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Taking these three books together is a consequence of the vagaries of the 
Lectionary, but it is a felicitous accident. Although there are four Gospels 
there is no Year D; there is no ‘Year of John’. Sections of John are set each 
year in Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent and Easter. Perhaps because of 
the shortness of Mark, there is a greater concentration on John in Year B 
than in Years A or C. Readings from the Catholic Epistles set for Year B 
feature 1 John and James with little or no attention to the other five Catholic 
Epistles (1 and 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John and Jude). 1 John and 1 Peter quickly 
found acceptance in the second century but the other five struggled for 
recognition because they lacked early attestation. Eusebius provides the 
first known reference to the ‘Catholic Epistles’ corpus circa 320 ce1, but 
not until the 39th Paschal Letter of Athanasius in 367 ce is there evidence 
of the acceptance of that corpus as part of the New Testament. The Greek 
manuscript tradition, in agreement with Athanasius, lists them in their 
canonical order (James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2, and 3 John, and Jude) but positions 
them following the Gospels and Acts and before the Epistles of Paul. This 
remains the order of the Orthodox Canon. This important sub-canonical 
collection comes from the leading figures of the Jerusalem Church. The first 
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six are apparently from persons Paul describes as the three pillars of the 
Jerusalem Church (Galatians 2:9): James (the brother of the Lord), Cephas 
(Peter), and John. Modern Western readers may be surprised to find James 
taking precedence over Peter. Times have changed.

Preaching from…
Preaching is an individual expression involving the reception of Scripture 
illuminated by Christian tradition, which also stands under Scripture. The 
experience of the preacher also illuminates Scripture and relates the message 
to the situation of the community or congregation. The message is incar-
nated in life and preaching and is addressed to the congregation. Christian 
preaching is shaped by the canon. It often goes unnoticed that there was 
no attempt to add to existing (that is, Old Testament) Scripture in a single 
canon. Instead, a separate New Testament canon was set alongside the 
Old (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.25.1–7). The foundation of the New is ‘the holy 
tetrad of the Gospels’. The separation of the two parts expresses the differ-
ence made by Jesus, and that is confirmed by the foundational role of the 
Gospels in the New Testament and the traditional practice of our standing 
for the reading of the Gospel.

Though the recognition and naming of the Gospels is ancient, there 
has been a reaction against recognising a ‘gospel genre’ in favour of treating 
the Gospels as biographies. This is now generally qualified by identifying 
the Gospels as ancient biographies. Alternatively, the ‘gospel genre’ might 
be said to involve biographical elements, an approach having the advantage 
of honouring the ancient recognition of the Gospels. The ‘gospel genre’ is 
broader than the four canonical Gospels. It includes a range of early Christian 
gospels. The wider the range, the more it becomes apparent that genres are 
a collection of works with individual differences. Genre is a descriptive tool 
to aid understanding, not an interpretative key imposed on individual texts. 
Study of works belonging to a genre enables us to develop categories to 
relate individual works to other similar works so that they illuminate each 
other, at least in a limited way. The canonical Gospels stand apart from the 
rest, and even they have individual differences. Matthew, Mark and Luke 
share much common tradition, which is expressed in exactly the same or 
in very similar words. John stands apart from them in many obvious ways. 
It shares little common tradition with them and when it does, it tends to 
use tradition quite differently. In the process of composition, tradition was 
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transmitted in the life and witness of believing communities, a process that 
helped to shape the individual units of tradition as well as the structure of 
the Gospels. Nevertheless, the tradition of the Church attributes each of 
the Gospels to an individual author and in my view the individual character 
of each of the Gospels supports this conclusion. There is some variability 
about the manuscript order of the Gospels,2 but the evidence that John is 
chronologically ‘Last of all…’ is unchallenged in early tradition.3

Though Mark is probably the first and John the last of the four Gospels, 
in many ways they are more like each other than either of the other two. 
They are more dramatic and focus more on the good news of the mission 
and achievement of Jesus than on the details of the ethical teaching of Jesus 
that we find in Matthew and Luke. John and Mark also agree in commencing 
their Gospels with the witness of John.4 According to Mark 1:14–15,

After the arrest of John, Jesus came into Galilee preaching 
the gospel of God and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled and 
the kingdom of God has drawn near; repent and believe 
in the gospel’.

Jesus announced a new phase in the work of God in the world. Christian 
preaching involves bringing the understanding of God revealed in Jesus 
into relation with the issues addressed in the sermon. It is true that this 
understanding has deep roots in the Old Scriptures but the balance that 
this finds in Jesus is distinctive and new. Consequently the importance for 
Christian preaching of the understanding of God in relation to human life 
in the world that we find in John, 1 John, and James is our focus.

