imputed righteousness, but also to receive his imparted righteousness. In other words, the reverse side of faith is not only the righteousness of Christ in definitive justification, instantaneously sealed by the indwelling Holy
Spirit (Eph. 1:13), but also the holiness of Christ in definitive sanctification (Heb.
10:10, 14a), to be progressively implemented by the indwelling Spirit (Rom. 15:16;
Heb. 10:14). From the larger vantage point of a full-orbed biblical systematic theology, as I argue below, the first prong is the emphasis of Paul, the second one that of
James.
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In these six constituent elements there are indicators that justification is inseparable from both regeneration and sanctification. After all, faith is evidence of regeneration, just as good deeds, that are inseparable from faith, are evidence of sanctification.
At the same time justification may not be confused with either regeneration or sanctification. This can only be prevented when it is recognized that all three result from union with Christ, since all three flow forth from him, and from him only. The new heart
(Ezek. 36:25) in regeneration originates in him (Rom. 6:6). So does the new righteousness (Ezek. 36:25) in justification (2 Cor. 5:21), and the new holiness (Ezek. 36:27) in
sanctification (John 15:5; Eph. 2:10). They are all gifts of grace. None of the three
commence with man. As I have mentioned already, there is no such thing as a “good
will” in the area of regeneration, “good works” in the area of justification, or “good
efforts” in the area of sanctification, to which we owe our salvation in whole or in part.
It is all of grace! According to Scripture, and in general, the concatenation among the
three is as follows. All three are simultaneously (John 3:4; Rom. 5:1; Heb. 10:10) bestowed upon union with Christ. Definitively Christians have already arrived in the heavenly places in the historia salutis (Eph. 2:6). Still, in the internal relationship among
the three in the ordo salutis regeneration, which is evidenced in repentance and faith,
functions as the root, and both justification and sanctification as the twofold fruit, in
God’s saving activity. After all, we are both definitively justified and sanctified by
faith. At the same time--notice the complementarity of truth--since the Holy Spirit
does not take up residence in the heart of Christians until in regeneration they first enjoy the “palace” of the heart of Jesus and in justification “peace” with God the Father
(Acts 2:38; Rom. 5:1), progressive sanctification by the Spirit follows both regeneration and justification! In other words, with regeneration as the experiential launching
pad and justification as the legal framework of sanctification in place, the latter now
can become a reality as the radiant crowning piece of God’s saving activity, without
which “no one can see the Lord” (Heb. 10:14)!
All this warrants at least five additional and more detailed observations. First, all
three Gospel gifts are “once and for all,” or “definitive” in the terminology of Systematic Theology, regeneration (John 3:5), justification (Rom. 5:1) as well as sanctification (Heb. 10:10, 14a). After all, the union with Christ, which encompasses the cross,
the resurrection, the ascension and the session in the heavenly places, is “once and for
all.” All Christ’s younger brothers and sisters have already arrived with him in these
heavenly places (Eph. 1:20), and in that location already possess his heart, his righteousness and his holiness in perfection.
Second, at the same time in all three areas there is also the continuing “outflow”
of daily repentance (Acts 20:21), daily forgiveness (1 John 1:9), and daily renewal
(Heb. 10:14b). This “outflow” takes place on earth. In fact, no one can conscientiously
claim that he is in the heavenly places united with Christ, who does not display or
wholeheartedly seek the continuing outflow of that union on earth, and has convincing
evidence of its presence. Frankly, this is what James is after and brings to expression
both in the totality of his Epistle and in the present context in his adage that “faith
without works is dead!”
Third, this is exemplified in both Christ and James as discriminating/applicatory
preachers. Jesus calls those, who do not possess the threefold, once-and-for-all, reality,
“outsiders” in the very strongest of discriminating terms. Lack of regeneration is tantamount to being a “blind rebel” (John 3:3, 5), lack of justification to being a “hell848

bound adulteress” (John 4:16-18), and lack of sanctification to being a “child of the
devil” (John 8:44; see also 1 John 3:10f). James questions in applicatory terminology
which is equally strong whether those who claim to possess this reality, but play foot
loose with its threefold continuing outflow, are truly “insiders” (See specifically James
1:22, 26; 5:1, and the Commentary on these verses). It, frankly, makes no difference,
whether their addressees belong to the covenant community or not. If the shoe fits, put
it on, whoever you are and wherever you are! Incidentally, it is hardly surprising that
Paul’s message in its discriminating and applicatory summons to self-examination (2
Cor. 13:5) is woven of the same cloth as that of “his older brother,” Jesus, and “his
elder colleague,” James!
Fourth, if there is “no twofold fruit,” justification and sanctification, there can be
“no root,” regeneration, evidenced in faith and repentance! Christ could not be any
clearer in Matthew 7:21ff. The same repentance and faith that secures the righteousness of Christ for the ungodly before they enter into the family of God also produces
the holiness of Christ for the godly after they have been ushered into that family.
Fifth, because (1) the Holy Spirit does not take up residence in the heart of the believer
until after regeneration and justification, and (2) without the Holy Spirit there is no
trace of obedience or holiness whatsoever, it is (3) impossible for any human to produce any good works as the basis for, or in the framework of, justification. Any effort
to smuggle them into this context anyways, must be resisted to the utmost as “a different gospel,” “contrary” to the Gospel of Christ and of Paul, which is also the Gospel of
the Reformation, in the full recognition of the terrifying consequences of such socalled “gospel” (Gal. 1:6-9).
II. Justification: Its Place and Function in the New Covenantal Gospel,
together with the Review of Four Positions.
I would like to get at the place and function of justification in the full Gospel by touching base with four hot-button issues that (regrettably) occupy the attention of the
Church today: 1. The so-called “New Perspective on Paul.” 2. The so-called “New
Covenant Faithfulness in Justification.” 3. The so-called “Federal Vision.” And 4. The
so-called “New Perspective on the Reformation.” Because these positions are (at times
quite) divergent, it is widely recognized that rather to speak in terms of one New Perspective it is preferable to speak of a number of new perspectives, in order not to paint
all who weigh in on the issue with the same brush. Hence the division of four! Even
these, however, do not have sharply defined boundaries. Frankly, the “New Perspective on Paul” folks (Position 1) clearly cannot claim to be “Reformation evangelicals
in any historic sense” (Samuel E. Waldron, Faith, Obedience and Justification (Palmdale, CA: Reformed Baptist Academic Press, 2006), 226, 231-232). Furthermore, the
“New Covenant Faithfulness in Justification” (Position 2) and the “Federal Vision”
(Position 3) adherents send at the least (very) mixed signals. Position 4, the position of
the “New Perspective on the Reformation” proponents, is ambiguous. Some of them
seek to be firmly planted in the historic Reformation tradition, and basically succeed in
this. Still even they open the tent door to the nose of the “New Perspective on Paul”
camel in a not insignificant way. It seems to me that they must make short shrift of this
and firmly shut the door. Otherwise they could well have the potential of endangering
the proclamation of the full Gospel, at least by implication, and possibly in essence.
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All in all, with all their differences and fluid boundaries, the four Positions have one or
more assumptions, traits and tenets in common. Therefore, it is appropriate to discuss
them in the same general context, even if they do not fully fit under the same umbrella.
1. The so-called New Perspective on Paul and a Specific Author,
together with some Observations and Concluding Ramifications.
The notion, if not charge, on the part of the New Perspective on Paul that the Reformation doctrine of justification by faith follows either an errant Paul or a misunderstood
Paul must be opposed to the hilt.
In the former case Paul supposedly erred in general attributing a merit-based legalism as the instrumental basis of salvation to the Judaizers of his day. In the process
he confused this with the perfectly acceptable, gracious covenantal nomism of Palestinian Judaism that was poles apart from a religion of legalistic works-righteousness as
way of salvation. If all this is true, Paul is not a reliable guide, and the Reformation has
eggs on its face for depending on him for its message.
In the latter case Paul, particularly in his Galatians, allegedly did not oppose a salvific
merit-based legalism at all. His only “bone of contention with Judaism” was “prideful
insistence upon its covenantal racial exclusiveness: Israel shut Gentiles out of the
people of God, because they did not observe their ethno-social ‘identity markers’ (the
ritual laws!) before they would or could share table-fellowship with them” (Robert L.
Reymond, “The Sanders/Dunn ‘Fork in the Road’ in the Current Controversy over the
Pauline Doctrine of Justification by Faith” in A Companion to the Current Justification
Controversy (Unicoi, TN: The Trinity Foundation, 2003), 96). If this is correct, the Reformation doctrine of Justification hangs in midair because its proponents cannot base
their views on Paul and, once again, would have eggs on their face! We do well to take
a closer look at all this, even if the present context is not the place to deal with the issue at great length.
However, before we go any further, let us explore its trappings some more by reviewing a recent author, who wrote extensively about the place and function of the law
in the theology of both the Pharisees in the NT in general and of the Judaizers in Galatians in particular. He indirectly weighs in on the issue at hand as well, regrettably
with mixed signals that do not seem to bode too well, at least indirectly, for the Biblical as well as the Reformation doctrine of justification. According to one assessment,
the views of this author “align well with the new perspective on Paul without ever referencing it as such” (Victor A. Copan in his review of Jakob van Bruggen, Paul: Pioneer of Israel’s Messiah, tr. Ed M. van der Maas (Phillipsburg, NJ, P & R Publishing,
2005) in the Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, Vol. 49, No, 3, September
2006, 609)! The danger signals are, indeed, rather ominous.
a. In the opinion of this author the Pharisees were far from the ogres the Church
usually makes them out to be. The caliber of their law righteousness was praiseworthy.
Even Paul affirms this when he adorned the law righteousness that he pursued and
practiced as a Pharisee with the designation “blameless” (Phil. 3:6). This ties in with
the fact that even after his conversion he continues to call himself a Pharisee (Acts
23:6). Since only those who belong to the strictest party of the Jews (Acts 26:5) were
allowed to claim this name, it was and remained for him a title of honor, of which
every bearer could be legitimately proud. To be sure, after his conversion Paul aban850

doned “his confidence in the flesh,” but apart from his violent persecution of the
Church (Acts 8:3; Gal. 1:13; Phil. 3:6), which was basically a sin of ignorance (1 Tim.
1:13; see also Acts 3:17), this did not cause him to be ashamed about his past conduct.
In short, when he calls himself “blameless,” even if in the Pharisaical sense of the
term, we should take this at face value, and (with Paul) give it positive, if not high
marks (van Bruggen, Paul, 222, 261, 324; as well as Jakob van Bruggen, Het Evangelie van Gods Zoon (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 1996), 231, 233).
Of course, Pharisaism had its problems. But their over-all comportment was not
one of them. Neither was it a lack of quality in (the kind of) righteousness it was capable of producing. Even Jesus, supposedly, was of this opinion. He never condemned
the Pharisees in general as a party. In fact, they were “the best party, humane, zealous
for the faith in the one God and careful in maintaining a lifestyle that suited this faith.”
They were the “friends of God.” Neither did he criticize their law righteousness, or
their pursuit of it. They had a “love for the Scriptures,” and in this regard they had of
everybody the “closest affinity” to him. No, he simply informed them about three
areas of derailment, be it in an increasingly pointed fashion. First, they preferred their
lesser (italics, mine) righteousness to the perfect (italics, mine) righteousness which
transcended theirs (Mt. 5:20). Second, at times their man-made traditions collided with
Gods law (Mt. 12:1-8; Mk. 7:9). But third, and most of all, in the “deadly weakness”
of their “trust in good works,” and their “sense of pride,” rooted in their “selfconfidence” (Mt. 9:13; 23:218: Lk 18:9) they first spurned John the Baptist as the forerunner of Jesus (Mt. 3:7-12; Mt. 11:13-18), and then cast Jesus himself aside as Son of
God and Savior (Mt. 23:1-39). Candidly, they were not the natural antipodes of Christ
as Pharisees. Nor was the great contrast between them and the followers of Christ
their specific focus upon the law, and a consequent “toxic” works-righteousness on
their part, which translated into “a soteriological legalism.” No, the great stumbling
block was the Person of Christ, no more, no less, and intertwined with this, their lack
of faith in him as the Messiah of God. The negative picture of Matthew 23, therefore,
does not constitute a general condemnation, but is solely a specific and “strong …
reaction” on the part of Jesus to “the specific actions of the Pharisees,” which added up
to a “definitive and merciless” rejection of him. “With this they made all their works
worthless. Instead of enriching the lesser with the Greater, they rejected the Master,
and in that light, the lesser became their demise.” Fully in line with this, when Paul
moved beyond Pharisaism, he opted for Jesus as the Messiah and in the process (merely) left “a lesser form of righteousness (Phil. 3:4-6) in favor of a greater and better
righteousness (Phil. 3:8-11)” (For all this, see van Bruggen, Paul, 233-236, 261, 324326, 369; and van Bruggen, Het Evangelie, 235-238; however, Michael Horton, The
Gospel Commission, 106, decisively and properly protests against this line of reasoning, as if Paul said that “his righteousness as a ‘Pharisee of Pharisees’ was (only) insufficient and (merely) needed to be completed or perfected by Jesus. Rather, he said
that it was ‘rubbish’ (Phil. 3:8; actually, ‘dung’ is a closer translation).”
Incidentally, as will become even clearer below, it should not escape anyone that
all this is New Perspective language, even if it does not necessarily adopt all its implications. By way of a short synopsis the original initiators of the New Perspective, W.
D. Davies (1948) and Krister Stendahl (1963), held that Paul’s conversion was not one
from “guilt” to “grace,” but was the realization that Jesus was the Messiah, and that
the Church, rather than in need of persecution, was the community of the Messiah. The
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present proponents of the New Perspective, E. P. Sanders, James D. G. Dunn, and N.
T. Wright, continue in the same vein. Allegedly Paul in his interaction with Judaism
did not focus upon the need for grace over against works, and did not pursue a religion
of grace over against one of self-righteousness. Similarly, he did not chide the Judaizers that they opted for the latter. A pattern of grace was found in Judaism, Judaizers,
and Paul alike. No, what Paul finds wrong with Judaism is that it is not Christianity,
and what he finds wrong with the Judaizers is that in their insistence on the traditional
boundary markers of circumcision, the Sabbath, the food laws, etc., they were too exclusivistic. They eliminated folks from the community of faith whom the Messiah had
included. All this has a twofold cutting edge. The Judaizers misconstrued the nature
and breadth of the Gospel. The latter is the announcement of Christ’s powerful Lordship, and is quite sufficient to bring people into the family of God through loyal covenant membership. This declares all boundary markers “outdated history!” To reintroduce them and make their observance mandatory narrows the Gospel unacceptably. On
the other hand, the Reformation narrowed the nature and scope of the Gospel as well,
but by misconstruing justification. The biblical teaching does not insist on justification
by faith alone to enter into the true family of God. This would be an “all too narrow
way.” Neither does it require the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to pave “this
way,” and so turn this entrance into a reality. Justification “merely” describes the status of those who are already full and loyal members of this family through the Gospel
of the powerful Lordship of Christ, and therefore “simply” tells us how one can recognize these members. Had the Reformation understood this, it would not have opened
up a rift with Roman Catholicism (See for this synopsis, also Sinclair B. Ferguson, in
his “Introduction” to K. Scott Oliphint, Justified in Christ (Ross-shire, UK: Mentor/Christian Focus Publications, Ltd, 2007), xv-xix; as well as Jeffery Smith, “An
Overview and Critique of the New Perspective (Part I),” in Reformed Baptist Theological Review, Vol. III, No. 1 (January 2006), 77-94, 101-106). In short, on the one hand,
neither Judaism, nor the Pharisees, nor the Judaizers, nor Paul championed a (soteriological) transition from wrath to grace. On the other hand, the difference between Judaism, the Pharisees, the Judaizers and Paul is that the latter made the (ecclesiastical)
move from the grace of the supposed purposeful blamelessness of “covenantal nomism” to the grace of the Gospel. In other words, the Gospel of Paul is not from wrath to
grace, but from “grace” to Grace! The next section underscores this further.
b. Turning now to the Judaizers in Galatians, according to van Bruggen, the
Church in general, and Peter in particular, correctly recognized “the surplus (italics,
mine) value of the Gospel. Christ is greater than Moses. Moses could take Israel so far,
but Christ finished the work.” This, then, formed the backdrop of Paul’s critique of the
Judaizers. “To reintroduce the law to the Gentiles (in this phase of salvation history),
as a precondition to the Christian life … would mean switching from the greater to the
lesser!” The bottom line for Paul is that “life according to the law (which apparently
has a lot going for it, still) leads nowhere if it is not combined with the decisive faith in
Messiah Jesus: ‘knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law without
faith in Christ Jesus’” (van Bruggen, Paul, 237). From this (unfortunate) formulation
we get the impression that it is (at least marginally) possible to be justified-by-worksbe-it-with-faith-in-Jesus.
In other words, in Galatians Paul does not give a “negative characterization of Judaism in general,” as if it was blanketed by a universal curse (Gal. 3:10). “The conclu852

sion that the law does not justify is an after-the-fact conclusion, reached on the basis of
the facts of Christ.” This implies that the so-called curse of the law did not rest upon
the Jews prior to Christ. Only because after Christ the law is “no longer the decisive
line of demarcation between God’s people and the Gentile nations,” this curse is now
(suddenly) applicable to those who “choose life under the law rather than faith in the
Messiah.” “The road that leads through Israel is not closed, but the road is no longer
the restricted road through which all the nations have to come to God. Since the main
road, Christ, has been opened, the Gentiles as well as Israel can come to God directly,
through the Spirit” (van Bruggen, Paul, 238-240).
At this juncture the Galatian problem becomes transparent. The Galatians did not
seek to opt for Judaism soteriologically as a different way of justification based on a
toxic meritorious works-righteousness. This was just as little in the purview of the Judaizers, as it was in that of the Pharisees. No, they yielded to the Judaizing practice
“either as a safety net under their Christian faith or as a solution to the communication
problem with many Jewish Christians. Nevertheless, they would let themselves be circumcised for God’s sake, as if it were necessary or better for God. And then Paul says:
you look for your identity in circumcision and the law. Apparently Christ has insufficient power without these identity markers in you.” This implies that the “core of the
(Galatian) conflict is not a rigid nomism or perfectionism, but rather a nationalistic
championing of the Jewish people as the one community of God” that seeks to put the
Gentiles “under the law of Moses, ‘the narrowing of the road,’ as if the widening of
the road of God in Christ had never occurred.” To be sure, for the Jews the Law was
the fence that separated them as righteous from the Gentiles as sinners. Therefore it
was quite all right for Jewish Christians to continue in the Law, be it that “living according to the law is meaningful only thanks to Messiah Jesus.” For the Gentiles, however, it was “a fenced-in enclosure” that posed a double threat. Depending upon their
achievements in their pagan religion before their conversion, they received the Spirit
by faith without achievements on their part. Entering into that enclosure, therefore,
would from their perspective substitute “Jewish works” for their “pagan works,” and
thereby destroy their freedom in Christ. In other words, while for the Jewish Christians
law keeping would not add up to a soteriological toxic works religion, for the Gentile
Christians it would turn into one! “This forced (Paul) to react vehemently and to emphasize once again in no uncertain terms in a hastily (sic!) written (and seemingly onesided) letter that the national law of God’s people Israel should be understood in the
light of the international Spirit of the Messiah” (van Bruggen, Paul, 230-231, 242244).
In short, what is and continues to be good (of sorts) for the goose (Israel and Jewish Christians) is not good for the gander (Gentiles and Gentile Christians). To be
more specific, allegedly the Galatian dispute is ultimately about the history of salvation and its two distinct phases, national or international, and no more than partly
about the order of salvation and its two consequences, heaven or hell. Paul is upset
when he envisions these “foolish” Gentile Christians putting history in reverse and
opting for Old Law Highway 77 with all its curves and turns, when they are on the
straight and direct New Christ Interstate 777. This is why he supposedly issues his
strong warning. The Old Highway, which is not (quite) doable for Pharisees-withoutthe-Messiah (77 minus the concluding 7), but (very) doable for Jewish Christianswith-Jesus (77 plus the concluding 7), is not (at all) doable for the Gentile Christians853

with-Jesus (in exclusive need of 777)! In the final analysis to opt aggressively for the
Law without the Messiah (77-7) on the part of the Pharisees, or to opt regressively for
the Law with Jesus (77+7) on the part of the Gentile Christians, is regrettably to end
up on Highway 666. This road does not quite do it, ultimately goes nowhere, and,
therefore, poses problems.
What conclusions should be drawn from this basically “New Perspective” approach?
Frankly, this analysis of the theology of the Pharisees and the Judaizers is puzzling, if not perplexing. It does, and should, leave the reader with a good deal of unease and with lots of question marks as well. It appears that it overlooks a mass of
biblical information that cannot but undercut the biblical doctrine of justification. Let
me explain.
To start with, even if it could be proven in the abstract that at bottom neither the
Pharisees nor the Judaizers promoted an outright “meritorious works-righteousness,”
and only intended to pursue a type of gracious so-called “covenantal nomism,” it totally overlooks, ignores, downplays, or rejects the fact that both Jesus and Paul, rather
than softly rapping their theology over the knuckles due to some minor aberrations,
and dismissing them merely for their definitive rejection of the Messiah in isolated settings, portrayed a starkly different, and utterly dark reality. For one, they condemned
their theology as a dead-end street, rather than present it as an older, narrower, and
lesser highway to heaven. For another, they condemned them as blind leaders of the
blind (Mt. 15:14) that prevented their own entrance into the kingdom of heaven, shut it
in the face of everyone else, and sent their proselytes to hell twice over (Mt. 24:13-15),
rather than treat them as good (old) boys as far as they went, but regrettably with a
concluding flaw. In short, their rejection of both John the Baptist and Jesus was not a
“personal” matter, but was “soteriological” to the core!
Regarding the Pharisees, Jesus informed them in terms of Nicodemus, however
gently, that they were blind rebels with hearts of stone (John 3:3-5; in line with Ezek.
36:26), which could only be removed by the Spirit of God (2 Cor. 3:17-18). Until this
occurred, they would never turn to him, and thereby prove that their deeds were evil,
toxic (!) by definition, and evidenced their love for darkness rather than light. He informed them in terms of their “offspring,” quite potently, that their professed faith was
counterfeit, because they preferred bondage in the prison of their sinfulness to holiness
through his Word. Because they did not listen to his blueprint for holiness, and in their
unregeneracy could not do so, they qualified as “children of the devil” (John 8:30-47;
see also 1 John 3:10)! He informed them head-on in terms of themselves and their
ministry, which was devastating and clearly gave offense, that their theology was
deadly, and their preaching hypocritical, tyrannical, and self-promoting. Their essential make-up resembled a dead corpse, filthy and rotten to the core, all appearances
notwithstanding, in fact, a brood of lawless (sic!) murderers. They, indeed, would travel all over the place to make one convert. But when they succeeded, they would end
up with a product that was twice as hell-bound as they were already themselves (Mt.
23:1-36; see also Mt. 15:10-20; 16:5-12). Clearly, their self-confidence and their pride
in the quality of their works, whether regarded as meritorious or otherwise, culminated
in their self-proclaimed self-righteousness, which was killing them from beginning to
end (Note emphatically Lk. 18:9-14). When confronted by Jesus with a reality check-“full (sic!) of greed and wickedness”--, they showed their true colors. Their mood
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turned (predictably) murderous (Lk. 11:37-54, esp. 39, 47-48, 53-54)!
All this echoes the assessment and words of John the Baptist. When the Pharisees
came to him to be baptized, he lit into them, and called them a brood of vipers, proven
to be toxic by definition, without repentance and without fruit, and therefore ready to
be cut down and thrown in the fire like a barren tree (Mt. 3:7-10). No, contrary to our
author, John and Jesus did not (in the end) condemn the (mostly attractive) Pharisees
because they (merely) rejected the person of John as the forerunner of the Messiah and
the person of Jesus as the Messiah. The issue is much more fundamental. The Pharisees rejected John and Jesus, even if they from time to time paid lip service (Mt. 3:7;
John 8:30), because John and Jesus legitimately condemned both them and their theology implicitly as well as explicitly as dead-end streets. As totally and radically depraved, that is, rebellious, guilty, and corrupt sinners they were in utter need of the
New Covenant with the promise of a new heart in regeneration, a new righteousness in
justification, and a new holiness in sanctification, and therefore in desperate need of a
Savior. It should be rather clear by now why Jesus declares that without regeneration,
evidenced in true faith, there is only blind rebellion (Nicodemus; John 3:3, 5) and an
aversion to holiness (Jews; John 8:31ff, esp. 37, 40), which never can (John 8:43) and
never will (John 8:44) add up to a so-called “gracious covenantal nomism,” whether in
the old covenant or the New. The old covenant is a dead-end street (Heb. 8:13) and the
New Covenant the only Highway to Heaven. The latter spells radical and total transformation, in fact, radical and total replacement, personified in Christ who exterminates the “old” (on the cross) and substitutes it with the “new” (in the resurrection).
The issue between Christ and Paul, on the one hand, and the Pharisees and the Judaizers, on the other, is not just the (mere) Person of Christ, as the New Perspective on
Paul advocates. It is (also, if not first and foremost) the (threefold) Work of Christ!
When Paul chimes in on the subject, we encounter more of the same. Surely, he
was taught the law. In principle, this always was, always is, and always remains a
good thing (Mt. 23:3). But he was taught the law according to the Pharisees, and that
was a bad thing. In practice, it invariably lowered the standard of the law (Mt. 5:20),
and misshaped the direction of the law (Mt. 19:3-9). As a result Paul ended up believing, in a mistaken, and potentially suicidal, self-trust, that he was “blameless,” and according to Pharisaical standards that is exactly what he was. But when he came face to
face with the law, as God intended it, at first with the Tenth Commandment, it killed
him (Rom. 7:7-11). God pulled the scales from his eyes, and he recognized that his
Pharisaical “blamelessness,” however seemingly “beautiful” and “righteous” “outwardly,” was in reality no more than “rubbish/garbage/manure” (Phil. 3:8b). In fact, he
subsumes his total life, his circumcision, his ethnicity, his religious party, his zeal, his
blamelessness, all of it, under the umbrella of fleshly self-confidence, and subsequently dismisses the whole kit’n kaboodle as “excrement,” a vulgarity in the Greek language. But this is not all! He designates the proponents of the kind of life and lifestyle
that at one time also characterized him, as “dogs, evildoers, mutilators of the flesh,” in
radical and diametrical contrast to “the real circumcision,” that is to regenerate believers (Deut. 1;16; Jer. 4:4; Rom. 2:28-29), “who worship by the Spirit of God and glory
in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:2-6). In short, whatever the early Saul and all Pharisees blindly used to regard as awesome gain, and whatever anyone, who holds to the presence of
some kind of gracious covenantal nomism by the Jewish contemporaries of Jesus and
Paul, views at least as a modest, if not fair gain, proved to the later Paul to be an end855

less series of awful entries in an awful loss column (Phil. 3:7-8a). This pertains to his
religious ritual, his ethnicity, his tribal affiliation, his birth, his card-carrying party
membership, his zeal, as well as his “blamelessness” (Phil. 3:5-6). How in the world
interpreters can glean a rosy picture of the early Paul from the term “blameless” should
be a total enigma. It militates against the context from beginning to end. In fact, as we
already saw, Paul starts out by saying that his earlier ilk is unclean like a dog, evil in
its deeds, and in the process distorts the sacrament of circumcision into a perversion
(mutilation) (Phil. 3:2). He ends up by calling them “enemies of the cross” (Phil. 3:18).
Apparently they do not want to have their cobra hearts (Ps. 58:2-4), their excrement
pasts (Phil. 3:8) and their poisonous lives (Jam. 3:8) eradicated and replaced. They
disdain and oppose the exterminating cross which provides the only way to escape
their three deadly problems. They equally disdain and oppose the reoriginating resurrection which presents them with Jesus’ heart in regeneration (Phil. 3:2), Jesus’ righteousness in justification (Phil. 3:9), and Jesus’ holiness in sanctification (Phil. 3:10).
Paul weeps over them because the bottom line is that they are heading for destruction,
with their belly as their “god,” their glory in their shame, and their minds exclusively
upon earthly things (Phil. 3:19). Frankly, it is no exaggeration to call it a total enigma
how anyone can without blushing conclude that God’s law did, and apparently could,
produce in Pharisees in general and in Paul in particular legitimate “righteousness,” in
fact, “blamelessness,” while Paul himself as the zenith of Phariseeism testifies that in
reality the law did, does, and only can produce “death” (Rom. 7:8). As we saw, the
Tenth Commandment (all by itself already) “killed” him (Rom. 7:7)! In fact, Paul is
even more graphic. As a Pharisee he did not really have the (real) law of God at all
(Rom. 7:8). They were in different ballparks. So to claim that Paul had “legitimate
righteousness” as a “dyed in the wool” Pharisee, “non-law” must have produced this.
The enigma turns manifestly preposterous. Eventually Jesus pulled the scales off
Paul’s eyes in toto (Acts 9:4-7). The Damascus Road episode not only underscored his
utter sinfulness (Acts 22:16a; see also Acts 26:18), but also made him see in Jesus his
Savior and Lord, who could, would, and did give him his triadic New-Covenantal salvation. Ever since he clearly never lost the wonder of it all (Phil. 3:7-9; 1 Tim. 1:15)!
The rift between Paul as a Pharisee and an enemy of the cross and Paul as a devoted
follower of Jesus and a lover of the cross is wider than the gaping Grand Canyon .
Regarding the Galatian heresy, Paul’s words in this context are woven of the same
cloth. Addressing the Galatians as foolish (Gal. 3:1) already indicates that there is
much more at stake than their opting for a “lesser righteousness” only. The “mutilators
of the flesh” (Gal. 6:12; Phil. 3:2) distort the Gospel of Christ (Gal. 1:7) to such extent
that they call God’s anathema upon themselves (Gal. 1:8-9). Their distortion deserves
Paul’s designation of a different Gospel (Gal. 1:6) that stands in absolute contrast to
the Gospel they received from him (Gal. 1:9). What is this so-called “gospel?” It
teaches perniciously that justification results from works of the law (Gal. 2:16a).
Whether they are called meritorious or not, they are or turn toxic, and automatically
make those who pursue justification in this manner eligible for God’s curse (Gal.
3:10)! This applies to Jews, whether before, during, or after Christ (Gal. 2:16b), and
Gentiles alike! It is a rather grim reality. The curse apparently applies to the false
teachers of a different Gospel as well as to those who embrace their teaching. It is either works of the law, the curse, and eternal death or Christ, the removal of the curse,
and eternal life (Gal. 3:13-14) for Jews as well as Gentiles. There is no middle way
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(Gal. 2:21).
From what I have presented and argued thus far one thing should be crystal clear.
Stroking the Pharisees and the Judaizers is a real and grave danger, and cannot be
waved off as a scholarly contribution to a theological roundtable. Both the Gospel of
God and the salvation of people are at stake. If the claim that the road through Israel is
“not closed,” but only “too narrow,” is correct, how in the world can the OT (law) any
longer be regarded as the indispensable “taskmaster” that drives us into the arms of
Christ alone for our justification by faith alone (Gal. 3:24)? The objective of this taskmaster is to demonstrate that the road through old-covenant Israel is a dead-end street,
which should bring both Jews and Gentiles to their knees, and make them turn to the
New-Covenant Savior as devastated, terminal, tax collectors who cry out for mercy
(Lk. 18:13)! The contrast between the Pharisee who trusts in himself and regards his
entrance into the Kingdom a done deal because of his (not so gracious) nomism, and
the tax collector who beats his chest in recognition of his a-nomian reality could not be
greater. In fact, the difference is off the chart. The comparison with the Grand Canyon
is not even close. It is the unbridgeable gulf between hell and heaven. By taking the
side of the Pharisee, either in whole or in part, the “New Perspective” and all its subtle
or not so subtle adherents, do not do the Church of Christ any favors. They undermine
directly or indirectly the Gospel of justification, and by implication, as I already intimated and argue further below, the Gospel of regeneration and sanctification as well.
In short, they basically gut the Gospel! That this has ramifications stands to reason.
First, the Church must reject the notion that Paul in Galatians 2:15ff; 3:1ff; 4:21ff;
5:1ff; Romans 3:19ff; 4:1ff; 9:30ff; 10:1ff; 11:5ff (and Philippians 3:1ff, for that matter) only targets the racist nationalism of Palestinian Judaism in terms of its zeal for
the “ceremonial works of the law,” rather than its destructive “theology” in terms of an
achievable works-righteousness that “extinguishes the glory of Christ, destroys the
Church, and overthrows the way of salvation” (So Calvin, quoted in Reymond, 102).
Incidentally, in the light of the anathema upon the promoters of a different Gospel and
the heavy language of the general context of Galatians 2 and 3, there is simply no
ground for declaring that the “works of righteousness” in Galatians 2:15; 3:2, 5, 10; as
well as in Romans 3:20, 28, rather “harmlessly” pertain to OT “ceremonies,” such as
circumcision, food laws, etc. The net effect would be that the Judaizers would merely
“narrow” the way of salvation for Gentile Christians when forced to embrace them to
become fully children of Abraham. Rather, pursuers of these “works of righteousness”
promote a “harmful” “works-righteousness.” This “obliterates” the way of salvation by
foisting another “gospel” upon the Galatians than the one Paul preached in the footsteps of Jesus. (See for a thorough treatment of the phrase “works of righteousness,”
Fred Malone, “Justification by Faith Alone in Contemporary Theological Perspective,”
in Reformed Baptist Theological Review, Vol. I, No. 1 (January, 2004), 106, 116, 120;
and esp. Jeffery Smith, “An Overview of the New Perspective on Paul’s Doctrine of
Justification: Part Three - The New Perspective Critiqued (2),” in Reformed Baptist
Theological Review, Vol. IV, No. 1 (January, 2007), 91-119).
Anyone who gives credence to this so-called “New Perspective” in one way or
another must be both blind and deaf to Paul’s own twice repeated assessment that in
the Galatian heresy the Church comes face to face with “a different, contrary ‘gospel.’” This constitutes such a mortal threat that Paul “vehemently” calls for God’s
curse upon its proponents (Gal. 1:8-9). The issue is clearly much, much, more than a
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“mere” matter of racial and nationalistic zeal, however sinful this may be. Therefore
this “New Perspective” must stand opposed, not only because it is theologically heterodox, but because it practically borders on the heretical as it fails to warn, in the footsteps of Paul, against a soul destroying perversion of the truth of the Gospel.
Second, the idea that covenant obedience in some murky manner is (co-) instrumental in God’s justifying declaration that constitutes the ungodly as righteous and
forgiven (Rom. 5:19) is a confused theologoumenon at best, and basically heterodox. It
is confused because it mixes justification and sanctification. While the two are inseparable, they must be distinguished. That good works are necessary for membership in
the Kingdom of God is not, and should not be, in dispute. Anti-nomianism stands
roundly condemned in Scripture. But while they do not come into the picture as instrumental in justification, they definitely do so as the substance of sanctification. In
the biblical (Pauline and Reformation) doctrine of justification the issue is whether (1)
faith apart from works or (2) faith with its works is instrumental in God’s verdict of
“not guilty.” Both Paul and the Reformation insist on the former. In the biblical doctrine of sanctification the issue is, whether (1) faith is, and can be, fruitless or (2)
works through love. James, Paul and the Reformation come down on the side of the
latter. To go counter to the teachings of James, Paul and the Reformation in either the
doctrine of justification or the doctrine of sanctification is to take the side of heterodoxy. If either covenant obedience subtly turns into works-righteousness or fruitlessness into antinomianism, heresy prevails. Orthodoxy avoids the poles of both pride and
presumption. It avoids pride when it refuses to entangle itself with “good works” in
justification or “good efforts” in sanctification. It casts itself upon Christ’s righteousness alone for the former (2 Cor. 5:21; Phil. 3:9) and upon Christ’s holiness alone for
the latter (John 15:5; Eph. 2:10; Phil. 3:10). It avoids presumption when it refuses to
enlist its own obedience at the expense of Christ’s imputed righteousness for the former but insists on the presence of obedience as the gift of Christ’s imparted righteousness in the latter (See for an extensive debate on the issue of the relationship that covenantal obedience sustains to justification, E. Calvin Beisner, ed. The Auburn Avenue
Theology, Pros and Cons: Debating the Federal Vision (Fort Lauderdale: Knox Theological Seminary, 2003); furthermore, for a global analysis of the New Perspective on
Paul, as well as of the historical roots and content of its theology, see Guy Prentiss
Waters, Justification and the New Perspectives on Paul (Phillipsburg, P&R Publishing, 2004); see also William B. Barcley, Gospel Clarity: Challenging the New Perspective on Paul (Carlisle, PA: EP Books, 2010); for a more focused analysis of the
radical contrast between all New Perspective types of theology and the Sola Fide of
the Reformation, Waldron, Faith, Obedience and Justification, esp. 49-50, 565-57,
with reference to Calvin, his Commentary on Galatians 5:6, as well as John 6:29, and
his Institutes, III, xi, 20).
Waters does an admirable job, first, in exposing the heretical root of the New
Perspective, which is the apostate critical-historical methodology that tramples the inerrancy of Scripture under foot and, then, in demonstrating the heterodox, SemiPelagian, nature of the New Perspective, which can only be maintained by construing
Paul as (at least partly) self-contradictory (See for the Semi-Pelagianism of the New
Perspective also, Jeffery Smith, “An Overview and Critique of the New Perspective on
Paul’s Doctrine of Justification: Part Two – The New Perspective Critiqued (1),” in
Reformed Baptist Theological Review, Vol. III, No. 2 (July, 2006), 122-124). Waldron
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is, arguably, even more impressive. He demonstrates convincingly that the New Perspective type of theology, found in men, such as Daniel Fuller (127-155), Norman
Shepherd (157-186), and Don Garlington (187-223), holds in one way or another to a
“participationist” view of justification, in which “faith and obedience are conflated in
the instrumentality of justification” (232). He further argues just as persuasively that
this view vitiates the “Sola Fide” principle, as championed by Luther (13-46), Calvin
(47-71), as well as all the historic Reformation Confessions (73-126), across the board.
However, I am afraid that Waters still fails to go for the jugular. Both the New Perspective on Paul and all other views, that similarly build “covenant faithfulness” in the
foundation of justification in one way or another, have a reductionistic view of the Covenant. The New Covenant does not simply extend the requirement of old covenantal
obedience as a kind of “Christian nomism.” Such view ignores that the New Covenant
is based on “better promises” (Heb. 8:6), which were not present in the old covenant,
and were not promulgated, although until Ezekiel 36:25-27 and Jeremiah 31:31-34,
although they were foreshadowed, such as in the sacrificial system, and preannounced, such as in Deuteronomy 30:1-6.
These promises were indispensably needed, because the old covenant by and in
itself could not spell anything else but “covenantal unfaithfulness” throughout (Is.
64:6; Rom. 3:23). The old covenant proved to be a dead-end street, had to be declared
bankrupt, and replaced by the New Covenant with its three promises of regeneration,
justification and sanctification. As I have stated before, a New Covenant-heart in regeneration, a New Covenant-righteousness in justification and a New Covenant-holiness
in sanctification, all three can only materialize as gifts from above. Once these promises were officially promulgated, the old covenant turned obsolete by implication and
definition (Heb. 8:13). Therefore to view (“obsolete”) old covenant unfaithfulness as if
it had the trappings of covenant faithfulness, and, subsequently, to foist this type of
(un)faithfulness upon the New Covenant community as a requirement before God can
pronounce his justifying verdict, is to declare that an exposed and proven dead-end
street is full of promise. This is manifestly unconscionable. Those who favor the New
Perspective on Paul, or any of the various views akin to it, are basically blind to the
fact that, according to Scripture, the New Covenant is a new ballgame that cannot be
played with the old, “obsolete,” rules. Hebrews proves to be only too clear about this.
But this is both the core failure of the New Perspective and a blueprint for spiritual
disaster. It is ultimately a (Semi-Pelagian) denial of the substance of the New Covenant, promised by the Father, personified in the Son, and personalized by the Holy
Spirit, in which the content of the “command” can only come into its own as a matter
of “pure grace.”
With regard to Waldron, he is extremely thorough and thoughtful in his analyses
as well as “gentle and respectful” in his assessments, which clearly all of us must be in
all circumstances with regard to all people (1 Pet. 3:16). The latter is also in evidence
in his conclusion in which he contrasts the darkness of today’s “confusion and obscurity” with the light of the Reformation that unfolds the “truth of Scripture and the blessedness of being justified by faith alone.” In this context he calls for humility and
teachableness when face to face with the impressive greatness of the past and warns
against the condescension and self-sufficiency on the part of folks who fall victim to
the “pride of modernity” (233). I wonder, however, when the time has arrived or will
arrive that we must take it a step further and speak with Calvin in bold(er) terms, such
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as “extinguishing the glory of Christ, destroying the Church, and overthrowing the
way of salvation” (See above). Of course, this should not be done in a judgmental attitude. But would we not display the love of Christ in doing so for our God, the Church,
and for those who are straying as well as those who are exposed to their views, when
faced with monumental crises in doctrinal areas, such as justification by faith? After
all, such doctrines are arguably a matter of life and death. In short, if we believe that
the conflation of faith and obedience jeopardizes the glory of Christ, the health of the
Church, the way of salvation and the eternal destiny of people, we should in all humility say so for the sake of everyone involved, and issue a heartfelt appeal to repentance
and a return to the “Old Paths” of Scripture and history (See also Smith, “An Overview and Critique of the New Perspective: Part I,” 108. He calls for a defense of the
Biblical Doctrine of Justification, “not in an air of academic detachment, but with a
heart full of flaming passion because of the eternal issues at stake”). Ultimately, therefore, this section is not a call to get our theology pure for the sake of pure theology.
Together with the next three sections it is thoroughly “pastoral” in substance and intent, fully in the footsteps of Paul. He focuses on “The doctrine of Justification” as a
matter of life and death. So should we all!
2. New Covenant Obedience in Justification and its Consequences,
together with some Observations and a Concluding Statement.
Those in the larger Reformed community, whose views border on the New Perspective, may possibly protest that they cannot be painted with either a Semi-Pelagian or
Romanist brush. After all, they never did, nor ever intended to, undermine the “All of
Grace” principle of the Reformation, and never did, nor intended to, deny the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. This twofold protest deserves a clear and direct answer.
By bringing down the more glorious New Covenant ministry of life to the less glorious
level of the old covenant ministry of death (2 Cor. 3:7-11), and by functionally tying
salvation to baptism in the process (See Waters, 199, 206-207; as well as O. Palmer
Robertson, The Current Justification Controversy (Unicoi, TN: The Trinity Foundation, 2003), 90) much in the same vein as the Jews to the dismay of Paul (Rom. 2:2529) sought to tie it to circumcision, they did no one a favor! They became (at least)
fuzzy and (possibly) heterodox in their doctrine of regeneration, justification as well as
sanctification.
First, without wishing (outright) “to equate baptism with salvation” or “to reject
the traditional language of regeneration ... they functionally supplant the doctrine of
regeneration with the doctrine of baptism.” As a result the problem of the heart, with
which both OT and NT constantly grapple, simply disappears from the radar screen.
Second, without (necessarily) dismissing the imputed righteousness of Christ as
the (exclusive) ground of the believer’s justification, their simultaneous and categorical insistence upon the inclusion of his good works in the process of justification
leaves us only with a twofold possibility. Either the so-called imputed righteousness of
Christ is a misnomer and basically an infused righteousness in which the obedience of
Christ and the believer merge. Or justification, rather than being instantaneous, is a
continuing state in which the righteousness of Christ constitutes the indisputable starting point, but the obedience of the believer is required to ensure continuation in this
state.
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Third, without doing away with the doctrine of sanctification as an entity in its
own right and with its own jurisdiction, the obedience of the believer is so intertwined
with justification that the majestic contours and intricate content of this doctrine seem
altogether lost in a fog (For the documentation of these three observations, see also
Waters, 207-211).
Indeed, the fog of debilitating confusion envelops the total ordo salutis. Baptism
swallows up regeneration, and ends up twisting both. Similarly, justification swallows
up sanctification, and turns both into a loser.
Where in all this, we may well ask, is the glory of the full-orbed New Covenantal
Gospel with its profundity in simplicity and its simplicity in profundity? Where is the
message of the bankruptcy of mankind in terms of its rebel heart, guilty record, and
offensive life, signed, sealed and delivered in mankind’s willful participation in original sin, and exposed in God’s “merciless mercy” by the old covenant, its grievous history, and its lamentable impotence? Where is the message of the New Covenant with
its glorious threefold message that contains the perfect remedy for the threefold bankruptcy of mankind, namely the grace of Christ’s heart in regeneration, Christ’s righteousness in justification and Christ’s holiness in sanctification, promised by the Father and implemented by the Holy Spirit? Both the biblical diagnosis and the biblical
cure are truncated, twisted or both.
This does and must have at least two dire consequences.
(1) The proponents of a so-called Reformed “Christian nomism,” whether it is
designated covenantal faithfulness or otherwise, rob themselves of the opportunity
forthrightly and clearly to respond to the threat that the New Perspective on Paul poses
to the health of the Church. Even if do not deny their heritage in as many words, they
have no functional defense or offense vis-à-vis its adherents with their disdain for
“original sin,” as taught by Calvin, “biblical grace,” as championed by Augustine, and
“imputed righteousness,” as emphasized by Luther. With either the Trojan horse of the
New Perspective or a close replica thereof “safely” (sic!) within their walls, their defensive as well as offensive arsenal cannot but be spiked!
(2) They put themselves, their offspring and their churches on a slippery slope.
When baptism for all practical purposes spells realized union with Christ and by implication realized salvation with all its components of regeneration, justification and
sanctification, there is basically no longer a need for the preaching of the Gospel in the
Church. After all, virtually 100% of Church attendees (in a paedobaptist setting) are
baptized, and thereby virtually saved. All that covenant children (as well as adults)
need is “(covenant) nurture,” a term chosen in conscious divergence from, if not opposition to, the word “Gospel.” This means explicitly in case of both (baptized) covenant
children and adults: no confrontation with either the cross of Christ that exterminates
(the rebel heart, the guilty record, and the offensive life) or the resurrection of Christ
that re-originates (in terms of Christ’s heart, Christ’s righteousness and Christ’s holiness). These are wayside stations that all Church members, children as well as adults,
allegedly have already passed in their baptism. This means further implicitly: no confrontation with the cross of Christ that fumigates (continuing hardness of heart, recurring guilt, and fresh excess of filth) or the resurrection of Christ that revitalizes (ongoing repentance, repeated forgiveness, and renewed holiness). After all, the Gospel of
the Kingdom is the Gospel of the cross and the resurrection of Christ, both in the once
and for all “extermination” and “re-origination,” leading to the production of new
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hearts, new righteousness and new holiness, and in the continuing “fumigation” and
“recovery,” leading to daily repentance, daily forgiveness and daily renewal. Therefore, to deny the Church the Gospel is to deny it this carefully delineated full-orbed
two-part Gospel message, the first part for wretched sinners, and the second one for
wretched saints.
To “nurture” the baptized is in the abstract a noble objective. But to nurture them
in the concrete with anything less than this Gospel is to deny them their lifeline and
potentially to destroy them. Indeed, what if they are “destroyed,” that is, “apostatize?”
Well, apparently, they “lose” what they at one time “possessed.” The so-called “relational,” rather than “metaphysical,” “fluid,” rather than “unchanging,” and “dynamic,”
rather than “static,” categories of Scripture (See Waters, 205), which is said to include
concepts, such as union with Christ, salvation, regeneration, justification, and sanctification, allegedly allows for this kind of terminology. Here the potential presence of the
following ironic anomaly emerges. (1) Baptism “constitutes” salvation. (2) Hence the
baptized do not need the Gospel. (3) However, without the Gospel their future turns
into a dead-end street. (4) As a result they “lose” their salvation (See also Robertson,
The Current Justification Controversy, 90). Let no one construe this sequence as a hollow threat. Over the centuries this scenario, which started with baptismal regeneration,
assumed election, presumptive regeneration, or anything akin to it, has played itself
out again and again in Church history. In fact, the downfall of the Church can invariably traced back to a failure or refusal to convey the full Gospel!
But what is the way out of this downward spiral? It must start with determining
the meaning of biblical baptism. There are two complementary truths in Scripture,
both of which must be embraced in order to understand its biblical content and force.
On the one hand, baptism certainly symbolizes the New Covenant as it is personified
in Christ. Therefore it signifies union with Christ and by implication seals definitive
regeneration (Rom. 6:1-6), justification (Acts 22:16) and sanctification (1 Pet. 3:21).
So, it can, and must, be proclaimed that in the initiating sacrament of baptism God
gives the baptized person Christ, and all that he personifies in terms of definitive regeneration, justification, and sanctification. So we may, and must, inform the baptized
person of this. On the other hand, however, Scripture is equally clear that the initiating
sacrament means absolutely nothing without its corresponding substance. Paul could
not have been more decisive in this respect (Rom. 2:25-29). Therefore, we must articulate this to the baptized person as well with the same precision and force. In short, salvation cannot be separated from baptism, but neither can it be identified with it. Both
Israel and the Philistines encountered this same twofold principle in conjunction with
the ark. Israel identified God with the ark, and found out in a hurry that this was presumptuous (1 Sam. 4:1-11). God taught the Philistines that he could not be separated
from the ark. They found this out in a hurry as well (1 Sam. 5:1-12)! But how do we
relate these two seemingly contradictory, but really complementary, truths to each other so as to make edifying sense to baptized folk?
The biblical answer to this question, which early Reformed theology saw sharply
and incorporated in its sacramentology, but has been frequently forgotten and intermittently ignored is this: To give on God’s part is not necessarily to receive on the
Church’s part! Just as the amount of a check, while it constitutes this very amount on
the part of the issuer, does not come in the actual possession of the one in whose name
the check is issued, until it is cashed (More about this below in greater detail)! As I
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have stated earlier, a.o. in the context of James 1:25 in Topical Focus #9: Symbols &
Penology in the Mosaic Law, and with reference to Joshua 1:3-4; Hebrews 4:1-2; and
2 Peter 1:3-4, this principle applies to the promises of God. It equally applies to the
(NT) sacraments, which are the (New Covenant) promises of God made visible. God’s
promises, whether in spoken or visible form, will not be fulfilled apart from faith as
the threefold heartfelt surrender to, embrace of, and self-abandonment to these promises, and any obedience that this entails (Compare Abraham as the model of this triad, as
presented in Gen. 13:8ff; 15:3ff; and 22:1ff). Because these promises are promises of
the Gospel, it follows by ironclad logic that the Gospel must be preached to all baptized persons. After all, faith comes by the hearing, and hearing by the preaching of the
already delineated two-part Gospel truth in the case of both wretched sinners (Rom.
10:14) and wretched saints (Heb. 3:7-19; 4:11-13).
But what if, as in the case of Israel, rebellious (Deut. 1:26-30) unbelief (Deut.
1:32-33; Heb. 3:19) prevails, God’s “promissory notes” are treated with subtle or not
so subtle disdain, and the “obedience of faith” (Rom. 1:5; 16:26) is not forthcoming?
Does this make the promises “null and void?” By no means (Rom. 3:1-4)! They remain in full and powerful force (Rom. 11:29). The truth of the matter is not only that
God simply refuses to hand over the substance of his promises in case of rebellious
and disobedient unbelief, but also that he goes on record that this is his (perennial) way
of managing his (New Covenant) promises. Therefore, due to mankind’s universal
state of faithless and disobedient rebellion, the Church has only God to thank for the
reception of the substance of the promises. At the same time, the Church has only itself and its rebellious, disobedient, unbelief to blame for the non-reception of the substance of these promises. The first part of this twofold truth militates against those who
put all their eggs in the (Arminian) basket of the conditional nature of God’s promises.
This has man make the decisive difference at the expense of the sovereign grace of
God. The second part militates against those who put their eggs in the (hyperCalvinian) basket of the unconditional nature of the promises of God. This has God
make the difference at the neglect of the responsibility of man. Scripture, as I argued
already in Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth, transcends this dilemma by
the concept of the complementarity of truth. That this does not fit into the finite human
brain is a given. Flesh and blood simply cannot capture it, and never will be able to
capture it. At the same time, in order for it to be embraced by the regenerate heart, the
latter must be a “given,” that is, a gift of God. Flesh and blood can by no means embrace it, and never will be able to embrace it.
All this calls for the following fourteen concluding observations.
(1) Since baptism cannot be identified with salvation, to affirm or presume that all
baptized persons, children as well as adults, are virtually saved by definition, goes
against the grain of Scripture, which asserts that the initiating sacrament, whether circumcision or baptism, means nothing apart from its substance.
(2) Since all persons, baptized or not, participated in Adam’s original sin and
therefore possess rebel hearts, guilty records and polluted lives from the moment of
their conception, no one has the right to designate them as saved until they have Christ’s heart in regeneration, Christ’s righteousness in justification, and Christ’s holiness
in sanctification.
(3) Since Scripture does not reveal, explicitly or implicitly, whether baptized persons in their infancy possess Christ’s heart, righteousness and holiness, it is pure spec863

ulation to assert that they do.
(4) Since baptized persons cannot be united to Christ apart from faith in the Gospel, it is (criminal?) presumption to assert that they are united to him apart from the
manifestation of such faith as the evidence of Christ‘s heart and the entrance gate to
his righteousness and holiness.
(5) Since persons, who as members of the covenant are eligible for the initiating
sacrament, whether circumcision or baptism, have been entrusted with the awesome
privilege of the “oracles of God” (Rom. 3:1-2), it is (criminal?) negligence not to
preach all these oracles, inclusive of the New Covenantal Gospel promises, to them
with the summons of repentance and faith.
(6) Since parents recognize that their covenant children participated in Adam’s
original sin, and are dead in their sins from the moment of their conception, they will
refuse presumptuously to be speculative about their actual standing before God, but
consistently and humbly nurture them with the Gospel and its promises, until they can
rejoice in their fulfillment by the evidences of repentance and faith.
(7) Since children are not only conceived in sin, but also born in iniquity (Ps.
51:5), there is no room for the notion that they enter this world in a state of salvation,
that is of definitive regeneration, justification, and sanctification. Hence parents will
refuse to entertain such notion.
(8) Since parents of baptized infants have God’s promise that the godly instruction
of their children, inclusive of instruction in the New Covenant promises and the necessity of repentance and faith, will ensure that they will not depart from it (Prov. 22:5),
they may take heart in the faithfulness of God to honor this promise.
(9) Since no parents, however diligent in the discharge of their duties, will ever be
able to instruct their children perfectly, they will constantly cast themselves upon God,
pray that he will grant their offspring repentance and faith both through and in spite of
them, and recognize that any evidence to this effect is a miracle of grace.
(10) Since parents recognize that their inevitable shortfall will by definition put
their children in jeopardy of one sort or another, they will not only affirm upon their
children’s repentance and faith that they have only the promises of God to thank, but
also upon their “apostasy” that they have only themselves to blame.
(11) Since God dwells in the heart of the humble, and promises those who tremble
at his Word a future of joy, glory, and abundance (Is. 57:15-19; 66: 2, 5-14), parents,
who display prayerful humility before God and daily Gospel nurture of their children,
may take heart and expectantly anticipate God’s richest blessings in and upon their
families.
(12) Since children of believing parents receive the covenant promises of God,
“godly parents ought not to doubt the election and salvation of their children whom
God calls out of this life in infancy” (Canons of Dort, I, 17, with reference to 1 Cor. 7:
14, in Creeds and Confessions of Faith in the Christian Tradition, eds. Jaroslav Pelikan and Valerie Hotchkiss (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), Vol. II, 575).
(13) Since parents recognize that this statement is presented in the form of “pastoral counsel,” and cannot be explicitly referenced in Scripture as “theological truth,”
they refuse speculatively to extend this principle to the children who remain alive, but
prayerfully nurture them with the Gospel with a view to repentance and faith, and all
that this entails.
(14) Once parents believe that these thirteen theses are grounded in God’s Word,
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they will be fully persuaded that to deviate from any of them will by definition jeopardize the future of their children, while humble submission to all of them will by
grace ensure this future.
In short, the initiating sacrament means “nothing” without its substance (Rom.
2:25-29). At the same time it means “much,” because its subjects are recipients of the
promises of God (Rom. 3:1-5). But don’t the promises mean everything? The answer
is “absolutely yes,” in terms of its content (2 Pet. 1:3-4). At the same time the answer
is “absolutely no,” when this content is not received in faith (Heb. 4:1-2). The promise
of God, as I now argue more extensively, resembles a check in any kind of amount. In
everyday life and under normal circumstances a check always constitutes the amount
in which it is issued, and therefore means everything. This hardly needs to be argued
since individuals in whose name checks are issued routinely accept them at face value.
However, when push comes to shove, they basically mean “everything” only from the
perspective of the issuer. They are worth nothing, unless they are cashed by the individuals in whose names the checks are issued! This is quite clear from everyday life as
well. Third party checks are routinely refused as acceptable tender. In fact, they are
invariably refused (unless, of course, there is the certainty that they can be cashed)! In
short, baptized individuals may, and must, be informed that the “check” of biblical
salvation in the form of the three New Covenantal Gospel promises is theirs. At the
same time they must be exhorted to “cash” them in, that is, to flee to Christ for the
substance of baptism. No one can do this for them. Only after this there can and may
be the assurance that this substance is actually theirs. But what happens to the “money,” when the check is not cashed? It stays in the bank! This is why Paul can say that
“to the Israelites belong … the promises” (Rom. 9:4), and that “as regards election,
they are the beloved for the sake of their forefathers (continued to be showered with)
the gifts and calling of God (that) are irrevocable” (Rom. 11:28b-29). To be sure, “as
regards the Gospel, they may be (are) the enemies of God” (Rom. 11:28a), in that they
refuse to embrace the New Covenant Gospel promises of God that embody these gifts
and this calling, but these gifts and this calling are and remain certain “money-in-thebank.” However spurned in practice by their disobedience, they are still in principle
and practice always waiting to be “cashed,” be it that this can only be done through
Divine mercy (Rom. 11:32)! In sum, (1) God’s people recognize that God’s promises
are glorious in their substance and that he conveys this substance only upon heartfelt
faith and repentance, (2) They recognize that God either sovereignly and powerfully
breaks through rebellious unbelief with the promise or sovereignly and deservedly
withholds its substance in the face of rebellious unbelief. (3) They recognize that even
in the latter case God does not annul his promise but continues to call his addressees to
repentance and faith in the face of it, (4) They recognize that the substance of the
promises and the means to receive it are and remain gifts of sovereign grace, and consequently call upon God to grant them both, and (5) They recognize that God’s addressees have only themselves and their rebellious pride to blame when God withholds the
substance of the promise or refuses to grant it. Of course, all this has complementarity
of truth written all over it.
3. Federal Vision and Three Specific Items,
together with an Analysis and an Assessment.
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Turning now specifically to the Federal Vision as a stand-alone position, a specific
Issue of Credenda/Agenda, Volume 19, Number 3, is (virtually) in its entirety devoted
to a presentation of its basic tenets, and therefore deserves our separate attention. This
Issue provides much helpful information, as it seeks to clarify the contours and content
of this recent phenomenon. While not monolithic, its proponents are committed to a
definite “core theology.” This is formulated with some care and “in good faith” in a
Statement that is designed to serve the purpose of Reformed Catholicity, contains nineteen affirmations and denials, touches on topics, such as The Divine Decrees, The
Church, The Covenant of Life, The Sacrament of Baptism, The Sacrament of the
Lord’s Supper, Justification by Faith Alone, Apostasy, etc., and concludes with Some
Points of Intramural Disagreement. While, as expected, the content of the Journal issue
in general and of the Statement in particular is to a considerable extent noncontroversial, nevertheless from my perspective it displays one fundamental flaw that
has serious doctrinal and practical repercussions in at least three areas. The flaw is located in the failure to recognize the nature of the New Covenant, for which, admittedly
as well as regrettably, it has (some) historical precedents in the general Reformed
camp. The areas that are negatively affected by this flaw are the doctrines of (1) regeneration, (2) the promise of God, and (3) paedocommunion, specifically in the way
they function in the Federal Vision.
(1) In the area of regeneration one author (Doug Wilson, “Life in the Regeneration,” in Credenda/Agenda, 23ff, esp. 27-28) distinguishes among cosmic regeneration
that eyes the universe (Mt. 19:28), corporate (Israel/Church) “regeneration” that eyes
Israel/the Church (Ezek. 37:1ff), and personal regeneration that eyes the individual
(John 3:5). He bemoans the fact that among the three the prevailing “baptistic” type of
ecclesiastical sub-culture has turned personal regeneration, which he affirms, although
not adequately defines, into the primus inter pares, if not the starting point, determinant, and source of the corporate and cosmic regeneration. However, the net upshot
was, whether consciously or not, that the latter two were relegated to caboose status, if
not crowded out altogether. Our author seeks to turn the tables by means of the pivotal
function of the resurrection of Christ. In it, first of all, “Jesus (himself) was born again
from the dead” (Acts 13:33). This precipitated a twofold result. (1) “The entire cosmos
was born again” (See once again Mt. 19:28 and its reference to “the regeneration,” to
be viewed as “already” in the light of Col. 1:18 and as “not yet” in the light of Rom.
8:22). In short, the resurrection is “the engine of the (present) cosmic regeneration,”
and the (future) eschaton is designed to bring this to full fruition. (2) “Israel was born
again (OT as well as NT Israel, the Church).” The Ruler of the Universe is at the same
time the Head of the Church (Col. 1:17-18). (3) Finally, the last link in the chain is
personal rebirth. Let there be no mistake. “Without the resurrection, without the transformation of the heavens and the earth, without the reconstitution of the new Israel,
there is no such thing as individual regeneration. We do not say that corporate regeneration makes individual regeneration superfluous, but rather we say that corporate and
cosmic regeneration makes individual regeneration both possible and mandatory. The
world has been reconciled to God through Christ. Therefore, Paul presses the point. Be
therefore reconciled.” The practical net effect is this. “When a man is summoned by an
evangelist to the new birth, he is not being summoned into a private chamber, where
mysterious things happen to him as an individual. Rather the evangelist declares that
Jesus has been born from the dead. He is the Lord over all creation, and all creation,
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the heavens and the earth, rejoice in having been made new. God has also raised Israel
from the dead so that a new Israel might be God’s nation in this new creation. The unregenerate individual is told that everything around him has been transformed, and
that he might as well come along quietly (italics, mine). Behold the Lord Jesus, the Savior of the world.”
(2) A second author ties all this in with the promise of God (Peter Leithart,
“Against the PCA GA FV Report,” in Credenda/Agenda, 19/3, 14ff, esp. 14-16). “The
Federal Vision has been about a lot of things, but one of the central pastoral issues has
to do with the status of our children, what we say to them, and how we say it. From
one perspective the Federal Vision is an effort to articulate a consistent paedobaptist
theology … The pastoral import of the Federal Vision is that we can say to our children, without mental reservation, ‘God is your God. Trust Him, and He will be your
God.’ The critical edge is that the Federal Vision exposes the ambivalence that supposedly weakens the testimony of many Presbyterian and paedobaptist churches—the
ambivalence that says both ‘God is your God’ and also ‘God is, maybe not, your God.
We can’t tell. We’ll be able to tell later. But maybe not.’ … A straightforward reading
of the PCA Book of Church Order (BOCO) (in view of its quotes from Acts 2:39;
Gen. 17:7; Acts 16:31) implies that we can say to every child in a PCA Church, ‘God
made promises to you. God is your God. You are a covenant child.’ Head for head we
can say those things to our children … Now, is being a covenant child a saving benefit
or not? Of course it is: Claiming God as my God is the saving benefit. Yet, no Presbyterian on earth (including me) believes that everyone who is baptized will end up sharing in the new heavens and the new earth. So, our children enjoy this saving benefit,
but some will lose it … We can push this further. If God is God to our children, does
that not imply that God has forgiven and accepted them? Does it make sense to say
that God is God of our children, and yet also to say that they are children of wrath, piling up sins until they exercise personal faith? Do we say to our children, ‘God is your
God, but He holds all your sins against you?” Ought we to say, ‘God is your God, but
you are also a child of wrath?’… (In the light of 1 Corinthians 7:14) children of believers are ‘federally holy’ … If our children are holy, they are accepted, cleansed; if
they are holy, they have access. What else does ‘holy’ mean? And is that not a ‘saving’
benefit?’ (Alternatively, the term ‘federally’ that qualified holiness might be defined as
‘not really.’)”
All this links up with the sacrament of baptism. “Baptism has a promissory aspect.
The Lord promises forgiveness and life in the Word … (But) baptism not only offers
gifts, but confers gifts … on all the baptized, reprobate and elect … (The baptized) is
enlisted in Christ’s army, invested to be Christ’s servant, made a member of the royal
priesthood, given a station in the royal court, branded as a sheep of Christ’s flock …
All this he receives simply by virtue of being baptized … Some will spurn the gift ...
Some will enlist enthusiastically for a time and go AWOL. But their failure is not a
failure to receive a gift. Their failure is a failure to use it rightly.” This, in turn, leads to
the question, whether the baptized can lose what they have received. The answer to
this question is an unequivocal “YES!” “They can receive saving benefits from Christ
temporarily,” with a reference to 1 Peter 1:3-4 and 2:20-22.
Proponents of the Federal Vision also routinely turn to John 15, where its author
allegedly holds forth that “union with Christ” does not necessarily imply “permanent
union with Christ.” True branches, after all, can be removed. One proponent admits
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rather refreshingly, however, that all is not “cooked and dried.” On the one hand, John
15 affirms the objectivity of the covenant in that its members are “all true branches,
including those to be cut out.” “A man can be genuinely attached to Christ and yet
bear no fruit. He is attached as the fruit bearing branch he is. (But) when the process of
apostasy comes to completion, he tramples underfoot the blood of the covenant by
which he was sanctified (Heb. 10:29)” (Douglas Wilson, “Stumbling into Apostasy,”
in Credenda/Agenda, 13/2, 16). On the other hand, Scripture also affirms the “ontological difference between the elect and the reprobate within the covenant as one existing
the entire time. Tares are weeds the entire time, the sow that is washed is a clean pig
but still has a natural affinity for the mire, the dog that vomited is still a dog.” What is
the “solution?” We better “affirm all the (relevant) passages at face value, and let God
sort it out,” and “affirm (as well) that we should not pry too closely into it. We (simply) should teach that these things are so, not that we know what and where and how
they are so” (Wilson, Credenda/Agenda, 19/3, 26). This comes remarkably close to
avowing the biblical principle of the complementarity of truth. Of course, the application of this principle in the present context would be quite apropos, if, but only if, the
analysis of the passages in question is on the money. More about this below! Nevertheless, the honest admission of the possibility of complementary, trans-rational, truth
is refreshing. It also precipitates the question why this author makes such common
cause with the Federal Vision, and how he can feel himself so at home in it. He seems
at least partly a breed apart, and is certainly not a tight fit. After all, only in this context already he opens himself up to the same kind of uni-dimensional charge that was
leveled against the anti-paedocommunionists. These were accused of waffling in the
relationship to their covenant children, “You are a child of God, but may be you are
not.” This author can expect a similar charge. “You seem to tell our children, ‘you are
united to Christ, but maybe you are not, that you are not a dog, but maybe you are, that
you are not a pig, but may be you are!’” This, of course, is something for him to ponder, long and hard!
(3) With this we have arrived at the issue of paedocommunion, which in this context makes an appearance as well, in fact, a star appearance. “Paedocommunion lurks
behind the whole Federal Vision debate. Paedocommunion disambiguates the ambiguous ‘God is/isn’t your God’ that paedobaptism without paedocommunion declares to
our children” (Leithart, Credenda/Agenda, 19/3, 14). That this is quite a (condemnatory) verdict, everyone will agree. Naturally, this must be carefully assessed on its truth
value. In fact, it may not remain unchallenged.
My appraisal deals with these three items in reverse order.
(3) The argument for paedocommunion is basically quite simple. Since the sacraments of circumcision and the Passover in the OT are replaced by the sacraments of
baptism and the Lord’s Supper in the NT, and furthermore, since infant children participated in both OT sacraments, they should also enjoy the privilege of participating in
both NT sacraments. Besides, is this not an entailment of the federal holiness Paul ascribes to the children of even one believing parent (1 Cor. 7:14)? Frankly, the argument from analogy is too simple for a very good reason. It is this. The relationship that
circumcision and the Passover sustain to each other in the OT is not the same as the
one that baptism and the Lord’s Supper sustain to each other in the NT. The difference
is located in the nature of the old covenant and New Covenant respectively. Be it under the general aegis of God’s promise, “I will be your God, and you will be my
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people,” with all that this entailed in terms of real estate (Gen. 15:18) and multitudinous people (Gen. 17:4-5), the old covenant was essentially a summons to holiness
(Gen. 17:1-2). Since the old covenant sacraments functioned to make the old covenant
visible, it stands to reason that both circumcision and the Passover served the same
purpose. They make the summons to holiness visible. This is clear from Genesis
17:10, 13, which declares circumcision to be the covenant-of-perfect-holiness in the
flesh. It is equally clear from Exodus 13:9, which spells out the objective of the Passover and the related Feast of Unleavened Bread as the Law of God in your mouth.
Both circumcision and the Passover aim at covenant obedience according to God’s
law. The difference is that the symbol of circumcision calls for holiness to arise from
the experiential starting point of regeneration (Deut. 10:16; Jer. 4:4; Rom. 2:29), while
the symbol of the Passover has it arise from the legal framework of justification (Ex.
12:13, 22-23; see also 1 Cor. 5:7). This implies that without regeneration and justification sanctification is a total impossibility. This is also why God summons Israel, as has
been mentioned already, to regenerate itself (Ezek. 18:31b) and to justify itself (Ezek.
18:31a) in order to sanctify itself (Ezek. 18:31c). When this did not, and could not, occur, the old covenant proved to be materially and substantially bankrupt (Heb. 8:7). It
failed to convey its own content. Programmatically and methodologically, however, it
proved to be an all-out success. It paved the way to the “better promises” of the New
Covenant. The moment these promises were promulgated, the old covenant was not
only demonstrated to be bankrupt, but also turned obsolete (Heb. 8:13). The basically
impotent command to be holy (with the implied need for regeneration to this end symbolized in circumcision and the implied need for justification to this same end symbolized in the Passover) is replaced with the superseding empowering promise of holiness (preceded by the promise of regeneration and justification as the indispensable
steppingstones to this end; Ezek. 36:25-27). Couple this fact with the characterization
of the New Covenant promises as “better,” and ironclad logic informs us that these
promises, while foretold (a.o. in Deut. 30:6) and foreshadowed (a.o. in the sacrificial
system and other symbolical laws), were never issued in the old covenant. Had they
been issued, the (old covenant would never have ended up either bankrupt or obsolete.
These promises, as has been mentioned already a number of times, were Trinitarian
and Triadic in nature. The Father promised (Jer. 31:31ff), the Son personified (Is. 42:6;
49:8), and the Spirit personalized (Is. 59:21) the New Covenant (Trinitarian). Furthermore, these promises pertain to regeneration, justification and sanctification (Ezek.
36:25-27) (Triadic). In short, in the old covenant God promulgates vis-à-vis Israel, “I
am your God. You are my people. Therefore walk before me and be perfect” (Gen.
17:1)! Substantially this led to the bankruptcy of this covenant (Heb. 8:7) because of
Israel’s stubborn rebellion, mountainous guilt, and overflowing filth (Heb. 8:8a). Methodologically this ended up with the obsoleteness of this covenant (Heb. 8:13) due to
the “better promises” of the New Covenant. In the New Covenant God promulgates
vis-à-vis the old Israel as well as the New Israel (the Church), “I am your God. You
are my people. I will take the heart of stone out of you, and give you a new heart. I
will wash you of all your filth and idolatry. I will put the Holy Spirit in you to have
you walk in my statutes” (Ezek. 36: 26, 25, 27).
Frankly, neither the Federal Vision, nor their predecessors, of which there are regrettably (too) many in the Reformed tradition, seems to be conscious of the vast, if
not awesome, difference between the bankrupt and obsolete old covenant, and the
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electrifying and thriving New Covenant. The Babylonian Exile and the Destruction of
Jerusalem in 70AD, both of which spelled numerical disaster, on the one hand, and the
millions upon millions of converts in the Global Church throughout its history, on the
other, exemplify this difference glaringly and so tell the story eloquently. It must go
down as one of the greatest enigmas that this truth has been missed so often and by so
many in the Church of Christ. To be sure, the Federal Vision and its predecessors are
to be applauded for insisting upon the continuity of the covenants. Vast segments of
the Church have mistakenly, and to their own peril, opposed this in principle and in
practice. But this does not excuse their failure, if
not resistance, to recognize and acknowledge the plain fact and the incisive nature of
the discontinuity. This failure/resistance is at least equally grave and is at least an
equally clear and present peril, as we shall see shortly.
However, there is a “wrinkle” in the promulgation of the three New Covenant
promises that affects the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. These promises contain two aspects, if not pertain to two phases. To begin with, they pertain to the
once-and-for-all implanting of a new heart in regeneration (John 3:5), the once-andfor-all provision of a new righteousness in justification (Rom. 5:1), and the once-andfor-all implementation of a new holiness in sanctification (Heb. 10:10). But this is only
half of the story. They also pertain to the continuing outflow of daily repentance and
faith in the area of regeneration (2 Cor. 7:9), of daily forgiveness in the area of justification (1 John 1:9), and of daily renewal in the area of sanctification (2 Cor. 7:1). In
short, there is a definitive aspect to these promises. But they also eye a progressive reality. Turning now to the NT sacraments, baptism, as a one time sacrament, signifies
and seals the three promises in their definitive once-and-for-all reality. The Lord’s
Supper, on the other hand, signifies and seals the three promises in their continuing
progressive outflow.
All this shows the incisive difference between the OT and the NT sacraments.
Circumcision and the Passover both constitute a parallel, if not identical, summons to
holiness, although they point at differing prerequisites for this to materialize, circumcision pointing to the need for regeneration as the launching pad for godliness, and the
Passover to the need for justification as its legal framework. But they are on a par as
far as their grand objective is concerned, “I am your God. You are my people. Walk
before me, keep my law, and be perfect” (Gen. 17:1; Ex. 13:9)! From this perspective
it is to be expected that infant-children partake of both circumcision and the Passover.
Both these sacraments have the same basic message, the same basic summons that pertains to parents as well as their children. Seek holiness. Be a law keeper! Baptism and
the Lord’s Supper, however, are not parallel sacraments. They are sequential ordinances. Baptism makes visible, signifies and seals, the definitive, once-and-for-all
threefold salvation, the Lord’s Supper the continuing progressive threefold outflow.
Their relationship is one of foundation and superstructure. From this perspective it
makes sense not to partake in the superstructural sacrament until the substance of the
foundational sacrament is a living reality. After all, there is no, and cannot be any,
continuing progressive outflow whatsoever, unless the definitive once-and-for-all
foundation is laid, its substance is present, and its presence established. To intimate to
infant-children that they can count on the progressive outflow of daily repentance, forgiveness, and renewal by definition is to imperil them. It suggests that they can expect
and do possess what is not and cannot be theirs as yet without the foundation of defini870

tive regeneration, justification and sanctification. To be sure, I am heartily in favor of
early communion, once it is (reasonably) established that children are alive unto God,
with Jesus’ heart in regeneration, Jesus’ righteousness in justification, and Jesus’ holiness in sanctification definitively in place. Paedocommunion, however, is an unacceptable shortcut. It is an attempt to paste a New Covenant patch on an obsolete old
covenant garment. This simply is not a legitimate fit. It also has a grave danger attached to it. It is bound to short-circuit infant-children as well as their parents. It precludes parents from the recognition that they must share the Gospel with their infantchildren evangelistically, pointing to the need of a new heart, a new righteousness and
a new holiness. It precludes infant-children from the recognition of possible presumption. They do not, and will not, hunger for daily repentance, daily forgiveness and daily holiness without the foundation of a new heart, a new righteousness and a new holiness. Both preclusions, therefore, are potential killers. The parents do not evangelize
their infant-children, and their infant-children do not, and cannot, hunger for the substance of the Lord’s Supper without the definitive threesome. In this scenario the nurture of infant children remains on the level of the impotent and obsolete old covenant,
and the participation in the Lord’s Supper is a mechanical exercise in meaningless ignorance, if not in presumptuous futility.
However, this necessarily precipitates a question. Does not Baptism confer the
substance of the New Covenant promises to infant-children so as to pave the way to
paedocommunion? This leads us to the second item!
(2) Baptism, indeed, promises, offers and confers the substance of the New Covenant in the once-and-for-all reality of the new heart, the new righteousness, and the
new holiness. At this point, however, the (Federal Vision) paedocommunionist is
guilty of sloppy as well as confused thinking. He avers, as we saw above, that this basically means (I summarize) that “infant-children receive the saving benefit of the forgiveness of sins (in justification) and a new life (in sanctification).” This is sloppy theology for two reasons. First, he leaves out one third of the New Covenant promises of
God, namely the new heart (in regeneration), continuing the confusion of the Reformation. Second, he patches these two “gifts” upon an obsolete (old covenant) structure.
He also avers (I summarize again) that “infant-children actually possess union with
Christ, and therewith the saving benefits of the promises of God.” This is confused
theology as well, and that for three reasons. First, once again, it confines union with
Christ to forgiveness and a new life, and leaves out regeneration. This is truncated theology. The full, triadic Gospel is missing. Second, it clearly fails to recognize the cardinal distinction between giving on the part of God and receiving on the part of the infant-child. In fact, it ignores it, if not rejects it. This is presumptuous theology. The
admittedly glorious possession of the triadic promise of the Gospel is poles apart from
the exceedingly glorious possession of the substance of the triadic promise. In fact, the
first glory “fades” in comparison to the second one (See Heb. 4:1). Further, the first
glory does fade and will fade upon rebellious unbelief (See Heb. 4:5-7). Finally, it
must fade in order to give way to the greater glory through repentant and enduring
faith (See Heb. 4:11). Third, as a result of its failure to distinguish between gift and
reception, it holds that infant-children can lose what they supposedly possess in and
through their union with Christ, apparently as children, teenagers, or adults, when they
use it “in the wrong manner.” To do so is to apostatize.
This is clearly twisted theology. As I argue below, how can they use forgiveness
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and new life “in a wrong manner,” if they are truly born again and therefore possess
the heart of Jesus? Further, how can they lose the heart of Jesus, once they possess it?
The only way out of this dilemma is simply to insist that infant children can lose, and
(at times? frequently?) have lost, their regeneration together with their justification and
sanctification. But this poses its own problems. One must either leave the Reformation
tradition that does not and biblically cannot tolerate the loss of salvation. Or one must
tone down what was, or is (being) lost. This seems to be the route of the Federal Vision. It seeks refuge in what has been called “covenant formalism.” Infant children
who eventually “lost it all,” experienced (only) an objective, be it true, covenant relationship with God. But they did not “stick it out.” In other words, they were truly
elected by God covenantally, were truly joined to Christ covenantally, were truly
adopted covenantally, were truly regenerated covenantally, were truly justified covenantally, and were truly sanctified covenantally. This was sealed to them in paedobaptism covenantally as the originating, objective, covenant sign. Furthermore, from the
perspective of their paedobaptism they had two options. They would either persevere
in covenant faithfulness and retain covenant status, or not persevere and not retain covenant status. This has three inescapable implications. First, there is no urgency to emphasize the need for regeneration. Why would there be? Why emphasize the need for
something that already has been supplied and is already in place (covenantally)?
Second, there is unease with the Reformation doctrine of justification. In the light of
the pivotal significance of covenant perseverance in covenant faithfulness to maintain
covenant status, justification could not simply be a past “fait accompli.” Only the final
eschatological justification can verify covenant perseverance, covenant faithfulness
and covenant status. This makes it very tempting, on anyone’s count, to hold out covenant perseverance and faithfulness as at least a part of the basis of justification. Third,
there is distaste for preaching the Gospel to infant children. Why would this be necessary? With covenantal regeneration, justification and sanctification through union with
Christ in place, why seek to lay the foundations again? It supposedly would disregard
the nature of God’s covenant, and therefore could well be “offensive” to him. In short,
covenant “nurture” is quite sufficient, in fact, takes precedence over the Gospel by virtue of the pivotal significance of covenant perseverance in covenant faithfulness.
Without it there would be, and is, apostasy and loss of covenant status, inclusive of
covenantal election, covenantal union with Christ, covenantal adoption, covenantal regeneration, covenantal justification and covenantal sanctification (See also Smith, “An
Overview and Critique of the New Perspective: Part I, 99-100; and Wares, 208).
All this forms a tightly knit theological edifice, and, although more than questionable, cannot be called bizarre. Regrettably too many folks are attracted by and have
surrendered to this kind of (theo)logic. For this very reason it requires and deserves a
theological response that is tightly knit as well, and in addition makes full and persuasive biblical sense in arguing that it is a dead-end street in principle and will sooner or
later prove to be so in practice.
My recommendation is that the (Federal Vision) paedocommunionist better turn
into a more meticulous theologian, and in the process better aver that in baptism God,
indeed, promises, offers, and confers three gifts, Christ’s heart, righteousness, and holiness, upon its recipients. For a starter, this will unconfuse his theology as well because he will recognize immediately that with Christ’s heart, righteousness, and holiness in someone’s (actual) possession it is impossible for him or her to use this posses872

sion “in a wrong manner.” It would go against the grain of the new heart (1 John 3:9).
Further, the actual ownership of this definitive threesome implies by definition that he
or she was crucified with Christ, died with Christ, was raised with Christ, ascended
with Christ, and is seated in the heavenly places with Christ. How in the world, then,
can this be undone? How can anyone (mis)use this so as to lose it (again)? These questions become really pertinent, if not burning, questions in the light of Paul’s statement
to the effect that “once God begins a good work in (italics, mine) his children, including infant-children, he will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:6).
Confused and confusing theology puts the (Federal Vision) paedocommunionist in
such an intolerable position that, as we were told, seemingly “only God can figure it
out.” Frankly, I believe in the complementarity of trans-rational truth, truth that fits in
the heart and not in the brain. I am also extremely sympathetic to, in fact, applaud,
every effort to point out instances of such complementarity. Such efforts are only too
rare. But I do not believe that in this context we encounter such instance. Quite the
contrary! In this context Scripture shows us the way out of sloppy, confused, and confusing theology and with it out of the intolerable predicament to which this led and
leads.
As has been mentioned already, and is now sketched out in further detail, it all
hinges upon the recognition of the nature of the promise(s) of God! With reference to
Joshua 1:3 and 2 Peter 1:3, Reformation theology at its biblical best makes a sharp distinction between “conferring” (“giving”) and “receiving” (“experiencing the substance”). In the old covenant God promulgates to Israel, “I am your God. You are my
people. Walk before me and be perfect. By way of perpetual reminder, I underscore
this with a view to your perfect holiness in both the sacrament of circumcision, with its
reference to regeneration as the launching pad, and in the sacrament of the Passover,
with its reference to justification as the legal framework of this walk Coram Deo.” In
the New Covenant God promulgates to both the old and the new Israel, the Church,
consisting of Jews and Gentiles, “I am your God. You are my people. In the light
(read: darkness) of your spiritual radically and totally bankrupt dead-end street, I
promise, offer, and confer, upon you Christ’s heart, righteousness, and holiness as
your only hope. By way of perpetual reminder, I underscore this in both the sacrament
of baptism, in terms of its definitive threefold reality, and in the sacrament of the
Lord’s Supper, in terms of its threefold progressive outflow. But in Scripture ‘to have
conferred (given)’ is not by definition ‘to have received.’ Remember Joshua 1:3-4,
where I presented this pattern, ‘I have given (perfect tense!) you the land from Nile to
Euphrates. But you will only receive it by putting the sole of your feet on it.’ Remember also 2 Peter 1:3-4, where I repeated this pattern, ‘I have given you (perfect tense,
once again!) all that pertains to life and godliness. But it can only be received by
knowing Christ.’ If you do not know him, you still resemble at best a washed pig, only
to return to the mire, and a dog, only to return to its vomit.”
Quite apparently only 100% (God’s threefold conferring promise) + 100% (man’s
threefold receiving embrace) = 100%! Its corollary is that 100% (God’s promise) + 0%
(Man’s embrace) = 0%! (Try to put this in your intellect!). Since man’s embrace requires regeneration, evidenced by faith and repentance, refusal to preach the Gospel in
deference to a nebulous “covenant nurture” is to go for a superstructure without laying
the foundation. In construction terminology this sets one up for a ruinous collapse.
This has a variety of implications.
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First of all, the suggested dilemma for the anti-paedocommunionist, “He is your
God, but may be he is not,” is a simplistic straw man, and, in fact, a grievous error in
analysis. The old covenant tells us, “I am your God. Here is my law unto holiness.
Obey it. If you do not, you can expect my curse” (See Deut. 28:15ff). The New Covenant informs us, “I am your God. Here is my promise unto a new heart, a new righteousness and a new holiness according to the law, in the person of Christ. Embrace
him, and you will receive them. If you do not, it constitutes rebellion, and it is all
over” (See Heb. 4:1ff, in the context of Heb. 3:12ff). In neither the old covenant nor
the New Covenant is there a wavering simultaneous, “May-be Yes” and “May-be
Not!” No biblical anti-paedocommunionist ever has held this ambiguous position, does
hold it, will hold it, or should hold it, for that matter! From my perspective, to make
this charge shows little analytical depth, and to perpetuate it as unfounded “rumor” in
the face of reality might well be slanderous.
Second, the suggested further dilemma, “He is your God, but maybe you are (also)
under his wrath,” is an equally simplistic straw man, and, in fact, an even more grievous error. God promises children as well as their parents a new heart (Deut. 30:6), and
with it, of course, a new righteousness and a new holiness. This implies by definition
that infants are born with a rebellious heart that is inclined only to think evil continually (Gen. 6:5), conjoined, of course, with the guilt of a menstrual-rag type of unrighteousness (Is. 64:5), and the pollution of an offensive poisonous unholiness. To deny
this is to deny that we all, parents and children, are conceived in iniquity and born into
sin, that is, to deny original sin (Ps. 51:5). All human offspring, therefore, are born as
“piglets” (A take-off from the above-mentioned “washed pig” analogy by Douglas
Wilson) and the offspring of believing parents as “covenant piglets,” or in the colorful
joint-phraseology of two theologians in the footsteps of Jonathan Edwards, as “little
vipers in covenantal diapers.” This is to say, they are born simultaneously under the
(potential) covenant wrath of God and in the love of God. If anyone protests and insists that this is impossible, I would invite him to take one biblical look at Jesus to this
effect. It should be utterly persuasive. When he as the New Covenant Personified (Is.
42:6; 49:6) shoulders the sins of his Covenant people, of covenant parents as well as
covenant children, in fact, was made sin on their behalf (2 Cor. 5:21), this simultaneity
was transferred to him. He was at the same time the object of his Father’s immeasurable love (Mt. 3:17; John 17:26) and of his immeasurable wrath (Mt. 27:46). So what is
a proven reality, the simultaneous presence of love and wrath, such as in the case of
Christ, must be possible, such as in the case of infant-children born of believing parents. Furthermore, what is supposed to take place when New-Covenant children turn
their back to God? Does all of a sudden the wrath of God mysteriously return? No, all
humans are by nature “children of wrath” (Eph. 2:3), be it that children of believers
born with rebel hearts, guilty records, and offensive lives, are born in the covenant
framework of both love (with potential blessing upon obedience) and wrath (with potential curse upon disobedience) (Deut. 27:1ff; 28:1ff; Ps. 94:10-11; Heb. 3:7ff). As
such they can expect to taste this wrath in and for all eternity, unless and until there is
a transition through Divine love from children of rebellion, guilt, and pollution (original sin) to children of regeneration, evidenced by repentance and faith, and consequent
forgiveness and purposeful heartfelt obedience. But this transition occurs only when
folks, inclusive of New Covenant children, embrace the love of God and by regenerating grace seek refuge in Christ through the Holy Spirit.
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In short, to argue that Divine love and Divine wrath cannot coexist as complementary truths is to be victimized by the methodological primacy of the intellect (Best case
scenario) or the rebellious ultimacy of the intellect (Worst case scenario). Either way
the intellect perilously destroys biblical truth. Frankly, to confine myself to three Bible
references at this point, I wonder how David, the author of Psalm 27, would have responded, if he had faced the uni-dimensional, intellectual, sophistry that decries the
simultaneity of Divine love and Divine anger. Listen to his inerrant words, “Hear, O
Lord, when I cry aloud; be gracious to me and answer me! You have said, ’Seek my
face.’ My heart says to you, ’Your face, Lord, do I seek.’ Hide not your face from me.
Turn not your servant away in anger, O you who have been my help. Cast me not off,
O God of my salvation” (Ps. 27:9)! Lamentations is woven of the same inerrant cloth.
After casting himself upon Divine mercy in the face of utterly deserved judgment the
author concludes with the recognition that the equally deserved Divine anger could
well last indefinitely (Lam. 5:21-22). Finally, and to top it off, John the Baptist makes
it abundantly clear in addressing the old covenant people of God, “Whoever believes
in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the
wrath of God remains on him” (John 3:36). Does all this not apply (any longer) to infant children in the New Covenant? I submit that the Federal Vision better recognize in
the footsteps of David, Lamentations, and John the Baptist that we, even as God’s beloved covenant members, are under the wrath of God until we believe and obey, do not
cease to deserve God’s righteous anger until the moment of our death because of our
continuing sins of commission and omission, and should teach this aspect of the truth
of our God to our children in all solemnity and sobriety. Otherwise the Federal Vision
stands in need of editing his inerrant Word to fit its uni-dimensional theology that fails
(refuses?) to embrace the complementarity of biblical truth!
Third, “piglets” and “little vipers” should not simply be “nurtured.” This only
turns “piglets” into big pigs, and “little vipers” into big vipers. No, “piglets” need to be
evangelized, and “little viper hearts” killed. This is what the cross of Christ is all
about. It exterminates pig/viper hearts (Rom. 6:3, 6), pig/viper records (2 Cor. 5:21),
and pig/viper lives (Heb. 10:10). Identification with this cross and with this cross only
removes wrath! Furthermore, the cross and the resurrection form an unbreakable unit
(Lk. 24:46). Both spell Divine love. “Good Friday” spells extermination, that is,
“Good Riddance of Bad Rubbish.” The resurrection spells re-origination, that is, the
emergence of Jesus’ heart unto regeneration, Jesus’ righteousness unto justification,
and Jesus’ holiness unto sanctification. In short, the dilemma “love, but maybe wrath”
is a thoroughly short-sighted straw man as well as a false dilemma. It is both covenant
love and covenant wrath, with the understanding that covenant love predominates in
aiming at the transition from wrath through Gospel grace and Gospel faith to peace,
while maintaining the reality of wrath upon the spurning of grace in the rebellion of
stubborn covenant parents and covenant children.
Once again, and now in further detail, this simultaneity of love and wrath should
not surprise anyone. It is both an OT and a NT covenant phenomenon. In the OT covenant love is obviously in glorious evidence (Deut. 4:37ff). But wrath hovers over the
nation of Israel as well. In fact, it is potentially only a hairbreadth away. In the OT an
Israelite only needed to touch the mountain (Ex. 19:21ff), to look into the ark (1 Sam.
6:19ff), or to touch the ark (2 Sam. 6:5ff) in order to kindle the wrath of God and end
up dead. Even the high priest could not enter the Most Holy Place without exposing
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himself to the wrath of God. Only the temporary covering of incense to enter the Most
Holy Place in order to sprinkle blood upon the mercy seat for himself (Lev. 16:11-13)
and the (more) permanent covering of blood required to make atonement for the
people (Lev. 16:14) could safeguard his survival. As mentioned already, Lamentations
is equally telling, if not more so. After describing the staggering devastation all around
him due to God’s burning wrath, and the acknowledging that this could not have been
more deserved, the author casts himself totally upon the abundance of God’s steadfast
love as his only hope for recovery (Lam. 3:21-32). But even at that his final words are
that God has the full right to remain exceedingly angry forever (Lam. 5:22). Christian
parents who do not share this with their children do them an enormous disservice, and
will produce an anemic Church (See also the vast number of references to the anger of
God in any Concordance, as well the subsequent series of occurrences, which must
make an impact, especially upon folks who insist on following a continuing OT model
in disregard, if not at the expense, of the overlooked, if not rejected, discontinuity of
the New Covenant, Ex. 33:5; Num. 11:1, 10; 12:9; 25:3-4, 11; 32:10-13; Deut. 6:14;
9:13, 18-19; 32:21; Josh. 7:1, 26; 23:16; Judg. 2:12; 3:8; 1 Sam. 28:18; 2 Sam. 6:7;
22:8; 1 Ki. 11:9; 16:7; 2 Ki. 13:3; 17:18; 23:26; Ezra 9:13-15; Ps. 7:11; 69:24; 74:1;
78:21, 38, 49-50; 85:3; 90:11; 103:8; 106:23, 29, 32; 110:5; Is. 5:25; 12:1; 13:9, 27;
42:25; 48:9; 57:16; 63:3-6; 66:15; Jer. 3:12; 44:4, 8, 26; 7:20; 10:10; 17:4; 21:5;
23:20; 25:15; 32:37; 33:5; 36:7; 42:18; 44:6; 51:45; Lam. 2:1, 3, 6; 4:11; Ezek. 5:13;
25:14-16; Dan. 9:16; Hos. 11:9; 13:11; 14:4; Nah. 1:2-3, 6). The NT similarly indicates that God’s wrath is real both inside and outside the covenant community (See
Mt. 22:7; Rom. 1:18; Rom. 2:5; Eph. 5:6; Col. 3:6; Heb. 3:11; 12:29; Rev. 6:16;
14:10-11; Rev. 15:1; 16:19; 19:15). In short, there should be no ifs, ands or buts about
it. The love of our God is awesome. But this does not automatically remove his wrath.
Children of the New Covenant ought to be emphatically informed that the threefold
promise of Jesus’ heart in regeneration, Jesus’ righteousness in justification, and Jesus’
holiness in sanctification is both evidence of God’s love and their only hope. At the
same time they ought to be just emphatically taught that, similar to the incense in the
case of the high priest entering the Most Holy Place to spread the blood on the Mercy
seat for his own sin, this threefold promise functions as a temporary covering only, until they appropriate the substance of this threefold love gift by heartfelt repentance
conjoined by heartfelt faith. Their repentance is an acknowledgement that they fully
deserve the (hovering) wrath of hell. Their faith is a flight into Jesus, the crucified and
resurrected Jesus, to remove this wrath definitively and permanently. For children who
fail or refuse to flee into Jesus to experience the grace of the three New Covenant
promises, our and their God is and will prove to be “a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29).
Why in the world would the inspired writer hold out the prospect of such “fire,” if it
did not exist, or amount to no more than a “paper tiger?” (See also Heb. 3:12ff;
10:26ff). Parents who fail or refuse to point their children to that Gospel “grace whereby they (together with their parents) may (both escape the wrath of God and) serve
God acceptably, with reverence and godly fear” (Heb. 12:28), have a lot to answer for!
The three phases of world history after the Fall into sin accentuate this. Phase 1:
God at first simply continues history as is. This proved to be nothing short of a horror
movie! When after a few millennia it became abundantly clear that the wickedness of
man did not abate (Gen. 6:5), God was understandably sorry he made him (Gen. 6:6),
and decided summarily and deservedly to execute all of rebellious, guilty and polluted
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mankind in a towering and worldwide flood (Gen. 6:7; 7:17ff). Had it not been for
God’s grace, Noah and his family would have perished as well (Gen. 6:8). Phase 2:
Subsequently God virtually starts all over again with the nation of Israel (Gen. 12:1ff;
15:1ff; 17:1ff). This turned into a nightmare as well. When after a millennium or so
Israel proves itself just as rebellious, guilty and polluted (Deut. 31:26-29) as “prehistoric” mankind apart from a (small) remnant of election (Rom. 11:1-5), history
practically repeats itself. Due to the equally deserved fury of God Israel is summarily
and bloodily sent packing into the Babylonian exile (Ezek. 36:16-21). Were it not for
God’s concern for his holy name, this would have been the unquestionable end (Ezek.
36:21-22). Phase 3: God “finally” starts anew with his New Covenant people and at
present has already for over two millennia promulgated the superior threefold promise
of regeneration, justification and sanctification to both parents and their children
(Deut. 30:6) as their only hope (Ezek. 36:25-27). Without the gracious implementation
of this triad of promises which were conspicuous in their absence in Phase 1 as well as
in Phase 2 it would not just death by drowning (the flood) or death by pining away
(the exile), but death by fire (hell) that would be and is deservedly waiting in the
wings. So it is much, much more than the better part of wisdom to ascertain that this
implementation is, indeed, a reality. It is a sober and sobering matter of (unmerited)
life and (merited) death. With “the flood” and “the exile” portrayed in starkly living
colors, parents better recognize for themselves a double truth and inform their children
of the same. If they had lived during Phase 1 and Phase 2 they could not have expected
to survive God’s fury and judgment. Further, following their birth in total and radical
depravity sooner or later a transition must occur from death to life and from wrath to
grace through the New Covenant, if they wish to escape an otherwise inevitable and
fully deserved destruction. Even if in his unfathomable love God provides an abundant
entrance for his own into his Kingdom (2 Pet. 1:11), this does not take away that they
at the same time are only saved by the “skin of their teeth” (1 Pet. 4:18) (Complementarity of Truth!). In the light of these clear biblical data it is hard to imagine a Church
that refuses to bear down on both aspects of God’s twofold truth, and fails to bind on
the conscience of its members-in-their-depravity-from-birth and at the pain of death
the utter necessity to have or to obtain Jesus’ experiential heart in regeneration, Jesus’
imputed righteousness in justification, and Jesus’ imparted holiness in sanctification.
Without this man-humbling and God-exalting triad the OT flood as well as the OT exile will be dwarfed by its fiery and towering NT counterpart! (For an extensive list of
passages that emphasize the “biblical display of God’s anger, wrath, and displeasure”
in general, as well as his “anger toward his own people” and his “wrath upon all mankind,” see also Gregory G. Nichols, “The Emotivity of God,” in Reformed Baptist
Theological Review, Vol. I, No. 2 (July, 2004), 128ff, 134ff, and 138ff)!
Fourth, the Federal Vision royally admits that there are lots of tares among the
wheat. Many covenant children end up as branches that are cut off and burnt because
they do not bear fruit. How to explain this? Well, on the one hand, there is the reality
“that not all Israel who are of Israel” (Rom. 9:6). On the other hand, its corollary is
equally true. They did not mix the promise with faith (Heb. 4:2). So, if branches bear
fruit they have only God and his electing grace to thank, but if they do not, they have
only themselves to blame. So who gets the blame when covenant children drop out and
fall away? Both the parents and their children! After all, why would they drop out
when the promise of God emphatically states that upon the proper training children
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will not drop out (Prov. 22:6)? In this biblical scenario parents can only blame themselves, even if children should blame themselves as well (Ezek. 18:1ff, esp. 20). What
are some of the reasons that warrant self-blame? One of the main reasons must be the
lack, failure, or refusal, to evangelize them, to nurture them with the Gospel of regeneration, justification and sanctification, as indicated above. To reject the evangelization
of children of believers, and to replace it with a so-called (amorphous) “nurture” only,
is the result of a flawed theology and potentially destructive, since, irony of all ironies,
it is a blueprint for producing tares. Let me explain.
The Federal Vision has a powerful view of the Church. But if there is no evangelism Christianity deteriorates sooner or later into a Churchianity that will lose its saltiness. It may have a reputation of life, but it has the hall mark of death stamped upon it.
One of the main marks of Churchianity is the heavy emphasis upon, and therewith the
elevation of, externals as a virtual substitute for, and ultimately at the expense of their
substance. It does not make too much difference in what way and to what extent.
Church history has seen covenant membership through birth from believing parents
turn into a virtual guarantee of salvation or produce a so-called judgment of charity
that holds to the presence of regeneration regardless any evidence to that effect. It also
has seen baptism and the Lord’s Supper turn into the objective ground for the assurance of salvation, which generates the conclusion that union with Christ is a given and
actually received reality. To be sure, Churchianity has an upside. In the short run it is
invariably characterized by a tightly knit ecclesiastical fellowship that results in a very
commendable high rate of attendance in the formal as well as informal assemblies.
This frequently conveys the substance of the Gospel by way of spiritual “osmosis.”
But in the long run the downside is inevitable. Apart from the fact that Churchianity
goes hand in hand with an openly ghettoish and subtly prideful subculture, even if this
subculture is able to maintain itself, its failure vigorously to confront covenant members with the Gospel from the get go has a twofold deleterious effect. For one, eventually folks will drop out, usually the second or third generation, often because they
are stifled by the subculture. For another, the lack of fervor for and practice of internal
Revival evangelism tends to kill the fervor for and practice of external Revival evangelism as well. This has historically again and again dried up the powerful influx of
“new blood” that is necessary to retain Revival Status, and will undoubtedly continue
to dry up any influx both in the present and the future, even if there is internal growth
for a time. As a result it cannot make much headway toward the Revival transformation of society. All this does and will serve to accentuate the walled-in subculture even
further, which is bound to down spiral into a survival mentality rather than to display
an ever fresh Revival course of action, in which a seed dies, all right, but in order to
produce fruit (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival)!
In a real sense the ministry of Henry Melchior Mühlenberg (1711-1787) is a historical case in point to illustrate both a laudable focus and a lamentable downgrade.
His biographer, William J. Mann, Life and Times of Henry Melchior Mühlenberg
(Philadelphia: General Council Publication Board, 1911), 390-393, 395-396, observed
that Mühlenberg, “under the control of Pietism and its warm-hearted godliness,” had
the greatest admiration for the Presbyterian Tennents, and the Episcopelian Whitefield.
He rejoiced in their spiritual gifts, in their fervor in ministry, and in “the results of their
powerful preaching of evangelical truth.” But at the same time, under the control of his
Lutheran doctrinal heritage, he “states unhesitatingly that he was shocked by their
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denial of regenerating grace in baptism.” In other words, he was an alive and uncompromising Pietist as well as a convinced and uncompromising Lutheran. Frankly, he
paid a price for being the latter and admitted this implicitly, when he “refers to the fact
that what is given to children in holy baptism by divine grace is in most cases, under
various cooperating causes, not developed into personal appropriation, but rather lost.”
The antidote is found in the testimony of godly adults to the effect “that words and
truths of the Scriptures which in younger years have been implanted are most firmly
fixed in the mind and (as such) form a basis of the instruction of catechumens.” Nevertheless, the sad fact remains that in spite of “the God-given means of grace” “very frequently the good impressions received in earlier years are soon effaced and the good
promises forgotten, and that sin and guilt thereby are increased.” Formally, of course,
no one can or should quarrel with the suggested antidote. “The words and truths of
Scripture” are undoubtedly it! Substantially, however, a totally different picture
emerges. “The words and truths of Scripture” do not contain the notion of “regenerating grace in baptism” and under no circumstances allow adherence to it or the promotion of it. In fact, not to teach the necessity of a “heart transplant” in regeneration
(Deut. 30:6; Ezek. 36:26) and not to bind this upon the heart of parents and their children is akin to building a superstructure on a non-existing foundation. Eventually a collapse is inevitable. Mühlenberg saw this take place already during his life time, but
failed to see the cause and therefore did not cure the malady. Anyone who holds to the
same or to a similar view as Mühlenberg, without a doubt a giant in the faith and fully
deserving of a 500 page biography, factually undermines “the words and truths of the
Scriptures” as the fundamental and primary “God-given means of grace.” Sooner or
later this must create spiritual havoc, especially in children and grandchildren! It is utterly regrettably that the warm-hearted, pulsating, and energizing “Pietist,” who illumined Church and world, lost out to a Gospel reducing Lutheran “orthodoxy” that left
Church and world at a decisive point cold, dark, and dry.
Frankly, it seems that all downgrades, whether past, present, or future, can only be
remedied and cured when their vitium originis is recognized, namely, the failure, and
at times refusal, to award the better promises of the New Covenant their rightful place
and central function in the saving economy of God! This failure-refusal blurs the glory
of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, as well as the beauty of regeneration, justification, and sanctification. All of this is to a greater or smaller degree in evidence in
the so-called New Perspective on Paul, the New Perspective on Covenant Faithfulness,
the Federal Vision, as well as the New Perspective on the Reformation (The next section). The question may well be asked how teachers in Israel can miss this glory and
this beauty. Nicodemus (culpably!) had no hunch of the New Covenant (See John
3:10). Apparently, in this he is not alone!
But before I seek to substantiate the pivotal nature of the Trinitarian and Triadic
New Covenant further under (1) below, I return once more to John 15 in order to finalize my response to the question about the nature of the branches. Were the branches in
John 15:2, 6, that are removed and burnt, at one time truly and fully natural branches
that unequivocally were produced by the vine and sprouted forth from it, or were they
not? In other words, were these “branches” at one time truly and fully united to Christ,
or were they not? This is the challenging question that the Federal Vision asked and
which its critics may not allow to linger. In fact, they must answer it in a straightforward and unambiguous manner.
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Earlier I referred to Jay Adams and his book, Preaching with Purpose. In it he repeatedly insists that one should always exposit a preaching unit in the light of its purpose and in this light only. This implies a.o. that in the preparation of a message one
should never ask this unit a question that it is not designed to answer. By way of illustration, 1 Thessalonians 5:23 states the following, “May the God of peace himself
sanctify you completely, and may your whole spirit and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.” This passage is often quoted to establish
that a human being is a tripartite, rather than a bipartite entity, and therefore is supposed to come down on the side of trichotomy rather than dichotomy, with all that this
entails. The wording of this passage makes such conclusion quite tempting, but this
temptation ought to be resisted. The purpose of this text is not to settle the anthropological issue of the nature of man, but to insist on sanctification, and on “complete
sanctification” at that. It can, and should, be paraphrased as follows, “May the God of
peace … sanctify you completely, and may your whole spirit, soul, body, etc., etc.,
etc., be kept blameless.” Paul could easily have included additional areas, such as
“your heart and your mind (with reference to Prov. 4:23 and Mt. 22:37), as well as
your will (with reference to Jam. 4:4) and your emotions (with reference to 1 Cor.
16:22; Gal. 5:22; Rev. 2:4).” As someone once astutely observed, no one would add up
all these parts and claim that human beings consist of three, four, five, six, or seven
parts. No, for the determination of the nature of man one must turn to a Scripture unit
that deals purposefully with the nature of man. This foundational unit is Genesis 2:7,
which settles the issue unequivocally in favor of man as a bipartite being. In a human
being the non-material spirit and the material body are marvelously intertwined and
integrated, so that we can speak of him or her as an “embodied spirit” (See also Mt.
10:28, which conveys the same bipartite truth). Similarly, a study of the parable of Dives and Lazarus should not deteriorate into an argument whether entrance into hell occurs immediately upon the death of the unbeliever or awaits the outcome of the Judgment (Lk. 16:19ff in conjunction with Rev. 20:11ff). Luke deals with the horror of
hell. John specifies its timing. To confuse the two is tantamount to doing what Paul
condemns. It is “to wander away into vain discussions” (1 Tim. 1:6), to succumb to
“irreverent babble” that leads “into more and more ungodliness” (2 Tim. 2:16), to engage in “foolish, ignorant controversies … that breed quarrels” (2 Tim. 2:23), or to fall
victim to all of the above.
Transposing all this to John 15, this chapter is not given to enlighten us about all
the ins and outs of the doctrine of union with Christ! It deals with fruit bearing, which
the Father wants, and the Son capacitates. In no uncertain terms we are told that Christians are (like) branches, and from branches the farmer expects only one thing, and this
is a crop, a greater crop, a bumper crop, and a crop year after year. So Christians either
bear fruit, more fruit, much fruit and abiding fruit (See for this foursome, John 15:2b,
2c, 5, 16), or they do not. If in their (progressive) sanctification (!) they prayerfully abide in Christ and his Word (John 15:4-5, 7), they do, and with it they joyfully glorify
the Father. On the other hand, if they do not bear fruit (John 15:2), or in their selfdelusion seek their sanctification apart from Christ, they cannot and do not bear fruit
(John 15:5), and are unceremoniously removed and destroyed (John 15:6; see also
Heb. 10:14). To drive this home and to superintend its implementation should take all
the time and energy of the preacher-teacher. To go beyond the crystal clear purpose of
this, as well as any, text is to dabble in idle speculation. To ask whether one can lose
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one’s union with Christ is not on the agenda of John 15, and therefore can only lead to
quarrelsome, and, if one persists, to heated, soul-destroying, controversy. This is counterproductive, because it demolishes the spear point (purpose!) of the text and for that
reason does not serve the purpose of godliness (fruit bearing!) as it should, if at all.
Let us listen to the wisdom of the ages, “In the passage before us we must remember that our Lord Jesus Christ is not literally a vine, neither are believers literal
branches, nor is the Father literally a husbandman! We are dealing with figures and
pictures, mercifully used in order to meet our weak capacities; and we must take care
we do not draw from them doctrinal conclusions which contradict other plain passages
of Scripture … (This) is the cause of much crude and unsound doctrine, (and does)
much harm to the souls of Christians … Let us, instead of perplexing ourselves with
minor details, bear in mind that in interpreting each of the Lord’s parables the great
purpose for which it is delivered is ever to be borne in mind, if we would understand it
rightly (Burgon) … The Father deals with the body of Christ as the vine-dresser deals
with the vine and its branches. He will no more allow any members to be fruitless and
graceless, than a vine-dresser will allow barren branches to grow in the vine… The Father will take care that all who are in Christ give proof of their union by their fruitful
lives … He will not tolerate for a moment such an inconsistent being as an unfruitful
unbeliever, if such a being could be found. In a word, fruitfulness is the great test of
being one of Christ’s disciples; and he that is not fruitful is not a branch of the true
vine.” The upshot is this. “Many are supposed to be in the vine, according to man’s
opinion, who actually have no root in the vine (Calvin)” (See J. C. Ryle, Expository
Thoughts on the Gospels: John (London: James Clarke & Co, Ltd, n.d.), Vol. III, 110112).
Let us in this context imagine the following two scenarios.
Federal Vision Representative: “You are God’s (saved) covenant child. Now live,
act, and speak like one! If you do not, you are no longer saved.” Frankly, this (old covenant) approach truncates the biblical text, and regrettably has often been routine fare
in the history of the Church.
But what does our New Covenant God tell us: “I am your New Covenant God and
Father. You must be holy. This is not negotiable. As your God and Father, I insist on it
(Mal. 1:6). In fact, I present it as an awesome privilege. But you can’t be holy apart
from my Son. So always prayerfully abide in him and his Word, and you will bear fruit
of holiness. However, if you refuse to be holy, and refuse prayerfully to abide in him
and his Word to that end, you will prove to be a ‘child of the devil’ (John 8:44; 1 John
3:10) and you will be removed as a branch and be burnt! After all, how, with such refusal, can you claim to be regenerated and justified? My Son’s Words are only all too
clear. Without regeneration (his heart) you are a blind rebel (John 3:3, 5). Without justification (his righteousness) you are a hell-bound adulteress (John 4:16-18). And,
without sanctification (his holiness) your father is the devil (John 8:44). Let there be
no misunderstanding. My son Jesus declared this to covenant members and noncovenant members alike, even to those covenant members who openly claimed to have
me as a Father (John 8:41). Not so incidentally, when he declared all this, he made me
known (John 1:18). In short, this was and is my own Word through him!”
The first scenario requires holiness, all right, but in the context and in terms of obsolete old covenant, void of any specific promise to that end. This did not, does not,
and will not work! Without the recognition of the utter need for sanctifying grace, that
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is, the need for Christ in sanctification, the danger of a regimented and presumptuous
Churchianity is only too real. Ecclesiastical history is there to prove it. Regrettably this
includes my own (See for the broader framework, Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival).
The second, biblical scenario represents the arms of a loving New Covenant God
and Father who is always inclined toward our greatest good, namely our conformity to
the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29), topped by his worship in the splendor of holiness (Ps.
96:9). But he is no push-over. Refusal to embrace his gracious and glorious blueprint,
on the part of his old covenant as well as New Covenant members, will increase the
wrath that is already theirs (John 3:36) by virtue of their total depravity exponentially
(Mt. 11:20-24). This twofold message evidences the complementarity of truth. It both
wipes out despair and prevents presumption.
And then to recognize that a simple, but responsible Biblical Hermeneutics 101
could have prevented the first scenario from ever emerging, and would have cleared up
the mess before it ever started, in a heartbeat! “Do not seek to extrapolate from a passage of Scripture, inclusive of John 15, what it does not contain. To do so anyway is to
milk a cow until she bleeds (possibly to death), and to miss the message it wishes to
convey (unto life)!” Furthermore, Biblical Hermeneutics 201 would have produced a
complementary truth. I paraphrase. “The fact that you, my disciple-addressees, are
clean (John 15:3), does not imply that you should not be alert to the fact that unfruitful
branches are intolerable and will be ‘goners’ before long (John 15:6).” It is standard
Biblical procedure to issue the strongest of sobering, discriminatory as well as applicatory warnings to believers and unbelievers alike in order to administer grace (See also
Heb. 6:1-8, in the light of Heb. 6:9).
The bottom line is this. Neither Biblical Hermeneutics 101 nor Biblical Hermeneutics 201 allows for the conclusion that one can lose one’s salvation, including one’s
union with Christ. What the Reformed faith rejects vis-à-vis an unacceptable exegesis
of Hebrews 6:1ff, it should equally reject vis-à-vis an unacceptable exegesis of John
15:1ff! Of course, there is a second bottom line, which is pastoral and practical rather
than clinical and theoretical. It may very well be that strong “nurture” on the part of
folks with a questionable theology is more consistently effective than anemic “evangelization” on the part of those with a correct theology. However, this does not constitute
an excuse for the former, and better be an eye-opening spur for the latter!
At this point it is possible that someone may seek to offset all that has been argued
by two questions that were brought up above in sum and substance, but did not yet receive a straightforward and full answer. Frankly, after everything that has been said
and done both prove to be rather feeble and seem to be more rooted in emotion than
anything else. Question 1: What about the federal holiness of covenant-children (1
Cor. 7:14)? Does this, then, mean nothing? Question 2: Do covenant children from infancy, indeed, heap sins upon sins until they are supposedly regenerated? Do we as
covenant parents really have to believe this? The answer to the first question is simple.
The Corinthians passage emphatically places the federal holiness ascribed to children
of a believing parent on a par with that of the unbelieving spouse. What then is the
“holiness” that they have in common? There is really only one biblical answer. Both
have the great, if not awesome, advantage that they are set apart for and are exposed to
the “oracles of God,” inclusive of his promises (Rom. 3:1-4). No more and no less!
The answer to the second question is, if at all possible, even simpler? “The Gospel ac882

cording to Paul” makes no bones about it. Until anyone, infant, child, teenager, or
adult, has a heart that is molded by the teaching of the Word of God, and turns into a
slave of righteousness, he or she is, indeed, a slave of sin, ever yielding to lawlessness
and ever leading to more lawlessness (Rom. 6:17-19). It is hardly surprising that this
passage has been called the most incisive witness to the total depravity of man that
even outdistances Romans 3:10 and 23 in decisiveness. Candidly, it would be unconscionable to claim that this does not apply to unregenerate infant-children! What a powerful testimony it would be for the Church of Christ to eyeball its total membership,
adults, teenagers, children, and infants, and to declare solemnly and soberly that apart
from the heart of Jesus in regeneration, the righteousness of Jesus in justification, and
the holiness of Jesus in sanctification every single breath heaps up additional iniquity.
Once gripped by this, someone would never lose the wonder of the Gospel! This
leaves us with the final issue, the place and function of regeneration.
(1) At this point the presence of the one-and-the-many issue takes center stage
(See Topical Focus #15: One-and-Many Spheres & Authority Structures). I am
willing to stipulate for the sake of the argument that the term regeneration can be used
in a global, a corporate, and a personal manner, even if the term itself does not occur in
the corporate setting, and does not, I repeat, does not, carry the same meaning in each
instance. I am also willing to stipulate that proportionately personal regeneration receives much more attention than the corporate and global one. But I reject the thesis that
the movement from personal to corporate to global should be reversed into the movement from global to corporate to individual. This is the New Perspective on Paul with
an amazing vengeance, in which ecclesiology virtually replaces soteriology, and membership in the corporate body is virtually equated with Kingdom membership, as if
John 3:5 did not exist or did not apply. Even if in the former approach the many (personal regeneration) were emphasized at the expense of the one (corporate regeneration), the focus of the latter approach definitely comes down in favor of the one (corporate regeneration) at the expense of the many (individual regeneration). (See also
Richard B. Gaffin, By Faith, Not By Sight (Bletchley: Paternoster, 2006), 3-4, 44-46,
for his on-the-money criticism of the unacceptable tilt of the New Perspective on Paul
type of thinking toward the corporate-ecclesiastical that eclipses, or tends to eclipse,
the significance of the individual-personal, which is so prominent in the writings of
Paul.)
The following illustrative comparison with the Holy Spirit as the agent in regeneration should clarify what I mean. The Holy Spirit functions in a global framework, a
corporate framework, and a personal framework as well. In Genesis 1:2ff he does his
global, creational, work by turning an empty chaos into a showcase of beauty. This
took place in six days. In Ezekiel 37:1ff he holds out the prospect of doing his corporate, ecclesiastical, work by turning a cemetery into a maternity ward. This became a
reality in Acts 2:1ff. According to Isaiah 44:3-4, he will do his personal, individual
work, with a reference to believers and their children. This individual work is underscored in John 3:5. In various places in the NT his corporate, ecclesiastical, work is
formulated in terms of the Baptism with the Spirit (Mt. 3:11; John 1:33; 7:37-39; Acts
1:5, 8) as a once and for all historical event. This occurred on Pentecost when he was
poured out upon the Church (Acts 2:33). His personal, individual, work, on the other
hand, is formulated in terms of the Gift of the Spirit as a once and for all personal
event. This takes place upon repentance, conjoined with faith, and the forgiveness of
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sins (Acts 2:38). Apart from the global, creational, work of the Spirit, which undoubtedly will receive its culmination point in the glory of the new heaven and the new
earth, it should be crystal clear that the Baptism with the Spirit upon the one New Covenant people of God and the Gift of the Spirit upon the many New Covenant members are co-essential and co-functional, similar to, if not reflective of the One-ness and
the Three-ness in the Trinity. They are in principle and in practice interactive. The one
cannot function without the other. Without the Baptism with the Spirit upon the corporate Church the Gift of the Spirit to its members could never materialize. After all,
Acts 2:33, the outpouring of the Spirit upon the Church, precedes Acts 2:38, the indwelling of the Spirit in the repentant and forgiven believer. Without the Gift of the
Spirit to individual Church members the Church has no future. After all, those who do
not have the Spirit do not even belong to Christ (Rom. 8:9). The two should receive
equal emphasis, each in its own context, and the movement from the one to the other
and from the other to the one should receive equal billing. This has profound implications for the place and function of regeneration, of which the Spirit is the author. To
state that “because everything has been transformed around him the unregenerate individual may as well come along quietly,” is disturbingly sub-biblical, if not unbiblical.
He or she ought (to be taught) to call on the Lord. “You have given a heart transplant
to others. I plead with you not to pass me by!” This, according to God, is going to
happen in a godly Church, inclusive of godly families. Only those who call on the
name of the Lord will receive the three New Covenant blessings of a new heart, a new
righteousness and a new holiness (Ezek. 36:37; see also Is. 44:5) and be saved (Acts
2:21), covenant parents as well as covenant children. And only those who repent as an
evidence of the new heart, the heart of flesh (Ezek. 36:26), will receive this new righteousness and new holiness, covenant parents, covenant children, as well as outsiders
(Acts 2:38). Why would anyone wish to be wiser than God, and stipulate that infantchildren “may as well come along quietly?” Not so incidentally, this stipulation demonstrates what I argued before. Preoccupation with the objectively and formally corporate at the expense of the individual-existential does, and must, tone down biblical
regeneration, as well as biblical justification and sanctification, for that matter.
To explain all this further in terms of the New Covenant and its three promises,
nowhere in Scripture do we get the impression that children of believers “might as
well come along for the ride.” Incidentally, this is not a “sparring” statement of “pure
theology,” meant to be put in the storage bin of the intellect. Far from it! The reference
to the three New Covenant promises in this context has an utterly practical aim in
terms of two weighty implications, which I touched on earlier, but repeat at this juncture. The first one is very joyous, the second one very sobering.
First, they imply that children of believers are not, need not, and never should be,
the proverbial “sewage in the gutter,” to which many “pagan” converts confess who
lived profligate lives before they embraced Jesus. We can be profoundly joyful for
this. Second, however, they also imply that children of believers are born “sewage in
the septic tank,” called the Church. This is an incontrovertible given, if the fact of original sin, the bankruptcy of children in the old covenant, and the need for the three
promises in the New Covenant, mean anything. They are just as much as their worldly
counterparts in need of entering into the “treatment plant,” called Christ, to obtain his
heart, his righteousness and his holiness. Of course, the difference is that children of
believers, in contrast to their worldly counterparts, are born in the ecclesiastical and
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familial light beam of the New Covenant “oracles of God,” commands, promises,
summons, warnings, and all (Rom. 3:2)! At any rate, this is, and must be, profoundly
sobering. If the Church overlooks this truth, ignores it, refuses to accept it, and as a result fails to impress its New Covenant offspring with it, it ends up with a second generation product that is not marked by a “broken heart,” therefore will not, and cannot,
really appreciate “the wonder of it all,” and is bound to sink to such a level that it can
no longer enjoy Revival Status, or pursue a Maintenance Ministry to retain Revival
Status. This, in turn, will raise a third generation that may well be unswervingly orthodox in its theological beliefs, but does not truly surrender to the truth of God, and ultimately tends to pay only lip service to it, whether consciously or not. As a result it
ends up displaying a stultified, cold, and anemic type of Christianity that is (far) removed from Revival Status, does not recognize the need for a Recovery Mode to regain such Status, cannot reverse the trend that leads to a dying culture, and while not
identifying itself with such culture openly, is increasingly comfortable in it, and progressively exhibits its earmarks. The fourth generation is virtually the end of the line.
It is bound to fall victim to suicidal liberalism that turns its back to Scripture as Godbreathed, with all that this entails for the inerrancy, authority, and trustworthiness of its
content.
While I may be off a generation (or two), all this is not an all too human, and
therefore baseless, prophecy of doom. It is derived from the biblical pattern that is in
clear evidence in the history of both the OT and the NT, and perpetuated throughout
the history of the Church. In fact, the Church has demonstrated again and again that it
has learned nothing either from Scripture or from its own history. It has tried to go it
alone without the indispensable benefit of the New Covenant, and has paid the price
again and again. The flow of history is invariably from pulsating life to the folly of
dead orthodoxy, liberalism and secularism, both more or less like clockwork and in
that order. We do well to remember that this return to “folly” was the unmistakable
object of a solemn warning by the Psalmist in the context of Revival (Ps. 85:5), the
vexing content of a sobering prediction by Paul in the face of a thriving local Church
(Acts 20:28-31), and the repeated charge of a condemning Savior in the diagnosis of a
cluster of congregations, as arguably representative of the universal Church (Rev. 2-3).
This evokes the question how can we extend this diagnostic procedure to the Church
of today, to find out whether it is in a pulsating, ever mounting, high-fly position, displays an awakening, promising, take-off spirit, is content with a cautionary, hold-thefort mentality, finds itself in a sleepy, increasingly grim looking, downgrade, or spirals
downward in an alarming nose dive? It seems to me that the answer is a lot simpler
than may seem at first sight. The Holy Spirit blew the NT trumpet for the first time in
the Book of James. There must have been a profound reason for this. Frankly, there is!
A Church, whether corporately, family wise, or individually, can, and will, find out
where it is placed on the chart of God from 0% to 100%, that is, whether it flies high,
takes off, is stationary, shrivels, or is falling by the wayside, by the way and to the extant that it prayerfully surrenders to James, absorbs James, displays James, and passes
James on.
In short, the bottom line is this. Let the New Covenantal Baptism with the Spirit
be forcefully preached with its corporate-ecclesiastical implication for, and impact
upon the Church of Christ in terms of the reality of “(torrential) rivers of living water”
(John 7:37-39) as the only antidote against the murderous desert of the world. Further,
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let the content of these living waters, in a signal fashion identified in James, be
preached with equal force in terms of the Gospel of the New Covenant, promised by
the Father, personified in the Son, and personalized by the Spirit. Let it also be
preached to believers and their children that the content of the Father’s promise, produced by the Son’s crucifixion and resurrection, must be implemented in a personalspecific way by the Holy Spirit. He effects regeneration by implanting Jesus’ heart.
Without the evidence of repentance and faith it is presumptive to claim that the substance of the first New Covenant promise is a present reality. He seals Jesus’ righteousness in the believer and thereby ratifies the peace treaty with the Father resulting
from justification. This seal is followed by the Gift of the Spirit, which ushers in the
permanent residence of the Spirit in the regenerate heart of the believer. In his capacity
of permanent resident he now becomes the agent of sanctification by writing the law of
God on the hearts. Since the gift and indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit upon repentance and forgiveness determines whether one belongs to Christ (Rom. 8:9), it is
presumptuous to put in a claim to this effect apart from the evidence of the “rivers of
sanctified and sanctifying waters.” But when these waters of the Word, inclusive of
James, flow “torrentially,” the Church, corporately, family wise, and individually, will
“mount up with wings like an eagle. It will run and never be weary. I will walk and
never faint” (Is. 40:31).
It is often argued that this destroys the objective basis of assurance and leads to
endless, debilitating, self-examination, if not self-destructive introspection. I fear that
this is to throw the baby out with the bathwater. Of course, introspection is not getting
anyone anywhere. Similarly, debilitating self-examination is hardly a biblical requirement. But this does not take away the call to proper self-examination. Scripture is replete with such calls, explicit as well as implicit (Ps. 139:23-24; 2 Cor. 13:5). Regular
self-examination in the spiritual realm is analogous to regular check-ups in the physical realm. Just as the latter can, and at times does, alert the ones examined to shortfalls
in physical health, up to, and inclusive of, terminal illness, so biblical self-examination
can, and at times does, disclose short falls in the spiritual arena, up to, and inclusive of,
terminal conditions. In both instances objective standards are used, taken from authoritative literature that describes symptoms and symptomatic behavior patterns. (This
does, and should, turn Bible reading time into check-up time, by definition and in
every instance.) When the diagnosis is made, the next step is to take the described or
prescribed “medicine.” Far from being debilitating and self-destructive such procedure
in both the physical and the spiritual area, whether curative or preventive in nature, is
always wholesome and proves at times to be an urgent necessity. When the cure is
successful and the end station of a clean bill of health is reached, assurance rides high.
Therefore this procedure invariably does, and should, come highly recommended! To
be sure, spiritual assurance is based upon the objective work of Christ and the objective promises of God. However, the complementary truth is that it goes up and down
with the operational presence of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:14) and with our sanctification (1 John 3:18-24). The spiritual pain of diminishing assurance runs parallel to the
physical pain of non-functioning or mal-functioning body parts. Pain is indicative of a
problem, is necessary to trace its location, and so is preparatory for the treatment, and
the restoration. Without pain people are liable to succumb to the slightest of illnesses,
and therefore cannot survive for long. Such pain, of course, is always an individual
matter, pertains to a specific problem, and requires a specific treatment. In this area
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one size certainly does not fit all!
All in all it is not sufficient to state that by virtue of the global regeneration of the
universe and the corporate regeneration of the Church children are virtually home already (or half-way home), as has repeatedly and self-destructively been argued
throughout the history of the Church, whether in terms of “baptismal regeneration,”
“presumptive regeneration,” “covenantal regeneration,” or a general “judgment of
charity.” Please, let us flee from this folly and never return to it (Ps. 85:8). Apart from
the fact that the term regeneration has a totally different connotation when applied to
the global, creational, renewal and when applied to personal regeneration, and apart
from the further fact that the term is never used to indicate corporate, ecclesiastical,
renewal, which should caution us not to indulge in speculative theological constructions, to have the personal virtually swallowed by the global and the corporate is dangerous business that threatens the biblical balance of the one and the many at the detriment of the many, and therewith, ironically, of the one as well. In short, children of
believers should be unequivocally told (1) that the three New Covenant promises are
theirs by virtue of a loving Heavenly Father, (2) that the once and for substance of
these promises, definitive regeneration, justification and sanctification, is conferred
upon them, which is signed and sealed in baptism, (3) that the personal reception of
this definitive substance is contingent upon their embrace of Jesus, (4) that the superstructure of the progressive substance of these promises, daily repentance and faith,
daily forgiveness, and daily holiness, signed, sealed, and conferred in the Lord’s Supper, is not within their reach until the foundation of the definitive substance has been
laid and is a living reality, (5) that therefore they cannot partake of the Lord’s Supper
until that time, and (6) that both parents and children to that end should, do, and will,
seek the face of God in the name of Jesus for the Holy Spirit to implant Christ’s heart
in regeneration, to seal his righteousness in justification, and to implement his holiness
in sanctification.
It should be manifest by now that Scripture and the proponents of the New Perspective on Paul, as well as adherents of views akin to it, are simply in different ballparks. This said, it must be underscored that a grievously mistaken theology will not
always translate in a grievously mistaken practice, just as a gloriously correct theology
does necessarily translate in a gloriously correct practice. It should be our constant
prayer that God grants us “the best of both worlds,” meticulous theology that gives rise
to and is matched by meticulous action. The absence of either one of them will threaten the Revival status of the Church, endanger its Maintenance ministry, and jeopardize
its Recovery mode with all the short-term and long-term consequences thereof. Jesus
warns his Church only so many times. Eventually he will move on in judgment, and
leave a spiritual desert in its wake. Let us always remember the idolatrous Islamization
of Middle East, the atheistic Secularization of Europe and the increasingly godless
Humanism of the USA, and tremble! There can be only one reason for this. A departure from the full-orbed Gospel as the power of God unto salvation!
Returning now to the relationship of justification and sanctification, while they
may never be confused or merged, due to the nature of faith and the union with Christ
they are and remain indissolubly intertwined. This, however, leaves us to grapple with
James’ terminology. Without blushing he declares that “a person is justified by deeds”
(Jam. 2:24), with a reference to the paradigms of Abraham and Rahab (Jam. 2:21, 25).
This now must receive our attention! In the process it will become abundantly clear
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that James’ teaching does not accommodate either the “New Perspective on Paul” or
the necessity of “Covenant Faithfulness” as instrumental in God’s foundational justifying verdict. In fact, as I intend to show, the first one does not come into the picture in
James, while the latter can under no circumstances claim even to have a toehold in
him. However, before I deal with James’ terminology in my exposition of the text, one
more item needs to be settled. This is the so-called New Perspective on the Reformation.
4. The New Perspective on the Reformation and Three Scenarios,
together with an Analysis and an Appraisal.
There are (some) “Covenant faithfulness” folk who appear to justify their position visà-vis the proponents of the classical view of justification by arguing that the latter are
weak, to say the least, in emphasizing the need for abundant Practical Godliness. Too
frequently they virtually relegate sanctification to a caboose, and practically downgrade it to an optional add-on. This, according to one scholar, is very much due to the
Reformation teaching of the imputation of an alien righteousness, the righteousness of
Christ, as the exclusive meritorious ground of the justification of the ungodly (Paul A.
Rainbow, The Way of Salvation: The Role of Christian Obedience in Justification
(Bletchley, UK: Paternoster, 2005), 35). This allegedly must obscure, if not vitiate the
place and function of good works in the life of the believer. To be sure, the charge of
laxity in sanctification is not necessarily without merit, and any attempt to remedy this
malady is quite commendable. Too many people throughout the history of the Church
admittedly have hidden and still do hide behind the doctrine of justification as an
excuse to cover their failure heartily to pursue holiness. In fact, at times this doctrine is
even used as an occasion to chase after sin (Rev. 3:20-24). But to blame all this on the
classical doctrine of justification and to seek its demise in one way or another seems
preposterous in the light of Paul’s treatment of these very same issues. In fact, in
Paul’s mind “loose living” does not flow forth from undue stress upon the doctrine of
imputed righteousness, but from the lack of regeneracy, as I argue further below.
Paul was acutely aware that his teaching on free grace in justification, such as in
Romans 3:21-5:21, was, could be, or would be, misread and at times even unscrupulously misconstrued so as brazenly to promote sin or subtly to play foot loose with holiness. This was for him, and should be for all of us, not only a cause for deep grief and
a reason to be on the alert, but also something to be dealt with on the spot. This is exactly what he did in Romans 6:1-8:17. But how did he do this? Let me repeat by saying
that he did not do it by backtracking or compromising his teaching on justification
(contra Rainbow) by building human achievements, whether called covenantal nomism, covenantal faithfulness, Christian obedience, good works, or otherwise, into the
framework of the “traditional” doctrine of soteric justification to end up with one of
three scenarios. (1) Justification is an ongoing process. (2) Justification occurs in two
phases (a) the initial and present phase-justification and (b) the future and final phasejustification. (3) Justification is to be understood in a dual sense, justification as
present and as future, that is one justification with two aspects, (a) the realized or
foundational aspect, and (b) the completed or superstructural aspect, allegedly “reflecting the dual, realized-still future (already-not yet) structure of salvation” (Richard B.
Gaffin, “Justification and Eschatology,” in Oliphint, ed., Justified in Christ, 2; see
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from the same author, By Faith, Not By Sight: Paul and the Order of Salvation (Bletchley, UK: Paternoster, 2006), 53-58; and Jeffrey K. Jue, “The Active Obedience of
Christ and the Westminster Standards,” in Oliphint, ed., Justified in Christ, 129).
In the first scenario the initial justification calls for the attribution of the righteousness of Christ to the believer hand in hand with the ethical transformation in the
believer, which does, and should continuously increase. The two of them move onward together on the way to the final justification on which the entrance into the Kingdom of God depends (Rainbow, 82-84, 174, 189). This virtually spells faith (imputed
righteousness) + works (covenant faithfulness) throughout, from beginning to end.
According to the second scenario, the basis of present justification is the work of Christ, his perfect obedience, while the latter rests jointly on the work of Christ and the
obedience of the believer (See N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1997), 129). Furthermore, the initial
justification would be contingent upon the concluding justification with good works as
an essential component. This comes down to faith + works, at least in the final justification. The third scenario thankfully opposes the process character of justification as
well as the faith + works formula in the final justification (Gaffin, “Justification and
Eschatology,” 9, 19; By Faith, Not By Sight, 87, 98; see also Lane G. Tipton, “Union
with Christ in Justification,” in Oliphint, Justified in Christ, 30). Still, as I seek to argue below, it does not fully stay within the Reformation tradition when it states that
“the final judgment will be the open manifestation of the present justification, their being ‘openly acquitted’ … In that future judgment their obedience, their works, are not
the ground or basis. Nor are they (co-)instrumental, a coordinate instrument for appropriating divine approbation as they supplement faith. Rather, they are the essential and
manifest criterion of that faith, ‘the integral fruits and evidence of a true and lively
faith.’” After all, the final judgment is “‘according (kata) to works,’ not ‘on account
of, because of (dia),’ expressing the ground, nor ‘by (ek) works,’ expressing the instrument’ … If believers appear at the final judgment as already resurrected bodily,
then they will appear there as already openly justified. Their future justification … will
already have taken place in their resurrection with the de facto declarative, forensic,
justifying significance it has in Paul … This means, further, that, for believers, the final judgment, as it is to be according to works, will have for them a reality that is reflective of and further attests their justification already openly manifested in their bodily resurrection (Gaffin, “Justification and Eschatology,” 20-21; By Faith, Not By Sight,
98-99).
I fear that from the perspective of Paul the solution set forth in Scenario one and
two would indicate some muddled thinking that operates from within the confines of a
partial, constricted, if not impaired, Gospel (Scenario one), or advocates the adoption
of a partial, misdirected, if not misshapen, Gospel (Scenario two). But the solution of
Scenario three, however well intended it may be, could imply some unclear thinking as
well that ends up with a partial, imprecise, if not confusing, Gospel, especially in the
puzzling statement that the believer enters into the Judgment as “already openly justified” by virtue of the bodily resurrection. At any rate, since each scenario appears to
present a partial Gospel, all three scenarios may well be potentially misleading, and
should all receive an uneasy reception, be it to a greater or lesser degree. This claim, of
course, thickens the plot, and urges the question why I believe that Paul would have
(from more serious, to serious, to less serious) reservations about all three of them!
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In general, he would look at all three scenarios in the framework of the full-orbed
architecture of the Gospel that is rooted in the historical depth of the OT, arises from
the prophetic core of the OT, mirrors the teaching of Jesus in the Gospels, and is sequential to the preaching of Peter in Acts. This architecture would dwarf the New
Perspective on the Reformation, as well as for that matter the New Perspective on Paul
and the so-called Federal Vision. But ironically it would also transcend the response of
their critics, and even the Reformation itself that legitimately gave rise to this criticism. All this, of course, deserves, if not demands, an explanation. In all honesty, it
seems that many doctrinal controversies can be remedied by having a full, unimpeded,
view of the full-orbed Gospel. People who are either totally blind or carry constricting
blinders will never see the complete elephant, to use a rather trite, but nevertheless telling, illustration, and will define the animal as a wall (the flank), a hose (the trunk), a
pillar (the leg), a rope (the tail), or any combination thereof, depending on what part,
or number of parts, they touch or see. It is rather clear that from this perspective any
analysis, description, assessment and dialogue regarding the elephant are already off
the track before it starts. Many a discussion in the area of theology seem to resemble a
confused and confusing, if not truncated, impaired, or misshapen “elephantology,” and
ultimately prove to go either in a downward spiral, nowhere, or, at best, in circles!
This assessment should not be taken as a personal put-down, but rather as a healthy
reminder for all of us. Since no one is perfect, we all suffer of some case of reductionistic “elephantitis.” This should keep us humble, compassionate, filled with brotherly
love from a tender heart, but at the same time always pursuing unity of mind, and from
this perspective ever on the alert against any aberration, and ever willing to consider,
or reconsider, any alert to that effect (1 Pet. 3:8)!! Well, here we go to state and hopefully make our case.
In the foundational and historical depth of the OT (The Pentateuch) God lays the
groundwork for a glorious future. In Leviticus he starts with the summons for uncircumcised hearts to humble themselves (Lev. 26:41b), spelling the need for regeneration, for iniquities to be recompensed (Lev. 26:41c), spelling the need for justification,
and for holiness to be pursued from a hungry heart (Lev. 26:46-27:33, esp. 27:9, 21,28,
32; see also Lev.11:44-45; 19:2; 20:7), spelling the need for sanctification, which
eventually emerges as the crowning piece of God’s saving activity and the greatest
Gospel gift. In Joshua he continues with the symbols of circumcision, representing regeneration (Josh. 5:2ff; see also Deut. 10:16; Jer. 4:4), the Passover, representing justification (Josh. 5:10; see also Ex. 12:1ff), and the removal of shoes (Josh. 5:15; see also
Ex. 3:5), representing sanctification. History demonstrates that all three have to be in
place to secure the future. Without them Israel promptly would be (Lev. 26:14-39;
Deut. 28:15-68), and eventually was sent into the Exile!
Further, in the pulsating, prophetic core of the OT (Ezekiel) God calls upon Israel
to justify, regenerate, and sanctify itself as the only possible remedy to escape destruction and death (Ezek. 18:31-32). Israel all by itself produced the mess, and therefore
was fully responsible for the clean-up. Because it was manifestly unable (and unwilling!) to do so, God intervened and gave the promise of justification (Ezek. 36:25), regeneration (Ezek. 36:26), and sanctification (Ezek. 36:27). All three remained manifestly indispensable to undergird a guaranteed future.
Then, in the Gospels (John) Jesus points Nicodemus to the need for regeneration
(John 3:3, 5), the Woman at the Well to the need for justification (John 4:16-18), and a
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gathering of Jews to the need for sanctification (John 8:31ff). All three are introduced
as the only, threefold, gateway into the future.
Subsequently, in the Book of Acts Peter preaches repentance (regeneration) unto
the forgiveness of sins (justification) and the gift of the Holy Spirit (sanctification)
(Acts 2:38). Once again, all three emerge as the indispensable, constituent, elements of
salvation and the only way into the future membership in the Kingdom of God!
It is hardly surprising that his co-apostle in the original “Twelve,” John, stands
shoulder to shoulder with him, and fully as well as wholeheartedly walks in the footsteps of Jesus as well as John the Baptizer in this regard when he defines the children
of God (2 John 2:28-3:10). They are born of God (regeneration; 1 John 2:29; 3:9),
washed of their sins (justification; 2 John 3:5), and practice righteousness (sanctification; 2 John 2:29; 3:3, 7, 10). Clearly, rebirth functions as the launching pad, forgiveness of sin as the center piece, but holiness as the crowning piece of God’s saving activity (The latter suffuses the passage). Further, unless one possesses and displays the
“three solutions” of the New Covenant (Ezek. 36:25-27), one is (still) a “child of the
devil,” according to John, as well as John the Baptizer and Jesus (Lk. 3:7; John 8:44; 1
John 3:8, 10). One may have Abraham as a physical father (Lk. 3:8; John 8:56), may
have the promises of a New Covenant member (Jer. 31:31-34; Ezek. 36:23-28; Acts
2:39), and may even call God the Father “my God” (John 8:54). But the fact remains
that without the three solutions, that is, the enjoyment and display of the substance of
the threefold New Covenant promise, one still belongs substantially to the “prince of
darkness.” Otherwise the Baptizer, Jesus and John make no sense!
It is this very same triad, woven as three golden threads throughout the tapestry of
Scripture, that Paul presents as the full-orbed Gospel in his Epistles, specifically Romans 3:12-8:17, 2 Corinthians 5:14-7:1, and Philippians 3:1- be it not in the same order. Every other than this New Covenantal Gospel must be deemed reductionistic. 2
Corinthians and Philippians follow the order of the symbolism of Joshua 5:3, 10, and
15; the discourses of John 3, 4, and 8; and the preaching of Acts 2:38, namely, regeneration (2 Cor. 5:14-17; Phil. 3:3), justification (2 Cor. 5:18-21; Phil. 3:9), and sanctification (2 Cor. 6:1-7:1; Phil. 3:10). Romans, on the other hand, opts for the sequence of
Ezekiel 18:31; 36:25-27, namely, justification (Rom. 3:21-5:21//Ezek. 18:31a; 36:25),
regeneration (Rom. 6:1-11//Ezek. 18:31b; 36:26), and sanctification (Rom. 6:128:17//Ezek.18:31c; 36:27). This “flexibility” indicates that in neither context Paul intends to present us with “his” ordo salutis from either a full-blown biblical-theological
or systematic-theological perspective. In both instances we face his ordo docendi, even
if strictly speaking the Second Corinthians sequence reflects the biblical ordo salutis
rather than the Romans sequence. This “order of instruction” is dictated by the specific
need of his audience, the specific situation he addresses, or the specific flow of his
ministry (See also Thomas Wenger, “The New Perspective on Calvin: Responding to
Recent Calvin Interpretations” in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, June
2007, Volume 50, No. 2, June, 2007), 311ff, esp. 317-320). In what follows I adopt the
order (ordo docendi!) of Romans, which can be designated as “The Gospel according
to Paul,” and therefore has structural implications, be it not as a (strict) ordo salutis.
There are strong indications that in his Romans letter he presented in writing for the
benefit of folks, whom he had never met, the way he evangelized both Gentiles and
Jews in person, or possibly even more precisely, the way he would have evangelized
them, had he been instrumental in the founding of the Church in Rome (Rom. 1:12;
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10:14-15; 16:25)!
First, then, against the backdrop of the universal radical and total depravity of all
of mankind, no one excepted, Paul holds out the free grace of justification, a legal declaration in which (1) the sins of the ungodly are not imputed to them based upon the
blood of the Lord Jesus, shed on the cross as a redemption (payment) and a propitiation (removal of wrath), and (2) righteousness is imputed to them based upon the righteousness of the Lord Jesus, obtained during his life of obedience and distributed by
virtue of his resurrection (Rom. 3:21-26; 4:1-8; 5:22-25; see also 2 Cor. 5:18-21). In
doing so he radically and totally squares off against both Gentiles and Jews and all that
they have to offer, or think they have to offer (Rom. 1:18-3:20). Without the imputed
righteousness of Christ there is irremediable spiritual bankruptcy, with all that this entails. With it there is an immediate and irrevocable peace treaty that lasts through eternity (Rom. 5:1). Let it be crystal clear! In this context, where Paul systematically and
exhaustively spells out his doctrine of justification, there is no indication whatsoever
that either present or future works do come into the picture. While good works do and
must adorn the Christian, and while a Christian without good works is a contradiction
in person as well as terms, and while the final judgment insists on this, monitors it, and
verifies it, under no circumstances do, and may good works be assigned a place under
the umbrella of the doctrine of soteric justification. Paul implicitly, if not explicitly,
demands this conclusion by indicating in Romans 6:1ff that outsiders, strangers to God
and grace, will either assume that his full-blown doctrine of free grace in justification
by definition may, if not will lead to licentious living, or charge that it could, if not
must lead to it. This would have been an impossible assumption and an impossible
charge, if Paul only to the slightest degree had built good works into the fabric of the
doctrine of soteric justification. Anyone who fudges on this by definition truncates,
impairs, misshapes or confuses the soteric Gospel Doctrine of Justification, tends to
truncate, impair, misshape or confuse it, or implicitly invites others to do so, whether
consciously and intentionally or not.
But how then does Paul counter and invalidate the just-mentioned assumption or
charge. In general, he replies to both in two stages, and in them we have arrived at the
core of the issue. In his reply he starts out with the doctrine of regeneration and concludes with the doctrine of sanctification. In short order, and to explain in greater detail below, in regeneration the Holy Spirit implants the heart of Jesus. This “golden
heart” is neither able nor ever desirous to demonstrate and celebrate justification as the
“silver lining” that supposedly could or would permit it exponentially to enlarge the
monstruously dark cloud of sin. In fact, it would abhor the very idea like the plague. In
sanctification the “golden heart” finds its “diamond head” in the holiness of Jesus to be
implemented through the Holy Spirit. The bottom line, according to Paul in Romans 68, is simple. Given the heart of Jesus that hungers for the holiness of Jesus, and given
the Holy Spirit who takes up residence in the heart in order to arrive at the holiness of
Jesus, any type of deliberate plunging into sin or intentional practicing sin as sin cannot, does not, and will not ever have “a ghost of a chance.”
Regrettably, in this context these two stages of regeneration and sanctification are
totally missing in the systematic theology of scenario one, two, as well as three, at
least as these scenarios are presented and argued. They are also missing in some of the
recent ecclesiastical pronouncements on the New Perspective on Paul and the Federal
Vision. There is a partial excuse for this in terms of the doctrine of regeneration. The
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Reformation, as we have seen already, is confused and confusing in its soteriological
terminology and definitions, and often saw men walking like trees in this regard (See
for a careful documentation of this specifically Peter Lillback, “Calvin’s Development
of the Doctrine of Forensic Justification: Calvin and the Early Lutherans on the Relationship of Justification and Renewal,” in Oliphint, ed., Justified in Christ, 57-78; as
well Bavinck, IV, 24ff, 42ff, 50ff, 177ff; Eng. Tr., IV, 53ff, 69ff, 75ff, 195ff, who also
extensively documents the terminological uncertainty, if not confusion, in (the early
Church and in) the early Reformation time; and Waldron, Faith, Obedience and Justification, 58-63, who drew up a helpful diagram (58) that, intentionally or not, provides
unmistakable evidence of the inconsistent nature of Calvin’s terminology (50-61),
when compared to Scripture, although this does not carry through in the substance of
his theology (62-63)). This terminological confusion has trickled through Reformed
theology for centuries, and at times had substantive (negative) implications. We can
safely say that in early Reformation thinking there is simply no general consensus in
this area, whether it pertains to adults or to children born in the covenant. The debate
about paedocommunion is indicative of this as well (See below for further details). In
scenario one, two and three this confusion seems to have turned into an avalanche to a
greater or lesser degree. Be this as it may, there is at least today, so many hundreds of
years after the Reformation, no excuse for confusing regeneration, justification, or
sanctification with each other. Neither is there an excuse for neglecting any of the
three in the discussion of any one of them. They are too intertwined in Scripture to be
treated in isolation. In the fundamental unio Christi, the union with Christ, in his crucifixion, his burial, his grave, his resurrection, his ascension and his session in the heavenly places, regeneration, justification and sanctification are clearly one package, be
it that in the “order of instruction” regeneration is at times introduced before justification (2 Cor. 5:14-17 and 18-21), and at times after justification (Rom. 3:21-5:21 and
6:1-11). But in the historical ordo salutis sanctification invariably follows regeneration and justification. The message of God’s saving activity in Acts 2:38 in this regard
is ironclad. Repentance serves as its experiential starting point or launching pad. The
Holy Spirit as the Master Surgeon implants the heart of Jesus in regeneration (John
3:5), which manifests itself in repentance and faith (John 1:12-13). This is tantamount
to a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17), a “palatial residence” fit for the Holy Spirit to occupy. (He refuses to dwell in the slum and slime of the old rebel heart.) The resulting
forgiveness of sin represents the legal framework or setting of this saving activity
which is the basis of the consequent peace treaty with God (Rom. 5:1). Subsequently,
the Holy Spirit seals God’s justifying verdict (Eph. 1:13-14) with his indwelling presence, and therewith declares it irrevocable and “untouchable,” certain to culminate in
the “ultimate redemption” (Eph. 1:14). (He refuses to move in until the hostilities have
officially ceased.) Finally, through this very indwelling the Holy Spirit serves as the
agent in sanctification by writing the law of God on the palatial hearts of the believers
who love God and hate sin. (He refuses to put up with their junk.) This turns sanctification into the capstone or crowning piece of God’s saving activity. By way of analogy, there is no way to put the roof (sanctification) on an edifice (salvation) until the
floor (regeneration) is laid, and the walls (justification), at least structurally, are
erected (See for the same order, 2 Cor. 5:15-17 (regeneration), 5:20-21 (justification),
and 6:14-7:1 (sanctification), as well as Phil. 3:3 (regeneration), 3:9 (justification), and
3:10 (sanctification).
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In short, in the accomplishment of New Covenantal redemption (historia salutis)
and through union with Christ the three definitive components of salvation constitute
one unit and simultaneously arise on earth via the cross/resurrection sequence and simultaneously arrive in the heavenly places in the ascension/session sequence (Eph.
2:4-6). However, in the application of New Covenantal redemption (ordo salutis) the
biblical tapestry regarding the three definitive as well as the three progressive components of salvation is different. In fact, it is fourfold. (1) Definitive justification and definitive sanctification follow definitive regeneration. One is once-and-for-all justified
and sanctified by faith and repentance as the twofold evidence of regeneration (Rom.
5:1; 1 Cor. 1:30). (2) Definitive justification precedes daily renewal. Forgiveness of
sins is required for the Holy Spirit to take up residence in the heart of the repentant believer (Acts 2:38). (3) Daily forgiveness and daily renewal follow daily repentance and
faith. One is progressively forgiven and renewed through faith and repentance (Jam.
5:14b; 1 Pet. 1:3). (4). Daily forgiveness precedes daily renewal. Daily forgiveness is
required for the Spirit to become “un-grieved” (Eph. 4:30) “un-quenched” (1 Thess.
5:19) and “un-outraged” (Heb. 10:29) so as to “fully” function again in the life of the
repentant believer (Eph. 5:18).
Second, focusing now specifically on the first stage of his reply as to why the
grace of justification does not lead to a licentious life, he starts out by holding out the
free grace of regeneracy as both the antidote to the rebellious and damning practice of
plunging oneself into sin, and the launching pad for a lifetime of vigorous pursuit of
godliness! The old man, the old nature, the old, blind and rebellious, heart, that is, the
old bent, the old disposition, the old voracious appetite for sin, is once and for all crucified, and once and for all died in union with Christ on the cross (Rom. 6:3, 6). It is
also once and for all buried with Christ for three days to prove that it was truly and fully dead! Furthermore, the new man, the new nature, the new, seeing and surrendered,
heart, that is, the new bent, the new disposition, the new insatiable appetite for holiness, is once and for all raised with Christ in his resurrection (Rom. 6:4b, 5b, 6c, 11b).
In short, “Shall we continue in sin that grace may abound” (Rom. 6:1)? Shall we dive
back into the mud of sin again and again in order supposedly to experience again and
again the refreshing nature of taking a shower in the gracious blood of Christ? This
calls for two observations. First, in the light of the Biblical, and Pauline, doctrine of
justification with its awesome emphasis upon the free grace of God, it is inevitable that
this question comes up. Second, in answering his own question Paul does not backtrack one iota on his doctrine of justification (contra Rainbow), but shows the strategic
place of the doctrine of regeneration! The point that Paul makes with his reference to
regeneration is both simple and profound. With Jesus’ heart in regeneration (a) chasing
after and plunging into sin (that grace would abound) is an impossibility (Rom. 6:1ff;
see also 1 John 3:9; 5:18), and (b) a delight in and pursuit of holiness is a definitional
given (Rom. 6:5ff; 7:22). In Paul’s ordo docendi in Romans the doctrine of regeneration, not so incidentally, makes for a seamless (and perfect!) transition from his doctrine of justification to his doctrine of sanctification, which is Paul’s next order of
business. In sum, by means of the doctrine of regeneration he resolutely squares off
against the type of a-nomianism, lawlessness that stands condemned in Matthew 7:23,
Romans 3:8, and Revelation 2:20-24, and lays the foundation for its polar opposite,
namely the fulfillment of the righteous requirements of the law (Rom. 8:4).
Third, following the first stage of his reply, the antidote of the free grace of rege894

