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Abstract: Verse Jas 4,5 poses two problems for exegetes. On the one hand, it is not easy 
to identify the apparent quotation from Scripture, and on the other hand, it is difficult to de-
termine the meaning of this verse as a whole, as well as each statement in it. This text begins 
with a rhetorical question (»Or do you think it doesn’t make sense what Scripture says?«, Jas 
4,5a) and is followed by a statement (»He [God] jealously longs for the spirit which [God] 
dwelt in us«, Jas 4,5b). The statement Jas 4,5b, which is presented as a biblical quote, is not 
found in the Old Testament or in the surviving unbiblical writings as a literal quote. It is not 
entirely possible to exclude the option that James cites an unknown work in Jas 4,5b, but 
it is more likely that he created a biblical quote from various elements of Scripture on the 
subject of God’s jealousy, which is linked to the idea of Israel’s chosen people as the bride 
of their God. 

Key Words: Biblical exegesis, The Catholic Epistles, The Letter of James, Crux interpretum, 
The Old Testament 

Izvleček: Vrstica Jak 4,5 predstavlja za eksegete dva problema. Po eni strani je ni enostavno 
prepoznati kot citat iz Svetega pisma, po drugi strani pa je težko določiti pomen tega verza 
kot celote in vsake izjave v njem. Besedilo se začne z retoričnim vprašanjem (»Ali mislite, 
da Pismo v prazno pravi?«, Jak 4,5a), sledi pa mu izjava (»Bog do ljubosumnosti hrepeni 
po Duhu, ki ga je naselil v nas«, Jak 4,5b) Dobesedne izjave Jak 4,5b, ki je predstavljena kot 
svetopisemski citat, ne najdemo v Stari zavezi niti v ohranjenih nebiblijskih spisih. Ni mogoče 
povsem izključiti možnosti, da Jakob v 4,5b citira neznano delo, zdi pa se verjetnejše, da je 
iz različnih elementov Svetega pisma ustvaril biblijski citat na temo Božjega ljubosumja, ki je 
povezano z idejo o izbranem ljudstvu Izraela kot nevesti svojega Boga.

Ključne besede: biblijska eksegeza, pisma, Jakobovo pismo, Crux interpretum, Stara zaveza

1 This study is a result of the research funded by the project IGA_CMTF_2020_005 »Cruces interpretum 
of the Letter of James«.
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Introduction

The Letter of James, which has been generally overlooked in the history 

of the Church, is in many ways a unique work of the New Testament. 

Although, in terms of discussing socio-ethical doctrine and sociology, 

it lacks explicit reflections on the suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ, it can be ranked among the most interesting and inspiring books 

of the New Testament. The Letter of James, which provides instructions 

for the practical preservation of faith, a wise life, and sympathetic ethics, 

is considered »one of the most enigmatic writings of the New Testament« 

(Hartin 2003, 1). Donald A. Hagner even claims that it is »the most puzzling 

book of the NT« (2012, 671). The Letter of James has caused difficulties for 

the New Testament researchers for as long as one can remember because 

it contains a large number of enigmatic textual places (Meyer 1930, 1). 

One of these places is Jas 4,5, which has been called crux interpretum 

(De Ambroggi 1949, 64; Konradt 1998, 81; Popkes 2001, 269) and described 

by many New Testament scholars as one of the most difficult texts in the 

entire epistle (Burdick 1981, 193; Martin 1988, 149).2 It has even been sug-

gested that this may be the most difficult verse in the New Testament 

(Witherington III 2007, 514). Some researchers who presented their in-

terpretations often felt compelled to admit that »no interpretation is free 

from problems« (Blomberg and Kamell 2008, 192). It is no surprise that 

Greek patristic tradition, apart from commentaries and anthologies, does 

not seem to quote Jas 4,5 even a single time.3 The difficulty of interpreting 

Jas 4,5 is due to two facts: the identification of the apparent quotation 

of Scripture, and the interpretation of the meaning of Jas 4,5 itself, as it 

can be argued that in this verse each expression gets its meaning from its 

relation to the others and the overall context. 

The purpose of this article is to offer an interpretation of Jas 4,5 and 

to identify the »Scripture« to which the author of the Letter of James refers. 

The article is divided into three parts. The first part will discuss the ques-

tion of the use of different traditions in the Letter of James. The second 

2 Moffatt (1953, 59) states: »The fifth verse is extremely obscure.« Davids (1982, 162) denotes the verse 
»one of the thorniest problems in the epistle« Carpenter (2000, 189) calls it an »exegetically thorny 
passage«.

3 Allison, jr. (2013, 611) points to this fact. 
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part will offer an interpretation of Jas 4,5 within its context. Finally, the 

third part will try to identify the »Scripture« to which Jas 4,5 refers. 

1 The Use of Various Traditions in James

With a careful reading of the Letter of James, we can observe that hardly 

a verse can be found in the work that has no connection with tradition. 

In the Letter of James we constantly encounter ideas, motives, formulations 

or words that have their origins in the Old Testament, Jewish tradition, 

Greco-Roman tradition4 and early Christian tradition.5 The author of this 

letter did not only take over material from various traditions, but also com-

piled it and brought it together. This gives the Letter of James a certain 

»internationality and interdenominationalism« (Dibelius 1984, 36). 

From the Septuagint, which was the Bible of the Letter of James and which 

influenced its language,6 its author draws direct quotations, allusions 

and examples of persons.7 However, when he quotes Scripture directly, 

he always introduces the biblical text using the citation formula. We can 

see that the Old Testament, as the »Scripture«, is referenced three times 

in the Letter of James. Jas 2,8 uses the introductory formula κατὰ τὴν γραφήν 

»according to the Scripture« to introduce a verbatim quotation of Lev 19,18, 

while Jas 4,8 employs the formulation διὸ λέγει »therefore it says« to introdu-

ce a verbatim quotation of Prov 3,34. Jas 2,23 uses the extended formula 

καὶ ἐπληρώθη ἡ γραφὴ ἡ λέγουσα »and the Scripture was fulfilled that says« 

to introduce a quotation of Gen 15,6. In none of the citations does James 

denote the biblical location of the quotation. He does not even say »in the 

Law« or something similar. Two of the citations come from the Pentateuch 

whereas the third quotation is from the Book of Proverbs. 

4 In a broader sense, James stands here in the tradition of the »Hellenistic moralists« (Malherbe 1992, 
267–333).

5 The Letter of James contains a number of expressions reminiscent of Jesus’ words as recorded in 
the Gospel tradition (see further Kloppenborg 2004, 93–141; Schröter 2008, 233–255).

6 Texts Jas 1,1-11; 3,9; 5,4, 7 contain hints of the LXX language. With reference to language and style 
of the Letter of James see Mußner (1987, 26–33).

