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GENERAL EPISTLES
Background

The seven letters – James; 1 and 2 Peter; 1, 2 and 3 John and Jude – have been known, since the fourth century, as the Catholic or General Epistles. The designation refers to the fact that, unlike the Pauline Epistles, they not addressed to particular churches or to individuals but rather to a wider circle and even to the Church as a whole.

The earliest designation of these letters was the word “catholic” used in the sense of “universal;” or “general” is a more recent term for this group of Epistles.

Some have objected that James, 1 Peter, and 2 and 3 John are not true “general” Epistles, because the direction of their teaching is too restricted. However, James, which is addressed to the Jewish Dispersion (“the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad”), is probably one of the very earliest New Testament books, having been written before Paul’s missionary work was completed.
And at a time when the Church was still made up largely of Hebrew Christians. It is, therefore, validly described as a “general” Epistle. Likewise, 1 Peter, addressed to “the pilgrims” dispersed throughout five areas (Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia), is also of a “general” nature.

As for 2 and 3 John, these briefest of Epistles, while addressed to individuals, are so closely related to 1 John in style and content that they may be considered appendixes to it.

Doctrine of These Epistles
Doctrinally, the General Epistles stand in relation to the Pauline Epistles as the Gospel of John to the Synoptics [Matthew, Mark and Luke] – that is:

1. The General Epistles supplement Paul’s teaching but do not conflict with it.

2. For example, James’ exposition of justification by works (James 2:14-26) complements Paul’s teaching of justification by faith;
3. And Peter’s teaching about “the last days” and the coming of the Lord supplements that of Paul.
The function, then, of the General Epistles may be said to round out New Testament doctrine by adding to the great Pauline exposition of Christianity. To state it in another way, Paul sets forth Christianity primarily for the Gentiles, while James presents it for the Jews; Peter represents a bridge between Paul and James.

And John, in his Epistles, gives the universal aspect of Christianity. Paul may be thought of as the apostle of faith; James, as the apostle of works; Peter, as the apostle of hope; John, as the apostle of love; and Jude, as the apostle of the defense of the faith. Finally, in the interrelationship of the General Epistles, James and 1 Peter; 2 Peter and Jude; and the three Epistles of John have much in common.
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NOTES ON THE EPISTLE OF JAMES

The Epistle of James:

1. Has been the subject of controversy both as regards the identity of the writer, and as to the time of the writing.
2. There is little doubt, however, that the writer was James, “the Lord’s brother” (Galatians 1:19), he who was one of the “pillars” (Galatians 2:9), he who gave the “judgment” of the apostles and elders of the church at Jerusalem (Acts 15:13, 19).

The distinctly Jewish character of the teaching marks off the epistle as having been written at an early period of the Acts history, and it is noticeable that the doctrinal tone closely follows the precepts of “the Sermon on the Mount” (Matthew 5-7):

(a) The Jews still assembled in synagogues (2:2);
(b) The “poor” (John 12:8) were heirs of the kingdom (2:5);

(c) They were reproved according to the law (2:8, &c.);

(d) They had Abraham to their father (2:21);

(e) They were in harmony with Acts 3:19-21, looking for the coming (Parousia) of the Lord which was “at hand” (5:7, 8).

If we distinguish the dispensations, James affords instruction for all believers, but is plainly addressed “to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad,” lit. “In the dispersion.” The dispersion, Greek Diaspora, Diaspora, which is referred to in 1 Peter 1:1 also, and is before our eyes even now.

In days not far off the epistle will appear to Israel when to them the gospel of the Kingdom is once more announced. To the preachers will again be committed the “powers” of Pentecostal days, to be exercised as exemplified in (5:14, 15). These powers will be exercised not by just a few believers as is done today but to the church universal.
Some commentators rightly place the time of writing before the Jerusalem Council of about A.D. 45. (According to tradition, James was martyred in 62 or 68 A.D.) One well qualified to value fairly the evidence says, 

“And a careful study of the chronological question has convinced me that they are right who hold the Epistle of James to be perhaps the earliest of the New Testament writings. It belongs to that period of the Pentecostal dispensation when the whole Church was Jewish, and when their meeting-places still bore the Jewish designation of ‘synagogues’ (Chapter 2:2).”
Twelve Jewish men were told by Jesus,

‘These twelve Jesus sent forth, and commanded them, saying, Go not into the way of the Gentiles, and into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not: but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”

Matthew 10:5, 6 KJV
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THE GOSPEL (or Good News) OF THE KINGDOM

The beginning:

To Abraham and his seed was the good news proclaimed, and the promise given that God would make of him a nation in whom all the families of the earth should be blessed (Genesis 12:1-3). This good news was gradually expanded and developed.

Prophecy:

1. In Genesis 15:4 the heir was announced, and this heir was to be the Messiah (Galatians 3:16),

2. In Genesis 15:8-21 the inheritance was secured by an unconditional promise (not by a covenant between two parties, one of whom might break it, Galatians 3:18-20). That inheritance was (and is yet to be) “the Holy Land,” “Immanuel’s Land” (Isaiah 8:8);

3. Immanuel Himself being the Governor (Isaiah 9:6, 7),
4. And “the Zeal of the Lord of Hosts” its security.
5. In 2 Samuel 7 the throne was secured to David and his seed by another unconditional promise, and in due time Messiah came unto His own (John 1:11).

