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James 5:12-20 as a Test Case

by
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Martin Dibelius’s view of the Letter of James as paraenesis has been rightly
critiqued and the Letter identified as a letter (Diaspora letter). However, there still is a
tendency to view the Letter as a non-letter in nature. This study suggests that we should
read the Letter as a letter in the fullest sense. In so doing, this study challenges the
assumption that epistolarity results solely from the author’s compositional work or the
editor’s editorial work, to be identified with formulaic elements; this study also
deconstructs the longstanding dichotomy between the literary and the epistolary. Since
this conception begins in antiquity, this study argues against select ancient epistolary
theorists as well as modern scholars.
The structure of this study corresponds to these critical engagements. The first
chapter defines epistolarity and examines its most important effect, namely, the epistolary
persona. This chapter argues that epistolarity is a relational quality, constructed through
the communication process from the (implied) author to the readers. The second chapter
investigates a letter as means of expressing, maintaining, and building friendship. This
chapter argues that expressions of epistolarity vary, although ancient epistolary theorists
would like to limit them with a set of “epistolary” constraints. This chapter also suggests
how to apply the foregoing observations of epistolarity to the study of the Letter. The
vi

third and final chapter takes as a test case the closing of the Letter (5:12-20): at the
closing “James” reshapes a cluster of epistolary formulae and topoi in accordance with
his didactic character which has been constructed within the Letter. This reshaping of the
formulae and topoi epitomizes his way of promoting friendship within the audience
community. Hence, epistolarity does characterize the Letter. The conclusion relates the
implications of this study to some major issues in Jamesian scholarship. A significant
implication is that the Letter’s epistolary persona holds the topics of the Letter together
and lends coherence to the entire text.
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INTRODUCTION

The prescript of the Letter of James 1 makes it clear that the writing presents itself as a
letter: "James, a servant of God and ofthe Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes in the

1 This

study uses the term "James" to refer to the epistolary persona of James-an
idea to be expounded below. At this point, it suffices to note that in this study "James"
never refers to the actual author. Pertinent to my use of the term "James" is the issue of
authorship, which is intertwined with that of date and of provenance. Detailed discussions
ofthese convoluted issues lie beyond the scope of the present study. In general, the
dating primarily depends on how one evaluates the Letter's literary or theological
relationship with the Jesus tradition, Paul's letters, Acts (esp. ch. 15), 1 Peter, 1 Clement,
and the Shepherd ofHermas; the fine quality ofthe Letter's style in Greek; the implied
knowledge of Greco-Roman rhetoric; agrarian or "Palestinian" references such as olives
and figs (3:12) and the "early and late rain" (5:7); the expectation on the readers implied
by the initial self-introduction (1 :1); the "Jewishness" of the Letter. These factors have
been considered for the Letter's authorship and provenance as well. Depending on one's
evaluation of those factors, the date ranges between 40s C.E. and 150 C.E. See the recent
and remarkably detailed discussions of authorship and date in Dale C. Allison, A Critical
and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle ofJames, ICC (New York: Bloomsbury,
2013), 3-32 (see 28-29 for a synopsis of the diverse scholarly opinions on the dating;
Allison himself dates it to 100-120 C.E.). For the arguments for James of Jerusalem's
authorship and early dating, see Douglas J. Moo, The Letter ofJames, Pillar New
Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 9-27 (dates it to the 40s C.E.);
P. J. Hartin, James, ed. Daniel J. Harrington, SP (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press,
2003), 16-25 (to the late 60s). Johnson admits that his own argument for early dating
does not necessarily prove that James of Jerusalem authored the Letter, but still holds that
he is "a reasonable candidate": Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter ofJames: A New
Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 37A (New York: Doubleday, 1995),
118-21. The issues of date and authorship become more complicated when one considers
the possibility that the Letter was redacted. On the redaction of the Letter, see Peter H.
Davids, The Epistle ofJames: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1982), 2-22 (see 2 for his classified synopsis of the views on the dating and
authorship); idem, "Palestinian Traditions in the Epistle of James," in James the Just and
Christian Origins (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 41-54; Ralph P. Martin, James (Waco: Word
Books, 1988), lxxvi-lxxvii; Timothy B. Cargal, Restoring the Diaspora: Discursive
Structure and Purpose in the Epistle ofJames (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 21-28;
Allison, The Epistle ofJames, 31 n. 31. Concurring with Allison, the present study holds
that the whole Letter was pseudonymously written by one author. Establishing a precise
date is unnecessary for the purpose of this study, although the pseudonymous authorship
)
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Dispersion: Greetings" (1:1). 2 The title ofthe writing, "the L~tter of James," presumably
added in later manuscript traditions, is an obvious choice in this regard. 3 Nevertheless,
the epistolarity of the Letter of James has been very much understudied. The following
statement of Peter H. Davids in his 1988 essay entitled "The Epistle of James in Modem
Discussion" is a telling example of how the Letter has been treated in modem scholarship:
"James appears to be an epistle, but it is obviously a letter unlike those in the Pauline

and the rejection of redaction tend to point to a later period (between the late first century
and the early second). This study examines some of the above-mentioned factors: the
wholeness of the Letter and the self-introduction of James in 1:1 are among the
foci of this study; the Excursus discusses the so-called Jewishness of the Letter
and the Jesus tradition in it. In this regard, I hope that this study contribute,
however indirectly, to the debates on the dating and authorship.
2 All translations of the biblical texts are, unless otherwise mentioned,
from the New Revised Standard Version.
3 Ofthe inscriptio, IAKOBOY EIID.:TOAH, the critical apparatus ofNA27 says,
"txt (N, B) K 81." That ofNA28, however, advances a different view in regard to Codex
Sinaiticus and Codex Vaticanus: it renders the inscriptio to B2, and notes that N, A, and
B* lack it, while 18 has 'Ia.xw~ou xa.SoA.tx~ E7t'!crroA.~. In fact, the information in both
apparatuses is either incomplete or inaccurate with regard to three major witnesses,
namely, N, A, and B. First, Codex Sinaiticus lacks a superscription but does have a
subscription: EIID.:TOAH IAKOBOY. Second, similarly, Codex Alexandrinus has a
subscription only: IAKOBOY EIID.:TOAH; I think that the hand of this subscription is
identical to that ofthe main text. Third, the hand of Codex Vaticanus's superscription,
IAKOBOY EIID.:TOAH, presents a difficult case; I am more inclined to say that the
superscrption's hand is different from the main text's. Anyways, my point is that there is
no evidence that the Letter was considered anything other than a letter. The Letter's genre
was never disputed, even when its authenticity was questioned by some people: Eusebius
refers to the Letter as~ AEyo~EVYJ 'Ia.xw~ou (Hist. eccl. 3.25.3); the feminine article here
can only refer to the word E7t'!crroA.~, given the context and Eusebius's comments on the
Letter which we will discuss later. Regarding the text of the Letter of James, see Martin
Dibelius, James, a Commentary on the Epistle ofJames, ed. Helmut Koester, trans.
Michael A. Williams, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 57-60; Johnson,
The Letter ofJames, 4-6.
2

corpus, thus a literary epistle or a tract with an epistolary form. " 4 The implication is that
the Letter seems a letter but not quite: it is something other than a letter in an epistolary
frame; it is clearly different from Paul's own letters which are letters in the fullest sense.
This view of the Letter of James goes back to the influential work of Martin
Dibelius who declared in his 1921 commentary on the Letter that "[t]he form of a letterintimated only in 1:1-does not characterize the writing. " 5 For Dibelius, the form that
does characterize the Letter of James is paraenesis defined as "a text which strings
together admonitions of general ethical content," which primarily draws from traditional

•
materials, lacking epistolary occasionality, an overarching theology, and literary
coherence. 6
Such "paraenetic" qualities of James barely leave room for the role of the author; 7
for the author is considered merely to be transmitting a series of unconnected or loosely
connected conventional materials with which the audience would have already been
familiar. Since a letter, as the ancient writer Demetrius remarks, is supposed to express
abundantly the author's soul ('-!Jux~) and pharacter (~9tx6~), 8 the paraenetic nature of the

Davids makes that statement in regard to the literary genre of the Letter
of James: Peter H. Davids, "The Epistle of James in Modem Discussion," ANRW
25, no. 5 (1988): 3627-28, emphasisadded.
5 Dibelius, James, 2. The original wording is "Nicht die- nur in 11 angedeutete
- Briefform ist fiir ihn charakteristisch": Martin Dibelius, Der Briefdes Jakobus
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1921), 3.
6 Dibelius, James, 2-3 (quote from 3).
7 Todd C. Penner, "The Epistle of James in Current Research," CurBS 7 (1999):
265.
8 Demetrius, De Elocutione 227. All texts and English translations of Demetrius's
De Elocutione, Pseudo-Demetrius's Epistolary Types, Philostratus ofLemnos's De
Epistulis, Julius Victor's Ars Rhetorica, and Pseudo-Libanius's Epistolary Styles are,
4
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Letter of James as posited by Dibelius is diametrically opposed to its epistolarity. 9 It is,
then, no wonder that to the extent Dibelius's view of the Letter has dominated Jamesian
scholarship its epistolarity has been downplayed or neglected. As Todd C. Penner
comments rightly, the fact that Dibelius's commentary was translated into English in the
prestigious commentary series Hermeneia well over 50 years after its first publication in
German demonstrates the importance and ongoing influence of this work. 10
F. 0. Francis's 1970 study 11 paved new paths in two regards: first, his
comparative study of epistolary openings and endings established firmly James as a letter,
due to which the significance of its epistolary form began to be recognized; second, in the
words of Francis, ''the epistolary form and function of the opening paragraph of James
(1: 1-27) invites renewed consideration of the body of the letter," 12 by which he means
that, as the body is understood as repeating and developing the themes mentioned in the
opening section, the entire letter can be read more coherently. Following the lead of

unless otherwise noted, from Abraham J. Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorists (Atlanta,
GA: Scholars Press, 1988). Although De Elocutione was not written by Demetrius of
Phalerum (ibid., 2), I will refer to its author as such in accordance with
Malherbe's nomenclature, by which the author of De Elocutione can be
conveniently distinguished from that of Epistolary Types whom Malherbe calls
Pseudo-Demetrius. Introductions to those epistolary theorists are found in
Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorists, 1-6; Michael Trapp, Greek and Latin
Letters: An Anthology with Translation (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press, 2003), 42-46.
9 Dibelius comments that the "paraenetic" sections ofPaul's letters are
''the least epistolary in character," even lacking "the charm and individuality
found in the other parts of his letters" (James, 2-3).
10 Penner, "Epistle of James," 263.
11 Fred 0. Francis, "Form and Function of the Opening and Closing
Paragraphs of James and 1 John," ZNW61 (1970): 110-26.
12 Ibid., 118-19.
4

Francis, comparative studies exploring Hellenistic Jewish epistolary materials appeared
in the 1990s, suggesting that James is a 1ewish Diaspora letter (Diasporabrie.f), 13 and
some studies further qualified this identification. 14 In such studies the author ofthe letter
emerges as a composer with clear purposes to exhort and console the audience living in
the Gentile world. 15

Doering writes that Windisch already related James to Jewish Diaspora letters:
Hans Windisch, Die Katholischen Briefe, 3rd, thoroughly rev. Herbert Preisker
(Tiibingen: J;C.B. Mohr, 1951), 4; Lutz Doering, Ancient Jewish Letters and the
Beginnings ofChristian Epistolography, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen
Testament (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012), 454. See further, Manabu Tsuji, Glaube
Zwischen Vollkommenheit Und Verweltlichung: Eine Untersuchung Zur Literarischen
Gestalt Und Zur Inhaltlichen Koharenz Des Jakobusbriefes (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr,
1997); Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr, "Der Jakobusbrieflm Licht Fruhjiidischer Diasporabriefe,"
NTS 44 (1998): 420-43; Donald Verseput, "Genre and Story: The Community Setting of
the Epistle of James," CBQ 62 (2000): 96-110; cf. Doering, Ancient Jewish Letters, 454
n. 130. Peter H. Davids concurs with Niebuhr in support of his argument for the
Palestinian provenance of the Letter of James: "Palestinian Traditions," 33-57 (esp. 3942).
14 Bauckham, for instance, labels the Letter a "paraenetic encyclical" (Richard
Bauckham, James: Wisdom ofJames, Disciple ofJesus the Sage [London; New York:
Routledge, 1999], 13) and ''wisdom paraenesis" (ibid., 34); see also, idem, "James and
the Jerusalem Church," in The Book ofActs in Its Palestinian Setting, ed. Richard
Bauckham, vol. 4 of The Book ofActs in Its First Century Setting (Grand Rapids; Carlisle,
UK: Eerdmans; Paternoster Press, 1995), 423-25. Allison concludes that "James
combines the didactic letter with the diaspora letter; it is a 'paranetically oriented earlyJewish diaspora-letter"': Allison, The Epistle ofJames, 74. For more references and
critical discussions on qualifying the identification of the Letter as a Diaspora letter, see
Doering, Ancient Jewish Letters, 454 n. 131.
15 The development of paraenesis studies, through which the defining
characteristics of paraenesis set by Dibelius have been challenged and modified (cf.
Penner, "Epistle of James," 300), has also contributed to recognizing the role of the
author ofthe Letter. Yet, the scholarly progress has also shown the problematic or at least
elusive nature of the category of paraenesis itself. To name a few studies of significance:
W. Popkes, "James and Paraenesis, Reconsidered.," in Texts and Contexts: Biblical Texts
in Their Textual and Situational Contexts: Essays in Honor ofLars Hartman, eds. Tord
Fomberg and David Hellholm (Oslo; Boston: Scandinavian University Press, 1995), 53561. The entire volume of Semeia 50 is devoted to the sociological study ofparaenesis; an
13
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The question of whether or to what extent epistolarity characterizes the Letter of
James is important even after it had been identified as a letter. Dibelius was proposing
more than a form-critical identification of the Gattung of the Letter, for the issue was
what does or does not "characterize" the Letter in general. 16 There seems to still exist a
tendency to view the Letter as a non-letter in nature-be it paraenesis, protrepsis, or
diatribe-contained in the epistolary frame. 17 Perhaps the reservation that Paul Holloway
expresses, having discussed the identification of the Letter as a Diaspora letter, is
symptomatic of such a conception: "To say that James is an encyclical Diaspora letter,
however, does not adequately describe its genre[ ... ] On the basis of its overall content
and structure James may also be described as wisdom paraenesis." 18 Meanwhile, others

oft-cited article is Leo G. Perdue, "The Social Character ofParaenesis and Paraenetic
Literature," Semeia 50 (1990): 5-39. Essays in James Starr and Troels Engberg-Pedersen,
eds., Early Christian Paraenesis in Context (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2004)
represent the ongoing discussion on the category; see especially James M. Starr's
essay, "Was Paraenesis for Beginners?," and Diana M. Swancutt's "Paraenesis in
Light of Protrepsis" in that volume.
16 The beginning point ofDibelius's discussion of the Letter's genre is
precisely the statement that "the question of literary genre is not resolved by the
recognition of epistolary form" (Dibelius, James, 1). Verseput, introducing a
discussion ofDibelius and subsequent studies of the Letter, begins his article by
saying, "If the issue of genre were merely one of taxonomy, the fierce controversy
and endless discussion which it engenders would not be worth the trouble"
(Verseput, "Genre and Story," 96).
17 Aune notes of the letter as a framing device: David E. Aune, The New
Testament in Its Literary Environment (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1987),
170; cf. Alicia J. Batten, What Are They Saying about the Letter ofJames? (New
York: Paulist, 2009), 7-8; Penner, "Epistle of James," 269-72.
18 Paul A. Holloway, "The Letter of James," in The Blackwell Companion
to the New Testament, ed. David E. Aune (Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell,
2010), 576. Concerning this tendency, see also, Penner, "Epistle of James," 259,
269.

6

such asS. R. Llewelyn have suggested that James was originally written as paraenesis
and that a redactor added the epistolary prescript. 19
While few would object to the claim that the Letter of James was written and read
as a letter, this study suggests that we should read the Letter as a letter in the fullest sense.
There is much to be explored as to the implications of this simple suggestion. Such
research has potentials to innovate the study of the Letter. It is one of the goals of this
study to illuminate the potentials.
For example, this study will contribute to the discussion of the Letter's
"coherence and structure."20 This "problem," which is part of the legacy ofDibelius's
view of the Letter as lacking coherence and structure, has been one of the major issues in
the study of our letter. Rejecting Dibelius's view, scholars have begun to see coherence in
the Letter. Applications of chiasm or rhetorical conventions may account for a portion of
the Letter,21 but no proposals on the general structuring principle have gained consensus
to date. 22 Duane Watson concludes that, although the Letter betrays some influence of

Although Llewelyn's study has not received wide support from scholars due to
its lack of attention to Francis, his assertion is reminiscent of Dibelius' s view that the
form of a letter does not characterize the Letter; Llewelyn holds that his proposal explains
the purported lack of epistolarity in the entire Letter except in the prescript. This is tad
ironic because this article is Llewelyn's critique ofDibelius; in a sense he critiques
Dibelius as he advances an extreme form of Dibelius' s view of the Letter as paraenesis.
See, S. R. Llewelyn, "The Prescript of James," NovT 39 (1997): 385-93.
20 "Coherence and Structure" is a section heading for Penner, "Epistle of James,"
272-75. For a survey of previous proposals, see Mark E. Taylor, "Recent Scholarship on
the Structure of James," CurER 3 (2004): 86--115.
21 For instance, Duane F. Watson, "The Rhetoric of James 3:1-12 and a Classical
Pattern of Argumentation," NovT35 (1993): 48--64.
22 Ibid., 275, 298-99; Taylor, "Structure of James," 112; Batten, What Are They
Saying, 9-16.
19
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Greco-Roman rhetoric, "overall James does not conform to Graeco-Roman standards of
invention and arrangement,"23 and that the Letter is "arranged overall in the topic-to-topic
fashion of Jewish wisdom texts."24 In my view, in order to see what holds the topics
together and lends coherence to the entire text, it is imperative to consider the Letter's
epistolarity: it is the voice and presence of James in the audience's reading experience
that generates the Letter's coherence and wholeness.
Our study of epistolarity will challenge two prevalent understandings in regard to
epistolography and the study of the Letter. One is the assumption that epistolarity is an
"objective" quality resulting solely from the author's compositional work, to be identified
prim,arily with formulaic elements such as The initial salutation and the final "farewell."
We will see that the construction of epistolarity is more complex, and its expressions
varied. The other is the longstanding yet false dichotomy between the literary and the
epistolary. Since this dichotomy already appeared in antiquity, we will argue against
select ancient epistolary theorists as well as modem scholars to re-conceptualize the
epistolary. The epistolary as an abstract quality may integrate into itself the literary as it
takes a concrete form, and the vice versa is also true, as we will see.
The structure of the present study corresponds to these critical engagements. The
first chapter defines epistolarity and examines its most important effect, namely, the
epistolary persona. A major point I will make is that readers participate in the
Duane F. Watson, "An Assessment of the Rhetoric and Rhetorical
Analysis of the Letter of James," in Reading James with New Eyes:
Methodological Reassessments ofthe Letter ofJames, eds. Robert L. Webb and
JohnS. Kloppenborg (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 120.
24 Ibid, 119.
23
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construction of epistolarity. 25 This is not to say everything is subjective. The author
considers how the letter will be received and interpreted, and accordingly constructs the
epistolary persona. This is all the more important in cases of pseudonymous letters. It is
necessary for our examination of epistolarity to discuss epistolary conventions and topoi,
for, given the popularity and necessity of letter writing in the ancient world, those were
(supposedly) known to both the writers and the recipients, and the authors made use of
them to accomplish their purposes effectively. Our second chapter will examine
epistolary conventions and topoi critically.
The second chapter investigates the ancient understanding of a letter as means of
expressing, maintaining, and building friendship. Whereas ancient epistolary theorists
tended to hold that letters as such should be short in length, conversational in tone, and
non-philosophical in contents, we will argue that such epistolary constraints are neither
necessarily justifiable nor were they always followed: the shaping of a letter in terms of
its length, tone, topic, or style depends on the nature of epistolary persona and the
purpose of the writing. A philosopher who casually talks about philosophy and likes to
share it with friends in person may well be philosophical in writing letters. The last part
of this chapter will suggest how we might bring our examination of epistolarity to bear on
the study of the Letter of James.
I will use the plural form "readers" in order to emphasize the plurality of
readership and reading experience (I will touch on this issue again at footnote 161). I am
aware that ancient readers were listeners, for they read a text aloud or had someone read
it aloud and listened to it; in a congregation, one person read a text and the rest listened to
it. While studying the aural aspect of the reading experience goes beyond the scope of
this study, I think that observations on readers in this study are generally applicable to
the readers as listeners.
25
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The third and final chapter takes as a test case the closing of the Letter of James
(5:12-20) and analyzes it in light of our observations in the preceding chapters. While
much attention has been paid to the prescript (1: 1), the Letter's epistolarity in regards to
the closing has received much less attention than it deserves. As the result, not much
progress has been made on this issue beyond Francis's findings and suggestions.26 This
study will demonstrate that James makes his points on the basis of epistolarity: by
creating a consistent pattern in his employment of epistolary formulae and topoi, which
involves both conventional and creative uses of them, James seeks to exhort and teach the
audience that the audience community should attain their own well-being by practicing
brotherly love, which is a kind of friendship. Therefore, epistolarity does characterize the
Letter. It is time for us to move completely beyond the shadow ofDibelius.
We investigate the closing of the Letter not because it constitutes along with the
prescript a framing device. My intent is not to enhance the view that the Letter is
something other than a letter contained within an epistolary frame. Rather, the ending is a
test case for my general points that the Letter's message and epistolarity make up an
integrated whole and that the epistolary persona of James is what holds together the
seemingly unrelated teachings in the Letter; in this regard, the epistolary persona is the

Little more than a summary of Francis's article is offered concerning the
epistolarity of the ending of the Letter in J. L. White, "New Testament Epistolary
Literature in the Framework of Ancient Epistolography," ANRW25, no. 2 (1984):
1756; Hans-JosefK.lauck, Ancient Letters and the New Testament: A Guide to
Context and Exegesis (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2006), 339; Batten,
Friendship and Benefaction in James, 92-93; Andrew M. Bowden, "An
Overview of the Interpretive Approaches to James 5.13-18," CurBR 13 (2014):
77-78. We will discuss Bowden's article later.
26
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structuring force ofthe Letter. Thus, this study may be considered a preliminary step to
analyzing the epistolarity of the entire Letter of James.