At first glance it may seem that James stands somewhat apart from John 
and 1 John because they use a common vocabulary and Christocentric way 
of speaking/writing, quite different from James from which Christology is 
virtually absent. James remains close to the language and perspective of 
the Synoptic Jesus but expresses, in different language, views closely akin 
to the Johannine perspective.

The Prologue as an hermeneutical key to John
There is good reason to think that John may have been shaped initially 
without the Prologue. That would account for the rather awkward threefold 
introduction of John (the Baptist) in John 1:6–8, 15, 19 and following verses, 
and the way his words of witness in 1:15 are twice repeated in 1:27 and 1:30. 
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Both 1:15 and 1:30 refer back to 1:27 where the saying first occurs. In 1:15 ‘the 
Baptist’ introduces the saying, ‘This was he of whom I said …’. This is unlike 
1:30 where the Baptist says, ‘This is he concerning whom I said…’. 1:15 uses 
the imperfect ‘was’, implying that the saying in the Prologue looks back on 
the completed life of Jesus, a perspective also apparent in 1:18 which depicts 
‘the only begotten God in (returned to) the bosom of the Father’.

Without the Prologue the reader would begin very much in the position 
of characters in the story, though the evangelist/narrator progressively 
provides clues to the reader by introducing an end of story perspective 
(see John 2:22; 12:16). Indeed we may suspect that in John the discourses of 
Jesus bear the evangelist’s interpretative insights. For example, where in the 
dialogue with Nicodemus (3:1–21) does Jesus cease to speak to Nicodemus 
and address the reader directly, thus taking on the role of the narrator? 
Somewhere between 3:11 and 3:21 Nicodemus seems to vanish, to appear 
again in subsequent episodes (7:50–51; 19:38–42). The Prologue addresses 
the reader directly, giving a privileged view from the beginning. This may 
have been a late move, but it was a masterstroke.

The opening words of John 1:1 are ‘In the beginning…’, in Greek just 
two words (e0n a0rxh|=), and one in Hebrew (ty#$)rb). But this is enough to 
echo the opening of the foundational God story of Genesis 1. If there was 
any doubt, identification of an allusion to Genesis 1 is confirmed in John 
1:3 that refers to the creation of ‘all things’. Genesis immediately narrates 
God’s act of creation (‘In the beginning God created’), but John (1:1–2) first 
clarifies the status and relation of the Lo/goj (Logos/Word) to God before 
narrating God’s work of creation through the agency of the Lo/goj in 1:3. This 
modification of the Genesis God story signals that the Gospel’s account of 
the Jesus story is the means of modification and John 1:14 explicitly connects 
the creation story and the Jesus story.

The Genesis narrative, which is marked by the repetition, ‘And God 
said… and it was so’ (Genesis 1:3, 7, 9, 11, 15, 24) underlies John’s use of Lo/

goj. In this John follows the Psalmist, ‘By the word of the Lord were the 
heavens made’ (Psalm 33:6).5 John was not the first to do so. Philo, an older 
Jewish contemporary of John, also makes significant use of the creative-
prophetic Lo/goj motif, and builds on the personified motif of Wisdom in 
the Jewish Wisdom Literature as John does.6 Unlike John, Philo is overtly 
dependent on the middle Platonic (Stoic-Platonic) philosophical use of Lo/

goj. Both Philo and John chose to use Lo/goj rather than Wisdom (Sofi/a). 
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The main reason for this was the interpretation of the Genesis creation story 
in terms of the Word of the Lord and the relevance of the prophetic Word 
of God tradition (Isaiah 55:10–11). There might also have been suspicion 
of some of the then contemporary developments in the Wisdom tradition. 
But John was original in identifying the divine Lo/goj with a human person 
(John 1:14). John’s story of Jesus refocuses the God story.

In Genesis the marked repetition of ‘and God said’ is matched by the 
repetition of ‘and God saw that it was good’ (tōb [bw+], 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 
25), and at the end God saw that it was all ‘very good’ (1:31). If in Genesis 
God pronounces the creation in its parts to be good and as a whole to be 
‘very good,’ the Psalmist gives thanks to the Lord for God is good. In all 
instances the Hebrew is bw+, but the rich meaning of this word is translated 
variously in the LXX, as kalo/j in Genesis 1 of the creation, and of God’s 
name in Psalm 135[134]:3; 7 as a0gaqo/j in Psalms 118[117]:1; 135[134]:3, and as 
xrhsto/j in Psalms 34:8[33]9; 106[105]:1; 107[106]:1; and 136[135]:1 with the 
refrain throughout, ‘because his mercy (e1leoj dsx) is for ever.’ In some later 
texts in the LXX dsx is translated by xa/rij. The specific relevance of this 
translation becomes apparent at the end of the Prologue (1:14, 17), where 
reference to ‘grace and truth’ reflects the influence of tm)w dsx.8 Outside 
the Prologue xa/rij is not used in John, but seems to be replaced by refer-
ence to the love of God. John 3:16 is a key text. Some scholars wrongly play 
down the importance of this text for the Gospel as a whole. They fail to note 
that this text provides a descriptive definition of the love of God. ‘For in this 
way (Ou3twj ga\r) God loved the world, he gave…’ (compare 1 John 4:9, 10, 
14; and 2:2). God’s love is generous, expressed in giving, to save the world 
in a way comparable to the vision of creation as the gift of God’s goodness 
understood as grace or love in Genesis and the Psalms.