neration, he continues with the second stage, the joint-antidote of the free grace of
sanctification. Sin shall not have dominion over the regenerate precisely because they
are “(1) not under law (principle), but (2) under grace (principle)” (Rom. 6:14). This is
to say, (1) they are no longer “married” to the Law, however glorious it is as a reflection of the nature of God. The Law (appropriately) presents, displays, and demands,
holiness as the essence of life (Deut. 32:47), but (regrettably) cannot give it. Christ put
an end to this (dead-end-street and hopeless) “marriage.” Now (2) they are united,
“married,” to him who can, and does, give them holiness as the essence of life through
the Spirit of life who produces in them what the Law presents, displays and demands
(Rom. 7:1-6; 8:1-4)! Christ personifies the grace principle, and is the source of that holiness (of the Law through the Spirit) without which no one can see the Lord (Heb.
12:14). The Law cannot make the unregenerate holy because of their rebellion. Neither
can the Law make the regenerate holy because of their indwelling sin, the sinister,
flame (hell-fire)-throwing, toxic power (Jam. 4:6, 8), that is and remains in all their
members until death (Rom. 7:17ff). Christ first took away the love for sin as the Exterminator of the rebel heart and replaced it with a delight in the law as the Originator
of the new heart. Now he also proves to be the Source of evangelical obedience or
Gospel holiness through the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus as the perfect counterweight to the law of indwelling sin and death (See for all this Rom. 6:1-11; Rom.
7:7-8:2). In this Paul squares off against all types of anti-nomianism, non-nomianism,
and neo-nomianism (See for further details regarding the definition of these terms my
Commentary on James 1:25).
Frankly, in this threefold Gospel Paul transcends the Reformation. Structurally, he
moves from justification through regeneration to sanctification. Systematically neither
Luther, nor Calvin followed suit. Luther focused virtually upon justification only at the
structural neglect, if not expense, of regeneration and sanctification. However understandable his emphasis may have been in the historical context, he still ended up truncating the full-orbed triadic biblical Gospel. His rejection of James speaks volumes in
this context. Whether Calvin embraced Luther’s focus on justification (Wenger, “The
New Perspective on Calvin,” 320-321), or Calvin shaped the Lutheran view of justification (Peter Lillback, in Justified in Christ, 79-80), one thing is clear. He at least, and
in divergence from, if not in contrast to Luther, did pay extensive systematic attention
to the dimension of sanctification, and sought to give it its full biblical due.
Nevertheless, his twofold focus came at the structural neglect, if not expense, of
the biblical doctrine of regeneration. In his Institutes Calvin (virtually) equates regeneration with sanctification. As a result he routinely speaks of, and vigorously promotes,
the “double grace” (duplex gratia) of the Gospel, namely justification and sanctification. They are distinct (duplex) as well as inseparable (gratia: singular). In this combo
justification is first of all “the main hinge on which religion turns,” in as much as it determines our reconciled “relationship with God.” Then, secondly, it is also the “foundation … on which to build piety toward God,” that is, our sanctification (John Calvin,
Institutes of the Christian Religion (F. L. Battles, tr. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1975), III, xi, 1; see also III, iii, 9; IV, xv, 5, 6, 9; IV, xvi, 2, 3, 5, 10; Wenger, 322323; Lillback, 65; Waldron, 58; Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., “Justification and Union with
Christ,” in David Hall and Peter A. Lillback, Theological Guide to Calvin’s Institutes
(P&R Publishing: Phillipsburg, 2008), 252ff; and M. A. Garcia, Life in Christ: Union
with Christ and Twofold Grace in Calvin’s Theology (Bletchley, UK: Paternoster,
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2008; see also Marcus Johnson, “New or Nuanced Perspective on Calvin,” in Journal
of the Theological Society (Volume 51, No. 3: September 2008), 543ff, esp. 553ff; and
Thomas L. Wenger, “Theological Spectacles and a Paradigm of Centrality,” in Journal
of the Theological Society (Volume 51, No. 3: September 2008), 559ff, esp. 564ff,
568ff). This legacy of Calvin regarding the duplex nature of the gratia Dei is widespread in, and quite determinative of, the Reformed tradition. It is embedded in documents, such as the Heidelberg Catechism and the Belgic Confession. References to justification and sanctification are copious. Biblical regeneration, however, is treated as
an orphan, if that. After all, it is not mentioned once in these documents in its biblical
meaning.320 In fact, even the Westminster Confession of Faith does not carry a separate chapter on the subject, but subsumes it under Effectual Calling (See my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 60-65, 70-72, for further details about regeneration in the
Reformed tradition!).
However, all this only displays the peak of a theological iceberg. It has been conclusively shown that in soteriology the Reformation presents (only) a systematic theology-in-the-making, and with it a corresponding terminology-in-the-making, (1) regarding the nature of the biblical concepts of regeneration, justification, and renewal or
sanctification, and as a result (2) regarding the relationship they sustain to each other.
In both the (early) Lutheran and Calvinist tradition regeneration is usually equated
with renewal or sanctification. At times, however, it has also been equated with justification, or even with a combination of justification and renewal. Similarly, renewal is
usually distinguished from justification, but at times it has also been regarded as part
of justification (See once again for an extensive treatment of this confusing picture,
Lillback, in Justified in Christ, 57-78; Bavinck, IV, 24ff, 42ff, 50ff, 177ff; Eng. Tr.,
IV, 53ff, 69ff, 75ff, 195ff; and Waldron, 57-63). This theology-and-terminology-inthe-making should not lead to the conclusion that the basic tenets of the Reformation
were, remained, or ended up, in a flux. But it certainly does not suggest a definitional
20-20 vision. At least terminologically it sees men walking like trees, and cannot be
regarded as sufficiently meticulous to provide us with a final standard by which to determine, or even measure, present day theology. This does, and must, caution us ever
to get back to Scripture as the final referee in matters of faith as well as practice.
All this is quite apropos in the area of regeneration, justification as well as sanctification. Too many views have been, and are, swirling around in each of these areas.
Frankly, as has been argued already the doctrine of regeneration has never really been
(fully) settled in the Reformation tradition. Even today there is no unanimity in this
area in the Reformed Camp. The doctrine of justification seems increasingly up for
grabs as well with serious implications in this context for the doctrine of sanctification.
All this accounts for, and is exemplified in, the various (New) Perspectives and (Federal) Visions to which we are exposed over the last decade or so, inclusive of the New
Perspective on the Reformation Doctrine of Justification.
Taking the present state of affairs into consideration, we do well to establish what
the response of Scripture, and especially that of Paul, would have been vis-à-vis the
above-mentioned Perspectives and Visions. From my perspective, and in the light of
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Under the influence of Calvin’s duplex gratia “regeneration” is not mentioned once in the
Heidelberg Catechism, while in the Belgic Confession (Art. 22), and in the footsteps of Calvin’s duplex gratia, regeneration is equated with “sanctification.”
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the foregoing, Paul would undoubtedly have taken all three aspects of the full-orbed
Gospel into account, defined them sharply, and so transcended what was offered in the
times of the Reformation and what is offered in today’s revisitation of Reformation
doctrines. As a result he would have referred (1) to regeneration, evidenced in repentance and faith, as the once and for all root or launching pad of the twofold pursuit of
the forgiveness of sins/imputed righteousness and holiness/obedience/good works, (2)
to justification, effecting a peace treaty with God, as the once and for all legal framework for the pursuit of holiness/obedience/good works, (3) to sanctification as the arena or showground for the presence and display of holiness/obedience/good works, and
(4) would have ascertained that all the elements of these doctrines, that is, all that these
doctrines contain and entail, would be in place. If the Reformation would have had a
clearer view of this triad, and the relationship among its elements, it would not have
come up with an inaccurate, if not confused and confusing, way of expressing their
theological sentiments (See again, Lillback, 57-78). More specifically, from my understanding of the structural Pauline data the apostle did not equate regeneration at any
time with either justification or sanctification. Similarly, he did not account for, and
would under no circumstances, I repeat, under no circumstances, have accounted for,
either the disposition or appetite for good works, which constitutes regeneration (Rom.
6:11) or the ethical transformation and presence of good works, which amounts to
sanctification (Rom. 8:4) in the framework of justification. In fact, he regarded especially the absorption of so-called good works into justification as a different Gospel
which called for an anathema. To put it as succinctly as possible, Scripture never places “good works” under the umbrella of God’s salvific justifying verdict. This is based
solely on the substitutionary propitiation and the imputed righteousness of Christ and
is therefore once and for all as well as irrevocable. At the same time it guarantees the
subsequent presence of “good works” by means of the hunger for holiness in the regenerate heart of the believer and the certainty of holiness through the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit as the Seal upon justification and the Agent in sanctification.
This presence, then, will be verified in the Judgment.
At any rate, in the widest context of the present debate, Paul did reject, and would
have rejected, the notion of good will as a contributing factor in the area of regeneration (Arminianism), of good works as a contributing factor in the area of justification
(Roman Catholicism), and of good efforts as a contributing factor in the area of sanctification (Much of Christianity). He did posit, and would have posited, that any “human
contribution” toward salvation and entrance into the Kingdom would have compromised salvation and contaminated the Kingdom, and consequently did insist, and
would have insisted, that any such would-be contribution to salvation was, and would
have to be, exterminated through union with Christ on the cross, whether so-called
“good” will, “good” works, or “good” efforts, and that anything worthy of the Kingdom was, and would have to be, re-originated through union with Christ in his resurrection, whether in terms of will, works, or efforts. In short, in his evangelistic labors
he would have ascertained that wretched sinners surrender all of their pride and cast
themselves once-and-for-all in one threefold act upon Jesus alone for their definitive
regeneration, upon Jesus alone for their definitive justification, and upon Jesus alone
for their definitive sanctification, Period, Period, Period! Then, in his edificational labors he would have ascertained that wretched saints would continue to surrender all
their pride and cast themselves in a never ceasing threefold “activity” upon Jesus alone
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for daily repentance and faith, upon Jesus alone for daily forgiveness, and upon Jesus
alone for daily renewal, Period, Period, Period! Once again! He would never have confused regeneration, justification and sanctification. Neither would he have confused
definitive regeneration, justification and sanctification with daily repentance and faith,
daily forgiveness and daily renewal. He would have insisted that the daily progressive
triad is the inevitable, consequential outflow of the definitive triad, but would never
have presented the perfect definitive triad as contingent upon the imperfect progressive
triad. The progressive triad demonstrates throughout the lifetime of the believer and
verifies in the Judgment the presence of the definitive triad in the heavenly places. But
more about this below!
In our more specific, restricted context, it seems to me that Paul would have taken
a dim view, to a greater or lesser degree, of all three scenarios outlined above.
(1) Scenario 1. He strongly (would have) opposed the view of justification as a
process, which would from the very start mix the perfect imputed righteousness of Jesus with imperfect human “whatever,” and (would have) regarded it by definition as
inimical to the Gospel of sola gratia, of pure, free, and sovereign, grace. It would ultimately be an affront of God. After all, justification requires perfect righteousness,
and “whatever” humans can come up with is by definition imperfect. So, to add anything human to the mix would turn justification and the consequent presence and peace
with God into a total impossibility! It would permanently block the way of salvation.
This is serious business, in fact, so serious that from this perspective it is hardly surprising that Paul attaches his twofold anathema (Gal. 1:8-9) to those whose teaching
was designed to leave everyone under God’s twofold anathema (Gal. 3:10a, b). His
anathema could not have been more appropriate. Cursed by God is the one who consigns anyone to remain under the curse of God, or who forces anyone to expose himself to it!
(2) Scenario 2. He also would have opposed the notion of a two-phased justification, in which the first one is based on the imputed righteousness of Christ, and the
second one on a combination of the imputed righteousness of Christ and the (covenant
or nomian) righteousness of the believer. Apart from the fact that this ends up with
faith + works, it undercuts and obscures the twofold fact that just as Scripture does not
tolerate the mixing of the righteousness of God that comes embodied in Christ through
faith with the so-called righteousness of man that comes from the law through works
(Phil. 3:9) in the initial, foundational, justification, so it does not bring the soteric righteousness of God in Christ in the picture in the final, eschatological, justification
which (exclusively) focuses upon the words and works of the believer. The latter
would indicate no more and no less than the presence of the holiness of Jesus as an
evidence of both faith and progressive sanctification. It is hardly surprising that God
aims to verify the presence of this holiness, without which one can claim at best “dead
faith” (Rev. 3:2-3) and is eternally barred from the presence of God (Heb. 12:14)!
(3) Scenario 3. But how about the third scenario? The latter is correct in rejecting
the previous two (See Gaffin, 51-52). It is also correct in recognizing that in Scripture,
apart from the Christ-ward statement by Paul that he is justified/vindicated by the Spirit (2 Tim. 3:16), there are three man-ward NT settings in which the notion of justification occurs, and that all three must receive the proper attention. However, the question
may well, in fact, must, be asked whether the third scenario is correct in the way it expresses, and possibly construes, the relationship that these three settings sustain to each
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other. Let us take a closer look at the three settings, and then endeavor to answer this
pivotal question.
(a) Both Jesus and Paul use the term in the forensic, once for all, declarative sense
(Mt. 18:14; Rom 5:1). From the human perspective it is based on an alien righteousness that originates in God (Is. 45:24; Rom. 3:21; Phil. 3:9), is embodied in Christ (Is.
42:6; Jer. 23:5-6, 33:15-16; 2 Cor. 5:21), is imputed to the believer (Rom. 4:2-8, esp.
3, 5, 6; Gal. 3:6), and is the reverse side of the forgiveness of sins (Rom. 4:7). Frankly,
how anyone in the light of the clear biblical testimony can miss any of these three elements, inclusive of the principle of imputation, is and should be an enigma (See the
treatise of Jonathan Edwards on “Justification by Faith Alone,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, I, 622-654, esp. 635ff; see also Jeffrey C. Waddington, “Jonathan Edwards’ ‘Ambiguous and Somewhat Precarious’ Doctrine of Justification,” in Resurrection and Eschatology, 478ff; and Richard Gaffin, By Faith, Not By Sight, 52).
(b) James, as I argue at length below, uses the word in the demonstrative sense. To
be a believer is to be demonstrably righteous (Jam. 2:24).
(c) Jesus and Paul also give the term an eschatological dimension. In the judgment
everyone will give an account of herself or himself before God in terms of his or her
thoughts, words and deeds, and shall either stand justified or condemned (Mt. 12:3637; John 5: 28-29; Rom. 2:16; 14: 10, 12; 1 Cor. 4:5; 2 Cor. 5:10).
If we may couch these three uses in terms of Abraham, (a) he was justified by
faith, which is the implication of Genesis 15:6 according to Paul in Romans 4:2ff; Galatians 3:6ff, (b) he was shown to be righteous by his deeds in Genesis 22 according to
James in James 2:21, and (c) he together with all of mankind will be scrutinized regarding his thoughts, words and actions, and be acquitted, provided that he can pass
God’s high court in the Judgment. While even the best of these thoughts, words, and
deeds are besmirched with sin, and from that perspective hardly welcome, they are at
the same time both washed in the blood of Christ in justification, and part of the holiness of Christ in sanctification. As such they are not only most welcome, but possibly
even more precious than the potential perfection of Adam, had he never fallen into sin
(So also Edwards).
This leads us to the question arises how to construe the relationship that these
three man-ward elements sustain to each other.
As has been mentioned, there have been three proposals: (1) justification as a
process (faith + works); (2) a two-phased justification (faith and faith + works); and
(3) one justification with two aspects (faith + manifestation of faith in works). Apart
from the fact that none of the three scenarios seem to interact seriously with all three
occurrences of the notion of justification in depth, Paul would most likely have
charged each of the three constructs with a confusion of categories, even if not to the
same degree. The first scenario appears to impair the Gospel of free grace. The second
one appears to misshape it. The third one appears to confuse it. I fear that Paul would
hold it against all three that they in one way or another subsume the foundational justification, as found in Matthew 18:14; Romans 3:21-5:21; and 2 Corinthians 5:18-21,
and the final judgment, as found in Ecclesiastes 12:14; Matthew 12:36; Acts 10:42;
Romans 14:12; 2 Corinthians 5:10; and 1 Peter 4:5 under one heading, designate this
as “the one biblical doctrine of justification,” and then (are forced to) less subtly specify it as a process, more subtly construe it as two-phased, or most subtly present it as
dual-faceted. In short, all three scenarios appear to position both “soteric” and “escha899

tological” justification under the same umbrella, regard it as one unified doctrine, and
treat it as if both poles constitute a continuum with somehow a beginning and an end.
This is the root problem that they all have in common. But, as I argue further below, in
the process they all seem to compromise the profound simplicity and simple profundity of the full-orbed Gospel!
The third scenario argues for its position on two grounds, (1) the “already-not yet”
pattern of salvation, and (2) the “inner-outer” anthropology of 2 Corinthians 4:16 in
the light of the faith-sight distinction in 2 Corinthians 5:7, with “adoption” as illuminating parallel (See Gaffin, By Faith, Not By Sight, 88-94; “Justification and Eschatology,” 10-15). Frankly, neither one of these two arguments appears to be convincing.
(1) Regarding the “already-not yet” pattern, as has been mentioned already, but now
reaches pay-off time, the Gospel presents us with three awesome New Covenant blessings, the experiential launching pad of regeneration, the legal framework of justification, and the crowning piece of sanctification, promised by God the Father, personified
in the Lord Jesus Christ, and personalized by the Holy Spirit. All of these three are
first of all “definitive.” This pertains to justification (Rom. 5:1), regeneration (John
3:5), as well as sanctification (Heb. 10:10). From this perspective none of the three
constitute a process or a continuum with a beginning and an end. After all, they are definitive, and as such they are all three “once-and-for-all.” As such they are also secured
a presence in the heavenly places through union with Christ. After all, by virtue of this
union believers were crucified with Christ, died with Christ, were buried with Christ,
rose with Christ, ascended with Christ, and are seated in the heavens with Christ, with
his perfect heart (regeneration), perfect righteousness (justification) and perfect holiness (sanctification) fully in place. At the same time all three also have an outflow here
on earth in daily repentance and faith, daily forgiveness and daily renewal. So in addition to possessing the definitive triad that ensures their already current (which includes
their future) presence in heaven, all Christians also have a personal, “progressive,”
equally triadic history that is not yet complete. It has a beginning (rebirth) and an end
(death and judgment) and all kinds of ups and downs in between with its daily repentance, forgiveness, and renewal (1 John 1:8). This “history” makes up the way to heaven. First, without the Gospel of the definitive triad through union with Christ there is
no salvation. This prompts Paul’s “first” anathema, specifically in the area of justification (Gal. 1:8-9). Second, without the Gospel of the progressive triad through communion with Christ there is neither (evidential) proof nor (legitimate) assurance of salvation. This prompts Paul’s “second” anathema, specifically in the area of sanctification
(1 Cor. 16:22). In other words, one must be seated in perfection in the heavenly places
to possess salvation, and one must be on the way to perfection to demonstrate this, and
to have legitimate assurance of it. In between the two we encounter constant reminders, encouragements, exhortations, warnings, admonitions, rebukes, and, if necessary,
“threats” and “anathemas.” These are “God’s appointed helpers,” designed to administer the grace of the progressive triad. Jesus’ reminder that the judgment will both verify the presence of practical godliness in all its aspects and issue a nuanced final verdict
in accord with its findings, is only one instance of this administration. In the OT the
virtual barrage of silent, and at the same time very eloquent, symbolical laws, fulfilled
this function. They covered the waterfront of private, public, personal, communal, as
well as every other type of life. They literally intruded everywhere with their message,
“Stay away from unholiness. It is a matter of life and death.” In the NT this is replaced
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by the verbal, and even more eloquent, “barrage” of discriminating and applicatory
preaching (Col. 1:28) as well as the verbal interaction in the fellowship of believers
who continually speak with each other in a variety of ways (Mal. 3:16; Rom. 15:14;
Heb. 3:13, etc.; see for all this also Topical Focus #9: Symbols & Penology in the
Mosaic Law).
This sheds light on both the so-called “already-not yet” pattern and the Judgment.
The biblical “already-not yet” pattern in this present context is the opposite of the one
presented in the third scenario. The latter informs us that there is “already” soteric justification on earth. However, it is somehow unfinished business, and awaits completion, justification as future, in the bodily resurrection and the Judgment. From this
perspective justification as future has “not yet” arrived. However, according to Scripture, for the believer justification, conjointly with regeneration and sanctification, is a
finished product, and has “already” arrived in heaven. The proof of this fact is the
presence on earth of daily repentance, daily forgiveness and daily holiness in thought,
word, and deed. What has “not yet” occurred is the “finishing touch” of this proof.
This takes place in the Judgment. When the third scenario emphasizes the “already” of
sanctification, this does not reflect the biblical pattern just outlined, for it is defined as
an eschatological “already” (Gaffin, By Faith, Not By Sight, 75). Frankly, there is
nothing intrinsically eschatological about our definitive sanctification. Our life of
sanctification is hidden with Christ in God in the present (Col. 3:3), together with our
regeneration and justification. This is our hope! That there is an eschatological dimension is indisputable. Christ who is our life will eventually make an appearance. At that
time we will appear with him in glorious perfection (Col. 3:4). But this does not take
anything away from the present reality of this life! Somewhat ironically this is also indicated by the third scenario when it argues that we must “become what we are in Christ” (Gaffin, 71). This is right on the money, even if I would formulate it somewhat
differently, “What we ‘already’ have definitively through union with Christ in the heavenly places, we must and may exhibit progressively through communion with Christ
on earth.” This is not a matter of eschatological expectation, but an existential reality
in the “here and now!” The (very) questionable role that eschatology plays in the third
scenario will receive our full attention below!
By way of summary, for the way of salvation to be and remain open the biblical
integrity of each constituent element of the definitive triad in its own right must be
both firmly fixed and safeguarded at any price. To turn definitive regeneration, justification or sanctification into a process, a two-phased entity or a dual-faceted occurrence
with the beginning and the end separated in time appears patently unbiblical. Furthermore, for the way of salvation to be both traveled and negotiated successfully the biblical elements of the progressive triad, each in its own right as well, must be owned
and enjoyed from beginning to end. Both are matters of life and death, if Paul’s twice
repeated anathema means anything (1 Cor. 15:22; Gal. 1:8-9). The final Judgment
simply verifies that all three elements of the definitive triad are present and in place.
After all, without definitive regeneration there is no entrance into the Kingdom of God
(John 3:5), without definitive justification there is no peace with the God of this Kingdom (Rom. 5:1), and without definitive sanctification there is no vision of God in the
Kingdom (Heb. 10:14). However, this verification occurs by establishing the presence
of the three elements of the progressive triad as proof, culminating in holiness of
thought, word and deed. The reason for the special focus in the Judgment upon holi901

ness, obedience, good works, in thought, word (Mt. 10:42) and deed (2 Cor. 5:10),
stands to reason. Just as on earth the presence of holiness as the summit of God’s saving activity (Mt. 5-7, esp. 7:14-27; John 15:1ff) is the evidence of the reality and presence of the intermediate steps of regeneration as its launching pad (1 John 3:9) and
justification as its legal framework (Rom. 5:1), so it is in the Judgment in a culminating fashion. The Judgment simply puts the final stamp of approval and issues the official verdict of acquittal upon believers. Note well, only the perfect, once-and-for-all,
definitive triad that has already arrived in the heavenly places constitutes the basis for
the entrance and acceptance into the Kingdom of God, and the enjoyment of the citizenship of this Kingdom. The imperfect, for-the-time-being, progressive triad, which
will be verified in the Judgment, is the earthly manifestation of that perfect citizenship.
However, precisely because of its lack of perfection the latter triad could never function as the basis for this citizenship.
In short, to use the same formal terminology in the context of both the soteric justification and the final Judgment is not necessarily unacceptable. Scripture itself does
so. So what has occurred must be possible. In the Judgment words, and by implication
works, either “justify” or “condemn” (Mt. 10:42)! But to fuse and virtually to equate
the two justifications, which forces a logical thinker to conclude to a process, two
phases, or two facets is confusing, and potentially misleading and harmful, if not destructive. Frankly, it seems unconscionable to put “soteric” and “eschatological” justification under one umbrella. The first one is based on the perfect righteousness of Christ, the second takes place according to the imperfect righteousness of man. They may
not be positioned under the same generic umbrella. It is mixing apples and oranges.
In the words of a co-critic of the misuse of the “already – not yet” sequence in this
context, it exhibits “not a little fuzzy thinking … (to hold) that the two phases of justification are identical … to merge (them) into one or treat them as theologically equivalent … It seems to be the common tendency among (some) theologians to merge
(them) into a justification that is characteristically future …” This is emphatically not
to say that the “already – not yet” sequence is illegitimate. Far from it! There is an already (Lk. 18:14; Rom. 3:24; 4:5; 5:1, 9; 1 Cor. 6:11; Titus 3:7) – not yet (Matt. 12:37;
Rom. 2:13; Gal. 5:5) polarity. But it is to insist that “without a careful distinction of …
the already from the not yet dimension … confusion will abound. Justification by faith
alone must in the face of this confusion either be denied or provided with a meaning
that it does not possess in the Reformation tradition” (Waldron, 228-229). This critique
occurs in the context of an extensive analysis and comprehensive assessment of the
views of Daniel Fuller, Norman Shepherd and Don Garlington (Waldron, 127-223). It
persuasively shows that the construction of justification as future and the notion of covenantal faithfulness as partly foundational for God’s justifying verdict, which conflates faith and obedience in its instrumentality, go hand in hand in these men.
Scenario 3 explicitly opposes this conflation (Gaffin, 51), and with it takes a principial stand against Fuller, Shepherd and Garlington. But implicitly it opens the tent
door for the nose of the camel to enter by its construct of soteric justification as future.
Exegetically this is not tenable. Candidly, it indicates that the remnants, especially of
Shepherd, have not been purged and are still lingering. Theologically it is confusing.
Pastorally it is harmful, to say the least. As long as these remnants are not removed,
scenario 3 will always remain controversial, and properly so. It will be applauded by
those who openly conflate faith and obedience (See specifically Paul E. Rainbow in
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his cordial book review of Gaffin’s By Faith, Not by Sight, in the Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society (December, 2007), Vol. 50, No. 4, 850-852). At the same
time it will undoubtedly be treated with suspicion by those who uphold the Reformation heritage (See Waldron, 228-229, 231-233). As such it will always have to maneuver between a rock and a hard place. It has to keep the applauding folks at arms’
length and the apprehensive folks from distancing themselves. That this is detrimental,
if not a death knell for an effective ministry nearly speaks for itself. What is possibly
even worse, since the construct of one and the same justification as both past and future patently falls short of the mark, it places all those who are tempted to embrace it,
whether knowingly or unknowingly, on a slippery slope that undermines the riches of
the Biblical and Reformation Doctrine of Justification and therewith the full Gospel.
With this it also tends to put the basically bottomless and unbridgeable rift between the
Reformation and Rome in a fuzzy fog, with all that this entails. I illustrate this further
below.
Frankly, just as in Luther’s case a simple course in elementary linguistics could
have taught him that the copula “is” in the phrase, “This is my Body,” does not necessarily mean “equals,” but can legitimately be translated as “signifies,” so a similar
course could (should!) have taught the proponents of the New Perspective on the Reformation that one can use the same word for two disparate entities, however related
seriatim, and at the same time insist that the word does not carry the same connotation,
even if it has the same denotation. Luther would have saved and the aforementioned
proponents could save the Church lots of grievous heartache, bitter infighting, misspent energy and lost opportunities for the full-orbed Gospel, if they had implemented,
or were to implement Linguistics 101. In the present setting this would lead to the recognition that to justify in one context is not necessarily the same as to justify in another context, and therefore cannot be lumped together under one definitional umbrella.
The terminology is the same. The content is not. Let me put it as succinctly as possible. According to Psalm 85:10, righteousness and peace kiss each other. There is no
doubt that this took place on the cross. But it is small consolation if God will not
present us personally with the kiss of peace during our life time (Rom. 5:1). Since
there is “no one righteousness, no not one” (Rom. 3:10), the only hope we have is for
God to credit us with the perfect righteousness of Christ. Otherwise his kiss of peace
will never materialize. He will not kiss “filthy rags” (Is. 64:6; literally, “a menstrual
cloth”), or “manure” (Phil. 3:6; literally, “excrement”), even if it is dressed up as Pharasaical “blamelessness.” But he will plant his kiss of peace upon us by virtue of the
righteousness of Christ legally credited to our account. Even more precisely, he plants
this kiss of peace upon the imputed righteousness of Christ that is ours through union
with Christ, and so he kisses us. Furthermore, Psalm 85:13 adds that his footsteps of
righteousness, i.e., holiness, practical godliness, will be our pathway to which we do,
and should, stick meticulously. The kiss of peace takes place at our once-for-all-soteric
justification based upon the perfect imputed righteousness of Christ (Rom. 5:1). The
verification of our pathway of purposeful holiness occurs in the Judgment (Mt.
25:31ff). These are complementary truths. Let us never confuse the two! To do so is to
mix apples and oranges for the second time. The first one occurs when theologians
merge the once and for all soteric justification based on the perfect righteousness of
Christ with the eschatological “justification” based on the imperfect righteousness of
the believer’s words and deeds. The second one occurs when they confuse the (soteric)
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once-for-all-justification-by-faith (based on the imputed righteousness of Christ) with
the (verified) presence of progressive-sanctification-in-the-Judgment (based on the
imparted holiness of Christ). In short, the initial justification takes place in the area of
definitive soteric justification. The eschatological justification takes place in the area
of progressive sanctification. Let no one separate what God joins together (a crasser or
milder form of antinomianism). But neither let anyone merge what God distinguishes
(a more or less subtle nomianism).
One defense of scenario three ends up with the observation that “the final judgment … does put in ultimate perspective the integral, unbreakable bond … between
justification and sanctification and … the truth that faith as the alone instrument of justification … is … not alone in the person justified” (Westminster Confession of Faith,
XI: 2)” (So Gaffin, 100), although it seems to spoil it again with the following addition, “Disaster will surely result from denying or obscuring faith as ‘the alone instrument of justification,’ both present and future (italics, mine). But such faith ‘is not
alone in the person justified, but … is no dead faith, but works by love,’ to use the balanced expression of the Westminster Confession of Faith, XI, 2” (Gaffin, 103).
The Westminster language in the first quotation is right on the money. It properly
insists that there is an unbreakable bond between justification and sanctification. At
the same time it carefully distinguishes between the two. This language for all practical purposes holds that “soteric” justification and “eschatological” justification, while in
the same historical ball park, do not play the same position. If regeneration occupies
centerfield, justification occupies left field and sanctification right field. The truth of
the matter is, once again, that “eschatological” “justification” takes place in the territory of (progressive) sanctification, just, as I argue below, the Jamesian justification!!
The language in the second quotation adds “both present and future.” This comes
down to a decisive difference. This addition substantially deviates from the Westminster Confession of Faith. In this formulation soteric and eschatological justification are
not only in the same ballpark. They also play the same position, even if they change
uniforms! If the third scenario only had stuck to the language of the first quotation and
refused to go beyond Westminster, it would never have run the risk of merging the soteric and eschatological justification under one umbrella or confusing the two in questionable language. Such confusion is potentially detrimental to the substance of the
doctrines of both justification and sanctification. They will curtail each other, and not
be allowed to blossom out into their full-orbed own. Furthermore, such confusion does
potential injury to the implications of these doctrines. It will blunt their impact and
impair their practical application. It simply does not “preach.” It is too ethereal and too
puzzling at the same time. The biblical architecture of simple profundity and profound
simplicity in the combination of justification and sanctification with regards to both
faith and life seems to go by the board!
Paul’s systematic teaching hardly leaves us with any other conclusion. He presents
the architecture of the relationship between justification, sanctification (good works)
and the Judgment in a simple and straightforward manner that no one can, may, and
should, miss. In his Letter to the Philippians he first calls himself “the recipient of the
true circumcision.” With this he avows his regeneration (See specifically Rom. 2:29).
Then, he expresses his zeal to know Christ for his justification, disavowing his earlier
Pharasaical so-called blamelessness as “rubbish,” “garbage,” “manure,” “excrement,”
and fleeing to the righteousness of God in Christ as the basis for this Grand Judicial
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Declaration. Finally, he desires to know Christ for the second time, but now for his
day-to-day-sanctification through the power of the resurrection (Holy Spirit power),
“snuggling” up to suffering and embracing death to self as the twofold accompanying
means to this beckoning end. His regeneration removes his confidence in the flesh and
sets him on the road to worship God in the Spirit. His justification demonstrates that he
gained Christ and with it the approval of God. His sanctification ensures that he attains
to the resurrection from the dead, that is, to the place that makes the Judgment gratefully a “foregone conclusion” (Phil. 3:1, 9, 10).
Clearly, his definitive justification stands like a rock, once and for all, incontrovertibly so, based upon the once-and-for-all righteousness of Christ, and not now or
ever contingent upon, or conjoint to human works. At the same time in his pursuit of
progressive holiness, rooted in experiential regeneration and legally framed by justification, he goes as far, as fast, and as furious as he possibly can, anticipating the resurrection from the dead as the crowning piece of, and the stamp of approval upon, his
sanctification. The very fact that the Judgment is coming, which will take a close look
at his words and works, and end with a “thumbs down” or “thumbs up” (Mt. 10:42),
constitutes a mighty reminder and spur to realize that sanctification in word and deed
very much matters (2 Cor. 5:11). This is a telling example, as has been mentioned already, that Scripture at times issues tough, if not outrageous, but never selfcontradictory, warnings to administer grace (Heb. 6:1-6). However, it does not imply
that the later works in progressive and imperfect sanctification are determinative for
the earlier occurrence of definitive and perfect soteric justification. Neither does it
imply that the words and works in progressive sanctification are positioned under the
umbrella of soteric justification. Both are allotted a place under the overarching umbrella of salvation with regeneration as the launching pad with its hunger and thirst for
forgiveness and holiness, justification as the legal framework for the pursuit of holiness, and sanctification as the crowning piece of God’s saving activity. In Scripture the
foundational justification inevitably will lead to godliness, precisely because it has a
heart transplant in regeneration as its root, the evidence of this heart transplant, faith
coupled with repentance, as its powerful engine, Christ as its ever present Source, the
Holy Spirit as its teaching, probing, prodding, and empowering Agent, the Word as its
wholesome substance, the Church as its ever alert guide and guard, preaching as its
continuing motivator, and the fellowship of faith as its all-enveloping facilitator. At the
same time, “already” in the heavenly places with the perfect heart, righteousness and
holiness of Jesus in place, at the “now” of the point of physical death the Christian for
all practical purposes joins both Jesus and his perfect self! It is hardly surprising that
Paul exclaims this to be pure, unadulterated, gain, which he anticipates with great eagerness, and which he would have preferred to have occurred “yesterday,” were it not
for his ministry (Phil. 1:21ff)!!
The bottom line is this. In some contexts Scripture, indeed, suggests a linear, historical, already-not yet tapestry. For instance, the temporary earthly residence of the
Christian (already) awaits the arrival in the heavenly one (not yet). But in the present
context the tapestry is reversed and displays a non-linear pattern. Through union with
Christ Christians reside (already) definitively and perfectly in the heavenly places with
his heart, his righteousness and his holiness, but in order to join themselves they still
have to pass the judgment with their progressive and imperfect, but purposeful, sanctification of words and works obtained through their communion with Christ (not yet).
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The presence of this sanctification to whatever extent is the prerequisite for any and all
of them to join themselves in the heavenly places (Mt. 10:42; 2 Cor. 5:10; Rev. 20:13).
The degree of this sanctification determines their place and function in the heavenly
places (Mt. 16:27; 25:14-30; Rev. 22:12). The responsibility for this sanctification is
the Christian’s and the Christian’s alone (Rom. 8:13; Phil. 2:12-13). The reality of this
sanctification is rooted in grace, and in grace alone, with Christ as its source (John
15:5; Phil. 4:13) and the Holy Spirit as its agent (Rom. 15:16). The road to this sanctification is paved with promises, encouragements, exhortations, admonitions, rebukes,
chastenings, and even threats, inclusive of the threat of excommunication (2 Cor. 7:1;
Heb. 3:13; 4:1; 10:23-29, 38-39; 12:1-2, 5, 14-17, 28-29). All this, once again, spells
complementarity of truth that does not fit in the human brain with its single occupancy, but snugly fits in the royal suite of the regenerate heart with its double occupancy
(See Topical Focus #2: Complementarity of Truth).
To put this complementarity once more in the simplest possible terms, the authentic Christian is definitively in the heavenly places with the heart, the righteousness and
the holiness of Jesus firmly his own from the very moment he repents and believes. At
the same time he faces the absolute necessity of the progressive reality of daily repentance, forgiveness and holiness, if he is to arrive where he already is. The construct of
definitive soteric justification as both already and not yet, as present as well as future
clutters up the works. It detracts from the immense and unshakable glory of justification as well as from the non-negotiable and unshakable necessity of practical Godliness. Both must be preached simultaneously with equal emphasis and fervor as the
simple profundity and profound simplicity of the Gospel. The only acceptable Gospel
response is that the Christian puts one arm around the definitive triad and the other
arm around the progressive triad. Further, when he puts both arms around Christ, he
embraces both triads simultaneously. Finally, when he embraces Christ he puts his
arms around Christ in him, the hope of glory (Col. 1:27), and at the same time around
Christ in heaven, the glory of this hope (Col. 3:4).
All this allows us to take one more refining and clinching step. In his “order of instruction” Paul places both regeneration (Rom. 6:1-6) and the indwelling Holy Spirit
(Eph. 1:13-14; see also Acts 2:38) between definitive justification and progressive
sanctification. Regeneration, which incidentally lies at the root of definitive justification, ensures that the latter does not and cannot lead to an antinomian or a-nomian licentiousness. Jesus’ heart is and will be nauseated by the thought of it (Rom. 6:6, 11).
Further, the Holy Spirit who indwells the believer upon definitive justification ensures
that the latter is not and cannot be devoid of “good words and deeds” in the Judgment.
He does and will adorn the believer with holiness. This implies, first of all, that the
glory of once-and-for-all justification can be preached freely and fully without fear of
inevitable abuse. The new heart is a definitive roadblock, God’s trump card, to programmatic loose living. It implies, secondly, that godly living will follow in its wake.
Further, by taking up residence in the new heart the Holy Spirit guarantees this.
Now, as has been argued already, this is not to say that a godly and holy life is an
automatic occurrence. Not at all! God ordains both the ordinances of grace, such as the
preaching of the Word and the sacraments, and the disciplines of grace, such as fellowship and prayer, to function as the indispensable means to this end. Further, he enlists human instrumentality to distribute these ordinances and to implement these disciplines. James is in the very same league when he summons the Church to commit
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themselves to a Maintenance ministry and to stand poised to enter into a Recovery
mode as the (twofold) sine qua non to escape death (Jam. 5:19-20). God’s 100% grace
(Jesus’ heart and Jesus’ Spirit) demands, enlists, and employs a whole array of factors
(people, activities, events) that cover the waterfront to implement practical godliness
en route to ultimate perfection.
In this full-orbed biblical state of affairs there is no need to re-think or re-do the
Reformation doctrine of justification in which the shed blood and the imputed righteousness of Christ are biblically set forth as the sufficient twofold basis to declare the
ungodly forgiven and righteous, and therewith secures for them an immediate and full
title to heaven. As if the holiness requirement (Heb. 12:14) forces “theology” (Scenario One) to turn justification into a process (faith + works), or (Scenario Two) to construe it as two-phased (faith + faith and works) or (Scenario Three) to distinguish two
aspects (faith + manifestation of faith in works)! However noble the intention may be
to open up a vista upon the necessity of “good works,” all three “proposals” end up
obscuring, if not vitiating the glory of soteric justification, as Scripture presents it, to a
greater or lesser degree! And then to recognize that a proper understanding of the place
of regeneration and the function of the Holy Spirit in Paul’s “order of instruction”
could have remedied the situation in a heartbeat!
At any rate, it appears that on balance the New Perspective on the Reformation
(Scenario Three) ends up as a “mixed blessing.” First, then, the blessing! It does have
an extremely sharp eye for definitive sanctification as standing shoulder to shoulder
with definitive justification. I am particularly happy, if not delighted, about the introduction of the “mysterious math” formula of 100% + 100% = 100% in the area of
sanctification, 100% (definitive as well as progressive) sanctification as a gift and
work of God + 100% (progressive) sanctification as a responsibility and activity of
man, and the inferences drawn from it. “My” sanctification is simultaneously God
“working in me both to will and to work” (Phil. 2:12), by applying any and all necessary “good works” to me as they are stored up in Christ (Eph. 2:10) in heaven (Col.
3:1-3) through the instrumentality of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 15:16). (Gaffin, 73-74, 7778; see also my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 76-78, for a lengthy discussion of the
all too often overlooked, ignored, or rejected, formula 100% + 100% = 100%, which
lies at the root of all biblical truth). Not so incidentally already the OT forcefully
brought out the concursus of God’s activity and man’s activity in sanctification in the
following worshipful words, “O Lord, you have done for us all our works” (Is. 26:12b;
see also Ps. 127:1). Frankly, all this is a breath of fresh air that is too often missing.
But there is more good news!
From this perspective the third scenario incisively in re, be it possibly too suaviter
in modo, criticizes the notion, which is all too rampant in Reformation thinking, that
sanctification is a grateful response to justification. “With such a construction (these
two) are pulled apart.” This approach, incidentally, comes to creedal expression in the
Heidelberg Catechism with its threefold division of I. Sin, II. Salvation, and III. Gratitude. It leaves the catechized with the doctrinal impression that in Scripture 100% (definitive) justification on God’s part + 100% (progressive) sanctification on man’s part
= 200%. The practical upshot is even worse. On the one hand, since the 100% (definitive) justification is identified as salvation, sanctification is at its best a caboose that
consists of acceptably “imperfect and inadequate expressions of gratitude,” and at its
worst “while it is highly commendable, and its lack certainly unbecoming and inap907

propriate, it is not really necessary in the life of the believer, not really integral to our
salvation, and an essential part of what it means to be saved from sin.” The bottom
line: since Jesus died for your sins, should you not “at least try to please him?” Since
justification is what God does, but sanctification what we do, without reference to
(Trinitarian) grace, “this outlook tends to devolve in a deadening moralism” (For all
this, see Gaffin, 76-77, in a very perceptive analysis and assessment). In fact, it devolves in, if not constitutes a (crypto-)Pharisaism. It hardly makes any difference
whether one trusts in himself (Lk. 18:9) in the area of regeneration in terms of a “good
will,” in the area of justification in terms of “good works,” or in the area of sanctification in terms of “good efforts.” In short, all this is a superb theological upgrade correction of Reformation thinking (Gaffin, “Justification and Union with Christ,” in Theological Guide to Calvin’s Institutes, 256, is equally perceptive when he argues that to
Calvin justification, while “prior” to the ongoing, lifelong process of sanctification, is
neither the source nor the cause of sanctification. That is Christ by His Spirit. Upon
union with Christ “sinners simultaneously receive a twofold grace (duplex gratia) and
so begin an ongoing process of being sanctified just as they are now also definitively
justified.” While I would have preferred if Calvin (and Gaffin) would have made room
and accounted for definitive regeneration (see below) and definitive sanctification as
well, the basic argument that Christ is the source of justification as well as sanctification cannot be sufficiently underscored.)
However, the blessing of the third scenario is mixed. There is one area where a
second upgrade correction is sorely, if not glaringly, missing. In a volume that deals
with the ordo salutis in Paul and properly traces in two chapters both the ground of
justification and the substance of sanctification to Christ crucified and risen, and their
application to the union with Christ as the center of Paul’s soteriology, why is there
not a third chapter that does the same for the essence of regeneration?
For one, the seeds for such chapter are certainly present in this volume with its references to Ephesians 2:5, to the effect that we are made alive together with Christ, and
Romans 6:5b, 11, to the effect that united to Christ in his resurrection we are alive unto
God (Gaffin, 56, 63, 74). This unmistakably spells regeneration (1 Pet. 1:3), and as
such lies at the root of justification (Eph. 2:13) as well as sanctification (Rom. 6:12ff).
For another, 1 Corinthians 15:3 with its reference to Christ’s death for sinners, his
burial and resurrection figures prominently in the third scenario’s search for the center
of Paul’s soteriology. While this exegetically eyes justification only, this is properly
earmarked as not an exclusive statement. From the perspective of Systematic Theology
sanctification is, and must be, included in this Gospel center as well by virtue of 2 Corinthians 5:15. Christ died for sinners so that “they would no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised.” Apparently “because of the
way Paul focuses the Gospel on Christ’s death and resurrection in their unified efficacy, without at all confusing justification and sanctification, the forensic and renovative
aspects of salvation, he sees them together more easily and inseparably than is sometimes the case in the Reformation tradition” (Gaffin, 34-35). So far, so good, if not excellent!
But why not add a third element to Paul’s Gospel center? Just prior to 2 Corinthians 5:15, which indubitably joins sanctification to justification, Paul just as indubitably introduces regeneration as the steppingstone to, if not the root of, both justification and sanctification in 2 Corinthians 5:14, “One has died for all, therefore all have
908

died.” This is an echo of Romans 6:3, 6. Christ was crucified and died. Our old man,
our old self, our old heart, was crucified and died with him. It is interesting to note, as
has been observed already, that the ordo docendi in Romans differs from 2 Corinthians. In Romans it is justification (Rom. 5:8, 19, 21), regeneration (Rom. 6:3, 6a),
sanctification (Rom. 6:6b). In 2 Corinthians the concatenation is regeneration (2 Cor.
5:14), justification (2 Cor. 5:15a), sanctification (2 Cor. 5:15b). But both Romans and
Corinthians celebrate a triadic Gospel center.
The Reformation tradition may be weak, as the third scenario argues correctly, in
not always tying the forensic and renovative aspects of salvation together. But in its
Systematic Theology it lacks the “existential” or “experiential” aspect of regeneration
altogether. This flaw more than equals the one mentioned earlier, the flaw in the relationship between justification and sanctification that leads to either playing foot loose
with sanctification to a lesser or greater degree or to a deadening moralism and Pharisaism. To ignore or downplay regeneration is bound to endanger both a properly functioning justification and sanctification, and very well could adversely influence one’s
view of either one or both of them. At any rate without giving full biblical weight to
the area of regeneration, one ends up with a one-dimensional (Luther) or twodimensional (Calvin) Gospel. From the biblical as well as Pauline perspective this is
tantamount to a truncated Gospel.
Just as scenario one and two the third scenario herewith simply follows in the
footsteps of the Reformation and is an extension of its tradition. The conclusion is regrettably obvious. In doing so, its Systematic Theology presents and operates from a
curtailed Gospel center as well, and missed a golden opportunity to a second upgrade
correction. There should be no doubt about this curtailment in the light of the following quotation. The “basic reference point (of the third scenario is) the distinction between the forensic and renovative …This distinction specifies the fundamental, twofold benefits of union with Christ that redress the basic, twofold consequences of sin,
its guilt and alienation as well as its corruption and its enslavement” (Gaffin, 58). Of
course, the third scenario does not deny regeneration. But it has no place, and does not
function, in fact, it is systematically absent in both its Biblical and Dogmatic Theology. That this does, and must, have a deleterious ripple effect upon the ministry of the
Church to a lesser or greater degree should stand to reason. Not so incidentally, the
concatenation of regeneration and sanctification, as presented in Paul’s Romans and
overlooked in the third scenario, is also in crystal clear evidence in James (Jam. 1:18
in conjunction with Jam. 1:19ff). Also in this regard Paul and James are woven of one
cloth. It appears that in Scripture regeneration simply refuses to be overlooked, ignored or eliminated. In short, in this regard the third scenario is seriously (and culpably?) wanting!
In a recent scholarly discussion about Calvin’s doctrine of union with Christ and
its implication for the relationship between the duplex gratia of justification and sanctification John V. Fesko, “A Tale of Two Calvins: A Review Article” and Richard
Gaffin Jr, “A Response to John Fesko’s Review,” both in Ordained Servant, Volume
19, 2009, 98-104 and 104-113, respectively, square off against each other. Fesko favors the interpretation that Calvin emphasizes the theological primacy of justification
over sanctification. After all, he stipulates “justification,” rather than “sanctification or
union with Christ” as “‘the hinge on which religion turns,’ and the foundation on
which to build piety toward God.” Gaffin, on the other hand, champions the “antece909

dence (or priority) of union (with Christ),” and quotes Institutes, 3, xi, 1, to that effect,
“By partaking of Christ we principally receive a double grace, namely that being reconciled to God through Christ’s blamelessness, we may have in heaven instead of a
Judge a gracious Father, and secondly that sanctified by Christ’s spirit we may cultivate blamelessness and purity of life.” It is not my intention to analyze and assess the
merits or demerits of this discussion in detail, although it appears that Gaffin has the
better part of the argument. My problem is that from the very start the duplex gratia
dominates the discussion rather than the triplex gratia of the New Covenant. From my
perspective the discussion will always remain murky to one degree or another unless
and until all three New Covenant graces of regeneration, justification and sanctification (Ezekiel 36:25-27) are recognized each in their own, be it inseparable, distinctiveness, and furthermore until and unless a further clear distinction is made between definitive regeneration, justification and sanctification, on the one hand, and the progressive outflow of daily repentance and faith, daily forgiveness and daily renewal, on the
other. To Gaffin’s credit he does mention regeneration in this context but only as the
beginning of sanctification that as such precedes justification in contrast to progressive
sanctification that follows it. He also points out the fact of definitive sanctification.
But on balance his formulations are not sufficiently sharp, and do not provide enough
depth perspective and clarity. A consistent doctrine of duplex gratia by and in itself is
and remains a truncated (two/thirds) Gospel that apparently does not seem to be a sufficient safeguard against the aberrant construction of a present and a future facet of
justification that are supposedly covered by one umbrella.
This brings us to the second argument in favor of a dual-faceted doctrine of justification.
(2) Frankly, this second argument in support of the new perspective on the Reformation in the area of justification, the one from the so-called soteriological inner-outer
anthropology in 2 Corinthians 4:16, in conjunction with the life-death distinction in 2
Corinthians 4:10 and the faith-sight combination in 2 Corinthians 5:7, does not appear
to be convincing either. This, of course, is a serious claim. Since this “soteriological
anthropology” (Gaffin, 58) purportedly runs parallel to, in fact, is inextricably intertwined with the faith-sight distinction as the umbrella under which the third scenario
operates, this assessment cuts at the very heart of this scenario.
Unless I am missing something, it seems to be exegetically “reaching,” if not farfetched, on the face of it:
(a) To bring once-for-all-soteric-justification, as present and as future, in its initial
occurrence (already) and as an eschatological event (not yet), into the interpretive picture in the context of the afore-mentioned passages;
(b) To have the inner man, the fundamental self, the heart as the motivating center
of a person, the real “I” in its “prefunctional disposition” in 2 Corinthians 4:16b, which
corresponds with the life of Jesus in 2 Corinthians 4:10, and is renewed daily, be subject to soteric justification as a present reality, be it conjoint to the outer man, and
therefore as a whole person (Gaffin, 54-55, 57, 74, 83, 87, 88);
(c) To have the outer man in its mortal existence, the body, the psycho-physical
functioning “I” in 2 Corinthians 4:16a, which corresponds with the clay jar of 2 Corinthians 4:7 as well as the death of Jesus in 2 Corinthians 4:10, and wastes away, be subject to the eschatological justification as a future reality (Gaffin, 55-56, 57, 65, 74, 83,
86, 87, 88, 89);
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(d) To seal this with the twofold claim that to “walk by faith” in 2 Corinthians 5:7
pertains to the inner man who through union with Christ is “already” and fully resurrected and justified, and that to “walk by sight” refers to the outer man, the body, that
is eschatologically “not yet” resurrected (bodily) and justified (openly) (Gaffin, 57-58,
67, 83, 84, 85, 88, 89, 92);
(e) To insist that the justification as present and as future is fundamentally one
event just as the resurrection of Christ and the resurrection of the believers are “not as
much two events, separate from each other, as they are two episodes, temporally distinct, of the one and same event. Together they form the beginning and the end of the
‘same’ harvest” (Gaffin, 61);
(f) To illustrate all this with the admittedly precarious analogy, similar to prisoners
“sinners, as to their inner man, when justified by faith, are instantaneously released
from the prison-punishment of death (already); (but) so far as their outer man is concerned, there is a delay, until their resurrection, in their being released from prison (a
not yet reality)” (Gaffin, 88-89);
(g) To parallel this with a so-called twofold adoption, the fundamental adoption
“by faith” that takes place in the transition from wrath to grace (Eph. 2:3; Rom. 8:1417) and the future adoption “by sight” (1 John 3:2) (Gaffin, 93); and
(h) To state that according to both Romans 8:34 and its larger context, “Christ is
the living embodiment of that righteousness which has been irrevocably been imputed
to believers and as such continues to avail for the justification of God’s already justified elect, in the sense that he sustains them in their justified state … Because of his
intercession they cannot and will not ever fall from the state of justification” (Gaffin,
107-108).
Both my general and particular appraisal of all this is as follows.
In general, and in answer to (a), (b), (c), and (d), one is hard put to find the doctrine of soteric justification in this whole context (a) (b) (c). If anything the 2 Corinthians 4:10 passage deals with the doctrine of sanctification as applied to the ministry
of Paul. What Paul is after is woven of one cloth with the universal theme expressed in
passages, such as John 12:24, Philippians 3:10, and Colossians 1:24. According to the
Philippians passage, the power of the resurrection, that constantly renews the inner
self, embraces the suffering of Christ and the conformity to his death. In fact, according to the Colossians 1:24 passage, he completes what is lacking in the suffering of
Christ, which, of course, is the suffering of propagation rather than propitiation. According to the John 12:24 passage the conformity to his death is the prerequisite, the
conditio sine qua non, of producing fruit. This illuminates 2 Corinthians 4:10 as well
as its context. Paul discloses the two principles of his ministerial life as a co-laborer of
the Father (1 Cor. 3:9), an ambassador of Christ (2 Cor. 5:20), and an instrument of the
Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 3:6) that make up the one pattern of his life. The first principle is
“outward,” for everyone to see. It is the fellowship of the suffering, dying, and death
of Christ (See 2 Cor. 10:22-30). The second principle is “inward,” for him to experience daily. It is the constantly renewing resurrection power of the Spirit as the transcendental condition for the presence of the first principle. In fact, it is both the necessary and sufficient condition for the joyful and eager embrace of this principle. Thus
far there is no trace of the doctrine of justification. Neither is there yet even an eschatological hint. To conclude to either one at this point, therefore, is to be guilty of a
(massive) dose of (questionable) eisegesis, and what is worse, of obscuring the con911

victing significance of the text in its portrayal of the awesome marks of the model
leader.
Of course, this is not to say that Paul does not eventually add an eschatological
dimension. In fact, he does so in a twofold manner, by way of both an encouragement
and a warning. By way of awesome encouragement he states that the wasting away of
the outer man in his mortal body through the fellowship of the “cross” of Christ in
terms of his suffering, dying, and death is tantamount to a light and momentary affliction compared to the “crown” of glory that is weighty and eternal (2 Cor. 4:17). By
way of an equally awesome warning he adds that the wasting away of the body
through this fellowship of the cross is not optional. It is a prerequisite for acceptance in
the Judgment (2 Cor. 5:10). So while people to whom he ministers grace and their resultant thanksgiving to the glory of God are and remain his main objective (2 Cor.
4:15), the eschatological “eternal weight of glory” and the equally eschatological
“judgment to come” are additional incentives for Paul, and for everyone who wishes to
walk in his footsteps for that matter, to give it his all in his ministry in the present (See
also John Currie, “Preaching by Faith, Not by Sight: A Sermon on 2 Corinthians 5:5,”
in Resurrection and Eschatology, 555ff)!
Furthermore, in this dual context of awesome encouragement and stern warning
Paul twice contrasts faith and sight (d). But in neither instance eschatology plays a
role. First, in the fellowship of the cross in his earthly ministry he refuses to operate by
sight, which can only encompass temporal realities. He opts for faith to empower his
life of ministry. This enables him to focus upon the eternal (2 Cor. 4:18). There is no
indication of anything eschatological in this first contrast. Second, he identifies being
at home in the body as being absent from the Lord. He then, parenthetically explains
by way of summarizing capstone that this qualifies and stamps his ministry as one of
faith and not one of sight (2 Cor. 5:7). The paraphrastic addition of the word “(yet)” in
the phrase “by faith, not (yet) by sight,” repeatedly inserted in the interpretation of 2
Corinthians 5:7 by the major spokesman of scenario 3, is just that, an addition. But
even if placed between brackets, it is an illegitimate addition that is absent in the
Greek original and does not fit in the context. It is once more eisegesis rather than exegesis. 2 Corinthians 5:7 simply replicates the content of 2 Corinthians 4:18! He distinctly does not eye the judgment with his “not by sight,” as claimed by scenario three.
Once again, both “by faith” and “not by sight” are present realities. So also the second
contrast is not eschatological in nature. This invalidates the second argument in favor
of the third scenario. Neither soteric justification nor eschatology comes into the picture in the Pauline context of “faith versus sight.”
To be sure, there is, once again, an eschatological dimension (2 Cor. 5:10). His
(ministerial) words and works are scrutinized in the judgment, but not as part of soteric
justification, as a process, a second phase, or a second facet! The judgment deals
(Complementarity of truth!) with the presence or absence of progressive, personal and
ministerial, sanctification, without which no one shall see the Lord (Heb. 12:14), as the
evidence of a living faith that cannot remain alone in the person justified (Jam. 2:17).
Not so incidentally, a variety of reputable commentaries holds to the very interpretation of 2 Corinthians 4:16b and 2 Corinthians 5:7 as presented here (Philip Edgecumbe Hughes, Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corinthians (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 1962), 153-154 (2 Cor. 4:16b), and 176-177 (2 Cor. 5:7); Charles Hodge, The
Second Epistle to the Corinthians (London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1963), 102912

103 (2 Cor. 4:16b), and 121-122 (2 Cor. 5:7); Alfred Plummer, Second Epistle of St.
Paul to the Corinthians (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1970), 151-152 (2 Cor. 5:7); F. F.
Bruce, 1 and 2 Corinthians (London: Oliphants, 1971), 199 (2 Cor, 4:16b), and 205 (2
Cor. 5:7); (2 Cor. 4:16b), and 396-397 (2 Cor. 5:7).
Let me summarize this interpretation in the words of a commentator of recent vintage. In the circumstances, in which (a) Paul’s “outer self,” “his whole person from the
standpoint of his ‘creaturely mortality’” is afflicted, perplexed, persecuted, struck
down, bodily carries the death of Jesus, and wastes away to produce life in others (2
Cor. 4:8-12, 15-16), (b) his “inner self,” a “renewed being,” a “new creation,” a “new
person” is not crushed, not driven in despair, not forsaken, and not destroyed, but manifests in his body, in his mortal flesh, the life of Jesus, and therefore does not lose
heart, but is renewed day by day (2 Cor. 4:8-13, 16). This is emphatically designated
as “a present reality,” and explicitly not as “a future acquisition” (So Murray J. Harris,
The Second Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2005), 360).
Similarly, in 2 Corinthians 5:7 “Paul is contrasting seeing with believing, in much
the same way as John 20:29 and 1 Pet. 1:8 contrasts horan (to see) and pisteuein (to
believe). It is faith not sight, that determines and guides Christian conduct (peripatein)
… ‘our life is a matter of trusting him, without seeing him’; or ‘we live our lives in the
sphere of faith, not in the presence of his visible form’ (eidos)” (So Murray J. Harris,
396-397). Neither soteric justification, nor eschatological justification is even on the
horizon, whether in the “outer-inner man” or the “faith-sight” distinction.
If scenario three would have confined itself to the biblical interpretation, as mentioned above, it would have been welcomed with open arms. When it tended to transfer the evidence of faith and sanctification in terms of good words and works to the
area of soteric justification, based upon the occurrence of the same terminology, (soteric) justification and (eschatological) “justification,” it paid the heavy price of blurring the distinction between justification and sanctification (at the least in the mind of
some of its audience). In the process it compromised the simple profundity and the
profound simplicity of the Trinitarian and Triadic Gospel, introduced a type of confusion that called for time-consuming and energy-sapping theological debate, and in that
very twofold process both clouded and slowed down the clear clarion call of the Gospel for wretched sinners and wretched saints.
In particular, and in answer to (e), (f), (g), and (h), while it is indubitably true that
the resurrection of Christ and the bodily resurrection of the believers are “intimately
related,” indeed “inseparable,” in as much as the latter is built upon the former, to pronounce (e) that they constitute “one event” (Gaffin, 61) is mystifying on the face of it.
Even the fact that, loosely speaking, they may be the beginning and the end of the
same harvest does not turn them into one event! Incidentally, it is equally mystifying
that based upon this thesis the third scenario draws the conclusion that justification as
future takes place at the time of the bodily resurrection, and that as a result the believer
will appear in the Judgment as “already openly justified (italics original)” (Gaffin, 99).
This is not what either Christ or Paul indicates. In fact, it flies in the face of their explicit statement that the eschatological justification occurs at the time of the Judgment
and not prior to it. This is an additional reason to hold that the two justifications do not
belong under one umbrella. To insist on this anyway comes with a price. It leads to
conclusions that per force ignore, if not deform, clear Scripture truths. John Fesko,
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“Paul on Justification and Final Judgment,” in G. Reynolds, ed., Ordained Servant
(n.p.: Committee on Christian Education of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, 2007),
Vol. 16, 70, appears to echo all this when he declares that the “resurrection is the final
judgment.” The so-called “glorified bodies” of the saints and the “naked bodies” of the
wicked would make it supposedly superfluous for God even “to utter a word; the condemned status of the wicked is immediately evident, as is the justified status of the
righteous.” That resurrection and final judgment are “intimately associated,” in fact,
that they “are contemporaneous events,” or even form “one (umbrella) event, is not in
dispute. But regardless what the resurrection would or might signify, that it constitutes
the final judgment is a direct contradiction to the explicit statement of Scripture that
the final judgment follows the resurrection from the dead. At that occasion all books
are opened to display the words and the works contained in them. Only subsequently
will their “owners” be judged according to what these books bring out into the open
(Rev. 20:12-13). Frankly, I am willing cautiously to consider whether there is, indeed,
such a difference in the type of bodies of “saints” and “sinners” that it can bear the
weight of the possibly speculative conclusion, suggested above. After all, the difference is definitely not total. They have at least in common that both can and will last an
eternity. But what I object to is that this suggested conclusion obliterates what is minimally complementary truth. I can only conclude that it must be a strange type of doctrinal tunnel vision that is so hardened that it is able (and willing) to militate against
the clear teaching of Scripture. Come to think about it, the history of the Church with
its many, if not untold, conflicting doctrinal positions indicates that this tunnel vision
is in copious evidence. No one seems to be able to escape it to a smaller or larger degree, which is certainly a cause for humility.
Furthermore, the illustration of the prisoner (f) proves, if anything, the opposite of
what it was supposed to show. When a prisoner receives the justifying verdict of the
judge, he is released from punishment and prison once and for all. He does no longer
remain in prison and is no longer liable to the legal punishment of physical death at the
same time, as is supposedly the case with the outer man (Gaffin, 88-91). To change the
illustration some, the justifying verdict releases him fully from all punishment and sets
him totally free from every prison wall (declarative justification). Furthermore, he is
informed that as long as he behaves he will not return to his former confinement (demonstrative justification). To ensure good behavior he is assigned to a support group
(church) that gladly functions in a supervising capacity (daily exhortation), and if
needs be, administers grace by means of admonition (disciplinary action). At the same
time, because the judge has given him a heart transplant (regeneration), he will loathe
sin and delight himself in good works (sanctification). However, his “original” sin has
him continue in a decaying body (mortality) and with lots of prison clothes still on his
back (mortification), but only until his death. This death should in no way, shape, or
form be construed as a punishment (no more sting). For him it is a liberation, and a liberation only that gets rid of his decaying body and his remaining prison clothes, and
instead provides him with God’s concluding stamp of approval that can be anticipated
upon good behavior (eschatological “justification”), and in its wake with a glorious
body (Christ like) and a brand-new set of clothes (perfection).
The argument of the so-called adoption parallel (g) is questionable as well. Scripture distinguishes three aspects. The first one is adoption begun, or “definitive” adoption. It follows, and occurs upon, the reception of Jesus’ heart in definitive regenera914

tion, Jesus’ righteousness in definitive justification, and Jesus’ holiness in definitive
sanctification through union with Christ (John 1:12; Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:5). Definitive
adoption is both forensic as a legal declaration and experiential as an activating reality.
Either way it is, and must be, God-honoring, must, if not does, lead to holiness, and at
the least does, and must, seek for God (Mal. 1:6; Gal. 4:6; 1 John 3:3). The second one
is adoption continued, or “progressive” adoption. It follows sanctification (1 Cor. 6:1718). The third one is adoption perfected, or “eschatological” adoption. It goes hand in
hand with the perfect glory of eternal life (1 John 3:2). This triad does not comport
with a dual-faceted justification. But it does reflect the earlier mentioned triad of soteric justification (Paul), demonstrative justification (James), and eschatological justification (Matthew). Of course, both triads display a time line, which implies a historical
process. But this does not warrant the conclusion that eschatological justification can
be generically subsumed under the definitional umbrella of definitive soteric justification. The supposed adoption parallel cannot save scenario three! My earlier mentioned
co-critic comes to the same conclusion. Adoption is, indeed, presented in both an already (Rom. 8:23; Gal. 4:5) and a not yet (Rom. 8:23; Eph. 1:5?) dimension. But “according to Romans 8:23, our yet future adoption involves the redemption of our bodies. Quite clearly, our already adoption does not, and is, thus, in this respect quite different” (Waldron, 228).
Finally, to read in Romans 8:34 that Christ’s intercession guarantees the continuation of the justified state of the believer (h) is regrettably to misread it in a wholesale
fashion. His intercession is only one argument in a concatenation of many arguments,
which include God’s provision for sin, his election, his verdict of justification, Christ’s
death, resurrection, and to top it off, the love of Christ as well as the love of his Father.
In this concatenation of realities Christ’s intercession is not said to guarantee our continuing justification. Rather, all these realities, inclusive of our definitive justification,
guarantee that in the midst of the most gruesome of plights God’s people will be “super-conquerors” (Rom. 8:31-39).
In the light of the dubious nature of all three scenarios of the New Perspective of
the Reformation the question arises what prompted and motivated their proponents,
and the spokesmen of the third scenario in particular, to couch their theology of justification in the way they did. Let us start with the third scenario, and then broaden our
attention to what may be behind all three of them.
Concretely, why does the third scenario put both soteric and eschatological justification under one umbrella in terms of justification as past and justification as future?
What explains the rise of this construct and the tenacity with which it is promoted,
with all that this entails in terms of dubious interpretations of Scripture? It may very
well be that a one-track approach comes into view. The word “eschatological” is in
constant evidence, whether in sum or substance. Everything seems to be “eschatological to the core.” Even Jesus is called “the eschatological man (italics original),” suddenly, and without contextual argument or biblical corroboration (Gaffin, 47). I simply
do not read the NT this way. I hear loud and clear that “Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday, today and forever” (Heb. 13:8). Of course, this phraseology includes an eschatological dimension, but this dimension does not exhaust the glory of our past, present
and future Christ. Eschatology clearly should never be allowed to mold the past or the
present unduly, and so to trump them. To allow it to do so is to warp Scripture, and at
times to suck the lifeblood out of it. This can hardly be questioned, if the interpretation
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of 2 Corinthians 4:16b and 2 Corinthians 5:7 stated above is accepted. Someone exclaimed once, “If I hear the term eschatological one more time (in a context where it
seemed to drown out everything else), I am going to scream (in frustration).” This
should meet with at least some sympathetic understanding!
Incidentally, no single concept, or limited set of concepts, should ever be accepted
as the glasses, if not eyeballs, through which (all of) Scripture is interpreted. This
spells trouble, and at times big trouble. To be sure, no one approaches the interpretation of Scripture without some kind of grid or framework, which consists of a combination of conceptual, volitional as well as emotional components. After all everyone is
born in a “tradition.” But unless this grid arises from the totality of Scripture it cannot
do justice to the totality of Scripture. Single concept grids, such as eschatology, redemptive history, baptism, predestination, etc., etc., clearly do not arise from the totality of Scripture, and therefore are fraught with danger in the interpretation as well as
application of all of Scripture. At times they may even be destructive, especially in the
hands of “unlearned” and “unstable” folk (2 Pet. 3:16) (See for an extensive analysis
of this “thorny” issue, also my “Hermeneutics and Preaching,” 212ff, esp. 228, 236).
At any rate, the reasoning of the third scenario seems to go as follows. If Christ is
the eschatological man, and everything biblical is eschatological to the core, soteric
justification must be eschatological as well. This premise may very well have created
the problem! Once we buy into this, it is logical to ask how the same justification can
take place in the past (or present) and in the future. Frankly, we must cut through this
Gordian knot, and all that came and comes in its wake, confusion, endless discussions,
charges, countercharges, etc., by making an emphatic as well as simple statement. It is
not the same justification! The third scenario is utterly correct in rejection the notion of
two justifications in the sense that one is past and based on faith, and the other future
and based on faith + works (Gaffin, 98). But it is utterly mistaken in ignoring that
there can be two justifications in the sense that one is declarative and the other demonstrative. Same term, but two distinct meanings (Paul and James)! Or, that there are two
justifications in the sense that the one is soteric (declarative) and the other eschatological (based on both the proven authenticity of faith and the evidence of progressive
sanctification). Same term, two areas (Christ as well as Paul)! From my perspective
the theological notion of putting both justifications under the same umbrella has potentially created the same kind of conflicts in the area of justification that the translation
“confirm” (Mt. 5:17) did in the “theonomic” debate. It illegitimately inserted the penal
sanctions into the discussion, created confusion, endless discussions, charges as well
as countercharges, etc. In the process it adversely affected the unity and the progress of
the Church (See Note 246; and Topical Focus #9: Symbols & Penology in the Mosaic Law). So scenario three is a mixed blessing! By insisting on the intertwinement of
justification and sanctification in the ordo salutis it upgraded the Reformation significantly. In overlooking the place and function of regeneration in the ordo salutis it
missed a golden opportunity to do so. In distinguishing definitive justification as both
past (soteric) and future (eschatological) in the ordo salutis it took a giant step backward.
Turning now to the question what kind of motivation all three scenarios have in
common, there seem to be three possibilities, none of which are appetizing. The first
one is sterile, the second counterproductive, and the third one dangerous.
First, the New Perspective on the Reformation may be no more than a theological
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ivory tower construct that (at best) aims to make a scholarly contribution to the current
debate that is in the air, without giving much, if any, thought to its practical implications for everyday life. Candidly, this would turn it into an exercise in sterility. Any
theology that does not (aim to) make a practical impact, that has no agenda, petrifies,
and does not differ much from the wood, hay and stubble that do not make it through
the judgment (2 Cor. 3:12-15).
Second, it may seek to press, specifically upon the children of the Reformation,
that God cannot be mocked. Good works should never be so distinguished, if not divorced, from justification (Rainbow) that the embrace and exultation of the latter,
would remove the indispensable nature of the former from sight. Good works and
words are clearly required to obtain the finalized acquittal in the Judgment, and may
not be treated as an optional caboose. For such reminder the Church would owe it a
perennial debt of gratitude. Too often justification by faith is used as a hiding place
from the summons to holiness (1 Pet. 1:15-16), without which no one can or shall see
the Lord (Heb. 10:14). Paul predicts that this can, or even will, happen (Rom. 6:1ff),
and Church history certainly proves it (Rev. 3:20, 24). A proponent of the third scenario launches into a discussion of the doctrine of sanctification prior to a similar discussion of the doctrine of justification (Gaffin, 58ff, in the footsteps of Calvin; see for this
also Gaffin, “Justification and Union with Christ,” 254ff). The rationale for this procedure seems clear. Sanctification is regarded, and therefore presented, as strategically
more ultimate than justification. Furthermore, it underscores that the doctrine of justification does not minimize the need for holiness. Frankly, this order in the chapters
raised a few eyebrows. Definitely not mine! In the NT the Holy Spirit saw fit to deal
extensively with sanctification (in James) well before he decided to enlarge on the
doctrine of justification (in Paul). So there is no reason to be disturbed about seeing
this repeated in modern days. In fact, with the inferior treatment sanctification often
receives, ever since Luther declared justification to be the heart of the Gospel, which
impinged upon the significance of both regeneration and sanctification, this may well
be worthy of our applause!
However, there are two caveats. First, it would be disturbing if a priority treatment
of sanctification would reflect the Romanist leaven of making it a prerequisite for justification. Second, it would be equally, if not more, disturbing, were regeneration not
to receive its guiding and guarding due. James emphatically places regeneration at the
root of sanctification (Jam. 1:18). Without the former the latter is a total impossibility,
and theologizing about it a barren travesty. Without a (regenerate) heart for holiness,
the summons to holiness and whatever this entails ever does, ever did, and ever will
fall on blind eyes (John 3:3) and deaf ears (John 3:5; see also Ps. 58:4!!). In Paul, as
has been argued already, regeneration serves a threefold purpose. (1) It safeguards the
embrace of the awesome grace of justification from ever turning into a licentious flirtation with, let alone a reckless indulgence in, depraved conduct, such as adultery, idolatry, etc. (Rom. 6:1ff; see also Rom. 3:7-8; Rev. 3:20-24). (2) It constitutes the
launching pad for a life of purposeful, persistent, and permanent godliness (Rom. 6:613, fully in the footsteps of Jam. 1:18). (3) It forms a buffer between justification and
sanctification. In Paul’s ordo docendi regeneration (Rom. 6:1-11) stands in between
justification (Rom. 3:21-5:21) and sanctification (Rom. 6:12-8:17) for a purpose! This
ensures that good works will not worm their way into the fabric of justification as their
legal framework and that justification will not undercut sanctification as the crowning
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piece of God’s saving activity and the greatest hunger of every authentic Christian.
Frankly, by failing, in the footsteps of Luther and Calvin (See once again Lillback,
57-78), to call attention to regeneration as guard and guide all three above-mentioned
scenarios seem to muddy the waters, although not to the same degree. They all confess
that their theology faces unanswered questions and is still under construction. They
also leave their readers with uncertainty about the place and function of good works in
justification (See specifically Paul E. Rainbow in his book review of Gaffin’s By
Faith, Not by Sight, in the Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society (December
2007), Vol. 50, No. 4, 850-852). The failure to give regeneration its due in both the
ordo salutis and the ordo docendi is the deepest reason why I stated that scenario one
impairs the Gospel, scenario two misshapes it, and scenario three confuses it. It is also
the reason why the trumpets of the New Perspective on Paul and the Federal Vision
produce a shrill sound, and the official ecclesiastical answers to both of them (sadly)
produce less than a full blown sound.
However, even if the much-needed emphasis upon holiness were the deepest,
heartwarming, motivation on the part of those who espouse the New Perspective on
the Reformation, their decision to put good works in the framework of soteric justification, even at a second eschatological tier, turns into such a questionable stick that they
cannot be expected to deliver a straight blow. In fact, this decision is counterproductive from the get go. It evokes such (legitimate) resistance, if not storm of protest,
against the nature of the stick that this becomes the issue, rather than the burning necessity of holiness. In short, instead of standing shoulder to shoulder in the exploration
and implementation of concrete and practical sanctification, purported brothers turn
into antagonists as they square off about the doctrine of justification in an intellectual,
abstract, fashion.
Third, the intent of the New Perspective on the Reformation is with wide open
eyes to promote a theology that either starts out and ends with Christ + works (in the
same justification as a process), or starts out with Christ and ends up with Christ +
works (in two phases of the same justification). This is by far and away the worst scenario. Such theology, however intended, closes the gap with Romanism, blurs the distinction with it, and gives the impression, consciously or not, that what the Reformation regarded as a deadly threat to the eternal destiny of people, and therefore deserving of an anathema in the footsteps of Paul, was in reality not as malignant as was
thought. In fact, by jointly embracing the centrality, if not primacy, of the union with
Christ both Rome and the Reformation would be warranted to embark upon friendly, if
not fraternal, relations (So Craig B. Carpenter, “A Question of Union with Christ?
Calvin and Trent on Justification,” in Westminster Theological Journal (2002); 366, as
well as the strong criticism of this capitulation to Rome by Thomas L. Wenger, “The
New Perspective on Calvin: Responding to Recent Calvin Interpretations,” in Journal
of the Evangelical Theological Society (June 2007), Vol. 50, No 2, 311-328, esp. 325).
I am sure that not all proponents of the New Perspective on the Reformation are woven of the same cloth. Still, with the various, at times quite questionable, views and
proposals that are swirling around under the umbrella of this New Perspective, it is
understandable that it has been viewed with caution or even with misgiving as a clear
and present danger to the Church of Christ, whether potentially or in actuality.
But what about James? If only the Reformation had taken him into account, we
are told! It would have recognized that justification must be a matter of faith (Paul) +
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works (James) from beginning to end. James could have stopped the exclusivistic runaway Reformation train, but was rudely swept aside. How to assess this reasoning? Is
there any truth in it? Well, as I argue in the upcoming Commentary section, and in line
with a very perceptive commentator, it is possible that the justification language, as
found in both James and Paul, can either be used in an identical way, with the same
meaning, but focusing on different aspects, or in a different way, with a different
meaning, and with an entirely different focus. This is a common linguistic phenomenon. E.g. the word “arms” can refer to the two upper extremities that protrude from the
shoulders of a human body, or to a selection of weapons. In fact, there is no word that
does not have three or more meanings. In each case both the lexicon and the context
must come to the rescue and help define it, unless, of course, there is textual evidence
that an author woodcrafts an innovative meaning in a constructive manner (See for the
latter Gene L. Green “Lexical Pragmatics and Biblical Interpretation,” in Journal of
the Evangelical Theological Society, Vol. 50, No. 4 (December 2007), 799-812). After
carefully assessing all the proposals by the various commentators, and listening to
their arguments, I had to conclude at the end that James and Paul use the same word,
all right, but in two different senses.
This is also the settled view of the prince of Bible expositors, John Calvin in his
Commentary on James 2:21, “That we may then not fall into that false reasoning,
which has deceived the Sophists, we must take note of the two-fold meaning of the
word justified. Paul means by it the gratuitous imputation of righteousness before the
tribunal of God; and James the manifestation of righteousness by the conduct, and that
before men” (See also A. W. Pink, The Doctrines of Election and Justification (Grand
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1974), 241). In short, as I argue at greater length below,
James uses his justification language in the demonstrative sense, and Paul in the declarative sense. Both uses are well documented in the NT. So neither use is in principle
suspect. At any rate, as has been observed, this naturally removes once and for all a
(potentially) radical conflict between James and Paul! But it also prevents the massive
confusion among some NT as well as Biblical/Systematic Theologians who wished
that the Reformation Church had listened, or would listen, to Paul and James simultaneously and equally, therewith implying that it did not in the past and to a great extent
does not even today! As a result it supposedly would have either shunned, or modified,
or supplemented its doctrine of justification, and concluded that it is Christ + good
works after all, even if not in the beginning, certainly at the end. But let the reader be a
Berean, and judge for himself (Acts 17:11)! From my perspective the final assessment
must be that the New Perspective on the Reformation is dead wrong to the extent it
condemns the Justification Doctrine as defined and championed by the Reformation.
This, however, does not mean that the latter always treated James correctly, especially
not Luther. But this is a matter that is taken up later.
Three items in conclusion of this section! The first one pertains to the full-orbed
biblical tapestry of the doctrine of justification, the second one to the core of the third
scenario in the New Perspective on the Reformation.
Item 1: It is arguable that A.W. Pink, The Doctrine of Election and Justification,
251-252, has presented the tapestry of the biblical doctrine of justification, in all the
various usages of the term, as comprehensively as anyone. “The justification of the
Christian is complete (with an unalterable standing in the favor of God, and an inalienable title unto everlasting glory) the moment he truly believes in Christ, and hence
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there are no degrees in justification. The Apostle Paul was as truly a justified man at
the hour of his conversion as he was at the close of his life. The feeblest babe in Christ
is just as completely justified as is the most mature saint. Let the theologians note the
following distinctions. Christians were decretively justified from all eternity; efficaciously so when Christ rose again from the dead; actually so when they believed; sensibly so when the Spirit bestows joyous assurance; manifestly so when they tread the
path of obedience; finally so at the Day of Judgment, when God shall sententiously,
and in the presence of all created things, pronounce them so.” The complementarity of
truth could hardly have been formulated any more cogently. See also Horatius Bonar,
The Everlasting Righteousness (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1993), esp.
26ff, on the completeness of the substitution, 46ff, on the declaration of this completeness, 82ff, on the imputation of righteousness, and 175ff, on the holy life of the justified.
Item 2: If scenario three of the New Perspective on the Reformation, best case interpretation (!), simply intends to stress the indissoluble intertwinement (1) of faith and
works, and (2) of justification and sanctification, it cannot, and may not be faulted in
its intention. However, this does not excuse the less than commendable manner in
which at times this intention is defended or brought to expression. The following quotation from a proponent of scenario three sums up the problem! “Saving, justifying
faith … is the channel through which we are made (sic!) righteous. And inextricably
linked to (this), it is the channel, by which we are declared (sic!) to be, and thus are
becoming (sic!), holy (sic!) (Eph. 4:24) … Saving, justifying faith is, after the fall,
sanctified (sic!) covenant faith, because of which we acknowledge the God who is revealed, as we come to rest in his Son” (K. Scott Oliphint, “Covenant Faith,” in Oliphint, Justified in Christ, 173). From my perspective this is the kind of questionable
defense and careless language that (deservedly?) gives scenario three a bad reputation.
However unintentionally, it, to put it mildly, not only appears to mix apples (justification) and oranges (sanctification), or, to put it more strongly, to confuse full-orbed
Romanism (“made righteous”) with a (marginal and unrecognizable!) Protestantism
(“declared to be, and thus are becoming, holy”). But it also seems to add an extraneous
“pear” to the mix (“we acknowledge God”). This simply will not do. It is hardly a meticulous and refreshing treatment of the full doctrine of justification that covers the waterfront (See by comparison, Pink, The Doctrines of Election and Justification, 183252, and specifically, 195, for the relationship between justification on the one hand,
and regeneration and sanctification, on the other, 211-217, for the nature of justification, 225-231, for its objects, and 247-252, for its results). In fact, it underscores the
claim that the third scenario tends to place folks on a slippery slope because it constitutes a slippery slope, if this language is any indication!
Item 3: All three scenarios seem to be uneasy with the statement that is frequently
heard, “I stake my hope to enter into the presence of God solely upon the imputed
righteousness of Christ. This and this only constitutes my title to heaven.” That this
perceptively mirrors an essential truth of Scripture no one should deny. “Nothing in
myself I bring. Simply to the cross I cling.” Still the unease with this statement is understandable and legitimate. It seems to be lacking something. It does not take the reality of the eschatological justification into account. However, the proposed substitute
that absorbs eschatological justification (by works) into soteric justification in one way
or another, or puts it under the same umbrella as soteric justification is no improve920

ment. In fact, it is worse. It is in error. No, what constitutes the title to heaven is neither onefold nor contaminated. It is threefold. It consists of the possession of the implanted heart, the imputed righteousness, and the imparted holiness of Jesus, obtained
through union with him. All three are perfectly present in heaven through union with
Christ, and are purposefully reflected on earth in daily repentance and faith, daily forgiveness and daily holiness through communion with Christ. The latter three, whether
present to a lesser (Lk. 23:40-43) or greater (2 Pet. 1:5-11) degree, are evidence that
the former three have safely arrived in heaven and are verified as such in the eschatological justification. In short, I rest my hope upon the threefold possession of the perfect heart, the perfect righteousness and the perfect holiness of Jesus! Not on his perfect righteousness only (one-fold)! And definitely not on his perfect righteousness conjoined to my imperfect purposefulness (contaminated)!
Conclusion
Frankly, (theological) thinking without (practical) acting is doomed to sterility. At the
same time acting without meticulous thinking spells theological confusion and practical chaos. It has been documented above that the Reformation failed in the meticulous
delineation of simple profundity and profound simplicity of the full-orbed Trinitarian
and Triadic Gospel (See once again Lillback, 57-78). It seems that neither the socalled New Perspective on Paul, nor the so-called New Perspective on Covenant Faithfulness, nor the so-called Federal Vision, nor the so-called New Perspective on the Reformation have helped matters much in this regard. To put it (once more) quite succinctly, all of mankind is born with three strikes against it. Due to its participation in
the original sin of Adam it enters this world with a rebel heart or mission control center (Gen. 6:5) that resembles a deadly, incorrigible, cobra (Ps. 58:4), a guilty record or
past (Rom. 3:10-18) that resembles a filthy and idolatrous, “untreatable,” manure pile
(Ezek. 36:25; Phil. 3:8), and a hateful (Jer. 12:8) and offensive, toxic, subsistence or
life (Jer. 13:22-27) that resembles a jail cell of hellish poison (John 8:32; Jam. 3:6, 8).
The only “antidote” is for these three ungodly abominations to be exterminated on the
cross, and the only “remedy” is for their godly counterparts to be re-originated in the
resurrection. In a nutshell, all this is the sum and substance of the threefold promise of
God the Father that holds out the threefold prospect of Jesus’ heart in regeneration, to
be implanted by the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ righteousness in justification, to be sealed by
the Holy Spirit, and Jesus’ holiness in sanctification, to be implemented by the Holy
Spirit. This threefold Gospel promise targets parents as well as their children (Deut.
30:6), and is to be preached, together with the reasons for it, with a summons to repentance and faith (Acts 2:38-39).
It is disconcerting that the New Perspective on Paul denies the reality of original
sin, therewith cannot but undermine mankind’s radical and total depravity, and as a
result must lose sight of the full-orbed glory and wonder of the Gospel. Furthermore, it
is disconcerting that the Federal Vision virtually pins its hope on the external symbol
of baptism, and refuses to evangelize covenant children with the substance of the
threefold promise, made visible and sealed by baptism, as if they are either not born in
original sin, or as if their original sin is offset by the external symbol. It is equally disconcerting that the New Perspective on the Reformation seems to muddy the waters by
basically confusing justification and sanctification, at least in their terminology. At any
921

rate, none of the three have clearly enunciated the need for a Trinitarian and Triadic
Gospel as the only hope for mankind. Finally, it is disconcerting as well as utterly regrettable that to a greater or lesser extent history is on their side. Even Calvin in enunciating the continuities as well as discontinuities between the old covenant and the
New Covenant in his Institutes as well as in his Commentaries seemed at times to see
men walking like trees. He never systematically set forth that the core of the New Covenant consisted of the three “better” promises, promised by the Father, personified in
the Son and personalized by the Holy Spirit. Neither did he forcefully spell out that
their absence in the old covenant precipitated its bankruptcy, and that their issuance
triggered its obsoleteness. To be sure, he recognized that their substance was (sparingly) meted out in advance to an elect remnant in the old covenant dispensation. He also
recognized that this was tantamount to moonlight in comparison to the sunlight of the
New Covenant. But apart from the fact that he reduced the three New Covenant promises to two, justification and sanctification, he never seems to have understood, let
alone emphasized, that they were only foreshadowed and foretold but neither officially
promulgated or in force in the old covenant (See Calvin, Institutes, II, x-xi; his Commentaries on Second Corinthians, Chapter 3:6-9, and Hebrews, Chapter 8:10; and specifically, the interpretive analysis of Peter A. Lillback, “Calvin’s Interpretation of the
History of Salvation: The Continuity and Discontinuity of the Covenant,” in David
Hall and Peter A. Lillback, Theological Guide to Calvin’s Institutes (Phillipsburg, NJ:
P&R Publishing, 2008), 168-204, esp. 184-201).
In conclusion, to tie the various items in this Topical Focus together, what I miss
in the New Perspective on Paul, the Covenant Faithfulness in Justification, the Federal
Vision as well as the New Perspective on the Reformation is the clear, full-orbed Trinitarian and Triadic New Covenantal Gospel message. Regrettably, their critics by and
large provide little or no improvement in this pivotal area. It is not sufficient for them
in ecclesiastical pronouncements or scholarly literature to condemn the heterodoxy of
their opponents in areas, such as the precious (Reformation) doctrine of justification
by faith. Ultimately, they should confess their culpability in falling short of the full
New Covenantal Salvation that is described in Scripture as essential to Revival Status,
of a Maintenance Ministry that is geared to retain it, and a Recovery Mode that is required to regain it. They may win backwater skirmishes or even individual battles on
(ecclesiastical) paper, but they will hardly make a lasting dent, and definitely not win
the war. Whenever and wherever the Church of Christ fails or refuses to trumpet the
full-orbed Trinitarian and Triadic New Covenant message, it places itself behind the
eight ball of a vanished or vanishing Revival Status, a feeble and deficient Maintenance Ministry, and a nonexistent or truncated Recovery Mode. As a result it will never
thrive, at best hobble along, and most likely die a slow, but certain, death. The history
of the Church is there to prove such. This should drive all of us, of whatever “perspective” or “vision” we may be, to our knees in a Daniel, a Nehemiah, an Anna, an Apostle like fashion (See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival). Suddenly it makes sense
that Jesus makes intercession day and night for his Church. Speaking both ironically
and mournfully, he has little choice but to do so without let-up!
As a result of all this it will not come as a surprise that at the end of this Topical
Focus I make the following fourfold recommendation to sanitize the situation, in fact,
any and all situations. First, the Church must in toto turn or return to the Trinitarian
and Triadic New Covenant Revival Gospel of the Kingdom. Second, it must embrace
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or learn to embrace the complementarity of truth from the heart, for which regeneration is the prerequisite. Third, and corollary to the second recommendation, it must denounce and turn away from the functional primacy of the intellect. Fourth, it must be
ever alert in an incessant Maintenance Ministry that seeks to retain Revival Status, and
be ready at the drop of a hat to enter into a Recovery Mode whenever and wherever
there is the slightest indication that it is needful, to regain such Status. In fact, just as
on a modern Cruise Ship an emergency drill is the first order of official business as
soon as everyone is on board, so the Church may periodically call its membership to
enter into a Recovery Mode to make sure that it is able to rise to the occasion. Frankly,
an aroused Church may not wish to stand down again, and at least insist that someone
is on permanent guide and guard duty. It should be everyone’s fear that the Church, if
it fails to comply with the substance of these recommendations, will (continue to) hit
upon hard, if not dire times, to one degree or another!
______________________________________________________________

It is my intention to demonstrate against the backdrop of this Topical Focus
that to construe a contradiction between James’ and Paul’s teaching is a grave
error. James’ and Paul’s Doctrines of Justification dovetail completely.321
(1) Paul teaches that justification is by faith alone, without the works of
the law. The justifying verdict is not based upon any accomplishment on the
part of man, nor contingent upon any merit in man. It is a gift that is appropriated by faith alone.
(2) James teaches that the faith that justifies never remains alone, but
321

Brosend, 78-82, may well send a mixed signal. On the one hand, he starts out by saying
that James and Paul were clearly acquainted with each other, and must have exchanged views.
But with regards to their letters, which they wrote about the same time, he holds that it is hard
to determine “who knew whom and who was writing against whom.” Most likely they never
read each other’s literary output, reacted to each other from hear-say knowledge only, and
tended “to talk past each other.” On the other hand, he emphasizes that the level of disagreement between Paul and James should not be exaggerated. They lived in “different worlds,”
and “probably did not think or worry about each other nearly as much as interpreters of James
think and worry about Paul, but about as much as interpreters of Paul worry and think about
James.” Both Paul and James were “passionate and pointed (all right) ... but not with each
other.” Paul’s insistence upon the practice of faith is as strong as that of James. In fact he “expanded on it, and added points of emphasis” (Phil. 1:25, 27; 2 Thess. 1:11; Philem. 6), even in
the context of Romans (Rom. 12-15) and Galatians (Gal. 5:6), the very epistles that were
show cases of his doctrine of justification by faith apart from the works of the law (Rom.
3:28; Gal. 2:16). “Paul,” Brosend concludes, “writes much more about how one receives faith
or comes to faith, and James writes almost exclusively about what one is or is not doing in the
life of the community of faith--the difference one might say, between a missionary and a pastor.” Frankly, neither one was writing against the other. Neither did they live in different
worlds! They manned the same battlefield, although they fought different battles, and, shoulder to shoulder, drew the same battle line, although they fought different enemies. Van Bruggen, Paul, 187, is also of the opinion that James did not target Paul in a hidden polemic. First
of all, why would anyone come to this conclusion? His addressees are clearly identified: the
twelve tribes (Jam. 1:1)! Furthermore, how could he have done so? His Epistle predates the
first letters of Paul by quite some time!
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evidences itself in the deeds of the law. The justifying verdict is not appropriated upon just any type of “faith,” but by faith that proves to be alive and
active by definition.
Both James and Paul are right, in as much as they stress two equally important, but totally different Scripture truths. Salvation is not on the basis of
works, nor by means of the law (Paul). Neither, however, is salvation without
works or inimical to the law (James). James’ focus is upon the nature of faith,
Paul’s focus upon the nature of justification. Both quote Genesis 15:5 (Jam.
2:23; Rom. 4:22; Gal. 3:6) in support of their teaching. Paul, on the one hand,
links it with the promise to which Abraham responds (Gen. 15:1ff) before he
was circumcised (Gen. 17:1ff). James, on the other hand, connects it with the
sacrifice Abraham brings (Gen. 22:2, 9) after righteousness was credited to
his account (Gen. 15:6). James makes his point crystal clear in the challenge
that he hurls at his “opponent.” This discussion partner is characterized as
“empty,” because he champions a faith without works, that is, a “dead” faith.
James now aims to substantiate this from the Scripture accounts of both Abraham and Rahab. To infer that he hurls this challenge at least partly at Paul,
in as much as there would be a basic lack of sympathy between the two
(Laws, 113), is unacceptable.322 As has been argued already, it would indicate
that he either does not understand Paul, or contradicts Paul. Besides, it would
overlook the fact that historically Paul was a “Johnny-come-later” in comparison to James. Since James wrote his letter at an early date (AD 38-42?),
Paul’s letters that deal with justification may have arrived on the scene as
much as ten (Galatians: AD 49?) and fifteen (Romans: AD 57?) years later.
No, James’ indignation was not directed toward a faith that was empty of
human works, and therefore empty of merit, as the instrument in justification,
but toward a “faith” that was empty of deeds, and therefore empty of substance, as the evidence of justification. Paul could not agree with him more
(Rom. 12:1ff; 1 Cor. 3:13; 2 Cor. 5:10). Is salvation based upon works? No!
Is it unto good deeds? Yes (Eph. 2:9-10)! Paul emphasizes both. James zeroes
in on the latter. As one commentator puts it, in James 2:20 the author “is not
asserting anything about the value of deeds, ‘apart from’ faith. It is precisely
the disjunction that he challenges. Above all, there is no reason to read this
statement as a response to such Pauline passages as Rom. 3:28 ... Rather,
James’ contrast is between mere faith and faith as a full response to God”
(Johnson, 242). Two other commentators put it rather ingeniously in a play of
words, “Faith that has no works does not work” (Martin, 90), and “Without
works faith does not work” (Dibelius, 161).
A further commentator in the footsteps of Bonhoeffer differentiates be322

It should never be forgotten that all such pejorative ascriptions to James could not possibly
spring up in a “soil” that is suffused with gratitude to God for an inerrant Scripture. Truthfully, such ascriptions must grieve the Spirit as its primary superintending Author!
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tween cheap grace and costly grace, “Cheap grace is a type of faith that does
not necessarily lead to actions, because it does not demand a changed heart”
(Nystrom, 163). I especially appreciate the reference to the regenerate heart.
Paul is adamant that it is the starting point of sanctification (Rom. 6:1-6).
Without it holiness does not even come into view (John 3:3, 19-20) and so is
a total impossibility. Everything that goes by that name in the scenario of unregeneracy is counterfeit, plain and simple. Ironically, any type of “good”
may be a matter of “common grace” from God’s perspective, but even at that
as a human contribution it is still counterfeit holiness as James proceeds to
explain at length in Chapter 3.
According to Bonhoeffer, “Cheap grace is the preaching of grace without
repentance, grace without requiring discipleship, baptism without Church discipline ... Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross,
grace without Jesus Christ ...,” while, on the other hand, “Costly grace” acknowledges “the kingly rule of Christ for whose sake a man will pluck out the
eye which causes him to stumble.” In short, “Only he who believes is obedient, and only he who is obedient believes.” Genuine “disciples burn their
boats behind them and plunge into (total human) insecurity in order to learn
the demand and gift of Christ” (Nystrom, 164). Or, in NT terminology, they
step out of the boat, and are sure to get wet to the point of drowning, if they
would decide to walk on water without the Lord Jesus (Mt. 14:28-29)!
In the James-Paul relationship the usual question is how James fits in with
Paul. I have maintained that this is an illegitimate question since James
penned his letter (well) before Paul appeared “in print.” Because this is increasingly, if not generally, recognized in recent scholarship, the relevant
question is now how Paul fits in with James. This Commentary insists that the
relationship is seamless. But there is no universal agreement in this regard.
Some commentators look at James and his so-called “faction” with suspicion.
They are of the opinion that James narrowed down the focus of the Gospel, to
say the least, and displayed both Judaistic and legalistic tendencies. After all,
he was concerned that both the Law of Moses and the rite of circumcision
were meticulously observed (Acts 21:20ff). Paul supposedly battled the Judaistic tendency in the followers of James in foreign missions (Gal. 2:11ff),
but decided to give in to the legalistic tendency of James and his followers on
the home front (Acts 21:26).323 In fact, I have even heard it suggested not only that Paul wrote the letter to the Hebrews, but also that in this letter he (belatedly?) gave James a run for the money, and fought both his Judaistic and
legalistic tendencies.324
323

Phillips, 9-10.
The Pauline authorship of the Epistle to the Hebrews was admittedly the prevailing view
for most of Church history. But the claim that in Hebrews Paul would have taken it out on
James is unacceptable, if not irresponsible. It is unacceptable because there is no evidence
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From my vantage point nothing could be farther from the truth. We know
that James provided the impetus behind, if not authored, the decree of the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:19ff). The first, principial, section of this decree
condemned the Judaists in the strongest terms in defense of the Gospel for
Jews and Gentiles alike. Paul could not have improved upon it. In the second,
pastoral, section he asked the Gentiles, at least partly, to become a Jew to the
Jews in order not to hinder the impact of the Gospel upon his compatriots, but
rather to win them. In this regard Paul fully drew one line with him as well (1
Cor. 9:20). Further, when Paul just before his lengthy imprisonment returns to
Jerusalem, the leaders of the Jerusalem congregation, both James and the elders, gave glory to God for Paul’s ministry, and at the same time asked him to
place himself under the law for the sake of the Gospel, all the while emphasizing that they would never require such of a Gentile. Paul complied (Acts
21:20-26). Did he buckle under? Not at all! All this was fully consistent with
Paul’s own faith and practice. He circumcised Timothy, the (half) Jew (Acts
16:3), although he refused to do so with Titus (the non-Jew) (Gal. 2:3). To
those who are under the law, he placed himself under the law, just as he was
without law to those who were without law, be it not without God’s law or
Christ’s law. In fact, he became all things to all men. All this served to win
both Jews and Gentiles to the Lord (1 Cor. 9:19-22). The parallel between
James and Paul could not be closer. They are both textbook cases of the same
impeccable conduct. Unbendable principially, they were willing to bend over
backwards strategically.
Why is it important to emphasize this at length? Well, to cast even the
slightest shadow of suspicion on James very easily may impact the reading of
his letter and cast somehow a shadow on it as well, whether consciously or
not, and all protestations to the contrary. To read James with even a slightly
jaundiced eye could only produce spiritual harm. James must be embraced
fully and without reservation as the very Word of God. It does not detract anything from the Gospel. To the contrary, in James the Gospel comes into its
very own, as it extols and promotes its crowning piece, the practice of godliness in the total range of life. This has the love of his heart. It is also this very
love that draws him into his ministry to his “beloved brothers and sisters,”
and makes him hammer away at this anvil on their behalf throughout his
Epistle. In all this he follows fully in the footsteps of his older brother, who
exemplifies the same in his Hillside Sermon to his beloved disciples!

whatsoever for such claim. But it appears to be irresponsible as well, because any kind of
sympathy engendered for it cannot but negatively affect the reading of James’ Epistle. And
since the slightest negativity, the slightest reservation, whether conscious or not, is potentially
soul damaging, this claim should be unalterably opposed!
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(2) Abraham as Primary and Foundational Paradigm (2:21-24)
Abraham is introduced as the first witness for James’ thesis that faith without
works is dead, and therefore non-existent. This is hardly surprising, since Abraham is the “father” of the nation of Israel (Hartin, 159). He is not just “an
ancestor. He is the ancestor” (McKnight, 245). In the Jewish tradition he is an
entity “proven by means of many trials” (Dibelius, 161, 169). His faith was
clearly an operative faith, which manifested itself in active obedience. In Genesis 22 Abraham’s faith is put to the test. This is the explicit purpose of the
events described in this passage (Gen. 22:1).325 The test was severe. He was
325

It is regrettable that this passage is usually viewed and presented as “fore-shadowing” Christ’s substitutionary atonement. While the latter doctrine ought to be safeguarded at all cost, it
cannot be extricated from, and should not be read into Genesis 22 for a variety of cogent reasons. First, hermeneutically it violates the analogy of earlier Scripture, the rule that only earlier information may have a voice in the interpretation of Scripture. Otherwise the text turns
into a Jack-in-the-box. The audience for which it is meant would not have had a clue of its
intended meaning. This goes against the grain of the “organic” inspiration of Scripture in
which the divine and human factors flow together to result in one uncompounded product.
Second, Isaac is presented to the Lord as a “burnt-offering” (So also perceptively, Motyer,
114). This means total consecration in practical godliness. The universal principle brought to
expression in it has its NT counterpart not in the substitutionary atonement of Christ, but in
his total surrender to the will of God, which was exemplified throughout his life, powerfully
verbalized in the garden of Gethsemane, and on grand display on the cross. Paul extends this
universal principle to all true children of Abraham and followers of Christ in Romans 12:1-2.
Once and for all they did, do, should and must present themselves as “living sacrifices.” Their
whole subsequent life now takes place “on the altar.” Isaac’s foundational model, mirrored in
an unparalleled fashion in Christ, is now reflected in Christians as their dominant feature. In
short, it was James’ overriding concern for “sanctification” that made him turn to Abraham
and his burnt-sacrifice of Isaac. He clearly seeks the core of the message of Genesis 22 in a
direction that is vastly different from many scholars and most sermonizers, but in doing so he
is in total sync with Genesis 22:1 and Hebrews 11:17 that pinpoint the content of Genesis 22
as a test of trust and obedience rooted in the fear of God. In short, the universal principle that
he gleans from Genesis 22 is not the sacrifice of Christ as the basis for the forgiveness of sins,
however biblical a truth this is, but the pattern of practical godliness as an indispensable requirement for all Christians. This is the case, even if this pattern is on preeminent, if not incomparable, display in Christ, who does not only function as the ultimate model to emulate,
but also proves to be the only source from which to realize it. Third, Abraham adorned the
place of offering with the phrase, “The Lord shall provide” (future tense). This must have
been prompted by the recognition that while God, of course, did provide (past tense)--after all,
Isaac was alive and well--the latter was not out of the woods by a long shot. For him to become the gateway into the future, he needed a wife. But where would she come from? Well,
Abraham was persuaded, “The Lord shall provide (for this exigency as well)!” Interestingly
enough, God did so much more quickly than Abraham may have imagined! Upon his return
from Mount Moriah, he by way of speaking “found a chatty letter from his siblings in his
mailbox” with information about his relatives, especially about lots of births (Gen. 22:20-24).
Tucked away in that list is the name of Rebecca. Unbeknown to him there was his future
daughter-in-law. His assertion that God would provide was well founded. Before he asked,
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asked to sacrifice the future of his family, his people, and the world in order
to show that he loved God supremely, obeyed God instantaneously, and
trusted God unreservedly, in short, that he feared God (Gen. 22:12). This is to
say, he had to demonstrate that he possessed such heartfelt awe of God in the
light of both his majesty and mercy that would irresistibly draw him to God,
make him both cherish and seek his approval (smile) at any price, and both
loathe and shun his disapproval (frown) at any cost.
To repeat, the test could hardly have been more severe. After all, in Isaac
he faced the exclusive gateway into the future, not only his own son, but also
the “father” of the promised Messiah and the coming Light of the world. All
this was embodied in him, and “human speaking depended on him” (Motyer,
114). Furthermore, the only thing he had left was his faith. But this faith triumphed. “His words to his servants are: ‘Stay here ... As for me and the boy,
we will go over there and we will worship and we will come back to you.’
Three times the first plural is used: ‘we ... we ... we ...;’ yet between the
second and the third (use), Isaac would not only have been killed with the sacrificial knife but his body would have been committed to the flames as a total offering to the Lord” (Motyer, 114). The strength of his faith clearly originated in his unshakable confidence that God could and would raise his son
from the dead (Heb. 11:17-19), similar to Paul’s confidence at a later occasion (2 Cor. 1:9). In his submission to God’s word, Abraham’s faith proved
its integrity and reached its fruition. He passed the test of “costly and wholly
trustful obedience,” in which he holds nothing back from God,” with flying
colors! “It fell to James, alone in the New Testament, to bring out this total
view of the faith of Abraham” (Motyer, 115-116), and present it as an authoritative and compelling model for all who wish to be called Abraham’s children. No one, who refuses to walk in his footsteps, can legitimately make such
claim!
James editorializes about Genesis 22 in a fivefold manner. He starts out
by clearly stating his initial proposition (Jam. 2:21) and concludes with triumphantly (“You see”) restating it as a truth that is universally applicable
(Jam. 2:24). The threefold substance of his argument, then, is eloquently and
incisively sandwiched in between.
1. Abraham was justified by deeds : He “sacrificed” Isaac (2:21)
2. Faith was active along with deeds : Faith originates deeds (2:22a)
3. Faith was perfected by deeds
: Faith requires deeds (2:22b)
4. Genesis 15:5 was fulfilled in deeds : Faith comes into its own in deeds,
God had answered already! Eventually he would become fully conscious of this. At any rate,
the phrase “The Lord shall provide,” clearly opens up the possibility for all kinds of application. Of course, if under this umbrella a preacher in the context of Genesis 22 sees fit to emphasize the doctrine of substitutionary atonement as one of God’s future provisions, he is entitled to this, but not as a part of the exegesis of the text.
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is authenticated by deeds (2:23)
5. A man is justified by deeds
: Not by faith that stays alone (2:24)
All five points are in need of elaboration. But before this is done, the pivotal significance of Genesis 15:5 should be recognized. While its interpretation is to be settled below, it ought to be emphasized already that both James
and Paul anchor their specific “doctrine of justification” in this pivotal verse.
James argues legitimately that his doctrine of justification by deeds is the natural extension of Genesis 15, while Paul extrapolates with equal legitimacy
his doctrine of justification by faith from Genesis 15. As such it proves to be
a tree that carries two equally significant branches, two equally necessary
truths, each one in its own right. Now on to the “five points” of James!
1. The first order of business is to settle the meaning of the phrase, “Abraham was justified by his deeds,” as found in James 2:21 (and 24). How does
James use the verb “to justify?” According to the various commentators it can
carry (a) a demonstrative (Ezek. 16:51; Mt. 11:19), (b) a declarative (Is.
53:11; Lk. 18:14), or (c) an “evaluative” force. The translation, then, would
be “Abraham was (a) ‘shown,’ (b) ‘declared,’ or (c) ‘considered’ to be righteous by his deeds.” I first lay out these views with the arguments that have
been adduced in support. After that I evaluate and assess them, and conclude
by sharing my preference and the reasons for it.
(a) If the verb in this context carries a demonstrative (or “expressive”)
force, James tells us that by virtue of his deeds, the long trek to Mt. Moriah,
and the near sacrifice of his son, there was no shadow of a doubt left about
Abraham’s standing before God as a thoroughly righteous person. It was out
in the open, for everyone to see. Here are some samples from commentators
who hold this view. “Our father Abraham was shown to be righteous on the
basis of his faith,” in line with Matthew 11:19, 12:37, and 1 Corinthians 4:4
(Johnson, 242). Likewise, “Wasn’t Abraham proved righteous (as demonstrated) by his deeds?” (Martin, 91, with reference to Gen. 44:16 and Lk.
7:29-35). There is no doubt that this interpretation is linguistically possible
and respectable (Moo, 1985, 109, with reference to Gen. 44:6; Lk. 7:29, 35;
and The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Vol. II, 213-214, s. v.
dikaio). But it appears to have an inescapable implication, if we give credence
to an additional commentator, and to warrant a specific conclusion, if we are
to believe a further commentator.
The inescapable implication is this. “James uses the concepts of righteousness and justification in the sense of actual, measurable, perceived
goodness, just as Jesus used it in the Sermon of the Mount. James did not
have in mind the ‘imputed righteousness’ that Paul taught Rom. 3-4; Gal. 3).
It is doubtful whether this doctrinal concept ever entered his mind when he
appealed to Genesis 15:6. James had a practical, not theological application in
mind.” He was “not discussing the question of how Abraham was set right
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with God or how faith was reckoned as righteousness. Paul seized on that aspect of things. James was concerned with it as proof that Abraham, when put
to the test, lived up to his faith” (Phillips, 82). In other words, Paul extrapolates from Genesis 15 that through his faith in the God-given promise an alien
righteousness was credited to Abraham’s account. James extrapolates from
Genesis 22 that through his godliness in the God-directed ordeal Abraham
exhibited his faith. In short, both Paul and James quote Genesis 15:6, but
from a different perspective, for a different purpose, and therefore with a different result.
Furthermore, the specific conclusion, drawn by a further commentator, is
the following. “Justified in this verse means in effect ‘shown to be justified’”
(Tasker, 68). In other words, Abraham’s justification in Genesis 15:6 was
shown to be the “real thing” by his deeds. His deeds turned it unmistakably
into a visible reality. However, it must be observed that the way this conclusion is formulated is “awkward.” It appears to be bipolar. At first sight it appears to opt for the demonstrative view (“shown to be justified”). By the same
token it incorporates the declarative view (“shown to be justified). I return to
this questionable formulation below en route to my own conclusions.326 Nevertheless, it fairly indicates that the demonstrative view does not go away in
whole or in part. While in the early history of the interpretation of James it
was usually a minority report, it has become more popular in recent times.
(b) The second option is the declarative (“forensic”) interpretation. At
one time this appeared to be the majority view but the more recent commentaries seem to steer away from it (contra McCartney, 165, who holds that
“almost all recent scholarship on James favor (option) 2.” Frankly, I question
this assessment. At any rate, this option presents us with four theoretically
possible explanations of the text under consideration.
(i) The phraseology of Abraham’s justification can lexicographically
convey that his “foundational” acceptance by God was based upon his own
works. He was declared righteous for the simple reason that he was a righteous man. In this scenario James would teach “the justification of the righteous.” Although a perfect and necessary fit in the area of public justice (Ex.
23:7; Prov. 17:15), in the soteriological context this explanation clearly flies
in the face of Scripture, which includes the teaching of Paul. While only the
clues in the text can determine the interpretation of that text, nevertheless the
analogy of faith can and must be a guide and a guard. It can direct the interpreter in the proper direction, and can protect him against grievous errors.
Paul emphatically insists on “the justification of the ungodly (sic!)” (Rom.
4:5). To him justification that results in man’s acceptance by God is based
upon deeds fully alien to man, namely the work of Christ in both the shedding
326

While I deal with the way Tasker phrases his conclusion below, let me say for now that it
is a curious phrase that leaves more than something to be desired.
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of his blood and the provision of perfect righteousness. “Foundational justification,” then, is judicial and forensic in nature. It consists of a “courtroom”
procedure in which God imputatively and constitutively declares the ungodly
forgiven and righteous through the appropriation of Christ in the exercise of
faith, and consequently treats them as such. This, of course, is the dominant
meaning of justification in the NT (Lk. 18:14).
In short, in the present scenario James would opt for a declarative justification on the basis of human works apart from faith, Paul for a declarative
justification on the basis of Christ’s righteousness by means of faith. This interpretive construction would pit James and Paul against each other, and teach
two mutually exclusive views. This is manifestly unacceptable. I will not wait
until the evaluation and assessment of the various views to make short shrift
of this interpretation. It not only introduces a glaring contradiction into the
Bible. It is also the result of bad hermeneutics that commits a crucial exegetical error. It does not recognize that in James’ view the message of Genesis 22
is the necessary entailment of Genesis 15, and not the sum and substance of
the interpretation of Genesis 15. In other words, Genesis 22 does constitute
the “fulfillment” of Genesis 15, and not its “meaning.” I return to this in the
exposition of James 2:23.
(ii) By resorting to the concept of justification James can in the abstract
imply Abraham’s “eschatological” acceptance before God in the final judgment (Mt. 12:37), his ultimate stamp of approval contingent upon the evidence of an active faith (Phil. 3:10-12). What comes into view, then, is his
“final eschatological approbation” (Cargal, 133). In the “foundational justification” works are totally removed from all consideration. After all, it is by
sheer grace that one is justified (Rom. 3:24). But in the “concluding approbation” (more transparent wording in the framework of the present day debate
than the potentially confusing “justification” terminology, especially of final
or last versus initial or first justification; see Topical Focus #13: Justification) deeds come into full view (Mt. 12:37; Rom. 2:6; 2 Cor. 5:10). One
commentator calls this “probably” the best explanation (See Moo, 1985, 109;
as well as 110-111, and his “Additional Note” on Justification in the Old Testament and Judaism). In the abstract this interpretation is, indeed, possible,
and has in its favor that any kind of discrepancy between James and Paul vanishes. Still let me without postponement hasten to disqualify this as an unlikely explanation as well. After all, the eschaton simply does not come into
the picture, neither in the text, nor in the context. In fact, the text declares
quite the opposite. According to James, Abraham was justified by his deeds
in Genesis 22, that is, in the past! Furthermore, this justification occurred at
the time that he offered up Isaac (aorist tense in the Greek), once again in the
past. Finally, it makes no sense to expect a “fulfillment” of Genesis 15:6 in
the future if it already took place in Genesis 22. Therefore, the absence of any
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clues that would steer us in the direction of a future “final approbation” and
the clear presence of counter indicators should be sufficient ground to dismiss
it (So also emphatically McCartney, 165-166).
(iii) One commentator holds that with his choice of words James indicates the reality of repeated justifications. “God pronounced Abraham righteous when he first believed, and then subsequently every time he obeyed,”
especially at the occasion of his crowning act of obedience in the sacrifice of
his son. In this construct Paul took his cue from the first pronouncement. This
formed the ground of his teaching of declarative justification based on an imputed righteousness. James took his cue from the later pronouncement(s).
This was the ground of his verdict of declarative justification based on his verified righteousness (Zodhiates, II, 40).327 The first pronouncement contained
a once-and-for-all declaration, is never repeated and is not repeatable. The
second pronouncement is indicative of a repeatable, and hopefully often repeated, verdict. The more copiously believers evidence their good deeds, the
more copiously God pronounces his verdicts of justification (Zodhiates, II,
60).
By way of illustration, a soldier is inducted in the army by fiat pronouncement once and for all. But acts of valor will earn him decorations as a
stamp and “pronouncement” of accomplishment, recognition, approval, and
appreciation. By means of medals and ribbons the High Command goes on
record, makes a “declarative statement,” with a silent, but eloquent witness,
“This is a soldier, if there ever was one!” Repeated acts of valor earn repeated
decorations and thereby repeated non-verbal pronouncements of heroism. Or
to give a variant illustration, Abraham as well as his authentic children
drafted in God’s army by faith will earn their stripes by deeds. James’ counterfeit believer, on the other hand, resembles a soldier on perennial furlough.
James simply wishes to convey that “there is no such animal.” A nondecorated soldier of the cross does not exist. To be a sworn-in, inducted soldier in Christ’s army is by definition, whether sooner or later, to be a (repeatedly) confirmed and certified soldier. A parallel illustration, but in then a
negative sense, takes place in a court of law. Someone may be declared
“guilty” of a crime. The sentence, however, is not enunciated until a month,
or more, later! The original verdict is confirmed by the later pronouncement.
This view may make first-time readers somewhat uneasy. I know it did me
when I faced it for the first time. After all, Scripture gives no indication of re327

Zodhiates, 40-41 points out that the reference to the first pronouncement was a passive
aorist. Abraham was recipient. The reference to the second pronouncement was in the middle
voice. Abraham was an agent. The thief on the cross believed with his heart, confessed with
his mouth, but ran out of time before he could prove the authenticity of his faith and confession with his life (Rom. 10:9-10). Of course, in all this he was an exception rather than the
rule.
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peated pronouncements of justification, the first by virtue of faith, and all
others as reinforcements of the original pronouncement in the light of works.
But the way it is formulated is not necessarily heterodox. Nor is it prima facie
impossible. Therefore I will wait with the final assessment until later. However, it must be understood at this juncture already that in this view the two
types of “declaration” are not identical. The foundational soteric justification
is a declaration that eyes the ungodly. It declares the ungodly righteous. The
repeated declaration, even if it reinforces the original justification, is one that
eyes the godly. It underscores that the justifying verdict of the ungodly by
faith was justified, proven to be warranted by subsequent deeds.328 Or in
terms of the earlier example, it declares that the decision to induct the soldier
into the armed services was indeed the correct one, confirmed by his acts of
valor.
(iv) James’ terminology can also communicate the genuineness of Abraham’s justifying faith, and thereby authenticate the reality of his justification.
This “authentication” would (have to) take place between his fundamental
justification in Genesis 15 and his final approbation in the Day of Judgment.
In fact, it would by necessity flow forth from the former and by implication
assure him of eschatological acceptance. On the one hand, “the patriarch’s
faith could not be so adequately designated unless and until he demonstrated
it by what he did in obedience to the God who justified him” (Martin, 92).
This is to say that Abraham’s justification by faith, which was the subject of
Genesis 15, was corroborated, authenticated, and validated by the deeds that
were performed as recorded in Genesis 22. On the other hand, the patriarch’s
deeds would insure that God would complete the good work that he had be328

This formulation fully honors the classical view of declarative justification as based solely
on the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. Hence it stays within the Analogia Fidei. James’
“repeated” justification simply underscores and confirms the presence of the (later Paul’s)
foundational soteric justification as the classical view understood it. I hasten to add, however,
that this “interpretive construct” is poles apart from what some proponents of the “New Perspective” advocate. They also hold that justification is basically “a series of justifications.”
From beginning to end, however, all these “justifications” invariably “contemplate in some
measure the believer’s covenantal faithfulness.” In this context the idea of “imputed righteousness” as the basis of justification is summarily dismissed, and is therefore out of the picture. To be sure, in this type of justification there is still a need for grace. But this is transforming grace that “imparts” (no more than) a degree, a measure, of righteousness as the basis
for justification. Against this backdrop the proposal of “a series of justifications” is heterodox,
if not heretical. It cannot hold to the radical and total depravity of man, and flies in the face of
Paul’s blunt statement that God “justifies the ungodly” (Rom. 4:5). For Paul “the ungodly”
are not folks who are supposedly “outside the covenant,” and therefore cannot have covenantal faithfulness. Neither is he talking about otherwise “sincere believers who (merely) ‘experience moments of apparent disobedience.’” No, Paul is not so easily explained away. He
talks here about all of mankind in its fallen and totally depraved state, as he does in so many
other places (See specifically Rom. 6:19-21; Eph. 2:1ff; Titus 3:3) (See for all this also Waters, esp. 174-175).
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gun (Phil. 1:6) in regeneration (Jam. 1:18) and continues in sanctification
(Jam. 1:21) by all the means appointed thereunto, inclusive of the disciplines
of grace, such as absorption of the Word and empowerment by the Holy Spirit through prayer. This is to say that the “final approval” is ultimately anchored in, and assured by, God himself who is immutable (Jam. 1:17) and never will abandon the clearly identified and authenticated works of his hands
(Ps. 138:8).
One commentator puts it like this: James shows that “what Abraham did
in Genesis 22 was an outworking of the faith described in Chapter 15.” In
doing so he “declares that his justifying faith has a certain quality, a vitality
that makes it the producer of good deeds. It is an action producing faith ... In
this sense Abraham’s faith was validated by his deeds.” Without deeds faith
would clearly be incomplete, useless, and inauthentic. In fact, it would be a
dead faith, and such faith could never have been counted to him for righteousness! Therefore in bringing this out James was combating a superficial,
indeed, an empty faith, that is void of substance, in contradistinction to Paul
who was wrestling with legalism (Burdick, 184).329 In short, in Abraham
“faith proved to be “an extremely active principle” (Mayor, 95). But this is
not all. James universalizes it by his reference to Rahab. In her redemptive
history repeats itself as a testimony to that effect. Indeed, it ups the ante by
demonstrating that faith is willing to put even its own life on the line. “Far
from being dead or worthless her faith moved her to risk her life to save the
spies. As a result, ‘even’ (kai) a prostitute was declared righteous” (Burdick,
185).
(c) However, there is a third interpretation that has become rather popular, especially among the more recent commentators. I aim to give it a designation below, after I have sought to describe it. By virtue of Abraham’s show
of hospitality in Genesis 18 and pursuant to the test of the reality of Abraham’s faith in Genesis 22, which culminated in the sacrifice of Isaac, he “was
considered righteous” by God (Nystrom, 153-154, 156; Kistemaker, 95; Keddie, 117; see also Burdick, 184; Richardson, 135). If this is correct, we are
faced neither with an outright practical, demonstrative (“expressive”) use of
the verb, nor with an outright judicial, declarative (“forensic”) use. It would
be somewhere in between, a special, and frankly somewhat slippery, possibly
semi-declarative and semi-demonstrative, “value-assigning” use. It is somewhat slippery, since it does not directly pinpoint whether the term “righteous”
refers to an imputed or an imparted reality. At first sight it appears to tilt toward an imparted reality, since it comes down to an appraisal based on observed behavior. Still, to coin a new term, it would be more “assessive,” or
“evaluative.” God assessed, evaluated Abraham, and gave him, in fact, had to
329

In a similar vein, Abraham did not earn God’s friendship, but “he acted as a friend should
act and thus showed that he was in reality God’s friend” (Burdick, 184).
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give him, a passing mark because of the moral character and conduct that
emerged in the course of the test. This is what James allegedly records. Abraham was recognized as righteous (practically godly) by what took place in
Genesis 22, and therefore “considered righteous by God. At the same time the
declarative aspect appears not to be totally absent either, since the notion of
justification is allegedly used in the “standard meaning of this term” as both
acknowledged and consequently pronounced to be righteous (PDavids, 67).
All this made me speak in terms of an apparently semi-demonstrative and
semi-declarative use of the term. Incidentally, the translation “considered
righteous” is also said to “differentiate James’ terminology from that of
Paul.” While “James uses the standard meaning of the term ... Paul uses the
same language in a unique way.” “This difference in meaning” is then introduced as “another indication that James has had no contact with Paul’s work”
(PDavids, 67).
After this survey of the various interpretations, it is time for assessment
and evaluation. I proceed to do so in reverse order in which they were presented.
(a) First, then the “evaluative” use, “Abraham was considered righteous
by his deeds.” This “value assigning” meaning is undoubtedly intriguing.
However, it does not seem to leave James with an open and shut case for his
central thesis that faith without works is dead. To be considered, deemed,
viewed, regarded as righteous does not seem to do it. It functions as a subjective judgment. In the abstract one could even be considered righteous without
being righteous. No, James 2:21 seems to have a much more potent, in fact,
an undeniably objective and certain reality in mind. Abraham was “justified
by works.” Period! As such he was the authoritative model for all believers.
Further, the fact that according to James 2:23 the course of events mentioned
in James 2:21 is a “fulfillment” of the content of Genesis 15:5 makes this option less than likely as well. After all, as has been observed already, Genesis
15:5 with its imputation motive provides the foundation for a judicial declaration, and it is this imputation statement that is “fulfilled.” Finally, if “justified” in this context stands for “considered righteous,” it would be something
unique both to the NT and James. All claims that he carries the torch for “the
standard meaning” to the contrary, there appears to be no parallel for such use
of “justified” anywhere in biblical literature, nor in non-biblical literature for
that matter. In short, if the translation “considered righteous” is the correct
one, it would not be James who follows the standard meaning and Paul who
would be unique, but vice versa it would be James who would be an exception, and Paul who represents the rule. This makes the “value assigning”
meaning even more unlikely. Basically it is a foggy, unclear, concept in this
context.
(b) Turning to the declarative option, it has historically been regarded as
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the most attractive interpretation (Mitton, 105-106). But, as I indicated, this
comes basically down to either a “repeated” justification or an “authenticated” justification, both of which fully honor the imputation of Christ’s righteousness as its foundation. Virtually all commentators who are committed to
the declarative option go the latter route. The “foundational” justification
takes place without any consideration of works on the part of the sinner. By
the same token, “authenticated” justification requires deeds on the part of the
believer. Well, it appears that Abraham qualifies for the former by virtue of
the stupendous nature of his faith (Gen. 15:6), and qualifies for the latter in
view of the stupendous activity of his faith (Gen. 22:10)! For all practical
purposes James writes in shorthand in 2:21, “Abraham was justified by faith
(all right, with a reference to Gen. 15:6 in Jam. 2:22), but that justification
was authenticated by the “sacrifice” of Isaac (with a reference to Gen.
22:10).” It is noteworthy that also in Paul the foundational justification (Phil.
3:9) will only result in the “final approbation” in the Day of Judgment (Phil.
3:11) by way of authenticated justification (Phil. 3:10).
In other words, Paul focuses upon “the justification of the sinner from the
curse of his natural condition,” James upon “justification as the approbation
of that faith by which we are accepted with God” (Manton, 245). In Paul justification is the opposite of the condemnation of the sinner who is pardoned
through faith, in James justification is the opposite of the condemnation of the
impostor who is censured for lack of deeds. In Paul a sinner is absolved by a
fiat declaration. In James a justified believer is approved by fiat deeds. Genesis 15 exemplifies faith to which God attaches righteousness. Paul uses that as
the legitimate launching pad to arrive at the justification of the ungodly
through the exercise of faith. Genesis 22 exemplifies deeds from which God
concludes to the “fear of God.” James extrapolates from this the necessity of
deeds as the seal upon justification (See Manton, 246).
In short, Genesis 15 establishes that before God, who assesses the heart
immediately, Abraham’s profession of faith secured the presence of righteousness as the prerequisite for his acceptance. No more, no less, as I argue
below in the context of James 2:21! In his doctrine of declarative justification
Paul concludes that embedded in this is a universal principle applicable to all
believers anywhere. To believe is tantamount to be justified (Rom. 3:26; 4:5).
Genesis 22, on the other hand, establishes once and for all that before men,
who can only assess the heart mediately, Abraham’s display of deeds sealed
the possession of righteousness prerequisite for his acceptance. Paul extrapolates the doctrine of foundational justification from Genesis 15 in his letters,
James the doctrine of authenticated justification from Genesis 22 in his Epistle. In both instances the issue is not just theoretical, but a matter of life and
death. Are human works necessary in foundational justification? Absolutely
NOT! Otherwise it would radically destroy the centerpiece of the Gospel
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(Paul). Are human deeds necessary for authenticated justification? Absolutely
YES! Otherwise it would totally destroy the crowning piece of the Gospel
(James).330 It is hardly surprising that this complementary teaching of Scripture precipitates a twofold activity. Foundational justification as a free act of
God’s grace makes us flee to Christ and embrace him as our righteousness.
Authenticated justification as a necessary implication of human responsibility
makes us examine ourselves and embrace Christ for our holiness.
Incidentally, one commentator quite perceptively explored the potential
pitfalls of self-examination in this context. It seeks to identify deeds as fruits
of God’s grace that declare our justified state to be genuine. This provides assurance. Scripture is quite clear that assurance goes up and down with holiness (1 John 3:19-24; see also Is. 32:17). Only believers, in whom the Spirit
of sanctification and mortification is truly operational will (be able and allowed to) cry, “Abba, Father” with confidence (Rom. 8:12-16; Gal. 3:6).
However, deeds are never the ground for such assurance. That is Christ only
in his Person and Work. Therefore, all those, who enjoy assurance as the gracious corollary to their deeds, will (must!) immediately return to Christ for
continuous godly living and continuous assurance (See also Neh. 13:22).
Lose sight of Christ, and the cycle will be broken. Holiness will dry up, the
conscience will act up, and assurance will tend to go “belly up,” in whole or
in part (Ps. 51:11; 1 John 3:20), until a cry for God’s mercy (Ps. 51:1ff),
rooted in Christ’s propitiation (1 John 2:2), and leading to new obedience and
renewed confidence (1 John 3:21) restores the cycle.331 This is why the Gos330

Interestingly enough Manton, 246, contends that, according to James 2:21, there is a need
for all believers “to justify their faith.” This is a curious contention since he is of the persuasion that James’ use of the verb “justified” is declarative in nature. From that perspective we
would expect that James 2:21 would express the need for the believers’ justification to be justified, more precisely, the need for the possession of an alien, imputed, righteousness (Gen.
15) to be authenticated, that in the course of the OT is earmarked as the basis for justification.
As we shall see below, Manton’s notion of the “justification of faith” does not only fit in
much better with the demonstrative interpretation, but also with James 2:22-23.
331
The complementarity of truth is in clear evidence. According to 1 John 3:19-24, the doctrine of reassurance has the following aspects: (1) Diminishing assurance (the heart condemns
itself) as ground for renewed assurance (only Christians condemn themselves), (2) Reassurance (the heart does not condemn itself) as the byproduct of obedience (Christians abide in
Christ through prayer unto love and holiness). All this is rooted in the various workings of the
Holy Spirit: (1) conviction, (2) self-condemnation, (3) diminishing assurance, (4) repentance,
(4) drinking of Christ in prayer, (5) renewed love and obedience, (6) blossoming assurance.
The amazing beauty of this Gospel of assurance is that reassurance is warranted, indeed,
mandated, from the beginning of this chain of events to the end. In fact, the presence of each
link of this chain is an encouragement to reassurance, from conviction and self-condemnation
onward. At the same time, the budding reassurance at the beginning of the chain will turn into
full bloom at its conclusion. Of course, in the life of genuine Christians this chain will repeat
itself many times, with the severity of the ups and downs of their assurance commensurate to
the ups and downs of their endurance en route to perfection.
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pel is from faith (in Christ) to faith (in Christ) (Rom. 1:17), subsequently
from holiness (through Christ) to holiness (through Christ) (2 Cor. 3:17-18),
and consequently from assurance (via Christ) to assurance (via Christ) (Rom.
8:15-16; 1 John 3:19-24) (Compare Manton, 246-249). This is an awesome
insight in the biblical doctrine of assurance that should enter the mind of the
Church, capture the heart of the Church, and be reflected in the life of the
Church!
At any rate, after all this it seems that the case for authenticated justification is iron-clad, as it is succinctly summarized by one commentator, quoted
already before, “Justified in this verse means in effect ‘shown to be justified’”
(Tasker, 68). It can hardly be denied that this is a thoroughly biblical truth
that fits perfectly in “the analogy of faith,” the sum and substance of a responsible “Systematic Theology.” Still, there should be lots of unease with
this interpretation. After all, linguistically it makes little or no logical sense to
define “justified” as “shown to be justified.” “Shown to be righteous” as a
translation makes very much linguistic sense, but “shown to be justified” does
not, and, frankly, “has no basis in Greek lexicography” (So also emphatically
McCartney, 163!)! Therefore, a word of caution is in place.
In my estimation the linguistic confusion is inevitable as soon as one
holds that Genesis 15 teaches a fully developed doctrine of “justification by
faith.” As I already indicated, Paul “justifiably” extrapolates this from Genesis 15. But Genesis 15 itself only lays the groundwork for Paul’s (very legitimate) doctrine of justification. By itself it teaches, as I argue further below,
no more and no less than that genuine faith is so awesome that God attaches
righteousness to it. Neither the source nor the substance of that righteousness
is spelled out in so many words. Only in progressive revelation is God identified as its origin (Is. 45:24), Christ presented as its substance (Jer. 23:5-6),
and faith more specifically pinpointed as its instrument (Hab. 2:4). If Genesis
15 by itself does not teach a fully developed doctrine of justification by faith,
Genesis 22 as the fulfillment of Genesis 15 cannot teach a fully justified justification by faith, and James cannot imply on the basis of both Genesis passages that “justified” must be translated or paraphrased as “shown to be justified.”332
332

A similar misgiving may well be expressed about the translation, “Abraham was
vindicated by his deeds,” which then is explained as follows, “Abraham’s ‘work’ of
offering Isaac vindicates God’s declaration that he believes … His works vindicate the
Scripture that calls Abraham ‘a friend of God.’” This translation seems to be a mixture
of the declarative and the demonstrative view, since the verb “to justify” still retains a
judicial sense (Doriani, 94-95). McCartney, 165-167, opts for this interpretation as
well. But his arguments in defense of it are far from compelling. While rejecting that
Abraham’s justification in James 2 refers to a future verdict, he holds that it brings to
expression either “God’s commendation of Abraham in the events that followed his
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righteous act (Gen. 22:12),” or “God’s acceptance of Abraham as righteous because he
behaved righteously.” His further explanation, however, is murky and possibly worse
than murky. There is at the very beginning in the Abraham tradition a verdict, that is,
“an actual declaration of righteousness” (Gen. 15:6). So far, so good! But at the same
time “the act of Abraham that is mentioned (in Gen. 22:12!) is instrumental in the ‘justifying’ verdict of ‘righteous’… as a “functional equivalent of God’s approval.” This
must lead to the conclusion that the justifying or vindicating verdict implies the presence of deeds, be it faith-deeds. This, of course, opens up a rift with the “declarative
justification” of Genesis 15 which manifestly excludes any “deeds” whatsoever. However, this rift is smoothed over by the statement that the “story of Abraham was taken
as a whole, and thus the historical distance between Gen. 15 and Gen. 22 was irrelevant.” James was simply a child of his time. His position is allegedly identical to the
one championed in 1 Maccabees 2:52, “Was not Abraham found faithful when tested,
and it was reckoned to him as righteousness?” Here Genesis 22 precedes Genesis 15
methodologically and substantially. McCartney concludes that James’ “use of the Abrahamic tradition places him firmly within that milieu (that is, of 1 Maccabees).
Hence, one cannot draw any conclusions from the fact that the events of Gen. 22 occurred several years after those of Gen. 15.” The latter statement is patently bewildering. At any rate, what we encounter here could be an “echo,” if not the “substance,” of
the so-called new Perspectives on Paul and the Reformation. If James’ justification
eyes the same forensic, declarative, and soteric justification as Paul, it would distort, in
fact, destroy the latter, and with it the classical Reformation Doctrine of Justification
as well. Frankly, McCartney, 276-277, in his Excursus 2 on “Faith, Works and Justification in James and Paul,” denies that they are the same, “although they are related.”
In this Excursus he states that “to justify” in James realistically only can mean “to declare righteous” as in a court judgment or “to prove to be in the right,” that is, “to vindicate.” He basically opts for the latter. As such James is “not thinking of justification as
a process,” nor of a “juridical declaration by which a person comes into a right relationship with God.” “Whether one adopts the position of the “new perspective” on
Paul that the justification in question involves the matter of who is establishes as a
member of God’s people, or whether one takes the classical view that Paul is speaking
of the believer as righteous before God … James is not directly contradicting Paul, for
James is addressing neither of these two issues. For James “justified” has the same
meaning as it has when Jesus, in Luke 7:35, says, ‘Wisdom is justified by all her children.’ It simply means ‘vindicated’ by how it plays out.” Four comments are in place.
First, in the commentary section McCartney groups the declarative and vindicative
meaning of justification together under one heading, and distinguishes it from the demonstrative meaning of justification (162-163). In the Excursus he separates the declarative meaning from the idea of proof or demonstration and vindication (276). While
in the commentary he leans to the former interpretation, in the Excursus he basically
adopts the latter, that is, the demonstrative meaning of justification. I have no quarrel
with this. In fact, I endorse this. But the commentary and the Excursus are not uniform. I trust that the Excursus has the final word, for the commentary could very well
fit in with the New Perspective on Paul and the Reformation. Second, it is regrettable
that the “New Perspective on Paul” is not clearly judged to be inimical to both Paul
and James, and that the classical Doctrine of Justification is not strongly endorsed with
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This, of course, has also implications for the idea of repeated justifications. What is not revealed as having occurred in so many words in Genesis
15 cannot be repeated in so many words in Genesis 22.333 Besides, there is an
additional problem. Genesis 22, which is James’ point of departure, does not
speak about imputed righteousness, however much this is an indisputably biblical concept. Rather Genesis 22 explicitly aims to demonstrate that Abraham
possessed the fear of God from the presence of the righteous response to the
command of God. This datum virtually forces the interpreter to go the demonstrative route as the only interpretation that makes (eminent) sense. In
short, the presence of godly conduct proves the reality of genuine faith.
(c) After everything is said and done, “justified” in James 2:21, 24 (and
25) cannot and does not stand for “shown to be justified,” but does, and must,
stan d for “shown, demonstrated, confirmed, validated, or certified to be righteous by virtue of his awesome deeds!” The faith of Abraham in Genesis 15
that brought about his justification proved to be faithfulness to God in Genesis 22. “This means in James’ terms that it is active and effective faith, producing works. Without works this paradeigmatic faith of the first believer
would simply not be itself” (Bauckham, 124). If this is the proper interpretation, and it seems so from all the pertinent biblical clues, James chooses the
“demonstrative” route (So also Calvin, as quoted earlier, and Hartin, 155),
while Paul, as we will see more extensively below, would head in the judicial,
forensic, “declarative” direction. Frankly, I would not be surprised if eventually the “demonstrative” interpretation would become the dominant one.
The most recent commentaries on James routinely appear to adopt this interequal clarity. Third, the wording to the effect that in terms of justification James “is
not directly contradicting Paul” (277) is unfortunate. So is the following formulation in
the context of their views regarding “faith” and “works,” “The different context of
their statements and the difference in meaning of the terms ‘faith’ and ‘works’ indicates that the contradiction is superficial” (170). Frankly, there is not a trace of contradiction whatsoever, whether it pertains to justification, faith, or works. James and Paul
stand shoulder to shoulder, in fact, back to back in mutual support of each other, while
fighting vastly different battles. In a climate of soul destroying liberalism every Reformation scholar owes it to God and to the Church to state this forcefully so as to
leave no doubt where he stands and his audience should stand. Fourth, and finally, the
least we can expect from a second edition is greater care in formulating today’s hot
button issues in the area of justification, faith, and works, and a greater precision in
laying out the biblical truth to convict its detractors (Tit. 1:9), stop the mouths of its
subverters (Tit. 1:11), to purify God’s people (Tit. 1:14), and to promote a life of practical godliness (Tit. 3:8).
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Of course, proponents of the type of repeated justifications under discussion here must go
to great length to insure that their view is not confused with that of some adherents of the
“New Perspective on Paul.” The former staunchly hold to the imputation of Christ’s righteousness as the basis of foundational justification. The latter just as staunchly oppose and
dismiss it.
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pretation (See Blomberg, 136).
One commentator perceptively observes that regarding the “verbal opposition between statements of Paul and James” we must “look for reconciliation either in the employment by the writers of the same words in somewhat
different senses, or in their contemplating the matter under discussion from
different points of view” (Johnstone, 215). If one interprets James as using
“justified” in the declarative sense, one opts for the latter route.334 However,
if one is of the opinion that the word “justified” must be taken in the demonstrative sense,” one opts for the former approach. Both interpretations are
“honorable” from a biblical point of view (The Analogy of Faith). But for
reasons spelled out, I fully prefer the demonstrative option. So does a second
commentator with impeccable credentials. Paul “speaks about our persons
justified before God” by virtue of the righteousness of Christ (declarative
sense). James “speaks of our faith justified before (God and) man” by virtue
of our godliness (demonstrative sense) (Henry, III, 1294). In this scenario, as
a third commentator correctly observes, any notion of contradiction can immediately be dismissed (Phillips, 82). After all, James and Paul focus on two
different types of justification.335 In short, the faith that justifies (Paul) is justifiable and must be justified (James). (See in this context once again Calvin,
who, as we saw, opts for two types of justification as well, and also Jonathan
Edwards, “Justification by Faith Alone,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards,
Vol. I, 650ff. He distinguishes between declarative justification by faith
(Paul) and manifestative justification by evidence (James). In line with this
Ronald Fung, as quoted in Blomberg, 139, similarly insists on two types of
justification, “forensic justification by faith” and “probative justification by
works”).
In conclusion, “imputed righteousness” (Paul) and “imparted righteousness” (James) stand shoulder to shoulder as the twin towers of a truly and
full-orbed biblical Christianity. Where James’ “doctrine of justification by
deeds” is the crowning piece, Paul’s “doctrine of justification by faith” is the
center piece of God’s saving activity (with regeneration as the founding
piece; see Jam. 1:18 and Rom. 6:6, 11). Neither one can do without the other.
Just as Paul decries the notion that a combination of faith and works is required to receive the foundational approval of God and a title to heaven,
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Johnstone, 216, opts for this route. He contrasts Paul’s “justified by faith” in the moment
of salvation to James’ “justified by works” in the judgment at the end. He clearly favors the
eschatological-declarative view. I have already argued against this as an unlikely possibility.
335
This conclusion has far-reaching implications for today’s debate whether the place and
function of good works, whether called covenantal obedience or otherwise, is such that they
are at least partly instrumental, and therefore necessary, in bringing about God’s verdict that
declares the ungodly righteous and forgiven. Since James does not use justification in this
declarative sense, such teaching cannot, and may not, be traced back to him in any way, shape
or form!
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James decries the view that a separation of faith and works is perfectly acceptable in obtaining the final approval of God and the enjoyment of heaven.
The latter is what James is all about in informing the readers that the patriarch
Abraham is “living proof” as the model for all believers that the presence and
display of deeds is an incontrovertible necessity en route to the final smile of
God. In fact, Abraham is a twofold living proof, both for Paul’s (later) justification by faith, extrapolated from Genesis 15, and James’ (earlier) justification by deeds, on display in Genesis 22.336
If this ever sinks in, the pulpit can without embarrassment (begin to)
preach James’ “justification by deeds” with the same vigor as Paul’s “justification by faith” as equally sterling “coins of the realm.” Actually, it can do so
with greater vigor for two reasons. First, James’ trumpet blast brings new covenantal closure to the OT as the Holy Spirit’s first order of NT business.
Compared to him Paul belongs to the supporting cast as a Johnny-come-later.
Second, his trumpet blast represents the crowning piece of God’s saving activity. Paul simply supplies the legal framework that undergirds it as its necessary condition.
Of course, faith, either in James or in Paul, is never self-activating. Restricting ourselves to James, one commentator thoughtfully points out with a
reference to Hebrews 11 that Abraham in his willingness to offer Isaac is “an
outstanding example in the long line of heroes, who under great trials never
lost their belief in the reality of the unseen or their conviction that God would
implement his promises” (Tasker, 68). It was the promise of God, promulgated in Genesis 15:3-5, that laid the foundation for Abraham’s justifying faith
in Genesis 15:6. But it was that same promise as well that brought about his
awesome, heroic activity of faith in Genesis 22. Only the presence of the
promise of God, as Hebrews 11:17-19 underscores, could and did insure the
type of activity that Abraham so admirably exemplified.
However, all this does not bring James’ argument to a close. In fact, it is
only the first installment of his offensive against a “faith” that is nonfunctioning, empty and “dead.” The authentication of Abraham’s faith by his
deeds is further underscored by two additional considerations from the Genesis data. The example of Abraham has much more mileage in it! His faith
both cooperated with his deeds and was perfected by his deeds (Jam. 2:22)!
Let us take a look at both halves of this statement.
2. The first half of James 2:22, to the effect that “faith cooperated, was
active along with, was working with his deeds,” follows naturally upon James
2:21, especially when it carries a demonstrative punch. Faith goes hand in
hand with deeds. There is no faith without deeds. Faith in the heart must
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Bauckham, 129, 133-135, cogently argues that there is no ground, either for understanding
“James 14-26 as a polemic against Pauline teaching,” or for interpreting Paul’s “justification
by faith” as contradictory to James’ “justification by deeds.”
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come to expression and be on display in outward deeds (Zodhiates, II, 44; see
also 1 Cor. 3:13; Gal. 6:4; Eph. 2:10). But neither are there deeds without
faith. The latter is emphasized here. “Faith enabled him (Abraham) to perform acts of obedience, here called works. The fact that the verb is in the imperfect tense suggests that this cooperation was always going on” (Tasker,
69). Without faith (Abraham’s or Rahab’s) “justification by deeds” could
never have come about, neither can anyone else’s! Faith is a “constant partner” of (Moo, 1985, 112), “actively collaborates with” (Cheung, 179), is “fulfilled in” deeds (Bauckham, 121). It is the source and ground of deeds, just as
deeds are the expression and manifestation of faith (Cranfield, 341). In short,
faith ever is, and ever will be the only effective driving force behind works. It
perseveres in deeds, and in this way it is authenticated (Richardson, 140). If
faith ever would go on strike, deeds would vanish instantaneously and by definition. Faith is essentially the embrace and appropriation of the full-orbed
promise of God, without any hesitation. This is rooted, in turn, in a total
commitment to the all-glorious God of that promise, without any reservation.
Incidentally, in the context of Genesis 15 Abraham had not much of a
choice, given the content of God’s promise. It was total surrender, total commitment and total embrace ... or nothing! At any rate, such embrace, rooted in
such surrender and commitment, seems unimaginable without deeds, and
cannot but produce deeds. This is the thrust of James with reference to Genesis 22. “Here is definitive proof that faith and action go together” (Kistemaker, 96). The faith that justifies is alone, but does not remain alone. This is the
test of its veracity! Therefore, while sinners are justified by faith, deeds “justify” the faith of saints. In short, a person is justified by faith, all right, but it
is a person who expresses this faith in deeds (Kistemaker, 98). Faith only?
YES (Paul)! “Faith” alone? NO (James)!
Once again in the vivid terminology of one commentator, in all this “Paul
and James do not stand face to face fighting against each other, but back to
back, fighting opposite foes” (Zodhiates, II, 11). In standing back to back
they were not each other’s antagonists, but each other’s defense. In one sense
this even beats standing shoulder to shoulder! All in all, their relationship
must have been more than cordial. Each of them trusted the other with his
life. How else can we explain Acts 21:18? Paul had the steel beam of the
Gospel driven next to his spine. This ensured that he would never cave in,
neither for Peter (Gal. 2:11ff), nor for James, nor for anyone else (2 Cor. 4:8;
2 Tim. 4:16ff) for that matter. However, for the sake of the Gospel he was
willing to bend over backwards. This is exactly what he did when he followed
James’ advice to demonstrate his integrity (Acts 21:18)!
However, there seems to be even more “hidden” in James 2:22a. At this
point we reach and unveil the very heart of the second half of the present
Chapter, James 2:12-26. The author does not just teach that faith and deeds
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are inseparable, however true that is. No, the faith James is talking about
proves to have an awesome momentum. It is a driving force, a dynamics, that
will enable a believer to pass the severest tests, such as bringing the costliest
sacrifice without “feeling sacrificial,” against every natural instinct, with unwavering resolve, in total readiness, without succumbing to all too human rationalizations, and in immediate obedience.
Look at Abraham getting up early, without talking to anyone in order not
to be diverted from his purpose, taking to the road fully prepared in order not
to be delayed in his duty, and choosing the shortest route to his destination in
order not to miss his moment of self-denying truth (Compare Manton, 252253). Faith is, indeed, awesome. It counts all types of poverty, past, present,
or future, joy, takes decisive action in the fear of God, and perseveres in practical godliness en route to perfection (Jam. 1:2-3). In a word, in all this it
moves mountains (Mt. 21:21)! James 2:14-19 argues that faith does, and
must, mean “something!” James 2:20-26 continues to argue that this “something” proves to be “awesome!”
We come here face to face with the depth, the height, the breadth and the
length of the “mystery of faith.” Faith is powerful stuff, James appears to say.
It walks on water! You can expect literally everything, including a man
cheerfully plunging his knife toward the heart of his only son, in the rocklike
certainty that this boy, who was raised from the dead once, will be raised
from the dead a second time. Did he not spring from a barren rock (Abraham)
and a waterless well (Sarah) (Is. 51:1), the combination of which hardly adds
up to a baby? Well, for Abraham history simply will repeat itself (Heb. 11:1719). Under the umbrella of the all-embracive promises of God Isaac’s return
to life is for Abraham as certain a reality as his entry in life. In this way
James’ teaching comes to a crescendo, “the faith that justifies, true, living,
and active faith, is a veritable powerhouse.” It is assured of “overcoming the
world” (1 John 5:4) as it promptly plunges the knife toward Isaac’s chest!
And in the victorious act of overcoming Abraham’s faith comes into its robust, full-orbed own, and in the process legitimizes itself. True faith can, and
does, produce super-conquerors (Rom 8:37)!
The sum and substance of James’ message in the total context of Scripture, inclusive of Paul, are very well captured in a poem by Helen H. Shaw,
perceptively quoted by a commentator (Phillips, 91). After proclaiming in
three stanzas, “I’m justified by grace,” “I’m justified by blood,” and “I’m justified by power,” the poet concludes with three additional stanzasnto complete her poem, strikingly reflecting the complementarity of truth:
“The Holy Spirit guided me
To what the Scripture says.
I grasped the truth; Christ died for me!
944

I’m justified by faith.
Now if you doubt that I am Christ’s,
If one suspicion lurks,
I’ll show by deed that I am His,
I’m justified by works.
I praise the Lord, ‘tis all of Him,
The grace, the faith, the blood,
The resurrection power, the works
I’m justified by God.”
3. All this is underscored by the second half of James 2:22, “faith was
brought to perfection by deeds.” In deeds faith aims to arrive, and does arrive,
at its proper, intended goal (Cheung, 179), its telos of perfection, just as a
branch proves to be the genuine, in fact, the complete and perfect article, by
its fruit (John 15:6)! The dynamics of faith is once again emphasized. Clearly,
faith that does not arrive, never took off! Such faith is empty, dead, in fact,
non-existent. James’ terminology does not merely convey that faith is apparent from, recognizable in, or complemented by, deeds (with Manton, 253254). Neither does it simply suggest that deeds display the stirring, the exercise and the vigor of faith (contra Manton, 254). It transcends all this. Without deeds faith can never be the expansive “total package,” neither the intrinsic “perfect gift,” that it is. The phrase “brought to perfection” in James 2:22
is embedded in the same tapestry of James’ thinking pattern that presented us
with the perfect endurance of James 1:3, the perfect holiness of James 1:4,
and the perfect law of James 1:25 (So also Johnson, 243). The realities James
is talking about are either “perfect” in intended design and substance or, when
push comes to shove, they do not exist. Hebrews 11 presents us with impressive samples of what faith that comes into its own can be and is. In the midst
of trials and temptations, frailties and failures, doubts and discouragements,
pressures and perplexities “heroes of faith” cheerfully embark upon the march
of faith in awesome triumphs (Heb. 11:1-35a) as well as in what the world
may define as abject defeats (Heb. 11:35b-38)! “Faith is the decisive ‘action’
that leads to justification. But this ‘action’ leaves evidence of its occurring –
‘works’” (Moo, 1985, 112). When faith fails to come into its own, it meets
with God’s displeasure and ends up with man’s perdition (Heb. 10:38-39).
One commentator’s conviction, that the idea of “faith brought to perfection” is a bad fit, is passing strange. Supposedly faith is already perfect by definition at the very moment that it is exercised, and therefore it cannot be perfected any further (Zodhiates, II, 46). This is a rather convoluted conviction.
After all, since nothing is perfect on earth, everything that is purposefully
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godly, can, must, and will (!) be perfected! Another commentator’s insistence
that Abraham is justified by works forensically (italics, mine) upon the perfection of his Genesis 15:6 faith in the Genesis 22:2-10 sacrifice of Isaac cannot be endorsed either. Supposedly James “banks on the potency of a deep
Jewish tradition about Abraham’s testing” that it was his faithfulness in the
sacrifice of Isaac that prompted God to issue his justifying verdict, and, in
doing so, follows a perfectly acceptable “Jewish hermeneutics” (McKnight,
248-255). However, since this seems to “sneak” works into the foundation of
forensic justification, it ought to be resisted at all cost! This is a carefully
worded conclusion since at a later point in this commentary we are told that
in the present context “‘justified’ means to be judged in the right by God or to
be made righteous or to be vindicated before God” (McKnight, 257). All this
appears to require at least some further clarification from the author.
As we saw already, it has been argued that “the works of the law,” which
Paul denounces in connection with the basis of the foundational declarative
justification, and “the deeds of the law,” which James endorses in the context
of the final demonstrative justification, are different in nature (Laws, 128ff;
Mitton, 107-108; Henry, III, 1294). Paul supposedly talks either about “the
ceremonial regulations” of the Mosaic Law, such as rules of diet, Sabbath
regulations, etc., or about “works done in a ‘legalistic’ spirit.” James, on the
other hand, speaks about good deeds, not as presented in the Mosaic Law, but
as obedience to the will of God as it is embodied in the life and teaching of
Christ, specifically in “acts of charity that fulfill the law of love” (See for this
precise formulation, Moo, 1985, 101, in his “Additional Note” on the topic).
This seems a strange disjunction. As mentioned already, it is much preferable to define the deeds James champions as the content of the Mosaic
Law (Heb. 8:10ff), as further exemplified, i.e. expressed and manifested, in
the life and teaching of Jesus (without the “symbolical shadows” and the “political scaffolding”). In all of this law and love, love and law, are intertwined
and form one attractive tapestry, blending together, rather than canceling each
other out (PDavids, 60). Paul, furthermore, speaks about exactly the same
works. The difference then is that James requires them as the substance of
sanctification, while Paul excludes them as the ground for justification. “The
difference is in the sequence of works and conversion: Paul denies any efficacy to pre-conversion works, but James is pleading for the absolute necessity
of post-conversion works” (So correctly Moo, 1985, 102, in the conclusion of
his excellent “Additional Note”).
All in all, Paul is fighting a rampant and live heresy by focusing on the
function of faith, while James a dead and decaying orthodoxy by expanding
on the quality of faith. Both “shake hands” in Acts 15 (Zodhiates, II, 50)! After everything is said and done, they are in full and cordial agreement, “The
life of sanctification dates from the moment a man is justified by faith ... but
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the life of sanctification is not a life of faith only; it is a life of what might be
called faith-obedience” (Tasker, 70; see also Rom. 16:26).
4. According to James 2:23, the sacrifice of Isaac by Abraham in Genesis
22 is a “fulfillment” of Genesis 15:6. This raises the question how this is
possible, since Genesis 15:6 was not meant to be a prophecy or a prediction.
The answer is simple. To be sure, the verb “to fulfill” can imply, and frequently does imply “a prediction come true.” But there are other meanings as
well! In Matthew 2:15 it signifies that the historical fact of “Israel’s call out
of Egypt” at the time of the Exodus turns into a pattern that has a second application, indicating “Christ’s call out of Egypt” as the true “Israel of God!”
“To fulfill,” therefore, equals “to have a further application.” In James 2:23
neither a “prediction come true,” nor “a further “application” come into view,
but rather an unmistakable “implication” (See PDavids, 69; and Manton,
256). “What we have here is not a prophecy-fulfillment scheme ... but a use
of Gen. 15:6 to show that this verse is a confirmation of what James has been
saying” (Martin, 93). What God promulgated in Genesis 15, was carried
through and carried out to the end and in this way verified in Genesis 22
(Zodhiates, II, 49). In short, the full implication of Genesis 15 is Genesis 22.
The latter authenticates and legitimizes Abraham’s faith and in the larger biblical framework Abraham’s justification as well. A powerful statement, indeed!
It proves to be even more powerful, when it is recognized that both genuine faith (demonstrably “justified”) and gracious justification (manifestly
authenticated) produce friendship with God (See also 2 Chron. 20:7 and Is.
41:8). Productive faith “endears” us to God and leads to a rich and enriching
intimacy with him (Henry, III, 1295). At the same time it is sobering to realize that without such faith and justification such friendship can never materialize. Friendship goes hand in hand both with the peace that flows forth
from justification by faith (Rom. 5:1), and from the sonship that is inseparable from holiness through the Spirit (Rom.8:4, 13-14). But when it becomes a
reality, it is glorious. Friends become “one soul,” have a common life, common interests, common concerns and common goals. They always share everything with each other in a communication of goods, status, will, energy,
time, as well as secrets, and all that because there is a sharing of “hearts” in
mutual respect and delight (Gen. 18:17, 25; 1 Sam. 18:1-4; 2 Sam. 16:17; Ps.
41:9; 55:12; John 15:13, 15). It fits quite well in the whole picture of James
with its theme of practical godliness to point out that friendship with God,
while contingent upon faith and justification, goes hand in hand with sanctification (John 15:14). This is further underscored in James 4:4. The friendship
with the world is said to incompatible with the friendship with God (Hartin,
160). In fact, a friend of the world is defined as an enemy of God (So also
Richardson, 141). By referring in this context to Abraham as a friend of God,
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with all that this entails, he anticipates the unbridgeable gap between the two
“friendships,” mentioned in James 4:4!
Turning now to the wording and exegesis of Genesis 15:6, the meaning
of the phrase “Abraham’s faith was imputed to him for righteousness,” when
understood correctly, adds further weight to the power of James’ argument in
James 1:23. In general this phrase meets with two possible interpretations.
(1) Abraham’s faith was the instrument through which he received righteousness (namely that of Christ) and becomes a friend of God. This interpretation has in its favor the fact that it reflects the teaching of Paul in his letter
to the Romans. In short, Genesis 15:6 informs us that Abraham was justified
by faith. While this is, of course, fully biblical, the problem is the wording of
the text. It simply does not seem to say this!
(2) Abraham’s faith itself constitutes the righteousness that makes him
acceptable to God and produces his friendship with God. This has the advantage of being closer to the text. But it has an even greater problem than the
first interpretation. It cannot be endorsed as biblical. If “bare faith” were sufficient, it would remove the necessity of the work of Christ in both his cross
and resurrection.
Since the first interpretation is not what the text says (“Faith is imputed
unto righteousness”) and the second is not biblical (One becomes acceptable
to God only on the basis of an “alien” righteousness, namely, that of the Savior), a third interpretation appears to be preferable.
(3) God ascribes such an enormous importance to faith that he imputes it
unto righteousness. In other words, the emphasis is not upon faith as an instrument (Interpretation Number 1) nor on faith as a work (Interpretation
Number 2), but on the pivotal importance and powerful nature of faith. In the
eyes of God having faith is tantamount to having righteousness. “You have
faith? I attach righteousness to it.” As I already mentioned, the source of that
righteousness is not stated in Genesis 15, neither is its essence defined, nor its
instrument identified in as many words. All this is progressively revealed.
God appears to be its source (Is. 45:24-25), Christ its essence (Jer. 23:6;
33:16), and faith its, now fully defined, instrument (Hab. 2:4). In other words,
only in progressive revelation the righteousness of Genesis 15:6 appears to be
exclusively a God-righteousness, solely a Christ-righteousness and only a
(fully developed) faith-righteousness (See also Phil. 3:9). Genesis 15:6
“merely” points out that “to have faith is for all practical purposes to have
righteousness,” no more and no less! The focus and emphasis, therefore, are
the awesome effect of embracing and appropriating the promises of God.
This, incidentally, is not a new view. Three centuries ago it was already perceptively emphasized that this is the focus in the famous Genesis 15:6 passage, “Scripture does not declare what is the matter of our justification, but
only what value the Lord is pleased to put upon acts of faith” (Manton, 257).
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Well, as has been argued already, this sets the stage for James’ powerful
teaching. Genesis 15 and Genesis 22 go hand in glove. In fact, Genesis 15
finds its goal and fulfillment in Genesis 22. More potently yet, Genesis 15
comes into its own in Genesis 22. For all practical purposes, my claim to be a
believer in Jesus Christ sounds hollow, and does not need to be taken at face
value, unless it is backed up by the sacrifice of what is dearest and nearest to
me ... like a son or a daughter, or more precisely in Abraham’s case, his son
as the sole appointed gateway for the realization of the Kingdom of God. In
short, when I profess faith, it is not so that someone else is obliged to believe
it unless he or she can disprove it. Rather, when I profess faith, it is incumbent upon me to show (potentially earth-shaking) evidence of its authenticity,
and therewith at the same time the legitimacy of my justification, before anyone else is allowed to, or should, believe it! Both Paul in Romans 4:3 and
James in James 2:23 make reference to Genesis 15:6 as pivotal for their respective arguments. “Paul looked to the Abraham story (in its initial stages in
Genesis 15:6) to show how God is predisposed to forgive (and justify ungodly) sinners. James looked at the Abraham story (in its closing stages in Genesis 22:1ff) to show how genuine faith operates” (Richardson, 140). In other
words, Paul invites us to look at justification from the declarative perspective,
while James invites us to do so from the demonstrative perspective. Both
perspectives are biblically legitimate and complementary!
5. Finally, the conclusion of this section in James 2:24, a restatement of
the proposition of James 2:21 in the form of a universal principle, contains no
new elements. But it does tersely and forcefully summarize and so underscore
what has been said, “A man is justified by deeds, and not by faith alone.”
Faith alone is the instrument for the foundational justification, all right. This
is not in dispute. But no one can pass the final verdict unless his or her faith is
demonstrably faith. This is in dispute (in James). Only an active faith that is
authenticated and so can pass the final judgment (1) proves to be genuine
faith, and (2) insures that the foundational justification is a reality, and not
just wishful thinking. In short, only an active faith is approved by God, and
not “a naked profession,” “a dead faith,” “a mere assent,” “an empty speculation” (Manton, 260). As one commentator puts it, “James does not plead for
faith plus works, but for faith at work” (Hort, quoted in Mitton, 114). A
second one echoes this, “the contrast is between faith minus works and works
minus faith, not between faith and works” (Adamson, 132).
In summary, if James uses the term “justified” in the declarative sense,
Paul focuses on the cause of justification and excludes the possibility of
works, and James on the effects of justification and enforces the presence of
works; Paul on how we are justified, and James on how we shall evidence
ourselves to be justified. On the other hand, if he uses the term in the demonstrative sense, which I deem the correct interpretation and preferable by far,
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Paul focuses on the office of faith, James on the quality of faith (Manton,
264). In either case, the complementarity of James and Paul is without question. Paul combats the Pharisees in his affirmation of justification by faith
without cooperating works. James combats carnal “gospelers” in his condemnation of a profession of faith without accompanying deeds (Manton, 265). In
sum, just as Paul attaches the instrument of faith to declarative justification
and not to works, so James attaches the presence of deeds to faith and not to
declarative justification.
In an Excursus on Abraham one commentator plays up the Jewish tradition, in which works of righteousness are constitutive of a man of piety, off
against Paul. James, as a spokesman for the masses and with his emphasis
upon righteous, religious motivated, conduct, weighs in on the side of this
Jewish tradition, and is a stranger to Paul’s forensic interests in justification,
and the supernatural character of faith that serves those interests (Rom. 4:4;
15:9-10) (Dibelius, 168-180). Another commentator adds that in his emphasis
upon a “working faith” James is supposedly more in line with the rest of the
NT (John the Baptist, Jesus, Hebrews, and 1 John) than Paul. In fact, in the
early Church Paul may have been the “outsider” (McKnight, 260-261). Candidly, all this is more than questionable.