11

CHAPTER 1. WHAT IS EPISTOLARITY?

Epistolarity is a writing's quality of either being a letter or pertaining to letter writing,
constructed not only by the author's use of epistolary situations and conventions but also
by the readers' perception of the writing's authorship, delivery, and content. 27 In this
regard, epistolarity is a relational quality. The present chapter first clarifies this definition
and then qualifies it by making two interrelated points: first, an epistolary persona of the
author produced through the communication process is key to interpreting a letter,
inasmuch as the virtual presence of the author is a fundamental goal of a letter; second, I
underscore the active role of readers in the construction of epistolarity through their act of
interpretation.
Since the definition of epistolarity depends on that of a letter, our discussion
needs to begin with the latter. Michael Trapp defines a letter by "appealing to a
combination of contextual and formal characteristics."28 First, contextually, a letter is "a
written message from one person (or set of people) to another, requiring to be set down in

Definitions. of epistolarity-rather than of the genre of letter-are very
rare, which is probably symptomatic of the lack of attention to the topic of
epistolarity in previous studies of epistolary texts. Altman defines in her study of
modem epistolary novels the concept of epistolarity as "the use of the letter's
formal properties to create meaning," and uses it "as a parameter for reading
epistolary literature." This definition may yield the impression that epistolarity is
defined by the writing's formulaic elements, but her six "parameters" pertain to
more conceptual and subtle qualities such as the figurative distance between the
sender and the recipient. See, Janet Gurkin Altman, Epistolarity: Approaches to a
Form (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1982), (quote from 4). An
application of Altman's study to a classical text is Anna De Pretis, "Epistolarity"
in the First Book ofHorace's Epistles (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2004).
28 Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 1.
27
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a tangible medium, which itself is to be physically conveyed from sender(s) to
recipient(s)." 29 Second, "[f]ormally, it is a piece of writing that is overtly addressed from
sender(s) to recipient(s), by the use at beginning and end of one of a limited set of
conventional formulae of salutation (or some allusive variation on them) which specify
both parties to the transaction."30
As such, both the contextual and the formal aspects are to be considered in our
discussion of epistolarity. On the one hand, the contextual side of letter writing is called
epistolary situations, which refers to those involving epistolary communications such as
the separated condition of two parties, the acts of writing, sending, and receiving a
letter. 31 Also included in this side is the figurative distance between the author and the
recipient. 32 On the other hand, the formal pertains to the ways in which letters are written,

Ibid.
Ibid.
31 Trapp's Greek and Latin Letters does not mention the term epistolary situation.
Doty defines epistolary situation as follows: "someone wishes to communicate in writing
with someone else distant from them in space (primarily) or time": William G. Doty,
"Classification ofEpistolary Literature," CBQ 31 (1969): 193. Doty also remarks that
epistolary situation "refers to a broader context than the writing alone" (ibid., 194). I use
the plural form, epistolary situations, in order to emphasize the variety of epistol~;U"Y
situations. For instance, one could write a letter to those who are not physically distant: C.
Aquillius Proculus, who was the proconsul of Asia in 103/4 C.E. and would have resided
in Ephesos, writes an official letter to the Ephesian archons, boule, and demos, which was
inscribed on the walls of both the Artemision and the theatre at Ephesos; the text of this
letter is published in Die Inschriften von Ephesos 2.27 (Christoph Borker and Reinhold
Merkelbach, eds., Die Inschriften von Ephesos, Teil II, Nr. 101-599 [Repertorium},
Inschriften griechischer Stadte aus Kleinasien 12 [Bonn: R. Habelt, 1979]).
32 The figurative distance between the "author" and the recipient will be revisited
below. See the helpful discussion of this distance in Owen Hodkinson, "Better' than
Speech: Some Advantages of the Letter in the Second Sophistic," in Ancient Letters:
Classical and Late Antique Epistolography, eds. Ruth Morello and A. D. Morrison
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 288-300.
29
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which entail conventions on epistolary styles,33 formulae, 34 and topoi. 35 Epistolarity
conventions often reflect epistolary situations. For example, the prescript in the typical
formula, "A to B, Greetings,"36 incorporates into the writing the epistolary situation of the
two parties in separation, and clarifies the nature of the writing as a message from the
sender. Simil,arly, the sender's expression ofhope to meet with the recipient, which is an
epistolary topos, corresponds to their separated condition and the letter's attempt to
overcome the distance. 37 Thus, the epistolary situations and the ways of writing together
constitute epistolarity.
The two aforementioned misconceptions concerning letter writing-1) the authorcentered and formalistic understanding of epistolarity and 2) the dichotomy between the
Ancient epistolary theorists often remark that letters should be
conversational, brief, and clear, employing an appropriate tone. Julius Victor says
that a letter to one's superior should not be "droll" and a letter to one's inferior
should not be "haughty" (Ars Rhetorica 27; Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary
Theorists, 64-65). Our second chapter discusses the epistolary constraints in detail.
34 See Francis Xavier J. Exler, "The Form of the Ancient Greek Letter: A
Study in Greek Epistolography" (PhD diss., Catholic University of America,
1923); Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 34-38.
35 Aune defines epistolary topoi as "the themes and constituent motifs
used in ancient letters" including "letter writing," "health," "business," "domestic
events," "reunion with addressee(s)," and "government matters" (Aune, The New
Testament in Its Literary Environment, 189, emphasis in the original). See also,
Klauck, Ancient Letters, 188-93; Stanley K. Stowers, Letter Writing in GrecoRoman Antiquity (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), 186. The "epistolary topics
and themes" in Trapp's discussion (Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 38-42) are
relevant to yet not exactly same as those epistolary topoi thatAune mentions.
Trapp points out three sets of topics and themes: the awareness of the gap
between the two parties involved in the letter writing; a letter as either an effective
or ineffective attempt to overcome the gap; a letter as means to maintain or foster
friendship.
36 Cf. Klauck, Ancient Letters, 20, 28-31.
37 In this regard, letters may be considered "a bridge" between the two
parties (Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 39).
33
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literary and the epistolary-will be chalJenged in this chapter as well as in the next.
Central to the counterargument is the concept of epistolary persona. Our discussion of
this concept entails a critical reevaluation of both some epistolary theorists' conception of
epistolarity and modem scholarly views of it. In particular, Adolf Deissmann and Martin
Dibelius will be critiqued in light of recent scholarly discussions in classical studies,
especially of Rosenmeyer' s work.

1.1. Epistolary Persona
I would liken the idea of epistolary persona to that of the implied author in fictional
narratives. Wayne Booth has coined the term implied author as he discusses the
distinction between the actual author and the "official scribe" created by the author; the
implied author's presence is "one of the author's most important effects."38 Interestingly,
Booth explains the concept of the implied author with letter writing:
Just as one's personal letters imply different versions of oneself, depending on the
different relationships with e~ch correspondent and the purpose of each letter, so

Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric ofFiction, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1983 ), 71. In other words, the implied author is "an implied version of
'himself [=the actual author]" (ibid., 70). The author, says Booth, "tries, consciously or
unconsciously, to impose his fictional world upon the reader," and the implied author is
one of"the author's means of centrolling his reader" (both quotes from ibid., xiii). In this
regard, Booth's concept of the implied author centers on the author. Still, he also notes
that "the picture the reader gets of this presence [of the implied author] is one of the
author's most important effects" and that ''the reader will inevitably construct a picture of
the official scribe" (both from ibid., 71, emphasis added). We will discuss this side of the
implied author in the following section when we turn to the role of readers in the
construction of epistolary persona.
38
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the writer sets himself out with a different air depending on the needs of particular
works. 39
What Booth takes for granted applies well to my point: an epistolary persona is a version
ofthe author. In the case of pseudonymous letters such as the Letter of James, James as
the claimed author is a James that the actual author constructs considering, as in Booth's
comment above, the purpose of the Letter and the supposed relationship between the

°

historical James the author had in mind and the supposed audience. 4 Compared to other
kinds of literature such as fictional narratives in which Booth is primarily concerned, the
author's persona is even more important for epistolary texts because letters seek to
engender the presence of the (claimed) author. In this regard, epistolary persona is the
very embodiment ofthe message of the author. Therefore, understanding the epistolary
persona of James is integral to understanding the Letter of James.
An epistolary persona is constructed through the process of communication from

the writing of a letter to its reception. The "author" produced in the communication
process is not simply an undisguised reflection of the author, regardless of whether the
author claims to be sincere in writing a letter. Seneca, for example, says that his letters
have "nothing strained or artificial about them." 41 Right before this sentence Seneca
writes, "You have been complaining that my letters to you are rather! carelessly written.
Now who talks carefully unless he also desires to talk affectedly?" 42 Seneca chose a

39

4

Ibid., 71.

°Cf. Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 41.

tales esse epistulas meas volo, quae nihil habent accersitum nee fictum:
Ep. 75.1 (Gummere, LCL).
42 Ibid.
41
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colloquial style in order to make his letter sound as natural as possible. Yet, if Lucilius
the recipient is a fictitious character as scholars assume,43 it stands to reason that
Seneca's mentioning of the natural quality of his letters is itself a rhetorical ploy.
Nevertheless, from antiquity letters have been regarded as a natural mirroring of
the author; as Demetrius puts it, "In every other form of composition it is possible to
discern the writer's character, but none so clearly as in the epistolary."44 The following
remark of Demetrius indicates that one's understanding of what a letter is, what it has to
do, and how it should be written are tightly intertwined:
If anybody should write of logical subtleties or questions of natural history in a
letter, he writes indeed, but not a letter. A letter is designed to be the heart's good
wishes (qnA:ocpp6V>JO'!~) in brief; it is the exposition of a simple subject in simple
terms. 45
Thus, the view of a letter as a sincere reflection of the author, especially expressing the
author's friendliness briefly leads to the evaluation ofletters that do not seem to satisfy
that view's requirements as not epistolary enough.
AdolfDeissmann's treatment of epistolary texts is a continuation of such a view,
from which the view of the Letter of James as literary and not quite epistolary ultimately
derives. 46 Deissmann made a fundamental distinction between "documents oflife" and

For example, Brad Inwood, "The Importance of Form in Seneca's
Philosophical Letters," in Ancient Letters: Classical and Late Antique Epistolography,
eds. Ruth Morello and A. D. Morrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 134.
44 Demetrius, De Elocutione 227.
45 Demetrius, De Elocutione 231. The word <f'!.Aocpp6v>JO'!~ in this quote is better
translated as "friendliness" than "the heart's good wishes." We will discuss friendship
below.
46 Most importantly, Deissmann's Licht vom Osten, translated as Light from the
Ancient East: The New Testament Illustrated by Recently Discovered Texts ofthe
43
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"products ofliterary art,"47 which corresponds to his distinction between a letter and an
epistle; for him, a letter is "something non-literary, a means of communication between
persons who are separated from each other," and is "[c]on:fidential and personal in its
nature." 48 By contrast, "an epistle is an artistic literary form, a species ofliterature, just
like the dialogue, the oration, or the drama," and "has nothing in common with the letter
except its form." 49 Whereas letters are unintelligible without our knowing "the addressees
and the situation of the sender," epistles are mostly "intelligible even without our
knowing the supposed addressee and the author." 50 Although Deissmann mentions
epistolary letters and letter-like epistles in passing, 51 his distinction between letters and
epistles is quite dichotomous. According to Deissmann, the Letter of James is not only an
epistle unlike Paul's letters but "the beginning of a Christian literature." 52
Although Dibelius did not explicitly employ Deissmann's binary terms in his
commentary on the Letter of James, Dibelius' s classification of the Letter as paraenesis

Graeco-Roman World, trans. Lionel R. M. Strachan, rev. (New York: George H. Doran
Company, 1927). Subsequent references are to the English edition.
47 Ibid., 227.
48 Both quotes from ibid, 228.
49 Both quotes from ibid, 229.
50 Both quotes from ibid, 230.
51 For Deissmann, "epistolary letters (the counterpart ofletter-like epistles),
more than half intended for publication, are bad letters; with their frigidity,
affectation, and vain insincerity they show us what a real letter should not be"
(ibid., 230). Again here, one's view of what a letter is closely connected to one's
evaluation of epistolary texts.
52 Ibid., 242-43; cf. Johnson's discussion in Johnson, The Letter ofJames,
22-23.
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popularized53 the view of the Letter as not a real letter, continuing Deissmann's
dichotomy:
For the question of literary genre is not resolved by the recognition of epistolary
form, especially in a writing form that period. Admittedly, men like Epicurus and
Paul gave instructions by means of letters which were actually sent, which were
therefore genuine "letters." The same form, however, also served merely as a
literary veneer. 54
Subsequent scholarship has challenged, modified, or rejected both Deissmann's
dichotomy55 and Dibelius's view of James as paraenesis; as mentioned above, scholars
have identified the Letter as a letter. Still, the view of the Letter as not quite a letter
continues to surface in the form of a question regularly found in commentaries on the
Letter: "Is James a 'realletter'?"56 To t4e extent one considers the epistolarity ofthe

Allison comments that de Wette was probably the first to hold that the
Letter of James lacks "genuine epistolary character": W. M. L. de Wette, An HistoricalCritical Introduction to the Canonical Books of the New Testament, trans. F.
Frothingham (Boston: Crosby, 1858), 323, quoted in Allison, the Epistle ofJames, 378.
Scholars agree generally that Dibelius popularized that view.
54 Dibelius, James, 1
55 Doty argued in 1969 (Doty, "Classification of Epistolary Literature") that
Deissmann's dichotomy has to be dropped, and proposed a more inclusive definition of a
letter, rejecting the epistle as a separate category.
56 Luke Timothy Johnson raises this question in his commentary on James;
refusing to follow Deissmann's dichotomy, Johnson concludes that James is "a protreptic
discourse in the form of a letter": Johnson, The Letter ofJames, 24. Even while Johnson
offers a significant observation that the Letter of James "has in fact become letter" as it
was read and experienced as such, his acknowledgement of the Letter as a letter does not
go far from Dibelius' s view of it as a letter only in form, for Johnson holds that the Letter
is a "letter in the broad sense that Aristeas to Philocrates can be so designated, or Lucian
ofSamosata's Nigrinus" (both quotes from ibid.). For Johnson, the Letter is essentially a
protreptic discourse (see also, Luke Timothy Johnson, Brother ofJesus, Friend ofGod:
Studies in the Letter ofJames [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004], 26). Note that, in
addition to Johnson's Anchor Bible Commentary on the Letter, some commentaries in
other major series published in the 2000s have the same flow of discussion, raising the
question of whether the Letter is a "real" letter and concluding that the Letter is a
53

a
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Letter deficient, its epistolary persona matters less in his or her interpretation. Nor would
the goal of a letter to bring in the virtual presence of the author be considered important
in their interpretation; it is less likely for an interpreter with such an impression on the
Letter to recognize that the assumed voice and presence of James throughout the Letter
function to hold up the writing that has often-now increasingly less often-been
considered loosely structured.
In classical studies there is growing recognition of the importance and functions
of the self-fashioning of the letter writer. Patricia Rosenmeyer's point is well taken:
"Whenever one writes a letter, one automatically constructs a self, an occasion, a version
of the truth. Based on a process of selection and self-censorship, the letter is a
construction, not a reflection, ofreality." 57 Rosenmeyer suggests that more attention must

protreptic discourse in the form of a letter. See, Dan G. McCartney, James (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2009), 39-43; Hartin, James, 10-16. For another example, being a literary letter
for Davids means not being an actual letter: the Letter "is a literary epistle, i.e. a
tract intended for publication, not an actual letter, e.g. the epistles of Paul to
specific churches" (Davids, The Epistle ofJames, 24). Here again, although the
terms letters and epistles are not used in the Deissmannian sense, Davids's
contrast between Paul's letters as true letters and literary letters like the Letter of
James as untrue letters is symptomatic of the continuing influence ofDeissmann's
view.
57 Patricia A. Rosenmeyer, Ancient Epistolary Fictions: The Letter in
Greek Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 5. Needless to
say, Rosenmeyer is not suggesting that a letter has nothing to do with reality;
what she means is that we should not assume that a letter is an unmediated and
unbiased reflection of reality. Morello and Morrison note similarly that we should
not "be fooled into thinking that in these letters [of Seneca] we see 'the man
himself" (Ruth Morello and A. D. Morrison, preface to Ancient Letters: Classical
and Late Antique Epistolography, eds. Ruth Morello and A. D. Morrison [Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2007], vii). De Pretis counters in her own way the
purported sincerity ofletters (De Pretis, Horace's Epistles, 5-19). A recent study
analyzes sociolinguistically Cicero's epistolary politeness with regard to the
20

be paid to "epistolary self-representation, the function of the letter form, and the nature of
the relationship between writer(s) and reader(s)." 58
Consequently, epistolary persona is not simply an adaptation of the idea of the
implied author for literary-critical analysis purposes; rather, it captures what happens
when one writes a letter: whether a letter has fictitious elements or not, 59 the author
expressed in a letter is a construct. 60 Epistolary persona is even more important in cases
I

complex politics among Roman aristocrats: Jon Hall, Politeness and Politics in
Cicero's Letters (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).
58 Rosenmeyer, Ancient Epistolary Fictions, 5. See Rosenmeyer's critical review
of Deissmann' s work and the trajectory of the modem study of epistolography in ibid, 411.
59 POxy. 2190 is a fine example that the self-presentation of the author is
important even in a "real" or documentary letter. It is a letter from a student studying in
Egypt to his father, "explaining" how hard the author has been trying to secure a good
teacher (that is, not wasting the father's money), how his servant has caused troubles
making his financial situation difficult, and how he is in need of more money especially
since the father has sent the author's little brother to be with him. See Hutchinson's
analysis of this letter along with its Greek text and English translation in G. 0.
Hutchinson, "Down among the Documents: Criticism and Papyrus Letters," in Ancient
Letters: Classical and Late Antique Epistolography, eds. Ruth Morello and A. D.
Morrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 17-36.
60 My position is slightly different from Kloppenborg's. He argues that the
pseudonymous author of the Letter of James is employing the rhetorical technique of
ethopoiia, that is, speaking in someone else's character (cf. Rosenmeyer who suggests
that pseudonymous letter writing during the Second Sophistic grows out of the school
practice of ethopoiia). Kloppenborg's main argument is that the Letter was writtenfor
Judeans in general including both Christian Judeans and non-Christian Judeans; in order
to persuade non-Christian Judeans, the author constructs an ethos by appealing implicitly
to an exemplary figure of Israel, namely, Solomon, rather than to his "privileged
relationship with Jesus." While I find the purported allusions to Solomon questionable, it
is impossible to discuss here Kloppenborg's argument in detail; it suffices to note for now
that I hold with Rosenmeyer that an epistolary persona is constructed whenever one
writes a letter. See, JohnS. Kloppenborg, "Diaspora Discourse: The Construction of
Ethos in James," NTS 53 (2007): 242-70 (quote from 265); Rosenmeyer, Ancient Greek
Literary Letters, 29-30, 97-100, 130. Kloppenborg's article will be further discussed
critically in the Excursus below.
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of pseudonymous letters such as the Letter of James, for the author's choice ofthe figure
of the epistolary persona would be integral to the author's message. 61