7 Barth (1962, 54), when discussing the use of the Old Testament in the Epistle to the Hebrews, uses 
a fourfold distinction: 1) direct quotations, 2) indirect quotations or allusions, 3) summaries or 
reflections, and 4) references to names and topics.
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Lev 19,18 is quoted a total of 9 times in the New Testament (Matt 5,43; 

19,19; Matt 22,39; Mark 12,31, 33; Luke 10,27; Gal 5,14; Rom 13,9; Jas 2,8) 

and is one of the most frequently used Old Testament texts in the New 

Testament. In Jas 2,8 as well as in Gal 5,15 and Rom 13,9 it is presented 

as a summary of the Law. Jas 2,23 is almost a verbatim quotation from 

Gen 15,6, although James makes some small stylistic alterations. He re-

places the conjunction καί with δέ and uses the later form, Ἀβραάμ, for 

Abraham, rather than Ἀβράμ, which is found in Gen 15,6 LXX and which 

is more correct, because the name Ἀβραάμ is given only in Gen 27,5. These 

changes could probably be caused by the fact that the author of the Letter 

of James quoted the Old Testament text from memory without the direct 

use of a biblical text. (Laws 1973, 211) James adds to the quotation from 

Gen 15,6 the verbal expression »he was called the friend of God«. The verb 

in the passive ἐκλήθη »was called« refers to God’s action. The honorary title 

φίλος θεοῦ »friend of God« for Abraham does not appear literally in any bibli-

cal text. In early Jewish literature, this title is documented for important Old 

Testament figures: Moses, Isaac, Jacob, Abraham.8 This title could be given 

to Abraham in the Jewish tradition and can be based on some biblical texts. 

It is possible to relate Jas 2,23 to the Book of Wisdom, which speaks of wis-

dom that passes into holy souls and makes them »friends of God (φίλους 
θεοῦ), and prophets« (Wis 7,27; 7,14). When the Book of Wisdom speaks 

of Abraham’s trial, it states: »When the nations in wicked agreement had 

been put to confusion, recognized the righteous man and preserved him 

blameless before God, and kept him strong in the face of his compassion 

for his child« (Wis 10,5). So Abraham is a »friend of God« and »righteous«, 

because he lets himself to be guided by God’s wisdom and remains faithful 

in the trial of sacrificing his child. This image of Abraham can be found 

in some texts of early Jewish literature, where the fear of God spoken 

of in the biblical account of the sacrifice of Isaac is interpreted as love 

for God (Gen 22,12). In the Qumran literature we find a testimony about 

Abraham, who is considered a »friend because he kept the commandment 

of God and chose not| the will of his own spirit« (CD 4,2-3). The Book 

of Jubilees states at the end of Abraham’s list of trials: »He was found 

faithful and his soul was not impatient; and he was not slow to act; for 

8 In reference to Abraham as a friend of God, see Jub. 19,9; Apoc. Abr. 9,6; 10,6; Test. Abr. B 4,10; 13,1, 
6; CD 3.2; Philo, Abr. 273; Migr. 45 (Peterson 1923, 161–202; Stählin 1973, 165–167).
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he was faithful and a lover of the Lord.« (Jub. 17,18) Finally, early Christian 

literature testifies to the designation of Abraham as »the friend of God« 

(1 Clem. 17,2) because of his obedience to the words of God (1 Clem. 

10,1). The almost verbatim quotation Prov 3,34 from LXX (κύριος ὑπερηφάνοις 
ἀντιτάσσεται ταπεινοῖς δὲ δίδωσιν χάριν; »God opposes the proud but gives grace 

to the humble«) in Jas 4,8 is relevant since at that point the LXX differs 

significantly from the Hebrew MT: ִאם־ַלֵּלִצים הּוא־ָיִליץ )ְוַלֲעִנִּיים( ]ְוַלֲעָנִוים[ ִיֶּתן־ֵחן 
»Toward the scorners he is scornful, but to the humble he shows favour«. 

Moreover, we can see that the wording of the quotation from Prov 3,34, 

which is given in Jas 4,6 and elsewhere in early Christian literature (1 Pet 

5,5; 1 Clem. 30,2; Ign. Eph. 5,3) always with the same difference from LXX – 

(ὁ) θεός instead of κύριος, may be an indication that it is possibly not a direct 

quotation from Scripture, but that the text is taken from an early Christian 

tradition. Lastly, in Jas 2,11, reference is made to the two commandments 

of the Decalogue – »do not commit adultery, do not kill« – by the theocen-

tric formulation ὁ εἰπών »he who said« (Exod 20,13-14; Deut 5,17-18).9 The 

wording of these two commandments from the Decalogue is very close 

to the LXX text with some minor stylistic improvements.10 From the way 

in which these two commandments from the Decalogue are cited, it is clear 

that James presupposes readers who have a certain acquaintance with 

God’s gift of the Decalogue to Moses on Sinai, for without this knowledge 

the formula ὁ εἰπών would be an enigma.11

In addition to the above mentioned direct references to the Old Testament, 

it can be noted that in the Letter of James there are a large number of al-

lusions to texts from the Bible (Lev 19,15 in Jas 2,9; Deut 6,6 in Jas 2,29; 

Gen 22,1-19 in Jas 2,21-23; Josh 2,1-22 in Jas 2,25; Gen 1,26-28; 9,2 in Jas 3,7; 

1 Kgs 17–18 in Jas 5,17-18)12 as well as a number of biblical sayings: »like 

9 According to Aland et al. (2014, 863), there are four quotations from the Old Testament in the Letter 
of James: Jas 2,8 (Lev 19,18); Jas 2,11 (Exod 20,13-14; Deut 5,17-18); Jas 2,23 (Gen 15,6); Jas 4,6 (Prov 
3,34). By contrast Aland et al. (2012, 694) give additional references to Isa 5,9 in Jas 5,4 and Jer 12,3 
in Jas 5,5 in italics and thus consider them to be direct quotations from the Old Testament.

10 James uses the negation μή instead of οὐ from the LXX.

11 Laws (1973, 212) considers the possibility that the author of the Letter of James »is rather calling on a 
general, perhaps even liturgical, knowledge of the Decalogue independent of the textual tradition«.

12 Many exegetes are considering a larger number of allusions, others a smaller number. For example, 
Allison, jr. (2013, 51) distinguishes four ways of using LXX in the Letter of James. He finds in the 
letter: 4 quotations/citations (Gen 15,6 in Jas 2,23; Exod 20,13-14 = Deut 5,17-18 in Jas 2,11; Lev 19,18 
in Jas 2,8; Prov 3,34 in Jas 4,6), 4 allusions (Lev 19,13; Deut 24,14-15 in Jas 5,4; Lev 19,15 in Jas 2,1, 9; 
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a flower of the grass he will pass away« (Jas 1,10-11; Isa 40,7), »the ears of the 

Lord of hosts« (Jas 5,4; Isa 5,9), »the day of slaughter« (Jas 5,5; Jer 12,3), 

»he will cover over a multitude of sins« (Jas 5,20; Prov 10,12). (Mayor 1892, 

lxviii-lxxiii; Cantinant 1973, 17–20; Popkes 1999, 216–218; Carson 2007, 

997–1013) Some scholars are of the opinion that Lev 19 is not only quoted 

in Jas 2,8, but that it appears several times in the background of the text. 