Narration of the creation of all things without exception by God through 
the agency of the Lo/goj of God paves the way for the announcement that 
the life of the Lo/goj was the light of all people (John 1:4). Genesis also 
speaks of light and darkness but in terms of the balance of night and day. 
John introduces a leading motif, which reveals a surprising aspect of the 
nature of the ‘world’ created by God. So far John has not used ko/smoj, but 
has spoken of the creation of ‘all things’ in 1:3. When ko/smoj is first used in 
1:10 to affirm the presence of the Lo/goj in the world, reference to creation 
is repeated using ko/smoj instead of ‘all things’, because the focus is the 
failure of the ‘world’ to know/recognise the Lo/goj. This consequence was 
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already implied by 1:5, ‘the light [of the Lo/goj] shines in the darkness, and 
the darkness did not overwhelm it (au0to\ ou0 kate/laben)’. In 12:35–36 Jesus 
warns, ‘walk as you have the light, that the darkness may not overwhelm 
(katala/bh|) you; …as you have the light, believe in the light, that you may be 
children [sons] of light’. Although the light of the eternal Lo/goj is imperish-
able (1:5),9 would-be followers can be overwhelmed by the darkness.

The mystery of God
The mystery of God is implicit from the opening of the Prologue which begins 
to unfold the mystery of the love of God, first in the relationship between 
the divine Lo/goj and God, then in creation, and finally in the incarnation 
and its consequences. The first is an expression of the mystery that is the 
source of the theology of the Trinity and finds expression in the mystery of 
the incarnation. In the discourses of Jesus in John’s Gospel, the Father-Son 
relationship is a central theme in which Jesus makes recurring references to 
‘the Father who sent me’ (o9 pe/myaj me path\r).10 The mission of the Son is 
an expression of God’s love for the world (3:16). The purpose of Jesus is to 
make the Father known so that, in John, Christocentric is Theocentric (17:3). 
Through the mystery of the incarnation the mission of the Son is extended to 
the disciples down through the ages, so that the world may come to believe 
and to know the mission of Jesus and the love of God for the world (John 
17:21, 23). The mystery is inherent, intrinsic, because ‘no one has ever seen 
God’ (1:18 and see 1 John 4:12, 20). Although Jesus has made God known 
in the incarnation, the mystery of God lies beyond human knowing. Part 
of the function of the theology of the Trinity is to affirm the revelation of 
God without obscuring the mystery of God. Paradoxically this means that 
what is revealed remains mysterious and beyond straightforward explana-
tion: the mystery of the incarnation – Jesus human and divine; the mystery 
of the Trinity – God revealed and known and God beyond all knowledge.

The mystery of the world
The mystery of the world is also implied in the Prologue. It is bound up with 
the mystery of God. As the creation of God through the Lo/goj of God, the 
world is implicitly good. But the world is characterised by darkness that is 
incompatible with the light of the life of God (1:4–5 and see 3:19–21; 8:12; 
9:39; 12:35 and 12:46). The world, though it is God’s creation, is aggressively 
alien and violently opposed to God and God’s purpose. Nevertheless in and 
through the Lo/goj, the light of God’s love shines in the world, critically in 
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‘the Word made flesh’ for the life of the world (1:14 and see 3:16; 17:18, 21, 23, 
26 and 20:21), the gift of God’s generous love.

Structural outline of John in the light of 1:5: ‘The light shines in the darkness’
A structural outline of the Gospel of John in the light of 1:5 may be presented 
thus:

1:19–4:54 Coming to the light, the Quest for the Messiah.
5:1–12:50 Attack of the darkness, seeds of Rejection.
13:1–16:33 Preparation for mission, example (Jesus, 13:15); exit 

(Judas, 13:30); and promise (the Spirit, 14:16 and follow-
ing, 14:26; 15:26; 16:7).

17:1–26 ‘This is eternal life…’ The mission of Jesus continues 
through the power of Jesus’ prayer and his Word in the 
love and life of the believing community for the world.