(3) Rahab as Complementing and Crowning Paradigm (2:25)
In Rahab the same pattern of God’s approval (Manton, 266) is on display.
“To give another instance, was not Rahab justified by deeds” (Martin, 96)?
She demonstrated the authenticity of the faith she professed (Josh. 2:11),
when she welcomed the spies, hid them in her home and expedited their departure (See Tasker, 71), and in so doing put her life in jeopardy (Josh. 2:1-6;
Heb. 11:31). The question may well be asked why James deemed it necessary
to back up Abraham with Rahab of all people, a “patriarch” with a “prostitute” (Keddie, 119), and then, to top it off, as a “second example of equal
weight” (Martin, 96)? Is this not an anticlimax? After all, “Abraham and righteousness form a ready and obvious pair in ... the biblical world. But Rahab?
That is another matter altogether!” They seem to be “the odd couple” (Brosend, 75-76), a “minor and unsavory figure” conjoined to a towering “patriarch” (Doriani, 97). “It is rather remarkable that this relatively minor character in the OT history, though one who played a significant part in the success of the Israelite invasion of Canaan … should appear not only here, but
also as the last example of faith to be given individual treatment in the great
catalogue of Hebrews 11” (Bauckham, 124). Well, apart from the fact that the
mention of a man (Abraham) and a woman (Rahab) as his “crown witnesses”
in this context might (or might not) reflect James’ earlier reference to a destitute brother and sister (Jam. 2:15), there seem to be at least six good reasons
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for introducing her in this context. A “perennial” friend of God is complemented with a “recent” friend of the world, a model Israelite with a shady
Gentile, a veteran believer with a young start-up, a respectable man with a
disreputable woman, and, finally, someone who in actual practice surrenders
his son’s life with someone who in manifest principle surrenders her own.
In a nutshell, what we seem to end up with is a “judicious, clear-headed,
and exemplary saint,” on the one hand, and someone who has been called an
“intemperate, sober and superior sinner,” on the other (See Zodhiates, II, 64).
It is rather intriguing that a close look at the reference to Rahab indicates
quite the opposite. James very well may have topped of his argument with a
second, more impressive and effective example rather than one with less or
equal impact. Let us take this look!
First, Abraham, as the friend of God (Gen. 18:17ff) and the father of all
believers (Rom. 4:16), was “the top of the heap,” a friend of God. Rahab, on
the other hand, as a harlot, was the “bottom of the barrel,” seemingly a friend
of the world. Believers may tend to excuse themselves when brought face to
face with Abraham. “Don’t compare me with him. He is unique!” This is to
say, to fall below the standard of Abraham is to be expected and “normal.”
However, a comparison with Rahab will make short shrift of every excuse.
“You think that you compare favorably vis-à-vis Rahab? Well, ‘noblesse oblige!’ To imitate her should be in your reach. So you better live up to the
standard she provides.” In short, since everyone will find himself somewhere
in between Abraham and Rahab, not as “good” as Abraham, but certainly
“better” than Rahab, the two models bracket every believer. There is no
excuse not to have an active faith! Abraham may seem to be too lofty a model
to follow. Rahab would put you to shame, if you don’t. And ... you cannot let
that happen, can you now?
But there is a second element. Abraham was the archetypal Israelite. Rahab was the “unclean” Gentile, in fact, a Canaanite. If she, a Canaanite (with
only historical knowledge and without covenantal exposure to the Word of
God) has an active faith, especially the Jewish Christians, the bulk of James’
readership, could portray no less! It is a “good bet” that pagan parents of that
day instilled a greater awe for JHWH than their contemporary Israelite “covenant parents.” How so? Well, forty years after the Exodus a relatively
young woman, most likely born after the event, displayed an understanding of
the God of Israel that is simply astounding! Where did she get this understanding without the benefit of libraries, journals, newspapers, or other media
of that kind? There appears to be only one reasonable answer for that sort of
“phenomenon.” Pagan parents must have hammered the majesty of JHWH
into the hearts and lives of their pagan children. This cannot but indicate a
telling contrast between them and the “covenant parents” of that day! The
carcasses of these covenant parents as well as the carcasses of their children
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over twenty were buried in the desert in mass graves because of their callous
rebellion. Regrettably, this is not an incidental occurrence. Historically
“children of the Kingdom” run the perennial risk of walking in the footsteps
of their not so illustrious forefathers (Mt. 23:29-35). This is quite a lure, because their conduct is the only model they know from experience, and therefore one that is difficult to escape!
Third, Abraham was an (exemplary) man and Rahab an (unimpressive)
woman. However, when it comes down to justified faith, gender is clearly not
an issue. In terms of a truly saving relationship to God there is total equality
between male and female (Gal. 4:28).
Fourth, the combination of Abraham and Rahab is remarkable in more
ways than already indicated. Abraham was an experienced believer and Rahab a young believer (Keddie, 120). Quite a difference! By the same token, in
the exercise of their faith this difference vanished completely. Rahab was as
shining an example as Abraham, possibly even more shining in the light of
her young faith!
Fifth, careful analysis discloses that Rahab may, indeed, have exercised
her faith in an even more potent fashion than Abraham. The latter was ready
to sacrifice the life of his son. But by hiding the spies Rahab put her own life
on the line. A successful police search of her house would have most certainly resulted in her death (Phillips, 92). In other words, her example proves to
be even more telling than the one of Abraham (contra Keddie, 120, who minimizes her example vis-à-vis Abraham: she supposedly “‘only’ hid the spies
and covered herself with a relatively safe lie about their path of escape”). She
clearly is not an “optional extra,” thrown in by James, but serves an essential
function in that she as the seeming “inferior” outshines her apparent “superior” (by far). For James Abraham is undoubtedly the primary and foundational paradigm. But Rahab turns out to be the concluding and crowning paradigm. For the truly observant reader she firmly cements James’ argument,
in fact, puts it in concrete. It should not go unnoticed that she gained her life
because she was willing to lose it (Heb. 11:31). And what a gain it was! Not
only did she and her relatives escape the destruction of her city and its inhabitants. She also was honored with an awesome place in the genealogy of our
Lord and Savior (Mt. 1:5). From confession to possession to succession (So
Zodhiates, II, 66)!
Sixth, in the final analysis all this is even more awesome when it is recognized that Rahab’s conduct was not fueled by any promise of God. In exercising her faith she possibly outdistanced Abraham most in terms of the basis
for their respective faith and its activity. Abraham was literally surrounded by
promises. The horizon of his life was filled with them (Gen. 12:1-3). He
could ground both his faith and its activity early as well as late in life on the
rock-like and powerful promise (with its corresponding assurance) that the
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baby would be born and without fail function as the (only) gateway into the
future, which would comprise a nation as well as the world (Gen. 15:1ff),
whether it “remained alive” or “returned from the dead!” Rahab had no such
“fall-back” position. She had only the “promise” (read: threat!) of radical and
total annihilation. All she saw was the enraged and menacing majesty of God.
And she believed! She surrendered without the luxury of an assured future.
She simply was overwhelmed by the glory of God. But even this was not all.
She pursued her now well-known course of action because it was manifestly
“the only thing” to do. Herewith she fully authenticated her faith by an act of
nearly unparalleled bravery! If faith is a powerhouse in Abraham, it is off the
chart in Rahab!
All in all, James “designedly put together two persons so different in
their character, in order more clearly to show that no one, whatever may have
been his or her condition, nation, class or society, has ever been accounted
righteous without good works” (Calvin, quoted in Cranfield, 342).
The question has (rather anti-climactically) arisen, whether Rahab was
justified in telling what seems to be a non-truth. In this, of course, she resembled the midwives of Exodus 1:15-21. Eventually both Rahab and the midwives were blessed mightily by the Lord. But would that imply, that their
conduct was not merely acceptable, but even a model for today? Some say
(very much) no (John Murray). After all, a lie is a lie. Others say (very much)
yes (John Calvin). After all, in warfare deception is not just a fully acceptable, but invariably a recommended course of action, if Scripture means anything (Josh. 8:1ff).
A further argument for the latter position may be found in the difference
between the extra-biblical Western/Greek (aletheia) and the biblical Hebrew
concept of truth (‘emeth). The former indicates “exposure of what is hidden.”
The latter denotes “constructive dependability,” which detests destructive behavior, always shies away from it, and always seeks to prevent it. The Bible
clearly opposes truth in the sense of “mere exposure” (think of the prohibition
to gossip, etc.), but promotes truth as a constructive entity (Prov. 23:23). In
the light of these definitions, the midwives and Rahab may not have passed
the Greek standard. After all, they refused to “expose,” and wanted nothing to
do with death by exposure. But they certainly lived up to the standard of Biblical truth. They prevented murder! Pharaoh’s soldiers and the men of the Jericho’s king were the culprits. They were a murderous bunch. The midwives
and Rahab simply lived out Peter’s truth, “We must obey God rather than
man” (Acts 4:19). From this perspective they surrendered to his unambiguous
instruction, “You shall not murder.” This forbids not only committing the act,
but also “aiding and abetting” others in the act!
The Ninth Commandment comes into the picture as well. “You shall not
bear false witness.” That is, you shall not jeopardize one’s standing or posi953

tion in life either by word or deed, in the courtroom or outside the courtroom.
Conversely you must be dependable, supportive and constructive. In this light
one must conclude that Rahab and the midwives were called upon to obey the
Ninth Commandment in the face of attempted murder. This means that they
had no other choice.
Incidentally, this implies that their behavior was not a matter of “civil
disobedience.” The latter is always an unbiblical tactic. Peter did not engage
in such conduct either. Let me paraphrase his statement to the Sanhedrin,
“We are called upon to obey, and we will obey. But you require us to act so
as to disobey a clear-cut instruction of our God. Well, we have no option. We
will continue to preach! Of course, we don’t couch our conduct in terms of
disobedience, civil, ecclesiastical, or otherwise, but define it as obedience to
God. He ‘regrettably’ (irony!) pulls rank on you. If you want to call this disobedience toward you, that is your business and not our responsibility! We
call it obedience to God.” From this perspective Rahab obeyed God in preventing murder and took the side of God in the warfare that had its beginning
in Genesis 3:15!
Finally, how does all this translate for today? Well, it seems that we can
claim that an analogous situation exists, when and only when we, just as the
midwives and Rahab, take action or speak out in defense of life at the risk of
our own lives. If this condition is not met, the situation is not analogous, and
will not allow us, whether in our “conduct of deceptive and destructive lies,”
or in opting for so-called white lies, or in resorting to anything else of that
kind, hide behind the “conduct of strategic and constructive truth” on the part
of the midwives and Rahab.

(4) Hopelessness of Dead Faith (2:26)
James’ concluding verdict is crisp and to the point in “yet another comparison” (Martin, 98). The union of faith and deeds is as close as the union of
body and spirit, the life principle breathed into man (Gen. 2:7). We simply
cannot conceive the body without the spirit (Zodhiates, II, 69; so also
McKnight, 258, with reference to Gen. 2:7; 6:17; Ps. 31:5; Ezek. 38:8-10; Lk.
8:55; 23:46; 1 Cor. 7:34), unless it is a corpse fit to disintegrate in a coffin,
dressed and all. In fact, “the sooner it is buried, the better” (Phillips, 93). In
the opinion of one commentator, “An impure life veiled under profession is
as noisome to God as a dead body is to you.” This makes faith that does not
produce holiness comparable to “a rotting carcass,” loathsome and offensive.
In that scenario even the prayers are an abomination (Prov. 28:9), “like the
breath that comes from rotten lungs.” Furthermore, because dead faith is incapable of uniting with Christ, it is and remains a dead-end street. There
simply is no future for this type of faith (Manton, 270).
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Does all this (almost) resemble a “rhetorical overkill” (Martin, 98)? Absolutely not! Apart from the fact that this statement summarizes the present
section from James 2:14 and onward, James appears quite willing to reiterate
this “truth” not once, but a million times in a million ways. Truthfully, from
his perspective there is a dire need for that in the Church of Christ on an ongoing basis (See also Heb. 3:13). Whenever eternity is at stake, every preacher or teacher may, in fact, should go in this kind of “overdrive!” This makes
perfect sense once it is recognized that a tenacious belief in any doctrinal position, and especially to the rare monotheistic creed in the days of James,
easily makes one oblivious to the fact that it requires action. That folks would
“behave as though such belief were enough to guarantee their salvation,
would not be surprising. It is this belief that James attacks as useless unless it
is the kind of wholehearted trust that produces good works” (Bauckham,
127). At any rate, James serves as a model to be emulated! The contrast that
James eyes is, once again, not between faith and works, but between faith that
is dead, and naturally remains alone, and faith that is alive, active, and produces offspring (Laws, 139). Even if it seems alive like a mule, it is dead like
a mule for the simple reason that it is only a mule, unable to reproduce itself.
The relationship between faith and obedience in Scripture is clearly a fine tapestry. Both antinomianism (faith without works) and nomianism (works
without faith) stand condemned. Only he who believes is (and can be truly)
obedient (contra works righteousness and nomianism). At the same time, only
he who is obedient (truly) believes (contra cheap grace and antinomianism)!
In short, “No works: no real faith. No faith: no real works” (Keddie, 120)! To
be a picture of spiritual health, one must exhibit the unmistakable presence of
both. “‘Separating faith from works’ has the same effect as ‘separating body
from spirit’ – ‘death’” (Cargal, 134). All in all, James’ “justification by
deeds” must without blushing be trumpeted from the rooftops, and under no
circumstances may Paul’s “justification by faith,” which is designed to undergird it, be openly entered or surreptitiously be smuggled into the equation
to neglect, sidestep, undercut, oppose or destroy it. After all, “without holiness no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14).
In the words of one commentator, “There is as much necessity that faith
and works should be united to constitute true religion, as there is that body
and soul should be united to constitute a living man” (A. Barnes, quoted in
Motyer, 110). But even beyond this in the words of a second commentator, it
should not only be recognized that false faith is empty in offering neither service to mankind (mere wishes, but nothing more), nor obedience to God
(empty monotheism, good for demons), but also that true faith is dynamite in
offering costly obedience to God (Abraham), and costly service to mankind
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(Rahab) (Doriani, 101).337

Topical Focus #14: Faith & Deeds
Scripture in its totality confirms James’ teaching, in the light of both the nature of faith
and the object of faith. Faith has three elements, a root, an essence and a fruit. Just as
the root of unbelief is rebellion (Deut. 1:26-29), so the root of faith is surrender. The
essence of faith is embrace, appropriation (Westminster Confession of Faith, XIV, 2).
The fruit of faith is self-abandonment. While James focuses on self-abandonment, the
fruit or evidence of faith, in the life of Abraham, as portrayed in Genesis 22, the other
two elements are present in Abraham as well. The root of Abraham’s faith, surrender
to the promises of God and the God of these promises, is described in Genesis 12-14.
Abraham’s heartfelt embrace of both is the subject of Genesis 15. But note well that
the embrace of faith, which leads to justification in Genesis 15, needed to be verified.
This occurs in Genesis 22:1ff, esp. 12, “Now I know that you fear God.”
The NT pictures the intimacy of the appropriation of Christ figuratively and
graphically as “eating his flesh and drinking his blood” (John 6:51ff). Incidentally,
such intimate closing with Christ is not something that man can produce. It is, and
must be, a gift (John 6:44, 65). Now on to the details of the essence and object of faith!
1. With regard to the nature or essence of faith, a. Faith closes with Christ from a
broken heart--analogous to the broken Christ on the cross--in conviction of the exceeding sinfulness of sin as an offense against God (Ps. 51:4) and in recognition of one’s
deepest self as the root of sin (Ps. 51:5). b. Faith closes with Christ from an undivided
heart--analogous to the undivided love of Christ (John 17:9)--in turning away from sin
and self to him, who alone is sufficient (Lk. 4:12; 18:8; Phil. 3:3,7-9), as the only object of our love (Mt. 6:24; 13:22; 45-46), without any “ifs, ands, or buts.” c. Faith
closes with Christ from a committed heart--analogous to the committed love of Christ
(John 13:1)--in seeking him as prophet, priest, and king (Phil. 2:10), without regard for
the “inconveniences” (Mt. 8:19-20; Mk. 10:28; Phil. 3:8).
2. With regard to the object of faith: a. The Savior answers the problem of our rebellious heart (Ezek. 36:26) in providing for his children a new heart by including
them in his death (destruction of the old disposition) and resurrection (producing a
new man) (Rom. 6:6-11). Mark that this new heart, man or disposition is implanted in
God’s child in his rebirth, through the Spirit, and evidences itself in faith and repentance. Of this new heart, 1 John 3:9 says that it “cannot sin.” This is, inasmuch as it
337

McCartney, 274, argues that the “faith deeds” in James 2:26 could not possibly be “law
works.” After all, in Abraham’s days the Torah had not yet been given, and in the case of Rahab, her explicitly mentioned status of “prostitute” keeps the Torah out of the picture. Bauckham, 128, makes short shrift of this position, “James no doubt takes it for granted that the
works to which he refers are acts of obedience to the law.” The context of the “perfect law of
liberty” (Jam. 1:25), the “royal law” (Jam. 2:8), the “whole Law” (Jam. 2:10), and of the Sixth
and Seventh Commandment (Jam. 2:11) naturally does, and should lead to this conclusion. I
am fully aware of the tenacity to which many hold to a nomian, non-nomian, or anti-nomian
position. But the question should be asked what would prompt anyone to ignore the context of
James 2:14-26 and its logical build-up to arrive at the “summit” argument of this section?
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thirsts for forgiveness and holiness, sin is repugnant to it, and contrary to its nature.
Hence, the born again man will never plunge himself deliberately into sin or deliberately indulge himself in the practice of sin (1 John 3:9; 5:18). b. The Savior answers
the problem of our guilty past/record (Ezek. 36:25; Rom. 3:10-19) in substituting himself for his children, paying the penalty of sin by his death, and providing righteousness by His obedient life (Is. 53:1ff.). Mark that this substitution is the basis for the
forgiveness of sin. c. The Savior answers the problem of our impotent life (Ezek.
36:27; John 15:5; Phil. 4:13) by functioning as the source of holiness of life for his
children (John 15:5; Eph. 2:10; Heb. 10:10, 14). Mark that this holiness of life is
communicated to God’s children through the Holy Spirit by means of the Word (1 Pet.
2:2) and through prayer (Ezek. 36:27; Eph. 6:18; 1 Tim. 4:5).When the believer embraces this Savior, he embraces Him in his totality, in all three aspects at the same
time. The Spirit of God either applies all three benefits of the Savior, a new heart, a
new record, and a new life, or he applies none at all. God’s salvation is a total salvation. When he saves sinners, he saves sinners (Ezek. 36:25-27)! Salvation is clearly
God-centered. Man is not allowed to “pick and choose” whatever pleases him. He
cannot, for instance, choose to have forgiveness of sins, while ignoring the other two
aspects or leaving them “for a later time.” d. This places the burden on the shoulders of
the preacher/teacher, in the church and in evangelism, to present Christ in his fullness.
Then, when a profession of repentant faith is made, there is every reason to believe
that it constitutes a work of grace in the heart, rather than merely an assent of the
mind, a determination of the will, or a stirring of the emotions that are produced by
man. Incidentally, in James 3:1ff addresses “teachers.” This is no coincidence!
3. Finally, the implications of James’ teaching for one’s understanding of a “good
work” are apparent. a. “Good works” are not works that one performs in order to earn
salvation. Since man is dead in trespasses and sins, he naturally cannot work, not by
the farthest stretch of the imagination (Eph. 2:1ff). b. “Good works” are not works that
are merely done in grateful response to the salvation one has in Christ. This is a widespread view, especially where it is basically promoted in creedal form (Heidelberg Catechism). But it is unbiblical in principle and in practice. It separates salvation and holiness. It intimates that salvation flows from Christ, and that holiness is (somehow to
be) produced in response to salvation. However, Scripture teaches in Romans 7 that
man cannot generate any good works--not even after his regeneration. Further, John
15:5 states that man is totally dependent for good works upon the Savior, just as the
branch is dependent upon the vine for fruit. Since gratitude is a “good work” as well, it
cannot be produced by man. Even if there may be an internal concatenation between
(the good work of) gratitude and (other) works, just as there is between (the obedience
of) love and joy on the one hand, and obedience to the Ten Commandments on the
other, gratitude cannot function as an independent engine for any good work. c. “Good
works” are a part of salvation as a gift of God’s grace. In fact, they are one of the three
(with regeneration and justification) component and essential elements of salvation,
without which one cannot see the Lord (Heb. 12:14). Since man--even the regenerate
man--is unable to produce them in his own strength, they are not a more-or-less successful, “spontaneous” response (of gratitude) to salvation, nor are they something one
“tries” for. Rather, they are something the believer on the basis of the Word of God,
and specifically the Law of God, seriously and continuously prays for in dependence
upon God because of his own inability, and does in the strength of Christ and the Spirit
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(See for the biblical place and function of “gratitude” in the Christian life, the trailblazing volume by John Piper, Future Grace (Multnomah Books, 2009), as well as
John Piper, God is the Gospel, 136). d. It has been said that a distinction must be made
between good good works (good works in the believer), bad bad works (bad works in
the unbeliever), good bad works (“good” works in the unregenerate), and bad good
works (bad works in the regenerate) (Gerstner). While this may not tell the whole story, it certainly is “something to ponder!”
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III. ATTAINMENT OF HOLINESS
(In the Christian Experience)

3:1-4:10
Introduction
The passage that now follows is supposedly “one of the more obviously selfcontained sections in the letter” (Johnson, 253), without any substantive connection with the preceding (Grosheide, 1955, 383), or “a thought-out order.”
In fact, “any structural proposal might be knocked over on a windy day”
(McKnight, 266). At the same time, while it does not appear to have any
substantive connection either with what precedes it, or with what follows it
for that matter, it nevertheless is believed to form a “single rhetorical unit,”
and to stand as “an intelligible discourse” on its own, “since it has the earmarks of a “careful composition,” and a “well-balanced,” sustained “argument” (Johnson, 254; so also Brosend, 86; Hartin, 181-182; Royster, 66),338
specifically for teachers from James 3:1 through James 4:10 (McKnight, 267)
as it moves from critical, arrogant, impure, and quarrelsome speech resulting
in dissensions and disputes in the community to the antidote of the fruitful
wisdom from above through radical repentance (Moo, 1985, 118).
The only connection with what precedes it is said to be formal in nature.
James continues to emphasize the need for being a doer of the Word, mentioned in James 1:22. He could imply in general that “words are also works”
(Tasker, 72; Moo, 1985, 118), although this is viewed as a “fanciful” proposal
as well (McKnight, 265), but specifically picks up the theme of the tongue
that already occupied him in James 1:19 and 1:26, and to a certain extent also
in James 2:3-6, 2:16, and 2:18 (Johnson, 254-255), even if the focus upon the
use and power of the tongue as exemplified in the role of the teacher in the
church is sufficiently novel that this section most likely constitutes a new topic (Martin, 103). While all this is an improvement over the view that the various elements of this passage are fully aphoristic (Dibelius, 181), it still fails to
recognize this section as a vital component of the Epistle that not only evidences its deep structure, but is also essential for its exquisite tapestry.
At first glance the focus is, indeed, the tongue, first of all in conjunction
with “teachers” in the congregation (Jam. 3:1), but then also in conjunction
with the membership in general (Jam. 3:9-10). This is eloquently argued by
one commentator. In vivid terms he describes the tongue as “the organ of sociability” with its edifying worship of God and its kind neighborly interac338

According to Hartin, 182, James moves from a theme (3:1), to a reason (3:2), to a proof
(3:3-5a), to an embellishment (3:5b-10), to a conclusion (3:11-12).
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tion. Life would be utterly impoverished without it. It is entitled “to talk big”
and “to hold its head high” (Ps. 34:2; 44:8). On the other hand, it is also the
anti-social organ par excellence, with its blasphemies and cursings, its lies
and defamations. From that perspective it is poison, derives its content from
the pit of hell, and can only pollute all of creation throughout its history from
the very moment of its origination. Even the animal kingdom would stand
aghast in the face of the uncontrollable and untamable tongue (Zodhiates, II,
104-115). Apparently “no member of the body has a greater capacity for
doing harm, in spite of its capacity for doing good” (Brosend, 87).
A second commentator is also of the opinion that James 3 is all about the
tongue, especially as “the primary evidence of our fallen state.” While it is a
particular liability for teachers because of their extensive use of it, “every
self-aware believer” will only too readily recognize how prominent sins of
the tongue are in terms of “the hasty word, the untruthful statement, the sly
suggestion, harmful gossip, innuendo, impurity,” etc. However, James brings
all this out to make the positive point that “the tongue holds a key place in holy living.” In fact, to control it, like a bit controls a horse, and the rudder a
ship, is to be in command of the master-key, the master-switch, of perfection
(Jam. 3:2). After all, winning the battle of the tongue is winning any and all
battles. As such the tongue is not only pivotal for perfection in the immediate
context, but also the focal point of James’ Epistle in general. All its strands
lead up to it, merge into it, emerge from it, and spread out from it (Motyer,
117-121).
To be sure, this commentator continues, the tongue is an unbelievable
evil, a world of unrighteousness, an ever present defilement, an allencompassing conflagration, a hellish fire, “impossible to subdue by any
power resident in mere human nature.” As a result the graphic description of
“its place among our bodily faculties, the dangers it threatens, the fearful task
of controlling such a restive beast,” may well seem “too much, far beyond the
capacity of our present state of sanctification.” Still, in view of James 4:10
there is some daylight, a glimmer of hope! The cause is neither totally, nor
hopelessly lost. “We can make a start here. Here is something precise, limited, manageable,” something within our reach, “something we can tackle.”
“It concerns the way we speak inwardly about a brother or sister ... with a
new respect for the image of God seen in the members of his family.” This,
then apparently sets the train of life (back) on track and (once again) in motion toward the eventual goal of the perfect man (Motyer, 124, 126, with reference to Jam. 4:10 against the backdrop of Jam. 4:2).339
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Blomberg, 163-165, basically echoes this sentiment when he distinguishes between the
“extraordinary” “positive potential” of the tongue, such as in Prov. 10:11a; 15:1a, 22, 31, and
16:24, on the one hand, and its “almost endless” “negative potential,” such as in Prov. 15:1b,
2b, 4b; 16:27, on the other.
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Frankly, this assessment of the tongue is partly excellent, partly problematic, and partly errant.
First of all, the description of “the terror” that the tongue represents as “a
restless evil” and “a deadly poison” is right on the money.
Second, to declare the issue of the tongue the central concern of the Epistle of James, around which all sections cluster, the hinge on which everything
turns, is more than problematic. It is both to misread and to obscure the deep
structure of James by taking one of its elements and elevating this to the organizing principle. James is much more than at bottom “the story of the tongue,” which supposedly makes sense out of all its component elements.
Third, however, my core objection goes much deeper. The notion that at
the end there is somehow still some “manageable” redeeming value in the
tongue, however “limited,” is deeply errant and unacceptable. James does not
paint a totally dark, virtually omnipotent, and basically incorrigible picture of
the tongue in order to indicate that it is the master switch, which must be
thrown in order to gain entrance to the road to perfection, and, furthermore,
that somehow it can (!) be thrown with more or less success. No, James is unequivocal. There is no daylight in the tongue in and by itself, none whatsoever. No light, no possibility of light and no capacity for light! By emphasizing
this he shuts his readers, and in them every possible member of the covenant
community, up to the grace of God. Unless the wisdom which is indispensable for endurance en route to perfection comes from above, there simply is no
wisdom, period, and without it no future, no future, period, for no one, no one
whosoever, under no circumstances, no circumstances whatsoever, nowhere,
nowhere wheresoever! Of course, somewhere and somehow there may be
other alleged “so-called wisdom” at large, inclusive of the “common grace”
type. But ultimately, if James is any indication, all such “wisdom” comes
from “below,” and is, in his terminology, “barren, beastly and devilish” (Jam.
3:15). No wonder that without the wisdom from “above” the road into the
(real) future is blocked by definition! (In a later context more about the complementary nature of “common grace” as somehow tethered to both the “below” and the “above.”)
In short, James is not simply a discourse about the tongue, with all that
this may entail. No, the tongue, with the teacher as “a telling witness for the
prosecution,” is introduced as evidence of a deeper underlying problem that
appears to be an insurmountable barrier to practical godliness of any sort. At
least, it is presented as an obstacle that is insurmountable to and by any human being! This, in turn, is part of the larger context that deals with the issue
as to how practical godliness can be attained. The upshot is that holiness is an
impossible commodity to obtain except as a gift of divine grace!340 The ton340

In this regard sanctification parallels regeneration and justification. Although everyone is
responsible for all three (Ezek. 18:31), no one has the ability to produce them. As I have al961

gue simply serves as a graphic “sample,” as an incontrovertible witness to
hammer this truth home!
In fact, precisely because Christians face a barrier that is insurmountable
to them, the question of the attainment or implementation of holiness turns
into a burning issue. “You must be godly,” God proclaims in James 2, “and to
that end I give you the law as the standard of obedience, as the substance of
holiness, and faith as its dynamics, as the engine that sets it in motion.” Now,
what else would we yet need or want? Is all this not sufficient? Well, James
informs us, you must still learn to grasp how holiness is attained in the experience of the believer. Practical godliness does not “just happen.” It is this issue of implementation that James addresses in the present section. In doing so
he moves decisively beyond the subject matter of Section II into new territory. His message consists of three main points.
First, it is not within the ability of man to bring about holiness (Jam. 3:19). The poison in a “small member,” called the tongue, exemplifies this
beyond a shadow of a doubt. In fact, Paul would later enlarge on this and add
that this poison, designated as “indwelling sin” (Rom. 7:20), is to be found in
“all our members” (Rom. 7:23), that is, in every part, aspect or phase of human existence. In a word, all of human existence is both poisoned and poisoning by definition. Second, this implies that all holiness of any sort and to
any degree can, must, and does only come from “above” (Jam. 3:9-18). In a
further word, the all-pervasive poison by definition has only one antidote, and
that is grace! In a later context Paul underscores this feature as well, when he
emphasizes that all good works are laid up in Christ (Eph. 2:10), and therefore must, and do, originate in heaven (Col. 3:1-4). Third, only the recognition and acknowledgment of man’s “nothingness,” coupled with a constant
and consistent dependence upon Him, will make practical godliness a reality
(Jam. 4:1-10).
James shares all these three elements in Chapter 3:1-4:10. Whatever concrete issues James addresses or whatever picturesque language he uses, there
is always more than meets the eye at first sight. All of the component elements are woven together in a careful network of thought, and all aim to disclose the deep structure of the Epistle. In the process it reveals a tapestry that
could not be more exquisite and conveys a message that could not be more
compelling. One commentator seems both to grasp this and to grapple with it.
He cannot make up his mind whether James 3, especially in the light of all the
metaphors, such as “bits and horses, rudders and ships, fires and forests” suggests “an impossible possibility or a possible impossibility.” Bits and rudders
ready argued, there is no “good will” in the area of regeneration, nor “good works” in the area
of justification, nor “good efforts” in the area of sanctification. Man does, and must live by
grace alone (Ezek. 36:26, 25, 27), which must and will (only) be obtained by prayer (Ezek.
36:37)!
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entail control (possibility) and fire the lack of control (impossibility) (Brosend, 87-88). Regrettably, he does not elaborate on this further. But here he
has, indeed, the hermeneutical key to James 3:1-4:10 at his fingertips. Impossible by definition! Possible by grace (only)! Promising, all right, since
the tongue, as the key to perfection (Jam. 3:2), resembles all-controlling and
thereby steering and directing bits and rudders, but still impossible because it
is essentially fire and poison, and never does (reality) nor can (capability)
transcend this level or move beyond it in and by itself!
At any rate, in this Third Major Segment of the Book of James “The
Gospel of James” emerges. It is the Gospel of Sanctification. In this segment
James does not extrapolate on the Gospel of Regeneration. Nor does he expound on the Gospel of Justification. The Holy Spirit and James leave this to
Paul and the rest of the NT. This, incidentally, is the prerogative of the Divine
as well as the human author. Still the trappings of all three Gospel gifts are
identical, just as humans can neither produce a good will in regeneration, nor
good works in justification, so they cannot produce good works in sanctification. James presents us with the human reason for it, and the divine answer to
it. It is all covered by the theme of “God’s Grace for Wretched Saints,” with
its three divisions of the “Why” (Jam. 3:1-9), the “What” (Jam. 3:10-18) and
the “How” (Jam. 4:1-10)!
A simple anecdote will further illustrate this graphically. An accomplished preacher once received an invitation to enlighten an “upscale” audience about the Christian Faith. Thoroughly intimidated by this prospect he
sought counsel from a close friend how to approach the attendees and what to
say. Frankly, looking at his speaking skills and knowledge reservoir despair
started to knock at his door. “Well,” was his friend’s input, “you better recognize that you are essentially ‘bankrupt.’ Once you do, you will no longer
search for any (non-existing) ‘know-how’ and ‘know-what’ ‘pennies’ in your
own pocket to share with folks. You will turn to God for his grace, and
through his Spirit he will give you the words to say in the best possible way!”
Frankly, this is the James’ kind of counsel everyone needs everywhere and at
all times!
Turning now to the breakdown of James 3:1-4:10, even commentators
who agree that this passage is a separate unit, of whatever sort, do not propose that the author concludes the first sub-section with James 3:9 and starts
the second sub-section at James 3:10, although most agree that he concludes
this second subsection with James 3:18, and turns to the third one at James
4:1. They virtually all believe that the first break does not come until James
3:13. Except possibly in one instance (Blomberg, 150) they regard James 3:112 as a self-contained section (Johnson, 268; Martin, 125; Brosend, 86). On
the surface this has much to recommend itself. After all, does it not seem that
James introduces a new element in James 3:13? Nevertheless in the present
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Commentary I have opted for my division, (1) James 3:1-9, (2) James 3:1018, and (3) James 4:1-10, because this appears to bring out the fundamental
structure of James much more clearly.
James 3:1-9 presents the seeming bankruptcy and hopelessness of the believer in the area of sanctification. Even those who bless God disgorge, gush
out, poison! That is to say, even in their finest hour believers are “open sewers.” Incidentally, anyone who lodges a protest against this would do well to
remember the “spill-over of filth” in James 1:21! If at all possible, James ups
the ante in the present context. At any rate, such protest can only originate in
a subtle kind of Pharisaical pride and self-trust that lacks the depth, breadth
and length of genuine Christian humility and a comparable failure to understand the depth, breadth and length of the Gospel as the Gospel of grace, also
in the area of sanctification.
Then, in James 3:10 the author methodically begins to turn the corner. He
argues step by step through James 3:18 that Christians should not, cannot,
may not, and need not, act like the open sewers that they are in themselves.
Helplessness is not hopelessness. By no stretch of the Christian imagination!
In the midst of human darkness the sunshine of Christian hope could not burn
brighter and could not fill the horizon of the believer’s life more gloriously.
Finally, in James 4:1-10 James maps out in a truly astounding tapestry
how in God’s design the believer experientially can and will enjoy that sunshine. It is predicated upon a combination of self-knowledge (Jam. 4:1-5) and
God-centeredness (Jam. 4:6-10). The need for the former is self-evident from
and undergirded by James 3:1-9. It exhibits itself in a renunciation of any and
all proud self-trust. The need for the latter is obvious from and dictated by
James 3:10-18. It goes hand in hand with the most abject humility.341
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Johnson divides Jam. 3:1-4:10 into two sections, Jam. 3:1-12 and Jam. 3:13-4:10. While to
his credit he recognizes the linkage between the latter part of Chapter 3 and the first part of
Chapter 4, nevertheless the deep structure escapes him.
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1. OBSTACLE TO VICTORY
(3:1-9)
a. Focus upon Human Impotence (3:1-5)
(1) Let not many of you become teachers, my brothers, because
you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness. (2) For we all err in many ways. If anyone commits no error in his speech, he is a perfect person, able to control the entire body also. (3) And if we put bits in the mouths of horses to
get them to obey us, we also guide their entire body. (4) Look at
ships as well. Although they are so large and driven by strong
winds, they are guided by a tiny rudder at the beck and call of
the pilot. (5) So too the tongue is a small limb and boasts of
great exploits. Look how huge a forest is set ablaze by how
small a flame!

(1) Paradigm of Teachers (3:1)
Why would James warn members of the covenant community not to become
teachers, when Scripture with equal force rebukes them for not being teachers
(Heb. 5:12), in fact, heartily commends the believer’s desire to enter into the
teaching office (1 Tim. 3:1)? Many commentators could not resist the temptation to surmise that there must be something essentially wrong with the folks
James addresses. Otherwise why would James so emphatically start out by
warning the Church against a craving, a rush, if not a stampede, to become
teachers? A whole slew of possibilities have been advanced.
First, they are supposedly self-appointed, false teachers with total lack of
humility, impostors with sinful motivation who seek to implement their own
agenda, pretenders who refuse to practice what they preach and only call attention to themselves, or possibly even self-appointed intruders whose mediocrity was manifest to everyone except themselves. In this case James would
stand in the gap against foreign elements in the body ecclesiastic with the indisputable certainty of disastrous consequences for both faith and practice.
Second, the craving which James combats and appears to have been
widespread was rooted in a desire on the part of proud show-offs for the
prominence, the rank, the prestige, the status, the authority, in short, the rewards that such a position would afford (Cargal, 143-144). It is even surmised
that this at least partly precipitated the envy and strife of James 3:14, and the
wars and battles of James 4:1 with the tongue adding fuel to the fire (Jam.
3:6). The potential privilege simply blinded the “many” to a proper estimate
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of the solemn responsibilities as well as the grave dangers associated with the
office. It possibly went hand in hand with a callous disregard of these responsibilities, and a blatant oblivion of these dangers. In this scenario James
would shield the covenant community against unloving and abusive “brothers” who would wish to be the biggest fish in the pond, tear the fine fabric of
“delicate relationships” apart and therewith “fracture the community.” This,
just as indisputably, would derail the ministry and outreach of the Church
(See Zodhiates, II, 74-76; Moo, 1985, 119; Phillips, 96; McKnight, 271).
In both instances these would-be teachers are supposedly poles apart
from men like Paul who is a slave of Christ in both word and deed, and regards himself as “the chief of sinners,” “the least of the saints,” and “the bottom rung of the apostles.” An aggressive, oppressive, self-seeking and selfserving attitude has taken the place of self-denial, and a proud, high-handed,
self-promoting and self-gratifying attitude has been substituted for selfsacrifice. Sooner or later this will prove to be deadly. With the self in the center, the aim is by definition man-centered and happiness-oriented. This invariably translates into hate, conflict, war, destruction, and death, the radical
opposite of self-denial and self-sacrifice. The latter have a God-centered and
holiness-oriented aim, which invariably translates into love, harmony, peace,
prosperity and life (See my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 29-30, 145-146,
for this twofold phenomenon).
To provide a broad-based biblical rationale for this very real twofold pattern, which is universal in nature and pertinent to the understanding of Section III and Section IV of James, I insert a topical treatment from a metaphysical, epistemological and ethical perspective on what appears to constitute the
basic building blocks of all of human society, namely the ubiquitous one-andmany spheres and the equally ubiquitous authority structures. This treatment
goes to the heart of the various problems James tackles in the last two sections of his Epistle. But first two introductory observations!
The author, first, diagnoses the twofold root of these problems as “envy
and selfish ambition” and, then, identifies this twin evil as the source of all
conceivable kinds of “chaotic disorder and vile practices” (Jam. 3:16). The
disorder is evidenced in pernicious quarrels and insidious infightings which
turn the covenant community into a murderous battleground (Jam. 4:1-2). The
practices are undermining brothers and sisters by speaking against them, in
one’s heart and behind their back, privately and publicly (Jam. 4:11), talking
and acting as if humans have the future by the tail without bothering to make
the slightest reference to God (Jam. 4:13), turning a blind eye to the needs of
the covenant community and omitting (refusing?) to go all out for the neighbor (Jam. 4:17), tyrannizing the poor to the point of annihilation (Jam. 5:1-6),
and, finally, grudging and grumbling against oppressive events and cruel
people (Jam. 5:9).
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Second, he indicates that both the twin-root (envy and selfish ambition)
and its twin fruit (chaotic disorder and vile practices) must be eliminated, and
replaced by their counterparts. The counterpart of envy and selfish ambition
is identified as humility before and submission to God (Jam. 5:6-7; see also
Phil. 2:3). The counterpart of disorder and vile practices is exemplified in a
harmonious and caring community that pours its energy in both individual
and corporate prayer (Jam. 4:2; 5:13-16), epitomized in Elijah (Jam. 4:17-18),
and is prepared to call a spade a spade whenever the need arises for the recovery of a brother or sister (Jam. 5:19-20). Now on to the next Topical Focus that provides the necessary backdrop for all this!

Topical Focus #15:
One-and-Many Spheres & Authority Structures
Before I continue with the exposition of the text, we would do well to recognize that at
this point James brings into view an underlying issue that returns in Scripture many
times and in many forms. In other words, it is an issue that has many applications in a
wide variety of comparable settings. A short delineation of it will pay off handsomely,
as we face the content of this section as well as the rest of James. It opens up an additional part of the deep structure that governs also the Epistle of James. James simply
represents one application of this issue among many possibilities.
To be a member of human society is by definition to participate in both the various “one-and-many spheres” and “authority structures” (For a detailed analysis of
these ABC's of societal life, see my Sovereignty and Responsibility, 91-94). The
“spheres” encompass not only the church, as in the present context, but also the state,
the family, as well as voluntary organizations or associations, such as schools, businesses, clubs, etc. The “structures,” furthermore, comprise not merely the
elder/teacher-member relationship, which surfaces in James at this point, but also the
husband-wife, parent-child, government-subject, employer-employee, educatorstudent, etc. relationships. This participation is not optional. The spheres and structures
are part of created reality. In fact, metaphysically they are a reflection of the being of
God. He is the Uncreated One and Many (the ontological Trinity), and in him the Uncreated Authority relationship is embodied (the Father-Son relationship in the economic Trinity). As such both the created one-and-many spheres and authority structures are
inevitable. As the Master-Artist God cannot but put the imprint of who he is and how
he functions upon all his creation, and he did so in an all-encompassing manner. Both
“spheres” and “structures” are ubiquitous! No one can escape them!
To prosper in both areas mankind will do well, first, to listen epistemologically to
God’s interpretation of them, and to his instruction pertaining to them (the Scriptures),
and, secondly, to emulate ethically the way God conducts himself in relation to them.
In the One-and-Many sphere it is characteristic for each Person of the Godhead to deny himself. The Father surrenders his Son in self-denial. The Son complies in selfdenial. In the Authority structure it is characteristic for the Persons of the Godhead
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both to sacrifice (in authority) and to submit (under authority). The Father sacrificially
tears his Son from his bosom. The Son submits without reservation.
Now the universal picture becomes clear. The created one-and-many spheres require self-denial in love and practical godliness from all participants. The created authority structures require self-sacrifice in love and practical godliness from all those in
authority, and submission, also in love and practical godliness, from all those under
authority.
Paul gives us a bird’s eye view of this in both his letters to the Ephesians and the
Colossians. Against the backdrop of the unregeneracy of a darkened heart, he shows
how mankind is epistemologically blind, and ethically debauched (Eph. 4:17-19; Col.
3:5-8). Clearly a new starting point is required, namely the “new man,” that is, the regenerate heart (Eph. 4:20-24; Col. 3:9-11). With this as foundational starting point,
Paul now instructs the believers to display self-denial in love and holiness in the oneand-many spheres (Eph. 4:25-32; 5:1-20; Col. 3:12-17), and to display self-sacrifice
and submission in love and holiness in the authority structures (Eph. 5:21-6:9; Col.
3:18-4:1).
We will do well to remember this in our study of the last two Sections of the Epistle of James, III. James 3:1-4:10, and IV. James 4:11-5:18, against the backdrop of the
first two Sections, I. James 1:2-27, and James 2:1-26. The godliness that is held up as
the Christian’s aim and zenith right from the start in Section I and propelled by the dynamics of love, according to Section II, proves to be rooted in self-denial in Section
III, and comes in its full-orbed own in Section IV. The “House of Horrors,” which is
on display in Section III, reflects the “wisdom” (read: “folly”) from below, and culminates in a bitterly contested war zone, is rooted in “envy and self-seeking ambition.” It
hardly needs much of an argument to recognize that self-denial and self-sacrifice is the
only twofold “antidote.” The “Stage of Life,” which is in the spotlight in Section IV,
portrays ugly warts and running sores, and tops these with the diagnosis of cancerous
and terminal growths, winds up with a genuine and prayerful God-centeredness. Once
again it needs little persuasion to realize that self-denying love and self-sacrificial holiness is the double cure. For an excellent set of studies in self-denial, see Walter J.
Chantry, The Shadow of the Cross (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1989).
In short, all of James’ teaching falls into place, when it is understood that only the
human mirror-image of the inter-Trinitarian divine ethics has a genuine future. Every
attempt to come up with an ethics of a different stripe will in the long term prove to be
a miserable failure, however promising it may appear in the beginning. This explains,
for one thing, why James’ blueprint for practical godliness is such a radical departure
from the wisdom of the pagan world, whether Greek or Roman. Paul indicates this
very point in Colossians 2:8 and Ephesians 4:20, in which he contrasts the all too empty and deceitful philosophy, that endeavors to put the ubiquitous one-and-many spheres
and authority structures, the two basic pieces of the puzzle of this world, together from
“below,” according to the traditions of (fallen) man with ... the person of Christ!
After all, not only does the fullness of the Godhead dwell in Him bodily (Col.
2:9), but he also dwells in us as his Church. This puts at our disposal the hope of assured future glory (Col. 1:27), as well as all the treasures of present wisdom and knowledge that are stored up in him (Col. 2:3). This and this alone aligns us with the winning side! But it also puts us at his disposal as his body, with which he as the Head
walks into the world to “conquer” it. Indeed, as the Head of the Church and the embo968

diment of self-denial as well as self-sacrifice and submission in love and holiness the
Cosmic Christ enters his Grand Domain to sanitize it. When, and only when, in turn,
his Church functions as the embodiment of the Cosmic Christ, not embracing the empty deceitfulness of this earth, but by seeking the things that are “above,” and as a result
displaying the fullness of life as it is in Christ (Col. 3:1-3), will there be genuine conquest and victory! Christ, in short, is the source and embodiment of this life, consisting
of self-denial, self-sacrifice, and submission in love and holiness, but the Church is the
embodiment of Christ and as his ambassador carries his life into the Cosmos. Scripture
is crystal clear. If the Church refuses the privilege of being his reservoir on earth, that
is, declines to embrace Revival status, to undertake a Maintenance Ministry, and to
adopt, in case of need, a Recovery Mode, the Lord Jesus simply walks away from his
Church, and (re-)generates a replacement body that rejoices in being his embodiment
and wholeheartedly embraces at any cost the Grand Mission that flows forth from this
(See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival for further details).
All this comes in principle in view in James 3:10-18 as well. Even if Paul is at
points more elaborate, this section has in a foundational manner the very same objective. It seeks to retain or regain a Revival Culture, to exercise or develop a Maintenance Ministry, and, if this proves to be necessary, to embrace and execute a Recovery
Mode, for the sake of the advance of the Gospel and the Kingdom of Christ, and brings
this to expression in partly similar and partly different, but at the same time quite “colorful” terminology. James contrasts the “above,” and all that this entails, with what is
“poison” to the core, originates in “the pit of hell,” and is essentially hard like a rock,
brutal as a beast and destructive like a demon. He further identifies “envy and selfish
ambition” as the twin root of all human conduct that comes out of the pit of hell and
rises to the surface. Expanding on James, Paul posits as the only “answer” to this twin
evil, as I mentioned already, a heart transplant in regeneration (Eph. 4:20-24; Col. 3:911). Such heart transplant opens up in principle the road to self-denial, sacrifice and
submission, and all that this entails in terms of love, which effects harmony and peace,
and holiness, which guarantees productivity and prosperity. However, both James and
Paul (in his footsteps) know full well that all this does not automatically flow forth
from the regenerate heart. Indwelling poison in the tongue (James), in fact, indwelling
sin in each member of the human make-up (Paul) fights all this tooth and nail. Therefore Paul together with, and (once again) in the footsteps of, James counsels the recipients of a heart transplant to seek “the things that are above,” which is the sum and
substance of their “life hidden with Christ in God (Col. 3:2-3). This and only this
spells the difference between defeat and victory. In fact, it is the highlight of the broad
biblical backdrop that is furnished by Jesus, especially in John 15:1ff and Rev. 3:20,
by James, especially in James 3:17ff and 4:5ff, by Paul, especially in Ephesians 2:10
and Colossians 3:1, and by Peter, especially in 2 Peter 1:3. It puts not only James, but
also the rest of the NT in the proper perspective!
Incidentally, it was enormously gratifying to notice, as has been mentioned already, that one of the foremost systematic theologians that the Church has produced,
Herman Bavinck, II, 298-299; Eng. Tr. II, 331-332, does not only point out, as has
been mentioned already, that the analogical imprint of the Trinitarian being of God in
terms of unity and diversity, universality and particularity, is in evidence in all of societal reality in the ubiquitous one-and-many spheres. He also emphasizes that for both
the unity and the diversity to come in to their own there must be a movement of the
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will (read: heart) that spells mutual attraction on the part of the particulars to each other that is rooted in love and ethical in nature. This fairly compares with what I argued
above. He stipulates as well that on the analogical human level, in contrast to the original and originating divine level, this mutual attraction in its various characteristics is
“fragile and unstable.” This is indicative of the need for the continuing and abundant
grace from above that I emphasized toward the conclusion of this Topical Focus!
_____________________________________________________________________

To return to the text and specifically the interpretation that James goes after
false or fractitious teachers in this context, whether impostors or show-offs, it
must be admitted that such teachers, and the havoc they wreak, are regrettably
commonplace in Church history. Still, it is questionable, whether this interpretation gets to the core of James’ concern. A close look at the textual facts
and clues discloses that James seeks to expose a deeper and more widespread
problem than the danger posed by disqualified aspiring teachers. This is indicated by the telling and sobering rationale that he adds to his initial warning.
While the need for the teaching of Scripture, whether expository, textual, or
topical, is quite apparent from the many biblical exhortations to this effect,
and the teaching ministry therefore is unfailingly honorable in itself, those
who are involved in it are still said to open themselves up to closer scrutiny,
stricter judgment, as well as severer penalties (Moo, 1985, 119, with reference to Mk. 12:40 and Lk. 12:48; so also McCartney, 179-180).
One commentator perceptively points out, however, that the original
Greek for judgment (krisis) pertains to a neutral process. Although this can
turn out to be favorable as well as unfavorable, it should not be translated
with condemnation (KJV) (So properly Burdick, 186; contra Hartin, 173 who
sees both aspects represented in this context). Apparently “severer penalties”
are not a shoe-in, do not necessarily materialize, and are not even the issue in
this context. The upshot is that in this context James addresses all teachers
and would-be teachers. They all are in the same predicament by definition,
and only run the same “risk” by implication. The first person plural, “we,” indicates that James includes himself, and by implication not only any and all
“luminaries,” such as Peter, Paul, Chrysostom, Augustine, Luther, Calvin,
Whitefield, and Edwards, to name only a few, but all other “tongue users” as
well (McKnight, 272-273, with reference to Prov. 12:8; 13:3; 18:7, 21; Mt.
5:21-22; 7:11). In a word, everyone will face the judgment while all those in
the teaching office simply face a stricter one, commensurate to their privileges and responsibilities. All this conveys that in James’ thinking there is nothing (overtly) wrong with those who are seeking the teaching office, whether
in terms of false teaching, false pride, false attitude, false motivation, false
objectives, or false anything (So also Doriani, 106). In fact, those whom
James has in mind, may well be of the highest ability, greatest proficiency,
and most laudable reputation. Of course, this sounds rather perplexing, and
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cannot but precipitate the question why James seeks to put the brakes on his
addressees, and in them on the best of us, and why he confronts them with
this solemn, be it not grim, “reminder.”
In the larger context of both James and Scripture there appears to be
every reason for the author’s universal warning and breath-taking rationale.
First, to seek the office of teacher is to enter upon “a trial of riches!” In other
words, never “rush” into “riches.” Resist the non-thinking or ill-considered
“itch” to teach that has no idea about its awesome implications (Manton, 231;
Keddie, 123). This is a universal principle that applies to all conceivable riches, and is therefore applicable to the teaching office as well. Undoubtedly, he
leaves it partly to the imagination of his readers what kind of trial this “teaching office” represents in detail.342
Second, James’ earlier urging to be doers of the Word, and not hearers
only seems to be an additional reason. Teachers are, first of all, “‘big time’”
hearers,” and therefore are not only required to be “‘big time’ doers,” but also
run the risk of deceiving themselves “big time,” and being liable to “big time”
condemnation. Paul may well have something like that in mind, when he
shudders to think of becoming a “big time” disqualified castaway after his
“big time” teaching ministry (1 Cor. 9:27). It is to be feared that some, if not
many, in James’ days gave it an “honorable” teaching try, but still at the end
stood condemned (Zodhiates, II, 77).
Third, as has been mentioned already, Scripture in general is clear that
teachers will be judged with a strictness that matches the outward privileges
of their office, is commensurate with the degree that the responsibility has
been taken seriously, and reflects the attitude in which the office is approached and the task undertaken (Acts 20:26-27). Privilege and accountability go hand in hand. Therefore, if no proper thought is given to what the office
requires, and to the qualifications needed to meet the requirements, the desire
to swell the ranks of teachers, even for noble reasons, is easily destructive for
both those who seek the office and the congregations that suffer in the
process. Many an ordained seminary graduate who cut his teeth on his first
church ended up a broken man due to apparent failure and left a broken congregation behind due to apparent mismanagement. These are hard realities.
Fourth, it is sobering to know that in both Scripture (Moses and Jeremiah) and Church History (John Calvin and Jonathan Edwards) all great men
of God had a healthy awe for the responsibilities of the office of a teacher,
and a good understanding of the awesome price that was to be paid upon their
ordination and installation. This made them shy away from it, rather than to
342

One might be tempted to seek the office for self-gratification with all that this entails. To
emphasize the responsibilities of the office might be one way to put the brakes on. Of course,
it would be a welcome byproduct, if in the process those who are not qualified to enter the
office are kept out.
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pursue it, let alone to stampede into it. In other words, with all the biblical
and therefore commendable desire for the teaching office (1 Tim. 3:1) there
should be simultaneously a healthy awe and reticence to enter upon it. Only a
clear sense of God’s calling, which includes an inward necessity to preach the
Gospel (1 Cor. 9:16), a full course of ecclesiastical preparation (2 Tim. 2:2), a
proven presence of a speaking (teaching or exhorting) gift (1 Pet. 4:10-11;
Rom. 12:3-8), a successful test of their effectiveness (1 Tim. 3:10), and a
proven conformity with the biblical qualifications, should be able to offset
this (1 Cor. 9:16; 1 Tim. 3:1-7). In a general sense, therefore, it seems safe to
conclude with one of the commentators that James is merely reminding his
readers what they already know. He emphasizes a “piece of agreed traditional
teaching; cf. Rom. 5:3; 6:9; 13:11; 1 Cor. 15:58; 2 Cor. 4:14” (Martin, 109).
To go after a teaching function is to put your head “potentially” in the proverbial noose!
Still, however true this may be, this does not appear get to the heart of the
issue James raises. To identify this I begin by focusing on what James means
when he talks about “teachers.” I do so in the following Topical Focus. It explains that there are three spheres of teaching in the NT. Before we can pinpoint the problem James is after, we must determine which sphere is his focus
in the present context.

Topical Focus #16: Teaching in the NT
In order to for someone to “teach” in the Church he must be able to convey effectively
the truth of Scripture in terms not only of what is, such as the doctrine of Scripture, the
Trinity, Predestination, Creation, Providence, Christ, the Holy Spirit, Salvation, the
Church, etc., but also of what ought to be, such as the content of the Ten Commandments, the Sermon on the Mount, and the Fruit of the Spirit. The ultimate aim of the
“teaching activity” is to present as much as possible a full-orbed biblical “Systematic
theology” and an equally full-orbed biblical “Ethics.” Apart from the Gospel references to Christ in his capacity as Teacher (See Brosend, 93-94 for this), in the NT the
teaching activity is entrusted to three categories of people.
(1) The NT points us to the teaching office. The office of pastor-teacher, overseer
(bishop), or elder is one and the same in Scripture (Eph. 4:11; Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:1,2;
5:17; Tit. 1:5,7; Heb. 13:17; Jam. 5:14; 1 Pet. 5:1-3; Acts 20:28). They all “rule,” i.e.
“manage,” “take care of,” the Church (Heb. 13:7), and are willing to die in the process
(Acts 21:10-13; Phil. 2:20; 3:10). There may be a difference in function among the
elders. Some may be asked to shoulder the responsibility for the regular “teaching” (or
preaching) ministry, but they all participate in the same office as “ruling elders (1 Tim.
5:17). This emphasis, incidentally, precludes the formation of a hierarchical difference
between the “one” and the “many” in the leadership. It also precludes some of the elders, in fact the majority (the “many”) from ever becoming mere “administrators.” They
are all pastors-teachers! It has been suggested that the functional difference in the el972

dership should be construed as one between visionary and shepherding leaders. Technically, however, all pastor-teachers must shepherd (pastor!), and as leaders they all
should be visionary (lofty goal oriented). Still, it should not come as a surprise, if one
or more would be specifically gifted in the visionary area. In short, while there is only
one pastor-teacher office, there may be, in fact, there will be God-given differences in
both function and talent. The Church will do well to recognize these differences and
position each elder where he can function best, and where his talents can do the most
good. In fact, in the next section it becomes clear that the occupants of the Speaking,
that is, Pastor-Teacher office can be divided in two categories, namely that of “teachers” and “exhorters.” As we shall see “teachers” lay out the truth of Scripture, and
“exhorters” seek to make the recipients act upon it. As such they must stand shoulder
to shoulder. Teachers without exhorters deposit truth that does not move (much). Exhorters without teachers press for movement that has no (or little) foundation. It also
stands to reason that teachers do, and must have a vision for the teaching ministry and
exhorters do, and must have a vision for the movement ministry. In other words, they
have complementary ministries stimulated by complementary vision. They need each
other and for the Church to truly prosper they must constantly defer to each other!
Wherever either the teachers or the exhorters forcefully predominate the result is either
a stifled or a frustrated Church. But more about this below (See especially Note 334)!
(2) The NT speaks about the “gift of teaching” (Rom. 12:7b). Together with the
gift of exhortation (Rom. 12:8a) it comes in Paul under the heading of “prophecy,”
which in this context is forth-telling the Word of God (Rom. 12:6b). This is categorized by Peter as the speaking gift that sets forth “the oracles of God” (1 Pet. 4:11a). In
Peter this speaking gift must be distinguished from the service gift that takes action (1
Pet. 4:11b). The latter comes in view in the Pauline context under the heading of “service” as well (Rom. 12:7), and consist of “sharing” (Rom. 12:8b), “caring” (Rom.
12:8c), and “showing mercy” (Rom. 12:8d). This interpretation has Peter and Paul
agree on the two main categories (speaking/service in Peter corresponding to prophecy/service in Paul), but has Paul subdivide “prophecy” in two sub-categories and “service” in three. This tapestry is suggested by the text itself. Prophecy and service are
abstract nouns and indicate gift areas, while the other five gifts are presented in terms
of concrete individuals, he who teaches, he who exhorts, he who shares, he who cares,
and he who shows mercy. These are the persons who are found in, and make up the
two areas. Frankly, this explanation makes eminent sense. It not only shows that Peter
and Paul dovetail completely. It shows as well that Paul does not present a hodgepodge of ideas. The passage is coherent and its message transparent. In fact, the two
sub-categories under prophecy exhibit a progressive development from teaching to exhorting, and the three sub-categories under service an intensifying development from
sharing to caring to the display of mercy.
At any rate, while 1 Peter 4:10-11 only mentions the two main categories without
going into the five sub-categories, it agrees with Romans 12:3-8 that in the internal
ministry of the Church each Christian has received (only) one of the two main gifts.
However, Paul adds that the thus gifted persons should not transgress the limits of
their gifts by encroaching upon areas reserved for others (Rom. 12:3). At the same
time he insists that they must develop their gifts to the limit (Rom. 12:6). The presence
of speaking gifts appears to pave the way to the office of elder in the Church of Christ,
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the acting gifts to the office of deacon,343 provided, of course, that the potential candi343

See also Jay Adams, Hebrews, James, I & II Peter, and Jude (Stanley, NC: Timeless
Texts, 1999) on 1 Peter 4:10-11. It is interested to note that within the office of the eldership,
while all elders do, and should have a speaking gift, some “major” in “teaching,” and others in
“exhorting.” Similarly, within the confines of the office of deacon, some find their niche in
sharing, others in caring, and again others in showing mercy (See for this Rom. 12:6-8). All
are clearly selectively brilliant. They all, therefore, will shine in the darkness. But only when
in their selective brilliance they stand shoulder to shoulder will the several brilliances form
one concentrated beam of light, and truly light up the darkness. In other words, a teacher in
the pastoral office needs an exhorter, and vice versa, an exhorter needs a teacher. They do
complement each other in principle, and must complement each other in practice by giving
way to each other’s brilliance. Similarly, the three types of gifts in the diaconal office complement and need each other as well, and must display the same pattern of “giving way” (See
Rom. 12:3). Of course, this calls for self-denial, as well as sacrifice and submission in love
and holiness (See Topical Focus #15: One-and-Many Spheres & Authority Structures)!
However, until the Church is the “embodiment” of the Cosmic Christ (Col. 1:15-19) in a
combination of sacrificial and sanctifying service (Eph. 5:25-26), this will prove to be elusive.
Incidentally, the same fundamental principles apply to the relationship the evangelist, elder
(pastor-teacher), and deacon sustain to each other. Redemptively they are all selectively brilliant. The brilliance gives all of them a godly swagger, and its selective, limited nature a corresponding humility. In short, an evangelist who does not see that he “desperately” needs
speakers (teachers and exhorters) and actors (folks who “share,” “care,” and “show mercy”)
alongside of him, shoots himself in the foot and ultimately the Church in the heart. The same
applies to elders (pastors-teachers) and deacons who think they can go it alone. All three officers either hang together, or, as the saying goes, they each hang separately. To make this
crystal clear in a partial illustration, pertaining to Evangelists and Elders (Pastors-Teachers)
only, the Evangelists are the OBGYN’s, the midwives, whom God uses to bring BabyChristians in the world. Without them the Pastor-Teachers have “nothing to do.” Their task,
and privilege, is to provide the Baby-Christians with “milk” and eventually, when they have
matured, with “solid food” (Heb. 5:12-14). Without Pastor-Exhorters, however, Christians
will turn into anacondas that are fed their weekly Sunday “piglets,” which they enjoy immensely, but subsequently digest in a (half) sleepy state until the next Sunday, when they return for another “piglet.” They direly need “Pastor-Exhorters,” such as James, to “step on
their tail,” to “electrify” them, to move them, and make them fly like “eagles” (Is. 40:31)!
Pastor-Teachers without Pastor-Exhorters are handicapped and will fatten up the Church, and
in doing so stifle it by its sluggishness, and sooner or later cripple it. Of course, PastorExhorters without Pastor-Teachers are equally handicapped. They are irritants (a pain-in-theneck) in the Church and will create bewilderment, unless they focus upon giving arms and
legs to the teachings that are gloriously laid out by skillful anointed Pastor-Teachers and are
gladly (being) digested by an equally anointed appreciative audience. In doing so they are a
“perfect fit,” and will be instrumental in turning the Church into a beehive of activity, into a
lean, well-trained, disciplined, goal-conscious army on a victorious march, like Patton’s Third
Army in World War II. According to the historian no American Army has marched so far and
made so many prisoners in such a short time facing so many obstacles and slugging their way
through so many impossible situations! In short, (I) a full-bodied threefold ecclesiastical team
of officers (captains; gifted and ordained men) consists of three main categories, A. Evangelists, B. Speakers, and C. Deacons (See Eph. 4:11c, d; Phil. 1:1), or six sub-categories (A) 1.
Evangelists, (B) 2. Teachers, 3. Exhorters, (C) 4. Sharers, 5. Caregivers, and 6. Exhibitors of
Mercy (See 1 Pet. 4:10-11, and Rom. 12:3-8). All of these are expected to stand shoulder to
shoulder in the exercise of their respective offices in mutual appreciation and support. No one
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dates meet the qualifications laid down in 1 Timothy 2.
All these identified gifts, catalogued in two main headings and five sub-headings,
are also explicit commands of God. There is ample evidence in the NT that all Christians must (learn to) teach, exhort, share, care and show mercy. However, it appears
that the several gifts emerge only when they enter the “pressure cooker” or “boot
camp” of systematic obedience. I had the privilege to see this happen in the Schools of
Evangelism, Teaching/Preaching and Diaconal Services that I regularly conduct in
Uganda. After seven to ten days of solid instruction in the morning participants are
given the opportunity to “dive” into hands-on evangelism, a teaching/preaching practicum, or practical service opportunities in the afternoon and evening. This is followed
by two weeks of an all day regimen of evangelism, teaching/preaching, or practical
service. The exciting thing is, first, that in this “boot camp” the gifts “pop out,” at
times “suddenly” and “unexpectedly,” secondly, that the moment this occurs the participants experience their God-given “niche” for life, and, thirdly, that they become
both Spirit-propelled (100% God) and self-propelled (100% man) and unstoppable in
the service of Christ and his Church in the area of their specific gift. From this time
onward they thoroughly enjoy their gift and the exercise thereof as their “delightful
comfort zone” to such a point that they will adopt as their motto, “If you do not use
can function as a one tower suspension bridge, holding up the road deck and directing traffic
at the same time. All “lone rangers,” especially the successful ones, invariably see their congregations sharply diminish or fall apart upon their departure or demise. History is there to
prove it. Even the most capable “deputy” leaders cannot stem the ebb tide. Trained and capable co-laboring co-leaders are the sine qua non for growth and continuity! Each one of them
has, and must be given, the “priority” in the area of his selective brilliance. Further, each one
of them must (be urged to) develop his own specific “vision” according to his God-given
“specialty” or “niche.” Bundled together, then, in and by the full team of co-leaders these visions form a beam of light to illumine the world (Mt. 5:14) (See for this ecclesiastical structure especially C. John Miller, The Heart of a Servant Leader (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2004), 118-119). Further (II), a full-bodied ecclesiastical team of lieutenants (men
and women) consist of folks with evangelistic, teaching, exhorting, sharing, caring, and mercy gifts who stand shoulder to shoulder in the exercise of their respective gifts also in mutual
appreciation and support. Then (III), with and through the gifted folk (the lieutenants) the supervising officers (the captains) will now train the total membership (the privates) in each of
the six areas of evangelizing, teaching, exhorting, sharing, caring and showing mercy. This is
not optional, since every one of the gifts, as I further show below, is also a command (Mt.
28:19; Heb. 5:12; Heb. 3:13; Eph. 4:28; Rom. 16:1-2; Mt. 5:7, respectively). In fact, it is precisely through the training of everyone (the privates) in every area that the gift of each member pops up, and through the popping up of the gift (the lieutenants) that the potential officers
(the captains) are identified. Finally (IV), when (I), (II), and (III) are in place, the result is an
“ethos,” a “culture,” in which the Church resembles a “centipede.” By virtue of their giftedness all the “feet” are fitted with (unstoppable) marching shoes and proceed in concert and
harmony. When individual “feet/shoes” (captains, lieutenants or privates) wear out or have
run their God-given course, the ecclesiastical “ethos or “culture” will have no problem to replace them. The transition will go smoothly. After all, a fully operational “centipede” can
stand the “refitting” of a “foot/shoe” or two at a time. Failing or rough transitions expose a
biblically deficient ethos. (For further details regarding the “creation” of the biblical ethos of a
fully functioning Church, embodied in “unstoppable,” “self-sustaining,” and “‘self’propagating” “feet/shoes,” according to Paul’s admonition in 2 Timothy 2:2, see all of Topical Focus #16: Teaching in the NT).
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me, you will lose me!” This unmistakable identification and intense enjoyment of their
gift is invaluable since it will enable the Church to position them strategically in its
internal or external ministry, and eventually in the office that fits their gift, whether of
evangelism (Evangelist), teaching/preaching (Pastor-Teacher) or serving (Deacon).
This will enable the Church to end up and operate as an organized beehive. As has
been mentioned already, the bearers of a specific office function as captains, the gifted
people in their area as their lieutenants, and together they organize the members of the
congregation as foot soldiers to do the “work of external and internal ministry” with a
view to perfect godliness through the knowledge and fellowship of Christ (Eph. 4:13),
and all this to the glory of God (1 Pet. 4:11). Frankly, too often individuals are miscast
and put in positions or offices where they do not belong. This easily can result in torn
churches and despairing individuals. Since God gives productivity according to gifts,
the Church would do well never to elect or appoint anyone to a specific function unless the gift prerequisite for such function has been identified in order to avoid a potential blueprint for disaster. Since only the “pressure cooker,” or “boot camp,” of obedience, functioning as a high performance “microwave,” rather than a super slow
“crock pot,” can bring out the gifts (fully and quickly), this has the added benefit that
no individuals will be elected or appointed who have proven themselves to be too lazy
or too indifferent to identify their gift. In the end only Spirit- and self-propelled individuals will qualify. This will benefit the Church greatly! In addition to this, someone
who is ignorant of his or her gift may not even have a gift because he or she is not a
Christian. Think of the trouble that is avoided by barring such persons from influential
positions in the body of Christ! To summarize and underscore, without “training
schools,” “boot camps,” “pressure cookers of obedience,” “microwaves of instruction”
for all the “privates” (Christians) there will be no identification of “gifts” (lieutenants),
and without the identification of “gifts” the selection and ordination of “officers” (captains) will be a gamble at best.
To avoid the confusion that is often in evidence in discussions in the gift area, the
gifts in 1 Peter 4:10-11 and Romans 5:3-8 must be (sharply) differentiated from the
gifts mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12:4-11, 28-30, and the gifts mentioned in Ephesians
4:10-11 and Philippians 1:1.
Ephesians and Philippians focus on leadership gifts and identify the officers in the
Church. Christ grants leaders. They are gift wrapped in heaven. Incidentally, because
apostles and prophets who produce the inerrant word of God constitute the foundation
of the Church (Eph. 2:20), they are no longer with us. Jesus breathed the Holy Spirit
upon the apostles in the Upper Room (John 20:22) for a twofold purpose. He would
guide them into all truth (as promised in John 14:26; 16:7-13) and as such solidify
them as foundational (as an extension of Mt. 16:19). In short, the “breathing” should
not be construed as a pre-Pentecost Pentecost. No, in the Upper room the apostles received the Spirit of the inspiration of Scripture (2 Tim. 3:16; 1 Pet. 1:21). This was a
once and for all event that was never repeated. So no one ever may, or can, claim to be
on a par with them. Only the “twelve” received the Spirit of inspiration and no one
else. So only they could and did produce the inerrant, trustworthy, and authoritative
Word of God. With their death God closed the canon. No one else may, or can, add to
it, and everyone’s words (and conduct) must be judged by it. In short, the foundational
office of Apostles and Prophets is gone. To be sure, there are “apostles” with a lower
case, folks who are sent on specific missions (“missionaries;” Rom. 16:7). So there are
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“prophets” with a lower case as well, folks who are spokesmen for God (“mouth pieces;” Acts 2:18; Rom. 12:6; 1 Cor. 14:3; compare also the OT “schools of the prophets”). To elevate them to the level of Apostles and Prophets with capital letters and to
give them “original,” rather than delegated, authority is ultimately to place the Church
of Christ under human domination. This is a blueprint for disaster and to be avoided at
all cost. History has copious handwriting on the wall of the Church to demonstrate this
(Montanism; Roman Catholicism). Incidentally the (rather widespread) idea that Ephesians 4:11 teaches a fivefold office is thoroughly mistaken. The Greek indicates that
Paul differentiates between four categories only, apostles, prophets, evangelists, and
pastors-teachers. In sum, the Church better be satisfied with three permanent offices,
Evangelists (Eph. 4:11c), Pastors-Teachers (//Elders/Bishops) (Eph. 4:11d) and Deacons (Phil. 1:1). When they function according to the Word and in the Holy Spirit,
there is no need for any other leadership to guide and direct a Church-on-the-march.
Furthermore, the focus of 1 Corinthians 12 is on extra-ordinary gifts and identifies
them. While each one who has received one of these gifts must attribute his or her gift
to the Holy Spirit and his empowerment (1 Cor. 12:46, 11), 1 Corinthians 12 does not
indicate that everyone did, indeed, receive any one of the gifts mentioned. This is also
implied by Paul when he urges the congregational members to desire the higher gifts
of faith, hope, and above all love (1 Cor. 12:31; 13:13). This is why I categorize them
as extra-ordinary.
Finally, 1 Peter and Romans identify ordinary gifts. Every believer has received
such gift as believer (Rom. 12:3; 1 Pet. 4:10). This is why I categorize these as ordinary. Further, every believer has received one gift, and one gift only (Rom. 12:4-5; 1
Pet. 4:10). Because the ordinary gifts are also commands, every believer must be active in each of the five areas mentioned in Romans. In fact, through his obedience a
believer has competence in all of them to one degree or another. This fivefold competence forms a skyline of sorts. Some are more sharply visible against the sky of service
than others. But one of them is a skyscraper. This one is the specific gift. Believers
must make sure that they do not transgress the limits of their gift and crowd others out
of their assigned territory (Rom. 12:3). If anyone succeeds in being or becoming a “top
dog,” if not the “top dog,” however noble the intentions, the body of the Church will to
one degree or another be or become dysfunctional. If an Evangelist is the “top dog,”
the Speaking and Serving ministries will wane, and produce a shallow Church. If a
Pastor-Teacher is the “top dog,” the Evangelism and Serving ministries will falter and
produce a stifled Church. If a Deacon is the “top dog,” the Evangelism and Speaking
ministries will tail off and produce a Social-“gospel” Church. Thankfully it is not necessary for God’s people to fall into any one of these traps, since all gifts serve, and
are meant to serve, each other in one cooperative functional harmony (Rom. 12:4-5).
To achieve this they naturally must utilize their gift to the limit (Rom. 12:6). At the
same time they may not act like “lone rangers.” Otherwise non-functionality gets the
upper hand with all that this entails. This, then, sets the stage for the last category,
which is the ground floor of teaching!
But before I turn to this ground floor, one much-needed word of caution is in
place pertaining to the three areas of the NT gifts, leadership, extraordinary and ordinary gifts. These gifts are routinely lumped together in “seminars” or “literature” that
aim at the identification and assessment of the several gifts (See Wesley L. Duewell,
Ablaze for God, 194-197). Often “questionaires” are made available to be filled out in
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order to determine who has received what gift(s). Regrettably this procedure is bound
to be counterproductive for several reasons. First, the lack of differentiation of the various levels and types of gifts tends to combine giraffes with deer (levels of gifts) and
apples with oranges (types of gifts). This nearly guarantees a “chaotic” condition.
Second, the sheer volume of gifts, twenty one in all, does not facilitate an accurate
recognition of one’s specific gift (gifts?), and precipitates a “confusing” situation.
Third, once the identification of one’s gift or gifts appears established both the seminars and the literature have supposedly done their job, and business as usual continues
in a basically “stagnant” state of affairs. Fourth, neither seminars nor the literature ever
seem to call for an “intensive boot camp” or “training school of obedience” as the indispensable means to develop the (limited number) of the ordinary gifts, to lay the
foundation for future leadership in the process, and to ensure an ever accelerating ministry on the part of each Church member.
Ideally speaking, upon “making” disciples the Church by means of its leaders each
in his own area (evangelists, pastors-teachers, and deacons) should immediately start
“training” each one of them as a non-negotiable part of their discipleship in reaching
out with the truth of the Gospel (evangelism), in speaking the truth of the Word (teaching and exhorting), and in acting the truth of the Word (sharing, caring, and showing
mercy) until the ordinary gifts emerge. Those who did or do “experience heartfelt repentance with a view to the forgiveness of their sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit”
(Acts 2:38) will undoubtedly and enthusiastically “hunger” to join this biblically mandated regimen (2 Tim. 2:2). Frankly, the commitment to and implementation of this
biblical blueprint and of this blueprint only can and will produce a healthy, vigorous,
growing, and enduring Church, in which everyone eagerly contributes to the advance
of the Kingdom of our God! Now on to the “ground floor” of teaching!
(3) The NT insists that in one way or another all believers “teach” in their various
capacities and functions in the Church of Christ (Heb. 5:12). In fact, this supplies the
launching pad for both the teaching gift and the teaching office. Believers may be fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, friends, etc. but somehow they are all “teachers.” By
way of anecdote, an extreme introvert, known as a very private person, once was
strongly encouraged by his pastor to take a more hands-on role in the training of his
children. In his protest he hid behind his psychological make-up and temperament. The
response of the pastor was swift and blunt. “The moment you decided to father a child,
God promoted you to be a ‘teacher.’ You simply have no choice but to execute your
‘teaching function’ as father.” Of course, the very fact that teaching conveys “the
things that are” (Systematic Theology) and “the things that ought to be” (Ethics) entails that every “teacher” in whatever capacity should be thoroughly acquainted with
(all) the truth of God’s Word! From that perspective every teacher is and always remains a learner!
All this is introductory to the question what James has in mind when he warns his
readers not to crowd into teaching!
_____________________________________________________________________

Turning now to the text, an analysis of all its clues in both the narrower sectional and wider biblical context appears to indicate that James has first of all
the teaching office in mind (So also Hartin, 183), even if it will soon become
978

quite apparent that the deadly threat he identifies as the rationale for his
strong warning applies to all types of teaching. I select this interpretation for
three reasons that are implicit in the content of the Topical Focus on Teaching in the NT.
First, all believers in their various functions must be teachers (Heb. 5:12).
Second, all believers also must exercise the gift of teaching after they have
determined that this is, indeed, their specific gift (Rom. 12:6). Third, only of
the office of pastor-teacher it is said, that to desire such office is a “good
thing” (1 Tim. 3:1). In other words, although one may seek the office, it is not
incumbent upon all believers to do so. Therefore, James’ word of caution fits
perfectly in the framework of the teaching office. By all means, desire it! This
is perfectly acceptable! But, aspiring teachers, beware ... ! James is not seeking to discourage anyone from pursuing the teaching office. Neither does he
endeavor to “limit the number of teachers” per se (contra Richardson, 146).
Far from it! But by means of a strong warning he aims to make it crystal clear
that every aspiring teacher faces a deadly pitfall.
The question naturally arises and deserves an answer why James gives
such a strong warning, and what this pitfall is. Apparently a desire to teach,
whether precipitous or not, whether properly motivated or not, can have calamitous consequences. Once the sobering reason is spelled out, it will be
immediately clear that James’ warning, although focused upon those who are
“itching” to occupy the office of teacher, undoubtedly, and not just “probably” (Moo, 1985, 119), has implications for all members of the covenant
community who are involved in a teaching activity (So also Brosend, 96). In
short, it applies not only to ordained or aspiring teachers, but also to “ordinary” believers in their teaching function, and to those graced with the spiritual gift of teaching and exhorting.
Incidentally, all this underscores my already mentioned position that
there is no reason to believe that James is opposing here the ordination and
installation of false, hell-inspired, teachers with novel doctrines (with Laws,
141; Manton, 271; contra Nystrom, 174, 178), or abusive and fracturing control freaks who with their demagoguery wish to rule the roost at any expense
(with Manson, 271; Grosheide, 1955, 383; contra Keddie, 124; McKnight,
271).344 Neither does it appear that he simply seeks to dissuade those who are
inadequate to the task (contra Laws, 141) from pursuing the office. Nor is it
sufficient to insist that James solely issues a warning against arrogant, conceited, disdainful “reprovers,” who with a censorious spirit and in an overbearing fashion crow like a cock and virtually deride and condemn everyone
344

Of course, this is not to deny that Scripture denounces heretical or tyrannical teachers,
such as the Pharisees, who go to astounding length to make a single convert, and end up turning him into a product of hell twice as much as they are themselves (Mt. 23:15). But this is
not the issue James addresses in this context.
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in sight (with Kistemaker, 107-108; contra Keddie, 125; Manton, 271). This
is allegedly suggested by James’ focus upon the abuse of the tongue, and the
threat of divine retaliation (Mt. 7:1-2; 18:32-3; Rom. 2:1-3; 12:19). Both are
presumed to be introduced because of a seeming lack of meekness, compassion, and mercy, in which harsh censures replaced the compassion of Christian reproofs in defiance of Scripture (1 Cor. 13:5; Gal. 6:1). There simply are
no textual clues that would suggest any such interpretation.
No, there is a vastly different issue at stake. James 3:1 is simply an “entrance gate” to introduce James 3:2ff in order to return to this “entrance gate”
in James 3:10ff, be it in an expanded fashion. To interpret it as if it eyes only
a specific, rather focused issue in the congregation is to restrict its scope. The
reference to the “many” and the “all” in James 1:2 already give notice that
James introduces a “universal” issue of the highest significance for the totality of the covenant community.
Quite clearly James’ intention is to warn his readers, and in a solemn and
sobering way at that. But the only way this warning makes ultimate sense is
to place it in the context of the whole Epistle, of the first major section that
deals with the all-encompassing reality of trials as the way to godliness, and
the utter need for the wisdom of the Word that first regenerates and then sanctifies (James 1:2-27) as well as of the second major section that deals with the
awesome reality of the wisdom of obedience found in God’s law and implemented through faith (James 2:1-26). Both sections are the dual launching
pad for the third major section that starts out by explicitly dealing with
“teachers,” of whatever kind, as God’s appointed agents, and implicitly with
“teaching,” in whatever way, as God’s appointed instrument, to mediate the
wisdom from above that is necessary to endure in trials/temptation en route to
perfection.
It is at this juncture that James identifies a pitfall, a crisis point of the
most immense magnitude. His thesis is that from the human perspective all
teaching is a dead-end street by virtue of the humanly incorrigible malfunction of what is eventually identified as “the toxic tongue.”345 Since the poison
in the tongue makes all teaching problematic, whether the teaching of elders,
the teaching of those with a teaching gift, or the teaching of the ordinary
members of the covenant community, all of the practical godliness in the
Christian life is in serious jeopardy, if not in deadly danger as a matter of
principle. Without the God-ordained pipeline of teaching operational, all of
the Christian life comes to a standstill. In short, because the tongue, as will
become clear from the various details of its description, can only spout poison
by definition, it puts the person of every teacher and the activity of all teach345

Doriani, 106-107, refers to Ps. 34:12-13; Prov. 1:6-7; 20:19; Is. 6:5; Rom. 1:29; Rom.
3:10-14; 2 Cor. 12:20, as both OT and NT indicators of this universal toxicity. Man’s mouth
appears to be man’s undoing by definition (apart from the grace of God)!
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ing, squarely behind the eight ball. In fact--and here is the crux--, it turns any
and all types of teaching on the part of everyone into a veritable impossibility.
It makes no difference whether this teaching is false, true, or anything in between!
To repeat and expand, James makes crystal clear what poses the central
problem, and constitutes the fiercest trial/temptation for the teaching office.
As in the case of “any and all activities” there is a judgment to be faced.
Whether James eyes here a temporal or eternal judgment is basically irrelevant, and whether this judgment is unto approbation or condemnation is not
the issue. The twofold point is that there is an impending judgment, and that
this judgment will mercilessly train its spotlight upon every word that was, is,
and will be spoken by the teacher (Ps. 64:8; Mt. 12:36-37). This puts the tongue and its use center stage. This use is “pivotal” in the teaching office. For
true teachers the tongue is not merely their job and their livelihood. It is more
than that. It is their life! But, James notifies them, it also may be their death!
In fact, as James proceeds to tell them, it is (their) death by definition, and
(their) life (only) by grace.346 To be forewarned is to be forearmed. Well, in
this context James forewarns them that the “itch” to enter the teaching office
is by itself an “itch-unto-death,” as is any-itch-to-speak for that matter, because the tongue, as we shall see in James 3:8, is incurably poisonous and
poisoning! Of course, this is so from the human perspective, unless and until
grace makes a difference. To illumine this in all its Gospel glory is emphatically the next point on James’ agenda. But for the time being he wants it to
sink in that (without grace) it is unconscionable to seek the teaching office, as
if it is an “itch” to be scratched, in fact, to pursue any kind of speaking, from
the sublimest oratory to the mundanest small talk. Such attitude will certainly
produce death.
However, this is not all. To grasp James’ word in its depth does and must
lead to the sobering conclusion that it is not just unconscionable for folks to
embark upon a teaching activity, inclusive the “ordinary” believer and the gift
recipient. Even this still does not plumb its total depth. No, it must be recognized, as becomes emphatically and abundantly clear from James 3:2-9, that
it is unconscionable for anyone to open one’s mouth at any time. At this point
we reach the core of the issue. The problem of the teaching office is merely
that it is aggravated by the fact that teachers by virtue of their office will be
judged by “stricter criteria” and therefore could expect “harsher penalties”
(Dibelius, 182). The comparative forms, “stricter” and “harsher,” imply that
all teaching activity, in fact, speaking of all kinds, will be judged by strict cri346

Any recoil against this statement, whether instinctive, impulsive or well-reasoned, should
immediately seek its remedy in the identical teaching of Jesus and Paul. James followed in the
footsteps of his older brother and blazed the trail for Paul. Nothingness (John 15:5) and wretchedness (Rom. 7:23) are fighting words!
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teria and is liable to harsh penalties. The over-all scope of this passage is
clearly wider than the specific focus of individuals who aspire to teaching office, let alone a limited number of proud folks who specialize in false teaching! To grasp what James is telling us is to let go of a cry of utter dismay,
analogous to the one shouted at the prophet Elisha, “There is death in the pot”
(2 Ki. 4:40). In fact, such cry of NT believers ought to outshout their OT
counterparts. In an Elisha setting “owners of a tongue” would face an escapable death threat on the outside that could kill them. In the James setting all
owners of a tongue do face an inescapable death reality on the inside that did
kill them and will kill everyone else! In short, James is addressing “everybody” without any exception. After all, he clearly implies that no one is “perfect,” since everybody “stumbles in word” (Jam. 3:2). So he does not restrict
himself just to officers who are “teaching” (contra McKnight, 274). For
James death is not merely located in an external pot, but is harbored in the internal tongue of every human being. This is why every commentary that only
speaks about the tongue’s capacity or potential to do damage, create havoc,
etc. falls far, far, short of grasping James’ message, and basically misses his
point in toto. The tongue does not just spell “danger” (McCartney, 182). It
spells death! This is also why the statement that James, although “he does not
believe in sinlessness cf. 1 John 1:8), does believe that those who have the
implanted word (Jam. 1:21) can (italics, mine) obey the royal law of love
(1:25-27; 2:8-13) which manifests itself in verbal purity” (McKnight, 274),
must be rejected out of hand. It flies in the face of James in this very context
as well as in the face of Jesus (John 15:1ff) and Paul (Rom. 7:15-25). So does
the contention that “James really does believe that control of the tongue is a
sign that one can (italics, mine) control one’s moral life” (McKnight, 275276).
The trials of riches, exemplified in this context in the teaching office,
once again, prove to be invariably more severe than the trials of poverty. One
simply needs to be reminded that teachers must comfort, encourage, instruct,
exhort, warn, admonish, and rebuke. They can do that with wood, hay and
stubble, or with gold, silver and precious stones. All these building materials
will face the fire of judgment. The upshot is either a reward or being saved as
through fire (1 Cor. 3:12-15). Further, they are watchmen in the full sense of
the word! If they fail “to blow the trumpet,” they will perish with their
“charges” (Ezek. 33:1-6). If they are to survive, they must be free of the
blood of all persons under their care (Acts 20:26). After all, they will have to
give an account for every one entrusted to them (Heb. 13:17) to show that no
possible defection that took place on their watch can be held against them.
The responsibility of the office of pastor-teacher is clearly and truly awe-
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some!347 However, the staggering problem is that the tongue is by definition
the insurmountable obstacle to and success whatsoever in the undertaking of
this office. Against this backdrop, and against this backdrop only, James’
grim warning is fully transparent.
In summary, the focus upon the tongue magnifies the sobering reality of
the trial of riches to such an awesome degree that it should make every reader
gasp for air. As James indicts the tongue, he bluntly posits the total impossibility of the proper discharge of the teaching office by anyone at any time, on
any issue, at any point, and in any circumstances, anywhere. As he proceeds
with his explanation in James 3:2ff, this impossibility looms larger and larger
all the time. The status of the tongue is such that it makes all teaching impossible. In fact, ultimately no one can ever open his mouth anywhere (See Ps.
141:3; Prov. 10:19; 13:3; 17:27; 30:32; Mt. 12:34; Rom. 3:13-15). Period!
Here emerges the great and universal crisis in the attainment of practical
godliness. Just as it is impossible for anyone to open his mouth at anytime,
whether in the teaching office or elsewhere, because of the insurmountable
barrier in the tongue, so it is impossible to attain any holiness whatsoever. After all, the poison, which Paul identifies as “indwelling sin,” is not only in the
tongue, but “in all our members” (Rom. 7:17, 20, 23). “Teachers and their
Toxic Tongue” is a case study that carries universal implications and applications. It is a sample of a universal problem that touches everyone everywhere
and at all times. It can and must be expanded into “Saints and their Total Toxic Existence.” This should become crystal clear when we carefully analyze
James as he proceeds with his argument.
In fact, James could not have made his case more strongly than he does
in James 3:2-9! The upshot of his message is what the upshot of every sermon
should be. All audiences and addressees should invariably be compelled to
come face to face with the very impossibility that Jesus himself already had
verbalized in no uncertain terms, “without me you can do nothing” (John
15:5), whether it pertains to speaking or otherwise. This will not only cure
any “itch” in a hurry. It will shut everyone in every circumstance and every
place up to total dependence upon grace alone, not just the grace of justification, but also the grace of sanctification! This constitutes a solemn reminder
for Christians neither to seek in the law what they can only find in the Gospel,
nor in themselves what they can only find in Christ.
However, let me emphasize at this juncture already that James, in line
with all of Scripture, complements his present diagnosis in James 3:17-18
with the assurance that in Christ we can be all that we ought to be, and cannot
be in ourselves apart from the Gospel, whether in our speaking or otherwise
(See also Ps. 37:30; Prov. 11:30; 12:18; 15:7; 16:1; 20:20; see also Ps. 39:1;
347

It is hardly surprising that the NT counsels full and prayerful cooperation on the part of the
congregation (Rom. 15:30-32), so that the task can be performed with joy (Heb. 13:7)!
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Eph. 4:29; 5:4).
There is a theological trend which insists that God will not ask mankind
to do what it cannot do. James clearly disagrees. In fact, he goes on record
that God will only ask mankind what it cannot do. The tongue is merely one,
be it telling, instance. In fact, it may well be called a symbol of universal applicability. To put it in very graphical terms, since the tongue could not be
more toxic, James for all practical purposes informs his addressees that for
the tongue to be an instrument on the plus side in any kind of speaking, God
must “suck honey out of poison.” When James’ message is understood, it
warrants only one “response.” “Does God ever do anything else?” After all,
as we saw already, there is poison in “all our members” (Rom. 7:23). So God
must always and incessantly “suck honey out of poison” everywhere, if there
is going to be any practical godliness in anyone, anytime, and at any point
anywhere!
All this puts the earlier statement in perspective. There is, indeed, “death
and life in the tongue” (Prov. 18:21; as mentioned already, this is the word
order in the Hebrew Bible, which is regrettably turned around in the NIV, and
quoted as such in Blomberg, 165). This is to say, the tongue “spouts” death
by definition and “produces” life only by grace! The concentricity of life
commands us to complete the picture. There is death and life in the totality of
human existence. Death by definition as an immediate, unrestrained, and perennial result of the Fall and life only from Christ by grace through faith, and
... to add insult to injury, even faith is a gift! The precious watchword of the
Reformation, “Solo Christo, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide,” covers much more than
the doctrine of justification only. It is universal in its scope, and covers all of
biblical faith and all of biblical practice. All this is detailed in what James
proceeds to write as he builds up his case in an ever crescendoing manner.
Let me once again hasten to add, however, that the universal human “toxicity” is not always in evidence in an equal manner, and rarely, if ever, on
full-orbed display. Somehow the “common graces” of God appear to moderate and tone it down everywhere. Otherwise life would be unlivable,
whether individually or corporately. “Without the kindness and goodness of
God the whole earth would be a hell of sin and confusion … a compass of
excess and riot (due to) the depravity of the human nature.” This, however,
also signals the potential deadly danger of these graces. They are designed to
lead to repentance (Rom. 2:4b). But they are too often idolized in a rather
bewildering manner as ultimate security blankets. In presumptively embracing them as such the perpetrators could not deceive themselves any more
(Rom. 2:4a). Temporal band-aids that at best give temporary relief or effect
temporary remission in cancerous situations simply cannot provide eternal solutions. Common graces may “beat the enemy in an open field,” but too often
“are driving him into an impregnable castle not to be prevailed against.” In
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“the gall of bitterness and under the power of darkness,” he continues to fight
God and his cause. Therefore, what stems the tide from “excess” and what
“restrains” men from “riot,” but does “not break their hearts” cannot but end
up producing “self-justifiers,” whether personally, societally, academically,
or in any other way.348 Utilizing (read: brazenly stealing) the good gifts of
God, they may even be able to construct what resembles “a brave new
world.” But ultimately it will prove to be “a house of cards.” The bottom line
is simple. The Church of Christ better be ever on guard against any kind of
idolatry that monopolizes God’s gracious gifts for its own soul-destroying
purposes and against their intended soul-rescuing design (1 John 5:21), and
better not end up in an unholy alliance with it. It is bound to perish with it!

(2) Pitfall in the Tongue (3:2)
As indicated by the conjunction “for” (gar in Greek; Burdick, 186), James
continues his argument by explaining his warning not to stampede into the
office of teacher (with closed eyes). This explanation is twofold. First, James
states that all men without exception (Blomberg, 153) must confess to a wide
range of sins. The Greek (polla) indicates that they stumble in many regards,
in many things, at many times, and in many ways, and therefore also in many
words (McCartney, 180). In short, they stumble much, very much, too much
(Zodhiates, II, 83; Richardson, 147). This is immediately persuasive when it
is placed against the backdrop of both the benchmark of perfection espoused
by James throughout his Epistle (perfect endurance, perfect righteousness,
perfect faith, perfect repentance, perfect hope, and perfect self-denial) and the
recognition that any type of stumbling violates the whole law (Jam. 2:10)
(Zodhiates, II, 87). In general, a saint can be expected not to run after sin, but
to run from sin (Zodhiates, II, 81). Still, even if this is a reality, apart from
grace stumblings will occur, not only of a (relatively) minor or even inadvertent nature, such as slips of the tongue and unintentional misrepresentations
(Grosheide, 1955, 383; Moo, 1985, 120), but also of an unquestionably more
serious nature, inclusive of, but not restricted to, stumblings of the tongue,
such as cutting speech, hurtful words and grievous slander.349
His insistence in James 1:21 that believers are covered with spiritual
filth, and are constantly oozing, indeed, spilling over with sin, whenever “indwelling sin” is not “capped,” has laid the groundwork for this contention.
Further, if there is disagreement on this point, a simple reference to the spoken word ought to cure that in a hurry. According to James, no one can claim
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See for the quotations, Owen, The Mortification of Sin, 82-84.
Only a swift perusal of James’ own Epistle already provides us with a whole catalog of
sins!
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perfection in the use of the tongue. The utilization of the first person plural is
telling! We all go wrong. We all fall into error. We all commit sin, especially
in our speech, again and again. In short, as I already mentioned, in the final
analysis it is impossible for any of us to open our mouths. James fully includes himself, and thereby everyone else.
It is a known contention that in biblical preaching the spokesman should
always address the audience in the second person singular or plural. The first
person singular or plural supposedly jeopardizes the authority of the preacher
as an ambassador.350 There is, indeed, ample evidence of the use of the
second person in Scripture (Acts 2:22-23, 36, 38-40). But to make this a universal requirement is unacceptable. There is nothing wrong for a spokesman
of God to admit his “humanity” and to give evidence that he is not beyond
targeting himself. It can only enhance his preaching, if it is done properly,
such as in the footsteps of James. His humility in the use of the first person
plural is quite conducive to get the message across that for all practical purposes “every human sin is mediated, even facilitated, by speech of one sort or
another. It may be anger or seduction, sarcasm or flattery, criticism or dissembling -- the tongue is the wind that whips the embers into a consuming
blaze” (Keddie, 122). The groundwork for this thesis was already laid by
James in an earlier context (Jam. 1:26). Eventually James’ admission of his
“humanity” must be equally conducive in helping to get the medicine go
down, the medicine of “sola gratia!”
James does not merely display irony when he infers that the ability to
keep the tongue from sinning is tantamount to perfection by exercising total
and unfailing control of the body. This may seem ironical, all right, since admittedly no one is perfect, and no one exercises the kind of control that is required for perfection. Still, to be satisfied with the diagnosis of irony would
be to overlook or miss the central, if not major, ever-recurring, theme of
James. God desires, insists on, and aims at perfection with all the trials of life,
through all the wisdom of the Word, by means of all the commandments of
the Law in sum as well as substance, and last but not least in case of the tongue. However, the tongue is like a bird of prey. Therefore, to solve the problem of the tongue, because of its pivotal function, is basically to solve everything (Zodhiates, II, 85, 87, 90). “Winning this battle is in itself the winning
of all battles” (Motyer, 120). In view of the reality of much stumbling, to
keep the tongue in check, so that it is never at fault, is surely to keep the
whole body in perfect check. James argues from the greater to the lesser
(Burdick, 187). “If the tongue is controlled, general self-control will be the
result” (Richardson, 148). Anyone who has succeeded in bridling the tongue,
which brings both the stained human heart and its equally stained internal
350
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functions of mind, will and emotions to verbal expression, must be perfect
(See also 2 Ki. 19:28; Job 30:11; 41:13; Ps. 32:9; Prov. 26:3; Is. 30:28; 37:29,
but esp. Ps. 39:1)!351 In the words of one commentator, “If any man avoid the
evils of the tongue, I will make bold to call him a perfect man, such another
as is not found among mortals” (Manton, 277). In the present context this is
not irony, but hardcore reality, be it a humanly unattainable reality on earth.
Against this backdrop the shortfall of the tongue is depicted as a deeply
sobering, painful, as well as humbling reality that leaves one aghast. The
prospective teacher, as well as anyone else, does not only come face to face
with himself as far below God’s standard (of perfection!). He also sees with
his mind’s eye how any anticipated success dissipates in a hurry. There seems
to be no light at the end of the tunnel of teaching. The tongue appears to
block it totally and effectively!352 In short, the warning moves, on purpose as
we will see, from the continuing presence of “sins across the board” (“we
stumble in many ways”) to the presence of “sin in each particular instance”
(“we all sin with our tongues”). This means that there is no light at the end of
the tunnel for anyone at any time, at any place, and in any condition.
James’ statement, needless to say, does not imply that believers can use
the inevitable presence of sin as an excuse (we have to learn to “live with it”),
as a rationalization to downplay its offensiveness, or as an invitation to underestimate its destructive reality. Far from it! No, just as the presence of spiritual “filth” in general (Jam. 1:21) should prompt the believer to remove it, literally at all cost and any price (Mt. 5:29-30!), so the evident failure, in fact,
the manifest inability on the part of believers to keep a tight rein on their
“tongue,” and control their “words” should prevent each individual believer
either from “itching” to take a beeline to the teaching office, or from “waltzing” into this office, and all of them as a group from “crowing” in this office.
It is tantamount to falling into the pitfall of the Laodiceans. Very soon they
are pronounced lukewarm and ready to be spat out for the wretched, poor,
blind, and naked folks that they are, because in their pride and presumption
they do not recognize that without Jesus they are nothing, have nothing and
can do nothing in the area of sanctification (Rev. 3:17)! In fact, they appear to
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Also in this context Nystrom, 173, suggests that the Greek term for “perfect” should be
translated as “complete and mature,” since there is no such thing as “perfect sinlessness,” with
reference to James 1:4. McCartney, 180, opts for “complete,” “mature,” “whole,” as well.
But, as I have argued at length in the context of James 1:4, to shy away from the translation
“perfect,” whether here or in other contexts, previous or later, is to dull the cutting edge of
James’ teaching (So also Blomberg, 153).
352
Incidentally, there is no sufficient ground to hold that the “body,” controlled by the tongue, applies not only to the “human anatomy,” but also by way of “secondary reference” to
the church that employs the teachers (Martin, 104, 110-111). This does not only seem to be
far-fetched, but it also fails to fit either into James’ basic message or into the flow of his argument (So also emphatically and correctly McCartney, 181-182).
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ignore him, even if he is just as much at their disposal as the vine is at the
disposal of the branches. After all, he is knocking at their door for fruit bearing fellowship (Rev. 3:20)!
The heart of James’ argument against “a proverbial stampede” should
now be clear. He starts out from the ugly depth of the specific wretchedness
of the “toxic tongue problem” in the teaching office. “Teachers being men of
words par excellence are particularly exposed to the dangers of sins of
speech” (Laws, 140). From there he moves on, first, to the specific wretchedness of the believer in the same area, and finally, by implication, to their general wretchedness in all areas and phases of their existence.
To put it bluntly, anyone with dynamite in his tongue will think twice before he embarks upon a speaking career, just as anyone with dynamite in his
feet will hesitate to become a cross country runner, and anyone with dynamite
in his fingers will be reticent to serve as a keyboard operator. The situation,
James argues, is indeed this painfully grim! In fact, the implication is that unless a “solution” for this dynamite “problem” is found, anyone better “politely” decline to be a candidate for the teaching office. If this is understood in
the total biblical context, inclusive of Romans 7, pertaining to the totality of
life, the conclusion must be that without such solution no one could ever be
persuaded to be a candidate for anything!
According to one commentator, James aims here at “the problem of uncontrolled speech” as “a frequent theme in Proverbs and other OT and Jewish
wisdom literature,” and “illuminates this problem with a series of illustrations
popular among Greek and Hellenistic Jewish moralists” (Moo, 1985, 118).
Suffice it to say that the propriety of this observation must be rejected out of
hand. In moralistic thinking, whether Greek, Jewish, or otherwise, the choice
of commendable conduct in whatever area invariably rests with man. In Biblical thinking holy living is just as invariably out of reach by definition apart
from grace.
But, once again, there is more at stake at this juncture. There is no doubt
that James is driven by a (burning) desire to keep the teaching office from becoming the downfall and destruction of the Church. The perversion of the
best is invariably the worst! But he desires even more to bring his readers to a
self-knowledge, by using the “teaching issue” as an illustrative vehicle that
will once and for all determine how they should seek to achieve holiness,
whether in the “teaching office,” or elsewhere in life by persuasive implication. He wishes to build a compass into their heart that will actually show the
way to reaching the grand objective of practical godliness in general. James is
not satisfied with “treating them as children,” by simply dictating their behavior in every area of life.
In short, the “course” that James teaches in his epistle is not only interested in “conveying content,” but also insistent on “providing method.” He
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not only instructs in the “that,” but possibly even more in the “how to” of the
victory over sin, and therewith in the “how so” of practical godliness. But before he arrives at that point, he does and must lay a thorough foundation. His
extensive, and rather surprising preoccupation with the “tongue,” is indicative
of that. He deals with the issue of the tongue, not only at length, but also in
depth. He clearly has an additional ax to grind! What this is becomes progressively clear!
(3) The Tongue in Man (3:3-5)
James’ further preoccupation with the tongue, not just in teachers, but in all
of mankind, serves not merely to underscore, but to bring out the reason for
the terrible and culpable reality of man’s inability, his impotence, to keep
from sinning in his own strength. The tongue is only a minute part of the human body, but how influential it is! It is “an exceeding powerful faculty.” It
can display a perverse pride (Ps. 12:3; Prov. 6:17; 14:3; Is. 14:13). However,
as seems the case here, it can also properly boast about “its great influence
and extensive achievements” and “legitimately claim substantial power”
(with Keddie, 128, 13; Blomberg, 156; Moo, 1985, 123; contra McCartney,
184; McKnight, 279, who lean to the view that the word “boast” also in this
context has the usual derogatory connotation of “vaunting pride and vituperative rhetoric”). In fact, it is comparable to a bit in a horse’s mouth and to a
rudder of a ship. The bit spells mastery over all the comings and goings of the
entire horse.353 Even more telling, the tiniest rudder (quite a small instrument)
keeps the greatest of ships (an enormous object) on course, even when buffeted by the most violent of winds. James’ emphasis upon “the whole horse”
and “the whole ship” should not be missed, especially against the backdrop of
“the tiny bit” and “the tiny rudder.” “The tongue can have an effect disproportionate to its size” (Royster, 71). Apparently God can use the smallest of
instruments, human or otherwise, to cause the greatest of effects (Richardson,
149, 151)! In the triad of “bit and horse,” rudder and ship,” spark and fire”
James “simply appropriated what he knew to be stock phrases and crafted
them to his own ends” (Nystrom. 176). But the “power of these graphic images” is awesome (McKnight, 277).
Quite clearly, the rider who guides the bit and the pilot who steers the
rudder are all-controlling! The latter comparison seems to be common place
in ancient literature (Johnson, 257-258; Martin, 111; Moo, 1985, 121;
McCartney, 183). It contains three elements, “the guiding desire (the steersman), the means of control (the rudder), and that which is controlled (the
ship), corresponding in turn to the human desire, the tongue, and the body”
353
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(Johnson, 258). The parallel is obvious. A tiny tongue governs the whole
body, that is, in all of its manifestations, its activity and its history, and apparently has an “effectiveness (that seems) out of proportion to its size.” No
wonder that total control of tongue and speech spells “perfection” (Cranfield,
343).
But in describing the tongue in this way James seems to set us up for the
kill. As soon as he quite appropriately has convinced us through his illustrations of the “awesome” nature of the tongue, he gives us the coup de grace by
showing us its “awful” side. From the magnitude of “soaring optimism” about
its beckoning potential James turns abruptly to the magnitude of “unexpected
pessimism” about its actual performance (Dibelius, 186-189; so also Hartin,
185) in an “unrelentingly negative imagery” (Blomberg, 150). In fact, comparatively speaking the harm that can be caused by the tongue is infinitely
greater than can be ascribed to the bit and the rudder (Nystrom, 177). In a rather bewildering way its power proves to be not benevolent, but evil. The
“horse,” controlled by it, does not win the Kentucky Derby or the Preakness,
nor is the “ship,” directed by it, the “Queen Elizabeth,” the “Queen Mary,”
the “France,” the “New Amsterdam,” the “Rotterdam,” or any other renowned ship, that arrives at a safe harbor. No, the horse is more like the cavalry of Attila the Hun that destroyed Europe, and the ship resembles more the
Titanic that sank to the bottom of the ocean. Suddenly the tongue boasts, is
Mr. Big in a malevolent manner. Insignificant as it may seem, it horrifies by
its destructive pride. By way of modern equivalent one commentator compares the tongue to the steering wheel in a vehicle. Its small size easily belies
its destructive power in accidents that spread death and destruction (Keddie,
129). It resembles the “joystick” in the Boeing 767 that on 9/11 caused it to
slam in the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in New York City, and
annihilated them. It reminds us of the bullet of the assassin that snuffs out a
life with the most promising prospects.
Furthermore, James compares it with a spark that does not produce the
joy of light, or the delight of warmth. In fact, “it is more an identification than
a comparison, for the author wants to emphasize how dangerous and destructive the tongue can be (Andria, 1513). As tiny as it is, it kindles a firestorm,
similar to the towering inferno that wiped out Hiroshima! In all its minuteness
it does immense damage (Moo, 1085, 123) as it takes dead aim at a whole
forest to spark it like a tinderbox, to produce an “enormous conflagration”
(Royster, 71), to see it go up in flames, and to leave a smoldering no-man’s,
no animal’s, and no vegetation’s land, in its wake.354 The next section could
not paint a more ominous picture. It teaches that sin is positioned to rage out
of control, definitely out of man’s control. In this James’ Epistle proves to be
354
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far from a lone voice. As mentioned already, it goes hand in glove with the
testimony of Jesus (John 15:5), and of Paul (Rom. 7:18-19) as well.
James is now poised to deliver his message. Wherever the tongue makes
its appearance, great destruction proves to be but a short distance away (Martin, 113). “Like a flame in the forest, it spreads abroad and consumes and destroys everything” (Johnson, 258 with a reference to Philo who uses this terminology to describe “evil desire”). It is coming around the corner, if it is not
already in full view! According to one commentator, the following supposedly sums up eloquently what James is driving at, “It (the tongue) can sway
men to violence, or it can move them to the noblest actions. It can instruct the
ignorant, encourage the dejected, comfort the sorrowing, and soothe the dying. Or it can crush the human spirit, destroy reputations, spread distrust, and
hate, and bring nations to the brink of war” (Curtis Vaughan, quoted with approval in Kistemaker, 109). Regrettably, this quotation, although vivid and
telling in the description of the tongue, does not really touch the essence of
this text, and may well betray a fundamental misunderstanding of it, since it
fails to put man squarely behind the proverbial eight ball. In fact, it does quite
the contrary! Even if there is a potential for “evil,” there is supposedly also
potential for “good.” As I argued already, this is precisely not what James is
trying to get across at this juncture. He bluntly informs the reader that apart
from grace there is absolutely no hope for the tongue, whether potential or actual. Period! This, incidentally, is not “pessimism,” as several commentators
construe it. It is “biblical realism,” similar to Paul’s teaching in Romans 7,
that sets the stage to the cure of grace, namely “the sanctifying wisdom from
‘above’” (Jam. 3:17), as we shall see extensively below. Once again, the parallel with Paul is telling. “Yes, I am a wretched man. But I can and will
thank God for the ‘answer of sanctifying grace’ in Christ Jesus my Lord,”
which incidentally is the “above” (Col. 3:1-3).
At any rate, James does not stop at “human impotence.” But the reader
better first pause here personally analogous to redemptive history.355 The
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This “pausing” is not done as frequently as it should. Regrettably, it is also a missing ingredient in Adams’ booklet on James, however much we can applaud it for the crisp, pointed
and compelling way in which it is written. The heavy emphasis on the “can do” ignores and
obscures James’ emphasis upon the “cannot.” Truthfully, it seems at least on the surface passing strange that in a volume on James there are only “can do” chapters, while no apparent
thought is given to the “cannot” sections. As a minimum it should have been explained where
these sections fit into the life of the Christian. Now, I do not at all deny that “can do” chapters
are biblically legitimate. The message of Philippians 4:13 is and remains unmistakably clear.
But I wish to argue that in the context of James it would have been much more appropriate, if
instead of opting for the chapter headings, “You can overcome, etc.,” the author would have
formulated at least some of them as follows, “You cannot overcome, etc., unless!” This would
have properly reflected the cutting edge of James’ message, as well as the cutting edge of the
message of his Master, for that matter, in John 15:5. It also would have mirrored the author’s
insistence in his excellent, if not trailblazing, manual on preaching, Preaching with Purpose,
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“ministration of condemnation and death” lasted well over one century for the
Israelites to recognize that without a “ministration of righteousness and life”
there was no light, not a speck of it, at the end of the tunnel. And they still did
not get it (2 Cor. 3:7, 9, 14)! In this regard old-covenant redemptive-history
better not repeat itself in New Covenant personal-history. Frankly, only after
the sum and substance of the “ministration of death,” which does and will retain its message until the return of Christ, truly sinks in through the convicting power of the Holy Spirit (John 16:7ff), and through that power alone, will
members of God’s Church, first of all those who aspire to the teaching office
“finally” realize that (also) in their sanctification they are “shut up” to Christ
and to Christ alone, as an utter necessity, in fact, as a matter of life and death!
The above quotation (from Curtis Vaugh) simply does not get this across, and
possibly “does not get it” either in the way it should. At any rate, all this is
heavily underscored by what James proceeds to say in the next section. Let us
take a close look!

b. Root of Human Impotence (3:6-9)
(6) The tongue is a fire as well. It constitutes the world of iniquity among our members that corrupts the whole body, sets fire
to the entire course of human existence, and is set on fire by
always to look for the purpose of the text, as the purpose of the Holy Spirit with the text. This,
then, and this only, is, and should be the purpose and cutting edge of the sermon (as well as,
by implication, the purpose and cutting edge of a Commentary on the text). In his booklet on
James this cutting edge appears blunted. Naturally, in a potential companion volume on Philippians the “can do” chapters should predominate. In short, in each instance of complementary truth interpreters should always be gripped by both sides. Only then can they do justice to
both sides in their interpretation. Of course, this does not exclude an explicit emphasis upon
one of the sides, but only when the biblical text under interpretation calls for this. In fact, in
such scenario the interpreter has no choice but to follow the (emphasis of) the text meticulously. But especially if and when he goes counter to the emphasis of the text, he will, whether
consciously or not, neglect or even suppress the complementary counterpart that he failed to
bring out. This will imperil the reader. In my estimation, the complementary truths of the
“cannot” and the “can do” resemble a piston in an engine. The faster the piston goes up and
down, from the “can do” to the “cannot” and from the “cannot” to the “can do,” and the
quicker the engine fires at an ever accelerating pace, the faster the automobile will run, and
the quicker it will reach its destination. In short, the more Christians possess the best of both
worlds, by concentrating and holding on to both the “cannot” and the “can do” simultaneously, the more they will experience spiritual progress and growth. This is the “missing linkage”
in Adam’s booklet.
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hell. (7) For every kind of animal, bird, reptile and sea creature,
is tamed and has been tamed by humans. (8) But no one among
men can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. (9) With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we
curse men made in God’s image.
(1) Nature of the Enemy within (3:6)
James focuses in this section the attention upon what elsewhere in Scripture is
called “the flesh,” “indwelling sin” or “the body of death” (Rom. 7:14ff;
8:1ff; Gal. 5:16ff). Later James identifies the root cause more specifically. It
is “the spirit that God made to dwell in us.” This spirit “envies intensely”
(Jam. 4:5).356 At any rate “indwelling sin” clearly has frightening dimensions.
It is in all our “members” (Rom. 7:23), that is in “all our powers of mind and
body, limbs and faculties” (Mitton, 127). According to James, it is found in a
concentrated fashion in that one small “member,” called the tongue. Because
of its size in relationship to the body, he implies that the tongue is comparable
to the tiny spark that sets a large forest ablaze. “Careless campers who leave
one ember burning in a campfire can start wildfires that destroy tens and even
hundreds of thousands of acres” (Blomberg, 157). This illustration is designed to teach that through this small but well-established part of the body
human sin rages out of control. When it is characterized on its own, the tongue is said to be the embodiment of the unrighteous world. This designation,
identical in construction to the unrighteous Mammon (Moo, 1985, 124, with
reference to Lk. 16:9), is a metaphor, rather than a simile, which ups the ante
and quite pointedly underscores the sinister nature of the tongue (Johnson,
259; Richardson, 152).
The phrase indicates either that all by itself it is the sum total, the whole
gamut, of iniquity, or that it is the focal point, the concentration point of the
world with all its iniquity. Since the phrase comes with the definite article,
and the term world does not mean “sum total,” the latter interpretation is
more likely. The tongue is the “world of injustice” (Andria, 1513), “constitutes the unrighteous world” (Mayor, 115; Cheung, 203). It is and does not
just become such (McKnight, 284). In fact, the Greek (katisthatai) indicates
that it either is “constituted” (passive voice) (Burdick, 189, with reference to
Rom. 5:19), “established” (McCartney, 188) as such, or, possibly “constitutes
itself,” “appoints itself” (middle voice) as such (So Laws, 149; Moo, 1985,
124, with reference to Jam. 4:4; and Blomberg, 158, to emphasize that the
356
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tongue must take full volitional responsibility). At any rate, it represents the
sum and substance of the “evil world” (Dibelius, 194). In it the world of iniquity concentrates itself, comes to its full expression, “comes into its own”
(Mitton, 126-127; Doriani, 100). Tiny as it may be in comparison, it is virtually the “personification” of “the fallen, rebellious world-system” (Moo,
1985, 124), the “embodiment” of “a systematic pursuit of iniquity” (Grosheide, 1955, 385). In short, the toxic tongue is the liaison between individual
believers and the believing community on the one hand, and “the world,” on
the other. It brings “the rebel world,” inclusive of its evil, unrelenting and
fierce, opposition to God and his Kingdom, “within the person or group.” It
“verbalizes the values of the world” and “makes them part of their inner being.” “They seep into everything” (Hartin, 185). No wonder that this slender
portion of flesh, in which all the iniquity of the world seemed to be wrapped
up (Burdick, 187), can stain more and wreak more havoc than anything else.
Like a forest fire it does irreversible harm (Prov. 10:8; 12:18; 29:12). It has
been compared with the rudder that became the undoing of the battleship
Bismarck in World War II, with the power grab of Hitler who caused World
War II, and with the nuclear bomb that flattened Hiroshima toward the close
of World War II (Phillips, 99). One thing is sure, it is locked in mortal combat
with the earlier mentioned “pure religion” that keeps itself unstained from the
world (Jam. 1:25).
All this should under no circumstance be toned down, either by easing
off on “the world of evil,” or by calling it an added “gloss” (Dibelius, 195).
No, it pollutes, perverts, and corrupts man’s total being. In general, it rapidly
torches everything in its way, violently destroys everything combustible in its
path, aggressively consumes the entire course of man’s life, one’s own as
well as that of others, and always seems to have enough fire power to accomplish whatever it sets out to do, ever fueled by the fire of hell, the residence of
Satan and the origination point of his deceiving treachery and murderous
trickery (Keddie, 110-111; Manton, 285-286, with reference to Eccl. 5:6).
Folks in general may not, and often Christians do not, see this reflected when
they look in a mirror. But the X-ray of God’s Word “reveals” it. Therefore at
least confessing Christians should see it when they come face to face with the
mirror of God’s Word. Otherwise their confession may not amount to anything due to a continuing veil on their heart (2 Cor. 3:14) that precludes them
from seeing at all (John 3:3).
At any rate, whatever interpretation one chooses, the sum total or the
focal point of the universe of wickedness, the message is self-evident. It is a
devastating indictment! Here comes the unstoppable Attila the Hun in his destructive conquest. There goes the doomed Titanic to the bottom of the ocean.
Hiroshima, here today, gone today! The tongue is a one member wrecking
crew that leaves a mind-boggling devastation in its wake. It turns the whole
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body into a garbage dump and a manure pit! This message must be received
in faith as the diagnosis of God himself. It is the testimony and assessment of
his inerrant Scripture.357 While the term “body” signifies the individual’s
body (the exposition of the text), it is not improper to conclude that the tongue on a rampage in the church leaves in that corporate context a similar devastation in its wake (the significance of the text). After all, while a text has
one meaning, it may have many applications (Johnson, 259; see also Hartin,
184; Blomberg, 158; McCartney, 184).
In greater detail, the operational activity of the tongue as a fire,
representing the world of iniquity, extends to man’s whole personality, “the
whole sphere of human life” (Mitton, 128), the total range of man’s existence
as well as the entire course of his life (literally “the wheel, or circle, of human
existence.”). Its evil activity “continues throughout time … and spreads outward in an ever widening circle” (McCartney, 189-190).358 As the concentration point of the unrighteous world, the micro-cosm of unrighteousness, it defiles the whole body. As a fire it does not leave anything untouched. In its
wake it leaves everything scorched, a scorched earth and a scorched history.
One needs only to look at false religions that have destroyed the human soul
357

It has been suggested that the text is corrupt, and that the original does not designate the
tongue as the world of wickedness. But this suggestion has been strongly rejected, and properly so (Martin, 114). Any attempt to water down Scripture ought to be resisted (So also
McKnight, 281).
358
Dibelius, 196-198, translates the Greek original, trochos tees geneseoos, with “cycle of
becoming,” and points out that the only way to escape this “revolving cycle” is by means of
“the ascent to the intellectual form of the soul.” The dialectic of the one-and-the-many, of the
simultaneous mutual presupposition and exclusion of universality and particularity is in clear
evidence. However, Scripture wants to have nothing to do with this dialectic. The culprit is
neither “the one” nor “the many” (metaphysical), but man’s total depravity that is everywhere
in evidence (ethical). In this context Nystrom, 190, portrays human depravity as a force that
“echoes down the generations,” and defines it in the words of the film, Train Spotting,” as “a
full speed plunge into the hissing cauldron of lust followed by a soothing pickling in the juices of self-love.” This scenario surely differs from the Greek view of “man and things.”
Grosheide, 1955, 386-387, heads in the same direction as Nystrom with his explanation of
trochos tees geneseoos. He interprets it as a standing Greek expression that takes its cue from
a device (“scheprad”) that goes endlessly round and round for the purposes of supplying water
in an irrigation project. The device consists of a number of buckets. In their upward trajectory
they scoop up water, which they disgorge again while going downward. The tongue, then, resembles the rotator (“spil”) of such device. However, rather than serving the purpose of irrigation with wholesome water of life, it is instrumental for an endless downward movement into
hell to sweep up hellish flames in order to spew them out going upwards, leaving massive destruction in their wake. “Round and round” the tongue goes! The sobering fact is that no human is able to stop its movement. It is hardly surprising that James introduces the tongue in
this context to pave the way for his emphasis upon God as the only source for victory and
prayer as the only instrument to secure it. Incidentally, this better not be the missing message
in anyone’s booklet on James. It would be to miss a golden opportunity to drive both of these
two Gospel truths home in order to destroy any and all vestiges of human pride.
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as well as false philosophies that have deceived the human mind and false
ideologies that have destroyed human life on a world-wide scale, to recognize
the havoc produced by the human tongue (and by the “pen” or even the media
in general as its modern extension)!
In terms of its destructive impact it relegates nuclear devices to the Kindergarten of life. In the words of an 18th Century writer, “It diffuses error,
kindles strife, inflames the passions, stimulates to vice, and originates crime.
It breaks hearts, embitters families, distracts communities, divides and destroys churches” (J. Adam, as quoted in Johnstone, 254; see also Keddie, 132;
and Cranfield, 344, with reference to “the confusion and ruin caused by false
teachings in the Church, blind hatreds and unreasoning prejudices produced
by demagogy and propaganda, (and) the moral havoc spread by corrupt suggestion”). It displays its destructive influence in every phase and sphere of
life. It affects the young, the old and everyone in between, during the week,
on the weekend, at work or on vacation, at home, on the road, at sea, in the
air, and even in (outer) space. It affects politics, agriculture, industry, commerce, education, in short, the length and breadth of individual, corporate and
societal life. Incidentally, in this context James does not indulge himself in
“exaggerated rhetoric” or sports “a rather pessimistic view” (McKnight, 285).
He is right on the money as a biblical realist!
However, the tongue is not only “defiling” in its operation and destructive in its impact it is ultimately devilish in its root (Phillips, 102-106). The
origin of that “fire” is to be traced back to hell (Gehenna!) itself (Mt. 5:22,
29; 13:42; 18:8; 25:41; Mk. 9:43-45; Lk. 12:5; Rev. 14:10; 20:10, 15). While
hell is mostly described as the place of eternal condemnation and punishment,
it is here portrayed not as much as a “circumlocution of Satan” (with Nystrom, 173), but rather as the headquarters of Satan, and the base and origin
of his “hellish” operations (with Mitton, 128-129; contra Blomberg, 159). But
there is an additional feature! In this context the spotlight is specifically upon
the horrifying and all-consuming flames that leap from the everlasting fire
fire of everlasting destruction (Mt. 5:22; 18:9). Both the tongue (James) and
all the other “members” of the body (Paul) are fed by its never-dying flames,
and function as their outlet, not as a well-regulated and regulating valve, but
as a towering inferno. Candidly, it is the nozzle of a flame thrower. Such nozzle constitutes a deceptively small opening. But it belches blazing streams of
all-engulfing and devouring fire, and aims at creating a hellhole of a firestorm. Just ask, if this were possible, the victims of the all-incinerating flame
throwers on Iwo Jima in the Pacific Theatre of World War II, or the victims
of the all-incinerating firestorm in Dresden in the European Theatre, or what
tops it all, the victims of the towering all-incinerating nuclear inferno in Hiroshima, all in that same World War!
Mark well that this is not stated as a possible or an intermittent scenario.
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It is stated as a present and constant reality. Too often, as I mentioned already, the tongue is portrayed as an instrument that has the fearful “capability” or “potentiality” of evil, such as leading people astray when it resorts to
false teaching, of destroying much good when it is out of control, and of producing great harm when it is unchecked, in short, of going about the work of
hell when it is bent out of shape (Nystrom, 175, 176, 179, 183; Cranfield,
344). However, this virtually destroys the point that James is making. In
James it is stated not merely as a capability or potentiality, but as a frightful
and frightening reality! Tongues, my tongue, your tongue, all tongues, are
always and by definition a hellish destructive fire that does enormous, if not
untold, damage in every “body,” individual and corporate bodies. Their operating range has individual, communal as well as cosmic dimensions (Hartin,
189). They touch everything, set everything they touch on fire, and are themselves set on fire by hell, whether this is recognized and acknowledged or not.
As mentioned already, only God’s spiritual X-ray, as found in Scripture, does
and can present this diagnosis. Only the Spirit of God does and can drive it
home (John 16:8). Only grace is and can be its cure.359
359

The fact that God’s common graces have a restraining, tempering as well as a benevolent,
cheering influence does not vitiate this diagnosis. Apart from the fact that these “graces” are
designed to lead to repentance (Rom. 2:4), it is not uncommon for a healthy blush on the
cheek to go hand in hand with tuberculosis, an active lifestyle with a threatening heart attack,
and a positive physical outlook with a hidden cancer! From this perspective common grace
can be a dangerous thing. It can pull the wool over the eyes of people, and seduce them to cry
“peace, peace,” when and where there is no peace. In short, it can lull them to sleep. In that
scenario common grace, however much it is and remains an utterly benevolent gift of God
turns at the same time into, in fact, simultaneously constitutes a tool of Satan (Complementarity of truth!). This is not simply the opinion of an alarmist commentator. It is the teaching of
Paul. Moralists, who pat themselves upon the back because of their commendable lifestyle
and the consequent prosperity they enjoy, simply cannot believe that hell is waiting for them.
“The (common or person-specific) goodness of God,” they protest, is so obvious in their life
that hell would be an unthinkable anticlimax, both undeserving on their part and unworthy of
God. Paul makes short shrift of this self-destructive diagnosis. For one thing, common grace
in God’s dictionary amounts to (a summons to) “repentance.” And for another, due to their
refusal to comply, they are saddled with impenitent hearts that are the inevitable targets of
God’s wrath (Rom. 2:1-5). The same can be said about epistemologists who pat themselves
upon the back for their “insights,” the craftsmen for their “skills,” and the achievers for their
“successful undertakings.” Since it is true that even “the lamp of the wicked is wicked” (Prov.
21:4b), in other words, that even “the light of the wicked is darkness,” Christians should not
embrace such “light” lock, stock and barrel, and uncritically incorporate it in their own conduct, their theoretical system, their everyday life or their entrepreneurial undertakings. Basically the morality, insights, skills and accomplishments on the part of “pagans” is and ever
remains “darkness,” and can never double as “Christian truth,” even if from God’s perspective it is and remains God’s truth as a gracious gift that is designed to lead to repentance. In
fact, all “truth,” all “wisdom,” however common gracious in terms of morality, insights,
skills, and accomplishments, that does not come from “above” (Jam. 3:15), where Christ is
seated (Col. 3:1-2) as the source of all truth and wisdom (Col. 2:2-3), in other words, all truth,
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In short, as has been observed already, in the tongue all human beings
possess a direct pipeline to hell, which is by definition destructive, unless it is
capped so that no spillover or leakage can occur (more about the latter below). This is a grim reality indeed! As we also noticed already, Paul ups the
ante and informs us in more conceptual fashion that “indwelling sin,” to be
equated with James’ poison, resides in all our “members” (Rom. 7:23). This
multiplies the pipelines to hell many times over, and turns James’ grim reality
all wisdom, that does not originate in Jesus, in special grace, is not and cannot be “Christian”
truth and “Christian” wisdom. This applies to non-Christians and Christians alike. For Christians, whether theologians, philosophers, craftsmen or achievers, enthusiastically (read: slavishly) to absorb “non-Christian truth and wisdom,” or unthinkingly (read: proudly) to produce “non-Christian truth and wisdom,” is to go down the non-Christian garden path. It may
very well be, in fact, it undoubtedly is an attractive “flowery” path possibly with a sweet external “fragrance,” but it has no real substance, and is ultimately the path of death. NonChristian “light,” whether in non-Christians or Christians are rooted in a proud heart (Prov.
21:4a) and will be snuffed out (Prov. 24:20). It should not come as a surprise to anyone if in
the Judgment it would be disclosed that every initial downgrade and every eventual downfall
of the Church originated in being so enamored by common gracious truths produced by the
world (1 John 2:15) and being so content with common gracious truths produced by itself
(Rev. 3:17-18) that it lost sight of the utter need for special gracious truth by both the world
and itself, and stopped aggressively to preach the Gospel of “definitive salvation,” that is, definitive regeneration, justification, and sanctification to the world “evangelistically” and the
Gospel of “progressive salvation,” that is, daily repentance and faith, daily forgiveness and
daily godliness to itself “edificationally.” The bottom line is this. Common gracious truths
that unbelievers and believers share summon unbelievers to repentance unto “definitive salvation,” summon believers to “progressive salvation,” and mark the latter as “lukewarm,” as
long as they do not enjoy them simultaneously as special grace. This should be quite clear
when one recognizes that sin comes only from “below,” special grace only from “above,” but
common grace simultaneously from “above” and “below.” Unbelievers who have the benefit
of common graces have one permanent leg in hell and one temporary leg in “heaven.” This
gives urgency to the call to repentance which these graces embody (Rom. 2:4). Without special grace every bit of “heaven” will disappear, and only the horror of hell will remain. Believers who merely share the benefit of common graces with unbelievers have one permanent
leg in heaven and one temporary leg in hell. This gives depth perspective to the charge of “lukewarmness.” Without their surrender to the ultimacy of special grace in everything, common
graces included, Christ will spit them out. Believers who have the benefit of common graces
and receive them at the same time as special grace have both legs in heaven. As a result they
will display deep gratitude for any and all common graces that they enjoy, and at the same
time exhibit an evangelistic fervor toward unbelievers with whom they share these graces.
Frankly, I would not be surprised if even the finest believers would be victimized by their
contentment with common graces (at least?) 90% of the time. This clearly is the Laodicean
curse. The Laodiceans (think they) have everything, while they have ultimately “nothing,”
due to their refusal to “abide in the vine for everything, and so to bring forth fruit, more fruit,
much fruit, abiding fruit of sanctification.” This constitutes their “lukewarmness.” This, in
turn, spells the violent demise of the Church (Rev. 3:13-20). How else, in the light of Jesus’
culminating letter to the Laodiceans, can one explain the loss of the Middle East to idolatrous
Islam, of Europe to atheistic secularism, and of the USA in an ever increasing way to the
scourge of godless humanism? See also my Commentary on James 3:15.
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into a nightmare, were it not for Jesus (Rom. 7:24) who through his Spirit
(Rom. 8:1-11) caps the pipelines. It is hard to miss the ever-widening circle
of depravity. It starts with a small member. It spreads to the whole body. It
covers all of reality, ultimately because it has its origination point in hell. In
the light of all this we can understand the observation offered by one commentator to the effect that in our preoccupation with finding ways and means
to present the Gospel to the world we might begin by facing the painful truth
that what most “bedevils (!) our proclamation” could well be “our own lack
of integrity” (Cranfield, 345).
By way of summary, the tongue is in essence the concentration point of
any and every evil under the sun, in its effect the corrupter of all of life, and
in its operation a tool of hell (See Doriani, 110-11). We would think that this
is enough. But James is not finished yet, not by a long shot! In the next section he proceeds with the thesis that the tongue cannot be tamed. That is to
say, as the opening of one of the pipelines from hell it cannot be capped by
man! There is no light at the end of this tunnel (with Doriani, 112, and most
decidedly contra Motyer, 126), unless it is the “light” of the all-consuming
fire of hell. All this, of course, is introduced to set the stage for a “supernatural” solution. However, it must become clear that such a solution is not just a
recommended option, not even merely a fortunate possibility. It is an absolute
necessity. There is no alternative, if we wish to escape the destructive power
represented by the tongue. The tongue is not just “potentially destructive”
(Hartin, 185). By itself and on its own it is destructive by definition!

(2) Power of the Enemy within (3:7-8)
The power of indwelling sin is so stupendous that it makes the tongue simply
untamable! It is by definition wilder and more ferocious than the wildest and
most ferocious beast (Manton, 289; Burdick, 188). Comparatively speaking,
every conceivable kind of living creatures (even in case this could not be said
of every member of each species) can be tamed, and have been tamed (rather
than “domesticated;” McCartney, 191), every sort of animal and type of bird,
including snakes (sic!) and sea creatures or “monsters,” not to speak of lions,
tigers, dogs, etc. Whether they walk, fly, crawl, swim, the trainer only needs
to crack a whip (Keddie, 112) to “subdue” them. But in strength and resilience they are all dwarfed by the tongue that has never been tamed and cannot be tamed. Mankind has total superiority over the animal kingdom (Martin, 116). Therefore, “in contrast to the human ability to control everything
else, the inability to subdue (same verb) the tongue is all the more shocking”
(Johnson, 261). “The possibility of actually controlling the tongue, in James’
mind” does not just “appear virtually nil” (So Hartin, 185). It is nil! “Controlling the tongue” is not just “almost universally difficult” (So Royster, 73). It
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is universally impossible! This is not a “hyperbolic claim” (contra McKnight,
288). It is stark reality!
It becomes positively frightening when we recognize that the tongue is
only one example of a “member,” in which the hellish fire of “indwelling sin”
resides. According to Romans 7:23, this diagnosis applies to all the other
“members” of the human make-up as well! In this light (read: darkness!) the
cry of Paul’s heart is hardly surprising, “O wretched man that I am” (Rom.
7:24).
James underscores the vicious power of indwelling sin when he unambiguously speaks of the tongue as “an unruly, restless360 evil,” that is “almost
bestial in its venomous ways,” a replica of the “serpent-tempter of the Garden
of Eden whose evil words led the first man astray and poisoned his thinking
with lies” (Richardson, 156), filled with deadly, that is, “death bearing” and
“death dealing” (Johnson, 261; Manton, 289) poison (Ps. 58:3; 140:3). Again
the comparison with a snake comes into view. Inasmuch as a snake can be defanged, this comparison is not too complimentary to the snake which we
usually regard as the most frightening of all animals. Note well, this does not
only apply to the unbeliever in his unregenerate state (Rom. 1:13). James predicates it of the believer in his regenerate state as well. It is indeed spine chilling to see how the tables are turned from the highest praise (“legitimate
boasting”) to the most heinous low (“uncontrollable evil,” similar in terminology, but much more fatal than the ever “restless” waves in Jam. 1:8)
(Moo, 1985, 128; Blomberg, 160). Believers are frightening folks, all right,
who must first of all be most frightened … of and by themselves!
Once again, this diagnosis must be accepted as a fact and not merely as a
possibility. James does not tell us, “Given the wrong circumstances, the tongue can be set on fire by hell, can be an unruly evil, and can be poisonous.”
This kind of interpretation that seems to “bedevil” too many commentators,
whether consciously or not, would radically and totally vitiate the message of
James, and, therefore, could not possibly serve the best interest of his readers.
No, the believer is totally and radically impotent to do anything that is good
and pleasing to the all-holy and almighty God. All of his existence and all of
his activities are fully dominated by indwelling sin, that powerful and viciouss reality that dwells in all the parts, aspects and phases of his existence.
To be sure, the regenerate heart has a delight in the law of God, and a thirst
360

This is the same term used in James 1:8 (“unstable”) and 3:18 (“‘disorder’ and wickedness”) (See also Brosend, 91; McKnight, 289). This can either imply that the influence of the
forces of hell results in severe double-mindedness and instability (Nystrom, 173), which produce the dual phenomenon of blessing and cursing (Jam. 2:9) as well as ‘chaotic’ socioeconomic conditions (Jam. 4:1-12), or indicate that these forces make it impossible for anyone
to control the tongue due to its “restless” state, in which it is “liable to break out” at any moment as “the natural complement of James 2:8a” (Moo, 1985, 127). The latter seems to be
preferable in the context. For the same terminology, see also 1 Cr. 14:33.
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for holiness (Rom. 7:22), but by the same token the flesh or indwelling sin
has a paralyzing influence both upon everything in general (Paul) and upon
the tongue in particular (James).361 The believer, however much he thirsts for
it, is by definition unable to perform any and all acts of obedience. This
“flesh,” as has been argued already, is neither a potential (too little), nor an
actual sin (too much). It is the believer’s fifth column with such sinister power that the new heart is no match for it! In short, indwelling sin, the enemy inside, is such a potent enemy that it, in conjunction with temptation, the enemy
outside, will be victorious over the new heart when the latter is left to itself or
attempts to cope with the indwelling sin in its own strength. It is dynamite,
always threatening to explode. It is poison, always threatening to paralyze. It
is a set of rods in a nuclear facility, always threatening to melt down. Only
when this is understood and acknowledged, will James be able to drive his
message home!362 The depth of the sinner’s as well as the saint’s misery of
361

Zodhiates, II, 129, argues correctly that the notion of “two dogs in us trying to bark
through the same mouth” is thoroughly fallacious. The regenerate can be assured that their
rebel heart, their sin nature is crucified (Rom. 6:6), dead and buried forever, and replaced with
a new heart, a new nature (Rom. 6:6b, 17). Their new headquarters is secured. However their
flesh, a fifth column, is still “omni-present.” It must be emphasized, however, with Zodhiates
and others that the new heart and the flesh are not on a par, and have no equal rights. The new
heart is the indestructible new starting point in the process of sanctification. While it is no
match for the flesh without Jesus by definition, it is equally by definition victorious with Jesus, as I show at length below. At any rate, the tongue cannot be designated as “the embodiment of the sinful nature” (So Blomberg, 158). It cannot embody what does no longer exist!
362
Commenting on the untamable nature of the tongue as a “cipher for church leaders,” Nystrom, 173, 180, speaks of its “irrational conduct,” its “restless irrationality,” the “irrational
nature of its orientation and effort,” and its “irrational destructive power.” This is a regrettable
analysis. Just as parents are not “irrational” when they produce a malformed child, so the tongue is not irrational when it spews poison. In case of a malformed child there was apparently
something basically wrong in the reproductive process, even if this cannot be immediately
pinpointed. In other words, it has a “rationality” of its own. Similarly, in case of spewed poison there is something terribly wrong. However, in this instance it can be pinpointed. In fact,
James does this very thing. The pipeline to hell is working “overtime!” Clearly the misuse of
the tongue has a rationality of its own as well. When Christians spew poison, their pipeline to
hell is not capped. Incidentally, when non-Christians do so, their rebellious heart applauds,
and encourages, if not initiates the poison flow, even if at the same time they point an accusing finger at it whenever it fits their own purposes (Rom. 1:32; 2:15)! Incidentally, the hypothetical reality of James 3:2b to the effect that a perfect man can bridle his tongue and the
general observation of James 3:3-5 to the effect that the tongue can boast of great things, analogous to a horse’s bit and a ship’s rudder, do not militate against the fact, also underscored
by Jesus (John 15:5), that in the spiritual arena the tongue is utterly incapable to produce anything godly whatsoever. So also correctly McCartney, 192! However, I cannot endorse
McCartney’s rationale. “It is the tongue of people generally (italics, mine) that cannot be subdued.” “The wisdom of humans does not ultimately (italics, mine) bear the fruit of righteousness.” This flies radically in the face of James and vividly illustrates that he is simply misunderstood and therefore misconstrued. The hypothetical reality and the general observation are
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the tongue with its unbridled license and violence cannot be overestimated
(Manton, 291, 294, with a reference to Ps. 39:1).363 Even though all men must
take on the tongue, no man can do so and hope to survive, let alone conquer.
It calls for total dependence upon God and his grace “to work both to will and
to work” (Manton, 293, with reference to Phil. 2:13). In the words of Augustine, “Let God be sought for that man may be tamed … Let us bear our Tamer
… so that we may be truly be his children” (Quoted in Royster, 75).