Luke Timothy Johnson enumerates the following parallels: Lev 19,12 to 

Jas 5,12; Lev 19,13 to Jas 5,4; Lev 19,15 to Jas 2,1, 9; Lev 19,16 to Jas 4,11; 

Lev 19,17b to Jas 5,20; Lev 19,18a to Jas 5,9; Lev 19,18b to Jas 2,8 (Johnson 

1982, 399). Anthony Tyrrell Hanson limits the relations of Lev 19 to Jas 

2,1-8, but includes a parallel between Lev 19,12 and Jas 2,7 (Hanson 1983, 

147–155). However, it remains a question of critical assessment how far 

these allusions go. 

The letter of James mentions several Old Testament characters who are 

characterized by great deeds. Jas 2,21-23 introduces Abraham, who is pre-

sented in connection with Isaac as an example of a human being who has 

been justified by works. In a similar way, Rahab serves as another example 

of one who was also justified by the work of giving guidance to the mes-

sengers. In Jas 5,10 »the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord« are 

presented as a »ὑπόδειγμα (example)« of patience in the face of suffering. 

In Jas 5,11 Job is mentioned as an example of perseverance. Finally, in Jas 

5,17-18 Elijah is characterized as »ἄνθρωπος ὁμοιοπαθής (a human being with 

the same nature) as we are« and presented as an example of the effective 

prayer of a righteous man. His example functions as an encouragement for 

prayer. None of these Old Testament characters obtains any introduction 

by James and it is not stated where they appear in Scripture. Elijah is not 

even called a prophet. James presupposes his readers’ knowledge of these 

personal biblical examples. It can be assumed that James may have been 

influenced by early Jewish methods of interpretation such as Midrash. 

Most of the scriptural references occur in Jas 2; the personal biblical ex-

amples are also to be found in Jas 2 as well as in the closing text of the 

epistle (Jas 5,7-20).

Lev 19,15-18 in Jas 4,11-12; Deut 6,4 in Jas 2,19), 13 borrowings (Gen 1,11 in Jas 5,18; Gen 1,26-27 in 
Jas 3,7-9; Isa 5,7-9 in Jas 5,4; Isa 32,15-20 in Jas 3,18; Isa 40,6-7 in Jas 1,9-11; Jer 5,24 in Jas 5,7; Jer 12,3 
in Jas 5,5; Ezek 33-34 in Jas 5,19-20; Hos 14,10 in Jas 3,13; Prov 10,12 [non-LXX form] in Jas 5,20; Wis 
2 in Jas 4,13-5,6; Eccl 2 in Jas 5,10; Eccl 15,11-12 in Jas 1,13) and 4 summaries of episode (Gen 22,1-19 
in Jas 2,21-23; Josh 2,1-22 in Jas 2,25; 1 Kgs 17-18 in Jas 5,17-18; the book of Job in Jas 5,11).
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The letter of James was also inspired by the deuterocanonical books of the 

Old Testament. One can notice the similarities between the Letter of James 

and »Sapiential Books«: the Book of Wisdom and Sirach (Ecclesiasticus). 

In the Letter of James we can find a number of indirect references to the 

Book of Wisdom (Wis 1,11 in Jas 4,11; 5,9; Wis 2,1-2, 4; 5,14 in Jas 4,14; Wis 

2,10-20 in Jas 5,1, 6; Wis 7,7; 9,6 in Jas 1,5). We can also discover many allu-

sions to Sirach (Sir 3,17 in Jas 3,13; Sir 4,29; 5,11 in Jas 1,19; Sir 7,10 in Jas 1,6; 

Sir 10,22 in Jas 1,9-10; Sir 15,11-20 in Jas 1,13-15; Sir 18,15; 20,15 in Jas 1,5; Sir 

19,16 in Jas 3,2; Sir 29,10-11 in Jas 5,2 etc.) (deSilva 2012, 58–85).13 It seems 

that the author of the Letter of James knew these books, although he did 

not cite them as Scripture and did not clarify the references to them. It can 

be observed that many hapax legomena in the Letter of James originate 

from the wisdom books in LXX.14 No other New Testament book was influ-

enced more significantly by the wisdom tradition than the Letter of James 

(von Lips 1990, 434; Schnelle 2002, 439).

However, the Letter of James also shows knowledge and use of other early 

Jewish literature. It can be seen that the presentation of the Old Testament 

characters, especially those mentioned here, are influenced by this litera-

ture. Jas 2,21-23 is an update of the early Jewish tradition about Abraham 

(Sir 44,20; 1 Macc 2,52). The statement about Job’s perseverance in James 

5,11 refers less to the canonical book of Job than to the early Jewish hagga-

dah about Job (T. Job). The social critique of the Letter of James (especially 

Jas 5,1-6) points to the influence of the prophetic-apocalyptic tradition. The 

chronology »three years and six months« (Jas 5,17), which is mentioned 

in connection with Elijah, does not appear anywhere in the Old Testament, 

but we encounter it in tradition (especially in Luke 4,25-26). Knowledge 

of early Jewish literature is noticeable, but it is never clearly pointed out.15 

13 Frankemölle (1994, 85–86) argues that the Letter of James not only shows a theological and anthropo-
logical similarity, but that it is literally dependent on the Book of Sirach and that the Letter of James 
is presented as a re-reading of this book. On the other hand, Popkes (2004, 149) states that neither 
the structure nor the subject matter nor can the scope of the Letter of James be explained from the 
Book of Sirach. 

14 According to Halson (1968, 308–309), the Letter of James contains 67 NT hapax legomena, 52 of 
which are Septuagintal. Of those, 34 appear in the wisdom literature, 15 in the Pentateuch, 12 in the 
historical books, 9 in the Psalms, 18 in the Latter Prophets and Daniel, and 25 in non-wisdom apo-
cryphal books. Based on these statistics, he concludes that »in his distinctive vocabulary [...] James 
has a marked predilection for words from the Septuagintal Wisdom literature«. 

15 In reference to the Use of the Old Testament and the Jewish Tradition in the Letter of James, see 
Bauckham (1988, 306–309). 
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Parallels with the non-biblical literature of early Judaism – Avot, Let. Aris., 

4 Macc, Ps.-Phoc. (Bottini 1986, 171–181), Philo,16 T. 12 Patr.,17 Qumran man-

uscripts18 – are often mentioned in the commentaries. However, the paral-

lels are not sufficient to prove literary dependence. It is usually assumed 

that the Letter of James drew from the same current of Hellenistic-Jewish 

tradition. Lexical and thematic similarities between the Letter of James and 

the texts from the Jewish tradition can be explained with reference to a 

common religious and cultural background. Since in the Letter of James 

these same expressions and themes are placed in a different context and 

hold a different function, it is necessary to exclude the literary dependence 

of this letter on the above-mentioned writings that come from the Jewish 

environment. From this it is clear that James drew on a rich tradition origi-

nating mainly from the Jewish environment, which he did not receive as a 

literary work, but he knew it from the traditional lived piety of Judaism.