1.2. Conceiving Epistolarity
Epistolarity emerges from the author's compositional endeavor. This, however, does not
account for the full construction of epistolarity. What the author has done is in vain or
meaning-less until it is recognized by readers. H. Porter Abbott defines the implied
author as "the idea of the author constructed by the reader as she or he reads the
narrative," 62 and in this regard also calls it "the inferred author," which signals the
plurality of the implied author because each reader infers differently. 63 This is not to say
that the implied author has nothing to do with the actual author; as Abbott puts it, "much
of that real author goes into the implied author" 64-although, I must add, there often is no
way to see how much of the real author went into the implied. 65 The same can be said of

It should be also noted that the geme ofletter is the author's choice.
Rosenmeyer' s points on the advantages of employing the form of a letter within
non-epistolary gemes are insightful: first, "the letter offers the illusion of a direct
glimpse into the character's heart and mind"; the second is letters' "association in
the human mind with documentary proof' (Rosenmeyer, Ancient Greek Literary
Letters, 5). Thus, the Letter of James functions as the channel through which
James speaks to the audience from his heart.
62 H. Porter Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative (Cambridge;
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 235.
63 Ibid., 85.
64 Ibid.
65. The notion of the actual author going into the implied is potentially
problematic, for the signification of a text does not rely on the author's intent.
Simply, one reads a text, not an author. Abbott qualifies carefully his explanation
of the implied author: the implied author "is a key concept in interpretation,
61
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epistolary persona. Epistolarity is a perceived quality of a text. The construction of
epistolarity is completed in the various reading experiences of the readers.
Two interrelated points are in order with regard to the perception of epistolarity.
On the one hand, the author's identity, epistolary situations, and epistolary expressions in
a letter do not have to be factually true in order for epistolarity to be recognized. Many of
pseudo-Pauline letters, for example, were generally considered by early Christians Paul's
own letters. To those who believe the contextual factuality of2 Thessalonians, the Paul of
this letter is the same person as the author of 1 Thessalonians. A pseudonymous writer's
goal is to create an illusion of authenticity so effectively that the illusion becomes a
reality in the reader's reading experience; the epistolary persona is the principal means to
accomplish the goal in epistolary texts. The epistolary persona would, as he or she speaks,
make connections between his writing and known things about the author such as the
author's acts, teaching, style of speech, or widely accepted writings where available. On
the readers' part, those reading 2 Thessalonians would make a judgment on the letter's
authenticity on the basis of their prior knowledge of Paul and his letters: they might
recognize that the Paul of 2 Thessalonians writes similarly to the Paul of other letters they
knew, especially 1 Thessalonians. 66

insofar as we are concerned with 'authorial intent"' (ibid., 84, emphasis in the
original). Even what Abbott calls "intentional reading" is not necessarily a search
for authorial intent, for it is based on the readers' assumption that "a single creative
sensibility lies behind the narrative" (ibid., 102) even when the text was actually
composed by multiple authors. The wholeness of a text is an assumption on the part of
the readers.
66 Scholars have observed that 2 Thessalonians 1:1 is basically identical to 1
Thessalonians 1:1. Also at the end of the letter, the author of 2 Thessalonians says,
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On the other hand, readers who accept as factual the claimed authorship enter into
the epistolary situations constructed within the letter. To use the example of2
Thessalonians again, in cases of "secondary" readers such as non-Thessalonian Christians
or Thessalonian Christians after Paul's death, they would take for granted that they did
not receive the letter directly from Paul. If 2 Thessalonians was written after Paul's
death, 67 all readers are "secondary." Thus, somewhat ironically, a letter addressed to a
specific church would function as "a generalletter,"68 as readers accept their position as
secondary.
The epistolary persona of the Letter of James is also built up within the letter, that
is, with the readers' interpretation of the letter. The figurative distance between the
epistolary persona and the audience is shorter than that in 2 Thessalonians, for "James"
writes directly to ''the twelve tribes in the Dispersion" (1: 1). The range of the addressee is
mimicking Paul's own expressions, "1, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand" (2
Thess 3:17; cf. 1 Cor 16:21; Gal6:11). Scholars have observed a number of structural
similarities between 1 and 2 Thessalonians, which I think with some other
scholars indicates that the author of 2 Thessalonians made use of 1 Thessalonians
as a model. Admittedly, many commentators maintain that Paul wrote 2
Thessalonians; for Gordon Fee, the authenticity is so palpable tha,t he does not, as
he says, "bother" to discuss arguments for pseudonymous authorship (Gordon D.
Fee, The First and Secon4 Letters to the Thessalonians, NICNT [Grand Rapids:
Eerdrnans, 2009], 3-4). For arguments for the pseudonymity of2 Thessalonians,
see Abraham J. Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians: A New Translation
with Introduction and Commentary, AB (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 364-72
(Malherbe himself argues for Paul's authorship); M. Eugene Boring, I & II
Thessalonians: A Commentary, The New Testament Library (Louisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2015), 209-19.
67 For arguments for post-Pauline dating of2 Thessalonians, see, Boring, I
& II Thessalonians, 220-23.
68 Edgar Krentz, "2 Thessalonians," in The Blackwell Companion to the
New Testament, ed. David E. Aune (Chichester, U.K.; Malden, MA: WileyBlackwell, 2010), 523.
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so general that the fact that readers have not received it directly from the author is
unlikely to undermine its contextual epistolarity. Nevertheless, unlike 2 Thessalonians,
the self-identification of our "author" in 1: 1 is not specific enough that the readers are to
make a decision about the author. Also unlike 2 Thessalonians, other widely circulating
letters of James, which might help the readers accept the "authenticity" of the Letter, did
not exist. 69 These peculiarities of the Letter make all the more important the construction
of the epistolary persona of James within the Letter.
Eusebius says that, although not many ancient writers mention the Letter of James,
this letter along with other so-called catholic letters has been "read publicly in very many
churches."70 If we can believe Eusebius, the Letter w~s widely read by the third century.
Ordinary Christians would have followed their church leader's interpretation of the Letter.
How, then, did the leaders understand the identity of the author? Origen, who happens to
give us the earliest known opinion about the Letter's authorship, 71 clearly identifies our
author as "James, the brother of the Lord,"72 and calls him an apostle.73

Although widely accepted letters of James did not exist to be used as templates
by pseudonymous writers, James of Jerusalem might have been known as a letter writer,
for he appears as such in some Christian writings including the Acts of the Apostles and
the Secret Book of James; that is, it is worth surmising that such writings made use of a
preceding tradition, unknown to us, about James as a letter writer (cf. Pseudo-Clementine
literature which contains Peter's letter to James and Clement's letter to James; James is
cast as a receiver ofletters).
70 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.23.25 (NPNF2 1:239-40); cf. Johnson, The Letter of
James, 127.
71 James Hardy Ropes, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle of St.
James. ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1916), 44.
72 Origen, Comm. Jo. 4.8.2; translation from Thomas P. Sc,heck, trans., Origen:
Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, Books 1-5. FC (Washington, D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press, 2001), 280.
69
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Origen was not the only one to hold that view both ancient and modem times. The
fourth-century church father Epiphanius of Salamis quotes and attributes James 3:8-9 to
"James, an apostle and brother of the Lord." 74 Like Origen and Epiphanius, most modem
scholars maintain that James 1:1 refers clearly to James of Jerusalem; Davids, for
instance, insists that it "could refer to only one person in the early church. " 75
Yet, such a claim is only partially true for ancient readers. In the first place,
Eusebius notes that our letter is "disputed," 76 which means that a significant number of

Origen, Comm. Jo. 4.8.4; Johnson, The Letter ofJames, 130 has a few more
references.
74 Apud Jerome, Epist. 51.6 ("From Epiphanius, Bishop of Salamis, in
Cyprus, to John, Bishop of Jerusalem"; NPNF2 6: 240); this letter, however, does
not tell us whether Epiphanius identifies James with another James, as Jerome
does. We will discuss Jerome's view shortly.
75 Davids, The Epistle ofJames, 63. Similarly, Joel Marcus, "'The Twelve
Tribes in the Diaspora' (James 1.1)," NTS 60 (2014): 433-34. See examples of
deductive reasoning that comes down from the five known figures by the name of
James in the New Testament to James of Jerusalem in Johnson, James, 93;
Margaret P. Aymer, James: Diaspora Rhetoric of a Friend of God (Sheffield:
Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2015), 3-6; David Hutchinson Edgar, Has God Not
Chosen the Poor?: The Social Setting of the Epistle ofJames (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 2001), 219-24.
76 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.23.25 (NPNF2 1:239); 3.25.3 (NPNF2 1:327).
Eusebius comments on the status of Christian writings in terms ofthree categories:
the accepted writings, the disputed writings, and the rejected writings. Origen,
while himself supporting the authenticity of the Letter, refers to the letter as ''the
epistle that is in circulation as the work of James" (Comm. Jo. 19.152) and notes
of the disputed status of the Letter in passing (Comm. Jo. 20.66). Jerome also
reports that some have claimed that the Letter was "published by someone else
under his name" (Vir ill. 2 [NPNF2 3 :803]). Translation of Origen is from Ronald
Heine, trans., Origen: Commentary on the Gospel ofJohn, Books 13-32. FC
(Washington, D.C: The Catholic University of America Press, 1993), 202; see
also, 220 n. 68.
73
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readers thought that the author of our letter was someone else than James of Jerusalem. 77
Secondly, ancient readers were aware that there were several people by the name of
James in early Christianity/ 8 which led to either confusion or a fusion among them. One
reason for the confusion or fusion was that Paul's reference to James of Jerusalem as an
apostle (Gal1:19) opens up the possibility ofthe identification ofthis James with one of
the twelve apostles, either James son of Alphaeus or James son ofZebedee. 79 In the
context of discussing the incident in Antioch (Gal2:11-14) and the Jerusalem assembly
in Acts 15, Irenaeus mentions Peter, James, and John as those who were always with
Jesus and thus preserved Jesus's words, which seems to indicate that Irenaeus was
confused between James of Jerusalem and James son of Zebedee. 80
Jerome believes that the Letter was written by the apostle James, that is, the
brother ofthe Lord. 81 Note, however, that, for Jerome, this James is one and the same
person as both James son of Alphaeus and James the younger who is a son of Mary

77

The first few centuries were not the only times when the suspicion
existed. Rope says, "Erasmus and Cajetan were in doubt, while many Lutherans
wholly denied apostolic authorship, and Luther himself was disposed to ascribe
the epistle to" a well-meaning person who acquired apostolic sayings secondarily: Ropes,
Epistle ofSt. James, 45.
78 For example, Eusebius says that James the brother of the Lord "has been called
the Just by all from the time of our Saviour to the present day; for there were many that
bore the name of James": Hist. eccl. 2.23.4 (NPNF2 1:231). Jerome (Vir. ill. 2 [NPNF2
3:830]) and Hegesippus (apud Jerome, ibid.) also report that James was surnamed ''the
Just."
79 Most Christian writers including Origen and Jerome did not take James son of
Zebedee as a possibility because Matthew 13:55 names Jesus's four brothers (James,
Joseph, Simon, and Judas), and John son of Zebedee is not one ofthem.
80 Irenaeus, Haer. 3.12.14-15; so Allison, The Epistle ofJames, 114 n. 6.
81 Jerome, Epist. 53.9 ("To Paulinus"; NPNF2 6:268-69); cf. Epist. 57.7 ("To
Pammachius on the Best Method of Translating"); Epist. 133.7 ("To Ctesiphon").
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(Mark 15:40), for, according to his reasoning, "the Mary who is described as the mother
of James the less was the wife of Alphaeus and sister of Mary the Lord's mother, the one
who is called by John the Evangelist 'Mary ofClopas."' 82 In other words, Jerome
concludes that James son of Alphaeus and Mary was a "brother" of Jesus by virtue of
kinship. John Painter notes that Jerome's view of James as Jesus's cousin became "the
Western view."83
There are cases that James son of Zebedee was considered the author ofthe Letter.
The subscription to our letter in the Latin Codex Corbeiensis, namely, "Explicit epistola

Jacobi filii Zebedaei," indicates such a view. 84 F. J. A. Hort argues that, although the
codex is as late as the tenth century, 85 this colophon may be much older, for the Letter is
put together with three other non-canonical books at the end of the codex, reflecting the
time when the Letter's status was disputed; Hort suggests that the exemplar of this codex
goes back to the late fourth century or not much later, because such an arrangement of the
codex is unlikely to be made after the canonical status of the Letter was established by

For Jerome's argument for James's being a cousin ofJesus, see Helv.
13-15 (quote from 15; NPNF2 6:770). In the following sections (16-17), Jerome
argues that James as a cousin is a brother of Jesus "by virtue of the bond of
kindred," which is one of the four kinds of brotherhood ("by nature, race, kindred,
love").
83 Painter provides an overview of the interpretations of Jesus's siblings:
John Painter, Just James: The Brother ofJesus in History and Tradition, 2nd ed.
(Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2004), 295-308 (quote from
295); on Jerome's view, 213-20.
84 So Ropes, Epistle ofSt. James, 45; Allison, The Epistle ofJames, 114 n.
82

6.
85

In an appendix ofNA28, this codex (ff) is dated to the ninth century.
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Jerome, Augustine, and the Council of Carthage. 86 In addition to Codex Corbeiensis,
there are some other writings ranging from the seventh century to the seventeenth which
held that the author ofthe Letter is James son ofZebedee. 87
It is worth noting that not all readers-both ancient and modem-found it evident

that the Letter claims to be authored by James of Jerusalem. Isho'dad ofMerv writes in
the ninth century: "The opening resembles the titles of St. Paul's letters, and perhaps
James is the author of it, whoever he may be. " 88 Bart Ehrman remarks that "there is little
reason to think that the author is claiming to be that particular James [=the brother of the
Lord]." 89 Timothy Cargal comments in a recent commentary that, given the popularity of
the name James among Jews, "it is likely that the association with James the Just is a
result of misidentification as it is of authentic authorship or even pseudepigraphy. " 90
What do all these ancient and modem examples show us? Since the readers did
not receive the Letter directly from the sender, that is, since the Letter's contextual
epistolarity was "lost" to them, the text of the Letter invites and even requires the readers'

F. J. A. Hort, The Epistle ofSt. James: the Greek Text with Introduction,
Commentary as Far as Chapter IV, Verse 7, and Additional Notes (London:
MacMillan, 1909), 10-11, http://www.ccel.org/ccel/hort/james1909.html. This unfinished
commentary was published posthumously.
87 See, Hort, Epistle ofSt. James, 11; Ropes, Epistle ofSt. James, 45; Allison, The
Epistle ofJames, 114 n. 6.
88 Isho'dad ofMerv, Commentaries, Prologue, as quoted in Gerald Bray, ed.,
James, 1-2 Peter, 1-3 John, Jude, ACCS (Chicago; London: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers,
2000), 3.
89 Bart D. Ehrman, The New Testament: A Historical Introduction to the Early
Christian Writings. 2nd ed. (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 411.
90 Timothy B. Cargal, "James," in Fortress Commentary on the Bible: The New
Testament, eds. Margaret P. Aymer, Cynthia Briggs Kittredge, and David A. Sanchez
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2014), 655.
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work in terms of identifying the author; the outcome of the readers' inference has not
been uniform. Different inferences about the author result in different constructions of the
Letter's contextual epistolarity.
The question is not simply whether most readers have "correctly" identified the
author of the Letter as James the brother of the Lord. More important is that readers'
understanding of the James they have identified91 would naturally affect their
interpretation ofthe Letter. If a reader has identified the author of the Letter with either
James son of Alphaeus or James son of Zebedee, the potential problem that James the
brother of Jesus is not depicted as a follower of Jesus in the Gospels or could be one of
those who came out to "restrain" Jesus (Mar 3:21) disappears. 92

As we have seen, the majority of readers have taken James the Just as
the author of the Letter. We know that ancient understandings of James the Just
were not uniform. Obviously, for example, not all readers of the Letter would
have known the peculiar saying of Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas: "Jesus said to
them [=the disciples], 'No matter where you have come from, you are to go to
James the Just, for whose sake heaven and earth came into being"' (Gos. Thorn.
12; Meyer's translation, from Marvin W. Meyer, ed., The Nag Hammadi
Scriptures. New York: HarperCollins, 141. Kindle Edition). Nor did every reader
since the third century know about the James of the Secret Book of James. In the
Secret Book of James (2.7-3.38), Jesus takes aside Peter and James, and gives
them the revelation that this secret book records. Note that both the Gospel of
Thomas 12 and the Secret Book of James address the situation after Jesus'
departure. In the absence of Jesus, James is the successor of Jesus in the former,
whereas the latter presents both James and Peter as the recipients of Jesus's final
revelation before his ascension. Thus, the understanding of the figure of James is
different between these two texts. See Allison's synopsis of the images of James
in the New Testament and early Christian materials (Allison, The Epistle ofJames,
121); for a comprehensive survey, see Painter, Just James.
92 Jerome says, "Ifhe [=James the younger] is an apostle, he must be the
son of Alphaeus and a believer in Jesus, 'For neither did his brethren believe in
him"': Helv. 15 (NPNF2 6:769). Jerome thinks that James the brother of the Lord
cannot be one of those unbelieving brothers of Jesus in John 7:5.
91
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While it is impossible to reconstruct completely what the author of the Letter
expects his readers to infer with the name James, it still seems reasonable to hold at least
that the name James is expected to evoke an authoritative figure. Building upon a certain
set of expectations, the author seeks to shape the recipients' understanding of "himself'
in a particular way by introducing himself as "a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus
Christ" (1:1): James is first and foremost an agent of Jesus as well of God; as Cargal puts
it aptly, "What is crucially important for the readers to know about the author of the
Epistle ifthey are to understand this text is that 'James [is] a servant of God and the Lord
Jesus Christ,' not that he may (also) be an apostle and brother of Jesus." 93 Didymus the
Blind says, "Those who seek worldly glory display the worldly qualifications which they
think they have in their correspondence. But the apostles boast, at the beginning of their
letters, that they are slaves of God and Christ. " 94 Since James never calls himself an
apostle in the Letter, this quote shows a combination of a pre-understanding of James as
such and an interpretation of James's self-identification within the Letter, which is
naturally linked with his reading of other "apostolic" letters. We know that James
continues to shape his persona within the Letter; James 3:1, for instance, tells us that he is
not only a servant ofthe two masters but also a teacher (3:1). 95

Cargal, Restoring the Diaspora, 211.
Catena, as quoted in Gerald Bray, ed., James, 1-2 Peter, 1-3 John, Jude, ACCS
(Chicago; London: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 2000), 2.
95 As scholars have observed, James's self-identification as a teacher is only
indirectly indicated by a participle (A:ru.t'l'6~s8a) in 3:1. Edgar's comprehensive analysis
ofthe author's self-presentation includes James as a teacher (Edgar, Has God Not Chosen
the Poor?, 50-59).
93
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Now, finally, if, as I claim, readers contribute to the construction of epistolary,
and their interpretations vary naturally, what would be a goal of academic inquiry into
epistolarity? It is possible for us to reason what the text assumes about the epistolary
persona and readers, even as we are aware that the result of our inference is hypothetical
and not necessarily identical with the actual author's knowledge and assumptions about
the historical James and the readers of his letter. Based on our inference it is possible to
evaluate other scholars' reasoning.
Let us, for example, examine Allison's suggestion that the name James evokes
Jacob son oflsaac:
[T]he patriarch gave instructions to his twelve sons (Gen 49), so now another
Jacob offers wisdom to their descendants, the twelve tribes oflsrael. In line with
this is the ancient habit of designating Jacob/Israel as God's "servant" or "slave,"
for this is the title our author immediately gives to himself. 96
Jacob and Israel as a servant of God are possible intertextuallinks the readers could make
in their reading. Yet, since, as scholars including Allison note, James was a common
name among the Jews of the first century, the name James would not automatically evoke
the biblical patriarch to ancient readers. Also to be noted is that Jacob's "blessings" in
Genesis 49 are not quite wisdom instructions, not to mention the "wisdom from above"
(Jas 3:15, 17) that the Letter seems to claim to offer. 97 Significantly, James is not a
paternal figure in the Letter, whereas a giver of wisdom is typically portrayed as a

Allison, The Epistle ofJames, 120. Allison is not the first to suggest it.
See, for instance, Hartin, James, 16, 49.
97 Much of Jacob's blessings condemn his sons for their particular deeds in
the past. For example, Jacob says to Reuben, "you went up onto my couch!" (Gen
49:4).
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parental figure in wisdom literature. That James repeatedly and consistently calls his
readers "my (beloved) brothers" is important in terms of the construction of the epistolary
persona and the building of the relationship between James and readers. 98 Finally, James
introduces himself as a servant of both God and Jesus (1 :1), not only of God. 99 Hence, it
is reasonable to reject Allison's suggestion above, although it is possible that some
readers such as Allison have actually been reminded of Jacob in their reading experience.
To sum up, epistolarity is constructed with contextual and formal components in
collaboration between the text---or the "author" as inferred from the text-and readers.
Regardless of the factuality of those components, once readers accept them as true, the
epistolary persona functions as the real writer in their reading experience, and lend
coherence to the letter through the assumed presence of the author. This study seeks to
offer a hypothetical yet reasonable account of the epistolarity of the Letter of James.