(3) Effectiveness of the Enemy within (3:9)
A practical example of a meltdown serves to illustrate James’ message, and
so to conclude this sobering, if not “depressing,” section. The disastrous consequences of the nuclear power of the flesh are evident. On the one hand (and
not in the same orbit as the spiritual impotence. That is the reason why they can coexist
peacefully, without being contradictory to the least extent.
363
Although he is far from reaching the depth of James’ analysis of the “toxic tongue” in
terms of its core or its cure, the novelist Ben Okri, as quoted in Bauckham, 205, has some telling things to say about it, “It sometimes seems to me that our days are poisoned with too
many words. Words said and not meant. Words said and meant. Words divorced from feelings. Wounding words. Words that conceal. Words that reduce. Dead words … Words collect
in us. They collect in the blood, in the soul, and either transform or poison people’s lives. Bitter or thoughtless words poured into the ears of the young have blighted many lives in advance. We all know people whose unhappy lives twist on a set of words uttered to them on a
certain unforgotten day at school, in childhood, or at university … It is possible that we know
all too well the awesome power of words – which is why we use them with such deadly and
accurate cruelty. We are all wounded inside in some way or another. We all carry unhappiness
inside for some reason or other. Which is why we need a little gentleness and healing from
one another. Healing in words, and healing beyond words. Like gestures. Warm gestures.
Like a smile, which some one described as the shortest distance between two people.” As I
stated, in this quotation neither the biblical core, nor the biblical cure comes into our line of
vision. But it certainly shows a sobering and much needed clinical insight in the destructive
power of the tongue. According to one commentator, this clinical insight is also in evidence in
St. Bede. “He wishes it to be understood that the tongue of the depraved surpasses beasts in
cruelty, birds in fickleness and exaltation, serpents in deadliness. For there are people like
beasts who ‘have sharpened their tongues like a sword (Ps. 64:3), there are people like birds
who have ‘placed their mouth in the sky’ or ‘against heaven’ (Ps. 73:9), and whose mouth has
spoken lies’ or ‘vanity’ (Ps. 144:8), there are people like serpents about whom it has been
said, ‘the poison of asps is under their lips’ (Ps. 140:3)” (Royster, 74; see also McKnight, 290,
with further reference to Ps. 58:3-4; Rom. 3:13). The only problem with this analysis is that
St. Bede does not “universalize” it, in the footsteps of Paul (Rom. 3:10-18), with the understanding, of course, that God “universally” restrains the “universal” evil by his “common
grace” to a smaller or larger degree. Thankfully, he does not allow anyone to become fully
demonic, however close some folks may appear to be such! In fact, at times people may seem
to be close to “angelic!” Of course, we may never forget that the administration of “common
grace,” in one’s colorful but graphic depiction, is like pouring medicine down a dead man’s
throat that is designed to lead to repentance so that hard and impenitent hearts can escape
God’s wrath (Rom. 2:4-5).
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by grace), the tongue blesses God in acknowledgment of His majesty and
mercy. On the other hand (while operating on its own), it indulges itself in
angry, bitter and abusive denunciations of the neighbors. It looks upon them
from a pedestal with utter contempt, wishes evil upon them, enlists God to
bring them down and rub their nose in the dirt. It could even go as far as pronouncing damnation on a person (See Zodhiates, II, 122; furthermore, see for
“cursing,” Gen, 9:25; 49:7; Lev. 19:14; Jud. 5:23; 9:20; Prov. 11:26; 24:24;
26:2; Rom. 12:14; 1 Cor. 15:22; Gal. 1:6-9). Both the denunciations and the
pronouncement may have been quite vocal, for everyone within earshot to
hear. However, they also may have been uttered behind someone’s back. In
that case they constitute slander, which is expressly forbidden (Lev. 19:16).
They may have remained unspoken as well. In that instance they do not constitute an explosion, but an implosion. This would be equally, if not more, serious. Imagine an individual cursing someone in his heart, while hiding this
behind an exterior that appears normal, or may even have suggested the opposite. This would prove without a doubt that James knows human nature! In
short, the cursing in view in the present context should be taken in the broadest sense of the word. What is meant is any “slighting” of the brother or sister
that for all practical purposes consigns them to the garbage heap.
At any rate, man’s sublimest function, that of extolling the worth of God,
is placed next to the vilest possible internal, implosive, or external, explosive,
“outburst” of man against his fellow man, that of consigning him to temporal
or eternal perdition. Man’s duplicitous tongue has been designated as the
greatest raging evil (Phillips, 110) and its outbursts analyzed as “moral and
logical nonsense” (PDavids, 146). The designation of the tongue as “raging
evil” I can accept, but the analysis of the tongue as producing “moral and logical nonsense” leaves much to be desired. As we shall see, it is regrettably far
removed from ethical or irrational gibberish.364
The circumstances of the “verbal or non-verbal action” are not recorded.
They are not really important. Whether it takes place as a result of a controversy, of flared tempers, of envy, of disdain, of irritation, of anger, of resentment, of bitterness, or of hatred, the sad experience is that it takes place, frequently and persistently. It appears from the pronoun, the first person plural,
that James identifies himself with that sad reality as well.
Calvin comments that a man “who truly worships and honors God, will
be afraid to speak slanderously of man.” A second commentator similarly
warns against “angry words of abuse spoken to those whom we regard as
subordinate to us” (Mitton, 131). Candidly, these comments should be much
364

The designation of the outbursts of the duplicitous tongue as “moral and logical nonsense”
is, indeed, more than questionable. Given the pipeline to hell, these outbursts make “eminent
sense.” When this pipeline is not capped, spewing poison is “a ‘logical’ and immoral necessity.” See also the previous two Footnotes.
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stronger, especially in view of James 3:10-11. To curse means to curse, and
this should not be toned down (Keddie, 115). The question is how anyone
who truly worships God can curse, that is, not merely to denounce, but to
pronounce damnation on his “brother?” It also raises the question how an act
of blessing can be genuine when it is coupled with an act of cursing? It
“amounts almost to an added accusation of bland hypocrisy” (Mitton, 131)!
After all, how can one bless God and at the same time have the habit of cursing men? It seems to disqualify someone from being a genuine Christian, a
worshiper who blesses God sincerely.
However, to deny Christianity to the perpetrator of the sin of cursing is to
miss the penetrating message of James. This message is truly awesome. Here
is a man who blesses God. The man who utters the blessing could not be a
finer Christian. Similarly, the blessing that he utters could not have been more
real or sincere in terms of purity of motivation and practice (Ps. 34:1). In fact,
the subject of the blessing is one of the most outstanding individuals in the
congregation, and widely acknowledged as such. James does not fudge here.
When he says that someone blesses God, he means it! It is only against this
backdrop that the awesome character of James’ message becomes clear. This
outstanding man is simultaneously, always in principle, and too often in practice, “an open sewer.” Now, James’ words “suddenly” have universal application. Now, no one can extricate himself from his indictment. Even the best of
Christians, “the upper ten,” still ooze, indeed gush filth, and experience meltdowns of the severest order with potentially incalculable consequences. To
deny this is to deny as well James 1:21 and James 4:4, and to open oneself up
to the condemnation of 1 John 1:8. However, as has been argued already,
these melt-downs are far from “irrational,” and therefore basically unexpected, surprises. Truthfully, they could not be more rational and more predictable, given the fact that the worship of God arising from the surrendered
human heart does not nullify the “myriad” of pipelines in man through which
the fire of hell constantly surges and, like an active volcano, seeks to spew its
poisonous content.365 In short, the diagnostic blueprint, unfolded by James
365

The realization of this Gospel truth prompted Jonathan Edwards to pen the following
words, “I have a vastly greater sense of my own wickedness, and the badness of my heart,
than I ever had before my conversion. My wickedness, as I am in myself, has long appeared
to me perfectly ineffable, swallowing up all thought and imagination. I know not how to express better what my sins appear to me to be than by heaping infinite upon infinite, and multiplying infinite by infinite. When I look into my heart and take a view of my wickedness it
looks like an abyss infinitely deeper than hell ... I have greatly longed of late for a broken
heart, and to lie low before God” (Quoted in Bonar, 36-37). Of course, Edwards does not seek
to deny Flavel’s contention that, just as much as the heart of man before his conversion was
the worst he had to offer, after his conversion it was the best. No, what he brings to expression is what dovetails and comports quite well with James’ teaching of man in himself and on
his own apart from the sanctifying grace from “above.” Without Christ man is a more than
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through the Holy Spirit who as the ultimate Author takes full responsibility
for it, is unmistakable. The finest Christian blesses God from the heart in
worship in the assembled Church together with all the other saints, while the
moment he steps outside, he proceeds to curse one of his fellow saints, or anyone else for that matter, in whatever form or fashion. At times he does not
even wait until he is outside. This is not just to venture a theoretical possibility. It is stated as a blunt fact which is analogous to James’ upcoming appellation of Christians as “adulterers and adulteresses” (Jam. 4:4). As I argue below, this should not prompt the question whether all this is true, but precipitate self-examination to find where all this manifests itself with a view to repentance!
The seriousness of the act of cursing is underscored by the description of
man as having been made after the likeness of God, an obvious reference to
Genesis 1:26 (So also Laws, 156; Hartin, 187). The fact that the Greek uses
the perfect tense underscores its lasting effect (Keddie, 116). Because this rationale appears pivotal in the context, we will do well to define “man as the
image of God.” Following this some final conclusions are in place.
The following biblical data are pertinent in establishing the meaning and significance of “the image of God.”
1. Scripture indicates that man is the image of God, both prior to (Gen.
1:26 and 27) and subsequent to the Fall (Gen. 9:6; Jam. 3:9). There is no reason to conclude that the image is (mostly) shattered, (greatly) changed, or
(even partially) lost. This must lead to the conclusion that the image of God
does not denote man in his moral excellence. After all, man lost this perfection in Paradise, but the image, however perverted, is still just as much intact,
as it ever was! In short, “the image of God” is an unchangeable metaphysical
rather than a changeable ethical reality, however much it may be marred and
twisted. A VW Beetle is and remains a VW Beetle, whether it is headed to
the showroom or the junkyard.
2. The claim has been made that the image consists of rationality (John
1:9). However, man in the core of his being goes deeper than rationality. Man
is first and foremost heart. It would be passing strange, therefore, to equate
the image of God with what appears to be more of a “surface phenomenon.”
3. Scripture indicates in Genesis 1:26, 27 that man as the image of God
has dominion over creation. This has led some to espouse the view that the
image of God is to be identified with dominion. This would imply that man is
dismal abyss, whether in the area of regeneration, justification or sanctification. According to
Spencer, Sketches, 165, “To cut off the sinner from all reliance upon himself, his merits, and
his powers, and throw him naked and helpless into the hands of the Holy Spirit to lead him to
Christ in faith, should be the one great aim of the ministry.” Similarly, it is James’ one great
aim to cut off the saints from all reliance upon themselves, their abilities, and their efforts, and
throw them naked and helpless into the hands of the Spirit to sanctify them in Christ by grace
alone through faith alone!
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a “representative,” an “ambassador” of the Lord,” with “diplomatic immunity.” His words are God’s words, and his acts are God’s acts. In (so) speaking
and acting man takes dominion on behalf of God. However, rather than equating image with dominion, it is preferable to say that the image makes the dominion possible.
4. It appears that Scripture equates the image of God in man with the
“spirituality” that was breathed into him in Genesis 2:7, that is, with the “nonmaterial” side of his being. Willy-nilly man mirrors God in the way he is and
operates. In the core of his make-up man is “heart.” From this originate his
three internal functions of thinking, willing and feeling. In both his being and
his functions, man has two dimensions. He is incurably moral. He always
does and must approach his world in terms of “good” and “bad.” Further, he
is also incurably social. He is by definition involved in the “one and the
many” spheres, and in the “authority structures.” Against the backdrop of his
being, his functions and his dimensions he now expresses himself in word
and in deed. He acts, interacts, and reacts, “creatively” and “imaginatively.”
All this is part of his spirituality, and in all of it he is the “spittin’ image” of
God.
This leaves us with only one conclusion. To curse a human is to curse the
image of God! God cannot and will not take this “lying down.” Apart from
the fact that man as God’s official deputy and credentialed ambassador (See
Manton, 297) has “diplomatic immunity,” God’s honor is at stake!
When the diagnosis of the tongue is properly understood, it cannot but be
concluded that the indictment is directed to both the teachers and the members of the Church. After all, they have the tongue in common. In the light of
the larger context, however, that warns aspiring teachers to stampede the office, and so to “rush into riches,” it is appropriate to apply it first to prospective and present teachers. It would be amiss, however, not to apply it in the
same breath to the members of the congregation!
Now some final remarks! James 3:9 is undoubtedly the climactic conclusion of the verses 1 through 9. Here the message reaches its zenith. As has
been stated already, even the Christian at his best is in himself still an open
sewer. Numerous are the times that “curses” well up within him, whether they
are vocalized are not. Once again, it seems most fruitful for the understanding
of James to take these “cursings” in the broadest possible way. They comprise all possible kinds of nasty, deprecatory, and denigrating slights against
brothers or sisters, whether in thought, deed, or word, amounting to a summary execution. This would also imply a critical thought, word or even attitude, if these are unacceptably condemnatory. It should now be clear that no
one can plead “not guilty.” Unless the reader acknowledges this, he does not
only stand condemned by 1 John 1:8, but is also unable to grasp the beauty of
James 3:10-18, especially the feature of “the above.” After all, why should
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one rejoice in God’s grace from “above,” seek it in the “above” (See also Col.
3:1-3), and cast oneself upon it, when one does not stand in need of it? From
this perspective it seems a travesty to apply this passage, as well as all of
James 3:1-4:10 exclusively to the teachers in the messianic Jewish community (McKnight, 290-294). This comes down to a double curtailment. First, it
removes from sight teachers in the general Christian community. Second, it
takes everyone else in the Christian community off the biblical hook as well.
Anything that cuts down on the universality of James 3:1-4:10 must be resisted at all cost. It is too shortsighted and restricted in its diagnostic application and in the long run may well be deadly in its blinding implication.
But there is more! The reader should not merely acknowledge the diagnosis of his “nothingness” before God. He should rejoice in it. It is his glory.
For only in his 0% can he reflect God’s 100%. After all, any time he thinks he
has something to offer, God’s 100% will be diminished. From this perspective James 3:1-9 is not a depressingly negative or pessimistic, but rather a
glorious message. It breaks man’s original vice, his rebellious pride, and reduces man to “nothing” so that God can be everything.366 Only this does, and
can set the stage for the next section.
By way of transition, it is interesting to note that the Savior is also called
the image of God (2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:3). This designation, which is
based upon the fact that in Him the fullness of the Godhead dwells bodily
(Col. 1:19), conveys that he is fully God. Incidentally, he is said to be in the
likeness of man as well (Rom. 8:3; Phil. 2:6; Heb. 2:14-18). This conveys that
he is no less truly man. From this it is evident that Christ is not in the same
way the image of God as humans are.
The relationship between man as the image of God and Christ as the Image of God (in a deeper and different way) is significant. In the fall man was
stripped of all true knowledge, righteousness and holiness. This triad constitutes the epistemological (plus volitional and emotional?) as well as moral
equipment of man as the image of God before the fall. It was given to make
proper dominion-taking possible. However, when this triadic equipment was
lost, dominion-taking became self-centered and man-centered. In order to
succeed acceptably in this mandate, it must be restored. This brings the Gospel of Christ into the picture. Man as the image of God can only succeed in
the performance of his mandate by receiving the prerequisites (Eph. 4:24;
Col. 3:10) for this performance from Christ as The Image of God! In short,
the former must be conformed to the latter in terms of knowledge, righteousness and holiness (Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18) for the execution of the dominion
mandate once again to be as originally intended.
This sets the stage for the next section. However, before we turn to it,
366

Remember the discussion of “(glow-)worm theology” in an earlier context!
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there is one thing that demands our attention. To bring this out serves the
purpose of both a sobering warning and a rich encouragement. James 3:14:10 resembles a huge skyscraper. Before the actual construction phase in a
building project can start, it requires the excavation of a huge hole in the
ground. In fact, the higher the skyscraper is, the deeper the pit must be that is
required to accommodate the foundation. Well, James 3:1-9 presents the grim
and gaping hole in the ground that candidly goes down into hell (“below”).
James 3:10-18, subsequently, provides us with the awesome “scenic view” of
the skyscraper, the top of which reaches heaven (“above”). The contrast could
not be any sharper! Finally, James 4:1-10 shares with us the prerequisites for
moving into the skyscraper, and shows us a picture of the (would-be) occupants. They embrace the truth of James 3:1-9 (detailed in Jam. 4:1-5), and for
dear life’ sake hold on to the truth of James 3:10-18 (detailed in Jam. 4:6-10).
The rub is this. While under normal construction procedures the excavated pit
disappears and is no longer visible to the naked eye when the skyscraper
project is completed, James 3:1-9 deviates markedly from this blueprint in the
spiritual arena. For the awesome luster of the skyscraper “height to heaven”
to be experienced continually, and for the occupants ever to remain “mercifully” acceptable tenants, James insists that the “hole to hell” will ever be
“mercilessly” visible. Otherwise the skyscraper will shrink in the day-to-daylife of the (would-be) occupants, and the tenants will lose “the wonder of it
all.” This is why I alerted my readers to the fact that no commentary on James
reaches its biblical potential in either exposition or application unless the “I
can” with its source in heaven is emphatically conveyed against the complementary backdrop of the perennial “I cannot” with its roots in hell in all believers across the length and breadth of their lives! Thankfully, some commentaries do to a greater or lesser degree come to grips with this twofold
truth. It spells “the liberation of acknowledged impossibility” at the perennial
edge of potential despair (I cannot) as well as “the astonishment of experienced confidence” in the equally perennial fullness of Divine grace (I can).
Still the question arises whether it is (by and large) presented in sufficient living color so that it grips the reader not only mentally, but also existentially. It
is a well-known fact that sincerely “believed” truths are not by definition fully “functioning” truths. In fact, if the words of James are to be believed to the
effect that Christians ever overflow with filth (Jam. 1:21), and ever must be
reminded that “faith without deeds is dead” (Jam. 2:17), the question may
well be asked whether all believed truths are ever fully functioning truths.
Anyone who is irritated by this question and the suggestively implied answer
indicates thereby that he has not understood a word of James 3:1-4:10. The
lethal toxic power of indwelling sin is so great that no believed truth ever can
be and ever will be a functioning truth, unless the believer is a prayer warrior,
in the full recognition that he “does not possess what he does not pray for”
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(Jam. 4:2). He acknowledges that he must be in prayer for functioning truth
every time he opens Scripture (Ps. 119:18, 25, 27, 29, 33-38). Otherwise its
content will not lodge in his heart, and he will by definition sin (Ps. 119:11).
He will recognize to his alarm as well that the poisonous power of indwelling
sin prevents him even from the very prayer that is mandated by God to turn
believing truth into functioning truth. This will prompt him to cast himself
upon the Lord until he provides the ability to pray as a means to experience
functioning truth! The upshot of all this is that the believer on his own and by
himself ever was, ever is, and ever will be in a dead-end street. Only when
this penetrates (through prayer) and he humbles himself (through additional
prayer) to nothing, will God lift him up and give him everything (through unceasing prayer) (Jam. 4:1-10).
All this together prompted me to call this final applicatory statement in
its biblical realism simultaneously a solemn and sobering warning and a rich
encouragement. It constitutes a solemn and sobering warning, “Nothing from
Below!” It is at the same time rich encouragement, “Everything from
Above!”

2. NATURE OF VICTORY (3:10-18)
Introduction
With James 3:10 the author turns the corner. In James 3:1-9 he poses the
problem. In James 3:10-18 he presents the solution. In this section he argues
that the reader should not be content with the problem. The human sewer has
no right to gush, and definitely has no equal rights with the worship of God.
Even if it cannot be removed this side of death, it has got to be countered, if
not conquered! Blessings and curses ought not to coexist (10-11), cannot
coexist (12), may not coexist (13-15) and need not coexist (16-18).
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a. Rejection of Compromise (3:10-12)
(10) Out of the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My
brothers, these things ought not to be so. (11) Can a spring gush
forth both fresh water and brackish water from the same opening? (12) My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine
yield figs? Thus no spring yields both salt water and fresh. (13)
Who among you is wise and understanding? By his good conduct he should show his deeds done in meekness that comes
from wisdom.
James starts out by stating once again the duplicitous fact of simultaneous
blessing and cursing. But there is a difference. In James 3:9 he presents it as
the pinnacle (read: “all time low”) of the horror of the hellish fire, deadly poison and defiling iniquity that the tongue embodies. In James 3:10 he mentions
it to insist and argue that the believer has no choice but to come down from
this “summit” (read: come out of this “pit”), and leave it behind, never to
climb (read: go down into) it again! In other words, he repeats this duplicitous
fact because he wants to underline the reality of “the same mouth” and to
combat it at the same time. James’ contention that simultaneous blessing and
cursing, that is, to be “double-tongued in speech-acts, recalling the doubleminded man in James 1:6-8” (Richardson, 158), are unacceptable is based on
two principal grounds. First, this ought not to be. Second, this cannot be. In
other words, he underscores its impropriety as well as its impossibility! Only
after this he shows why this “dual reality” of blessing and cursing” should not
be, and how it need not be, by means of the contrast between the “wisdom”
from “below” and the wisdom from “above!”

(1) Impropriety of Compromise (3:10)
James indicates that it is not acceptable to God for the same mouth to produce
both blessing and cursing. It is not fitting for a Christian to bless God in private or in public, and yet to curse a member of God’s family, whenever, wherever and however. The tongue should not simultaneously be used for holy
and vile purposes (See also 1 Tim. 5:13 and Tit. 1:11). Both the inconsistency
and the impropriety of this double use of the tongue are clearly stated. In fact,
these two uses are self-contradictory as well as mutually exclusive on the face
of it.
The shift from the tongue to the mouth ought to be noted. The focus here
is upon what comes out of the mouth. So James is concerned about the product rather than the process (See also Zodhiates, II, 131). This is analogous to
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Matthew 15:11, 20 (Martin, 120) and lays the foundation for what follows,
exposing the anomaly, and therefore impossibility, of having a dual, contradictory, outcome of the same origin, a dual, contradictory, outflow from the
same source. One commentator, as I already indicated, interprets James 3:10
as something like a golfer’s hole. Yes, the situation sounds impossibly bad,
but the sky is not totally grey. There is some blue sky and therefore some
“daylight.” After all, the “should not” implies the “can do” (Motyer, 124,
126). A second interpreter follows suit. “The sharpness of the denunciation
(of James 3:2-9), despite the attempt in the examples of bit and rudder to suggest that the tongue might be controlled, is remarkable.” However, this is “in
the verses to follow (starting with James 3:10) somewhat ameliorated” (Brosend, 91). Candidly, nothing could be farther from the truth. The “should not”
does not imply the “can do.” It never did, never does, and never will do so.
Rather, the “should not” makes it absolutely imperative for James’ readers to
embrace the heavenly grace of the “above” at any cost, and to stay away from
the hellish poison of the “below” at any price, as outlined in James 3:13-18.
The recognition of the “I must,” and the “I cannot” in combination, does this
to a person! The tongue of fallen man does not have the abstract “capacity for
blessing and cursing” (contra Richardson, 157). It only has “the capacity of
cursing,” and this by definition. The concrete presence of blessing is a matter
of grace, and grace only!

(2) Impossibility of Compromise (3:11-12)
James takes the next step when he reasons from “what it is impossible in nature to what is absurd in conduct” (Manton, 298). He informs his readers by
means of three metaphors (Dibelius, 203-206), the three illustrations of the
fountain, the tree (Mt. 7:16ff; Lk. 6:43ff) and the vine, that it is not just less
than fitting, but positively impossible for the mouth to have both the ongoing
habit of blessing and of cursing. James’ “three rhetorical questions expect an
automatic negative response” (Hartin, 188). The “ought not” is complemented by the “cannot.” This is now explained by two basic illustrations in
four statements. This explanation is partly chiastic. The first and fourth
statements correspond with each other. So do the second and the third statements. At the same time the first three statements come in the form of questions, while the fourth propositional statement, which makes a negative point,
constitutes their conclusion. The basic premise is that “springs, like plants,
produce according to their natures (cf. Gen. 1:11)” (PHDavids, 148; PDavids,
86-87). Therefore (first statement) no fresh fountain simultaneously gushes
sweet and bitter or brackish water that is unfit for drinking (Martin, 120),
bathing or irrigation (Richardson, 159) from the same opening in the ground
(See Ex. 33:22; Judg. 15:11; Ezek. 8:7; Heb. 11:38). The conclusion is
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(fourth statement) that one fountain produces only one type of water (Martin,
121). This is not just to indicate that in contrast to the hopelessly inconsistent
tongue springs are always consistent (Doriani, 113). But rather, that “any other type of behavior” is not only illogical, but also unnatural and impossible,
just as a “single spring does not produce sweet and bitter water” (McCartney,
192). Incidentally, the importance of the spring illustration cannot be overestimated in a country where fresh, useful, water is a matter of life, and bitter,
useless, water a matter of death (Moo, 1985, 129, with reference to Ps. 64:3
and Prov. 5:4).
Furthermore, no fig tree yields olives (second statement), and no grapevine bears figs (third statement). This second, twofold illustration heavily underscores James’ point so that it cannot possibly be missed! For the Christian
the type of “cursing” James is talking about, however frequently it may occur,
is at the same time a non-negotiable impossibility! This is the message of the
three questions, which all imply a negative answer, and the conclusion which
spells it out. James is fully in line with the teaching of Jesus. A good heart
cannot produce bad fruit, just as a bad heart cannot produce good fruit (Mt.
7:16-20; 12:33-35; Lk. 6:43-45; see also 1 John 3:6, 9; and McCartney, 193).
In short, the warning is quite clear. Regeneracy equals pure and wholesome
speech (See also Moo, 1985, 130). While “perfection is impossible (3:2), a
consistent behavior pattern akin to the outpouring of fresh water is nonetheless expected from a Christian” (Martin, 122). Incidentally, the return to the
water analogy following the plant metaphors has been called “disconcerting”
(Johnson, 263). Quite frankly, chiastically it is fully the opposite of “disconcerting.” It conclusively underlines James’ thesis that the co-existence of
blessing and cursing is a veritable impossibility. The final judgment, in which
one’s words will be instruments of either acquittal or condemnation, will fully
bear this out (Mt. 12:36-37). His final water analogy once and for all turns off
the faucet of misunderstanding in this regard!
Of course, all this sounds puzzling, even more so in the light of all the
information we receive in the first section of James 3. When even the best
Christian is an “open sewer,” how can it be “impossible” for him to spout sewage? This is a puzzle that needs to be solved. Since James’ teaching in this
section runs parallel, if not gives rise, to John’s teaching in John 15:1-17; 1
John 1:8-10; 3:6, 9; and 5:18, where the same truth is presented, but in a more
extensive fashion, it will pay off to take a quick look at these passages. John
wishes to bring two points across.
First, a man who is born again has received a new heart, a new nature, a
new disposition, a new direction, a new thirst. To sin runs counter to this new
heart, new nature, new disposition, new direction, and new thirst! This thirst
and sin are mutually antagonistic, if not exclusive, because this thirst is a
thirst for God and holiness, and is repulsed by sin. Hence, the born-again man
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“cannot sin.” This is to say, it goes against the grain of his new heart, his new
nature. Furthermore, he “does not sin.” This signifies that he does not intentionally practice it or consciously plunge himself into it (See 1 John 3:9;
5:18).
Second, a man who abides in Christ brings forth fruit (John 15:5). That
is, to the extent that a man abides in Christ through the Word and prayer, he
does not produce sin, more sin, much sin, abiding sin (see also 1 John 3:6),
but fruit, more fruit, much fruit and abiding fruit (John 15:2, 5, 16). Mark
well, this does not imply that a man never commits an act of sin, never has a
sinful practice, or never has a sinful habit (1 John 1:8-10). However, when a
regenerate person commits sin, this sin as such is never a deliberate objective
to be reached at all costs, and therefore does not constitute a willful, intentional transgression (Heb. 10:26). Rather, sins of omission or commission only materialize when the Christian’s guard is down in one way or another.
They may be a matter of stumbling during a time of spiritual negligence that
turns the believer into a “sleepy saint,” or a matter of succumbing to a sudden, and possibly violent, temptation that hits the believer from the blind side,
whether he is conscious of it or not. Further, when a regenerate man has a sinful practice or habit, he is either unaware, or only dimly aware of it, or lacks
insight in the nature of that practice or habit, possibly as a result of selfdeception. Of course, since the Bible calls all this a matter of “faithlessness”
(2 Tim. 2:13), he is and remains fully responsible for it. At the same time,
when he becomes truly aware of it, or gains the necessary insight, he will
eventually, if not immediately, experience such wretchedness that it will result in repentance!
Returning now to James’ further teaching on the tongue, in James 3:1112 he lays down the same truth that has been described as John’s first point.
As was mentioned already in passing, there is both death and life in the tongue according to Proverbs 18:21. But in the light of James we now know
conclusively that it is death by definition (Jam. 3:8), and life by grace (John
15:5). For the tongue to be “life” it must meet three requirements.
The first requirement for a life-producing tongue is a regenerate heart,
since the mouth speaks out of the abundance of the heart (Mt. 12:34). A
stream simply does not rise above its source (Manton, 280-281) When the
meditations of that heart are acceptable to God, and only then, is there a
present starting point for acceptable words spoken by the tongue (Ps. 19:14;
Eph. 5:19).
The second requirement for a life-producing tongue is the total and radical dependence upon the Triune God. This principle is further evaluated in
James 3:17-18. However, it is appropriate to mention here already the general
application of this principle. (1) The believer asks God the Father to bridle his
mouth (Ps. 141:3). Mark also the reference to the heart in this context, “In1013

cline not my heart to any evil thing” (Ps. 141:4). (2) The believer depends
upon God the Son for the wisdom to be spoken (1 Cor. 1:30). (3) The believer
needs the Spirit to prevent evil speaking and “corrupt communication” (Eph.
4:29-31). This, of course, does not exclude a responsible involvement of man.
On the contrary, in dependence upon the Triune God the believer actively
“monitors his ways so that he does not sin with his tongue. He keeps his
mouth with a bridle” (Ps. 9:1).
The third requirement for a life-producing tongue, is the edification of
the neighbor (Eph. 4:29), that is, genuine effectiveness in the lives of others.
Incidentally, it appears to be a rather widespread view that, since effectiveness (success) is not under human control, the only thing that is expected
from the believer is to be faithful, and to leave the rest in God’s hands. This is
to hide a falsehood behind a truth. It is part of the fabric of faithfulness in the
life of the Christian that he seeks to be effective. If he is not, at least his heart
should break.367
What comes into view at this juncture is the nature of Gospel holiness or
evangelical obedience. Pursue the life-producing power of the tongue merely
as a legal duty (which, of course, it is!), and the tongue will continue to
spread and inject its poison with the expected results. Pursue it as a grace of
God and it will become an illuminating reality! By way of summary, if (1)
represents the new heart, with its delight in the law of God, (2) Christ and the
Spirit, (3) indwelling sin, or the enemy inside, and (4) temptation, or the
enemy outside, then the following formulas will reflect the biblical teaching
on the subject at hand. Formula I: (3) + (4) will always and by definition be
stronger than (1) by itself and on its own, and will paralyze (1), with sin as its
inevitable outcome. Formula II: (1) + (2) are always and by definition stronger than (3) + (4), and will render (3) and (4) inoperative, with holiness as its
inevitable result. Formula I explains the reality of the constant spewing of
filth in the life of the believer. On a one-to-one basis, the regenerate heart
versus indwelling sin, the former is no match for the latter, and does not stand
a chance. Formula II explains the impossibility of this same reality! On a
three-to-one basis, the regenerate heart + Christ + the Holy Spirit versus indwelling sin, the latter is no match for the former, and does not have a ghost
of a chance.368
367

Horatius Bonar, Words to Winners of Souls (Phillipsburg: P & R Publishing, 1995), 21-23.
As has been mentioned already, this is also brought to forceful expression by Andrew Murray,
With Christ in the School of Prayer, 167-169, in the area of prayer. He argues and shows that
in Scripture the beauty of fellowship with God in prayer goes hand in hand with the favor of
God in the answer to prayer. That is, the favor of the answer to prayer authenticates the presence of fellowship in prayer. In other words, prevailing prayer does not rest until it is successful prayer.
368
See also Footnotes 189 and 192 for further details.
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In other words, from the narrow perspective of the presence and power of
indwelling sin, the outbreak of wickedness is inevitable. Further, from the
narrow perspective of the nature and direction of the regenerate heart the outbreak of sin is “impossible” in principle, however much in evidence in reality,
and “intolerably inconsistent,” however much on display in its bewildering
presence (McCartney, 192). Finally, from the full perspective of the regenerate heart and its alliance with Christ and the Spirit the outbreak of sin is both
“impossible” in principle and conquered in reality.369 Of course, it stands to
reason that since, and as long as, this alliance is only “purposeful” on earth,
the conquest will never be total. However, once it is “perfect” on the new
earth, the conquest will be perfect as well (2 Pet. 3:13). This truly turns death
into pure, undiluted gain. It spells the presence of Jesus whom we love, although we do not see him as yet, with joy inexpressible and full of glory (1
Pet. 1:8). But it also constitutes the greatest sanctifying event of our lives.
With Samson, we will “see more enemies bite the dust in our death than during our whole lifetime” (Jud. 16:30). What a twofold inducement to seek an
ever increasing fellowship with Christ and to strive for perfection already
here on earth (2 Pet. 3:14)!

(3) Challenge to Compromise (3:13)
Many commentators are of the opinion that with this verse James starts a new
section (Against the approach of this Commentary that the shift in his treatment occurs in James 3:10) (Manton, 299; Grosheide, 1955, 389; Richardson,
161). This is why at this juncture once again the issue of the coherence of
James enters into the discussion. Is the present section that allegedly runs
through James 4:10 a compilation of “loosely arranged independent units
(Dibelius, 207)? This, however, is increasingly rejected (See also Hartin,
369

All this is a totally different “take” than the one Brosend, 97-98, suggests. He simply cannot solve the seeming tension in James 3:2-12 between the possibility of control (bit and rudder), the impossibility of control (fire and poison), the possibility of non-control (praise and
curse), and the impossibility of non-control (fountain, fig tree, and vine). He advocates that
the impossibility of non-control (fountain, fig tree and vine) could be “an exaggeration for
effect, a hyperbolic impossibility meant to convince the reader of both the importance and difficulty of the task.” Still he keeps one other option open. Based “on the logic of James’ argument” the upshot, the bottom line, of all this may well be that “silence” will prove to be “the
safest way,” and should become “one of the central disciplines of the Christian life.” While it
is quite clear that silentium coram Deo, “silence before God,” is a biblical datum (Hab. 2:20;
Zeph. 1:7), Brosend’s possible recommendation of silence in the present context flies in the
face of Scripture. Not only is it generally predicated of God’s people that they often spoke to
God (1 Thess. 5:17), with one another (Mal. 3:16), and with unbelievers (Mat. 28:19-20), but
James himself also and specifically mandates that believers must ever be in a recovery mode,
and be tireless in verbally sharing and applying the Word (Jam. 5:19-20).
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203ff, regarding James 3:13-4:10 as “One Rhetorical Unit”).
Most commentators now hold that (most likely) the focus upon the (aspiring) teachers continues at this point (See Keddie, 117; Cheung, 157). Given the problem of the tongue the question is whether their wisdom will come
from below or from above (Adamson, 149; Martin, 127). It is also pointed out
that in addition to the unmistakable “natural link” between the teacher of
James 3:1 and the wisdom of James 3:13, there is not only a “word-linkage”
between the term “bitter” in James 3:11 and in James 3:14, between a form of
akatastasia (disorder) in James 3:8 (unstable) and in James 3:16 (uncontrollable), between the phrase “in your members” in James 3:6 and in James 4:1,
but also a “natural transition between the two sources of water and their fruits
in 3:11-12 and the two sources of wisdom and their fruits in 3:13-18.” “All of
these natural ties and progressions only serve to highlight just how distinctive
the literary structuring of 3:13-4:10 is when taken as a whole.” It is regarded
as “intensely sermonic in character, with all those stylistic quirks characteristics of the diatribe: rhetorical questions (3:13; 4:1, 4, 5), virtue and vice lists
(3:14-15, 17), abusive epithets (4:4, 8), vivid imagery (4:1, 9), sharp contrasts
(3:14-17; 4:4, 6, 10), (and) the citation of authoritative texts (4:6).” Furthermore, the language of “the ‘purifying of the heart’ in James 4:8 corresponds
to the selfish ambition of the heart in 3:14,” while the “dejection” of 4:9
matches the “arrogance” of 4:6 and the “double-minded persons” correspond
to the “undivided” of 3:17 (Johnson, 268).
It is tempting to agree with the majority of the commentators that James
presently returns to the opening statement of the chapter and once again addresses the aspiring teachers. In James 3:1 he warns against the rush to become teachers in an attitude of presumption and unfounded self-confidence,
possibly with a desire for status and honor, and in a spirit of envy and strife
(Jam. 3:14). Too many leaders may have succeeded in creating a rift in the
Christian community! So, in James 3:13 the author makes an opening statement that introduces the challenging litmus test for the teaching office. The
litmus test itself, then, follows in James 3:14-18, in both negative and positive
terms. However, while aspiring teachers are undoubtedly in view in this test
(See also Deut. 1:13, 15; Dan. 5:12 for wisdom and knowledge in leadership),
it would be too narrow an interpretation to restrict it to them (See Deut. 4:6
for these gifts in the people). The breadth of expression and depth of content
at this point indicates that it applies to everyone with “teaching shoes on,” inclusive of the recipients of the teaching gifts as well as all “ordinary” believers in teaching circumstances (So also Blomberg, 167).
The little phrase “among you” is insufficient basis on which to conclude
that James eyes “certain individuals only” and therefore draws up the litmus
test merely for the narrow group of prospective teachers. To the contrary, this
phrase opens up the vista upon all his addressees, “the twelve tribes” in their
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totality. So, while all “teachers” should by all means sit up and take note, basically James wants all believers to sit up and take note. Only when they do,
are they ready to desire the office of pastor/teacher. Otherwise, they are discouraged from aspiring for this office, if not forbidden to do so.
Incidentally, while this section (Jam. 3:10-18, and especially 3:13 in conjunction with 3:14-18) should undoubtedly be connected with James 3:1ff, it
also should be recognized as the bridge to James 4:1ff. The first sub-section
in James 3:14-18 (Jam. 3:14-15) “establishes the existence of two wisdoms:
the one from above, the heavenly, and the other from below, the demonic.”
Its second sub-section (Jam. 3:16-18) “contrasts the fruit of these wisdoms”
(Richardson, 161). The peace of James 3:18, then, which is pivotal to, and intertwined with wisdom, stands in sharp contrast with the war zone described
in James 4:1-10. The first sub-section of this latter passage (Jam. 4:1-5) “delineates the conflicts stemming from the enmity with God.” Its second subsection (Jam. 4:6-10) “outlines … the exercise of self-humbling,” with Divine
grace as its corollary, as the way out of the quagmire (See Richardson, 161).
But more about this below!
It is also worthy of reiteration that the wisdom theme of James 1:5 returns here once again. In the midst of the “unending” string of “trials” of poverty and riches there is a crying need to rely on God, and God only, for wisdom (Royster, 80; see also 1 Cor. 1:19-21). James discloses step by step that
this is the wisdom of prayer (Jam. 1:5), of the Word (Jam. 1:21ff), of the law
(Jam. 1:25ff; 2:8ff), of faith (2:14ff), and now, finally, the wisdom “from
above” (Jam. 3:13ff). This is unmistakably the capstone, to be specified further in the rest of the epistolary literature of the NT. But let us turn to the details of the text before focusing our attention on this.
The teacher, as well as everyone else in one teaching setting or another,
ought to be both a prototype and a channel of wisdom. In this context they are
portrayed as people of both “practical insight” (sophos) wisdom) as well as
“practical expertise” (epistemoon, properly translated as a man of “understanding” or “knowledge”). If anyone claims to be sufficiently wise and understanding either to assume the office of teacher, or to embark upon any
teaching or speaking course of action, he should show this in his conduct!
James implies, of course, that those who are really and truly wise and knowledgeable will have no problem doing so!
Wisdom and knowledge are often coupled in Scripture (Deut. 1:13, 15;
4:6; Hos. 14:9; Prov. 8:13). They are both eminently practical rather than
theoretical in nature and evidenced in a lifestyle in accordance with God’s
law (Cheung, 159). They are more than cerebral or creedal. They are intertwined with obedience and shape life (Motyer, 130). Still there is distinction
between them. The former consists of a natural, experiential, moral insight in,
and solid apprehension of, a specific situation or issue, a skill to grasp its ra1017

mifications, an aptitude to draw right conclusions, and the ability to convey
this to others. The latter consists of an inner grasp, whether intuitive or discursive, of a situation or issue with the ability to take the correct action and to
counsel others to do the same (Mitton, 134; Manton, 299; Grosheide, 1955,
389; Keddie, 117; Burdick, 190; see also Blomberg, 171)). In short, wisdom
discerns and informs, while knowledge or understanding comprehends and
directs. Incidentally, as has already been observed, understanding in Scripture
is at times a matter of the mind (Dan. 9:1), at times a matter of the heart (Is.
6:10), and at times a matter of conduct (Job 28:28).370
Wisdom, conjointly with professional expertise (Motyer, 131), concerns
and leads to the right conduct of life (Deut. 4:6; Eph. 4:22; 5:15; 1 Pet. 1:15;
2:12; 3:1, 2, 16; see also Richardson, 163). It implies “receptivity toward instruction, the moral virtues of righteousness, justice and equity, cognitive
prudence and instruction” (McKnight, 303). Just as faith is “demonstrated” to
be faith by deeds (Jam. 2:18), so wisdom and understanding are “demonstrated” (same verb) by one’s “entire manner of life” as “good (kalos),” to be understood not only as morally excellent, of the highest caliber and quality, inside as well as outside (Johnson, 280; Hartin, 191; see Eph. 4:22; 1 Tim. 4:12;
Heb. 13:7; 1 Pet. 1:15,18; 2:12; 3:1-2; 2 Pet. 2:7; 3:11.), but also as lovely
and attractive in its wholesomeness and helpfulness (So Motyer, 128). The
use of the imperative, “let him demonstrate,” at the beginning of the sentence
is mild but emphatic (Martin, 129). It is “Showtime” in the midst of the unsettledness and confusion of the day to make a powerful statement and a compelling case for Christ as the source of all wisdom and knowledge (Zodhiates,
II, 139). Furthermore, the tense of the verb suggests that James envisions
once for all action (Martin, 129). There is a telling parallel in Romans 12:2.
“Present your bodies as a living sacrifice.” It has been said that the trouble
with a living sacrifice is that it “easily wiggles of the altar.” However, the
original Greek tense (aorist) in Romans 12:2 precludes this. Put yourself on
the altar, not again and again, but once and for all, Paul insists! If that occurs,
every failure to stay on the altar, even to the slightest degree, will produce
immediate sorrow, which in turn does, and should result in repentance. This
will immediately be accompanied by both a desire and a resolve to pull the
culprit, whether it is one of the members of the human body, such as the
hand, the foot, the ear, the eye, etc., or one of the functions of the human individual, such as the mind, the emotions, the will, etc., right back onto the altar again. The Christian never wants to wiggle off the altar. His grand and
magnificent obsession is to stay on it, in toto, without any ifs, ands or buts!
370

It should be evident that the boundary between biblical wisdom and knowledge is not hard
and fast. They partly overlap. However, Keddie, 117, properly reminds us that in a Greekoriented society, which in its ignorance ignores understanding of heart and conduct, knowledgeable people are not always wise, while knowledge coupled with insight produces wisdom.
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Furthermore, he must, and does, sorrow and will repent, when informed by
Scripture in the preaching, sharing or reading of God’s Word that he “slips
off” even to the slightest degree.
This is also the message of James. It underscores that wisdom and understanding without holiness, without practical godliness amounts to nothing. It
is not just the thought, or the words for that matter, that count. “Unless our
thought and words translate into godly conduct, they remain at best a goal and
at worst sheer hypocrisy” (Keddie, 140). As has been observed already, Solomon is a prime illustration. He was the wisest king who ever lived (1 Ki.
10:4-7). However, he played loose and fast with the law of God (Deut. 18:1420). The net outcome was incredibly sad. Apparently it is not sufficient to be
endowed with superior wisdom to administer a nation with insight and skill.
Solomon would have been better off, if he had asked for holiness. In his life
“the good” (wisdom to do his job) turned out to be the enemy of “the best,” if
not “the only thing” that ultimately counts (obedience to please God)!
However, for wisdom and understanding to turn into the practice of obedience and not to end up “merely Solomonic,” it must be coupled with
meekness (Jam. 2:18). Just as in James 1:20-21 meekness stands in contrast to
anger, in this context, James 3:13-14, it is the opposite of bitter envy and selfish ambition. Solomon was not very meek when in his anger, fed by envy
and ambition, he sought to kill Jeroboam whom God himself had appointed
king over ten of the tribes through his prophet (1 Ki. 11:40). Just as wisdom
and knowledge go together (the fear of God is the source of both of them, according to Prov. 1:7; Ps. 111:10; Job 28:28), so do wisdom plus understanding and meekness, the ever present willingness to be “tamed” by God’s providences (trials) and Word (law), to be “self-subdued” (Motyer, 131) as a result, and to put both on display in one’s relationship to, and one’s conduct before, God and man.
Meekness is characteristic of Christ (Mt. 11:29; 21:5; 2 Cor. 10:1), and is
a “distinctively Christian virtue” (Hartin, 192). It is a fruit of the Spirit (Gal.
5:23). The “meekness of wisdom” does not thrive in a climate of ill-tempered
attitude, rude backtalk, and foolish anger (Prov. 19:11; Jam. 1:19-21!) (See
also Cheung, 159), but goes hand in hand with humility (Prov. 11:2; 1 Pet.
3:4) and the fear of God (Cheung, 160, with reference to Prov. 15:33). It is an
inner characteristic, God-given rather than man-made, that does not dispute or
resist the words or actions of God, and gives soft responses to belligerent
words or actions of man. It is rooted in a deliberate, thankful, acceptance of
wisdom’s dealings (Remember Jam. 1:17), even when buffeted or mistreated
(Zodhiates, II, 143-144, with reference to 2 Sam. 16:11; Burdick, 190). As
such it is antithetical to the bitter envying and the battle-prone self-seeking
that James talks about next (Jam. 3:14).
Apparently Hellenistic writers saw meekness (as well as humility) as a
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vice (Laws, 160; PDavids, 96). But not Scripture! In it meekness is lauded
throughout (Cheung, 159, with reference to Num. 12:3; Gal. 6:1; Eph. 4:2; 2
Tim. 2:25; Tit. 3:2; 1 Pet. 3:15). In Greek culture it may have been regarded
as a wimpish characteristic. But in Scripture meekness is not weakness. Nor
is it timidity. Moses was the meekest man on earth (Num. 12:3). Nevertheless, he was a man of “heroic courage and indomitable purpose” (Mitton, 65;
clearly another example of complementary truth). Because he had nothing to
gain or lose, he was not interested in the self-display, the showmanship, the
self-defense, the self-assertiveness and the self-promotion (Mitton, 65; PDavids, 96; Laws, 160-161) that was so typical of Greek leadership. Moses was
a man of self-denial in love and holiness in the “one-and-many sphere,” in
which God at first sent him. He started out as an Israelite among Israelites. He
was equally a man of self-sacrifice in love and holiness in the “authority
structure,” in which God eventually positioned him. When he calls himself
the “meekest man on earth,” he thereby indicated that as far as he was concerned he would be more than happy to step down from his lofty position, or
step aside altogether for that matter, to make room for others to take his place.
In fact, we get the impression that he would have been glad to shed the burden of leadership that was placed upon his shoulders. Even cursory reading of
the history of Israel at this point should convince everyone that this burden
was virtually intolerable. Again and again he was confronted by Israel’s
murmuring and murderous rebellion, and by God’s threat to annihilate these
rebels. At any rate, he had no ax to grind, except the ax of his God. The rebellion on the part of his sister and brother, therefore, was ultimately a rebellion
against God himself who had appointed Moses, and no one else, as the leader
of Israel. This makes it hardly surprising that God took the initiative to quell
their rebellion (Num. 12:1ff).
Meekness is a distinctive trait of those who belong to Christ. It is, first of
all, the complete opposite of a self-seeking, fanciful, proud, defiant, insubordinate, mean-spirited, disgraceful stubbornness vis-à-vis God. In Matthew 5:5
it is sandwiched between mourning over one’s spiritual bankruptcy and hunger for righteousness. It apparently indicates a radical, total, willingness and
readiness to submit to, and to receive, God’s solution following the mourning
for bankruptcy and prior to one’s hunger for righteousness. It is the evidence
of a broken, pliable and compliant heart, which not only acknowledges the
problem, but also embraces the solution. This is also in view in James 1:21.
Incidentally, this meekness should be in evidence in every “authority structure” (1 Pet. 3:4).
Secondly, it is the opposite of a self-assertive, whimsical, arrogant, strident, sectarian, divisive harshness vis-à-vis the neighbor (See also Mitton,
135). In 2 Timothy 2:26 it is a prerequisite for those who instruct folk who
are caught up in a sinful pattern of life (See also Gal. 6:1). The need for it is
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accentuated by the fact that repentance is solely a gift of God. One’s defense
vis-à-vis opponents reflects a more or less similar situation, and therefore requires meekness as well (1 Pet. 3:15). In this context it includes “nonretaliation in the face of criticism” (McKnight, 320), indeed, in the face of life
and limb threatening attack. These uses of meekness fit in fully with James
3:13. From James’ perspective meekness, rooted in love and embedded in holiness, should always be in evidence both in every authority structure and in
every one-and-many sphere.
No, meekness is not weakness, nor is it timidity. But it does imply a joyful yielding to any and all legitimate authority, and goes hand in hand with a
gentleness in one’s general comportment toward the neighbor (Tit. 3:2), especially in one’s efforts to persuade folk of the truth, including those under authority, and in one’s interaction with, or response to, peers and opponents. In
short, meekness indicates radical brokenness before and total yielding to God.
Subsequently it displays a radical servant heart before and a total servant
hood toward one’s fellowman. It is the same characteristic found in a horse
that is broken and trained cheerfully to submit to bit and bridle, and resolutely
goes wherever it is turned, and does whatever it takes to complete the job
(Burdick, 190). It is the perfect “medicine” against any and all envy, ambition, strife and warfare. That is why it is presented at this juncture in such a
prominent, resourceful place!
In Psalm 37 meekness is contrasted with fretting about (1, 7, 8), envious
of (1), or angry against (8) the scheming wicked (1, 7, 12) the prosperous
evildoers (7, 35), the enemies of the Lord (20), proud transgressors (38), is
rooted in trusting in the Lord (3), delighting in the Lord (4), committing oneself to God (5), resting in the Lord (7), is equated with waiting upon the Lord
(9, 34), is characteristic of the righteous (16, 17, 29), the merciful (21, 26),
the just (30), those who have the law in their heart (31), the blameless (37),
and is sure to be vindicated (6), to escape famine (19, 25), to be upheld in
trouble (19, 24, 39), to be preserved (28), to be exalted (34), to enjoy abundant peace (11), in fact, to inherit the earth (9, 29, 34), and equally sure to see
the wicked perish and vanish (3, 9, 15, 22, 34, 36, 38). To be meek is surely
to enjoy a priceless attribute!
All this is arguably introductory to the litmus test for teachers in James
3:14-18. Still, it would seem to be a mistake to confine this section, introductory statement and litmus test, to prospective teachers only, even if they may
well be the primary focus.371 The way James expresses himself, and the ter371

Repeatedly Nystrom, 204, 207, 214, 216, insists that James’ primary focus is “false teachers,” “the virulent work of the yeser ha-ra in human hearts” that they encourage, the “extreme
danger” that they pose and the “devastating effect” that they leave in their wake. In this section, then, he resorts to a “rapier-thrust definition of wisdom ... to devastate the position of the
opponents” of biblical orthodoxy. Truthfully, this virtually destroys the cutting edge of James’
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minology he employs are so general in nature that his message applies to all
of his readers, leadership and membership alike! In a nutshell, all professing
members of the covenant community better pay close, and self-examining,
attention to James 3:14-18, in which “two kinds of wisdom are contrasted in
terms of their respective origins, manifested characteristics and results or outcomes” (Cheung, 140).

b. Profile of Defeat (3:14-16)
(14) But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in your
hearts, do not boast about it and lie against the truth. (15) This
is not the wisdom that comes down from above, but is earthly,
sensual, demonic. (16) For where there is envy and selfish ambition, there is disorder and every evil practice.

(1) Root of Defeat (3:14)
James states that the root of spiritual defeat is the evil in man’s heart. The
message. It takes all respectable members, prospective teachers as well as teachers in good
standing off the hook. This is precisely not James’ intention. He faces all of them squarely,
and makes himself crystal clear. No “teacher,” or “speaker” for that matter, is going to make it
on his or her own, or by her or himself, whether “good, bad or indifferent,” and for good
measure, neither will “the good, nor the bad, nor the ugly.” The pipelines to hell in all of us
will make short shrift of all our self-effort. It takes pure and undiluted grace for everyone to
make it, not only in the areas of regeneration and justification, but also in the area of sanctification. In short, James’ aim is not to delineate the difference between orthodox and heterodox
teachers, but to distinguish between teaching that comes from below and teaching that comes
from above. Due to the hellish pipeline that exists in their tongue believers in general, church
members who have been gifted in the teaching area, but especially pastors-teachers who abound in the use of the tongue, are just as vulnerable in their teaching activity as anyone else.
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human heart is “the seat of affections and intentions in the biblical tradition”
(Johnson, 271; Henry, III, 1296), “of man’s collective energies, the focus of
personal life, the seat of the rational as well as the emotional and volitional
elements in human life” (Abbott-Smith in Mitton, 137). It is a well-known
biblical truth that the unbeliever’s heart is the source of all unrighteousness
(Gen. 6:5; Jer. 17:9; Mk. 7:20-23). But since James speaks about “your
hearts,” they must be hearts in a regenerate state in the present context and
therefore basically “our hearts,” and not just the hearts of teachers in a Jewish
Christian setting (McKnight, 304). This calls for an urgently necessary qualification, if not explanation. It appears from the teaching of both the OT and
the NT that Genesis 6:5, Jeremiah 17:9 and Mark 7:20-23 do no longer apply
to the regenerate heart of the Christian. Christians have experienced a heart
transplant (Deut. 30:6; Ezek. 36:25; Rom. 6:6, 11). They now have a heart for
God. However, that manifestly does not preclude that “indwelling sin” can
still influence it, even to the point of the most heinous sins (Ps. 51:10), including the temporary rationalization and cover-up of such sins (2 Sam.
11:2ff). In daily repentance the Christian’s heart will break again and again,
which will lead to daily forgiveness and daily change (Ps. 32:1ff; Ps. 51:1ff).
But the Christian’s heart is not a rebellious heart of unbelief (Deut. 1:26-33;
31:26-27), even if the members of the covenant community are summoned to
examine themselves on that score (Heb. 3:12-13), and, in case they have deceived themselves in the past (1 Cor. 15:34), to cast themselves upon the
Lord for the substance of the new covenant, of which the promise of a heart
transplant is an essential part, to become a reality in their lives (Ezek. 36:2527, 36; Heb. 8:1013; 10:16-17).372
In short, the believer’s heart is no longer totally depraved, nor is it as yet
fully perfect, given the need for daily repentance. In fact, as I mentioned
above, it is impotent without the communing presence of Christ and the Holy
Spirit. However, its bent, disposition or appetite, is purposefully holy, even if
at times it leaves lots to be desired in terms of the contemplation or performance of one evil or another! After all, look at what the heart harbors in the
present context! All in all, while the Kingdom of God is the focus of the new
heart, it always must be remembered that it can be hoodwinked at any time
and in any way. When a David can commit adultery and murder, and a Peter
can turn into a “satan,” and end up denying his Lord and Master, it proves
beyond any doubt how utterly vulnerable every Christian is.373
372

Quite clearly membership in God’s covenant and individual election are not coextensive.
This only underscores quite heavily how soul-destroying it can be if the “I cannot” and the
“I can” are not emphasized programmatically at the same time, even if pastorally at times either the one side or the other side of these two complementary truths may need to be stressed.
If these truths are not systematically set forth at the same time, I fear that one of them may not
function or stop functioning in the Christian experience. I fear even more, however, that if
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In this context James singles out specifically the self-seeking twin evil of
bitter and deep-seated envy or harsh and misdirected zeal and self-seeking
and self-serving ambition or sectarian and party-line rivalry, which eventually
find their counterparts in the wisdom of meekness and mercy (Jam. 3:13,
17).374 However, this may well raise the question who would display this twin
vice. Would some of the readers, or all of the readers? Would some folks,
known to the readers, folks aspiring to the teaching office, or folks who were
in the teaching office already? The preceding context implies that it definitely
pertains to people who are connected to the teaching office or who aspire to it
as well. This is quite apropos. Shady, if not malicious, leadership competition
is nearly ubiquitous and a Jonathan as well as John the Baptist attitude and
conduct (1 Sam. 18:1-4; 19:4-5 John 3:27-30) are virtually non-existent. The
context that follows, however, addresses the readership in general. This suggests that the indictment is not only addressed to aspiring teachers, but to the
general membership as well.375 The anti-social existence of lingering resentment and cutting bitterness among professing Christians, which is fed by envious rivalry and frequently splinters communities, is hard to deny and may
either one does not function, they will never be presented systematically as a twin truth! Especially the latter scenario cannot be but soul-destroying, since it will lead either to disconsolate despair or presumptuous pride. Presumptuous pride is undoubtedly the more dangerous of
the two because it is not something that is as quickly recognized as disconsolate despair.
Therefore, it is regrettably not something from which one as quickly would (seek to) distance
oneself.
374
According to Moo, 1985, 131, “James stands in the same stream of Hellenistic and Jewish
moral traditions as represented by the Testaments that traced social ills back to jealousy (zelos) and envy (phtonos). Frankly, I am suspicious of the approach that posits “great” universal
traditions which evidence themselves in both pagan and Christian thinking. The latter has
again and again allowed itself to be contaminated by the former. Frankly, it is easy to forget
or overlook that even if pagan thinking willy-nilly hits the nail on the head it always occurs in
the larger framework of the suppression of God’s truth. Even here the biblical phenomenon of
the complementarity of truth manifests itself. In unbelievers all truth is at the same time untruth (See Prov. 21:4b, the explanation of this passage in my Sovereignty and Responsibility,
172, as well as the further discussion below). If this is helpful for the understanding of this
phenomenon, let me point out that in this regard they are the mirror image of Satan in whom
every truth is always simultaneously a lie. Especially Christian scholarship would do well to
remember this, and consequently respond to his “children” as Jesus responded to their “father” in Matthew 4. He earmarked even Satan’s biblical quotations as murderous lies. If he
had fallen for these lies, salvation would have turned into wishful thinking. Similarly, it
would be a pipedream for Christian scholars naively to endorse Satan’s “truth” onedimensionally. After all, everything from below is and remains poison. Sooner or later it will
turn into a quagmire that swallows them up, and a nightmare from which they should, but
never may wake up!
375
So also Brosend, 102, but he applies it specifically to both “the double-minded person already met in James 1:8, whose instability matches the ‘disorder’ of James 3:16, and those
showing favoritism (diakrino) to the ‘rich’ in James 2:1-4, an attitude whose opposite (adiakritos) is among the virtues in those who have the wisdom from above (in James 3:17).”
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well be much more prevalent than they are willing to admit (Cheung, 141,
with reference to Heb. 12:15-16). The fact that James’ sentence is conditional
appears to underscore this. The “if” may very well be translated as “since!”
Clearly no one is beyond the “fanaticism” (Moo, 1985, 132) of bitter
envy and selfish ambition. When they become the driving force in any setting, arrogant boasting is or becomes inevitable. Such arrogant boasting by
definition “lies against the truth.” This is to say, it both defies the biblical
truth that wisdom is invariably associated with humility (Moo, 1985, 133),
and paves the way to playing loose and fast with the truth anywhere. In the
words of one commentator, “Attitudes of jealousy and faction are no cause
for boasting ... These are evidences that those who claim to possess wisdom
are only presumptuous, as those who claim to have faith in 2:18. These
people are practically lying or deceiving themselves (cf. 1:24), not living according to the truth, but against the truth ... Here we may have an implicit
contrast of words with deeds (Cheung, 139).
It is sobering, once again, to realize that James emphasizes the heart in
this context. How easily it can be “hoodwinked!” Envy and selfish ambition
are powerful internal emotions that apparently have infiltrated, if not conquered, the very mission control center of the various constituent elements of
the congregation, teachers, aspiring teachers, as well as members in general
(See also Keddie, 121). In fact, they are so powerful in their essence and impact that only the grace of God can dislodge them and remove their influence!
As we unpack these concepts, this will become crystal clear. At any rate, it is
sobering, if not frightening, that Christians are not beyond this twin evil and
can (quickly and easily) fall victim to it.
First, then, what is envy? The term used in the Greek is semantically neutral. It always indicates the presence of some kind of “fire.” When it is used
in a positive fashion, it stands for “zeal.” In that case it is heart-warming, as
well as life-warming. But here as in various other contexts (Rom. 13:13; 2
Cor. 12:20; Gal. 5:20), especially in the light of its adjective, “bitter,”376 it has
a negative connotation, and is best be translated as envy (Martin, 130). It
burns rather than warms, and embitters rather than sweetens. It always leaves
burn-marks and resentment, at times very severely (Zodhiates, II, 146). The
combination “bitter envy” indicates not only that the envy is distasteful,
sharp, ferocious, hostile, angry, cruel and unforgiving, “leaving a harsh taste
in the mouth” (Hartin. 192; McKnight, 304, with reference to Rom. 3:14), but
also that as “bitter” envy it is a fundamental and entrenched emotion that runs
deep (see also Heb. 12:15ff), just as Peter’s “bitter weeping” had deep roots
(Mt. 26:75).
Envy is to be distinguished from jealousy. I am jealous when I passio376

For the word “bitter,” compare James 3:11, where the same term is used.
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nately wish to attain something or gain someone precious. I am also jealous
when I passionately wish to retain or regain possession of what already belongs to me (Num. 5:14; Deut. 5:8-9). I am jealous as well when I with the
same passion seek to restore an object or person to its original owner (2 Cor.
11:2). At any rate, jealousy is a strong emotion. If I am correct in my assessment of the situation, jealousy is an emotion that is proper, and at times necessary. It constitutes a “sweet zeal” (Royster, 81, with reference to 1 Ki.
19:10; 2 Cor. 11:2). However, if I am incorrect, because the objective of my
striving is not legitimate, and consequently my striving inappropriate, I stand
condemned. “I am warped (on the inside), however straight I may appear to
men (on the outside)” (Royster, 84).
Envy, on the other hand, always stands condemned. It is forbidden by the
Tenth Commandment. I am envious when I passionately and illegitimately
wish to take possession of anything that belongs to someone else. It is characteristic of envy that it grieves at someone’s enjoyment (Gen. 4:5-6), rejoices
at someone’s evil (Ps. 22:7), does not communicate or pass on that which is
good (Num. 11:28-29), and endeavors to “outshine” someone else (Phil.
1:15). It is “the resentful and even hateful displeasure of the good fortune or
blessing of another” (Paul Benjamin, quoted in Keddie, 120). It is no wonder
that envy is called “rottenness of the bones” (Prov. 14:30). It resembles an ulcerated appendix that is about to burst open, if not bursts open repeatedly or
is bursting open continuously. As such it is self-destructive. As an emotion
that does not allow anything to stand in its way (Prov. 24:3), it also destroys
others. If envy by itself already is such a sinister force, bitter, deep-rooted,
envy must surely spell the destruction of oneself and the annihilation of others (Eph. 4:31; Heb. 12:15)!
Envy is not necessarily an evidence of an unregenerate heart. It is also
possible that it is evidence of the victory of indwelling sin, or of the flesh, in a
Christian (1 Pet. 2:11). This may well be the case in 1 Corinthians 3:3 and 2
Corinthians 12:20. Carnality has taken over! However, Paul aims to find out
in dealing with the problem, whether the root is the unregenerate heart in the
wretched sinner, or indwelling sin in the wretched saint. In this regard he is a
model for all counselors. His persistent call to self-examination fits this pattern “perfectly” (2 Cor. 13:5).377
In 1 Corinthians 3:16-17, Paul puts on the pressure by informing his
readers with bluntness that God has attached the death penalty to their selfdestructive type of behavior. If they persist in it, they will appear to be unregenerate, but if they repent--and this is what Paul expects them to do--, they
377

I vividly remember how driving home the truth of self-examination, as found in 2 Corinthians 13:5, in a discriminating, that is, in a “mercilessly merciful” fashion, precipitated a powerful conversion, which in turn, brought about one of the more productive lives that I have
witnessed during the course of my ministry.
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will prove thereby that they belong to Christ. Paul clearly wields the Word as
the Key to the Kingdom with a view to edification (2 Cor. 12:19). If this
would produce protesting backtalk or belligerent anger (Jam. 1:19), so be it!
In such situations, in which obstinate members of the congregation would
continue in their immoral conduct, he would deal with them under two or
three witnesses, and not spare anyone (2 Cor. 12:20-13:2).
Second, what is selfish ambition?378 This concept brings “self-seeking
pursuit” into the picture as the accompaniment, if not root of envy. It is selfish ambition for “me” to be or become the biggest fish in the pond, to believe
that without “me” everything will go down the drain, to insist that “my” importance is recognized, and to withdraw when “my” contribution does not get
the acclaim I covet. The list is potentially endless. In short, selfish ambition is
any form of self-aggrandizement in heart, thought, will, emotions, word or
deed that is at times at odds with reality, and in all instances with self-denial
in the one-and-many spheres and sacrifice or submission in the authority
structures, as described in Topical Focus #15: One-and-Many Spheres &
Authority Structures in the context of James 3:1, that inevitably produces
communal disruption (McKnight, 304, with referernce to Gal. 5:20; 2 Cor.
12:20) .
We are faced here with the “base,” “self-seeking” desire on the part of all
aspiring teachers, whether of Jewish or pagan ethnicity, as well as all congregational members unscrupulously to conquer and occupy “territory” of whatever sort by the choice of means which at this point may still fall short of the
open warfare and pitched battles that take center stage in James 4:1ff. However, already it is easy to understand how both envy and selfish ambition as
inward emotions can jointly turn into the mother of contention and strife,
which in turn, and with the assistance of uncensored words and deeds, can
produce a veritable warzone with lots of individual battlefields.379
Envy, selfish ambition and strife are often mentioned in the same context
(Gen. 37:4; 1 Sam. 18:9; Mt. 17:18; Rom. 1:29; 13:13; 1 Cor. 3:3; 2 Cor.
12:20; Gal. 5:20; Phil. 2:3). They account for a climate, an atmosphere, where
nothing can thrive. Whenever there is envy and selfish ambition, there is a
lack of unity of mind, means and purpose, contention rather than harmony,
war rather than peace, destruction rather than edification. One commentator
378

Early translations speak of “envy and strife (italics added).” However, the latter translation
is based on a confusion of two Greek terms, eris and eritheia. To be sure, eris is strife, but
eritheia is selfish ambition, and this is the term used in the present Greek text. While envy is,
indeed, the mother of strife (Grosheide, 1955, 389; see also Jam. 4:1ff), the proper translation
of the twin package in the present text is “envy and selfish ambition (italics added)!”
379
For the origin, nature and consequences of contention, see Prov. 13:10; 17:14; 18:6; 22:20;
23:29; 26:21; 27:15; Hab. 1:3; for the origin, nature and consequences of strife, Prov. 10:12;
15:18; 16:28; 17:1, 14,19; 20:3; 26:20; 28:25; 29:22; Rom. 13:13; 1 Cor. 3:3; Gal. 5:20; 1
Tim. 6:4; 2 Tim. 2:23.
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connects this ungodly duo with the activity of unscrupulous electioneering for
political office, courting popular applause by trickery, politics in the pulpit,
born out of a sordid “hireling” type of hidden, self-exalting, desire and aim to
put oneself forward in a partisan and factitious spirit, which does not disdain
low tricks possibly under the pretense of zeal for God (Zodhiates, II, 153-157;
see also Richardson, 163).
It is very well possible that teachers and aspiring teachers in the covenant
community (some of them, most of them, all of them?) had fallen victim to
both envy and self-seeking ambition and had become boastfully as well as
blindly belligerent. After all, to start out by glorying in one self, and to end up
lying against the truth, whether consciously or not, is a perennial temptation
(Phillips, 113). In such scenario it stands to reason that the members of the
congregation could follow suit and copy the conduct of their leaders. Incidentally, the fact Paul demonstrably had to cope with such leaders makes this
scenario a very realistic one (Phil. 1:15). At any rate, personal dislike, violent
ill will, venomous antagonism, relentless hostility, bitter rivalry, party spirit,
etc., easily produces a climate in the church that engulfs the total congregation and explains the diagnosis of James 4:1ff! At least in the latter context
neither “the one-and-many spheres” (the congregation), nor “the authority
structures” (the leadership) functioned as they should! There is no evidence,
however, that James is implicating false teachers with false credentials, false
motivation, and false objectives. In a real sense this makes the situation even
more frightening. It is apparently possible to judge folks to be alive and well,
only to be told by Jesus that they are dead (Rev. 3:1), or to judge oneself to be
alive and well, and then to be told by James that one is dying (Jam. 1:22;
5:20). To be truthful, with the ubiquitous poison suffusing our existence it is a
veritable miracle if there is even the slightest evidence of life rather than the
brooding presence of death, and if there is any evidence of a “sanctuary” rather than the presence of a “mortuary.”
But it still needs to be explained why anyone who combines envy with
selfish ambition, will turn out to be arrogant and a liar against the truth.
James’ directive seems to imply that they should stop bragging in a spirit of
self-assertiveness (Johnson, 273), and so stop lying against the truth (Keddie,
121). Apparently arrogance goes hand in hand with envy and selfish ambition. “Success” on the part of this ungodly duo only acerbates the situation
since it tends both to foster and legitimize pride. In this context, then, James
simply states that there is nothing to be proud about. After all, the truth, inclusive of the wisdom and the understanding that James wishes each teacher
to possess, shows envy and selfish ambition in their true colors, that is, as unacceptable. In fact, especially when they masquerade under the guise of zeal
and “drive,” envy and selfish ambition constitute the “big lie.” James seems
to “scream” it out and hammer it home. They are in utter contradiction to the
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word of truth that was (to be) implanted in the readers, because this can only
be received in and through meekness (Johnson, 273). Some “lie” by skirting
or dislodging this biblical “truth,” ending up with nothing. Others “lie” by
bashing it in their arrogant, unrelenting, abusive (and murderous?) preoccupation with “self,” at times under the mask of virtue. Both stand condemned by
James (Manton, 305; see also Laws, 160).
However, some commentators explain the precise textual wording, “arrogant about it,” differently. They interpret the word “it” proleptically. They
hold that the arrogance James exposes is the kind that extols the worldly type
of wisdom which he proceeds to condemn in all its perniciousness in the next
verse. In that case all those who brag about such “wisdom,” “crow about it”
(McCartney, 200) by definition “lie against the truth” that does and can only
consist of the wisdom that comes from above. Of course, this “is the polar
opposite of the counterfeit ‘truth’ they disseminate” (Nystrom, 207; Ropes,
246; Blomberg, 173). In other words, they lie against the truth not as much in
the impetus behind their ungodly and destructive conduct, namely “bitter
envy and selfish ambition” as the antipode of “meekness.” But rather in their
disregard of the only source of godly and constructive conduct (“above”),
which by definition results in “the disorder and the vile practices” that stem
from the pit of hell “below.”
Although both explanations are fully biblical, it seems to me that the first
one fits James’ language and the context a mite better. But whatever explanation is chosen, the need for repentance, openly expressed in James 4:6ff, already begins to make itself felt, especially because truth in this context is
clearly a moral and spiritual, rather than an intellectual concept (Mitton, 137).
To deviate from the truth, or trounce it, clearly turns repentance into a necessity. Incidentally, Paul combines selfish ambition with disobedience to the
truth as well (Rom. 2:8), although in James selfish ambition constitutes “untruth” (motivation), while in Paul it leads to “untruth” (disobedience)!
(2) Explanation of Defeat (3:15)
James 3:15-18 presents us with two concatenations, the “hellish” type of wisdom that originates from below, is characterized by envy and selfish ambition, and results in disorder and every evil practice (Jam. 3:15-16), versus the
“heavenly” wisdom that originates from above, is characterized by purity, etc,
and results in a harvest of righteousness (Jam. 3:17-18). In James 3:15 we are
introduced to the first of two possible sources of wisdom, the second one to
be presented in James 3:17. The so-called wisdom that accompanies envy and
selfish ambition comes from below! It is a worldly wisdom, however it may
manifest itself (1 Cor. 1:20ff; 3:3), philosophical, rational, practical, or oth1029

erwise (Richardson, 165). It is “phantom-wisdom” (Moo, 2000, 172), “pseudo-wisdom,” and certainly not genuine wisdom, God’s wisdom (1 Cor. 2:6ff)
(Burdick, 191). Worldly wisdom compares to Godly wisdom as “Dame Folly” (portrayed in Prov. 1:20-33; 9:1-6, 13-18) to “Lady Wisdom” (Cheung,
139). To resort to the former, James explains, is to drown into the muddy
stream of wicked behavior (Phillips, 112), and therefore the cause for inevitable defeat. After all, the origin and character of this so-called wisdom in increasing climactic alienation from God (Cheung, 140) is earmarked as
“earthly” (epigeios), “sensual” (psychikos), and “demonic” (daimoniodes),
guaranteeing an ever increasing pollution before God.380
But what is the meaning of these concepts? Commentators translate this
triad with (1) earthbound (over against heaven bound) or earthly (versus heavenly realities), unspiritual (indicating the state of the soul), and demonic
(gaining “richness from the reference in 3:6 to the evil force of the tongue as
‘inflamed from gehenna’” (Johnson, 273), (2) earthbound, sensual, and demonic (Martin, 131), (3) non-heavenly, unspiritual, and ungodly (Musner,
quoted in Martin, 132), (4) indicative of the “frail and finite world of human
life and affairs,” pertaining to natural life which men and animals share, and
resembling an evil spirit (Ropes, 247-248), (5) earthbound, “aligned with
forces arrayed against God,” unspiritual, “denoting beings possessing merely
life ... bereft of the touch of the Spirit of God,” and “instigated by demons,
rooted in envy and ambition, resulting in disorder and evil practice” (Nystrom, 207), (6) “earthly,” arising from the self-proclaimed autonomous mind
of the creature without reference to the Creator, “unspiritual,” without the input of the Spirit of God, and “of the devil,” inspired by demonic forces, and
doing the dirty linen of Satan (Keddie, 142-143), (7) “earthly,” focusing on
the material, the physical, reflecting the perishability and death of the first
Adam, who was “of the earth” (See 1 Cor. 15:37-49; as well as Prov. 14:12),
“unspiritual” or “soulish,” self-centered and selfish in heart and mind,
oriented to personal gain, and “demonic,” serving the satanic and human opposition to God, inclusive of a “faith that merely assents to gospel truths”
(Richardson, 165-166), or (8) “earthly,” shutting out God and limiting its
scope in an inferior fashion to this earthly existence, “natural,” in contrast to,
and in neglect, if not in disdain, of the supernatural, “spiritual” realities, “demonic,” demon-instigated and inspired (Blomberg, 173-174). One commentator sees the triad parallel to the world, the flesh and the devil (Moo, 1985,
134; see also Martin, 132). This settles at least one point. The wisdom dominated by this triad cannot be God-given. It is man-made, devil-inspired, and
frankly, horrifying in nature.
After this anthology and kaleidoscope of opinions, let us see whether we
380

Cheung, 140, translates “demonic” wisdom as wisdom “inspired by demons,” and “shared
by demons.” As such it “answers to the faith shared by demons.”
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can get a focused grip on this triad of terms.
(1) “Earthly” or “earthbound” (epigeios) can be a neutral term (John
3:12; 1 Cor. 15:40; 2 Cor. 5:1). Here, however, it is neither “neutral,” nor
“trivial,” but clearly used in a “negative” (Nystrom, 207; Hartin, 193, with
reference to Phil. 3:19), if not “pejorative” (Martin, 131) and condemnatory,
sense. It stands for what is basically “inanimate.” The wisdom from below is
spiritually speaking fruitless like a rock and dead as a doornail! It suits
earthly minds, springs from earthly principles, acts upon earthly motives,
prizes earthly things, employs earthly means, pursues earthly interests, and
champions earthly purposes (See also Henry, III, 1296; and especially Phil.
3:19).381 As such it is in league with the Beast that has the earth as the base,
focus and theater of its operations (Rev. 13:11). But it is spiritually dead in
spite of all possible appearances of life (Rev. 3:1-2), and fruitless in spite of
all possible appearances of productivity (Rev. 3:15-18)! After all, its focus is
not “the things that are above,” neither “the life that is hidden with Christ in
God” (Col. 3:1ff). Similar to most, if not all animals, it always looks down
and never looks up. It unquestionably provides quite an enjoyable sight when
conditions are favorable, makes for quite a beehive of activity when everything goes its way, lends itself to soaring experiences when everything is
lined up well, and can boast exhilarating accomplishments when success goes
to its head. The “pride of life” is there to show this, whether it is in the products of human thinking or in the result of human actions. But being “of the
earth,” ultimately all human “superbowls” or “worldcups,” of whatever stripe,
prove to be dead-end streets. They will all burn up and perish (See once again
Phil. 3:19)!
It is frightening to recognize that Paul identifies all those who “set their
minds on earthly things” as “enemies of the cross” (Phil. 3:18). The implications are vast and sobering. The cross is the great extermination point of all
“earthly things.” To be “a friend of the cross” is to be in union with Christ in
the “extermination” of, and so liberation from, an earth-bound and earthcentered existence. This is concentrated in the triad of a rebel heart, a guilty
past, and a polluted present. It is also to participate in the “re-origination”
process, by virtue of that very same union, which starts with the resurrection,
continues in the ascension, and ends up with the session in the heavenly places (Eph. 2:6) This is concentrated in the substitute triad of a new heart in regeneration, a new righteousness in justification and a new holiness in sanctification (See Phil. 3:2, 9, and 10, respectively). Therefore, while nonChristians are by definition earthbound, and basically vegetate in a downward
spiral, Christians are already alive and well in heaven with Christ, and fun381

For an excellent exposition of what constitutes and entails eartly-mindedness, see Jeremiah Burroughs, A Treatise of Earthly-mindedness (Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo Gloria Publicatios, 1991).
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damentally spiral upward on wings like eagles (Is. 40:31). Why would they
waste their time and energy on basically perverse and transitory earthly wisdom, rather than concentrate on the glorious and eternal wisdom from above,
that is already theirs, is described in the Word and is obtained by prayer (See
also Manton, 305, 308)? It does not seem to be a coincidence that Paul pronounces the judgment of “empty deceit” over the philosophies of his day that
endeavored to give a rational accounting of their inward and outward experiencing and in the process sought to make sense out of the basic building
blocks, the ABC’s of this world, as all of mankind encounters them (Col.
2:8).
This undoubtedly included Heraclitus, Parmenides, Plato, Aristotle and
Plotinus in the NT time period, and would include Descartes, Hume, Kant,
Hegel and Heidegger in our day and age. However much (or little) they may
hit the jackpot clinically, they are and remain ultimately “empty and deceitful.” Both James and Paul go to extreme lengths to drive this home. Too terribly often the wisdom of the world is extolled in Christian circles in a “yes,
but” attitude. Sure, so goes the reasoning, we must take James’ and Paul’s
condemnatory judgment in account. But, since all truth is God’s truth, and the
Christian does not have an exclusive corner on it, it is permissible and advisable, if not compulsory, to go to school and do extensive coursework “in the
world.”
Of course, my aim here is not to deny that God’s truth is everywhere. No
one can escape it because we live in God’s world. But it is to issue a solemn
warning for any sort of “pagan truth” not to function as a “pacman” that gobbles up the sobering judgment of James and Paul. In positing the chasm-like
antithesis between worldly and divine wisdom they alert the Church to a veritable matter of life and death! It is rather ironic that the world in willy-nilly
coming up with truths (plural) from the perspective of the inconsistent application of their presuppositions, still suppresses, and always will suppress the
truth (singular) in unrighteousness by virtue of these same presuppositions
(Rom. 1:18)! So it can be said that God’s truth is everywhere, either “stolen”
in an “earthly, sensual, and devilish” setting or received, acknowledged and
enjoyed as a gift from above. The former calls for repentance (Rom. 2:4) and
the latter for thanksgiving (1 Tim. 4:4).
Ultimately therefore, the conclusion is warranted, if not obligatory, not
only that all untruths in a pagan and apostate framework are identical to Satan’s lies, but also, as I mentioned already, and argue more extensively below,
that all God’s truths in that same framework are simultaneously Satan’s lies,
just as the undoubtedly “splendid and useful contribution” of Ananias and
Sapphira at the same time constituted a devilish, death-earning, lie against
God (Acts 5:1ff). The same pattern is in evidence here as in the trial/temptation complex. James undeniably indicates that a trial is at the same
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time a temptation, regardless whether it is a matter of poverty or riches, and
vice versa a temptation at the same time a trial, even if the objectives are
poles apart (See for details this Commentary on Jam. 1:2ff). Common grace
invariably constitutes a matter of riches. Regardless, it qualifies both as a trial
and a temptation (See for further details below as well as Topical Focus #2:
Complementarity of Truth). The fact that the Church lost the spiritual war
in the Middle East to idolatrous Islam and in Europe to atheistic Secularism,
and is losing this war in the USA to godless Humanism, in the middle of
“flourishing common grace cultures,” warrants the conclusion that the “destructive temptation” got the better of the “sanctifying trial,” and that “fullgrown sin” (Jam. 1:15) had it over “victorious perseverance” (Jam. 1:12) by a
country mile.
(2) “Sensual” (psuchikos) here stands for the world of the senses, which a
“distorted” humanity shares with animals (Phil. 3:19) (Laws, 161-162; Henry,
III, 1296; Royster, 82), “the natural life,” “the life of the natural world” (Hartin, 193), “the selfish life” that idolizes “personal welfare” (McCartney, 201).
The wisdom from below apparently does not transcend the animate level.
“Sharing the life-force of the animals” (Laws, 162), “psychical people are
outside the grace enjoyed by the pneumatikoi” (Dibelius, 211; Hartin, 193).
They are marked by unregeneracy (Burdick, 191). In Greek philosophy psuchikos is said to represent the life that animates the body. It is the immaterial
part in contrast to the material body (sarkikos) but without ever arriving at the
level of the spirit (pneumatikos). So it is a step up from the vantage point of
the body, while at the same time it still falls way short of the realm of the spirit (Zodhiates, II, 165). In the text psuchikos is “the bridge between the
earthly and the demonic.” In Greek thinking it is a part of “the cycle of becoming,” a “technical expression,” that it is indicative of the world as it turns
and turns in its brute and random particularity, bereft of the meaning supplied
by human rationality (Dibelius, 212). In Scripture it is part of the life cycle
that has no fellowship with God, and can only come up with animate, if not
“animal” wisdom.
We may conclude that just as the territory of, and focus upon “earthly
things” is the radical and complete opposite of the realm of, and concentration upon “heavenly things,” so the territory of the “sensual” is the radical
and complete opposite of the realm of the “spiritual” (1 Cor. 2:14). While the
earthbound individual is dead to the life, wisdom and gifts of Christ (1 Cor.
1:30), the “sensual” man is “bereft of that which the Spirit approves” (Motyer, 134), in blind and disdainful rebellion against the truth, wisdom and gifts
of the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:12-13; Jude 19) (See also Keddie, 119). In short, he
breathes, all right, but like an animal. He is brutal like a beast!
(3) “Demonic” (daimoniodes) is a hapax legomenon in the NT, derived
from daimoon (Mt. 8:31; Mk. 5:12; Lk. 8:29). It indicates that behind both
1033

the “earthbound” and the “sensual” one must look for the great Enemy (Hartin, 194). Satan appears to be the final author and instigator of any and all
wisdom from below. He has blinded the eyes (2 Cor. 4:4; Eph. 2:2) and promotes “devilish lusts” (John 8:44). However angelic at times the wisdom, that
he and his spokesmen advocate, may appear (2 Cor. 11:14-15), it is and remains “demonic” in origin and character. One commentator properly called
attention to the intrinsically foolish so-called wisdom of bad “bad” (unregenerate) Bible personalities, such as Shimei, Ahithophel, and Caiaphas (Phillips,
105). However, it should not be overlooked that in addition to singling out
bad “bad” (unregenerate) individuals he also could have given multiple examples of “good” bad people, such as Saul with his initially praiseworthy
conduct, but ultimately worthless foolishness.
In short, the “wisdom” from below represents an “unholy triad” (Blomberg, 173). Its components are carefully distinguished and presented in a
crescendo like (read: down spiraling) fashion (contra McKnight, 306). It is
“inanimate,” unproductive, hard and barren like a rock, ultimately devoid of
all true life and content. Further, if it is “animate,” it is ugly, brutal and abhorrent like beast. Finally, whether it is “inanimate” or “animate,” it comes out
of the pit, thoroughly deceitful and murderous, radically demonic like the
Devil. After all, Satan is the father of lies and a murderer from the very beginning (John 8:44). In sum, it is indicative of “a mode of life” (anastrophe)
(Nystrom, 217) that is rock-like, beast-like and demon-like. No wonder that
envy and selfish ambition is tantamount to “lying” against the truth (See also
Rom. 1:18; 2:8), and ends up in “murder” (Jam. 4:2; 5:6). It is following in
the footsteps of the Great Enemy! James is, indeed, “neck-deep in a problem
of immense proportions,” but it does not pertain in a localized manner to
“teachers,” let alone to “Jewish-Christian teachers” only (McKnight, 307).
Note well the contrast between “wisdom” and wisdom! The former is “a
virtual ‘anti-wisdom,’” (Cargal, 153), “Dame Folly,” and comes from below.
The latter is the “real thing,” “Lady Wisdom,” and comes from above (Prov.
2:6). There is no “alternate source,” and therefore no “gray area.” That which
is not from above is from Satan, by definition! This implies that what one
(“I”) cannot (and dare not!) describe as originating from above, from God,
through the Word and prayer (1 Ki. 3:9; Job 32:8; Ps. 25:4,6; Prov. 2:6), one
(“I”) must unalterably regard and treat as coming from the very pit of hell.
What a sobering impact the recognition of this should have on any and all
Christians!
From this perspective we now may conclude that this “must” affect one’s
view of “common grace” (often divided in natural good, such as rearing of
children, religious good, such as contributing to a church, or civic good, such
as respect for authorities). Whether it consists of skills, talents, traits, accomplishments, attitudes, contributions, or otherwise, there is no doubt that from
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one angle they enrich life, and constitute 100% a gift of God. As such they
may be gratefully applauded, enjoyed and put to use. But it is just as certain
that as skills, talents, traits, accomplishments of man, they must simultaneously be viewed as barren, beastly and devilish, and arising 100% from the
pit.
After all, as has been mentioned before, even “the lamp of the wicked is
sin” (Prov. 21:4). That is, even the light of the wicked is darkness. Anyone
who only acknowledges the 100% God paraphrases it as “the light of the
wicked is light.” Conversely, anyone who only recognizes the 100% man interprets it as “the darkness of the wicked is darkness.” The former is naïve,
will be absorbed by the world, and is no heavenly good! The latter is cynical,
enters into a ghetto, and proves to be no earthly good! The former will never
call to repentance because the need for it is obscured. The latter cannot call to
repentance because it disdains communication. No, the tapestry of Scripture
is much more nuanced and displays a much greater finesse, when it declares
that “even the light of the wicked is darkness.”
The formula, that is the hallmark of all orthodoxy, obtains here as well: 100%
God + 100% man equals 100%. The 100% common grace is undeniable.
Gifts of God abound. But so is the 100% antithesis. The stamp of man’s rebellion is indelible. It can hardly be denied that this is intriguing. As God’s
gifts common graces come from above. As intertwined with man’s rebellion,
they come at the same time out of the pit of hell. (Once again a similar, complementary, pattern emerges as the one we encountered in the trial/temptation
complex. We concluded that both God and Satan are equally 100% active in
trials/temptations.) However, because “common grace” is not “special grace,”
the antithesis is more fundamental. The darkness of the wicked has the final
word. This fully ties in with the fact that in graphic language “common
grace” is ultimately nothing else but medicine poured down the throat of a
dead man, the embalming fluid that prevents a corpse from stinking. It does
not possess a life-giving principle in itself. It also ties in with the fact that
common grace is designed to lead to repentance (Rom. 2:4). In this even
common grace bears witness to the truth that one can only derive real life
from special grace.
In short, everything that is not from above as special grace is from below.
This applies equally to all that is sinful, all that is supposedly neutral, and all
that admittedly makes one upbeat about life. And everything that is from below is ultimately and by definition devilish and from “below!”
So, by way of concluding summary, some things are outright sinful. They
constitute rebellion against God, and come from “below.” Other things are
outright holy. They are gifts of God’s special grace, and come from “above.”
There are, however, also things that come simultaneously from “above” and
from “below.” These are common graces of God, but placed by man in a
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rebel framework. On the one hand, these things evoke joy and praise to God,
and are designed to do so. On the other hand, they must at the same time be
sobering in nature and produce a summons to repent, and are designed to this
end as well. Not to embrace common graces as gifts from “above” is to impoverish life for lack of joy and to fail a gracious God for lack of praise. God
invariably frowns on this. Not to keep them at arms’ length as products from
“below” is to live on the surface for lack of sobriety and to fail rebel man for
lack of evangelism. Man’s rebellion will invariably be infectious. Uncritically
to gorge oneself on common graces and to swallow them abstracted from the
antithesis is to make common cause with man’s rebellion, consciously or not,
to develop a worldly outlook and appetite, and to be lulled to sleep from
which one may not wake up. Discerningly and soberly to receive them in the
concrete as a life-enriching goodness of God, as a leash on wickedness and as
a summons to repentance is to identify oneself with the cause of God, and to
experience a gracious and abundant life which they can never lose. This applies to every area of life, inclusive of the Christian academy which historically has been notorious in extolling so-called common grace “insights” and
incorporating them, if not gobbling them up, as a Trojan horse at the expense
of the antithesis and ultimately of the inerrant Word of God with all that this
entails. This, of course, is suicidal in the short or the long run. No wonder that
not one Christian Institution of (Higher) Learning has survived the onslaught
of the darkness from “below” disguised as light from “above.”382 In short, only people who enjoy Revival status, are engaged in a Maintenance ministry,
and stand poised for a Recovery mode, will escape the snare of the Enemy,
overflow in continual praise to God and selfless service to mankind, and thus
be conquerors as well as victors in the full sense of the word!
(3) Evidence of Defeat (3:16)
James’ “harsh verdict” about worldly wisdom is fully confirmed by its “products” (Moo, 1985, 134). They reflect the climate of the bitter envy and selfish
ambition in which they are sired. The first product of these twin evils is instability (the same term used in Jam. 1:8 for the double-minded) that spawns
disorder, disharmony, social unrest, restlessness (also the same term used in
Jam. 3:8 for the tongue), confusion (1 Cor. 14:33), divisions (1 Cor. 3:3),
anarchy (Ropes, 248-249; Adamson, 153), turmoil, ecclesiastical as well as
political (Burdick, 191), in short, a tumultuous chaos (Lk. 21:9; 2 Cor. 6:5;
12:20) in all spheres of life. David is a prime example. He covets a woman
who is not his wife (envy). He murders her husband in a cover-up to save his
hide (selfish ambition). All this results in total turmoil, first a broken home,
characterized by sexual immorality and murder, and then a broken country,
382
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marked by rebellion and turbulence. In 1 Corinthians 14:33 it is contrasted
with “peace,” in John 5:29; Romans 9:11; 2 Corinthians 5:10 with goodness,
and in John 3:20; 5:29 with truth. In John 3:20; 5:29 it is linked with praxis,
and in Titus 2:8 with speech (Cheung, 145). In Luke 21:9 it is paired with
(the tumults and commotion of) war, which is introduced in James 4:1. It destroys mutual confidence and support, demolishes peace and unity, and
breeds pandemonium and warfare (Keddie, 120).
Second, bitter envy and selfish ambition are the “parents” and breeding
ground for all sorts of base, evil, worthless activities, all kinds of malicious,
vile and foul (phaulos) deleterious practices (See John 3:20; 5:29; Rom. 9:11;
2 Cor. 5:10; Tit. 2:8; Blomberg, 175). In fact, in hypocritical believers they
breed every possible evil practice. “Religious evil is a special brand that produces extraordinary sins … In Proverbs the sins of the ungodly make them
into fools for whom there is little hope. But for the religious fools who are,
contrary to the wisdom of Gods, ‘wise in their own eyes’ (Prov. 3:7), there is
no hope. Is it any wonder that James (time and again) was so vehement
against self-deception” (Richardson, 168)?
All this designates evil as “good-for-nothing.” That is, it is without any
possible edification. No true gain will ever come from it. Self-seeking, selfserving, and self-gratifying teachers, their followers, and their emulators have
a lot on their conscience! James’ terminology of “every kind of practice” is
all-inclusive. It may mean all kinds of depraved thoughts, volition, emotions,
words or actions (John 3:20; 5:29; Rom. 9:11; 2 Cor. 5:10; Tit. 3:3), including immoral lawsuits (Johnson, 273). The closest parallel in Paul is found in
Romans 1:28-32, where God ultimately gives the suppressors of the truth
over to a debased mind as the source of untold depravity. Disorder and evil
practice constitute the very warp and woof of a life governed by such mind.
Interrelations fray, unity goes by the board, and a never ending stream of
moral filth manifests itself everywhere. It is hardly a coincidence that Scripture calls envy rottenness of the bones (Prov. 11:17). It turns the practitioner
into a corpse that smells up the universe with its putrefaction. It started with
Cain and has never been absent from mankind since (Jude 11).
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c. Blueprint of Victory (3:17-18)
(17) But the wisdom from above is first of all pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and without hypocrisy. (18) And a harvest of righteousness
is sown in peace by those who make peace.
(1) Explanation of Victory (3:17a)
The victory is won in the Christian life when, and only when, it enjoys
God’s gifts that without exception come from above, and from above only (Jam. 1:17; see also Prov. 2:6; Col. 3:1ff).383 That is why the wisdom
383
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that results in victory is called the wisdom from above as well. In fact, it
is called the wisdom that keeps on coming from above in a never ceasing
descent, like a river that ever arrives from the mountains to irrigate, a
shower that ever continues to refresh (Zodhiates, II, 161). It originates in
God, is not found on earth, and cannot be generated by man. Wisdom is,
first of all, a divine attribute and then also a divine endowment, wrapped
up in Christ (1 Cor. 1:30; 2:7) and channeled through the Holy Spirit
(Gal. 5:22-23). There is clearly no such thing as a neutral wisdom. It is
either from above or it is from below! The instance of Moses’ hitting of
the rock to produce water, however humanly understandable, drives this
point home with great force (Num. 20:8-13). So does David’s first attempt to bring the ark of God to Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6:1-15)! It ends up in
death. Mark well, that David was “in the fold,” when this story unfolds.
He was enthusiastic about bringing the ark back to Jerusalem. He built a
new cart, and placed the ark on it. He must have stood there, as he
watched the ark being transported to Jerusalem, joyful in anticipation of
the communion he was going to have with his God. However, he had not
taken into account the Scripture, which says that you simply may not and
do not transport the ark on a cart (Num. 4:15; 7:9). On the road to Jerusalem the cart apparently hit a pothole, made an erratic move and the ark
wobbled. When the young man in charge, Uzzah, stretched out his hand
and steadied the ark to keep it from falling, the Lord killed him!
The Scripture described David’s reaction. He was both displeased (angry) and afraid (scared). His reaction was swift, “Park that ark in the next best
house. If this is the way God treats his devoted and well-intentioned worshipers, forget shipping it to a permanent residence!” David had a new heart that
thirsted for God. But his wisdom at this occasion was not from above--it was
from below--and the consequences were dire indeed! Eventually he must
have gone to Scripture (Ex. 25:13-15; 37:5; Num. 4:15; 7:9; 1 Chron. 15:215) for wisdom. For three months later, the Bible says, he succeeded in bringing up the ark. This time, however, it was carried! The Bible also says that he
brought sacrifices at the beginning of, if not throughout the journey, and that
he danced for joy before the ark, foreshadowing the sacrifice of Christ and the
joy in the Holy Spirit, as the starting point and the strength of the Christian
life!
wisdom with the God-given Torah as its “locus,” its “source,” as well as its “consummate
embodiment.” Wisdom, which is essential to gain perfection, is not only a requirement for,
but also, as in this context, the result of the study of the Torah. As such it consists of righteousness as a gift of God (Ps. 17:23, 35, 37, 41) through prayer. Cheung, 149, also holds that
wisdom is needed to resist one’s evil desire or impulse, a function that he regards as similar to
that of the Holy Spirit in Romans 8. It seems to me, however, that Scripture is more nuanced.
As I mentioned earlier, indwelling sin is (more than) offset by the in-indwelling Spirit, while
Dame Folly is countermanded by Lady Wisdom. Let’s not confuse the biblical picture!
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Thus the essence of victory comes into focus. It is identification with the
will of God (1 Thess. 4:3). It is siding with the truth delineated in Scripture
(Ps. 119:11; John 17:17; 1 Pet. 2:2). It flows from the Savior (John 15:5; Gal.
2:20; Eph. 1:3; Phil. 4:13). It is applied by the Spirit (Ezek. 36:27; John 7:3839; Acts 1:8; Rom. 8:9-13; Gal. 5:22-23; Heb. 10:16). It is received through
prayer (1 Tim. 4:5; 2 Cor. 3:18). In short, the victory comes from above (Col.
3:1ff.)! Paul writes that as a result of that the believer turns his eyes eagerly to
the glory of the Lord, as it is exhibited in the mirror of Scripture. In this way
he changes into the image of the Lord, from glory to glory by the Spirit (2
Cor. 3:18).
The Christian’s life is clearly a “battle.” But the fight of the Christian is
not portrayed as “a fight against sin,” if the implication is, “Give it all you’ve
got. You can do it, (wo)man!” Every attempt to take up the fight in this way
will fail. Rather, the battle ought to be waged against the (all too frequent)
unwillingness to “fight the good fight,” as a fight of faith (1 Tim. 6:12), that
is, the unwillingness to do so in dependence upon the Triune God (1 John
5:4). To look at sin and to try to fight it in one’s own strength is by definition
to lose. To look at Jesus and to attack it in his strength is equally by definition
to win. Incidentally, Scripture does not command us simply to fight, but to
kill sin through the Spirit (Rom. 8:13; Col. 3:5ff). Once again it is “the
above” that makes all the difference!
The problem is that Christians often hate to admit to the total inability to
conquer sin by themselves. They fall repeatedly into the trap of attempting to
gain the victory in their own strength. This, and this alone, produces the “experience of weariness,” which is so often found among Christians, whether
leaders (teachers), aspiring leaders, or members in the congregation. However, as soon as the conviction of their inability comes upon them as a freeing
liberation, they turn to the Lord, full of eager and prayerful expectation for
miracles of grace to happen. Soon “the Lord gives them to his beloved in
their sleep” (Ps. 127:2)! As has been argued already, it should not just be their
liberation. It should be their joy and their glory. Only in their 0% will the
100% God come into its own. Only in their nothingness will they function as
the mirror of the sum total of all God’s perfections, as far as this is creaturely
possible. Then, as soon as God’s 100% takes hold, man’s 100% takes shape
as well, if not perfectly, then at least purposefully (Phil 2:12-13)! In short, “to
try” is by definition “to fail” miserably. However, “to pray” is invariably to
“succeed powerfully” and “to shine gloriously!”
This also sheds light on the modern phenomenon of “burn-out.” Candidly, burn-out does not exist, since it is predicated upon the supposition that the
believer has something to burn, which he has not. Burn-out is a symptom of a
pharisaical malady that puts its trust in its own (non-existing) strength. When
this non-existing strength shows itself exhausted, and sooner or later it will do
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so, it is no wonder that the subject experiences itself as “exhausted,” with
“nothing left,” “nothing to show for,” and “nothing to give.” When toward
the end of his journey Phideas Fogg in Jules Verne’s Around the World in
Eighty Days finally approaches the coast of England in a steamship, he runs
out of fuel to power the boilers. As a last resort he began to feed them with
wood stripped from the ship. Eventually the ship was “burnt out.” In the story
it was safely “beached” just on time for Fogg to hurry to London and arrive
there before his deadline. However, a Christian who burns what he thinks he
possesses in the ship of his life will never arrive. He will sink himself! Furthermore, the subjects of so-called burn-out are frequently told to take heart
because only “the best” burn out. Others do not even “try.” Of course, this
only aggravates the problem since it adds fuel to the fire of a subtle or not so
subtle self-reliant pride, whether consciously or not. No, Christ’s Church
should be informed in no uncertain terms that no one has anything to “burn,”
except the fuel provided by Jesus through the Holy Spirit. Abide in the vine,
and you will bear fruit, more fruit, much fruit, always continuing fruit. Refuse
to do so, and you will wither, be thrown out, and be burnt (John 15:1ff).
Oh, that the true conviction of one’s total inability (John 15:5) would
once again capture the hearts of God’s people, under the mighty operation of
the Spirit! A revival would be the inevitable result. It will produce prayer,
more prayer, much prayer, ever continuing prayer, “You shall seek me and
find me when you shall search for me with all your heart” (Jer. 29:13; Dan.
9:1ff; see also Acts 1:14). This means in the context of Jeremiah, first, “a little revival,” the return from the exile (Ezra 9:8; Ps. 85:1-3). Then in the context of Scripture, the “Great Revival,” the Revival that flows forth from Calvary, the Open Tomb and Pentecost (Ps. 85:4-6), which displays itself in
mighty prayer and mighty preaching resulting in mighty conversions, mighty
assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassion, mighty saturation (grassroots) evangelism, and mighty societal impact under a mighty leadership in
mighty combat (Acts 2:1ff).
In closing, correctly understood, victory over sin is invariably “instantaneous.” This does not seem to agree with the Christian’s experience. To explain this, I would like once again to make the distinction between the struggle with and the mortification of sin. If the premise is correct that the Christian is called to a struggle with sin, it will be taken for granted that this translates into a protracted undertaking. However, if it is biblical that sin needs to
be killed, it will either be done or left undone. If it is done, the moment of
victory is there, instantaneously, in that very instance! If it is left undone for
whatever reason, defeat is experienced. Since this is intolerable, there will be
a humbling before God, and a calling on God, until the strength needed for
mortification is present. This may take time. But once the strength is there,
and the “kill” takes place, the victory will, once again, be “instantaneous.” In
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short, the “preliminaries” may take some time, intermediate time, or much
time, but the victory itself does not. It is interesting to note that James 4:6-10
goes into the details of both the intricacies of the preliminaries and the grace
of instantaneous victory. But more about this at that point!
(2) Evidence of Victory (3:17b)
The evidence of victory is described by James in terms of a number of characteristics of wisdom.384 Because of its purity wisdom has been compared to
a “woman personified,” and its characteristics perceptively catalogued as benevolent in motivation (peaceable or peace-loving), moderation (gentle), and
mediation (compliant), bountiful in rescue (merciful) and supply (good
fruits), and balanced for lack of bias (impartial) and blemish (unhypocritical)
(Phillips, 121-124). “Wisdom transcends cognitive mastery of facts. It is skill
in living according to God’s moral order … in discernment and judgment,
rendering not only intelligent but godly decisions. The wise person lives in
God’s world in God’s way with God’s people and so enjoys the blessing of
the only wise God” (McKnight, 310).
In general, then, wisdom is “first of all pure, then it is peaceable, gentle,
deferential, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere” (Martin, 133).
The first three adjectives, following “pure” as “the overarching quality” of the
list of adjectives (Cheung, 143, with reference to Ps. 11:7; Prov. 15:26; 19:13;
1 Tim. 5:22; Tit. 2:5; 1 Pet. 3:2; 1 John 3:3; Hartin, 194) start in the Greek
with the letter “e-,” which produces alliteration. These “have to do with the
wise person’s disposition” (McCartney, 202). The last two start with the letter
“a-”, and have the same ending (-kritos). These “describe the enduring constancy of the wise person” (McCartney, 202). Together with the middle two
adjectives, which “have to do with the wise person’s actions” (McCartney,
202) they form a rainbow of seven “community building qualities.” Just as
the concept of “purity,” the number “seven” may well be intentional to illustrate “perfection” (Cheung, 144-145, with reference to Prov. 9:1; see also
Mt. 1:1ff). James’ “seven virtues are closely associated, although not identical to the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5” (Cheung, 149). At any rate, all this
spells skillful and impressive writing (Martin. 133; Moo, 1985, 135). However, the rhetorical form should not receive all the attention (Johnson, 274). The
progressive content is even more skillfully and impressively presented.
As we will see, purity is undoubtedly the thematic center, if not the fountainhead as well as overarching umbrella (Cheung, 157, with reference to
Jam. 1:27; 4:8) of the list. This is also the reason why James 4:8 exhorts the
readers to purify their hearts (See also Prov. 20:9). Once this is settled, the
384
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other characteristics fall into place. The order of their presentation appears
quite deliberate. They lead us increasingly deeper into purity, increasingly
higher in its implications, and increasingly broader in its applications. Now
on to the details!
1. Wisdom is pure. This characteristic has the primacy, both “chronologically” and “logically” (Zodhiates, II, 176). It is the core and quintessence of
holiness (Grosheide, 1955, 391), such as characteristic of a virgin bride (2
Cor. 11:2). Pure wisdom is without mixture (hypocrisy) and without filthiness
(sins). Hence the command zealously to guard against contamination of any
and all kinds (2 Pet. 2:14), and forcefully to get rid of it, when it has taken a
foothold (Rom. 8:13)! The fact that James teaches evangelical obedience
does not lower God’s moral standards one iota, much less remove them. In a
word, no one should “cry up justification to exclude sanctification” (Manton,
311-312). Purity is a matter of both heart, which includes the exercise of its
internal functions of thinking, willing and feeling (Mt. 5:8), and life (Mt.
5:22; 1 Thess. 4:4; 1 Pet. 2:11; 3:2; 2 Pet. 2:14, 20; 1 Tim. 3:9; Jude 8; 1 John
3:3), which includes speaking and responding, acting, pro-acting and reacting
(Zeph. 3:9; Eph. 4:29; 5:4; 2 Pet. 2:18; Jude 16). In short, it implies total
evangelical purity (Zech. 13:1; 1 Cor. 6:11), moral purity (Heb. 9:14, 22), social purity (Deut. 5:16-21), inward purity, (Heb. 3:12; 12:15), and outward
purity (Mal. 3:3). All this reminds us of the purity of God and his word (Ps.
12:6; Prov. 15:26; Hab. 1:13). Purity of heart is the starting point or foundation stone. Purity of life, which includes intellectual, volitional, and emotional
purity, is the outflow or superstructure. James undoubtedly has both in mind.
Of course, this wisdom specifically excludes the self-interest and selfish ambition on display, also in the teachers. The centrality of purity is totally in line
with, if not reflective of, the thrice holy God (Is. 6:3; Rev. 4:8). It is no surprise that what may be called central in God is also central in the believer. In
fact, once the pure holiness of God grips Christians, their heart cannot but
pursue it with a vengeance, and once this pursuit is a reality, the seven characteristics of the wisdom that goes hand in hand with holiness are coveted as
well. At any rate, the pursuit of unmixed purity will not put up or be content
with “half-good” or “half-bad” (Ropes, 249).
2. Wisdom is peaceable. This is, flowing forth from purity, wisdom
loves, desires, promotes, and makes peace (Prov. 3:12). The first aspect of
peace is the peace with God, through the blood of the Lord Jesus (Rom. 5:1).
The second aspect is peace with the neighbor (Heb. 12:14). The third aspect
pertains to peace of mind (Phil. 4:7).385 In the present context the second aspect comes into view (Jude 19; 1 Cor. 13:7; 14:30). It never “starts quarrels,
strife, dissension and turbulence” (Lenski, quoted in Keddie, 145), and never
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picks a fight in a combative attitude, whether in family relations, church affairs, business transactions, the political arena, or anywhere else in society,
but “seeks to prevent and remove dividedness in a community” (Cheung,
143). Division and alienation are overcome by conciliation and unity, not only by promoting cooperation, but also by removing all causes that may lead to
quarrels and strife (Mitton, 140). Wars will only be started with the greatest
reluctance, and only when they are defensive in character and forced upon the
defender(s). Totalitarian invasions of foreign territories are incompatible with
the Gospel. Similarly separation, whether ecclesiastical or otherwise, will occur with equal reluctance, and only when mandated by God (2 Cor. 6:17).
Peace is the basic God-given condition of the Christian (John 14:27; 16:33)
and is simply too precious to squander (Rom. 12:18).
It is not surprising that at this point one of the commentators brings the
relationship of peace (unity) and truth (holiness) into the picture (Manton,
317). Liberals invariably will favor unity and peace over truth and holiness.
Unity and peace must prevail at all cost. Conservative thinking frequently, if
not mostly, reverses this order. Truth and holiness “trump” unity and peace.
Truth is regarded as the rock, on which peace may and, if needs be, must
shatter.
Frankly, there is no doubt that Scripture gives equal billing to truth and
unity, which is an additional sample of complementarity. The emphasis upon
peace and unity is incessant (Rom. 12:18; Eph. 4:3-6; 2 Thess. 3:16). So is
the emphasis upon truth and holiness (Ps. 51:6; John 8:31-32). In several instances both poles are mentioned back to back (John 17:17-19; 20-23; Heb.
12:14a, 14b). Believers, therefore, must be gripped by both. But what if a tension develops between the two? Which one should give? After all, such tension can be anticipated, be it with deep sorrow, if a variety of scriptural examples to that effect means anything. One can hold on to the illusion that
there is peace where none exists (Jer. 6:14). In fact, there can be no peace
where there is ungodliness (Is. 48:22; 57:21; Jer. 7:1ff). Unholiness shatters
peace. One can also suppress the truth and turn it into a lie (Rom. 1:18, 25),
with ungodliness inevitably following in its wake (Rom. 1:24ff). In these instances the lack of truth and holiness clearly destroys peace and unity. In other words, under such circumstances these two poles can no longer co-exist.
This naturally leads to the question at which precise point peace and unity do,
and should, break down for lack of truth and godliness. This has been a burning issue throughout Church history.
With the awesome emphasis upon peace and unity, it seems to me that
neither one should be disturbed, unless an issue arises that either affects a
truth necessary for salvation, such as the deity of Christ (2 John 9-11), or
concerns a type of ungodliness punishable by damnation, such as the catalog
of sins mentioned in Revelation (Rev. 21:8). At the same time, with the
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equally awesome emphasis upon truth and holiness peace and unity must be
disturbed, but (only) where and when eternal salvation hangs in the balance,
whether due to damnable doctrine or damnable practice. In short, where salvation is not at stake, Paul’s guideline of forbearance must prevail (Phil. 3:1416). But where salvation is threatened, Paul’s anathema must ring out (Gal.
1:6-9). In other words, “agreement” in everything concerning doctrine and
conduct, however cherished in Scripture with a view to godliness (Eph.
4:12ff) and therefore in need of “hot pursuit,” is clearly not an absolute prerequisite for peace and unity. At the same time “perversion” in anything regarding faith and practice, since this is abhorred throughout Scripture because of
its filth (2 Pet. 2:1-22), is a cause for militant action, and must be dealt with
immediately and forcefully regardless the consequences.
That all this requires the bedrock of incessant prayer, for friend and foe
alike, goes without saying. After all, it requires 20-20 vision to determine
when and where the violation of truth and holiness does and must break up
unity and peace. One dare not compromise truth and holiness, when and
where eternity is at stake. Neither, however, dare one shred unity and peace,
when and where eternity is not at stake. To illustrate, it has appropriately
been called a tragedy that in time of the Reformation sacramentology drove a
wedge between Luther on the one hand, and Calvin and Zwingli, on the other.386 At the same time, it was a solemn obligation that sacramentology
opened up an unbridgeable rift between the Reformation and Rome. The differences between the Reformers did not affect the cause of either saving truth
or of holiness, the differences between the Reformation and Rome most definitely did both. The breach among the Reformers damaged the cause of Christ, the rift between the Reformation and Rome promoted it.
At any rate, it is hardly a coincidence that the twofold pattern of both
truth and holiness on the one hand, and unity and peace, on the other, is found
in James as well. Throughout the Epistle we encounter very strong language
that is uncompromising in the emphasis upon practical godliness and the
teaching that undergirds it. At the same time the emphasis upon unity and
peace is equally uncompromising. The next characteristics of wisdom give us
more than just a glimpse of “the other side.”
3. Wisdom is gentle, considerate, in attitude and conduct. That is, it
shows kindness and moderation in censures, opinions, conduct and response
386

See Phillips, 197-203. Under the title “Luther’s Rage” Phillips prints a report of what
transpired between Luther and Zwingli in a meeting on the subject of the sacraments. The
meeting resulted in a Formula of Concord that was signed by both, but the latter only papered
over the differences because the agreed upon wording of the doctrine of the Lord’s Supper
allowed for divergent interpretations. History tells that the verbal Concord, even if it was
signed, did not mean much. It was “signed,” all right,” but not “sealed and delivered!” So the
rift among the Reformers remained as wide as ever, and did lots of damage.
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(See also Prov. 15:1; Dan. 3:42; Acts 24:4; 2 Cor. 10:1; Phil. 4:5; 1 Tim. 3:3;
Tit. 3:2; 1 Pet. 2:18). A gentle man does not get angry quickly. Neither is he
rude, overbearing, belligerent, argumentative or combative. In conflicts he
does not stand on his own rights, and is willing to submit to mediation. He is
considerate, reasonable, forbearing, forgiving, merciful, quickly redresses injustices, has no harsh bone in his body, and cultivates a short memory in the
face of unkindness and mistreatment (Phil. 2:3) (PDavids, 90; Mitton, 140).
In short, he yields the right of way in terms of his aspirations and interests,
and goes for arbitration rather than adjudication (Zodhiates, II, 184).
4. Wisdom is open to reason and willing to yield. It is easy to be approached, to be entreated, to be convinced, and to be won over. It is submissive, compliant, deferential, desirous to listen with a loving heart, and willing
to yield and accommodate, even in situations or areas of dispute (Josh. 22:1ff;
2 Pet. 2:10). It is open to reason and ready to hear arguments (2 Ki. 5:12; 1
Sam. 25:33). It listens to wise counsels. It yields to persuasive words. It accedes to honest requests (Lk. 18:1-8). It is desirous to do what is right and to
abstain from what is evil (Manton, 319). “Tractable or teachable, a person
who will gladly be corrected or learn a new truth” (PDavids, 90). It is the
very opposite of imposing one’s will (Zodhiates, II, 190), the “nearly pathological need to control,” which leaves everyone, but especially leaders, “open
to the blindness and arrogance of self-delusion” (Nystrom, 194). In short, in
recognition of his “mental and moral limitations” a wise man is “‘compliant,’
‘persuadable,’ ‘conciliatory’ or even ‘obedient’ and ‘willingly conforming’”
(McKnight, 314).
Incidentally, it seems that those in authority or anyone else for that matter
(the focus of this chapter continues to encompass the teaching office, but not
exclusively so) do not have always have a tendency to be truly peaceable,
gentle or approachable. Frequently a question or request is (too) swiftly met
with a “no,” where it deserves, and should be, a pliable, flexible and accommodating “yes.” This is either the mark of a tyrannical control freak (in the
authority structures) or it is indicative of the inflexible harshness of a nosyndrome (sin-drome) (in the one-and-many spheres)! The response should
always be “Yes, unless” (God stops us) (See Topical Focus #17: Decisionmaking & the Will of God). This makes for serious Bible study, and in the
wake of it responsible development and sound progress Coram Deo! What a
difference between tyranny and harshness, on the one hand, and a peaceable,
gentle and approachable nature of the true wisdom from above, on the other.
These three traits of wisdom earmark the ethics of cooperation rather than
competition (Johnson, 274), inclusion rather than exclusion, peace rather than
war. Once James has presented the purity of wisdom in its three marks, he
shifts to their fourfold manifestation (Johnson, 274).
5. Wisdom is full of mercy. That is, it meets needs, a wide variety of
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needs, all needs, including the needs of those who are offensive (Prov. 19:11),
but, as has been argued already in the context of James 2:13, always the needs
of those who are terminal and appear to be perishing (Col. 3:12). It does not
involve itself in wrangling disputes, suspicious inquiries, censorious judgments (See Manton, 320). In God mercy and grace go hand in hand (Eph. 2:45). Both are manifestations of his goodness. In fact, his mercy builds on his
grace, and is its sequel, if not its outflow. First, grace removes (terminal)
guilt, while mercy removes (terminal) misery. Furthermore, the experience of
God’s grace inevitably results in an outpouring of mercy. Vice versa, a refusal or failure to display mercy must evoke the legitimate question, whether
grace has genuinely been experienced. The emphasis upon the fullness of
mercy is both indicative of the staggering dimensions of misery, and the prerequisite of dealing with it effectively (See also Zodhiates, II, 195-197).
Throughout his Epistle James goes on record to identify these staggering dimensions in terms of God’s trials and Satan’s temptations, poverty and riches,
widows and orphans, partiality, the tongue and the world, pride and presumption, tyranny and anarchy, sickness and famine. Unless the display of mercy
is as staggering and universal as the misery, the Church is waging a losing
battle. History testifies that the latter is too often the case!
6. Wisdom is full of good fruits (Mt. 7:17-20; Rom. 15:4; Eph. 2:10; and
also Tit. 3:8), as the (super)natural sequel of the fullness of mercy. That is, it
performs as an overflowing fountain of obedience, holiness, that reflects
God’s law in sum and substance, covers the waterfront of life, and meets
needs exactly at their crisis point. The adjective “good” indicates that the
fruits in view are morally, socially, as well as in every other way first rate,
and of the highest quality, in motivation, nature and effectiveness. It is like a
soil that provides wholesome food for soul and body, food for thought, will
and emotions, food for holy conduct, food for social interaction, food for creative imagination and dominion taking, food for speaking and acting, in short,
food for man as the image of God to be functional, effective, and productive
in the Kingdom of God. A fullness of good fruits after Calvary and Pentecost
is not merely an option. It can be anticipated as a necessary reality. Abiding
in Christ means “much fruit” (John 15:1-17), and the presence of the indwelling Spirit “streams of living water” (John7:37-39). Both biblical data together make for a veritable “bumper crop!”
All in all, mercy and good fruits certainly encompass care for the widows
and orphans (Jam. 1:27), and the destitute (Jam. 2:15-16), while they bridle
the tongue (Jam. 1:26) and have no patience with partiality (Cheung, 158).
7. Wisdom is not divisive, “without a trace of partiality” (McKnight, 315). It
has simplicity to it. It is single-minded, unwavering in its devotion toward
God. It does not go into several directions at the same time. Nor does it waver
in ambiguity in its treatment of, or dealings with people. It is not rooted in
1047

double-mindedness, does not use a double standard, and does not differentiate
between persons for external reasons, rooted in personal distaste, animosity,
condemnation, or otherwise. It is non-partisan. It does not deal in suspicions,
surmisings, pre-judgments, or censures. It does not treat people in illegitimate
favoritism (Jam. 1:6), but impartially in a straightforward and generous way
(See Eccl. 7:21; 2 Cor. 5:16).387
In short, the mercy of wisdom enlarges on the notion of mercy presented
in James 2:13, the fruit of wisdom stands in sharp contrast to the deathdealing poison of James 3:8, and the simplicity of wisdom cures the doublemindedness of James 1:6 and the favoritism of James 2:4 (See also Johnson,
274-275).
8. Wisdom is sincere, free from pretense, without hypocrisy (Mt. 24:51).
This term is particularly suited to round off the unpacking of the various elements of the purity of wisdom. That is, it acts in sincerity of heart, without
any posturing or pretentiousness (Rom. 12:9; 2 Cor. 1:12; 6:6; 1 Tim. 1:5; 2
Tim. 1:5; 1 Pet. 1:22; 1 John 3:18). It is not duplicitous, and stays away from
disguises as well as deceits. The Bible says that we must love without hypocrisy (Rom. 12:9), that is, in deed and in truth (1 John 3:18). In view of Romans 12:9 some people reason that it is better to show their indifference and
lack of love than “to be hypocritical about it.” Rather smugly they call this
“honesty.” Such attitude, however, does not do justice to the text. There must
be love! This is the ground rule. Hence, hypocrisy is not to be tolerated. The
above-mentioned, so-called “honesty” is an offense to God. How very dangerous, while sinful, it is for Christians, and specifically teachers, to have arrogance vis-à-vis others (Rom. 14:14)! Wisdom is from below when one’s
approach to life displays a spirit that makes one, first, think higher of oneself
than of another (Lk. 18:9, 14; Gal. 6:1; Phil. 3:17; Jer. 13:7), second, treat
others without mercy (1 Cor. 13:5), third, infringe upon someone else’s liberty (Jam. 4:11), and, fourth, rejoice in someone else’s evil (Jer. 20:10). The
remedy is, first, to cherish a sense of frailty (Tit. 3:2-3; 1 Cor. 10:12), second,
to replace sin with the duty of prayer (1 John 5:16), third, to consider oneself
most carefully and to be most inquisitive about one’s own sins, and, fourth, to
be most severe against oneself (Gal. 6:1). True wisdom is the antipode of
Phariseeism, marked by “a contradiction of teaching and practice (Mt. 23:25), desire for honor, power and reputation (23:6-12), zeal to gain personal
disciples (23:13, 15), casuistic teaching (23:16-22), neglect of macro-ethics in
pursuit of micro-ethics (23:23-24), neglect of interior virtue (23:25-28), and
proud disassociation from corporate guilt ((23:29-33)” (McKnight, 315).
387

Doriani, 125, points out that the Greek uses a term that can be legitimately translated as
either “unwavering” or “without partiality.” The root word is used both in James 1:6, where it
signifies “without wavering,” and in Jam. 2:4, where it stands for “without partiality.” In the
present context it may legitimately connote both.
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(3) Effect of Victory (3:18)
James 3:18 is neither an independent proverb, which supposedly “makes it
somewhat difficult to understand” (Moo, 1985, 137, in the footsteps of Dibelius), nor a loose aphorism (Cheung, 146). It is the counterpart of James 3:16,
and the apex of the whole discourse. “James has woven it inextricably into
the development of his argument in 3:13-4:10” (Hartin, 195). Even de conjunction “and” at the start of the sentence indicates that it is “continuative”
and “functions as the logical conclusion to the discussion of wisdom” (Blomberg. 176). In the “most concentrated and challenging piece of teaching” in
James 3 “each verse has had its point to make and each one is of deep importance for our Christian lives. Yet none surpasses (this) final verse in significance” (Motyer, 136).
A fruitful harvest can be expected. This consists of righteousness (Phil.
1:11; Rom. 6:22; see also Martin, 135; Johnson, 275; Cheung, 146), derived
from Christ as the Divine source (John 15:5) and through the Spirit as the Divine agent (Gal. 5:19, 22). The (human) agents are the “peace-makers.” In
other words, “the harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by them who
make peace,” taken as dative of means or agency (Johnson, 275; Zodhiates,
II, 210; Hartin, 195; Moo, 1985, 137). This seems contextually much more
natural and compelling than the translation “sown in peace for those who
make peace,” understood as a dative of advantage (Martin, 135; Brosend,
101). However, if we are facing a dative of sphere this apex verse “allows for
both agency and advantage” (Blomberg, 177).
At any rate, the focus is that “peace is the seed-bed of righteousness”
(Cheung, 146), “a garden plot where peacemakers sow their actions. The fruit
that grows from such seed is righteousness.”
Peace-loving, peace-seeking, peace-promoting, and peace-making insure
that the rights of others are not violated, but rather defended against any and
all possible infringements (Zodhiates, II, 211). In this context, therefore, righteousness is not the cause of peace, neither the presence of righteousness the
prerequisite for (a flourishing) peace. This would imply that in the absence of
righteousness, there would be no wisdom, no peace, and no peacemakers. Although this is a very biblical truth (Is. 32:17), the thrust of this passage is exactly the opposite. It contains a strong reminder for all Christians, inclusive of
teachers and their followers that lack of wisdom spells, in this order, a lack of
peacemakers, a lack of peace, the inevitable presence of a war zone, and ultimately a lack of practical godliness. The absence of “wisdom, inclusive of
peace” and the presence of “anger” (Jam. 1:20) appear to have the same net
effect, “the absence of the righteousness of God” (See also Mt. 5:9; Eph.
2:15; Col. 1:20; Heb. 12:11). In short, the context presents “peace (as) the
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prerequisite for righteousness” (Mitton, 142). Peace is “God’s design for humans and this world as humans relate to God, self, others, and the world
around them” (McKnight. 317). This makes its presence the condition for
prevailing righteousness, that is, the righteousness of God. This righteousness, made impossible by anger (Jam. 1:20), as well as envy and selfish ambition, inclusive of the disorder and vile practices in their wake (Jam. 3:14, 16),
but precipitated by the enthusiastic reception and wholehearted embrace of
the sown and implanted Word (Jam. 1:21), “is the ultimate manifestation of
wisdom in a community guided by wisdom from above” (Cheung, 147, with
reference to Prov. 3:17).
Suddenly the reader breaks through the cloud cover and sees the summit
in all its sunlit brilliance. Peacemakers painstakingly cultivate an atmosphere
of peace (Rom. 12:18). They know that without it there is no harvest, let
alone, an abundant harvest of righteousness. In case of need they are willing
to go to great sacrificial lengths to create the conditions for such an atmosphere (Heb. 12:14). “A seed needs its own proper conditions for germination,
growth and fruitage. However good the seed is, it cannot thrive out of its environment. Even if it does not die, it will not properly grow; even if it grows,
it will not properly bear. The conditions must be right. So it is also in this
case. The crop demands the context for its true growth” (Motyer, 138). This
context is peace! When such atmosphere prevails, righteousness as the harvest of wisdom will explode on the scene, ecclesiastical, domestic, political,
economic, and otherwise. In short, “those who do deeds of peace and promote
peace thereby plant seeds and create an environment that eventually yields
righteousness, not only for the sower, but also for the whole community to
whom peace comes” (McCartney, 203).
This harvest consists not only of the various characteristics of wisdom
listed in James 3:17, but also of the wisdom of obedience to the Law, pointed
out already in James 2:8ff, and before that in James 1:25ff, as well as the
wisdom of the Word in general, which was emphasized in James 1:21ff.
These are all objects of the prayerful petitions of believers in the midst of
their trials of poverty and riches, mentioned in James 1:5ff. Furthermore, the
peacemakers provide the only antidote to the abhorrent climate described in
James 4:1ff. In the light of all this it is hardly surprising that the recommendation of prayer couched in the mild imperative of James 1:5 crescendoes into
the compelling argument for prayer in James 4:2ff.
With untold numbers of conflicts everywhere, church, home, the
workplace, etc., James 3:18 could not be more pivotal. James is poles apart
from an ivory tower theoretician. He stands with both feet in everyday life, in
the everyday life of his generation, but no less in the everyday life of ours.
The mess that we find throughout the NT, culminating in the spiritual x-ray
analysis on the part of our Lord himself in the case of the seven churches in
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Asia-Minor, is no different from the mess in Church history, culminating in
the Church of the 21st Century. James 4:1ff, as we shall see, informs us that
the pull of sinful pleasures is so overwhelming that all of society has burst,
does burst, and will burst into the flames of fragmenting conflict “at the drop
of a hat.”
Assuming, of course, that the peacemaker has a joyful peace treaty with
God in justification and the approving smile of God in sanctification, his
peacemaking activity takes place in two phases or stages. In the first phase
the peacemaker makes sure that he himself is at peace with his own “environment,” whether it is his family, his church, his place of work, his society
or otherwise. He avoids all necessary strife (Rom. 12:18). To that end he must
learn to deny himself, shed his envy, and get rid of selfish ambition. Unless
God’s truth demands otherwise, he is not confrontational. He adjusts to others, does not stand on his own rights, does not become adversarial, does not
pick a fight to prove that he is right, but always yields and makes adjustments
in word and deed in the service of others for the simple reason that God requires it of him, that Jesus models it for him, and that the Spirit empowers
him for it. He leaves any and all kinds of “vengeance” up to God, in fact,
makes it a point to safeguard and enrich the life of his enemies so as to drown
out evil with good (Rom. 12:19-21). This first phase, then, is the indispensable launching pad for the second one since it is difficult to see how a peacemaker can effectively preach what he does not practice.
When in his providence God brings parties who are on a war footing with
others into the orbit of peacemakers, the second phase commences. The objective of peacemakers is to bring about reconciliation and thereby create an
atmosphere of peace by means of the very conduct that marks their own life
(Mt. 5:9; Heb. 12:11). When they succeed, they indirectly sow righteousness,
carefully, copiously and at times tearfully (Ps. 126:6). This eventually multiplies in a powerful crop that is invariably harvested cheerfully (2 Cor. 9:6). In
short, what is sown both in and by the peacemakers is reaped (Keddie, 124).
Once again, this is not only an important reminder for teachers, but also for
all believers. If there is no peace, but rather divisiveness with all that this entails, there is by implication no presence of gentle, entreatable, merciful and
fruitful wisdom to start with, and therefore no presence of abundant righteousness to end with. On the other hand, when peace prevails, which is predicated upon wisdom and its accompaniments, a harvest of righteousness is
guaranteed. The idea of a bumper crop easily suggests itself (2 Cor. 9:10). It
would indicate that the Revival fires are burning brightly!
All this, however, does not answer the nitty-gritty question how precisely
reconciliation is to be achieved as the precursor of peace. The first order of
business is to establish that the warring parties are regenerate, and therefore
have a hunger for holiness. If there is no evidence of any of this, reconcilia1051

tion cannot be achieved. In that case a tenuous co-existence is the best one
can hope for. However, if there is regeneracy and all that this implies, there is
light at the end of the tunnel. The second order of business is to ascertain that
there is at least a desire to reconcile. At this point the warring parties should
not be asked to vent their feelings and their complaints about each other. This
may be well-intentioned so as to get all the elements of the conflict on the table. Nevertheless, I invariably found this to be counterproductive, since it
ripped open old wounds and with it aroused a chaos of emotions in attack and
counterattack.
No, the better part of wisdom is to request all parties to list their conditions for reconciliation in written form. This forces them to be focused and
precise in their formulation. The negative emotions tend to die down, and peripheral issues usually vanish from sight. What is left for the peacemaker to
handle, are usually two or three, and at the most, four central issues, shorn
from all mental, volitional and emotional peripherals. The final order of business, then, is jointly to focus on these issues, and settle them in the light of
the wisdom from the Word in terms of the law of God to be implemented
through faith and in prayer. James provides a sample of, if not the model for,
this process in James 2:1-13. The last component element, prayer, enters into
the picture in James 4:1ff. In this section, which starts out with a focus on
warring parties, it becomes soon abundantly clear that reconciliation and
peace, as well as the way to arrive at them, can only be achieved if they, as I
already mentioned, are gifts from above by means of prayer that draws near
to God. This passage also discloses why prayer, and what type of prayer, is
the indispensable prerequisite in order for peace to materialize. A detailed description of all this, however, will have to wait until the exposition of that
passage.
But there is more. From the next section (Jam. 4:1-10), which focuses on
the war zones and hand-to-hand combats engendered by the lack of wisdom,
it may also be concluded that external conflict flows forth from a basic conflict within oneself! While an elaborate discussion of this phenomenon must
wait until we reach that section, it is advantageous at this juncture already
summarily to pinpoint it so that it becomes clear that, and how closely, the
present section is intertwined with what immediately follows it.
James 4:1-10 perceptively enlarges on the reason why one can never be a
peacemaker on the outside, whether in one’s own warring relationships or in
the warring relationships noticeable in others, unless one has triumphed in the
conflict on the inside. This is the prerequisite of bringing about peace in one’s
own relationships, let alone of being successful in effecting peace among others. At this juncture the issue of one’s “pleasures” comes into the picture.
Concretely, I can never referee between conflicting pleasures that give rise to
hostilities among others, unless and until one is victorious about the sucking
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power of one’s own pleasures that gives rise to hostilities between myself and
others. This lays bare and diagnoses the root of the issue. Defeat within ourselves victimizes us and turns us into “troublemakers,” but victory within
ourselves turns us into victors, and lays the groundwork for us to become
“peacemakers” (See also Adams, 107-108).
One avenue to neutralize selfish (however objectively legitimate) as well
as evil (always illegitimate) pleasures is to recognize the difference between
“needs” and “wants.” (Legitimate) needs are relatively small, food and
clothes (1 Tim. 6:8) (Adams, 33). To be content with God’s provision in both
areas, similar to C-rations for combat soldiers, will certainly cut back on the
range, and relativize the importance, of run-away pleasures. Self-curtailing
self-denial for the sake of the Kingdom takes the place of self-seeking selfindulgence in building one’s own empire, regardless the size, controlled by
one’s (insidious) “wants.”
To underscore and enlarge, peacemaking is not an end in itself. The climate of harmony and peace serves the overarching cause of practical godliness. The latter simply cannot thrive in a spiritual battlefield where infighting
is the rule rather than the exception! This is an additional, if not the very reason, not to destroy unity or disturb peace. Both should be highly prized, greatly fostered and carefully guarded. In fact, for unity and peace to exist, it does
not require unanimity in every point of truth and godliness, however desirable. It is unrealistic to insist on this in a broken world, as Paul also indicates
(Phil. 3:15-16). One would do well to remember that also in this context the
difference between “wants” and “needs” ought to be honored. Precipitous polemics in the area of “wants” will lead to unnecessary wars. Church history is
replete with hostilities about non-saving issues. As I mentioned already, Paul
calls these hostilities “striving about words” that “subvert the hearers” (2
Tim. 2:14), and “profane and vain babblings” that “increase ungodliness” (2
Tim. 2:16). This is not to nip discussions and debates in the bud. These
should by all means continue. But it is to emphasize that the crusader-type of
polemics ought to be shunned. In general, the only way to arrive at and maintain peaceful conditions in a spirit of unity is to major in contributions rather
than focus on compromise. The former is invariably rooted in heart that pursues self-denying service to others, which produces serenity, harmony and
prosperity. The latter just as invariably seeks to force self-serving concessions
from others, which fosters strife, warfare, and fragmentation.388
Naturally, when there is disagreement in points of truth or godliness,
which would gut either one of them and negatively affect “eternity,” polemics
is not an option, but a “need,” a life-preserving necessity! At any rate, James
lays out the following concatenation: meekness of wisdom, making short
388

See Ken Sande, The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving Personal Conflict (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1997).
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shrift of self-serving “pleasures,” peacemaking, peace, and an abundant harvest of practical godliness. In a word, peace is the pen-ultimate goal of wisdom
that reaches its fullest potential in terms of practical godliness in the midst of
peace (paraphrasing with a slight alteration, Blomberg, 177). This sets the
stage for James’ further elaboration on the causes for war as well as the antidote.
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3. REQUIREMENTS FOR VICTORY
(4:1-10)
a. Self-knowledge (4:1-5)
(1) Where do wars and where do battles among you come from?
Is it not from the pleasures that are on the warpath in your
members? (2) You desire and do not have: (so) you murder.
And you envy and cannot obtain: (so) you fight and make war.
You do not have because you do not ask. (3) You ask and do not
receive because you ask wrongly in order to spend it on your
pleasures. (4) Adulteresses! Do you not know that the friendship
of the world is hostility toward God? So whoever decides to be a
friend of the world constitutes himself as an enemy of God. (5)
Or do you think that Scripture speaks to no effect? The spirit
that he made to dwell in us craves enviously!

(1) Nature of One’s Condition (4:1)
The themes that we encounter in this third part of Section III, which covers
James 3:1-4:10, are understandably far from new, but they are developed in a
comprehensive and focused fashion. “The rhetoric,” in which James couches
his message, especially in the first few verses, “is polished and powerful”
(Brosend, 105). James states that there are constant wars, armed conflicts,
strife (Mt. 24:6), battles, quarrels, and disputes (2 Cor. 7:4; 2 Tim. 2:23)
among you (emphasis added). More precisely, taking as a given that armed
conflict and the use of the sword (gun!) are “alive and well,” he asks bluntly
and possibly with a measure of indignation, “You do not think they just happen, do you?”389 The reader does not even receive the opportunity to deny
their existence. He “is left only to answer their origin” (Brosend, 106). Clearly James’ response to his own question is designed to “probe deeply in the
hearts” of his addressees (McKnight, 322). From a spiritual perspective the
whole covenant community evidently resembled quite a savage war zone
(Compare 1 Cor. 9:7) and a ravaged battlefield (Compare 2 Tim. 2:23), all
part of a lifestyle marked by the moral depravity that had its ugly start in envy
and ambition (Phillips, 128)! Monstrous hostilities,390 originating in rancorous animosities, if not bitter hatreds, and consisting of skirmishes, clashes and
pitched battles, in short, both “a continuing state of hostility” and “outbursts
389
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Eugene H. Peterson, The Message (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2002), James 5:1.
Decidedly not just between the haves and the have-nots, as Brosend, 113, argues.
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of antagonism” (Motyer, 141), appeared to be the order of the day. “The language of warfare,” employed by James, constitutes “a powerful imagery for
the destructiveness of relationships where violent attitudes have broken out
unchecked” (Richardson, 173). Apparently the Christian community, which
should be a showplace of peace, is characterized by trench warfare that routinely erupts into mouth-to-mouth and hand-to-hand combat (Kistemaker,
130).391 Of course, it is quite possible that much, if not everything, looked
good to “the naked eye,” while the “X-ray eye of faith” was more perceptive
(Compare Rev. 3:1ff)! At any rate, and ironically so, “teachers,” “aspiring
teachers,” as well as “believers” fully succeeded in doing their damaging
work.
The context makes it abundantly clear that James’ terms, indicating
“standard activities of armies” (Johnson. 275), are not to be taken literally.
But the strong terminology does infer that the situation was grim, if not vicious and devastating in character. The Church resembled a war zone with a
wide variety of individual battlefields, pockmarked by numerous bomb craters, in the past and in the present, which undoubtedly would spill over in the
future as well (Martin, 144; Motyer, 141; see also 2 Cor. 7:5; 2 Tim. 2:23;
Tit. 3:9). Further, the internal conflicts must undoubtedly have had external
repercussions, whether in personal rifts, damaged reputations, or otherwise.
The envy and selfish ambition identified in James 3:16 come invariably to
full fruition as their logical consequence (Johnson, 276)! James 3:16 speaks
about “envy (a strong emotion of self-interest), selfish ambition (the positive
promotion of self-interest), disorder (unrest) and every evil practice (every
sort of mean, unworthy deeds).” Subsequently, in James 4:1ff the author
“declares his purpose to trace unrest, bad feelings, hostile relationships and
the rest, to their root, and then tells us what to do about it” (Motyer, 139-140).
It is ironic that “Christian” infighting had taken the place of the pursuit of
unity vis-à-vis man (Jam. 4:1-2a), and the friendship of the world (Jam. 4:4)
became the substitute for the practice of holiness vis-à-vis God. Hostility to
man was the malfunctioning and ugly, and hostility toward God the flawed
and traumatic order of the day (Motyer, 140). Both carry a steep price. The
“human price is the destruction of relationships; the spiritual price is a breach
with God” (Motyer, 145). All this implies that James’ description of the prevailing situation should not be dismissed as an exaggeration, or shrugged off
391

Manton, 325, holds that the terminology of “wars and battles” must be taken literally, and
concludes from this that James does not address believers only, but the whole nation of Israel
as an instrument of persecution (with a reference to Hebrews 10:34). However, the context
militates decisively against this. James’ addressees are professing believers throughout. To
deviate from this in the present context would be to blunt the spear point of his message. The
persecutors would end up as “the bad guys” and the Christians “the good guys.” This, of
course, would take the latter off James’ hook completely!
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as nothing to worry about. It may not be swept under the rug. Rather, James’
X-ray should break the heart of all his readers, and lead to the conclusion that
the situation is intolerable! It simply must be remedied.
But what could possibly produce such war zone and the seemingly neverending string of battles, which already has been exemplified in the “murderous” demeaning of the poor, in the destructive refusal to provide them with
the necessary means of survival, and in the unseemly cursing of fellow human beings (So Richardson, 175, with reference to Mt. 18:21-35)? While in
terms of actual sins envy and selfish ambition may be the twofold starting
point, there is also a twofold root. James uses two terms in this context, a
noun, hedonai (Jam. 4:1), and a verb, epithumeo (Jam. 4:2), to identify this
root.
The meaning of the verb epithumeo (and of the noun epithumia, used in
James 1:15) is not controversial. All commentaries are unanimous in recognizing that James has a blunt message for his readers. They “lust,” “passionately yearn,” and still have nothing to show for. In ancient Greek, Jewish
Greek (LXX), as well as in the NT, the verb epithumeo, as well as its derivative, epithumia, is often a vox media, a neutral term (Mt. 13: 17; Lk. 15:16;
16:21; 17: 22; 22:15, Acts 20: 22; Phil. 1:23; 1 Thess. 2:17; 1 Tim. 3:1; Heb.
6:11; 1 Pet. 1:12; Rev. 9:6; see also Motyer, 142). Even more frequently,
however, as in this context, it stands for an evil impulse, a desire, a sinful lust,
a manifestation of the indwelling sin, that is located in the flesh, inspired by
Satan, originating in hell, and stirred into self-indulging action by the world
(Mt. 5:28; Mk. 4:19; John 8:44; Rom. 1:24; 6:12; 7:7; 13:9; 1 Cor. 10:6; Gal.
5:16-17, Eph. 2:3; 4;22; Col. 3:5; 1 Tim. 6:9; 2 Tim. 2:22; 2 Tim. 4:3; Tit.
2:12; 1 John 2:16; 1 Pet. 1:14; 2 Pet. 1:4; 2:10-11, 18; 3:3; 4:2; Jude 16; Rev.
18:14). In James it “is regarded as the constant root in man of the individual
acts of sin.”
It is significant to note that in both Greek and Jewish philosophy man’s
rationality (logismos) is the antidote against his wayward impulse (epithumia). In Scripture such “antithesis” is not found. Especially in the NT “epithumia is evil, not because it is irrational, but because it is disobedience to the
command of God.” In fact, it is “stirred up by the law (Rom. 7:7-8).” As a
malevolent offense against God the only appropriate antidote is to be found in
heartfelt repentance. In short, in Greek and Jewish thinking the remedy of any
and all ills is the capture of the mind by human rationality. Embrace the proper concepts, and the cure is a cinch. Pursue education with a vengeance, and
the prison population will diminish rapidly. The solution to human suffering
on the part of the Buddha is along identical lines! This is poles apart from the
remedy presented in Scripture. In it the cure is invariably the breaking of the
heart through the Spirit in repentance and submission. Whenever in the
Church “mere,” “mental,” subscription to the proper theology is presented,
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consciously or unconsciously, as the (ultimate) cure of a malady, it only
proves that it is infested by Greek or other types of pagan thinking, and stands
in need of correction, if not repentance.392
It is not the same story with the term hedonai. Commentaries are in disagreement about its meaning. Most of them are of the opinion that hedonai and
epithumeo cover virtually the same ground (Dibelius, 198; Moo, 139; Phillips, 128), are “more or less synonymous” (McCartney, 207), and translate
the former with what is akin to the “lustful desires,” “self-indulging lusts” or
“sinful passions” of the flesh, “unrestrained desire for pleasure,” nestled in
every part of the human make-up (Nystrom, 224, with reference to 4 Macc.
1:25-26; see also Lk. 8:14; Rom. 7:21-23; Gal. 5:17; Tit. 3:3; 1 Pet. 2:11;
2:13).393
In the present context they were obviously not contained, but spilled over
into power-hungry, honor-hungry, warring factions, and turned into the towering inferno of ecclesiastical disruptions. Those passions are designated as
“rebels” (Mitton, 147) and produce “internal warfare” (Gal. 5:17; 1 Pet. 2:11)
with the turmoil that this entails. Further, such turmoil, left unchecked and
uncontrolled, eventually gave rise to “external strife” (Laws, 169), which, of
course, is the focus of James (McCartney, 207)! In fact, it might not even
have taken too long. After all, “all illicit and lustful desires or propensities”
can never “be satisfied without doing injuries to others” (Calvin, 329). To put
it in different words, those bent on success in the “pursuit of self-seeking
happiness” of whatever sort always manage to present the bill to others and
make them foot that bill, which results in resentment, bitterness, war and destruction. They are quite the opposite of those who seek holiness. This goes
hand in hand with the denial of both the self and its lustful desires, which
twofold denial results in peace, godliness and prosperity.
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See for all this Friedrich Büchsel in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Gerhard Kittel, ed. (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1965), Vol. III, 170171.
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According to Nystrom, 223, the rabbis (also) believed that the impulses (yetsarim) “had
their seats in various organs or ‘members’ of the human body. As a result of that these members are said to be “at war with one another—pulled one way by conscience, then another way
by the evil desire.” Furthermore, one Rabbi, Simeon b. Levi, with reference to Genesis 8:21,
states that “the evil yetzer of man waxes strong against him day by day, and seeks to kill him,
and if God did not help him, man could not prevail against it.” I have already discussed the
rabbinic view regarding the impulses in man in a previous context and argued that the notion
of an (ongoing) battle between two “urges” in man that are on an equal footing, a “good urge”
and an “evil urge,” apparently endorsed by Nystrom, is poles apart from the NT teaching. In
reflecting on Genesis 8:21, however, the statement of Rabbi Simeon b. Levi is right on, and
runs parallel to the teaching of James. That should not be surprising, once it is recognized that
the Rabbi quotes Scripture. Of course, how the Rabbi’s perceptive understanding functioned
in the totality of his life, and whether he identified just as perceptively the solution to the
problem he saw so sharply, are altogether different matters!
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The message is clear. The war among you is a result of the war within
you (So also Doriani, 131). Lose the war on the inside, let lust run rampant,
and the war on the outside is inevitable, in whatever form or to whatever degree! This includes explosive lashing out in word and act, impulsively as well
as deliberately. It also includes implosive withdrawal in thought and emotions, in passive resistance as well as resentful bitterness. On the other hand,
win the war on the inside, control lustful desire, and peace prevails on the
outside! This makes life blossom out in fruitful dominion-taking by means of
sanctified words and deeds. When lusts run rampant, Christians resemble
grasshoppers. They devour anything in sight, and when there is nothing to
devour any longer, they go after each other. Confinement to shared quarters
unavoidably does this to them. Just put two grasshoppers in a glass bottle and
look at the end result! By the same token, when they control their lust, Christians resemble bees in a beehive. On the inside, they display self-denying servanthood, while on the outside, in the very process of harvesting nectar, they
spread life. Orchards need beehives to blossom and produce. So civilizations
and cultures, in order to bloom and advance, need the (functioning) Christian
Church that enjoys Revival status, pursues a guiding Maintenance ministry
and is permanently poised to enter into a guarding Recovery mode.
One dictionary supports, and argues for this identification of hedonai and
epithumeo in sum, substance, and entailments, at least in the present context.
By way of a short word study, in early Greek literature hedone usually is a
vox media as well, and stands for (a sense of) pleasure or enjoyment which
can be of various kinds, physical as well as rational, volitional and emotional.
In Greek philosophy, and in line with this usage, it is originally a noble concept with virtue as its norm and rationality as its core (Aristotle) or a neutral
concept as the norm of virtue and of everything else (Epicureans). Eventually,
however, it was viewed as contrary to reason, and received a critically or radically negative evaluation (Stoics). At this point it could stand not only for a
positive sense of pleasure that was altogether commendable, but also for a
negative desire for pleasure that requires an uncompromising thumbs-down.
The latter, then, is construed as an evil impulse, which comes down to the
kind of “passionate yearning,” which is opposed to virtue and is very much
akin, if not identical to, epithumia. This is also reflected in early Jewish philosophy, which relates hedone to epithumia and regards it as an evil impulse
that is contrary to reason and provokes to an ungodly transgression of God’s
law.
The NT usage is said to mirror this long history of the word hedone. It
can be used in a general sense. In instances of that sort it must be translated as
pleasure, joy, or delight (2 Pet. 2:13). But it mostly marks an orientation of
life that is fleshly in character, this-worldly, Satanic in origin, ruled by ungodly forces, hostile to God, opposed to his will, and antithetical to holiness.
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Hedonai (plural) have a variety of residences. They are found in nonChristians, whether generically in individuals (Tit. 3:3), or more specifically
in false teachers (2 Tim. 3:4; 2 Pet. 2:13). As a result both categories of
people display a long list of vices. But they also reside in Christians, as the
present context indicates. So they are vulnerable to a long list of vices as well.
Further, these hedonai have a wide operating range. They choke out the word
(Lk. 8:14), enslave those in whom they reside (Tit. 3:3), and produce conflict
among men (Jam. 4:1). Consequently, they are supposedly best identified as
“evil impulses” or “sinful passions,” “cravings for pleasure” (Hartin, 196),
fully in line with the later Greek and rabbinic traditions. The conclusion is
that this is “probably” also the best translation in James 4:1, and “perhaps” in
Titus 3:3.394 One commentator even scratches the adverb “perhaps” with regards to Titus 3:3 (Nystrom, 224).
Some commentaries and dictionaries, however, part company precisely at
this point of interpreting hedone and epithumia as (virtually) identical in sum,
substance, and entailments. Without taking issue with the general observations about the specific nature, various residences, operating range and intended victims of hedonai, they still are far from convinced that hedonai and
epithumeo in this context cover the same territory. While epithumeo (Jam.
4:2) is indicative of the “lustful desire,” the “passionate lust,” that is “hellbent” for pleasure, hedone (Jam. 4:1) stands for this pleasure itself, which is
the target of the lustful desire. It is the lust realized or actualized in pleasure
(Zodhiates, II, 224). It is the lust coming into its satisfied own (Tasker, 83).
In other words, the self-indulging pleasures that lurk in “our members”
as a result of indwelling lust lay the foundation and produce the conditions
for conflict and war, which are inevitable as long as these pleasures are allowed to dominate, and remain in control. Anyone or anything that stands in
the way immediately turns into an occasion of conflict and war. As such each
“occasion” becomes a target that must be overwhelmed, conquered, occupied,
removed or annihilated in order for those pleasures to be obtained and enjoyed. At the same time, the “passionate lust” for pleasure furnishes the impetus and provides the fuel, which keeps the war machine going at times
through the bitterest of combats and with a view to the most self-gratifying of
ends. It overrides everything, allows nothing stand in its way, and is ruthless
in its aim to gain the desired satisfaction. Incidentally, the plural indicates that
no one is immune to this process. In fact, it implies that, to James, it is standard procedure in all members of the covenant community (See Burdick,
192). All in all, his message is an indictment of his readers as fundamentally a
pleasure (hedonai) “hounding” (epithumeo) bunch that is never to be denied!
Self-Gratification is the All-Controlling Addiction. Lustful Craving is its All394

See Gustav Staehlin in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Gerhard Kittel, ed.
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1965), Vol. II, 910-925.
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Enslaving Motivator. Since James addresses “the twelve tribes in the diaspora” as a designation of the Church universal, and does not attach a terminus
ad quem, a time limit, on his message, we cannot but conclude that he eyes a
perennial problem, from which no historical segment of the Church is exempt. So the probing question in (self-) examination for everyone who is en
route to perfection, is not whether this is the case, but where to locate the diagnosed problem, in order to deal with it on the spot! To be point blank, this
also applies to the writer and readers of this Commentary!
Regrettably, it is possible to add a grim observation, if not dimension, to
this already sobering scenario, and so to up the ante considerably. Flowing
forth from, if not wedded to, the lustful drive toward self-seeking, selfgratifying, pleasures that James condemns in this context, is the seemingly
omnipresent, perennial, and idolatrous pursuit on the part of all human beings, including Christians, to bow down before the “goddess” of happiness.
This may come in the form of “additional space,” “upgraded living quarters,”
“more time,” “better job,” “enhanced pay,” “improved health,” “increased
strength,” “quickened recognition,” in short, “everything” that cushions life
and results in the proverbial “flowery bed of self-centered ease” (See Turner,
88). However legitimate all this may seem on the surface, it shows its true
colors when any sort of shortfall produces a negative effect that refuses to
submit to James’ ringing injunction to “count any and all trials sheer joy, altogether joy, nothing but joy” (Jam. 1:2), whether this refusal comes in the
form of grumbling, complaining, lashing out, anger, discontent, depression,
resentment, bitterness, or otherwise. Ironically, a godless “enjoyment” of any
pleasure never provides lasting contentment, but is the platform and paves the
way for a continuing pursuit at the least to retain the level of enjoyment that
has been achieved, usually at too high a price. In fact, it is frequently the impetus behind an even more intense pursuit ever to increase the level of enjoyment. From this perspective one’s pursuit of an all too human happiness
does not differ in principle from a devouring drug addiction, even if in practice it appears that there is a wide gap in terms of restraining grace.
James 5:1-10 paints this picture in living color. It is all part of a selfindulgent culture that refuses to major in biblical self-denial in the one-andmany spheres and equally to display biblical sacrifice and submission in the
authority structures (See Topical Focus # 14: One-and-Many Spheres &
Authority Structures). In fact, for such culture to deny one-self, to sacrifice
one-self, or to submit one-self, in any circumstance, at any time, in anything
and for anyone, is basically anathema. At any rate, according to the commentaries and dictionaries under discussion, James identifies as the twofold root
of wars and battles both pleasures (hedonai) and the underlying lust for pleasures (epithumia), which cannot be separated, but nevertheless are distinct
from each other. The rationale for the distinction between “desire” and “plea1061

sure” is found in Titus 3:3, where the evil impulse (epithumia), and the intended pleasures (hedonai) are mentioned in the same sentence, and therefore
are certainly not used interchangeably (contra Nystrom, 224).
At this juncture there is an interesting lexicographical development.
While the dictionary article on hedone, quoted earlier, favored the “probable”
identification of hedone and epithumia in James 4:1 and the “possible” identification of the two in Titus 3:3, the article on epithumia concludes with the
following observation that fully retains their distinctiveness. “Hedone and epithumia are closely related, cf. Tit. 3:3: when epithumia is satisfied, we have
hedone, and when hedone is sought after, we have epithumia.”395 The dictionary is, at least partly, self-contradictory. This is undoubtedly due to the fact
that the articles were not authored by the same scholar.
All in all, with “experts” on both sides of the issue, some may find it difficult to decide which view should prevail, especially since both ultimately
present the same over-all diagnosis. On balance, however, it appears that the
second view is much more nuanced, has decisive biblical backing (Tit. 3:3),
provides a deeper insight in what is going on in humans, and therefore ought
to be favored (See also Royster, 89). While the first view identifies hedonai
and epithumia as the joint one-fold seat in which the twin evil of envy and
self-seeking and their entailment of conflicts and wars originate, the second
view identifies hedonai as the arena in which, and epithumia as the dynamics
through which, this twin evil and their entailments emerge and flourish.
Therefore, the progression in the immediate context of James is, first, the root
of self-seeking passion (Jam. 4:2), second, the fruit of self-gratifying pleasures (Jam. 4:1), third, the evidence of self-promoting envy and ambition
(Jam. 3:14, 16a), fourth, the end result of self-serving conflicts and wars
(Jam. 4:1a), and, fifth, the net-effect of all kinds of chaotic conditions and
evil practices (Jam. 3:16b). Quite clearly, the first three “phases” take place
below the waterline, like the larger part of an iceberg, and are not immediately observable, but they determine where and how the last two “phases” do
and will explode onto the scene of life in all their destructive ugliness.
With this “fivefold” concatenation clearly diagnosed, the way is paved to
the fivefold solution. In fact, this solution suggests itself. Anchored in heartfelt repentance, it begins by going after the non-observable rot of the iceberg
below the waterline and ends up with the observable rot above it. In short, we
can hear, as it were, James passionate summons. Be on constant alert! Start
by controlling your passionate lusts, in the ever present recognition that they
are always poised to strike. Then, in that order, continue by eradicating your
self-indulging pleasures, follow this up by obliterating your self-seeking envy
and ambition, and conclude by eliminating your self-serving conflicts and
395
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wars, until holiness and harmony are in evidence.396 Of course, in all this
there must be the full recognition, in line with Jesus, Paul as well as James,
that such multifaceted solution can only be achieved through the love of Christ and the strength of the Holy Spirit as its twofold source, and through
mighty preaching and prayer as its twofold means.
Within the wider context of Scripture, these wars and conflicts should be
characterized as works of the flesh (Gal. 5:19-21). Scripture indicates that, as
long as the Christian is in this world, he will not be able to get rid of this
“flesh” (also denoted as “indwelling sin,” Rom. 7:17; “the body of death,”
Rom. 7:24; or “the law of sin and death,” Rom. 8:2), which is operative in
every aspect of one’s life (Rom. 7:23). Only death can finally and effectively
remove them. However, Scripture emphasizes with equal force that there is
no possible justification for this “flesh” to explode into actual sins. Even
though the flesh lusts to break forth into sinful activities, it can and it must be
controlled and contained by the Spirit of God. The lust of the flesh may never
be fulfilled (Rom. 8:13; Gal. 5:16).
It must, further, be noted that the flesh, or indwelling sin, is more than a
mere potential. It is a sinister power of awesome character. In the present
context it comes once again into view, as is indicated by the term “lust.” The
latter makes war both in and against the soul (Gal. 5:17; 1 Pet. 2:11). It is a
built-in explosive which the Christian, just as much as the non-Christian, carries with him until the moment of his death. It is the comfort of Scriptures to
know that the presence of this flesh cannot condemn the Christian as long as,
or more precisely, in as much as he does not walk according to the flesh, but
according to the Spirit (Rom. 8:1). In short, the only effective counterweight
against indwelling sin is the in-indwelling Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:11), as has
been argued at length already.
One commentator aptly writes, “Sometimes we tend to think that peace is
the natural state of man, and that strife is the unnatural element which disturbs it. (Regrettably) quite the reverse is true. Strife is characteristic of human life, and where lasting peace exists in a community, it is the mark of a
great work of God’s grace” (Mitton, 146). Wars and battles are like weeds.
They grow everywhere. Peace is like a garden with beautiful flowers. Such
garden does not just happen by accident. It must be carefully cultivated and
constantly weeded! If not, there will be the evidence of “a vicious logic (that)
links the frustration of evil desire with evil acts and finally with the act of
(ruthless) killing” (Richardson, 175), as we shall now see.
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the “flesh,” is and remains part and parcel of the Christian’s “baggage,” it can “only” be controlled and contained. However, the outcroppings of the flesh can and must be destroyed!
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(2) Reason for One’s Condition (4:2-3)
The reason for the existing condition is fourfold. The translation is designed
to bring this out. This translation is admittedly somewhat controversial, because it is open to several possibilities (Dibelius, 218). However, I have chosen the translation which has increasingly become the majority view. “You
lust and have not, so you murder. You burn with desire to have, and cannot
obtain, so you fight and war. You have not, because you ask not. You ask,
and do not receive, because you ask amiss so that you may squander it upon
your lustful desires.”397
First, “You lust and have not. So you murder.” The lust (epithumia) of
the flesh, of anxious self-seeking (Burdick, 192), with its accompanying envy
and selfish ambition, is “insatiable” (Calvin, 329), and therefore a tragically
catastrophic “dead-end street” (See also Jam. 1:14-15). It is hardly surprising
that it is the sum and substance of one of the Commandments in the Decalogue, namely the Tenth. Its core is the moral failure to be content, whether
with (1 Tim. 6:6-8) or without (Phil. 3:12) the (bare) necessities of life.
Therefore perpetrators of the sin against this commandment invariably focus
their attention on what they do not (yet) possess, rather than on what they do
possess. When they encounter obstacles, and are stopped dead in their tracks,
they “happily” murder and destroy, irrespective of the ensuing chaos.398 If
this is the only way to realize their lustful desires, and to reach their goal of
personal pleasure, whether it is money, fame, revenge, etc., they will go this
route (Prov. 1:19; Mk. 15:10). And why would they not? Anything that
397