18:1–19:42 Apparent victory of the darkness: But ‘the light shines’ 
(John 1:5)!

20:1–31 The imperishable Light and the continuing mission.
21:1–25 Epilogue: Gathering up loose ends.

1 John
A reader may expect 1 John, as one of the Catholic Epistles, to bear the 
marks of a letter or an epistle. But it lacks the essential address, greeting 
and farewell of a letter or epistle. 1 John 5:21 might have passed as a warning 
farewell had there been an appropriate opening. Irenaeus, one of the early 
users of 1 John, quotes from it and from 2 John as if from the same letter 
(see Adv. Haer 3.16.5, 8).11 This and the symbolic nature of the address of 2 
John suggest that it may have been attached to 1 John as a covering letter 
to a circle of house churches in the same region. 2 John is addressed by the 
elder ‘to the elect lady and her children’ and comes with greetings from ‘the 
children of your elect sister’ (1, 13). This use of a familial analogy by a leader 
of a house church in addressing a circle of house churches in the region 
makes sense of its attachment to 1 John which is more like a tract or sermon 
in response to a schism that has occurred affecting the home church of the 
elder (see 1 John 2:18–20; 4:1–6), and threatening associated house churches. 
If so, it was probably first used in the home church before being sent under 
cover of 2 John to other churches in the region that were also threatened 
by the disruption of the schism. In introducing 1 John, 2 John identifies the 
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two main issues dealt with there: the foundational commandment and Jesus 
Christ come in the flesh (2 John 5, 7), and also mentions a third related issue: 
the call to withhold hospitality from the schismatics (10, 11).

The schism determined the form of 1 John, which responds to the claims 
of the schismatics and their rejection of the central confession of faith. The 
elder was concerned to stem the tide of defections caused by the schism. 
Nevertheless 1 John is not addressed to the schismatics. It is addressed to 
those who remain faithful but have been traumatised and confused by the 
schism. Although former community members have become alienated 
opponents they probably left behind sympathisers within the community 
whom they now sought to draw out to join them. Therefore 1 John offers a 
critique of the position of the opponents. It identifies the rejection of the 
incarnation (‘Jesus Christ has come in the flesh’) as the root of the problem (1 
John 2:18–20; 4:1–6; 2 John 7, and see John 1:14). The denial that Jesus Christ 
has come in the flesh was at once a denial of the identity of Jesus the human, 
with Christ the divine, and the dismissal of the significance of the human 
life of Jesus as the exemplary pattern for the life of the believer (1 John 2:6).

1 John identifies seven claims made by the opponents that are either 
false in principle or falsified by a failure to live a life consistent with the 
claim in the light of the message (see 1:5; 3:11). Three claims are introduced 
by, ‘If we claim…’ (1 John 1:6, 8, 10), another three by, ‘The one who claims…’ 
(2:4, 6, 9) and one by, ‘If anyone claims…’ (1 John 4:20).

Though the claims are diverse, 1 John responds from a simple but 
profound theology, appealing indirectly at first (1:5–7) then more directly 
to the source and character of the love command (2:7–11; 3:11–18; 4:7–21). 
This process is signalled in the repetition of ‘this is the message we have 
heard…’. In the first instance it is ‘from him’ (1:5) and in the second it is ‘from 
the beginning’ (3:11).

God
‘This is the message [a0ggeli/a] that we have heard from him, God is light, 
in whom there is no darkness at all’ (1:5). The message of Jesus was focused 
on God (Mark 1:14–15) and in this form (1:5) goes back to the beginning 
(foundation) of the believing (Johannine) communities here addressed 
(3:11 and see 1:1). On the basis of this affirmation, 1 John asserts that the 
first claim, to have an intimate relationship (koinwni/a) with God, who is 
light, is falsified by ‘walking in the darkness’ (1:5–6). The principle is clear 
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but the symbolism of light and darkness remains undefined. One level of 
clarification comes after a detour through the issues of sin and keeping ‘his 
commandments’ in which the love of God is fulfilled and the example of 
Jesus followed (1:8–2:6). The second group of three claims, introduced by 
‘The one who claims…’, and the response of 1 John progressively moves to 
elucidate the symbolism of light and darkness. ‘The one who claims to know 
God but does not keep God’s commandments is a liar’, but the love of God 
is realised in the person who keeps them (2:4–5). The person who claims 
to abide in God ‘ought to walk as he (Jesus) walked’ (2:6), which seems to 
look back to the form of the new commandment, ‘love one another as I have 
loved you’ (John 13:34), which in turn builds on the exemplary service of 
Jesus (John 13:15) in washing his disciples’ feet.