This “good news” was first heralded by angels sent specially from heaven; and the exact terms of the proclamation was recorded. The angel of Jehovah spoke from the glory of Jehovah, and said: -

‘Behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day, in the city of David, a Saviour, which is Christ, the Lord.”

Thus the good news concerned a Person, Who would “save His People from their sins” (Matthew 1:21): the Saviour Whom God had anointed (Messiah), appointed, given, and sent. We call Him Jesus Christ the Son of God.
The proclamation of this Kingdom:

(a) The Lord Jesus taught in parables; for there were “mysteries” (i.e. secrets) which concerned the rejection, and consequent postponement and abeyance of the Kingdom, which could not openly be made known, but only in private (“in the house,” Matthew 13:36).

(b) It had been foreseen, and therefore foretold, that His People would not receive Him, and would reject Him (Isaiah 53, &c.) and put Him to death. 

(c) This would not affect the fulfillment of all the promised glories connected with the Kingdom. See Luke 24:26; “Ought not Christ to have suffered these things, and to enter into His glory?” Compare Acts 3:18; 17:3.
(d) True, Christ had been put to death; but God had sworn to David, that of the fruit of his loins, according to the flesh, He would raise up Christ to sit on his throne (Acts 2:30). This was now fulfilled: therefore the proclamation of the Kingdom and the King (for there cannot be the one without the other) was at once formally made by Peter in Acts 3:18-26.
(e) This proclamation was made by Peter and the Twelve in the capital of the Land (according to Matthew 22:1-7), and by Paul throughout the synagogues of the Dispersion, until it was all brought to a crisis in Rome (the capital of the Dispersion).
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

A   1:1-4.

Patience.

  B   1:5-8.

   Prayer.

      C   1:9, 10-.
      The low exalted. The rich made low.

         D   1:-10, 11-.
          Life likened to grass.

            E   1:-11.

 End of the rich.

               F   1:12-16.

     Lust.

                  G   1:17.

        Good gifts from above.

                     H   1:18-27.

God’s word and its effects.

                        I   2:1-7.

    The Faith. Without partiality.



               J   2:8.

       The Royal Law.

    


      K   2:9, 10.

Moses’ Law. One offence breaks it.

                              K   2:11.


Moses’ Law. One offence breaks it.

                           J   2:12, 13.

       The Law of Liberty.

                        I    2:14-26.                      Faith. Without works.

                     H   3:1-14.

   Man’s word and its effects.

                   G   3:15-18.
             The wisdom from above.

                  F   4:1-5.

          Lusts.

                E    4:6-10.                      The proud resisted. The humble exalted.

              D   4:11-17.    
       Life likened to a vapor.

            C   5:1-6.

     End of the rich.

A   5:7-12.

Patience.

    B   5:13-20.

   Prayer.

THE MARTYRDOM OF JAMES, THE BROTHER OF THE LORD.

James, the Lord’s brother, succeeds to the government of the Church in conjunction with the apostles. He has been universally called the Just, from the days of the Lord down to the present time. He drank no wine or other intoxicating liquor, nor did he eat flesh; no razor came upon his head; he did not anoint himself with oil, nor make use of the bath.
He alone was permitted to enter the holy place: for he did not wear any woollen garment, but fine linen only. He alone, I say, was wont to go into the temple: and he used to be found kneeling on his knees, begging forgiveness for the people – so that the skin of his knees became horny like that of a camel’s by reason of his constantly bending the knee in adoration to God, and begging forgiveness for the people.
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Therefore, in consequence of his pre-eminent justice, he was called the Just and Oblias [a rising], which signifies in Greek Defense of the People, and Justice, in accordance with what the prophets declare concerning him.

James standing on the summit of the temple, cried aloud: “Why ask ye me concerning Jesus the Son of man? He Himself sitteth in heaven, at the right hand of the Great Power, and shall come on the clouds of heaven.”

And, when many were fully convinced by these words, and offered praise for the testimony of James, and said, “Hosanna to the son of David,” then again the said Pharisees and scribes said to one another, “We have done well in procuring this testimony to Jesus. But let us go up and throw him down, that they may be afraid, and not believe him.”

And they cried aloud, and said: “Oh! Oh! The just man himself is in error.” Thus they fulfilled the Scripture written in Isaiah: “Let us away with the just man, because he is troublesome to us: therefore shall they eat the fruit of their doings.”

So they went up and threw down the just man, and said to one another: “Let us stone James the Just.” And they began to stone him: for he was not killed by the fall; but he turned, and kneeled down and said: “I beseech Thee, Lord God our Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.”
And, while they were thus stoning him to death, one of the priests, the sons of Rechab, the son of Rechabim, to whom testimony is borne by Jeremiah the prophet, began to cry aloud, saying: “Cease, what do you? The just man is praying for us.” But one among them, one of the fullers, took the staff with which he was accustomed to wring out the garments he dyed, and hurled it at the head of the just man.

And so he suffered martyrdom; and they buried him on the spot, and the pillar erected to his memory still remains, close by the temple. This man was a true witness to both Jews and Greeks that Jesus is the Christ.
And shortly after Vespasian besieged Judaea, taking them captive.

Fragments from Hegesippus [AD 170] on the Acts of the Church. Page 762, 763 Fathers of the Third and Fourth Centuries.
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