2 The Meaning of James 4,5

James 4,5 is part of the narrative unit that relates to the theme »struggles 

and quarrels among the members of the Christian community« (Jas 4,1-

10) and that can be divided into three parts on the basis of caesuras in the 

text (Schnider 1987, 97; Bottini 2014, 160). The first part (Jas 4,1-3) deals 

with the anthropological causes of conflicts in the Christian communi-

ty. The second part (Jas 4,4-6), using two references from the Scripture, 

points to the incompatibility of love for the world and friendship with 

God. The last, third part (Jas 4,7-10) deduces (οὖν »therefore«) from the 

quotation from Scripture (Jas 4,6b) what needs to be done in order for 

human being to behave properly before God. We can see that our text 

ἢ δοκεῖτε ὅτι κενῶς ἡ γραφὴ λέγει· πρὸς φθόνον ἐπιποθεῖ τὸ πνεῦμα ὃ κατῴκισεν ἐν ἡμῖν 

16 Frankemölle (1994, 86) reckons that the author of the Letter of James was influenced by the work 
of Philo of Alexandria.

17 Konradt (1998, 179–194) on the example of the commandment to love one’s neighbour, points to 
both the similarities and the differences between the Letter of James and the text of the Testaments 
of the Twelve Patriarchs.

18 Verseput (1998, 691–707) compares the fragmentary text from Qumran with Jas 1,1-18 and points 
out the thematic and structural similarities between the two texts, but also notes the mutual diffe-
rences that stem from the literary type of James’ work, which is »a letter of comfort and instruction 
for Christian communities in the diaspora« (707).
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(Jas 4,5)19 together with the following verse serves as a justification for the 

statement: »friendship with the world is enmity with God« (Jas 4,4). What 

does this statement in Jas 4,5 mean by itself and in context?

In terms of textual criticism, Jas 4,5 contains two problematic places, which 

are not of a fundamental nature. The word φθόνον is replaced by φόνον in the 

two minuscule manuscripts from the 11th (1243) and 14th (2492) centuries. 

Secondly, the textual reading κατῴκισεν (attested in P74 א B Ψ 1739) is pre-

ferred rather than κατῴκησεν (P 5. 33. 307. 436. 442. 642. 1243 and many 

others).20 Two separate verbs are attested: κατοικίζω »place in, cause to live 

in«, which is a hapax legomenon in the New Testament and occurs only 

in Jas 4,5; κατοικέω »(intrans.) live, reside, settle; (trans.) inhabit, dwell in«, 

which is more common in the New Testament (a total of 44 occurrences). 

It is necessary to give priority to κατοικίζω because of »transcriptional prob-

ability« (Metzger 2000, 612) by which the more complicated reading can 

be explained. Since the verb κατοικίζω appears nowhere else in the New 

Testament it is more likely that copyists would have substituted it with the 

more common κατοικέω than the other way around.

The difficulty of understanding verse Jas 4,5 has led some scholars to be-

lieve that the original text was rendered incomprehensible by damage, 

and they have made suggestions for conjectural emendation. In 1730 

a Swiss theologian, known as a New Testament critic, Johann Jakob 

Wettstein proposed a conjecture which would emend the text so that in-

stead of yearning πρὸς φθόνον, the human spirit would yearn πρὸς τὸν θεόν 

(Wettstein 1730, 172). This conjecture was also shared by Otto Kirn (1904, 

131–133)21 and Clemens Könnecke (1908, 15). Nowadays, this conjecture 

is defended by Ryan Donald Wettlaufer who claims that πρὸς τὸν θεόν (as a 

nomen sacrum) stood for πρὸς φθόνον. The resulting text would then read: 

»Do you think that in vain the scripture says ‘the spirit he caused to dwell 

within us yearns for God,’« with Eccl 12,7 and Ps 41,2 (LXX) as the source 

text (Wettlaufer 2013, 148–157). Another conjecture was proposed by J. 

A. Findlay who reads φόνον for φθόνον in accordance with two minuscule 

19 The wording of the Greek text is in accordance with the critical edition Aland et al. (2012, 692).

20 Aland et al. 2012, 692.

21 Discussed in more detail in Kirn (1904, 593–604).
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manuscripts dating from the 11th and 14th centuries and who translates 

the verse: »the spirit that took up its abode in you (when your conten-

tions began) is yearning for murder, but he gives greater grace«. Findlay 

regards it as free reference to Gen 4,7, which addresses Cain the murderer: 

»If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin 

is lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master it.« (Findlay 

1925–1926, 381–382) Finally it needs to be mentioned that Haire A. Forster 

adds ἤ before πρὸς φθόνον (Forster 1917–1918, 139). However, these attempts 

are unpersuasive and are no longer relevant today.

The trouble with the meaning of Jas 4,5 is caused by several interrelated 

syntactical and lexical ambiguities. A number of questions arise in connec-

tion with the interpretation of Jas 4,5. First of all, it is possible to ask: where 

does the quotation begin and end? Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette 

suggested that Jas 4,5a does not constitute an introduction to the quotation, 

but clarifies the previous verse Jas 4,4, which contains the motives of the 

New Testament tradition (2 Pet 3,15-16; 1 Tim 5,18), which we encounter 

in 1 John 2,15; Matt 6,7; Luke 16,13 and Rom 8,7 (de Wette 1853, 238). This 

is an unconvincing solution. Friedrich Spitta draws πρὸς φθόνον to ἡ γραφὴ 
λέγει as a thematic datum: »Scripture says about envy.« (Spittta 1896, 118 

and 120) But a thematic datum πρός with accusative »what concerns« is not 

expected in an introduction to the biblical quotation. The preposition περί 
with genitive would be more common (Burchard 2000, 172–173). August 

Rudolph Gebser understands πρὸς φθόνον as »enviously« (»Or do you think 

that the Scripture speaks to no purpose, enviously«), and regards the fol-

lowing words Jas 4,5b-6a as a parenthesis or preliminary interpretation 

of the quotation from Jas 4,6b (Gebster 1828, 344–345; also Carpenter 

2000, 199–204; Wypadlo 2006, 123–125; McCartney 2009, 216–217).22 Such 

an understanding of the text is unpersuasive for the reason that we are fac-

ing the unbearable clash of »enviously« and »to no purpose«. Furthermore, 

Jas 4,5a lets us expect a threatening word rather than a promise as in Jas 

4,6b. According to Wiard Popkes, James became confused. He original-

ly wanted immediately to quote Prov 3,34, but inadvertently continued 

with Jas 4,5b, which still belongs to Jas 4,1-4 (Popkes 1997, 99–103; 1999, 

22 McKnight (2011, 336–337 and 340–341) sees the paraphrase of Prov 3,34 in Jas 4,5b-6a and quotation 
of Prov 3,34 in Jas 4,6b.
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224–227). Such an understanding of the text is too complicated and also 

implausible. The most appropriate understanding of the Greek text seems 

to take πρὸς φθόνον as modifying ἐπιποθεῖ, since on the one hand λέγει is al-

ready modified by κενῶς and on the other hand ἐπιποθεῖ would lack a more 

specific determination: the longing for whom, for what. The quotation 

begins where you would expect it, after ἡ γραφὴ λέγει.

