Q&A 7: Why do Paul and James seem to write so very differently – almost in conflict with one another?  Do Paul and James use the word ‘justified’ in the same way?  What did James mean by the term “law of liberty”? How does one reconcile that term with we who are in the Church having died to the law (Romans 7:4-6; Galatians 2:19) and not being under law but under grace (Romans 6:14, 15)? 

Many Christians who have become accustomed to reading and studying Paul’s letters in the New Testament find that the same approach to reading the book of James leads them to much puzzling and pondering.  In order for us to understand the book of James, we would do well to go back to the basics of how we are to approach (study) the Bible so as to understand the original author’s intended meaning.  The key elements to understanding the one intended meaning of any passage in Scripture are always
:

· Language

· History

· Culture

In understanding each passage, the relative importance of each of these three elements may vary from the sequence given above, and it turns out that understanding James means that we view what he wrote in the reverse of the sequence listed above: culture, history, language.  One reason for this approach is that James typically did not write with complex grammar, as Paul often did, but he did write as a Jew who had become a believer in Christ to Jews who had become believers in Christ.  Paul wrote as a Jew as well, but principally to believing Gentiles with some believing Jews in their midst.  Though James’ letter had a lot of history leading up to it, the letter itself is not historically complex, nor involved.  The most important aspect of the history of the book of James is its historical context as (likely) the first letter in the New Testament.  Here are the key interpretive points for the book of James:

James (Hebrew: Ya’akov), Jesus’ half brother through Mary (see chart on this webpage: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/jesus/tree.html), was raised in the Jewish traditions of Israel, likely under the influence of Rabbi Hillel (Matthew 1:3, 4, 19), a persuasion from among the Pharisees.  He appears only to have believed in Christ after seeing Christ raised from the dead (John 7:5; Acts 1:14; 1 Corinthians 15:7).  In the New Testament and even in extrabiblical writings (such as Josephus), we see that once James believed, his ministry was as a well-known elder in the church that was in Jerusalem (Acts 15:13; Galatians 1:19).  So James was a Jew who believed in Christ as the Messiah and his savior, and who was raised as a Jew, living and ministering among Jews.  In his letter, he was writing to Jews who believed in Christ (James 1:1).  

In terms of the development of the New Testament, James wrote when the Old Testament books were the only Scriptures in writing and general circulation, among both Jews and Church believers.  Though the Church had begun little more than a decade before, and James had been a part of the Church since its inception, we have every reason to see the book of James as written from a first century Jewish mindset (in the land of Israel) to those also having a Jewish mindset.  James seems also to have been writing in a manner that placed emphasis upon taking the truth of Scripture to heart, rather than applying it superficially or by mere externals.  James did not, however, simply express the Mosaic Law nor the views of the Pharisees of his day.  Even his opening comment (James 1:2) sets aside the well entrenched Mosaic principle of obey and be blessed, disobey and be cursed.  Trials, in the Jewish mind, would have meant that one was cursed as a result of 
disobedience.  We should also note that when we see Paul and James in contact with each other, they were in complete agreement regarding law and grace (Acts 15, Galatians 2:9), starting as early as about 49 AD.  
When Paul wrote about the believer being justified, he was, in context, referring to being justified (declared righteous) before God, as declared by God (Romans 2:13; chapters 2 through 5).  It was a positional statement about one’s eternal salvation.  Since Paul’s audience was often a mixture of mostly Gentiles and some Jews, he would often write about position and condition separately – typically in that sequence.  The books of Romans and Ephesians are classical examples of Paul presenting the position of the believer for several chapters before presenting anything about what to do or not do.  The reason that this was necessary is because in the Gentile cultures religion did not have moral implications.  Paul had to provide a basis for the Gentiles, in their position, to make a connection from spiritual truth to morality (application).   

When James wrote about being justified, he was, in context, referring to being justified (declared righteous) before others, in terms of what shows to other people (James 2:18).  It was a conditional statement about how one’s faith appears before other people, without regard to one’s eternal salvation.  James was writing to Jewish Christians, and assuming the position of the believer, so he moved immediately to daily application.  Note that once James opens his letter he says not one word about the position of the believers, as Paul would often do, but moves immediately into application - with verse 2.  Unlike Paul, James did not need to make a connection from spiritual things to morality with the Jews.          
Let’s quote the passages in the book of James that contain the term “law of liberty”: 

James 1:19-25 (NASU)

This you know, my beloved brethren. But everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak and slow to anger; 20 for the anger of man does not achieve the righteousness of God. 21 Therefore, putting aside all filthiness and all that remains of wickedness, in humility receive the word implanted, which is able to save your souls. 22 But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves. 23 For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his natural face in a mirror; 24 for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has immediately forgotten what kind of person he was. 25 But one who looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this man will be blessed in what he does. 

