
 

 

Commentary on 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)  

Verse Breakdown and Commentary 
“James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” 
The letter opens with stark simplicity: “James.” No qualifiers, no flourish—just a name. 
Tradition identifies this James as the brother of Jesus (Galatians 1:19; Mark 6:3), a towering 
figure in the early church who led the Jerusalem council (Acts 15:13-21). Yet he doesn’t 
lean on that pedigree. Instead, he calls himself “a servant” (doulos), a term meaning 
“bondslave”—one wholly owned by another. In a Greco-Roman world fixated on status, 
and even among Jews proud of their heritage, this is a deliberate downgrade. James 
could’ve bragged—brother of the Messiah, raised under the same roof—but he doesn’t. 
Why? Because his identity isn’t tied to bloodlines or titles; it’s rooted in servitude to God 
and Christ.  

That phrase—“of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ”—packs a punch. “God” evokes the God 
of Israel, Yahweh, the One James grew up worshiping. But then comes “the Lord Jesus 
Christ,” a triple-barreled confession. “Lord” (Kurios) isn’t casual—it’s the Septuagint’s word 
for God Himself (Psalm 110:1), signaling Jesus’ divinity. “Jesus” (Iēsous) recalls His earthly 
life, the brother James once doubted (John 7:5). “Christ” (Christos) crowns Him as the 
Messiah, the hope of Israel fulfilled. James’ journey from skeptic to disciple, likely 
cemented by seeing the risen Jesus (1 Corinthians 15:7). For a monotheistic Jew to call his 
brother “Lord” is no small thing—it’s a theological earthquake.  

This opening isn’t just about James; it’s a mirror for us. How often do we define ourselves by 
what we’ve done or who we know? James says none of that matters next to being a servant 
of the divine King.  

“To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion” 
James addresses his readers as “the twelve tribes in the Dispersion” (diaspora). 
Historically, this nods to Jewish Christians scattered beyond Judea, likely due to 
persecution after Stephen’s martyrdom (Acts 8:1) or broader Roman pressures. The “twelve 
tribes” harkens back to Israel’s foundational identity (Genesis 49), dispersed since the 
Assyrian and Babylonian exiles (2 Kings 17; Jeremiah 29). James reclaims this term, 
suggesting these believers—though scattered—are still God’s covenant people, now 
redefined through Christ.  



 

 

The letter stretches this further, seeing it as a picture of the broader church—Jewish and 
Gentile alike—living as exiles in a hostile world. That fits. Early Christians faced rejection 
from both synagogue and empire, a tension echoed in places like Rome or Ephesus. Today, 
it resonates too: we’re scattered in a culture that prizes self-worship over God’s truth. But 
James’ point, as the letter underscores, is that dispersion isn’t disconnection. These 
believers, then and now, remain one body under one Lord. It’s a reminder that no matter 
where we are, we’re not abandoned—we’re part of something bigger.  

“Greetings” 
The verse ends with a single word: “Greetings” (chairein). At first glance, it’s a standard 
hello, common in letters of the time (Acts 15:23). But dig deeper, and it’s more. The letter 
ties it to charis—grace or joy—a word rich with Christian meaning (Romans 1:7). James 
isn’t just saying “hi”; he’s speaking a blessing over his readers before diving into the gritty 
stuff like trials (James 1:2). For a people battered by persecution, this is a lifeline—grace 
precedes rebuke. The letter’s call to “lead with grace” in our own circles hits home here. 
James models it from the start.  

Key Themes and Insights 
1. Humility Over Status: James’ self-title as “servant” flips the script on worldly pride. 

He had every right to flex—Jesus was his brother!—but he chooses the lowest rung. 
That’s a gut-check for us. Are we chasing platforms or surrender?  

2. Jesus as Lord: Calling Jesus “Lord Jesus Christ” isn’t lip service—it’s a declaration 
of His rule. The video’s line, “If He isn’t Lord of all, He isn’t Lord at all,” cuts deep. 
James’ transformation proves an encounter with Christ demands total allegiance.  

3. Unity in Scattering: The “twelve tribes in the Dispersion” aren’t just a historical 
note—they’re a theological reality. The church thrives, not despite exile, but 
because of Christ’s presence in it. We’re scattered, yes, but never alone.  

4. Grace Sets the Tone: That little “greetings” carries weight. It’s grace before 
judgment, joy before trials. James shows us how to approach each other, especially 
in hard times. 

Practical Application 
James 1:1 isn’t a throwaway intro—it’s a foundation. For the original readers, it was a call to 
stand firm as God’s servants, trusting their Lord amid chaos, united despite distance, lifted 
by grace. For us, it’s no different. Let servitude define you, bow to Jesus as King, find 
strength in the scattered church, and start with grace. In a world obsessed with self, James 
points us back to the One who matters most. 