James 4,5 starts with a rhetorical question that has an almost provocative 

tone: Ἢ δοκεῖτε ὅτι κενῶς ἡ γραφὴ λέγει »Or do you think it is to no pur-

pose that the Scripture says?« (Jas 4,5a) With this interrogative sentence 

that calls for agreement (Matt 12,29; 1 Cor 6,16), the author of the Letter 

of James urges his readers to acknowledge the unconditional validity 

of what Scripture communicates. The verb δοκέω »think, suppose, consid-

er« states, as in James 1,26, the wrong opinion,23 and therefore implies the 

answer: »No, the Scriptures do not say in vain.« The adverb κενῶς »in vain, 

unnecessarily, to no purpose«, which appears in the New Testament only 

in Jas 4,5 and in LXX only in Isa 49,4, here means »only with empty words/

to no purpose«.24 The expression ἡ γραφὴ λέγει is a formula that introduces 

the citation of a biblical text in the Corpus Paulinum 6 times (Rom 4,3; 

9,17; 10,11; 11,2; Gal 4,30; 1 Tim 5,18), where in three cases (Rom 4,3; 11,2; 

Gal 4,30) it introduces an interrogative sentence, as in James 4,5a.25 It is 

preferable to understand ἡ γραφή as »passage of Scripture« (Davids 1982, 

162; Hartin 2003, 199) rather than »Scripture as such« (contrary to Johnson 

1995, 280). 

What follows is a statement, not a second rhetorical question along with 

Jas 4,5a.26 The quotation that is included in the question ends after ἐν ἡμῖν 

(Jas 4,5b). The formulation in Jas 4,6a μείζονα δὲ δίδωσιν χάριν no longer be-

longs to the quotation because of the adversative particle δέ that creates 

23 Mark 6,49; Luke 12,51; 13,2, 4; 24,37; 1 Cor 3,18; 8,2; 10,12; 14,37.

24 Balz (1981, col. 699): »daß die Schrift nur mit leeren Worten / umsonst spricht«.

25 Also John 7,38.42; 19,37.

26 Some scholars regard Jas 4,5 as two questions. The term λέγει is understood in the sense of »speak«: 
»Do you suppose that the Scripture speaks in vain? Does the spirit which he made to dwell in us 
long jealously (or enviously)?« (Laws 1973, 210–215; 1980, 174–179; Johnson 1995, 280; Penner 1996, 
152; Wall 1997, 202; Sleeper 1998, 109; Varner 2014, 421–422). However, if Jas 4,5b was intended as a 
rhetorical question (with a negative answer), it would have to be started with μή (Blass – Debrunner – 
Rehkopf 1990, § 427).
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a sharp contrast with the previous text, but is rather a new sentence that 

James formulated independently by using the last three words of Prov 

3,34 in preparation for the biblical quotation in Jas 4,6b. The question mark 

should not be placed behind Jas 4,6a,27 but behind Jas 4,5. Moreover, the 

words φθόνος, ἐπιποθέω and κατοικίζω, which appear only here in the letter, 

and which possibly have the metre, the rhythmic pattern that is typical 

of epic poetry,28 speak in favour of a quotation in Jas 4,5b.

To understand the correct meaning of the sentence πρὸς φθόνον ἐπιποθεῖ 
τὸ πνεῦμα ὃ κατῴκισεν ἐν ἡμῖν (Jas 4,5b), which is presented as a biblical 

quotation, it is necessary to answer some controversial questions. Is the 

subject of the verb ἐπιποθεῖ God or spirit? And similarly, is the subject of the 

verb κατῴκισεν God or spirit? What is the meaning of the term φθόνος? Is it 

possible to understand it as »envy« or »jealousy«? Does the expression 

πνεῦμα relate to the divine or human spirit? There are basically two possible 

interpretations with variations.

The first interpretation takes πνεῦμα, namely the human mind, to be in the 

nominative, functioning as the subject of the verb ἐπιποθεῖ, and πρὸς φθόνον 

is to be understood negatively as »envious«. The reading of the text there-

fore is: »The (human) spirit that he (God) made dwell in us yearns envi-

ously.« (Chaine 1927, 101–103; Michl 1963, 168–171; Mitton 1966, 155–156; 

Adamson 1976, 171–173; Laws 1980, 177–178; Prockter 1989, 625–627; 

Johnson 1995, 280–282; Richardson 1997, 177; Burchard 2000, 171–174; 

Hartin 2003, 200; Fabris 2004, 279–281; Maier 2004, 183; McKnight 2011, 

338; Painter 2012, 140). In this rendering πνεῦμα is identified with the »spirit« 

breathed into the human being by God at creation (Gen 2,7). The author 

of the Letter of James would then be making a point about the human in-

clination to be envious and jealous. The first part of the quotation proves 

Jas 4,1-3, namely that the human mind strives enviously for what it does 

not have. In favour of this interpretation it can be stated that a close ex-

amination of the Greek phrase πρὸς φθόνον ἐπιποθεῖ shows that it would 

be very difficult to attribute it to God as the subject. The verb ἐπιποθέω 

27 Thus erroneously Barbara Aland et al. (2012, 692). 

28 Windisch and Preisker (1951, 27), Schneider (1961, 28), Michl (1963, 172–173), Reicke (1964, 46), 
Assaël and Cuvillier (2013, 231) and others suppose a hexameter (Jas 1,17a), which, however, has 
shortcomings (Blass – Debrunner – Rehkopf 1990, § 487,6). 
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which appears with πρός in LXX Ps 41,2, means »strongly desire, long for, 

feel tender affection for« and the subject of it is usually a human being 

(LXX Deut 13,9; Ps 83,3; 119,20; 174). Only in LXX Deut 32,11 and Jer 13,14, 

is God the subject of this verb. Moreover, in the Greek Bible, the noun 

φθόνος always has a negative connotation and is used in reference to a 

vice.29 All this argues for the spirit as being the subject of the verb, rather 

than God: »the spirit yearns enviously«. This interpretation is not without 

substance, however none of the arguments presented is decisive.