We will revisit this point in the second chapter.
Edgar's interpretation of James's self-presentation in 1:1 is balanced: he argues
that the wording implies God's authority behind James's writing as well as the special
authority of Jesus (Edgar, Has God Not Chosen, 44-50).
98
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CHAPTER 2. FRIENDSHIP AND LETTER WRITING

Ancient epistolary theorists and other noted practitioners such as Cicero maintained that
friendship lies at the heart of letter writing. As noted briefly above, such a conception of a
letter led to the formation of epistolary conventions including epistolary constraints. The
present chapter is divided into three sections. The first will briefly examine the
relationship between friendship and letter writing, making the following two points: first,
friendship was considered a basis of letter writing so that it was assumed even in nonfriendly types of letters; second, letters were used not only for expressing and
maintaining pre-existing friendship but also establishing friendly relations between
people who have not known each other personally. The second section will review
critically some of the ancient epistolary theorists' assertions about how letters should be
written as expressions of friendship. This section will make these two points: first, letters
do not always have to be short, conversational, and non-philosophical; philosophers'
letters would be "naturally" philosophical. Second, in accordance with the author's
character and purposes, epistolary conventions may be employed in conventional or
creative ways. The third and final section will examine the implications of these points
for the study of the Letter of James.
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2.1. "Friendship" in Letter Writing
A letter was generally considered a written conversation between friends: Cicero defines
a letter as '"the communication of friends in absence," 100 although he is fully aware that
there are different kinds of letters. 101 Since friends choose the same (good) things and
share everything including joys and distresses, 102 a letter is an effective and even
necessary means with which they keep exchanging favor and advice. Therefore, as
Stowers says, "Throughout antiquity, theorists asserted that the genre of the letter was
epitomized by the friendly letter." 103
Friendship was assumed even in non-friendly types ofletters. One that is relevant
to the Letter of James is the advisory (O"U!L~ouA.wnx6~) type in the sense that James tells
the recipients to do or not to do certain things. 104 Friendship topoi are amply observable
in Pseudo-Demetrius's example of the advisory type:
I have briefly indicated to you those things for which I am held in high esteem
(Euooxl~-tYJO"a) by my subjects. I know, therefore, that you, too, by this course of
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amicorum conloquia absentium (Phil. 2.4.7; noted in Klauck, Ancient Letters,

192).
An oft-cited reference in this regard is his Fam. 2.4.1.
Aristotle, Eth. nic. 1166a.
103 Stowers, Letter Writing, 29. John White comments that, while "the idea that
the letter of friendship was the most authentic kind of letter" may have originated from
the Greek and Roman rhetoricians, the practice of friendly letter is much older than that:
John L. White, Light from Ancient Letters, Foundations and Facets (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1986), 191.
104 Persuasion and dissuasion are the two options for the advisory type of letters.
Pseudo-Demetrius writes that this type offers the author's own opinion (!olav }'VW!LYJV
7rpocf'EPO!LEVot). James, however, does not seem to present his personal opinions in the
Letter; rather, it is implied that his instructions correspond to ''the wisdom from above"
(3:15, 17). See, Pseudo-Demetrius, Epistolary Types 11; the paraenetic style in PseudoLibanius, Epistolary Styles 5, will be discussed below.
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action can gain the goodwill (Euvota) ofyour obedient subjects. Yet, while you
cannot make many friends, you can be fair and humane to all. 105
That one cannot have many genuine friends and that friends pursue virtue were common
understandings offriendship. 106 Pseudo-Demetrius's example is consistent with these
common understandings. The implication is that, if the recipient follows the model of the .
adviser, he will earn good reputation; yet, his fair and humane actions will fend off those
seeking "friendship" or undeserved benefits from him. On the other hand, the friendship
between the writer and the recipient will presumably be strengthened by following and
sharing those high ideals. 107
Conversely, it is no wonder that the type ofletter that asks for consultation is also
based on friendship; in the "consulting style," according to Pseudo-Libanius, "we
communicate our own opinion to one of our friends and request his advice on the
matter." 108 Pseudo-Libanius's example of this style contains the acknowledgment of the

Pseudo-Demetrius, Epistolary Types 11.
Plutarch, for instance, relates in his On Having Many Friends that "a
strong mutual friendship with many persons is impossible" (Arnie. mult. 93f
[Babbitt, LCL]). Plutarch also says that true friendship seeks after not only utility
and mutual help but also virtue and companionship in good and bad times; these
characteristics oftrue friendship make it difficult to have many friends (ibid., 94b).
As scholars have noted, discussions of friendship with regard to these
characteristics go back as far as to Socrates/Plato (e.g. Lysis) and Aristotle.
Aristotle notes that people who are good enough to make friends with are rare,
and therefore a good friendship is rare (Aristotle, Eth. nic. 1156b).
107 In addition, both the sender and the recipients have their own subjects;
that friends are equals is another characteristic of friendship (cf. Stowers, Letter
Writing, 29).
108 Pseudo-Libanius, Epistolary Styles 37.
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value of friends' advice and aid: "for the excellent advice of friends contains in itself the
most noble service." 109
Trapp observes, "Letters have an important role to play in creating and sustaining
friendships whether between private individuals, or in context in which friendship has
some larger public and organizational importance." 110 This observation implies that a
friendly style and topoi may be employed when friendship has not been previously and
firmly established between the sender and the recipient. Such practices were so widely
attested that Pseudo-Demetrius even defines the friendly letter type as
one that seems (o ooxwv) to be written by a friend to a friend. But it is by no
means (only) friends who write (in this manner). For frequently those in
prominent positions are expected by some to write in a friendly manner to their
inferiors and to others who are their equals, for example, to military commanders,
viceroys, and governors. There are times, indeed, when they write to them without
knowing them (personally). They do so, not because they are close friends and
have (only) one choice (of how to write), but because they think that nobody will
refuse them when they write in a friendly manner. 111
Thus, in even in "real" letters, one may write in a friendly manner in order to establish a
friendly relationship between the involved parties through and within the letter. With
reference to that definition of the friendly letter type by Pseudo-Demetrius, Stowers
comments that here he is making "some important exceptions to the rule that friendly
letters are for social equals." 112 Yet, friendship between unequal parties was not an
uncommon reality since the Hellenistic period; in fact, given the political dimension of

Ibid., 84.
Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 40.
111 Pseudo-Demetrius, Epistolary Types l, emphasis added.
112 Stowers, Letter Writing, 59.
109
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friendship the rhetorical functions of friendship in letter writing come as small
surprise. 113

2.2. Epistolary Conventions and the Construction of Friendship

Several epistolary constraints derive from the nature of the letter as a written dialogue
between actual or would-be friends: first, there is a proper style. According to Demetrius,
some including "Artemon, the editor of Aristotle's Letters," held that a letter should be
written just like a conversation; by contrast, Demetrius maintains that "the epistolarity
style" (oEmcrrroA.!x.6~ xapax.rr~p) should be "a little more studied than the dialogue" but not

Aristotle's discussion of friendship already encompasses relationships
between unequal people such as a parent and his or her children. Still, since the
Hellenistic period, the political dimension of friendship especially between the
king/emperor and his "friends," and the patron and his or her clients constituted
important social realities and was discussed by intellectuals such as Cicero and
Seneca. Naturally, the political dimension of friendship has been established as a
major subject in classical studies. To name a few studies of significance: Horst
Hutter, Politics as Friendship: The Origins ofClassical Notions ofPolitics in the
Theory and Practice ofFriendship (Waterloo, Canada: Wilfrid Laurier University
Press, 1978); Gabriel Herman, Ritualised Friendship and the Greek City
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Paul Schollmeier, Other Selves:
Aristotle on Personal and Political Friendship (Albany, NY: State University of
New York Press, 1994), 75-96; David Konstan, Friendship in the Classical
World (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996). Konstran's
view is unusual in sharply differentiating between the meaning of the adjective
<PtA.o~ (pertaining to the relationship between people that we moderns conceive as
friends) and that of the noun <P!Atet (affection in far wider social relationships).
Konstan argues for this view already in his "Greek Friendship," AJP 117 (1996):
71-94.
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too embellished or "inflated" (oyxwOECT'rEpcu) rhetorically. 114 For Demetrius, a letter
should be positioned stylistically between an extemporary dialogue and "an oratorical
display." 115 As a prepared writing, he also remarks, a letter is "sent as a gift" (owpov).U 6
Second, there are topics proper to a letter. Inasmuch as a letter is supposed to express "the
heart's good wishes in brief," topics about "logical subtleties or question of natural
history" are inappropriate. 117 Third, a letter should not be too long. 118 The longer it
becomes, the more it would approximate an orator's speech. 119
I suggest that modem researchers do not need to pronounce with ancient
epistolary theorists that certain letters are not letters because they fail to abide by the
constraints. If some of what Demetrius would judge as treatises with epistolary
prescripts 120 were actually delivered to their addressees, why should we conclude that
they are not letters? More importantly, if we conceive epistolarity as a presentational and

De Elocutione 224; cf. 223. Somewhat similarly, Philostratus ofLemnos
remarks that' "the epistolary style must in appearance be more Attic than everyday speech,
but more ordinary than Atticism" (De Epistulis). Pseudo-Libanius quotes and concurs
with Philostratus (Epistolary Styles 46-48; cf. Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorists, 13;
De Pretis, Horace's Epistles, 5-6).
115 As Klauck notes, what Malherbe translates as "an oratorical display" refers to
the epideictic rhetoric in particular (otctAEYOfLEVOS E7rtOEtXVUfLEVCfl, De Elocutione 225);
Demetrius also states that a letter should be different from forensic rhetoric (De
Elocutione 228). See, Klauck, Ancient Letters, 188.
116 Demetrius, De Elocutione 224.
117 Demetrius, De Elocutione 231.
118 Demetrius, De Elocutione 228.
119 See also, Malherbe,Ancient Epistolary Theorists, 12-14.
120 Demetrius says that some letters are "not in sober truth letters but treatises with
the heading 'My dear So-and-So"' (De Elocutione 228). Demetrius mentions as such
examples "many of Plato's and that ofThucydides" (ibid.) and letters of"Aristotle to
Alexander" and "that of Plato to Dion's friends" (ibid., 234).
114
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relational quality, some of the "literary" letters are just as much epistolary as the "real"
private letters in papyri which have been taken as displaying the norm of epistolarity.
An important factor to be considered is that, if the author's soul and character that
a letter is supposed to express-or, better, that the writer chooses to express through the
letter-are philosophical, it would be natural that a philosopher speaks philosophically in
a letter, a moralist's letter addresses moral issues, 121 and a poet's letter displays poetic
qualities. 122 When Demetrius contends that proverbs (rrapot!ltat) are the only acceptable
kind of philosophy in letters because they are "of the people" (OYJ!LO'rtx6v) and "common"

(xo tv6v ), 123 he is arguing against the epistolarity of philosophical letters. Demetrius's
assertion is that one would not talk to a friend like this: "If he is doomed to wander to the
uttermost parts of the earth, an exile hopeless of recall, it is clear that we cannot blame
men (like him) who wish to return to home-to Hades." 124 A philosopher may talk

Marcus Cornelius Pronto, a preeminent orator and rhetorician of the
second century C.E., writes in a letter to Marcus Aurelius that he is sending to M.
Aurelius a three-volume anthology consisting of passages about eloquence,
philosophy, or politics in Cicero's letters, noting also that "I judge that all
Cicero's letters should be read, more even than his complete speeches, in my view;
there is nothing more perfect than Cicero's letters (epistulis Ciceronis nihil est
perfectius)" (text and translation from Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 134-35). It
is barely surprising that one can take a three-book amount of excerpts on those
issues from Cicero's letters.
122 Cf. De Pretis, Horace's Epistles, 6.
123 Demetrius, De Elocutione 232.
124 Aristoteles's letter to Antipater (Frag. 615), quoted in Demetrius, De
Elocutione 225. It is possible that at least some of the philos9phers' letters that
Demetrius denounces were pseudepigrapha. Such letters reflect the
pseudonymous authors' estimation as to how and about what the philosophers
would have written letters. See the selections of such letters with introductions in
Rosenmeyer, Ancient Greek Literary Letters, 97-129; Trapp, Greek and Latin
121
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philosophically even to their friends in person; written as a letter, the talk may become, as
Demetrius admits, more literary. Socrates's talks are conversational yet philosophical and
literary, expressing his character as conceived and constructed by Plato. In the same vein,
should we be surprised that Epicurus speaks about philosophy without exhibiting much
passion and affection in his letters? 125 Moreover, philosophers, as anyone else, would not
be necessarily constrained by assertions in epistolary handbooks when writing letters. 126
They would write in ways which reflect their thoughts, purposes, and their relationship
with the addressee. 127 Their letters may put forth their take on friendship and care for
one's well-being, which means that epistolarity may be expressed in rather uncommon
and subtle ways.

Letters, 27-31 (this is the introduction; letters are scattered in the anthology
section of this book).
125 For example, Epicurus says in his letter to Herodotus that the purpose ofthis
letter is to offer an epitome of his system of thought so that it might be memorized. It is
intended especially for those who "are unable to study carefully all my physical writings
or to go into the longer treatises at all" (apud Diogenes Laertius, Lives ofEminent
Philosophers 10.35 [Hicks, LCL]). Epicurus's letter may not sound personally engaging
or emotional, but is still playing on an important characteristic ofletter writing, namely,
brevity. Moreover, sharing his philosophy with the recipients is an act of friendship.
126 John White observes, "epistolary theory was never able to assimilate or to
control the practice of letter writing" (White, Light from Ancient Letters, 190). Stowers
remarks, "The types in the handbooks give a sample, in barest outline, of form and
language that is appropriate to the logic of the social code in the particular instance. The
author, then could elaborate, combine, and adapt this ideal according to the occasion in
view, his purpose and his literary abilities" (Stowers, 56). See also, Klauck, Ancient
Letters, 201-2.
127 Note that Pseudo-Demetrius is presenting his Epistolary Types as if it is a
friendly letter to certain Heraclides (proem.), which implies that even this epistolary
theorist thought that such an epistolary feature would well serve the purpose of his
writing, even though the writing is clearly not a letter.
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Take, for example, a health formula (formula valetudinis), which exhibits the
reciprocity of friendship: in the words of Klauck, "The Latin wording si vales, bene est,

ego valeo became so well known that it could even be abbreviated in private letters as S
VB E E L." 128 Seneca writes in a letter right after the usual formula Seneca Lucilio suo

salutem,
The old Romans had a custom which survived even into my lifetime. They would
add to the opening words of a letter: "Ifyou are well, it is well; I also am well."
Persons like ourselves would do well to say (recte nos decimus): "If you are
studying philosophy, it is well." For this is just what "being well" means. Without
philosophy the mind is sickly ... This, then, is the sort of health you should
primarily cultivate. 129
Ancient audience would have been able to recognize that Seneca mentions the health
formula where it is usually expected. Yet, instead of applying it to Lucilius, he replaces it
with his own version, by which he broaches the main subject and message of the letter:
philosophy cultivates true valetudo. The typicality of the health formula represents the
common thought of"the old Romans," who are sharply contrasted with "us" who rightly

(recte) say, "Si philosopharis, bene est." This is an instance of epistolarity as conceived
by a philosopher. It would be a mistake to assume that Seneca's letters lack epistolarity
aside from the "framing device" made with initial phrase Seneca Lucilio suo salute and
the fmal vale.
Another example from Seneca pertains to the topical constraints. Brad Inwood
suggests that Seneca not only omits logic and physics in his letters but even "flaunts

128
129

Klauck, Ancient Letters, 21.
Seneca, Ep. 15.1-2 (Gummere, LCL).
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before the reader his awareness of generic constraints" by attacking those subjects. 130
Better, in my view, is to reason that Seneca makes his points against the backdrop of such
constraints. Letter 83 is a case in point: Seneca playfully critiques Zeno for using a
syllogism on ethical issues-here on discouraging drunkenness in particular. 131 By saying
in the last section of the letter, "Explain by facts, not by mere words," 132 he again
ridicules Zeno, and downplays syllogism at least insofar as it is concerned with ethics. 133
His message and epistolarity thus go together.
The constraint on the length of a letter can also be utilized for rhetorical purposes.
For example, Isocrates 134 says in the middle of a letter, "I fear my advice may be

Brad Inwood, "The Importance of Form in Seneca's Philosophical
Letters," in Ancient Letters: Classical and Late Antique Epistolography, eds. Ruth
Morello and A. D. Morrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 141.
131 Ep. 83.8. Cf. Inwood, "The Importance of Form," 140.
132 Ostende rebus, non verbis: Ep. 83.27 (Gummere, LCL).
133 What I describe here is only the framing device of this complex letter that is
replete with rhetorical subtleties. Diana Spencer offers an excellent analysis of this letter
in regard to Seneca's self-fashioning as an ideal adviser of the emperor and to his implicit
critique ofNero, as he was building upon the precedent ease of Cicero's self-positioning
and critique of Caesar. Drunkenness, indicating a failure of self-mastery, is a motif which
connects Nero with Alexander who had Aristotle as advisor yet failed (Ep. 83.19). At the
same time, as Spencer notes, this letter grapples with issues of frankness and flattery with
regard to giving advice to a monarch or an emperor, which, as is well known, became a
prominent topic in the discussion of friendship during the Hellenistic era and onwards.
Especially relevant to our discussion are the functions of the epistolary setting: Spencer
argues that Seneca, who had already experienced an exile and a recall, could hide behind
the "private" letter to "Lucilius," while in fact critiquing Nero. See, Diana Spencer,
"Telling It Like It Is: Seneca, Alexander and the Dynamics of Epistolary Advice," in
Advice and Its Rhetoric in Greece and Rome, ed. Diana Spencer and Elena
Theodorak:opoulos (Bari: Levante, 2006), 79-104.
134 Following the consensus in classical studies I assume the authenticity of the
letters traditionally rendered to !socrates. See, Terry L. Papillon, trans., !socrates II
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004), 245--46; Joseph Stewart Gamjobst, "The
130
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inopportune; for even now I have unawares gradually drifted beyond the due proportions
of a letter and run into a lengthy discourse." 135 !socrates mentions the constraint in order
to underscore the gravity of the issue he addresses next; as he continues to say,
"Nevertheless, although this is the case, I must not omit the discussion of the affair of the
city of Athens." 136 Similarly, at the very end of his letter To Antipater, he remarks,
And do not be surprised either if the letter I have written is too long, or if in it I
have expressed myself in a somewhat too officious way and after the fashion of
an old man; for everything else I have neglected and have had thought for this one
thing alone-to show my zeal on behalf of men who are my friends and who have
become very dear to me. 137
A major function of the letter closing is to maintain the relationship between the sender
and the recipient. 138 Here !socrates highlights the affection and friendship that he has for
the addressee by alluding to the epistolary constraint on the length. 139
Epistolarity may be present in texts even without the conventional prescript, ones
that are not even letters. !socrates's To Demonicus 140 is an interesting example, since this