The translation Dibelius, 218, suggests is as follows. “You desire / And you do not have.
You are jealous and envious / And you do not obtain. You fight and strive / And you do not
have because you do not ask. You ask / And you do not receive because you ask with the
wrong motive.” However, he emends the text from “You murder” to “You are jealous,” convinced that the charge of murder is inconceivable in this context. It appears that this proposed
emendation is virtually forced upon him, because it is quite clear that in his over-all choice of
translation the phrase “you murder,” preceding “and (you are) envious,” is simply not a good
fit. To be sure, it must be granted that “you murder” (phoneuete) and “you are jealous”
(phtoneite) resemble each other in the Greek, and that as a result the copier may have been
confused so as to require the emendation Dibelius suggests. Nevertheless, there is no textcritical indication to this effect. All in all, the suggested emendation does not appear justified.
However, Dibelius does score somewhat of a point, when he argues that the word “So” before
“you murder” inserted in the more recent translations is not found in the Greek text. Still, I
prefer to add the word “So” with the majority of interpreters, rather than change the Greek
text with Dibelius (See also Cargal, 156-158; Doriani, 130-131; Blomberg, 187-188;
McKnight, 325-328, who come to the same conclusion).
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with actual murder, it is regrettably far from unthinkable in the light of the ample biblical evidence to this effect (Mk. 15:10; Acts 5:17; 13:45; Phil 3:6).
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comes in between the flesh and the object of its passions, must be neutralized
at any price, and, if needs be, removed and annihilated. Murder, whether as “a
hypothetical eventuality” or “an actual occurrence,” is “the end product”
(Moo, 184), “the logical concomitant,” “the ultimate expression of envy”
(Johnson, 277-278; Hartin, 197, with reference to Cain, whose envy led to
fratricide). It is not just “a hyperbole for hatred” (Burdick, 193, with reference to Mt. 5:21-22; and 1 John 3:15; see also McKnight, 326, with reference
to Acts 23:12-13; Jam. 3:14; 1 Pet. 4:15). While this is certainly included in it
(Blomberg, 188), it is not restricted to it. It may take on a variety of forms,
such as killing the competition, neutralizing threatening kill-joys, ridiculing
wholesome admonition, refusing healthy advice, ignoring wise counsel, etc. It
is all part of “murdering,” whether a little or a lot. Further, if bloodless elimination efforts are unsuccessful, more drastic, in fact, “bloody” steps will be
taken, including the ultimate solution of downright murder. In general, to be
covered in greater detail below, it starts out with malicious scheming in the
heart to gain the upper hand in rivalries and conflicts about position, influence, market share, land holdings, real estate, business, goods, money, etc.,
and it ends up with the subtle or not so subtle destructive action required to
come out on top, and to reach one’s utterly selfish objective. At any rate, the
contrast between the demonstration of godly deeds in the meekness of wisdom, on the one hand, and the violence inherent in the (il)logic of envy, on
the other, could not be any starker (Johnson, 279).399 Note well, that the “human downside,” so vividly presented by James, is not merely incidental and
intermittent, whether in place or time, but endemic. James “roars.” In fact, his
words “scream,” not just at the proverbial Sodomites, deserving of “fire and
brimstone” annihilation, but at every member of the covenant community,
“get self-knowledge, and get it fast(er)!”
Incidentally, “lust” may produce a temporary “high,” but will never arrive at lasting happiness and contentment. It is like a bottomless pit. It devours even what it does get, so that it never really has anything, even after
“everything” were to be acquired (2 Sam. 13:15). It is explicitly forbidden in
the Tenth Commandment, which deals with the human heart. The question
has been asked why this Commandment is necessary, since each of the other
commandments penetrates to the heart’s level as well (Mt. 5:21-22; 5:27-28).
The answer is this. While the other commandments are “general practitioners,” dealing with the heart, as the need arises, the Tenth Commandment is a
“trained specialist,” with the heart as its sole focus. It targets the heart as the
smoke-filled backroom, where people deliberately go about their scheming
399

The same applies to the contrast between the recommended conduct in James 1:9-10 and
the documented conduct of James 4:1-6. Where folks felt they lacked something, they manifestly did not exult in contentment about their present riches in Christ, and where they abounded in something, they did not thankfully exult in anticipation of their future loss!
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ways, and hatch hidden as well as elaborate, if not “deadly,” plans to obtain
what is not theirs.400 Of course, all transgressions of the law start in man’s
mission control center (Prov. 4:23). But the Tenth Commandment targets the
heart as a full-fledged conspiracy center and sinister egg-hatching factory
that, first, identifies targets, subsequently, maps out elaborate plans as well as
strategies to reach these targets, and, finally, poises to go after them in painstaking, addictive, hot, and devastating pursuit. If anyone holds that a Christian cannot fall victim to this, the story of David serves as a powerful and
painful reminder to the contrary. His crime of adulterous led eventually to the
scheme of murder, and ultimately to a broken man in a broken home and a
broken country. Let anyone who thinks that he stands be keenly concerned
that he does not fall (1 Cor. 10:12).
All this indicates that the folks James addresses, that is, you and me
without the sanctifying grace of Jesus, routinely stop at nothing to reach their
objective. Any barrier of whatever sort must be marginalized, removed, eliminated, or annihilated. Interference simply will not be tolerated. People are
known to have been railroaded, manipulated, painted in a corner, sidetracked,
or even promoted out of the way. Events are known to have been accelerated,
repressed, blocked, or exploited. Decisions are known to have been hurried,
forced, undermined, or sabotaged. Actions are known to have been challenged, prevented, misdirected, or subverted.
This may have been done ruthlessly, viciously, bluntly, subtly, skillfully
or smoothly. It may have looked like a hatchet job through character assassination or otherwise (See also Royster, 91). It may have come with a semblance of class in a pretended magnanimity. It may have been done in the
public arena, the church, or the family, in politics, business, or education. The
bottom line, however, is always the same. The perpetrator seeks to end up
with “clear sailing,” selfish at best, and often destructive. More often than not
they leave broken societies, broken churches, broken families and broken
homes in their wake, and ultimately for what purpose? Wars have raged
throughout the history of the world for power, control, real estate, etc.
Ironically, even the perceived gain was lost again in due time, whether by
death or in life. It lacked substance and was fleeting at best. One only needs
to look at the 20th Century with its two world wars, its many regional wars,
and its cold war to be fully persuaded of this. Hitler’s so-called Thousand
Year Empire was a pipedream, and the Soviet Empire is gone as well. What
energy wasted and blood spilled for nothing! In short, whether “the ‘creative’
imaginations” of the boardroom and mission control center of the human
400

One of the most telling, and gruesome, examples of this type of behavior is found in 1
Kings 21, where Jezebel and Ahab hatched their plot to kill Naboth in order to take occupancy
of his land. It is equally telling that it did not pay off the way they anticipated. It precipitated a
type of death for both of them that was as gruesome as their plot.
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heart are “only evil continually” for lack of regeneration (Gen. 6:5; Rom.
7:7), or are “in temporary control” in the regenerate (Rom. 7:23), the Tenth
Commandment has its work cut out for itself. In this scenario the sky of perversion is, regrettably, the limit in humans who seek to manipulate themselves into the ownership of what properly belongs to others or in God’s
providence should not belong to them.
At any rate, this explains what the sum and substance of “killing” or
“murder” is all about! It also explains why this “killing” goes on and on. One
can expect literally anything from an unregenerate heart. But the regenerate
heart, as has been argued already, can make terrible tumbles as well (Ps.
51:1ff). In this context “killing” is, first of all, metaphorical, but then can also
be very literal (Gen. 4:8; 2 Sam. 11:14-15; 1 Ki. 21:13; 1 Pet. 4:15; Jam. 5:6).
The question, of course, arises how it is possible that believers resort to murder, whether figurative or literal. It is certainly mind-boggling. The next two
points present us with the intermediate steps to such outlandish conduct, a
burning sinful desire and a lack of godly prayer.
Second, “You burn with desire to have, and cannot obtain, so you fight
and war.” Sins always come in bunches. They seem to be strung together.
Open the door to one sin and others are sure to follow. Sinful coveting lead to
envy, selfish ambition, strife and warfare (Rom. 1:29; so Manton, 335)! The
theme of “the (burning) desire to possess” (zelos401) “deliberately picks up the
theme (that is) established by 3:14-16,” and “leads to 4:5” (Johnson, 277). “It
is the failure to ‘obtain’ and ‘possess’ that generates the rage that eventually
leads to murder and war” (Johnson, 277). The evil, burning desire (Acts 7:9;
contra 1 Cor. 13:4), that gives rise to this rage (Acts 7:54, 57), is like a pit
bull, as both Scripture (Achan, Ahab, Jezebel) and history (Napoleon, Hitler,
Stalin), inclusive of Church history (Religious cleansing by means of Inquisition or otherwise) amply testify. When it does not reach its “hellish” selfcentered objective by “civil” means, it takes the gloves off and fights, and if
one or two battles do not do it, it declares in case of need a protracted war.
Even occasional bursts of ungodly anger, that is fed by an “I want, I
want, I want” syn(sin!)drome (See Keddie, 152), and is intent to reach a selfish objective, may very well indicate the underlying presence of such a war
condition, even if it does not always surface, tempered by “common grace,”
“societal pressure,” “keeping up appearances,” or otherwise. It is very easy to
fall into this trap that ultimately leads to “destruction and perdition” (1 Tim.
6:9), whether in family relations, between husband and wife, parents and
401

In this context zelos and its derivative verb zeloo, are identical to epithumia and its derivative epithumeo. Both can be used in bonam partem. Here, however, the meaning of both could
not be more negative. Incidentally, zelos in James 3:2, as well as in Acts 5:17; 13:45; Phil.
3:6, signifies the same as phtonos in James 4:5, and Mk. 15:10, a term that is never used in
bonam partem.
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children, children and children, in church relations, among elders, between
elders and members, among members, in short, in all one-and-many spheres
and authority structures (See Topical Focus #15: One-and-Many Spheres
& Authority Structures). Even for the most faithful Christian there is the
temptation to achieve one’s ends in all too human ways. These ways may
seem effective shortcuts, but are never successful in the long run. At any rate,
once involved in fights and wars, it is easy to cross the line into murder. Murder is simply hatred coming to its full and final fruition. To be sure, it starts
with hatred, but certainly does not end there. The slippery slope is dangerous.
It is easy to slide down! But there is more! In fact, James’ diagnostic X-ray
goes for the jugular, as he proceeds to disclose the second step that makes
“battles” and “wars” inevitable. In fact, it is a twofold spiritual cancer, a
grievous failure to pray “personally” and an equally grievous failure to pray
“properly” (Phillips, 130).
Third, “You have not, because you ask not.” Here the root of the matter
is further exposed. The lack of having is caused by a lack of asking (See also
Jam. 1:5). Fighting and warring are not the divinely appointed ways to
achieve one’s goal or to reach one’s objective. Both the trials (the “good”)
and the solution (the “perfect”), as James 1:17 informs us, come from God.
However, the latter will not be received apart from heart-felt, and at times
heart-rending, praying. “Seek and you shall find, ask and you shall receive”
(Mt. 7:7; see also Neh. 1:1ff; Dan. 9:1ff). This is the “constitution of the
kingdom of God,” as someone put it. Any relationship and any undertaking
should be bathed in prayer for it to be truly successful (Ezek. 36:37; Jer.
29:11-12; Is. 29:15). Incidentally, counselors would do well to question their
counselees at the very beginning of their sessions whether they ever earnestly
sought the Lord in their predicament. If not, this is the place to start before
anything else is put on the agenda. In fact, if a counselor has even the slightest inkling that the prayer life of his counselees is a farce, he might decide to
send them home to take care of this, or to assist them in remedying the situation, as the first order of business.
If anyone who is a party to “battles” and “wars,” whether counselee or
not, would dare enter a vigorous protest, “But I am a praying man, I am a
praying woman,” he or she better be ready to listen to James some more. In
fact, at this point he digs even deeper and administers a final blow. Just as it
is not “any old offering” (Mal. 1:7-14) that meets with God’s approval, so it
is not “any old prayer” with which folks should have the audacity to present
themselves before God. Just as there is an unbridgeable chasm between “wisdom” and wisdom, so there is a similar chasm between “prayer” and prayer.
Too frequently it is from “below,” rather than from “above,” self-centered
and happiness-oriented, rather than God-centered and holiness-oriented. Or to
go to the heart of the matter, and call a biblical spade a biblical spade, too of1068

ten it is “devilish,” rather than “godly.” In this scenario prayers are both the
extension and the embodiment of one’s lust. This is precisely what James argues next.
Fourth, “You ask, and do not receive, because you ask amiss that you
may consume it upon your lustful desires,” that is, “idolatrously” devour it,
drink it in to the last drop, to the very dregs.402 Sure, you pray, but look at
your corrupt motives and goal (See McKnight, 329)! According to some
commentators, the Greek verbs are quite revealing. The phrase “you ask not”
in James 4:2 is in the active voice. It indicates the “usual” kind of prayer,
whether individual or corporate, which can easily be a “detached routine!”
This is apparently the case in the present context. The people say their prayers, all right, but don’t bother to get truly involved! “You ask” in James 4:3,
however, is in the middle voice. This indicates that the subject has more than
a passing interest in the outcome. Many people do not have a vital prayer habit, neither a specific prayer time. Regular prayer meetings, of course, are totally out. However, when they “need” or want something badly, they are suddenly galvanized into vigorous prayer action (See Lk. 12:13-15). They are no
longer detached! But then, according to James, their prayer is the middle
voice type (Lk. 12:17-20). Their lustful desires, the triad of “I,” “Myself,”
and “Me,” enter the picture. Their own pleasure, happiness, is at stake! In order to achieve this they pull out all the stops. After all, when everything else
fails, why not pray up a storm?403 In such self-centered, if not selfish, prayers,
which “lack the most basic traits of Christian wisdom (and are) driven by
worldly wisdom,” according to the perceptive analysis of one commentator,
402

Zodhiates, II, 230-231, argues that the Greek verb for “to ask” (aiteo) indicates the relationship of an inferior to a superior (With reference to Acts 7:7, 9; Acts 3:2; 12:20; and Jam.
1:5). Jesus apparently never used it, when he petitions his Father on behalf of his disciples.
The recognition of being an “inferior” in making a specific prayer clearly does not cancel out
the possibility of self-centeredness in such prayer, whether in motivation or aim. Furthermore,
the “desires” James condemns can revolve around sins that are condemned in Scripture, such
as pride, vanity, luxury, sensuality, power, etc. But they can also pursue legitimate targets,
such as Church, family, education, business, vacation, etc. As we shall see below, the moment
they are isolated from God they become part of the very “world” James proceeds to denounce.
This may lead to the diagnosis that, even if the reputation is one of life, the reality proves to
be one of death (Rev. 3:1ff).
403
While all commentators by and large agree on the interpretation of James 4:2c-3, there is
no consensus that the change in the Greek voice supports this. Most believe that the active
voice is a conscious reference to Matthew 7:7. At the same time, some hold that the shift in
voice is only stylistic in nature (Martin, 147), and not a shift in meaning (Moo, 142, with reference to Mt. 20:20-22; John 16:23-26, although he concedes that Mk. 6:22-25 supports the
possibility of such shift). However, the skill with which James uses the language seems to indicate otherwise (So also Zodhiates, II, 230-231, who, incidentally, is of Greek stock and may
well have a better feel of the language than other commentators who do not have the advantage of this background).
1069

God is at best regarded as an “afterthought,” and at worst used as a “dispensary of … vice” (Richardson, 176-177). Other commentators, however,
downplay the change in the Greek “voice.” from active to middle voice, and
deem it a “stylistic variation” (Hartin, 197-198, with reference to Mt. 20:2022; John 16:23-26).
This self-centered attitude appears to have prevailed in Rachel. When she
is “beaten” badly by her sister in what turned into a childbearing contest,
then, and only then, does she turn to God (See Gen. 30:22 in the context of
Gen. 30:1-8 and Gen. 35:16-18). It certainly prevailed in Balaam as the story
and shipwreck of his life indicate (2 Pet. 2:15-16). Come to think about it,
what a vast difference with the section in the Sermon on the Mount, in which
Jesus exhorts his disciples to ask, and continue asking with the promise, and
therewith certainty, that they will receive (Mt. 7:7). It is the difference between the Kingdom and its righteousness and the evil empire of lustful, selfcentered desires, and ultimately between heaven and hell! Ironically, God is
known to have answered even the second type of horrifying prayer. But this
should be small consolation, since it is not beyond him to send the judgment
of a spiritual starvation diet right along with a physical cornucopia. God’s
“yes” in those instances virtually disappears behind God’s simultaneous and
thunderous “NO.” Some episodes in the history of Israel provide an intriguing
and eloquent witness to this effect (Phillips, 132, with reference to Psalm
106:14-15, which records that God grants Israelites their request but at the
same time sends leanness into their soul). So, once again, does the life of Rachel. Her wish to have a second child, as expressed in the name of her first
one, Joseph, is granted. But she ultimately dies in the sorrowful birth of this
child!
At any rate, James infers that his addressees are sadly self-seeking in
their motivation and objective. Their prayers are not God-centered (Gal.
2:19). They serve their own self-gratification (Prov. 7:14). James condemns
this kind of prayer approach. Asking in a self-serving manner precludes any
true blessings. In short, the meaning is, “You ask and do not receive, and
even if you ask, you still do not receive, because you desire to gratify yourself,” that is, to spend it upon your pleasures (Laws, 173; Moo, 1985, 140,
both with reference to Lk. 15:14; McKnight, 330, with reference to Mk. 5:26;
2 Cor. 12:15).404 In James 1:6-8 prayers fail because they are wishy-washy.
404

According to Brosend, 108, “The verb ‘to spend’ (dapanao) can be used neutrally for financial (Acts 21:24; James’ instructions to Paul) and emotional (2 Cor. 12:15) expenditures,
but can also suggest a certain kind of squandering, as in the story of the prodigal (Lk. 15:14),
a sense here reinforced by the reference to ‘pleasures.’” McCartney, 208-209, favors the notion of “squandering” in this context as well. However, I have my strong reservations about
going in this direction. As stated before, the focus is not as much upon the fact of “wasteful
spending,” as it is upon the condemnation of the intensity of the same boundless and idolatr1070

There is doubt and a consequent wavering, whether grave, lingering, or otherwise, either about God (Would he answer my prayer?), or about one self
(Why would he answer me?), about the content (Do I truly want it?) or about
the object (Is it sufficiently desirable?). But here the prayer is suddenly potent. However, it still fails, because the request “is for the wrong object”
(Laws, 173).
God does not and will not answer self-centered prayers. They run totally
counter to the pattern of the Lord’s Prayer, which the Savior taught his
Church to pray (Mt. 6:9-15). Every aspect of this prayer is God-centered.
God’s Name, God’s Kingdom, and God’s Will, all three are and should be as
central on earth, as they are central in heaven. When it is finally man’s turn, it
is some turn! The “necessities” that we (may) ask for are (only) the C-rations
of the soldiers of Christ.405 This means that the fourth petition continues to be
God-centered. So does the fifth and sixth one. There is a constant need for
forgiveness. The soldiers of the cross do not always carry themselves as they
should. Finally, there is the equally constant recognition of the overpowering
temptations of the Evil One. The acknowledgment of the utter helplessness in
the face of these temptations precipitates the cry for deliverance! But this helplessness does not signify hopelessness. Quite the contrary! God’s royal omnipotence, ever present glory, and unbounded dominion guarantee a positive
outcome of all the petitions.
That James’ addressees failed to follow the pattern of this Model Prayer
can hardly be disputed. Frankly, the Church will invariably bog down in failure, until selfish lusts are replaced by “holy desires” (Manton, 342), allencompassing, selfish and damnable hedonism by God-centered, equally allembracive “Christian hedonism.”406 There is every reason for selfous self-gratification that is mentioned in 1 Corinthians 7:31, I paraphrase, “Do not drink the
cup of the world until the very dregs.”
405
Somewhat tongue in cheek, but coupled with a good deal of seriousness, I have at times
suggested to audiences in the USA that they might want to skip the fourth petition. If God
were to honor this petition in an affluent society, such as the USA, he might have to take a
hefty percentage away. If this would evoke a (loud) protest, he would simply respond to the
petitioners that he complied with their request for their “daily” food. He gave them no less,
but neither would he give them any more. Hence the reduction of their income to(ward) the
level of “daily bread,” without lots of amenities. Compared to the massive numbers of people
who live off $1 to $2 per day, this most likely would still leave them in the lap of luxury.
406
This term, of course, was coined by John Piper in his Desiring God (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, 1986), which carries the undertitle of “Meditations of a Christian Hedonist.” His
thesis is that we glorify God by enjoying him. He glorifies God most who is most satisfied in
God. This is a precious biblical truth that admittedly has been underplayed historically. However, when we bring James into the equation, we must conclude that he presents the complementary truth that we equally (should) enjoy God by reflecting his (communicable) perfections. He enjoys God most who most mirrors God. Piper’s emphasis runs the risk of producing a pendulum swing that could marginalize the message of James for the unsuspecting in
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examination to determine, whether the disposition of my heart, the direction
of my thinking, the content of my will, and the quality of my emotions, are
centered on God and therefore precious to him (Ps. 10:14; 19:14; John 12:14),
or whether I seek to promote my reputation, my empire, and my aspirations.
God-centered prayer is like a sailor who pulls the rope that already connects
his sailboat with the shore. He does not seek to pull the shore into the selfcentered boat, but the boat into the God-centered shore.
Prayer is human impotence that casts itself in radical surrender and total
self-abandonment upon divine omnipotence in order to mirror the sum total
of God’s perfections, to reflect the fullness of God’s kingship, and to emulate
the total range of God’s will. By means of this kind of radical selfabandonment (surprise, surprise!), God will raise the prayer warrior (Is. 62:1,
6-7) to unknown heights (Jam. 5:16b-18), and implement (a little) heaven on
earth (Mt. 7:7-11). Incidentally, even prayer for mercy in the case of both
sinners and saints should be God-centered, rather than self-centered. It will
be, if the heart’s cry of repentant sinners and saints are not only for the blood
and righteousness of Christ in both definitive justification and daily forgiveness, but also for the holiness and Spirit of Christ in both definitive sanctification and daily renewal (See Manton, 340)!
It must be noted that the lusts, in view in this passage, are not necessarily
the kind that result in (long) jail terms (Eph. 2:1-3). Any lust, however benign
it may seem, and however legitimate it may be in the eyes of the world, is
damnable. A self-serving life apart from the Lord Jesus Christ is, essentially,
a life of death (spiritual death) and lies under the wrath of God. After all, it is
the opposite of, and in lethal opposition to, a heart and a life that focus on
God, as well as his glory and enjoyment as the chief end of man. Once again,
every desire that does not have a place within the framework of seeking after
God (Ps. 63:1) is by definition devilish, and finds its motivation in the pit of
hell. There is never a neutral area!
(3) Evaluation of One’s Condition (4:4-5)
“Faithful are the wounds of a friend. But the kisses of an enemy are deceitful”
(Prov. 27:6). The present passage consists of the (diatribe like) wounds of a
friend. The words of James 4:4 are stinging. In fact, “at this point the issue
comes to a head” (Blomberg, 189). Depending upon the manuscript of choice,
James labels the men and women to whom he writes “adulterers and adulteresses,” or simply “adulteresses.” Indeed, a “shocking” and “shaming” term
(Burdick, 193; Moo, 1985, 142, with reference to Is. 54:1-6; Jer. 2:2; 3:20;
practice, even if not in principle. Hence the phrase “Christian hedonism” should be used with
caution and always in quotation marks.
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Mt. 12:39; 16:4; McKnight, 331), which comes dangerously close to, if not
goes to the heart of, what it means to be “an enemy of God” (Richardson,
178). If the version with the feminine vocative only, is original, our attention
is focused upon the prophetic OT portrayal of Israel as an unfaithful wife and
lover (Deut. 31:16; Ps. 73:27; Is. 1:21; 50:1; 54:1-6; 57:3; Jer. 2:2; 3:7-10, 20;
13:27; Ezek. 16:23-26, 38; 23:45, Hos. 1-3, esp. 2:5-7, 16, 19; 3:1-5; 9:1)
(Cargal, 159; Brosend, 109; Royster, 94), and by implication upon the Church
as adulterous (Mt. 12:39; 16:4; Mk. 8:38) (Moo, 1985, 143). Because Christ
is her bridegroom (2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:22-25; Rev. 21:9), this is appropriate
language. At any rate, in that case “adulterers and adulteresses” is an emendation of the original text by a copyist to make crystal clear that no one can
claim an exemption to James’ indictment! If, on the other hand, the double
vocative is the correct reading, the author himself makes this point directly.
Ultimately, however, it does not make a substantial difference in James’ argument which version is original. The content applies to the Church “as a
whole” (PDavids, 100, 104), to men and women alike (Mitton, 152). They are
an “adulterous people” (Moo, 1985, 143) with a radically and totally secular
set of standards and values (Burdick, 193). Incidentally, what a contrast with
the Church as a “chaste virgin,” the grand objective of Paul’s ministry (2 Cor.
11:2), fully in the footsteps of James (Calvin, 331)!
Undoubtedly, the terminology must be understood in a figurative sense.
James does not accuse his readers of literal, physical, adultery (Mt. 12:39;
16:4). Nevertheless, it points out the extreme seriousness of the situation! All
of them are guilty of spiritual adultery, or idolatry.
Adultery is a ground for divorce in the NT. In fact, it is the only ground
(Mt. 19:9). It replaces the death penalty of the Old Testament, which is tantamount to divorce (Lev. 20:10). The implication is that the spiritual adultery
in view in this passage is a ground for the dissolution of the marriage between
God and his people (Ps. 73:27). In physical adultery, a husband or wife prefers someone else to his or her spouse, and becomes a member of the other
person (1 Cor. 6:15). In spiritual adultery man prefers something or someone
else to God. There is nothing that provokes the anger of God more than this
sin ... which is essentially the sin against the First Commandment, “You shall
have no other gods before me.”
In the sin of idolatry the sinner has a greater thirst and hunger for someone or something within God’s creation, than he has for God himself. The
passion of his heart is directed toward something or someone other than God.
This description, which places the emphasis upon the thirst of the heart, is
better than the usual textbook definition, in which idolatry is said “to place
one’s ultimate trust upon someone or something besides or instead of God.”
Not many people will (have to) admit that they explicitly place their ultimate trust upon someone or something instead of God. However, every
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Christian will (have to) admit that his life is often riddled with idolatry, in
terms of the thirst of the heart. How often does not a Christian postpone his
time of prayer and his reading of Scripture? How often does not his heart
wander away from his Savior? How often does he not get more excited about
a sports event, such as a football game or a baseball game, than about the service of the Lord? How often does he not spend hours on his own projects and
interests, while the time spent with and for his God is minimal in comparison? It is a statistical fact that the average believer does not spend more than
five minutes per day in prayer, if that!
It is hardly surprising that James addresses the people of God as “adulterers and adulteresses.” It points to a universal sin in the Church of Christ.
Spiritual adultery or idolatry is alien to neither men nor women. Before long
both have a thirst at various times and places for the things of this world, “its
pleasures and profits” (Manton, 341) that is much greater ... much deeper ...
much more intense than their thirst for God ... his kingdom ... his righteousness. According to James, this trait is the tragedy of the Church. And who
dares to dispute the correctness of this observation, either for James’ time, or
for our own time? If the proper, biblical, self-knowledge is absent, a simple
reminder may be of assistance: James’ words are inspired by the Holy Spirit!
This should set the search for biblical self-knowledge in motion! Let it be underscored. James’ message loses its force--its compelling and incisive force--,
when one endeavors to explain away that James’ message is addressed to everyone without exception, and does not discriminate in terms of race, color or
religion!
In summary, it is the presence of indwelling sin and its outcroppings that
justifies James’ decision to address his hearers as “adulterers and adulteresses.” James seems to say, “It should not surprise anyone that I address you
as such, since it is clear that you have not killed all the deeds of the body, all
the products of indwelling sin, or all the works of the flesh, through the Spirit
of God (Rom. 8:13). After all, indwelling sin has erupted time and time
again!” In short, whenever indwelling sin strikes, lust conceives, an actual sin
is produced and an act of spiritual adultery is committed. This presents every
Christian with the middle name of adulterer or adulteress, John A., or Jane A.
Believer! If James means anything, no Christian can object to having his or
her name pronounced in full, including the common “middle name.” However, in any company that is unaware of the context of James, it may be the better part of wisdom to confine oneself to the middle initial, to prevent a mistaken conclusion!407
407

I remember vividly how following a message on this subject and to this effect a tall, broad
shouldered, brother came up to me in the narthex, gave me a bear hug, and said, “Warm greetings in Christ from John A. “Johnson” to Henry A. Krabbendam.” He both understood and
embraced James’ assessment. I pray that he is not a rare breed in the Church!
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All this is fully in line with 1 John, specifically 1 John 1:8. No wonder
that this Epistle concludes with the exhortation, “Guard yourself against idolatry” (1 John 5:21). John either has some parchment left for filler material
(tongue-in-cheek), or pens this down as a “belated” afterthought (inferior
idea), or presents it as the capstone and summary of the whole argument of
his Epistle. Of course, the latter is the case! If anyone still wonders for what
reason John would conclude his letter in this way, James comes to the rescue
and supplies the full answer. Better yet, John builds on him, and, with deference to his predecessor in literary output, does not think that he has any additional, detailed explaining to do! James states his case with unmistakable clarity. John simply underscores it.
Fully commensurate with the weight of the introductory vocative, James
continues to define spiritual adultery as friendship with the world and enmity
with God, and does so at the top of his voice. Don’t you know (apparently
they do!), by reflection (oida) rather than observation in this context, that
“sharing all things” (Brosend, 109), common concerns, common interests and
common objectives, with the world is incompatible with sharing all things,
common concerns, common interests, and common objectives, with God? To
be wrapped up in the world’s camp and clutches with its envy, selfish ambition, earthbound, beastly, demonic “wisdom,” self-indulgent pleasures, lustful
desires, battles, wars, murders, is to bristle with hostility toward God! In fact,
to set one’s heart, mind, will and emotions upon the world, and to take an outright, deliberate, and intentional stand to pursue it (boulomai), is in principle
to come out of the closet against God, and to make an outright, deliberate and
intentional choice to be his enemy (kathistamai) (Zodhiates, II, 236, 243;
Tasker, 90), and to “establish” one as such (McKnight, 335).408 It is watertight! The grievous gravity of the situation can hardly be described in a more
sobering, if not heart-breaking, fashion.
“Friendship with the world” is quite a charge! So is “enmity with God.”
Friends are by definition “soul mates,” or possibly even more telling, constitute “one soul.” It involves “‘sharing all things’ in a unity both spiritual and
physical” (Johnson, 279). James adds that such “intimacy” with the world because it leads to idolatry (Royster, 95) by definition spells “enmity with God”
(Compare Rom. 8:7). Once again, there is no gray area (Mt. 6:24). James underscores this, as he repeats that choosing to be a friend with the world is to
be an enemy of God! The notion of deliberate choice indicates that this is not
just a matter of “simply being agreeable to the general culture” (Johnson,
279), but rather “a more fundamental compromise” (Johnson, 279) “with the
408

Zodhiates, II, 236, presents a telling illustration in this context. While the Spanish set out
to conquer Latin America for gold, the Puritans sought to conquer North America for God!
See also McCartney, 210, intentionally “wishing to be friends with the world is as dangerous
and stupid as a married person wishing to flirt with someone other than his or her spouse.”
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values of human society as against those of God” (Laws, 174).409
It seems that “the expression ‘enemy of God’ is extremely harsh” (Johnson, 280). However, although “terrifying” (Kistemaker, 135), it is not too
harsh, once it is recognized that friendship with the world is not just a matter
of external conduct traditionally exemplified in a longer or shorter number of
identified taboos, but first of all a surrender to all that the world aspires to and
stands for, elsewhere described as the “lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes
and the pride of life” (1 John 2:16). Starting with rebellion on the inside
against God (in the flesh), it links up in addiction with a society without God
(through the eyes), and builds its own empire in self-gratification at God’s
expense (in pride). This is enmity! He who determines to be a friend of the
world becomes an enemy of God, “not because God hates him, but because
he hates God” (Adamson, 170). This is, indeed, the heart of the issue. It is also a sobering bombshell of a diagnosis that should “frighten” the addressees
into a dramatic “turn around,” away from the world, straight in the arms of
God. This, of course, goes hand in hand with the embrace of the neighbor, the
cessation of hostilities and a culture of peace!
The term “world” can have several meanings in Scripture. It may mean
the mass of lost humanity (John 3:16). In this context it means the society of
man, “that does not take God’s existence, and therefore God’s claims into account” (So Johnson, also quoted in Brosend, 114). Hence it organizes itself
against or apart from God as “an alternative system of meaning constantly
seeking to influence the believer and turn him or her away from God.”
Friendship with the world, then, “means to affirm the values, choices, priorities of a meaning system that grounds meaning in material possessions, status
and regard.” Friendship with God, on the other hand, is “to affirm the values,
choices and priorities of a meaning system that grounds meaning in the promise of the one who gives every good gift and is both ‘lawgiver’ and ‘judge
(Jam. 4:11-12)’” (Brosend, 115). Worldliness “flings itself headlong into the
torrent of earth’s vanities, its follies, its gaieties, its pleasures, its sins, and its
delusions.” For it “life is one grand misconception; and every step it takes is a
blunder, and a stumble, and a snare.” Those who embrace it are “wells without water, trees without root, stars without either heat or light (Jude 12-13).
Godliness, on the other hand, “sacrifices riches, place, honor, friends to Christ.” For those who cherish this, there is “no middle ground, no halfdiscipleship, no compromise, no half-and-half conversion, no formalism, no
half-and-half religion without depth, or vigor, or self-sacrifice.” For them the
409

Both the Platonic Alexandrian and the Aristotelian Antiochian view of the Person of Christ should be seen in this light. If the worldly wisdom of either Plato or Aristotle had prevailed, “Chalcedon” could not have occurred, and the Church would have lost the Person of
Christ. This goes to show how easy it is for unsuspecting scholars to swallow “enmity with
God” into their theoretical work and system, without being aware of it.
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dilemma is clear. It is either “the world,” and as a result “enmity with God”
or “the world-to-come” and “friendship with God (See Bonar, 40-42).
It is quite apparent that the society, which is organized against God, is
something to be shunned. No Christian applauds the world’s hatred and persecution of Christ’s disciples (John 15:18-19). Every Christian realizes that
the world does not understand the deepest motivation of God’s people, with
regard to sacrificial service to the Savior (1 John 3:1).
However, it does not seem so apparent that society, organized apart from
God, must be shunned. However, the Bible repeatedly warns God’s people
not to love the world (1 John 2:15-17), and not to let themselves be structured
by the world (Rom. 12:2), whether it operates against or apart from God. The
contrast between God and the world is radical and total (1 Cor. 7:31-33; 1
Pet. 4:2ff). The antithesis trumps even God’s “common goodness,” in which
he lavishes all kinds of gifts upon mankind, crystallized in the two categories
of “sunshine” and “rain” (Mt. 5:45). “Nothing less than a complete repudiation of the ‘world’ will do. There is no halfway, no place for a ‘double
minded’ mixing of fundamental orientations in life. We must choose, and we
must know it” (Brosend, 116). As one commentator suggests, we share our
mind-set, our outlook on life, our interests, our values, our objectives, and
everything else, either with the world or with God (So Doriani, 135). This has
several implications.
1. To start with, the affections of the heart should not be set upon the
things of this world (Eph. 2:2; 2 Tim. 4:10; Heb. 11:13-16). God’s people are
pilgrims on this earth. They seek a city of which God is the architect and
builder. They set their affection on the things in heaven (Col. 3:2). Therefore,
to enjoy the things of the world apart from God constitutes an “intimacy” that
is tantamount to adultery. It may appear harmless. It may even seem legitimate, but the heart is idolatrous. See the warning of both 1 Corinthians 7:31,
and 1 John 5:21.
When God is out of the picture, the world is always self-centered. On the
other hand, the Christian should always be God-centered. One might think
that certain activities or undertakings are perfectly acceptable. However, they
are not, if they are done without reference to God or apart from God. Such activities might include taking a sunbath, being immersed in your work, focusing your attention on your home, monitoring the progress of your children,
reading a journal, etc. None of these activities are sinful in themselves. Some
of them may even be commanded. But if they are done without reference to
God, one can be sure that they are not sanctified. Candidly, they are fruitless
like a rock, brutal like a beast, poisonous like the demons, constitute “death in
spite of the appearance of life” (Rev. 3:1), and consequently stand under the
condemnation of the Lord (Mt. 24:38-39). They may become sanctified, all
right, but only through the Word and prayer (1 Tim. 4:5). If enterprises that
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are acceptable in themselves are already under God’s wrath, if done apart
from God, this will apply doubly to activities, which are unacceptable in
themselves (Eph. 2:1-3). In short, only what is “from God, through God and
unto God” meets God’s standard and reflects his glory (Rom. 11:36). Everything else will burn up in the Judgment and be consigned to the garbage dump
and trash heap of eternity.
2. Furthermore, the world is not allowed to mold God’s people according
to its pattern. When the thirst of the heart is set upon the Lord and his kingdom, this will become the motivating and molding power behind the Christian’s life-style in general, along with his thoughts, words, and actions in particular. It is here that the world and God’s kingdom (ought to) clash. Just
think of the struggle between Christianity and socialistic communism. The
latter has declared total war against the Lord and his anointed (Ps. 2:2-3). It is
unalterably opposed to the motivations and the activities of the Christian, and
endeavors to mold society according to its own ideology. The result is that
Christians either fall in line, conform, or they must die!
In Romans 12:2 Paul forbids the conformity with the world. He tells us to
think through all the aspects of the great battle that is waged in this world,
and to gain a clear insight into these aspects. As the mind is transformed, by
becoming increasingly aware of the destructive influence of the world, and by
ripening in its understanding of the beauty of the law of God, it will demonstrate--by a life of practical holiness, in which the molding influence of the
world is unceasingly fought--how perfectly beneficial the will of God is.
As an example of the molding influence of the world, one may refer to
the Public School system which, as A. A. Hodge reportedly predicted in the
19th Century, has become the greatest tool for the promotion of atheism that
our country has ever known. Against the sinister background of the attempt to
mold a country through a Public School system, the necessity of Godly Home
Schooling, if feasible, and otherwise Christian Schools, becomes quite clear.
To be on the defensive is not sufficient. God’s people must take the initiative
and go on the offensive! Total life should be under the directing and controlling power of God. It hardly needs to be stressed that, if the more subtle attacks of Satan already ought to be resisted with force, surely the open and
blatant transgressions against the law of God, such as divorce and abortionon-demand, ought to be denounced with double force.
3. Finally, it is more than implied in James’ statements that there is no
neutral area. If the heart is comfortable in the world, if it is on “friendly”
terms with the world, if it is “earthly minded,” however subtly or “nobly,” it
is in a state of war with God and an “enemy of the cross” (Phil. 3:18), through
which “I am crucified to the world, and the world to me” (Gal. ). The friendship of the world is, by definition, enmity with God (See also Prov. 23:4;
28:20; 2 Tim. 3:4). Note how carefully James concludes his warning. He does
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not address his hearers with regard to the spiritual adulteries they have been
(or are) committing, but with regard to the state of their hearts. If the determined bent of their (unregenerate) will (boulomai) is to be friends of the
world (Manton, 342, with reference to 1 Tim. 6:9; Prov. 23:4; Acts 11:23),
there is no other conclusion possible than that they are enemies of God. This
is to say, they hate God, whether actively or passively (Manton, 343). In this
scenario the only hope they have is that God will not reciprocate (Mal. 1:3).
After all, if they do not hate their idolatries, they have no right to call themselves “saved” from the wrath to come! It is a sobering thought that “friendship” can be identified as an estranging and deadening “enmity” (Manton,
345). This, of course, stands to reason once friendship with God is recognized
as “oneness with God” in terms of love and holiness, which includes motivation, rationales, attitudes, priorities, choices, activities, use of time, objectives, etc. This kind of “oneness” by definition evokes the hostility of the
world (John 15:18ff; 2 Tim. 3:12; 1 John 3:1)!
Even if all Christians are en route to perfection, James does not require
the presence of a perfect life as the only ground on which friendship with God
is possible. No one is perfect this side of death or the return of Christ! After
all, he already identified all his readers as “spiritual adulterers and adulteresses.” No, it is the state of their hearts that is the determining factor. Every
Christian must be able to say, “But God forbid that I should glory, except in
the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me,
and I unto the world” (Gal. 6:14). This is to say that “human society as it is
organized against God or apart from God has lost all its attractiveness to me
and I have lost all my attractiveness to it ... the un-Godly world is alien to me,
and I am alien to it. In fact, I hate what it stands for, and it hates me” (See also John 15:18-21 and 1 John 2:15-17). Of course, this must be evidenced by
constantly and tirelessly seeking to purge out any and all “worldly leaven.”410
In sum, one commentator put it well, when he stated, “The bane and blindness of liberal Christianity includes the assumption that there should be a
warm joining of hands between (the prevailing) culture and Christianity. But
the Bible often compels us to stand for values radically at odds with those of
our culture. To suppose otherwise is to misunderstand Scripture at the most
basic level. As James says, ‘friendship with the world is hatred toward God’”
(Nystrom, 241).
It is evident that James is serious, when he characterizes his readers as
spiritual adulterers. This becomes very clear when he undergirds this with a
reference to Scripture, “Or do you suppose that the Scripture speaks in vain
(i.e., without meaning, to no purpose, or to no effect; see also 2 Cor. 6:1)?”
However, this reference is not without its difficulty. Does he appeal to Scrip410

Chalcedon succeeded in doing this in connection with the Person of Christ. See Footnote
221.
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ture as a whole? Does he have in mind the general sense of Scripture, its
thoughts rather than its words (Manton, 347, with reference to 1 Cor. 14:34;
Eph. 4:15)? These questions are inevitable, when, as is customary, James
4:5b is taken to be the content of the author’s reference. After all, James 4:5b
is neither a quotation from a known OT passage, nor an allusion to such passage (other than possibly Gen. 8:21; Manton, 347)! However, in order to settle this, we must first establish the meaning of James 4:5b.
The present Commentary opts for the following translation. “The spirit
that he (i.e., God) caused to dwell in us, lusts to envy” (envies intensely, NIV;
craves enviously, Johnson, 281; “has an envious yearning” (NET Bible), see
also Richardson, 180). Here the subject is the human spirit, as it is encumbered by the presence of indwelling sin, and infested with corruption (Mitton,
155; Maier, 80, with reference to Gen. 6:3,5; 8:21, Ps. 14:3; Jer. 16:12; Rom.
3:1ff and Gal. 5:17). Two commentators put it in the form of a question. But
since it is to be construed as a rebuke, with an implied negative answer, it
conveys the same thought. “Does the spirit that he made to dwell in us crave
enviously?” (Johnson, 280-281). And, “Is this the way the human spirit’s
longing is directed, to envy” (Laws, 175)? (More about the relative merit of
either the statement or question form of the translation below!)
However, two alternative translations have been proposed, and must be
viewed as a possibility. The first alternative appears to state God’s attitude
toward the human spirit after rebirth. “He jealously yearns over the spirit that
he made to dwell in us” (Tasker, 91; Blomberg, 191-192).411 Any kind of
alienation from God evokes his jealousy! No wonder that his abundant grace
is always available (Jam. 4:6). The second alternative turns it into a statement
about the Holy Spirit. “The Spirit, which God has made to dwell in us jealously yearns for our devotion” (Grünzweig, 131; Phillips, 138, with reference
to Rom. 8:3-15; Gal. 5:17) Of course, it might have been quite simple to
choose from these three options, which are all grammatically possible, if we
had been able to pinpoint a Scripture passage that “obviously” would have
411

McCartney, 214-215, also opts for this alternative, but with a twist. According to him,
“The S/spirit he (God) caused to dwell in is … (is) not the Holy Spirit, but the presence of
God in divinely given wisdom …, the ‘spirit of wisdom’ with which the Messiah was to be
anointed (Isa. 11:2), but that had already been given to Joshua (Deut. 34:9), and even to artisans such as Bezalel (Ex. 35:31). The jealousy with which God yearns over it reflects the
common Jewish understanding that in order to keep the S/spirit, one must remain in submission to God (James 4:7), and that the divine S/spirit is unavailable to the proud.” Frankly,
apart from the fact that all commentators would see in Isaiah 11:2, Deuteronomy 34:9, and
Exodus 35:31 a reference to the Holy Spirit, McCartney’s “twist” hardly befits the context.
Besides, it is too cumbersome and not very intelligible on the face of it. It must be noted,
however, that McCartney, 290, seems to indicate that the OT passages just mentioned do, indeed, refer to the Holy Spirit.
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been the source of the reference in James 4:5b. But, as has already been
stated, this constitutes one of the major problems of this text.
Some hold that this “quotation” is no more than an allusion to a general
Scriptural principle, as in John 7:37. In that case it could fit with all three
possible translations. However, the formula, “Scripture says,” invariably introduces a direct quotation. Although there are instances, in which Scripture
is quoted in a general sense (1 Cor. 14:21, 34; Eph. 5:14), it is less than likely
that this is the case here.
Others hold that it is a reference to Genesis 2:7, where God implants the
spirit in man (James also refers to this spirit in 2:26!). This would favor the
translation chosen in this Commentary.
A third group of commentators points to various passages that display
God’s jealousy on behalf of his people (Ex. 20:5; 34:14; Deut. 4:24; Josh.
24:19; Is. 26:11; Ezek. 16:42; Zech. 1:12; 8:12). This could tip the scale in
favor of the first as well as the second alternative. Both God and the Holy
Spirit jealously seek to establish practical godliness (See Tasker, 105-106).
A fourth possibility is that the quotation is from a lost book, similar to Jude
14. This again could support all three options. The problem here is that in that
case an extra-biblical book would have been called “Scripture.” However,
there is simply no evidence for such practice (See also Moo, 1985, 144).
The second alternative has by and large been rejected, since a reference
to the Holy Spirit is highly unlikely in this context. The Spirit is not mentioned at all in James’ Epistle (So also Cheung, 219; Richardson, 179-180).
Neither, for that matter is “the spirit of wisdom” (McCartney, 214).
In the first alternative God is portrayed as a husband. It is easy to see how his
jealousy could be aroused by the unfaithfulness of his bride. He will not tolerate idolatry on the part of the spirit that he made to dwell in man for worship
and obedience (Ropes, 263; Dibelius, 223-224; PDavids, 164; Tasker, 91). It
would be a fitting conclusion of 4:1-5, and just as fitting a transition to 4:610. His jealousy proves to be a jealousy of love, rather than anger. After all,
he promises “more than enough grace” to remedy the situation, as described,
and to turn defeat into victory!
However, apart from the fact that the word “God” is all too conspicuous
in its absence from the sentence (Brosend, 109), there is such a convincing
lexicographical argument against this alternative that the latter should be removed from consideration. In the phrase, “lusts to envy,” or “craves enviously,” the verb (epipothein) is a neutral term. This can be used either negatively
or positively (even if it is mostly used in a positive sense; see Rom. 1:11; 2
Cor. 5:2; Phil. 1:8, 1 Pet.2:2). However, apart from Deuteronomy 32:11 it is
never used of God either in the OT or in the NT. It invariably applies to human longing only (Cheung, 219; Brosend, 109). This serves to favor the
translation proposed in this Commentary. But, furthermore, the noun (phto1081

nos) has invariably a strongly negative connotation. “Phtonos is always a
vice; it cannot be used positively” (Johnson, 281; so also Doriani, 137-138;
Hartin, 200). It “is always used of a base human or devilish emotion” (Laws,
177). It is part of several “catalogues of vices,” and “describes life associated
with the unredeemed world” (Kistemaker, 137). It is indicative of an alloverriding “selfishness mixed with malevolence,” as illustrated by the relationship of Cain to his brother Abel (Gen. 4), of Jacob’s sons to their brother
Joseph (Gen. 37), and of Saul to David (1 Sam. 18) (Zodhiates, II, 248; Doriani, 143). “Phtonos, ‘jealousy,’ is “uniformly negative … is not used for
God’s jealousy … refers to human envy and thus continues a theme going
back to 3:14” (McKnight, 338).
The various occurrences of phtonos in the NT fully supports these conclusions (Mt. 27:18; Mk. 15:10; Rom. 1:29; Gal. 5:29; Phil. 1:15; 1 Tim.
6:14; Tit. 3:3; Jam. 4:5; 1 Pet. 2:1). Contrary to the opinion of some commentators (Martin, 150; Moo, 1985, 145-146), therefore, even the mostly positive
usage of a (laudable) epipothein in the NT context, and God’s (good) jealousy
for his people in the OT and NT context, both of which in theory could favor
the first alternative, cannot and does not override this unmistakable fact. In
short, James can hardly be expected to write about a positive emotion “in language” (phtonos) that would be “unprecedented and unsuitable in this context” (Laws, 178; see also Cheung, 220; contra McCartney, 212-213).
This appears to clinch the translation, chosen in this Commentary, and to
make it a virtual necessity, whether it is put in the form of an indicative or in
the form of a question (So also Hartin, 199-200; McKnight, 339).412 God is
portrayed as the Creator. It is therefore easy to see how God as the owner of
man’s spirit, can insist that the friendship of the world is not merely an anomaly, but extremely serious business. After all, he created the spirit. But what
is this spirit doing? In the grip and under the domination of indwelling sin it
hankers after the world! “The (post-fall) inclination of the spirit … is to envy.
Here (in short) is the simple truth about your spiritual adultery! Without active faith that makes prayerful requests for wisdom from God, you will be at
the mercy of your most base desires. Destructive envy, which is as much a relational as a personal sin will dominate the church and inflame all sorts of quarrels and conflicts among its members … (Apparently) James’ addressees
had forgotten what their spirits tended toward without the ‘law that gives
412

Brosend, 110, conjectures that the translation of James 4:4 reflects one’s anthropology (the
human spirit craves enviously) and theology (God yearns earnestly) as much as it is derived
from the clues in the Greek text. I question this. Although the analogy of faith (one’s systematic theology) must check the interpretation of every text as a guide and guard so that it does
not go off the deep end, it may never dictate its interpretation. Of course, when one’s systematic theology and the interpretation of a text collide, an adjustment must be made either
way.
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freedom’ (Jam. 2:12), that is, without the wisdom of God” (Richardson, 180181).
So the proposed translation makes James 4:5 a fitting capstone of James
4:1-5. It summarizes James 4:1-4 and once more drives home the pervasive
presence and power of indwelling sin. At the same time it functions as the
backdrop for James 4:6, “But (in contrast) ... God gives more grace.” The bad
news of “a divinely implanted spirit that (un)naturally craves for envy” is offset by “the good news that God is there to supplant those cravings with his
grace” (McKnight, 340). That is, indwelling sin is not so strong that its influence cannot be overcome by the awesome overtures of divine grace wherever
this craving pops up in concrete situations, inclusive of daily repentance and
faith, continuing forgiveness through the blood of Christ, and progressive holiness through the indwelling Spirit. God’s abundant supply, already introduced in James 1:5 and 1:17, appears more than able to hold its own in countering the prevailing evil. This is, as we saw, also Paul’s conclusion when he
pits the in-indwelling Spirit against indwelling sin (Rom. 8:9). When Christians face indwelling sin by themselves, it is no contest (Rom. 7:18). The latter makes minced meat out of every new heart. But when indwelling sin faces
the Christian plus the Spirit, it is once again “no contest” (Rom. 8:2). In
league with the Spirit, the new heart does not give indwelling sin a leg to
stand on. No wonder that Paul concludes that no one without the Spirit could
possibly be a Christian. He would perennially be chained by the enemy within, be consumed by the fires of hell, succumb to its poison, and drown in its
sewage.
At any rate, so much for the view that the translation favored in this
Commentary does not fit into the “trajectory of James’ argument” (Nystrom,
227-228). Candidly, it could not be a more perfect fit! But what about the author’s reference to Scripture in James 4:5a and the form of the translation of
James 4:5b? It seems best to take the reference to Scripture as a rhetorical
question at first, to be specified later in James 4:6b, after James 4:5b-6a lays
the foundation for it. In other words, I take it that the unnamed Scripture in
James 4:5a is fleshed out and named in James 4:6b (So also Johnson, 280).
The translation, then, goes as follows. “Or do you suppose that Scripture
speaks in vain? The spirit that he made to dwell in us craves enviously! But
(even) greater is the grace he gives! Therefore it says, ‘God opposes the
proud, but gives grace to the humble.’” This allows for a pointed paraphrase
of James’ words. “Does the Scripture speak empty talk (unspecified rhetorical
question)? The human spirit that God created in us craves enviously, all right
(What an arrogance!). However, he gives more than enough grace to offset
this (What a grace!). Therefore Scripture says (specified reference): God opposes the arrogant (in their envious craving), and gives grace to the humble
(who want to offset this craving” (See Brosend, 111; as well as McCartney,
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216-217, who with a reference to C. Carpenter, “James 4.5 Reconsidered” in
New Testament Studies, 46, 189-205, sees in James 4:5b an applicational reference to James 4:6b, the first half of the quotation from Prov. 3:34, and in
James 6a an applicational reference to James 4:6c, the second half of the quotation ).413 In other words, 5b and 6a are both introductory and foundational
for 6b and 6c respectively. Arrogance (6b), as I explain further below, is the
last thing the Christian needs with indwelling sin lurking to strike (5b). It is
the sure fire recipe for spiritual “suicide.” By the same token, humility (6c),
as the prescribed avenue to the destination of divine grace (6a), is the only
way to escape its sinister onslaught (Jam. 4:7-10, esp. 10).
Incidentally, if James 4:5b-6a are also part of the rhetorical question, it
would require this paraphrase, “Does Scripture mean nothing in the light of
the two facts that the human spirit that God created is racked with envy, and
that God gives more than sufficient grace to offset this? Therefore Scripture
says, ‘God opposes the proud and gives grace to the humble.” Whether in the
case of James 4:5b (and 6a) one opts for a statement or a question, the meaning remains the same. Nevertheless, it has been observed that the Greek in
James 4:5b is somewhat awkward, if it is to be taken as part of the question
that implies a negative answer (Johnson, 282). Therefore, to construe it as a
statement is preferable.
All in all, the Scripture introduced by the author in James 4:5a is not an
allusive reference to a general biblical theme (Moo, 1985, 144), but consists
of the OT text quoted in James 4:6b-c! Before “getting to that citation, however, he simply sets the stage for its content by observing as a kind of intermezzo that there is the glory of “all the more grace” against the hideous
backdrop of all that “envious craving” (So McKnight, 340, 341). As the next
section shows, this citation is Proverbs 3:34, quoted in 1 Peter 5:5 as well.
Pride is universally condemned in Scripture in its essence as well as practice
(Prov. 6:17; 13:10; 16:5, 18). It shares with sin its middle letter, “I.” The
damage, that “I”-centeredness or self-centeredness does, can only be undone
by self-denial, displayed in servant hood (Lk. 22:24-27) and rooted in humility. The latter is of precious, all-important, value in the Kingdom of God. It is
the characteristic of the human spirit that qualifies as the residence of God (Is.
413

James’ intention could be made crystal clear by placing the two middle sentences between
brackets as follows, “Do you think that Scripture has nothing to say in this context? (By all
means remember for one thing that the spirit that God caused to dwell in us craves enviously,
but for another that the grace God gives is more than sufficient to counteract this! [Or: For a
starter, the spirit that God caused to dwell in us craves enviously. But the grace that God gives
is more than sufficient to counter this.] Therefore Scripture says: God opposes the proud, but
gives grace to the humble.” Incidentally, Blomberg, 192, mentions the possibility that the
content of the Scripture mentioned in Jam. 4:5a is stated not just in Jam. 4:5b, but extends itself to Jam. 4:6a, reflecting Jam. 4:6b-c. But this stops short of the explanation suggested in
this Commentary that takes Jam. 4:6b-c to be the Scripture to which Jam. 4:5a refers!
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66:2).
The present section as a whole, as one commentator aptly observed,
clearly indicates “the need of a deep penetrative work of transformation to be
wrought upon the individual heart” (Motyer, 146). The realities of “wars,”
“murder,” “spiritual adultery,” “friendship with the world,” and “hostility toward God,” hardly call for any other verdict. But its emphatic conclusion, that
repeats the mention and thereby underscores the ever present reality of the
flesh and its “envious craving” (Jam. 5:2a, 5:5b), adds something substantial.
It conveys as well that such “work” can only be a matter of grace. It must be!
The ever lurking presence of the poisonous flesh, the scheming indwelling
sin, with its sinister soul-destroying cravings indicates that every Christian
permanently resides on a “slippery slope.” Without grace the slide into the
concatenation of “pleasure seeking and self-gratification,” “bitter envy and
selfish ambition,” “conflicts and fights,” “chaotic situations and evil practices,” as mentioned above, is inevitable in one way or another and to one degree or another. This means that the Christian incessantly does (and should)
reside “at the edge of despair” by virtue of “the flesh,” whether he is aware of
this or not, and only can (and will) live a “successful” life when he “in joyful
confidence” relies on the grace of God in Christ Jesus, of which he better be
fully aware! So, let it said of every Christian and inscribed upon his (or her)
tombstone. “Here lies a godly man or woman. He (or she) deliberately made
his residence both humbly “at the edge of despair” (so as to shun presumption
and pride) and boldly “in joyful confidence” (so as to lead “a Spirit-filled and
Kingdom advancing life). All this, then, is the subject matter that is further
accentuated and enlarged in the next section in great and incisive detail! This,
of course, is the truth of Romans 7 (esp. Rom. 7:24-25). Romans 8 adds that
the “joyful liberation of fleshly impossibility” of Romans 7 can only be experienced by people who are both “desperate for” and “filled by” the Holy Spirit (See also Platt, 59-60) as the only Counter Agent who can take on, conquer, and keep the “flesh” at bay! This, incidentally, explains why folks without this Counter Agent cannot possibly belong to Christ (Rom. 8:9). The
“flesh” would run rampant. It also explains why in Romans and elsewhere the
NT “fleshes” out the “more (than enough) grace” of James 4:6 in terms of the
Holy Spirit!

b. God-centeredness (4:6-10)
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(6) But he gives more (abundant) grace. This is why it says,
“God opposes the proud, but he gives grace to the humble.” (7)
So submit to God, and resist the devil, and he will flee from you.
(8) Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse
your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you doubleminded. (9) Own up to your wretchedness, and mourn and
weep. Your laughter should turn into mourning, and your joy
to gloom. (10) Be humbled before the Lord and he will exalt
you.

(1) Encouragement to God-centeredness (4:6)
Regardless the precise interpretation of James 4:5b, in the present verse the
author turns to the grace of God as the encouragement to God-centeredness.
He makes it abundantly clear that God has made more than ample provision
for man to terminate the friendship with the world and control the power of
the indwelling sin that promotes this friendship, inclusive of the earlier enumerated catalog of sins that flow forth from it, and cover from envy to murder. This provision is bountiful, and an extension of the liberality of God
stated in James 1:5. Clearly, “where sin abounds grace abounds much more”
(Rom 5:20). To be sure, this verse applies to the propitiation of sin in justification. But the principle, as James indicates, also applies to the conquest of
sin in sanctification, “God gives more abundant grace.” Here we encounter
the secret of spiritual virtue: 100% God (See Phillips, 134).414 Indwelling sin
simply does not need to erupt! He emphasizes a truth that is stressed throughout the Bible. Although it is true that man, inclusive of regenerate man, when
left to his own initiative and devices, is unable to be pleasing to God (Rom.
8:7; John 15:5), there is more than enough grace to enable man to do what he
cannot do himself. Just as the love of God in Christ is enough to receive even
the vilest sinner to Himself (John 3:16), so also is the grace of God in Christ
sufficient to make the child of God victorious over sin. The teaching of Romans 7, which precludes perfectionism, goes hand-in-hand with the teaching
of Romans 8, which precludes defeatism. By all means, remember that God
makes all the power of the Savior (Phil. 3:14), and all the power of the Spirit
(Rom. 8:13) available in the war against sin. God’s “resources are never at an
end, his patience is never exhausted, his initiative never stops, his generosity
knows no limit: he gives more (than enough) grace” (Motyer, 150).
This does not only constitute a heartwarming encouragement to God’s
414

This is eventually to be followed by the ten-fold secret of spiritual victory: 100% man in
the summons to submit, resist, draw near, cleanse, purify, lament, grieve, mourn, weep and be
humbled)!
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people. It also evokes the grateful adoration of God’s people. God’s grace is
more abundant and more powerful than any enemy that may lurk on the inside or is on the prowl on the outside. Here, indeed, does the author pick up
on the theme of James 1:5 and enlarges on it in an awesome way. In his generosity God actually gives us, impotent as we are, his abundant, unmerited, and
undeserved grace without any reservation or any strings! In fact, his generosity is accentuated by the fact that he provides us with abundant grace in spite
of the fact that we merit and deserve its opposite. The conclusion, therefore,
is fully justified that any and all spiritual poverty as well as lack of effectiveness must be blamed on man himself, and on man only. The abundance of
grace leaves him without any excuse. All rationalizations to explain shortfalls
or stumblings are just that, rationalizations. And all rationalizations are lame
excuses, better to be acknowledged as such!
But James goes even deeper. Spiritual poverty and barrenness is in the
final analysis rooted in the pride of man. Man is faced with his basic condition of spiritual adultery. This is the result of pride, as will be shown below.
But too often, continuing in this pride, he ignores the seriousness of his problem, and refuses to acknowledge the need of his total and utter dependence
upon the grace of God in the area of sanctification. He rebels at what he may
regard as “unmanly,” and decides to carve out his own future. No wonder that
he miserably fails! He does not take the power of indwelling sin seriously. He
does not only need the Gospel of justification, but also the Gospel of sanctification. (The Lord Jesus hammers on this same anvil in his Letter to the Laodiceans; see Rev. 3:17-18). These two aspects of the Gospel are not identical.
That would confuse justification and sanctification. But they are both Gospel
in the full sense of the word. While they must be distinguished, they neither
may, nor can be separated (1 Cor. 1:30).
Pride is the root-sin of paradise. Man’s rebellion originates in Adam’s
determination to be Number 1. As such Adam, and in Adam all of mankind,
was Pride Personified. Now James tells us, based on the OT and in harmony
with the NT, that God resists the proud person (1 Chron. 26:16; Ps. 18:27;
138:6; Prov. 15:25; 16:5, 9; 29:23; Ezek. 28:6; Dan. 5:22; Zeph. 2:15; Hab.
1:6; 2:5; Lk. 1:51-52; 14:8-9; Acts 12:20-25; 1 Cor. 8:2; 2 Cor. 12:5-9; 1
Tim. 3:5; 6:17; 1 John 2:16). Historically he has cast down Gentiles, such as
Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar, Haman, as well as Israelites, such as Miriam
(Num. 12:1ff), Uzziah (2 Chron. 26:16ff), Hezekiah (2 Chron. 29:8), and
even ... Peter (Mt. 26:33-35, 69-75), all because of their pride. Concretely it
“describes a person’s exaggerated opinion of himself, which entails disdain
for others, even scorn for the divinity” (Spicq, as quoted in McKnight, 343).
Just as Peter in 1 Peter 5:5, James quotes Proverbs 3:34 to make his
point. It is interesting to note that the context of Proverbs 3:34 has a number
of features that “echo” throughout James as well. This may indicate that
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James could have referred to more than just a single verse in his quotation. It
also may go a long way to explain the depth of his rhetorical question in
James 4:5a, “Does Scripture mean nothing” (Johnson, 283)?
At any rate, God’s opposition does not only apply to the unregenerate,
who are still in full rebellion, but also to the regenerate who entertain sinful
desires, ungodly pleasures, corrupt envy, selfish ambition, callous strife, and
destructive battles, not realizing, or willing to realize, that only total dependence upon God can set them free. God’s face is like flint against the inveterate human pride evidenced in the regenerate as well as unregenerate setting!
However, he also states that God gives his grace to those who are humble
(Job 22:27; see also 1 Sam. 18:23; Mt. 11:29), once again both to the repentant wretched sinner in regeneration and the repentant wretched saint in sanctification.
If they are unregenerate, they are humbled by coming to grips with the
pride of their rebellion. If they are regenerate, they are humbled, first by acknowledging the hellish character of their desires, the animal nature of their
pleasures, the rotten stench of their envy, the destructive implications of their
strife and the demonic arrogance of their warfare, and subsequently by recognizing that their pride keeps them from being overcomers. In this twofold
scenario, both the unregenerate and the regenerate end up “breaking” before
God!
The most expressive of terms could not describe their initial recognition,
with Isaiah, that face to face with the thrice Holy God they are not just basket
cases, but casket cases, “disintegrating” like a corpse (Is. 6:5)! Once humbled, they can only continue to acknowledge their total importance in an experiential fashion. They recognize that due to their indwelling sin the victory
must come from above. They know that God’s strength is displayed only in
their weakness (2 Chron. 7:14; 34:27; Job 9:20; 22:29; Mt. 8:8; 15:26-27;
Mk. 7:27-28; Lk. 3:16; 7:6-8; John 13:1-5; 2 Cor. 1:9; 12:9). From this perspective, their weakness becomes their joy and glory, since it magnifies God’s
strength!415 If all strength must come from above, and dependence upon this
strength glorifies God, it is hardly surprising that James immediately counsels
his readers to turn to God in all humility, with all that this entails, both as an
inescapable necessity and an act of worship (See Acts 13:2). This, now, is detailed in James 4:7-10, which, as we shall see, both extols God’s 100% and
demands man’s 100%.

415

This, of course, is poles apart from the notion that sin should be encouraged in order to
display the glory of grace (Rom. 3:8; 6:1). This notion is pernicious.
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(2) Essence of God-centeredness (4:7-8a)
In James 4:7-10 James informs us that the turn to God is the essence of Godcenteredness. To that end he presents us with his “ten commands” (Burdick,
194) or more vividly yet, with his (own) “ten commandments” (Zodhiates, II,
259), formulated in ten imperatives (McKnight, 345). The Greek tense (aorist) in each of them implies a once-and-for-all commitment without a wistful
looking back over one’s shoulder in the footsteps of Lot’s wife, let alone a
defiant turning back (Moo, 1985, 147). In fact, it forcefully demands immediate positive action (Burdick, 194). In James 4:7-8a we encounter the first
three commands, of unreserved submission to God as the grand objective, resistance to the devil as its flipside, and drawing near to God as its corollary.
Then, in James 4:8b we are presented with the next two commands, the prerequisites of cleansing the hands (what we do), and purifying the heart (what
we are) (See Phillips, 140, with reference to Prov. 4:23). Subsequently, in
James 4:9a the author issues three accompanying injunctions, of grieving,
mourning and wailing. Finally, in James 9b-10 he concludes with a twofold
summons to his audience. They must replace frivolous laughter and superfluous joy with sorrow and gloom, and humble themselves before God. By
piling up the imperatives and having his words tumble over each other, James
could hardly have expressed himself more impressively. The following step
by step exposition of these “ten imperatives,” which are identified as such in
the text of the Commentary can only underscore this!
“Imperative (1)” The essence of God-centeredness is submission to God
across the board in his Word and his providence, both internally in heart and
externally in conduct (See Rom. 13:1-5; 1 Cor. 14:34; 16:16; Col. 3:18; Eph.
5:22; Tit. 2:5, 9; 1 Pet. 2:13, 18; 3:1; 5:5 for the use of this concept). It is the
logical conclusion of the truth, quoted in Proverbs 3:34 (Burdick, 194). While
the command to submit is given in the plural, and is therefore collective in
nature, obedience to the command is individual and personal (Zodhiates, II,
259-260). Submission represents “a voluntary act of placing oneself under the
authority of someone else to show him respect and obedience” (Kistemaker,
139). Since God is the Creator and man is a creature, he owes his total allegiance and humble worship to the Almighty (Dan. 4:34). When the Lord entered into a covenant with Abraham (Gen. 17:1-14), the very fact that God is
God, necessitated Abraham to walk before Him in perfection (Gen. 17:1).
Since God is the Lawgiver, man must listen to the Divine will and obey it,
cheerfully and willingly. Since God is a Father to his children and seeks their
good (Rom. 8:28), they must also submit to His providential dealings with
them, including chastisements (1 Cor. 11:32; Heb. 12:5-14), and trials (Rom.
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5:3-5; Heb. 10:32-34; Jam. 1:2). In short, for us to submit to God is “sincerely, freely, faithfully” (Manton, 358) and cheerfully “to place ourselves under
his Lordship” with all that this implies (Moo, 1985, 192). In doing so the believer enters as a soldier into cosmic warfare on God’s side in every sphere
and structure of life, regardless the cost. As a co-laborer of God (1 Cor. 3:9)
he will also in an entrepreneurial and task-oriented spirit enthusiastically advance the cause of God and of truth as much as possible and as quickly as
possible, in accordance with God’s vision, his principles, his modus operandi,
and his objectives (See Doriani, 146).
The rebel does not want the “good” the Lord has in view (Rom. 8:28).
According to Romans 8:29, this “good” consists of conformity to the image
of the Lord Jesus Christ and is nothing else than holiness of life. The child of
God, who has received a new heart in his rebirth, and consequently possesses
a thirst for holiness, experiences the pain of chastisement, but will nevertheless rejoice. He knows only of “one circumstance,” and that circumstance is
God who loves him. He desires only one goal, that is, to be pleasing to his
God. Once again, the costs are completely unimportant.
The wrath of God drives man to total submission. The mercy of God
draws man to total submission. Therefore, it is essential that men acknowledge the standard of the Law of God, confess their sins, agree that the penalty
of eternal death is deserved, confess that the salvation of wretches like them,
is totally in the hands of God, and turn to Jesus Christ, the crucified and risen
Savior, as the only way to forgiveness and peace with God, as well as the way
to holiness and fellowship with God.416
One commentator holds that James aims at the conversion of his readers.
However, this may be a fundamental misunderstanding of both the text and
its context. James does not write an evangelistic treatise to unbelievers who
are in need of regeneration or justification. He writes an edificational letter to
believers who are in need of Gospel holiness! As is shown below, this is analogous to Jesus’ Letter to the Laodiceans (Rev. 3:14-22). Of course, if in the
process the Spirit of God would do his regenerating work, it would be an additional benefit. In fact, heart-rending recognition of self-deception (Jam.
1:26) in any one of the areas mentioned by James in his Epistle could easily
result in rebirth. It would not be the first time that wretched, would-be, saints
would come to the eye-opening acknowledgment that they are still wretched
sinners in dire need of a Savior! Still, while gladly acknowledged as an awesome bonus, this is not the main focus of James.
“Imperative (2)” It stands to reason that submission to God goes hand-in416

For the necessity of submission, see also Job 4:9; Ps. 80:16; Ezek. 22:14; Rom. 14:11; 1
Cor. 10:22; 1 Pet. 5:6. Incidentally, throughout his book, Ray Comfort, Out of the Comfort
Zone, strongly criticizes evangelistic methodologies, in crusades or otherwise, that refuse, or
neglect, to avail themselves of the Ten Commandments to convict of sin.
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hand with resistance against and victory over Satan as the embodiment of the
enmity with God in his grim onslaught (Mt. 4:1-11; Acts 13:8; 2 Cor. 12:7; 1
Pet. 5:9), pervasive presence (1 Chron. 21:1; John 13:2; Acts 5:3; Eph. 2:2; 2
Tim. 3:8), lurking strategy (Lk. 4:13), devious methods (Eph. 6:11), cunning
devices (2 Cor. 2:11), and subtle snares (2 Tim. 2:26) (See also Manton, 360365). He indefatigably and doggedly is after us to cater to self, whether in
terms of self-expression, self-assertion, self-promotion, self-gratification,
self-indulgence, etc. (See Tasker, 93). It is impossible to serve two masters.
Prior to the death, resurrection, and ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ, Satan
had the legal authority over mankind. As such, he had access to heaven (Job
1:1-2:10, Zech. 3:1-10). As such, he also displayed his ownership (Mt. 4:3-9).
On the cross, however, Satan was decisively defeated (Col. 2:14-15). As a result of that, he was thrown out of heaven (Rev. 12:7-9), and bound for a thousand years (Rev. 20:1-3). Please, note that this binding is only a partial one.
He is not allowed to unite his allies in the battle against the Kingdom of
God.417 This binding started immediately after the victory of the crucified and
risen Christ, and was openly attested to by His glorious ascension. Nevertheless, this binding does not turn him into a “paper tiger” (1 Pet. 5:8). The
Christian must learn to walk a fine line. Satan is quite powerful, even if he is
in principle defeated. At the same time he can be resisted in the power of faith
(1 John 5:18; Eph. 6:16; 1 Pet. 5:8), and forced to flee, even if he renews his
attacks again and again. Both (complementary) truths must be constantly kept
in mind and direct the Christian’s behavior vis-à-vis the Enemy. 418
This state of affairs will last until all God’s elect have been gathered.
Then Satan will be released and under the command of his crony, the Man of
Lawlessness, the Son of Perdition, gather all his allies together for the final
battle against God’s church (2 Thess. 2:1ff; Rev. 20:7-9).419 This is the pre417

This, of course, represents an interpretation of Revelation 20:1ff that is argued by what is
commonly designated as “Amillennialism.” To me this interpretation fits the clues of both the
text and the context, of Revelation and Scripture in general, best, and is therefore also most
conducive to explain Church history. Regrettably, this is not the place to argue all this extensively.
418
In some segments of the Church it is customary to “bind” Satan. This is not the terminology that Scripture uses. Satan is bound (See also Mk 3:27). Christians, therefore, do not need to
bind him again and again. They now (must) resist him! Part of this resistance is to flee from
sin and temptation (1 Cor.6:18; 10:4; 1 Tim. 6:11; 2 Tim. 2:22).
419
The Man of Lawlessness, the Son of Perdition, in 2 Thessalonians 2:3, is routinely, if not
universally, identified as “The Antichrist.” This is an interpretive error of considerable magnitude. Scripture clearly indicates that there are many antichrists (1 John 2:18). An adherent of
Docetism is one of these antichrists. Docetism is the heresy that the Second Person of the
Godhead could not possibly have come “into the flesh” (1 John 2:22). John does not identify
“other antichrists” in this context. But we can infer that everyone who opposes Christ either in
his person or his work so as to destroy the biblical Savior as the Way to the Father (John
14:6), and by implication vitiates biblical salvation in the process, is by definition “an anti1091

lude for the glorious return of Christ (2 Thess. 2:8; Rev. 20:9). In the meantime, however, Satan, knowing that he has only a little time left, wages relentless war against God’s people (1 Pet. 5:8; Rev. 12:12). He will never give up.
In fact, every defeat is an occasion for to double, or even triple his savage or
subtle attacks. But the Christian can, and must conquer and savor victory. All
this is behind the injunction to resist the devil, who at times acts like a raging
(savage) lion (1 Pet. 5:8) and at other times as a (subtle) angel of light (2 Cor.
4:11), to be “wise” to his schemes, and to avoid his traps (Eph. 6:13; 1 Pet.
5:9).
The basis of victory is the blood of the Lamb of God (Rev. 12:11a). The
instrument of victory is their brandishing the Word of God (Rev. 12:11b).
The certainty of victory is the whole armor of God (Eph. 6:10-18). The requirements for victory are, not to fear Satan (1 Pet. 5:10), not to give Satan
any foothold (Eph. 4:27), not to lose faith (1 Pet. 5:10; Eph. 6:13), not even in
martyrdom (Rev. 12:11c), never to cease to be watchful (Phil. 2:12; 1 Pet.
5:8), and never to cease praying (Eph. 6:18).
When these requirements, which give feet to the submission to God, are
met, victory is guaranteed by God (Rom. 16:20). The believer will not only
be able resist the overtures of Satan, but also overcome Satan himself (Eph.
4:27; 6:11; 1 Tim. 3:6-7; and specifically 1 Pet. 5:5-9). The latter will flee
(Lk. 10:17; Acts 16:18)!
“Imperative (3)” The turn to God is not only characterized by submission
to him but also by drawing close to God (Deut. 4:7; Heb. 4:16; 7:19), seeking
his presence, and “deliberately cultivating his fellowship” (Motyer, 152; see
also Lev. 21:3; Deut. 4:7; Ps. 27:8b; Is. 29:13; Hos. 12:6; Heb. 7:19), as one
quenches his thirst by turning to a fountain, and stills his hunger by coming to
the dinner table (Calvin, 334). It involves one’s heart, one’s mind, one’s will
christ.” When Peter was called “Satan,” “Opponent” (Mt. 16:23), he certainly qualified as
such. From this vantage point the Reformation would have been justified, if it had called the
pope an opponent of Christ, “an antichrist,” one among many. After all, to insist that Christ’s
sacrifice on the cross is insufficient, and stands in need of daily repetition in the mass, and, to
top this off, that this mass is effective unto salvation ex opere operato (!) is in principle, if not
in practice as well, to break up the Way to God. Only time will tell how many millions will
suffer damnation by virtue of this heresy, what it entails, and what accompanies it! The Reformation erred, however, when it called him The Antichrist. The pope certainly is not the
Man of Lawlessness, the Son of Perdition. The identification of The Man of Lawlessness with
“The Antichrist” has also given rise to another interpretive error. Since “antichrists” are clearly presented as a plurality in John’s First Epistle, it has been said that the Man of Lawlessness, subsequently identified as the antichrist, cannot be one individual person. “He” is therefore portrayed as an “it,” and interpreted as a “prevailing, powerful force.” By uncoupling
John’s teaching of the antichrist(s) from Paul’s Man of Lawlessness, both errors can be
avoided. Incidentally, it is perfectly appropriate to designate Islam as an antichrist as well.
After all, it rejects the incarnation. It denies that the crucifixion ever took place. And with the
latter it has no time for the resurrection either.
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as well as one’s affections. It may, and should be done in a variety of ways
and circumstances, in an ever growing crescendo, in steady uninterrupted
continuity, following spells of dryness, after times of estrangement, or in the
wake of serious lapses. In short, it should always be on the front burner of the
Christian experience, or speedily heading towards it, or even more speedily
returning to it. Incidentally, this is a requirement in its own right, but will
prove to be no small assistance in the battle with Satan. The command to
draw near to God manifestly implies that he can be ever so close in terms of
union and at the same time ever so far in terms of communion. The former is
indicative of God’s eternal love that originated and desired union, the latter
serves to enhance the delight of that love through communion.
The access into the presence of God in the OT was enjoyed by no one
except the High priest (Ex. 19:22), and even this only “of sorts.” After all, before he could enter in the Most Holy Place to sprinkle the blood of atonement
on the mercy seat for the people, he had to sprinkle blood for himself on that
same mercy seat. But this posed a problem. How could he sprinkle this
blood? He had to sprinkle before he could enter. At the same time, he had to
enter before he could sprinkle! Let no one call this sophistry. God himself
posed this problem and solved it as well. Before he entered the Most Holy
Place for himself, the high priest had to wave incense ahead of him. This,
then, would provide him with “temporary coverage,” sufficient to complete
the required sprinkling for himself that would enable him to enter with the
atoning blood for the people (Lev. 16:11-14).
In the NT the veil that shielded the Most Holy Place is gone and entrance
into the fellowship with God is guaranteed by the blood of Christ (Rom. 5:2;
Eph. 2:18; 3:12; Heb. 4:16), an evangelical privilege of the highest order.
Psalm 73:25-26 is a sample of the preciousness of such fellowship. Especially
against the backdrop of “the OT impossibility,” access in to the presence of
God should be savored and sought to the utmost. Seeking this fellowship requires a new heart (Ps. 27:8a; Jer. 30:21; Mt. 6:20-21), is an act of faith (Heb.
10:22), displays the thirst of the believer (Ps. 42:1-2; 63:1), and needs the fabric of a holy life (Ps. 66:18; Prov. 28:9). The principal ways in seeking this
fellowship are the assimilation of the Word of God through reading, study,
meditation and memorization, and the intimacy with the God of this Word
through the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper and unceasing prayer (Ps. 145:18;
Is. 58:9; Acts 2:42).
As has already been mentioned, but bears repetition, Anna is doubtless
the human paragon or archetype of any and all praying believers anywhere.
Conservatively speaking, she sought the presence of God in prayer over a period of at least fifty years. Scripture testifies that she remained in the temple,
and fasted and prayed day and night. She apparently went homeless, sleepless
and foodless apart from the bare necessities of life in these three areas (Lk.
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2:37). Her prayer life had a well-defined purpose. As possibly one of the very
few she knew that without a Redeemer Israel found itself in a dead-end street.
Humanly speaking she was wearing herself out for a Redeemer. No wonder
that she sought her God without any substantial interruption and upon his arrival could not but shout it from the rooftops (Lk. 2:38). While Anna appears
to excel in personal prayer, concerted prayer in small groups is recorded and
recommended in Scripture as well (Mt. 18:19-20; Acts 13:1-2). When coals
in a fire-hearth are grouped together, the intensity and effectiveness of the fire
is immediately multiplied. This should encourage all Christians to take out
membership in one or more small groups that are devoted to accountability
and prayer. In James 5 this ends up into a priority, if not mandate, in the author’s agenda.
Of course, both personal and communal prayer should be a love-feast. In
terms of the definition of love earlier in this Commentary, “Love runs out
upon the feet of desire (to experience the union with God), and rests in the
bosom of delight (of the communion with God).” The thirst in desire gets us
going. The satisfaction of delight keeps us coming. But there is more. It also
should be a love-feast in a holiness atmosphere. It has already been emphasized that only pure hearts and holy lives are “fit to deal with a holy God.”
Without pure hearts and holy lives we cannot endure his presence (1 John
1:4; 3:20). Neither can he endure us without these (Lev. 10:3; Ps. 24:3-4; Mt.
5:8; Heb. 10:22) (See Manton, 368, for both aspects).
When a man turns to God in obedience, and is careful to pursue communion with Him through the “means of grace,” such as the Word, Christian fellowship, the Lord’s Supper, and prayer (Acts 2:42; see also John 15:7), God
will turn to man in mercy and fellowship (Hos. 14:1-9; Lk. 15:18). In other
words, “the way to have God to turn to us in mercy is to turn to him in duty”
(Manton, 370). This is the divinely ordained and stipulated way (Ps. 145:18).
Both aspects are two inseparable and complementary sides of one coin, and
found throughout Scripture (2 Chron. 15:2; Zech. 1:3; Mal. 3:7; see also
Royster, 100, with further reference to Eph. 6:11-13; Heb. 2:18; 4:15-16;
McKnight, 349-350). Man’s turn is not a cause to an effect, but certainly the
means to an end. The Christian often experiences his impotence to turn to
God. He realizes, then, afresh that even his turning to God is a gift and a miracle of grace. As a result, he will pray as Jeremiah did, “Turn me, and I shall
be turned; for you are the Lord my God” (Jer. 31:18), motivated and encouraged, of course, to do so by the promise that the Lord already answers before
man calls (Is. 65:24).
As has been emphasized before, the combination of the 100% man and
the 100% God simply does not fit in the human mind. Still they occur simultaneously. Taking man’s 100% responsibility seriously, James can present his
readers with a solemn summons. Of course, this is an evangelical summons,
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an evangelical command, because for God’s elect it carries its own blessing
with it, which will be conveyed through the stirring agency of the Holy Spirit
(See Jer. 3:22; John 5:8-9). By the same token, God’s 100% always has the
primacy. This explains Jeremiah’s prayer of utter dependence from which
Augustine may have taken his cue, “Command what you wish, but give what
you command (Iube quod vis et da quod iubes).” Incidentally, the proud and
obstinate rebel, for whatever sophisticated but ultimately flimsy reason, will
rebuff submission to the command, refuse to flee to God for mercy, and perish without God’s own intervention (Hos. 10:11) (See Manton, 369-370).
The finite intellect of man cannot grasp all this. However, the regenerate human heart grasps it quite well, rejoices and worships. Finally, it should not be
surprising that the more believers turn to God, the more they will be able to
resist Satan, and the more God turns to them, the more Satan will be forced to
flee!

(3) Evidence of God-centeredness (4:8b-10)
In this section we encounter seven additional imperatives to round off the
“ten commands” of James’ Maintenance Ministry, if not Recovery Mode!
“Imperatives (4) and (5)” The evidence of a God-centered life is the turn
from sin and self to a life of holiness and humility before God, coupled with
the pursuit of “thorough-going purification.” Unholy people can have no intimate and meaningful communion with God (Josh. 24:19; Job 8:20 Ps. 26:6).
Unholiness is either a matter of action or a matter of the heart (Ps. 24:3-4; Is.
1:15-16). Accordingly, James speaks of the necessity of cleansing the “outer
life of the hands,” and of purifying “the inner life of our hearts” (Motyer,
152; see also Jam. 3:14). This requires “external changes” as well as an “internal clean-up” (Blomberg, 194; Hartin, 216; McKnight, 351, with reference
to Ps. 24:3-4; 73:13; Is. 1:16; Jer. 4:14; 1 Pet. 1:22; 1 John 3:3; as well as to
the purification motif in Ex. 19:10; Num. 6:3; 8:21; Jos. 3:5; 1 Chron. 15:12,
14; 2 Chron. 29:5, 15-19; John 11:55; Acts 21:24, 26; 24:18).420 Both commands imply that obedience must be instantaneous and once for all, very
much similar to Paul’s exhortation to present oneself once and for all as a living sacrifice (Rom. 12:1-2). Dilly-dallying is unbecoming to Christians. They
must make short shift of known sin, even if that is bound to occur more than
once in a variety of areas, or even in the same area. The hand is the symbol of
what man does (Ex. 30:19-21; Lev. 16:4). His actions must be acceptable before God (Job 17:9; Ps. 17:21, 25; 23:4; 25:6; 72:13; Is. 1:15-16; Mk. 7:3).
420

The need for purifying the heart once more underscores that “the best of man” after his
conversion, namely his heart, or more precisely “Christ’s ‘cloned’ heart” in him, is not perfect. His mission control center needs continuously be monitored, regularly be “dusted,” and
frequently be “scrubbed.”
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The heart is the core of man’s existence, his mission control center. With it he
thinks, feels and wills. Both this core and its three internal activities must be
equally acceptable to God (Ps. 51:6; Is. 55:7; Mt. 15:19-20). When, and only
when, the hands are cleansed from their filth and the hearts are purified from
all anger and doubt through the blood of Christ and the presence of the Spirit,
they are ready to be lifted up to God to be put at his disposal in total surrender
and worship (1 Tim. 2:8)!
In other words, James focuses upon man’s “disposition” as well as his
“deeds” (Moo, 194). It is pharisaical to major in the latter at the expense of
the former (Mt. 23:25). Similarly, it is a cop-out to focus on the former at the
expense of the latter. In either case the Christian profession is a fraud and a
farce. While James mentions the outside first, there is biblical reason to believe that the cleansing process should start from the inside out (Mt. 23:26;
see also Manton, 372).
The “purity” theme carries over from James 3:17, the “heart” theme from
James 3:14, and the “single-mindedness” theme from both James 1:8 and
James 3:17. When the heart is purified through the cleansing presence of the
Spirit, all envy and selfish ambition will be gone. So will the doublemindedness, whether in prayer (Jam. 1:8), in relating to the poor and the rich
(Jam. 2:1-4), in blessing and cursing (Jam. 3:10-11), or, most appropriately in
this context, in facing God and the world (Jam. 4:4). The readers should not
be “pulled and torn” between allegiance to God and loyalty to the world,
whether in “external behavior” or “internal attitude” (Moo, 1985, 149)!
Note well, James calls all his readers, members of the Church of the Savior, “sinners” and “double-minded.” The term “sinners” in Scripture (Mt.
9:10; Lk. 7:37, 39) is usually, if not exclusively, reserved for those “who live
a flagrantly immoral life,” or “who follow a dishonorable vocation” (Karl
Rengstorf, quoted in Kistemaker, 140). The expression double-minded “connotes instability, fickleness and vacillation” (Kistemaker, 140), the service of
two masters (Royster, 101, with reference to Mt. 6:24; Lk. 16:13). The fact
that this twofold terminology with its “emotional intensity” (McKnight, 351)
is applied to “saints” is telling. “Here it is used of Christians who fail by sins
of commission or omission to fulfill the law of Christ,” and in their moral defilement and failure are called to repentance against the backdrop of the truth
of 1 John 1:7 (Tasker, 94). All “believing sinners are (by definition) doubleminded believers” (Richardson, 187). Because there is always a presence of
sinning to be found among believers, they are perennially “wretched” (Rom.
7:24), and must be acknowledged as such (See Imperative (6) for further details). This “wretchedness” (See also Rev. 3:17) is rooted in the fact that due
to the power of the flesh their hearts are too quickly and too easily divided
between God and the world (Jam. 4:4). Furthermore, the double-mindedness,
that is too often in evidence in the prayers of the Christian (Jam. 1:8), is part
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of a broader pattern! Apparently there is a blurred vision of the seriousness of
sin which resulted in compromise with the world and displayed itself in divided loyalties, objectives, and patterns of conduct. Singleness of heart, purity
of purpose, and consecration of life are hardly the order of the day. At the
same time “vapid hilarity, false heartiness, unseemly gaiety, a light and frivolous spirit--these are wholly out of place in the life of the converted man or
woman” (Tasker, 95).
In short, James calls members of the covenant community “sinners,” the
only time believers are designated this way in Scripture. “Sinners are essentially those who break the law (Ps. 1:1-5),” as evident from the frequently
used phrase ‘tax collectors and sinners’” (Hartin, 201). So the use of this designation should come as a shock to everyone of James’ readers. James “does
not mince words when it comes to dealing with sin” (Andria, 1514). Of
course, this is not to deny that they are “saints.” But it is to remind any and all
“saints” that they are and remain “wretched” as an open sewer by virtue of
indwelling sin, and doubly “wretched,” when that sewer spills over or overflows in actual sins. It is the presence of this “double wretchedness” that
makes saints in this and in any context deserving of the fundamental, but
hopefully rare, appellation of “sinners.”421 This indicates that their sainthood
is never a reason, and may not be used as an excuse, to minimize the gravity
of grievous sins. In fact, saints are bluntly told, and should be, that they end
up in hell as “sinners,” when they commit sins that according to Scripture
shut the door of the Kingdom of God in their face. If they are “the genuine
article,” rather than counterfeit saints, such message of admonition and rebuke will administer the grace of repentance and restoration. Herewith the
complementarity of truth, which does not fit into the human intellect, but is
royally accommodated by the regenerate heart, is once more in abundant evidence.”
It would be wise for Christians to be alarmed about James’ challenge,
and to face it honestly and frankly. James writes to them! They should not
simply ask “Is there a presence of sinning and a divided allegiance in us?”
They should believe that there is invariably and continuously such presence
in each one of them because James, inspired by the Holy Spirit, tells them
421

Believers are frequently, well over 50 times, called “saints” in the NT. As I stated, only
once are they characterized as “sinners.” Right here in James 4:8! This is most likely the case
to emphasize the seriousness as well as heinousness of sin, especially in believers. It is rather
clear, however, that the term sinners when applied to unbelievers, is not identical to the use of
this term as it relates to believers. Of course, James could imply that the only way his addressees can be sure that they are not “wretched sinners,” but rather “wretched saints” is by heartfelt repentance. It is undeniable that with the term “sinners” James puts pressure on his readers. But it is godly pressure that must be duplicated in analogous circumstances, if Christ’s
Church is to avoid (further) regress, and to succeed in turning the tables in a Recovery mode.
In fact, rather ironically it is duplicated every time a “saint” reads the Epistle of James!
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that there is! Therefore they will not ask whether, but where this presence of
sinning, and where this divided allegiance is to be found. “Search me, O God,
and know my heart. Try me, and know my thoughts. See if there is any wicked
way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting” (Ps. 139:23-24).
The presence of indwelling sin “guarantees” that the Christian will always come up with something, and therefore always will be a work-underconstruction. If he recognizes and acknowledges this, he is (at best) a workin-progress and act upon it. If not, he is a work-in-regress. In the light of all
this he is told “to grieve, mourn and weep” (See Ps, 6:6; Jer. 4:8; Joel 2:1213; and also Rev. 18:11, 15, and 19). This follows hard on the heels of Imperative (5), and verbalizes what I just argued!
“Imperative (6)” The first verb (talaiporesate), only found here in the
NT, is quite telling as well as all-significant. It is literally “to wretch oneself,”
“to own up to one’s wretchedness,” or “to appreciate one’s wretchedness
(NJB), that is, “to afflict oneself in order to get a deep sense of one’s miserable condition” (Manton, 373; Calvin, 336; Grosheide, 1955, 397). This is intimately intertwined with, if not the direct result of, the permanent presence
of indwelling sin, pinpointed in James 4:5b, as well as the “sewage” it produces. Incidentally, the corresponding noun (talaiporia) occurs twice in the
NT in a more general sense (Rom. 3:16; Jam. 5:1). However, a “substantial
parallel” (McKnight, 353) of its derivative, the adjective (talaiporos) is found
in Paul in his Letter to the Romans (Rom. 7:24) and in Jesus in his Letter to
the Laodiceans (Rev. 3:17) in a context identical to that of James. In Paul and
Jesus indwelling sin results in the permanently “wretched” state of every believer. This state lasts until the moment of death. Believers must recognize
this, acknowledge it, and then identify it in particular instances. Note well,
Paul and Jesus refer not to the wretchedness of the unbeliever in his unregeneracy, but to the wretchedness of the believer in the area of sanctification.422
Furthermore, for both the fellowship with Christ spells deliverance (Rom.
7:25a; Rev. 3:20).
422

It is a well-known fact that a number of commentators hold (strongly) that “The Man of
Romans 7” is man in his unregenerate state. While I regard this exegetically unacceptable,
pastorally I judge this deadly in principle. Romans 7, seeking to convey why believers can do
nothing without Jesus (John 15:5), is designed to eradicate any and all human pride not only
in regeneration and justification, but also in sanctification. To leave only one vestige of pride
left can open the floodgates. I am aware of an instance, in which a prominent scholar, who
held to the “unregenerate view” of Romans 7, eventually ended up dismissing the inerrancy of
God’s Word. It may be difficult to demonstrate a causal connection. But it does not take much
toxic material to affect life adversely! My hope is that whatever is rejected by what I regard to
be a thoroughly mistaken exegesis of Paul’s teaching in Romans 7, will be heartily embraced
as truth by means of Jesus (Rev. 3:17) and James (Jam. 4:9)! This would remove the potentially deadly sting! Incidentally, it is regrettable that I do not know of any commentary on
James at this point that lays the connection with Romans 7! Neither, for that matter, am I acquainted with a commentary on Romans 7 that points out the identical truth in James 4!
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Although James’ framework is different, his sobering message is exactly
the same. “You better start out by acknowledging, ‘owning,’ and ‘owning up’
to, your wretchedness!” While the duty seems overwhelmingly imposing, the
practice is unavoidable (Neh. 1:4-11; Ps. 6:6; Jer. 9:1; Lam. 1:18-19; 5:16;
Dan. 9:3-19; 2 Cor. 7:9-10), and the profit awesome (Neh. 2:1ff; Dan. 9:20ff;
2 Cor. 7:11). Note also that the “afflictions” James urges upon his readers
must be “actively” (imperative) sought and obtained from God (passive verb).
Nevertheless, they do not consist of “self-inflicted hardships as acts of penance.” Rather, they serve to produce “that sense of wretchedness from which
no one who is really sensitive to the burden of the world’s sin can ever be
free, and that godly sorrow that leads to repentance (See 2 Cor. 7:10)” (Tasker, 96).
“Imperatives (7) and (8)” When this message penetrates, both (daily, but
not morbid) mourning (Mt. 5:4) and weeping (Mk. 14:72) as evidence of repentance (Is. 3:16-24; Joel 2:12-13) are inevitable (See for the combination of
the two terms, 2 Sam. 19:1; Neh. 8:9; Mk. 16:10; Lk. 6:25; Rev. 18:15, 19).
Both David and Peter are telling examples (Ps. 6:6; 51:1ff; Lk. 22:60-62).
That is, they will, and should sooner or later follow in short order. Mourning
indicates an inner, “embodied,” sorrow (McKnight, 355, with referernce to
Gen. 37:34; Num. 14:39; 1 Chron. 7:22; Joel 2:12-13; Lk. 6:25), a depth of
grief, while weeping is a visible manifestation of that sorrow, an outward display of grief (Burdick, 195). Godly sorrow (2 Cor. 7:10) springs from the
(tormenting) realization of having offended God! It constitutes a spiritual affliction characterized by a penetrating pain. It pains the child of God when he
realizes that he has offended and displeased his Lord. Please note, once again,
that a sin is first and foremost a sin against God! The shedding of tears is an
outward expression of this internal reality (Judg. 2:4; Lk. 22:62). It is “the full
measure of the expression of sorrow over human sin” and its destructiveness
(Richardson, 189).
“Imperative (9)” In fact, when a man “owns up” to his wretchedness in
the way James prescribes it, his (outward display of) worldly laughter
changes into (inward) mourning and his (inward) worldly joy into (an outward display of) gloom and dejection (Grosheide, 1955, 397; McKnight,
356). Infect laughter and joy with the poison of worldliness, and what seems
to be alive is death and spreads death. What a travesty! In such setting James’
kind of mourning is an evidence of true Christianity (Mt. 5:4). Scripture gives
us examples of people who mourn because of the sins of others (Ps. 119:136;
Jer. 9:1; 13:17), and of people who mourn in times of calamities (Is. 22:12).
In this context, however, mourning for one’s own sins is in view (Ps. 51:3). It
is apparent that James is not satisfied with a superficial emotion. We can
gather this from the fact that in addition to mourning, he calls for heaviness or
dejection. The two go hand in hand! James is not after the type of dejection
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that spells morbidity and leads to suicide, but a misery of shame and selfloathing (Ezek. 36:31) that spells the “spiritual depth” of repentance, and
functions as a precursor to life. Of course, the heart must be convicted by the
Holy Spirit, when a person experiences what James urges here. But when this
occurs, “instead of enjoying well-being” of the worldly and superficial sort,
there is the recognition of being “pitiful, poor, blind, and naked (Rev. 3:18),
and “instead of making jokes,” there is the “making of war against the passions that are at war within” (Richardson, 190).
At any rate, all this implies that there is apparently laughter and “laughter” (Tasker, 96) since nowhere in Scripture is it taught that laughter in itself
is sinful. In fact, it commands the Christian to be joyful (See Phil. 4:4; Jam.
1:2; Royster, 102, with reference to John 15:11; as well as this Commentary
on Jam. 4:16). This proves that the laughter and joy, mentioned in this passage, is of the “worldly,” “hedonistic” variety (Lk. 6:25), and basically the
empty, hollow, flippant, self-satisfied, scornful (?) laughter of a fool (Eccles.
7:6) (Moo, 1985, 149). Any laughter and joy that the Christian may have in
common with the unbeliever is of this type. It is brought about by the circumstances. It is not part of a holy life. If it is not sanctified laughter and joy
... it comes from below. James 3:15 indicates that we must also call such
laughter, “barren, beastly, and demon inspired.”
When this kind of flimsy laughter and tinsel town “joy” is found in a
heart, in which a divided loyalty reigns, and in a life, in which indwelling sin
foams out its shame in self-indulging and sinful practices, it becomes doubly
grievous in the sight of God. He wants it to be removed and replaced by sorrow. But ... not by a worldly sorrow (Rev. 18:11)! This is a counterfeit, inasmuch as it is invariably the result of people, events, or circumstances (only).
At the root of worldly sorrow, often originating in, or part and parcel with a
complaining and a murmuring spirit, is man’s pride. He does not really believe that he has deserved all of those calamitous events, possibly (!) not even
the events of his own culpable calamitous sins. No, a godly sorrow differs
radically from a worldly sorrow. The latter does, and only can, produce death
(2 Cor. 7:10). Godly sorrow, on the other hand, first of all, if not exclusively,
(only) sees God. It leads either to regeneration in the case of wretched sinners
or to sanctification in the case of wretched saints. It is rooted both in the recognition of sin and in the acknowledgment that it deserves eternal damnation.
It produces life and great blessing. The tears of godly sorrow will change into
tears of godly joy (Is. 57:15; Mt. 5:4; Lk. 6:21; John 16:20; 2 Cor. 7:6). It is
quite clear that James takes aim in all this at a genuine repentance from a
broken heart. It is thorough and deep! Such repentance will not be without results (PDavids, 104). In fact, the deeper and wider the sorrow, the greater the
results, just as a deep construction pit is the precursor of a skyscraper. At the
same time it is experienced as a “sweet pain,” precisely because it is (imme1100

diately) life-giving.
One commentator narrates an instance, in which “agony of conscience
for several weeks” led to “forgiveness of sins,” a continuing experience of
“the light of God’s conscience,” and a ministry that led to the conversion of
“the guilt-ridden Bedford tinker,” namely, John Bunyan (Phillips, 142, with a
reference to Ps. 40:1-3). God clearly will reside with those who humble themselves (Is. 57:15), and will lift them up (Job 22:29; Ps. 10:17; 18:27; Prov.
29:23; Ezek. 21:26; Mt. 18:4; 23:12; Lk. 14:11; 18:14; 2 Cor. 11:7; 1 Pet.
5:6) (See Calvin, 333). The Syro-Phoenician woman is living proof (Mt.
15:21-28). It is no coincidence that the theme of humility and contrition carries over from James 1:9 and 4:6, and the theme of exaltation from James 1:9.
It is part of James’ tapestry in which themes central to his message are developed from “bud to full bloom.” It is rather ironic that cheap worldly joy and
laughter leads to ultimate mourning and weeping (Lk. 6:25), while precious
godly mourning and weeping turns into ultimate joy and laughter!
“Imperative (10)” The pattern of God’s dealings with man has been given
to us in our Lord Jesus (Phil. 2:5-9). Self-exalting pride whether based on
wealth, status, reputation, abilities, etc., invariably precedes a fall in terms of
failure, or any other “turning of the tide.” But humility (1 Ki. 19:13; Job
22:29; Mic. 6:8; 1 Pet. 5:6) brings a lifting up, an exaltation (Mt. 23:12; Lk.
14:11; 18:14). Eventually James points to Job as living proof of this universal
principle (Jam. 5:11). Apparently, “when God is the standard, humility comes
easily” (Doriani, 151). But not until that time! Note yet that Peter’s summons
to humility aims at “submissiveness to God” (1 Pet. 5:6), while “James is
concerned with humbling oneself in repentance” (Hartin, 203, with reference
to Ropes, 272).
It is hardly coincidental that the call to humility comes in the passive
voice. The readers are not summoned “to humble themselves,” however biblical, but “to be humbled” (See also Zodhiates, II, 294; and Is. 2:11; 10:33;
13:11; Ezek. 17:24; Mt. 23:12). Apparently “saints” may have gone so far
down hill in the self-exalting pride that only God can get them out of their
self-constructed trap. “Have your selves humbled by God!” Pray to that end,
and, “for heaven’s sake,” do not take “no” for an answer for the benefit of
yourself and your life, so that he will exalt you in your humility, so fervently
sought and joyfully embraced.423
Paul infers in 2 Corinthians 7:11 that this exaltation consists at least partly in a transformed life. Upon repentance the face of the congregation in Corinth changed dramatically. Where there was indifference before, there is now
extreme carefulness, and a vehement desire to please the Lord. A precious re423

For an alternate view, see Doriani, 151, who holds that the passive voice carries a
reflexive sense, and therefore can be translated as a middle voice, “Humble yourself.”
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viving followed the godly sorrow!424 “For godly sorrow works repentance to
salvation not to be repented of. But the sorrow of the world works death. For
behold this selfsame thing, that you sorrowed after a godly sort, what carefulness it wrought in you, yes, what clearing of yourselves, yes, what indignation, yes, what fear, yes, what vehement desire, yes, what zeal, yes, what revenge! In all things you have proved yourselves to be clear in this matter” (2
Cor. 7:10-11).
It should be abundantly evident by now that every effort to wiggle off
James’ multi-pronged hook by seeking refuge in the multitude of biblical passages that mandate joy, sometimes with an injunction against grief, is pernicious. The complementarity of truth never fails to soar above man’s puny efforts and excuses of this sort. Cheers and tears are the two sides of the one
Christian coin. Why would one not be filled with cheerful praise in the presence of God, when He calls upon us to worship him? We better leave all
types of grief behind (Neh. 8:9-10). And why would we not be filled with
tears of self-condemnation (1 John 3:19-20), when God calls for this? We
better leave all types of cheap cheers behind (Neh. 9:1ff)!
In short, joy in God spells sorrow over sin. Vice versa, sorrow over sin
spells joy in God. To repeat, immediately after Nehemiah forbids grief in one
context (Neh. 8:9-10), Israel turns to grief in a second, and frankly awesome,
context (Neh. 9:1-10:39). The joy about the presence of God and his Law is
replaced by sorrow over sin against God and his Law. The joy of the Lord
drives out sin through repentance, just as the sorrow over sin turns into joy
through repentance. Joy is strong as well as fragile. It is strong. It breaks the
back of sin. It is fragile. Unrepentant sin breaks it. In Nehemiah 9-10 the joy
of the Lord breaks the sin of intermarriage, of the non-payment of tithes, and
of Sabbath desecration. On the other hand, in Nehemiah 13 the sin of collaboration with the enemy and the recurring sin of intermarriage break the joy of
Nehemiah upon his return from the royal Babylonian court (For his decision
to tear the hair out of the heads of the culprits as an act of tender love in tough
pursuit of total holiness, see Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival).
In conclusion, the two options are self-explanatory. One either opts for a
life of the world’s carnal joy and all that this entails with the inevitable result
of eternal sorrow (Prov. 1:20; Ps. 37:12-15; Lk. 6:25). Or one opts for a life
of James’ godly sorrow, in which the “saddest (divine) duties are experienced
as sweeter than the greatest (secular) triumphs” (Manton, 376) with the inevitable consequence of eternal joy. There is no other alternative, no middle
road.
Something similar comes into view in the parable of the Pharisee and the
Tax Collector (Lk. 18:9-14). The problem with the members of the covenant
424

See Is. 57:15!
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community is that while by no stretch of the imagination they wish to identify
themselves as a Pharisee, they are not interested in ever being a tax collector
either. At bottom both are too frequently abhorrent to them. However, the
simple truth is that anyone who is not a “tax collector” is by definition a Pharisee, “who trusts in himself” (Lk. 18:9), whether in the area of regeneration
(good will), justification (good works) or sanctification (good efforts). Similarly, anyone who rejects “godly sorrow” is by definition a hell-bound
worldling, regardless appearances. Friendship with the world is and remains
enmity with God!
It is of the utmost importance to note that in this passage, James 4:6-10,
there are two short references to God and his grace (4:6a and 10b). The remainder of this passage is sandwiched between these two (4:6b-10a), and
aims at the activity of man, called for by the ten urgent imperatives. These are
fired at the readers in a “staccato” form (Martin, 152). James’ manifold summons quite clearly is of the greatest urgency, has no room for dilly-dallying
compromise, and is all-encompassing in nature, “moral (‘resist the devil’),
cultic/ritual (‘draw near to God,’/‘cleanse your hands’/‘purify your hearts’),
and prophetic (‘lament and mourn’) (Brosend, 116).
The message can hardly be clearer. The problem is not with God. He
stands ever ready to pour out his grace, and to lift up (Burdick, 195, with reference to Mt. 23:12; Lk. 14:11; 18:14; Phil 2:5-1; 1 Pet. 5:6). The problem is
with man and his stubbornness. How long does it not take at times for man to
give up his pride, to submit to God, to resist the devil, to draw close to God,
to cleanse his hands, to purify his heart, to own up to his wretchedness, to
mourn, to weep, and to humble himself? In the words of an eminent commentator, “We emulate and envy, because we desire to be eminent. This is wholly
unreasonable, for it is God’s peculiar work to raise up the lowly, and especially those who willingly humble themselves. Whoever, then, seeks a firm
elevation let him be cast down under a sense of his own infirmity, and think
humbly of himself” (Calvin, 336).
This is where we return to the “time consuming” preliminaries of the “instantaneous” victory. The present section seems clear. The problem is not
with the exalting grace of God. Its abundance is staggering (See also Jam.
1:5). In fact, it was at our disposal, if not “beck and call,” “yesterday!” There
is enough grace to kill the deeds of the body, the works of the flesh, the products of indwelling sin, yesterday, today, now, this very second, and forever!
So, where is the problem? It is with us, or more concretely, with “me!” For
one reason or another “I” dilly-dally with the “preliminaries,” “I” protract the
process by refusing “instantaneously” to submit, resist, draw near, cleanse,
purify, “wretch” “myself,” mourn, weep, and humble “myself,” as both the
prerequisite for, and a part of, my “perfect endurance,” that sooner or later
leads to “perfection.” Remember James 1:4!
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I recognize that also in the process of the “preliminaries” we face the
power of indwelling sin, and our own impotence. But here we may anticipate
as well that there is “more than enough grace.” I recognize, further, that this
insight may not solve every problem “instantaneously.” But at least it locates
the core of the problem, and this is a giant step in the right direction. It also
positions us to understand the solution.
What is the solution? The Gospel of Christ, the Sanctifier! The Gospel
presents us with the overture of grace, “Come and welcome. Now is the day of
‘sanctification’” (See 2 Cor. 6:2 in the context of 2 Cor. 6:1-7:1, following 2
Cor. 5:14-17 with its focus upon regeneration and 2 Cor. 5:18-21 with its emphasis upon justification, thus concluding with sanctification as the crowning
piece of the triad of God’s saving activity). Christ, of course, is the embodiment of this overture. All those who come instantaneously, will by definition
have instantaneous victory. All who procrastinate now, and come later, will
by definition have instantaneous victory later. All who procrastinate now, and
continue to procrastinate, will by definition never have victory, whether it is
called instantaneous or not!
Scripture condemns perfectionism (1 John 1:8). The presence and power
of indwelling sin will be experienced by all Christians until their death. This
means practically that the preliminaries will never be instantaneous.
However, Scripture just as strongly condemns defeatism (1 John 3:6, 9)
and everything that leads to it. The presence and the power of the Holy Spirit
are more than sufficient to offset anything and everything indwelling sin can
throw at us (Rom. 8:1ff). This implies that also the preliminaries can, and
should, be instantaneous.
This means for all practical purposes that there is never any excuse not to
be perfect. To be sure, the “devastated repentance” that James calls for will
never lead to perfection here on earth. Scripture clearly teaches that the state
of perfection will not be attained prior to the Judgment. But since it is the
same type of repentance that was displayed by Ezra following the folly of intermarriage (Ezra 9:4), the least we can expect upon this kind of repentance
that the Revival fires will be kindled or rekindled. James displays mighty
preaching. We know that he was a man of mighty prayer. The mighty repentance he calls for in his teaching and praying will net the mighty holiness and
compassion that he is after as his target. Well, all this spells Revival, or biblical salvation, if Psalm 85 means anything, leading up to the manifestation of
the Shekinah glory of God coupled with peace (through the imputed righteousness of Christ) and joy (of the imparted righteousness of Christ through
the indwelling Spirit) (Ps. 85:6-13). In any case, until his dying day, whenever man displays Revival victory, he has only God to thank. But equally, until
his dying day, when the victory eludes him, he has only himself and his dillydallying to blame.
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In conclusion, all this brings us face to face the five essential points of
what true Calvinism is all about. These have been mentioned before in passing. But here, at the conclusion of James’ Section III, is the time to elaborate
on them, and make them crystal clear. The five points, represented by
T.U.L.I.P, Total Depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace and Perseverance of the Saints, are certainly owned in full by
the adherents of Calvinism, but they are, after everything is said and done,
only the five points of Counter-Arminianism. Besides, to subscribe to them
does not necessarily guarantee salvation. That is different with the five real
points of Calvinism, which are ultimately the Five Points of Genuine Christianity, lie on the surface of what we have seen in James thus far, and cannot
really be missed by any careful student of the Epistle. They will now be enumerated.
First, I must have practical godliness. I have no other option, if I wish “to
see God” (See also Heb. 12:14). If there is anything clear from James, it is
this truth. Perfection is his grand objective!
Second, I cannot produce practical godliness. If there is anything equally
clear, this is it. The ubiquitous presence of poison guarantees it (See also John
15:5)!
Third, I thirst for practical godliness. Or, I do not desire it. This calls for
an honest self-evaluation. Ultimately, one’s regeneracy is at stake when the
answer is permanently in the negative! James makes it clear that this is the
indispensable launching pad (Jam. 1:18).
Fourth, I cast myself upon the Lord for practical godliness, and, as I explain further below, for the desire for practical godliness, if that were to be
absent. After all, without prayer we start out and end up with “nothing” (See
also John 15:5), but through prayer, while we start out with nothing, we end
up with “everything” (John 15:7; Phil. 4:1`3)!
Fifth, I display practical godliness. When I seek, I will find! This is the
inviolable promise of an ever generous God (See also Mt. 7:7ff). Hence the
danger of doubt and the infuriation with vacillation (Jam. 1:6-8)!
Stated in a more pithy fashion, “I must, I can’t, I thirst, I cast, I shine!”
To be a “five-pointer” in this sense is by definition to be a Christian! If I get
stuck in the third point, and come to the conclusion that “I desire not,” I am
not a five-pointer, and cannot possibly be saved. But is there then no prospect
for me in such situation? Of course, whether I do not desire, or desire less
fervently for that matter, the fourth point invites me to cast myself upon the
Lord to desire in a given context, to desire at all, or to desire more fervently
in the full recognition of the second point that in myself I cannot desire at any
time, nor can desire at all, nor can desire more fervently. What if my prayers
still bounce off the ceiling and a desire, any desire or a greater desire appears
elusive? In that case, I cast myself upon the Lord “to desire to desire,” etc.
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And what if the casting is problematic? Then I cast myself upon the Lord in
order to cast myself upon the Lord. God invariably seeks man in this vortex,
and therefore man invariably finds God in this vortex as well. This is the
promise of God (John 5:40; Acts 2:21). The secret of the realization of Christianity from the human perspective ever rests in the fourth point. This is
where the 100% of God’s sovereign grace and the 100% percent of man’s total responsibility coincide. I will never forget the solemn statement of the
Scotsman in which this comes to expression, “If I am lost, I am lost knocking
on the gate of heaven.” The acknowledgment of sovereignty could not be
clearer. Neither could the exercise of responsibility. Further, if the promise of
God means anything, a man of such prayer will undoubtedly be saved (Jer.
29:13; Acts 2:21). And he was!
This sets the stage for James’ final section, which deals with the range of
practical godliness in the fabric of life, the full range of the “I must.” Now,
and only now, after the exposition of the way (Jam. 1:1-28), the principles
(Jam. 2:1-26), and the implementation (Jam. 3:1-4:10) of practical godliness,
is the reader ready to get a glimpse of the length, breadth, height and depth of
what God means, when he says, “Be holy, for I am holy.” The first three sections of James form the three-stage rocket that puts the payload of the fourth
section into orbit!
However, my outline, which presents James 4:11-5:18 both as a structured unit in its own right and as the concluding section of the Epistle, does
not simply serve to bring out the exquisite nature of its composition. There is
more, much more, that does, and should meet the eye of the perceptive interpreter. As the zenith of James 3:1-4:10, James 4:6-10 asserts that the ever
abundant and all sufficient grace of God (Jam. 4:6) arrives at the elevated Revival status (Jam. 4:10b) of being “more than conquerors” (Rom. 8:37) (only)
through the embrace of the “ten commands” of James 4:7-10a. These “commandments,” of submitting to God, resisting the devil, drawing near to God,
cleansing the hands, purifying the heart, experiencing one’s wretchedness,
mourning, weeping, turning one’s surface laughter and joy into grief and
gloom, and of being humbled (in the process) resemble, and act like, the
blood that does, and must, flow through the physical body for it to obtain and
retain its vigor and usefulness. In short, they do, and must, continuously “circulate” and at times “surge,” through the life of Christians to offset “the overflowing wickedness,” “the filthy sewage” (Jam. 1:20), that results from the
omni- and ever-present “hellish and demonic poison,” residing in them (Jam
3: 6, 8; see also Rom. 8:17, 20, 23, 24). Genuine believers will, and must,
keep this in mind when in James’ fourth section they come face to face, as I
argue below, with “the outside” in terms of their neighbors and their future
(Jam. 4:11-17), with “themselves” in terms of their riches or poverty (Jam.
5:1-11), and with “their circumstances” in terms of “the good, the bad and the
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ugly” (Jam. 5:12-18). The bottom line is this. For practical godliness to have
“a ghost of a chance” in each of these three “utterly challenging” areas, which
prove to cover the waterfront of life, the “circulation” of these “commandments” constitutes a perennial “must,” whether in whole or in part. Absorption of James’ teaching in James 4:11-5:18 should make this abundantly
clear. All in all, James does not only have an exquisite composition, but also
a breathtaking deep structure in which the parts substantially interlock and
serve each other in an ever enriched tapestry and an ever crescendoing fashion. But what else can one expect from a book that has a Divine Author as
well as a human one?
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IV. THE RANGE OF HOLINESS
(In The Fabric of Life)

4:11-5:18
Introduction
At this juncture James supposedly starts a new, “self-contained” (Laws, 186),
“basically independent” (Moo, 1985, 151) section. Once again the issue of
coherence and structure must be faced, and once again most commentators
are skeptical whether James continues a sustained argument, even if some of
the earlier “favorite” themes, such as the tongue, the law, the rich and the
poor, as well as the world, surface again (Moo, 1985, 151; Martin, 159).
James 4:11-12, then, would enlarge on the health of the community in terms
of speech and law, James 4:13-17 on the worldly arrogance and self-reliance
of some members of the merchant class, James 5:1-6 on the fate of filthy rich
landowners, and James 5:7-11 on the need for patience on the part of the oppressed poor (Moo, 1985, 152-153). Still the conceptual flow is allegedly not
easy to discern.
According to one of the better proposals the structural tie that binds the
various elements of James 4:11-5:6 together is thematic in nature. Judgmental
critics (4:11-12), self-assured entrepreneurs (4:13-16), and the wicked rich
(5:1-6) all display an incredible arrogance. They ooze filth (1:21), discharge
poison (3:8), and gush sewage (3:10). Consequently, James proceeds to meet
all of them head-on (Johnson, 292). Humans pass judgment, make plans, and
mistreat their workers. But God is the Judge, determines the span of our days,
and takes vengeance on the oppressors (So Doriani, 155-156). No quarter is
given. No quarter is taken!
The same proposal holds that the various sub-sections of James 5:12-20
are linked up thematically as well, and comes up with an ingenious suggestion. In his letter James has been constantly critical of the misuse and abuse
of the spoken word (Jam. 1:19; 1:26; 3:1-12). Furthermore, he condemned
several modes of speech (Jam. 1:13-14; 2:3; 2:7; 3:9; 4:11; 4:13; 5:9). Finally, he attacked speech that reveals duplicity (Jam. 2:14; 2:15-16; 3:9; 4:3). In
James 5:12-18 the speech theme is supposedly continued. First, James prohibits the prevailing practice of oath taking and encourages plain speech (Jam.
5:12). Second, he deals throughout this section with prayer as proper speech
(Jam. 5:13, 16-18). Third, he focuses on the speech of both the sick and of the
community in response to sickness (Jam. 5:14-15). Fourth, he requires the
restorative speech of confession that will establish the health of the community (5:16). Fifth, he insists on the necessity of correcting speech since all humans are capable of error and of self-deception that veils error from view. As
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the corollary of confessing and praying speech, correcting speech prevents
the death of the brother (Jam. 5:19-20) (Johnson, 340-345).
Of course, any kind of effort that opposes the view that James consists of
isolated fragments must be welcomed. Further, there is no doubt about the
presence of frequently recurring themes in James. The use of the spoken word
is a prominent one. Finally, any disclosure of a specific theme can only open
up windows upon the text and enrich the understanding of the Epistle. However, it seems somewhat artificial to use the speech theme as the thread that
connects the various “beads” in James 5:12-20. In fact, the idea that the
speech of the sick and the speech of the community’s response to sickness
pinpoint the heart of James 5:16ff seems more than artificial. It appears
strained.
But more than that, even in the two scenarios that take arrogance and
speech as two major and overarching themes, we are not told how the two
sub-sections that they are supposed to control are linked together or how they
form an integrated whole with the rest of the Epistle. From that perspective
they still “hang in the air.” Therefore, these thematic “solutions” fail to recognize, let alone disclose, the deep structure of James that this Commentary
claims to be in evidence throughout the Epistle.
Here the position is adopted that James 4:11-5:18 is both the crowning
piece of the preceding three major sections, and a carefully argued unit in its
own right. In this fourth section James deals with the range of personal ethics,
or the range of practical godliness. He breaks this down into three subsections. The first subsection has two constituent elements. How to relate to
one’s brother and sister is the first order of business. How to handle the future
is the second. Both elements are combined under the heading of one’s relationship to “the outside (world).” The second subsection also contains two
items. The first one deals with the rich, and the second one focuses on the
poor. This subsection brings the relationship to “oneself” (rich or poor) into
the picture, as it picks up on the trial theme of James 1:9ff, specifically the
facet that deals with the range of trials. The third and final subsection looks
first at the “umbrella” under which the Christian should respond to any and
all circumstances, in order subsequently to narrow the focus upon one specific circumstance. From the generally human perspective circumstances can be
divided into either “good” or “bad.” Of course, according to Psalm 119:71,
Romans 8:28, and James 1:3 no “bad” thing can ever happen to “good,” i.e.,
regenerate, people from both God’s and the believer’s perspective. This, then,
enables James to deal with both the so-called “good” and “bad” in a Godcentered rather than a man-centered fashion (the umbrella)! Then James enlarges on the matter of “debilitating sickness” (the one instance) to show how
Christians should deal with any and all “negative” experiences of which life
is full. Apparently he leaves it to the “sanctified sense” of the Christian to de1109

termine how to respond to, and in, the so-called “positive” experiences of
which life is equally full! Of course, earlier sections in his Epistle give more
than a fair indication what kind of conduct we can expect in this context
(Jam. 1:2ff, 22ff; 2:14ff; 5:1ff, etc).
Together these three subsections cover the waterfront, the total range, of
the Christian’s conduct. It is the thesis of this Commentary that everything in
life can be subsumed under one of these three headings. Consequently James
provides us with the necessary wisdom for every aspect, phase or situation in
life. This wisdom that we must ask for (Jam. 1:5), as found in the Word of
God (Jam. 1:19ff) and substantiated in the Royal Law of Freedom (Jam.
2:1ff), is now particularized in a very extensive and concrete way.
Not so incidentally, it corresponds with the total range of trials Christians
have faced, do face and ever will face. We can expect to run into riches as
well as poverty, when we meet up with “the outside world” (“the brothers”
and “the future”). We can expect to experience riches as well as poverty,
when we look at “ourselves” (“the rich” and “the poor”). We can expect to
encounter riches as well as poverty (of all sorts), when we come face to face
with the “circumstances” (“the good” and “the bad”). James’ persistent question is, “How did we, do we, and will we act, in these three spheres? How did
we, do we, and will we (1) interact with people, with whom we incessantly
rub elbows, and with opportunities that ever beckon (Jam. 4:11-17). How did
we, do we, and will we (2) map out our own conduct that invariably broadcasts who we are, in “up” as well as in “down” situations (Jam. 5:1-11). And
how did we, do we, and will we (3) respond to the avalanche of events that
we face every day (Jam. 5:12-18)?” Across the board, he leaves us with little
doubt about the specifics of actual Gospel holiness. This is why this fourth
section is the crowning piece of James’ Epistle. As such, it fully corresponds
with the grand objective of God’s saving activity, namely Practical Godliness.
Of course, it is difficult, if not impossible to demonstrate that one’s Outline is
always right on. This is also the case here. Some commentators read James
4:1-17 as a rhetorical unit, and divide it in three thematic sections, James 110, 11-12 and 13-17 (Moo). Others see a break between James 4:10 and
James 4:11 but end the unit that starts at James 4:11 with James 5:6 (Johnson). I also notice a decisive break at James 4:11 but terminate this new section at James 4:17, and regard James 5:1-11 as the next unit. In the wider parameters of James 4:10-5:18, James 5:12-18, then, is the final unit, prior to
the conclusion of the whole letter in James 5:19-20. At this point I do not repeat my arguments for this division. But I do wish both to underscore that in
my estimation the author embarks upon a new segment or part with James
4:11, and to advance one additional argument for this position. Some commentators call the shift from James 4:10 to James 4:11 “dramatic” (Johnson),
others “more tactical, from the pejorative to the personal, from the rhetorical
1110

stigmatizing of ‘adulteresses’ to a reasoned argument with ‘brothers’ (Laws),
even if allegedly “a disputatious tone is retained” (Brosend, 117). However,
everyone appears to agree that there is something going on in the transition
between James 4:10 and James 4:11. I fully concur. The intensely personal
and the strategically more fundamental approach of James 3:1-4:10 turns into
the tactical and more concrete global survey of James 4:11-5:18. This comports “perfectly” with the shift from the implementation to the range of practical godliness. This supports my proposed division!
Before I turn to the details of the three major units in this Fourth Section
of James, which is its crowning piece, it is noteworthy that he takes dead aim
at a variety of evil practices. This should not come as a surprise to the student
of James who has assimilated his teaching about the “bitter envy” and “selfish
ambition,” to which all believers are both vulnerable and prone. Well, in
James’ Section IV it becomes quite clear that this deep-seated twofold root
has lots of bitter fruits. Apparently they grow like weeds. This is a sobering
reality that does, and should, keep us on our spiritual toes. In fact, if the
crowning piece of James’ Maintenance Ministry and Recover Mode conveys
anything, it is the reminder that the Church of Christ should ever be on the
highest, that is, on red alert in order to retain or regain Revival Status! Enlisting indwelling sin as its enthusiastic co-conspirator, the Great Terrorist is
constantly on the move, tirelessly seeks to wreak havoc and destruction, and
is all too often successful. The Church better go all out administer the biblical
antidote that James so gloriously provides so as to ensure victory!
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1. FACING “YOUR OUTSIDE WORLD”
(4:11-17)
Introduction
The two constituent elements of this section that focus on the neighbor, specifically in the Christian community, and the future, specifically of the traveling merchant, can formally be combined under the heading of “Facing Your
Outside World.” At the same time, there is not only the thematic connection
in that the tongue is operational in disdainful speech as well as future planning, but also the more substantial link in that both the individual who talks
his brother or sister down and the trader who acts as if he has the future in his
back pocket, are marked by a pervasive arrogance. While the thematic connection and the substantial link do not exhaust the deep structure of the Epistle, this does not imply that they can be neglected. Quite the contrary! It has
been maintained again and again in this Commentary that together with the
deep structure of James the recurrence and development of the various
themes and connections are two of the remarkable features in James that cannot be missed or ignored, if it is to be understood fully and properly.
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a. Facing Your Brother (4:11-12)
(11) Do not speak against one another, brothers. He who speaks
against a brother or judges his brother speaks against the law
and judges the law. But if you judge the law, you are not a doer
of the law but its judge. (12) There is only one lawgiver and
judge, who is able to save and to destroy. But who are you to
judge your neighbor?

(1) Injunction against Judging (4:11a)
Once again the theme of the tongue is introduced. In fact, it is the third instance (See for the other two instances Jam. 1:19; 1:26). This time it is done
in the context of the Church, and particularized in a specific prohibition, in
which James uses the designation “brothers” three times. Frankly, all those
who are committed to the complementarity of truth will have no problem with
hearing Christians addressed as both “adulteresses” and “brothers,” virtually
in the same breath (Hartin, 220). At any rate, James’ teaching can only be fully understood, when read in the above-mentioned context of the tongue’s
“toxicity” that can only be offset by medicine of the heavenly sort. James’ injunction is undoubtedly part of the substance of the Ninth Commandment.
The framework and focus of the wording of this Commandment is the court
system. It prohibits “false witness.” But, as is typical of all Ten Commandments, it should not be confined to that setting. Its range covers, by implication, all possible situations, where the tongue plays an active role. It is linguistically possible that here the “slander” or “libel” aspect comes into the
picture (PDavids, 109-110; McKnight, 360-361, with reference to Rom. 1:30;
2 Cor. 12:20; 1 Pet. 2:1 as well as Num 12:1-8; Ps. 50:20; Mt. 5:11-12; 1 Pet.
3:16).425 In that case James forbids his readers to speak falsely about a person
in general (Lev. 19:16; Ps. 101:5). However, the Greek text literally states
that Christians may not “speak against each other” (See Num. 12:8; 21:5).
This, then, “remains the best, and literal, rendering” (Brosend, 119; Royster,
104). This statement wishes to ensure that Christians are pure in their interlocution with each other. The phraseology is so general that the prohibition
does not merely pertain to a false testimony in court, solely to gossip (Lev.
19:16), or to slander behind someone’s back, or simply to harsh criticism, accusation or condemnation (Laws, 186-187; PDavids, 110; Royster. 104, all
three with reference to passages, such as Num. 12:8; 21:7; Ps. 78:19; 101:5;
425

Doriani, 156-157, is also of the opinion that James forbids slander in this context, “although he quickly shifts from slander to the sin of judgment.” He does not believe, however,
that gossip enters into the picture. He defines slander as false charges, but gossip as true
charges in the wrong court!
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119:23; Prov. 20;13; Hos. 7:13; Job 19:3; 2 Cor. 12:20; 1 Pet. 2:1; and at
length Richardson, 194-195).
No, this section of James appears to be much wider in its scope. It takes
aim at any and every kind of prejudicial “language,” thoughtless, careless, or
intentional (Rom. 1:30; 2 Cor. 12:20; 1 Pet. 2:12; 3:16) that, at times for the
purpose of subtle self-exaltation (Tasker, 99), paints a negative picture, regardless whether it is true or false (Manton, 380; PDavids, 104; Royster,
103). No language may put the brother in a bad light, whether it is factually
correct or not, and whether it is deserved or not. It may not “suggest bad motives,” whether there is an occasion for doing so or not. It may not pass on
any “communication” that “disparages” him, speaks ill of him, accuses him,
criticizes him, defames him, maligns him, denigrates him, degrades him, belittles him, “talks him down,” and is “calculated to lower him in other
people’s estimation” (Mitton, 165; Motyer, 157; Hartin, 217; Blomberg, 196),
whether in private, in public, or in company, in a harsh, picky, or “jovial” fashion, in critical, significant, or trivial issues, with regard to strangers,
friends, or family members, etc. Such language apparently was, and still is, a
widespread, presumptuous, and destructive blight upon the Church, whether
rooted in pride, envy, malice, sorrow, grief, bitterness, vindictiveness, strife,
revenge, open warfare, or otherwise. After all, James’ wording could hardly
be any stronger, “But you--who are you?” It “crushes the right of his readers
to do so with shattering bluntness,” ultimately, as we shall see, because it
“usurps the authority” of both God’s law and of God himself (Burdick, 196).
Possibly the best translation of the opening statement of this section is, “Do
not bad-mouth each other, brothers” (Peterson, The Message; Jam. 4:11). The
total and exclusive onus in this context is on the mouth as the outlet of the untamed and untamable “toxic tongue” (Jam. 3:8). At any rate, to transgress in
this area of life is to invite both God’s wrath and his own destruction (Ps.
50:20; 101:5; Prov. 20:13).
In short, even if this does not rule out court procedures and the administration of justice on the basis of properly acquired testimony as an integral
part of a biblically informed society, the tongue may not be used critically to
“speak against” the neighbor in any way, shape, or form, whether by insinuation or outright, in public or in private, officially or unofficially, especially
not when he is unable to defend himself! Such disdainful “speaking against”
the brother or sister is always harmful to the speaker, the person involved, as
well as to individual and communal relationships. It tears the individual down
and the community apart (PDavids, 104), is by definition a “lie” in terms of
Scripture, even if it would “expose” facts that are objectively true, and contains accusations that are undeniable. If these facts constitute a tool to cut
down the brother or sister, such exposure is wicked and of hellish origin. That
is why in all of this Christians should refrain from running their mouth, and
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should turn a deaf ear to those, who refuse to keep their mouth shut. To put it
in colorful words, too often “John the Baptist’s head in a charger is a usual
dish at our meals ... with the “ears (of participants) as guilty as their tongues”
(Manton, 380, with reference to Ps 101:5; 1 Tim. 5:19).
Quite clearly, the author calls upon his readers to display the very humility that received such high marks in James 4:10. It is rather difficult to speak
against someone in a degrading way, when one considers oneself consistently
“the chief of sinners” before one’s conversion as well as “the least of the
saints,” and “an unprofitable servant,” after this event. It stands to reason that
the prohibition to speak degradingly has implications for the mind, the will
and the emotions. God sees all of them, requires holiness in all of them, and
brings all of them in the judgment. None of these three internal functions of
the heart are toll-free (Zodhiates, II, 298-299)!
The devil is called a liar and the father of all lies (John 8:44). As a liar, he
is the accuser of the brothers. This is exemplified both in the OT (Zech. 3:1ff)
and the NT (Rev. 12:10). Especially the first instance proves that one does
not have to tell an “untruth” in order to be a “liar.” Satan’s despicable broadside against the high priest Joshua could not have been more factually correct
(Zech. 3:1-4). At the same time it could not have been met with greater judgment in the long run (Rev. 12:9ff, in anticipation of Rev. 20:1ff). One apparently can uncover the facts and still speak against the brother, and so be a liar
before God. Therefore, whenever the tongue is destructive, whether by means
of “untruth” or “truth,” in the wording of James 3 it proves to be “pure poison,” “set on fire by hell,” and “demonic.” No wonder that it is under severe
condemnation in the present injunction, and eventually will prove to be liable
to the same punishment as Satan!
To underscore what has been stated already (in the comments on Jam.
2:25), Greek thinking describes truth as that which is “uncovered.” The Bible
defines truth as that which is dependable, steadfast, and life-giving. A case
can be made for the fact, as I did earlier, that in the biblical sense of the word,
the midwives in Exodus 1 and Rahab in Joshua 2 spoke the “truth,” because
they protected and promoted life. The love of their heart, for both God and
the neighbor, was in clear evidence. What they said, did not, nor would, produce personal gain. Quite the contrary! When they spoke, they did so at the
risk of their own lives. They put themselves in jeopardy! It is quite likely that
God’s blessing upon them can be construed as his approval upon their involvement for righteousness. Incidentally, this kind of involvement is the opposite of the present injunction!
In summary, the focus of this injunction is not “slander,” “whispering,”
“backbiting,” or “false witness” in court (Lev. 19:16; Ps. 15:3; 101:5), as
some commentators hold, even if these are not excluded (Burdick, 196;
McCartney, 220). Much, much more is at stake. Each and every time the ton1115

gue is used to the detriment of the brother, it is odious to God (Prov. 10:1819; 1 Cor. 13:6). As was mentioned already, but bears incessant repetition,
this misuse of the tongue may even imply “uncovering” facts that are correct,
or broadcasting events that occurred. How serious an issue this is, can be understood from the guidelines Christ gives for dealing with the presence of sin
in the assembly! If Church member A believes that Church member B has
sinned against him, he has one of two options. He either covers it in love
(Lev. 19:17; 1 Cor. 13:7), or he rebukes Church member B (Lev. 19:17; Lk.
17:13). Unless, of course, the sin is in the “public domain,” he may not divulge it to anyone, not even to his pastor or spouse (Mt. 18:15). When he
does not receive satisfaction, he may share it with one or two others, who
could be his pastor or spouse, but then exclusively as potential witnesses in a
subsequent confrontation (Mt. 18:16). Only if this does not produce the desired results, may it become public knowledge in the congregation (Mt.
16:17). Clearly, the facts must remain private, as much and as long as this is
possible. In the congregation the members interact with one another on a
“need to know” basis!
In view of the seriousness of the issue under discussion it is not too much
to conclude that the abuse of the tongue under consideration in this passage,
whether consciously or not, appears rooted in hatred in one form or another
and to one degree or another.426 The Bible does not only forbid the abuse of
the tongue, but also commands the proper use of the tongue. In order for the
tongue to be a “fountain of life” (Prov. 18:21), Paul writes that the tongue
must be exclusively used in a positive way. If a word does not edify and does
not minister grace to the hearers (Eph. 4:29), it stands by definition condemned. Believers would do well to take note of Paul’s teaching! Of course,
this does not mean that “blunt” language has no appropriate place. To be sure,
while we never may call good evil by harshly condemning godliness, we may
never call evil good by gently stroking open and gross sins (Is. 5:20). Too often drunkenness is called good fellowship, censorious talk good discourse,
doctrinal error new light on the subject, and rebellion zeal for public welfare
(So Manton, 381). One commentator suggests three steps as an antidote to the
misuse of the tongue in this context. Let us ever remember that the end does
not justify the means as a perpetual reminder for the tongue to remain beyond
reproach. Let us ever keep an open mind as a continuing reminder to control
the tongue and to give folks the benefit of the doubt. Let us ever retain our integrity and biblical fidelity as an unending reminder for the tongue to steer a
transparent and pure course (Nystrom, 258-260).
In short, in order to be acceptable to God, there ought to be “family”
loyalty or solidarity (Mitton, 165) among the brothers and sisters. This im426

See further for the importance of the tongue, Prov. 10:19-21; 12:13; 13:3; 17:27; 18:21;
38:1; 141:3; Mt. 12:34, 37.
1116

plies that their words, all of them without exception, should have a positive
aim, and hopefully a positive influence. Let it be emphasized once again.
There is both death and life in the tongue, in that order (Prov. 18:21). In the
light of the presence of “indwelling sin,” it proves to be death by definition,
and life by grace! This is both the grim and the grand reality. The readers of
James do well not to gloss over this or to take it lightly!427
With the prohibition of James 4:11a as his basis, James now moves step
by step onward to its threefold ground (Jam. 4:11b, c, d), its net result (Jam.
4:11e), its affirmation (Jam. 4:12a, b), and its indictment (Jam. 4:12c). It is
worthy of note that in doing so he also moves on from “one another” (Jam.
4:11a), to the “brother” (Jam. 4:11b), and to the “neighbor” (Jam. 4:12c) (See
Brosend, 118, 120).

(2) Nature of Judging (4:11b)
First of all, James argues that to speak against the brother or sister is “to
judge” them. Obviously, this term is used in the negative sense of the word.
The brother or sister “is measured, found wanting and is condemned--all in
secret” (Johnson, 293). The Bible gives the following general guidelines pertaining to “judging.”
(1) There is a place for righteous judgments (John 7:24; see also Deut.
13:1-11; Mt. 7:15-20; 18:15-18; Gal. 2:11; 6:1; 1 Tim. 1:3-4; 6:3-5). In fact,
such judgments must be made. Every Christian should distinguish right from
wrong and on that basis “exercise ... proper and necessary discrimination,”
which at times may lead to Church discipline and excommunication (Moo,
1985, 152). Scripture is replete with judgments to that effect. They pertain to
individuals (Gal. 1:9; 1 John 4:1), their doctrine (1 Thess. 5:21; 2 John 9), and
their practices (2 Thess. 3:11-12, 14-15; Rev. 22:15). At times they are extremely strong (Mt. 23:2-36; Acts 5:1ff). Let no one stand in the way of ne427

Brosend, 121-122, brings up the intriguing question, whether James in his at times “sharply critical,” as well as “sarcastic, belittling, and belligerent” letter does not violate his own
prohibition to “speak against each other.” Could he himself possibly have fallen victim to an
“unwarranted criticism,” or even to “legally actionable” slander? Brosend’s answer is decidedly in the negative. “If what he says is true, it is not slander; it is the shining light of the
Gospel into a dark corner of the life of the community. It is not unwarranted criticism; it is
needed reproof and correction.” The homiletical upshot is that “The preacher must examine
the situation, explore his or her own motives, and prayerfully determine what is called for in a
given moment. We must neither embrace criticism nor flee from it. Nor should we use the
pulpit as a place to settle a score or to put someone straight.” I can endorse much of this, but
(1) with some addition and (2) with some modification. The addition is this. Communicating
truth, whether from the pulpit or otherwise, is never “speaking against each other,” as long as
it is God’s truth, delivered in God’s way, with God’s motivation, through God’s means, with
God’s purpose. And the modification is as follows. Unless it meets these five conditions, it
would constitute the type of “speaking against” that James prohibits, and could well deteriorate into judgmental criticism or even into a (more potent) kind of defamation or slander.
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cessary judgments. God insists that they be made! They serve the honor of
God, the health of the Church, and (hopefully) the recovery of the individual.
In short, when Scripture mandates this, one must speak out. In those instances
silence would not be “golden,” but “yellow.”
(2) By the same token no judgments of others may be made in issues or
areas where there is no explicit injunction of Scripture. Where the Bible does
not forbid or command, man must keep his mouth shut and his hands off
(Rom. 14:1-13; Col. 2:20-21). Whenever a man disregards this biblical teaching, he is censorious.
(3) Where Scripture settles a matter, and judgments must be made, the
following three specific guidelines ought to be observed very carefully.
(a) The spirit of hypocrisy is condemned (Mt. 7:1-6; Rom. 2:1-3). This is
to say that the person who does the judging may not be guilty of the same sin
... let alone an even greater sin.
(b) A spirit of meekness is required (Gal. 6:1). The one who judges must
realize that without the grace of God, he will fall into the same sin. This excludes by definition judgments arising from a selfish, ambitious, envious, bitter and quarrelsome spirit (Moo, 1985, 151)!
(c) A spirit of intercession must be present (1 John 5:16). The person
who judges must show his intention to restore and edify by his intercession
for the offender.
Romans 2:1-3 indicates that where the first two specific guidelines are
absent, and a spirit of pride or harshness prevails, the person who judges can
be certain of having already fallen in the same (type of) sin! This is a sobering truth.
(4) While in unbiblical judgments Christian love is the “missing link,”
(Moo, 1985, 152), it should never be said that righteous judgments and Christian love are mutually exclusive. Nothing could be farther from the truth. Any
animus to that effect indicates that there is not the slightest recognition that
the epitome of God’s love is to secure holiness in the objects of his love.
Without this recognition James may seem out of step, if not too harsh. With it
James always hits the right note by definition, however confrontational and
cutting his words may seem (See specifically Mt. 16:23; Acts 2:37; 7:51-54).
In this James does not only reflect God’s love. It is suffused with it. Genuine
Christian love does and must unreservedly follow suit!
Second, James states further that someone who wrongfully speaks
against his brother or judges his brother, speaks wrongfully against the law,
and judges the law.428 The use of the present participles in the Greek (“he
who speaks against the bother or judges the brother”) indicates that James
428

Keddie, 144, points out the lingual parallel between (1) “the individual who speaks against
the brother and judges him,” and (2) “the individual who speaks against the law and judges
it.”
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does not focus on folks who fall victim to an occasional slip of the tongue,
but on habitual offenders, whose second nature it is to expose the downside of
others, or to tear them down (Zodhiates, III, 304).
To “speak against the law and to judge it” in this context, is not to express a substantive disagreement with, or a flagrant denunciation of (a part or
all of the) the authoritative teachings of the “royal law” (Jam. 2:8), the “law
of freedom” (Jam. 2:12), not only as the latter reflects Leviticus 19:18 (Laws,
187; Mitton, 166; McKnight, 363) and its context (Lev. 19:16-17) (Johnson,
293), but also as it is presented in its fullness by Jesus in the Sermon on the
Mount (Moo, 1985, 152). Neither is it to exhibit or promote a non-observance
of the law (Martin, 164). Nor is it to embark upon something, such as slander,
that the law specifically prohibits (McCartney, 221). No, to speak a word
against the brother, or to pronounce a judgment on the brother, is for all practical purposes to speak against the law. It arrogantly “informs” both God’s
law word, and his law judgment that they fall “hopelessly” short, whether in
breadth, in length, in depth, in height, or in all the above. For all practical
purposes it treats the law as a superior treats an inferior (Brosend, 119). “My
word is the final word, and my judgment the final judgment. Law word and
law judgment of God, you both better move over!” So rather than that the
logic of James’ statement is not obvious (McKnight, 362), it quite obvious!
Emphatically James uses the term “law” four times. This means that the centrality of the law may never be curtailed or diminished (Eddie, 145). This appears underscored by the fact that in each instance the reference to the law
lacks the definite article. With this James goes on record that the covenant
community better not explicitly or implicitly disparages any law word of God
whatsoever by a basically competing verbal finality, whether such law word
is found in the foundational OT, specifically in the Torah, in Jesus’ Sermon
on the Mount, or in the apostolic tradition in the NT. To “bad-mouth,” disdain
and disparage, the brother is basically to “bad-mouth.” disdain and disparage,
the law! After all, “humans are ‘doers’ of the Law, not makers of the Law”
(Popkes, as quoted in McKnight, 364).
In short, to sin (specifically) against the Ninth Commandment in this way
is to substitute the word of man for the word of God. The former now has the
final say! This implies that whatever the law of God commands or prohibits,
does not cover every base, and therefore simply “does not cut it.” It appears
to fall short, and is not sufficiently perfect (Ps. 19:7), after all. “My analysis,
my assessment, my disparagement, my defamation, my condemnation, or for
that matter in the opposite kind of context, my counsel, my advice, my input,
my commendation, is superior to whatever God may contribute in his law.”
This is the perennial danger that lurks not only in individuals, but also in traditions. Too frequently they are pitted against each other in explosive debates
that end up in bitter denunciations. To be sure, there is an exquisite beauty to
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traditions as vehicles through which God’s truth is preserved throughout the
centuries. Without them, however wobbly and questionable at times, there
would be no “today.” But there is also something pernicious to them. Once
they are hardened convictions, they invariably tend to oppose one or more
elements of God’s truth or prevent them from functioning. When this happens
programmatically and consistently, there regrettably may be no “tomorrow,”
or a very anemic one at best. Man’s “law” may never prevail over, or function
at the expense of, God’s law! Total and perennial vigilance in this regard is a
“must” (2 Tim. 1:13-14), in fact, it is potentially a matter of death (by definition) and life (by grace)!
In sum, in speaking against brothers and sisters, members of the covenant
community, whether individually or corporately, pit their word against the
law of God, and make their own word law. The law of God says one thing,
the word of man another! Of course, in that case, the latter prevails. It is to
“write (human) graffiti all over the (divine) law” (Peterson, The Message;
Jam. 4:11), so that the latter simply disappears. This is implicitly a scathing
disparagement of the law of God and a haughty judgment upon the law of
God, and explicitly the height of presumption (See also Manton, 381)! The
contrast with being a hearer/doer of the law could hardly be starker. The
hearer/doer of the law places himself under the law, while a judge of the law
places himself above it! Of course, there is nothing wrong with humans expressing their opinions as long as the three main ethical principles of godly
motivation, godly standard and godly objective are observed, and submitted
to both God’s word and communal input. However, this is not in the purview
of James in the present context.
Until someone is born again and subdued by the grace of God, his natural, inbred, pride will insist on the primacy of his own word, whether thought
or spoken, disregard the explicit law of God, and in fact, dismiss the latter, if
needs be! Even after his rebirth, he easily falls prey to this. After all, the tongue is filled with poison, and set on fire by hell! However, even this is not yet
the end of James’ argument or, preferably, James’ indictment. There is more,
much more to come.

(3) Gravity of Judging (4:12)
James proceeds, and concludes with a solemn warning. In fact, his logic is relentless, devastating and unanswerable (Keddie, 172). When a man speaks
out against a brother or sister, not only does his word supersede God’s word,
“break the royal law,” by bringing in censures that outstrip the law (Calvin,
338), but he is in direct competition with God himself (Dibelius, 228)! He
“arrogates what belongs to the Creator” (Nystrom, 249). There is only one
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absolute Lawgiver (Ps. 9:20) and Judge429 (Gen. 18:25; 2 Chron. 19:6; Ps.
82:1, 8; Is. 33:22; Mt. 10:28; John 5:22-23, 30; Heb. 5:7; 12:23), and this is
God!430 He is the only one who is able to save (soosai) and to destroy (apolesai), to rescue from destruction or to assign to destruction.”431 The Greek
tense used in the case of either verb indicates “the finality of God’s verdict”
(Keddie, 145). If you let your law prevail against God’s law, you elevate
yourself above God. If you make your own judgment ultimate, you make
yourself the lawgiver. You claim “finality” for yourself, and in the process
(seek to) dwarf God by definition! “You hubristically demand a seath on his
throne” (McKnight, 365). The implication is more than serious. It is grim!
Since God’s law always entails curses or blessings, man implicitly claims the
right to save and destroy. However, that is God’s sovereign prerogative, and
no one else’s. “There is no god besides me: I kill and I make alive. I wound,
and I heal. Nor is there anyone that can deliver out of my hand" (Deut. 32:39;
see also 1 Sam. 2:6-7; 2 Ki. 5:7; Ps. 75:6-7; Mt. 10:28; Lk. 12:5). After all,
God alone has the keys of heaven and hell (Rev. 1:18). To speak against the
brother and sister in Christ is clearly a stupendous and staggering undertaking! It usurps the right to speak the final word, to be the final Lawgiver, and
sovereignly to determine someone’s final destiny (See Blomberg, 197). No
wonder that James in concluding this passage hurls a potent, and possibly indignant, challenge at the culprit, which can best be translated as, “Who (in the
world) do you think you are” (Brosend, 119; Hartin, 222; McKnight, 366)?
“Do you not realize that in your judging you are presuming to play God”
(Adapted from Richardson, 197)? But what can we expect from folks who
display a toxic tongue, when they come face to face with visitors in their assemblies (Jam. 2:1ff), when they encounter brothers and sisters who are about
to go down the drain (Jam. 2:15ff), when they curse their fellow men while
they bless God (Jam. 3:9), when they offer up lustful, self-serving prayers
(Jam. 4:3), when they allow their mouths to run riot about the future (Jam.
4:13ff), when they utter self-condemning complaints against each other (Jam.
5:9), and when they swear destructive oaths (Jam. 5:12)?
In short, James’ word constitutes more than a mild warning against “flirtation with the world” and some gentle “knuckle rapping.” No, it sets off an
alarm, and amounts to an implicit threat. To be sure, this is not fully expressed, but it is there! Do you, o man, intend to take on God? His ability to
save and destroy at His own good pleasure can “cut both ways.” You contin429

There is one definite article that joins lawgiver and judge into an unbreakable combination.
430
Any skirting of it or protest against it receives a withering reply (Job 38-42; Rom. 9:20).
431
Zodhiates, II, 316, goes to great length to emphasize that “to destroy” is not to be equated
with “to annihilate,” as some seek to explain. Apolesai implies complete loss or estrangement,
but not cessation of existence.
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ue on your path, and you can expect destruction (1 Cor. 3:17). This is surely
an effective way to produce humility, to break a proud spirit that for all practical purposes claims ultimacy! It also amounts to an implicit call to repentance vis-à-vis a readership that is too often blind to the nature of their condition, thoughts, words and actions, as well as to the divine diagnosis and cure
(Jer. 8:6) (Manton, 386).

b. Facing Your Future (4:13-17)
(13) Come on now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we shall
go to this or that city and spend a year there and do business
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and make a profit,” (14) while you do not know what tomorrow
will bring. For what is your life? You are a vapor that appears
for a little while and then vanishes. (15) Instead you ought to
say, “If the Lord wills, then we shall live and do this or that.”
(16) But now you boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is
evil. (17) Therefore whoever knows to do good and does not do
it, to him it is sin.
Once again, the architecture of James is called in question at this point
(McKnight, 367). This section presents “a transition without connection”
(Grosheide, 1955, 399). Once again, nothing could be further from the truth.
In this section James deals with a second element in the range of personal ethics. Anyone who takes the “cultural mandate,” which requires humans to take
dominion, seriously, will make plans for the future. Well, in this context it
soon becomes evident that there is planning and “planning!” The order of
Jam. 4:11-12 and Jam. 4:13-14 may well reflect the order of Proverbs 26 and
27, where “the picture of the effects of a ruinous tongue” is followed by the
warning not to boast about “tomorrow” (Prov. 27:1) (So Royster, 105, with a
reference to a similar order in Eccles. 4:29 and 5:1, 8).