This leads to the exposition of the ‘new commandment’ which paradoxi-
cally they have had from the beginning (2:7–8). In 1 John 1:1 the beginning 
of the Johannine communities is in view. In that sense, the ‘new command-
ment’ was already old at the time 1 John was written. The refutation of the 
third claim of the second group of claims (2:7–11 and see 2 John 5–6) echoes 
the language of ‘the new commandment’ from John 13:34, but it is not until 
3:11 that the form of that commandment is expressed as, ‘that we love one 
another’. The form of the command in 3:11 is exactly that of John 13:34 except 
in the Gospel the words are addressed by Jesus, ‘that you love one another’, 
but 1 John adopts the perspective of the reception of the words by those 
addressed, ‘that we love one another’. The reality of this commandment was 
realised in Jesus (‘in him’ and see ‘as I have loved you’ in John 13:34) and is 
being realised in the readers (‘in you’, plural) ‘because the darkness is passing 
away and the true light is already shining’ (2:8).

The coming of Jesus has brought about a process of transition, ‘the 
darkness is passing away and the true light is already shining’. The presence 
of the true light has not banished the darkness but neither has the darkness 
quenched the light (John 1:5). In 1 John 2:9–11 the third claim of the second 
series of claims is refuted. ‘The person who claims to be in the light but hates 
his brother [her sister] is in the darkness until now’ (2:9, 11). Alternatively, 
‘The person loving his brother [her sister] abides in the light, and there is 
no scandal (cause of stumbling) in him [her]’ (2:10). In this way it becomes 
clear that loving is associated with the light, and darkness is associated with 
hatred. If the true light is already shining, the light of God’s love is making 
itself felt in the darkness of the world.
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Thus the first expression of the foundational message that ‘God is light’ 
(1:5) already implies that ‘God is love’ (see 4:8, 16). But that conclusion only 
emerges explicitly following the second expression of the foundational 
message in 3:11–18.

The commandment ‘that we love one another’
‘This is the message [a0ggeli/a] that we have heard from the beginning, that 
[i3na] we should love one another’ (3:11). In a context that introduces the 
new commandment as the foundational message (see John 13:34 ‘that [i3na] 
you [plural] should love one another’), 1 John discusses Cain’s hatred and 
murder of his brother Abel. The influence of this archetypal story of hatred 
suggests the introduction of ‘brother’ into the Johannine form of the love 
command in 2:9–11; 3:16; 4:9. This story of hatred is made the more powerful 
by naming Cain and Abel as brothers and this has an impact on the issue 
of hatred in the Johannine communities. But the original language of the 
commandment is acknowledged and used in 3:11. Nevertheless love and hate 
require further clarification because murder is an extreme form of what is 
in mind as hatred or the failure to love.

The negative is not only defined actively as hatred and murder but also 
passively in 3:17–18. The person who has the means at his or her disposal 
and sees a brother or sister in need but shows no compassion fails to keep 
the foundational commandment and fails to know and live in the love of 
God (3:17). It is a coincidence of modern versification that, ‘In this we have 
come to know love, he (Jesus) gave himself for us; and we ought to give 
ourselves for the brothers [sisters]’ is found in 1 John 3:16. In this verse the 
nature of love is defined by the self-giving of Jesus in a way quite similar to 
John 3:16 which defines and describes God’s love for the world: ‘God loved 
the world in this way, he gave his unique Son…’. God’s love is generous, not 
selfish. In both John and 1 John love is defined in generous giving terms, 
not in terms of a trivial gift but in the depth of self-giving. 1 John 4:7–12, 
16b, 19–21 reveal that this love has its source in God and is revealed in the 
giving of God’s son. Generous human love also has its source in God: ‘we 
love because God first loved us’ (4:19).

It is surprising that the powerful exposition of God’s love for us does 
not lead to the expression of love for God in return. ‘In this is love, not that 
we have loved God, but that God loved us, and sent his Son…’ (4:10). What 
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response is called for here? ‘If God loved us in this way, we also should love 
one another (o0fei/lomen)’, and this is how God’s love is perfected in us (4:11–12).

In 1 John 3:23 God’s commandment is a singular yet double commandment, 
‘to believe in the name of God’s son Jesus Christ (the double human-divine 
name) and love one another as he (Jesus) gave us commandment’. These two 
are bound inseparably together. To believe in the one is to love the other. 
This exposition leads up to the response to the final boast or claim in 4:20,

If any one claims, ‘I love God’, and hates his/her brother/
sister, he/she is a liar; for the person not loving his/her 
brother/sister whom he/she has seen, is not able to love 
God whom he/she has not seen (see also 4:12).