Epistles oflsocrates: A Historical and Grammatical Commentary'' (PhD diss., University
of California, 2006), 3-5.
135 Ep. 2.13 (To Philip, I; translation from Papillon, !socrates II, 254). Cf.
Robert G. Sullivan, "!socrates and the Forms of Rhetorical Discourse" (PhD diss.,
University ofMaryland, 2001), 138-39.
136 Ep. 2.14 (To Philip, I; translation from Papillon, !socrates II, 254).
137 Ep. 4.13 (To Antipater; translation from Papillon, !socrates II, 262).
138 White, Light from Ancient Letters, 201. Julius Victor states that "[t]he
openings and conclusions of letters should conform with the degree of friendship
(you share with the recipient)" (Ars Rhetorica 27).
139 Perhaps !socrates is also alluding to the proper tone, since he wonders
whether he has been ''too officious" (7rEp!Epy6rrspov).
140 It seems that To Demonicus has been usually considered a
pseudonymous writing in paraenesis studies within New Testament scholarship. I
follow ''the overwhelming consensus" in classical studies that it is !socrates's own
writing: David C Mirhady and Yun Lee Too, trans., !socrates I (Austin:
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text has been the locus classicus ofparaenesis since Dibelius. 141 In a sense, based on the
qualities Dibelius found in this text the Letter of James was regarded as paraenetic and
not epistolary. Just like a "real" private letter, however, this discourse (.A6yos) was written
by one person, and purportedly for one person. !socrates claims that this discourse has
been "dispatched" to Demonicus, 142 which implies a distance between the two parties;
moreover, it has been sent "as a gift (owpov), in proof (-rEX!L~p!ov) of my good will toward
you and in token of my friendship for Hipponicus." 143 As mentioned above, Demetrius
notes that a letter is sent as a gift (owpov). 144 By no means are these epistolary features of
peripheral importance because they are integral to !socrates's self-presentation and art of
persuasion. At the outset !socrates establishes himself as a figure of benevolence and
authority by pointing out the nature of the discourse as a gift, and his friendship with
Demonicus's father Hipponicus; by extension, he implies that Demonicus is his friend, 145
and thereby he builds up his relationship with the addressee.

University of Texas Press, 2000), 9; cf. Sullivan, "!socrates and the Forms," 15556.
141 Such a view has not waned. For instance, Engberg-Pedersen suggests that we
keep To Demonicus as the "master paradigm" of paraenesis, in particular, in his term,
"traditional paraenesis": Troels Engberg-Pedersen, "The Concept ofParaenesis," in Early
Christian Paraenesis in Context, ed. James Starr and Troels Engberg-Pedersen (Berlin:
Walter de Gruyter, 2004), 53-54.
142 !socrates, Demon. 2 (Lorlin, LCL). Scholars comment that there is no evidence
that it was actually sent. Concerning the epistolarity oflsocrates's To Deminicus,
Nicocles, and Nicocles, see Sullivan, "!socrates and the Forms," 156-57; Mark Harding,
Tradition and Rhetoric in the Pastoral Epistles (New York: Peter Lang, 1998), 113.
143 !socrates, Demon. 2 (Lorlin, LCL). Hipponicus is said to be Isorates's friend
and Demonicus's father.
144 Demetrius, De Elocutione 224.
145 !socrates, Demon. 3.
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The examples from Seneca and !socrates that we have seen are usually considered
secondarily epistolary, or literary as opposed to epistolary. 146 Such a conception conveys
some truth in that "real" letters would have existed first and by extension letters with
fictitious elements come to exist. 147 Nevertheless, as we have observed, insofar as the
construction of epistolary persona is concerned, the dynamics of epistolarity are same:
the author seeks to present "himself' or "herself' in ways which would help achieve th~

Luther Stirewalt, for example, says, "letter writings are either
normative, extended, or fictitious. They differ according to the degree to which
the correspondents and the contexts move from reality to imaginary construct":
Martin Luther Stirewalt, Studies in Ancient Greek Epistolography (Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1993), 1-2. See Rosenmeyer's critique of Stirewalt's
classification in her Ancient Epistolarity Fictions, 10; White and Keddie's critical
discussion ofDeissmann and Stirewalt primarily drawing from Rosenmeyer in L.
Michael White and G. Anthony Keddie, introduction to Jewish Fictional Letters
from Hellenistic Egypt: The Epistle ofAristeas and Related Literature with Greek
Text and Translations. SBL Writings from the Greco-Roman World (Atlanta:
SBL, forthcoming in 2016), 24-34 (page numbers are based on the edited
manuscript, which may subject to change). Here White and Keddie's argument is
that fictional qualities in letter writing should not be taken to establish a separate
category, namely, a fictional type of a letter; in other words, the dichotomy
between the "real" versus the fictional in letter writing, which Stirewalt's scale of
degree still implies in accordance with Deissmann's dichotomy, should not be
used to establish letter types because both the epistolary features of "real" letters
(e.g. immediacy and occasionality) and "fictional" elements (e.g. artificial selffashioning) can be found in all kinds ofletters. My discussion ofthe contrast
between the epistolary and the literary captures a similar yet distinguishable
dichotomy: mine is related to the concern of White and Keddie insofar as
Deissmann contrasted what he calls "letters" with what he calls "epistles," which
may contain fictitious elements; yet, in my view, the literary does not necessarily
entail the "fictional": as we have seen, for some ancient epistolary theorists, one
can make a letter literary simply by employing rhetorical expressions "excessively"
or addressing philosophical topics.
147 Cf. Owen Hodkinson, "Better than Speech: Some Advantages of the
Letter in the Second Sophistic," in Ancient Letters: Classical and Late Antique
Epistolography, eds. Ruth Morello and A. D. Morrison (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007), 284.
146
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goal of the writing by means of epistolary conventions expressed conventionally and/or
unconventionally. 148
With regard to "real" letters this idea is hardly novel in biblical scholarship.
Helmut Koester has argued that with 1 Thessalonians Paul "invented" Christian letter
writing, 149 and subsequent studies have further expounded how creatively and carefully
Paul crafted his letters for his theological and pastoral purposes. L. Michael White's
emphasis on the epistolarity of the Letter ofAristeas and Judith Lieu's discussion of the

148

Pace Pitts who draws a binary distinction between "philosophical paraenesis"
in the form of letter essays and "epistolary paraenesis" that, as he argues, developed
within the "real" private letter tradition. Pitts presents !socrates and Seneca as prominent
examples of the former. His distinction is somewhat reminiscent ofDeissmann's
dichotomy between letters and epistles. L. M. White's analysis of Galen's letter (De
Indo/entia) demonstrates that, since this letter is quite personally paraenetic and also
philosophical in tone "replete with moral commonplaces," it needs to be located between
Pitts's two categories; therefore, the sharp-bifurcation Pitts makes does not hold up very
well. See, Andrew W. Pitts, "Epistolary and Philosophical Contexts for Pauline
Paraenesis," in Paul and the Ancient Letter Form, eds. Stanley E. Porter and Sean A.
Adams (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2010), 269-306; L. Michael White, '"Thus the Sage
Constantly Reminds Himself: Personal Epistolary Paraenesis in Galen and Paul," in
"The One Who Sows BountifUlly": Essays in Honor ofStanley K Stowers, eds. Caroline
Johnson Hodge et al. (Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 2013), 255-70.
149 Helmut Koester, "1 Thessalonians-Experiment in Christian Writing," in
Continuity and Discontinuity in Church History: Essays Presented to George Huntston
Williams on the Occasion ofHis 65th Birthday, eds. F. Forrester Church and Timothy
George (Leiden: Brill, 1979), 33-44.
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epistolary opening of the Martyrdom ofPolycarp 150 may be symptomatic of the emerging
scholarly consciousness of the epistolarity of "literary" writings in biblical scholarship. 151

2.3. Implications for the Study of the Letter of James
To summarize our observations so far, when readers assume the factuality of a letter's
contextual epistolarity, an epistolary persona is constructed primarily within and through
-

the letter. Since a letter was considered a (half-)dialogue to one's friends, letters
expressed friendship--genuine or simulated-through combinations of friendly style,
friendship topoi, and epistolary formulae. 152 The author may use these in conventional or
creative fashions.
How can we bring our observations to bear on the study of the Letter of James?
First, since James would not personally know all "the twelve tribes in the Dispersion"

(1: 1), we may assume that the epistolary persona is likely to attempt to build up
friendship with the audience through the letter at least for persuasion purposes. Alicia

L. Michael White, "Epistolarity, Exhortation, and Apologetics in the Epistle of
Aristeas," Early Christianity 6 (2015): esp. 190-94; a more comprehensive treatment in
White and Keddie, introduction, 17-56; Judith M. Lieu, "Letters and the Topography of
Early Christianity," NTS 62 (2016): 167-82. Doering's recent book, Ancient Jewish
Letters, is a monumental contribution in this regard.
151 It is partially indebted to a comparable consciousness that has recently
emerged in classical studies. See, M. Wilson, "Seneca's Epistles Reclassified," in Texts,
Ideas, and the Classics: Scholarship, Theory, and Classical Literature, ed. S. J. Harrison
(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 164-87; Rosenmeyer,
Ancient Epistolarity Fictions; De Pretis, Horace's Epistles, 5-32; Ruth Morello
and A. D. Morrison, eds., Ancient Letters: Classical and Late Antique
Epistolography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).
152 Or, a letter could serve as one's response to a breach of friendship
including anger, warning, blame, threat, censure, and the like.
150
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Batten's work has advanced our understanding of friendship in the Letter of James. 153
Batten deals primarily with friendship with God in the Letter in light of her discussion of
benefaction in the Greco-Roman world; she argues that James urges the audience to
friendship with God. Curiously, however, Batten does not think that "friendship is the
key to the interpretation of the letter [of James]," 154 and holds that "friendship is not the
central focus of the letter." 155 Given the importance of friendship for letter writing, the
author's choice of the genre of letter must be directly pertinent to his message and art of
persuasion. 156 There is much to be investigated in James in terms of the functions of
friendship. Our argument in the following section is partially a development of what
Batten mentions in passing: "Perhaps James imagines that community members act as
benefactors and friends to one another, just as God does for the community." 157
Second, the assertion that the epistolary persona of James is constructed within
the Letter helps us focus on and prioritize what James actually says over other formcritical categories such as the paraenetic letter type and paraenesis. I doubt that
Alicia J. Batten, "Unworldly Friendship: the 'Epistle of Straw' Reconsidered"
(PhD diss., University of St. Michael's College, 2000), esp. 129-202; idem, "God in the
Letter of James: Patron or Benefactor?," NTS 50 (2004): 257-72; idem, Friendship and
Benefaction (this is a revision of her dissertation). Batten's 2000 dissertation is, as she
claims, the first comprehensive study of James in terms of friendship ("Unworldly
Friendship," 2).
154 Ibid.
155 Ibid., 201. Also in her 2010 book Batten writes, "James's use of the language
of friendship is limited" (Batten, Friendship and Benefaction, 181)
156 Batten still does say, "Friendship language[ ... ] functions as a powerful
rhetorical tool to persuade the audience to James's point of view" (Batten, Friendship
and Benefaction, 165).
157 Alicia Batten, "Ideological Strategies in the Letter of James," in Reading
James with New Eyes: Methodological Reassessments of the Letter ofJames, eds. Robert
L. Webb and JohnS. Kloppenborg (New York; London: T & T Clark, 2007), 24.
153
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identifying the type or style of the Letter in terms of ancient epistolary handbooks would
be much help. Pseudo-Libanius distinguishes the paraenefic style ofletter writing from
the advisory, arguing that, whereas "paraenesis is hortatory speech that does not admit of
a counter-statement," "advice is advisory speech that does admit of a counterstatement." 158 Pseudo-Libanius distinguishes between these in terms ofthe contents: no
one with a sane mind would oppose the statement that "we must honor the divine," but
one's opinion about whether to wage war with the enemy may be argued for or against. 159
As suggested above, an implicit assertion of James is that his wisdom instructions accord
with "the wisdom from above" (3: 15, 17), and therefore claim a revelatory authority. Yet,
the nature of the issues he tackles is not necessarily undisputable. One could argue
against James why a person of high status deserves a better seat in the audience's
assembly (cf. 2:2-4). 160

Both quotes from Pseudo-Libanius, Epistolary Styles 5.
Ibid
160 A recent attempt to apply a letter type to a Pauline letter is worth
mentioning here for its contribution and failure: David Luckensmeyer and
Bronwen Neil, "Reading First Thessalonians as a Consolatory Letter in Light of
Seneca and Ancient Handbooks on Letter-Writing," NTS 62 (2016): 31-48. This
article critiques Juan Chapa's study of 1 Thessalonians which argues that 1
Thessalonians is not a letter of consolation because it does not fully follow the
description of consolatory letter type in handbooks. Noting rightly that the
epistolary handbooks are not necessarily prescriptive, Luckensmeyer and Neil
turn to Seneca's letters 63, 93, and 99 to demonstrate that these letters of Seneca
are consolatory without satisfying completely the handbooks' descriptions of the
type's structure. In the same way, they argue, 1 Thessalonians is a letter of
consolation. Luckensmeyer and Neil then propose a structure of 1 Thessalonians
(1:2-10 is a laudatio; 2:1-16 a lamentatio; 2.17-3:13 a self-consolation; 4:1-12 an
exhortatio; 4: 13-5:11 a consolatio). Here are some of the multiple problems with
their argument. First, they overs:tate the descriptive nature of epistolary handbooks;
epistolary theorists are often adamant about how letter types or styles should be
158

159
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Third, since the. epistolary persona develops within the Letter, later passages need
to be read in light of the foregoing, by which I mean that by the time readers reach the
end of the letter, the James who is speaking to them is not quite the same as at the
beginning at which point the construction of the epistolary persona was based on the
readers' identification of James, their previous knowledge of the James they have
identified the author with, and the self-introduction ofthe author as "a servant of God and
ofthe Lord Jesus Christ" (1:1).
When, for example, James speaks of"the prayer of faith"(~ EUX.~ 'Iij~ 7t'tcrrEw~,
5: 15) that will heal the sick within the community, readers might be reminded of what
this James has spoken about faith: to name a few, when asking God for wisdom, one must
do it ''with faith" (1 :6); faith without works is dead (2: 17, 26); therefore, when a member
of the audience's community is sick, other members, particularly the elders, must pray for
that person without doubting the benevolence of God who graciously gives (cf. 1:5), and
thereby their faith is justified by works (2:24-26), that is, by their communal prayer in
this case. It is also worth noting that the speech patterns of the persona contribute to the
written (for instance, Pseudo-Libanius says that the friendly style displays "simple
friendship only"; Epistolary Styles 11 ), and students were trained accordingly (cf.
Bologna Papyrus 5 in Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorists, 44-57). It is unwarranted
to bend a definition of a letter type in order to apply it to 1 Thessalonians. Second, the
way they indirectly apply the type to 1 Thessalonians is problematic. They maintain that
those three letters of Seneca "may hardly be described as letters" but treatises. How, then,
does their argument that this "real" letter of Paul is a consolatory letter just like Seneca's
those treatises hold up? Third, as Pseudo-Libanius says, the consoling style "console[s]
someone over the troubles that befell him" (Epistolary Styles 25). Plutarch's Consolatio
ad Uxorem is longer than 1 Thessalonians yet offers throughout the letter philosophical
consolation to his wife over one misfortune, namely, the death of their daughter.
Contrastingly, the issue of the dead in 1 Thessalonians 4 is one ofthe subjects the letter
addresses.
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building of the persona. For example, James addresses the audience as "my (beloved)
brothers" repeatedly from the beginning (1 :2) to the very end (5:19). Hence, all in all, as
readers' reading experiences advance, the epistolary persona's function as an agency that
holds the letter up, that is, as a structuring force, is enacted and the persona fnriched.
While interpreting the Letter of James in terms of its sequential progress is
interesting, I suggest that we move beyond the artificial construct of the first-time reader
as has usually been postulated in biblical studies by the name of"the implied reader" or
"the ideal reader." 161 In reality, there is no such a perfect first-time reader who
remembers every detail of what has been spoken, identifies every allusion to the Hebrew
Bible or Jesus's sayings, and catches every rhetorical technique that the author employs.
The letter is likely to have been read repeatedly within communities which held the letter
as authoritative. 162 It stands to reason that the author would expect the audience to revisit
the wisdom teachings in his letter. If so, interpreting James 1:1 in light of 5:20 and
everything inbetween is just as natural and realistic as the other way around. The letter
can thus be read holistically. 163

See the criticism of the idea of the first-time or "virginal" reader often
invoked in biblical studies in Moore, Literary Criticism and the Gospels, 78-81,
91-95.
162 Cf. Eusebius's remark in page 24 of the present study.
163 An unsuccessful case in this regard is that of Cargal, who, by reading
James 5:19-20 into 1:1, which he calls an "inverted parallelism," argues that the
recipients "have become a 'Diaspora' by 'wondering from the truth"' and that
James restores them to the truth through the letter: Cargal, Restoring the Diaspora,
45-56 (quotes from 45, 50). I concur with Verseput who remarks that Cargal's
view is "unique and quite unconvincing" (Verseput, "Genre and Story," 99 n. 9).
161
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Finally, since the formal side of epistolarity may be expressed either in
conventional or creative ways, we must examine the text carefully in light of epistolary
conventions. Given that Seneca subverted the usual health formula in order to convey his
alternative conception of well-being and express his care for his reader, it would not be
surprising if our James does something similar because James argues against, as
Kloppenborg 164 and Batten point out, the worldly friendship and the wealthy patrons'
care.