According to the second better interpretation, God is the subject of the 

sentence. It takes πνεῦμα to be in the accusative case, functioning as the 

direct object of the verb ἐπιποθεῖ, reads πρὸς φθόνον adverbially as φθονερῶς 
»jealously« (Blass – Debrunner – Rehkopf 1990, § 239, n. 8) and positive-

ly of God’s zeal, that is: »He (God) jealously longs for the spirit that he 

(God) made dwell (transitive κατοικίζω)30 in us.« (Hort 1909, 93–94; Belser 

1909, 164–165; Ropes 1916, 264–265; Schlatter 1932, 248–252; Marty 1935, 

159–160; De Ambroggi 1949, 64–65; Moffat 1953, 60–61; Tasker 1956, 91; 

Jeremias 1959, 445; Hoppe 1977, 11; Davids 1982, 164; Dibelius 1984, 

264–268; Vouga 1984, 117; Mußner 1987, 181–182; Schnider 1987, 101–102; 

Ruckstuhl 1988, 26; Spicq 1991, 569; Schrage 1993, 45–46; Frankemölle 

1994, 602–605; Klein 1995, 112–115; Carpenter 2000, 191–197; Carson 2007, 

1006–1007; Witherington III 2007, 514–515; Blomberg and Kamell 2008, 

191–192; Moo 2009, 149–151; Assaël and Cuvillier 2013, 232)31 This inter-

pretation should be preferred for several reasons. The context indicates 

that the subject of the sentence in Jas 4,5b is God. Since in the following 

text God is the subject in both sentences in Jas 4,6, in the first unspoken, 

in the second (also in the quotation of Scripture) explicit, God must also 

be the subject in the first »quotation«. In addition, the previous verse Jas 

4,4 places God in opposition to the word »world« and each time uses the 

term God at the end of both sentences of the verse. Based on this fact, 

God can be an unspoken subject of the verb form ἐπιποθεῖ »he yearns« 

29 1 Macc 8,16; 3 Macc 6,7; Wis 2,24; 6,23; Matt 27,18; Mark 15,10; Rom 1,29; Gal 5,21; Phil 1,15; 1 Tim 6,4; 
Tit 3,3; 1 Pet 2,1. Ep. Arist. 224; T. Sim. 2,13; 3,1, 2, 4, 6; 4,5, 7; 6,2; T. Dan 2,5; T. Gad 4,5; T. Jos. 1,3, 7; 
10,3; T. Benj. 7,2, 5; 8,1; Sib. Or. 3,377, 662; Philo, Fug. 154; Mos. 1,2; Josephus, Ant. 2,1; etc.

30 The verb κατοικίζω, which occurs in the New Testament only in Jas 4,5, has meaning »cause to dwell, 
establish, settle«. In early Christian literature it appears in Herm. Man. 3,1 (God caused the Spirit »to 
dwell in flesh«) (Danker 2000, 535). 

31 Martin (1988, 140) translates Jas 4,5b »the Spirit God made to dwell in us opposes envy«.
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(New Revised Standard Version Bible complements »God«). Finally, the 

image used for God’s relationship to human beings as a marital union 

in Jas 4,4 allows the idea of God’s jealousy, which often appears in the 

Old Testament (Exod 20,5; 34,14; Deut 4,44; 5,9; 6,15; Josh 24,19; Isa 9,6). 

It is necessary to mention that the Septuagint uses the term ζῆλος and not 

φθόνος. In the Septuagint the expression φθόνος is nowhere associated with 

God. However, it can be observed that the expressions ζῆλος and φθόνος are 

closely related to each other and are sometimes interchangeable (1 Mac 

8,16; T. Sim. 4,5; T. Gad. 7,2; 1 Clem. 3,2; 4,7; 5,2), e.g. in the moral discussion 

of Hellenistic-Jewish writings (Johnson 1983, 335). Furthermore, φθόνος was 

sometimes used by Greek writers for the jealousy of the Olympian gods 

(Moo 2009, 150). By virtue of this fact it can be assumed that the author 

of James, as a Hellenistic-Jewish writer, also understands the term φθόνος 
in the sense of »jealous« and uses it for God.32 Perhaps in Jas 4,5 the word 

φθόνος was chosen because Jas 3,13–4,3 uses ζῆλος negatively. James might 

employ φθόνος deliberately as a synonym that has not yet been used. The 

formulation πρὸς φθόνον is understood as a rule adverbially in meaning 

φθονερῶς »jealously« (Ropes 1916, 262; Dibelius 1984, 268; Mußner 1987, 

181). After all, the suitability of a reference to God’s jealousy for his peo-

ple in this context prevails over the undisputed linguistic trouble posed 

by φθόνος. James 4,5 lucidly gives reason for a point made in the preced-

ing verse Jas 4,4. The connection of φθόνος with a human susceptibility 

to jealousy seems awkward in this context, but to see in verse Jas 4,5 a 

reminder of God’s desire that his people be completely and uncondition-

ally his provides a beautifully appropriate justification for warning against 

flirting with the views and the values of the world in verse Jas 4,4. With 

reference to the verb ἐπιποθέω »yearn, desire«, it is true that it never refers 

to God in biblical Greek. But we can observe that it always has a positive 

connotation in the New Testament.33 It seems much more natural to as-

cribe both verbs in Jas 4,5b to the same subject, in which case »God« must 

be understood as the subject of κατῴκισεν.

Finally, the question arises of how to understand the term πνεῦμα »spirit«. 

Is it the Holy Spirit as a gift of grace given at baptism? (Mayor 1892, 132) 

32 So do many translations, Frankemölle (1994, 572) and Schnider (1987, 97).

33 Rom 1,11; 2 Cor 5,2; 9,14; Phil 1,8; 2,26; 1 Thess 3,6; 2 Tim 1,4 2 Pet 2,2.
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Or is the spirit meant to be the breath of life in a human being in accord-

ance with the account about creation (Gen 2,7) (Hauck 1926, 197)? Is the 

πνεῦμα a gift of prophetic inspiration (Spitta 1896, 120) or God’s wisdom 

(LXX Exod 31,3; 35,31; Deut 34,9; Isa 11,2)? (Hoppe 1989, 91; McCartney 

2009, 214–215) Is it a human spirit full of envy? (Michl 1968, 53) Or is 

it an evil inclination which seems to derive from a central source such 

as the devil (T. Naph. 8,4) or Satan (T. Dan 6,1-2) (Prockter 1989, 625–627; 

Johnson 1995, 281; Tsuji 1997, 85–86)? To properly understand the term 

πνεῦμα, it is necessary to take into account the overall wording of the sen-

tence in Jas 4,5b. However, on the basis of the phrase »greater is the grace 

he gives«, which is found in the following sentence (Jas 4,6a), it is hardly 

possible to understand πνεῦμα in the sense of the Holy Spirit. How could 

an even »greater« gift of grace beside him be possible or conceivable? 