(1) Injunction against Presumption (4:13)
Quite bluntly James states that planning without consideration of the providence of God is highly presumptuous (Ps. 49:11; Prov. 16:1; 27:1; Is. 56:12).
“Now listen,” “Come now,” or “Get with it!” (age nun) is indicative of an
“idiomatic and emphatic” (Keddie, 146), if not “brusque and insistent address” (Nystrom, 250; Blomberg, 206)! “You do not just ‘forget’ about God,
at any time, under any circumstances!” The address is designed to arrest attention (Tasker, 101; Burdick, 197). However, it indicates “more than James’
fondness of a sudden, strong, attention-grabbing rhetoric” (McKnight, 368).
The type of address reflects the gravity of the issue!
Notice how James presents the example of businessmen in their comings
and their goings. Apparently business travel was a common occurrence (Acts
18:2, 18; Rom. 16:13). What James has in mind are merchants in the possibly
international import-export industry, who always seem to be on the road, in
contrast to the local shopkeepers and retailers on the one hand, and the big
time landowners and farmers, who are called on the carpet in James 5:1ff, on
the other (See PHDavids, 171, for the distinction between the mobile merchant class and the more sedentary landlord class). With the singular (“Get
with it!”) he addresses each individual businessman. With the plural (“we,”
“us,” “you,” and “your”) he indicates that there is plenty of company (Zodhiates, III, 13). His addressees aim to travel with specified plans to specified
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places, at a specified point in time, and for a specified length of time to conduct a specified business. The three conjunctions, “and will spend a year there
and will engage in business and will make a profit” show their meticulous
planning, their single-minded determination, as well their obvious and blatant
pride. They must be regarded as Christians (with Keddie, 146; Moo, 2000,
201), rather than “hypothetical persons who have a hypothetical attitude
about a hypothetical trip” (Brosend, 126-127). At the least they are members
of the Christian community, who in a very vivid fashion are introduced as
speaking for themselves (... we ... us ...) and in a possibly even more telling
fashion are addressed directly (... you ... your ...). After all, James expects that
they put God in the equation (Jam. 4:15; contra McKnight, 369). “On paper,
their (model business) plan looks good,” similar to the plan of the farmer of
Luke 12:18, “as if there is nothing and no one else in the world ... as if winds
never blow ill, the roads are always safe, markets are always stable, and so
on” (Brosend, 126-127). In all this they exemplify carnal presumption, totally
forgetting that they are totally ignorant about the unfolding of the future, too
fragile to control the future, and fully dependent upon God for the future (Doriani, 160). Still they are not necessarily carnal hearts that go after carnal
projects with carnal hopes of success (contra Manton, 387, 394, who refers to
Sisera’s mother in Judg. 5:28-30). “They were caught up in their ‘winning’
formula: the timing, the journey to a financial center, the securing of a temporary residence there, the possession of sufficient time to do business, and the
expectation to turn a profit.” Apparently they were supposedly in total control
of the time, the location, the duration, and the profits of their business itinerary. “But the divine will had been left out of this formula entirely … as
though the whole business enterprise required only self-assuredness for control of circumstances and the achievement of the desired ends” (Richardson,
198). Clearly, they were non Bible students (Prov. 16:9; 20:24; Jer. 10:23).
But it may not even have dawned upon them that they were utterly presumptuous. At this juncture James may well present his readers with the shocking,
if not blinding, recognition that the Church is much more anemic across a
long range of issues than it is aware of. Jesus, as well as the OT prophets, the
NT apostles, as well Revival leaders throughout Church history fought that
anemia incessantly. How else can we explain the mind-blowing downgrades
that saw idolatrous Islam (The Middle East), atheistic Secularism (Europe)
and godless Humanism (USA) boastfully take over vast territories that at one
time had a seemingly invincible Christian signature?
What James has in mind here, is a run-of-the-mill, every-day, kind of sinfulness that always seems to hit Christians from the blind side, especially
those who routinely “compartmentalize life” and separate “God” from the
“world” (Jam. 4:4) and the “Sunday” from the “Monday” and the other days
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of the week.432 I characterize it as such because it pertains to a sort of conduct
that is not sinful on the face of it. After all, who would be alarmed when an
industrious businessman eagerly unfolds his plans? Nevertheless, it gives rise
to something that James, as well as the apostle John, emphasizes throughout.
Christians are and remain “open sewers,” that by definition spew out “an abundance of sewage,” unless they are God-centered in their motivation and objectives, Christ-centered in their origin and substance, and Spirit-centered in
their enablement and empowerment (See Jam. 1:17; 3:17; 4:7, 10; 5:13).
Without all this they may be shrewd and successful businessmen. But in this
segment of their lives they are at the same time callous, practical atheists,
who do not think “high enough,” ignoring the God who is in over-all control,
and self-deluding masters of self-sufficiency, who do not think “far enough”
ahead, leaving the future God-less and open-ended. Precisely because the
conduct under discussion pertains to a matter that is honorable in itself,
James’ warning pertains to a temptation that is subtle and easily overlooked.
Evidently the traveling wholesale trader, in contrast to the local retailer
(Laws, 189-190; Nystrom, 251) has an exciting, although not totally risk-free,
life in a world and during times of throbbing industrial and commercial activity. He is fully caught up in his work, which may well give him his identity
and double as his life. Whether a workaholic or not, he is a meticulous planner who is enterprising, knowledgeable, careful, skillful, energetic, and, although this is not James’ focus, undoubtedly determined to be a success.
Starting times as well as itineraries for his projects are well in advance
marked on the calendar. In theory, of course, these characteristics and this
procedure cannot be faulted or condemned. There is nothing wrong with
plans, with traveling, with doing business, or making money for that matter
(See also Keddie, 147). Far from it!
In fact, an entrepreneurial spirit that cannot stand laziness, refuses to drift
along in a life of self-indulgent pleasure, but rather seeks “to go places” is
throughout applauded in Scripture. God does not only appreciate it. He demands it. It is part of dominion taking as a creation mandate! Regrettably,
there are not enough Christians who display such spirit. No, it is the apparent
assumption of self-confidence, self-sufficiency, self-reliance, and selfdetermination of the man that is the target of James’ grievance and grief. He
goes about his business as if God has no plan, in fact, as if God does not exist.
He “operates solely on the level of the world without any reference to God”
432

See Brosend, 129, who further laments that the compartmentalization of life is not only
awash among the membership of the Church, but also endemic to the “pulpit.” Most preachers
play it safe and rarely tackle controversial issues that are politically incorrect or tend to upset
the applecart in their own setting. Fearlessness with regard to the exposition and application
of the text should return to the pulpit, with the willingness to let the biblical chips fall where
they may and must!
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(Hartin, 233). There is no recognition that the man, just like everyone else,
operates in a night fog that covers the countryside into which he travels. No
goggles. No night vision. There is no telling what the landscape is all about
when the fog lifts and the dawn breaks. But one would not be able to tell this
from the self-assured, arrogant and pretentious way the future is mapped out
without any allowance for unforeseen and unexpected circumstances (See
Burdick, 197). Although this kind of lifestyle was characteristic of the traveling traders of James’ day, they certainly do not have a corner on it. Basically
the same arrogant spirit imbued Israel before its defeat at Ai, its covenant
with Gibeon, Peter before his denial of Jesus (See also Phillips, 159-160), and
many of us throughout our past and in our present.
James’ words should not be construed as a “critique of profit” (with Moo,
1985, 154; and Hartin, 233; contra Martin, 165; Blomberg, 207; Royster,
106), or as a condemnation of someone “who controls property or makes investments without reference to God’s ethical concerns and in defiance of his
principles of equity” (So McCartney, 224). In fact, he is not even addressing
the often prevailing, and manifestly sinful, “desire to make profit a towering
priority,” such as is condemned in Amos 8:4-5 (Nystrom, 250; contra
McCartney, 223-224). Neither does he criticize a man for his ambition “to go
somewhere” fast! No, he targets the display of a false sense of security
(PHDavids, 172). The entrepreneur goes about his plans without any reference to God (So correctly Laws, 189; as well as McCartney, 224). He thinks
“entirely on a worldly plane,” naturally with “financial profit” as one of his
considerations, even if it is not “the chief value” (contra PHDavids, 172).
Undoubtedly, the man has lots of character strength. But as usual, the man’s
strength is his weakness. He is in the process of failing the trial of riches
(Jam. 1:10-11)!
But having said this, can we be certain that such a man genuinely belongs
to the covenant community? Some say “No” (Laws, 190; Moo, 1985, 154).
How “in the context of early Christianity could a group or large number of
wealthy traders form such a significant part of the Christian movement that
James would be required to intervene and condemn them in the way he does”
(Hartin, 232-233)? Others say “Yes” (Nystrom, 251). I say, “Definitely Yes!”
Once again, the whole tenor of James’ Letter, in which each Christian is said
to spew filth (Jam. 1: 21), to have a direct pipeline to hell (Jam. 3:6), to be
adulterous (Jam. 4:4), etc., is such, that nothing should surprise us, least of all
a sin that attaches itself to, and piggybacks upon, an enterprise that in and by
itself is not only totally honorable, but mandated in Scripture. It simply goes
to show how easy it is to fall victim to the pattern set forth in James 1:14-15.
The evil impulse blinds, contemplates a beckoning course of action, commits
itself to it, and finds itself on the slippery slope. There is hardly any doubt
that in this context there is a perennial congregational need for James’ tender
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love in tough pursuit of total holiness en route to ultimate perfection. Of
course, there is no indication that the traveling traders form a large group in
the Christian community (contra Hartin, 232)!
Incidentally, worry is just the opposite of such a self-possessed spirit.
The latter man’s heart and mind are filled with fear and uncertainty because
of an apparent lack of control about the future! Worry always has the tendency to paralyze! In Philippians 4:6-7, Paul gives the answer to worry: “Be anxious in nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with
thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which
transcends all understanding, shall guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.”
In worry, the heart and mind of man are “torn apart” with anxious and
distressing thoughts and emotions. But, when man turns to God and brings
everything before Him, God will calm down the heart and the mind. The
steps of turning to God are intriguing. The first one is prayer. Man enters the
throne room of God. The second is supplication. Man shuts everything out,
including all joys and sorrows, and closes the door behind him. Now he sees
God only. This, thirdly, leads to thanksgiving in (1 Thess. 5:18) and for (Eph.
5:20) all circumstances. Fourthly, once thanksgiving in place, the petitions
can (“for once”) be trusted. They are no longer self-centered or self-serving.
Finally, the peace of God is “suddenly” present, in an inexplicable manner,
all right, but present nevertheless. Still, Paul does not stop there. He adds that
on the basis of this peace in the heart, man must start concentrating on thinking and doing the right things. Then, the believer, in addition to experiencing
the presence of the peace of God, will be favored with the presence of the
God of peace. Now the future cannot be more secure. The peace of God has
taken over both the heart and the mind ... and the God of peace has granted
his presence, fellowship and protection (Phil. 4:8-9)! The presence and enjoyment of the peace of God as well as the God of peace! Undoubtedly the
twofold remedy for worry!
In the present context we encounter a businessman who is poles apart
from a worry-wart. His heart and mind are brimful with self-confidence and
optimism. But the antidote is the same for both, for they have something fundamental in common. They are both self-centered, however much the practical display of this self-centeredness may differ. In short, they are both all too
human in their “practical atheism.” God’s absolute sway over and presence in
everything does not function in either one of them.
It goes without saying that James cannot be opposed to planning or making provisions for the future. Scripture gives ample illustrations as well as injunctions to this effect (Gen. 41:35; Prov. 6:6-8; 30:25; Acts 11:29; Rom.
1:13). It even requires us to calculate the cost of each enterprise (Lk. 14:28).
But God must be in control (Nystrom, 253). Therefore such planning must
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have the right motivation, the right standard and the right goal, just as all
things ethical. It may not be done in anxiety or in pride. It must reflect the
substance of God’s law. And it must serve the purpose of the Kingdom of
God (Mt. 6:33). In short, it must be God-centered across the board! This is
the sum and substance of the ensuing verses!
However, before we turn to these verses, we must once more return to the
question whether the businessmen James addresses are Christians or nonChristians. It has been suggested that the latter is the case, because the word
“brothers” is not mentioned in this context. The implication is that to identify
them by definition as non-Christians is to take away the force of this passage.
Even to leave the question open (Martin, 165) is neither satisfactory nor sufficient. James addresses the Church (Jam. 1:1), and the admonition goes out
to all business people within the Christian community (So also Blomberg,
209)! The maxim is simple. Just as in all biblical preaching, anyone who recognizes that the shoe fits should put it on! Depending upon the response,
James undoubtedly will find out who among them are truly Christians. Incidentally, we already saw that the same reasoning applied to the rich in James
1:10-11, and we eventually will see that it also applies to the rich in James
5:1-6. In both instances the brother appellation is missing as well. This may
indicate that there is always a possibility for Church members not to be Christians after all, in spite of their profession (1 Cor. 15:34). But it does not imply
that the folks referred to in these contexts are “outsiders,” which would take
the Church off the proverbial applicable hook.

(2) Solution to Presumption (4:14-15)
James starts out by laying the foundation of his solution to presumption with
“powerful metaphors for the fragility and shortness of life” (Richardson,
199). The greatest of plans and designs can be dashed in a moment. While it
is perfectly appropriate to trust God for the future (Ps. 27:1; 146:4; Job 29:18;
Is. 55:12), it is foolish to presume on the future (Ps. 49:11; Prov. 27:1; Is.
56:12; Lk. 12:16ff). We are not masters of our time or space (Ps. 31:15; Eccl.
9:1; Jer. 10:23). James leads up to this with an exclamation. “Whoever you
may be, you don’t even know what tomorrow will bring (McKnight, 371)!
After all, we are a leaf in the wind, who may be a sudden casualty the very
next day ... if not the very same night (Job 27:8; Lk. 12:20). In general, life is
like a “vapor,” a “mist,” a “thin smoke,” a “trace of a cloud” (Job 7:7; Ps. 39:
5, 11; 90:9-10; Hos. 13:3; Hartin, 224; Royster, 106). It is fleeting and does
not last long. The sun rises and it burns off quickly. It is like grass (Ps.
103:15; Is. 40:6-7), like the wind (Job 7:7), like a cloud (Job 7:9), like a
flower (Job 14:2), like a shadow (Job 14:2; Ps. 102:11). It comes and goes. It
(reflecting the Greek original) “appears” and “disappears” (Johnson, 296;
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Blomberg, 207). It is like a head of steam. It may look impressive, but dissipates in a hurry. It is like a puff of smoke of extremely short duration. It may
appear to be thick and heavy, but it is soon blown away (Mitton, 169; Dibelius, 233). It is like a soap bubble. It can be made to grow, and grow. But it
will suddenly burst! “Here today and gone today” (Martin, 166). We better
wake up to this reality (Rom. 13:11). The question is not what kind or quality
of life there will be tomorrow, but whether there will be life at all (Moo,
1985, 155). Often, it takes an occasion that makes humans look death in the
face before this will dawn upon them. It is passing strange that some folks
live for today, as if there is no tomorrow, while others live for tomorrow as if
there is one! The first one indicates indulgence, the second presumption. Both
attitudes stand condemned. Both seem to forget that life is short as well as
uncertain. Of course, when the focus is upon God (Ps. 73:25-26; Hab. 3:17)
and his Christ (Phil. 1:21; 3:10; 4:13), both “today” and “tomorrow” fall into
perfect place, and the fragility of life in both its brevity and uncertainty can
be properly assessed and dealt with. It should not go unnoticed that James accentuates his verdict about the traveling traders immeasurably by bluntly informing them that not they themselves, not just their lives, are a “vapor,” a
“mist,” a “puff of smoke!”
In short, the uncertainty, fragility and shortness of life should be sufficient reasons to turn away from a presumptuous approach to life. In the larger
context of Scripture, and often in conjunction with the return of Christ, they
also function as reasons for the urgency of a life of holiness before, and of
service to, God (Rom. 13:11; 2 Pet. 1:13).
At any rate, James states that the solution is to be found in the recognition and acknowledgment that life is fully in the hands of God (Acts 18:21;
Rom. 1:10; 15:24, 32; 1 Cor. 4:9; 16:7; Phil. 2:19, 24; Heb. 6:3; 3 John 10;
see also Royster, 107). He formulates this in terms of “the will of God.” In
this context it signifies the will of control or decree, rather than his (ethical)
will of command (contra McCartney, 227). In other words, what comes into
view here is God’s plan or providence by which he determines whatever
comes to pass, and in this context, whatever will come to pass!
Frankly, too often “the will of God” in contexts like this is thought to refer to the so-called “guidance of God.” One should guard against this not only
in this passage but also elsewhere. It is quite pertinent to bring this up, since
in the present context decisions are being made, in fact, “big” decisions. The
doctrine of “guidance” holds that there is supposedly a “perfect” or “ideal”
will of God, which is designed to direct and lead us in life especially in areas
and issues of crucial significance. It touches on those aspects or instances
where there is no explicit instruction from God, such as whom to marry, what
profession to choose, and where to reside. The aim is to identify God’s specific will for us, his specific leading in our life. Again and again we are told
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to make sure that we “seek it by prayer,” so that we not only “perceive it”
(Royster, 108), but also actually find ourselves “in the center of God’s will.”
Frequently an elaborate set of rules, with green or red lights and all, is drawn
up to determine its content. To succeed in this is pretty momentous. After all,
to miss it ultimately makes for, at times, very “unhappy campers.”
The question, of course, is unavoidable whether the traveling traders in
this context are exhorted to seek “divine guidance,” or to find “God’s ideal or
perfect will for their lives?” This question must emphatically be answered in
the negative. As will now be shown, this whole concept is totally foreign to
the teaching of Scripture. In the course of demonstrating this I also aim to delineate how we can expect anyone to approach the future and make decisions
in a biblically responsible manner. All this is the subject matter of the next
Topical Focus.

Topical Focus #17:
Decision Making & the Will of God
1. The Twofold Will of God
Scripture distinguishes (only!) two wills of God, the will of God’s control in terms of
both his decree (Eph. 1:11) and his providence (Rom. 1:10; 15:32), and the will of
God’s command in terms of his injunctions (John 4:34; Rom. 12:2) and prohibitions
(Deut. 5:6ff). Regrettably the distinction between God’s will of control and his will of
command is too often blurred. Care must be taken not to do this in the various contexts, where the will of God is invoked.
The third petition of the Lord’s Prayer (Mt. 6:10) refers to God’s will of command, rather than to his will of control. When the Lord Jesus teaches us to pray, “Your
will be done,” he desires us to ask for obedience to the will of God’s command across
the length and breadth of our existence on earth, without exception or reservation. This
is also what he requests for himself, when in the garden of Gethsemane he makes that
very same petition (Mt. 26:42; Lk. 22:42). It is hardly surprising that heaven, with its
all-encompassing obedience by the angels, is set as the standard for the kind of holiness of life indicated by it. Although, of course, heartfelt submission to the allcontrolling plan of God is always mandatory, in the context of the third petition the
will of God’s decree does not enter into the picture.
Neither does it enter in the picture in 1 John 5:14. In this passage John refers also
to the will of God’s command. He informs us that when we ask anything, according to
the revealed will of God, he will hear us. In fact, we already will have received it.
Therefore, this implicitly urges us to be Word-centered (and holiness-centered!) in our
prayers. We must first determine what God conveys and requires in his Word. That,
then, ought to be the subject matter and content of our prayers. It stands to reason that
prayers, which reflect Scripture, will definitely be heard!
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All this has at least three implications. Negatively, God’s people should not cripple their prayers by adding, “provided that it is your will.” They often add this to their
prayers for the recovery of the sick, as if either Matthew 6:10 or 1 John 5:14 would
require this. Neither verse, however, refers to God’s plan. Therefore, to quote them as
if they do confuses the two wills of God. No, since it is God’s revealed will that we
pray for the sick (Jam. 5:16), we should do so fervently, and ... expect an affirmative
answer. (In my comments on James 5:16 I also show that, since God does not promise
healing in every case of sickness, there will be times that we “gladly” have to take
“no” for an answer.) Positively, God’s people can escape this confusion by always
basing their prayers upon Scripture. It is no coincidence that also Jesus (John 15:7) and
Paul (1 Tim. 4:4) tie Scripture and prayer indissolubly together. Both do so in the context of holiness. The tapestry is rich and enriching: Word-Prayer-Holiness. Praying
Scripture clearly gives “steel” to one’s prayer not only in terms of solid substance, but
also of unwavering confidence. Finally, this warrants the conclusion that if no Scripture, whether precept, promise, prohibition, principle, pattern, model, or example can
be found to give content to prayer, there is no basis for prayer. Consequently one
should abstain from it. In other words, every prayer should have at its foundation a
Word of God, in whatever form it comes to us, either explicit or implicit. And every
prayer can expect the answer warranted by this Word.
Be this as it may, in Church history the grateful acknowledgment of God’s twofold will came to expression in a stream of literature on both the Sovereignty of God
and the Decalogue. This demonstrated its avowed God-centeredness and its unmistaken holiness-centeredness. About a century ago, however, the theological climate began to shift, first subtly, but soon at an accelerated pace. Both the will of God’s sovereign control and the will of God’s absolute command were shown the door. A rampant Arminianism was able to convince large portions of the ecclesiastical world that
absolute divine sovereignty simply was not compatible with unfettered human responsibility, and would turn man into a robot. So by and large sovereignty, and therefore
the will of God’s absolute control, was “tossed,” even if lip service was paid to biblical
terminology. “Tossed” as well was the Mosaic Law. A rampant Dispensationalism declared that Paul’s phraseology “You are not under law, but under grace” (Rom. 6:14)
made short shrift of that law in the NT dispensation. In a truly NT Church God’s OT
law does no longer, neither should, function in any substantive and meaningful way. In
a rather piecemeal fashion an exception was made for OT commandments (sparingly)
repeated in the NT, but the rest was basically “history.” All this is extremely serious
business. The upshot was that by and large the Christian Church turned more and more
man-centered instead of God-centered and, as its corollary, happiness-centered instead
of holiness-centered.
However, something had to give. One cannot ignore large chunks of fundamental
biblical truth without impunity, without feeling the pinch, even if only instinctively.
The dismissal of both God’s will of decree and God’s will of command created a vacuum. Man was virtually left rudderless in a world of chance. This, of course, had to
be offset by something. Suddenly enters the concept of “God’s Ideal Will for my
Life!” In this concept the tables were fundamentally turned. Man no longer lives and
fits in the world of God to serve him, but God lives and fits in the universe of mankind
to serve it, all pious disclaimers to the contrary. Soon streams of books were devoted
to the subject, and published with titles that focused on the so-called “Ideal Will” or
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“Perfect Will” of God. Surrender of man to God for God’s sake was replaced with
guidance of man by God for man’s sake. In a rather convoluted way even the frequent
urgings to find the “Center of God’s will,” while God-centered in its formulation is
man-centered in its substance. After all, this “Center” spells security and safety.
Frankly, in the final analysis this concept is an unbiblical and errorful construct
that is regrettably swallowed in a wholesale fashion by many sincere and wellmeaning Christians. I hope that what follows will liberate every Christian from this
“Bondage of the Immature,” and slay this “Goliath of Subjectivity,” as it has been
called in an excellent work on the subject (Gary Friesen, Decision making & the Will
of God (Portland: Multnomah Press, 1980), 123-126, 264). This work makes a mistake, however, when it characterizes the concept of God’s Perfect Will as “the traditional view.” Such is decidedly not the case. In fact, in the history of the Church it is a
“Johnny-Come-Lately,” that was made possible only by virtue of a shift in theological
climate of calamitous proportions. Since the author fails to plumb the depth and implications of this shift, his criticism goes no farther than earmarking this concept as “immature.” Also, because his alternative, identified as “the way of wisdom,” remains too
much on the surface of things, he leaves his readers too much in the fog. I aim to demonstrate that the issue is much more serious than is indicated, that the criticism should
have been more incisive, and that the biblical truth is deeper as well as more decisive. I
do so under two headings, the unbiblical as well as the biblical concept of “God’s will
for my life.”

2. The Unbiblical Concept of “God’s Will for my Life”
The concept of the so-called “Perfect Will of God for my Life,” as it functions today in
much of Christianity, has four drawbacks. In a sense, it has “four strikes” against it.
This should seal its doom!

(1) It Is Man-centered
First, then, it is thoroughly man-centered, all appearances to the contrary. Let me
summarize and expand on what already has been stated. The doctrine of “guidance,”
and the emphasis upon “God’s will for your life,” took center stage only a century or
so ago. Until that time, it was a totally unknown entity, and apparently not viewed as a
significant or even biblical issue. It owes its existence to two theological developments. For one thing, under the influence of an increasingly potent Arminianism, the
“will of God’s decree” (Prov. 16:1, 4, 9!) was dismissed. Such will supposedly produces robots. It would annihilate the freedom of man’s will, and therefore could not be
tolerated. Since its dismissal leaves man in a world of chance, the so-called “perfect,
ideal, will of God” or “the center of God’s will” was introduced to offset this threat.
But one can miss it! So, it is and remains “resistible.” God proposes and man disposes.
One can taste the man-centered “paradigm shift.” For another, under the further influence of an ever more potent Dispensationalism, the “will of God’s command” was deemphasized as well. After all, the age of grace had dawned. This supposedly shelved
the law of God (Rom. 6:14)! Herewith the man-centered shift was completed. Happiness, rather than holiness, became the focus and the grand objective. “There is safety,
success, and prosperity in the center of God’s will,” became the “official” watchword,
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even if in some (many?) adherents of this concept the implicit practice (of holiness)
was superior to the explicit theory (of happiness). At any rate, this “center” was left
basically undefined because it differs from individual to individual. So it was bound to
be nebulous and often elusive as well. Clearly, neither God’s well-defined Word, nor
God’s well-directing Law unto holiness has any substantive input in assessing it.
All this, as if Hebrews 11:35b-38 was never written! God is a sanctuary, a safe
shelter, all right (Is. 8:13-14). But this entails that Christians are biblically untouchable
and safe (compare bird sanctuary!) only, when they find themselves on the mountain
of God’s holiness in the beauty of God’s holiness (sanctuary, emphasis added)! It is
this “Secret Place” of total consecration to the Most High that provides the protecting
“Shadow of the Almighty” (Ps. 91:1). This is neither nebulous nor elusive. It is found
by all those who are God-centered in their thirst and pursuit of holiness. Psalm 91 may
well be a desert Psalm of Mosaic origin, a companion of Psalm 90, the latter looking
backward, and the former forward. If this is so, it appears that in the desert only two
found this “sanctuary,” namely Joshua and Caleb. All the others died a miserable death
because of their rebellion (Compare Heb. 3:7-14).
At any rate, the upshot of the theological climate shift from God-centered to mancentered is there for all to see. God-centered books on Predestination and the Ten
Commandments disappeared with their emphasis upon the worship of God in the
splendor of holiness that in previous centuries had captured the hearts of authors and
readers alike. They were replaced by a veritable flood of basically, be it often subtly,
man-centered and, in comparison, anemic literature on God’s “ideal will” and how to
capture it, “guidance” and how to ascertain it, or the “center of God’s will,” and how
to find it, so that life would proceed (under God’s watchful eye) with a minimum of
unpleasant upheavals and hopefully a maximum of experiences in the plus column.

(2) It Is Not Fully Honest
Second, apart from being man-centered in that it is both “resistible” and aims at man’s
“happiness,” rather than his holiness, the notion of the so-called “perfect will of God”
has a further drawback. It is not a fully honest concept. Usually the issues that are
brought up under this heading are the three “biggies,” marriage, profession and residence. Often they evoke extensive bouts of agony in the decision making process. In
the little things of life, however, the so-called perfect will is virtually ignored. Whether
the right or left shoelace ought to be tied first, what kind of cereal to purchase for
breakfast, etc. never enters the picture in this context! Why would it? After all, human
happiness is not really at stake in mundane issues such as this! In a word, there is universal inconsistency in the application of the concept. In fact, most of the time it plays
no role whatsoever! Again, why would it? When it does not serve man’s purpose “for
a happy life” of whatever type or stripe, it serves no purpose, is ignored, and treated as
basically useless!
The following anecdote should illustrate this. In one instance I suggested to a
bright and intelligent College student that she should double major. In response she
told me that she had to seek out God’s will for her life before she could make this decision. She would do so prayerfully, of course! Upon the question, whether she had
followed the same procedure in determining her first major, she blushed. No, she had
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failed to do this. Of course, she did not follow this procedure, I would add, because she
chose the first major as part of her pursuit of happiness. Ironically, the same rationale
was present in her hesitation regarding a second major. Too much work certainly
would negatively impact her happiness. Instinctively and immediately she grasped for
God’s ideal will for a comfortable life. The idea of godly dominion taking was not
even considered. Keep it happy and take it easy were the two guidelines that governed
her decision making processes. Regrettably, she is not an isolated case. Anecdotes,
such as this can be multiplied many times! The grievous theological climate shift from
God-centeredness to man-centeredness seems to have entered the bone marrow of the
Christian Church. No wonder that the latter is losing ground by the decade, if not the
year. It seems that man-centered “mush” replaced God-centered steel. But there is an
additional wrinkle.

(3) It Paralyzes
Third, the concept of God’s “ideal will” has a paralyzing influence. Consistent application would bring life to a stand-still. This becomes fully clear when someone decides
to embark upon such application. “Do I tie the right or the left shoelace first? Does
God steer me in the direction of a Coke or a Pepsi? Should I rent an Alamo or an Avis
rental car?” These multitudinous questions, which can be multiplied endlessly, would
grind life to a halt. After all, no multitudinous answers will ever be forthcoming.
Therefore, paralysis is unavoidable, especially for those who are the most sensitive and
truly and consistently agonize about finding the manifestly elusive “center of God’s
will” in everything! It becomes really serious, when one pays the weekly visit to the
grocery store to purchase lots of food for the family. In fact, the inevitable “no answer” situation due to a (wrongly) perceived and interpreted “silence from heaven”
would result in much more than paralysis. A so-called “godly” consistency that no
food would be bought apart from a clear direction of God as to its kind and quantity
ultimately would have to end in demise through famine or dehydration. In short, sooner or later the “honest,” universal and unswerving application of the concept of “God’s
ideal will for my life” cannot but turn into paralysis and eventually will lead to disastrous consequences. In one instance, in which a choice had to be made between two
types of drink, the person walked away from the refrigerator. He had to! The consistent application of what he thought was a biblical truth forced him to do so. When he
eventually became quite thirsty, he recognized the folly of this dead-end street concept, together with the “bondage” that it entailed. Soon after this recognition he abandoned it in favor of the biblical teaching on the subject, which is shared below.
All this, of course, is quite ironic. The Arminian charges the Reformed theologian
of turning men into robots, which it decidedly does not do (See my Sovereignty and
Responsibility). But the Arminian position produces a stifling, in fact, deadly paralysis! As we saw, it has been called “The Bondage of the Immature.” This is a correct
analysis, but there is clearly much more at stake. When consistently held, it will end up
as “The Bondage of the Tied-Up-In-Knots.” Thankfully this statement can immediately be mitigated by the further consideration that the inconsistency in applying this concept is often so widespread that this consequence will rather rarely show up. At any
rate, as will be demonstrated, over against this concept the biblical position will prove
to be liberating. It frees man up! But it is also life-producing. It pulsates with promise!
1134

After all, the Word does not only liberate (John 8:31-32). It is also Spirit and life
(Deut. 32:46-47; John 6:63).

(4) It Does Not Exist
Fourth, God’s so-called perfect will does not exist! After all, if one misses God’s ideal
will for a spouse, the domino effect kicks in. If one misses it, everyone else will miss it
too! On one occasion I asked someone who actively sought to find “the man of God’s
choice” according to his “perfect will,” what would happen if she never found him,
and ended up marrying the wrong man. The response was telling. “I will be a very unhappy woman.” My further question was this. “What about the man you should have
married, the woman who married the man you should have married, the man you
ended up marrying, the woman who should have married the man you married, and to
top it off what about all the hybrids of children? Will all of them be permanently unhappy as well?” Of course, to ask the question was to answer it. A concept that has
such domino effect and produces such blatant man-centeredness cannot exist. If it
were to exist, the implication in the light of the domino effect of all the (multitudinous)
“misses” would be staggering and unacceptable. God would permanently have his
hands full with billions of revisions that must be made on an ongoing basis. He would
have to go back to the drawing board constantly in an unending stream of changes in
the content of his so-called perfect wills. Of course, this clearly would make him play
“second fiddle.” God would propose, but man would dispose. As a practical result God
would be forced to come up again and again with new proposals, which would be routinely turned down again and again! All this warrants only one very simple conclusion.
Such “god” is not the God of the Bible, not by the farthest stretch of the imagination.
He basically would be man’s slave. And then to think that simple surrender to a sovereign God could have prevented all this confusion, and the paralyzing misery that it
did leave, does leave, and will leave in its wake for all those who take it seriously until
the bitter end!
No, there must be a better way to make responsible decisions that are marked by
unwavering resolve, accompanied by total peace of mind, and never need to second
guess or look back. There is, indeed! Scripture contains relevant principles. In fact, it
reflects the riches of Scripture that it presents us with explicit guidelines how to make
responsible decisions in areas where there is no explicit prescriptive or prohibitive
Word of God. In fact, there are four such guidelines. To ignore them is bound to put us
in a quagmire of frustration and so to stunt, if not endanger, the advance of the Kingdom!

3. The Biblical Concept of God’s Will
(1) Delight in God
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First, God will give anyone the desires of his heart who delights himself in Him (Ps.
37:4; Prov. 10:25). He is just like a father who promises a doll to his daughter who
loves him dearly and has him central in her life! If the promised doll comes in ten colors, and she would ask what her father’s will is for her life in terms of its color, his answer would be swift. “Silly girl, I want you to go for the color you like most.” As an
earthly father deals with his beloved daughter, so our heavenly Father deals with his
beloved children. More precisely, since an earthly father is created in the image of
God, he treats his daughter as our heavenly father treats his children. Of course, the
question will, and must, be posed, “Can our desires always be trusted?” The answer is
simple. Unless the delight in the Lord is present, all bets are off. A simple test can assist in determining whether this delight, indeed, prevails. Can I say with Paul, “For me
to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21)? If not, my life is my idol and my
greater, if not greatest, delight. I would prefer it with all its treasures and excitement to
my Savior and Lord, similar to the “Rich Young Ruler” (Lk. 18:18-29). It would be
quite ironical, if upon our death our Savior would have to ask us somewhat chidingly,
“You did not really want to come home yet, did you, and you did not really wish to see
me so soon, right?” I am afraid that we would blush from the top of our head to the
sole of our feet, and if our bodiless state would not allow this, our souls most likely
would (should!) turn a fiery red. Of course, in this scenario “my desires” will be compromised and contaminated, if not warped and self-defeating, and stand in need the
need of (wholesale) repentance. The mere idea that we would prefer anyone or anything to Jesus should blow our brains and hearts. The accompanying repentance, on
the other hand, would bring me up to Paul’s level. This, in turn, will assist me in purifying my desires. In fact, I will look at Paul’s desires (Phil. 1:22-26), which resulted
from his delight in God, as my benchmark and model! All this goes to show that authentic God-centeredness, such as evident in Paul, is the prerequisite for God-approved
desires. Such God-centeredness, incidentally, will not waste its time on books that focus on “God’s Perfect Will,” God’s Will for Your Life,” “Guidance,” etc. Rather, it
will manifest itself, a. o. in a deep interest in books on topics, such as The Attributes of
God, Predestination, Sovereignty and Responsibility, etc. It goes without saying that
this, in turn, will have a pronounced, further purifying influence upon the desires of
the believer! The second guideline serves the same purpose. It will purify our desires
even more. They will be purposefully holy! This now calls for our attention.
(2) Delight in God’s Law
Scripture indicates that there are two areas in life. The first one is the area where man
faces the law of God. Here, man has no freedom, no freedom at all. He simply must
obey! The second one is the area where there is no law. Here, man has only freedom!
This is where the second guideline emerges. Scripture teaches that someone who delights in keeping God’s law (See Prov. 4:1, 3, 5-6a, 7, 9) will by definition be pleasing
to and be blessed by God in the area where there is no law in force (See Prov. 4:2, 4,
6b, 8, 10). Once again, when a daughter pleases her father by her obedience in the
home, she will be pleasing to her father as well when she plays outside to amuse herself, regardless whether she chooses the tricycle or the jump rope. It would be passing
strange if she would step outside, and faced with these two possibilities would agonize
and ask for her father’s will for this part of her life. Once again, her father would say,
1136

“Silly girl, you please me immensely with your obedient life. Whatever your choice of
toy, this will continue to be so.” Her choice of toy is totally irrelevant in determining
her acceptability to her father, and his subsequent smile of approval upon her life.
Once again, just as an earthly father deals with his earthly daughter, so our heavenly
Father deals with his beloved children. As they take delight in his law, he takes delight
in them and their activities wherever the law is silent. Talk about a rich and enriching
freedom to be able to act under the smile of a God who loves the desires of our devoted hearts and puts his stamp of approval upon our enjoyment of life! It is poles
apart from the paralyzing and nervous bondage of the immature who consistently may
have to look over their shoulders. It stands to reason that all this will go hand in hand
with a profound interest in books on the Ten Commandments, on sanctification, on the
perseverance of the saints, etc. This will continue to purify the desires of the believer.
In one instance a military officer was agonizing about two possible physical locations
to retire. They were thousands of miles apart. If he would designate one location, he
would be $5,000 out of pocket in possible relocating expenses, if he ultimately opted
to move to the other one. The first two guidelines sobered him up and led to a genuine
and deep repentance. He recognized that his approach was thoroughly man-centered
and happiness oriented. As soon as he pursued delight in both God and his law as his
first two priorities, the agony vanished. Ultimately he chose the location where he
could prosper in ministry, and never looked back. Frankly, many have been the times
that I saw the acquaintance with and the embrace of these two guidelines produce
“joyful tears of liberation” from a “crushing yoke” in the decision making process. It
looked as if a light was turned on and lit up the way into a beckoning and exhilarating
future under the endorsement and blessing of God.
The first two guidelines can also be used as an evangelistic tool. Imagine being
asked for advice at the height of the Vietnamese war by two young men with low draft
numbers. They decided to enlist in order to have the choice of service. Should they opt
for the Navy, the Air Force, the Army, or the Marine Corps? Upon further inquiry you
find out that one of them is virtually an atheist without any discernible interest in either God or his Law word. The second one, on the other hand, does take a great delight
in God and his word. The resulting counsel is not too difficult. You must tell the first
young man that for a hell-bound sinner a specific choice of service branch makes no
difference whatsoever. He is and remains hell-bound in whatever choice he makes.
This, of course, opens the door to an evangelistic outreach. Similarly, you must inform
the second one that his choice of service in the grand scheme of things is equally irrelevant. Wherever he ends up, he is heaven bound and will be an entrepreneurial force
for God and his Word! This, then, paves the way to the third guideline.
(3) Creative Imagination
Third, man is made in God’s image, and therefore possesses creative imagination. He
may and should always go as far as he can, as fast as he can, and as furious as he can,
but ... for the Lord! His bottom line is not, “I move or proceed, if God permits,” but
rather, “I move and proceed unless God stops me.” In a nutshell, it is not, “Yes, if,”
but “Yes, unless.” The apostle Paul is a prime example of this approach. He aimed to
travel via Rome into Spain (Rom. 15:24, 28). He could hardly have gone any farther!
Many times he had intended to visit Rome (Rom. 1:13). He could hardly have gone
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any faster. He was eager to go to Rome (Rom. 1:11). He could hardly have set a more
furious pace! He pushed onward, not if God permitted, but until God stopped him. Incidentally, folks who follow Paul’s pattern will show that by the bumps and bruises on
their foreheads. They are bound often to run into God’s providential roadblocks, if not
steel doors, when they doggedly and persistently exercise their creative imagination. In
fact, such bumps and bruises are their badge of honor. When God stops them, they respond with a smile of submission, and either put in renewed effort upon renewed effort
until the door is fully closed, or tirelessly move on to a next “project.” If Paul is any
indication, God is pleased with any believer, who always gives it a pulsating 100%! It
is tantamount to keeping the faith, to running the race, to fighting the good fight come
what may, and to endure into the end. In fact, it is to pour oneself out as a drinkoffering until the very last drop. This, incidentally, secured for Paul a crown of righteousness as God’s reward. All those who love their Lord and Savior, and run “far, fast
and furious” in Paul’s footsteps, can expect the same (2 Tim. 4:6-8). This pattern does,
and should, apply to the totality of life. It applies to the leadership in the church, such
as evangelists, pastors-teachers, and deacons. It applies to the membership of the
church, worshipers, Sunday school teachers, choir members, fathers, mothers, sons,
daughters, etc. It applies to the ministries of the Church, whether in the area of evangelism, speaking, or serving. It applies to each and every member of society, to employers, employees, businessmen, teachers, students, members of government, military
personnel, citizens, etc., etc. There is no exception! All should take the “Cultural
Mandate” (Gen. 1:28) as well as the “Grand Command” (Mt. 28:19-20) with the utmost seriousness! All should always be on the move, ever farther, ever faster, ever
more furiously in all things, in all circumstances, in all places, in all functions, for all
purposes and all people, but especially for God and his purposes. As a result all should
always function as essential and vital components of a veritable “beehive” in all areas,
phases and facets of life.
It hardly needs to be emphasized how liberating and life-producing this approach
is! At any rate, all this implies that the traveling businessman in James 4:13ff can be
applauded in and for his entrepreneurialism (and would have been applauded had all
else been equal)! In fact, everyone should deserve to be applauded for going “far, fast,
and furious,” more precisely, for going “as far and as fast and as furious as possible.”
In a word, depending upon one’s stations and functions in life, everyone should have
one or more big visions, should produce one or more detailed blueprints of these visions, should plan one or more grand strategies to implement them, and should be in
one or more hot pursuits of them until he/she meets with success or is shut down by
God! This is the picture we receive of the just-mentioned businessman. That he has a
problem is quite clear. But he is not chided by James, because he is not on the lookout
for a “non-existing, ideal will of God for his life.” As we will see later, the locus as
well as the nature of his problem is elsewhere.
(4) Divine Providence
Fourth, believers must rely on the providential will of God (Rom. 1:10; 15:32). One
way of doing so is by keeping the known providence of God in mind. When they do,
they will refuse to make sudden, capricious moves. In God’s providence the will of his
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control, his “secret will,” is disclosed. This means two things. First, it is advisable to
postpone one’s decisions as long as is comfortably possible. The longer one waits, the
more of God’s providential data are at one’s disposal, and the wiser one’s decisions
are bound to be. For those data often make it (crystal?) clear which direction one
should take in the decision making process. To wait upon God, in short, tends to uncomplicate things. In fact, many decisions may never need to be made, since it will
frequently prove to be an open and shut case as to which course of action to take.
Second, once a decision is made, it becomes a part of God’s providence, part of “all
things” that God causes to come in our lives for our progressive conformity to the image of Christ (Rom. 8:28-29). Because it is by definition a stepping stone toward our
sanctification, we will never have to look over our shoulders in an attitude of secondguessing. Of course, at times it may precipitate repentance in case decisions were sinful. At other times, it could turn into a learning process in case decisions proved to be
too hasty. But even in these instances every decision of God’s people is ultimately fuel
for joy, thanksgiving and worship. We may well ask what alternative there is for folks
who know that their past as well as their present and their future, in whole and in part,
unconditionally consist and are unreservedly constitutive of God’s “pavement” en
route to their perfection! In short, and once again, creative imagination commits us to
ever giving it “our everything,” 100%, without any ifs, ands or buts. By the same token divine providence, God’s 100%, guides us, guards us, directs us, and in case of
need stops us (Rom. 1:13; 15:22). In other words, we go far, fast, and furious with a
constant eye on God’s providence, until he in that same providence prevents us from
proceeding. He can do this in a variety of ways, by means of our own plans that must
be pursued or cannot be altered (Rom. 15:22), by means of promises from which we
are not released (Ps. 15:4) or that cannot violated, or by any other providential dealings
that stop us dead in our tracks or make continuation impossible.

4. Conclusion
To close with three further anecdotes, in one instance a couple with young children
wished to move to a preferable location to bring them up, and asked me for advice.
There were two live options. I immediately suggested the first option. This, however,
precipitated quite a few, rather forceful, comments on the part of the couple enumerating some serious drawbacks connected with this choice. Without hesitation I, then,
counseled the couple to take the second one and offered the following rationale. I
know that you have a delight in both God and his law. I also know that you are in hot
pursuit of Kingdom goals, and at the same time fully willing to submit to God’s doorclosing providence. The only “unknown” to me was the deepest desire of your hearts. I
methodologically suggested the first one to find out what it was. I quickly was able to
identify it. It is certainly not the first option. You mentioned it more out of a sense of
perceived obligation. Since this obligation is not biblically mandated, you are fully
free to pursue the second option. Therefore, do so with all of your heart, and you will
be blessed.” They certainly were! They joined a strong Church, had a powerful ministry in it, and recently returned from a one-year oversees assignment that this Church
asked them to undertake.
In a second instance a student was looking for a research position in a university.
It was my privilege to mentor the process, which had only a window of two weeks.
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When my travels led me providentially to two places in one weekend where two “eligible” universities were located, the decision was virtually made for us to visit both.
The application to the first university soon fizzled, although it looked at first very
promising. The application to the second one ran into an immediate roadblock. The
professor in charge of the research program was not even willing to give an interview.
He had all the help he needed, and was not going to waste our time! Somewhat discouraged, the student suggested that we should go home. My response was that we should
never stop ourselves, which prompted me to inquire with the professor, whether he
was willing to see us in order to suggest another university, or any course of action for
that matter. He consented. To make a long story short, the student had written an extensive thesis on a topic in an area which was the professor’s research specialty. The
student was hired on the spot, and ended up with a scholarship and a degree.
In a third instance a Missions Conference speaker was informed what the faith
promise target was for the Missions Budget. At that time it was subscribed for approximately 70%. In his final message on “God’s Will for Your Life,” he concluded as follows. “Assuming that you pay your tithes, no one can force you or may manipulate
you to reach the target (Acts 5:4). After all, a ‘free will offering’ is a ‘free will offering.’ But I leave you with one question. If you do not arrive at the target amount, did
God stop you or did you stop yourself?” This question was very effective. An hour following the service the treasurer reported that enough attendees had revisited their faith
promise to bring the total up to 80%.
What is the upshot? “Go, go, go 100% for God, until he stops ‘me’,” must be the
motto of every Church and every believer in it. After all, God’s revealed as well as
providential will does not stymie man’s 100%, but encourages it, and sets it in motion.
The reason is simple. It is the biblical model! Whenever this motto was put into practice in Scripture, God blessed in abundance. It is the pattern on display in our Lord and
Savior himself, and followed by the apostle Paul. It is also the hallmark of all the “heroes of faith,” some of whom are in God’s Hall of Fame in Hebrews 11, starting with
those who “piled up” victory after victory (Heb. 11:1-35a) and concluding with those
who were stopped in their tracks (Heb. 11:35b-38). Most of them had “their moments,” and experienced bumps and bruises. Some of them had much more than just
bumps and bruises to show for, as the conclusion of Hebrews 11 indicates in a very
sobering fashion. Nevertheless, all of them ended up with God’s smile of approval, because none of them stopped themselves! So everyone will end up with God’s approval
who never stops himself in the service of his God, but perseveres to the end (Heb.
10:39) in total obedience to God’s Word and in total surrender to God’s providence
(Rom. 1:10; 15:32).
The bottom line, then, is that anything other than “Yes, Unless God” as the motto
over the portals of our life qualifies us our own “control freaks” who simply do not
want to give up “the final say,” in whatever, often self-deceiving, pious terminology
we couch our response to a situation or an individual. Only, the “Yes, Unless God”
sets us free from ourselves, as it indicates that we are willing to surrender everything
and everyone fully to God as well as to the control of his Word and his providence in
all contexts, in all situations, in all events and in all relationships.
It is the prayer of this commentator that the Church will abandon the concept of
the man-centered so-called “perfect will of ‘god’ for my life,” and return in obedience
to the four biblical biblical guidelines for God-centered and God-honoring decision
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making! There is no telling what God will do in raising the fortunes of his Kingdom,
when its subjects mean business and give it their all. If Hebrews 11 is any indication, it
may well end up with 90% victory (Heb. 11:1-35a) and 10% martyrdom (Heb. 11:35b38). Of course, Hebrews 11 indicates and history demonstrates as well that only those
who risk martyrdom in 100% self-abandonment will gain astounding victories. The
90% go down in history as “conquerors” (Heb. 11:33). But the 10% are characterized
as “super-conquerors (Rom. 8:36-37)! Something to ponder for the Church of Christ,
very hard and very seriously!
_____________________________________________________________________

Returning now to James 4:15, the problem of the traveling trader is that he
neither takes God’s providence into account, nor gives any thought to God’s
control. As has been indicated in Topical Focus #16: Decision Making &
the Will of God, both Paul in Romans 1 and 15 and the trader in James 4
give it all they’ve got, 100%! This is laudable. But while Paul has his 100%
bracketed and undergirded by 100% God, the trader has not. Here is the locus
of his problem. Since the course of history, both individual and corporate history, is totally in the sovereign hands of a providing God, for man not to take
this into account in the decision making process whether it pertains to the
past, the present, or the future, is a serious error. In fact, not to take this into
account with regard to the future is a sin of the highest presumption. It is tantamount, in anticipation of James 4:16, to being an arrogant and evil “boaster” and “bragger.” The poison of the tongue, indeed, hell fire itself, is manifest once again! In a nutshell, let the businessman, and everyone else for that
matter, by all means think as “big” as he possibly can! But let him recognize
as well that he is as “little” as they come. His future is fully in the hand of
God. So he has a choice. He can either boast in his arrogance, or be humble in
his planning. A simple phrase is sufficient to indicate the latter. Let him distance himself from his “practical atheism” and acknowledge God’s sovereignty by the use of a statement, such as suggested by James, “If it is the
Lord’s will, we shall both live and do this or that.” In short, “the will of God”
that the businessman should refer to is God’s will of decree, God’s plan, and
its historical outworking in God’s providence. He hopes and prays that it will
favorably impact his planning, once it materializes.
To summarize, if I wish to engage in a biblically responsible decisionmaking process, first of all, today’s man-centered and happiness-centered,
Arminian and Dispensational, framework ought to be exploded. The question
is not, “How can I be sure that I am guided by God?” In the profoundest of
ways I always am whatever I do or don’t do (Prov. 16:1, 4, 9). This is in line
with God’s will of decree! Neither is the question, “How can I be most happy?” What I should ask are the following questions. “How can I be sure that I
am pleasing to God?” “How can I be most holy?” “How can I be most used
by God?” In such frame of heart and mind it could well dawn upon a travel1141

ing merchant that he should aim for huge profits so that his tithes and gifts
would turn into a huge benefit for the cause of God’s kingdom (Eph. 4:28).
All this is in line with God’s will of command!
When the right questions are asked, the answers will follow. When my
heart thirsts for God, and when I am purposefully obedient in the area of
God’s law, I may, indeed I must, believe that I am pleasing to the Lord, if and
when I make decisions in areas where there are no explicit commandments.
In fact, I may be assured that true happiness will follow in due time! Happiness will always be elusive as a goal in itself. By the same token, it will always materialize as a byproduct of holiness! This includes that in all decision
making I must be humble and ever acknowledge the reality of God’s providence. He may allow me to proceed. But he can also stop me at any moment.
Putting all the various strands together, anyone who is arrogant in the planning process goes by 100% man without any reference to 100% God. It is
presumptuous, is ultimately fruitless, and stands condemned: 0% God +
100% man = 0%. At the same time, anyone who seeks out the so-called “perfect will of God” only focuses on 100% God without any reference to 100%
man. This is paralyzing. It is equally fruitless, and stands condemned as well:
100% God + 0% man = 0%. However, anyone who wishes to be biblical in
his planning procedures reflects both 100% God and 100% man. He goes as
far, as fast, and as furious as he can. At the same time he is totally Godcentered, and holiness-centered, which includes dependence upon God and
absorption of the Word. He reflects this in his delight in God, in his delight in
the law of God, and in his fervent and unceasing prayer. This is energizing,
fruitful and stands approved: 100% God + 100% man = 100%.
In conclusion, one commentator holds that one does not always need to
utter the phrase, “if God wills,” since it easily may degenerate into a glib and
empty formality. To back this up he refers to the Rich Fool who is said to be
“saying” certain things (Lk. 12:17, 18), although it is clear that these things
are thoughts within his mind (Mitton, 170-171, with reference to Calvin). In
other words, one does not always need to verbalize in tentative terminology
what definitely has a tentative presence in the heart, the mind, the will or the
emotions. Also, the use of rote phrases may appear threadbare, stilted and at
times even pompous. James’ main message is clear. What counts is, that the
believers keep the principle fixed in their minds that nothing occurs without
God’s permission, whether it is expressed or not. In other words, do not leave
God out of the picture, and brag about it (Moo, 1885, 157)!
A second commentator is also of the opinion that verbalization is not an
indispensable necessity. It is supposedly the attitude that counts. He refers to
Paul who at times uses the phrase, “if God wills” (Acts 18:21; 1 Cor. 4:19;
16:7; Phil. 2:19, 24; see also Heb. 3:6), but similar to John (3 John 10) at other times allegedly does not (Rom. 15:24) (Keddie, 148-149). The Romans 15
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reference, however, is not at all compelling. The sentence construction, to
which Paul resorts, contains a Greek particle that indicates contingency.
Therefore he meets the standard James lays down. In fact, he invariably meets
this standard. The John reference with its conditional sentence structure is not
compelling either (See also Moo, 1985, 157, and his reference to Acts 18:21;
Rom. 1:10; 1 Cor. 4:19; 16:7; Heb. 6:3).
The deepest problem is, indeed, that of attitude. Does the heart surrender
to God’s providence across the board or does it not? Failure to do so, spells
sin. However, this does not make the verbalizing of that surrender insignificant or basically optional. In fact, James insists on it. Without it, it is unclear
where the speaker stands. That would precipitate the charge of proud presumption. If the formula James recommends turns into an empty phrase, that
is hardly his problem. Divine sovereignty is such an awesome reality that the
heartfelt expression of man’s utter dependence is simply a universal must.
God’s supremacy must be acknowledged, even if its verbalization runs the
risk of the “horror of hypocrisy” (Tasker, 104). Furthermore, there are various
acceptable substitutes, such as “I aim,” “I intend,” “I plan,” “I hope,” etc. All
in all, it is not only the better part of wisdom always to acknowledge the uncertain and transitory character of life (Moo, 158) and its contingency under
God, but a mandated necessity, also as a testimony to the world around. If
pre-Christian, pagan philosophers already are careful to express plans for the
future in conditional sentences (Manton, 392), how much more should Christians rise to the occasion, as they acknowledge from the heart the vapor like
existence of life (Ps. 146:4). Our aspirations, wishes and plans do not control
the counsel of God. So we better explicitly defer to his providential will as
the final determinant (Rom. 1:10; 15:32). Since James insists on this, why
would any commentator decide to question this or seek to make an end run
around it?

(3) Nature of Presumption (4:16-17)
James exposes here the nature of man’s presumption in planning. It is arrogance, rooted in man-centered, foolish, heedless and sinful pride (1 Cor. 1:30;
2 Cor. 10:17; Gal. 6:14)! Man’s independence asserts itself again. In James
4:11-12 man autonomously elevated his word above the law of God, and
himself above God. Here he pits his own plan against the providence of God.
His arrogance seems to have a basis in fact. His plans again and again appeared to materialize and to end up “in self-reliant success” (McCartney,
229). It seems to allow for a justified sense of accomplishment and exhilaration to make plans, and see them unfold themselves. Why would the businessman not trumpet his own renown?
However, all too human exhilaration is from below, from the pit. So is
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the resultant blowing of one’s own horn. To leave God out of the picture, and
then to brag about it is the height of irreligion. The ‘I’ takes center stage and
tells God to move over (Moo, 1985, 157). The exhilaration in the present context is a devilish substitute for the joy of the Lord, the joy which comes from
above, from God’s presence! “You will show me the path of life. In your
presence is fullness of joy, and at your right hand are pleasures for evermore”
(Ps. 16:11). Autonomous exhilaration is idolatrous, since it is a glow in the
human heart that can exist outside the framework of one’s Christianity. Further, the boastful expression of that exhilaration James calls wicked. “To
boast and brag” is “hubris” (Moo, 1985, 157-158), “erupted arrogance … that
stems from a prayerless, prideful and pretentious way of life (Richardson,
202; Blomberg, 213), is on a par with “a reprobate mind” and “self-love”
(Royster, 108-109, with reference to Rom. 1:30; 2 Tim. 3:2), and “represents
human self-confidence and self-congratulation. This may find expression in
defiance of God, in disregard for God” (Mitton, 171). It is a moral evil (Nystrom, 253) in terms of an arrogant attitude, a proud disposition, and boastful
expression! “Name dropping, allusions to places and persons of power, gloatings over deals to be made” (PDavids, 113), all of this originates in pride and
is an evil boast. One “claims an ability that one does not have” (PDavids,
128). The boast is in “empty plans of grandeur.” “It is a moral evil in its roots
and effects, for it robs God of his rightful honor as sovereign and exalts the
mere human as if he or she were God” (PDavids, 113; see also Keddie, 181).
Besides, it is foolish. After all, the “pride” of life, together with the lust of the
flesh and the lust of the eyes, are all part of the world that passes away (1
John 2:16; see also Prov. 27:1).
This brings us to James 4:17. It spells out the biblical alternative to arrogant presumption. It is a lifestyle that proves to cover the waterfront! Whether
or not this verse is “a traditional saying that circulated independently of this
context” (See Moo, 1985, 157), the word “therefore” (oun) connects it tightly
with the preceding. But what is its message? According to one commentator,
this verse simply puts what James had just said in the preceding verses in emphatic perspective by providing “a theological basis for his condemnation.”
Since business people now know how ungodly presumptuous planning is,
they better abstain from it. Not to do so, constitutes sin (Martin, 168). According to a second commentator, however, this verse adds an additional argument against presumptuous planning. Big business ultimately knows better
than to boast and to brag, and to plan and to hoard like a rich fool (Lk. 12:1321), without reference to God. They know what the “good” is that they ought
to do, namely charitable acts (Jam. 1:21-25; Gal. 6:9; Mt. 6:19-21). They
cannot plead ignorance, definitely not after facing the present admonitions.
It is not that ignorance ever excuses. But sins, which are committed in ignorance, can be forgiven. Paul pleads ignorance about what he was doing during
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the time he was persecuting the Church, although he did not disclaim responsibility for what constituted a sin of unbelief! “I thank Christ Jesus our Lord
... he counted me faithful, putting me into the ministry. Even though I was before a blasphemer, and a persecutor, and injurious, I was shown mercy, because I did it ignorantly in unbelief” (1 Tim. 1:12-13). However, sins that are
conscious and intentional are a different story. The author apparently charges
big business in James 4:17 of consciously refusing to do what they ought to
do. He calls this sin (PHDavids, 174)!
Others, however, see a more full-orbed message in James 4:17. The verse
applies to big business, all right, but it has wider application as well. Among
these commentators it is generally agreed that its main objective is to criticize
sins of “omission,” even though, according to one James’ scholar, it seems
somewhat “awkwardly” added to the end of this paragraph (Moo, 1985, 158).
One commentator thinks of “a sin of omission” in a narrower sense. James
4:17, then, is said to be a commentary on Proverbs 3:27-28. In the light of the
uncertainty of tomorrow, the good that can and must be done today, such as
paying wages on time, making poverty loans, etc, should not be put off
(Laws, 193-194). A second commentator holds to a narrow view as well.
James’ concern is only the merchant and the sin of arrogant presumption
(McKnight, 379).
A second commentator thinks of “sins of omission” in a much broader
sense. He believes that all sins of omission come into view. He refers to the
story of the Good Samaritan as an illustration. The priest and the Levite do
the ambushed man no positive wrong. But they still stand condemned as sinners. It is the Good Samaritan who is applauded as the proper role model. In
other words, ultimately the “good” that is required, is not just negative in nature. In this context, it is not enough not to disparage the brother, nor sufficient not to boast about the future and the anticipated gains. No, these warnings do and should clear the way for positive holiness, both the edification of
the brother, and the proper approach to the future, in terms of both Godcentered planning and the use of anticipated profits (Mitton, 173; Tasker,
104). To put it mildly, from this perspective James’ words are “an important
reminder” that “the sins of omission are at least as sinful as the sins of commission” (Moo, 1985, 158, with reference to Lk. 12:47; 19:11-27; Mt. 25:3146). Frankly, only a few folks seem to follow in the admirable footsteps of
Samuel who in an obvious prayer situation did not fall down on the job (1
Sam. 12:23).
I am inclined to agree that the verse under consideration targets sins of
omission in the broadest possible sense. However, the text presents us with an
additional dimension. The sins of omission in this context are not sins of ignorance. These already are highly culpable, whether intentional (2 Pet. 3:5) or
unintentional (1 Tim. 1:13). James speaks here about sins of omission aggra1145

vated by conscious awareness, and possibly by sins of commission (Manton,
398). One commentator perceptively states that this should make us tremble
and gives us a glimpse as to why this is the case. In specifically applying the
“omission principle” to traveling traders, he observes that they know by observation, experience as well as reflection that their monies can be put to
Kingdom use (1 Tim. 6:17-19). In fact, they do not need to go into the slums
to conclude how they should practice the continuing philanthropy that is incumbent upon them. So why don’t they do this? (Zodhiates, III, 32-33).
This is a fully acceptable application. But if James 4:17 is a universal
principle, as most commentators hold, the implications do not leave any aspect or phase of life untouched. They affect life across the board. If this is so,
many settings and instances in the covenant community may well experience
the devastating force of these implications, especially in light of the fact that
life is vapor-short. The Church must confess that it too often knowingly and
sinfully underperforms in too short a life!
In a word, the standard of conduct is not, “What is hateful to yourself, do
not to another.” But, “what you (consciously and knowingly) wish that men
do to you, do so to them” (Mitton, 174; see also Luke 17:10). This finds its
parallel in the proper exposition of the Ten Commandments. The negative
prohibitions by definition imply positive injunctions (and vice versa, of
course).
This interpretation, precisely because it provides remarkable breadth,
length and depth to James’ message, appears to fit best in his Epistle. This is
to say that the content of James 4:17 is, indeed, applicable to the two categories of people, together with their sins, that are mentioned in James 4:11-16,
and so is a perfect fit in its context (contra Dibelius, 235; see also McCartney,
229). But its scope is much wider. It covers all other categories of people, together with their sins, in all phases and areas of their lives as well. Its scope
proves to be universal. As already mentioned above, this was fully understood by the godly Bishop Usher. On his deathbed, just before he entered into
glory, he was overheard as saying, “O, my sins of omission; o, my sins of
omission.” The commentator is right, “We can learn what kind of conduct is
prohibited, and with diligence we can perhaps avoid breaking these laws. But
James’ further definition sets up a standard of perfection which convicts our
best endeavors of sin” (Mitton, 173). In this James is very much of one mind
with his Lord who consistently hammers away at the same theme of omission
in parables, such as the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:33-37), Dives and Lazarus
(Lk. 16:19-31), and in the Final Judgment (Mt. 25:45) (See also Tasker, 107108).
The Christian clearly must have a holy discontent about what remained
and remains undone. In fact, he should never lose such discontent. It must
permanently stay with him, since there is always more to be accomplished in
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the area of practical godliness. After all, with a back reference to James 1:4,
God requires perfection! From this perspective believers who only concern
themselves with sins of commission may well find themselves still (mired
down?) in the Kindergarten of the Christian faith. After everything is said and
done, sins of commission can be rather quickly identified, and what may be
even more pertinent in this context, they can be numbered. But in the area of
sins of omission “the sky is the limit.” There is always more to be added qualitatively as well as quantitatively in terms of endurance in purposeful practical godliness en route to perfection. This will always be acknowledged by
those who are convinced of the biblical truth that “ministry is invariably better and bigger than life.” This is, and should be experienced, as so spine chilling that it cannot but drive us to Christ, to his blood for forgiveness, to his
Spirit for strength and to his Word, and especially the Law, for the substance
of full-orbed practical godliness!
All in all, James 4:17 is not only a fitting conclusion to this section, but
also opens up an astounding vista upon the worldwide implications for the
obedience of faith (Rom. 16:26). The combination of Bishop Usher’s heart’s
cry and Mitton’s reminder of universal perfection as the objective of James
4:17 both paves the way and lends further weight to the thesis that Section IV
of James’ Epistle, indeed, covers structurally the total range of Christian Ethics, whatever details the rest of the NT may supply in terms of additions, elaborations, fine-tunings, etc. To be sure, our verse is akin to Paul’s contention
that “whatever does not come from faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23). The latter constitutes sins of commission. But it is broader, much broader. In fact, it is
complementary, and therefore adds a radically and totally new dimension,
“whatever should come from faith, but does not, is sin.” This aims at sins of
omission! Since faith is tantamount to a powerhouse of nuclear proportions-Remember Abraham and Rahab!--, it can rise up on wings like an eagle (Is.
40:31), overcome the world (1 John 5:4), move mountains (Mt. 21:21), and
turn deserts into fertile fields (Is. 32:15) with Jesus and in the power of the
Holy Spirit. Indeed, for authentic, biblical Revival faith “the sky is the limit,”
even if it were to start out as a mustard seed (Mt. 17:20; see also Mt. 13:3132). Against this backdrop James’ diagnosis that his beloved saints suffer of
an “overflow of wickedness” (of omission as much as of commission) becomes quite credible even to the greatest would-be skeptics (Jam. 1:21)!

2. FACING “YOURSELF”
(5:1-11)
Introduction
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In this section James addresses the rich-poor issue for the fourth time. With it
we have reached the culmination point of his treatment of this topic. The
technical term that he uses to designate the rich (plousioi) indicates that he
eyes a category of people who do not need to work for a living. They are the
independently wealthy, either because they have access to “unlimited funds”
through investments or otherwise, or because they generate plenty of income
by employing others. The latter is definitely in the picture here (Jam. 5:4).
However, the technical term for the “truly poor” (ptochoi), that is the destitute
who depend upon charitable donations for sheer survival, is missing in this
context, just as in James 1:9. The term does occur, however, in James 2:2b,
while it could have been used to describe the destitute in James 2:15. Most
likely, therefore, we encounter in the second part of this section, just as in
James 1:9, a third category of people, folks who have to be gainfully employed in order to make ends meet (penes). Apparently there are several
causes of poverty, laziness (Prov. 6:6-11; 10:4; 13:4; 14:23; 19:15; 20:13;
21:25; 24:30-34; 26:13-14), immoral or foolish conduct (Ps. 106:13-15; Prov.
10:14; 11: 14; 13:18; 21:5; Jer. 6:12-13; Mt. 7:24-27; Lk. 14:28-30), selfindulgence (Prov. 21:17), calamities of one kind or another (Ruth 1:19-22;
Rom. 15:25), ungodly religions (Hinduism) or ideologies (Communism), as
well as oppressive exploitation. The latter can be institutional (Job 24:1-12;
Prov. 28:15-16; Is. 1:21, 23) or individual (Prov. 17:5; 22:16; Amos 2:6, 8;
4:1; 8:1, 5-6).433 Individual exploitation is in evidence in this context. The
way to extricate oneself from poverty is twofold. First, to work hard in the
fear of the Lord (Prov. 12:24, 27; 31:10-31; Col. 3:22-24; 1 Thess. 4:10-12; 2
Thess. 3:6-15), and if necessary, harder than anyone else! Second, to work
wisely in holiness before the Lord (Prov. 8:17-21; 14:24; 24:3-5; see also the
grim picture of Prov. 1:20-32), and if necessary, wiser (smarter) than anyone
else (Prov. 21:5; 27:12)!434 The tragedy is that the rich in this culminating
treatment effectively appear to block the way for hard working folks to have a
chance for survival. In the worst case scenario they murder them! This, of
course, explains why James verbalizes his scathing condemnation of the oppressors, but also why he issues a strong warning to the oppressed. Both better count their trial a matter of “sheer joy” (Jam. 1:2). If they were to do this,
the rich would repent and no longer indulge themselves in their “hellish”
conduct that runs radically and totally counter to James 1:10. At the same
time, the “poor” would not dare to violate James 1:9 (See my Commentary on
both passages) by turning to “hellish” grumbling. Of course, all James students better determine by way of self-examination where and to what extent
433

For all this see E. Calvin Beisner, Prosperity and Poverty (Westchester, IL: Crossway
Books, 1988), 191-198; and J. A. Motyer, The Message of Amos, 94.
434
See Beisner, 77-103, as well as the rest of this volume for a comprehensive analysis of the
biblical principles regarding wealth and its opposite number!
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they deserve a harsh condemnation in the areas of their riches, and a stern
warning in the areas of their poverty. After all, one’s total life, as we saw,
consists of a combination of (all kinds of) riches and (all poverties!

a. The Rich and the Coming Judgment (5:1-6)
(1) Come now, you rich, weep and howl because of the miseries
that are coming upon you. (2) Your riches have rotted and your
clothes are moth-eaten. (3) Your gold and silver have rusted,
and their rust will be a witness against you and consume your
flesh like fire. You have hoarded treasure in the last days. (4)
Look, the pay of the workers who mowed your fields, which was
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fraudulently withheld by you, is crying out, and the cries of the
reapers have reached the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth. (5) You
have lived on the earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have
fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. (6) You have condemned, you have murdered, the righteous man. He does not
resist you.
It is commonly held that this section, assuming either a state of unrepentance
or a refusal to repent, contains an announcement, if not proclamation, of impending doom, rather than a call to repentance (Dibelius, 235; Grosheide,
1955, 401; Tasker, 109; Burdick, 199). Basically the case against the rich (not
all rich universally, but the rich in view in this section) is said to be closed.
Sentence has been passed. The tone of “relentless accusation and warning”
(McKnight, 381, with reference to Am. 4:1-3; 6:1-7; 7:7-10; Is. 3:11-4:1, 5,
13-27, 33-35: 8:6-8; 30:12-14; Jer. 20:1-6; Hos. 2:5-7; Mic. 3:1-4), as well as
the repeated perfect tense in James 5:1-2 speak volumes. The latter includes
past, present and future. The execution is just a formality. Hence the enraged,
if not “vitriolic” (Blomberg, 219), call to weep and howl! They are “unmistakably non-Christians” (Moo, 1985, 158, with reference to Lk. 6:24-25; see
also Mt. 19:23-24; Mk. 10:25, Lk. 1:53; 16:19-31; 21:1-4; McKnight, 383),
totally self-deceived in their riches, incorrigible economic exploiters, callously responsible for the miserable plight of the poor, beyond repentance and
hope, “without any redemptive options” (Blomberg, 220), “fodder for hell.”
Penitents may weep, all right, but they never howl (Calvin, 343). That
term is only found in the OT prophets and always in the context of judgment
(Burdick, 199, with reference to Is. 10:10; 13:6; 14:31; 15:2-3; 16:7; 23:1, 6,
14; 24:11; 52:3, 65:14; Jer. 2:23; 9:1; 13:17; 31:20, 31; Lam. 1:1-2; Ezek.
21:12, 17; Hos.7:14; Am. 8:3 and Zech. 12:3, 13-21; Moo, 1985, 159; Brosend, 132; McKnight, 384). “The howls of rage and the pain of the damned”
appears to be their irrevocable lot (Martin, 173). In line with 2 Timothy 3:1ff
God has given up on them both as a group and as individuals. Their supposed
economic success is in the final analysis a total failure. Hence the howling
that accompanies their torment will be incessant (Zodhiates, III, 36, 38). Supposedly the only reason that the wicked rich are introduced at this juncture is
to warn the oppressed faithful to stay away from them, not to envy them or
follow in their footsteps, and to urge them by all means to respond to their
own lot in life with calm resignation and to anticipate God’s vengeance upon
their oppressors (Calvin, 342). Christian reader, take courage about the demise of your oppressors and be on your guard against duplicating their lifestyle (Tasker, 109)!
Admittedly an initial look at the identity of those condemned in this context seems to support this exegesis. In today’s modern economic setting they
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could stack up as tycoons of business and industry who treat their laborers as
serfs in their impersonal companies, let them live in squalor in their housing
projects, saddle them with open sewers in their streets, require endless working hours in their places of labor, and dump toxic wastes in their environment. From the perspective of the proposed exegesis it could be tempting to
surmise that James would have thrown in his lot with the “messianic fervor”
of revolutionary and evolutionary socialism that insists on the transfer of all
capital to the state (communism) or most capital to the poor (socialism) in order to remedy all (these) ills of, if not blights on, society. It is tempting to
come to this conclusion, even if this would overlook that the “siren call of
these “new messiahs” usually produces a society in which the gap between
the elite and the downtrodden widens, and at best a setting in which the rich
would still be rich and the poor still poor (So Phillips, 163)!
Nevertheless, in spite of all this the thrust of James’ message is not quite
caught in terms of irreversible condemnation and judgment. That the tone of
James’ denunciation is stern can hardly be denied. It also can be conceded
that it may well be the “eleventh hour,” sufficiently late to make “howling” a
credible, possibly even pending, reality. But the notion that repentance is no
longer possible ought to be rejected. Unless it is specifically excluded, any
denunciation, however severe, must always and by definition be regarded as
an implicit summons to repentance (Is. 13:6; Am. 8:3, 9) (contra Manton,
400; with Keddie, 156, 182). This context is no exception (Nystrom, 268),
even if the conduct of the rich violates in every respect what believers stand
for, the time of grace may be nearly exhausted, and the axe of judgment could
be only a hairbreadth away from coming down (Richardson, 204-205). In
fact, there is every reason to believe that the conclusion of the third section in
James (Jam. 4:7-10), which culminates in the withering universal summons to
repentance, specifically in the last five of James’ “ten commands” (Jam. 4:710), sets at the same time the tone for the total range of practical godliness
that follows in the fourth and final section. If this is so, it would imply that
the fivefold summons in James 4:9-10 applies to each particular instance subsumed under that “umbrella,” and does not need to be repeated in each case,
including the present one. It is also interesting to note that the weeping (klausate), demanded from the rich in James 5:1, is the same as required of the
brothers and sisters in James 4:9. Furthermore, Scripture routinely issues severe threats of eternal damnation to audiences that quite clearly are part of the
covenant community as warnings that seek to administer grace (Mt. 24:4525:46).
All this makes it quite plausible, and definitely not impossible, that those
who are addressed in James 5:1-6 were mostly, or at least in part, members of
the covenant community as well (So also Doriani, 165). This is also suggested by James 5:9, where the poor are instructed not to bear a complaining
1151

grudge against each other, undoubtedly against the backdrop of the fivefold
summons of James 4:9-10, which was also meant for them. This is not merely
a general injunction against a complaining spirit. Of course, to harbor such a
spirit would clearly run counter to James’ opening statement (Jam. 1:2) that
required his readers to count any and all trials “things of sheer joy!” Still, in
the present context with its rich-poor polarity (Jam. 5:1-11) it is more likely
that the poor are exhorted not to complain about the rich who are in their
midst, and with whom they rub elbows.
At any rate, if James in this passage addresses (also) members of the covenant community, it constitutes additional evidence as to how the “world”
managed to intrude itself into the Church (Jam. 4:4). It seems a habitual occurrence which explains that the Church must be routinely in a Recovery
mode in order to retain or restore Revival status! The rich had lost their sense
of honor (Jam. 2:6) in the social relationships. They treated their counterparts
in the social stratification of life like dirt, and were not willing to give them a
helping hand out of their perennial poverty (Jam. 2:2-3). Furthermore, their
loss of a sense of honor was matched by their lack of shame in watching excruciating poverty without taking steps even to provide the dire necessities of
life (Jam. 2:15-16) (See also Brosend, 136-137).
Especially a Church, which is part and parcel of a society that in terms of
economic wealth belongs to the top 10% of the world population, should not
deny too quickly that it can easily succumb to all the pitfalls enumerated so
graphically in James 5:1-11 (See especially Topical Focus #17: Funding &
the Kingdom of God for the godly benchmark of the use and disposal of
wealth).

(1) Pending Judgment and Two Sins of Omission (5:1-4)
(a) Implicit Call to Repentance (5:1)
As has already been mentioned, because of God’s seemingly certain retribution it is argued by most commentators that the rich addressed in this section
could not possibly be found within the pale of Christianity. James simply
gives a denunciation of the proud, unbelieving, morally filthy, injurious rich,
“quintessentially the outsiders for the community” (Johnson, 306), analogous
to passages such as Luke 6:24ff (Grosheide, 1955, 401; PHDavids, 174;
Laws, 197; Mitton, 175; Stulac, 199-200; Kistemaker, 156), in general to encourage poor Christians against the backdrop of their exalted standing before
God (Jam. 1:9), and possibly to lead up to his exhortation of patience in the
ensuing verses (Manton, 399). Together with these later verses, then, James
allegedly picks up once again on the so-called great “reversal” theme of
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James 1:9-11 and 2:2-7. In the judgment the rich, who presently seem to have
everything going their way, will meet their doom. The poor, on the other
hand, who have a daily battle on their hand and frequently fail to survive, will
be vindicated and end up “on easy street.” One of reasons for this view is that
the poor are addressed as brothers, while the rich are not. This is supposedly a
telling argument for excluding the rich in this context from the Christian
community.
The present Commentary has from the outset emphatically opposed this
kind of interpretation. Throughout his Epistle James addresses the “Twelve
Tribes in the Dispersion.” This OT terminology is figurative in nature, and
indicates that James writes to the Church of Christ in its totality, wherever it
is located, at home or abroad, poor or rich. Thus far he has addressed the richpoor issue three times.
In James 1:9-11 the author deals with the range of trials all the members
of the Christian community will experience. These trials come down either to
a matter of poverty, or to a matter of riches. This suggests the existence of
two categories of people in the economic arena. The Church will always harbor the “haves” and the “have-nots.” However, it also suggests the presence
of two aspects of life in all categories of people. All of life is checkered. All
believers cope with “riches” and “poverty” at one time or another in the various areas of their existence, whether educationally, socially, financially, professionally, etc. He “bluntly” tells them how to deal with both realities in ultimate categories. In short, the unbelieving rich as a class of people do not enter into the picture in this passage. Neither does the “reversal” theme.
In James 2:2-7 he chides these very same members of the Christian
community for giving preferential treatment to the rich, whether they are
members, regular attendees or occasional visitors, while slighting their poor
counterparts. He argues that this comes down to both logical and biblical “insanity.” Frankly, it is totally irrelevant to his argument whether these members, attendees, or visitors are professing Christians, nominal Christians or
non-Christians. Nevertheless, to denounce rich visitors as necessarily outsiders is unjustified. There are no clues in the text that would indicate this. Further, there is no trace of a so-called reversal theme in this context either.
In James 2:15-16 he implicitly rebukes the Christian community for cases of heartless and callous indifference to the poor and needy. Once again no
reversal theme is indicated.
In James 5:1-11 James continues to write to the Church in its totality, as
he returns to the rich-poor issue for the fourth time following James 1:9ff;
2:2ff; and 2:15ff. His intention is to minister grace to his readers, all members
of the Christian community, by means of potent truth. This is presented in a
very sobering fashion with a view to self-examination. It is discriminating for
non-Christians, all right. It brings them face to face with the question of their
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status before God in the area of regeneration. But its main purpose is to confront the members of the Christian community in both a discriminating and
applicatory fashion. They equally must decide their condition before God, in
the area of regeneration, if needs be, and definitely in the area of sanctification. In other words, if the shoe fits the readers, whether they profess Christ
or not, they better put it on! If they are guilty of the conduct James describes,
his condemnation must be taken to heart, and the pronunciation of doom recognized as something that is certain to materialize upon the unrepentant. It
can be anticipated that non-Christians will persist in their conduct and face
God’s judgment, or repent, and that Christians in repentance will cease and
desist. Otherwise their profession will prove to be counterfeit! In that case the
judgment will extend to them as well.
The advantage of this interpretation is considerable. It discloses that in
this and the next section the members of the covenant community come face
to face with themselves, both in their riches and their poverty. They have to
grapple with their condition in these two areas, and conclude how they stack
up in terms of practical godliness. Since all of life is either a matter of riches
or poverty, their whole life will be the object of (self-)examination! In short,
if and when they do, and should, ask James, “Are you talking to me?” the answer is swift, direct and decisive, “yes, Yes, YES, I am talking to you, to everyone of you” (See Brosend, 139, as well).
Incidentally, this also explains why it is less likely that the place and
function of this section is determined by James 4:1. The various topics that
pass in review from James 4:11 through James 5:11, such as would-be judges,
presumptuous traders, rich landowners, impoverished laborers, would then
represent various categories of folks, all of them “on the war path.” This
seems rather tenuous.
While arguably some of the morally “filthy rich” may not have a saving
relationship to Christ, it is not at all inconceivable that grievous sins, as mentioned in this passage, can creep into the Church (Acts 20:29; 2 Cor. 12: 2021). Besides, even if most of the rich who are addressed would prove to be
non-Christians, it does not imply that none of them could have belonged to
the covenant community. Neither can it be said that the warning could not be
wholesome for the people of God, if not in a curative fashion, definitely as
preventive medicine. After all, it is difficult, if not impossible, to possess
riches without sinning (Lk. 16:9; Mt. 19:24; Prov. 30:9) (Manton, 399). In
fact, we already established in connection with James 1:9-10 that the trial of
riches is vastly more dangerous than the trial of poverty.
Of course, it may well be that the appellation, “brothers,” is missing in
James 5:1-6, while present in James 5:7-11, for other than stylistic reasons
only. James may have feared that some (many?) of the rich, described in this
section, were unbelievers, in contrast to some (most?) of the poor. After all,
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in the light of Jesus’ statement that it is harder for a rich man to enter into the
Kingdom than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, it should not be
surprising that in the membership of the Church the poor predominate, because the rich do not wish to come “too close for comfort” (See also Mk.
10:17-25). But while “the rich” and “the unrighteous” or “wicked” are “easily
associated” (Moo, 1985, 160, with reference to Prov. 10:15-16; 14:20), they
are under no circumstances to be identified. After all, it is not wealth, but “the
misuse of wealth” that condemns (Moo, 1985, 160; Kistemaker, 155).
The long and the short of it is this. Since also this section of James is addressed to the Church (Jam. 1:1), there is no reason to maintain that James
exclusively eyes “outsiders” at this point (contra Manton, 398; with Motyer,
164). This, in turn, implies that Christians better take a close and hard look at
themselves to determine whether the accumulation (fraud), possession
(hoarding), (ab)use (indulgence) and retention (violence) of their riches (Doriani, 164) could possibly make them eligible for the same denunciation that
James hurls at a segment of the readership in his time. I am afraid that from
this perspective there may well be a lot more ungodliness and unrighteousness in Christ’s Church than meets the eye at first glance. This would not
even be brought to its attention, if it would buy into the thesis that “the rich”
in this pericope would “of course” be exclusively “outsiders.” At the least
now the question should arise, with at least 50% of the world’s population below the poverty line by Western standards, whether the author’s message in
James 5:1-6 is not in part an extension of James 1:27; 2:2ff; and 2:15ff; and
therefore vastly more applicable to today’s covenant community than we may
tend to think. After all, churches are known to have a reputation of being
alive while declared dead by Christ, or to be so lukewarm that they will be
spat out (Rev. 2:1ff, 14ff). All this is the case, even if the terminology of
howling and the threat of misery would indicate that James’ addressees are on
the brink of destruction, just as those who were threatened by the OT prophets with a day of reckoning. “Everyone needs James’ warnings” (Doriani,
166)!
Finally, the universal principle, which is embedded in this section, points
to a possible misuse or abuse of wealth of any type. The focus of this section
is upon proper stewardship of everything that God has entrusted to us. Therefore, to assign the “rich” in this passage exclusively to the realm of unbelief is
to deprive the reader of James of some precious and urgent “principles of ethical conduct in general.” Besides, through admonitions, however absolute
they may appear to be, grace is administered. In other words, James addresses
the congregation in the area of riches and poverty. What he says applies to
any and all members in the total range of their trials. This pertains, first of all,
to their physical wealth or lack of it. But by implication it pertains to all possible riches and poverty. The response, as has been argued before, will prove
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the presence or absence of true Christianity. In short, he brings the members
of the covenant community face to face with themselves!435 Concretely, how
do you handle your riches, economic, social, educational, or otherwise? Do
you start out by counting this trial joy? And in doing so, are you willing to
take step back from it, and subsequently plead with God for wisdom in the
midst of your riches not to be swallowed up by it, but to endure in practical
godliness en route to perfection (See Jam. 1:2ff)? Identical questions, of
course, must be posed to the poor (See Jam. 5:7-11)! On this score the playing field is totally level. To be sure there is difference in identity. Riches are a
greater trial than poverty. But the biblical bottom line is one of identity. “All
of you, you must count all trials all joy, whether trials of riches or poverty as
the starting point of a life of practical godliness en route to perfection!”
In the light of all this it appears incorrect to conclude from both the previous (Jam. 4:12-17) and the present passage (Jam. 5:1-6) that the congregation was made up of two prevailing classes of people (only). First, we were
introduced to the business section of the community where the traders had to
come to grips with the future. Now we are presented with the agricultural section where the landowners square off with labor. This conclusion would narrow the scope of James’ letter significantly. The previous and the present pericopes are not semi-independent sections in James. They are a fully integrated part of the total range of universal principles that he wishes to imprint
upon the conscience of all his readers.
However, what is in evidence is a definite progression from the traveling
traders in the previous passage and the rich landowners in this one. The traders are chided for their arrogance and presumption. The big-time farmers are
threatened with impending doom (Laws, 197-198). The harsher language reflects the greater seriousness of the situation! One commentator argues that
“both groups have the same malady: an irrational desire for and trust in
wealth” (Nystrom, 269). Frankly, I doubt the accuracy of this assessment.
The traders pursue their objectives without regard for God. But while their
“self-propelled and self-sustained entrepreneurialism” stands condemned as
(the height of) presumptuous neglect, there is nothing illegitimate about,
wrong with, or obnoxious about, their undertakings and objectives per se.
In the case of the landowners, on the other hand, their undertakings, objectives, as well as the ways and means to arrive at them, portray a blatant
disregard of both God and the neighbor, and stand condemned in the harshest
way as offensive across the board. There is nothing legitimate about them. In
fact, everything is crooked. Theirs is not simply the lone sin of neglectful
435

Once again the similarity between James’ Epistle and his Elder Brother’s Sermon on the
Mount, is striking. James’ threat of impending doom in James 5:1-6 echoes a similar threat in
Matthew 7:24-27. In both instances the announced doom is reversible, if Ezekiel 33:10-16
means anything!
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omission, but a series of deliberate and despicable acts of destructive commission. In short, the traders are neglectful of God. But the landowners are
idolaters, brutalizers, and murderers (See Nystrom, 280-283). The potent
“rare phrase” with which James opens his salvo, “Now listen,” is indicative of
this and befits the more “strident” tone that prevails throughout this section
(Nystrom, 268-269).
When the Lord blesses with riches, it is mandatory to prize them appropriately. They should be used to promote the cause of Christ, rather than of
self (1 Tim. 6:9-10, 17-19). This is the biblical “wisdom” in evidence
throughout the Epistle, the wisdom of the Word, the wisdom of the Law, the
wisdom of faith, to be received from above and to be obtained through
prayer! The rich in this section far from measure up to this model! In fact,
their plight is so serious that James uses very strong language, indeed. He
tells them to “wail (Lam. 1:1-2; 15:2-3, 5; Jer. 9:1; 13:17) and howl (Jer.
31:20, 31; Ezek. 21:12)” (literally, “to wail howling”). After all, barring repentance their future is grim (Ps. 109: 31; 146:1ff; Is. 5:22-24; Am. 2:6-7),
indeed, calamitous (Manton, 400; Royster, 115). Howling is a sign of “excruciating grief and anguish” (Stulac, 164). It is the same term the prophets “use
exclusively in the context of laments in response to the disasters visited on
the people by Yahweh for their apostasy (See Hos. 7:14; Am. 8:3; Zech. 11:2;
Is. 10:10; 13:6; 14:31; 15:2-3; 16:7; 23:1, 6, 14; 24:11; 52:5; 65:14). Its use
here reinforces the strongly prophetic character of James’ discourse in this
section” (Johnson, 298-299).
Quite apparently riches, as well as the luxurious pleasure and the supposed security arising from it, are the grounds for their “joy.” Frankly, this
kind of idolatrous, empty, tinsel town joy in, and celebration of riches apart
from Jesus, stands condemned. It goes against the grain, in fact, is the complete opposite, of James’ requirement for the rich to rejoice in, boast of,
swagger about, the loss of their riches (See Jam. 1:10-11, and my Commentary on this passage). They should have abandoned its pursuit-with-avengeance “long ago.” In fact, they should never have started it. And now, in
the thick of it, they should recognize their fundamental and suicidal error, replace it with the mourning of repentance, and hurry in the opposite direction,
with the same vehemence they display in their present pursuit (Jam. 4:9; see
also 2 Cor. 7:11). Besides, riches never can and never should function as the
basis for joy. After all, its pleasure and security are illusory (Mitton, 176).
The Psalmist, therefore, looks to the face and comforts of God for his permanent joy (Ps. 42:5; 94:19). In any event, folks who refuse to boast about the
loss of their riches at the very beginning (Jam. 1:10), position themselves on
the slippery slope of idolatry, and will soon spiral downward in their contemptible treatment of the poor (Jam. 2:2b, 3b), accelerate their downgrade in
the unconscionable refusal to come to the rescue of the perishing (Jam. 2:151157

16), and end up at the frightening bottom of an all-destroying conduct (Jam.
5:1-11). We face here a concatenation that should not be missed. A questionable, less than solid, point of departure (Jam. 1:9-11) easily fails to check sinful outcroppings (Jam. 2:2-3, 15-16), and can be expected to end up in the
worst way (Jam. 5:1-11). Bad branches invariably can be traced back through
a bad trunk to bad roots.
To sum up, the focus of the rich in this context, making money over the
backs of the oppressed and luxurious living at the expense of the downtrodden is therefore more than questionable. In the present situation, James asserts, the rich should display great grief because of the miseries that will be
theirs. Wealth with God always is devoid of trouble (Prov. 10:22). But wealth
without God spells serious trouble because it is marked by friendship of the
world, and invariably seems to lead to injustice and oppression (Keddie, 155).
The gravity of the situation is undoubtedly underscored by the opening
phrase, “Now listen,” which forcefully seeks to capture the attention of the
addressees. But it could also be underscored by the plural, “miseries,” which
appears to “accentuate the degree of misery” (Moo, 1985, 163). These miseries have not yet arrived. But the clouds that introduce the storm are already
gathering. The “prophetic” eye already “sees” them (Is. 13:6). The word for
“miseries” (talaipooria) is the noun derivative from the term that is also used
in James 4:9 (as well as in Rom. 7:24 and Rev. 3:17), and can also be translated as “wretchedness.” So, the same wretchedness that requires the weeping
of repentance in James 4:9, also calls for wailing in the face of the horror of
the future disaster in James 5:1 (See also Is. 15:6). The term is predominantly
used in connection with the miseries suffered by those who have resisted God
and face judgment (Ps. 13:3; 139:6; Hos. 9:6; Am. 3:10; 5:9; Mic. 2:4; Joel
1:15; Hab. 1:3; Zeph. 1:15; Is. 16:4; 47:11; 59:7; 60:18; Jer. 4:20; 6:7) (Johnson, 299).
In short, the whole lifestyle of the rich is on the level of “indwelling sin,”
or the “flesh.” As such it is part and parcel of the wisdom that is from below,
barren as a rock, brutal as a beast, and bloodthirsty as a demon. It is hardly
surprising that the net outcome, as we will see below, reflects all this. They
are “unproductive” in their existence. They are “beastly” in their conduct.
And they end up “drawing blood” from their victims, all illustrative of the
wars and battles that characterize life where the flesh predominates (Jam.
4:1).
The miseries in this context are both temporal and eternal, painful afflictions in this life, and hellish torments in the life to come (Manton, 401). They
are temporal, first of all, because riches are always uncertain. What is gained
today, may be totally lost tomorrow (1 Tim. 6:17), whether in the general
providence or through a specific judgment of God. For the self-centered rich
reverses of either kind are not a happy prospect (Ps. 73:18-19), and are diffi1158

cult to swallow when they strike. In fact, it is a “miserable” prospect. They
are also temporal, because monetary wealth does not necessarily spell happiness (Ps. 37:16; Prov. 15:16). This is to say, riches and temporal misery are
not mutually exclusive! One can be miserable both in the midst (and as a result!) of the “richest” of circumstances. All this is surely something to think
about.
But beyond this they are eternal, since for the wicked rich the Bible holds
out the ultimate prospect of eternal misery. The judgment is waiting for them
(Is. 5:8; Lk. 6:24; 12:15; 16:24). This is a prospect that aims to “minister
grace” through repentance. But it will certainly become a reality without the
latter! The reasons for this, four in all, James now continues to explain progressively in a very vivid manner. (1) They shockingly hoard their wealth. (2)
Fraudulent means helped them acquire it. (3) They scandalously indulge
themselves in their wealth. Their indulgence seems unlimited! (4) Violent
means helped them to retain it (For a general sketch of the biblical antidote,
see Platt, 106-140). It is difficult to paint a more appalling and reprehensible
picture! To put it in perspective, if anything qualifies in James’ own terminology as hard as a rock, as brutal as a beast and as devilish as a demon (Jam.
3:15), it may well be the present, elaborate depiction. Anyone, who is not fully aware of the vicious temptation and deadly danger wrapped up in riches,
must experience this as a wake-up call that should lead to rigorous selfexamination! Commentators, who confine this section of God’s Word to
“outsiders only,” did not do their readers any favor. There is ample evidence
in the history of the Church that financial power has turned many a Christian
heart away from a ministry of surrender to their Lord, and worldly wealth has
closed many a Christian mind against a ministry of compassion to their brothers and sisters (See Motyer, 164). Already James is filled with such evidence
in the context of the earliest Church.
(b) First Sin of Omission: Purpose of Wealth (5:2-3)
The first ground for James’ threat is the lack of stewardship on the part of the
rich in this context. In self-serving self-centeredness they greedily and selfishly hoard up their possessions (Lk. 12:18). They succumb to the siren call
of wealth, “get me, hold me, and keep me,” not recognizing that it is bound to
pierce them with many temporal and eternal sorrows (1 Tim. 6:10). They do
not know or acknowledge that God is the absolute owner (1 Chron. 29:11, 14,
16; Ps. 24:1) and source of everything (1 Chron. 29:14, 16). They do not
know or acknowledge that there is no intrinsic value in possessions, but only
in persons (Zodhiates, III, 43). Everything will burn up in the Day of Judgment, except “souls” and “holiness,” “holiness” and “souls.” They do not
know or acknowledge that they ought to labor with the express purpose to
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have something to share with others, especially the poor (Lev. 25:35; Prov.
21:6; Eph. 4:28; Phil. 2:4). They do not know or acknowledge that giving is a
privilege (1 Chron. 29:14, 16; Lk. 21:1-4; Acts 4:33-37), and a joy (1 Chron.
29:9, 14, 17; Acts 2:44-46; 2 Cor. 9:7). In fact, it can be experienced as such
even in the midst of affliction, when the joy of the Holy Spirit is present (2
Cor. 8:1-4). James alerts us to a difference of day and night, compared with
the early Church, when believers, filled with the Spirit, surrendered their possessions and money (Keddie, 159, with reference to Acts 4:34-35)!
At any rate, the rich James addresses would rather let their accumulated
wealth (Lk. 12:18) decay and go to waste, than use it as good stewards. Their
hoarding of wealth “has brought its own nemesis ... Food has gone bad;
clothes have become riddled with moth holes; the much vaunted treasure of
gold has become tarnished, and lost its sheen” (Martin, 173). The triad of rotting, if not rotted, food stuffs that look like putrefying sores, moth-eaten
clothes that resemble rags (Ps. 39:12; Job 13:28; Is. 51:8), and rusted gold
that seems to be scrap metal, presents a vivid, grim, telling and compelling
picture of the state of things (Dibelius, 236). Note the perfect, which indicates
a situation that is real in the past, figurative in the present and prophetic for
the future. Surplus perishables are already in a state of advanced decay. Both
unused food and unused clothes already had to be thrown out with regularity.
At the same time both the replacement perishables, such as food and clothes,
and the so-called imperishables, such as silver and gold, are of “no spiritual
benefit in the present” (Moo, 1985, 161). They are already “gone,” and form
an “illusory” reality from a prophetic perspective, regardless any and all contrary indications. It is basically all over already! To the spiritual observer with
a divine X-ray vision, their riches have already rotted away. Both moth holes
and rust or corrosion are already in clear evidence. The moth holes have already covered the garments that they have stored away and the precious metals that they have tucked away in their vaults have already rusted through. All
their “stockpiles” are already history (See also Royster, 114)! Of course, all
this goes hand in hand with the words of Jesus not to store up treasures on
earth where moths and rust prevail, but rather in heaven, where moths and
rust are absent (Mt. 6:19-20; Lk. 12:33). At any rate, did they per chance
“circle the wagons” for a “rainy day?” Or possibly as a security blanket?
From the prophetic perspective the grounds for their impending judgment are
already a “done deal.”436
This is hardly surprising, since people, fellow members of the Church, if
not fellow believers, walk around in tatters for lack of clothes, and succumb
to hunger for lack of food. We already caught a twofold glimpse of this in an
436

Brosend, 132, points out that James 5:2-3 uses three perfect and two future tenses. Wealth
has rotted, garments have become moth-eaten, and gold and silver have rusted. Therefore,
their rust will witness against you, and will eat your flesh like fire!
1160

earlier context. Bad enough as it was, in retrospect it proves to be only a
glimpse. Now James returns to this theme with a vengeance and presents the
larger picture. The cold indifference in James 2:3b and the even colder neglect of James 2:15-16 are the forerunners of the brutal treatment and deadly
force portrayed in the present context (Jam. 5:4, 6). If these forerunners, when
left unchecked, “inevitably” lead to such conduct, it is time for all of us to
hasten back to them and “set our house in order” at those very points. At any
rate, here the riches-poverty theme reaches its exhaustive culmination point in
the portrayal of the ultimate failure to pass the acid test of the trial/temptation
consisting of riches in the present passage under consideration, and of poverty
in the next section.
Moth holes in garments can easily be envisioned. But the irony about the
rust of precious metals should not elude us. The hoarding of what is much
more than a “nest egg” has become a religion. It is pursued with a fanaticism
that borders on the incredible. We cannot believe our eyes! What cannot possibly corrode appears covered with rust! If this is not big time irony, it spells
the utter folly of dependence upon material wealth. Even the so-called imperishable will perish. In fact, to the spiritual eye it has perished already! Of
course, there is even an irony in moth holes. After the moths have done their
job in unnoticed and undetected silence, the carefully stored away clothes
have become irreparable and useless (Zodhiates, III, 50; Hartin, 228).
However, James does not merely “ruthlessly expose how fragile both
wealth and its manifestations are” (Johnson, 299), or warn against foolish reliance upon material goods (Moo, 1985, 161), true as all this may be! No, the
core of James’ denunciation is that money had gone to waste, clothes had fallen apart, and foodstuffs had rotted, while simultaneously the poor and needy
cannot pay their bills, shiver in the cold, are devoid of the bare necessities,
and therefore are “dying like rats” (Prov. 11:24-26; Is. 58:1ff; Mic. 6:10) (So
also Dibelius, 236; PDavids, 176; Martin, 174; Cargal, 183). This above all
else gets the divine ire! We are faced not just with an oversight or a lapse, but
with a crime in the fullest sense of the word. Shamefully moth-eaten clothes
can be traced back to culpably moth-eaten people (See Job 13:28-4:2)!
Candidly, it should now be clear that to continue to insist that the rich in
this section are necessarily non-Christians seems a shame. It is to shield the
Church from a rebuke, if not an indictment, that is often all too appropriate
and at times a moral necessity. The Church better not fall or remain in the
trap that is described by James in such a vivid fashion, and in such strong
colors! In fact, it better extricate itself from it, because in whole or in part it
should say, “In James’ mirror I faced the enemy, and it is ‘I!’” Too often we
are idolatrous “devotees of wealth,” never really content with the blessing of
daily provision for ourselves, and never really intent to meet the minimum
daily provision of others. We so easily “brood over possible future catastro1161

phes, but ignore the certain catastrophe of facing God’s judgment without
faith” (Doriani, 168, 170).
Incidentally, it is altogether possible that the moth-eaten clothes and the
rusted gold are here introduced in deliberate contrast with the “splendid clothing” and the “gold rings” of the rich in James 2:2-3 (Johnson, 299-300). Appearances easily deceive, and what is worse can easily lead to self-deception.
After all, no ostentatiously rich man will easily, if ever, believe that he is already terrifyingly bankrupt. He will dismiss such diagnosis with derision.
Against this backdrop, and in the light of Hebrews 3:13, it could well be appropriate, and sobering, from time to time to inquire with the rich whether
any of their riches had spoiled recently. In this regard we also should regularly question ourselves with regards to our own riches!
At any rate, according to James, in the Day of Judgment both moth holes
and corrosion will be a witness against them. The irony of the courtroom setting is inescapable. During their lifetime the rich haul the poor in court with
spurious lawsuits (2:6). When the ultimate court convenes, they find themselves “in the dock.” “The very corruption (rust) of their wealth is personified
in order to bear testimony against them” (Johnson, 300). In fact, it is the personified “prosecutor” (Grosheide, 1955, 402). Its testimony will be silent and
eloquent, telling and damning (See also Hab. 2:11; McKnight, 387-388, with
a reference to Mk. 6:11).
In fact, the very rust “continues its destruction by turning upon the wealthy themselves” (Richardson, 207) and devouring, consuming, them, as if it
constituted a fire (Is. 10:16; 30:27, 30; Jer. 5:14; Ezek. 15:7; Am. 1:12, 14),
the punishing fire of Gehenna itself (Mt. 5:22; 12:42; Mk. 9:47ff; Jude 7)
(Laws, 199; Mitton, 177-178). The imagery is vivid, and suggests a horrible
reality. As the rust eats into, and is destructive of, the precious metal, so it
eats into, and is destructive of, their owners. It acts like a flesh-eating disease!
The word that James uses for “rust” (ios) is the very term that stands for poison in James 3:8 (See also Blomberg, 221). The play of words may well have
been intentional. The “rust of riches” (metal) serves is identified as the “endemic poison of the rich” (people). There comes a time that its influence and
progress can no longer be stopped. This, in plain English, will precipitate its
use as evidence in the final judgment. In fact, this will enable it accusingly to
cry out against them at that time before God and men. It will show the utter
callousness and folly of their behavior. Ultimately, it will be the cause of their
condemnation, their ruin and their destruction (Compare Acts 12:23). What
else can one expect from “deadly poison?”
The irony in all this is hard to miss. The precious metal that rust cannot
touch in a million years will succumb to that rust in short order, in fact, has
already succumbed to it, and the rust that cannot “eat” precious metal will do
just that, in fact, already has done so. Similarly the rich in view of this sec1162

tion, who undoubtedly regard themselves as untouchable as their gold, will
share its fate just as quickly. No smiling billionaires of that kind in the final
judgment! There apparently will be quite a crowd! The Greek for “flesh” is in
the plural. But their punishment of eternal hell will be individual and personal
(Zodhiates, III, 56, with a reference to Dan. 12:2; Mt. 5:29-30; 10:28; 24:51).
However, there is an additional irony. The poison that wells up from the pit of
hell and has filled the “members” of the rich to the brim (Jam. 3:8) was released in their relentless pursuit of gold. This, however, will ironically prove
to be fool’s gold, which boomeranged in that it turned chameleon like into the
very poison that will produce hellish misery for its self-destructing owners.
“No vault can hold the money or the lives of those who have trusted in their
wealth rather than God. At the resurrection such ones will break out and will
be cast in the place of (eternal) punishment” (Richardson, 208). For all practical purposes, “gold in the vault” is in reality “cancer in the gut” (Peterson,
The Message; Jam. 5:3).
“The last days,” designated as the time of this ruin, may refer to the soon
to arrive last days of their lives (Grosheide, 1955, 403), possibly their (anticipated) retirement years. God is known to bring down sinners by the end of
their lifetime (Jer. 45:5; Nah. 2:2; Lk. 12:19-21; 17:27-28; 1 Thess. 5:3). But
it is most likely that this phrase refers to the “inaugurated eschatology” of
“the present dispensation,” which started with the First Coming of Christ and
concludes with his Second Coming (Acts 2:17; 1 Cor. 10:11; 2 Tim. 3:1; Heb.
1:2; 1 Pet. 1:20; 2 Pet. 3:3; 1 John 2:18; Jude 18) (So also Kistemaker, 158;
Davids, 177; McKnight, 389). In that case it constitutes a solemn warning.
Who is so foolish to prefer gold to God (Moo, 1985, 162, with reference to
Lk. 12:33), to fight for deceitful (Mt. 13:22) and uncertain (1 Tim. 6:17) treasures, which literally and figuratively at this very moment already are only a
passing, if not passed, reality, and in the process of busily doing so to miss
out on what is of eternal value? This interpretation gives it a special bite,
something that is a perfect fit with the whole tone and tenor of James’ letter
and his counter-conditional and re-conditioning love (So also Manton, 407408, with reference to Jer. 45:5 and Lk. 17:27; Moo, 1985, 163, with reference to Lk. 12:15-21).
According to more than one commentator, the phrase refers to the last
judgment. God may bring the sinners down on earth, but will definitely do so
in the “final day,” that is, in the Day of Judgment (Mitton, 178; Johnson,
301). Thus it would run parallel to Romans 2:5, “But because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart you treasure up wrath against yourself
for the day of God’s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed”
(Hartin, 228). However, this explanation is less likely, since the phrase is in
the plural. The singular, to be sure, invariably refers to the Day of Judgment
(John 6:39, 44, 54; 11:24; 1 Pet. 1:5). But not the plural! The preferred mean1163

ing of the “present dispensation” is further suggested by the wording, not
“for,” but “in the last days” (Tasker, 111). James’ addressees find themselves
in the midst of them!
In short, the rich are said to “store up treasure” in the present, in the time
in which they live, without recognizing that the “present times” constitute the
last days, transitory, short-lived, and certain to come to an end, if in a certain
sense they did not do so already (aorist tense)! That accumulation of wealth
in such circumstances is foolish on the face of it is an inescapable conclusion.
The word treasure is used ironically. With the gold they heap up, they do not
recognize what kind of “treasure” they amass. With their vaults overflowing,
it will seem like a horror movie, when their precious metals suddenly show
themselves to be the “poisonous fire” that they are (See also Lk. 12:16-21;
Rom. 2:5)! What an irony! You think you “pile up wealth,” but instead you
“pile up judgment” (Peterson, The Message; Jam. 5:3). While, therefore, the
phrase “the last days” does not refer to the final judgment, it has eschatological overtones.
Chrysostom aptly remarks, “For not for this purpose did you receive, that
you should spend it on luxury, but that you should lay it out on alms. What!
Are they your own things that you have? … Could not God have taken away
these things from you? But he does not do this, to give you power to be liberal to the poor” (Quoted in Royster, 120). Calvin follows suit, “God has not
appointed gold for rust, nor garments for moths; but on the contrary has designed them as helps and aids to human life. Therefore even spending without
benefit is witness of inhumanity” (Calvin, 344; also quoted in Mitton, 178).
The following Topical Focus seeks to pick up and enlarge on Calvin’s remarks, and to present the broad biblical perspective on the place, purpose and
use of the wealth that God has entrusted to believers. This proves to have implications for rich and poor alike, and should therefore be enlightening for
everybody. Once again the “reversal” theme appears to be quite questionable.
In fact, throughout Scripture there is sufficient, if not compelling, evidence to
reject it out of hand. It does not really come to grips with the life of either the
rich or the poor in a discriminating and applicatory Gospel fashion so that
they come to face themselves Coram Deo on the deepest level of their existence. It unceremoniously writes off the rich and declares them a lost cause
without any hope. At the same time it unjustifiably buoys the hope of the
poor and may well hand them a sop. In other words, the promotion and enforcement of the “reversal” theme may have damaging and far-reaching eternal consequences. It tends to close off the way of repentance for the rich, and
to downplay the necessity of repentance for the poor. No, this theme certainly
does not originate with James, and has no business to appeal to him for his
endorsement.
All in all, not only is “trusting in (perishable) wealth because it supposed1164

ly ’retains its value’ trusting in a charade,” but also “the rituals of amassing
wealth and curating precious objects are really a dance of death. Trusting in
wealth is then a damaging and degrading attitude” (Richardson, 206). This
could not have been stated any more clearly and cogently!

Topical Focus #18: Funding & the Kingdom of God
Introduction
1. The Kingdom of God
The Kingdom of God is based upon his absolute ownership (monopoly) of all of reality by virtue of creation (1 Chron. 29:6; Is. 40:21-26) and is ensured of its absolute realization (execution) in all of history by virtue of His providence (Gen. 50:20). It stands
for His absolute reign (control) (Ps. 96:10) and rule (say) (Ps. 115:2) over all created
reality and all its providential history (Ps. 33:9-11; Dan. 4:34-35). As a reflection of
God’s sovereignty His reign covers everyone and everything anywhere and anytime
(Eph. 1:11). As a reflection of His holiness His benevolent rule was imposed in the old
covenant in terms of His law (Deut. 33:4-5) and by virtue of his love (Deut. 33:2-3).
As a treasure of infinite price and a pearl of infinite value this rule was implemented in
the New Covenant by virtue of his grace (Mt. 13:44-46; 2 Cor. 3:6).
This New Covenant entails the gifts of regeneration, justification and sanctification (Ezek. 36:25-27). It was first promised by God the Father (Jer. 31:31ff), then personified by God the Son (Is. 42:6), and finally personalized by God the Holy Spirit (Is.
59:21). In their regeneration the citizens of the Kingdom become recipients of Jesus’
heart, in their justification recipients of Jesus’ righteousness (2 Cor. 5:21; Phil. 3:8-9),
and in their sanctification recipients of Jesus’ holiness (Eph. 2:10; Heb. 10:10). The
latter covers the totality of life in all of its phases, its facets and its aspects, and includes the much-needed funding of God’s Kingdom.

2. Kingdom Funding
The funding of the Kingdom is a (new-)covenantal activity by which the citizens of the
Kingdom are, from the heart, intent on providing all necessary and possible finances,
as a requirement of God’s law and a fruit of the Holy Spirit, to strengthen and advance
the Kingdom of God. Freely they have received. Freely they give. The internal targets
are the pastoral and edifying ministry of the Word, the care for the needy, as well as
any and all projects that will solidify and promote the Kingdom. The external targets
are the missionary and evangelistic ministry of the Word, the outreach to the destitute,
as well as any and all projects that will extend the Kingdom.
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3. Barriers to Kingdom Funding
The biblical blueprint, presented here, as to how the Kingdom of God can and ought to
be financed is rooted in two fundamental convictions.
The first conviction is that lack of funding is arguably the greatest objective barrier to the spread of the Gospel both at home and abroad today. After all, it is a statistical fact that opportunities abound and potential missionaries present themselves in
greater numbers than ever before. But where is the funding? The Church can only enter into a fraction of open doors in terms of beckoning places and available manpower.
Of course, this conviction assumes that the three main fundamental principles of a
true Christian Church are in place and function properly. That is to say, the dynamic of
prevailing prayer is in clear evidence (Acts 1:12-14; Rom. 15:30). Further, the presence of the Holy Spirit is powerfully experienced (Acts 2:4; 4:31). And finally the full
Word of God is prayerfully brought to bear upon any and all audiences through the
Spirit as the key to the Kingdom, that is, with discriminating power upon unbelievers
with a call to repentance (Acts 2:37-38), and with applicatory power upon believers
with a summons to holiness (Rom. 15:16-18). If these essential elements are not
present, they will have to become the first and overriding concern. After all, Kingdom
funding can only come into its own as the evidence of a healthy and strong Church.
The second conviction runs parallel to the first one. The failure to display true sacrifice in the service of others, including that of funding the cause of God, is arguably
the biggest subjective obstacle to the spread of the Gospel at home and abroad today.
In the light of the near unlimited opportunities, where are the hearts for God willing to
part with their properties, their possessions, and their cash? It is a well-attested fact
that statistically the Church as a whole in its giving does not come close to reach the
level of the tithes, in fact, less than half of this.
Of course, this conviction comes with an assumption as well. It presupposes that
the three main governing principles of a truly Christian life are fully in place and function properly. This is to say, God’s ownership, that everything belongs to Him, is first
of all acknowledged without any reservation (Ps. 24:1; 1 Chron. 29:16). Further, the
principle of man’s dominion taking, that everything is under the responsible control of
individual believers, is clearly recognized (Acts 5:4). And finally, the importance of
stewardship, that man’s possessions, as well as skills and talents for that matter, are
there to share with others, is thoroughly affirmed in principle as well as practice (Eph.
4:28). Once again, if these three governing principles were to be absent, the first order
of business would be to get these foundation blocks in place. Full-blown biblical funding presupposes their presence.
It hardly needs to be argued that Kingdom funding cannot but be robust when both
the fundamental and the governing principles go hand in hand and so produce a flourishing Church.

4. Conclusion
Arising from these two convictions the biblical data regarding financing the Kingdom
of God will be summarized and presented in six main headings, each with four subheadings, together with a conclusion and its subheadings at the close of this biblical
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blueprint.
It may be well to emphasize at this point that, while this blueprint encourages biblical generosity in funding, its aim is not to concentrate upon any particular ministry or
facet of ministry. Its focus, rather, is to stimulate ever increasing giving for all purposes on the part of all the constituents of the Church of Christ, whether wealthy or not, as
a matter of Gospel holiness and as an indispensable part of the worship of God. In this
context also various ways and means are explored and spelled out in order to arrive at
that objective.

I. Biblical Range of Kingdom Funding
Biblical Kingdom funding is threefold. It ranges from percentage giving, to benevolence giving, to mercy giving.

1. The Tithes
The rock bottom percentage is represented by the tithes. The tithes are mentioned in
Genesis 14:20; 28:22; Leviticus 27:30ff; Numbers 18:21, 26; Deuteronomy 12:17;
14:22ff; 26:12ff; 2 Chronicles 31:5; Nehemiah 10:38; 13:12; Malachi 3:10; Matthew
23:23; Luke 18:12; and Hebrews 7:4, 8 (See in this context also Gal. 6:6; Tit. 3:13-14;
1 John 6)). Since they are paid by Abraham (Genesis), and therefore precede the Mosaic economy, they cannot be lightly dismissed as merely a passing OT phenomenon.
Without making the tithes necessarily an explicit part of the Abrahamic covenant,
there is every reason to insist that the holiness of Abraham is and should be the model
for the holiness of Abraham’s children as well. This inevitably leads to the question
why the tithes should be an exception, especially in the face of much regrettable opposition to the continuation of the tithes as a binding biblical principle? In fact, it seems
appropriate to argue, first, that the tithes are Abrahamic because they were preAbrahamic, and, second, that through the Abrahamic model they became fully part of
all post-Abrahamic covenant history.
Besides, the hermeneutical principle should prevail that OT truth is fully authoritative unless it is abrogated in the NT. Even the opposite conviction that OT truth is no
longer authoritative, unless it is revalidated in the NT, is of little or no help to those
who put a large question mark behind the tithes. After all, the Lord Jesus commends
the paying of the tithes (Mt. 23:23; Lk. 11:42), and the Book of Hebrews refers to the
tithes as a legitimate, if not necessary NT practice (Heb. 7:4, 8). The preponderance of
the NT evidence appears to indicate that the tithes continue to be with us. We must insist on this, even if the question remains why the NT does not emphasize the tithes
more specifically. This is duly noted at this juncture, and fully discussed below.
The Law of Moses stipulated that every first, second, fourth and fifth year of the
seven-year cycle the tithes must be deposited in Jerusalem to cover the cost of the Levitical and Priestly service. In the third and the sixth year, they had to be distributed
among the local poor (Deut. 26:12). Since they are evidence of the ownership of God,
they may not become the object of a voluntary vow. No binding obligation ever could
turn into such vow. Tithes must be paid (Lev. 27:30), and they must be paid joyfully
(Deut. 26:14). Intentional refusal or conscious failure to surrender them to their
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rightful Owner constitutes robbery (Mal. 3:8ff). It therefore amounts to a serious moral
delinquency as well as a lack of personal holiness. This is underscored by the New
Covenant promise of God that his laws will be written on the heart of God’s people
(Jer. 31:31ff; Ezek. 36:25ff; Heb. 8:7ff). Anything short of heartfelt and joyful obedience in paying the tithes, which amount to the rental price for the use of God’s
property, and therefore in returning to God what belongs to him (1 Chron. 29:14), apparently fails to meet the standard of God’s holiness without which no one can see the
Lord (Heb. 12:14). Incidentally, even the recipients of the tithes (Lev. 18:21) are obliged to tithe themselves (Lev. 18:26; Mt. 23:23). Clearly no one is exempt!
But there is more! This enters into the picture in the light of the following legitimate question. If the tithes are such a significant part of covenant history, why then
does Scripture not use contexts, such as 2 Corinthians 8-9, to emphasize the need for
the surrender of 10% of one’s annual income? It seems to be puzzling, indeed, that
Paul does not capitalize on this opportunity forcefully to drive home to his readers
what appears to be one of the central tenets of Kingdom funding in the OT. Most of
today’s preachers would not have missed this opportunity! Why, then, did Paul? The
answer to this question is simpler than may be imagined. It also puts anyone to (open)
shame whose opposition to the tithes is rooted in the (hidden) desire to pay less!
When John the Baptist (Lk. 3:11) indicates that the possession of two coats demands the surrender of one, when faced with a situation that would require such, he
turns 50% into the benchmark. Of course, it does not require a lot of thought to recognize that this could quickly turn into 66.67%, indeed, 75%, or 80%, etc., depending on
whether one possesses three, four, or five, etc., coats. After encountering two, three, or
four, etc., situations of need, whether simultaneously or consecutively, the owner will
still be left with only one coat! It becomes immediately evident that Kingdom giving
and Kingdom benevolence in John the Baptist have arrived on a new plateau. (Incidentally, as will be shown below, this is also quite apparent in 2 Corinthians 8-9.) The NT
appears to dwarf the OT giving and benevolence pattern. While the 10% remains the
rock bottom reality, the age of the Holy Spirit breaks in a much more imposing freedom in Christ. But, frankly, even John the Baptist does not present us with the final
benchmark. When the widow deposits her two coins in the treasure chest, she ups the
ante to 100% (Lk. 21:14). It may be that Jesus took to that widow because in a sense
she foreshadowed himself. After all, eventually he also would give (more than) 100%.
The message is clear. The tithes are not negotiable. Refusal to pay them is grand
theft (Mal. 3:10). This verdict must continue to stand. There is no indication in the NT
that Malachi’s moving denunciation has become a paper tiger. In fact, the final verdict
is much more serious yet! It betrays the state of one’s heart (Compare Deut. 26:14).
Refusal to pay the tithes joyfully puts anyone basically in the same ballpark as the rich
young ruler. His possessions had captivated his heart. This marked him as an idolater.
Once again, the payment of 10% of one’s income is not a debatable issue. In the NT,
exhilarating Kingdom funding comes into view that is well beyond the 10% level. It
runs the range from 10% up to 50%, indeed, up to 100%.
Participation in such exhilaration, as will be further explained below, depends on
the extent and quality of the experiential, energizing, and activating presence of the
Holy Spirit. This makes Kingdom funding, whether through giving in general or benevolence in particular, a matter of Gospel holiness rather than of legal obedience. Of
course, the law of God cannot and will not vanish from the scene as the legal standard
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or substance of personal godliness. But it cannot and does not function as the source
from which obedience springs. This is the prerogative of Christ only through the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. In fact, the fullness of the Holy Spirit appears to be
its own “anesthetic,” since the joy of his presence fully takes any and all pain out of
sacrificial giving (Compare especially Acts 7:55ff). It is the glory of the Gospel that
this presence appears to produce exultation, unbounded joy, precisely in the midst of,
and through, sacrifice (Acts 4:36-37), indeed, in the midst of, and through, losing everything (Job 1:21; Jam. 1:10). This seems otherworldly, because it is otherworldly. After all, it can only come as a gift, specifically a gift from “above!”

2. Benevolence
While the NT therefore outdistances the OT by far, the OT itself is already “pregnant”
with indicators to that effect. One such indicator is benevolence giving. The festal gifts
during the big three annual feasts (Ex. 23:14-15; Deut. 16:16-17) and free will offerings at special occasions, such as the construction of the tabernacle and the temple (Ex.
35:20-29; 1 Chron. 29:1-9) qualify as such. The sums of money offered up to the Lord
at these occasions are nothing short of staggering. Ironically, even at the occasion of
Aaron’s Golden Calf (Ex. 32:2-3) and Gideon’s Ephod (Judg. 8:24-27), the liberality
of the people, however wrongheaded, was significant, if not overwhelming!

3. Mercy Giving
But the OT “pregnancy” extends itself beyond benevolence giving. It also includes
mercy giving. When people go hungry, they must be granted gleaning privileges (Lev.
19:9-10; 23:22; Deut. 24:19; Ruth 2:8, 17; Job 24:6; Is. 17:5). Furthermore, when
people are impoverished, they must be given anti-poverty loans that may carry no interest (Ex. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-37; Deut. 23:19) and must be forgiven after seven years
(Deut. 15:7-11). This same mercy is also in evidence during the Sabbath Year and the
Year of the Jubilee (Lev. 25:10-13, 23-28). These two occasions provide all covenant
people with a fresh start in life. Those who had surrendered themselves into (biblical)
slavery by surrendering their future income and labor to someone else’s jurisdiction in
exchange for “paternal” care would once again be free to pursue their own course of
action. Those who had sold (the yield of) their land holdings once again would regain
the final say over it.

4. Conclusion
The conclusion appears to suggest itself. Already in the OT 10% is only the minimum
rock bottom reality. The expected generosity clearly exceeds this level. The NT simply
expands on this dramatically. In short, 10% appears to be the minimum biblical
requirement in the OT as well as the NT (Lk. 11:42), while 50% turns out to be an
inevitable certainty (Lk. 3:11), and 100% more than a distinct possibility (Lk. 21:2ff)!
That is to say, 10% is an obligation, and anywhere from 10% to 100% reflects the
extent and quality of the Spirit’s presence, as will be extensively argued from Scripture
below.
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II. Biblical Models of Kingdom Funding
Three prominent biblical models come quickly to mind. They are Barnabas (Acts 4:3637), the Macedonians (2 Cor. 8:1-5), and, last but not least, the Lord Jesus Christ himself (2 Cor. 8:9).

1. Barnabas
Barnabas is said to be “full of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 11:22-24). The meaning of this
phrase can only be appreciated against the backdrop of three other phrases that occur
in the NT: the baptism with the Spirit, the gift of the Spirit and the filling with the Spirit. The baptism with the Spirit is a once and for all historical event at Pentecost (Acts
1:5; 2:33). The gift of the Spirit is a once and for all personal event following repentance and the forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:38). The filling with the Spirit is a repeated
historical event, when new situations require such filling (Acts 4:31), as well as a repeated personal event, when the Spirit is grieved or quenched (1 Thess. 5:19; Eph.
4:30; 5:18). The fullness of the Holy Spirit, attributed to Barnabas, is clearly the
Mount Everest of the Spirit’s presence. It indicates a permanent state of fullness that is
evidenced by a continual outflow.
Barnabas’ life is, indeed, a powerful demonstration of the streams (torrents?) of
living Holy Spirit water that, according to the Lord Jesus, would flow from the innermost being (lit. “belly”) of each and every Christian who thirsts for and drinks of him
(John 7:37-39). The NT record predicates this “fullness” of only one other individual.
That is Stephen (Acts 6:5; 7:55). While the latter surrendered his life with his face
glowing, Barnabas sold a tract of land undoubtedly with the same glow to meet needs
in the Kingdom (Acts 4:36-37). Incidentally, in doing so he was not alone. Many other
members in the early Jerusalem congregation joined in.
The presence of the Holy Spirit clearly does not simply bring a person’s “belly”
(John 7:38b), a symbol of self-centered, if not selfish, “intake” (John 7:38c), to a state
of tranquil contentment, but actually turns it into an overflowing source of the purest
rivers of water. In fact, it only needs to dawn on someone what the “return” of any
“belly” is all about in order to recognize what a miracle of grace the gushing outflow
of such rivers is. The word miracle is neither lightly chosen without giving it its due
weight, nor glibly selected to “over-dramatize” the situation. In blunt terminology, it is
meant to underscore that apart from Christ even the believer can only produce “v”
words and “v” deeds (in which the “v” stands for “vomit”). In fact, this is mild terminology in the light of James who speaks about the untamable tongue that by itself can
only spread “hell fire” and only produce “deadly poison” (Jam. 3:6-8), and paints a
picture of analogous conduct on the part of the rich that is beyond belief (Jam. 5:1ff).
However, as believers abide in Christ they cannot but yield the freshest of all river
flows, the clearest of all Gospel lights, and the most nourishing of all spiritual foods.
The term “miracle” to indicate the presence of “pow” words and “pow” deeds (in
which “pow” stands for “purest of water”) in contrast to “v” words and “v” deeds is
surely in place in this context, if anywhere. Come to think about it, there is no middle
ground! After all, what does not come from “above” by definition comes from “below.” We better always remember James 3:15!
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Furthermore, it stands to reason that the inner joyful power which accompanies
the awesome presence of the Spirit outstrips and outclasses any possible kind of pain
and sorrow involved in the self-denying and self-sacrificial action of the sale of property (Acts 4:36-37) (and of the surrender of life, for that matter, in the case of Stephen,
while praying for his enemies; Acts 7:59-60). In fact, the presence of the Spirit of God
is, in the final analysis, not only its own anesthetic. It is the driving power that joyfully
embraces any kind of pain or sorrow in order to be effective in the Kingdom (Phil.
1:21; 3:10). Just as parents gladly sacrifice themselves to secure the life of their children, so Spirit-filled Christians joyfully surrender everything to bolster and advance
Kingdom life. This may take on a variety of forms, such as support for the proclamation of the Gospel, the care for the poor, etc. Failure to do so should never be met with
mere “law.” Of course, the law exposes and condemns sin. In doing so, it can and must
have a sobering impact. But it never can add one iota of holiness to anyone’s life under
any conditions in any way or at any time. No, failure should ever be met with “Gospel” only! Believers should be invited to thirst for and drink of Christ. This only, but at
the same time inevitably, will lead to exhilarating Kingdom holiness, inclusive of
Kingdom funding.

2. Macedonians
If at all possible, the Macedonians take a step beyond Barnabas (2 Cor. 8:1-5). They
are going through an ordeal of affliction, and possibly as a result of it, they find themselves in extreme poverty. Nevertheless, all that is offset by their quite apparent and
abundant joy in the Holy Spirit to such an extent that they literally overflow in the
riches of their liberality, that is, well beyond their ability. They give the non-existing
shirts off their backs, and regard this as a privilege and a favor! They apparently had to
beg Paul for permission to do so. Paul seemed to have been quite reluctant at first, and,
when they insisted and eventually came through, he appeared quite surprised about
their total giving.
The secret of their giving apart from having the joy of the Lord, and more specifically of the Spirit, as their strength (Neh. 8:10) should not go unnoticed. It is that they
first gave themselves, that is, their hearts and their lives, both to God and to their fellow believers, radically, fully and joyfully, without holding anything back.437 In short,
theirs was a life of total surrender to the Lord and the neighbor, note well, in the joy of
the Spirit. It was only after this that all their earthly belongings followed suit! Once
you truly give yourself to someone, totally and without reservation, the rest is a cinch.
And Jesus is the undisputed and indisputable model! Paul points out the same pattern
in his relationship with the Philippians. They gave Paul first their “presence” in his
heart (Phil. 1:7), then their “prayers” in conjunction with the Holy Spirit (Phil. 1:19),
and finally their “payments” for the advance of the Gospel (Phil. 4:15).

437

The usual translation of 2 Cor. 8:5, “They first gave themselves to the Lord, and then to
us” is in error. The word “then,” as the italics already indicate is not present in the Greek original. No, the Macedonians first gave themselves (both!) to the Lord and to us.” This precipitated the “hilarious” funding (Rom. 12:8).
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3. Christ
In all this the Macedonians walked in the footsteps of Jesus himself (2 Cor. 8:8). Although he was wealthy beyond comparison, he became poor equally beyond comparison. He owned no home, did not have any of the usual earthly possessions, and lived
off the hand-me-downs of people. In short, he lived what he preached. His life of “poverty” was neither anti-establishment nor anti-social. Nor was it an end in itself. It
symbolized unreserved self-denial and limitless sacrifice as the (only) means to reach
his objective: the display of the sum total of his Father’s perfections in and through the
salvation of sinners. As such his death was simply an extension of his life. In Jesus’
own words, “unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains by itself
alone. But if it dies, it bears much fruit” (John 12:24). Note specifically the adjective
“much.” It indicates that the life and ministry of God’s people are designed greatly to
flourish, all protestations to the contrary, but it requires that they lay down their life in
every way possible in order to reach that plateau!
Of course, his poverty was not merely physical in nature. It reached its zenith on
the cross. No one can begin to fathom the poverty that hit him when his Father forsook
him. Not even the damned in hell will ever fully know. For they experience the wrath
of God for their own sins only. Jesus bore God’s wrath on behalf of an innumerable
multitude. He did all of that in order that this multitude, to which he had committed
himself totally and without reservation, would become rich (once again) beyond comparison! At times, these riches undoubtedly include material prosperity as a divine
blessing upon obedience. But it all comes into its own in the riches of union and communion with God. This glory is inexpressible and is (should be) the grand and magnificent obsession of all those who love him!
To sum it all up, while clearly the Macedonians took a step beyond Barnabas, the
Lord Jesus leaves even the Macedonians in the dust.

4. Conclusion
The question may well be asked whether the Church, in being confronted with these
models, in good conscience can lower its sight and be truly content with anything that
falls short of its total and unreserved input in the Kingdom of God. After all, both the
Macedonians and the Lord Jesus are held out as explicit and compelling models to the
Corinthians! Of course, they could also have taken a close and hard look at Paul. He,
possibly more than anyone else, walked in the footsteps of Jesus by “completing what
was lacking in his suffering” (Col. 1:24), in fact, by carrying not just the suffering, but
also the death of Christ in himself (2 Cor. 4:10-11). “I die daily,” he exclaims (1 Cor.
15:31), clearly to experience, also possibly more than anyone else, the effectiveness of
Jesus.
One close and hard look at Paul would have revealed to the Corinthians the identity as well as the nature of God’s “pipeline” that led to their abundant riches both of life
and in life (2 Cor. 4:12). With such vivid embodiment of Christ in the person of Paul,
one may well wonder whether the Corinthians had any other choice but to produce
“rivers of living water,” also, if not specifically, in the funding of the Kingdom. Of
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course, a close and hard look at all the biblical models discussed thus far would soon
reveal that not simply the Corinthians, but all segments of the Church of Christ are left
without an alternate option.
At any rate, in the light of the service of Barnabas (the son of consolation!), the
heart of the Macedonians, the suffering of Jesus, and the ministry of Paul, the tithes
look rather puny, to put it quite mildly. In fact, these models dwarf the 10% by a country mile. They make it pale into insignificance. That is undoubtedly the reason why
Paul does not remind the Corinthians of the tithes in 2 Corinthians 8-9. What the
Church of Christ would and does regard as progressive in our day and age (namely the
paying of the 10%) would have been utterly regressive to the apostle Paul. Talk about
something sobering to consider!
Incidentally, all this implies that one may in practice salute any “opposition” to
the tithes that is rooted in the recognition that the NT outdistances the OT by far, as
long as it is coupled with the insistence that one should transcend the 10% level in order to be a biblical Christian. Nevertheless, in principle, opponents of the tithes from a
narrow NT perspective would have served the Church much better, if they had skipped
a negative treatment of the tithes, and gone on with a vengeance to expound the rich
and convicting NT message of overflowing Kingdom giving. It is hoped that no one
who comes face to face with the NT teaching will remain unaffected by this message.
This leads us to the next section which deals with some major principles of Kingdom
funding.

III. Biblical Principles of Kingdom Funding
Three principles of Kingdom giving figure prominently in the biblical teaching on the
subject. They are in quick order proportionate giving (1 Cor. 16:1-2), “downpour” giving (2 Cor. 8:14), and equality giving (2 Cor. 8:15).

1. Proportionate Giving
Giving should be in keeping and proportion with one’s income. This reflects the principle of tithing, but in a NT garment. That is to say, the OT principle of proportionality
remains fully intact. But it adds NT flexibility. Starting from the 10% benchmark as
non-debatable, the believers have total freedom (Acts 5:3-4) to exceed it. Perception of
needs as well as the quality and extent of the presence of the Spirit will determine how
far believers will move toward the 100%. Both in principle and in practice, this 100%
should always be recognized as achievable. The widow’s coins demonstrate this. In the
history of the Church, there undoubtedly have been many believers like Paul who in
the area of Kingdom financing have experienced the joy of the resurrection power, as
well as the suffering and death of Christ. There is no reason to believe that the future
will not produce any such believer. In fact, there is every reason to believe that all
Christians who come face to face with the Biblical teaching and especially with Christ
as a compelling model, will say, “Why should I not enjoy the resurrection power and
experience the suffering and death of Christ?” And if they do not say it, they ought to
recognize that they should say it. The woman with her two coins may well have been
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the greatest recipient and showcase of the fullness of the blessing of the Gospel during
the lifetime of Jesus (Lk. 21:2-4). In fact, the Church would do well to hold her out as
such on a consistent basis. That she took the spotlight before the outpouring of the Spirit is a telling indication of what can happen in the present as well as the future.

2. “Downpour” Giving
Paul indicates that the flow of giving should go in a specific direction. The trajectory
always should run from the ones who have more to the ones who have less. That may
have caused Paul’s reluctance to accept contributions from the Macedonians for the
impoverished congregation in Jerusalem. They most likely were in a worse shape than
their brothers and sisters in the mother congregation. In the political arena it seems to
be a perennial issue to reach some kind of equality by redistributing the income of the
nation through progressive taxation or by encouraging benevolent entrepreneurialism
through lowering taxes. The first solution favors the governmental siphoning-off approach with a view to the common good. The second solution opts for the private
trickling-down effect to raise the standard of living of the common man.
Scripture transcends both solutions. It rejects both the siphoning-off method and
the trickling-down process. When the government siphons off, it goes the route of
heavy-handed compulsion and resorts to legalized theft. When the individual decides
to trickle down, he invariably stays in his comfort zone. The biblical Christian neither
siphons off nor trickles down, but pours down. Just as Christ pours out the Spirit (Acts
2:31) and inundates the Christian, so the Spirit-filled Christian pours out his life and
inundates the world around him. He is fully prepared to leave his comfort zone and to
sacrifice his standard of living. He becomes a lifeline, not in the last place in the setting of Kingdom funding. In fact, he realizes that having a comfort zone is already idolatrous. For him to live is Christ. Christ is all the comfort he needs and wants. For this
reason for him to die and to join Christ is (pure) gain (Phil. 1:21). In short, if “to have
Christ” is everything, to sacrifice or lose everything is still “to have everything.” Suffused with this other-worldliness in the most glorious sense of the word, the loss of
riches becomes his boast (Jam. 1:10), and sacrifice the predominant tenor of his life.

3. Equality Giving
The equality that results from this is neither a forced reality, unavoidable when Big
Government runs the show, nor a calculated risk, always possible when the Free Market fails to govern itself. It is Christ’s guarantee that becomes a reality by means of a
biblical servant heart. The plenty of the one Christian becomes the supply of the other.
When the need shifts, and the shoe is on the other foot, the roles are simply reversed.
The principle that determines this is awesome. It is both biblical and universal. “He
who had gathered a lot had nothing left, and he who had gathered little, had no lack”
(Ex. 16:18). The surplus of the one, such as the young and the energetic in their prime,
made up for the lack of the other, such as the weak and the aged in their declining
years. This principle is lifted from the desert episode, when the Israelites collected the
manna each morning to meet the need for their daily sustenance. Those who ended up
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with any excess of that mysterious food were always happy to part with it in the evening.
In fact, they may have been quite happy. Since at the midnight hour the manna
would go bad, anyone who would take it off his neighbor’s hands prior to that time,
virtually would function as a “garbage collector.” It would save the owner a trip to the
local dump. To “get rid of it” earlier in the evening, therefore, was hardly a noble act!
The proper equivalent, both in the present or in the future, would be to hand over our
greenbacks in case of an equivalent need, whether of the Kingdom in general or at a
specifc occasion, as if they were “garbage,” even if after the midnight hour they would
still be as crisp and useful as earlier on during the day. In fact, when the clock strikes
midnight in the Day of Judgment all of created reality will be treated as “garbage.” It
will be burnt into oblivion as well as totally replaced!
The OT universal principle, applied to the analogous situation in the NT, is clearly
not as “harmless” as it may appear at first sight! Scripture is crystal clear. There is no
excuse for believers to maintain any and all bank accounts that do not have a Christian
signature, a Christian rationale or a Christian purpose. Such accounts should be liquidated to fund the needs of the Kingdom. It would not be surprising, if in the Day of
Judgment too much human as well as Christian “gold” will prove to have turned into
“rust” in the vaults of self-interest and self-service (Jam. 5:3). This would not be so
scary, if it were not an all too eloquent witness that its “owners” blatantly failed to execute their stewardship properly. It would not be too difficult to identify individuals, or
corporations for that matter, who perished or simply did not make it, in support of such
condemnatory charge. In short, the equality in view in the passage under consideration
and fully achieved following death or the Day of Judgment is beneficial to all believers. It will give them a platform for social security in the fullest sense of the word. It is
not a “siphoning” yoke that is government imposed. Neither is it a matter of wishful
thinking dependent upon the at best “trickling” fickleness of selfish sinners. It is a luminous evidence of the presence of the Revival glory of God who succeeds where human efforts will invariably fail.

4. Conclusion
Of course, all this does not condemn the type of entrepreneurialism that creates wellfinanced as well as income generating foundations, funds or endowments on whatever
scale for the specific purpose of starting, promoting, supporting or insuring the future
of Christian projects or causes, whether short term or long term. Prudent and cost effective allocations or pay-outs by their managers, which keep the principal intact and
at the same time provides a steady stream of funding, ought to be applauded. Such
regular allocations and pay-outs ensure continuity. Besides, with the retention of the
original capital, many a foundation, fund, and endowment have in the course of the
years paid out well in excess of their beginning net worth. The advantage for the cause
of Christ in those cases has been undeniable, if not incalculable. In short, while such
entrepreneurialism is not mandated in Scripture for everyone, neither is it to be condemned. In fact, it should be greatly encouraged!
At any rate, as in all other instances where Scripture does not enjoin or forbid,
Christian liberty must be allowed to have free range (Acts 5:3-4; Rom. 15:7-13; Jam.
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4:11-12). Of course, caution should be taken that dependence upon a human instrument does not replace trust in God. Caution should also be taken that ministries that
have basically dried up do not continue simply because of readily available funds.
There may at times be need for repentance or for some drastic decisions. But all this
does not undermine the beneficial use of properly operating foundations, and prudently
used funds or endowments.
Neither does all this condemn riches. The blessing of God is promised in abundance upon covenant obedience. While the poor will never disappear from the Christian community (Mk. 14:7), and at times severe, trying or even extreme hardships can
befall individual members, generically Christians can (in fact, should) anticipate riches
(Deut. 8:18; 28:1-13). The question how to deal with riches is more extensively answered below. But it should already go on record at this juncture that beyond the tithes,
which must be paid as a matter of obedience, every individual believer is free under
God to dispose of what is entrusted to him or her, whether in terms of time, energy or
possessions, without judgmental interference by anyone. This is the clear teaching of
Scripture. It is indicated by Peter (Acts 5:4), underscored by Paul (Rom. 15:7) and driven home by James (Jam. 4:11-12).

IV. Biblical Patterns of Kingdom Funding
Three significant patterns are prominently taught in Scripture as well. First, there is an
unbreakable correlation between sowing and reaping (2 Cor. 9:6). Second, giving
should not be haphazard, but purposeful (2 Cor. 9:7). And, third, God’s input, however
strange that may sound, is determined by man’s output (2 Cor. 9:10).

1. The Sowing-Reaping Correlation
To sow sparingly is to reap sparingly. At the same time, to sow copiously is to reap
copiously. Generosity of whatever kind will have its reward, sooner or later. This is a
principle that covers the waterfront of life. Scripture admonishes its readers to proceed
with all of one’s might. That is, it is and should be the integrity of the Christian always
to give it “one hundred percent.” This includes time, energy, and effort, but it applies
to Kingdom funding as well. Invariably the return on an investment is determined by
the quality and extent of this investment. This is the message of the life of Jesus, of
Paul and of numerous others, who followed in the footsteps of Christ. It is also the
message that is held out as a standard to unbelievers, such as the rich young ruler (Mt.
19:16ff; Lk. 18:18ff), to the disciples (Mt. 25:14ff), in fact, to all Christians throughout
the history of the Church (Rev. 14:13). Only radical and total obedience will do, and
only radical and total obedience can expect copious returns. No one who will give up
father, mother, husband, wife, children, indeed, his own life as well for the sake of the
Kingdom of God, will fail to receive his or her reward in this life already, in terms of
fathers, mothers, etc., be it with persecution (!), and eternal life in the hereafter (Mt.
19:29; Mk. 10:29-30). It is amazing how folks who are literally (!) willing to give up
“relatives” and “property” are everywhere warmly and refreshingly welcomed “with
open arms” and with “places to stay,” even if they never leave the combat zone (See
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also Philem. 21-22)!
It is hardly surprising that Paul holds all this out before the Corinthians in the area
of Kingdom funding as well. Even if this would be quite appropriate to fund Kingdom
projects that entail well-defined budgets, he does not set a specific benchmark.
“Please, shoot for ‘x’ number of dollars.” That would blunt their initiative. It is exciting to see Paul appeal to the personal responsibility of the readers. Go as far, as fast
and as furious as you can in the Kingdom of God. In this way you will be an imitator
of me and of Jesus (1 Thess. 1:6). But the decision is and remains yours! This was the
approach of Moses (Ex. 35:4ff), David (1 Chron. 29:6ff), as well as Peter for that matter (Acts 5:3-4; see also emphatically Philem. 8, 14, 19-21). The result was breathtaking then. It should be illuminating today. Cast your bread upon the waters, and you
will see a return. The more voluminous the bread that is cast, the greater the return will
be. Individuals, families as well as churches should take aim at the highest possible
level of giving, and increase that level as the Lord prospers. With 10% as the inviolable starting point Christians should set their sight on 20%, 30%, 40%, 50%, 60%, 70%,
80%, 90% and even 100%. Of course, the latter may never be reached, at least not until one’s will is executed. But it would be and should be an exhilarating goal!

2. The Purpose-Entrepreneur Correlation
All giving should tie in with one or more specific purposes (2 Cor. 9:7). These purposes literally could cover the waterfront as long as they effectively promote the cause of
Christ, whether in campus evangelism, overseas missions, Christian education, leadership development, or mercy ministry, to name only a few possibilities. Since donors
are to give account of all the funds that have been entrusted to them, it would be the
better part of wisdom to avoid languishing ministries that may not merit support. It
would also be wise to insure in advance of any gift that an acceptable accountability
system is in place. Of course, donors often have preferences in sharing their wealth.
All things being equal, they should not hesitate to follow their heart’s desire. It is wellknown among professional fundraisers that people are more eager to give to (known)
people rather than to (undefined or even broadly defined) causes. This suggests that
the choice of a specific focus for which visionary individuals take individual responsibility may well be worth its weight in gold when personally presented to potential “investors”/donors in a well-documented and well-articulated way backed up by a carefully outlined strategy to reach the objective. Besides it wisely decentralizes the ministry of the Church to the point of personal commitment and involvement.
Further, any kind of grass donor entrepreneurialism that is enthusiastic in its support of Kingdom projects should be encouraged, approved and supported as much as
possible. Such entrepreneurialism can assume several forms. It could eye the start-up
of a business that would support one or more projects with part of the profits. It could
plan to raise funds in an innovative manner for such projects. It could go the route of a
foundation or an endowment. The possibilities are legion.
Finally, purposeful visionary planning, hand in hand with a detailed blueprint, and
the strategy to implement it should always and by definition be applauded, encouraged
and promoted, unless God clearly stops it (Rom. 1:13; 15:22). Then, out of biblical
principle the response to any proposal should never be, “No, unless ... (either God or
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the circumstances permit),” but rather “Yes, unless ... (God forbids, whether through
circumstances or otherwise).” More often than not, people are saddled with a ‘nosyndrome” (read: “sin”-drome) and are basically killjoys. Too often killjoys have destroyed the heart of a Christian visionary. It is one thing for folks to stop themselves in
their dominion taking, to see barriers where God does not put them, such as nonexisting lions in the street (Prov. 22:13). This is tantamount to committing Kingdom
“suicide.” But it is quite another to make oneself the measure of all things and to put
up barriers for others in their legitimate, properly aggressive, God-centered, entrepreneurial joint-obedience to both the “Cultural Mandate” and the “Grand Command”
(Mt. 28:19). This is tantamount to committing Kingdom “murder.”
Of course, no one should (be encouraged to) be foolish or go off half-cocked, but
even in giving assistance to a planning process that may have been less than perfect,
the properly motivated entrepreneur may receive much needed encouragement at the
right time in the right manner for the right goal. At any rate, it is the mark of a Christian not only to take dominion but also to support dominion taking by others. Both
Kingdom “suicide” and Kingdom “murder” should be avoided “at all cost.” This is
precisely what Christ appears to indicate (Lk. 14:26-27). In short, the righteous are
never fearful of non-existing lions. Rather, as bold as lions they enter into the battle of
life recognizing full well the possibility of casualties (Prov. 28:1).

3. The Output-Input Correlation
The tapestry of Paul’s wording is precise and far-reaching. The sower is not merely
told to distribute his available seed. Rather he is informed that (only) when he sows
will God supply him with the necessary seed. In a word, the output of the believer will
determine the input of God. To put it succinctly, God gives seed to the “sower,” not to
the “eater!” Any so-called ministry that lavishly consumes and minimally spends
stands condemned. At any rate, believers must step out in entrepreneurial and initiating
faith. At that juncture they will experience that God is faithful and will show in a tangible way that he rejoices over their enterprising initiative. You will receive according
to your faith (Mt. 9:22; 15:28; Mk. 5:34; 10:52; Lk. 7:50; 17:19; 18:42). The violent
will take a hold of the Kingdom by their violence (Mt. 11:11). To bring this down to
earth, only when they start their engine of ministry of whatever sort and aggressively
lay themselves, their time, their skills, their energies, and their possessions on the line,
will they discover that God places all the necessary fuel to pursue their ministry at
their disposal. When believers seek to go far, fast and furiously to and even beyond the
limits of their resources, abilities and skills, God will gladly assist them to transcend
these limits, and supply them with his abundance (Is. 40:31).
In fact, the more they dedicate themselves to widen the circle and broaden the
scope of their ministry, the more copious their fuel supply will be. If they give it all
they’ve got, the sky will turn out to be the limit. It is a biblical promise and a historical
fact that such ministries will spiral upwards. While God takes away from them who do
not have (a ministry), he will give more (and more) to those who do have (one) (Mt.
13:12; 25:29; Mk. 4:25; Lk. 8:18; 19:26). In other words, “funding” follows “ministry.” Of course, this does not take anything away from proper planning. No one who
goes to war or constructs a building should do so without carefully counting the cost
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(Lk. 14:28). But God’s war is already in progress, and God’s building is already being
constructed. Therefore, all of God’s people should join in to the utmost, that is, should
step up to the front line, which is also the firing line, with all the fire power they can
muster, and should turn into construction workers, adding as many bricks as fast as
they can. In fact, they are under obligation to do so. God rejoices to supply the ordnance for the war effort and the building material, bricks and mortar, for the construction project! This is not to claim that every plan and every effort will by definition be
crowned with success. God remains the Master strategist and the Master builder. In his
providence he may, and often does necessitate a change in plans and with it often
prompts a redirection of efforts. At times he may put plans and efforts on temporary
hold or even bring them to a complete halt. The apostle Paul had his share of success,
of redirection, and even of temporary as well as permanent roadblocks. But even the
latter never stopped him dead in his tracks. He would always go as “far” (Rom. 15:24,
28), “fast” (Rom. 1:13; 15:22), and “furious” (Rom. 1:11, 15), as he could, and always
seek new and well-supplied avenues of ministry to advance the Kingdom (Rom. 15:24;
Phil. 1:12-18; 3:13-14).

4. Conclusion
The combination of this triad of patterns makes for powerful Kingdom funding. It is
copious, imaginative as well as self-abandoning. The abundance of generosity is a perfect fit both in the OT and the NT. So is the imagination that supplies ways and means
to advance the Kingdom, inclusive of relieving needs, assisting the poor, and taking
care of the sick. The Macedonians, in the footsteps of their Lord, illustrate in this context how true Christianity implies self-denying and self-sacrificial sharing of one’s
time, talents and treasures.

V. Biblical Dynamics of Kingdom Funding
The threefold dynamic is that Christians always ought to be willing (1 Chron. 29:9),
ready (2 Cor. 8:11-12), and cheerful (Deut. 26:14; 1 Chron. 29:9; 2 Cor. 9:7) in their
Kingdom funding.

1. Willingness
Christians should always be desirous to give as an evidence of their regenerated heart.
It is not coincidence that God tells his child, “Give me your heart, my son” (Prov.
23:26). Furthermore, their whole heart should be in it (Jer. 29:13). David marvels
when he sees the willingness of the people of God to contribute toward the construction of the temple. The same desire Christians have toward their God (Ps. 73:25), they
should have toward the funding of his Kingdom. In fact, their desire for God will set
their desire toward the Kingdom, its growth and its funding into motion. There will be
no biblical willingness without Gospel motivation!
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2. Readiness
Christians also ought to stand ready to give. This is clearly implied in Ephesians 4:28,
verbalized in 1 Corinthians 16:1-3, underscored in 2 Corinthians 8:11-12; 9:2-5, and
driven home in Titus 3:13-14.
The Ephesians passage provides the broad foundation. Negatively, any sort of
stealing, whether of property, time or otherwise, must be renounced. Positively, there
is no other option than to settle down in hands-on labor. However, the added redemptive principle or rationale is both evident and telling. Not only should vocations and
jobs be pursued, but also wage and salary increases be sought with the specific objective to have something to share with others, to supply needs and to meet opportunities.
In short, this passage implies the need for a state of preparedness, as well as a workable strategy to put one’s funds to work. It would be explosive, if the Church would
recognize this biblical pattern and seek to display it. Christians would not aim to amass
wealth for selfish reasons, but to put it to Kingdom use. In the process God will, often
in a serendipitous fashion (!), open the windows of heaven and pour forth his wealth in
the recognition that it will “provide seed to the sower.” This may not immediately
leave anyone with a huge bank account. But at the same time, there is no one who has
left houses, brothers, sisters, father, mother or children for Christ’s sake who shall not
receive many times as much in addition to eternal life” (Mt. 19:29). This translates into
riches galore both on earth and in heaven as the return upon one’s Kingdom investment. But it invariably is the kind of return, which in one way or another will be reinvested, and put to further Kingdom use.
The Corinthians passages furnish the superstructure. The readiness to give is on
display in setting funds aside in advance. When the time comes to deliver, there should
be no need for a whirlwind of chaotic activity to give the appearance of being ready.
This, of course, does not militate against the use of all impassioned live appeals for
funds. Long-term needs must be met in a long-term manner, quietly and orderly. But
there is no reason not to meet short-term needs in a short-term fashion, passionately
and quickly. Just as Christians should be ever ready and eager to meet their Maker, so
they should be ever ready and eager to pursue holiness in general and Kingdom funding in particular! With regard to the latter, while the eagerness should always be
present, the conditions will dictate whether they could be ready instantaneously, over
the long haul, or anywhere in between.
The Titus message furnishes the capstone. Paul exhorts Titus to send two short
term missionaries, Zenas and Apollos, to him with all due haste, in fact, as quickly as
possible, and to see to it that any and all their needs, apparently travel, upkeep, etc., are
met. He must do so by binding the urgency of this short term mission work on the
heart of all the Church members. As they learn to devote themselves to good works in
general, they will rise to the occasion in this instance as well, and provide ample opportunity for anyone to designate them as “fruitful.” In fact, Paul may have expressed
himself in an even more pointed way. He states that with their support they will prove
to be not (no longer?) unfruitful! All in all, this is a ringing endorsement to launch and
support Short Term Missions, if there ever was one! Even if many Short Term Mission
projects stand in (great) need to be upgraded, principial opposition to any and all Short
Term Mission efforts, for whatever reason, appears to be patently unbiblical.
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3. Cheerfulness
But there is one final step to take. To be a co-worker of Christ in Kingdom funding
should be a joy (Deut. 26:14; Neh. 12:43). This can never be achieved without the
presence of the Holy Spirit. The Kingdom of God is not food or drink, but the righteousness of Christ, a peace treaty with God the Father and, consequently, the joy of
the Holy Spirit (Rom. 14:17). Joy is a heartfelt sense of delight and exultation over a
“good” that was, is, or will be enjoyed. The performance of duty without cheerfulness
at best comes down to legal obedience, and is literally poles apart from Gospel holiness. More than that, legal obedience following justification is woven of the same
cloth as works-righteousness prior to justification. It is formal, cold and lifeless. This
may not be recognized on the surface. But God who knows the heart can, does, and
will determine whether someone has the reputation of being alive, but has the pall of
death hanging over him (Rev. 3:1), whether someone is tepid, any possible surfaceindicator to the contrary, and deserves to be “vomited out” (NKJV; Rev. 3:16)!

4. Conclusion
It is rather evident that all three aspects of the biblical dynamics of Kingdom funding
are internal functions of the believer. They are, first of all, functions of the heart. It has
been said that “doing good” will automatically result in “feeling good.” While on the
broad human level there is some truth to this, from a biblical perspective it is both
shallow and misguided. It is shallow because the emotion of “feeling good” is easily
the result of legal obedience, which is at best a common grace of God when compared
with its counterpart of disobedience. It is misguided because it easily obscures that
both “doing good” and “feeling good” must be a part of Gospel holiness, that is, of
evangelical obedience. No, Scripture shows a better way. It urges the believer to guard
the heart above all else, since all of life originates in it and flows from it (Prov. 4:23; 1
Chron. 28:9). In other words, believers are told to cultivate a willing, ready and joyful
heart. This is how the strength of the believer manifests itself (1 Chron. 27:17-19; Neh.
8:10). Precisely to that end the believer is exhorted, in the NT dispensation, to be full
of the Holy Spirit. Then rivers of living water will proceed from his innermost. All
this, of course, can never be accomplished apart from evangelically thirsting for, coming to, and drinking of Christ (John 7:37-39).

VI. Biblical Donors in Kingdom Funding
No one is exempted in and from Kingdom funding. There is a role to play for both the
rich and the poor. On the one hand there is a vast difference, but on the other hand,
there is an even greater equality. There is clearly no comparison in the extent of their
participation. But the mode of this participation is, and should be, identical!

1. The Rich
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The concept of riches in Scripture has two connotations. On the one hand, it is a more
relative term. Individuals who possess more are rich compared to those who have less
to show for. This came into view when Paul stated that the former always must share
with the latter, and not vice versa. The flow is a one-way street. The ones to whom
God has entrusted more are the donors. The ones to whom he has entrusted less are the
recipients. On the other hand, it is also a more absolute term. The rich in the more absolute sense enjoy a lavish independence and can relish total self-reliance by virtue of
their wealth. They are neither dependent upon nor answerable to anyone. From a human perspective, they can pretty much do what they please and as they please. In
short, they are people who’ve got it made!
This puts them, according to Jesus, in a potentially dangerous situation. After all,
he makes no bones about it that it is more difficult for an independently wealthy, selfreliant individual to enter the Kingdom than for a camel to go through “the eye of a
needle” (Mt. 19:24). This must be hardly encouraging to the rich. In fact, the disciples
conclude that this makes entrance into the Kingdom pretty much impossible for everyone. Jesus does not deny that, but uses this occasion to tell his disciples that man’s impossibility is God’s possibility (Mt. 19:25-26).
In the light of all this, the question must arise how to deal with riches. For one
thing, while the rich young ruler, due to his idolatry with money, is being counseled to
exchange all that he owns for a pass into heaven and an apprenticeship with Jesus, this
counsel and offer is not necessarily applicable indiscriminately to all rich people. In
this instance Jesus faces and addresses a unique individual in a unique situation. Apprenticeships with Jesus are presently no longer available. However, this does not
mean that Scripture is devoid of all counsel to the rich. Far from it! Paul informs all
the relative rich (the “haves”) to go to work for the specific purpose of sharing with the
“have-less” and the “have-nots” (Eph. 4:28). At the same time he counsels the independently wealthy not to lead an arrogant life, and not to idolize uncertain riches, but
rather to be generous and ready to share (1 Tim. 5:17-18). James states, as we already
saw, that the rich must have an “exultant joy” about the eventual loss of everything
(Jam. 1:10-11), which cuts both Achilles’ heels of every “rich young ruler” everywhere! He adds to this that purposeless accumulation of wealth, payment of shameful
wages, a life of luxurious self-indulgence, and wanton murder to safeguard riches
(Jam. 5:1-6) all prepare one for the judgment of God.
The Biblical counsel to the rich is basically no different from the counsel to all believers. With the tithes as starting point, they must be known for their generosity, if not
to the general public, at least to their beneficiaries, and if not to their beneficiaries, definitely to God. But up to what percentage point they exceed the 10% is fully their
choice and decision (Acts 5:3-4). They must be on guard, however, not to let their
wealth become an idolatrous and destructive snare. The only way to accomplish this,
according to James, is for the rich to exult fom the get-go in the fact that all their possessions will be taken away. Then they are in the same position as the poor. They have
only Jesus left as their total sufficiency (Jam. 1:9-11). This is radical medicine, but apparently the only medicine that works. A radical malady requires a radical cure. In
short, the rich must learn that “they are no fools who gladly surrender what they cannot keep in order to gain what they can never lose.” The rich young ruler fell short of
this mark. Although he was apparently a lovable individual (Mk. 10:21), he is like the
proverbial handwriting on the wall for all wealthy believers to consider soberly and
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seriously. Of course, all this loses lots, if not all, of its (potential) sting for folks who
have the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38), realize that nothing belongs to them in the
first place (Acts 2:44), and in their generosity (Acts 2:45) simply pass on what God
has entrusted to them as “working capital” to advance his Kingdom!