In clear distinction from the twofold summary of the Law known in the 
Synoptics, where the call to love God completely is given first place, it is 
remarkable that in John and the Johannine Epistles there is no call to love 
God.12 The only expression of loving God is made in the claim in 4:20, 
apparently made by those who reject the confession of Jesus Christ come in 
the flesh. The dominant theme is God’s love for us, followed by the implicit 
obligation to love one another which is also expressed in the explicit com-
mandment. The generous and giving love of God descends from the Father 
through the Son to believers, in whose lives it abides, and who abide in that 
love, which is expressed in loving one another, brother or sister.

Do not love the world (1 John 2:15–17)
But there is a love that is not of God and is not generous but selfish and 
possessive. Concerning this love 1 John says, ‘Do not love the world, or the 
things of the world. If any one loves the world, the love of the Father is not 
in that person’ (2:15). Thus love of one another or the brother/sister is pitted 
against the love of the world. To some extent the nature of love is revealed by 
its object. But what are we to make of God’s love for the world in John 3:16?13 
There God’s love is given a descriptive definition as generous giving love: 
‘God loved the world in this way, he gave…’. But human love for the world 
is described differently in 1 John 2:15. It is selfish, grasping love, expressing 
‘the desire/lust [e0piqumi/a] of the flesh, and the desire/lust [e0piqumi/a] of the 
eyes, and ostentatious boastfulness of the possessions of life (2:16). Rudolf 
Bultmann notes that we humans use all means at our disposal to gain pos-
session of the world but in fact the world gets possession of us.14 Or, as 
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Paul expresses the matter, we allow the world to squeeze us into its mould 
(Romans 12:2). God’s generous love for the world seeks the transformation of 
the world to bring about God’s purpose in creation, but human love for the 
world is possessive and those who love the world in this way are deformed 
by it. To love the world in this way is, in the terms of John 3:19–21, to love 
the darkness rather than the light. This deformed love is destructive rather 
than healing and creative love. Love is corrupted by fleshly/carnal desire (h9 

e0piqumi/a th~j sarko\j) and the desire of the eyes, that is, to see it is to want 
it, and boastful arrogant pride in life’s possessions. This desire is the source 
of the consumer society in which ‘enough is never enough’. Such desire is 
insatiable and such desire is selfish and has no concern for the other. ‘It is 
not of the Father but is of the world’ (2:15–16). This Johannine critique is 
devastating but our modern world seeks to cloak the crass selfishness and 
exploitation underlying the market economy with a thin veneer of ‘charity’ 
and does nothing to deal with the massive problems underlying the abject 
poverty of the vast majority of the world’s human population. It is a critique, 
too, of the underlying greed that leads to the destruction of the earth itself 
through the destruction of habitat of other life forms, all of which have an 
impact on the earth’s capacity to sustain life.

James
James is the first of the Catholic Epistles. Like the second (1 Peter) it is 
addressed to the Diaspora. Whereas 1 Peter is to a region of the Diaspora 
in Asia Minor, James is addressed to the Twelve Tribes of the Diaspora, 
that is to Jews in the Diaspora from the figurehead of the Jewish Jerusalem 
Church. The coherence of the Epistle is not found in a continuous logical 
argument, but in a gallery of diverse word pictures or images that seem to 
hang together.15 Though James does not use the word, it has a strong view 
of the gracious generosity of God. James portrays life in the face of trials 
and temptations (see 1:5–7, 12–15) making generous use of the teaching of 
Jesus known in Matthew and Luke (Q and M). See the exhortation to ‘Ask!’ 
in James 1:5 and Matthew 7:7–11.

God and (peirasmo/i) trials and temptations

1. Trials (1:5–8). James exhorts the readers in times of trial to ask the 
gift-giving God, who ungrudgingly gives to all who ask, and God will 
give the gift of Wisdom.16 Indiscriminate giving marks the teaching of 
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Jesus about God, who causes the sun to shine and the rain to fall on just 
and unjust (Matthew 5:45). For James, ‘Every generous act of giving and 
every perfect gift are from above (from God)17, coming down from the 
Father of lights…’ (James 1:17 and see Genesis 1:3, 14–19; Psalm 136:7). 
Reference to the Father of lights roots these gifts in creation, coming 
from the Father of creation whose generosity of giving and perfection 
of gifts recall both God’s affirmation that all God made was good, very 
good (Genesis 1: 4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31) and the Psalmists’ affirmation of 
the goodness of the creator (Psalms 34:8; 106:1; 107:1; 118:1; 135:3; 136:1). 
Invariable generosity comes from God much in the way the Johannine 
tradition asserts that love is of God and describes it in terms of giving. 
God’s generosity does not exclude the possibility of trials, but promises 
wisdom as the way to negotiate them.