It must be added that if the sentence were to be seen to refer to the Holy 

Spirit, it would be the only such reference in the Letter of James. According 

to Gen 2,7 at the creation of the first human being, God breathed spirit into 

him as the breath of life. The Book of Wisdom declares about the spirit 

of God: »Your incorruptible spirit is in all things.« (Wis 12,1) In late Judaism 

we repeatedly meet the conviction that the spirit of God dwells in this 

way from the creation of human beings (T. Naph. Heb. 10,9). (Mußner 

1987, 182) According to Job 14,15: »God longs for the work of his hands.« 

According to Apoc. Mos. 31, God will seek his vessel, which he created. The 

author of the Letter of James is of the opinion that the spirit is a gift from 

God, who is »put in us«. God has bestowed each human being with the 

breath of life at the creation and, according to James, God jealously longs 

for this spirit (Schnider 1987, 101–102; Ruckstuhl 1988, 26; Frankemölle 

1994, 602–605; Witherington III 2007, 514–515; Blomberg and Kamell 

2008, 191–192).34 This reading is also supported by the fact that πνεῦμα 

in the Letter of James never means the divine, but rather the human spirit 

as something created by God. Because God is like this and thus mani-

fests himself, he will not tolerate any »friendship with the world« (Jas 4,4). 

He claims the spirit of human being for himself. The verse Jas 4,5 explains 

the earnestness of any flirtation with the world by bringing to mind the 

34 There are a number of authors according to whom the subject of the sentence is »spirit« and who 
hold the wording of the text: »the spirit, that God made to dwell in us yearn enviously«. See Burchard 
(2000, 171–174), Popkes (2001, 269); Hartin (2003, 200), Fabris (2004, 280–281) and Metzner (2017, 
226).
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jealousy of the Lord, who requests a total, unconditional, unshakeable 

loyalty from the people with whom he has united himself.

3 Identifying the »Scripture« to which James 4,5b refers 

In the first part of our article, we pointed out the fact that the Letter 

of James draws on a rich tradition originating mainly from the Jewish 

environment and that the quotations from the Old Testament are usual-

ly preceded by introductory formula. The formulation found in Jas 4,5, 

ἡ γραφὴ λέγει, is undeniably an introductory formula and is found verbatim 

in several other New Testament texts.35 We can observe that in every other 

case where we find ἡ γραφὴ λέγει in the New Testament this formula intro-

duces a direct quotation from Scripture or an allusion. The same is true 

of the Letter of James. Based on this fact, the verse of Jas 4,5 should con-

tain a formal quotation.36 It is possible to claim that when James quotes 

the passage as »Scripture«, he quotes it from the Septuagint and quotes 

it with precision. A »free« citation or alternative translation of the Hebrew 

text would be atypical of him. However, the text of James 4,5b, which the 

author of the Letter of James states as a biblical quotation, is not found 

as a literal quotation in the Old Testament or in the preserved non-biblical 

writings. The origin of the quote is unclear. 

Some commentators (F. H. Kern) assume that the words following ἡ γραφὴ 
λέγει (Jas 4,5) up to διό (Jas 4,6) are parenthetic, and that James is already 

referring to the quotation from Prov 3,34 which is found in Jas 4,6 (see 

further Mayor 1892, 131). But there seems to be no foundation for such 

a sudden interruption. Such an opinion that sees a verse Jas 4,5 as an aside 

must be rejected, since Prov 3,34 would then be furnished with a double 

introduction. According to Sophie Laws, our text does not quote but al-

ludes to LXX Ps 41,2 or (more likely) 83,3, where the human spirit (ψυχή) 

longs (ἐπιποθεῖ) for God. James is asking rhetorical questions: Is scripture 

35 See Rom 4,3; 9,17; 10,11; 1 Tim 5,18.

36 Dibelius (1984, 265) says: »Man wird darum, wie es fast alle neueren Interpreten tun, anerkennen 
müssen, daß auch v. 5 ein Zitat enthält.« On the other hand Blomberg and Kamell (2008, 191) argue 
that »the majority of commentators, therefore, understand v. 5b to reflect the quotation of ‘Scripture’, 
however allusive (and elusive)!«.
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meaningless? (Jas 4,5a) Is this (according to scripture) the proper manner 

of the soul’s desire? (Jas 4,5b) The reply implied if the allusion is taken 

has to be: Surely not! (Laws 1973, 210–215) Henry Alford sees in Jas 4,5b a 

loose citation of Deut 32,10-11, where we find a statement about the jealous 

desire of the Lord over his people (Alford 1864, 314). Arnold Meyer finds 

in our text a »midrashic paraphrase« of Gen 49,19 (Meyer 1930, 259). Ben 

Witherington assumes that it can be a general allusion to Gen 6,3-7 and 

Exod 20,5 used in a midrashic way (Witherington III 2007, 514). Lewis J. 

Prockter supposes it is a wisdom Midrash on the Noah story: Noah as an 

example of a »friend of God« who resists evil envy (Prockter 1989, 625–

627). According to Honoratus Coppieters Jas 4,5 modifies LXX Eccl 4,4: 

»And I saw all labour, and all the diligent work, that this is a man’s envy 

(ζῆλος) from his neighbour. This is also vanity and waywardness of spirit 

(πνεύματος).« (1915, 35–58) The closest quotation that can be identified 

in the Holy Scriptures is from Exod 20,5 (»for I the Lord your God am a 

jealous God«).37 François Vouga believes that James himself wrote with 

some precision something that could be a summary of the Old Testament 

law or the first commandment (Exod 20,5 / Deut 5,9) (Vouga 1984, 116). 

Among the exegetes, the opinion emerged that the sentence in Jas 4,5b can 

be explained as an inaccurate quotation or a gist of such passages as Exod 

20,5 and 34,14 (Burdick 1981, 194).38 These views are opposed with the 

presence of the citation formula ἡ γραφὴ λέγει. It has been proposed that 

we are dealing with a Jewish-Hellenistic didactic poem (Hauck 1947, 27; 

Windisch and Preisker 1951, 27; Schneider 1961, 28; Michl 1963, 172–174)39 

or with Midrash (Schneckenburger 1832, 95).40 Johann Albrecht Bengel 

finds a quotation not from the Old Testament but the New Testament. 

For him, James is referring either to Gal 5,17 or 1 Pet 2,1-2, 5 (1759, 1112). 

Some researchers have assumed that, due to the mention of jealousy, there 

is a reference to the lost book of Eldad and Modad, named after the two 

characters in Num 11,24-29 (Herm. Vis. 2, 3, 4) (Spitta 1896, 121; Moffatt 

1953, 60; Sidebottom 1967, 52–53; Bauckham 2004, 270–281; Allison 2011, 

37 Ropes (1916, 262) identifies James’s quotation as possibly a »poetical rendering of the idea of Ex 20«.

38 Nyustrom (1997, 227) believes that we have a free paraphrase of Ex 34,14 or that the author of the 
letter summarizes many Old Testament passages that speak of God’s jealousy.