164

JohnS. Kloppenborg, "Patronage Avoidance in James," HTS 55 (1999): 755-

94.
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CHAPTER 3. EPISTOLARITY AND FRIENDSHIP AT THE CLOSING OF JAMES

Timothy Cargal, having summarized Francis's article, offers the following observation in
his revised dissertation of 1993, which serves well as an introduction to our examination
of the Letter of James in the present section:
He does not wish the readers health or offer a prayer on their behalf, but rather
instructs them to pray for one another when they are ill (Jas 5:13-16). He does not
utilize an oath formula, but rather prohibits the use of oath formulas (5: 12). It is
perhaps for such reasons that Francis's article has received such diverse response,
ranging from abrupt dismissal to enthusiastic support. Nevertheless, it seems
certain that first century readers would have perceived more epistolary features
within this writing than just its prescript. They would have recognized the two
part introduction and the variations on epistolary closing conventions and
associated the book with the epistolary genre. 165
Our analysis of James 5:12-20 will confirm part of Cargal's underdeveloped points.
Cargal says that readers would have "associated the book with the epistolary genre"
because he agrees with other scholars in that James is not a real letter inasmuch as it is
unlikely to have been mailed to its recipients. Cargal takes James's creative use of
epistolary conventions-which we will see in detail-as evidence for its not being a
genuine letter, 166 probably because in his estimation such is a literary quality as opposed
to epistolary.
Edgar's revised dissertation in 2001, which also draws upon Francis's study,
shows a more advanced understanding: first, Edgar contends that the author "adapted"
the epistolary convention concerning taking an oath in accordance with the Jesus tradition
(cf. Matt 5:34-3 7); second, Edgar says of James 5: 19-20, "Warnings either to avoid or
165
166

Cargal, Restoring the Diaspora, 214-15.
Ibid., 216.
54

correct those who stray from the truth are found at the end of a number of early Christian
letter-texts" and in some philosophical letters; third, the communal concern in these two
final verses corresponds to the text's general "exhortation unity and wholeness"; finally,
in a way similar to the epilogue of Greek speeches, the final two verses functions as a
short recapitulation of the major concerns of the text, namely, the demands for the
recipients' commitment to God and corresponding care for fellow members. 167 These
points are well made in general but in need of a critical assessment and development. ·
Another study I would like to mention is Allison's 2011 article "A Liturgical
Tradition behind the Ending of James.'' 168 Here Allison takes note oflater Christian and
Jewish liturgical traditions where the themes of healing and turning the erring back are
juxtaposed. Texts discussed include The Testament of the Lord, Didascalia, Polycarp's
letter to the Philippians, the Amidah, and 1 Clement. He then presents scriptural
references with those two elements to show earlier instances of the juxtaposition that are
partially linked to the later liturgical traditions. Finally, he turns to Ezekiel, arguing that
''the tradition which influenced James as he composed his conclusion was linked to Ezek.
33-34.'' 169 None, however, of the liturgical materials he discusses are early enough to
illuminate the ending of James. 170 While Ezekiel may be related to James via the theme
of the diaspora, the languages of turning and healing in the scriptural references including
Edgar, Has God Not Chosen, 189-90, 209-14 (quotes from 189, 190)
Dale C. Allison, "A Liturgical Tradition behind the Ending of James," JSNT
34 (20 11): 3-18. Same argument is presented with few more comparanda in idem, James,
746-49.
169 Allison, "Liturgical Tradition," 12.
170 1 Clement is an exception. The literary relationship between the Letter of
James and 1 Clement is a convoluted issue beyond the scope of the present study.
167
168
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Ezekiel are figurative and theological. Allison concludes that all these comparanda do not
"lead to any neat conclusion," suggesting the possibility that "a very primitive church
order influenced the ending of James." 171 Allison's 2013 commentary asserts that the
arguments that the ending of James "enshrines epistolary conventions fail to persuade.
The conclusion remains abrupt." 172 Our observations will refute this position of Allison.
Finally, Andrew Bowden's 2014 article, "An Overview of the Interpretive
Approaches to James 5.13-18," 173 surveys the state of scholarship. Five ofBowden's
seven sections in this article concern whether the sickness and the healing addressed in
the ending of the Letter are physical or spiritual. 174 Dibelius is the only one 175 whom
Bowden discusses in regard to the view that the heading of the sixth section expresses:
"The Passage Is Not a Unit and Should Not Be Studied as a Single Paragraph." The
seventh and final section, entitled "Francis's Contribution to James 5," is a one-paragraph
summary of Francis's article. While I do not find Bowden's article thorough in surveying
relevant studies, 176 that his final section merely summarizes Francis's article is

171

Both quotes from Allison, "Liturgical Tradition," 15.
Allison, The Epistle ofJames, 750.
173 Bowden, "Overview."
174 The first five section headings are as follows: "1. The Sickness Is
Physical, the Healing Is Physical"; "2. The Sickness Is Physical, the Healing Is
Spiritual"; "3. The Sickness Is Physical, the Healing Is both Physical and
Spiritual"; "4. The Sickness Is Spiritual, the Healing Is Spiritual"; "5. The
Sickness and Healing Are both Spiritual and Physical"
175 Except one reference to Laws's commentary (ibid., 77).
176 Relevant sections in Allison's commentary have more references.
172
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symptomatic of the lack of attention in previous scholarship to the epistolarity of the
Letter's closing. 177
In the present section, we will develop the observations of Cargal and Edgar.
There will be two foci of our analysis: friendship and epistolary conventions. Our
argument may be outlined as follows: as Francis, Cargal, and Edgar note, 5:12-20 contain
a cluster of epistolary topoi and formulae that may be placed at the closing of a letter. 178
James employs these topoi and formulae in both conventional and creative ways.
Friendship-in particular, brotherly love-constitutes the undercurrent of his art of
persuasion. We will discover a consistent pattern in the use of those topoi and formulae,
through which a message is consistently delivered: the audience community must
accomplish their well-being by doing what they have learned (before and) through the
letter. That is, the message in the final section of James builds upon and corresponds to
the overall teaching of the letter. Thus will be demonstrated my assertion that the
epistolarity of James expressed through the epistolary persona embodies the message of
the letter.

Francis's article is not even mentioned in Strange's revised dissertation
devoted to the study of James 5:13-20: James Riley Strange, The Moral World of
James: Setting the Epistle in Its Greco-Roman and Judaic Environments (New York:
Peter Lang, 2010). _
178 Most episto'lary topoi and formulae that appear at the closing can alternatively
be placed at the opening, except few such as "farewell." This does not mean those topoi
and formulae can equally appear anywhere in the letter. For example, while the sender's
concern about the recipient's health may be addressed in the letter body proper, a health
formula will appear either at the opening or the closing in most cases.
177
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3.1. "Above All, My Brothers"
Let us begin with Francis's groundbreaking observations. Concerning the ending of
James, Francis says:
[O]ne ofthe final phrases identified by Exler in his study of Hellenistic
Epistolography is 7rpo minwv with a health wish. Another class of closing
formulas is the oath formula. One must ask: why do the topics, "oaths" and "the
recipients' health" appear in James, and why precisely at the end, and why set off
by 1rpo ml.nwv (especially after the eschatological teaching and thematic reprise)?
It would seem that James 5 12-20 may be occasioned by epistolary forms
providing for oath formulas and expression of concern for the recipients' health at
the end ofthe letter. 179
As Francis notes, the phrase 1rpo ml.vrwv may appear at the end of the letter body. Some
commentators have rightly considered 1rpo ml.vrwv in 5:12 as a marker of the beginning of
the final section ofthe letter. 180

Francis, "Form and Function," 125. Francis is not the first to mention
the phrase 1rpo ml.nwv as an stock expression that can appear towards the end of a
letter. As early as in 1916 Ropes points to the occurrence ofthis phrase in 1 Peter
4:8 and papyri letters (Ropes, Epistle ofSt. James, 300).
18 For example, Martin, James, 203; Cargal, Restoring the Diaspora, 189;
Johnson, The Letter ofJames: A New Translation with Introduction and
Commentary, 325-26; D. A. Carson, The Letter ofJames, PNTC (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2000), 232; Moo, The Letter ofJames, 231-32; P. J. Hartin, James, ed.
Daniel J. Harrington, SP (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2003), 257-58. Not
all commentators see a connection between the preceding section (5:1-11) and the
final one. Some take v. 12 as belonging with the preceding verses (5:7-12), while
acknowledging its connection to the following section (Tsuji, Glaube Zwischen
Vollkommenheit Und Verweltlichung, 155; Todd C. Penner, The Epistle ofJames
and Eschatology: Re-Reading an Ancient Christian Letter (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1996), 149-51; Strange, The Moral World, 3-4. McCartney's
view is similar to Tsuji's in that he sees 5:12 as a bridging verse between the
bipartite ending of the letter (Dan G. McCartney, James, 245-49). For more
details see Taylor, "Structure of James."
179
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William Baker argues that the phrase npo miv-rwv is to be read literally, by which
he means that what follows is of utmost importance ("above all") constituting the "climax"
of the Letter of James. 181 While Baker offers noteworthy observations, that phrase's
nature as an epistolary convention makes it difficult to take too literally. 182 Note that the
phrase can appear at the beginning or the end of the body of a letter, as other formulae
such as the health formula can. 183 For example, a letter writer puts it in the proem, 184 that
is, between the prescript and the body: "Antonius to both Apuleius and Valerius greeting
and continual good health. Above all (npo !LEV miv-rwv) I extend greetings to you by
letter." 185 This extended greeting, being the proem, does not communicate the most
important message of the letter. The main concern of the author is presented in the
following sentences that constitute the body proper.

William R. Baker, "'Above All Else': Contexts of the Call for Verbal Integrity
in James 5:12," JSNT 54 (1994): 57-71; cf. idem, Personal Speech-Ethics in the Epistle
ofJames, 278-89. Similarly, before Baker, Laws took the phrase to mean "most
importantly": Sophie Laws, The Epistle of James (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers,
1980), 220.
182 It is an oddity that Francis's article is overlooked in Baker's.
183 Cf. White, Light from Ancient Letters, 200-202.
184 Concerning proem, see Klauck, Ancient Letters, 21-23; Doering, Ancient
Jewish Letters, 415-16.
185 PMich III 201 (=Letter 100 in White, Light from Ancient Letters, 156;
henceforth, I will refer to letters by their numbers in White's book; e.g. "White 100" in
the present case). The phrase npo !LEV nanwv appears in the proem of other letters (e.g.,
SelPap I 112=BGU II 423=White 103; PMich VIII 490 and PMich VIII 491=White 104).
Same goes with POxy 2601, an early fourth century C.E. private letter, with an additional
mention of God: "Kopres to his sister Sarapias, very many greetings. Before all else (npo
).lEv 7t<XV'tmv), I pray for your good health before the Lor(d) G(o)d" (text and translation
from Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 52-55). PMich VIII 466 (=White 105) has npo -rov
oA.wv in the proem.
181
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Nevertheless, it would be unwise to regard that phrase merely as a section marker,
the literal meaning ofwhich has mostly vanished. 186 What Henry Steen terms epistolary
cliches functioned either to "soften" or "intensify" accompanying imperatives. The
phrase 7tpb

!LEV 'Tt'ctV'rWV

belongs to the intensifying type; in particular, during the Roman

period this phrase often served to enhance the opening wish for health. 187 The opening
and the ending of a letter are where the author's concern for the addressee's well-beingan expression of friendship-is prominently expressed. 188 Since a health wish is its major
vehicle, it can appear at the beginning or the closing of a letter. We will see that the fmal
part of James is concerned with the well-being of the audience. Precisely, the phrase npo
ml.vrrov in James 5:12 is followed by a series of imperatives that pertain to their well-

being.
According to Steen, the intensifying type of epistolary cliches "allowed the writer
to intensify his instructions because of his superior status"; or, "the intensification was
positive and friendly." 189 The latter better fits our case, since the phrase aoe:A.c:pof
immediately follows 'Tt'pb

'Tt'ctV'rWV

!LOU

that

(5:12) dearly addresses the audience. The invocation

aoe:A.c:pof J.lOU has two functions in the context of James. First, it allows the audience to
expect an imperative. Second, it serves as a section marker. The reasons are that up to

186

Cf. Moo, The Letter ofJames, 231-32.
Steen's study of epistolary cliches (Henry A. Steen, "Les Cliches
epistolaires dans les Lettres sur Papyrus Grecques," Classica et Mediaevalia 1, 2
[1938]: 119-76), as summarized and partially critiqued in White, Light.from
Ancient Letters, 211-13.
188 See the footnote 138 of this study.
189 Both quotes from White, Light.from Ancient Letters, 212.
187
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this point (5:12) the invocation "brothers" has almost always been preceded or followed
by an imperative, 190 and has almost always functioned as a section marker. 191 Therefore,
the adverbial phrase npo mivrrwv and the invocation &ocA.¢of fLOU together mark the final
section, anticipate an imperative, and dearly emphasize the force of the imperative.
A brief discussion of the brother language will further nuance these points.
Johnson and Strange argue that "James is egalitarian rather than hierarchical." 192 Their
reasons to so argue include the brotherly address in James. Johnson and Strange are not
the only ones to hold that in contrast to the givers of wisdom in wisdom literature who
regards the recipients of wisdom as their children James treats them as his equals by
calling them repeatedly "brothers." 193 On the one hand, it is not unusual that he considers
the readers brothers, for "brothers" was used to refer to fellow Israelites in the Hebrew
Bible, and fellow Christians in the New Testament. 194 James calls God "the father" (1:17,
27; 3:9), presumably meaning "our father." 195 On the other hand, James presents himself

Except once in 3:12.
Thuren observes that the vocative "(my) (beloved) brothers" opens a new
small unit ten times in James, with its occurrence in 3:10 being the only exception: Lauri
Thuren, "Risky Rhetoric in James," NovT 37 (1995): 268; cf. Batten, Friendship and
Benefaction in James, 101.
192 Johnson, Brother ofJesus, 28; cf. Strange, The Moral World ofJames, 21--48.
193 For example, Hartin, James, 56-57; Edgar, Has God Not Chosen the Poor,
101-2; McCartney, James, 85.
194 Cf. McCartney, James, 85. Laws notes that it was also used for "members of
Hellenistic religious associations" (Laws, The Epistle ofJames, 50).
195 James calls Abraham "our father" (1\~paCt.fL 6 na-ri)p ~fLWV, 2:21). Jesus is
referred to as "our glorious Lord Jesus Christ" (xupfou ~fLWV 'l>')O"OU Xptcrrou rrfjs o6~>')S, 2:1 ).
These expressions suggest the assumed solidarity between James and the audience (or, an
appeal to the solidarity). Some scholars including Allison and Kloppenborg argue that
~fLWV 'l>')O"OU XptO"'t"OU in 2:1 is a later interpolation, contending that the original wording,
190
191
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as a figure of authority. 196 This is not really a puzzle when we understand, as Reidar
Aasgaard points out, that brotherhood was not quite egalitarian in the ancient world;
rather, "it is more appropriate to view it from the perspective of unity and harmony, and
within the framework of a strongly hierarchical system." 197 Jokiranta and Wassen observe
that the in the Dead Sea Scrolls term to describe an egalitarian is used not

198 m~

relationship among the members of the community; rather, it appears several times in the
context of outlining the community's hierarchical structure. 199

"(our) Lord of Glory," referred to God. This plays an important role for the argument of
both Allison and Kloppenborg that the letter of James was written for both non-Christians
and Christians because, if God is being referred to in 2:1, there remains, they say,
only one Christian reference in the letter, namely, James as a servant of Jesus
Christ (1: 1). I do not think that that phrase in 2:1 is a corruption: first, external
evidence is solid; second, their argument that it sounds grammatically much better
without that phrase in 2:1 actually supports the present wording as a lectio
difficilior. Further, Joel Marcus, arguing against Allison, points out that, although
James's style is fme in general, 2:1 is not the only case with a somewhat awkward
phrasing. See, Dale C. Allison, "The Fiction of James and Its Sitz Im Leben," RB
108 (2001): 540--43; JohnS. Kloppenborg, "Judaeans or Judaean Christians in
James?," in Identity and Interaction in the Ancient Mediterranean: Jews,
Christians and Others: Essays in Honour ofStephen G. Wilson, ed. Zeba A.
Crook and Philip A. Harland (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2007),
126-32; idem, "Diaspora Discourse," 249-50; Marcus, "The Twelve Tribes," 436.
196 James claims to be "a servant of God and ofthe Lord Jesus Christ" (1:1)
and insinuates, as commentators have observed, that he is a teacher (3: 1).
197 Reidar Aasgaard, My Beloved Brothers and Sisters!: Christian
Siblingship in Paul (London; New York: T&T Clark International, 2004), 20-21,
75-76 (quote from 91).
198 This word has a wide range of meaning: brother, blood relative, fellow,
or the other (BDB).
199 Jutta Jokiranta and Cecilia Wassen, "A Brotherhood at Qumran?
Metaphorical Familial Language in the Dead Sea Scrolls," in Northern Lights on
the Dead Sea Scrolls Proceedings of the Nordic Qumran Network 2003-2006, ed.
Anders Klostergaard Petersen et al. (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2009), 201. Jokiranta
and Wassen refer to Aasgaard's work in the preliminary discussion of
brotherhood in antiquity (ibid., 195). They conclude, "Overall the family language
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"Brothers" under God the father may not be equal. Yet, it is still friendship that
characterizes the familial relationships. 200 Plutarch says, "For most friendships are in
reality shadows and imitations and images of that first friendship which Nature implanted
· in children toward parents and in brothers toward brothers."201 For Plutarch, humans have
a natural "need" {xpEta.) to ''welcome" and "seek friendship." 202 Natural relationships
within a family make up an ideal setting for the cultivation offriendship. 203 Therefore,
"most friendships"-not the few, genuine ones-do not match the natural, familial
friendship. Brotherly love is a special and supposedly ideai case offriendship. 204
James is giving the audience instructions on how to foster friendship within the
family under God the father. As Plutarch remarks, children should develop naturally

evokes images that look more like a patriarchal household than a brotherly guild"
(ibid., 203).
20 Cf. Batten, Friendship and Benefaction in James, 127-28.
201 Plutarch, Frat. amor. 479c-d (Helmbold, LCL). Klauck provides a summary of
this work in Hans-JosefKlauck, "Brotherly Love in Plutarch and in 4 Maccabees," in
Greeks, Romans, and Christians: Essays in Honor ofAbraham J. Malherbe, eds. David L.
Balch, Everett Ferguson, and Wayne A. Meeks (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 14550. For a general discussion of Plutarch's view of friendship, see Edward N. O'Neil,
"Plutarch on. Friendship," in Greco-Roman Perspectives on Friendship, ed. John T.
Fitzgerald (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 163-80.
202 Plutarch, Frat. amor. 479c (Helmbold, LCL).
203 In reality, however, in Plutarch's judgment brotherly love is rare in his days,
unlike, so to speak, the good old days when brotherly hatred was rare (ibid., 478c).
204 Pace Aasgaard who in his attempt to refute the view that siblingship is a
variation of friendship misinterprets Plutarch and overstates the distinctiveness of
brotherly love. Aasgaard misreads the above-quoted passage and maintains that
friendship is only an inferior imitation of brotherly love. For another example, Aasgaard
says, "Whereas siblingship is nature-given, friendship is developed over time" (My
Beloved Brothers, 97). As Aristotle notes, friendship does take ''time and familiarity"
(Eth. nic. 1156b); the sibling relationship is good for fostering friendship because siblings
share much time and develop familiarity with each other from youth (see, Plutarch, Frat.
amor. 481d-e).
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friendship with both the father and one's siblings. Having spoken of the friendship with
God (4:4; cf. 2:23), who is also called the Father (1 :27; 3:9), James at the end of the letter
focuses upon how friendship must be cultivated and practiced among the figurative
siblings. 205 The combination of the epistolary formula npb 7t'avrrwv, the invocation

aOEAcpo[ ~OU, and the following imperative constitutes a brotherly mode of exhortation,206
which is part of James's art of persuasion as well as an expression of his friendship with
the audience. 207
As Cargal notes above, however, not all scholars have acknowledged the
relevance of epistolary conventions to 5:12 because, in Allison's words, "our author does

Needless to say, I am not arguing that the letter closing is where James
begins to address the fostering of friendship within the communities of faith. That
the address aOEAcpo[ ~OU appears at the beginning of the letter body (1 :2) already
evinces James's consistent concern for the brothers throughout the letter.
206 Aasgaard argues that in the New Testament "the sibling terminology
strikingly often occurs in paraenetical settings, and far more often than in other
kinds of material," and that the combination of an exhortation in the form of an
imperative and a brotherly address is a type of early Christian paraenesis often
found in Paul and James. He mentions James 5:9 as a clear example ofthis type.
See, Reidar Aasgaard, "'Brotherly Advice': Christian Siblingship and New
Testament Paraenesis," in Early Christian Paraenesis in Context, ed. James Starr
and Troels Engberg-Pedersen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2004), 237-66 (quote
from 241, emphasis in the original).
207 "Baruch" at the beginning of his letter states that "truly I know: Are we
not all, the twelve tribes, bound by one captivity as we also descend from one
father?": The Letter ofBaruch 78.4; text from A. F. J. Klijin, trans., "2 (Syriac
Apocalypse of) Baruch," in Apocalyptic Literature and Testaments, James H.
Charlesworth, ed., vol. 1 of The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson Publishers, 1993), 648. As James does, Baruch keeps calling the
recipients "my brothers" and mentions common forefathers. This letter bespeaks
Baruch's care for the brothers by which the recipients are comforted by
themselves: "Therefore, I have been the more diligent to leave you the words of
this letter before I die so that you may be comforted regarding the evils which
have befallen you" (ibid, 78.5; Klijin). Cf. Verseput, "Genre and Story," 101-2.
205
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not take an oath but dismisses oaths, and he associates 'above all' not with good wishes
but a prohibition."208 It is crucial to recognize that the very reversal delivers James's
point, that is, friendship that leads to their well-being will be fostered in the audience
community by their avoiding oaths and speaking frankly. This point needs to be further
explicated in the next section.

