











Introduction: The Quaker Apostle


An Epistle of Fire

Martin Luther famously called the Epistle of James “an epistle of straw.” The early Quakers would have called it an epistle of fire. No book of the New Testament so perfectly mirrors the convictions of the Religious Society of Friends as this short, fierce letter attributed to James, the brother of the Lord. If Paul gave the Reformers their doctrine of justification by faith, James gave the Friends what the Reformers could never quite supply — a faith that is not a mental posture but a lived reality, in which words without deeds are not merely insufficient but dead, and in which true religion is defined not by correct doctrine or proper ceremony but by the care of widows and orphans and the keeping of oneself unspotted from the world.

The early Friends did not merely cite James; they inhabited him. When George Fox stood before magistrates and refused to remove his hat, he was enacting James 2:1–9, the apostolic command against respect of persons. When the gathered meeting sat in corporate silence, waiting for the Spirit to move before any voice was raised, they were practising James 3:1–12, the sober discipline of the tongue. When Fox refused a captaincy in the Parliamentary army, declaring that he knew “from whence all wars arose, even from the lusts,” he was grounding the peace testimony in James 4:1–3. When Friends went to prison rather than swear an oath, they were obeying James 5:12. And when the whole movement insisted, against the prevailing theology of the Reformation, that a faith which produces no holiness is no faith at all, they were standing squarely on James 2:26: “faith without works is dead.”

It is no exaggeration to say that the Epistle of James supplied the ethical framework for the Quaker testimonies. The peace testimony, the testimony of integrity, the testimony of equality, the testimony of simplicity, and the discipline of silence in worship all find their most direct scriptural expression in this compact, practical, uncompromising letter.



The Author and His World

The letter identifies its author simply as “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:1). Christian tradition has generally identified him with the brother of Jesus named in the Gospels (Matthew 13:55, Mark 6:3), who became the leader of the Jerusalem church and presided over the council of Acts 15. Paul calls him a “pillar” of the church (Galatians 2:9) and records a resurrection appearance of Christ to him (1 Corinthians 15:7).

The early Friends accepted this identification without controversy. For them, James was the Lord’s brother — a man who had grown up with Jesus, who had at first not believed (John 7:5), and who had been converted by the risen Christ. This mattered to the Friends, because it meant James’s authority came not from theological education or ecclesiastical appointment but from direct encounter with the living Lord. His was the theology of experience, and the Friends recognised a kinsman.

James writes “to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad” (1:1) — Jewish Christians dispersed beyond Palestine, probably in the early-to-mid first century, under economic, social, and spiritual pressure. The tone is prophetic rather than systematic. James does not build careful arguments in Paul’s manner; he issues commands, tells stories, paints vivid word-pictures, and drives his points home with the urgency of an Old Testament prophet. There are echoes of the Wisdom literature throughout, and unmistakable echoes of the Sermon on the Mount — so much so that James may be read as a practical commentary on the teaching of Jesus, addressed to a community under pressure.



James and the Quaker Vision

The resonance between James and Quaker theology runs so deep that it is worth tracing the major connections before entering the text.

Faith Must Be Lived. The heart of James’s message — and of Quakerism — is that genuine faith bears visible fruit. “What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him?” (2:14). The Friends heard in these words a devastating critique of a Protestantism that had elevated intellectual belief to the sole criterion of salvation while tolerating lives of manifest ungodliness. They did not deny faith; they redefined it as a living, transforming power. John Crook drew the line precisely where James draws it:


“That faith is only true, which is God’s gift, and hath Christ Jesus, the power of God, for its author and object, and is distinguished from the dead faith, by its fruits… So saith the apostle James, ‘As the body without a spirit is dead, so is faith without works.’” (Crook, Memoir, Epistles etc., chunk 148)



Robert Barclay, in his Apology, positioned the Quaker doctrine of justification as a middle way between Catholic works-righteousness and Protestant antinomianism: Christ working within the believer produces both the faith and the works that James requires.

Pure Religion Defined by Action. James 1:27 gives perhaps the most radical definition of religion in the Bible: “Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world.” No creed, no catechism, no sacrament — only compassion and holiness. The Quaker tradition of social action, from John Woolman’s witness against slavery to Elizabeth Fry’s prison reform, flows directly from this verse.

The Tongue Must Be Governed. James devotes a remarkable proportion of his short letter to the dangers of the tongue (1:19, 1:26, 3:1–12). This shaped the Quaker understanding of worship and ministry. The Friends held that the greatest danger in the church was not heresy but presumption — speaking for God when God had not spoken. Their silent worship, in which no one speaks unless moved by the Spirit, is a corporate embodiment of “be not many masters” (3:1), and their critique of a learned ministry rested on James’s contrast between the wisdom that is “earthly, sensual, devilish” and “the wisdom that is from above” (3:15, 17).

