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Outline of “Law” in the Epistle of James 

I. Introduction 

A. The Confusion of “Law’s” Relationship to Christianity 

B. Purpose of this Study 

C. Basic Meaning of “law” 

D. Origin of Law (νόμος) 

E. Usage of Law (νόμος) Outside of James  

1. Old Testament  

2. Extra-Biblical  

3. New Testament  

II. Law in the Epistle of James 

A. Law is Divinely Mandated Christian Conduct 

1. This Law’s Source is God 

a. He is the King with authority to rule our lives (James 2:8) 

b. Only He gets to decide what type of life Christian’s must live (James 4:12) 

2. We can’t choose to only follow certain parts of God’s law (James 2:9, 10, 11) 

3. Speaking against “law-abiding” Christians is being judgmental of God 

a. When you speak against faithful Christians you speak against God’s law 

(James 4:11ab) 

b. It’s impossible to follow God’s law while judging it (James 4:11cd) 

B. God Rewards Those Who Follow Divine Law 

1. It’s Complete With Everything Needed for Our Freedom (James 1:25; 2:12) 

a. Our Sin Killed Us (James 1:15) 

b. God Frees Christians Who Live as He Requires 
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(1) The “law” that can free us is God’s written revelation (James 1:18) 

(2) The “law” that can free us is complete (James 1:25) 

(3) The “law” that can free us will be our final judge (James 2:12) 

(a) Taught consistently throughout the N.T.  (2 Cor. 5:10; Rev. 20:12) 

2. It’s a Guaranteed Promise from God (James 2:5) 

III. Conclusion  

A. Summary 

B. Application 
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Introduction  

In the doctrines of Christianity there remain few topics which are less understood than the 

role of “law” in a Christian’s life. One basic extreme that dominates the discussion of “law” in 

Christianity, is the notion that all concept of law is abolished in favor of the grace of Christ. 

Proponents of this concept often cite as evidence, “…for you are not under law but under grace.” 

(Romans 6:14). With many Christians adhering to this view, it makes discussing law a very 

touchy subject. Indeed no one should question the fact that Christians are not obligated to keep 

the Mosaic Law (Romans 7:4-6). This is where the discussion of “law” typically ends.  

However the question remains; does the concept of law still impact Christianity? Paul 

affirmed that Christians are now living under the “law of faith” (Romans 3:27). Later in Romans 

we find that Christians are bound by “the law of the Spirit of life” (8:2). Elsewhere the apostle 

Paul commands the Galatians to “fulfill the law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2). James commands us 

to look intently at “the perfect law, the law of liberty” and follow it closely (James 1:25). Paul 

found it necessary to mention that he was bound by “the law of Christ” (1 Corinthians 9:21). As 

we study throughout the New Testament it is true that we are free from the Law of Moses, but 

Christians are most certainly under “law.” The question as to how that applies to the Christian is 

yet to be discussed. This study will seek to establish the role of law in the lives of Christians 

today, as taught strictly from the epistle of James. Law (νόμος) is a key word in the book of 

James, occurring twelve times. This study will examine the basic definition for “law”, note the 

origin of the word, briefly identify the use of this word outside the book of James, and finally it 

will explore the two primary features of “law” that James demonstrates in his epistle.  

 The basic definition of “law” can be derived from a standard Greek lexicon. Bauer lists 

three possible meanings for “law”: (1) “a procedure or practice that has taken hold,” (2) a 

“constitution or statutory legal system,” or (3) “a collection of holy writings precious to God’s 

people,” (Bauer 677). Due to semantics, the basic notion of “law” typically draws a negative vibe 

in regards to the Christian age. There are those who wish to stereotype all law as a rule book to 

be kept in order to merit salvation. However, “such limitation has led to much fruitless debate in 
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the history of NT interpretation,” (Remus 677). There is nothing within the basic definition of 

law that mandates a conclusion that law must refer to meritorious works of men.  

 The word “law” is actually formed from the verb νέμω, which carries the idea of 

“distribution.” In its original usage it pertained to the assigning of property and making binding 

contracts wherever people lived in close proximity to each other (Esser 438). As people came to 

arrangements over property and everyday public order, they always viewed the concept of “law” 

as stemming from a higher power. This meant that any “law”-agreement carried with it divine 

authority. In various religious cultures this authority stemmed from any number of “divine 

commands” or “cosmic principles” (Esser 436). In Greek history, it is not until the 5
th

 century 

B.C. when “law” begins to take shape as written law (Gutbrod,      , 1024). 