3.2. Friendship and the Avoidance of Oaths
Following 7tpo 'ITctvrrwv OE aoEA.q,o[ !LOU, where an oath may be placed typically using the
verb O!lvuw,209 James gives an imperative: !l~ O!LVUE'rE (5:12). The contrast is
unmistakable. Another background to be considered is that, in the words of Exler, "[t]he
oath formula occurs in many official communications," presumably because "[m]any of
the official letters are sworn declarations." 210 James's broaching ofthe topic of oath is
appropriate, given the. official aspect of the Letter of James in presenting itself as an
encyclical from "a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes in the
Dispersion" (1: 1). Whereas an oath is usually made by invoking the gods or the emperor
in the accusative, James says !l~'rE 'rOV oupavov !l~'rE 'r~V yfjv !l~'rE aAAOV 'rtVCt opxov.

208 Allison, The Epistle ofJames, 730.
209 For the examples of the oath formula, see Exler, "The Form of the Ancient
Greek Letter," 127-32.
210 Ibid., '102, 132, respectively. An oath formula, of course, can appear in
personal letters. For example, Julian writes to Iamblichus: "I swear by the very gods and
by the love that bums in me for you" (Letter 77, quoted in Stowers, Letter Writing, 65).
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An official letter of Bar Kochba211 makes an interesting comparandum:
From Shimon ben Kosiba to Yeshua
ben Ga[l]gula and to the men of your company:
Greetin[gs]. I swear by the heavens:
Should harm co[me] to any one of the Galileans
who are with you, I' 11 put your feet
in fetters as I di[d] to ben Aflul.
[Sh]imon be[n Kosiba, writer.] 212
Bar Kochba threatens Yeshua, 213 a military commander,214 by means of an oath by the
heavens. The shalom ([0]1?1.V, translated as "Greetin[gs]" above) that Bar Kochba
mentions as part of the opening formula is what Y eshua must achieve for himself and for
the men with him.
Contrastingly, James sees no need of an oath to intensify the force or truthfulness
of his message. 215 Bar Kochba's use of coercion by way of an oath implies that he treats
Yeshua as a subordinate. James addresses the audience as dear brothers in his prohibition

Bar Kochba's letters generally show a convergence between Hebrew and
Greek letter writing (Klauck, Ancient Letters, 296; Doering, Ancient Jewish Letters, 7275). For a general introduction to the Bar Kochba letters, see Klauck, Ancient
Letters, 289-96; Doering, Ancient Jewish Letters, 58-80.
212 Mur 43, translation from Dennis Pardee et al., Handbook ofAncient
Hebrew Letters: A Study Edition (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1982), 130; cf. a
slightly modified translation in Klauck, Ancient Letters, 293. An oath may be
employed to express the author's dissatisfaction with the addressee, placed not
necessarily at the end of the letter. White provides two examples: SelPap I 98
(=White 38.30) and SelPap I 100 (=White 42.2f).
213 This letter fits the threatening type of letter in terms of PseudoDemetrius' s Epistolary Types: "It is the threatening type when with intensity we
instill fear in people for what they have done or would do" (8).
214 As Klauck remarks, we learn from another letter (Mur 42) that this
Yeshua is a camp commander (Klauck, Ancient Letters, 293).
215 In many of the instances of an oath formula that Exler presents the verb
OfLVVW is followed by an infinitive clause in the form of fL~ e'-J;eucr9at or aA.>')9~ eTvat
('t'a 7t-poyeypafLfLEVa). Exler, "The Form of the Ancient Greek Letter," 127-32.
211
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of oaths. Thus, while both Bar Kochba and James tell their addressees to achieve their
own well-being, their ways of telling are vastly different. Just as James himself does not
employ an oath, James asks the audience not to take oaths, implying that they must speak
and act truthfully to one another.
Baker relates rightly the cultural context of friendship to the avoidance of oaths in
5:12. 216 Plutarch writes that, whereas a flatterer "pleads his defence with witnesses and
oaths over and over again," friends can exchange "goodwill and intimacy" without even
saying a word; "friends omit many of the trifling formalities." 217
Lucian's Toxaris is an intriguing depiction of such a conception of friendship.
This fictitious narrative casts two figures, namely, the Greek Mnesippus and the Scythian
Toxaris who battle against each other on which of the two can give the best "real" story
about friendship. Because of the possibility of fabricating a story in order to win, Toxaris
requires Mnesippus to take an oath before giving stories that he will tell true stories only.
Mnesippus does so by Zeus Philios.218 In turn, Toxaris also takes an oath by Wind and
Glaive that the Scythians revere. 219 As an introduction to a story about friendship Toxaris

216

Baker, "Above All Else," 63, 68. Batten also relates James 5:12 to friendship
characterized by 7t'appYJcrta (Batten, Friendship and Benefaction in James, 172). Kok's
compares James 5:13-20 with Philodemus in terms of'Tt'appYJcrta, especially on the issue of
mutual corrections between friends (Jacobus Kok, "A Comparison between James and
Philodemus on Moral Exhortation, Communal Confession and Correctio Fratema,"
HvTSt 69 [2013]: 1-8). Although Strange in his study of Jas 5:13-20 compares James
with Plutarch's How to Tell a Flatterer from a Friend in terms of 7t'appYJcrta, he tends to
emphasize their differences than similarities (Strange, The Moral World ofJames, 64-71).
217 Plutarch, Adul. amic. 62d (Babbitt, LCL); cf. Baker, "Above All Else," 63, 68;
Batten, "Unworldly Friendship," 13.
218 Lucian, Tox. 11-12.
219 Lucian, Tox. 38.
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speaks of the Scythian friendship ritual in which two people make "formal compacts and
the most solemn of oaths" that they will even die for each other, and drink from the cup
which each of them has dripped his blood into. 220 Sharing friendship stories cultivates
friendship between Mnesippus and Toxaris, and by the end of the Toxaris they decide to
become friends forever. Then Mnesippus says,
But let us not feel the need of blood, Toxaris, or any sword to confirm our
friendship. This conversation of ours just now and the similarity of our ideals are
far more dependable sureties than that cup which your people drink, since
achievements like these require resolution rather than compulsion, it seems to
me.221
Toxaris concurs, which brings the Toxaris to an end. The framing story of the Toxaris
thus illustrates that neither an oath by gods nor a bloody ritual is required when a
relationship stands on mutual commitment in friendship. 222
Such is the kind of relationship that James tells his audience to accomplish in
order to secure their well-being. James teaches them that they must avoid taking oaths so

220 Lucian, Tox. 37.
221 Lucian, Tox. 63 (Harmon, LCL).
222 For a general introduction to Toxaris, see Graham Anderson, Studies in
Lucian's Comic Fiction (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1976), 12-23. Pervo's argument that
Lucian is actually mocking friendship in the Toxaris is unconvincing (Richard I.
Pervo, "With Lucian: Who Needs Friends? Friendship in the Toxaris," in GrecoRoman Perspectives on Friendship, ed. John T. Fitzgerald [Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1997], 163-80). Although the scope ofthe present study does not allow
detailed criticisms of Pervo' s interpretation, it suffices for now to note the
importance of the framing story. Jones points out that what Lucian dislikes is "lies"
such as "tales of the supernatural kind" that he does mock in the Lovers ofLies
and the True Histories, "not elegant or beguiling fiction" such as the Toxaris (C. P.
Jones, Culture and Society in Lucian [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1986], 58).
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as to avoid falling under the eschatological judgment (xp!o-t~). 223 When they make their
''yes" "yes" and "no" "no" (5:12), that is, when they speak and act in accordance with
frankness (7rc:tppYJO"lc:t), the community members will share sincere friendship that there is
no need for oaths. 224
This brotherly exhortation to communal friendship would have been further
enhanced to those who recognized that this saying is related to the Jesus tradition (cf.
Matt 5:33-37), that is, those who thought that here James is quoting Jesus, because of the
authority of Jesus the injunction brings in. For James is the servant of"the Lord Jesus
Christ" (1:1), it is no wonder that he delivers Jesus's saying. 225

3.3. Take Care of Yourself
James's communal concern continues in the following verses (vv. 13-18): instead of
offering a wish for their health in terms of the epistolary convention, the author tells them '

Davids, Hartin, Aymer rightly point out the communal and the
eschatological aspects of 5:12 (Davids, The Epistle ofJames, 190-91; Hartin,
James, 261; Margaret P. Aymer, James: Diaspora Rhetoric of a Friend of God [Sheffield:
Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2015], 32-34).
224 Laws states, although not mentioning the context of friendship, that iii 5:12
"James counsels truth-telling" so that "no oath should be necessary" (Laws, The Epistle
ofJames, 223).
225 Cf. Kloppenborg's argument for the author's use of the rhetorical technique
aemulatio in JohnS. Kloppenborg, "The Emulation of the Jesus Tradition in the Letter of
James," in Reading James with New Eyes: Methodological Reassessments of the Letter of
James (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 121-50; idem., "The Reception ofthe Jesus Tradition
in James," in Catholic Epistles and Apostolic Tradition (Waco, TX: Baylor University
Press, 2009), 71-100. These studies ofK.loppenborg will be critically discussed in the
Excursus below.
223
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to pray to God for their health, emphasizing the power of prayer. Note the use of the noun
eux~

in 5: 15 and the verb euxo!Lctt in 5: 16. Since the verb 7tpoO'EUXO!LCU appears four times

in the same section (vv. 13, 14, 17, 18), EUXO!Lct! and 7tpoO'EUXO!Lct! seem
interchangeable. 226 In letters, euxo!La! is used to form a popular variation of one of the
most common closing formulae: eppWO'O (or eppW0'9E) is varied as EppW0'9ct! (O'E)

EUXO!Lct!.227 Once again, then, we see that James transforms an epistolary convention into
a message to his audience, turning the final first-person wish to imperatiJes concerning
prayer and communal care.
The series of third person imperatives in the singular (7tpoO'EUXE0"9w, \j.JaAAE't'W, and

7tpocrxaAEO'ct0'9w, 5:13-14) are different in number from the second person imperative in
the plural ofv. 12 (!L~ O!LVUE't'E). Yet, the person implied by xaxo7t'a9er 't'!~ EV u¢v and

eU9u!LEt 't'!~ (5:13) is not an isolated individual but a member of the community, as 8v up.iv
underscores. 228 The imperatives 7rpOO'EUXE0"9w and \j.Ja.A.Ai't'w remind the audience oftheir

Still, in general, there is a slight difference in nuance: while both verbs
carried the meanings to pray and to vow in the classical period, the latter meaning
was dropped from 7rpoO'EUXO!Lct! in the LXX and restricted to euxo!La!, which, as
Greeven reasons, "is perhaps why the NT definitely prefers 7rpOO'EUX-" (Heinrich
Greeven, "7rpOO'EUXO!Lct!, 7rpoO'eux~," TDNT2:807-8). Whereas euxo!Lct! appears
only seven times in the New Testament (Acts 26:29; 27:29; Rom 9:3; 2 Cor 13:7,
9; Jas 5: 16; 3 John 1:2), 7rpOO'EUXO!Lct! occurs more than eighty times and far
widely. Other than in James 5:15, the noun form eux~ occurs only twice in the
New Testament, meaning clearly a vow (Acts 18:18; 21:23).
227 Exler, "The Form of the Ancient Greek Letter," 69-75, 135. Exler says,
"Official letters ordinarily end with the phrase: eppWO'O or its modifications; yet a
large number of official letters are found without any final salutation" (ibid, 69).
228 So does U!LWV in U!LWV 't'O va1 in regard to ilrrw (5:12).
226
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relationship with God as well as the intra-community relationships. It is notable that these
two imperatives relate to one's suffering and joy (xcoco?rct9ET 'rt~ EV u~v, 7rpOO"EUXE0"9W·

EU9UfLET 'rt~,

~ctAAE'rW ).

Sharing them is one of the key characteristics of friendship; as

Aristotle puts it, one "grieves and rejoices with his friend." 229 Since for James the
audience should make friends with God (2:23; 4:4), it is natural that they tum to God in
times of suffering and of joy, although God is not an equal friend with them. But, since
God in James is both a friend and benefactor, God provides when the community
members are in need. 230 When one is sick, God's help comes through the elders ofthe
congregation (5:14). Thus, friendship characterizes the ideal relationship among the
members of the community and their relationship with God, which is a fitting topic to be
addressed at the end of the letter in accordance with epistolary conventions.
With regard to the final sentence (5:19-20), note that it is not uncommon that
letter writers anticipate or request their reunion with the recipients at the end of a letter. 231

Eth. nic. 1166a7-8; translation from Jonathan Barnes, ed., The Complete Works
ofAristotle: The Revised Oxford Translation, vol. 2 (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1984). Grieving and rejoicing together are one of the five marks that define
(6p!~onat) friendship (Eth. nic. 1166a2-9; cf. Schollmeier, Other Selves, 54-55).
230 As Batten observes, friendship can exist between people of unequal status, and
in the Roman culture the line between such friendship and patronage was often blurry;
Batten argues that God in the Letter is the true friend and benefactor unlike the Roman
ones (Friendship and Benefaction in James, 85; 118-19). Concurring with Batten, Aymer
notes that there are two ways for the community of faith to demonstrate its loyalty to God
in the Letter, namely, "acting as God's friend and relying on God's patronage" (James,
40; cf. 33); cf. Edgar says, "Healing demonstrates God's benefaction towards the ill
person" (Has God Not Chosen, 213).
231 White, Light from Ancient Letters, 202; examples are referred to in ibid., 202 n.
61. As mentioned above, Aune takes the reunion with the recipient as an epistolary topos
(Aune, The New Testament in Its Literary Environment, 189).
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The sender may express the hope or plan to visit the recipient Alternatively, the sender
may request the recipient to come. It means that in familiar letters the recipient may be
asked to come home: "since your mother is being grieved, you will do well by coming to
the city on account of both her and us."232 This kind of expression may be combined with
other formulae: "I pray to all the gods and to the divinity of the king that you be well and
that you come to us (me) quickly." 233 It is clear in this example that the epistolary
formulae and topoi of prayer, health, and reunion go together. Hence, it is not surprising
that, following his message on prayer, James urges readers to bring the members of the
audience community who have wandered back "home" for the general health of the
family. 234
Before we summarize our fmdings and further assess them, I would like to
emphasize again that James promotes solidarity within the "family" rather than seeking to

SelPap I 97.28-30 (my literal translation); cf. White, Light.from Ancient
Letters, 66. The tone of the request is not necessarily friendly. For example, see
the threatening type in SelPap I 138 (=POxy VII 1065=White 117).
233 E.yw OE EUXOfLCt! rrCicn rroi~ Seoi~ xal 't'Wt OalfLOV! 't'OU ~aO"tAEW~ O"E uytalVE!V xal
f.A.6Eiv rro ntxo~ rrpb~ ~fLCi~ (PCol IV 66=White 22.22-23; translation from White, Light
from Ancient Letters, 48).
234 As mentioned above (footnote 163), Cargal asserts that the recipients as
a whole have gone astray and that James restores them through the letter. Edgar
also argues that 5:19-20 indicate that in the author's view the addressees'
commitment to God is "wavering and questionable," and that the author of James
has attempted "to turn back to harmony with God's order those who have strayed,"
that is, the audience (Edgar, Has God Not Chosen, 214). It is somewhat odd that
Edgar rejects Cargal's interpretation of the audience as the "diaspora" (ibid., 97)
yet comes to the same conclusion With Cargal. In any event, I do not see any
reason to take the hypothetical "anyone among you" (E.av rrt~ E.v ufLiv, 5:19) as a
reference to the audience communities in general. While James does reproach the
audience several times in the letter, a repeated point in the letter is that readers
must put into practice what they have known and believed.
232
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draw a clear line between insiders and outsiders by pointing out who does not qualify to
be part of"us." This point becomes clear with few comparanda. Edgar, asserting that
many early Christian letters offer warnings in the closing "either to avoid or correct those
who stray from the truth," refers as evidence to Romans 16:17-18; 2 Thessalonians 3:1415; Titus 3:9-11; 1 John 5:16-17; 2 Peter 3:17; and Jude 22.235 Most ofthese set a limit to
toleration or condemn the erring. 236 The Paul of 2 Thessalonians comes most closely to
James, for the audience are told to treat those not obeying the teaching of the letter still

not as enemies but as brothers (2 Thess 3:15). While James could have spoken about
disciplinary measures as a way to maintain the health of the community, instead of doing
so or condemning the erring, James encourages the audience to recover them,
highlighting the value and benefit of the restorative actions (5:20). For James, the
enemies are the world (1 :27; 4:4) and the oppressing rich (2:6; 5: 1-6); Jesus is "our Lord"
(2:1) and "we" must take care of the siblings.
Now, our reading of the final part of James (5:12-20) has discovered a consistent
pattern: instead of taking an oath to enhance the validity of his message, James suggests
that the audience should always speak truthfully; instead of expressing his care for their

Ibid., 189 n. 12.
Paul says that the Romans should tum away from those who do not follow
"what you have learned" presumably from Paul because they are servants not of "our
Lord Christ but oftheir own appetites" (Rom 16:17-18; cf. James 2:1; 4:1). The author of
Titus says that the audience should have no business with those causing divisions after
having given them admonition twice (Titus 3:9-11). The author of 1 John speaks of those
who commit mortal sins, for whom the audience are not to pray (1 John 5:16). "Peter"
warns the audience not to be led astray by ''the lawless" who misinterpret and distort
Paul's letters (2 Peter 3:15-17). The author of Jude does say that the recipients should
have mercy on those wavering; yet, he aiso speaks of certain "worldly people, devoid of
the Spirit, who are causing divisions" (Jude 19, 22).
235
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suffering or joy, James tells them that in times of suffering and joy they should relate to
God who is the true friend and benefactor; instead of offering a health wish, James
teaches that they should pray for one another; rather than speaking of his hope to meet
with them in person, James exhorts them to bring back anyone who has gone astray.
James never expresses directly his oath, wish, prayer, or expectation of meeting. The
audience must take care of themselves to achieve their own well-being.
How unusual is this pattern? Individual imperatives such as the prohibition of
oaths reverse epistolary conventions. Yet, on a higher level, the pattern of giving an
imperative especially to take care of oneself (=the recipient) is quite conventional. John
White traces changes of such an injunction at the letter closing: the imperative to take
care of the recipient's "body" (O"W!Lct) usually appeared during the earlier Ptolemaic
period, which was replaced by "yourself' (the second person reflexive pronoun) in the
later Ptolemaic and the early Roman periods. To this the phrase "for the rest" (rra 0' aAA.a)
was often added from the late second century up to the mid-first century CE to form "for
the rest, take care of yourself to stay well" or "for the rest, favor me by taking care of
yourself to stay well." From the latter half of the first century through the third the prayer
form appeared in conjunction with the final expressions of farewell: "I pray [or, wish]
that you are well" (Epp&i0"9al O"E EUXO~-ta! [or, ~ouA.o~-tat]). 237 According to these
observations by White, the imperatival form even predates the pray~r form. However,
this is not to be taken as an absolute rule. For instance, an example we saw, in which the

237

White, Light.from Ancient Letters, 202.
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health formula appears in the prayer form (Eyw OE EUI(O~-ta.t. .. O'E uyta.tVEtV), dates from 25655 BCE. 238 White's observations help us reason that, when "James" was writing in the
middle or late first century CE, both the imperative and the prayer form would have been
available options.239
What is the point of taking the imperative option? In expressing his own concern
and care for the audience, James not only adopts the imperative mode but also uses it, in
my estimation, to maintain the didactic mode of self-representation. In general, letter
writing was an effective means ofteaching, 240 and the use of imperatives is a major way
to set up the didactic mode. 241 As mentioned above, James insinuates that he is a teacher.