War Comes from Lust. James 4:1–3 became the single most important text for the peace testimony. The Declaration of 1660, presented to Charles II, built its case on James:


“We know that wars and fightings proceed from the lusts of men, as James iv. 1, 2, 3, out of which lusts the Lord hath redeemed us, and so out of the occasion of war… All bloody principles and practices we, as to our own particulars, do utterly deny, with all wars, strife, and fighting with outward weapons for any end, or under any pretence whatsoever: this is our testimony to the whole world.” (Fox, Memoir, chunk 40)



The argument is characteristically radical: the Friends did not merely oppose war as wrong; they claimed to have been delivered from the inner condition — the lusts — from which war arises. They were peacemakers not by principle alone but by transformation.

Oaths Are Forbidden. “But above all things, my brethren, swear not… but let your yea be yea; and your nay, nay; lest ye fall into condemnation” (5:12). With Matthew 5:34, this verse grounded the Quaker refusal of oaths, a refusal that cost thousands of Friends their liberty. Fox joined the two commands directly:


“Christ our Lord and Master saith, ‘Swear not at all’… And the apostle James saith, ‘My brethren, above all things swear not, neither by heaven, nor by earth, nor by any other oath, lest ye fall into condemnation.’ Hence you may see, those that swear fall into condemnation, and are out of Christ’s and the apostle’s doctrine.” (Fox, Journal Vol. 1, chunk 279)



The Friends saw in the oath an affront to integrity — the implication that ordinary speech may be untrue. Their alternative was simple: tell the truth always, sworn or unsworn.

Equality Before God. James’s denunciation of favouritism — honouring the rich man in fine clothing while despising the poor (2:1–9) — answered exactly to the Quaker testimony of equality: the refusal of titles, of hat-honour, of bowing, and the use of plain “thee” and “thou” to all alike, rooted in the conviction that to show partiality is to “commit sin, and are convinced of the law as transgressors” (2:9).



The Quaker Reading of James

The early Friends, reading James sixteen centuries after it was written, found themselves in a remarkably parallel situation to its first readers. They too were a persecuted minority under economic and social pressure; they too faced the constant temptation to compromise — to take the oath and escape prison, to conform outwardly and keep their convictions private. And James spoke to them with the same directness it had spoken to the scattered believers of the first century: count it all joy; be doers, not hearers; let your yea be yea; faith without works is dead.

This is the power the Friends found in Scripture — that it speaks across centuries because the Spirit who inspired it is the same Spirit who illuminates it. They did not read James to admire it or to quarry it for systems of doctrine. They read it to obey it, and in the act of obedience they discovered dimensions of the text that more detached readers have often missed.



How to Use This Commentary

This commentary proceeds through the five chapters of James. For each chapter you will find the full text in the King James Version — the translation the early Friends used, quoted, and breathed — followed by section-by-section commentary that explains the passage and weaves in the voices of the early Friends, generously quoted in their own words and set within an interpretive framework that makes their relevance clear. Cornerstone passages, those on which the Friends built their testimonies, receive the fullest treatment; James’s more occasional counsels are handled more briefly.

The commentary is written from within the Quaker tradition and with deep sympathy for the Friends’ reading, though not without honesty about where reasonable Christians have differed. James is a hard letter. It makes no allowance for comfortable religion, for faith that talks but does not walk, for piety that prays but does not serve. The early Friends took it seriously, and it changed everything — their worship, their ethics, their economics, their politics, and their understanding of what it means to follow Jesus Christ. Let the reader do likewise.



A Note on Sources and Citations

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works, Vol. 1, chunk 104). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph behind every blockquote.

The primary sources cited across these chapters, with the short reference form used in the citations, are:








	Reference (as cited)
	Full Source





	Barclay, Apology
	Robert Barclay, An Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678)



	Burrough, Memorable Works
	Edward Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (collected works, 1672)



	Chalkley, Journal
	Thomas Chalkley, A Journal of the Life… of Thomas Chalkley



	Crisp, Life
	Stephen Crisp, A Memoir of the Life of Stephen Crisp



	Crook, Memoir, Epistles etc.
	John Crook, A Short History of the Life of John Crook (memoir and epistles)



	Crouch, Memoirs
	William Crouch, Posthuma Christiana / Memoirs of William Crouch



	Fox, Journal
	George Fox, The Journal of George Fox (collected, multi-volume)



	Fox, Memoir
	A Memoir of George Fox (selected works/memoir)



	Gough, History of the Quakers
	John Gough, A History of the People Called Quakers (1789)



	Griffith, Life
	John Griffith, A Journal of the Life… of John Griffith



	Penington, Works, Vol. 1–2
	Isaac Penington, The Works of Isaac Penington, Volumes 1–2



	Penington, Letters
	Isaac Penington, Letters of Isaac Penington



	Penn, No Cross, No Crown
	William Penn, No Cross, No Crown



	Penn, Life and Writings
	William Penn, The Select Works / Life and Writings of William Penn



	Pike, Life
	Joseph Pike, A Journal of the Life of Joseph Pike



	Woolman, Journal
	John Woolman, The Journal of John Woolman
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