 In regards to the use of “law” outside of the New Testament, one would naturally 

gravitate to its usage in the Old Testament scriptures. Although some wish to equate the entirety 

of our Old Testament with “the Law,” such a conclusion is a misrepresentation of the Hebrew 

Scriptures. This “Law” only refers to the last four books of the Pentateuch; Exodus through 

Deuteronomy (Owen). In the Greek translation of the Old Testament “law” appears roughly 430 

times, and nearly half of these occurrences lack any Hebrew equivalent (Esser 439-40). The 

highest concentration of “law” occurs in the Pentateuch (excluding Genesis), where “law” 

appears 69 times. The most common Hebrew word that the Septuagint translates as “law” is the 

Hebrew word tôrâ. This word, in its Old Testament usage, carries the idea of God’s instructions 

or commands (Esser 440). The concept of “law” in the Old Testament is cut and dry. Laws in 

Judaism were not mere suggestions or guidelines for life. “The claim of this God to dominion 

leaves no neutral zone,” (Gutbrod, νόμος, 1037).  

 The use of “law” in extra-biblical literature demonstrates that this word never lost its root 

in divine authority. Appearing over 100 times in the books of the Maccabees alone, “law” occurs 

quite frequently in extra-canonical Jewish literature, demonstrating the continuing religious 

emphasis of the word (Esser 440). Even into the 1
st
 century, Jewish literature speaks of a failure 

to observe God’s “law” as a most serious offense against God (Josephus, Antiquities, 20.44).  
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 The New Testament devotes a great deal of time to the discussion of “law”, with 194 

occurrences of the word. No writer devotes as much attention to the topic of Law as the apostle 

Paul, who employs the word 121 times (74 of which appear in Romans alone). There are times 

when “law” is used to refer to the Pentateuch as a whole (Galatians 4:21). In other places “law” 

can mean the whole of Scripture (Romans 3:19). Additionally “law” is used to describe the 

conscience that governed the behavior of Gentiles before the cross (Romans 2:14). Many times 

Paul argues against “law” in the sense of a system of justification (Galatians 3:10). However, 

even though law-keeping is insufficient to save a person, God always had a purpose for His laws. 

As revealed in Galatians 3:24-25, the Mosaic Law served as a “tutor” (      ω ός), which led us 

to Christ. The       ω ός was typically a slave who took the pupil to school, and supervised his 

general conduct (Esser 445). So oftentimes, Old Testament laws are discussed in the New 

Testament as a necessary forerunner to our faith relationship with God. However John shows 

that “law” also retains application for Christians. Any time that a person does not follow one of 

God’s laws, under any covenant, he sins (1 John 3:4). While there is continual rejection 

throughout the New Testament of law-keeping as a system of justification, it is clear that the 

Christian has been set free from sin to love and obey God’s laws in their life (Esser 444).  

Law in the Epistle of James 

Different cognate forms of “law” appear 12 times in the book of James. As mentioned in 

the introduction, there are two primary features of “law” that James teaches in his epistle. The 

first primary feature of “law” in the book of James is that “law” refers to divinely mandated 

Christian conduct. There are three aspects of this primary feature which surface in the James’ 

epistle. The first aspect is that this law’s source is God. James uses “law” in James 2:8 to mean 

“royal law” or, since it occurs in the genitive, the law of a king. This indicates that God is our 

King, with authority to rule our lives. This notion completely coincides with the concept of Jesus 

serving as our “Lord” or “Master.”  To refer to law in this manner was very common, especially 

during a period of Roman rule. “The Romans had a phrase, lex regia, which came from the king 

when they had kings,” (Robertson 31). The lack of the definite article in James 2:8 demands that 
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this refers to a qualitative aspect of law. The law spoken of in James is considered “royal” 

because it remains sovereign above all other laws in existence (Lenski 570).  