2. The Poor
All this, of course, can never be used by the poor to excuse themselves from generous
giving, as the Macedonian model already indicated. The term “poor” can also be used
in a more relative and a more absolute sense. The relative poor are at the same time
also and by definition the relative rich, depending upon the standard of comparison.
When compared to richer folks, they are relatively poor. But when compared to poorer
folks, they are relatively rich. In the more absolute sense, the poor are those who have
no property to share and no income to tithe. They are the precise antipode of the rich in
the more absolute sense of the word. It is incumbent upon both the rich and the relative
rich (poor) to look after them. But this is not to say that the poor in the more absolute
sense are reduced to being recipients only. It is and remains incumbent upon them to
tithe. When their hearts are in the right place, they may use their creative imagination,
and tithe their time, when unemployed or without income.
Every Church would welcome their poor members in this sense, either to be involved for a specified number of hours per week, in fact, 10% of a normal work week,
in organized evangelism, in Bible studies for new converts, or in expending their skills
in diaconal services, whether in meeting personal needs, in sprucing up the place of
meeting or otherwise. A message to this effect in a South African township, where
both unemployment and poverty were rampant, opened people’s eyes and saw in short
order several members of the congregation offer secretarial services to the Church as
their tithes. It would be fully apropos for any Church to organize opportunities for
ministry and make them available for anyone to erase a shortfall in the payment of
their tithes. It would certainly put people’s thinking caps on. The invitation to such
“tithe-ministry” may even be ironically extended to those who fall short of the tithes
but would have money to spare even if they were obedient.
All in all, both Paul and James counsel generosity in the case of the independently
wealthy. But the poor are not exempt from such counsel either! To be sure, the least
they can do is to abstain from complaining or from nurturing a complaining spirit,
which incidentally will not remain unpunished (Jam. 5:7-11). But this only takes care
of their sins of commission. They better remember that they are also vulnerable to sins
of omission, that is, the failure to put their time, energy, talents and skills at the disposal of the Kingdom. This may not fund the Kingdom in the strict sense of the word.
But it certainly will fuel the Kingdom, and help turn it into a much-needed beehive of
activity!

3. Equal Participation
In line with all this, the leadership of the Church would do well, with lots of input
from the congregation, to do some long range planning, in which needs, ministries as
well as projects are identified and prioritized. To marshal support for visionary plan1183

ning and its implementation, Churches would be wise to conduct stewardship Sundays
in which the congregation is challenged by the biblical data. Faith pledges as well as
capital campaigns can also play a significant role.
Faith pledges focus on human output before the divine input has been received, in
parallel with the pattern seen above. There are basically two types of such pledges. In
the first type believers pledge a certain amount over and above their tithes and commit
themselves to the perceived limit of their capability and possibly somewhat beyond
this. They will honor their pledge to the full extent of both their sacrificial capability.
In the second type believers pledge a specific amount that reflects the pulsating interest and desire of their heart for a specific area of the cause of Christ. This amount,
therefore, can be substantial and well beyond one’s current or anticipated capability.
Then they plead with God to have it come their way in a totally unexpected fashion,
and commit themselves to surrender any part of it upon arrival immediately and totally. In short, they place themselves simply as devoted and eager pipelines at the disposal of God’s providence and petition God to use them as such. All this goes with the
understanding that if nothing comes in, nothing is owed. It has been both my privilege
and personal experience to see God honor this devotion and eagerness in an amazing
fashion. Unanticipated funds from a human perspective have been able to undergird
extensive ministries and large projects in a serendipitous and awesome fashion. Clearly in either type of pledge, but especially in the latter, both the rich and the poor are on
an equal footing in terms of their participation in Kingdom funding, if not in the extent, certainly in the mode of that participation.
Capital campaigns set a specific funding goal which, when reached, would make
the implementation of a specific program possible. There is no reason why the poor
cannot equally participate with the wealthy in the planning process and in the implementation of the program by contributing their time and energy by praying for it or
otherwise promoting it. All of the membership of a Church or Christian organization
should be involved in the implementation of its programs in an imaginative and bold
fashion.
In due time, of course, it can and must be determined by analyzing the projected
income from all sources, which needs can be met, which ministries can be pursued,
and which projects can be realized.
It is not a shame to start small. After all, the day of the small things should not be
despised (Zech. 4:10). But it is a shame to think small and to plan small. Even what
starts as small as a mustard-seed can be anticipated to blossom out (Mt. 13:31-32). In
fact, most Christians are ordinary people who are not given to immediate and spectacular progress. Often it takes a long time before their vision catches on, and its implementation takes off. However, the latter can be expected to take place exponentially
with an ever-increasing pace. No foothold, therefore, should be given to discouragement. Believers always must continue to step out in entrepreneurial dominion-taking to
achieve their goals.

4. Conclusion
Finally, it may be well for both the rich and the poor to remember the immense needs
of humanity of a spiritual as well as physical nature. Mankind is bleeding out of so
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many wounds, and broken in so many places that it is mind-boggling. The Lord Jesus
saw that immense need, and did something commensurate about it. This is the only
way that the depth, width, breadth and height of his self-denying suffering and sacrificial service can be halfway explained. If believers would only gain a glimpse of the
indescribable needs of man, and an equal glimpse of the indescribable response of Jesus (2 Cor. 9:15), it may be possible that all of them, whether rich or poor, would be
spurred through the power of the Spirit jointly to fund or fuel the Kingdom to their fullest ability without regard for themselves first.

VII. Biblical Avenue to Kingdom Funding
Proper funding has a distinct place, if not a specific niche, in the support of people and
projects that advance the Kingdom. As has been mentioned already, Paul’s relationship to the Philippians is suggestive of a rich model. He first attests that the Philippians
reside in his heart (Phil. 1:7). Then he expresses confidence in his eventual deliverance
through their prayers (Phil. 1:19). Finally, he registers their monetary contributions
(Phil. 4:15). In short, Paul goes on record that he is assured of their “presence,” their
“prayers” and their “payments,” in that order. This order appears to be significant.
Willingness to share, and to do so abundantly, invariably flows forth from prevailing
prayer. However, fervent prayers appear just as invariably rooted in the tangible and
experienced presence.

1. Presence
Paul’s words are strong. He applauds the Philippians for their participation with him in
the Gospel, and assures them that they are partakers with him in grace. But these
words also seem puzzling. What does this kind of “partnership” mean concretely, and
how does it evidence itself? Between Paul and the Philippians there must be a geographical distance of hundreds of miles, as the crow flies. This seems to make the possibility as well as opportunity of true partnership sound rather thin. However, it is far
from thin. In fact, it is full of substance. The Philippians are in his heart. Wherever and
whenever Paul ministers, he experiences the presence of the Philippians in their absence. They are lodged in the core of his existence. This is why they share in his Gospel ministry and in the grace that makes this possible. (Incidentally, heart-presence in
this context is the deepest and richest presence possible, something that should be cultivated in all Christian relationships, especially but not only in the marriage relationship.) Of course, the Philippians have Paul equally in their heart. Here is the secret that
gives birth to prayers and payments.
The Philippians appear to be in the same league as the Macedonians (2 Cor. 8:15). The Macedonians are both a remarkable and shining example of what believers can
be and do. Their conversion precipitated a great deal of affliction. While this in no way
subtracted from their abundant joy, it did produce a deep poverty. Nevertheless, in
spite of this poverty, their joy resulted in a plea, beyond their ability (!) to participate
in the support of the impoverished saints in Jerusalem. Candidly, Paul had not anticipated this overwhelming response on the part of the Macedonians. At first he may
even have discouraged them in their intention since they may well have been worse off
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than the Church in Jerusalem. However, he yielded once he pinpointed their secret.
The Macedonians first gave themselves to the Lord, to Paul as well as to the impoverished Christians in Jerusalem. Note well, as has been mentioned already, it does not
say that they first gave themselves to the Lord and then to us (NKJV, 2 Cor. 8:5). No,
they first gave themselves to the Lord and to us. Genuine life invariably originates in
the heart (Prov. 4:23). Incidentally, “surrender” of this sort is not just a subjective preference, the mark of a (nebulous) Christian elite. It is the non-negotiable will of God,
universally valid and applicable in and to the total Church of Christ. At any rate, as far
as the Macedonians are concerned, the rest was “history.” Once folk give themselves,
their substance is sure to follow. In their case this amounted to a truly bewildering
wealth of liberality under the circumstances. Although its acceptance on Paul’s part
appears to run counter to his principle that the flow of Kingdom giving always goes
from the ones who have more to the ones who have less (2 Cor. 8:12-13), he clearly
did not have the heart or liberty to deny the Macedonians their heartfelt outflow. The
Church could do with many more Macedonians who experience the presence of people
in their joys and their pains, in their successes and their failures, in their dominion taking and their Kingdom ministry! This cannot but result in both prayers and “payments.” It goes without saying that this “presence” is not only of paramount significance in terms of people. It also pertains to plans, projects, etc. To put it as concretely
as possible, all those who have people, plans, projects, etc. present in their heart are
like a mother with a baby. When the baby cries in the middle of the night, the mother
gets up to take care of it, diaper it, feed it, etc. regardless the cost. When genuine
Christians “cradle” anyone or anything, as if it is their baby, there will be no lack of
prayers and payments.

2. Prayers
Undoubtedly many are the times that believers have failed to fulfill promises to pray.
In fact, failed promises in this regard may well outnumber fulfilled promises. Paul
makes the incisive request that believers in Rome “agonize with him in their prayers
for him, so that he is delivered from the disobedient, and that his ministry would be
accepted by the saints” (Rom. 15:30-31). His plea for joint prayer implies that “presence” and prayers for Paul are closely tied together. His plea to agonize in prayer also
indicates that joint prayer is serious business. Note well, Paul does not merely ask the
Romans to agonize for him, but to agonize with him. It is not really “honest” to ask
others to shoulder a burden of prayer that the petitioners do not (seek or wish to) carry
themselves. At any rate, in the Philippian context such prayer would lead to the provision of the Spirit and the consequent deliverance from prison. These are both weighty
matters, deliverance from a Roman prison through the power of the Spirit! It appears
comparable to casting mountains into the ocean (Mt. 21:21). The fact that the stakes in
Kingdom warfare are extremely high only underscores how significant, if not indispensable, joint agonizing prayer is. James’ statement, “You do not have, because you
do not ask” (Jam. 4:2), simply nails this down. It is hardly surprising that the way the
Philippians bonded with Paul in terms of both their presence and their prayers goes
hand in hand with the way they “share with him in the matter of giving and receiving”
(Phil. 4:15). In fact, it seems natural. It is a matter of speculation, whether from a
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worldwide perspective the Philippian congregation was one of the few Churches, if not
the only one, that bonded with Paul in the way just described. To be sure, Paul invites
the Romans fully to link up with him as well (Rom. 15:30). But he ends up chiding
them for “seeking after their own interests, not those of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 2:21). Apparently, no one in Rome was willing to visit Philippi as Paul’s ambassador, and to
function as Paul’s eyes and ears. So even if it is speculation, it nevertheless is legitimate food for thought. What is certain, of course, is that only the Philippians among all
the churches that Paul founded gave monetary support (Phil. 4:15). And this is definitely more, if not much more than food for thought!

3. Payments
The relationship of Paul and the Philippians in money matters is illuminating. Paul is
content (Phil. 4:11), thankful (Phil. 4:6), indeed, joyful (Phil. 4:4), in whatever circumstances he finds himself. That is, he has a sense of satisfaction, appreciation, and
exultation in as well as for everything he experiences. This is undoubtedly in evidence
in Paul even in the most painful trials (2 Cor. 11:23-28; Jam. 1:2-3), because they lead
him to an ever increasing holiness in the full-orbed sense of the word (Ps. 119:71), that
is, a transformation into the image of Christ in his life and ministry (Rom. 8:28-29).
This can be expected from a man whose life is Christ, and whose death would be gain
(Phil. 1:21), who wants to know Christ, the power of his resurrection, the fellowship of
his suffering, and the conformity to his death (Phil. 3:10), and who can do all things
through Christ who strengthens him (Phil. 4:13).
All this explains why he can write about money matters the way he does. Whether
he receives any funding or not, is ultimately of no consequence to him, none whatsoever! Frankly, it leaves him cold. His needs are fully met. Better yet, his abundance
is assured by definition! His Lord and Savior is and ever remains his overflowing sufficiency. This is why he does not have eyes simply for gifts that are coming his way.
This is why his delight, when a Church is willing to share in matters of giving and receiving, is solely and purely for the sake of the givers. He is thrilled to see them make
deposits in their heavenly bank account, and to witness it grow (Phil. 4:14-18). In fact,
he will do anything in his power to accelerate and enlarge the deposits (2 Cor. 8-9).
However, he never does it by law principle, which results at best in a shallow, formalistic, self-righteous, basically lifeless, legal obedience only. Paul avoids this like the
plague! Just as in any other area of biblical conduct, he seeks to achieve biblical objectives by means of Gospel principle, which results in evangelical holiness (Compare
2 Cor. 12:14-18; Philemon 10-20). Be this as it may, to raise funds biblically is to do
the potential donors an immense favor. It should not come as a surprise that Godly donors recognize this. In fact, it is my (humbling) experience that the godliest donors
make it a habit to thank applicants profusely for granting them the privilege of investing in the Kingdom!

4. Conclusion
The avenue to biblical Kingdom funding is rather evident. Where one’s heart is there
is one’s treasure (Mt. 6:21). If one’s heart, like the Philippians, is with a specific missionary--this applies to anyone or anything else for that matter--, this missionary turns
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into a “treasure” to be cherished, prayed for and assisted to the full. Since laborers
cannot build a house, unless the Master is in it (Ps. 127:1), they must and do resort to
fervent and unceasing prayer in order to achieve their objectives as evidence of their
100% dependence upon God. At the same time because God utilizes humans in their
100% responsibility to advance his Kingdom, they will give it their all, both monetarily and otherwise, for that to occur. Ultimately unless a seed dies in self-denial and selfsacrifice, life cannot expect to spring up and blossom out (John 12:24). But when it
dies to self (2 Cor. 4:10-12; Phil. 2:29-30; 2 Tim. 2:3), a.o. in sharing one’s heart, offering up one’s prayers, and pouring out one’s funds, the future will be brighter than
anticipated (Eph. 3:20).

Conclusion
The conclusion contains a summary, spells out a culmination point, and presents a
challenge. The summary indicates that proper Kingdom giving always is and always
should be a Gospel matter, and more precisely a matter of Gospel holiness derived
from Christ and activated by the Spirit. The culmination point is that Kingdom funding
in the framework of Gospel holiness is ultimately a matter of Gospel worship. The
challenge is for the Church of Christ to acquire a vision for Kingdom generosity, and
then vigorously to pursue its implementation.

1. Gospel Holiness
Proper Kingdom giving is a Gospel matter. Even if it is and remains an act of obedience, it may never be presented as simply a matter of law. Scripture is crystal clear.
Sin has no dominion over Christians. That is not merely wishful or prayerful thinking.
It is an indubitable fact! And it is a fact for a good reason, no, for the best of all reasons. They are not under “law principle,” but under “grace principle” (Rom. 6:14).
That is, they are not married to the law, perfect and beautiful as the law may be (Ps.
119:140). The law by itself can only identify holiness and expose sin (Rom. 3:20), just
like light can only show up dust in a dark room (Rom. 3:20). In fact, one of its purposes is to stir up sin (Rom. 7:8; Gal. 3:19), just like a broom that goes to work in a room
filled with fine dust can only make this dust swirl, fill people’s lungs and choke them
to death. In this way the law indirectly points to Christ as the unconditional substance
of regeneration (his heart), the indispensable ground for justification (his righteousness) as well as the equally indispensable source of sanctification (his holiness).
In short, the only hope for believers is to be married to Christ (Rom. 7:4). Due to
the power of indwelling sin, the new heart plus the law amounts to nothing, even when
the new heart delights in that law (John 15:5; Rom. 7:18-24). Without Christ or the
Spirit, it can do nothing (John 15:5; Rom. 8:9), even when it desires to do so. However, with Christ and the Spirit, it can do all things, even facing the alliance of the enemy
inside, indwelling sin, and the enemy on the outside, temptation (Rom. 7:25; 15:16;
Phil. 4:13). The law that never can and never was intended to be the source of holiness
will always remain the substance of holiness, inclusive of the holiness of Kingdom
giving.
To be more precise, proper Kingdom funding is produced by the presence of Chr1188

ist. As is the case with all practical godliness it consists of “glowing Christ” to be
reached through “knowing Christ” with a view to “showing Christ.” The Savior will
glow in the Christian when “to live is Christ and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). Christ is
known to the Christian when there is a thirst not only to partake in the power of his resurrection, but also to participate in the fellowship of his suffering and the conformity
to his death (Phil. 3:10). Christ will be shown when in an all-pervasive and allembracing sense of satisfaction (contentment), appreciation (thanksgiving), and exultation (joy), the Christian engages in abundant Kingdom funding (sharing in giving and
receiving) (Phil. 4:6, 10, 11, 15).
But this is not all. Proper Kingdom funding cannot be pursued without the presence of the Spirit. He tops the knowing, showing, and glowing of Christ with the
“flowing of Christ” (John 7:38). The powerful presence (Acts 1:8) of the Spirit yields
Rivers of Living Water from one’s innermost being (lit. “belly”) (John 7:38). Those
rivers turn the desert into a fertile field (Is. 32:15), a graveyard into a maternity ward
(Ezek. 37:1-14), and a Dead Sea into a fresh water lake filled with fish (Ezek. 47:112). In a word, they are life-giving! The presence of the Spirit is clearly decisive. How
decisive is indicated by the apostle Paul, when he bluntly states that without the indwelling Spirit of Christ no one does and can belong to Christ (Rom. 8:9). After all,
how else can the power of indwelling sin be overcome? The new heart is no match for
the enemy on the inside, especially not when it lines up with the enemy on the outside
(temptation). Without the indwelling Spirit, our Divine Ally on the inside, it is all over.
It behooves every Christian not to outrage (Heb. 10:29), quench (1 Thess. 5:19), grieve
(Eph. 4:30), or even simply to neglect (Rom. 15:30) his presence. Anyone can do that
only at his or her own peril. This presence rather ought to be cultivated (Eph. 6:18;
Jude 20). How else can the “belly,” that by definition always and only takes in, not just
be satisfied (for once!), but begin to flow. This is, indeed, a Holy Spirit miracle! As
has already been observed, without the Spirit all men are no better than a “desert” that
will kill them (Is. 32:15), turn into “graveyards” that constitute them as dead (Ezek.
37:1-10), and end up as a “Dead Sea” that will kill everyone else as well (Ezek. 47:810). It is the height of tragedy unknowingly to overlook the Spirit, but the height of
arrogance willfully to ignore him.
The upshot is self-evident. It is indispensable to make Christians aware of all the
pertinent teaching of both the OT and NT Scripture, which includes the teaching of the
law of God that will be written on the heart (Jer. 31:33). And they had better learn fast!
Without the substance and guidelines of Scripture the train of the Church has no
tracks, and nowhere to go. At the same time, it is equally indispensable to present the
teaching of Scripture as Gospel. Without Christ and the Holy Spirit there is neither regeneration (Rom. 6:6; John 3:5), nor justification (2 Cor. 5:21; Eph. 1:13-14). But
without Christ and the Spirit there is no sanctification either (Eph. 2:10; Phil. 4:13;
Rom. 8:1-4, 12-13; 15:16)! Not to teach Scripture in the area of Kingdom funding is
criminal negligence. Not to teach it as Gospel is suicidal. For the Church to grasp this
twofold truth is to turn it into a cheering Amen corner.
The more a Christian in repentance begins to turn away from self and sin, and in
faith begins to appropriate Christ and the Holy Spirit, the more the life of holiness will
blossom out. Barnabas loved Jesus and was full of the Spirit. He promptly and cheerfully signed his property over to the Church (Acts 4:36; 11:24). Stephen equally loved
Jesus and was equally full of the Spirit. He promptly and cheerfully surrendered his
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life to God (Acts 6:5; 7:55). (Apparently to be full of Christ and of the Spirit is its own
anesthetic. Any kind of accompanying “loss” does not appear to hurt. In fact, its opposite is in evidence.) David Livingstone once was asked to relate the history of his suffering in Africa as a missionary and an explorer. “Suffering, suffering,” he retorted, “I
do not know the meaning of the word.” This makes perfect sense in the context of
Scripture where Kingdom suffering proves Christians to be “worthy of the Kingdom”
(2 Thess. 1:5), and is therefore a cause for their profound joy (Acts 5:41).

2. Gospel Worship
All this both constitutes and finds its culmination point in the worship of God in “the
beauty of holiness” (Ps. 96:9) on the highway of holiness (Is 35:8). Such worship is
basically two-pronged. It is worship in deed (Rev. 4:10), and worship in word (Rev.
4:11). Worship in word bursts forth in verbally ascribing all worth to God the Father
for his creation and providence, as well as to God the Son for his redemption, whether
by speaking, singing, speaking loudly, or continuously speaking for everyone to hear
(Rev. 4:11; 5:9, 12, 13, 14). Such worship will easily and spontaneously make believers lift up their hands (Ps. 28:2; 63:4; 143:6; 1 Tim. 2:8). Worship in deed will return
every gift wherewith God has crowned the believer to God. In the light of the mercies
of God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit in the areas of regeneration, justification and sanctification, sacrificial service is altogether reasonable and appropriate
(Rom. 12:1-2). In fact, just like Abraham put his fear of God on display by returning
his son to God, so it can be expected that believers who have experienced the full
Gospel, cannot but (seek to) turn their lives, their skills, and property over to God.
They will recognize in the midst of a world of abject poverty in the areas of the most
basic needs that the simplest possessions, such as a pair of glasses, bedding, breakfast
cereal, etc. are not inalienable rights. They are not merely gifts humbly to be received.
They are to be experienced as “crowns” graciously granted to undeserving “kings” and
“queens.” What other conclusion can be reached when numerous people without
glasses cannot read Scripture, without bedding cannot get the proper rest, and without
breakfast cannot adequately function? Combine this with the presence of Christ and
the presence of the Spirit, and it can be expected that the hearts as well as the check
books will open up to spread the Gospel of the Kingdom in word and to display the
mercy of the Kingdom in deed. The former is undoubtedly primary. But that should
not lead to the neglect of the latter. At the same time, the latter may never be pursued
independently from the former. The Gospel of the Kingdom entails and leads to the
mercy of the Kingdom. The mercy of the Kingdom accompanies and displays the
Gospel of the Kingdom. Or put in a different way, when the elders of the Church are
effective, the deacons will (have to) become busy. And when the deacons are busy,
they advertise the work of the elders. They are both “selectively brilliant.” Keep both
brilliances apart, and they are points of light that may affect the darkness some. Put
them together, and they form a beam of light that will drive it out. In a word, the
Church must be about the business of the Gospel of the Kingdom, but may not neglect
to give it feet in the mercy of the Kingdom. It is the freedom of individual believers to
concentrate their energies one way or another. It is both the duty and part of the worship of the Church to attend to both!
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3. Gospel Vision
The Church will never display leadership in Kingdom generosity until it acquires a
full-orbed biblical vision. Lack of such vision has historically created a vacuum in
which other institutions moved by default. At one time the care for the weak, including
the needy, the poor and the sick, was the domain of the Church, of Christian institutions, as well as of individual believers. Routinely the Gospel left food supplies,
clothes inventories, employment opportunities, training facilities, as well as hospital
chains, etc. in its wake. When the rivers of living water dried up, the government and
other secular institutions moved in and took over. This went a long way toward emasculating the influence of the Church. The people of God, corporately as well as individually, will do well to seek to recapture lost ground. In order to do so, it must translate
its vision into a readable blueprint, and map out an imaginative strategy. The present
paper is a modest effort in this direction. However, all this will be in vain, unless it
caps this off with hot and sacrificial pursuit of its implementation.
There is no doubt that here is the rub. For a seed to produce life, dying to self is an
indispensable condition. This, in turn, will never become a reality without the fullness
of the Spirit, as illustrated by Barnabas and Stephen, and without a continuous thirsting for, and drinking of, Christ as a means to that end (John 7:37-39). When through
the Spirit the Church would ever stand in the gap by displaying biblical Kingdom
funding, that by definition would be both abundant and sacrificial, arguably both the
greatest “objective” and the biggest “subjective” barrier to the spread of the Gospel at
home and abroad could be history. In turn, the undoubtedly increased effectiveness of
the Church would open an ever-growing number of eyes toward the need and the beauty of Kingdom generosity. It may be left to the imagination of each believer to determine what number of new visionaries could result from the witness of simple, obedient, Christ-centered and Spirit-filled Kingdom funding and its far-reaching effect,
and what kind of new visions this could spawn!
_____________________________________________________________________

(c) Second Sin of Omission: Acquisition of Wealth (5:4)
The second ground for James’ call to repentance pertains to the way in which
the riches are gathered. The lust for money is certainly the root of evil (1
Tim. 6:10). The rich, in the vice-grip of this lust and victimized by the lure of
“the acidic power of money” (Nystrom, 276), turned into the very exploiters
so roundly condemned in Scripture. They are not only tightwads, poles apart
from biblical generosity. They are also injurious without a caring bone in
their body for their “human resources” (So also Manton, 408). They are economic oppressors as they refuse to pay proper wages to their employees, the
farmhands or peasants who worked for them. These were most likely poor, if
not near-destitute, day-laborers who sorely needed their day’s wages at the
end of the working period in order to survive. Not to get paid was virtually to
perish!
The language indicates that a full day’s work was clearly behind them
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(Johnson, 301). The hard-earned money, however, was not forthcoming,
something that Scripture decries and forbids (Lev. 19:13; Deut. 24:14-15).
Tampering with the wages of the downtrodden and the destitute, such as delaying them (Lev. 19:13; Deut. 24:14-15), changing them midstream, or
withholding them with the deliberate intent to defraud (Laws, 201; Johnson,
302; McKnight, 391; see also Prov. 11:24), must have been relatively easy.
After all, such laborers had virtually no means to defend what was rightfully
theirs, or to make sure that they would receive what was coming to them. But
it is a great sin in the eyes of the Lord (Gen. 30:41; Ex. 2:24; 3:9; 23: 23, 27;
Job 31:38-40; Is. 58: 3; Jer. 22:13; Am. 8:4-6; Mal. 3:5; Mt. 20:1ff; Lk. 10:7).
“Woe to him who builds his house by unrighteousness, ... who uses his neighbor’s services without pay, and does not give him his wages” (Jer. 22:13).
The traveling traders may have gathered money without reference to God.
The resident landowners gathered money without regard for God or the
neighbor. How easy it is in a capitalist, industrial, business oriented, stock
market driven, often impersonal society, to “lose the connection to the ethics
of maintaining decent wages (as well as) the sense of urgency relative to the
well-being of the wage earning people” (Richardson, 211-212), to turn into
thieves, and as a result forfeit entrance into the Kingdom.
James says that the sin of withholding wages is so heinous, that the very
wages, which are held back, “cry out to God and witness against the rich.” In
fact, they scream from the top of their lungs! Clearly, such fraud is a sin
against God himself (See also Gen. 4:10; 18:20; 19:13)! Furthermore, he
states that the cries of those who are deprived, have already reached the ears,
and therefore have already the full attention (Martin, 179) of the Lord of Sabaoth (OT: 1 Sam. 9:16; 17:45; Is. 5:7, 9, 16, 24; NT: Rom. 9:29).
The retention of the Hebrew phraseology may have been occasioned by
the fact that James’ intended readers were nearly exclusively Christians of
Jewish descent. But it is also possible that James had a deeper aim in mind.
This most majestic and impressive imagery in the OT pertaining to his omnipotent God must have stirred his heart. He may well have hoped that it would
stir the hearts of his rich readers as well. At any rate, it would certainly be an
ominous sign for rich evildoers that the awesome might of God, in fact, the
“armies” of God, “the heavenly retinue” (McKnight, 393, with reference to
Ps. 103:21) are brought into play (Is. 1:9; 5:9). These armies consist of angels
(1 Ki. 22:9; 2 Ki. 19:35!), as well as the forces of animate (2 Ki. 17:25) and
inanimate (Jud. 5:20) nature! To remind the readers of the possible, if not certain, deployment of (all) these “armies” on behalf of the needy and the oppressed certainly underscores God’s compassion for them (See also Ps. 17:16; 18:6; 31:2; 146:5-10; 147:3-4).
The “double” cry is telling (Manton, 409). Both the wages that are withheld and the wage earners that have been defrauded are in a shouting match.
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They are shouting out to Almighty God, and he has taken due note (Jer.
34:11). Apparently God’s tsunamis would ever be waiting in the wings and
ready to strike, if and when the Master and Commander of Heaven and Earth
were to decree this! In fact, the ultimate upshot is that such decree eventually
will be forthcoming and lead to certain judgment for monstrous behavior
(Mal. 3:5). To be sure, “now” may still be a “day of salvation” (1 Cor. 6:2).
But while the Lord is long-suffering, this does not mean that there is no Day
of Reckoning.
Folks may scoff and sneer at the prospect as a figment of biblical imagination. But its stark reality will sooner or later dawn on them. The great conflagration is sure to come. It will scorch the wicked and their wickedness, and
produce a new earth that is only fitting, and only has place, for perfect righteousness. That this is an incentive for everyone, believers and unbelievers
alike, to be purposefully holy (on earth) en route to perfect righteousness (in
heaven) is a no-brainer. All this has ever been the message of the Epistle of
James, and of its later expanded version as found in the Apostle Peter (2 Pet.
3:3-18)! All in all, “wealthy and powerful individuals” would do well not to
fall victim both to the arrogant and greedy “amassing of large tracts of land”
(1 Ki. 21:1-29; Is. 5:8) and to oppressively and fraudulently pursuing this on
the backs of “poor and needy day-laborers” who can hardly keep their heads
above water (Hartin, 235-236). It stands roundly condemned as “friendship
with the world!”

(2) Pending Judgment and Two Sins of Commission (5:5-6)
(a) First Sin of Commission: Use of Wealth (5:5)
James states as the third ground the manner in which the riches are used. The
unjust rich are luxury focused and pleasure centered. Luke 16:19 is an example of this sin, “There was a certain rich man. He habitually clothed himself
in purple and fine linen, gaily living in splendor every day.” James’ reference
to living in extravagant luxury, wanton pleasure, and repulsive selfindulgence during life on earth (See Amos 6:1-6) “beyond the bounds of propriety” (Hartin, 229), is a stark and somber foreboding of what is coming
beyond life on earth (Lk. 16:25). “To fatten one’s heart” is an ambivalent expression. It may be so on purpose. On the one hand, it indicates that the rich
stuffed themselves in luxury (See Neh. 9:25; Is. 66:11) and self-indulgence
(See Ezek. 16:49; 1 Tim. 5:6). But the addition of “their hearts” as the “seat
of human intentionality” (Johnson, 303) may also indicate that the rich are in
danger to make themselves “ignorant, uncomprehending, and so beyond the
scope of forgiveness” (Laws, 203, with reference to Is. 6:10; Mt. 13:15; Acts
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28:27). Concentrating on the pleasures of life, something that is “natural” to
everybody, but especially the rich, to the point of being swallowed up by
them, can quickly do that to a person (Am. 6:4). Rather ironically, those who
can afford luxurious pleasures most, apparently can “afford” them the least!
Soon the owners are owned, lured by the siren song of hedonistic excesses.
Once they succeed in entering and capturing their hearts, minds, wills and
emotions, these excesses will end up eating them alive (Prov. 5:11; Hos. 4:11;
Eph. 4:17-19). Eventually the victims will be told that they had their heaven
on earth in full (Lk. 16:25) (Manton, 412, 414).
It should not go unnoticed that already in James 4:1ff we were alerted to
the deadly danger inherent in self-centered pleasures, inclusive of unavoidable murder. The present context simply picks up on this very theme, and ends
up with the charge of murder as well (Jam. 5:6). Incidentally, the charges (of
this verse and the next) “are not listed calmly, with the decorum or courtroom
order; they seem to tumble off James’ pen in outrage against gross immorality” (Stulac, 164). The seriousness of the situation clearly warrants James’
outrage!
The extravagance and luxury of the pleasure-filled life of the rich are defined as voluptuously and recklessly “self-indulgent,” signifying their insatiable and sinful desires (Prov. 5:11; 23:21; Hos. 4:11; Rom. 13:14), and possibly their contempt for God as well (Manton, 413, with reference to Deut.
32:15; Hos. 13:6). All this is underscored in the next sentence. You have visibly indulged, indeed, “gorged” yourself “in a day of slaughter” (Nystrom,
272).
If the “slaughter” signifies the violent treatment, if not murder, of the
righteous (Jam. 5:6), by means of starvation or otherwise, James shows the
shameful callousness of the “oppressing class” (Dibelius, 239). The fact that
self-indulgence and murder go hand in hand in the same context of life is incredible and outrageous! On the other hand, if it refers to the slaughter of the
coming Day of Judgment (Is. 30:33; 34:2, 5-8; 65:12; Jer. 12:3; 15:3; 19:6;
32:34; 34:6; 46:10; Ezek. 7:14-23; 21:14; Zech. 11:4; Rev. 19:17-21) (Laws,
203-204; PHDavids, 179; Martin, 180; Burdick, 200; Richardson, 212; Hartin, 230), or possibly any Day of Disaster (Dibelius, 239), the contrast between the temporary, superficial “weal” and the grim, ultimate “woe” is emphasized. Imagine, heedless of others to opt for self-indulging riches, and
with equal heedlessness for yourself to fatten your own hearts, the mission
control center of all evil thinking, willing and feeling, as well as words and
actions (See also Mt. 15:9), and in the process to render it ready for the
slaughter (Brosend, 135)! They are like “animals that are force fed before
they are killed,” in fact, that force feed themselves for the Day of Judgment
(Hartin, 230).
However, it is also quite possible that the incredible extent of their feast1194

ing is expressed by using the phrase, “day of slaughter” as a semi-technical
term. The resplendent festivals of the Jews, wherein an untold number of animals were killed for sacrifice and food, were described in this way (So Manton, 414; Kistemaker, 161). One commentator also makes reference to the unrestrained celebrations after victory in battle (Laws, 204). This would amount
to a wanton slaughter of animals in order shockingly to feast in the lap of
luxury after a murderous slaughter of men in cold blood. One can hardly visualize the lives of the unjust rich. They literally “swim” in their riches, and
after seemingly devouring them in sumptuous banquet after sumptuous banquet, they appear to have as much left! It is a sobering thought that they will
eventually “drown” in those same riches. It is even more sobering that they
do not, or refuse to, recognize this. But it must be most sobering of all for
readers of James to come face to face with all this, to turn a blind eye to it,
consequently to miss his point, and ultimately to share the judgment of the
original perpetrators in the early Church. Apparently lots of folk will be “surprised by wrath” in the Judgment (Mt. 7:21-23; 25:41-46). Genuine Christians will be fully aware of this, and ever be on sober alert against any semblance of a “profligate life” (1 Cor. 9:27)! Incidentally, it is far-fetched to interpret the “day of slaughter” as a reference to “the destruction of Jerusalem
in 70 AD (McKnight, 395). Nothing in the text gives any indication to that
effect!
(b) Second Sin of Commission: Retention of Wealth (5:6)
Finally, James focuses the attention upon the manner in which the riches are
preserved. The cruelty of the oppression is quite apparent. The fraud to acquire riches is now complemented by violence and murder in order to retain
them. Whenever anyone stands “in the way,” some process is used to condemn him, whether “legal” or illegal (Jam. 2:6). If it would prove to be needful, either judicial murder through the legal system, or cold-blooded murder
through brutal henchmen, would conclude this process (Ps. 10:8-9; 37:32;
94:20; 1 Ki. 13:23; Lam. 4:13; Am. 2:6; 5:12; Mic. 2:2, 6-9; 3:1-3, 9-12; 6:916; Mt. 23:35; Acts 2:23, 36; 1 Thess. 2:15). This is properly described as “a
climactic charge” (Cargal, 184)!
The rich clearly controlled both society in general and the courts in particular. So much so that no resistance is offered up, most likely because it
would have been useless from the outset, and therefore would have been
doomed before it would have started. The victims do not resist because they
cannot resist (Ps. 10:8-10, 14; Prov. 1:11; Am. 5:12; see also Blomberg,
225)! It also may be possible that the non-resistance was a matter of the twofold religious commitment “not to resist evil doers” (Mt. 5:38-41) and to
“hand over the judgment to God” (Rom. 12:19) in the certainty that the latter
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is sure to come and to come quickly (Jam. 5:1; see also Zeph. 1:10-16) (See
Hartin, 237-238). Frankly, it is difficult to determine whether the latter fits in
the present context. At first sight, it seems unlikely. But in the light of the
many parallels of James with Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, it is certainly
possible. At any rate, “the contrast between the rich and poor reaches its climax here, with the power of the rich being extended over the powerlessness
of the community” (Hartin, 231).
The perfect example of the sinless man, who did not resist when he was
killed, was our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, although he certainly had all the
means to do so (Is. 50:6; 53:7; Mt. 26:52-54). However, this passage does not
appear to point to him in its reference to “the righteous man” (So Manton,
416, with reference to Lk. 24:7; Acts 3:14; 7:52; 22:14; contra Royster, 120).
This designation in this context appears to be a generic term and refers to
righteous people as a class, the saints of God (Is. 57:1; Am. 2:6; 5:12) (Laws,
206; Martin, 182; Johnson, 304; Tasker, 116, with a reference to Wisdom
2:17-20). “The specific link between idolatry, oppression, and murder is established already by Scripture (Deut. 12:30-31; Am. 5:4-6; Hab. 1:16; Jer.
2:27, 34; 22:3; Ezek. 16:49; Is. 1:21-23) ... but nowhere is it more powerfully
stated than in Sir. 34:21-22, “The bread of the needy is the life of the poor.
Whoever deprives them of it is a man of blood. To take away a neighbor’s
living is to murder him. To deprive an employee of his wages is to shed his
blood” (Johnson, 303-305; Keddie, 162; McCartney, 235; see also Ps. 94:21;
Mt. 23:35).
In summary, two things are crystal clear. First, the oppressing rich are insatiable and unstoppable in their idolatrous folly of hoarding, their malicious
crime of fraud, their untiring addiction to self-indulgence, and their merciless
resort to murder (Martin, 183-184). “James, ‘on a note of majestic pathos,’
concludes the paragraph by reminding us that the righteous are helpless victims of the stratagems of the rich and powerful, ‘He does not resist you’”
(Tasker, 116). Why not? Because he can’t! The process of lawlessness surely
accelerated, from the subversion of justice by means of the courts to the extinction of justice by means of murder! At any rate, the impossibility to resist
ensured that “their innocence became the indisputable piece of evidence
against the rich who had brought about many of their deaths by a continual
lust for more wealth” (Richardson, 215). But second, they refuse to heed the
solemn and sobering warning of James’ Elder Brother. All who doggedly lay
up treasures on earth and tenaciously seek to retain them at all cost (Mt. 6:1920), face “disqualification.” After all, they display an idolatrous focus of heart
(Mt. 6:21), an utter blindness of vision (Mt. 6:22), a stark darkness in their
life (Mt. 6:23), and a destructive slavery to their Master. And the latter is not
God (Mt. 6:24). We simply must make up our mind and can only be in hot
pursuit of one of two types of treasures, an earthly or a heavenly one, display
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one of two types of vision, a blind or a 20/20 one, opt for one of two types of
life, a dark or an illumined one, and serve one of two masters, either God or
Mammon. There is no middle ground. This is ultimately a matter of man’s
mission control center. The heart of the problem is and remains the problem
of the heart!
In reflecting on this section one commentator reminds us of the missed
opportunity to show unbelievers what a Christian society in the midst of a
turbulent world could look like. Just picture a scenario of social peace and
progress, without exploitation, in which employers make a reasonable profit
and employees receive a living wage, in which in a spirit of standing shoulder
to shoulder and joining hands the books are opened and both prosper together
in rich times and roll with the punches together in lean times. A world in
which there is no fraud, no unpaid wages, no luxurious self-indulging, riotous, wanton, wasteful, stylish, high on the hog living, no eating like a glutton
and drinking like a fish, no oppression of the poor in puppet courts, no rationalization of predetermined guilt without the right to muster a sustained defense (Zodhiates, III, 64-67, 69, 75)! It would be a non-dialectic world,
guided and guarded by self-denial in the one-and-many spheres, and sacrifice
and submission in the authority structures, in all around affection and integrity.
Clearly, James’ statement of the utter seriousness of the sins of omission,
just prior to the start of this section in James 4:17, adds an awesome depth
perspective to this “reminder.” Of course, one can brush off its impact simply
by refusing or failing to apply this section to the covenant community. But
reading through James in 3-D only once, certainly must make anyone think
twice to fall into this trap. James presents the covenant community with the
threat of self-destruction (Jam. 1:13), the reality of overflowing filth (Jam.
1:21) the danger of self-deception (Jam. 1:26), the fact of discrimination
against the poor (Jam. 2:1-4), the neglect of the hungry (Jam. 2:16), the presence of a poison pipeline to hell (Jam. 3:8), the horror of ecclesiastical wars
(Jam. 4:1), the fact of pernicious judging (Jam. 4:11), and the callousness of
independent planning (Jam. 4:13). All these features make for a grim picture
of blaming God, despising God, competing with God, ignoring God, neglecting God, etc.
In the light of all this darkness, why would James 5:1-6 (suddenly) not
apply to the covenant community? The conclusion must be that there is no
reason whatsoever to believe that the grim picture of this section could not be
a factual reality in that community in part or in whole. Without Jesus we can
do nothing. What does not originate in him comes straight out of hell. As we
saw, both Jesus and James never tire of stressing this. Therefore, the moment
we refuse to tap into him, or turn off the tap, the products of hell emerge.
James 5:1-7 is simply one of those instances to which everyone is fully vul1197

nerable at any time. Verbally to dismiss this as unwarranted eisegesis, or angrily to deny it as a possible scenario, may well indicate the presence of a
deep-rooted haughtiness, and stands condemned by the two warnings to that
effect as found in James 1:19. It certainly is a blueprint for potential disaster.
After all, let him who stands make sure that he does not stumble or tumble
into this abyss (1 Cor. 10:12)! Candidly, it is inconceivable that the picture
portrayed in this passage in all its grim colors could not be applicable to folks
with either formal or substantive ties to Christ’s Church! Either James 1:1011; 2:1-13; and 2:14-17 functions fully, as explained and applied above, or
the slippery slope to James 5:1-6 is either “under sobering construction” or
already “in solemn evidence.”
The frequently dismal record in Scripture as well as Church history
should persuade anyone that it is not surprising for James 5:1-6 to be a reality. It would rather be astounding, if God’s people were to clean up their act in
terms of James 1:10-11; 2:1-13; and 2:15-16, and so put a stop to James 5:1-6
before it could become a reality. When Jesus confronts his covenant audience
with the Parable of Dives and Lazarus (Lk. 16:19-31), he must not only have
aimed at a raw nerve, but also have hit it. There is no reason to believe that in
doing so he was merely an air-beating pugilist. Similarly, there is no reason to
believe that in the footsteps of his elder brother James would not have duplicated his deliberate and direct modus operandi in his own letter, again and
again. When he insists that a spillover of rampant wickedness is in evidence
everywhere (Jam. 1:21), this must mean something very concrete and very
real! Well, his letter is full of concrete illustrations that do not beat around the
bush. No one should seek to shelve or neutralize James’ reality checks by
means of one’s interpretive method.
If anyone is still not (fully) persuaded of the “cutting” relevance (Acts
2:37; 7:54) of this passage to the Church throughout its existence, virtually
without any exception, the following reminder may remove the last vestige of
open or latent pride. Hardly twenty to forty years after Christ’s ascension, depending upon the date of the Book of Revelation, he bluntly told one out of
the seven Churches in Asia Minor that its future was in serious jeopardy for
giving up on its first love (Rev. 2:5), declared a second one dead in spite of its
magnificent reputation (Rev. 3:1), and threatened to spit out a third one because of its tepid character (Rev. 3:16)! Church folks have always been wily
in sandpapering the cutting edge of Scripture away by one sort of stealth or
another, or have been belligerent in refusing to own up to its sobering message. Why else would James warn the Church never to block the march of
truth by smooth talking or blatant anger (Jam. 1:19)?
Regrettably, the pattern of the two churches under Jesus’ gun, as this is
described in Revelation 2:5, 3:1, and 3:16, is far from incidental. History has
repeated itself again and again. The Middle East, Asia Minor and North Afri1198

ca, once blossoming with churches, are spiritually dead. Eastern and Western
Europe, once experiencing the outpouring of God’s grace, are nearly dead.
The United States of America, once blessed with mighty conversions and a
Christian societal impact, are slowly dying.
The upshot of all this in the present context is quite simple. The Church
either displays the abundant life of Revival Status, with awesome compassion
as an essential component, as exemplified in 2 Corinthians 8:1-5, and on periodical display throughout its illustrious and not so illustrious history, or the
shoe of James 5:1-7 fits it to “perfection,” and it has no choice but to judge
itself (1 Cor. 11:31), and upon lack of repentance, to condemn itself (1 John
3:20)! After all, a truly Spirit-filled Church will invariably meet all the perplexities it encounters in its midst, and, if worst comes to worst, turn the
property entrusted to it into cold cash in order to warm the hearts and reverse
the fortunes of its poverty-stricken and penniless brothers and sisters (Acts
2:45; 4:37)! Especially the latter is a rarity, and cannot but be a negative indication of the poor spiritual health of the covenant community. In short, the
Church either embraces poverty (2 Cor. 8:9; Jam. 1:10) or “poverty” is bound
to embrace it. Even more pointedly, the Church has a defining choice. It either dies (to itself) or it dies (itself)! This, after all, is what James is all about
(Jam. 5:19-20)! The Church simply cannot be wishy-washy, and be satisfied
with a hollow, self-deluding, reputation (Rev. 3:1ff), or content with useless,
self-deceiving, riches (Rev. 3:14ff).

b. The Poor and the Coming Lord (5:7-11)
(7) So be patient, brothers, until the coming of the Lord. See
how the farmer waits for the precious fruit of the earth, being
patient about it until it receives the early and the late rain. (8)
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So you also be patient, establish your hearts, for the coming of
the Lord is near. (9) Do not grumble against each other, brothers, lest you be judged. Look, the judge is standing at the door.
(10) As an example of suffering and endurance, brothers, take
the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. (11) Look, we
count those who have endured blessed. You have heard of the
endurance of Job, and you have seen the end of the Lord, that
the Lord is full of compassion and mercy.

(1) Call to Endurance and its Two Grounds (5:7-9)
(a) Call to Endurance (5:7)
James now shifts his attention to those who suffer oppression with, as it appears, both words of consolation and a word of warning. This is not the beginning of a closing summary of the Epistle (contra PHDavids, 181; Martin,
186; Nystrom, 285; Hartin, 245; with McKnight, 402). Neither is it merely
“the hinge between James 4:11-5:6 and 5:12-20,” responding to “the denunciation of the three modes of arrogance” and continuing “the theme of divine
judgment” in the preceding section and proceeding with “an explicit turn to
the community of readers” in the next section (Johnson, 311). In short, it is
neither a new beginning nor merely a transition.
No, the present section should be fully tied in with the previous one (So
also Manton, 418; Moo, 1985, 168; Brosend, 141). James is even-handed. After dealing with the rich (the trial of riches), he now addresses those who are
their counterpart and focuses on the poor (the trial of poverty). In fact, it is
only to be anticipated that after a “systematic treatment” of the oppressing
rich, he now also deals “systematically” with the oppressed “poor.” He appears to strike an amazing balance!
Where we might expect James to counsel the oppressed, undoubtedly
agrarian laborers, to be outraged, he exhorts them instead (Stulac, 169) in
firm language to bear their afflictions in “militant patience” (Blomberg, 226)
with calm expectancy (makrothumeo: four occurrences in five verses) and in
resilience with gutsy perseverance (hupomone: two occurrences in five
verses) (Nystrom, 284; Keddie, 163), and to resist the temptation to take the
law in their own hands (Richardson, 218).438
438

According to Brosend, 142, “NT usage suggests that makrothumeo is used to describe the
attitude we are to have in our dealings with persons (1 Thess. 5:14; 1 Cor. 13:4), while hupomoneo is used for the attitude required when confronting difficult situations (Rom. 5:3-4; cf.
Jam. 1:3-4; Rev. 2:2-3). As Moo phrases it, “Or to put it simply, we are patient with other
people and endure difficulties.” He hastens to add, however, that these terms are not mutually
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There appears to be a progressive shift from (1) the seemingly more passive, present oriented, long suffering “patience” in James 5:7-8a, that refuses
to buckle under pressure, through (2) the strengthening of the heart in James
5:8b, to (3) the seemingly more active, future facing, resolute “perseverance”
in James 5:11, that lets no obstacles stand in its way or slow it down (So also
Doriani, 176).439 This is fully in line with the heartfelt “joy” of James 1:2 as
the dynamic that does, and must, lead to the “endurance” of James 1:3, 12
(Grosheide, 1955, 408; Moo, 1985, 168; see also Tasker, 122).440 While this
section, therefore, is intimately intertwined with the immediately preceding
one, it also expands and rounds out a theme that James laid out in the very
beginning of his Epistle (Motyer, 173). Both the poor, as well as the rich for
that matter, can only be victorious in terms of the practical godliness that is
precious in God’s sight, when (perfect) endurance (en route to perfection) is
woven in the warp and woof of their lives. Something to remind oneself of
perpetually, in fact, something to press home to ourselves and others (Motyer,
175)! That God has a compassionate heart for the poor is undeniable (Is.
29:19; Jer. 20:13). After all, “blessed are the poor (in spirit)” (Mt. 5:2; Lk.
6:20). But this does not mean that “all the poor are blessed” (Prov. 19:22)
(Royster, 118).
At any rate, as we shall see, the more aggressive perseverance, required
in the present context, could hardly succeed without the solid bedrock of patience. In fact, it would not be surprising, if for every act of endurance Christians need a double measure of patience in order to be prepared to stay on
track. Patience keeps the mind on an even keel, controls the passions, remains
calm, does not turn vindictive, is not victimized by despair, and refuses to
lose its temper face to face with people whose words and actions turn life into
a burden. Endurance makes up its mind, channels the emotions, bears up in
confident expectation, and refuses to lose courage face to face with conditions
that might prove to be too burdensome to others (Zodhiates, III, 77-78).
By combining both undoubtedly strenuous strands of patience and perseverance, James, first of all, calls upon them to keep tranquil and steady “under provocation” (PHDavids, 182-183), even if this is “long and sharp” (Manton, 418). This does not mean that he urges them to be stoically insensible,
nor to simply yield sullenly to what, seemingly, cannot be changed. The paexclusive, with reference to Colossians 1:11, where both terms are found side by side. However, see also Hartin, 244, 247-249, who holds (somewhat questionably?) that makrothumia is
more actively, and hupomone more passively nuanced, although both are heroic in nature in
the face of afflictions (Jam. 1:3-4, 12; 4:6-10; 5:7-10, 11).
439
Every successful (entrepreneurial) undertaking in any and all areas of life resembles, in
one way or another, a marathon that did, does, or will, mirror this triad of phases.
440
Phillips, 168, sees in this context no fundamental difference between makrothumia, a longsuffering attitude, and hupomone, a determined attitude, since in James 5:10-11 the former is
predicated of the prophets and the latter of Job.
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tience, which James has in view here, is not a “fundamentally passive” attitude “toward the activity of another.” Instead it indicates a tranquil disposition of “superiority to an inferior (Prov. 16:32; 19:11; 25:15) ... the active
adoption of an attitude of ‘forbearance’ and ‘putting up with’ another,” without ever angrily flying off the handle under pressure or becoming vindictively
retaliatory in desperate conditions. The Greek term is “used of the attitude of
God as judge towards humans in Rom. 2:4; 9:22; 1 Tim. 1:16; 1 Pet. 3:20; 2
Pet. 3:9, 15” (See also Ex. 34:6; Ps. 86:15). In short, the members of the
Christian community “need more than simple endurance; they require ‘patience and long-suffering’” (Johnson, 313). It is the opposite of being difficult, irritable, short-tempered, resentful, and ready to retaliate with a mindset
of revenge (Mitton, 183; Manton, 418; Tasker, 116). In a spirit of tolerance it
controls possibly justified anger in oneself and others, and will manage to
have a calming influence by putting oil on possibly troubled waters (Keddie,
163). It is an essential element of practical godliness, personified in terms of
Psalm 37, 1, 7, 8, 34, and Hebrews 12:1-2. Of course, the larger James context indicates that all this can only materialize if and when the strong opening
imperative, with which the Holy Spirit inaugurates the NT canon, is heeded,
namely to count all trials all joy in all places, in all conditions, in all circumstances, and at all times! “Step back from all your tests of poverties and riches,
count them sheer joy, and seek the face of God how to handle them, cleansing
your hands and purifying your hearts in the process. If you do, you can count
on it that they will function as trials-unto-your-God-intended-godliness-enroute-to-perfection-and-life. If you do not, you can equally count on it that
they will prove to be temptations-unto-your-Satan-intended-godlessness-enroute-to-destruction-and-death!”
Secondly, the display of necessary patience is foundational for the equally necessary endurance that is undeterred by these troubled waters, whether
these consist of turbulent times or troubling circumstances. It keeps a consistent course, in spite of any temporary lapses that may occur, and steadily
moves toward its prized goal of perfection (Jam. 1:3), mightily buoyed, of
course, by the knowledge of Christ’s coming in both reprisal and reward (See
McCartney, 240, with reference to Mt. 24:3, 27,37, 39; 1 Cor. 15:23; 1 Thess.
2:19; 3:13; 4:14; 5:23; 2 Thess. 2:1; 2 Pet. 3:4). Of course, Christ’s coming,
mentioned immediately in the opening statement of this section, undergirds
James’ present exhortation and gives both depth and length perspective to it.
When they make the anchor point of their lives and hopes, they will be just
like the farmer who knows that “germination takes time” (Keddie, 164), and
therefore does both “nothing” (patience) and “everything” (perseverance) in
order eventually to arrive at a much anticipated abundant harvest.
All this involves “total peace of mind” that is rooted in radical and joyful
surrender to God (Is. 39:9), which in turn is fed by a vision of God (Ps. 39:9)
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in the awe inspiring sum total of his perfections, such as sovereignty (Job
1:12; 9:12), justice (Deut. 27:26), mercy (Ezra 9:13), faithfulness (Ps. 119:71)
and wisdom (Is. 30:18) (Manton, 419).
Note the connector, “So then,” at the beginning of the verse. This seals
an intimate link with the preceding. The condemnation that the rich are presently receiving, and the doom that they eventually will receive from the
Lord, should make the summons to patience not too hard to swallow, to put it
mildly. The treatment that the poor (continue to) receive is outrageous. But it
is dwarfed by the impending fate of the unrepentant rich!
All this more than suggests that James is, indeed, addressing the counterpart of the rich! The “patience” of the present context is a characteristic of
God himself (1 Pet. 3:20), and the mark of a genuine Christian (1 Cor. 13:4;
Gal. 5:22; Col. 3:12). It is “patience in our attitude to unfair and insulting
treatment which we receive from other people and which by ordinary standards would be met by open resentment and retaliation” (Mitton, 184). This
goes hand in hand with cheerful and heart-felt submission to God’s providence (Lev. 26:41; Is. 39:8; Jam. 4:7!). The ground for James’ exhortation is
the universal teaching of Scripture. God is sovereign and every circumstance
is ultimately up to Him! In fact, the Christian ought to learn that God is the
only circumstance. This does not justify the action of the wicked but it does
determine the reaction of the believer. This call to patience fully ties in with
James 1:2! The believer ought to count all circumstances joy. James’ earlier
teaching now has a practical and concrete payoff!
It has been said that, just as a doctor often prescribes bitter medicine for
the well-being of the patient, so the heavenly physician, at times, prescribes
bitter experiences ... from the hands of all kinds of people in all kinds of conditions and circumstances ... to promote God-centeredness on the part of the
afflicted. This, once again, is the rationale behind the Bible’s constant reminder to be thankful (Phil. 4:6) not only in (1 Thess. 5:18), but also for
(Eph. 5:20) all conditions and circumstances.
In this context one commentator, with reference to James 1:2-3, goes to
some length to emphasize that “difficult circumstances” are “a normal and
necessary part of the process of spiritual growth” (Nystrom, 293). “Every
struggle in the soul’s training, whether physical or mental, that is not accompanied by suffering, that does not require the utmost effort, will bear no fruit”
(Theophan the Recluse, quoted in Nystrom, 294). However, only the proper
attitude of active perseverance, which includes unreservedly casting our cares
upon the Lord, gladly embracing hardships, tirelessly alleviating the miseries
of others, unconditionally forgiving perpetrators of cruelty, harbors the promise of spiritual growth and maturity (Nystrom, 294-299). This emphasis is
quite apropos. The theme of James 1:2-3 continues to reverberate throughout
the Epistle, and may have well reached its climactic zenith in the present con1203

text.
Frankly, James’ reference to the coming of the Lord, which in this context is a technical term for the physical return of Jesus both for the godly and
the ungodly (Mt. 24:3, 27, 37, 39; 1 Thess. 2:19; 3:13; 4:15; 5:23; 2 Thess.
2:1, 8; 1 Cor. 15:23; 2 Pet. 1:16; 3:4,12; 1 John 2:28; see also Cheung, 249;
Brosend, 143), may constitute either an encouragement or a warning (See
McKnight, 406-408, for an extensive expose regarding the meaning of the
parousia in the NT).441
If it is an encouragement, James presents a positive rationale for patience.
At the Second Coming of the Savior God himself will take out his handkerchief, and wipe off every tear (Rev. 7:17; see also Mt. 24:51). By the same
token the wicked will receive their just reward (2 Thess. 1:6-8). The glow of
the return of Christ should warm the heart of the believer in the present, however impossible that may seem under difficult circumstances! This proves
how very necessary and important it is for God’s child keenly to anticipate
the return of Christ (1 Thess. 1:10; 2 Tim. 4:8; 2 Pet. 3:12; Rev. 22:20). To
lose sight of that is to lose the antidote against the lurking danger of excessive
sorrow, resentment, bitterness, jealousy and everything that may follow in
their wake.442
If the reference to Jesus’ coming is a warning, the “knife” of James’
word cuts both ways. First, the oppressing rich are denounced. To God they
are intolerable. At the same time, the oppressed poor are told that they are
equally intolerable, when they “fume” and “fuss.” It would be rather tragic
for the poor, who are so severely wronged, to have to spend eternity with
those who wronged them, simply by giving tit for tat! But they will, if they
insist on doing so!
Well, warm encouragement or sobering warning? Even were a warning
note noticeably present, the illustration of the farmer and his anticipation of
two rainy seasons, and by implication the ensuing harvest, implies that the
reference to Christ’s return at this juncture must constitute at the least a
strong encouragement as well. The farmer’s mixture of at times backbreaking
toil and at times breathtaking expectancy eventually will pay off! On both
counts, toil and expectancy, the Christian does resemble him, and should
model himself after him. Just as the prospect of the harvest functions power441

See also Matthew 3:11, where Christ is said to baptize with the Spirit and with fire. The
Spirit will empower God’s people (the encouragement of enablement), while the fire will burn
up the chaff (judgment).
442
According to Cheung, 250-251, the declaration of the apparent nearness of Christ’s return
serves to assure his poor and persecuted addressees that the experience of their suffering is not
interminable. In fact, they can expect it to end sooner rather than later and can take heart by
looking at Job as their model. He temporarily endured lots of suffering, but “the end (telos) of
the Lord,” regardless whether the term telos indicates the “outcome” of the story or the “purpose” of God.
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fully in the life of the farmer, so the prospect of the coming of Jesus should
function with equal all-consuming force in the life of any and all Christians.
Truthfully, it is somewhat tragic that Scripture does (must?) refer the Christian to the ant (Prov. 6:6), the athlete, long distance runner or prizefighter
(Paul; 1 Cor. 9:24-26) and the farmer (Jam. 5:7) as models to be emulated.
The Church should long for the day that the ant, the athlete and the farmer
can be told that the only way to succeed in their vocation is to emulate the
Christian as the exclusive alternative to (self-destructive) failure. I fear that
the “Revival” days in which this was a possibility have been all too rare.
At any rate, the main message is unmistakable. Patience has no time limit, no statute of limitations. It does not run out. To put it differently, “affliction” may never reach a “saturation point,” a “critical mass!” The Christian
may never say, “I have taken all that I can. Enough is enough, and too much
is too much. Now I will either give up or strike back!” I am not permitted either to quit or to retaliate, whether in deed or in word (Jam. 5:9), regardless
whether the reference to the coming of the Lord is an encouragement or a
warning. By way of bottom line, even if in this context the encouragement
seems to have the upper hand it would not be surprising, if James had both
aspects in mind!
Incidentally, note well that James does not recommend “civil disobedience,” let alone armed revolution. Neither Acts 4:19ff, nor Acts 5:29, nor
Daniel 3:16ff for that matter, authorize or justify either one of these reactions.
Both Peter and Daniel’s friends couch the rationale for their conduct in terms
of obedience to God. “We must obey God rather than man.” “Since God told
us, ‘You shall have no other gods before me,’ we (simply) will not serve your
gods, nor worship the golden image that you have set up.” In other words,
both Peter and Daniel’s friends gave a clear message, “It never has been, nor
will it ever be, our aim, whether explicitly or implicitly, to disobey authorities. But if they ask us to sin, let it be known that our obedience to God always has the absolute priority. He always pulls rank on any human being,
however high his position or function. If this puts us on a collision course
with authorities, and, as a result, they wish to call our conduct ‘disobedience,’
then that is their problem, not ours. Our conduct is ever and unfailingly a matter of obedience, however it is construed by others, either to the properly
functioning governing authorities, or to the all-overriding authority of God!”
God requires two “dirty ‘s’-words” in the authority structures, sacrifice
on the part of those in authority, the parent, the husband, the government, the
elder and the employer, and submission on the part of the child, the wife, the
citizen, the church member and the employee. The lack of submission neither
justifies the lack of sacrifice, nor terminates the requirement of sacrifice. Vice
versa, the lack of sacrifice never justifies the lack of submission, nor terminates the call for submission! This is the clear teaching of James. The balance
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is not only amazing, but also “supernatural.” Only God can, and did, institute
such a perfect code of ethics in this area of life, and, frankly, only grace can
actualize it. This is to say, only Christians in prayerful dependence upon Jesus
(Phil 4:13) and the Spirit (Eph. 5:18) are capable of such conduct.
Further, only teaching and preaching, the exposition and the application
of God’s Word, can remedy a situation where things have gone awry. This is
precisely why James writes his letter. If his “preaching” is not successful,
God himself will come in judgment, either here on earth, or in the Day of
Judgment, or both (Stulac, 170, 172)! So everyone better pay close attention
to the teaching and preaching of the Word of God. It is the only true life line
in a world dead in trespasses and sins.
The summons to patience and endurance is bolstered by a vivid illustration, which holds out the prospect of a rich payoff. James wishes his readers
to meditate upon the example of the farmer, who in the midst of “hard work”
is used to “long waiting” (Zodhiates, III, 84). This, incidentally, should be
taken as an illustration of the everyday life of the believer (PHDavids, 183184; Adamson, 191; Martin, 191), rather than an image plucked from tradition (Laws, 212).
First, as the farmer anticipates his precious crop, he has to go through the
phases of the early rain (roughly from mid-October and onward) as preparation for sowing, and of the later rain (roughly from mid-December and onward) as preparation for the final ripening of his crop (Martin, 190; see also
Keddie, 165, with reference to Deut. 11:14; Jer. 5:24; Hos. 6:3; Joel 2: 2324). This takes time! Both calm expectancy and steady resilience, therefore, is
clearly the name of the game. There is no such thing as instant maturation.
Besides, the final outcome is not in his hands! So, uncontrolled motions, such
as anger, resentment, and bitterness do not, and would not, make a stitch of
difference (Zodhiates, III, 87).443 Similarly, God’s children who are anticipating the Lord’s return will have to go through the various trial phases of God’s
providential dealings with them (Hos. 6:3).
Second, just as the farmer toils and labors, as the prerequisite for the rich
harvest, so God’s children pray and “take time to be holy” before they receive
the crown of glory (Ps. 126:6).
Third, unlike the farmer who may never see his crop materialize, God’s
children are certain that ultimately they will see the beauty, and experience
the fellowship of their God! If the mention of the early and latter rains is an
allusion to Joel 2:23-24, they “are a harbinger of the eschatological abundance of Israel after its promised restoration” (McCartney, 241).
Fourth, the “preciousness of the fruit justifies the waiting” (Johnson, 314;
443

Note also that the agriculture enterprise in James’ days was not precisely a scientific affair.
Farmers did not even know how the process of growth took place, or whether it would take
place one more time so that their much-needed crop would become a reality.
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Hartin, 242; for the use of “precious,” see also 1 Pet. 1:19; 2 Pet.1:4). Incidentally, while the image of early rain, late rain and precious fruit “does reflect the climactic conditions specific to Palestine,” it may “contain no real
reference to the duration of time before the parousia” (So Laws, 208-209;
Johnson, 315), but “rather remaining faithful during this time” (Hartin, 242).
This, of course, raises the question about James’ thoughts regarding the time
frame of Christ’s return. Did he simply hold to a “future eschatology,” without necessarily implying any definite or specific timetable (Moo, 29-30), or to
a very “imminent eschatology” that reflected the allegedly “earliest Christian” expectation of virtually an immediate return (Johnson, 332; Brosend,
147)? This depends upon what James aimed to convey with his two statements that the return of Christ is “at hand” and that as Judge he “stands at the
door” (Jam. 5:8-9). We know that the Thessalonians could not wait for the
Lord Jesus to come back (1 Thess. 1:10), hopefully during their life time (1
Thess. 5:13ff). They may well have been under the impression that the return
of Christ could take place “at any time.” We also know that Paul squelched
any such false expectation by giving them a timetable (2 Thess. 2:1ff), which
the Church of Christ took to heart. So, if there was any “imminent eschatology” in evidence (as Johnson suggests), through Paul’s teaching this was soon
replaced by a “future eschatology” (According to Moo).
To me, as I argue further below, James phraseology of “near” and “at
hand” should be interpreted as applicable to every phase of Church history,
even if Christ were not to return for another millennium. We can be sure that
Noah informed his contemporaries “every day” in deed and word that the
flood was “near,” “at the door.” They still had to wait one hundred and twenty years before it finally occurred (See for this pattern specifically 2 Pet.
3:3ff).
Frankly, here is another example of the complementarity of a twofold
truth that fits snugly in the regenerate heart, even if it is too big for man’s finite brain. Every believer should be fully convinced that Christ is “near,” “at
the door,” and at the same time fully recognize and understand how a considerable time could elapse before Paul’s indicators (2 Thess. 2:1ff) are realized
and the Lord Jesus actually returns. The latter fosters continuing endurance.
The former ensures present godliness en route to perfection. All in all, the reality of the parousia must be so vivid in the experience of all believers that it
puts an indelible stamp upon all the parts and aspects their lives, starting with
their hearts, including the internal functions of their thinking, feeling, and
willing, continuing with the moral and social dimensions of their lives, and
concluding with their dominion taking in terms of speaking (responding) and
acting (reacting), in which all these parts and aspects of “the image of God”
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come to vivid expression.444 I wish to say emphatically with both biblical
confidence and utter regret that from my perspective the failure to recognize
the complementarity of truth, “‘so near’ and at the same time ‘so far,’” has
given rise to the interminable, millennial long, linear discussions about the
eschatology of Jesus and Paul in general, and to the pernicious attacks of liberal “scoffers” in particular who flatly deny that there is rhyme and reason to
the NT data in this area (See once again 2 Pet. 3ff)! Complementary truth is
by definition non-linear, which, as even Chaos science recognizes, is governed by a “both - and” that does not fit into the brain. Every failure to recognize complementary truth always turns into a tale of woe, whether personal, familial, ecclesiastical, or societal in nature. Societally, this woe potentially covers the waterfront, education, economics, business, politics, etc. Its root
is a commitment to the substantive ultimacy, or the methodological primacy,
of the intellect that spells single occupancy only. This commitment is apostate
and requires minimally a radical mental readjustment, often a heartfelt repentance, and at times a heart transplant in regeneration (See Topical Focus #2:
Complementarity of Truth, as well as my Sovereignty and Responsibility,
especially the Introduction by Thomas Schirrmacher). All in all, there is no
need to resort to the destruction of Jerusalem in 70- AD in order to explain
the meaning of the phrase, “the Lord is at hand” (So McKnight, 411-412).
(b) First Ground: A Potent Reminder (5:8)
Presently James repeats his earlier exhortation, but with a “radical” addition.
Apparently “a passive waiting attitude” is insufficient. He infers that true patience (makrothumia), which is a either sub-category or a companion category of the endurance (hupomone), mentioned in James 1:3 and 5:11, and specifically geared to the condition of the poor and oppressed, will never become
a reality until the heart has been established, strengthened, firmed up (See
Grosheide, 1955, 407; Burdick, 169, with reference to 1 Thess. 3:13; Heb.
13:9.445 This constitutes its root! Without the root of “a fixed heart ... (and)
444

Brosend, 147-148, correctly decries the fervor of an “eschatological apocalyptic” as a speculative “spectator sport” that “encourages questions that have no answers and endlessly debates how various apocalyptic pieces fit into the eschatological puzzle.” (Somewhat humorously Brosend comes to the following conclusion regarding eschatological-apocalyptic undertakings, “The real fun is that since all the answers are wrong (with reference to Mk. 13:32),
every answer is just as credible as any other.”) Instead he opts for a “non-apocalyptic eschatology,” as portrayed by James, that routinely emphasizes human mortality and divine judgment, and “serves to encourage emphasis upon the ethical.” So far, so good! But be this as it
may, the “solution” of the complementarity of truth moves beyond what Brosend offers. Also
see Doriani, 179, about the so-called puzzling combination of the “soon” and the “not yet.”
445
In this context the study John Flavel on “Keeping the Heart” in The Works of John Flavel
(London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1968), Vol. V, 423ff, is “must” reading. This essay has
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steely resolution” in place (Motyer, 181, with reference to Lk. 9:51) discontent, resentment, and bitterness on the inside with the prevailing conditions,
whether irritation, frustration, opposition, maltreatment, or persecution, as
well as petulance, complaints, and grumbling on the outside about them
would be the order of the day. A “disordered heart” cannot but produce a
“disorderly tongue” (Doriani, 181). Ultimately, “the problem of the heart is
the heart of the problem.” The contrast between deceiving, stuffing and fattening one’s heart (Jam. 1:26; 5:5), on the one hand, and purifying, firming
up and fixing one’s heart, on the other, is telling (Johnson, 315)! It is the difference between self-deceiving, double-minded inconsistency, defiling selfseeking and guaranteed fruitlessness (Jam. 1:6-8; 2:4; 3:11-12; 4:4, 8) and
single-hearted resolve, unselfish zeal and assured fruitfulness!
First of all, in regeneration the heart of stone must be replaced by a heart
of flesh (Rom. 2:29; Ezek. 36:26). The new heart is the indispensable starting
point for a life of holiness. Without the former, the latter is non-existent
(Rom. 6:6). However, there remains a problem with the heart, until the believer dies. He must keep it with all diligence (Prov. 4:23), bolstered by the
promises (1 Cor. 10:13) and compassions (Jam. 5:11) of God. At times he
must purify it (Jam. 4:8). In this context he must establish it, firm it up, and
strengthen it! In other words, the heart of stone must be replaced. But at the
same time, the new heart, although it is no longer desperately wicked (Jer.
17:9), still must be continuously monitored and encouraged for it to remain
unwavering in faith and purpose. When life turns into an uphill battle, the
roads become impassible, and the bridges are out, the only way through is
that “crosses” turn into “crossings.” In that scenario the heart must be steady
like a rock, have a rock-like quality (Zodhiates, III, 90). It can receive this
quality only from above (Ps. 27:14; Phil. 4:7; 1 Pet. 5:10).
No wonder that not only James, but also Paul, first of all, makes it a matter of urgent intercessory prayer, “May the Lord establish your hearts in holiness” (1 Thess. 3:13), and secondly, urges believers to make it a matter of
their own fervent prayer, “In everything by prayer and supplication, with
thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God, and the peace of God,
which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through
Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:6-7). Anyone who can experientially say with Augustine, “My heart was disquieted within me until it found rest in God,” will covet intercessory prayer, and join his own prayer to those sent up for him!
The importance of the heart cannot be overestimated. As has been mentioned already, it is man’s mission control center from which the internal
functions of thinking, willing and feeling arise that must be in place to insure
the required patience to be en route to practical godliness in all spheres and
also been published separately (Grand Rapids: Sovereign Grace Publishers, 1971), and is
available in summary form in A.W. Pink, “Heart Work,” in Practical Christianity, 99-114.
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areas of life. When the inner reality is solid and stable the stage is set for the
outer reality to blossom out.
In addition to exposing the root of patience, James attaches a new ground
by making a further observation regarding Christ’s return. This return is not
only beyond question. It is also an impending reality (1 Pet. 4:7). As I indicated already, James puts extra pressure upon his reader by his warning that
the coming is near. This is a biblical datum (Mk. 13:39; Lk. 21:31; Rom.
13:12; Phil. 4:5; Heb. 10:25; 1 Pet. 4:7). Christ’s nearness in Scripture usually
serves two purposes, a great encouragement in trials and persecutions, and a
sobering warning for those who live for themselves, without reference to God
and Christ, and totally ignore the need for holiness, whether rich or poor for
that matter. This is to say, both those who refuse to sacrifice and those who
refuse to submit in an authority structure (See Topical Focus #15: One-andMany Spheres & Authority Structures) are equally vulnerable to the impending nature of the judgment of God!
From the human point of view, this may not always seem to be the case.
But from the perspective of the eternal God it is (2 Pet. 3:8). Even a period of
five hundred years is described by him as “a small moment” (Is. 54:7). “We,
being impatient of delays, reckon minutes and count moments long ... God,
who is of an eternal duration, counts thousands of years a small moment ... It
is too much softness that cannot brook a little delay” (Manton, 423). Not so
incidentally, this complementary biblical factuality underscores how the return of Christ can be simultaneously “near” and “long in coming!”
As I indicated already, James’ observation regarding the nearness of our
Lord’s coming could be construed as an encouragement as well as a warning!
As a sequel to James 5:7b it is clearly an encouragement. Believers should
know that the Lord does not and will not tarry (Heb. 10:37). They may live
lives of abundant comfort and joyful anticipation, as they cannot wait to see
their precious Lord face to face (1 Thess. 1:10). But if it is viewed as a prelude to the threat of James 5:9, it may also constitute a warning. The coming
Lord (Jam. 5:7-8) is the coming Judge (Jam. 5:9).446 The Lord is near. He is
coming. He is not “stalling.” So, take heart! But he is also a Judge. So, be
careful as well! This makes patience more than an optional extra. It becomes
an urgent matter, in fact, a matter of life and death! This turns James’ word at
the least into a potent reminder! In any event, with the emphasis upon the
nearness of Christ’s coming James considerably ups the ante, and raises the
“eschatological stakes” (So Brosend, 143). This seems to be quite underscored by what follows!

446

Just as, according to Motyer, 174, the coming end (Jam. 5:10-11) implies the coming
judgment (Jam. 5:12).
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(c) Second Ground: A Strong Warning (5:9)
James proceeds with a “threat” against the sin of grudging and grumbling (1
Cor. 10:10), which is the opposite of patience in adverse, impoverished, circumstances, of whatever stripe this impoverishment may be. There is nothing
worse than chronic grumblers involved in habitual grudging (me stenazet);
see also Ezek. 21:6-7; Lam. 1:8, 21), whether spoken or unspoken, that target
fellow believers (or unbelievers for that matter). It destroys the community of
believers (Hartin, 243) by breaking up the harmony of fellowship that is
mandatory for a harvest of any and all sorts (Motyer, 182). To let the tongue
do its recriminating work is suicidal by definition. The phraseology “against
one another” indicates that James addresses the covenant community, and
forbids a pattern of sin in its midst. This pattern cannot but produce the internal wars, battles, and quarrels that he identified in an earlier setting (Jam.
4:1ff). Inside turmoil is the worst enemy, for which there is simply no justification (Zodhiates, III, 93). The rationale for James’ threat to the perpetrators
of such evil is potent. If you do not cease and desist from “internal bickering
and fault finding” (Laws, 213), to put it mildly, you will be judged, for the
judge is at the door! James forbids his readers to complain against each other
because that leads to condemnation (Martin, 192). Besides, it does not “do
anything to alleviate the real problem” (Nystrom, 287). It is bad enough constantly to rub elbows with chronic and vindictive complainers in the world. It
is worse to bump into Christians, who either inflict damages on their brothers
and sisters, or promptly respond with hostility when (they think) that they experience the thick end of the stick. In the worst case scenario the covenant
community makes a spectacle of itself, and invites ridicule when its members
outdo their worldly counterparts by their self-destructive conduct (Gal. 5:15)
(Manton, 424-425).
It is very doubtful that the rich are out of the picture in the present context, “too far removed to hear their groanings” (So Keddie, 166). If in James
5:1-6 the author addresses Christians as well as non-Christians, James 5:7-11
is a perfect complementary fit. He, first of all, forbids grumbling in the pressure cooker of the tyranny of the rich. Then, of course, he broadens it and
goes after grumbling across the board.
At any rate, a grumbling behavior pattern meets with swift judgment
against any and all perpetrators (Mt. 24:51). While the rich face a grim future,
the “deserving poor” are by no means immune to the judgment themselves,
whenever, wherever, and however they violate James’ injunction. Anyone
who grumbles and seeks to bring judgment upon others, rich or poor, is liable
to the same ruin. Ironically the same fate will strike both the subject and the
object of such grumbling (Calvin, 349).
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The judge may be God the Father (Laws, 213; McKnight, 415, with reference to Jam. 4:12). But the parallel with James 5:7-8 makes it more plausible to identify Christ as the judge (See also 1 Cor. 3:10-17; 2 Cor. 5:10; Rev.
3:20). The Bible commands that brothers and sisters, rather than to turn
against each other, ought to forgive each other. This receives genuine depth
perspective if James’ admonition includes a prohibition of grumbling against
the rich, whose conduct may be outrageous. “Get rid of all bitterness, rage
and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind
and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God
forgave you” (Eph. 4:31-32).
One commentator records the following telling conversation between a
daughter and her mother concerning a third party. Daughter: “She is mean ...
And that’s a sin.” Mother: “Forgive her.” Daughter: “She never asks.” Mother: “All the more reason” (Quoted in Nystrom, 298). The mother clearly implies that forgiveness must be granted unilaterally and unconditionally, apparently in line with Matthew 6:14-15. However, not everyone agrees with
the mother on this score. It has been argued with reference to Luke 17:3-4
that the granting of forgiveness is unbiblical apart from repentance. In such
scenario it neither can nor may be granted. To do so would renege on the duty
to confront the sinner and not to close the book on his sin, until confrontation
results in repentance or excommunication. In short, it would short-circuit
Christ’s clear-cut requirement in Matthew 18:15-18. First confrontation (Mt.
18:14-18), then repentance, and no forgiveness until then (Lk. 17:3-4)! Only
repentance paves the way to forgiveness. Refusal to repent foregoes forgiveness, and leads to excommunication. This closes the door to forgiveness with
finality and for eternity, unless there is a “change of heart” in subsequent repentance and restoration. In this chain of reasoning Luke 17:3-4 is made to
trump Matthew 6:14-15, where the granting of forgiveness appears to be an
unconditional necessity without being contingent upon anything that even resembles a plea for forgiveness.
What to say about this? Of course, the possibility that Matthew 18:15-18
could fall through the cracks is real and the fear for that to happen understandable. It is obvious that sin needs to be flushed out for the sake of God, the
Church and the offender (Mt. 18:15-18; Lk. 17:3-4). It is equally obvious that
steps must be taken to ensure this. But fear is a dangerous taskmaster, and in
this case may not be allowed to nullify Matthew 6:14-15. In this chapter as
well as in Mark 11:25 Christ is crystal clear. If you fail to forgive others both
unilaterally and unconditionally, you cannot count on receiving forgiveness
yourself. This does not appear to indicate that the granting of forgiveness is
conditioned upon a plea for forgiveness and, before repentance is in evidence,
amounts to short-circuiting the biblical procedure that requires the steps of
Matthew 18.
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The rationale behind Matthew 6 could well be threefold. First of all, there
is the explicit statement of Paul that I must forgive others because I have been
forgiven so much (Eph. 4:31-32). Second, a sin is not first of all a misdeed
against the offended party. Rather, it is first and foremost a sin against God
himself (Ps. 51:4)! The recognition of this fact does and should remove all
personal emotions from the situation and facilitate the granting of forgiveness
greatly. Ultimately “I” am really not, or no longer, in the picture. But third,
there is a difference between granting and receiving forgiveness. For the offended party to grant forgiveness is not the same as for the offending party to
receive it! I always must grant it. But the offender will not necessarily receive
it, since God will only grant it upon repentance, and withholds it apart from
the latter.447
From this perspective Matthew 6:14-15, instead of being a threat to Matthew 18:15-18, functions as the foundation for the procedure laid out in it,
and provides a smooth transition to it. I can visualize the following statement
on the part of the offended party. “I grant you forgiveness because I have
been forgiven so much. But you will not receive God’s forgiveness apart
from repentance. Since this is of paramount concern to me, I have no choice
but to confront you first by myself, and in case of need with one or two witnesses.” The offended party in this scenario has clearly no personal ax to
grind. This may (should) put the offender at ease and make him willing to listen to the former who in his very approach demonstrates that he is solely driven by concern for the soul of the one he confronts!
This puts the pieces of the puzzle together, also in the James context
where the poor face both the rich each other. Because “I” have been forgiven
to such a staggering degree, “I” must unilaterally and unconditionally grant
forgiveness for any and all sins committed against me, whenever, wherever,
and by whomever. This, then, pertains to the sins of the rich, whether they are
officially in the pale of Christianity or not, as well as the poor. However
heinous they may be or may appear to be, they will always be dwarfed by my
447

This is a thoroughly biblical principle, and exemplified both in the promises of God and
the sacraments of the Church. Joshua is told that God has given Israel (perfect tense) the land
from Nile to Euphrates upon which it puts the sole of its feet (Josh 1:3-4). Similarly, Peter informs his readers that in his promise God has given (perfect tense) them everything that pertains to life and godliness by knowing Jesus (2 Pet. 1:3-4). Both gifts have been made, but in
promissory form, similar to a check. From the perspective of the check writer a check in any
amount is a gift in that amount. But it is not received, unless and until it is cashed. So Israel
will not receive the land, unless and until it puts its foot down, just as believers do not receive
godliness, except through the intimate knowledge of Christ. In the sacrament of the Lord’s
Supper Christ gives himself spiritually along with the symbols of bread and wine (Mt. 26:2628; 1 Cor. 11:25-30). But while the latter two are received through the physical mouth, the
blessing of Christ and his benefits will not apart from the mouth of faith. In fact, an unworthy
reception of the physical elements will end up in judgment rather than blessing (See also Topical Focus #13: Justification)!
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sins against God (Mt. 18:21ff).
But because the offender will not receive God’s forgiveness, neither truly
enjoy man’s forgiveness for that matter, apart from repentance, confrontation
is and remains a vital necessity (Lev. 19:17). So, rather than short-circuiting
the biblical procedure of confrontation, the granting of forgiveness encourages it. In all likelihood, it will make it also more effective. It makes it clear
from the beginning that the confrontation is not a personal matter! In sum, I
will not receive God’s forgiveness, unless I grant you forgiveness. Therefore,
I do. Further, you will not receive God’s forgiveness, unless you repent.
Therefore, I confront! Incidentally, the call to the unilateral granting of forgiveness also fits in with the practice of the unilateral intercession for the offender (Acts 7:60). I do not merely grant “universal” forgiveness. I also petition God to do so.
All this amounts to a staggering truth that should not be destroyed by any
type of reasoning that on the surface seeks to honor the data of Scripture, but
may well go hand in hand with a lack of self-knowledge. After James has “finished me off” in and with his Epistle, I cannot see how I can withhold forgiveness from anyone anytime. Any sin against me simply does, and should
vanish. Its corollary, of course, is true as well. Once I have drunk in God’s
forgiveness, I do, and should do, anything in my power, for sinners and saints
to experience the same refreshment and joy. This includes the application and
use of “Matthew 18,” whenever and wherever mandated!
Returning now to the text of James, “grudging” is always rooted in a selfasserting pride, in fact, it is a form of hatred (Gen. 4:7; Lev. 19:17-18; Gal.
5:17)! It appears that not only oppressors, but also people who grudge against
them will be judged, both on earth (Gal. 5:15), and at the Second Coming of
the Savior. After all, James warns that the Lord will come as Judge! The
Lamb of God, so gentle in the day of salvation, will be grim and display his
wrath in the Day of Judgment (Rev. 6:17). James adds weight to his warning
by once again emphasizing the imminence of the Lord’s return (Rev. 22:20).
The fact that he is “at the door” ups the eschatological urgency. Let not only
the offending offenders, but also the offending offended, that is, all sinners of
whatever stripe beware (Mt. 24:50-51)! Once again, there is no reason to refer
to 70 AD to make this phrase transparent (See also Mt. 10:23; Mk. 9:1; 13:29;
Lk. 21:31).
In the wider context of the Bible, not only the “lesser” sin of grudging
and fretting (Ps. 37:1, 7, 8; Prov. 24:19), but also the “greater” sin of violent
rebellion is condemned (1 Pet. 2:18-19). The only recourse the oppressed
have is to commit themselves into the hands of the Lord, and to delight in
Him (Gen. 29:31-35; Ex. 2:23; Ps. 37:3-5, 7).448 There is no end to the power
448

I do not enter here into a lengthy discussion of the propriety of overthrowing tyrants in the
political realm as long as this takes place under the authority of “lesser magistrates.” This was
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and the faithfulness of God (Ps. 146:5-10). He even makes use of creation to
come to the rescue of His people (Judg. 5:20). James 1:2ff with its emphasis
upon trials shows how not only survival, but also victory in the most distressing conditions is more than a pie in the sky. It is not a pipedream, but a reality!
At any rate, it is important to recognize that in the eschatological dimension of James’ exhortations and admonitions “the focus is not with the future
but with the present” (Hartin, 254). Throughout his Epistle “Practical Godliness” en route to perfection is and remains James’ magnificent obsession.”

(2) Focus upon Two Models and their Encouragement (5:10-11)
(a) First Model: The Prophets (5:10-11a)
To encourage his readers, James refers for the “privilege and certainty of suffering” (Tasker, 121) to the prophets of the Old Testament as “examples” or
“models” to emulate (John 13:15; 1 Pet. 2:21), both for the fact of their affliction (kakopatheia) and the manner of their endurance (According to Hartin,
244, makrothumia in Jam. 5:10 more actively, and hupomone in Jam. 5:11a
more actively; see also Burdick, 171). The prophets were under extreme
hardship and suffered greatly. By sticking their head in hornet nests of sin
they naturally would get stung again and again throughout the long history of
Israel (See 2 Chron. 36:16; Jer. 2:30). (Of course, James implies that this is
no different from the pattern that prevails in the NT; see Mt. 5:12; Lk. 6:22ff;
8:33; 11:49; Acts 7:52; 1 Thess. 2:15.) But they were patient in their hardships (Heb. 6:12). They often did not even get a proper hearing (Is. 6:9-10;
Jer. 20:8; Dan. 9:6), and just as often received a shameful treatment (1 Ki.
19:1-2; Jer. 38:1-13; Am. 7:10-13; Mt. 21:33-46; 22:1-14; 23:29-36).
Jeremiah, the prophet of tears, may well have been the primus inter
pares. His message of judgment was psychologized as the height of pessimclearly the view of the Reformation thinkers. Regrettably, such discussion would take us too
far afield. But the question may well be asked where Scripture endorses this view. Nevertheless, if this view has biblical legitimacy, why could the population not band together, with or
without the aegis of lesser magistrates, as long as their cause is biblically just, and their resistance against an all-annihilating tyranny is a matter of “last resort?” In other words, why is the
“government of lesser magistrates” required to give legitimacy to the removal of tyrants, and
why would “self-government of the populace” not be sufficient to do so, not, of course, as a
“social contract,” but as a God-given mandate? It is interesting to note that the successful effort to overthrow the Obote II/Okello regimes in 1985-1986 in Uganda was billed as “the
people’s war against the government.” At the same time, it was explicitly stipulated that it
was a war of last resort and that its success was only assured when it served an exclusively
just cause. While this neither does, nor may, take anything away from James’ teaching, it is
still “something to consider,” whether in this or in another context!
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ism, and decried as intolerable. As a result he called the wrath of the nation
upon himself which exacted the heavy price of a variety of beatings and incarcerations in dungeons, cisterns and elsewhere. Finally, he was hauled
away into Egypt where he met his death. Besides the physical suffering the
spiritual attacks to which he was exposed were gruesome in their character
and intent. Short of the Lord Jesus no preacher may have been more reviled
and rejected throughout his life!
But what else was there to expect? After all, as prophets they spoke the
Word of God in the name of the Lord (Am. 1:3; Is. 1:2; Jer. 2:4ff), and that
Word is never a “picnic.” It is sharper than a two-edged sword (Heb. 4:12).
When sinners are confronted with that Word, realize that they have come face
to face with God himself (Heb. 4:13), and find themselves with their backs
against the wall, one of two things will happen. Either they break, repent and
believe (Acts 2:37-38; 20:21). Or they vent their wrath against God’s
spokesmen, often to the point of murder (Mt. 23:37; Acts 7:52; Eph. 6:20;
Heb. 11:36-38) (Manton, 426).
However, while the prophets at times, if not often, are treated as the filth
of the world (1 Cor. 4:13), they are the glory of Christ (2 Cor. 8:23) (Manton,
427). They are his toiling instruments, at times in the utmost of agonies,
through which he accomplishes his divine purposes. Where would we be
without them (Motyer, 182, with reference to Jer. 11:21; Ezek. 24:15ff; Dan.
1:3-6)? The connection between a productive ministry, either in the short haul
or in the long run, and suffering is unmistakable and inevitable. Recognition
of this fact should make patience a lot easier to pursue and to come by!
At any rate, James’ point is hard to miss. The prophets receive universal
acclaim because of their endurance in the midst of suffering. Some of them
were tortured, stoned, sawn in two, and killed with the sword. Others were
destitute, afflicted, and wandered in deserts and mountains, in dens and caves
(See Heb. 11:35-38). Well, let those who acclaim the prophets “put their
money where their mouth is,” by following in their actual footsteps, especially when they call them “blessed.” If they do not wish to emulate their conduct, and display the same patience, such designation is a “pious fraud.” It
has been said that “men of the world are miserable in their happiness, but the
children of God are happy in their misery” (Mt. 5:12; Acts 5:41; 1 Pet. 3:14).
This warrants the conclusion that there is nothing fraudulent about folks with
faces full of joy, and mouths full of praise, when they are part of “the prophetic succession” (See Manton, 429)! Let no one call such facial joy a “silly
grin” (Adams, 19), and regard counsel to this effect a “booming word” of a
“miserable comforter” (Doriani, 15).
In fact, the question may well be asked with one commentator whether
the absence of “prophetic” persecution and suffering accompanied by a heartfelt joy (Acts 5:41; 7:55; 2 Cor. 3:16-18) should not be regarded as an indica1216

tion of the laxity of the Church’s testimony and life. It is questionable whether the last few centuries of our Western world have produced “exhibitions of
Christian testimony and endurance” that would qualify to be memorialized in
Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. And if there are such exhibitions, the question is
whether they would be substantial enough to fill one or more chapters (Zodhiates, III, 100-101). This is far from an academic issue. After all, unless a
seed dies, it will not be productive (John 12:24). But when it does, the blood
that is shed will turn into the seed of the Church! Such “cross” will always
turn into a “crossing” that becomes a “crossroads” to a “crown,” sooner or
later. Believers may be immediate beneficiaries themselves during their lifetime. Otherwise they will receive their “crown” in the presence of Jesus. But
the benefits will always accrue to others on earth, whether immediately to
their contemporaries or in the long run to later generations. The long and the
short of it is this. We would not be here without “the prophets” of a bygone
era. But will a flourishing future church be able to say the same thing about
us? This is a pressing question that believers in a Recovery mode with a hunger to retain or regain Revival status, which includes mighty combat, with casualties and all, undoubtedly will ask themselves in all sobriety and seriousness.
(b) Second Model: Job (5:11b)
Furthermore, James makes reference to Job. He does so, however, not only
for his proverbial suffering and steadfastness, but also for the display of
God’s blessing. The end result or final outcome of Job’s experience (Laws,
216; Burdick, 171)449 hardly needs to be chronicled. What the Lord did “in
the end” was remarkable and encouraging beyond words.
It has been argued that neither the canonical Book of Job, nor the early
Christian literature on Job, could possibly be the basis of James’ elevated
thoughts about its main figure. “The complaining Job of the dialogues does
not seem to fit the picture” of perseverance (Johnson, 319). “It may be surprising to hear that Job became a paradigm for patience, since much of the
book consists of Job’s impatient complaining about the injustice of his suffering” (McCartney, 243). In his protests against man as well as God he is sup449

Mitton, 189-190; Martin, 194-195; and Nystrom, 288, translate the Greek telos with
“plan” or “purpose.” This is certainly possible from a lexicographical point of view, and cannot be rejected out of hand. After all, it contains an awesome truth! Nevertheless, the translation “end result” seems to fit better in the context of the Book of Job. God’s awesome purpose
with Job was to “show up” Satan by “showing off” Job. God’s awesome blessing upon Job
was the end result or final outcome. It is not coincidence that this is invariably the model for
all Christian living. “Holiness” is ever the grand objective, and “happiness” merely the final
outcome. At the same time, from a broader biblical perspective Job’s final happiness was definitely part of the overall plan of God (Eph. 1:11)!
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posedly far from a model to be emulated. After all, he seemed to show little
patience in cursing his birthday, in protesting endlessly to the never-ending
speeches of his would-be friends (Keddie, 163, with a reference to Job 16:3),
and ultimately in taking God to task. It is surmised that the apocryphal Testament of Job, which doctored up Job’s life, must lie at the root of James
“glowing report” (Johnson, 319; McCartney, 243).450 To save James’ reference to Job it is argued that “the combination of Job’s (impatient!) protests
along with his steady resolve to stick to what he believes to be true, even if
God does not (!), makes Job the most suitable character in the Bible for what
James has to say” (McKnight, 421). This assessment, however, is a glaring
error in judgment!
On the one hand, it must be conceded that the Bible often uses examples
of people who are far from spotless. These include Lot (2 Pet. 2:7), Sarah (1
Pet. 3:6), Rahab (Heb. 11:31; Jam. 2:25), and Samson (Heb. 11:32). They are
examples which prove that the Lord will not emphasize the stumblings and
infirmities of His children, when their hearts are set upon, and thirst for, God
(Ps. 63:1).451 How encouraging for believers! But also, what care must be
taken not to stress the infirmities of our brothers and sisters, and thus, become
their accusers!
On the other hand, however, the attempt to deny Job the “gutsy” perseverance (hupomone)452 James ascribes to him is unconscionable (See also
Cargal, 187), especially on the part of conservative scholars. The main test
Job passes in flying colors (Martin, 194). His statement, “The Lord has given
and the Lord has taken away. May the name of the Lord be praised,” speaks
volumes! His whole world had just caved in. He had experienced cruel hammer blow after cruel hammer blow, confronted as he was with the loss of his
possessions, then his children, and finally his health. He must have felt that he
stared death in the face. The man should have been overwhelmed. Instead Job
“did not sin,” either by foolishly charging God or by bitterly complaining
against him. This is stated twice (Job 1:22; 2:10). His “greatness lies in the
fact that in spite of everything which tore at his heart, he never lost his grip
450

Johnson, 319, even concludes that “James has considerable responsibility for shaping the
perception of ‘endurance/patience’ as the most memorable feature of Job.” This is thankfully
offset by Dibelius, 246, who insists that “the conception of Job as the righteous sufferer, the
model of ‘steadfastness’ (hupomone) is older (even) than the Book of Job.” Apparently, it
must have been a well-known fact that “he did not sin in spite of all his misfortune,” even before “Job” was put in writing.
451
See also my Commentary on James 5:20.
452
According to Barclay, 146, “the great NT word hupomone ... describes not a passive patience, but that gallant spirit which can breast the tides of doubt and sorrow and disaster, and
still hold on, and come out with faith still stronger on the other side.” Furthermore, Cheung,
267, associates hupomone “with endurance in unfavorable circumstances,” and makrothumia
with “patience in human relationships.”
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on faith and his grip on God” (Barclay, 147).
His dialogues with his four friends constituted a totally different test. In a
sense, it was Act II. In Act I he faced the loss of everything. This test he
passed with flying colors immediately, summa cum laude. In Act II, in which
Satan is out of the picture completely, he faced what he thought was the loss
of his God (Job 3:23). To Job the first loss was “immaterial,” and did not
cause a ripple compared to his supposed second and “earthshaking” loss.
Frankly, it took him a little longer to pass the latter. But passing it he did as
well! Accused by his so-called friends of gross and apparently hidden sins,
and as a result God’s alienation, he “passionately questions their conventional
arguments,” condemns their conclusions, and maintains his integrity. But
even more “passionately does he agonize about the terrible thought that God
might have forsaken him” (Barclay, 147)! Of course, he puts God in the dock
of sorts, of the opinion that God owes the world, including himself, an (immediate) explanation in the face of the string of relentless attacks by his socalled friends. In fact, he presses him for such explanation. But the notion that
in doing so he was “impatiently complaining about his suffering” cannot be
substantiated from the text of Job, in fact, could not be farther from the truth.
The content of the speech interaction with his “friends” does not take anything away from his fundamental perseverance. After all, he continues to profess his trust in God. Even if God were to eliminate him (Job 13:15), he was
completely convinced that he had a witness/redeemer in heaven (Job 16:19;
19:25).
All this precipitated the following, excellent, conclusion on the part of
one commentator. “There will be moments in life when we think that God has
forgotten, but if we cling to the remnants of faith, at the end of life we too
shall see that God is very kind and very merciful.” What an encouragement
for those who are under the gun. Choosing the way of endurance, fed by the
“flame of faith in (their) heart,” they may be assured that it takes only “remnants” to arrive “at the end of the Lord” (Jam. 5:11) (Barclay, 148).
Eventually, of course, Job acknowledges that his challenge of God is
(deeply) flawed, and could not have been more repentant on that account (Job
42:5-6). So, while “remnants of faith” are sufficient to sustain God’s children,
this does not negate the complementary breaking of the heart where and when
necessary. In sum, while the first test evidences his unflinching endurance
immediately, the second test complements this via a more circuitous route by
giving him a breathtaking vision of his God (Job 42:5). This precipitated a total surrender, evidenced by his (counter-intuitional) prayer for his (hostile)
“friends.” In short, while he passed the first and fundamental test with flying
colors instantaneously in the “primary” school of the fear of God, he lingered
a little longer in the “secondary” school of the vision of God. But eventually
he passed the final examination there with the highest of marks as well. Sum1219

ma cum laude in both instances! Frankly, I wonder whether any of us, including commentators who grossly misread Job as if he is “complaining” in a
state of personal depression, would come out as “gloriously” as Job in either
of the two tests.
It is noteworthy that God never questioned Job’s integrity. This would
have been passing strange. After all, it was God’s “boast” about his integrity
that precipitated the “plot” that was to follow. Neither did God find any fault
with Job’s perseverance. That would have been equally strange. After all, it
was God’s second boast that he would never waver, regardless how the “plot”
would play out. That is why it is offensive to suggest that James’ choice of
model for endurance is a faux-pas. The tapestry of Job’s life has two sides to
it. It displays breathtaking “nobility” in that he persevered in the most miserable of circumstances. By the same token it was frightening that he eventually
handed God a subpoena as a “hostile” witness for the defense. In this he
crossed the biblical line. Ironically, in all this he was not totally unlike his
wife. She was apparently a woman who nobly stood by her man come what
may against everyone and anyone else. The frightening side was that this included God. Here she crossed the line as well. It is equally ironic that Job
admonished wife in the framework of his first test, just like God rebuked Job
in the framework of the second test.
But what about the episode in which he cursed his birthday? If nothing
else does, this should seal the doom of his perseverance, should it not? Far
from it! In actual fact, this is one of the more compelling episodes in his life
that makes him tower over his contemporaries, and more than likely over all
successive generations of the covenant community, including the present one.
In his estimation God had turned into his mortal enemy (Job 3:23). This was
the premise from which he operated. The fact that he was mistaken in this is
at this point immaterial and irrelevant. He was thoroughly convinced of it.
Given this premise, it was a natural, a no-brainer, for him to curse his birthday.
All this can elicit only one comment, which does, and should lay to rest
any question about his perseverance. It is to be hoped that all those who believe God to be their enemy will curse their birthday as well, fully persuaded
that without God life is less than nothing from beginning (birth) to end
(death), and not worth living one additional second from start to finish! For
truly God-fearing people, such as Job was reputed to be, and eventually
proved to be, there would be no other way to go! Of course, once such
people, again with Job, would conclude that their original premise was wrong
“praise” would replace a “curse” in less than a heartbeat!

Topical Focus #19: The Book of Job
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A closer look at the outline of the Book of Job will put all this in the proper perspective. It consists of four main sections. These sections will now be detailed. It should
become crystal clear that James’ reference to Job is both relevant and proper.
1. Job 1-2: Job and Satan
Satan clearly loses the battle with God about the presence/absence of the fear of God
in Job or in any human for that matter. He had boldly stated that Job served God only
because of his “bank account.” However, Job demonstrated, once and for all, that the
fear of God truly exists on earth. The fear of God is a heart’s attitude of loving awe
and reverence of God, due to both his majesty and mercy, by which man is irresistibly
drawn to him, and subsequently regards his smile and approval as something that he
wishes to attain and retain at any price, and his frown and disapproval as something
that he wishes to avoid at any cost. In short, Job fears God for who he is, and not for
what he gives. For in all his calamities, he blessed God, and did not sin with his lips, in
spite of the scathing advice of his wife. It is hardly surprising that his patience became
proverbial!
2. Job 3-31: Job and His Three Friends
By now Satan is out of the picture. During their visit, and after their initial silence, the
friends become increasingly bold in asserting that there had to be a secret in Job’s life,
and, further, that this secret had to be something so extremely heinous that God could
not but hand out a series of the severest of punishments. First they insinuate this. Then
they accuse Job openly. Job agrees that there is a secret, but maintains that this secret
is in God, and not in him. He steadfastly insists upon his integrity before God and
men. The more his friends press him (Job 3, 7, 10, 14, 17, 27, 31), the more Job
presses God to disclose the secret of his life.
While eventually he recognizes the unmistakable impropriety as well as futility of
his conduct, still in his wrestling with God Job clearly reaches incredible heights,
when he expresses his trust in God even in anticipation of his seemingly “inevitable”
death (Job 13:15), when he refers to a sure witness in heaven (Job 16:19), when he
states that his Redeemer lives (Job 19:25), and when he affirms his resurrection from
the dead (Job 19:26-27).
3. Job 32-37: Job and Elihu
Elihu points to a Messenger, one among thousands, evidently the person of Christ
(Eccl. 27:27-28). On the one hand, this Mediator will state that Job is a sinner, for
whom he must provide a ransom. On the other hand, he will declare Job righteous as to
the charge of his three friends (33:23-26). On the basis of this twofold work of the
Mediator Elihu first urges Job to repent of his sins so that he will live (33:27-28), and
then exhorts Job to take courage. It seems that he implicitly conveyed that God was
not his enemy, after all! At any rate, his words were clearly spiritual tonic to Job’s
thirsty soul, and it appears that he drank it in. We may infer this from the fact that he
did not respond to Elihu! Apparently there was no need for a response!
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4. Job 38-42: Job and God
Finally, God speaks to Job. He displays His majesty and greatness in His works of creation. At first Job does not understand this. He finds it small comfort in his controversy with his friends, and awaiting his death upon a garbage dump, simply to be put off
by a lecture in geology and a trip to the zoo, as some once characterized Job 38-39. He
reacts accordingly. He as much as tells God that if he, God, does not want to discuss
the real issue, he, Job, will shut his mouth (in protest)! After all, who could force God?
Clearly, there is a storm raging within Job (40:3-5). However, after God speaks again,
Job realizes that God intended to tell him that there are, indeed, secrets in peoples’
lives, just as there are mysteries in created reality. And further, that he should recognize that these secrets are nowhere safer than in the almighty and majestic hands of his
Father! Suddenly Job understands this. Hence he truly repents! At this exceedingly
moving moment in his life Job states that his present knowledge of God differs from
his past knowledge. Then, it seemed, he had only hearsay information. Now it is like
coming eyeball to eyeball with someone! This exclamation was more than lip service
as his subsequent intercessory prayer for his three friends indicates. No one who has
been abused as Job was, can utter such a prayer unless from a truly broken heart. At
the same time, only someone with such a heart may anticipate a display of God’s compassion as Job experienced (Ps. 78:38; 86:15, 111:4; 112:4; 145:8; Mt. 15:32; 20:34;
Mk. 5:19; Lk. 6:36; 7:13). It may not go unnoticed that he had to forgive his friends,
and was not allowed to bear a grudge in his heart against them. He was blessed only
after he had prayed for his friends. Nevertheless, God’s mercy “stands revealed in the
end” (Mitton, 190). In fact, it towers over Job’s former battlefield.
In the meantime, and here is the rub for those who (dare to) put a question mark
behind him as an appropriate model in this context, Job’s very prayer documents his
endurance in the fear of God to-the-end. With all his ups and downs here he reached a
veritable zenith in his life, as he displayed the same pattern our Savior displayed during his ministry, before God rewarded him in-the-end with double of what he possessed in-the-beginning. “When he was reviled, he did not revile in return. When he
suffered he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly” (1 Pet. 3:23). He clearly displayed the pattern of conduct the author of James 1:2-3
held out as the ultimate test, and came through with flying colors, “mounting up on
wings like an eagle” (Is. 40:31).
Anyone who criticizes James for using Job as a model may well ask the question
whether he has reached the same height himself, especially in the light of Peter’s
words. The latter takes the principle Job exhibits, anchors it in Christ, and on this basis
universalizes it. “If you, when you do well, suffer for it, and exhibit endurance, this is
a gracious thing in the sight of God. For this you have been called, because Christ also
suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you would follow in his footsteps (1
Pet. 2:21). Of course, a liberal critic who has no saving relationship with Christ could
never answer the above question in the affirmative. Candidly, this is also the reason
why he can neither read James as God’s inerrant Word, nor interpret it in 3-D. As a
result he is sooner or later bound to err in his understanding of James, and take him to
task. This reminds us of Linnemann’s words addressed to self-conscious and deliberate
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practitioners of historical-critical theology to the effect “that there is nothing that a
good old conversion cannot cure!”
_____________________________________________________________________

In summary, the example of Job serves three objectives. First, it displays the
bedrock of the telling endurance of Job (illustrating the theme of James 1:3).
Second, it discloses in the process the ultimately breathtaking vision of God
(indicating the avenue that leads to this vision for everyone). Third, it exhibits
the end-station of the great compassion and mercy of God! This conveys that
God’s people should always keep this “end-station” in view. Whether the
Greek original (telos) should be construed (most likely) as the final act (Hartin, 245; McKnight, 422), the intended purpose, or the highlight of “the Job
drama,” or all three of them (Job 42:10-11; Heb. 12:11; see also Zodhiates,
III, 106-107; Grosheide, 1955, 409), one thing is sure. God’s great compassion and utter pity (See Royster, 126) brought an end to Job’s misery, and
God’s mercy covered his questionable conduct, even if it took repentance to
taste this mercy (Manton, 433). This legitimately raises the expectations of
God’s people and forms a powerful spur toward and engine of endurance in
practical godliness en route to perfection in the midst of any and all trials (See
also Jam. 1:12)!
By way of biblical illustration, of Jacob’s two wives Rachel refused to
focus upon God’s end-station” (Gen. 30:1-8), while Leah seemed to have faltered only in one episode of her life (Gen. 29:32-35; 30:9-17)! Rachel was an
idolatress (Gen. 31: 34-35), ended up as a bitter, complaining individual
(Gen. 35:16-18), and is pictured as a symbol, if not personification, of bitter
murmuring (Jer. 31:15; Mt. 2:16-18), while Leah in all her grief of being
hated by her husband, after everything was said and done “only” saw God,
and praised Him (Gen. 29:31-35). She ranks “up there” with the most godly
among men and women alike! No wonder that her end was blessed!
The question now is straightforward! Do we only call the prophets, Job,
and women like Leah, “happy” or “blessed,” or do we follow in their footsteps? There is no crown without a cross! To applaud those who have received the crown after having suffered the cross, and to follow the same route,
are two totally different things. If the examples furnished by James do not
suffice, looking toward Jesus should! He is not only the perfect example of
one who received the crown after having borne his cross with the utmost of
patience, without grudging or reviling (1 Pet. 2:20-24). But he is also the
source of towering strength (1 Pet. 2:25), and the guarantee for certain victory, whatever the conditions may be (1 Pet. 3:15-16). Clearly, it “pays” to entrust ourselves to our faithful God in doing what is right (1 Pet. 4:19) in the
light of the greatness of his mercy (Ex. 34:6; 2 Sam. 24:14; Ps. 130:7; Eph.
2:7; 1 Pet. 1:3). “He that loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of
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me, and he that loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. And
he that takes not his cross, and follows after me, is not worthy of me. He that
finds his life shall lose it, and he that loses his life for my sake shall find it”
(Mt. 10:37-39). In short, (only) those who persevere (Mt. 10:22; 24:13; Lk.
21:19), and pay the price, will gain the prize (1 Cor. 9:24-27; Phil. 3:13-14; 2
Tim. 4:6-8) (PHDavids, 188).
Clearly, “patient steadfastness and confident expectation need to be set in
equipoise and viewed together. In a sense each stresses a different aspect of
the Christian’s hope in every age and especially in time of stress and storm.
We need the reminder of patient endurance lest we ... are tempted in premature or precipitate activity to do God’s work for him in our way; we require
an equally optimistic outlook that waits for God to intervene even when the
scene is dark and forbidding. Patience is not quietism, just as expectancy is
not fanaticism. Christian eschatology has swung between these polarities; the
observant reader of James’ counsel will seek to find the truth not in one or
other extreme, but in both” (Martin, 197). Remember the complementarity of
truth!
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3. FACING “YOUR CIRCUMSTANCES”
(5:12-18)
Introduction
James 5:12-18 is the last major section of the Epistle. But once again “its logical flow and structural design” is contested (McKnight, 423). Supposedly all
that we encounter is a meandering, unconnected, disjointed series of short
random admonitions (Grosheide, 1955, 409, Davids, 424). So “to try to give
organization to James where he has not” is a lost cause (McKnight, 424). But
as we shall see, once again such assessment flies in the face of the Epistle.
The tapestry continues to be exquisite. As has been mentioned already, James
starts out by identifying both the final determinant and the two principles that
do and should govern all of the Christian’s responses in both so-called positive and negative circumstances, namely, an authentic (versus counterfeit)
God-centeredness that blossoms out into either praise or prayer. Then he applies all this in the specific instance of a “debilitating sickness,” leaving the
required type of response in positive circumstances to the sanctified imagination of his readers, based, of course, on his teaching laid out throughout his
Epistle.
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a. Description of a God-centered Attitude (5:12-14)
(12) But above all, my brothers, do not swear, neither by heaven, nor by earth, nor with any other oath. But let your “yes”
be “yes” and your “no” be “no,” so that you will not fall under
judgment. (13) Is anyone among you suffering? He should pray.
Is anyone of good cheer? He should sing praises. (14) Is anyone
among you sick? He should call the elders of the Church, and
they should pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name
of the Lord.

(1) Counterfeit God-centeredness (5:12)
It would appear that people who make it a practice of “swearing by the Bible,” or otherwise use oaths in order to lend trustworthiness to their words,
are quite God-centered. James, however, condemns the prevailing practice of
his day. Such practice could only come into existence against the backdrop of
a bankrupt society, where the distrust had reached such proportions, that
oaths had to be used to shore up one’s words artificially in order to be believed. “Oaths are dangerous, for they make some speech more honest than
other speech” (PHDavids, 190). In fact, the irony is that any such special invocation “to buttress one’s own speech becomes, paradoxically, an admission
that (it) is untrustworthy without such warrant. The more towering the oath ...
the more suspect my innate truthfulness appears. The moral effect of an oath
can easily be the opposite of its intended purpose” (Johnson. 341; see also
Doriani, 186). In fact, soon oaths became virtually meaningless. Eventually,
they were even used to make an end run around one’s own promises. Thus
they became tools of deception, rather than anchors of dependability and
trust. This turned them not merely into the ironic opposite of their intended
purpose, but deceptively into the brazen opposite of their stated purpose.
While they sounded noble, they were meant to veil and pursue a hidden, selfserving as well as neighbor-destroying, agenda. No wonder that James rails
against the oath taking of his day! It is not likely that “the swearing of oaths is
a sign of the impatience of the poor who live under the cavalier and unchristian treatment of the wealthy in their community” (Nystrom, 301). This interpretation would have the poor use false oaths as a weapon to strike back at
the rich, and would “localize” the practice that James condemns too much.
Nor is it likely that James simply denounces “the levity with which the name
of God tended to be uttered when men’s minds were disordered by impatience and (lack of) self-control,” merely decries the “thoughtless mention of
his name,” or only objects to “indiscriminate oaths” (See Tasker, 124-125,
with reference to Ecclus. 23:9-10). This also narrows the scope of the text
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down too much. He rather seems to have a generally prevailing habit in mind
that was culturally ingrained and proved to be a structural evil. This habit distinguished between binding and non-binding oaths, which, of course, is a contradiction terms (Keddie, 172). Since only the oath taker knew the difference
in individual instances the world of transactions basically fell apart by the
seams. Distrust and disruption gained the day.
The parallel between James and Matthew is hard to miss (See Hartin,
260; McKnight, 425). In Matthew’s Gospel Jesus loathes the same type of
oaths that James opposes. An unsuspecting person would enter into an
agreement on the basis, e.g., of an oath sworn by the temple, or by the altar,
or by heaven. However, eventually he would find out that this agreement
would not be honored because the oath was not sworn by the gold of the temple, by the offering upon the altar, or by the God of heaven (Mt. 23:16-22).
Throughout his ministry Jesus strongly condemns this sort of incredulous behavior (Mt. 5:33-37), which must have had many a heartbreaking and disastrous consequence. One can only imagine how many important decisions were
made in anticipation of the fulfillment of promises, but subsequently backfired because the rug was pulled away from underneath agreements. It is tantamount to crossing one’s fingers behind one’s back with the full intention
not to make good on one’s promises. This could be called childish, if it were
not so wicked. In condemning such behavior, James simply follows in the
footsteps of his Savior and Lord.
Of course, neither Jesus, nor James declared all oaths sinful by definition.
There are too many examples in Scripture, in which their use proves to be
quite acceptable (Gen. 22:16; Ex. 13:5; 20:7; 22:10-11; Num. 14:16; 30:3-15;
Deut. 6:13; 1 Ki. 8:31ff; Ps. 50:14; 63:11; 89:35; Is. 65:16; Jer. 12:16), although the OT warns against taking oaths too lightly (Jer. 5:2). After all, the
avowed objective of an oath is the statement of truth as “the end of strife”
(Heb. 6:17; 7:21) (Manton, 437). This is also why, at least in a court setting, a
threatening penalty upon perjury always accompanies oath taking. No, both
Jesus and James (only) opposed the misuse and abuse of the oath (Lev. 19:12;
see also Ex. 20:7; Num. 30:3), especially, I would imagine, at occasions
where there would be no official recourse for lack of contract law or otherwise.
Frankly, the oaths that James condemns in the footsteps of Jesus (Mt.
5:33-37; 23:16-22) are atrocious. First, “the one who volunteers an oath is essentially asking not to be personally trusted, only for the oath to be trusted as
a guarantor ... Remove the assumption of trust and you shake the foundation
of the primary relationships around which one constructs one’s life.” Especially in a society without “written contracts,” and “no accessibility to the legal system ... ‘my word is (should be) my bond’ ... and the trustworthiness of
speech is (should be) a cornerstone of community.” Furthermore, in oath tak1227

ing or oath giving the instrument that was designed to undergird and authenticate the veracity of the spoken word is turned into its opposite and ends up
bankrupting it. One can no longer count on one’s “yes” to be “yes,” and one’s
“no,” “no.” Jesus insists that in the traffic of words of his day this, once
again, becomes the norm. This would remove the need for any and all oaths
to buttress ordinary communication. This implies also that in our world of
contract law and hi-tech communication as well as subtle manipulation and
sophisticated deceit the Church would do well to battle “alienation and distrust” by embracing both Christ’s and James’ call for “simplicity and truthfulness,” as embodied in their injunction, “Let your ‘yes’ be yes, and your
‘no’ be no” (Mt. 5:37; Jam. 5:12) (See for all this, Brosend, 157-158, 162)!
In sum, in everyday circumstances, one’s word should be sufficient. “Yes”
ought to mean “yes”, and “no” ought to mean “no” (Mt. 5:37). “Our mere
word should be as utterly trustworthy as a signed document, legally correct
and complete” (Mitton, 193). It should be our “bond,” “unconditionally riveted to the truth” (See Hartin, 264). It should have the force of an oath
(Manton, 438). Divine judgment will be the lot of those who unilaterally go
back on their promises. This seems a rather potent “medicine” to issue such
“threat.” But it is fully in line with the prospect of “judgment” that is awaiting
both the “filthy rich” in James 5:1ff and the “grudging poor” in James 5:9.
Why? This question is answered below, after the full import of the opening
phrase, “above all,” is discussed. Suffice it to recognize for now that it is not
only James who emphasizes the seriousness of the situation (Ex. 20:7; Zech.
5:4; Mal. 3:5). Paul touches upon the same subject in 2 Corinthians 1:17-20.
In his terminology, the “yes” of one’s promise ought to correspond with the
“yes” of one’s performance. This is the way it is with God. The “yes” of his
promises correspond with the “yes” of their fulfillment in Christ. Therefore
this is the way it is with Paul as well. He indignantly rejects the accusation of
fickleness on his part as a result of a change in plans. Such accusation stings
him deeply. For him his Christianity is at stake. He is anointed by the Father,
established in Christ, and sealed with the Spirit. That makes the veracity,
trustworthiness, and dependability of God’s promises as demonstrated in Christ, by definition the very foundation and model for Paul’s own faithfulness.
To attack this faithfulness might as well be an attack upon his integrity as a
Christian. Broken promises clearly deserve more than a shrug of the shoulders, or an “oh, well.” The elaborate nature of Paul’s defense in 2 Corinthians
1 proves the seriousness of the issue. One’s Christianity appears to be at
stake!
In a nutshell, Christians keep their promises, their appointments, and
their agreements. Period! This applies to the big ones as well as the small
ones. In fact, there are no small promises, appointments, or agreements.
Therefore, Christians keep all of them, even if it implies their hurt (Ps. 15:4).
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The only way to be released from a promise is to ask and receive permission
not to fulfill it. Scripture appears to know only two exceptions to this rule. If
someone under authority makes a vow, and it materially affects someone in
authority, the latter may nullify the vow. But it must be done immediately, or
the vow remains in force (Num. 30:3-8). Further, if the promise implies a sin,
it may not, and should not be fulfilled, contrary to Herod’s train of thought
(Mt. 14:1-12).
All of Scripture draws one line. God’s people should listen very carefully. They should abstain both from making false and deceptive promises, and
from breaking any and all promises. Basically James echoes the words of Jesus. Rather than forbidding “formal oaths in such places as courts of law,” or
“the light, casual use of oaths in informal conversation” (Burdick, 203), he
targets the heavy, intentional oaths in material deliberations that are designed
to gut rather than reinforce the dependability of promises and so to destroy
rather than undergird the veracity of transactions. Clearly, one’s status as a
Christian is at stake! Christians do not “concoct” oaths (Peterson, The Message (Jam. 5:12) to do their dirty bidding and their dirty job.
But there is more, much more! There is an opening phrase to explain, “But
above all else.” This phrase has been puzzling, indeed baffling to most, if not
all, interpreters.
One commentator tells us that it serves “to mark a new paragraph” that
presents a brand new subject with at best only a formal association with the
preceding (Dibelius, 242). Still since this paragraph stands by its isolated and
unconnected self, there is simply no way to determine what “Above all” in
the present context could possibly signify, especially if it proves to be not
original but rather added by a later editor (Dibelius, 248).
A second commentator calls the phrase “odd,” if James were to mean that
his words concerning oaths contained “the single most important (message) in
the entire letter.” Most likely it means “to sum up,” “alerting his readers that
his letter is about to conclude” (Nystrom, 300).
A third one opines that James 5:12 cannot possibly be a conclusion “of a
series of commands that is singled out as the most important of them all”
(PDavids, 222).
A fourth one suggests that the opening phrase is “an emphatic epistolary
introduction” that calls attention to what follows rather than concludes what
precedes it (PHDavids, 189).
A fifth one advocates that it introduces something that is “particularly
important in its own right,” and should be translated as “Most importantly ...”
(Laws, 220). However, this is suggested without any further explanation.
A sixth one holds that the phrase should not be pressed too much, and
may be paraphrased as follows, “In the present circumstances I want you especially to take heed to the following warning.” Apparently wrong oath tak1229

ing, while “not worse than murder and adultery” is one that the readers, “in
their particular circumstances and stage of development, are most prone to
fall into” (Mitton, 191-192).
A seventh one is inclined to tone it down even more, and thinks that it
“could carry the meaning ‘finally,’ in the sense of ‘before I forget’” (Martin,
199; so also Hartin, 258, 261).
An eighth one believes that James 5:12 is part of a “unified discourse on
the positive modes of speech in the community” as to the manner in which
“the tongue can be used not for the destruction of humans, but for the building up of a community of solidarity.” Consequently, the phrase “above all,”
while it “may give special significance to oath taking ... also functions as a
thematic transition to acts of speech within the community” (Johnson, 326).
Quite clearly the phrase in view sticks in the craw of this commentator as
well.
A ninth one wonders whether the phrase is “a literary marker” to “highlight” the injunction against oaths as “the ultimate issue of personal integrity,” rather than simply an “epistolary conclusion” (Moo, 2000, 232).
A tenth one proposes that it does not alert the readers to something special or lays a connection with the preceding, but simply introduces a concluding series of admonitions (Kistemaker, 171).
An eleventh one insists that the observed context must be the intended
context and therefore searches for an explanation of our phrase in the context.
He finds it in connecting James 5:12 both with James 1:3; 1:6; 2:1; 2:5; 2:1426 and the immediately preceding context of James 5:1-11. In all these verses
or passages, according to him, the danger of a lack of faith predominates.
This, then, is the thrust of James 5:12. Guard yourself (1) against a “lack of
faith,” decried throughout the Epistle, that in its relationship to God, ever
seeks to strike bargains rather than to rely on grace, and (2) against a “lack of
integrity” that in its relationship to other people ever “manifests itself in bargaining, manipulating and trying to impress” (Stulac, 178). This “solution” is
a noble effort based upon an approach to the text that should be endorsed, if
not applauded. The observed context is, indeed, the intended context. It always is! Nevertheless, it still seems a rather tenuous proposal, to say the least.
A twelfth one surmises that James provides an antidote against the danger of dejected and bitter protests in Job-like situations. “Above all,” do not
react with belligerent swear words, when divine providence hits you hard
(Zodhiates, III, 109, 111)! The problem, of course, is that this cannot be verified from the text, which eyes the issue of false oaths.
A thirteenth one is of the opinion that the formula “Above all” simply introduces the final series of admonitions that carries us to the conclusion of the
Epistle (Grosheide, 1955, 409; see also Burdick, 173, who mentions this as a
possibility).
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A fourteenth one opines that “pro pantoon likely (!) serves three purposes: (1) signaling (rhetorically) the turn toward the conclusion of the letter ...
as an epistolary marker, (2) preparing the reader for the importance of what is
to follow ... in James 5:12-20 in its entirety, and (3) calling special attention
to the immediate issue of oath taking ... as the final example of the dangers of
the tongue” (Brosend, 150, 152).
A fifteenth one holds that “above all” is used either to indicate that “a
rash vow before God is worse than grumbling before men” or to “open a final
series of thought on speech” (Doriani, 188).
A sixteenth one, while admitting that “no solution is particularly convincing,” takes the phrase in question possibly to function as “a bridge.” This
bridge would link the preceding “exhortation to patience” to the “exhortations
to prayer in 5:13-18” from the perspective of genuine faith, the alleged theme
of the Epistle. “The most important thing to remember, when facing circumstances requiring endurance is the power of prayer … If oath-taking (as an inappropriate verbal response to suffering) is an articulation to unbelief, and
denotes lack of faith, then prayer is an articulation of faith … Oath-taking,
then, runs contrary to faith, whereas sincere prayer is its quintessential expression (McCartney, 247-248).
A seventeenth one sees views the “Above all” as “a non-comparative, introductory expression with very little logical power.” It is “an ‘epistolary
cliché,’ perhaps synonymous with Paul’s ‘finally’ (2 Cor. 13:11). It strains
logic to see it any other way.” It could be translated as “Before I forget”
(McKnight, 425).
An eighteenth one presents a more substantive rationale. He holds that
“the misuse of the tongue has been one of the principal themes of the Epistle”
(Jam. 1:19, 26, 3:9). It is also a central theme in the Ten Commandments (Ex.
20:7, 16). “This, in God’s fundamental law for mankind there are two matters
of utmost importance, honoring the name of God with one’s speech and complete truthfulness in human exchange. There is no wonder that the saint
(James) has begun his sentence with ‘above all things.’” (Royster, 129, with
further reference to Mt. 12:36-37; 15:11).
A nineteenth commentator, finally, steps out of the box, takes the phrase
“above all” as a “form of vehemence and earnestness, frequent in the apostolical epistles” (with a reference to Eph. 6:16; 1 Pet. 4:8) because of the “great
sin” of swearing lightly. While all sin is against God, the sin in view in this
verse is said to be “a daring of God,” and therefore “formally and directly
against God” (Manton, 435; see also Burdick, 173, although he mentions as
his first option that James calls for “particular attention”).453 This, then,
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Manton, 435-436, emphasizes that James presses the issue of false oaths “above all,” because it was a universal sin peculiar to that day and age. After observing that a forthright
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should explain the insertion of the phrase, “Above all!”454
It is interesting to note that the very idea of “vehemence,” emphasized by
the last-mentioned commentator, is either toned down or opposed by the other
commentators. However, while the insistence on vehemence strikes a responsive chord, the rationale given for that vehemence, a false oath as a sin directly against God, is not fully convincing. The parallel message in the Sermon
on the Mount does not display the same vehemence when it zeroes in on this
subject (Mt. 5:33-37). The question is therefore pertinent why James differs
from Jesus in this regard. Does he perchance aim at something that goes
beyond the Sermon on the Mount and could explain his “vehemence” more
fully?
At any rate, after this survey we should take a look at the context, and try
to find clues that may assist us in a more satisfactory explanation of “the
opening phrase” of this section than the ones offered thus far.
It seems that many of the sins that James “paraded” in the course of his
letter are of a much more serious nature than the swearing of an oath, however questionable that may be in its essence and however unpalatable in its effects. To be stained by the world, to neglect widows, to display partiality, to
gush poison with the tongue, to display devilish wisdom, to commit murder,
ment, “Men would have us preach Christ, and the general doctrines of faith and repentance;
which is nothing but a vain cavil, masked with the specious pretense of religion; for you shall
see when the preaching of Christ was the main truth in the controversy, and the apostles
bended their strength that way, the Corinthians cried for wisdom, meaning doctrines of civil
prudence, and the softer strains of morality, and that is the reason why Paul said, 1 Cor. 2:3, ‘I
have determined to know nothing but Christ, yea and him crucified, and therefore he resolved
to take notice of no argument so much as that in his ministry. The work of the ministry is not
to contend with ghosts and opinions antiquated, but the errors and sins of the present time.
Look, as it is the duty of Christians to spend the heat of their indignation on the main sin with
which they are surprised, Ps. 18:23, so must ministers chiefly bend their zeal and strength
against the present guilt. Were we only to provide for ourselves, we might read to you fair lectures of contemplative divinity, and with words as soft as oil entice you into a fool’s paradise,
never searching your wounds and sores. But our commission is ‘to cry aloud and spare not,’
Is. 58:1.” This remarkable statement, of course, is the definitive reply to Luther whose (type
of) Christo-centricity made him virtually banish James. Manton is crystal clear. “Christ crucified” was the prescribed medicine that fit the spiritual malady of the Corinthians. But it is definitely not “one size fits all.” The treatment depends upon the diagnosis. Different diagnosis,
different treatment! By implication Manton’s statement is also the answer to the proponents
of an ultimately bland (so-called) Christo-centric preaching that focuses on our blessed Savior
at the expense of the text, or for that matter, an answer to anyone whose fascination with one
aspect of Scripture is so great that it tones down, undermines, dismisses, or combats other biblical truth(s). The latter may well end up as “a pious fraud” that falls short of applying robust
and pertinent Scriptural content. This is especially dangerous in situations where there is a
dire need for such content. Of course, everyone be better on guard against any and all such
reductionistic tendencies!
454
See also W. R. Baker, “‘Above All Else’: Contexts of the Call for Verbal Integrity in
James 5:12,” in Journal of the Study of the New Testament, 54 (1994), 165-194.
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etc., all seem such staggering sins in comparison. It hardly seems warranted
for false oaths to be placed on the top of the list, and to receive the prominent
place in this catalog! The commentators, apart from the odd one out, seem to
have a point. Somehow there must be a slip of the pen.
James apparently begs to differ. And, frankly, for a very good reason!
Especially a careful comparison of James 5:12 and 5:13 proves to be quite enlightening. The focus of James 5:13 is a full-orbed biblical God-centeredness.
All of life, from beginning to end made up of trials of poverty and riches (See
the Commentary on James 1:2ff), should consist of either prayer or praise,
24/7! No time gaps and no surrogate alternatives. There will be universal
agreement that such life is truly God-centered. This, then, explains the function of James 5:12. It appears to pave the way for James 5:13 by militating
against a counterfeit God-centeredness.
James 5:12 implicitly contends that a direct sin against God is “infinitely” more serious than a direct sin against man. David’s adultery and murder
did not cost him his life (2 Sam. 12:13). Neither did Herod’s murder of the
apostle James cost him his (Acts 12:2). But when in his pride David numbers
Israel and acts as if he is “god” (Acts 24:1ff), David is cut down at the knees
in the death of seventy thousand Israelites (2 Sam. 24:15). And when similarly Herod prides himself to speak like a “god” (Acts 12:21-22), he is summarily executed (Acts 12:23). God clearly refuses to share his glory with anyone
else (Is. 42:8). James “vehemently” reminds his readers of this with the
phrase “Above all.” However, the immediate follow-up in James 5:13 indicates that the author’s vehemence aims at more than “simply” a “surface” sin
against God. In the footsteps of Jesus James condemns the practice of using
God for one’s own ungodly purposes! “One should not invoke the divine ... as
a guarantor of one’s (apparently) dubious veracity (and so to) enlist God as an
accomplice” (Cargal, 190).
Truthfully, there is nothing more pernicious than a hypocritical counterfeit God-centeredness, designed to pull the wool over people’s eyes, such as
Jacob displayed in his lying effort to obtain the blessing from his father Isaac
(Gen. 27:20-21). In fact, it is more pernicious that any kind of wickedness
that we have encountered in James by a country mile. It is similar to terminal
cancer, or to sicknesses, such as Aids, Ebola, or SARS, that thus far have not
(yet) been fully analyzed and for which there is no cure. It seals one’s doom!
In fact, if such terminal counterfeit is in circulation, all other types of perniciousness can be expected. Further, it is not unsimilar to the fear of the Lord.
The lack of the latter opens up the floodgates for every kind of sin (Gen.
20:11; Rom. 3:18). On the other hand, its presence holds out the prospect of
all kinds of obedience (Gen. 22:12).
In short, there is nothing that displeases God more than to put him before
the cart of one’s own ambitions. Hence there is little hope for a person who in
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a cold and calculating way uses the pretended God-centeredness of venomous
oaths to further his own ends and in the process annihilates his neighbor. In
short, “above all,” James cries out with a type of vehemence that is utterly
appropriate, “shun a false God-centeredness like the plague” (Jam. 5:12). Instead, seek true God-centeredness with all your heart (Jam. 5:13)!
In conclusion, as I already indicated, both Jesus and James regard it preposterous, in fact, a matter of spiritual blindness on the face of it, for word
games to lure unsuspecting targets into a sinkhole, whether economic or otherwise, by surreptitiously differentiating between the temple and the gold in
the temple, the altar and the gift on the altar, etc. Paul follows suit when he
resents folks accusing him of following up the “yes’ of his promise with the
“no” of his performance. To him, as an imitator of Christ, his Christianity is
at stake (2 Cor. 1:17-22) (See for all this also Johnson, 329).455
Still, the context, in which James utters his prohibition, greatly raises the
stakes. The pernicious run-of-the-mill oaths he is talking about violate the
honor of God. It is hardly surprising, to put it mildly, that once this becomes
clear he attaches the prospect of judgment to his admonition. A counterfeit
God-centeredness should weigh just as heavy, in fact, heavier than the impatient grudging and even cold-blooded murder of the previous section, just as
the invoking of God’s name by Jacob is more appalling than the lie against
his father in his efforts to claim and gain his birthright (Gen. 27:20). This is
not merely so because it displays a callous, calculated, and cold disdain for
God, but also because a direct sin against God is always more alarming and
abhorrent than a direct sin against man! After all, “a broken oath directly involves God in a falsehood” (William R. Baker, as quoted in Blomberg, 231).
“Above all” proves to be just the right opening phrase! Not to be vehement at
this juncture would be unconscionable. This brings us naturally to the next
verse that deals with a biblical God-centeredness. James 5:13 proves to stand
in stark contrast with James 5:12. If at all possible, it brings out the despicable heinousness of a pretended God-centeredness with an even greater cogency and force.

(2) Sum and Substance of God-centeredness (5:13)
The essence of James’ words in James 5:13 is that one’s total life must be truly and fully God-centered as the only acceptable alternative to the previous
verse. In this context he does not just eye “prayer” as an alternative to the
455

Of course, as has been mentioned already, this does not do away with legitimate oaths in
court settings, and the like. When God swears oaths in such situations to authenticate his veracity (Gen. 22:16; Ps. 89:35; Heb. 6:13ff), there is ground for forbidding it in the society of
man in analogous circumstances.
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“unbelief” that takes to manipulative bargaining vis-à-vis God or to bargaining manipulation vis-à-vis man (Stulac, 179). No, James returns here to the
two basic situations of poverty and riches, which were introduced in James
1:9ff, and cover all of human life. At any given time, one is either subject to
“trouble” (kakopatheo), a term used for “military reverses” (PHDavids, 191),
“suffering” of various kinds, and earlier on also applied to the prophets (Jam.
5:10; see also 2 Tim. 2:9; 4:5), together with the tears that all this invariably
produces. Or one is in good spirits, of good cheer (euthumeo, here and in Acts
24:10; 27:25), by virtue of blessing of whatever stripe. In a word, from a human perspective invariably either “misfortune” or “good fortune,” a “negative” or a “positive” condition, “distressing” or “desirable experiences”
(McCartney, 251-252) prevail, whether of the mild(er) or strong(er) variety.
These two basic facts of life require two basic responses, namely continuing
prayer and continuing praise (See also Zodhiates, III, 114). In both instances
Christians are invited to turn to their God avoiding the sin of both a stiff, or
not so stiff, upper lip and frivolous giddiness. “No experience of joy or sorrow and no condition of prosperity or adversity have any power to cancel this
standing invitation,” which aims at the prevention of undue elation in times of
success and undue depression in times of vexation (Tasker, 126).
The proper attitude in “adversity,” whether it is physical, mental, spiritual, personal, financial, relational, or otherwise (Keddie, 174), whether it
consists of HIV-Aids, inoperable cancer, a murdered child, an unwarranted
reputation-destroying lawsuit, or other such distress (Nystrom, 310), is not to
seek some counterfeit diversion, such as watching television, reading a novel,
listening to music, going to the movies, taking someone out for dinner, keeping “busy,” or what is worse, grabbing for the bottle, taking drugs, engaging
in illicit sex, etc.
No, when “misfortunes” (Nystrom, 304) or “reverses,” such as afflictions
(Ps. 73:10; Is. 54:6, 10-11), purifications (Mal. 3:3), trials (Job 23:10; 1 Pet.
1:7; 4:12), chastisements (Ps. 94:12; Rev. 3:19), in fact, any kind of “suffering” (See 2 Tim. 2:3, 9; 4:5) or “trouble” enter the picture and make their recipients feel “miserable,” they must immediately turn to God (Ps. 30:2, 8, 10;
50:15; 91:15), counting it total joy (Jam. 1:2), and seeking wisdom and
strength to persevere (Jam. 1:3). In fact, they must take a beeline to God fully
in the footsteps of Jesus (Lk. 22:44) as the only recourse, rather than merely
“the best recourse” (Nystrom, 304)! This is what prayer is, and should be all
about, men and women turning to God, without procrastination or reservation
in order to enter into his throne room, to close the door behind them, to cast
themselves upon Him, and to have the closest possible fellowship with Him
(1 Sam. 1:10; Mt. 5:44). It must be a “homecoming” of the heart that produces “rest” in the full sense of the word and yields the riches of pure joy (Phil.
4:4; Jam. 1:2), contentment (Phil. 4:11) and thanksgiving (Phil. 4:6).
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Note that the present section is replete with references to prayer, seven in
all. James covers the waterfront of prayer pursued by individuals (Jam. 5:13),
elders (Jam. 5:14-15), the community of Church members (Jam. 5:16), and, to
top it off, by a “prime time” prophet as a universal model for everybody in
every condition at any time (Jam. 5:16-18). In emphasizing the copious need
for prayer James continues the pattern presented in the opening statement of
his Epistle. From trials through prayer for wisdom to endurance in practical
godliness en route to perfection (Jam. 1:2-4)! In fact, in this context he ups
the ante. His seven references to prayer (Jam. 5:13-18) run parallel to his seven references to endurance in the preceding verses (Jam. 5:7-12) (Motyer,
186). In short, this section goes a long way persuasively to underscore the
significance of prayer, which was already established at two earlier occasions
(Jam. 1:5-6; 4:2-3).
Men and women should turn to God for his own sake. In doing so they
may indicate their repentance. They may simply share their thoughts. They
may go for comfort. They may seek encouragement. They may desire counsel. They may ask for wisdom. They may wish for renewed consecration.
They may also turn to God on behalf of the ones who “troubled” them. They
may intercede for them. They may request God to forgive them. In short, they
may arrive in God’s presence whatever their state or objective may be.
However, there are at least two words of caution, two “No, No’s.” First,
one may not “yell” at God in frustration or anger, as a kind of pop-theology
recommends, with reference to Job. This is quite OK, we are told, for it gives
much-needed emotional release. This end supposedly justifies the means.
Even God would, no, especially God will understand! Candidly, this recommendation betrays a diseased man-centeredness. The reference to Job is
abominable. He ends up repenting of his “yelling,” if this is even a proper designation, literally in dust and ashes! Furthermore, James insists on exactly
the opposite. Whether beset by trials of poverty or riches, everyone must start
out by counting his or her condition, as we saw, a “thing of pure joy” (Jam.
1:2)! Second, one cannot turn to anyone or anything else, regarding anyone
whomsoever or anything whatsoever, and still hope to be ... God-centered! In
any event, once someone opts for God-centeredness either in prayer or praise,
he or she they will recognize the need for “an ever greater earnestness” in the
prayer or praise pursuit of God (Lk. 22:44).
However, authentic God-centeredness does not only honor that “all
things are from God and through God,” but also that they are “unto God”
(Rom. 11:36). This comes to the fore in James’ insistence that the healing of
sickness must be linked to the forgiveness of sins (Jam. 5:15). It indicates that
God is not interested in giving “hand-outs” in general, without any parameters. In short, he is not catering to folks who pray in a consumerist mode to
spend the answers upon their lusts to the last bit (Jam. 4:3). He does not re1236

spond to counterfeit prayers. At the same time he is utterly generous to anyone who is consciously and actively “en route to perfection” and asks (for the
type of) wisdom to achieve this (Jam. 1:3-5).
By the same token, the proper attitude in “prosperity,” that is accompanied by cheerfulness (See also Acts 26:10; 27:22, 25), may not be counterfeit
either! It may not consist of a superficial, all too human exhilaration, a type of
cheer that can be found in any man or woman, whether believer or not, given
identical conditions or similar circumstances. No, when the Lord’s blessings
are evident, the recipients must in “a deep rooted happiness, a contentment of
the heart” (Nystrom, 304; Moo, 1985, 176) sing God’s praises, “pluck the
harp” (or the guitar) and “make music to God” (McCartney, 252). It must
well up from the core of their being. This is evident in the OT (Jud. 5:3; Ps.
7:18; 9:3; 32:32; 33:2; 104:2) as well as in the NT (Rom. 15:9; 1 Cor. 14:15;
Eph. 5:19)! There is also the example of Christ and His disciples (Mt. 26:30).
It was further practiced by the Apostles, and by Paul and Silas, even in adverse circumstances (Acts 5:41; 16:25). To praise God is to give “all the
worth” to God, without any hesitation and reservation. Everyone and everything else takes the back seat, indeed, dwarfs by comparison. It consists of the
singing of psalms, hymns and spiritual songs, which arises from a heart that is
filled with the Spirit and with thanksgiving (Eph. 5:18-20; Col. 3:16; see also
Ps. 7:17; 1 Cor. 14:15; Phil. 4:4).
How perfectly beautiful the lives of God’s people would be, if they
would only listen to the injunction of James not to be man-centered, nor
worldly minded, but God-centered and heavenly minded in both their afflictions and their prosperity. Inasmuch as all of life is either a matter of poverty
or riches, all of the Christian life would consist of either prayer or praise. Tertium non datur! There would be neither time nor energy left for anything else.
Against this backdrop it is difficult to miss the utter propriety of the “Above
all else!” At this point it has come fully into its own. Unfettered Godcenteredness spells either prayer or praise, and this, in turn, truly spells heaven on earth either way. Nothing ranks “Above” this!
In the words of one commentator, “This is the perfection of Christianity
to carry an equal pious mind in unequal conditions. Paul had learned to walk
up-hill and down-hill with the same spirit and the same pace (Phil. 4:10) ... It
is the mighty power of grace to keep the soul in an equal temper ... In misery
the duty is prayer, in prosperity, giving of thanks ... Prayer is the best remedy
for sorrows ... Singing to God’s praise is the proper duty in times of comforts
... We would have mercy in the morning, but usually (and regrettably) we
forget praise at night ... Singing of Psalms is a duty of the Gospel (Ps. 95:1-2;
108:3; Mt. 26:30; Acts 16:25)” (Manton,141-142).
Against this backdrop the reason for the failure of nine out of ten lepers
who are healed to sing God’s praises and to give thanks to Jesus (Lk. 17:111237

19) may become transparent. They all want mercy (Lk. 17:13), which is the
display of God’s goodness in terminal cases, whether physical or spiritual.
The experience of mercy is apparently the only way to heartfelt and fullblown praise and thanksgiving. Further, they all received the mercy for which
they petitioned. This should really have set all of them in motion! But why,
then, did only one of them, and a Samaritan at that, return and overflow with
praise and thanksgiving? Is it because members of the covenant routinely believe that they deserve mercy, that they had it coming, that God owes it to
them? Or is it because they asked for mercy, possibly with the intention to
squander it upon their lust, or simply to scratch their own selfish, basically
sinful itch (Jam. 4:3)?
In the light of our James context it may well be the latter. It also could be
both. After all, exuberant worshipers who pour out their hearts, lives and possessions in praise to God in public and without embarrassment will come
from East and West, while the “sons and daughters of the Kingdom” will be
thrown into outer darkness (Mt. 2:11; 8:11-12).
But whatever the case, it forces us to recognize that only God-centered
prayer in troublous times and conditions, whether it is for mercy or otherwise,
will produce God-centered praise and thanksgiving at cheerful occasions and
in cheerful circumstances! The fact that the offspring of the Kingdom is consigned to hell, according to Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew, provides depth
perspective for James’ reminder of condemnation in James 5:12. Quite apparently there is only counterfeit God-centeredness, whether this is evidenced by
destructive oaths or otherwise, and true God-centeredness, which will be on
display in exuberant worship, with all that either one ultimately entails. There
is no alternative, no in between, no middle way, and no alternate ultimate
ending! This calls for the next topical treatment which deals with what is
known as “the chief end of man,” and should function as “the chief objective
of man,” namely, the joy and glory of the worship of God in the beauty of holiness!

Topical Focus #20: Worship
According to Revelation 4:8-11, further corroborated by Revelation 5:9-14, a truly
biblical worship has two preparatory as well as two constituent elements. These will
now be introduced to provide the larger biblical context for James 5:13. Incidentally,
as has been mentioned already, the two preparatory elements are prerequisite for the
two constituent elements, just as University or College 101 and 201 are prerequisite
for University or College 301 and 401.
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1. Vision of the Holiness of God
The first preparatory element is a vision of the holiness of God and the exultation of
God in his holiness (Rev. 4:8). Holiness may well be the hub of the divine perfections.
No other attribute is repeated three times, let alone in two contexts, Isaiah 6:3 and Revelation 4:8. This includes attributes such as love, grace, and mercy. Furthermore, only
holiness can be combined with all other perfections. There is holy love and holy wrath,
a holy heaven and a holy hell. But loving wrath and wrathful love are contradiction in
terms. So are heavenly hell and hellish heaven. In this light the observation of Jonathan Edwards must be endorsed that someone who has not loved God for his holiness
has never truly loved God.
When God is only loved for his love, necessary and noble as that is in itself, the
time will come that the “why’s” will rise up in one’s heart. Divine providences that
tend to push all men to the breaking point at one time or another (Jam. 1:2) will precipitate cries such as, “Why, oh God? Do you not love me anymore?” Such cries, however tempting, are indicative of a man-centered attitude and preclude worship, which is
God-centered. In fact, the “why’s” addressed to, if not hurled against, God will silence
the worship of God by definition. To love God centrally for his holiness is to escape
that trap. In the light of the awesome purity of God man sees himself in his ruined state
(Is. 6:5), which admittedly deserves eternal damnation. In the face of any providence
of God, even the kind that seemingly presses the last drop of blood out of an individual, the response of anyone who acknowledges his ruined state as his own fault and
damnation as his just desert will never be “Why?” but rather “Why not?” This response, and this response alone, which cannot be produced except through a vision of
God in His holiness, will pave the way for the worship that God seeks (John 4:23) and
with which he is satisfied (See also Topical Focus # 7: The Problem of Evil).
In fact, the love for God in his holiness always goes hand in hand with a desire for holiness before God (Coram Deo). That ultimately will produce thankfulness, not just in
spite of or in the circumstances, but because of the circumstances. After all, everything
in the lives of those who love God is designed for their good, namely their conformity
to the image of Christ, that is, their sanctification (Rom. 8:28-29). Clearly never do or
can “bad” things happen to “good” (regenerate) people. Nevertheless, to complain that
something bad is happening to “me” is to imply that “I” am a “bad” (unregenerate)
person. This implies that for God's people there are literally no stumbling blocks to
worship. Everything fosters it!

2. Submission to the Dominion of God
The second preparatory element is “to fall down” before God (Rev. 4:10). This is routinely presented in Scripture as introductory to the worship of God (Mt. 2:11; 4:9; Rev.
5:8, 14; 7:11; 11:16). It was also customary procedure for anyone who both in ancient
and more contemporary times appeared before absolute monarchs or emperors. It
spelled total and radical submission. To lift up one's head in the presence of the ruler
would mean a quick and certain death. Not only would “why’s” never be tolerated, but
any kind of rebellion, opposition, refusal to obey, or even bad attitude in carrying out
orders would be dealt with in a summary fashion.
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If the “worship” of earthly rulers already requires such kind of submission, how
much more should it be bound up with the worship of the Ruler of the Universe. Any
reservations, any ifs, ands or buts, any question marks are intolerable and unthinkable.
It is needless to say that only total and radical submission is conducive to biblical worship. Anything else will break up, if not destroy, the worship of God. Whenever mancenteredness prevails, anything God-centered and God-ward will vanish. In terms of
both preparatory elements, preaching as the primary means of grace, which includes
the grace of worship, clearly has its task cut out for it.
3. Surrender of Everything to God
The first constituent element of worship is “to cast one’s crowns before the throne”
(Rev. 4:10). This is worship in deed. Believers are crowned with many gifts. They may
have received the “crown” of health, of strength, of food, of studies, of a vocation, of a
profession, of a spouse, of children, of energy, of time, of reputation, of money, of
luxury, of wealth, of possessions, of a pair of glasses, of a home, of running water, of
an automobile, of friendships, of vacation, of frequent flyer miles, etc. The list is potentially endless. It should and does cover all that life offers, has to offer, and will offer, from the acknowledged sublime to the seeming mundane.
In acceptable worship all those “crowns” are handed over, indeed, immediately
returned to God upon receipt, unequivocally and without holding anything back. Nebuchadnezzar is a prime example. When his kingdom in all its “golden” glory is restored to him, he for all practical purposes hands it right back to God (Dan. 4:34-37).
He confesses God's sovereignty and does not ask, “Why?” He submits to his dominion and does not chafe under it, nor seek to escape it. No wonder that he concludes
with worship.
In fact, when God removes anything from any believer at any time from the simplest and minutest to the biggest and most precious item, (anticipated) event or even
person, he simply says, “Thank You” for the “crown” that had been presented to him
as a gift in the first place. To be content (Phil. 4:11), yes to be thankful (1 Thess. 5:18),
indeed to rejoice (Phil. 4:4; 1 Thess. 5:16) in God’s “Thank You’s” is the (only!?) evidence that a truly acceptable worship has taken place. Any other response does and
will fall short of it. This corresponds with the summons of James 1:2! It was a remarkable woman who counseled her husband to embrace God’s “Thank You,” when he was
informed early on a Sunday morning that a freak storm had sent his uninsured $25,000
boat irrecoverably bottom up, four weeks after he had surrendered his life to Jesus and
had worshipfully cast all his crowns before his feet. Exactly an hour later she was even
more remarkable as she gently pointed out that God said “Thank You” a second time
that morning when the news broke that their daughter was hospitalized following a serious automobile accident and was not supposed to live. With all the anticipated tears
of sorrow “the trial” of God’s second “Thank You” had to be “counted joy” as the first
order of business! To decry this twofold towering God-centered testimony as a “silly
grin” or an “inane smirk” (See my Commentary on James 1:2) only demonstrates that
the immense and staggering depth of Paul’s words that “of God, through God and unto
God are all things (inclusive of losing a pleasure boat and a precious daughter) must
have been radically and totally missed. The concluding doxology, “To him be glory
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forever, Amen” (Rom. 11:36), must have escaped its “spokesman” as well.
4. “Outbreak” in Praise to God
The second constituent element is worship in words. This is the crowning piece. It has
astutely been observed that from one perspective worship and love are identical in
structure. Love that is not expressed is not love. In fact, the expression of love belongs
to the essence of love. Genuine love cannot be contained. It finds its way out into the
open in words. Whether they are creative words, moving words, simple words, depends upon the gifts, mood, and temperament of the lover. Similarly, the verbal expression of worship belongs to the essence, indeed, is the pinnacle of worship. True
worshipers “speak” (Rev. 4:10-11), “sing” (Rev. 5:9), “say with a loud voice” (Rev.
5:12), and “keep saying ‘Amen’” in ever recurring waves (Rev. 5:14). More often than
not they cannot even keep their hands next to their bodies. They cannot contain themselves, and lift up their hands as a symbol of their total surrender (Ps. 141:2; 1 Tim.
2:8) as they praise God in language that wells up from the heart.

Conclusion
Clearly, in acceptable worship the worshipers give it all as well as their all to God. All
their crowns are surrendered to God. They do not keep anything or anyone for themselves and therefore have nothing and no one left, not even their own persons or their
own lives. If God entrusts them with anything or anyone, they function as stewards
and not as owners. Everything and everyone is acknowledged as totally belonging to
God.
Furthermore, they give all as well as all possible worth to God. All their words of
praise are offered up to God. Again they have nothing left for anything or for anyone,
not for people, including their wives, husbands or children, nor for items, including
their prized possessions, and not for events, including the highlights of life. At the
same time, if any worth is to flow to any person, item or event, it is only to the extent
that God bends the stream of worth to that person, item or event. All original worth
belongs to God. Only indirect worth can be attributed to anyone and anything else.
When God “recalls” any one, any item, or any event, he exercises the prerogatives
of his ownership over that person, item, or event that has been handed over to him in
heartfelt surrender. This dries up the stream of worth toward that person, item or event
which has been dedicated to him in joyful praise. What is the response of the believer?
If the “why not’s” have replaced the “why's,” if submission has been substituted for
rebellion, if genuine surrender has taken place, and if true praise has been offered up,
any kind of “recall” on God’s part, whether partial or total, painful or even “devastating,” will be recognized as constituting a Divine “Thank you.” In this context it should
be remembered that on the part of an honest giver there is no greater joy than to hear a
heartfelt “Thank You” on the part of the recipient of his gift. That is why on the genuine worshiper's part God’s “Thank You” cannot but evoke the greatest of contentment, thankfulness, indeed, joy in response. There could not be a better tie in with
James 1:2!
_____________________________________________________________________
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By now the impressive significance of the phrase “above all” at the beginning
of James 5:12-13 should have been established beyond the shadow of any
doubt. For abundant life to blossom in the midst of the pressures of poverty
and riches of one’s earthly existence, all of it should take place under the umbrella of authentic Godcenteredness, which by definition is literally “above
all,” “above” the twofold way to Practical Godliness (Jam. 1:1-27), “above”
the two principles of Practical Godliness (Jam. 2:1-26), “above” the threefold
implementation of Practical Godliness (Jam. 3:1-4:10) as well as “above” the
threefold range of Practical Godliness (Jam. 4:11-5:18), and all that these entail. As such this short section, which pits authenticity against counterfeit, is
the crowning piece of the whole Epistle. Everything ends up at the summit of
God himself, to be incessantly adored in worship and incessantly approached
in prayer. Tertium non datur! Not now, not ever! This is Revival Life at its
truest and in its fullest, filling the horizon of the universe, and to be attained,
maintained, or regained at any price. Frankly, there is no better book in Scripture than the Psalms that epitomizes prayer under pressure (poverty) and
praise in reprieve (riches). A Psalm a day for the rest of our lives is bound to
keep the downgrade of folly away (Ps. 85:8).