See footnote 233 of the present study. A letter from about 25 CE also has the
prayer form at the end of the letter body: "Above all I pray that you may have health and
fare most excellently, Unharmed by enchantment" (npb of: 't'av't'wv uyta.<f>vEtv O'E Eux[o~-ta.t
&~a.crxanw~ 't'a aptO"t'a. npa't"t'wv, POxy II 292=White 79.11-13).
239 In addition, we learn that it is no wonder that James exhorts the audience to
take care of the body of the sick amongst them, and by extension take care of the church
"body" (cf. EXXAYJO'ta.~ in 5:14). One member's sickness would affect other members as
his or her "friends" because friends share concerns. Hence, the representatives of the
community (''the elders of the church," 5:14) attend that member's physical sickness. The
primary concern of the final part (5:12-20) is indeed securing the community's wellbeing encompassing both physical and spiritual dimensions. Confessing sins to one
another and restoring those who have gone astray from the truth relate to the spiritual
dimension. While Kok suggests that James 5:13-18 deal with the spiritual health of the
community rather than the physical (Kok, "A Comparison between James and
Philodemus," 6), there is no reason to view the spiritual and the physical as alternatives.
240 Abraham J. Malherbe, Moral Exhortation: A Greco-Roman Sourcebook
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986), 79-80.
241 Cf. Bauckham, James, 40-41; P. J. Hartin, "'Who Is Wise and Understanding
among You?' (James 3:13): An Analysis of Wisdom, Eschatology, and Apocalypticism
in the Letter of James," in Conflicted Boundaries in Wisdom and Apocalypticism, eds.
Lawrence M. Wills and B. G. Wright (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2005), 15152; A. D. Morrison, "Didacticism and Epistolarity in Horace's Epistles 1," in Ancient
238
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The very first sentence of the letter body is in the form of imperative (TCCicrav xapav
~y~cracr6e,

1:2). Second or third person imperatives are employed throughout the letter for

about fifty times. James teaches the addressee to the very last sentence of the letter: "you
should know'' (ytvwcrxirrw, 5:20; lit. "let him know").
Furthermore, the way the author crafts the ending well serves the goal and
contents of his teaching. The ultimate goal of the Letter of James is that the audience
practice wisdom by doing or avoiding certain conduct in view of the apocalyptic advent
of the judge. In the first place the recipients are told to ask God for wisdom in the correct
way (1 :6; 4:2-3}---ifthey currently lack it, and it seems they do-and practice friendship
with God and fellow siblings. James in the fmal section tells the audience what to do, and
it is solely their responsibility to put it into practice to accomplish their own well-being.
Consequently, to borrow from a Q saying, wisdom is justified by its works (Matt 11: 19;
Luke 7:35; Q 7:35).

3.4. The Didactic Persona of James and Epistolarity
Brief comparisons with other Christian letters make it clear that James is practicing his
teaching rather than just saying it. Unlike the "Paul" of Ephesians who at the end of the
letter wishes that "peace," "love with faith," and the "grace" of God be to the "brothers"
(Eph 6:23), James teaches his audience how faith is enacted through actions in friendship,

Letters: Classical and Late Antique Epistolography, eds. Ruth Morello and A. D.
Morrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 107-13.
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how they bring down the grace of God through prayer, and how they accomplish wellbeing. The "Paul" of 2 Thessalonians says, "I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand.
This is the mark in every letter of mine; it is the way I write" (2 Thess 3: 17; cf. 1 Cor

16:21). But James does not say such things. Since James has already said he is James
(1: 1), additional remarks to enhance the claim would downplay his teaching that one only
has to say yes to mean yes (5:12). Probably like God who gives wisdom simply and
generously (chrP.ws, 1:5f42 as a gift (o6o-ts and a-WPYJ!la, 1: 17), James shares wisdom with
the recipients without asking for a return in any form including prayer. Paul says,
"Brothers, pray for us" (Phil 5:25),243 as he prays for them (Phil 1:2; 3: 10). As the "Paul"
of Ephesians offers prayers to the recipients (Eph 1:16, 17; 3: 13, 16, 18), he exhorts them
to pray not only for "all the saints" but also for Paul (Eph 6:18-20). Examples such as
these can be easily multiplied.
It is fair to say that the epistolarity we have discovered in the ending of James is

an extended kind, for such epistolarity can exist only when typical forms of epistolary
conventions are already set up. Yet, the view that the Letter of James lacks an epistolary
close is unwarranted. Nor is it enough to say that the ending of the Letter is acceptable
because some letters simply "stop" without a conventional formula, 244 for the ending of
the Letter has a cluster of epistolary topoi and formulae. Of course, a Christian author
may choose to employ typical expressions, as 3 John does: it offers in the proem a health

Both "simply" and "generously" are meanings of the word cbrP.ws.
My translation, because, curiously, the NRSV translates 'AoEA<flo[ as "beloved."
244 Cf. Francis, "Form and Function," 125.
242
243

77

------------

~-

wish using the typical verb EU;(OfLat (3 John 2), expresses towards the end the hope to
meet with the addressee (3 John 13-14), and finally wishes them peace (3 John 15). 245
But within the New Testament 3 John is a rare example in terms of the degree to which it
follows stock expressions of letter writing, 246 which means that a more common choice
among early Christian letter writers was to adapt typical expressions for their pastoral and
theological purposes. The Letter of James is no exception. On the one hand, as
McCartney notes, James is the only letter in the New Testament that begins with the
conventional xafpEtv (1 :1).247 On the other hand, the epistolarity of the ending of the
Letter is rather unconventional. Yet, it still is faithful to the definition of epistolarity in
that it centers upon friendship and conveys the presence of the James whose didactic
character has been constructed within the letter.

245

For more details, see Klauck, Ancient Letters, 27-41.
As mentioned above (footnote 226 of the present paper), the verb
EUXOf.LCXL used in 3 John 2 is typical in letter writing but rarely found in the New
Testament.
247 Except the two embedded letters in Acts (15:23; 23:26). McCartney,
James, 40.
246

78

EXCURSUS: DOUBLE-FACED JAMES AND ABSENT CHRISTIANITY?

Critiquing Manabu Tsuji's argument that the Letter of James was written for early
Christians, John Kloppenborg has asserted that that James and Jesus are barely present in
the letter:
[I]t remains quite unclear why a letter intended to be read by members of the
Jesus movement only would be so circumspect in elaborating Jesus' ethos. One
would rather expect it to make more of the special authority of James, to appeal to
the agency of Christ in conferring the benefits of which the letter speaks, and to
invoke Christ explicitly, along with Abraham, Rahab, Elijah, and Job as models
for emulation. 248
Allison has spoken of"the silences of James," namely, the lack of"Christian" elements
including the death, crucifixion, or resurrection of Jesus, the Lord's Supper, baptism, the
Holy Spirit, or the fulfillment ofprophecy. 249 As Allison notes, similar opinions have
been expressed by a number of scholars since Martin Luther. 250 This excursus argues
against the interrelated views that James is "Jewish" as opposed "Christian" and that
James and Jesus are hardly present in the Letter.
In response to Allison and Kloppenborg, first, I underscore again that an
epistolary persona is constructed by both the text and the readers: the presence of the
"author" is not something a letter has to prove; the presence of James becomes a reality

Kloppenborg, "Diaspora Discourse," 269, emphasis in the original.
"The Silences of James" is a section heading in Allison, "Fiction of James,"
555; same points in idem, James, 34-36. Kloppenborg repeats Allison: "James fails to
invoke specifically Christian beliefs and practices where one might otherwise expect it,"
by these Christian elements Kloppenborg means mentions of Jesus's death and
resurrection, Jesus's agency in the pardoning of sins, baptism, and the Lord's Supper
(Kloppenborg, "Diaspora Discourse," 251).
250 Allison, "Fiction of James," 555.
248
249
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once the readers accept the text as a letter from James. Engendering the presence of the
claimed author is the very reason to write a pseudonymous letter. Also, as noted above, if
James is speaking frankly, he does not have to try hard to prove his identity. In fact, for
example, the names Jeremiah, Baruch, Barnabas never appear within the letters written
under their names. 251 Claiming the names of notable figures itself is using their special
authority. Things are not quite different in the pseudonymous letters under philosophers'
names. For instance, a letter ofDiogenes to Krates addresses a philosophical concern that
fits the profile ofDiogenes (Diogenes realizes that he does not need to carry a cup upon
seeing someone drinking water from a spring with hands) and expresses friendship ("I
don't want to know anything about Virtue without your knowing it too"). 252 Thus,
presenting what that author might write is what a pseudonymous letter does.
Second, as also noted above, the epistolary persona that the author seeks to
construct under the name James is first and foremost his being a servant of Jesus as well
of God. If James~as Kloppenborg argues, "cannot appeal to the privileged relationship in
order to sustain his ethos"253 in consideration of his Judean readers who were not
followers of Jesus, why would he introduce himself as a servant of Jesus calling him
"Lord" and "Christ" (1: 1) at the outset? James also addresses Jesus as "our glorious Lord

The name Jeremiah appears only in the introductory remark: "A copy
of a letter that Jeremiah sent" (Epistle of Jeremiah 1.1 ), which sets up the
epistolary situation. Same goes with the Letter of Baruch (2 Baruch 78.1-2). The
Letter of Barnabas even lacks such an introduction.
252 Translation from Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 103.
253 Kloppenborg, "Diaspora Discourse," 265.
251

80

Jesus Christ" (2:1).254 When Josephus mentions "the brother of Jesus, who was called
Christ, whose name was James,"255 he is simply identifying who this James is. James as
the "author" of our letter could have referred to himself similarly but he did not.
Third, as is well known, there are many allusions in the Letter to the Jesus
tradition. 256 I consider it plausible that James is employing, as Kloppenborg argues, the
rhetorical technique of aemulatio, ''the paraphrase and re-presentation of commonly
known texts in such a way that is apt to the argument at hand, 'beautiful' in its
deployment, and at the same time subtly call on the authority of the predecessor."257 In so
doing, "the author aligns himself or herself with the ethos ofthe original speaker. On the
other hand, it assumes that the audience will appreciate the artistry of paraphrase and
application of the old maxim to a new rhetorical situation."258
Nevertheless, due to the purported lack of"Christian" elements in the Letter,
Kloppenborg insists that, while the Letter was written for Judeans in general, the
emulations of Jesus were meant to be recognized only by Christian Judeans. 259 Yet,
combining my second and third points, I wonder, if the explicit self-designation as a
servant of Jesus and the possibly twenty-six allusions to the Jesus tradition in all over the
See the present study's footnote 195 for my argument against that of
Allison and Kloppenborg that ~!LWV 'bJo-oiJ XptCT't'OU in 2:1 is an interpolation.
255 Ant. 20.200. Cf. Painter's discussion of the passages about James in Josephus
in his Just James, 133-41; here Painter argues against those who question the authenticity
of those passages; there is no textual evidence, he argues, to question their authenticity.
256 Kloppenborg, "Diaspora Discourse," 266; more references in 218 n. 30.
257 Kloppenborg, "Emulation of the Jesus Tradition," 142.
258 Ibid, 141.
259 Kloppenborg, "Diaspora Discourse," 251-55, 266-67. Allison also argues that
James is written for both non-Christian and Christian Jews, with a dual purpose:
"edification for the former and clarification for the latter" (James, 48).
254
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letter that are supposed be recognized by the readers260 are not enough to be considered
"Christian," what would be.
Fourth, ifKloppenborg is right, our author is sending encrypted messages to
Christian readers throughout the letter, hiding the "Christian" origin of those sayings
from non-Christian readers. The author is, in Allison's words, "so Janus-faced" in order
that the Christian Jews who are part of the Letter's Sitz im Leben remain "faithful
members of the synagogue."261 Taking a Janus face is opposite of the ideal of friendship
and in particular frank speech. Friends share everything and pursue good things
together. 262 Dio Chrysostom states that one who speaks frankly does so "in plain terms
and without guile."263 Cicero relates, "For friendship is nothing else than an accord in all
things, human and divine [ ... ] What is sweeter than to have someone with whom you
may dare discuss anything as if you were communing with yourself?"264 In other words,

260

See the chart of possible parallels between the Letter and the Synoptic
tradition in P. J. Hartin, James and the Q Sayings ofJesus (Sheffield: JSOT Press,
1991), 141-42.
261 Both quotes from Allison, The Epistle ofJames, 48.
262 Seneca says that many "have lacked, not a friend, but a friendship,"
which "cannot possibly happen when souls are drawn together by identical
inclinations into an alliance ofhonourable desires," and that friends "have all
things in common" (omnia habere communia, Ep. 6.2-3 [Gummere, LCL]).
263 x.aeapw~ x.al &o6A.w~ 7rappl')crta'6!Levov: Dio Chrysostom, Alex. 32.11
(Cohoon and Crosby, LCL).
264 Est enim amicitia nihil aliud nisi omnium divinarum humanarumque
rerum[ ... ] Quid dulcius quam habere quicum omnia audeas sic loqui ut tecum?:
Cicero, De Amicitia 6.20, 22 (Falconer, LCL). Mitchell refers to the second
sentence in this quotation ("Quid dulcius ... ") as he mentions Klauck's finding of
friendship topos in John 15:15. See, Alan C. Mitchell, "'Greet the Friends by
Name': New Testament Evidence for the Greco-Roman Topos on Friendship," in
Greco-Roman Perspectives on Friendship, ed. John T. Fitzgerald (Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1997), 259.
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"friends have no secrets from one another." 265 The author as James is speaking plainly
through aemulatio because the assumption is that the references and the reapplications
would be plain to the audience. That is, James speaks to those who would catch the

aemulatio. 266
Fifth, the argument of Allison and Kloppenborg stands on two precarious
assumptions: the first is that elements that Christianity does not share with Judaism are
distinctively Christian, and these elements make Christianity Christian; the second is that
a Christian writer would naturally speak of those distinctively Christian things in every
letter. 267
Allison, for instance, wonders "why James can mention the forgiveness of sins
(5 .15) and yet say nothing about Jesus' atoning death. " 268 Note that the authors ofthe
Synoptic Gospels only appeal to God and fail to add Jesus's agency in the pardoning of
sins: "forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors" (Matt 6: 12; cf. Luke
11 :4; Mark 11 :25). Ifthe Lord's Prayer goes back to Jesus, even Jesus fails to emphasize
the significance of his death in relation to canceling the debts. Are Jesus and those
evangelists failing to be "Christian"? They are indeed failing,

if Christianity is to be

defined by those distinctively "Christian" elements. The dichotomy between Judaism and
Christianity that Allison and Kloppenborg assume is false. We need to be careful about

Ibid. This is Mitchell's restatement ofKlauck's view.
That the ethos of Jesus is continually evoked in the Letter also invalidates
Allison's assertion that the Letter is scarcely Christian due to the scarcity ofthe
invocation of Jesus (Allison, The Epistle ofJames, 35-36).
267 Cf. Allison, "Fiction of James," 558.
268 Allison, The Epistle ofJames, 35.
265
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using the term "Christian" at all, because the author of the Letter does not think that the
ways have parted.
Let us take an example from Paul: Philemon. It is unsurprising that Paul's letter to
a beloved one ('ref} ayct7t'))'rcfl, Phlm 1) is filled with friendship topoi and that Christian
brotherhood makes up the core ofhis persuasion strategy (Phlm 16). Onesimus's
assuming of a new identity as a brother probably alludes to baptism, although baptism is
not mentioned. Besides this Paul is silent on those distinctively Christian elements that
Allison and Kloppenborg expect to find. Paul's silences simply mean that he did not need
to talk about them in this letter.269
In fact, Allison has considered whether Allison himself is failing ''to reckon
seriously with the diversity of early Christianity."270 An important reason that he rejects
this possibility pertains to the similarities between James 1:2-4 and Romans 5:3-5, in both
of which {mo!Lov~, Xct't"Epya~ov!Lat, and ooxf!Ltov (ooxt!L~ in Rom 5:4) are discussed

Examples such as this can be multiplied. A fourth-century letter of
Jerome to Florentius has nothing of those distinctively Christian things; the only
Christian sentence is that "my earnest prayer is that our infant friendship, firmly
cemented as it is in Christ, may never be rent asunder by time or distance"
(Stowers, Letter Writing, 69). Here the emphasis falls on the epistolary topos to
meet the recipient even when Christ is invoked. Basil's letter to Jovinus does not
have the Christian greetings, prayers, or salutations, as Stowers notices: it just
starts the letter body in which none of those Christian things is found (ibid., 67).
The only Christian and theological element in a fourth-century letter from Kopres
to his sister Sarapias, although this letter addresses a persecution of Christians, is
the addition of7rctpa 'rw.xupf(w) B(E)w to the health wish: "I pray for your good
health before the Lor(d) G(o)d" (POxy 2601; Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 5255; see the commentary in 201-2). According to Trapp, the number "99" on the
reverse side of this letter is a "Christian code for 'amen' by isopsephy" (ibid.,
202).
270 Allison, "Fiction of James," 557.
269
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together; yet only James has "no Christological element and no Holy Spirit" (cf. Rom 5:1,
5); Allison and Kloppenborg seem to take this purported "lack" as definitive evidence for
James's non-Christian nature. 271
We know that the joint discussions of testing and endurance are not exclusive to
those two passages at all. Ben Sira, for example, says that the fear of the Lord makes one
joyous (Sir 1: 12) and that one who comes to serve the Lord should be prepared for testing

(rrEtpacr!l6v, Sir 2:1) and be steadfast (xap-rEpYJcrov, Sir 2:2). 272 "Jewish" wisdom such as
this is part of James's "Christianity," not any less than the claim that Jesus is our Lord
and Christ is (2: 1) because for him the ways have never parted.
Moreover, ifwe believe scholars including Hartin and Kloppenborg, James 1:2 is
an allusion to a Q saying (Q 6:22-23). 273 It is not readily clear to me why talking about
Jesus would be more "Christian" than referring to Jesus's own sayings. My point is not
that the author of our letter would have identified himself as a Christian. Clearly, the
author and the Letter are Jewish. If one regards as Jewish the Apocalypse of John274
which Martin Luther did not favor either due to the purported lack of "Christian"
teaching, one would call the Letter of James Jewish-rightly so. If one choose to apply
the label "Christian" to any other writings in the "Christian" Testament including Paul's
letters, it must also be applied to the Letter of James.

Ibid., 558-59 (quote from 559); Kloppenborg, "Diaspora Discourse," 252.
Cf. Davids, The Epistle ofJames, 67; Kloppenborg, "Reception of the Jesus
Tradition," 89.
273 Cf. Matt 5:11-12; Luke 6:22-23. See, Hartin, James and the Q Sayings, 158-61;
Kloppenborg, "Reception of the Jesus Tradition," 89-92.
274 Cf. John W. Marshall, Parables of War: Reading John's Jewish Apocalypse
(Waterloo, Canada: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2001).
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CONCLUSION
Epistolarity is a relational quality, constructed through the communication process from
the (inferred) author to the readers. Expressions of epistolarity vary, although ancient
epistolary theorists would like to limit them with a set of "epistolary" constraints. Just as
philosophers may choose to write letters in ways which represent their philosophical
character, so may Christian writers present the pastoral, theological, or administrative
aspect of their "self." At the closing of his letter "James" reshapes a cluster of epistolary
formulae and topoi in accordance with his didactic character which has been constructed
within the Letter. This reshaping of the formulae and topoi epitomizes James's way of
promoting friendship, which was considered generally the heart of epistolarity. Hence,
epistolarity does characterize the Letter.
As suggested in the introduction, there still is much to be done in regard to the
epistolarity of the Letter, and the study ofthe Letter's epistolarity has potentials to
contribute to the study of the Letter. This study has clarified the functions of an epistolary
persona as an agent that holds up the contents of the letter. One might also relate this
study's argument to the issue of the Letter's redaction. The prescript is not the only
epistolary element in the Letter. Having demonstrated the intertwining of the Letter's
general teaching and the reshaping of the epistolary formulae and topoi at the closing,
this study calls for more coherent and holistic readings of the Letter. Although this
study's observations do not and cannot categorically exclude the possibility of the
redaction of the Letter, arguments for redaction should be made with more caution,
especially when textual evidence for redaction is, as far as this author is aware, absent.
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The excursus of this study has touched upon the issue of the Letter's "Jewishness."
There is nothing wrong with the claim that the Letter is Jewish. It is Jewish. Yet, the
longstanding view ofthe Letter as Jewish as opposed to Christian must be abandoned.
We are encouraged to explore the variety of the late Second Temple Judaism and its
subsequent trajectories which includes ones that affirm that Jesus is Christ.
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