 Not only does “law” in the book of James indicate God’s kingship, but he goes on to 

declare that only God gets to decide what type of life Christian’s must live. “There is only one 

Lawgiver and Judge, the One who is able to save and to destroy…” (James 4:12).  Here we find 

James using a unique form of the word “law” in reference to God: He is Lawgiver (νομο έ  ς). 

In the Septuagint this word is often ascribed to both God and Moses (Gutbrod,          , 1089). 

Additionally, in 1
st
 century literature we still find Jews heralding Moses as their great νομο έ  ς 

(Josephus, Antiquities, 1.95). James 4:12 happens to be the only occurrence of this noun in the 

entire New Testament. In this instance the term is used to describe God’s awesome power 

(Robertson 54). James here is setting up a contrast. Christians were holding their brethren to 

standards based on principles not taught in God’s Word. “This flagrant, arrogant judging usurps 

God’s authority, sets aside his law and judgment, and presumes to set up law and judgment of its 

own,” (Lenski 638). In describing God as the one and only Lawgiver and Judge, James 

adamantly denies any Christian to place themselves in that position. This means that if a 

Christian starts obligating their brethren to meet their own standards, rather than God’s, they are 

openly insulting God. Essentially they are denying that God has the ability to establish a fair or 

just law to govern the lives of His children (Petrillo 27).  

The second aspect of this primary feature of “law” in the book of James is that we cannot 

choose to only follow certain parts of God’s law. This aspect pertains to the three occurrences of 

“law” in James 2:9-11. In this passage James is illustrating the sinful fallacy of brethren who pay 

special treatment to wealthy visitors, while neglecting the poor visitors in their assemblies. James 

here anticipates an argument from the guilty brethren that they were only trying to fulfill God’s 

“royal law” in that they were loving their neighbors just like God commanded (2:8). He then 

goes on to point out that by neglecting the poor they were guilty of not fulfilling all of God’s law 

(James 2:9). This discussion is worded very similar to Paul’s teaching in Galatians 3:10. 

However we should not conclude that James is dealing with the same issue as Paul did in 
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Galatians in his use of “law” in James 2:9-11. The Christians that James is writing to were not 

seeking to be justified by a legalistic keeping of the Mosaic Law (as the Judaizers in Galatia 

were). Additionally James reaffirms in this section that Christians will be held accountable for 

abiding by a form of “law” (James 2:12). The sin of these Christians was not legalism, but rather 

their neglect of certain aspects of God’s commands in their treatment of the poor. This is why 

James describes their partiality as worthy of being convicted by God’s law (James 2:9). In verses 

9-11 James uses “law” to urge these Christian’s obedience to all of God’s laws (Robertson 32). 

Lenski likens this behavior to a courtroom scene. No human judge will acquit a guilty party 

simply because they observed other laws faithfully. If one’s actions lead them to transgress one 

of God’s commandments this reveals that they are unfaithful to God’s law in general (Lenski 

573). Law here cannot refer to just the Mosaic Law, but God’s law for mankind in general. If 

James meant that they were being condemned by the Mosaic Law then his instruction would 

have been similar to that of Paul. He would have rebuked these brethren for keeping the Mosaic 

Law as a means of justification; but he does no such thing. James’ focus on “law” here is that 

Christians do not reserve the right to decide which one of God’s laws (i.e. commands) they want 

to follow in any given situation. As James uses “law” he teaches that “one is not afforded the 

luxury of deciding which laws apply to him and which do not. All the laws have equal merit,” 

(Petrillo 12).  

The third aspect of this primary feature of “law” in the book of James is that speaking 

against “law-abiding” Christians is being judgmental of God Himself. This aspect encompasses 

the four occurrences of “law” in James 4:11. In the first part of this verse James reveals that 

when one speaks against, or judges faithful Christians they are actually speaking against God’s 

law. He writes, “Do not speak against one another, brethren. He who speaks against a brother 

or judges his brother, speaks against the law and judges the law…” (James 4:11a). There are 

some who try to make this verse teach that God does not want Christians to judge a wayward 

brother if he deviates from God’s law (see Gutbrod,       , 1082).  However this cannot 

possibly be the correct meaning for this text. If James here is teaching that it is a sin for 



Simpson 9 
 

Christians to point out sinful behavior in their brethren, then James completely contradicts 

himself in the next chapter when he says, “My brethren, if any among you strays from the truth 

and one turns him back, let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will 

save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins.” (James 5:19–20). What then does 

