
 

 

Exegesis of James 1:1 
 “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes in the 
Dispersion: Greetings.” (James 1:1, ESV)  

Historical Context 
James 1:1 serves as the opening of an epistle traditionally attributed to James, the brother 
of Jesus (Galatians 1:19; cf. Mark 6:3). While not explicitly claiming familial ties in the text, 
early Christian tradition—supported by figures like Josephus (Antiquities 20.9.1) and 
Hegesippus—identifies this James as the leader of the Jerusalem church (Acts 15:13-21). 
Writing likely between AD 45-62 (before his martyrdom), James addresses a predominantly 
Jewish-Christian audience scattered due to persecution following Stephen’s death (Acts 
8:1) or broader Roman oppression.  

The “Dispersion” (diaspora) reflects the historical reality of Jewish believers living outside 
Judea, possibly in regions like Syria, Asia Minor, or beyond. This scattering parallels the 
exile of Israel’s twelve tribes after the Assyrian and Babylonian captivities, suggesting 
James sees these believers as a continuation of God’s covenant people, now redefined in 
Christ. 

Literary Context 
As the epistle’s salutation, James 1:1 follows the Greco-Roman letter format: sender, 
recipients, and greeting. However, its brevity and theological density set it apart. Unlike 
Paul’s often elaborate introductions (e.g., Romans 1:1-7), James wastes no words, 
launching directly into his purpose. The verse functions as both an identification and a 
thematic foundation for the letter, which will address practical faith amid trials (James 1:2-
4), wisdom (1:5-8), and obedience (1:22-25).  

The simplicity of the greeting contrasts with the weighty content to follow, signaling that 
James prioritizes substance over style. His self-description, audience designation, and 
choice of words all carry deliberate meaning, preparing readers for a call to authentic 
discipleship. 

 

 

 



 

 

Textual Analysis 
1. “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ”  

o “James” (Iakōbos): The Greek form of the Hebrew “Jacob,” a common name, 
but context points to the prominent James of Jerusalem. He avoids titles like 
“apostle” (e.g., Paul in Romans 1:1) or “brother of Jesus,” emphasizing 
humility.  

o “Servant” (doulos): Literally “slave” or “bondservant,” this term evokes Old 
Testament figures like Moses (Exodus 14:31) and David (Psalm 89:3), who 
served God faithfully. In Greco-Roman culture, a doulos had no autonomy, 
underscoring James’ total submission. The letter highlights how this choice 
rejects worldly status, a radical stance for a man with intimate ties to Jesus 
(John 7:5; 1 Corinthians 15:7).  

o “Of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ”: The conjunction links God (the Father) 
and Jesus, implying equality. “Lord” (Kurios) echoes the Septuagint’s use for 
Yahweh (e.g., Psalm 110:1), a bold claim of Jesus’ divinity for a Jewish 
audience. “Jesus” (Iēsous) grounds this divinity in His human life, while 
“Christ” (Christos) identifies Him as the Messiah, fulfilling Israel’s hopes 
(Isaiah 11:1-2). The letter notes James’ transformation from skeptic to 
worshiper, likely post-resurrection (1 Corinthians 15:7), as the basis for this 
confession. 

2. “To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion”  

o “Twelve tribes”: A symbolic reference to Israel’s twelve tribes (Genesis 49), 
scattered since the Assyrian exile (722 BC) and Babylonian captivity (586 
BC). James repurposes this for Jewish Christians, suggesting they are the 
true Israel in Christ (Galatians 6:16). The letter broadens this to the scattered 
church—Jewish and Gentile believers—living as exiles in a hostile world (1 
Peter 2:11).  

o “In the Dispersion” (diaspora): Historically, Jews outside Palestine (John 
7:35); here specifically, Christians dispersed by persecution or mission (Acts 
11:19). The letter connects this to modern believers, scattered in a secular 
culture yet united in Christ. This dispersion is not abandonment but a new 
context for God’s people to thrive (Jeremiah 29:7). 

 



 

 

3. “Greetings”  

o “Greetings” (chairein): A standard Hellenistic salutation (Acts 15:23), but its 
root ties to charis (grace, joy), a term Paul often uses (e.g., Romans 1:7). The 
letter suggests James subtly invokes grace, setting a tone of encouragement 
before tackling trials. For a persecuted audience, this offers hope—a 
theological undertone rather than mere formality. 

Theological Implications 
1. Servitude as Identity: James’ self-identification as doulos redefines status. In a 

culture obsessed with honor (Roman) or lineage (Jewish), he finds worth in 
submission to God and Christ. This aligns with Jesus’ teaching (Mark 10:43-45) and 
challenges readers to prioritize allegiance over achievement.  

2. Christ’s Lordship: By naming Jesus “Lord,” James asserts His deity and authority, a 
monotheistic Jew’s radical testimony. This confession, rooted in his personal 
encounter (1 Corinthians 15:7), invites readers to recognize Jesus as more than a 
teacher or savior—He is King over all.  

3. The Church as Exiles: The “twelve tribes in the Dispersion” reframes the church’s 
identity. Scattered by circumstance, they remain God’s people, echoing Israel’s exile 
(Deuteronomy 30:4-5) but fulfilled in Christ’s kingdom. This unity transcends 
geography, a comfort for a persecuted minority.  

4. Grace as Foundation: The greeting’s link to charis foreshadows James’ pastoral 
heart. Before addressing trials or ethics, he offers grace, reflecting God’s character 
(Exodus 34:6) and setting a model for Christian interaction. 

Application to the Original Audience 
For James’ readers—Jewish Christians facing persecution, poverty, and cultural pressure 
(James 2:5-7)—this verse establishes solidarity and hope. James, a respected leader, 
humbles himself as their servant, modeling endurance. His confession of Jesus as Lord 
strengthens their faith amid Roman idolatry or Jewish rejection. Addressing them as God’s 
scattered people affirms their identity, while “greetings” offers grace to sustain them 
through trials ahead (James 1:2).  

 

 

 



 

 

Conclusion 
James 1:1 is no mere formality—it’s a theological cornerstone. Through his humility, James 
points to Christ’s supremacy; through his audience, he redefines God’s people; through his 
greeting, he plants grace. This verse encapsulates the letter’s call to live faithfully as 
servants of the Lord Jesus Christ, united despite dispersion, grounded in grace. As the 
letter suggests, it’s a blueprint for Christian identity—then and now. 

 