James 2:8-13 (NASU)

If, however, you are fulfilling the royal law according to the Scripture, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself," you are doing well. 9 But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 10 For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all. 11 For He who said, "Do not commit adultery," also said, "Do not commit murder." Now if you do not commit adultery, but do commit murder, you have become a transgressor of the law. 12 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of liberty. 13 For judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment.

Now, with respect to the specific passages that contain the term “law of liberty”, part of the struggle that grace oriented Christians might have with the term stems from the various meanings of the word “law”, which included:

· The Law of Moses, consisting of things to do or not to do (all 613 of them).

· The Torah, which would be the first five books of the Bible, written by Moses.

· The entire Old Testament, which would have been the entire known Bible.  This term was shortened from “the Law and the Prophets” (as in Luke 16:16), and consistent with its use in Psalm 119, where “the Law” means ‘the written word of God”.

· A principle, being a fundamental truth or a key point of influence or guidance.  This meaning is sometimes conveyed in the New Testament using the word “law” without a definite article in the Greek text.  

The third meaning seems to be what James had in mind when he wrote “the law of liberty”.  In contrast, what Paul wrote in Romans 7:4, 6 and Galatians 2:19 about us who are believers having died to the law, he was using the term “law” according to the first definition, not the third definition as James did.  Both Paul and James appeared to have used a term with more than one meaning in the same document, as Paul used “flesh” in the book of Galatians and elsewhere.   

Regarding the use of the word “liberty” (Greek: eleutheria), it was Paul, James and Peter who used that word (Romans 8:21; 1 Corinthians 10:29; 2 Corinthians 3:17; Galatians 2:4; 5:1, 13; James 1:25; 2:12; 1 Peter 2:16; 2 Peter 2:19).  These were the same ones who gathered in perfect agreement regarding law and grace in Acts 15 and Galatians 2:9.  So when James means liberty, he is not just using the term as a euphemism.  In putting God’s word with liberty, James was also being consistent with the words of his half-brother, Christ the Lord:

John 8:31-32 (NASU)

So Jesus was saying to those Jews who had believed Him, "If you continue in My word, then you are truly disciples of Mine; 32 and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free (Greek: eleutheroō)."

So the “law of liberty” can be expanded as “the word of God which means liberty”.  And the liberty which James wrote about was consistent with Jesus’ words quoted above, as well as the use of the word (or related words) by Paul and Peter, as referenced above.

Once again, James wasn’t calling for the Law of Moses among Christians!

One further indication (beyond that of James 1:2 as noted on the prior page) that James was not simply calling for the Mosaic Law is that right after James used the term “law of liberty” he wrote in James 2:13 (NASU), “For judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment.”

But the law of Moses specifically prohibited showing mercy!  Totally contrary to the last thing James wrote in 2:13, the Law required that mercy did not diminish judgment in the least – the Law of Moses required that judgment triumph over mercy all the time.  In Deuteronomy 35:16, 17 and 18 the phrase “shall surely be put to death” is included in each verse.  The words “shall surely be put to death” and similarly stated phrases are used many dozens of times in the Law of Moses.  Though the Jews were to be generous to the poor, the Law of Moses did not allow judgments to be diminished nor required payments to be reduced, even if a person was poor (Exodus 30:15; Leviticus 19:15).
James and Paul quoted the same verse regarding salvation by faith
James 2:23 (quoting Genesis 15:6)

And Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.

Paul quoted this same verse in Romans 4:3, 9, 22 and Galatians 3:6.  James makes clear that the issue that he has is with those who profess a faith that has no reality:
James 2:14

What use is it, my brethren, if someone says he has faith but he has no works? Can that faith save him?

So James is not saying the some mixture of faith and works is needed for salvation, but rather that faith that has reality is the only faith that saves – not mere external profession.

And wasn’t Paul saying the exact same thing when he wrote:

Ephesians 2:8-10

For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 9 not as a result of works, so that no one may boast. 10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand  so that we would walk in them.

Take a look at Paul’s subsequent appeals for a genuine walk among the believers in Ephesians:  Ephesians 4:1, 17; 5:2; 5:8.  Paul, like James, was appealing for reality in the faith and walk of the believer, but presented their appeals in some ways that were similar, and some ways that differed.  But the intent of their appeals was identical: They wanted their readers to be saved by a genuine faith that gets lived out in life.
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� See material for the elective, “How To Study The Bible” on the HHBC website.
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