James mean by speaking against and judging the law in James 4:11? As Christians we are 

protected by God’s law. God alone gets to decide our standard of conduct, and requirements in 

our daily Christian walk (James 4:12). Christians can know if their lives are pleasing to God 

based upon His word. For these brethren to be judging them based on principles not found in 

God’s word they are attacking God’s law itself, as though it should not protect their brother from 

condemnation (Lenski 636). The very act of judging a brother assumes that the one doing the 

judging must know God’s law in the first place. However, in the case of these Christians James 

is writing to, their judgment is not in harmony with God’s law at all (Petrillo 27). This action is 

quite apparent throughout this epistle. Many of the brethren wanted teaching positions in the 

church, but their motives were “bitter jealousy and selfish ambition” (James 3:14). Due to their 

jealousy they were verbally slandering their brethren in order to achieve their goal (James 4:1-2). 

They may have found any number of characteristics to judge their brethren by, but these 

characteristics certainly did not violate God’s law. In this act of judging they put themselves in 

the authoritative position of God, trying to discredit the very laws He established (Lenski 635).  

In the second part of James 4:11 he writes “…but if you judge the law, you are not a doer 

of the law but a judge of it,” (James 4:11b). Here James demonstrates, with the remaining two 

occurrences of “law”, that it is impossible to follow God’s divine law while judging it. James has 

already devoted considerable space to the need for these Christians be “doers” and “workers” of 

God’s word (James 1:22 & James 2). In this verse he takes it a step further and shows that their 

actions are implying that they themselves are superior to God’s law, and therefore are unable to 

submit to it (Lenski 636). Again James here does not have in mind the Mosaic Law but all of 

God’s laws as a whole (Robertson 32). The fact that there is no definite article to accompany 

“law” here in James 4:11 substantiates this claim. This is the same law found in James 1:25 and 
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2:12 that has the power to free them, and yet their actions prevent them from abiding by this law 

(Lenski 637). In looking at these first 9 occurrences of “law” in the book of James it is clear that 

he is referring to God’s law that governs the lives of Christians everywhere.  

The second primary feature of “law” in the book of James is the reward of following 

divine law. There are two unique qualities of this primary feature that are taught in James. The 

first unique quality is that this divine law is complete with everything needed for our freedom. 

Early in the book, James reminds us that our personal sins killed us (James 1:15). However God, 

in His own good will, freed us from that bondage of death by means of His “word of truth” 

(James 1:18). In addition to the grace that He reveals and offers through His word, God chooses 

to free or liberate Christians who continue to live as He requires. He frees us when we abide by 

His law. This is the exact principle that James teaches in his use of “law” in James 1:25.“But one 

who looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by it, not having become a 

forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this man will be blessed in what he does,” (James 1:25). 

This is the key verse in a discussion of “law” in the book of James. Here Christians are to abide 

by a law that is “perfect” and that can “liberate” them. The word “perfect” is  έ   ος which 

means “complete” (Bauer 995). This cannot possibly refer to the Mosaic Law which was 

insufficient in order to save people from sins (Stier 306). Rather this is the “epitome of the 

preached word;” the complete encapsulation of “hearing” and “doing” that Jesus preached in His 

sermon on the mount (Stier 308). James’ use of “law” in verse 25 serves as a direct synonym to 

God’s “word implanted” in James 1:21 (Gutbrod,      , 1081).  Many in Christendom advocate 

a passive religion where obedience is “good” but not essential. This teaching cannot coincide 

with James’ use of “law” in this passage. He shows that God’s complete law establishes a very 

real regulation on the Christian’s life (Gutbrod,      , 1081).  This is not salvation by works in 

the slightest. Rather a Christian who chooses to abide by God’s law in his life continues to put 

their confidence in the work of Christ who sets us free (Robertson 24). By characterizing God’s 

word as our current “law,” James shows us the essential reality of obedience to God’s commands 

in our lives.  
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Despise not this solemn word; evade it not by the protest that thou hast to do only 

with the grace and the Gospel; otherwise thou wilt go astray with thy supposed 

grace, and pervert thy so-called freedom into evil. But the perfect law of liberty 

will make thee free to all that is good, if thou beholdest it intently and continue in 

it with all thine heart. (Stier 308) 

Stier correctly observes that Christianity is so much more than passively asserting one’s 

salvation by grace. James’ use of “law” in James 1:25 demands faithful obedience to obtain 

God’s blessings.  