2. Desire, not God, is the source of temptation (1:12–17). James denies 
that God tempts anyone and affirms that God cannot be tempted with 
evil. The character of God excludes the possibility that God would tempt 
anyone to do evil or that God would succumb to the temptation to do evil 
(1:16–17). Rather, temptation has its origin in human desire (e0piqumi/a) 
which is the source of sin and death (1:14–15). It is the cause of murders, 
fighting and all kinds of dissension and wars because frustrated desire 
leads to violence in the attempt to get what is wanted at any cost. Desire 
is insatiable; it is the energy that powers the consumer society and for 
which ‘enough is never enough’. Here James takes a common stand with 
1 John 2:15–17 and Paul in Romans 7:7. Possessive-desire love is at odds 
with the generous love of the gift-giving God of James 1:16–17.

3. God and the world. The world is constituted by desire, upon which 
the values of the world are built. Consequently the wisdom of God is 
opposed to the wisdom of the world (3:13–18). Friendship with the 
world involves enmity with God and vice versa (4:1–10). The values 
of selfishness and indiscriminate generosity are incompatible. Just as 
God gives to all, so James calls on the readers not to show discrimina-
tion (2:1, 9) particularly by discriminating in favour of the rich at the 
expense of the poor.

4. God and the Poor (1:9–11; 2:1–12). ‘Has not God chosen the poor to 
be rich in faith and inheritors of the kingdom (of God)?’ (2:5). Jesus 
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said, ‘Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God’ (Luke 6:20 
and compare Matthew 5:3). We humans tend to pander to the rich and 
powerful in order to fulfil our desires. James is as scathing in his criti-
cism of such behaviour (2:1–12) as he is of the ruthless exploitation of 
the poor by the rich (5:1–6).

5. Faith and Works (1:19–25; 2:14–26). ‘Faith without works is useless’ 
(James 2:17, 20, 26, and see 1 John 3:17–18). James and 1 John each use 
a similar specific case to demonstrate their points, James to show that 
faith without action (works) on behalf of the brother or sister in desper-
ate need is useless (2:15–17) and 1 John 3:17–18 to show that the love of 
God is absent from the life of the person who has the means but fails to 
act for the brother or sister in desperate need. Though their conceptual 
frames are quite different, they are in close agreement in reality.

6. True Religion (1:26–27). The first chapter of James can be likened to an 
artist’s sketches from which more developed pictures will be painted in 
the following chapters. Thus 1:26–27 as the concluding sketch is both 
a conclusion and a bridge to the developments in chapters 2 to 5. Here 
James talks about religion and the religious person.18 ‘If anyone consid-
ers himself/herself to be religious and does not bridle his/her tongue 
but deceives his/her heart, this person’s religion is vain (ma/taioj)’. Vain 
religion is empty of meaning. It is no religion at all. James obviously 
takes the control of the tongue very seriously. To fail to control this small 
member of the body is to be out of control, because the tongue is like 
the rudder of a ship or the bit and bridle on a horse. With these small 
things ship and horse are controlled. James gives high place to speech 
ethics (3:1–12) and the first step is, ‘let every person be quick to hear, 
slow to speak, and slow to wrath’ (1:19). The power of words is often not 
considered by the rash speaker though there is often no calling back 
of rash words and their consequences once uttered. The uncontrolled/
unbridled tongue nullifies religion. But what authenticates religion? First, 
it is to visit the orphans and widows in their affliction. Orphans and 
widows were the most vulnerable of the poor in the world of the time 
of James including the Jewish world. To visit them obviously involves 
providing material aid to them. That is consistent with James’ view of 
faith and action. But there is a rider: ‘and to keep himself/herself unspot-
ted from the world’. There can be no friendship with the world which 
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compromises with wisdom of the world (3:13–18) driven by desire to 
possess the world, for the end of this is enmity with God (4:1–10). Life 
driven by selfish acquisitive goals is incompatible with the generosity 
of the gift-giving God.

Concluding remarks
Although James is somewhat distant from the conceptual world of John 
and 1 John, the first Catholic Epistle shares the theological vision found in 
these two distinctively Johannine writings. James belongs more to the con-
ceptual world of Jesus found in the tradition shared by Matthew and Luke 
(Q) and the distinctive tradition of Matthew (M). Nevertheless, these three 
writings share the vision of God whose generous giving love is the source 
of the bountiful creation and is to be recognised also in human generosity 
and giving of good things. Conversely the failure to show loving generosity 
in action in the face of desperate human need falsifies all claims to believe, 
know or love God. James and 1 John especially show how human love is so 
easily corrupted by desire to distort the generosity of God’s love into selfish, 
divisive, destructive love. Love driven by the desire to possess the world leads 
to the loss of self in the world (Matthew 16:26). In John this is expressed 
in terms of being overwhelmed by the darkness (12:35–36). The paradox 
assumed by all three writings is that, in the world created by the generous 
love of God, humans face trials and temptations (John 16:33). While many 
of the trials faced arise as a consequence of human desire impacting on 
others, and temptation arises directly from human desire, there is a residual 
complexity that is not explained. To be fair, none of these writings seeks 
explanations; rather they seek for the way to live faithfully in the face of 
trials and temptations. If the generous love of God is the mysterious reality 
underlying all creation, the world remains mysterious also and the struggle 
with the darkness and human desire remains to be won if God’s creation 
is to be made whole, completed, perfected. For this we need, above all, the 
wisdom that comes from God.
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Endnotes

1. Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea (Hist. eccl. 2.23.24–25 and see my Just James: 
The Brother of Jesus in History and Tradition, University of South Carolina 
Press, Columbia, 1997b, 2004, pp. 142 and 234–39).

2. See Bruce Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, 
Development, and Significance, The Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1987, pp. 
296–97.

3. Both Irenaeus (A.h. 3.1.1. and see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.8.2–4) and Clement 
of Alexandria (Hist. eccl. 6.14.4b-7) name John as chronologically the last of 
the four Gospels.

4. See Mark 1:2–11 and John 1:6–8, 15, 19–42. For later references see John 
3:22–30; 4:1–2; 5:33–36; 10:40–42. In this Gospel, the Baptist is simply 
called John and no other John is mentioned. His significance in this Gospel 
greatly exceeds that in the others. He is the witness through whom all 
people come to believe (1:7).

5. The following parallel line, ‘and all their host by the breath of his mouth’, 
might build on the reference to the role of the spirit of God in Genesis 
2:2 though that was in relation to the waters covering the earth. But the 
reference in the Psalm is to the heavens, so ‘breath of his mouth’ is probably 
a synonymous way of speaking about the word because breath is emitted 
with a spoken word.

6. For John’s dependence on the Wisdom tradition see J Rendel Harris, The 
Origin of the Prologue of St John’s Gospel, CUP, Cambridge, 1907; CH Dodd, 
Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, CUP, Cambridge, 1953, pp. 274–75; 
John Painter, The Quest for the Messiah, T&T Clark, Edinburgh and 
Abingdon, Nashville, 1993, pp. 146–47. Dodd also gives detailed treatment 
of Philo (Interpretation, 54–73, pp. 264–65).

7. The number of the Psalm in the LXX differs from the Hebrew and English 
Bibles and is given as [134]. Psalm 135[134]:3 is in italics to note that bw+ 
appears twice in parallelism in verse 3 and is translated first as a0gaqo/j, and 
then as kalo/j.

8. See Dodd, Interpretation, 175–176.
9. The resurrection is depicted at the dawn of the first day of the week 

when the light of the incarnate Lo/goj proved to be imperishable (20:1). 
Compare 3:1; 9:4; 13:30 for other instance where John uses the night as an 
image of the power of darkness. One person comes out of the darkness 
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into the light while another leaves the light for darkness. Between these 
references are reminders that the opportunity to come to the light needs to 
be taken or may be lost (9:4; 12:35–36).

10. Painter, The Quest for the Messiah, pp. 224–52.
11. John Painter, 1, 2 and 3 John, Sacra Pagina Series Vol. 18, Daniel J 

Harrington SJ (ed.), Liturgical Press, Collegeville, 2002, p. 42.
12. The commandment to love God completely is understood in terms of 

keeping the commandments (compare John 14:15, 21, 23–24), but in John 
the focus is on God-like love which directly responds to the need of the one 
loved. Hence loving God is put in question (see 4:12, 20).

13. In John 3:16 and in all verb references to love in the Johannine Epistles the 
verb is a0gapa=n.

14. R Bultmann, Jesus Christ and Mythology, SCM, London, 1958, p. 40. On 
John 2:15–17 see Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, pp. 190–96, especially 192–96.

15. The following treatment reflects the character of James as a series of related 
cameos that together provide a penetrating insight into life in God’s world.

16. At the beginning of his reign, God asks Solomon what gift he should give 
him. Solomon asks for wisdom and God gives him a wise and discerning 
heart (Kings 3:5–12, cf. 3:28, and Wisdom of Solomon 7 to 9. See especially 
7:7; 8:21, which imply a contrast between the wisdom from above (from 
God) and the wisdom of the world, which resonates with James 3:13–18.

17. There is also a wisdom of the world opposed to the wisdom of God (James 
3:13–18).

18. In these two verses James uses this language (qrhsko\j and qrhskei/a) three 
times. Only qrhskei/a is used elsewhere in the NT, only twice in Acts 26:5 
and Colossians 2:18.
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