
into his teaching that he naturally draws on those ideas when offering advice 
without conscious awareness that he is doing so (cf. Paul’s words in Rom. 12:14, 
which seem to reflect the teaching of Jesus in Matt. 5:44 without explicitly 
quoting Jesus).

To whom might this letter have been written? James is the first of seven 
writings in the New Testament that traditionally are called “The General 
Letters (Epistles)” or “The Catholic Letters (Epistles)” because it has been 
said that they were addressed to the whole church rather than to specific in-
dividuals or congregations (here the word catholic simply means “universal” 
or “general”). Indeed, after the first verse, the “letter” of James does not seem 
very much like a letter at all. It conveys no personal news and mentions no 
one by name; it makes no reference to specific situations, past or present; 

Box 25.3

James and the Wisdom Tradition
The Letter of James exhibits these common features of wisdom literature.

James Tries to Reason with His Readers

• He uses expressions such as “Come now, you who say . . .” (4:13) and “Come now, you 

rich people . . .” (5:1).

• His letter is peppered with words such as “because” and “for,” which introduce reasons 

for the points that he is making (1:3, 20, 23; 2:10–11, 13, 26; 3:1–2, 16; 4:14), and words 

such as “therefore” and “so,” which introduce conclusions to be derived from what he 

has said (1:21; 2:17, 23; 4:12, 17; 5:7, 16).

• Sometimes James asks his readers to consider the benefit or profit of their actions: “What 

good is it?” (2:14); “What is the good of that?” (2:16; see also 1:16, 20, 26; 2:20, 26; 4:5).

James Uses Secular Images Drawn from the World at Large

• the billowing sea (1:6)

• the scorching sun (1:11)

• a reflection in a mirror (1:23–24)

• a bit in a horse’s mouth (3:3)

• a ship’s rudder (3:4)

• a forest fire (3:5)

• domestication of animals (3:7)

• a freshwater spring (3:11)

• a fig tree (3:12)

• a grapevine (3:12)

• salt water (3:12)

• a vanishing mist (4:14)

• the rainy seasons for crops (5:7)

In both of these ways, James presents his teaching as “common sense”: he is advocating the 

wisest course of action, as should be obvious from logical reasoning and observation of nature.
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