(3) Model of God-centeredness (5:14)
After laying down the ground rules as to how to react to the two basic categories of life under the umbrella of authentic God-centeredness, James deals
now with one particular instance of “poverty.” It is not correct to state that in
James 5:13-14 the author deals with three categories, trouble, happiness, and
sickness (with Laws, 225; contra Stulac, 180; Nystrom, 304), and that only
the third circumstance is treated in detail (Dibelius, 251). No, there are two
categories, trouble (poverty) and cheer (riches). Sickness (literally, weakness,
infirmity, as in Mt. 8:17; Heb. 4:15) is simply a specific issue that must be
subsumed under the general category of “trouble” (So also Kistemaker, 175).
The Greek term for sick in James 5:14 (astheneo) could signify a
“weakness” of any and every sort (Rom. 4:19). This would fit in quite well
with the total rainbow of trials that befalls mankind (1:7-11). But in the light
of James 5:15 (Martin, 206) the focus at this juncture is specifically upon a
physical sickness (Mt. 10:8; 25:36; Lk. 9:2; John 4:46; 5:3; Acts 9:37; Phil.
2:26). Moral weakness (Rom. 4:19; 1 Cor. 8:7; 11-12) is not in view in this
passage (Johnson, 330). Furthermore, the Greek term (kamno) indicates that
James is not talking about sniffles, but about a sickness that weakens people
considerably, and tends to wear, if not wipe them out (Mt. 25:39; John 11:13; Phil. 2:26-27; 2 Tim. 4:20). This type of physical sickness is undoubtedly
singled out because it is so common. As such it may serve more than any other issue in extrapolating universal principles to help cover the range of Chris1242

tian conduct mandated in encountering debilitating human infirmities in general with implications, of course, for the totality of life!
In a word, James proceeds to give a partial illustration of a God-centered
attitude, by focusing his attention upon sickness as one of the afflictions,
which may befall any individual. How should we approach this phenomenon
that is so much part of the fabric of life? Precisely because it is a universal
experience, it fits James’ purpose so well. In fact, it fits James’ purpose for
two reasons. The first one is that it covers everyone. There is no one who has
not experienced the type of sickness James is talking about. The second one is
that it provides an extensive model for dealing with any kind of “trouble” that
may well befall anyone at any time. It puts on display what “wise (sic!)” methodological as well as substantive steps to take, in order to enjoy the company of God’s Lady Wisdom the midst of trials of “poverty” and so to obtain
practical godliness en route to perfection (Jam. 1:2ff). By implication it
serves to block any alternate steps, however tantalizing they may seem, in order to avoid the embrace of Satan’s “Dame Folly” that would have us succumb to temptations, and mire down in wickedness, en route to destruction.
In short, the phenomenon of sickness is an excellent pedagogical fit in James’
effort programmatically to ensure that his audience knows how to handle
trouble in general, principially as well as practically, and by sanctified extrapolation, how to apply his extensive model in this one instance to the total
range of Practical Godliness, that is, to all “circumstances” (Jam. 5:12-18), all
of the “outside world” (Jam. 4:11-17), and all of “ourselves” (Jam. 5:1-11). It
is less likely that James focuses the attention on sickness because the believers are tempted to wash their hands of it, just as they shied away from poor
visitors in their assembly (Jam. 2:1ff) and from destitute brothers and sisters
in their fellowship (Jam. 2:13ff) (So Richardson, 231).
James’ focus, then, is “weakness” of such a grave nature that it renders
the patient “bedridden,” potentially “helpless” (Motyer, 194; see also Blomberg, 242) and “perhaps near death” (McKnight, 435). What is in view is not
any ache and pain, but a serious illness that debilitates, immobilizes, and
spells both “great pain” and corresponding “danger” (Brosend, 153; Richardson, 232). This may be inferred in the larger biblical context from two parallel usages of the term (Mt. 10:8; Phil. 2:26-27), but even more so in the immediate context from the next verse, which speaks of someone who “labors”
under a disease. Serious sickness is an occurrence from which followers of
Christ are not exempt (2 Cor. 12:7-9; Phil. 2:27). Members of the covenant
community, however, who are “under the physical gun,” or under any potentially “deadly” gun for that matter, should not respond in hopelessness and
despair, as if there is nothing that can be done. There is something that they
can do. They (can) pray! In fact, they must turn to prayer, for wisdom to endure en route to perfection in general (Jam. 1:2-3), and for healing in particu1243

lar. Their helplessness is the incentive to pray as their only (intermediate)
hope (Stulac, 180). Further, since as members of the covenant community
they are intertwined with their leaders and their fellow members, they must
avail themselves of both. In the later context the membership enters into the
picture, in the present context the eldership.
They must first call “the elders of the Church” (See Acts 20:28 for the
same phraseology). They are more than “prestigious” men (McKnight, 436).
They are the representatives and channels of God’s authority and care (See
also Gen. 20:7; 2 Chron. 16:12; Acts 11:30; 14:23; 15: 2, 4, 6, 22; 20:17). In
fact, the seriously ill must “summon” them (Brosend, 153; see also Gen. 28:1;
Mt. 10:1; Mk. 3:13; Lk. 7:18; Acts 6:2; 23:17-18). Clearly “sickness is not a
cause for exclusion but an opportunity for concern regarding the ‘physical
needs’ (cf. 2:16) of each member. Those who have been recognized by the
local church (ekklesia) as its leaders (cf. 1 Tim. 3:1; 5:7) represent the assembly in their act of believing prayer before the Lord” (Richardson, 231-232,
with reference to “the famous story of Elijah’s healing the son of the widow
of Zarephath,” in which he stretched himself out on the boy three times and
cried to the Lord in heartfelt prayer). These elders are not “professional healers” (Zodhiates, III, 122; Phillips, 186). Across the board they are involved
in the life of the congregation (Acts 20:28). They are the overseers, shepherdteachers of the local church, given by Christ to have the pastoral oversight
and provide caring rule over the membership, channeling all the benefits of
his cross and resurrection to each believer.456 They look after the total welfare
of the church members, which apparently includes not only incessantly and
passionately guarding and feeding them by means of the Word (Acts 20:1735), but also of physical compassion and care. This is why they must pray
over the sick as part of the discharge of the duties of their office, which is
quite clearly of central significance in the Church of Christ (Acts 11:30;
14:23; 15:2; 16:4; 20:17; 21:18; 1 Tim. 5:17-19; Tit. 1:5-6; 1 Pet. 5:1; 2 John
1, 13; 3 John 1). This is not simply a diaconal function, since they must also
inquire into the spiritual state of the sick and take the measure of their practical godliness.457 In general this prayer can be accompanied either by bodily
456

The terms elder, pastor-teacher, overseer, are used interchangeably in Scripture and all refer to the same office. One look at a concordance makes this crystal clear. They are usually
older men, but all must shepherd, teach, supervise, etc. There may be different functions in
the eldership. Some may do the bulk of the preaching. But they must all rule, jointly of course
(See 1 Tim. 5:17). Further, “rule” and “care” are two sides of one coin, and are partly synonymous. The Greek uses the same word for both. Still, while “to care” is not always “to
rule,” “to rule” is invariably “to care.” In short, they are all ruling, that is, “care-taking,” elders. This comes to expression in their joint shepherding, teaching, and supervising role in
which they prayerfully share and apply the Word (Acts 6:1ff). Prayerfully caring for the sick,
as in this context, is only one aspect of their multi-faceted office.
457
Of course, this must go hand in hand with other diaconal services, as these are needed.
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touch (1 Ki. 17:21; 2 Ki. 4:24; Acts 20:10) or by the laying on of hands (Mk.
16:17-18; Acts 28:8). Further, anointing with oil must accompany the prayers
of the elders as well. This phenomenon, although only mentioned one other
time in Scripture (Mk. 6:13), apparently was a routine occurrence. Finally, all
this must be done in the name of the Lord which spells divine authority as
well as human mediation (Mk. 16:7; Acts 3:6, 16). James clearly indicates
that physical healing may, if not must, be expected.458
In short, in the past God (1) clustered “miracles round the apostles as a
sign to authenticate their unique ministry (e.g., 2 Cor. 12:12; Heb. 2:3-4),” (2)
granted “exceptional acts” to prophets and apostles throughout the history of
redemption (Acts 3:6; 14:3; 19:11-12; Rom. 15:19; Heb. 2:3-4), and (3)
graced individuals with “the gift of healing” (1 Cor. 12:9). But in the present
setting the ministry to the sick, “in doctrine and practice” is “exercised by
those ... on the helm of the local church, the elders,” and is therefore available
in every local congregation (See for all this, Motyer, 190). Candidly, this is
an excellent summary statement. It provides us with the direction how to approach the controversial issue of sickness in a succinct, clear and compelling
fashion. Incidentally, the use of the term “church” indicates that James does
not merely address the messianic Jewish community (contra McKnight, 437).
This is an unnecessary, if not harmful, restriction. James contains a universal
message for the Church Universal!
The notion of “anointing with oil” requires further comment. It has been
argued that “The oil used for anointing ... is the common olive oil that is
widely used for medicinal purposes” (Johnson, 343; so also Grosheide, 1955,
412; see also Hartin, 267-268), especially in “oil baths as the best of remedies
for paralysis” (Burdick, 204). “In Luke’s parable of the Samaritan oil and
wine are poured into the injured man’s wounds (Lk. 10:34)” (Johnson, 331;
Nystrom, 306; Maier, 110; see also Num. 14:12, 15; Is. 1:6). Some regard it
to be exclusively (!) a form of physical therapy. After all, the Greek verb
(aleipho) means “to rub (down),” in order “to stimulate,” and is invariably
used in a “mundane and secular,” especially in the context of athletes
(Adams, 134; see also Zodhiates, III, 123, with a reference to Mk. 16:1; Lk.
7:38; 46; John 11:2; 12:3). The use of this verb is said to favor the therapeutic
view. A sacred and religious context would have required a different Greek
verb (chrio) (Zodhiates, III, 123, with a reference to Mk. 16:1; Lk. 4:18; Acts
4:27 10:38; 2 Cor. 1:21; Heb. 1:9; Burdick, 204).
However, there is definitely no general agreement on all this. One commentator holds that “olive oil, according to Old Testament and Jewish understanding was prized for its nurturing of human well-being and for its healing
properties.” Still, in the ministry of Jesus and his disciples “olive oil was uti458

The Greek verb iaomai stands for both spiritual and physical healing. In the NT, however,
it always refers to physical healing, when not used in an OT quotation (Moo, 1985, 184).
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lized in their healings of the sick when combined with the preaching of repentance (Mk. 6:12-14)” (Richardson, 233). This seems to imply that there is a
connection between the medicinal and symbolic use of oil. Another commentator argues rather forcefully that oil as “a usual (customary) symbol of divine
grace ... was not used as an instrument, but as a symbol of the cure,” and
therefore strongly opposes the medicinal use of the term altogether (Manton,
447). Others agree that James aims at a symbolic act, although they are more
cautious in expressing their views. The use of oil, then, simply emphasizes
that healing comes from God through His Spirit on the basis of the work of
Christ (Mk. 6:13) (Nystrom, 306) and would symbolically “imply consecration of the person to God (e.g., Ex. 28:41; Acts 4:27; 10:38; 2 Cor. 1:21”
(McKnight, 439). The Greek verb certainly does not rule this out, since at
times it is used in Scripture to indicate a “symbolic action” (Ex. 29:7; 40:15;
Num. 35:25; 1 Sam. 9:16; 10:1; 16:12) (Martin, 209; Grünzweig, 171; Maier,
110). It appears that “Oil is mentioned to certify the interest of God in human
need and to suggest a mood of ‘joy’ in the midst of trial and divine purpose in
suffering ... a mark of honor and joy derived from God’s electing mercy ...
(Deut. 28:4; Is. 25:6-7; 61:3; Am. 6:6; Mic. 6:15; Ps. 23:5; 45:8; 92:11;
133:2; Prov. 29:7; Eccl. 9:8; Mt. 6:17; 26:6-13; Lk. 7:36-50) ... the elders
bring and apply to the afflicted one the outward tangible sign of God’s covenant faithfulness in regard to human distress, and the pledge that, in adversity
and in happiness, God’s plan does not miscarry” (Martin, 202).
This view is also found in the words of a commentator that may well
function as a summary of what appears to be the majority consensus, “Oil
was certainly used in the ancient world as medicine (cf. Psalm 55:21; Lk.
10:34). However, there is no indication of any medicinal use in James 5:14,
particularly when the contextual emphasis on effectual prayer and the power
of the Lord is given its full weight. James is not talking about the calling of a
physician and taking the prescribed medicine: he is describing how the ministry of intercessory prayer is to be exercised in the case of believers who are ill
... Oil is clearly used as a symbol that encourages faith and not some kind of
magic potion (Mark 6:13). In this light, anointing the sick with oil today can
only have relevance as a symbol of the grace of God, which alone is the
source and power of the healing for which prayer is offered. The anointing
cannot be regarded as either essential or effectual in itself” (Keddie, 212; see
also Blomberg, 242-243).459 In other words, the application of oil “in the
name of the Lord” accentuates the acknowledgment of God’s presence (Gen.
459

Tasker, 130-131, holds that oil has been known to have curative power. However, because
of the breadth of the injunction to anoint with oil in this context, he is of the opinion that this
procedure was an accompaniment of miraculous healings that were not infrequent in the early
Church as a vindication of the truth of the Christian Gospel, although it was not a necessary
accompaniment of such healings.
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28:18), the consecration in God’s service (1 Sam. 16:13; Ps. 92:10), and the
invocation of God’s blessing (See Ps. 45:7) (McCartney, 254-255).
On balance, the proponents of the symbolical use of oil appear to have
the stronger argument (See also Doriani, 194; Royster, 132, with reference to
Gen. 28:18; Ex. 30:23-26; Lev. 8:10-12; 1 Sam. 10:1; Ps. 23:5-6). First, there
is no evidence of the universal application of medicinal oil in the case of each
sickness. Besides, when Scripture refers to such use, invariably “the treatment
of wounds,” rather than of a “sickness” is in view (McCartney, 254). This
makes it unlikely that James in this context would require such application.
Second, the early Church used the term euchelaion, a combination of prayer
and oil, which clearly suggests a symbolical activity. Third, the use of the
term aleipho may merely imply that there was some physical action involved.
Apparently aleipho occurs 20 times in the Septuagint, in several instances in
a symbolical sense (Ex. 40:15; Num. 3:3), and chrio 78 times, but neither one
ever for medicinal purposes. At the same time aleipho always requires a
physical application, even if it is not medicinal, also in the NT (John 11:2;
12:3), while chrio never requires a physical procedure (See Burdick, 177-179,
for this overview; see also McCartney, 253-254).
Nevertheless, whatever explanation one takes, two things should be clear.
First, it is the “name of the Lord” (Hartin, 268) through the “fervent request
offered in faith,” and “not the anointing that makes the sick person well” and
raises him up from his sickbed (Nystrom, 306-307). Man may, in fact, must
anoint, but God restores to health (Zodhiates, III, 125, 139). The next verse
adds that it is the faith of the elders, and not of the sick person, that makes the
difference (For the link between faith and healing, see Mk. 5:34; 10:52; Lk.
7:50; 8:48; 17:19; 18:42; Acts 3:16; 4:9-10; 14:9)! Second, James teaches dependence upon God for healing. After all, the anointing must be done in the
name of the Lord! This may well be remembered in today’s sophisticated society with its wide range of medications. One should always first turn to the
Lord through the Church as the source of all healing, even if doctors are used
as the agents, and medication as the instrument of healing. In short, it is not
biblical to depend on God and in the process to despise or ignore doctors and
medication. On the other hand, it is equally unbiblical to turn to doctors and
medicine, and to despise and ignore God as the source of all gifts, including
healing. Also here the formula applies: 100% God + 100% man = 100%, with
the understanding that however much the 100% God and the 100% man are
simultaneous, God’s 100% always has the primacy.
It is significant to note that none of the proponents of the symbolical
meaning elevates “anointing with oil” to a (semi-)sacramental level as if it is
a command, which must be obeyed in each instance of sickness in order for
any healing to occur, and for that reason must, and will, by definition be obeyed by faithful, godly elders. They apparently allow for a measure of some
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flexibility in their interpretation. It is interesting to recognize that Christ does
not prescribe it himself when he sends out his apostles and confers the power
of healing upon them (Mt. 10:8; Mk. 16:18). However, there is no direct parallel between the apostles, on the one hand, and the elders, on the other. The
apostles function as a God-given (be it intermediate) “cause to an effect”
(Acts 3:6-7; 19:11-12), the elders as a “means to a God-given end.” In short,
the apostles have delegated power to heal. God grants them this power. In the
context of the elders, however, God retains the prerogative of dispensing
healing at his discretion. The final decision remains in his hands. It could be
that this is the reason why “anointing with oil” is introduced in this context.
At any rate, from what we have seen thus far we may conclude that this
“anointing” should be practiced whenever necessary and wherever possible as
a “routine” rite that proves to be neither sacramental460 nor simply optional.461
After all, the “remarkable” fact cannot escape our attention that there is no
hint that there is anything novel about this” (Royster, 131, with reference to
Mk. 6:7ff).
After this general overview of the biblical teaching, we must return to the
present passage for important details.
First, the faith that accompanies prayer in this section is not attributed to
the sick, but to the elders of the Church! Therefore it is not warranted to conclude that the absence of healing originates in culpable lack of faith on the
part of the sick. As I argue below, in general healing may be anticipated. But
it should be remembered that not even in the case of the apostles indiscriminate healing prevails (Phil. 2:27; 2 Tim. 4:20; 2 Cor. 12:7-9).
Second, there is no evidence of the presence of (a certain kind of) faith as a
“special revelation or persuasion of success” (contra Manton, 453), or a “specialized spiritual gift.” Apparently “James envisions a spiritual power available to the Church and exercised through the elders ... Agreement among
Christians would unleash power for answered prayer (Mt. 18:19, 20; John
15:7-17)” (Stulac, 183).
Third, elders were men of recognized authority (Acts 11:30; 14:23;
20:17; 21:18; Tit. 1:5-9; 1 Pet. 5:1-4). They are the “official leaders” (John460

Of course, the Romanist sacramental view of the so-called Extreme Unction must be rejected out of hand. Motyer, 191-192, argues persuasively that James 5:14-15 has nothing to
do with this construct. In fact, according to Motyer “Extreme Unction” is “an unwarranted
ecclesiastical superstition,” “wildly astray from the scriptural understanding of sin and forgiveness,” and “reverses the priorities which James sets out.” Contrary to the Romanist construct “James’ primary emphasis is the healing of the sick and not the reference to sin,” and
“the ministry of the elders in prayer and anointing is designed for healing and restoration of
earthly life,” and not “preparation for death.”
461
All kinds of activities in the NT must take place in the name of the Lord, baptism (Acts
2:38; 8:16; 10:48), suffering (Acts 15:26; 21:13), expelling demons (Acts 19:13) as well as
healing the sick (Acts 3:6; 4:10)!
1248

son, 330) of the local assembly (Acts 15:22, 41; 1 Cor. 4:17; Phil. 4:15). It
can be expected from them that they portray the same confidence as Daniel’s
three friends, about to be thrown in the fire. As I already indicated, these
friends were brimful with confidence that their God would come to the rescue
and that therefore the fire would not consume them. At the same time, their
confidence was not presumption. This became abundantly clear when they
added, “But if God sees fit not to rescue us, ‘no sweat’” (Dan. 3:18). But
more about confidence and these three friends below!
Fourth, to call for the elders of the Church is to indicate that God is acknowledged as the source of all that man needs, including healing, and to
recognize that the assembly is the channel through which the supplies flow.
Their function is not simply in general for the purpose of consolation in distress, and in particular to aid a disturbed sufferer in the articulation of, and the
concentration upon, prayer (Tasker, 129). No, the function of the elders has
much more to it. As his representatives they are “the authorized pipeline”
from God to man, up to the present day. To turn to them, therefore, is to turn
to God!
Fifth, it ought to be noted that the initiative rests with the persons who
are sick. If they do not call the elders, they have only themselves to blame
when no one shows up. In fact, the original Greek indicates that they must
summon the elders. Further, when they call, the elders have no choice. They
must come! Of course, it is and remains the better part of pastoral concern
and wisdom on the part of the elders to take a bee line to a serious sickbed, at
home or in the hospital, whether summoned or not!
Sixth, both the prayers and the accompanying anointing must be done in
the name of the Lord. This is the ground of all prayer (Lk. 10:17; Acts 16:18).
It points to Christ’s authority and ability as the ascended Lord. If prayer in the
name of Christ is simultaneously prayer according to the Word of God as the
content of prayer, there may be total certainty that the prayers will be answered, in fact, are answered already (John 14:13-14; 1 John 5:14; see also
Topical Focus #6: Prayer). As James 5:15 indicates, the anointing is not
magical. Prayer, not the anointing, heals the sick.
One commentator is of the opinion that James combats a mean spirit in
the congregation, which takes a dim view of the presence, and the burden (!),
of the sick in the Church. In a climate, in which a survival of the fittest mentality rules the roost (Jam. 3:1ff), a destructive envy is prevalent (Jam.
3:13ff), and the possibility of murder cannot be ruled out (James 4:1ff), the
tendency must pretty well be to eliminate the sick, to let them fall by the wayside, and at least to isolate them from the rest of the congregation. Such physical and social alienation is the natural reflex of the survival of the fittest
mentality, and cannot but result in spiritual alienation. In this context James is
said to empower the sick so that they will be treated properly. They are told to
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summon (!) the elders with a view to praying, confessing, and correcting
speech (Johnson, 342-343).
This proposal is not devoid of ingenuity. However, it also appears farfetched. After all, there is no evidence for this in the text whatsoever. No,
there is a much better alternate interpretation. James does not address the
congregation with guidelines how to handle the sick (more) appropriately.
Rather, he shares with the sick in the congregation in great detail the procedure as to how to deal with their specific kind of (debilitating or incapacitating) “poverty” (See also Jam. 1:9).
In other words, one element in the broad range of trials receives special
and individual attention. Since this element is at the same time one segment
of “weakness” in general, one can extrapolate universal principles from it that
indicate the procedure as to how to deal with any and all “poverty” and any
and all “weakness.” Central in such procedure are the elders of the Church as
the representatives of God. One indispensable concomitant is prayer. A
second concomitant is anointing with oil, either as a God-given physical
means that is expected to contribute to the healing process, or as a symbol of
the presence of God as the generous source of all gifts, including health. The
implications of these concomitants for the treatment of other “poverties” and
“weaknesses” are evident. They do not need to be spelled out.
However, (1) prayer and (2) anointing with oil are not the only concomitants. More are introduced in the succeeding verses, such as (3) corrective
confrontation and (4) communal confession. James appears to offer a package
deal. All aspects and phases of this “package deal” can and should accompany all Christians throughout their lives. In short, for Christians to thrive spiritually the prayer of the Church elders, the symbolical presence of God (or the
appropriate human agency), personal confession and community confrontation, are all essential, never as a man-made cause to a man-determined effect,
but certainly as the God-ordained means to the God-ordained end. Still, as
such God-ordained means their operational presence is indispensable for any
profit, sheer profit, both temporal and eternal, to materialize! To be sure, “I
cannot make the flow of heavenly life happen, but I can stop it. If I refuse to
be an open conduit for God’s power to come into a person, it will stop” (Richard Foster, quoted in Nystrom, 317). In short, if the heavenly flow is
present, I have only God to thank. If it is absent, I have only myself to blame!
A truly and thoroughly biblical reminder that is worth turning to on a daily
basis, if not more frequently!

b. Effectiveness of a God-centered Attitude (5:15-18)
(15) And the prayer of faith will save the sick person, and the
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Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sin, he will be
forgiven. (16) So confess your sins to each other, and pray for
each other, so that you would be healed. The energized prayer
of a righteous man is very powerful. (17) Elijah was a human
being just like we are, and he prayed earnestly that it would not
rain and it did not rain on the earth for three years and six
months. (18) And he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain
and the earth produced its fruit.

(1) Power of Prayer (5:15-16)
According to James, the prayer of faith will “save” the sick. The word “save”
in this, as well as other contexts, means “restore to (physical) health” (Mt.
9:21-22; Mk. 5:34; 6:56; 10:52; Acts 3:7; see also Burdick, 181), even if in
the two previous times that this term occurs in James (Jam. 1:21 and 2:14) it
signifies spiritual salvation (See also 1 Pet. 2:24).462 Similarly, the phrase,
“the Lord will raise him up,” aims at physical recovery as well (Mt. 8:15; 9:57; Mk. 1:31; 2:9,12; 3:3; 5:41; 10:49; Lk. 5:23-24; 7:14; 8:54; John 5:8;
11:29) (See also Nystrom, 307). At times it is viewed as a precursor and proof
of the spiritual salvation in Jesus (Acts 3:16; 4:10-12). But it should not be
identified with the latter (Partly contra Royster, 136, who holds that both
physical and spiritual healing are in view in this context).
Note the following considerations in the explanation of James 5:15.
First, once again, James’ focus here is the faith of the ones who pray, that
is, the faith of the elders of the Church (PHDavids, 194; Martin, 209; Royster,
133, with reference to 1 Tim. 5:17; Tit. 1:5; 1 Pet. 5:1). It is less than likely
that this would imply other members of the broader covenant community as
their stand-in (Dibelius, 256). No reference is made to the faith of the sick! Of
course, the latter is far from unimportant (See Mt. 9:29; Mk. 2:5; 5:34; 9:23;
10:52; Acts 14:9). In fact, at this point there is an undeniable and telling parallel that we better keep in mind. Still, the faith of the sick does not come into the picture in this passage.
Second, what comes into view here, according to some, is a special kind
of faith as a special gift of God. This provides the praying persons with the
private confidence that healing will come, even if this confidence not neces462

According to Brosend, 154, “The term ‘save’ (sozo) is used almost interchangeably in the
NT for healing (e.g., Mk. 6:56), physical deliverance (e.g., Acts 27:20), spiritual salvation
(e.g., John 3:17), and the occasional fascinating mix of all three (e.g., Mk. 5:34).” Furthermore, “The uses of egeiro extend from ‘waking up’ (Mk. 4:27) to the resurrection from the
dead (1 Cor. 15:15); it is also used for physical healing (John 5:8).” And finally, “The overtones, however, of combining sozo and egeiro are decidedly soteriological” (See also Richardson, 234).
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sarily accompanies every prayer. “In many instances, the elders may not be
given faith” (R.A. Torrey, Divine Healing, Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
n.d., 18; see also 2 Ki. 13:14, where God’s providence, and 2 Cor. 12:7-9,
where God’s wisdom, does not allow room for healing). It is quite apparent
that this kind of observation does not sit very well with one commentator. It
seems more natural to him that the faith in this passage is “nothing special,”
but rather the same faith mentioned in James 1:6. This is not the faith of the
“name it/claim it” philosophy. Nor is it a faith that frees from all hardships
and deprivation (Stulac, 182). No, it is a faith which holds with rocklike certainty that the answers will provide believers, who are en route to perfection,
with strength and wisdom to see all testings through to their intended goal
(Stulac, 185). This faith does not just make an occasional appearance as an
(extraordinary and rare) gift of God, but it is God’s indisputable and unwavering requirement, and therefore must be man’s equally indisputable and
unwavering experience, clearly in line with James 1:6. I basically concur with
this interpretation. Still, it seems that James 5:15, while in line with James
1:6, and based upon it, extends it, and expands on it.
In the present context, therefore, a specific instance of the unwavering
faith of James 1:6 is identified as the faith of elders who, in the framework of
the commands and promises of God, are, and should be, devoid of all subjective doubts in their intercessory prayers for the sick, entrusted to their rule
and care. They are, and should be, fully assured that their prayers will be effective, and so will prove to be the God-given means to the God-given end of
healing. Returning at this point to the three friends of Daniel, they are the
shining models of such unwavering faith. They are “absolutely certain” that
God will deliver them from the blazing furnace. Mirroring their model, the
elders do, and should, have the same kind of faith.
Third, of course, this immediately precipitates the crucial question,
whether this would not be presumptuous on their part. Are they, indeed, authorized to have the unshakable faith that healing will follow each time they
offer up an intercessory prayer? The twofold answer must be short and to the
point, “Presumption on their part? Absolutely Not!” “Legitimacy of this kind
of Unshakable Faith? Absolutely Yes!” But how can this be, when it is universally conceded that there are plenty of instances, where healing simply
did not, does not, and will not, occur? Consequently there must admittedly be
something missing in this twofold answer. Once again, the three friends of
Daniel supply the thus far missing piece in this puzzle. In the same breath that
they express their absolute certainty, they also indicate their absolute surrender to God’s final disposition of the matter. “If perchance we do not survive,
no ‘problem’ whatsoever” (Dan. 3:16-18)! Indubitable conviction of survival
and unconditional surrender to a fatal outcome are complementary and go
hand in hand. Their indubitable conviction that they would march unscathed
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through the blazing fire must have taken any anxiety, let alone fear, away.
The unconditional surrender to the providence of their God ensured that this
anxiety or fear did not, and never could, rear its ugly head, whatever the circumstances, that is, whether the fire would consume them or not! In short,
face to face with the blazing furnace they did not break a sweat. If they were
to experience a searing death they would not break a sweat either! Therefore,
“no sweat,” either way!
Fourth, transposing now the model of the three friends in full to the elders in the Church in their dealing with the sick, there is clearly a difference
between strong (Gen. 15:6; Mt. 8:10; Lk. 5:20; Rom. 4:20) and weak (Mt.
6:30; Lk. 8:24) faith in Scripture. Since faith is a means to an end, it stands to
reason that its impact varies according to its strength or weakness (Josh. 1:37; Judg. 1:12-36; Mk. 5:34). The covenant community, but especially its elders in this context, may never forget this. This broadly biblical backdrop warrants the following conclusion. However strange it may sound at first, James
clearly indicates that in one (and very real) sense the elders have the future of
the sick in their hands. Their faith is decisive. They may not waver. They
must have strong faith. Otherwise, they are unstable, and will not receive anything from the Lord (See once again Jam. 1:6-7). To be sure, if the elders are
effective (and “successful”) in their prayers, they have only God and his
promises to thank. But, and in general, if they are not effective, they have only themselves to blame.
However, there is one exception. Here the complementarity of truth
emerges, and very powerfully at that. They only have themselves to blame for
their lack of success, if they do not display unwavering faith. This is a clear
biblical pattern (See Heb. 3:18-4:2)! At the same time, it is also possible, as
the friends of Daniel acknowledge that God’s final disposition comes into
play, and “overrules” their unwavering prayer. In that case the elders are
without blame!
Fifth, and in short, there are two possibilities. If the elders waver, they
are unstable, the sick can hardly depend on them, and all bets are off. In this
scenario, even if God in his providence, which has, and always will have, the
ultimate word, settles on non-healing, he still can, and will, blame them for
having (too) little faith or no faith at all. The same kind of pattern obtains as
in the sale of Joseph into slavery by his brothers. While God in his providence assuredly meant it for good, this does not take away that the conduct of
the brothers stood condemned in intent and execution. They meant it for evil
(See Gen. 50:20)! Frankly, wavering elders stand equally condemned by definition, and should stay out of the sickroom. If James 1:6-8 means anything,
they can only be roadblocks to healing.
On the other hand, if they do not waver, they can be assured, whether
used by God in the event of healing or unused by God in the lack of healing,
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that they are not blameworthy. Incidentally, the same biblical reasoning
should be applied to the sick themselves. They must show unwavering faith
in the healing power of God (once again, Mk. 5:34). When in this scenario
God disposes differently, no one may blame them, contrary to much unbiblical thinking. Frankly, non-wavering elders should flock the sickrooms of unwavering patients. They can anticipate, in fact, must anticipate God’s healing
touch together with unshakable assurance. At the same time (complementarity of truth!), they must in the footsteps of the three friends of Daniel, express
in advance total and joyful surrender to the sovereign disposition of a God
and Father who always knows best and acts accordingly, for whatever ultimate reason.
Sixth, at any rate, it may well be that only a Church in a Revival state
can, and will, produce the type of elders who are worth their weight in biblical gold, capable of the unwavering faith James is talking about (Jam. 1:6;
5:15). This faith is comparable to that of David in his conquests of ferocious
beasts and ferocious men (1 Sam. 17:37), and even more apropos in the
present context, to that of an Elijah who twice prayed up a storm, first a dust
storm and then a rainstorm (Jam. 5:17; for details, see my Commentary below). If this is the case, one look at today’s elders could well “force” the
Church to enter into the by now “proverbial” Recovery mode that would return them to the “height” from which they have historically fallen (Rev. 2: 5)!
This “height” is clearly the first phase of the Revival benchmark in Scripture,
which requires them in obedience to Jesus to pray mightily with “unlimited
confidence and without bounds: ‘Ask and it will be given you; search, and
you will find; knock and the door will be opened for you’ (Matt 7:7; see also
Luke 11:9; Mark 11:22-24; John 16:23-24)” (Hartin, 273). James follows suit
as he “upholds the unconditional nature of God’s response in the opening of
his letter: ‘But if anyone of you is lacking in wisdom, let him ask God who
gives to everyone without hesitation and without reproach, and it will be given him’ (1:5).” Incidentally, the parental analogy is a powerful impetus to be
confident. A father or mother simply does not give a snake instead of a fish to
a petitioning child (Mt. 7:9-11; Lk. 11:11-13). Of course, as James makes it
abundantly clear, all bets are off when petitioners, whether they are elders,
children, or anyone else, “waver” (Jam. 1:6-7) or seek to feed their mancentered and self-serving “pleasures,” rooted in “fleshly lusts” (Jam. 4:2-3).
Without the proper “spirit” (confidence) and the proper “purpose” (holinesscenteredness) God simply does, and parents should, turn down any and all requests. Of course, quite apart from the James context Scripture requires that
godly petitioners always seek to find out with great diligence whether there is
a “will of God’s command” that should guide them (Mt. 26:42; Mk. 14:36;
Lk. 22:42). Such “will,” incidentally, provides the precious basis for confident prayer and makes for holiness-centeredness. But we must always re1254

member that at occasion God does, and parents should, decline to give a positive answer in order to serve a greater “edificational” good (2 Cor. 12:8-9).
(For all this also see Hartin, 273-274).
At any rate, the blunt bottom line is worth repeating (Phil. 3:1; 2 Pet.
1:12). If and when elders, colloquially speaking, cannot “get themselves” to
pray for their sick in unwavering faith, they better stay away from them, be
barred from them by their fellow elders, or be refused access to the sickroom
by its occupant. After all, Scripture would mark them as double-minded, unstable, men, who will not receive anything from the Lord (Jam. 1:7-8). As
such they can, ironically, only be a barrier to healing, or even the very reason
why healing would not occur. This is surely something to ponder!
Seventh, all in all, in the present day Church there are three prevailing
scenarios. Two of them are unacceptable, but regrettably quite common. The
third one is rare, but Scriptural, and must become the rule rather than the exception. First, those who embrace the sovereignty of God, by and large tend
to waver in their prayer, hiding the falsehood of wavering behind the truth of
sovereignty. They refuse to pray the prayer of faith, since the final outcome is
not predictable. Only Gods knows it. Second, those who reject the sovereignty of God, often do not waver, but accusitorily scold the sick for their lack of
faith when healing is not forthcoming, washing their own hands in innocence
at the expense of the continuing sick. Neither one of these two approaches is
very palatable. The first one spells instability, is by definition ineffective, and
leaves the sick in the lurch. The second one spells harshness, is by definition
offensive, and leaves the sick in despair. The third scenario is the biblical one.
The elders combine the absolute certainty of unwavering faith, which uplifts
the sick, with the unconditional surrender to Divine providence, which produces cognitive tranquility and peace. May be the elders and the sick will experience the best of both worlds when the elders focus on absolute certainty
and display it, and the sick focus on unconditional surrender and share this. A
double glory will descend on the sickroom. The friends of Daniel, once again
in summary fashion, provide us with the biblical, and therefore incontrovertible, model (Dan. 3:17-18). First, as we saw, they are absolutely assured: their
God will rescue them from the blazing furnace. This very same assurance
ought to be emulated by the elders, whenever they pray for the sick. Healing
is guaranteed. It is a sure thing. Second, as we saw as well, they were not presumptuous, because immediately after they voice their assurance they display
their unconditional surrender. If their God does not rescue them, no problem!
This must be duplicated in the sickroom as well. If this proves to be a terminal situation, so let it be. It is welcomed, received with open arms. This is, indeed, the best of both worlds. Absolute assurance and unconditional surrender! It is the glory of complementary truth. In fact, it is complementary Revival glory (Ps. 85:9; 2 Pet. 1:8c). Its presence will make the faces of the elders
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and the sick alike light up and shine!463
Eighth, to underscore and enlarge on all this, if the faith of James 5:15 is,
indeed, the faith of James 1:6 (So Johnson, 332; Brosend, 154, 163), the ones
who pray, whether they are elders in the Church or others in the community,
may not gloss over, make light of, excuse, justify or “normalize” the absence
of such faith (Mk. 2:5; 7:29; 8:8; 9:24; Heb. 10:22). After all, it is the “unqualified” embrace of God’s Word (Zodhiates, III, 138). Either the faith of James
1:6 is present (See in this context especially Mk. 5:34), or the charge of
“double-mindedness” kicks in. So at times lack of faith may, indeed, be the
culprit, when no answers are forthcoming (contra Burdick, 186). Just like
other sins, unbelief (Mt. 17:17), or quenching the Spirit (1 Thess. 5:19), are
463

Doriani, 197, is rather ambiguous. (1) He recognizes that “the requests of doubters are ineffective (Jam. 1:6).” (2) He does not think that “the quality of faith is the issue, as if God
hears prayers with ’strong faith,’ while prayers with ’weak faith’ fall short of heavens gates.”
(3) “God will not violate his plan for us because we ask, with misguided faith, that he do so.”
(4) “He does, however, respond to our prayers of faith and alter things for our good.” This, of
course, is basically ambiguous, if not (unintentional) double talk, rooted in the failure to grasp
the biblical notion of the complementarity of truth that fits snugly in our heart, but never in
our brain. Anyone who seeks to deposit it there becomes by definition self-contradictory. If he
were to mean business with all four theses, he would never be able to determine when and
where his faith might be misguided or not. All this promotes a wavering eldership that will
receive nothing from the Lord. In a later context (Doriani, 201) the ambiguity returns. Apparently a reticence to pray stands to reason given the possibility of an embarrassing disappointment when no answer is forthcoming. Certainly, the text does not allow for any such reticence
whatsoever. See also Richardson, 236, for a similar vagueness, “The result of prayer is always
dependent upon the will of God to heal in a particular case. … Of course, not every believer
receives the healing requested … But all healing stimulates hope in God that he will one day
remove all causes of sickness and death.” Further, Keith Warrington, as quoted in Blomberg,
244, concludes that “the prayer of faith is best identified as knowledge of God’s will for a particular situation when no scriptural guidance is available.” However, since such knowledge is
often absent, “we are still to pray, but in a way that acknowledges God’s right to supersede
our desires.” After all, if we “declare what God must do in our response to our prayers, we
compromise his sovereignty” (Blomberg, 251). Of course, we should always heed a warning
not to undermine the sovereignty of God, explicitly or implicitly. Nevertheless, taken as a
whole all this is a very questionable position to take. The inevitable upshot is “wavering in
prayer.” This undermines, if not flies in the face of, James 1:6. In the process the “faith of the
elders” is bound to evaporate as well! Therefore this approach cannot be recommended! Finally, McCartney, 256-257, emphasizes the corporate nature of the people of God. For all
practical purposes, when one is sick, all are sick, when one prays, all pray, when one is
healed, all are healed, when one is forgiven, all are forgiven. Hence the intertwinement of the
“one” and the “many” that comes to expression in the exhortation to corporate intercession,
the need for corporate confession, with the prospect of physical as well as spiritual “deliverance” at both the individual (personal) and corporate (ecclesiastical) level in both the experienced present and the eschatological future. All this leads to the conclusion that “with the
corporate dimension in mind, it is not necessary to suppose that every instance of physical
ailment will be healed.” Frankly, this interpretation appears less than persuasive in the light of
the rather explicit wording of James!
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not beyond either elders in particular or believers in general!
By the same token, one thing must always be remembered. While the believing prayers of righteous men “accomplish much,” they apparently do not
always accomplish “everything” (Jam. 5:16). This may be due to sin in the
life of the sick (Jam. 5:15), which, then, must be dealt with immediately. It
also may be due to God’s refusal to answer prayers affirmatively. The latter
does not necessarily compromise the faith of the elders or the praying community. After all, the last sickness is always terminal. Eventually all Christians are called home! When this time arrives, biblical realism demands that
the focus shifts from the prayer for healing to the preparation for homecoming. Nevertheless, “as a rule of thumb” confident prayer in the name of
the Lord will be instrumental to restore the sick, and to raise them from their
sickbed. Besides, terminal sicknesses, that require a shift of focus from abundance in life to abundance in death, are usually quite easy to spot.
Ninth, generally speaking, then, there may be, indeed, must be total confidence that both leadership and community prayers will be answered by our
generous God when they are offered up communally (Mt. 18:19) in the name
of the King (John 14:13-14), and are based upon the will of God, whether an
explicit promise or precept (1 John 5:14-15).464 This confidence is solidified,
especially when and if it is bound up with individual and corporate holiness
of life (1 John 3:19-24).465
Tenth, there also may be a general confidence when prayers are offered
up in the spirit of the promises and the precepts, and are generally based upon
who God is, and what God customarily does. By way of illustration, prayers
for the salvation of sinners, based upon the mercy of God, or prayers for the
productivity of a farm, based upon the providence of God, may generally carry that type of confidence. Of course, this does not imply an ironclad guarantee that the prayers will be answered affirmatively in each instance. The reason is simple. The promises of God do not reach that far. So to insist on it
would be to exceed the boundaries of the promises of God.
Eleventh, whether it is ever justified to claim a private confidence, as a
special gift of God, that he will answer a specific petition, apart from a specific promise or precept, is a difficult question. The present writer has encountered several instances of such a claim. However, there does not seem to be a
Biblical precedence for this. Therefore a word of caution would be always in
place. Nevertheless, it appears the better part of wisdom not to attempt to destroy such confidence, unless it is biblically preposterous or potentially harm464

A word of caution is in place! God’s will here is not the man-centered and ethereal socalled “Perfect or Ideal Will of God for one’s life” (contra Burdick, 186). As I have argued
already at length in Topical Focus #17: Decision-making & the Will of God in the context
of James 4:15, this is an unbiblical construct, and does not exist.
465
See for all this also Topical Focus #7: Prayer in the context of James 1: 5.
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ful. Clearly “confidence” of the latter two stripes is totally misplaced, and
eventually will more likely than not precipitate a serious crisis. Of course, one
may always suspend judgment about the trustworthiness or propriety of such
claim, and carefully voice one’s opinion to that effect. On the other hand,
someone who claims to have received a private confidence is well advised not
to force this upon others. If, furthermore, they walk in the footsteps of the
three friends of Daniel, they will not fall apart, when such confidence proves
to be without foundation.
Twelfth, in this context James does not necessarily speak about miraculous healing (Burdick, 182). Consequently, the prayers of the elders do not
necessarily preclude the use of means (Ex. 15:25; 2 Ki. 20:7; Is. 38:4-5; Col.
4:14; 1 Tim. 5:23).
Thirteenth, it is not the oil, or the anointing, or the believing prayer that is
the healing power. No, it is the Lord who will raise the sick! Only He can
raise them back to health.
Fourteenth, sickness is not necessarily a result of specific sins (John 9:15), even if it is always the consequence of sin-in-general (Royster, 133, with
reference to Gen. 3:17-18; Rom. 5:12). At times its presence simply serves
the purposes of God, to learn humility (2 Cor. 12:7-10; Gal. 4:13-15) or to
promote his glory (Job 1-2; John 9:3). However, it is clear from James 5:15b
that sin may well play a role, in fact, be a contributing cause of sickness. In
that case “sickness and distress are (either) a direct result of sin” (Johnson,
333; see also 2 Chron. 7:14; Ps. 32:5; 38:3; 139:23-24; 1 Cor. 11:29-30; Jam.
5:5b-16), or an indirect consequence of factors, such as demonic influence,
substance abuse, an unhealthy lifestyle, a complaining spirit, or otherwise
(Nystrom, 310). This certainly should not be ruled out by definition, since
Scripture is replete with examples to that effect (Deut. 28:21ff; Ps. 38:1-8;
Ezek. 18:1-29; Mt. 9:2; Mk. 2:5ff; John 5:14; 1 Cor. 11:30). But it goes way
too far to claim that “in deuteronomic history” “the correlation of sin and
health with covenant faithfulness shapes the core of the Old Testament and of
Israel’s identity and consciousness.” This “superficial deuteronomic theology,” then, is supposedly deconstructed by Job as well as Jesus (in John 9:2-3)
(McKnight, 443-444). At any rate, it can be concluded from all this that certain sicknesses can be prevented by the assimilation of God’s Word (Prov.
4:20-22; Am. 8:11), a life of self-examination (1 Cor. 11:30), a healthy way
of life (Prov. 19:2; Is. 28:16; 1 Cor. 9:25), a sweet spirit, or otherwise. If preventable sicknesses strike anyway, God’s people, as we shall see further below, may have to humble themselves (Lev. 26:41; 2 Chron. 7:14; Ps. 119:75;
Heb. 12:11), confess their sins (Ps. 32:5; 51:4-5; Prov. 28:13; Jer. 3:13; 1
John 1:9), either privately (2 Sam. 12:13; Mt. 5:24), or publicly (Lev. 16:21;
Neh. 9:3; Mt. 3:16; Acts 19:18), and in holiness of life (Gen. 32:26; Prov.
21:27; Hos. 12:4; Lk. 11:8; John 9:31; Heb. 11:4) pray fervently for individu1258

al and corporate healing (2 Chron. 7:14; Jam. 5:13,16).
At any rate, in the present context James is not speaking of man’s sinful
condition in general, such as expressed by Proverbs 20:9, “Who can say, I
have made my heart clean, I am pure from my sin?” No, he has specific sins
in mind that got God’s attention in a tangible way, possibly the various sins
James has already condemned, such ill treatment of the poor, favoritism, failure to do good, etc. (Manton, 454)! Of course, it is understood that one person’s confident prayer can only lead to another person’s healing, when in
case of present sinfulness the heart of the other one breaks as an intermediate
step (Manton, 454). The possibility of this scenario virtually mandates for the
elders to investigate in each instance whether such sinfulness is in evidence,
and if so, to take corrective steps. Then God’s forgiveness and the person’s
healing take place in tandem.
Fifteenth, it also ought to be underscored that in the context of Scripture
purposeful holiness is conducive to health and prevents diseases typical of the
culture in which Christians reside (Ex. 15:26; Deut. 28:21-22).
Sixteenth, once again, there is no doubt that in the larger context of
Scripture the significance of the faith of the sick is emphasized as well (Mt.
9:22; Mk. 6:56; Acts 3:16). But this is not James’ focus at this juncture. Nevertheless, suffice it to say that whether it pertains to the faith of the elders or
of the sick, God delights and works in believers according to the faith they
possess (and display). This is clearly expressed by Jesus (Mt. 15:28), and
more than just implied by James (Jam. 1:5-6).
Seventeenth, to sum up the preceding in the well-chosen words of one
commentator, “The ‘prayer of faith’ should thus be understood not just as a
prayer of petition but as a prayer of praise, a prayer of confession, a prayer
for wholeness. In this believers may need to raise their expectations. The
prayer of faith expects that something will happen. Such prayers do not doubt
(Jam. 1:6) and are not of two minds in their requests (Jam. 1:6-8; 4:3), but
trust in God who gives to all generously and without grudging” (So Brosend,
163).
Eighteenth, and last but definitely not least, Christians ought to remember that both their forgiveness and healing (Ps. 103:3) does, and should rest
upon the twofold accomplished work of Christ on the cross as their foundation. He was wounded for our transgressions and was bruised for our iniquities. But he also took our infirmities and healed us by his stripes (Is. 53:4-5;
Mt. 8:17; 1 Pet. 2:24) (Manton, 455-456)!
Especially Matthew 8:17 requires special attention here because of its
crucial place in the debate about the essence, function and treatment of sickness.
It does not simply describe the pity and the compassion of the Savior, as
he enters into the condition of sufferers during His walk on earth. This is too
1259

restrictive. Neither does it indicate that every man has the right to receive
healing in every instance. This is too inclusive. Note specifically 1 Cor. 15:13, 1 Tim. 5:23, and 2 Tim. 4:20, where the removal of sickness is not mentioned in the description of the foundation of the Gospel, and therefore as an
inalienable right of the believer!
However, it does teach that healing flows forth from the accomplished
work of the Savior on the cross. In other words, the mediatorial work of the
Savior is the foundation for healing. Just as one may expect the gift of the
forgiveness of sins to be granted, so one may expect the gift of healing to occur. One may appeal to this in prayer as one of the mercies (Ex. 15:26; Phil.
4:9) and promises (1 John 5:14-15) of God to his children.
Nevertheless, just as the fact that Christ carried our sins does not imply
that we will or can display sinless perfection, so the fact that he took our infirmities upon himself does not imply that we universally will or can possess
perfect health. What is the reason? Just as indwelling sin will remain with us
until death, so also our deficient bodies will be with us until death. Besides,
the last sickness will precipitate our death. Conversely, of course, it may and
should always be cheerfully remembered that just as our death will usher us
into the glory and joy of spiritual perfection, so it spells the transition toward
the same glory and joy of a perfect body (Phil. 3:21). A terminal sickness,
therefore, for whatever reason, is for the true believer not a tragic ending. Rather it is the glorious beginning of a perfect end! However much death is an
enemy from the perspective of a good creation, and a judgment from the
perspective of the fall, it is a friend, possibly the dearest friend from the perspective of redemption. It is the steppingstone to entire sanctification in that it
once and for all separates us from even the last vestige of sin (2 Pet. 3:16). It
is the entrance gate into eternal life in that it provides a permanent mansion in
the presence of God (2 Cor. 5:1). But above all it spells the greatest of gains
(Phil. 1:21) in that it joins us to Christ (2 Cor. 5:8) whom we will see and
love with joy inexpressible and full of glory (1 Pet. 1:8).
In James 5:16 the author adds a new dimension, an additional issue of vital significance to his earlier teaching. He calls for confession, the voicing of
our sorrowful conviction and full agreement in the inner recesses of the soul
pertaining to the biblical diagnosis of our transgressions, that is “coming totally clean,” as an integral part of mortification on man’s part and the indispensable way to pardon from God’s perspective. In a word, James calls upon,
in fact, orders Church members to make it “a common practice to confess
their sins to each other” (Peterson, The Message (Jam. 5:16). The fact that
this “marching order” it is placed in the context of restoration to health and
forgiveness (Burdick, 183) only accentuates both the significance and the necessity of this practice.
There is a clear-cut correlation between confession and forgiveness (Lev.
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5:5; Num. 5:7; Job 33:27-28; Ps. 32:5; 51:3-5; 119:26; Prov. 28:13; Jer. 3:13;
Dan. 9:4-10; Mt. 3:6; Acts 19:8; 1 John 1:9) (Manton, 457). Confession, of
course, is necessary when we have been offensive to God or man (Mk. 1:5;
Mt. 3:6; Acts 19:18). Hearts that have melted under the convicting power of
the Holy Spirit, are eager to deal with estrangement, to make the necessary
amends and so to heal the breach (Mt. 5:23-24). But such confession becomes
an especially urgent matter, when God strikes us with sickness as a result of
our offense (Zodhiates, III, 141, with reference to 1 Cor. 11:30). It even might
preclude death. So, it better be done before one’s condition becomes incurable (Manton, 460). Furthermore, in instances of offense and confrontation
confession must be elicited (Mt. 18:15ff; Lk. 17:3). Also, biblical confession,
whether from member to elder, or member to member, should neither be
meaninglessly general nor harmfully detailed. When done properly, it is part
of a “cleansing” process that culminates in freedom from guilt, restoration of
joy and renewal of life under the smile of God. From that perspective it has
graphically and appropriately been called “the vomit of the soul” (Curtis
Vaughan, quoted in Keddie, 178-179). Once it is out in the open, it gives instantaneous relief.
However, all this does not exhaust James’ counsel! In this context there
is the additional dimension of ongoing (Martin, 210), communal (Mitton,
203-205), “quantitative” (Zodhiates, III, 150) confession, beyond the mere
circle of the elders. Most commentators agree that in this setting James has a
much more “ambitious,” a more “startling” (Johnson, 334) objective than
what is required in 1 John 1:9 or Luke 17:3-4.
First, James 5:16, in line with James 5:15, implies that the circle of involved parties is wider than either the elders or the offended parties. The elders ought to enter into the picture, but not to the exclusion of congregational
participation (See also Royster, 135, with references to the practice in the early Church)! What comes into view here is the bedrock as well as the “transparency” (Johnson, 334) of general accountability. The specific pastoral privilege and responsibility of the elders of the Church is not undermined hereby.
Quite the contrary! It comes into its own by means of the general ministerial
privilege and responsibility of the congregation (Martin, 211). However, congregational accountability is not an end in itself. It serves, and makes perfect
sense only, as the backdrop for intercessory prayer. How can believers truly
pray for each other without knowing each other? And how can they target
their prayers and aim for specific benefits or mercies, if they are oblivious of
the needs, the failures and the hurts, as well as the battles, the challenges, and
the opportunities their fellow believers are experiencing or facing? The Scripture is replete with instructions for full-orbed and knowledgeable intercessory
prayer (Acts 26:29; 27:29; Rom. 9:3; 15:14; 2 Cor. 13:7; 3 John 2).
In short, James’ words constitute a “general instruction” that is directed
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to “the general life” of the Church. In the battle against sin “Christian companionship can be a major factor in gaining the victory.” James recommends his
readers to avoid a “lonely struggle against sin,” and “to seek guidance and
strength (in that struggle) through a shared relationship with others.” What is
envisioned, then, is neither a single confession, nor simply a mutual confession, however much a biblical requirement (Mt. 5:24; Lk. 17:4), but a communal confession in a smaller or larger group (Mitton, 204-205), which naturally leads to communal prayer (See also Richardson, 237). Scripture is replete with examples of both such public confession (Lev. 16:21; Josh. 7:19;
Neh. 9:3, Mt. 3:6; Acts 19:18), and the insistence that it occur (2 Cor. 2:6; 1
Tim. 5:20; 1 Cor. 5:6; Heb. 12:15).466 Here as well as everywhere else a two466

Motyer, 202, is more restrictive. He argues that confession must be made only to the person(s) against whom one has sinned, and from whom forgiveness must be obtained. Consequently he envisions no more than three scenarios, (1) “secret confession” of a secret sin to be
expressed in secret only to God (Ps. 90:8), (2) “private confession” of a personal sin to be expressed in private only to the offended party, and (3) “public confession” of a sin against a
community to be expressed in public only to this community. He would, therefore, not endorse unburdening “communal confessions,” whether in a smaller or larger group, as a biblical requirement. In response two items, as set forth by Travis Hutchinson in a thoughtful, but
unpublished, paper, which I hereby present in summary form for the purpose of equally
thoughtful consideration! First, it appears that there are at least two more types of confession
in Scripture: (4) “corporate confession,” in which a body of people, such as a church or a nation, admits to a structural sin, as, for instance, slavery or apartheid, and expresses this in
public by appropriate means (See also Ezra 9:1-15), and (5) “liturgical confession,” in which
a Church in its public assembly confesses in general its weekly shortcomings (sins of commission) and shortfalls (sins of omission) (See also Lev. 16:21). Secondly, however, a number
of reasons can be advanced, of which James 5:16 is not the least (!), why the practice of a further (6) “communal confession,” in a smaller or larger group, is (a) equally biblical and (b)
greatly contributes to the making of healthy Christians, a healthy Church, and possibly a responding world. (a) It is biblical in the light of Leviticus 26:40; Numbers 5:7; Ezra 10:11; Nehemiah 1:6; 9:3; Psalm 32:5; 38:18; Daniel 9:4; Matthew 3:6; Luke 18:10-14; 19:1-10; Acts
19:18; James 5:16; 1 John 1:9. Regarding James 5:16, the public involvement of elders assumes the practice of communal confession, and at the same time plays down the idea that
elders have popish authority (no secret “confessional!”). (b) It makes for healthy Christians
and a healthy Church for a number of reasons. (i) It attacks legalism, because it destroys the
myth that we can keep the law, and does away with “pious” religious masks. (ii) It provides
the opportunity for the trembling sinner to be fully restored. (iii) It eases Church discipline, in
that it makes public ecclesiastical admonition less jarring. (iv) It helps other struggling Christians to know that they are not alone in the fight against sin. (v) It points to the constant need
of Christ’s atoning work. (vi) It aids in repenting of particular sins particularly rather than
miring down in meaningless, general (weekly) confessions of sin. (vii) It produces humility
by destroying the foundation of pride. (viii) It facilitates the necessary brokenness, often missing in private confession of sin. (ix) It assists the lost in gaining an understanding of personal
sinfulness, and so is a witness to unbelievers. (x) It displays an important spiritual discipline,
and so is a training school for the entire body of Christ. (xi) Last, but not least, it is an excellent means of achieving authentic community. This is described as follows, “Recognizing that
the world will know that we are Christ’s disciples by how we love one another, living as a
real spiritual family, we strive for intentional, transparent, warm interdependent body life,
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fold principle obtains. On the one hand, wherever and whenever God enjoins
or forbids anything, believers are totally “slaves” in their obedience to their
Lord. On the other hand, wherever and whenever there are no commandments, prohibitions, or any other prescribed patterns of conduct, man is totally “free” to be entrepreneurial for the Lord. Practically speaking, therefore,
communal confession is not an option. At the same time, the details of its implementation are left in the hands of individual believers.
Second, the procedure that James outlines in case of sickness is not merely optional. It should be regarded as a “must.” The possibility of sin is always
present. Consequently, the need for confession must be explored. If sin is a
contributing factor, repentance and, if needs be, public confession should be
forthcoming.467 All this culminates in intercessory prayer. The term in the
Greek suggests that what James has in mind is the presentation of requests. It
can best be translated as “petition” or “supplication” (Mitton, 206).
These prayers are so powerful that pardon can and will be secured for the
sins committed, whether they are of sins of commission or omission (Mk. 2:5;
Lk. 7:48). This, in turn, goes hand in hand with healing! The aim is not the
welcoming newcomers into a community of grace in the context of mutual accountability.”
Hutchinson concludes his paper with a quote from Steve Brown, “I believe that the only way
we can disabuse the world is to confess our sins to them. And I also believe that the way we
disabuse each other of our self-righteousness is confessing our sins to each other. James 5:16,
I believe, includes public (personal) confession.” Of course, since it is in rare evidence in the
Church, it may require the practice of “liturgical confession” to ease into “communal confession,” and it does require congregational instruction to safeguard the appropriateness of such
confession. By way of final comment, while some of the Scripture references above pertain to
evangelistic “conversion confessions,” which should not be equated with “communal confessions,” there is still plenty of food for thought-unto-such-action! See also my observations
below in the text of my Commentary, as well as the next Footnote, which focuses on communal confessions from a historical perspective. See further Doriani, 200, on the several types
of confession, as well as McKnight, 446, who points out today’s “noticeable discomfort with
this text in James, which may be be precipitated by the obvious meaning of the text and the
obvious absence of confession in churches” and seems to bemoan the fact that “only in the
last century or two confession has been completely abandoned.”
467
Zodhiates, III, 51-184, argues at great length that the mutual and communal confession
counseled by James is poles apart from the “confessional” practice required in Roman Catholicism. Originally emphasized in Scripture as an encouragement for believers publicly to share
the burden and guilt of sin with fellow believers in the expectation of comfort and assurance
that God forgives the repentant and returning sinner, public mutual confession was officially
forbidden by the Western Church in the 5th century, and by the Eastern Church in the 7th century in favor of the private confessional as a transaction between priest and confessor. In the
13th century this procedure was proclaimed to be a sacrament. It is interesting to note that during times of heavy persecution and frequent apostasies the church appointed penitentiary elders to receive the apostates back into the fold. However, they never claimed to have authority
to forgive sins, in the recognition that only God can do so (Ps. 32:5; Is. 43:25; Dan. 9:9; Mic.
7:18; 1 John 1:9). Zodhiates concludes with an exegesis of Mathew 18:18 and John 20 to expose the illegitimacy of the practices of the Roman Church.
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“healing of the community” (contra Johnson, 335), but the healing of the individual sick. That the community will be edified in the process stands to reason. But this is the byproduct rather than the goal.
Incidentally, this “byproduct” has two aspects. For one, the congregation
naturally takes heart when God moves as a result of its prayer. But there is
more. When James informs his readers that “the active (energized, energetic,
ardent) prayer of a righteous man (with the force of an earnest spirit) is very
powerful (in its effectiveness)” (See Laws, 234; Dibelius, 256; Stulac, 184185; Manton, 463; Martin, 211; and Zodhiates, III, 195),468 self-examination
on the part of the congregation appears inevitable. Its prayers are only a
means to an end, rather than a cause to an effect. But they will not be used as
means, unless they are cradled in righteousness and marked by liveliness,
energy and fervency (Laws, 234). So it can be anticipated that the congregation will be zealous in the pursuit of both righteousness and “inspired”
prayer! When the foundation of righteousness is in place, such prayer has
great power, even if it looks unimpressive, and possesses a mighty punch,
even if it seems puny on the surface (Motyer, 204). From a general “ethical”
point of view no one can be designated as truly righteous, unless this is reflected in terms of motivation (the hunger of one’s heart), standard (conformity to the law of God) and objective (the advance of the Kingdom) (For the requirement of holiness in the context of prayer, see also Topical Focus #7:
468

The Greek word in view here is energoumene. The verb form can be either in the passive
(“with greater emphasis upon the activity of God”) or the middle voice (with “attributive”
connotation) (Brosend, 155). According to Burdick, 187, if it is passive the prayer is said to
be “energized (by the Spirit).” If it is middle it must be taken in the transitive sense and combined with the adverb “much” (polu) in the beginning of the sentence. In that case the prayer
is said to have “powerful effects,” or to be “very powerful in its effectiveness.” To Dibelius,
256, it is a passive present participle. Literally “made effective,” from his perspective it is best
translated as an adjective, “energetic,” “ardent,” with a reference to Genesis 32:26 and Hos.
12:4. Manton, 463, also translates it as an adjective but adds that this verse provides us with
three qualifications, the qualification of the nature of prayer (energetic, ardent), of the subject
of prayer (righteous), and of the effect of prayer (much). Zodhiates, III, 195, opts for the middle voice (with Moo, 246; Johnson, 335), translates it with “self-energizing,” and distinguishes between dunamis, potential power and energeia, operative power. The latter concept,
which is always predicated of God except in 2 Thessalonians 2:9, 11, is said to enter into the
present picture. To me it seems preferable in the context to opt for the passive use, and to
translate energoumene with either energetic (ardent), energized, or “effectual fervent” (Royster, 137). This is the reason why it is “quite powerful.” The full translation, then, is either
(middle voice), “The prayer of a righteous man is very powerful in its effect” (“powerful and
effective;” so McCartney, 258; Hartin, 270; McKnight, 448) or (passive voice), “The energetic/energized prayer of a righteous man is very powerful.” In spite of my preference, the choice
of translation is basically a “toss-up,” and makes little practical difference. See Blomberg,
245, for an alternate translation, “In many ways, a prayer of a righteous man is strong, when it
is exercised.” This would come down to an incentive for James’ readers to “work at” their
prayer life. At any rate, this interpretation has the same end result as well!
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Prayer). This, of course, is a tall order, and may well be the reason, anticipating the next section, why men like Elijah appear so rare!
By way of summary, in case of sin only confession (based upon repentance) leads to forgiveness. But once the relationship with God is normalized,
not only is the way to intercessory prayer open, but through intercessory
prayer, also the way to healing! (For the relationship between forgiveness and
healing, see Mt. 9:1-8.)
As has already been observed, one should not forget that according to
James 5:14 the prayers are solicited by the sick brothers and sisters. They do
(and must) take the initiative by making a request to the elders, and by making confession to the congregation. This has the added, if not inestimable,
benefit that they wholeheartedly join in with the elders as well as with the
congregation in seeking to obtain both God’s approval upon their lives, and
God’s favor in their healing. All this does, and must, imply that many aspects
of today’s so-called “miracle services,” where the emphasis is exclusively, or
almost exclusively, upon healing, are of questionable character. Furthermore,
if the explanation is correct that the whole covenant community is involved in
mutual, grass level, accountability, the practice of present day “miracle services” becomes even more questionable. At any rate, they cannot be defended
with a reference to James 5!
Third, however, the involvement of the elders, the outpouring of prayer,
and communal confession do and should transcend the issue of sickness. As
has already been pointed out, these activities should not be restricted to one
case of weakness only. They are called for in cases of any and all kinds of
trouble spots, and therefore must be the congregation’s “constant companions.” After all, God’s mercy is necessary across the length, breadth, depth
and height of life (Heb. 4:16). One does not need to reflect too long on
James’ teaching on the oozing of filth, the discharge of poison, and the gushing of sewage to be convicted and convinced of that. In fact, when one becomes deeply conscious of both one’s radical “weakness” (read: impotence)
and one’s total dependence upon divine mercy, one will covet and cherish the
assistance of ever visiting elders, the presence of ever continuing prayer, and
the custom of ever ongoing communal confession.
The fellowship among God’s people is greatly enriched and deepened,
when together with their elders they first stand before God in all humility as
wretched, ever hell-deserving, saints (confession), and subsequently intercede
for one another (prayer). Although wisdom requires that the confession remain sober and unobjectionable, the practice of confessing one’s sins to one
another is not optional, however defined. James gives an injunction! Within a
truly Christian community, such injunction is recognized as a privilege, in
fact, a gift of God, for a variety of reasons.
(1) To conceal transgressions is to erect a roadblock to biblical prosperity
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(Prov. 28:13). It is to put up an “indefensible” false front. Such front certainly
does not please God, to whom nothing is hidden (Heb. 4:13). Further, it
leaves the perpetrator with a guilty conscience and an often unreasonable fear
of exposure. As such it can quite easily become an occasion for Satan’s
blackmail.
(2) To confess transgressions produces openness to God that restores
communication and a type of “vulnerability” before man that “is a sure path
to interpersonal healing” (Nystrom, 315-316). After all, coupled with the abandonment of sin the end is invariably mercy (Prov. 28:13b).
(3) Such process not only edifies the individual members, but it edifies
the body of Christ as well. In fact, blessed is a church or group where the
Gospel reigns so powerfully that “confessions” do not engender “gossip,”
“criticism,” or “condemnation,” but rather shared humility, mutual support,
consequent growth in fellowship, and above all, the experience of the presence and smile of God!
The Bible gives us a number of guidelines and principles for intercessory
prayer. Here follow the most important ones. We are required to pray for all
people, but especially the fellow believers. Scripture presents us with the necessity (1 Tim. 2:1), the pattern (Mt. 5:44-45), the value (Prov. 11:11; Jer.
7:16; 15:1), the examples (1 Sam. 12:23), the focus (Mt. 9:2), the framework
(Mt 28:19-20; Rev. 5:9), and the constancy (1 Sam. 12:23) of praying for all
people. It also provides with the necessity (Gal. 6:10; Eph. 1:15; 6:18; Col.
1:4), the pattern (Lk. 22:32; John 17:20; Eph. 1:15), the requests (Rom.
15:30; Phil. 1:18-19), the value (2 Cor. 1:11), the various purposes (Jud. 2:910; Ps. 122:6; Acts 9:17-18; John 17:21), and the effectiveness (Job 42:8, 1
John 5:16) of praying for the saints. Especially in this last context, joint and
mutual striving for the good of each other makes ministry prosper. Since the
task is overwhelming, the corruptions strong, and the temptations many, the
Church really has no option but to pour out its heart in incessant prayer (Manton, 461).
Of course, we cannot really and acceptably pray for one saint, if we cannot pray for all saints (Eph. 6:18). Further, it is necessary to know the saints
thoroughly (Neh. 1:4), in order to have our hearts go out to them. Then the
prayers, even more so when we have been in similar circumstances ourselves,
will be sincere and powerful. The focus in this section is upon prayers for
family and church members. But we should also pray for neighbors and
strangers.
By way of final comment, one commentator brings up the vast difference
between the procedures James lays out in his day and for all Christians at all
times (“then”) and today’s rather anemic habits (“now”).
Then: “Are you sick? Call for the church leaders. They will pray and
anoint you with oil. You will be saved, raised and forgiven. So confess your
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sins and pray, and you will be healed.”
Questionable Assessment: “What we appear to find is an almost complete, and seemingly indiscriminate, mixing of sin, sickness, confession, healing, and forgiveness, with a little salvation and resurrection thrown in for
good measure.”
Now: “If we are sick, we go to a doctor (we can summon all we want, it
won’t help). If we have sinned, we confess our sins and are forgiven. The
physical and the spiritual are two entirely different things, and we intend to
keep them that way, unless, of course, the medicine is not working or the diagnosis is dire. Then, the spiritual, driven by a confrontation with our own
mortality, is suddenly welcome, and we pray like crazy.”
Right on the Money Comment: “So who is crazy? We who wait until the
doctor says, ‘There is nothing more we can do. All we can do is pray’ before
attempting to deal with our own mortality, or James, who ... begins to pray at
the first sign of illness ... and (in the process) addresses sickness, sin, health
and forgiveness together?” (For all this, see Brosend, 160-161). Clearly, to
ask the question is to answer it.

(2) Man of Prayer (5:17-18)
At this point James refers to Elijah as a true model of a man of prevailing
prayer.469 He “infers a general rule out of a single instance from a man whose
life was full of prodigy and wonder, because the precept of praying and the
promise of being heard are universal” (Manton, 465). The purpose of bringing him into the picture is threefold. First, his example will add to the confidence of the readers in their prayers for the sick. Second, it will stir them up
to turn to God with confidence in any and all of their prayers, whatever the
content or purpose, as long as they are based on Scripture and glorifying to
God! The fact, as we shall see below, that we share a common humanity with
Elijah and that he therefore “is not a remote or heavenly figure,” does, and
should, powerfully strengthen us in this confidence (Hartin, 271)!
The text says that Elijah, as “assumed from 1 Kings 17:1 and 18:42”
(Burdick, 204; McKnight, 449-451), “prayed and prayed” (Laws, 235),
“prayed intensely” (Martin, 212; Nystrom, 308; see also Stulac, 186), and
“effectively” (Zodhiates III, 207, with reference to the middle voice of the
Greek verb, proseuxato) that it would not rain, and it did not rain, “not a drop
in three and a half years” (Peterson, The Message; Jam. 5:17).470 Then after
469

For the requirements of effective prayer, see once again Topical Focus #7: Prayer, which
is inserted in my exposition of James 1:5-8.
470
For what it is worth, Motyer, 206-207, gives the phrase, “with prayer he prayed,” an interesting, if not a unique and intriguing, twist, by translating it as “he just prayed.” According to
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this lengthy period of time (See also Lk. 4:25), when he once again “prayed
and prayed” (seven times!) that it would, the rains returned and the earth
blossomed out once again. Literally, “the heaven gave rain.” This “reflects
James’ constant perception of God as ‘the giver of gifts’ (see 1:5; 1:17; 4:6)”
(Johnson, 337). Incidentally, it has been said that in 1 Kings “both the beginning and the end of the drought appears rather as a prophetic announcement
than as prayer” (Laws, 204-205) (1 Ki. 17:1; 18:1, 41, 42, 44). This is only
partly true. In Kings 18:41 there is an announcement of rain, all right. But in
1 Kings 18:42-44 he did pray prior to, as well as for the end of, the drought.
As is argued more fully later, both the announcement and the prayer are based
upon God’s Word, and more specifically God’s promises, whether haunting
or benevolent. Follow idols and the rains will cease (Lev. 26:18-20; Deut.
28:23-24)! Return to God and the rains will resume (Lev. 26:3-5; Deut.
28:11-12; 30:7-9)! This twofold promise, as all the promises of God, both
warrants an announcement and requires prayer (See also Royster, 138, with
reference to 1 Ki. 17:1 (Standing before God in an attitude of prayer) and 1
Ki. 18:1 (Receiving the Word of God in response to prayer).
Once again the formula 100% God + 100% man = 100% applies. The
announcement is based upon the indestructible power of the promise. Prayer
is the indispensable means for the fulfillment of the promise. The biblical tapestry is one of astounding intricacy as well as remarkable beauty. Elijah
showed that he recognized and appreciated both. This tapestry of the indissoluble link between Word (announcement) and prayer is found throughout
Scripture. It is found in Daniel (Dan. 9:2-3), in the apostles (Acts 1:8, 14). It
is “codified” by Jesus himself (John 15:7) and echoed in Paul (1 Tim. 4:4).
Incidentally, we constantly ought to remind ourselves that God has bound
himself to his word, whether promise, injunction, prohibition, threat, or otherwise. This is why one commentator is quite perceptive when he with reference to Exodus 32:10 states that at times “God himself speaks as if his hands
were tied by the prayer of faith that is based upon his word of promise”
(Manton, 465).
It is no coincidence that in Scripture prayer that has the Word of God as
its sole content, in fact, that pursues the Word of God to its very limits without transgressing them, never takes “No” for an answer. It does not and will
not do so, because it cannot and may not do so. After all, without the fulfillment of the Word God is displeased to a lesser, greater or ultimate degree,
and we perish, to a lesser, greater or ultimate degree!
Elijah must have been a remarkable man. A survey of his curriculum vitae, as
presented in Scripture, hardly warrants any other conclusion. Apart from the
OT information, such as raising a boy from the dead, calling fire from heahim, it carries a reference to the “restful confidence” of “simplicity” and “brevity,” rather than
to the “excitement” of “fervency” and “frequency.”
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ven, being fed by ravens, an amazing trek through the desert of 40 days without food and water, crossing the Jordan, and the fact that he was immediately
taken in a chariot into the presence of God at the time of his “death,” we read
in the NT that John the Baptist whose incomparable privilege was to introduce the King, was Elijah redivivus (Mt. 11:14; 17:13; Mk. 9:13), and, further, that Jesus not only conversed with Moses, but also with him on the
Mount of Transfiguration (Mk. 9:4). One cannot but conclude that Elijah was
a towering figure, far from an ordinary individual (See also 1 Ki. 17:1; 18:3637).
And still ... in the light of all this it is truly surprising that James introduces Elijah as nothing out of the ordinary, and not at all as an exceptional
man who made an exceptional contribution to the Kingdom of God, although
to a (present day?) sub-standard Church it regrettably must appear exceptional. According to James, Elijah was an average man, similar to any one of us
(Jam. 5:17; see also Acts 10:26; 14:15), with “the same limitations” (Nystrom, 308; Adamson, 200; Martin, 212), “a human like us” (Dibelius, 257)
with the same kind of limitations, temptations, afflictions, frailties, whom
God heard both in and in spite of his imperfections (Zodhiates, III, 101). We
are told of his hunger, his pain, etc. His name, for all practical purposes, was
John Elijah Doe, or better yet, John Elijah Christian. By implication God’s
people are told to identify themselves with him. They should never, nor ever
need to, plead with God to turn them into another Elijah. Rather, they should
recognize that they are already another Elijah. It is already the middle name
of all Christians. There is no excuse for a believer, James seems to indicate,
not to operate or function on Elijah’s level. An energized, active, powerful
and effective prayer life, as Elijah displays it, is fully within the reach of, if
not a “must,” for every child of God. In fact, it should be the normal for all
Christians. So, if we deceive ourselves in thinking that Elijah is exceptional,
beyond our reach, we are doomed to remain below par, in fact, subnormal,
with all the grim and paralyzing realities that this may entail.
All this, at first sight, seems hard to believe. After all, which Christian
would claim, that through his prayers, he could determine the rainfall? But
this is what James infers, when he bluntly fires his opening salvo, “Elijah was
a man just like us” (Laws, 2336; Mitton, 207), subject to the same infirmities
and the same reactions as any and every other man.471 Other Scripture sup471

With reference to Psalm 51:5 Manton, 467-468, makes some illuminating remarks in the
context of “limitations” in men after God’s heart (I paraphrase). Constant continuance in sin
would deny us saints, while uninterrupted continuance in holiness would deny us men. Some
canonize them and turn them into half-gods so that they are no longer ordinary men and can
no longer serve as examples. Others display them in their infirmities instead of precedents of
mercy and dismiss them as “patrons of sin.” What then is Manton’s advice as an antidote to
either aberration? First, admit that there is considerable weakness in everyone. Then, with a
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ports this thesis as well (1 Ki. 17:11; 19:3-4; Acts 10:26; 14:11-15; 1 Pet.
5:9). So, James infers, you readers better live up to the standards of Elijah. In
a word, since Elijah is your middle name, you have only two options,
“Change your (middle) name or change your (prayer) conduct!” The bottom
line is that Elijah was an ordinary man, be it with an extraordinary experiential understanding of an extraordinary God (Stulac, 186). But this still puts
him in the same ballpark as everyone else. In short, “the humanity of Elijah
functions to affirm the possibilities available (to all believers) in their prayer”
(Johnson, 336).472
A closer examination of the characteristics of Elijah’s prayer life will
provide the backdrop for, and bear out the propriety of James’ unexpected,
but nevertheless accurate, contention. Elijah prayed, without ceasing (1 Ki.
17:1; 18:41-43), fervently (1 Ki. 17:20-21; 18:42; Jer. 29:12-13; Mt. 7:7), in
the framework of a holy life (1 Ki. 18:40; 19:10; 2 Ki. 2:11), confidently (1
Ki. 18:24, 41), and last but not least, “from nothing to everything” (1 Ki.
18:41-45). Elijah even illustrates this last feature in his prayer posture. He
kneels on the ground, puts his head between his knees and resembles a little
“zero” in total dependence.
These characteristics of Elijah’s prayer life go hand in hand with the characteristics of Elijah, the man of God!
First, Elijah’s heart was with the Lord (1 Ki. 17:1; 19:14). It is comforting to know that when our heart is with the Lord, our infirmities shall not
hinder our prayers (2 Chron. 30:19). Also, Elijah identified himself totally
with the cause of God (1 Ki. 17:1; 18:24; 19:10, 14). He was willing to pay
the price. Then, Elijah displayed his total dependence upon the Lord (1 Kings
modicum of theological humor, “take them out of Egypt and grow them in Canaan.” After all,
everything is based on grace, and not on man’s worth!
472
So also Doriani, 201! Still he portrays the humanity of Elijah as a “weak” man, filled with
“fear,” in fact, “prone to despair,” and eager to leave this depressing vale of tears (1 Ki. 19:111). Frankly, I do not “read” Elijah this way. It would be totally out of character, as if he suffered of a Jekyll and Hyde syndrome. I wish that every believer would follow in his powerful
footsteps and tell the Lord, “If I ever would be convinced that your Kingdom had come to a
grinding, irreversible, halt, no more pulpits, no more preachers, no more people, no more
Kingdom projects, I would want to die as well. Life would have lost any and all meaning!”
Believe it or not, this would be the type of devastated “Revival prayer” that we encounter in
Ezra, and read about in Bonar and Spurgeon. “Lord, have mercy upon your Church, and multiply your Elijah’s in our midst! Then encourage them as you did their prototype with big
numbers (7000), and send them on their triumphant ways with huge mandates, such as, to
anoint successors and kings.” We can only conclude that Doriani did not do us any favor with
his portrayal of Elijah as a feeble, if not somewhat pathetic, individual! Neither, for that matter, did McCartney, 260, who speaks of Elijah’s “doldrums recorded in 1 Kings 19:9-10.” All
those who subscribe to this picture of Elijah will have an opportunity to apologize to him
when they meet him in the Judgment, and certainly did not read his “account” in 3-D. Of
course, at that occasion everyone will prove to have “eggs on his face” in one way or another
and to one degree or another. But more about Elijah below!
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17:21, 30; 18:42). His life was one of total humility. Further, his life was one
of total surrender to God. He both hid himself and showed himself as he was
told (1 Ki. 17:3; 18:1). Finally, Elijah gave evidence of a blessed fellowship
with the Lord (1Ki. 17:2-7, 20-22; 18:42; 19:13; 2 Ki. 2:11).
Second, he truly is the embodiment of the universal principle that preceded his “honorable mention” in James’ Epistle. He was fervently energetic
(See Acts 1:14 for a similar fervency), purposefully pure (See Prov. 21:27 for
its opposite number), and powerfully effective (See Job 8:20; John 9:31 for
conditions of ineffectiveness) (Manton, 464). Incidentally, he has been portrayed as a dejected, depressed, fearful, if not despairing, individual when he
poured out his heart to the Lord in utter dismay. A classic picture of total
burn-out! After all, every altar was torn down. Every prophet was killed. And
he, the lone survivor, was a fugitive. He might as well be dead (1 Ki. 19:1-4,
9-10, 14) (Keddie, 181; Motyer, 206; Doriani, 201).
As I mentioned already, thankfully nothing could be further from the
truth. On the face of it to picture this warrior of the Lord as psychologically
dented and downcast would be out of character. In fact, it would be to miscast
him totally. Sure, his was a broken heart and a life of deep-seated pain, but he
did not suffer of a man-centered burn-out. He did not throw a pity-party in
which he was both the host and the guest. Quite the contrary! He was a man
who coolly faced the facts as he saw them, drew his conclusions, and announced them to his God. The Grand Covenant Experiment with Israel as a
nation that in a real sense started on Mt. Sinai was ready to be interred on that
same Mt. Sinai. Israel’s militia Dei had been virtually reduced to nothing. A
victorious Moses, firmly in charge, at Horeb, turned into a persecuted Elijah,
the sole survivor at ... Horeb. He was not licking his personal wounds. No, his
heart broke in sorrow about the seeming defeat and demise of the Kingdom of
God. We all should hope and pray that anyone who finds himself of this conviction and in this condition would follow in Elijah’s footsteps. No Kingdom
of God? Lord, let me die. Life has lost its luster. Totally! Of course, Elijah’s
premise was thoroughly mistaken. But from the narrow perspective of this
premise, he drew the correct conclusion. No wonder that God took pity on
him, reassured him of what must have been big numbers to him, and gave
him statesman-like marching orders and reassuring intelligence information
that must have warmed his heart! There were still 7000 true worshippers
around, and he was to anoint both his successor and two kings!
On the one hand, at a specific time in his life, Elijah resembled Job of
sorts, when the latter concluded, also on the basis of a wrong premise, that he
had to curse his birthday. On the other hand, throughout his life he was the
precursor of men, such as Daniel and Nehemiah. Armed with biblical premises they poured out their hearts, lives, and prayers in the service of the Kingdom. In fact, on balance he was the precursor of any future believer who en1271

joys a glorious Revival Status, is engaged in a determined Maintenance Ministry, and is committed to an all-out Recovery Mode, whenever and wherever
necessary. After all, Elijah was a mighty leader of mighty prayer, mighty
preaching, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness, mighty compassion, mighty
“evangelistic” outreach with mighty societal impact, ever involved in mighty
combat, and ever aiming at mighty conversions, in which at one time he succeeded gloriously (1 Ki. 18:39). As a man of the old covenant Calvary/The
Open Tomb and Pentecost were still ahead of him. But already in his time he
was harbinger of things to come.
All this, therefore, provides us with a good deal of insight why Elijah is
the “man of prayer” who can serve as a model, in fact, a benchmark in the
present context. Since Elijah’s characteristics are “general” in nature, we understand why James can introduce Elijah as “Mr./Mrs./Miss Normal Christian.” Faced with this benchmark of “normalcy,” all “ordinary” and “average”
Christianity that falls short of it stands rebuked. Let no one depict average
Christianity as normal in order to escape such rebuke. Elijah is what every
Christian ought to be!
However, this only thickens the plot, for it leaves two questions unanswered. Why was Elijah such a history-shaping figure, and how can we possibly duplicate him? He prayed, and it rocked Israel. The rains stopped. Enter
famine, misery, and death! He prayed again, and it lifted Israel out of the doldrums. The rains returned. Enter crops, food, and life! All this is not quite ordinary. Neither is it quite average. But it does not seem quite “normal” either.
Or is it?
Well, here is Elijah’s secret. It is not just “the (unspecified) will of God’s
decree, which made him “the instrument of God’s Lordship … over the extraordinary regulation of the elements that are the Lord’s prerogative” (So
Richardson, 238, 240, with a mistaken reference to 1 John 5:14, which eyes
the (revealed) will of God’s command). This is too vague. Neither is it, as one
commentator suggests, that God disclosed his intentions to Elijah by means of
extra-curricular information or mysteriously communicated them by his Spirit
to his spirit, nor that he somehow looked in the heart of God or explored the
mind of the Spirit and so became aware of his plans and the means to realize
them. This, incidentally, led the commentator to the mistaken conclusion that
no one is allowed to avail himself of a similar call for judgment, such as for
instance is found in Psalm 139:19-24.473
473

Also one of the ministry instances in Elisha is declared out of bounds as a universal model
(2 Ki. 2:23-24). If there is no special “Email” from God to man, or “pipeline” from man to
God, then there may be no prayer for “vengeance” (See Zodhiates, III, 207, 212)! My assessment of this approach is simple. To the extent that Psalm 139:19-24 conveys a universal truth,
it is an authoritative model for everyone’s prayer in a similar setting. To the extent that 2
Kings 2:23-24 describes a unique instance, Elijah’s conduct is not repeatable except in an ana1272

Both interpretations and their conclusion must be opposed, the latter in
the strongest possible terms. Elijah’s secret was not of the extra-curricular or
mysterious variety. He simply read Scripture twice. The first time he was told
in no uncertain way that apostasy from JHWH would result in lack of rain,
famine and death (Lev. 26:14ff; Deut. 28:15ff; 29:22ff). The second time he
was equally informed that the (re)turn to God would result in rain, food and
life (Lev. 26:3ff; Deut. 28:1ff; 30:1ff). On the strength of this twofold Word
of God, he prayed twice with an interval of three and a half years. The rest is
history. In fact, Elijah “shaped” history, because he prayed the Word in first
praying up a “dust storm,” and then a “rain storm!” Sure, God did use Elijah as a prophet. But the biblical record indicates that it was his prayer as a
common Israelite that initially launched his “career.” We do not read of his
appointment, as in the case of Isaiah (Is. 6:1ff), and Jeremiah (Jer. 1:1ff) (See
1 Ki. 17:1ff). This implies that we not only may and can duplicate Elijah. We
must duplicate him (See for this specifically, Richardson, 241)!
In a word, all Christians of all ages share his starting block. They all have
Elijah as their middle name. The question they must ask themselves is simply
this. Will they be satisfied with being “average” people? Or will they be desirous to be “normal.” If the latter, there is no reason to believe that every
Christian cannot be a “shaker” and a “mover” in the footsteps of Elijah! Pray
the full extent of the Word, injunctions as well as prohibitions, promises as
well as threats, blessings as well as curses, in the footsteps of Elijah, Elisha,
and the Psalmist in analogous circumstances, and the “moving and shaking”
will undoubtedly take place.474 The reward of true God-centeredness is truly
remarkable.
Incidentally, Elijah’s prayer did not constitute a personal vendetta. In
personal controversies intercession for the perpetrators of evil is called for.
“Followers of the Lamb” should not sport “a wolfish spirit.” Rather, they
should follow in the footsteps of their Master. We should stand “ready to forgive all private and personal wrongs” (Is 53:12; Mt. 6:14-15; see also 1 Pet.
2:20). In the public arena, however, our prayers may and must aim at the vindication of God’s glory (Ps. 83:18). In that case, of course, they should not
target specific persons in particular, but perverse and implacable enemies of
the Kingdom in general and even then not their persons, but their plots (Manlogous circumstance. The bottom line is that the content of Psalm 139 will be a functioning
reality in one’s prayer life, while the conduct of 2 Kings 2:23-24 will virtually be confined to
this particular instance. Of course, the message of the universal principle embedded in this
conduct is perennial. Covenant children who ridicule covenant spokesmen, possibly copying
their covenant parents, can expect a covenant curse. Possibly God decides “to get through” to
their covenant parents through his servant Elijah in order to drive home the heinousness of the
model on display in them.
474
See E. Calvin Beisner, Psalms of Promise (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 1988), 161-182,
on the nature, purpose, and continuing validity of imprecatory psalms.
1273

ton, 469-470).
Well, over three years without rain seems an awfully long period of
time.475 The calamitous damage must have been astounding, so much so that
no widow in Israel was willing to rent Elijah a room. He was for all practical
purposes an outcast in his own country, talking about mighty combat! But
why was God’s judgment so relentlessly long? The answer is simple. It took
Israel that long finally to repent of their apostasy. It should be clear by now
that defiance of God calls for judgment. It will come, and it will be severe. It
should be equally clear that no one should provoke God’s devotees to pray
against it other than in the spirit of Luke 23:34 and Acts 7:60. It should be
clear as well that the judgment will not be lifted, and damage control will not
kick in apart from heartfelt repentance (Rev. 16:8-9, 10-11). In all this we encounter a biblical pattern. Once God unleashes his covenant judgments, they
are severe in nature, sobering in effect, but aiming at repentance, and therefore saving in intention (Ezek. 18:30-32; 33:10ff). Anyone who is inclined to
deny this has a dim, if not reductionistic, understanding of salvation. The
crowning piece of God’s saving activity is his worship in the splendor of holiness. This is always and by definition his grand intention. Regeneration may
be the launching pad, and justification the legal framework of full-orbed, biblical salvation. But holiness is its overarching objective! Why would it not be
his explicit intention that everyone arrives at this objective. In fact, it is not
only his intention. It is his command!
In summary, James 5:17-18 indicates that God when he intends to bestow
blessings stirs his people to prayer. He, who decrees the end, also decrees the
means (Ezek. 36:37; Jer. 29:12). The efficacy of genuine prayer is awesome
(Gen. 32:24-25; Josh. 10:13; 2 Ki. 7:17; Is. 38:8) (Manton, 471). Of course,
the Christian knows that the absence or presence of both physical and spiritual blessings is not determined by the laws of nature. Rather, all blessings
have God as their source. When God opens his hand, there is abundance and
life. When He closes His hand, there is scarcity and death. “When you give it
to them, they gather it up. When you open your hand, they are satisfied with
good things” (Ps. 104:28-29). “Unless the Lord builds the house, its builders
labor in vain ... It is vain for you to rise up early, and stay up late, toiling for
food to eat--for while they sleep, he provides for those he loves” (Ps. 127:12). This is the one side, the primacy of the 100% grace of God.
But there is also another side. This is the presence of 100% instrumentality of man (Phil. 2:12-13). Here any and all Elijah’s come into our line of vi475

Too much has been made of the fact that 1 Kings 18:1 indicate three years of drought,
while Luke 4:25 and James speak of three and half years. 1 Kings simply presents us with a
“global” number, while Luke and James are more specific. Incidentally, James also informs
us that Elijah prayed for the rains to cease, which 1 Kings does not mention. In doing so he
once again gives us an additional piece of information!
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sion. They are all equally awesome! At any rate, when the rains, finally, announce themselves in the form of a small cloud, Elijah warns Ahab. “You
better get going, and take a beeline to your palace. Otherwise you will get
soaking wet in your open chariot!” When Ahab is on his way, Elijah outruns
his horses, and stays ahead of his chariot. Awesome, indeed! However, it may
well be that all Christians, when they reflect Elijah in his total surrender to
God and radical zeal for his cause, could similarly resemble “bullet trains.”
Just as believers, when they reflect Paul in singing the praises of their God
with torn backs in the middle of the night, could well see doors fly wide open
as an introduction to an ingathering of souls (Acts 16:25-34)! After all, believers already have the middle name of “Elijah” by explicit divine say-so, if
God’s inerrant Word in James 5:17 means anything. Being endowed with
manifest Revival fires does all this to a person!
Come to think of it, in the light of the indispensable nature of 100% human prayer instrumentality all Christians may well, in fact, should pray ardently in the spirit of Jeremiah, “Stir me, o God, and I will be stirred” (Jer.
17:14), in order to learn how to pray (even more) ardently! Furthermore, they
all may have the middle name of “Paul” as well. Just as the latter was sent
specifically to the Gentiles of his day and age with the message of the cross
and the resurrection of Christ “to open their eyes, so that they may turn from
darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive
forgiveness of sin and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in
him” (Acts 26:18, 23), so every Christian, that is, each of us, is sent into the
whole world to make disciples of all nations and to teach them to observe all
that Christ has commanded (Mt. 28:19-20).
In grand conclusion, the “Above all” that functions as the lead-in trumpet
blast of James’ closing set of exhortations is more than justified! His whole
Epistle comes into its own in this section, and paves the way to its finale. This
applies specifically to its climax in terms of the prayers of Elijah. The “restoration” of Israel was quite long in coming. It took well over three years. Nevertheless, both prayers of Elijah, at the beginning and at the end of this “long”
period, were answered instantaneously. The initial famine and the return of
the rains were quite short in coming. This should be a powerful incentive for
James’ readers to embrace its finale with great enthusiasm and great expectation (See also Blomberg, 245, to this effect)!

CONCLUSION
(5:19-20)
(19) My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the truth
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and someone turns him back, (20) he should know that he who
turns a sinner back from his errant way will save his soul from
death and cover a multitude of sins.
In his finale James summarizes for all practical purposes what he has been
doing in his own letter and invites his readers to follow suit. This is why it
can be short and to the point without being too short or too abrupt (contra
Hartin, 285)! He introduced himself as a “slave” of God and of the Lord Jesus
Christ (Jam. 1:1). As such he also became a “slave” of saints and sinners in
teaching “forthrightly, insistently, and passionately” throughout his letter
(Jam. 1:2-5:18) about the difference between sin and righteousness (Stulac,
187). Now he expects the whole assembly, indeed, each individual Church
member (Mitton, 210-211) to follow in his footsteps. While tactfully reproving a person who wanders from the truth is one of the more difficult tasks required from the covenant community, it is a conditio sine qua non for the spiritual health of the Church. By applying James’ letter to ourselves this should
not be too difficult to recognize. Just as James proved to be our keeper, so we
all are and should be our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers (Keddie, 183), only to
be effective, as I argue below, if we are “full of goodness and filled with all
knowledge” (Rom. 15:14). This, as I mentioned above, is one of those “footnotes” of Paul that simply enlarges on James’ foundational teaching.
As one commentator nicely sums it up, “The passage is short--in fact a
single sentence” (Nystrom, 318). But in it James marshals no less than four
significant theological truths. Christians have the opportunity and responsibility (1) to care for one another through the task of loving doctrinal and ethical
correction (“my brothers”), in order (2) to nurture and maintain the Christian
community (“anyone among you”), (3) to help save a soul from death as the
penalty for sin (Nystrom, 318-319), and (4) to experience the coverage of
multitudinous sins (Burdick, 190). The fourth truth is both the awesome capstone and crowning piece of his fourfold statement. James does not equivocate here. As I argue below, the coverage of a multitude of sins applies both
to the “correctors” and those who stand “corrected.” So, with James as model
we are introduced, in the words of one commentator, first to a careless backslider, then to a concerned believer, further, to a consequent blessing, and finally, to a comforting benediction (See Phillips, 194-195).
All this should convince the reader of James that his last two verses are
not “an abrupt change without connection with anything that has been written” (So correctly Royster, 138, although his claim that it is the theme of the
tongue that undergirds the total Epistle, inclusive of its conclusion, is tenuous). In a word, James’ conclusion is a ringing summons to the Church to
retain its Revival status in a Maintenance Ministry or regain it by means of a
Recovery Mode!
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All this should accentuate what I stated before, “to hold forth that James
5:19-20 is no more than a “random” addition and “unconnected to what precedes it” (McKnight, 452) borders on the incredulous, if not the preposterous.
It may well indicate a profound failure to grasp both the implication-visionary
heart and mind of James that comes to such awesome expression in his Epistle as well as the searching breadth and depth of this Epistle which climaxes
in a conclusion that calls for its echo to reverberate throughout the centuries
with eternity at stake. For all practical purposes James demands from his
readers that they carry out the very “daily exhortation” that he himself exemplifies throughout his Epistle in order to stave off any and all types of “hardening by the deceitfulness of sin” that will lead to a “departure from the living God (Heb. 3:12b-13). “All sin hardens. The sight of it hardens. Secret
sympathy with it hardens. Indulgence in it hardens. But this is especially true
of unbelief (Heb. 3:12a). There is nothing as deceitful. It does not (always)
look a great sin, sometimes not like sin at all, but like modesty … (Often) it
actually hides itself, veils its hatefulness under the name of humility. In all
these ways, it contrives to destroy faith, to cherish itself and so to harden the
heart” … So, “Let us dread the evil heart of unbelief that leads us away from
God. That which leads us away from God must harden” (Bonar, 28). From
this perspective James’ conclusion is a clarion call by a Master-ModelExhorter to the total Church diligently to follow in his footsteps with his own
“God-breathed Exhortation” as guide and guard. As such it presents us with a
pulsating closure that seamlessly fits a pulsating Epistle. It is the perfect point
of a perfect sword that perfectly aims at the heart of the Church ever to attain,
retain, or regain Revival Status, ever to be engaged in a Maintenance Ministry
of the highest caliber, and ever to be poised to adopt a Recovery Mode,
whenever this is called for, as a matter of life and death!”
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1. INSTRUMENTS OF CONVERSION (5:19-20a)
a. Straying from the Truth (5:19a)
Whether consciously or unconsciously, by design or default, accidentally or
deliberately, any brother or sister, both rich and poor (!), may and can (any
time) err, wander, or stray from the God-given standard of truth (faith) and
holiness (practice) as disclosed in Holy Scripture, the Word of Truth (See in
this context also Mk. 12:14; John 4:23-24; 17:17; Rom. 2:20; 15:8; 2 Cor.
4:2; 2 Tim. 2:15; Jam. 1:18; 3:14; Hartin, 283), as it is in Jesus (John 1:14;
see also John 1:17; 5:33; 14:6; Gal. 2:5; Eph. 1:13; Col. 1:5-6; 1 Pet. 1:22), or
as it comes through the Spirit (John 14:17; 15:26; 16:13). Straining from the
truth is akin to suppressing the truth (Rom. 1:18, 25; 2 Thess. 2:10) and the
opposite of living in the truth (Eph. 4:25; 1 Tim. 3:15; 1 John 1:8) (See for
this McKnight, 455).
Of the NT section of the Word of Truth James with his benchmark of
perfect righteousness and his atrocious “catalogue of sins” (Nystrom, 319) is
the opening statement, the foundational starting point, and a substantive part.
Today’s culture may deny and decry the concept of definitive truth and conclusive holiness in a frightening relativism (Stulac, 187). But the Scriptures
are full of examples of those who are drifting and wandering away from the
truth of faith and practice (Gal. 2:4; 2 Tim. 2:8)! In fact, it can happen to the
best of us (Mt. 24:4, 11, 24; 2 Tim. 3:3; 2 Tim. 4:4). With the many pipelines
to hell in each believer, who could lightheartedly wave off this possibility,
except to his own peril? The verb is the same one that is used in James 1:6. In
that context the readers are admonished not to be deceived or to deceive
themselves. In the present context they are equally warned not to “be led astray from the truth” (a true passive) by false teachers and the temptations of
the devil (Royster, 139, with reference to Deut. 13:6; 2 Ki. 21:9; Jer. 23:13,
32 and Mt. 22:29; 24:4-5,11,24; Gal. 6:7; Tit. 3:3; Heb. 3:10; Rev. 12:9 respectively) or “to go astray from the truth” of one’s own accord (an implied
middle) (See Blomberg, 248). This phraseology, of course, is “tautologous”
(Johnson, 337). But it serves to underscore the seriousness of the warning. “A
prototypical example of wandering was found in Israel’s moral failure in the
wilderness (Heb. 3:10)” (McKnight, 453). The Savior himself alerts his disciples to this as well (Mt. 7:13-14; 24:4). James could not be in better company!
The drifting in view consists not only in doctrinal deviations from the
content of the Gospel (2 Tim. 2:18), but also in ethical deviations from the
conduct of the Gospel (Gal. 2:14) (So also Nystrom, 319). After all, truth is to
a great extent moral, a way of life (Mt. 22:6; John 3:21; 14:6; Rom. 1:18; Gal.
5:7; Eph. 6:14; 1 Pet. 1:22). Christians do the truth (1 John 1:6). Anyone can
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and may err from it. Lapses should be anticipated. Were it not for the grace of
God, everyone, either would have done so a long time ago, does so instantaneously, or will do so either shortly or in the long run (Gal. 6:1). Apart from
“abiding in the vine” (John 15:5) and “being filled with the Spirit” (Eph.
5:18), “folly” (Ps. 85:8) in faith and practice is “around the corner,” if not
knocking on the door.”
To stray from the truth is not a harmless event. From God’s perspective
our Lord is no more pleased or tolerant with errant believers than a father is
happy with errant children (Zodhiates, III, 227). Further, from the sinner’s
perspective it must be taken with the utmost seriousness. It is more serious
than the most debilitating sickness (Grünzweig, 177). It is life-threatening on
the deepest possible level. It is a matter of eternal life or eternal death (Prov.
14:8; Jer. 23:17; Ezek. 33:10; 34:4; Mt. 18:12-13; 24:4-5, 11; Mk. 12:24;
Rom. 1:27; Eph. 4:14; 2 Thess. 2:11; 2 Tim. 3:13; 1 Pet. 2:25; 2 Pet. 2:15-18
(Stulac, 188)! Hence the constant “warnings against apostasy (2Pet. 2:15; 1
John 2:26; 3:7; Rev. 2:20; 12”9; 13:14; 18:23; 19:20; 20:3, 8, 10)”
(McKnight, 453). Besides, it is destructive for the unity of the Church. No
wonder that the latter so often has hobbled throughout its history with an incredible loss of effectiveness as a direct result! No wonder either, that Scripture prizes unity in the truth so highly (Eph. 4:13) and “implores” its readers
again and again to be in hot pursuit of it (Eph. 4:1-6; Phil. 2:2), even if it goes
on record that the battle for the truth can regrettably send, or even turn, the
Church into a veritable battle zone (1 Cor. 11:18-19; 2 Thess. 3:6ff; and esp.
2 John 7ff; 3 John 9ff; Jude 3ff). Incidentally, to ask in this context whether
Christians can lose their salvation is to miss the point of the passage altogether. James administers grace through admonitions, inclusive of “threats” of
eternal damnation (See Mt. 18:21-35 and Christ’s response to Peter’s question about the forgiveness of sins)! This is preaching the Word as the keys
that open and close the Kingdom (Mt. 16:19; John 20:22-23), the type of
“mighty preaching” that is characteristic of the prevalence of Revival fires.
Legitimate “targets” of these admonitions either will “break” as evidence of
their Christian standing and turn from their error, or prove never to have been
touched by God’s grace in the first place (Acts 8:18ff; 2 Tim. 4:10).
The fact, however, that salvation is spoken of in terms of the past (Lk.
5:8), the present (1 Cor. 15:2) and the future (Rom. 5:9), indicates that the use
of the term is quite apropos vis-à-vis errant Christians in both the present and
the future, even if they are truly saved in the past. In a real sense every Christian resembles Peter who can cry out, “Depart from me for I am a sinful
man,” even if fully a member of God’s Kingdom through rebirth. To make
myself crystal clear, there are two types of errant folks, erring unregenerate
sinners (John 8:31ff; 2 Tim. 2:17-18) and errant regenerate saints (Gal. 2: 11)
(Zodhiates, III, 230; Nystrom, 319). The difference is that God ever pursues
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errant saints with tender love in tough pursuit of total holiness. He won’t
leave them alone! Therefore, they will never lose either the privilege or the
ability to communicate or commune with God.476 After all, no one shall ever
pluck them out of the hand of either the Father or the Son (John 10:28-29),
since a life of faith and holiness, once begun, can never be revolted against,
either totally or finally. This is an incontrovertible fact (Phil. 1:6). Nevertheless, God uses brothers and sisters to keep them on “the straight and narrow
road” (Mt. 7:13-14; see also Is. 6:10; Jer. 3:12; Ezek. 18:30; Mal. 2:6; 3:7;
Mk. 4:12; Lk. 22:32; Jude 22-23). This is an incontrovertible fact as well for
the very reason that God uses instruments, first and foremost brothers and sisters, to keep them there. When they fail to take their God-given duty seriously, he may and will resort to providential dealings. However, it should be understood that God’s actions, fleshed out in molding and directing, and at
times in incapacitating and devastating, circumstances, are as a rule of thumb
usually more painful than his words, spoken by fellow believers, whether
from the pulpit or in personal interaction!
In short, in God’s sovereign disposition and blueprint 100% of his sanctifying grace makes both intentional and full use of 100% of man’s instrumentality to fulfill 100% of his purposes. In biblical Revival mighty conversions,
assemblies, holiness, compassion, saturation (grassroots) evangelism and societal impact come about through mighty leaders of mighty prayer and
preaching. Similarly, mighty holiness or practical godliness en route to perfection persists through the instrumentality of fellow believers, fully engaged
in a mighty Maintenance ministry and, if needs be, poised for a mighty Recovery mode as well. Well have some commentators emphasized the indispensable significance of a zealous “community” of believers, marked by the
indomitable zeal that is characteristic of Revival status and translates into a
Maintenance ministry and a Recovery mode (So Hartin, 287, with reference
to Jam. 1:27; 2:1-7; 2:8; 2:14-19; 3:1-12). Without an active fellowship the
Church is doomed. James 5:19-20 has been adorned with the flagship title of
“The Great Commission.” However, as I previously argued, in James only the
second aspect of what should be designated as the Grand Command comes
into view. All members of the Christian community are mandated to see to it
that this aspect is a central dimension of their faith. They must be willing and
ready to leave “the ninety-nine” safely in the fold to go after “the one” that
appears to be lost or to be losing it (Mt. 18:10-14; Lk. 15:1-7). The bright side
is that James is upbeat. “He does not consider failure and speaks with a tone
of confidence that the errant brother/sister will be reclaimed by and for the
community” (See Hartin, 288). We already covered the fact that by focusing
on the second aspect of the Grand Command James by no means seeks to un476

Consult Zodhiates, III, 234-259, for an in-depth interpretation of Hebrews 6:1ff in this
context.
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dermine or ignore the utter need to evangelize the world. Far from it! Any author has the right to choose his own focus. Of course, the more God’s people
concentrate on “observing what God commands,” the more Biblical Evangelism will flourish. After all, it is an essential part of their sanctification! The
first and second aspect of the Grand Command feed each other and feed off
each other!

b. Returning to the Truth (5:19b-20a)
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Brothers can and may convert others. They may turn them back! Since the
“wandering” from the truth should be understood “in moral and religious
terms, so should the ‘turning back’ be taken as symbolic” (Johnson, 338), or,
preferably, taken as a figure of speech. That is, they may bring them back to
the Lord. They may cause them to turn around in repentance. In the OT this is
the task of the prophets (Is. 6:10; 9:12; 46:8; 55:7; Jer. 3:12; 4:1; Ezek. 18:
30-32; 33:11(!); Hos. 3:5; 5:4; 6:1; Am. 4:16; Joel 2:12; Hag. 2:17; Zech. 1:3;
Mal. 2:6; 3:7). Of course, false prophets are derelict in this very duty (Ezek.
34). But this “prophetic” ministry carries over into the NT (Mt. 13:15; Lk.
1:6, 16-17; 22:32; Acts 3:19; 9:35; 11:21; 14:15; 2 Cor. 3:16). The Scriptures
are full of examples to this effect. Human beings are used as instruments in
the conversion of others. In fact, the Bible insists that this is the normal pattern (Rom. 10:14). So, folks are encouraged, indeed, urged to get involved
(Lev. 19:17; Ps. 51:13; Ezek. 3:17-21; Gal. 6:1; 1 Thess. 5:14; 2 Tim. 2:25;
Heb. 3:12; 4:1; 10:24; 1 Pet. 4:8; 1 John. 5:16; Jude 22-23), and to bring the
wandering sheep back to the fold (Mt. 18:12-14, 15-18) (Johnson, 338),
“even more than once (Lk. 17:4) …, frequently connected to repentance (Acts
9:35; 11:21; 15:19; 26:18; 2 Cor. 3:16; 1 Thess. 1:9)” (McKnight, 456). The
ungodly approve of, partake in, and seduce to sin. The godly grieve over,
warn against, and rescue from sin.
Joshua 22 is a classical example of godly concern. Soldiers of the tribes
of Rueben, Gad and half of Manasseh, upon completing their tour of duty in
Canaan, return to their homesteads in Transjordania. At the river Jordan they
erect an altar. The other tribes fear that this is an idolatrous act of rebellion
and treachery against their God, similar to what occurred in the fields of
Moab. Under the leadership of Phinehas they straightforwardly confront their
fellow Israelites in an extensive no-nonsense manner. Eventually these were
allowed an equally extensive rebuttal. No, there was no idolatrous intention.
Quite the contrary! The altar was erected to serve as a permanent witness to
future generations that both sides of the Jordan were populated by God’s
people. This rebuttal was quite satisfactory, and reportedly saved them from
being destroyed as idolaters. This is, indeed, a textbook case. The deep concern for God’s glory, the immediate decision to confront, the unconditional
willingness to listen to the charge, the identical readiness to consider the response, and the satisfactory conclusion of the whole matter, they are all there
“in living color!” May it not be just wishful thinking for this sequence to occur and reoccur in God’s Church, over and over again!
In this framework there may be no fence-sitters. Those who claim to be
in the middle, are at best on the crossroads, will ultimately show their true
colors, and turn one way or another. Since a small leak eventually will deflate
the whole tire, and a pinprick will bring the whole balloon down, with poten1282

tially disastrous consequences, great care should be taken always to shoulder
one’s repair kit, be skilled to use it, and to nip problems, if at all possible, in
the bud. Those who seek to do so give evidence of being true disciples of
James. After all, he already taught in the beginning of his Epistle the grim reality of the chain of sin, starting with conception and birth, and ending with
maturation and death (Jam. 1:14-15). Error in faith and practice is quite
“touchy” (Manton, 476). The longer it is left alone, the touchier it gets (Gal.
4:16). Candidly, refusal to get involved is to overlook that every Christian as
part of the body of Christ is already involved by definition, and is, therefore,
tantamount to quenching prevailing Revival fires, which includes a vigorous
Maintenance ministry, or to preventing their return, which requires an ever
alert Recovery mode.
Thankfully, however, the practicing corrector may know that he can
count on the ultimate friendship of the regenerate heart in a straying Christian. It is his Amen Corner, which will ultimately listen, repent, and return.
This should produce lots of courage. By the same token, if this Amen Corner
is missing, it is preferable for the corrector to recognize this as soon as possible. In that case he will undoubtedly take an evangelistic tack. Truthfully, it
would not be the first time that the tireless correcting labors of a Christian (1
Cor. 9:19-21) precipitated a change of heart in regeneration, at times even to
the surprise of the corrected who mistakenly deemed themselves “heavenbound.” After all, everyone who is ordained to eternal life will eventually
come to faith and repentance (Acts 13:48b). Of course, it stands to reason that
all segments of the “correcting” process better be bathed in prayer! If nothing
else, this will do away with a censorious attitude and critical approach!
Let me hasten to add that Scripture allows for growth in the understanding of God’s word (Phil. 3:15), and a measure of freedom in practical godliness (Rom. 14:22). But neither one of these scenarios is in James’ purview in
this context. This would require teaching, and not necessarily correction.
Scripture also allows for the presence of “wood, hay and stubble” in the
Christian teaching ministry that does not necessarily disqualify the proponent
from salvation (1 Cor. 3:13). While this would require “correction,” it is not
in James’ concluding purview either. No, James combats error in both faith
and practice that apart from repentance damns (See also John 5:44; 12:43;
Gal. 1:6-8; 1 Tim. 1:3; 6:3), and targets folks who are so lazy or indifferent to
saving truth and practice that it either jeopardizes their eternity with God or
the eternity of their dependents, such as their children in an intimate family
setting or their flock in an ecclesiastical ministry framework (See also John
3:20; 2 Pet. 3:5) (Manton, 479-480). In a word, James goes for the main artery, the jugular, while the rest of the NT epistolary literature provides us
with additional details, a series of more or less elaborate footnotes on James.
Of course, both the conversion of the wretched sinner at the time of his
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regeneration and the “conversion” of the wretched saint in the process of his
sanctification477 are, in the final analysis, the work of God (John 3:5). Yet,
James’ formulation is refreshing. It is ascribed to men as instruments (Acts
26:18; Rom.11:14; 1 Cor. 3:5; 15:10; 1 Tim. 4:16) in order to emphasize the
indispensable nature of 100% man without in the least impinging on 100%
God! Men are God’s co-workers (1 Cor. 3:9; 2 Cor. 6:1), Christ’s ambassadors (2 Cor. 5:20), and the Holy Spirit’s instruments (2 Cor. 3:6). As I have
mentioned already, humans are God’s Plan A, and he has no Plan B. This explains the many tragic downgrades and at times disastrous downfalls in
Church history. They are not merely “providential lulls,” precipitated by sovereign decree that takes 100% human intermediacy of the hook. They are a
result of the culpably shameful and shamefully culpable dereliction of the duty to which James summons the total Church in the Grand Finale of his letter
in terms of its mandated Maintenance Ministry and Recovery Mode to retain
or regain, and at times possibly to attain Revival Status.
Note also that anyone may and must seek to put others back on track. It is
not simply reserved for ministers or elders (Ps. 141:5; Heb. 3:13). The work
of reclamation rests on the shoulders of the whole community, and of every
individual believer in that community (2 Cor. 5:18-21). It is a decentralized
labor of love (Nystrom, 319, 322). The Church is immeasurably impoverished, if not crippled, wherever the view prevails that the edificational ministry, or the evangelistic ministry for that matter, is the prerogative and duty of
office bearers only! The Church is a grassroots movement. Centralize the
Church unduly in any of its functions or activities, and it is in principle
doomed. Multiplication will be replaced at best by meager augmentation in
the area of regeneration, and full-scale service by a piecemeal ministry in the
area of sanctification. One look at the miracle of compound interest in the financial world shows the incredulous difference. In a word, the kingship,
priesthood and prophethood of all believers may never be compromised except at the peril of losing the future. Just as the human body, that does not
flourish energetically and across the board, will remain sickly and ineffective,
so the body of Christ will stay on dead-center under analogous circumstances! Ephesians 4:11-17 lays out the blueprint of a Church that is a picture
of spiritual health. One for all, and all for one! Both leadership and membership eye and pursue unity in the faith (doctrine) with a view to godliness
(practice) through Christ (Eph. 4:13). The total covenant community in whole
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Nystrom, 319, calls both Paul’s initial Damascus Road experience, and James’ objective
of a second, third, etc. turning back to God “conversions.” This is quite acceptable because of
the use of the same Greek word for both types of conversion, and advisable to emphasize the
incisive nature of both. But it should be remembered that the initial, foundational conversion
occurs in the area of regeneration, and the later, super-structural “conversions” in the area of
sanctification.
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and in part is the workshop of the Holy Spirit, and therefore a beehive of
sanctified and sanctifying activity, with prayer and all. As a fully functioning
grassroots movement, the covenant community invariably exhibits itself as a
sanctuary, which spells both holiness and safety, and is experienced as such.
Failure to function properly, whether by design or default, will sooner or later
turn such community inevitably into a mortuary.478
But how can this community become fully functional and operational?
The blueprint is given with the structure of the Church. As has been argued
already (Specifically in Topical Focus #16: Teaching in the NT), but is here
repeated in summary form to underscore the indispensable nature of James’
closing statement, there are three basic marching orders for the Church. All of
its membership must evangelize daily (making disciples; Mt. 28:19; Acts
14:21), speak the truth daily (training, i.e., teaching and exhorting, disciples;
Mt. 28:20; Acts 14:22) and serve daily (“facilitating” the making and training
of disciples, as well as showing the disciples themselves all the necessary assistance, care and mercy; Gal. 5:13). These three marching orders must be
executed under the leadership of the three perpetual and parallel type of officers in the church, namely evangelists (Eph. 10:11), elders/pastorsteachers/overseers (Acts 20:17, 28; Eph. 4:11; 1 Tim. 3:1ff; Tit. 1:5), and
deacons (Phil. 1:1). However, for these officers to be fully functional and operational themselves, they may not and should not be elected and ordained
until and unless the corresponding gifts of evangelism (Mt. 4:19), of speaking
(1 Pet. 4:10, 11a; broken down as teaching and exhorting in Paul; Rom. 12:6,
7b, 8a) and serving (1 Pet. 4:10, 11b; broken down in Paul as sharing, caring
and showing mercy; Rom. 12:7a, 8b, c, d) are in unmistakable evidence. In
the light of the three ecclesiastical offices, one simply does not put an (apprentice) plumber in an electrician’s or carpenter’s office, an (apprentice)
electrician in a plumber’s or carpenter’s office, or an (apprentice) carpenter in
a plumber’s or electricians’ office. They are all gifted for their own niche!
Further, since these gifts are also commands, they can only become manifest
through “immersion” in a “boot camp,” a “pressure cooker,” a “microwave”
of obedience, similar to an apprentice ObGyn who will not receive a license
478

It is an utterly regrettable fact that some segments in the Reformed faith are of the opinion
that evangelistic outreach exclusively consists of inviting people to the Church service and
having them listen to the message from the pulpit. Apparently all the voices of the many (millions of believers) are bundled together into the lone voice of the one (the relatively few
preachers). This is, indeed, utterly regrettable. In Scripture the lone, booming, voice of
preacher is multiplied immeasurably through the millions of voices of the evangelizing believers. Preachers man the booth in the “Radio Station,” the pulpit of the Church, with the call
letters W.O.R.D. The believers are the “PA system” that boom the message everywhere as
they spread out during the week and “fill the streets” of villages, towns, cities and mega-cities
“with the name of Jesus” (Acts 5:28; 8:4; 8:5ff; 11:19). Historically all pulsating “Revival
times” bear a glorious and unanimous witness to this very fact!
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to practice until she or he has delivered 500 babies in a non-stop three year
period! Once through the hands-on training the gifts emerge, the recipients
prove to be unstoppable. Their gift will be like fire in their bones and their
heart (See Jer. 15:16; 20:9). When they qualify (1 Tim. 3:1ff), they can be
and may be, if not should be, appointed to their God-intended office. At this
point and at this point only the ecclesiastical army of Jesus is structurally
poised to execute its three marching orders. The three types of officers are the
pulsating and energizing captain-entrepreneurs who utilize the gifted folks,
each in their own division, as their lieutenant-executives to mobilize the believers as the Church’s charging infantry and lead them into battle.
Let me particularize this in the case of James as the Letter of the first accredited implication-visionary master-exhorter in the NT. As we already saw,
the apostle Paul divides the speaking gift into teaching and exhorting. This
implies that the elders/bishops of the Church either function as pastorteachers or as pastor-exhorters. This further implies that for James’ command
to follow in his footsteps to be fully obeyed and make a practical and effective impact, the pastor/exhorters (the exhorting captains) must get the believers going in executing the command to exhort daily (Heb. 3:13) through the
folks gifted in exhortation (the executive lieutenants). In this way, and in this
way only, does and will the church “grow up in all things into him who is the
head--Christ--from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by what
every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part
does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love
(Eph. 4:15-16). Those who refuse to enter into the Training School of Obedience to identify the gift that God graciously gives each Christian (Rom.
12:3, 6; 1 Pet. 4:10) can only call themselves lazy or indifferent, or must conclude that they are strangers to God. That would either turn them into dead
weight that will burden the Church, slow it down to a crawl, and possibly put
it in reverse, or mark them as a fifth column that seeks to subvert the Church
from the inside out.
In sum, James demands an Exhortation Maintenance Ministry in order
for the Church to retain Revival Status and by implication insists on a Recovery Mode if this Revival Status ever would be in jeopardy or needed to be regained. At any rate, only when the Church is structurally willing, able, and
ready to embark upon implementing the exhortation blueprint of James can
we hope that James’ “fondest dream” will become a reality. Frankly, in the
light (read: darkness) of the shamefully culpable and culpably shameful reality of falling short of James’ benchmark, it may well be that the Church has to
start from scratch and start anew at the ground level, that is, the boot camp,
the pressure cooker, the microwave of obedience in order for the gifts to
emerge, for the exhorting fire to come into the heart, for the pastor-exhorters
to be appointed, and for the Church finally to be fully mobilized in its exhor1286

tation ministry. Frankly, I hope and pray that everyone is sober enough to
recognize that the Church has a long way to go toward implementing James’
closing command and is not only sufficiently keen to grasp that its implementation does not only spell Revival status, but also be sufficiently alarmed to
pursue it as a matter of life and death.
In closing, undoubtedly the chief aim of man is to glorify God and enjoy
Him forever! But, the cutting edge of man’s relationship to the neighbor is,
and ought to be the Grand Command (Mt. 28:19-20; Mk. 16:15; Lk. 24:4647; John 20:21-23). This aims first at turning folks into disciples of Jesus, and
subsequently turning Jesus’ disciples into folks who observe whatever their
Lord and Savior sovereignly commands them without any ifs, ands or buts. In
other words, it aims at full-orbed salvation, which covers both definitive regeneration, justification and sanctification (“discipleship,” exemplifying “initial Revival status”) and their continuing outflow in daily repentance, daily
forgiveness and daily renewal (“observing all Christ’s commands,” typifying
“ongoing Revival status”). As such it is both an extension and a reflection of
the words and work of Christ (Is. 53:11; Col. 1:24; 1 Tim. 1:15), made possible by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 15:16).479 James simply exhorts his readers to be
Christ’s mouthpiece and his footwork with regard to wretched sinners and
wretched saints alike, even if in his Epistle the edificational message to
wretched saints predominate, and he makes this is the first order of business
for his readers (So also Brosend, 161). In short, James summons them to remain in, or enter into, a mighty Maintenance ministry, and, if needs be, a
mighty “Recovery mode,” with the objective of retaining or regaining “Revival status” (See Topical Focus # 1: Revival, in the Preface of this Commentary for this triad of concepts).

2. RECIPIENTS OF PARDON (5:20b-c)
a. Salvation from Death (5:20b)
479

For the manner in which to implement the Grand Command (Mt. 28:19-20) in the area of
sanctification, see Eph. 4:15; 2 Tim. 2:25-26.
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James’ teaching throughout his Epistle leaves little wiggle room. The message is (at times) blunt (without being harsh), and the tone uncompromising
(without being strident). “But here at the end of his letter James allows the
note of grace.” Although present “in pianissimo through most of the letter
here (it) rings loud and true.” James navigates between a rock and a hard
place. He opposes the “siren song of lassitude” that allows the prevailing culture to swallow up the church and to compromise its moral vision, resulting in
unacceptable practices, such as a push for women in ecclesiastical office and
the toleration of homosexuality in the covenant community. On the other
hand, he makes biblical room for today’s errant sinners to experience the
same unconditional, anti-conditional and reconditioning love from his readers
as those of first-century Palestine did from both Jesus and himself. He neither
lamely excuses sin, nor intolerantly fosters harshness. He is willing to roar
like a lion. In the footsteps of his Lord he would undoubtedly vote for the
“expulsion of unrepentant sinners” (Mt. 18:1-35). But at the same time he is
willing to administer tender loving care like a lamb. In the footsteps of his
Savior he would gladly take forgiven sinners to his heart (See for all this also
Nystrom, 323-325).
Brothers may save a person from death! What is in view here is a rescue
operation that “saves” members of the Christian community by “eloquent”
and convicting words of truth, equally “eloquent” and winsome deeds of love,
or both (Royster, 141). Salvation is sometimes used in the narrower sense of
the forgiveness of sin, which results in a legal peace with God (Rom. 5:1;
10:13). At other times, it is a broader concept and encompasses, if not denotes, holiness of life (Phil. 2:12-13). Holiness can be called (a part of) “salvation,” not only because it is a Gospel gift in Christ (1 Cor. 1:30), but also
because without it no one will see God (Heb. 12:14). The intended objective
of fellowship with him (Phil. 1:19; 2:12; 1 Tim. 4:16) can only be achieved
through the process of sanctification. The obedience of faith is ever nonnegotiable (Rom. 1:5; 12:1-2; 16:26).
The rescue operation in James’ conclusion must be placed in this context
of holiness, the obedience of faith, as an integral part of salvation. The explicit aim is to rescue from death, more specifically from the second death (Rev.
2:11; 20:6, 14) (Grünzweig, 117; Burdick, 190, with reference to Ezek. 18:27;
Rom. 6:23). “The connotation here is that of eternal consequence rather than
of physical demise (Deut. 30:19; Job 8:113; Ps. 1:6; 2:12; Prov. 2:18; 12:28;
14:12; 15:10)” (Martin, 219). “This death has eternal consequences (Deut.
30:19; Job 8:13)” (Nystrom, 320; so also McKnight, with reference to John
5:24; 8:51-52; Rom. 5:21-21; 6:3-4. 9; 1 Cor. 15:54-56; 2 Cor. 3:7; 8:2).
Clearly the stakes are high. In fact, they are extremely high. Incidentally,
these very stakes for a large part prompted James to write his letter. They also
must become the dynamics in the life of his readers, just as in the life of Paul,
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who exhorted the congregation day and night under tears (Acts 14:22; 20:31).
Apparently it takes this kind of commitment, dedication, and involvement to
keep the Church of Christ on an even keel. Failure to exhort daily (Heb. 3:13)
quickly will show its disintegrating and destructive effects. In fact, anyone
who must confess to the lack of daily exhortation must also by definition
conclude and should experience that he is spiritually anemic, just as anyone
who does not take daily nourishment experiences and concludes that he is
physically anemic. If the individual is part of an anemic spiritual culture, he
may seem healthy and either is lulled into believing this or may seek to convince himself of it. But he better uses sanctified logic, conclude that he is
anemic by definition, and seek to determine where, how, and to what extent.
If there is any hesitation in this regard, one look at history will quickly show
that lack of daily exposure to the full-orbed Word of God inevitably has
sooner or later spiritual disintegration and destruction follow in its wake.
Hence, once again, the summons in the closing verses of James! Of course, an
exhorting rescue operation, which could provide comfort, encouragement as
well as admonition and rebuke, may not be undertaken in a judgmental fashion (Mt. 7:1-2; Jam. 4:11-12). Neither may it be done in a proud manner (1
Cor. 10:12). It must be undertaken in a Gospel mode with a view to Gospel
holiness, rather than legal obedience, and may therefore never deteriorate into
legalism. But it is a Scriptural injunction. So it must be pursued (Grünzweig,
178-179). There are always members of the Christian community who are in
the snare of the devil (2 Tim. 2:26) and must be snatched from the fire (Jude
22-23) (Maier, 119).
Incidentally, the requirements for a properly executed rescue operation of
straying folks are twofold, first, an abundance of “goodness” (Rom. 15:14;
Col. 3:16), and then a similar abundance of “wisdom” (Col. 3:16). Exhortation, in the broad sense of the word, is not an easy matter. However, it may
not be absent in a congregation. Its very health is at stake! For a splendid illustration, remember once again the textbook case of Joshua 22. Those who
admonish have their full passionate say, while those who are admonished
hear them out. After that, the tables are turned. Those who were admonished
have the full defensive say, and now those who admonished hear them out. In
the process the admonition appeared to have no merit. This was acknowledged, and the case was closed. In fact, the fellowship was strengthened. In
Galatians 2:11 Paul’s rebuke of Peter did have merit. In such scenario one
should expect repentance, restoration, and once again a strengthening of fellowship (Lk. 17:1ff). This, in fact, did take place in Galatians 2 (2 Pet. 3:15).
In case biblical admonitions are not heeded the ground rules of Matthew
18:15ff must be followed. The net effect of the refusal to repent will be excommunication!
The connection of sin and eternal death is an unmistakable truth (Deut.
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30:19; Job 8:13; Ps. 1:6; 2:12; Prov. 2:18; 12:28; 14:12; Jer. 23:12; Rom.
5:17, 21; 6:23; 1 Cor. 15:56; Jude 22-23) (Johnson, 338). “The jaws of hell
snap shut on air as the believer once again walks the way of life” (PHDavids,
200) (Ezek. 3:21).
For the second time the results are credited to the account of the instruments (see also Rom. 11:14; 1 Tim. 4:16). In reality, of course, it is God himself who saves from death. “By the grace of God I am what I am, and his
grace to me was not without effect. No, I labored harder than all of them--yet
not I, but the grace of God which was with me” (1 Cor. 15:10). Still James’
acknowledgment of the significance of 100% man is once again refreshing
(Rom. 11:14; 1 Cor. 7:16; 1 Tim. 4:16)! 100% God never cancels out 100%
man. In fact, as I stated already, it enlists it, and, as I mentioned earlier, human instruments are God’s Plan A, and he does not have a Plan B as a backup or fall-back position.

b. Coverage of Sins (5:20c)
At this point a second promise enters into the picture. The conversion/return
of the sinner by means of believers will cover sin, in fact, a whole gamut of
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sins. The first promise, recorded in James 5:20b, was aimed at the wanderer.
But what audience does the second one address? When a conversion/return
takes place, sins are covered, removed from sight, buried, and forgotten. Sin,
of course, cannot be covered except by the blood of Christ. Only this blood is
the indispensable “objective” cause to that effect. However, conversion is the
equally indispensable “subjective” means to that end.
The context indicates that the returnees are those who strayed from the
truth. They may be members of the Christian community, who were unbelievers at heart, showed that by straying and now are converted. They also
may be believers who strayed and came back in repentance. It is most likely
that James’ words cover both categories. But even if he focuses only on the
second one, it is fully applicable to the first one as well. In the words of one
commentator, “The Greek word used here to describe the turning away of a
sinner from his error (5:20) is the general New Testament word for ‘conversion’ (epistrepho). Thus Christ said of the reclamation that Peter would experience after his denial of Christ: ‘And when you have turned back [i.e. converted], strengthen your brothers’ (Lk. 22:32; see also Rom. 11:14; 1 Cor.
7:6; 1 Tim. 4:16). It is used both of the first conversion to Christ (Acts 3:19)
and of the subsequent ‘conversions’ from backslidings: in other words, any
significant turning point in our spiritual lives in which the redeeming power
of the gospel is experienced. The Christian life may be punctuated by a number of such episodes of wandering away from truth and ‘conversion’ again
back to Christ’s ‘straight and narrow way.’ And as long as there are times of
wandering and spiritual laxness in our lives, there will be, by God’s grace, revivals of true faith in our souls” (Keddie, 224). In each of these instances, as
James 5:20b indicates, a soul is “saved from death.” This first promise appears to apply to the returnees only.
But what about the second promise.480 Does this promise also apply to
the returnees only? In other words, whose sins are covered and what does this
“covering” entail? Both issues need to be settled.
Regarding the first issue, does James in this context mean the sins of those
who admonish (the rescuers), or of those who obey the admonitions (the rescued)? There is biblical room and warrant for applying it either to the former
(Prov. 10:12; 1 Pet. 4:8) (Dibelius, 258) or to the latter referent (Ps. 32:1-2;
85:2-3; Prov. 10:12; 28:13; Is. 1:18; 38: 17; Dan. 4:24; Mic. 7:18-19; Rom.
480

McCartney, 263-264, appears to treat the two promises as a package deal. So does Hartin,
286. Both promises supposedly apply either to the returnee or rescued or to the rescuer. I prefer to “divide the motion.” The first promise appears to apply to the rescued/returnee only,
although there could be biblical evidence to apply it to the “restorer” as well (McKnight, 458
with reference to Ezek. 3:16-21; 33:9; Dan. 12:3). But this does not necessarily settle the focus of the second promise (contra McKnight, 459, who holds that to divide the motion would
ascribe too much subtlety to James)!
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4:7; 1 John 1:7) (Johnson, 339; see also Blomberg, 253). In either case the
sins in view are effectively erased or neutralized. It appears to be a toss-up
which explanation should be preferred. This is also indicated by the opinions
of the commentators. They are evenly divided.481
On the one hand, it would be a heartwarming truth for “correctors” to be
told that “loving their brothers or sisters more than they love themselves” by
“going after them,” regardless of cost, will have powerful benefits for them as
well. In this scenario expending our time and energy in prayer as well as confrontation in the pursuit of holiness of faith or practice among Church members would have a rich pay-off for us. In terms of James 2:13, our “show of
mercy” toward fellow believers in seeking their conversion would prompt
God’s “show of mercy” toward us “temporarily” to overlook, or “for the time
being” to put up with our shortcomings, refusing to what may seem to be
“nitpicky” on the human level. It is a common NT theme that God treats us as
we treat others (Burdick, 190, with reference to Mt. 6:14-15, 18:23-25, as
well as Jam. 2:12-13). It is therefore far from unreasonable to take Scripture’s
repeated pattern of expressing itself to this effect into account in the interpretation of James’ conclusion. “Givers” will turn into “receivers,” commensurate to their “giving!” The “saviors” turn into the “saved,” proportionate to
their zeal to “save.” It is heartwarming, indeed, to know this. It is even more
heartwarming to experience it! Usefulness in the Kingdom produces the smile
of God, and the glow of that smile suffuses all of life. It even blankets one’s
own shortcomings and sins (“for the time being”) (Schlatter, 290).
Of course, it is equally heartwarming to be able to confirm to the corrected that their sins are covered. Their rescue from eternal death and the
covering of sin are inseparable (Richardson, 245). If this is what James intends to say and no more, the conclusion of his letter would amount to a powerful affirmation. It is argued that the parallel with “saving a soul” from
death, makes this the preferable explanation, also fully in line with Scripture
(Ps. 103:12; Is. 38:17; 43:25; Mic. 7:18). What an incentive to admonish! Not
only is there the prospect that terminal cancer is halted and death “conquered.” But also a multitude of sins is covered (Is. 55:7; Hos. 11:9; Mt.
18:24). This means that the wretched saint, or the wretched sinner for that
matter, turns a new leaf. He starts a new chapter in his life. Once he was
“branded.” Now the past is covered, forgiven (Ps. 32:1) and “forgotten,” not
only by God, but also by the Church (PHDavids, 200-201; so also McKnight,
459).
481

It is also theoretically possible that the “correctors” are admonished to bury the faults of
the neighbor and so to hide the infirmities of those in need of “correction.” This, however,
would be passing strange both in view of the uncompromising nature of James’ letter, and the
closing plea to go after them who stray from the truth. This does not spell “cover-up,” but exposure, repentance and transformation!
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One commentator who adopts this explanation does so with a twist. The
multitude of sins in view should not be linked with the past but with the future. They will be covered over in the sense of being suppressed and prevented. Many sins that people routinely practice they will no longer commit,
once they are back on the biblical track. In other words, “the proper effect of
correction in the community” will be “the prevention of numerous sins in society” (Johnson, 339). Although this will undoubtedly be the case, it is questionable whether the verb “to cover” allows this “twist” in the present context.
In the meantime the question remains. Which interpretation to choose?
Does the coverage benefit the “correctors” or the “corrected,” the “returners”
or the “returnees?” The solution possibly rests in the formulation of “a multitude of sins.” This brings the second issue into view. What does it mean that
“a multitude of sins” is “covered?” Since the answer to this question will assist us in settling the first issue, let us endeavor to answer it. If the “covering,”
which James has in mind, refers to the sum and substance of justification, the
addition of “multitude” is awkward. The blood of Christ covers all our sins,
not just a multitude. Further, if it refers to the sins of those saved from death,
it is anticlimactic (Ropes, 316).
This may imply that the verb “to cover” does not mean to atone, but rather to cover over, remove from sight and to forget, in short, to bury, in line
with Proverbs 10:12; 1 Peter 4:8 (So also Royster, 140)! The deficiencies and
shortcomings in the life of believers are many, “more numerable than the
hairs of their head” (Ps. 40:12), not only in commission but also in omission
(See also Ps. 5:10; Ezek. 28:18). So are their “unhappy” consequences. Of
course, this applies to both the “rescuer” and the “rescued,” the “corrector”
and the “corrected.” James may well be telling his readers that there is a
mighty future when God’s people (once again begin to) mean business. On
the one hand, they are all zealous to turn into the “spiritual repairmen” they
ought to be. No time or energy is spared to “stand in the gap” and to come to
the rescue of fellow believers who are in the trap of the Enemy. On the other
hand, all those who are in need of “spiritual repairs” heartily welcome the facilitators of their practical godliness, and become returnees with all the saving
consequences connected with this. As a result of all this a new wind blows
through the Church. At that point all kinds of deficiencies and shortcomings
as well as their implications, whether they are minor or major irritants, minor
or major pitfalls, minor or major barriers that could hinder or even stop the
progress of the Church in whole or in part, no longer set the tone. They are no
longer the final determinants. All of the constituents go all out to halt the oozing, if not surge of moral filth, to stop the flowing of spiritual sewage, and to
end the discharge of ethical poison in their fellow covenant community members.
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My best understanding is that when this spirit pervades the Church, it
will secure the approval and smile of God to the point that he is willing to let
“bygones be bygones.” This, of course, applies to the repentant wanderers
who end up as the “corrected,” as the “returnees,” and display this in purposeful holiness. But it would apply no less to the “facilitators” of practical godliness (See also Doriani, 204, with reference to Ezek. 3: 19, 21). He “overlooks
and forgets” the stumblings and fumblings of the correctors when he notices
that in purposeful holiness they go all out to reclaim wandering sinners and
saints. As has been observed earlier, Scripture is replete with examples,
which prove that the Lord will not emphasize the infirmities of his children,
when their hearts are set upon him, thirst for him, and devote themselves
without reservation to his cause (Ps. 63:1). In short, when God has my heart,
he is willing to use me in his Kingdom in spite of the “multitude,” in fact, the
“overflow” of my sinful failures and shortcomings (Ropes, 315-316; Laws,
239; see also PDavids, 137). It hardly needs to be emphasized that this is of
incalculable and heartwarming significance for believers who put their lives,
their possessions and reputation on the line for their Lord and their fellow believers! When doing this, they can be certain that God is not going to harp on
their every flaw and blemish. This also implies that believers should never
take out a magnifying glass, when they see fellow believers pour themselves
out in their ministry (1 Pet. 4:8). If God is gracious to them, accepts them in
their devotion and rejoices over them in their zeal, why would anyone be interested in harping upon them and tearing them down? James already forbade
that in an earlier context (Jam. 4:11-12). At this point he adds at least one rationale to it.
Luther serves as a classic example. He most likely would not have had a
sleepless night, if his assessment of James would have resulted in its removal
from the NT. But his zeal for the cause of God and truth was so enormous
that his faux-pas in the case of James was ultimately “a small flaw in a big
man.” David may make for an even more telling illustration. To be sure, his
sins of adultery and murder required forgiveness upon repentance, but they in
no way interfered with God’s assessment of David as a “man after God’s
heart” (See 1 Ki. 9:4; 15:3, 5; 2 Chron. 7:17). God was and is willing to overlook and cover a multitude of sins in his servants, who go all out for him and
in the process put their lives on the line!
Of course, this does not negate the complementary truth that these “small
flaws” in big men at times have disastrous consequences. David saddled his
family with a broken home, and his fellow Israelites with a broken country,
while Luther’s views eventually evoked Pietism’s wake-up call in the midst
of a dead orthodoxy. This goes to show that “big people” better examine their
doctrine and practice carefully, recognizing the possible ripple effect of their
failure to do so. It also goes to show that “little people” better think twice be1294

fore surrendering to the “tender mercies” of their admirable leaders. A watchful Berean spirit must ever be in evidence (Acts 17:10ff).
At any rate, all this means that it would not be necessary to choose only
one of the two possible explanations. James final comment would be twopronged. It is quite appealing to conclude, based on the clues in the text that
rescuers and rescued, correctors and corrected, returners and returnees will
together bask in the sunshine of God’s smile and approval. Multitudinous sins
on the part of both are covered, and, as a result, a bright and promising future
awaits both. This is also the opinion of some commentators. What is in view
here is the “covering of the sins of both the wanderer and the one who saves
the errant party” (Nystrom, 320; see also Maier, 121; Cargal, 198).
To understand the text in this way also might help explain what otherwise might seem a rather abrupt ending of the Epistle. With a future so open
and so bright, James appears to say, I do not need to add a thing. “A closing
section like vv. 19-20 matches exactly the rugged and forceful style hitherto
displayed” (Martin, 221). At any rate, the notion of multitudinous sins, whosoever they are in the present context, brings out how utterly God abounds in
his “covering” grace (See also McKnight, 460)
In sum, the obedience to the Grand Command ought to be the cuttingedge of one’s life. At each moment and in each framework it ought to be the
love of every Christian’s heart. The rationale is the injunction of Jesus. The
backdrop is his absolute authority (Mt. 28:18). Success is guaranteed by his
Presence (Mt. 28:20b). The great center point is union and communion with
the Triune God (Mt. 28:19b). The great blessing is the eternal rescue of both
the turning sinner (Mt. 28:19a) and the returning saint with the purposeful
manifestation of practical godliness as the crowning piece of God’s saving
activity in them (Mt. 28:20a). All of this, of course, is only possible through
the experiential and activating union with the Triune God (Mt. 28:19b).
Practical godliness was the grand and magnificent theme, if not obsession, of James’ life and letter. By now it is quite apparent that he remains true
to it until the very end of both! There is no better way to display our deep and
heartfelt appreciation for God’s message in his messenger than to emulate the
man and continue his mission to promote the very purposeful holiness that is
prerequisite for entering in the presence of God.
But let us always do it in prayer. In fact, the same “prayer of faith,” in
evidence in the elders of the Church in dealing with sick brothers and sisters,
should be present in the total body of Christ in dealing with straying brothers
and sisters. One commentator has appropriately called for “raised expectations,” also in the recovery of the wandering (Brosend, 163). Just as powerful
praying faith must be exercised to make the ailing whole, so powerful praying
faith should be employed to return the drifters. In the OT Elijah is “simply” a
prime example. In the NT James introduces him “profoundly” as an authorita1295

tive model. In fact, he presents us with a man like us in order to turn us into
men like him!482
Two items yet in wrapping up the exposition portion of this Commentary, specifically of what amounts to James’ heartfelt “pleading imperative”
at the conclusion of his Epistle!
First, it is the prayerful wish of the writer of this Commentary that it provides its readers with a better understanding of the content and structure of
the present section of Scripture, informs them about the hermeneutical procedures and processes needed to arrive at such understanding, impacts them
substantially regarding a more comprehensive world and life view on their
part, spurs them on to tireless Kingdom activity, contributes greatly to their
pursuit of practical godliness en route to perfection, and to top it off, turns
them, as well as the Church Universal (!), into zealous followers of James
with his tender love in tough pursuit of total holiness. But more about the latter in the Epilogue!
Second, from the very outset of this Commentary I have argued, hopefully with a good deal of persuasiveness, that James is a gifted Master Implication-Visionary Exhorter and that his Epistle is a series of exquisitely structured implication-visionary exhortations, clustered around the theme of Practical Godliness with a view to Ultimate Perfection. I have also argued
throughout this Commentary that James is a Revival man. As such he
represents the New Covenant Church that attained Revival status on the basis
of the Cross and Resurrection of its Lord and Savior and through the instrumentality of the Pentecostal outpouring of the Holy Spirit. He also embodies
a Maintenance ministry that aims for the Church to retain this status and exemplifies a Recovery mode to regain this status wherever necessary. Furthermore, it must have become abundantly clear in the course of this exposi482

Brosend, 163, laments the fact that “Most churches are better at recruitment than retention.
The steady streams of those who ‘come forward’ to join the church are (more than) matched
or exceeded by those who slip quietly in the back, rarely to return.” Of course, this lament
does not ask the hard question, whether “coming forward” constitutes what it is supposed to
constitute. See Topical Focus #1: Biblical Revival. Candidly, if it does not, we fool both
ourselves, definitely to our eventual dismay, and our audiences, possibly to their eternal destruction. Still, the undeniable fact that the outflow matches or exceeds the inflow is something the Church does not handle very well. As I mentioned early in this Commentary, statistics tells us that about 90% of the Churches on the North American continent have leveled off
or are on the downgrade. We better seek a twofold remedy in a hurry, first, in a truly Biblical
New-Covenantal Evangelism in the footsteps of Jesus with his “all-consuming zeal for the
House of God” (John 2:17) and, then, in a truly Biblical Pastoral Care in the footsteps of
James with his corresponding zeal to maintain or regain the Revival status of that same
“House.” Both would (finally?) constitute a wholesale surrender to the full-orbed marching
order contained in the “Great Commission” (Read: “Grand Command”) (Mt. 28:19-20 as well
the versions of this “Grand Command” in Mk. 16:15-16; Lk. 24:46-48; John 20:21-23; Acts
1:5, 8).
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tion that history saw the Church lose the war in the Middle East under the onslaught of idolatrous Islam, virtually lose the war in Europe under the pressure of atheistic Secularism, and increasingly lose the war in North America
due to godless Humanism as a judgment of God. Of course, this does, and
should bring up the burning question. What would it take to counteract any
and all of the heart-breaking, shameful, and culpable downgrades which are
so replete in Church history? Since James is the first document written in the
NT canon, it makes eminent sense for the Church to listen to its ultimate Author, the Holy Spirit, and start out by sharpening its implication-visionary exhortation ministry and bring this up to the biblical Revival standard as its first
order of business. With James as inerrant model the Church “should not take
rest and give God no rest” (See Is. 62:6-7) until all of its membership is mobilized in terms of the second aspect of the “Grand Command,” which, as we
saw, is James’ niche, into a daily exhortation ministry under the leadership of
its “captains,” the “elder-exhorters,” and through the instrumentality of their
“lieutenants,” those with the gift of exhortation. Since robust and full-orbed
implication-visionary exhortation would cover the waterfront of Scripture
with all its injunctions, all its prohibitions, and all its promises, all its principles and all its patterns, it would extend itself to, and touch base with all
areas, all facets, all aspects, and all events of life. This surely would open up
a beckoning future in which we can, may, and should envision that “the
knowledge of the Lord fills the earth, as the waters fill the oceans” (Hab.
2:14).

EPILOGUE
In commenting on John the Baptist and his ministry, which is both the (su1297

per)natural extension and the crowning piece of the “law and the prophets”
with its focus upon the Kingdom of God, Jesus introduces the remarkable
truth that from the very beginning of John’s ministry until the present this
Kingdom is “entered forcibly/violently,” while from the present and onward
“the forceful/violent take it by force” (Mt. 11:12; Lk. 16:16). Frankly, with
his discriminating preaching, which forcefully drives the truth home and insists on a forceful response, the Baptist sets the tone for the ministry of both
Jesus and James. When James summons the Church to follow in his footsteps,
it is, and should be our prayer that it will do just that, ever stimulated by John
the Baptist with his stirring “wake-up” call, ever drawing from Jesus as the
empowering source, and ever mindful of James with his meticulous example.
If and when the Church goes down to business in forcefully preaching the
Kingdom of God, it cannot but see the forceful/violent take it by storm. If this
occurs, it has only God to thank. But if it does not, it has only itself to blame.
This does and should lead to “soul-searching” self-examination. Let no one
say that all the Church needs to do is to be faithful and leave the outcome to
God. As I have argued in my Commentary repeatedly in the footsteps of the
likes of Bonar and Spurgeon, this is too easily and too often “hiding a falsehood behind the truth,” and more a display of “indifference” to the progress
of the Kingdom than one of “submission to God.” A heart thirst for Kingdom
success is part of genuine, biblical, faithfulness. Without such thirst it is not
worthy of this designation. After all, Kingdom success is both promised
(Josh. 1:7-9) and targeted (Is. 52: 13-15; 53:11; 55:11) by God (See Bonar,
Words to Winners of Souls, 21-23; Spurgeon, The Soul Winner, 231-235, esp.
235)! From God’s perspective, of course, it is “all of grace.” But, complementarity of truth (!), the lack of it is ever our culpability and (enduring?)
shame (Ezek. 36:16-20), and must be accepted as such. Hence the following
challenge is right on the money, also if not especially in the present context
that essentially calls for “daily exhortation” (Heb. 3:13), “Redeem the time:
much of your progress depends on this. Be men of ‘method and punctuality;’
waste no moments; have always something to do. Pack up your life well; your
trunk will contain twice as much if well packed; attend, then, to the packing
of each day and hour. How many have ‘slipped’ and ‘fallen’ through idleness! How many trifle through their duties! Thus, life is loitered away; and
each sun sets upon wasted hours and (what should be) an uneasy, dissatisfied
conscience. Watch your steps; count your minutes; live as men who are pressing on to a kingdom, and who fear, not only open apostasy, but the smallest
measure of coming short, the slightest stain upon the garment of a saint, the
faintest slur upon the name of a disciple” (Bonar, 31-32).
To return emphatically to the opening pages of this volume, Kingdom
success amounts to the manifestation of the very Revival abundance that
flows forth from the Cross, the Resurrection, and Pentecost. Better yet, it
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flows forth from our omnipotent, crucified and risen Lord, who has all the authority on heaven and earth, and from the equally omnipotent Holy Spirit,
who is our guarantee that the knowledge of God and his Christ will fill the
earth (Hab. 2:14)! Lack of Kingdom success and dying Revival fires should
at least break our hearts, and mobilize us into a Recovery mode, until the
glory of the Lord (Ps. 85:9) returns to our shores.
To repeat, in the footsteps of Paul, weeping on behalf of the “enemies of
the cross” (Phil. 3:18) and in his ministry to them (Acts 20:19, 31), in the
footsteps of Jesus (Mt. 23:37), we would go as “far,” (Rom. 15:24), as “fast,”
(Rom. 1:13; 15:22), and as “furious” (Rom. 1:11; 15:23) as we possibly can,
with all that this entails in terms of personal sacrifice (2 Cor. 11:23-28).483
“Perhaps” God would reverse the down trend under this scenario, and through
fervent and incessant prayer as well as unceasing and bold preaching “grant
(the Church) repentance to acknowledge the truth (of its downgraded, shameful, and culpable condition), to bring it to its senses, to have it escape the
snare of the devil” (See 2 Tim. 2:25-26), to have it attain, maintain, or regain
Revival status, and so once again grace it with mighty conversions, between
ten and fifteen million in a century, mighty assemblies, mighty holiness,
mighty saturation (grassroots) evangelism, and mighty transformation of individuals, families as well as societies under mighty leaders.
Frankly, in the wider context of Scripture the members of Christ’s
Church face both a sobering “stick” and an encouraging “carrot,” an extremely solemn warning, if not threat, as well as an extremely heartwarming encouragement, if not stimulus. On the one hand, as “watchmen” they are “on
guard duty” day and night (Is. 62:6) but will suffer the same fate as those who
are heading for destruction, if they are delinquent, and fail to sound the necessary alarm (Ezek. 33:1-9). So, “we” better be on the highest of alerts if we
wish to be “free from the blood” of those who cross our paths in the fellowship of the Christian community (Acts 20:26)! On the other hand, we are told
that behind this solemn warning is the heart of a heavenly Father who takes
no pleasure in the death of the wicked (Ezek. 18:32a; 33:11), and for that reason urgently exclaims, “Turn, turn, why would you die” (Ezek. 18:31c, 32b
33:11b)? Once God’s people identify themselves with this Father heart what
may be experienced as a burden at first soon becomes an “honor” and a privilege of the highest order! “Each one of us” is a “Co-laborer” of the Father (1
Cor. 3:9), an “Ambassador” of Christ (2 Cor. 5:20), and an “Instrument” of
the Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 3:3, 6)! Soon God’s Word will be in our hearts as a
“burning fire” (Jer. 20:9; see also Lk. 24:32) to turn us into the much needed
483

See in this context specifically the stirring volume from the hand of Thomas Watson, Heaven Taken by Storm (Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, n.d.), as well as the equally
emotive sermon by Jonathan Edwards, “Pressing into the Kingdom of God,” The Works of
Jonathan Edwards, Volume I, 654-663, esp. 657ff.
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“correctors,” “rescuers,” and, for that matter, into all that we ought to be.
So, let James’ final “wish” to this end (Jam. 5:19-20) be our, your and
my, precious command, unmitigated joy and unshakable resolve, even while
we recognize that this will require the price of mighty combat, inclusive of
casualties, in line with the universal principle laid down by our Lord and
Master, which soon became the heart’s desire of one of his mightiest ambassadors. “Only if a seed dies, will it bring forth much fruit” (John 12:24). And,
“I thirst to know Christ, and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship
of his suffering, being made conformable to his death” (Phil. 3:10). What is at
stake is the honor and glory of God on display in the sum total of all his perfections (Ezek. 36:21-23). This both unconditionally demands and literally
deserves our “everything” in “total surrender!” In very concrete terminology
(Adapted from Platt, 161-181), “‘Be Radical’ … ‘Go to Need’ … ‘Go to
Danger’ … ‘Pay Any Price’ … ‘Remember Jesus, Hated, Persecuted, Betrayed and Killed’ … ‘The Church is NOT a Luxury Liner’ … ‘It is a Troop
Carrier Going into Battle and Aiming at Victory’ … ‘Storm the Gates of
Hell’ … ‘The Reward is Great’ … ‘His Sovereignty is our Safety’ … ‘His
Love is our Security’ … ‘His Presence is our Satisfaction’ … ‘Above All, do
NOT Love your Life’ … ‘Seek to be Radical’ … ‘You Succeed when Death
is Your Reward’ … ‘But there is Much, Much More: The Great Reward!’ …
‘GOD HIMSELF!’ … ‘In Christ He is ENOUGH throughout Eternity!’”
In conclusion, James easily could have summarized his letter with the
same forceful/violent words found in John’s First Epistle (I paraphrase):
“I write all this that your joy may be full ... If you say in response
that you have fellowship with him, but walk in the darkness of disobedience, you lie, and do not tell the truth. However, if you walk in the light
of purposeful and practical godliness, as he is in the light, you will have
true fellowship with each other, and the blood of Jesus Christ his Son
cleanses you from all sin. If you say that you are (already) perfect, you
deceive yourselves, and the truth is not in you. But if you confess your
sins, he is faithful and just to forgive you your sins, and to cleanse you
from all remaining unrighteousness … At any rate, whoever abides in
him does not make it a practice to forego resolute obedience, and to
break out in sin. Whoever does so has neither seen nor known Him ... I
repeat, whoever has been born of God does not fall short of purposeful
holiness, for his seed remains in him ... He cannot plunge himself into sin,
but will take all my words to heart and display this as a matter of life and
death, because he has been born of God” (1 John 1:4-10; 3:6-9).
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