A Religion Not Empty
James 1:1 — An Introduction

Practical.  Pithy.  Hard-nosed.  Image-filled.  These are just some of the ways to describe the contents of the book of James.  James is often a favorite NT book for Christians.  And yet Christians have to crawl back again and again to this book because we often fail in exactly the areas that it describes.  Preferential treatment.  Knowing but not doing.  Crumbling under trial.  An unbridled tongue.  These are the very things we know do not honor Christ, but also the very things to which we succumb every day.  So again, we return to the book of James, humbly, to allow God to convict our hearts, reform our ways, and empower us to live a religion that is not empty.  To the glory of God and the Lord Jesus Christ.
The Author and the Recipients

The first verse of James gives us the traditional title of this work, based upon its stated author James (’IavkwboV; also Jacob).  Though the NT contains a few candidates for this James, the most likely author (and the one affirmed by tradition) is James, the half-brother of Jesus.  He is also known as James the Just, or James the Elder.  This James was a skeptic during Jesus’ life (Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3; John 7:5), a follower of Jesus only after His resurrection (1 Cor. 15:7), a prominent elder in Jerusalem (Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18), and called an apostle by Paul (Gal. 1:19).  He was executed around 62 AD.  James himself does not claim any authority as a result of his kinship with Jesus, but humbly calls himself a “slave of…the Lord Jesus Christ.”

The content and context of the book of James would seem to indicate that the recipients were Jewish Christian congregations (1:1, 24-25; 2:2, 8-13, 19; 4:11-12) living outside of Palestine (1:1) who were once members of the church in Jerusalem (Acts 11:19).  James was writing to the Church of God, the reconstituted 12 tribes of Israel (Isaiah 11:11-12; Jeremiah 3:18; 31:8-14; Ezekiel 37:19-24; Zechariah 10:6-12), who were suffering economic hardship and were struggling with worldliness.
The Date of Composition
Though there are other possibilities, the book of James was probably written in the mid-40s AD, before the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15 (~ 47-48 AD).  This date takes into account the death of James, the events in Acts, the interaction of James and Paul (see 2:14ff), and the theological content of the book.
The Content and Structure

Though the book of James is clearly a letter (1:1), the overall structure is not well-defined.  James seems to be a collection of sermons that revolves around several broad themes.  These themes reflect the needs of these congregations.  James is concerned with faithfulness amidst poverty and oppression, and progression in holiness rather than worldliness.  James wants Christians to live out their faith with one another and in the world.
Application from even Introductory Matters
1. James went from skeptical familiarity with Jesus as his brother, to humble submission with Jesus as His Lord and Savior.  The excellence of Christ compelled him in this journey.  May we never travel in the opposite direction.  May our humble submission to Christ upon conversion not turn into a dismissing familiarity after many years of belief.  Only a continued commitment to seeing the excellence of Christ will keep us from this path.
2. James’ authority to exhort and lead these congregations was rooted in his identity as a “slave…of the Lord Jesus Christ.”  Responsibility and leadership in Christ’s Church always must be for those who are submissive to Christ in all things and are servants to His Church (Matthew 20:25-28).