39 Dibelius (1984, 266) talks about »ein apokryphes als heilig geltendes Buch«.

40 Grimm (1854, 956) suggests that James erroneously remembered a Midrash or Targum on some 
verse as though it were from the Bible itself. 
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99–131; 2013, 617–622). Could James be referring to an apocryphal work 

that he considered Scripture in the way in which Jude quotes from the 

Assumption of Moses and the book of Enoch (Jude 9 and 14–15 respec-

tively)? Are we dealing here with a quote from an unknown lost work 

that was considered sacred in the environment of the origin of the Letter 

of James, but which is now unknown to us (Ewald 1870, 21; Hauck 1926, 

196; Grünzweig 1973, 131; Kugelman 1980, 49; Dibelius 1984, 266; Mußner 

1987, 183–184; Hoppe 1989, 91; Schrage 1993, 45; Heckel 2019, 60)?41 Since 

quotations of unknown origin that are supposed to be a word of Sacred 

Scripture can be found in early Christian times,42 this possibility cannot 

be wholly ruled out. 

We can likewise ask such questions as: Was this a well-known expression 

circulating among people whom the author of the Letter of James had 

mistakenly considered to be using a word of Scripture?43 Did he take this 

text from the »card index« of fragmentary passages, which also appear 

in 1 Peter 5, without knowing that it was not the text of Scripture (Popkes 

2001, 271; Idem, 1999, 224–227)? Should we think of a prophecy that 

arose in Christianity that would have been promoted by labelling it γραφή 

and thereby giving it the same origin and the same authority as the Old 

Testament scriptures? (Schlatter 1932, 248) Is it a paraphrase of an excerpt 

from Scripture or a reference to a biblical theme (»envy, evil desires«: Gen 

4,7; 6,5; 8,21; »jealousy of God«: Ex 20,5, 34,14; Deut 5,9; »the desire of the 

soul«: Psalm 42,3, 84,3, 119,20) or does James have in mind several Old 

Testament texts (Jer 3,1-11; Ezek 16; Hos 2,3), which he summarized into 

one short pregnant form, or does he refer to the message of the entire 

Bible, which he presents as the word of Scripture (7,38)? (Plumptre 1909, 

91; Belser 1909, 165; Tasker 1956, 91; Mitton 1966, 154; Nystrom 1997, 227; 

Farley 2008, 46; Moo 2009, 150–151)

We can observe in the New Testament that sometimes the singular 

»Scripture says« refers to a theme rather than to a specific quotation (John 

41 Painter (2012, 140) states: »We are faced with accepting an unknown reference indicated by ‘Scripture 
says/speaks.’«

42 Matt 2,23; John 7,38; 1 Cor 2,9; 9,10; 2 Cor 4,6; Eph 5,14; 1 Tim 5,18; 1 Clem. 46,2; 1 Clem. 23,3; 2 Clem. 
11,2.

43 Brosend II (2004, 114) supposes that this is an otherwise unknown statement of Jesus.
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7,37-39; possibly Matt 2,23). So, most likely, here: the God of the Bible is a 

jealous God, a point founded not only in the Decalogue but also in many 

other passages, perhaps most movingly in the prophecy of Hosea. For 

this reason, then, the English Standard Version, for example, and the New 

Revised Standard Version were ill-considered when using direct quotation 

marks. In the Greek text there is no orthographically unequivocal differ-

entiation between a direct citation and an indirect citation, and in our 

context it would be prudent to give preference to the latter, because the 

former, with its quotations marks, falsely signals the preservation of the 

actual words of a citation when none seems to be present. From a theolog-

ical point of view, the theme of God’s jealousy is linked to the exclusivity 

of his claims, because he is the only God who is firmly united with his 

people and who requires fidelity in this relationship, which is expressed 

repeatedly in the Old Testament through the image of marriage (it appears 

for the first time in Hosea). Precisely because this God is a personal God, 

his relationship with the people cannot be dispassionate. He longs for 

them with jealous longing. To yearn jealously is an echo of the audacious 

Old Testament anthropomorphism that emerged from the idea of the 

chosen people of Israel as the bride of their God, who had an exclusive 

right to their affections and who did not tolerate sharing any of love that 

belonged to him with the world. We can therefore assume that Jas 4,5b re-

fers to a scriptural theme – God’s jealousy. It is not a specific quotation, 

but it is conceivable that James independently formed this well-known 

biblical topic about God’s jealousy into a quotation. This interpretation 

corresponds to the way James draws on a rich tradition originating mainly 

from the Jewish environment.

Conclusion

The verse Jas 4,5, which undoubtedly belongs to the difficult places in the 

Letter of James and which was rightly labelled as a crux interpretum, poses 

two main exegetical problems. On the one hand, it is very difficult to iden-

tify the apparent quotation from Scripture, and on the other hand, it is not 

easy to determine the meaning of this verse as a whole as each expres-

sion in it and the general context are the subject of debate. In the Letter 

of James, we can notice that its author constantly draws ideas, motives, 

formulation or words from various traditions originating mainly in the 
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Jewish environment. This fact is also supported by the verse Jas 4,5, which 

relates to the theme of fights and quarrels among the members of the 

Christian community (Jas 4,1-10) and which together with the following 

verse serves as a justification for the statement about the irreconcilability 

of friendship with God and friendship with the world (Jas 4,4). Our text 

starts with a rhetorical question (»Or do you think it is to no purpose that 

the Scripture says?«, Jas 4,5a) which calls for the recognition of the uncon-

ditional validity of what Scripture communicates. Then follows the state-

ment (»He [God] jealously longs for the spirit that he [God] made dwell 

in us«, Jas 4,5b), which serves as a reminder of God’s desire that his people 

be completely and unconditionally his and provides a fitting justification 

for warning against flirting with the views and the values of the world in Jas 

4,4. The statement Jas 4,5b which is introduced with the formula ἡ γραφὴ 
λέγει and which is thus presented as a biblical quotation is not found as a 

literal quotation in the Old Testament or in the preserved non-biblical 

writings. We cannot completely rule out the possibility that James quotes 

an unknown work in Jas 4,5b, but it seems more plausible that he created 

a scriptural quotation from various elements of Scripture about the theme 

of God’s jealousy, which is connected with the idea of the chosen people 

of Israel as the bride of their God. He has the sole right to their affections 

and he does not tolerate sharing any of the love that belongs to him with 

the world. In conclusion it may be that through a reference to a well-known 

Old Testament theme, in Jas 4,5b James tries to communicate that God, 

who gave man the breath of life in creation, longs for him jealously and 

will not tolerate any »friendship with the world« (Jas 4,4).
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