 James makes this point even stronger in his use of “law” in James 2:12. Here we learn 

that this same “law of liberty” is the standard by which God judges us. By using “law” 

synonymously with the “implanted word” of God (cf. James 1:21), James simply presents a 

doctrine taught consistently throughout all New Testament Scripture with slightly different 

wording (cf. John 12:48; 2 Corinthians 5:10; Revelation 20:12). James’ use of “law” in 2:12 

compliments more than the New Testament, but this very teaching was prophesied in Jeremiah 

31:31-34. Here God said He would write His law on our hearts and forgive us of our iniquities. 

Both in Jeremiah and in James 2:12 the relationship between “law” and “liberty” are inseparable 

(Lenski 574). James affirms that God grants His children liberty, but only to those who abide by 

His law in their lives. 

The second unique quality of this primary feature of “law” in the book of James is that 

the reward God offers is a guaranteed promise to those who abide by His law. This fact is made 

evident by examining the final occurrence of “law” in James 2:5. Here James uses a cognate 

form of law (    ονόμος) which is translated into English as “heir.” In the secular realm, this 

word refers to “a natural heir and the one named by a will or by legal provisions (Foerster 768). 
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James uses it here in 2:5 to substantiate the fact that God, in His rule, has the authority to lavish 

eternal life to those who abide by His law (Foerster 783). The brethren James is rebuking were 

treating the poor as though they were not God’s rightful heirs of His reward. Even though God is 

promising them His rich inheritance, these Christians were treating them as though they have 

nothing from God (Petrillo 11). James here is not teaching that being poor is a free ticket into 

heaven. Instead he draws on the natural fact that the poor are more likely to love God and follow 

His law than the rich, since they do not have to worry about money stepping between them and 

God (Lenski 567). To remove all concept of “law” from Christianity is to remove the blessing of 

eternal life that God bestows on those who follow His law in their lives.  

Conclusion 

This study of νόμος, as used exclusively in the book of James, analyzed two primary 

features of “law” revealed in this great epistle. The first primary feature of νόμος is that James 

uses “law” to refer to divinely mandated Christian conduct. Here we examined 9 occurrences 

νόμος in the book of James. First it was established that God is the only source of this law 

(James 2:8; 4:12). Secondly it was affirmed that Christians cannot choose which parts of God’s 

law they wish to follow (James 2:9-11). Third we gleaned that speaking against law-abiding 

Christians is actually being judgmental of God (James 4:11). The second primary feature of 

James’ use of νόμος is God’s reward to those who follow divine law. In this section we analyzed 

the remaining 3 occurrences of νόμος in the book of James. First it was proven that God’s law is 

complete with everything a Christian needs for freedom from sin (James 1:25; 2:12). Secondly 

we verified that this reward was a guaranteed promise from God (James 2:5). In summation, it is 

clear to see that James employs νόμος in a very unique way that sheds tremendous light on what 

God expects of His followers.  
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It seems appropriate to return to our discussion in the introduction of this study. Does the 

concept of law still impact Christianity? According to the inspired writer James, the answer must 

be a resounding “Yes!” How can those who advocate a “grace regardless of obedience” style of 

Christianity reconcile their philosophy with this epistle? The answer is that the two are 

completely incompatible. The epistle of James places much greater personal responsibility in 

one’s relationship with God which must cause us to act on God’s word if we desire His 

blessings. This should never cause us to think we can earn our salvation by being good “law 

keepers,” because the entire motivation for Christians to abide in God’s law is based on Jesus’ 

work to set us free. We must also resist the temptation to judge our brethren by standards not 

recorded in God’s law, because that very action places us in the blasphemous position of judging 

God Himself. Christians must cultivate a genuine love of obeying God’s sovereign rule in their 

lives. This timeless doctrine that James presents in his epistle has always been true in the sight of 

God. “Has the LORD as much delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of 

the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed than the fat of rams,” (1 Samuel 

15:22)  
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