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Abstract 

This thesis argues that both the epistle of James and the Didache reflect 

tensions among the early Christian communities. The community concerns reflected 

in the texts of each book are investigated. Then their group maintenance strategies 

are analyzed. It will be shown that both writings have a similar concern on the 

harmony and cohesiveness of the Christian communities. On the other hand, there are 

differences as well as similarities in their strategies for reducing conflict.  

An analysis of the community tensions reflected in James is given. This 

shows that James is not merely a random collection of traditional teachings beyond 

critical studies. Interpretative issues, including grammatical and rhetorical questions 

surrounding passages in James are considered carefully in order to explore the 

epistle’s rhetorical situation. It will be argued that reflected in the text are real 

concerns for tensions among the audience, not merely general ethical instructions. 

Then results from social-scientific studies on social identity and conflict phenomena 

are bring in to further explore the possible group dynamics for communities in 

conflict. This enhances one’s understanding of the meaning and purpose of the 

teaching in James. Theses group dynamics also fill in some gaps between passages in 

James. Hence, the coherence of the book is highlighted in the study. Lastly, these 

social-scientific theories also provide a framework for analyzing the strategies of 

maintaining group cohesiveness in James.  

Next, a parallel study is given for the Didache. This study shows that besides 

chapters 11-15, which clearly reflect dangers of dispute among the early believers, 

other sections of the document also reflect the Didachist’s concern for tensions 

among the early Christians. Then the group maintenance strategy of the Didache is 

analyzed using a similar framework as that used for James.  

Finally, a comparison between the two writings is given from the perspective 

of group maintenance. Similarities and differences in the books’ community concerns 

as well as their means for maintaining harmony in the community are highlighted to 

indicate the significance of these documents for the early Christian communities. 
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Lay Summary 

This thesis explores how the epistle of James and the Didache reflect the 

tensions within early Christian communities. Passages in these two early Christian 

writings are examined in order to show that some concerns for conflicts among the 

community of believers can be discerned in the texts. Besides grammatical and 

rhetorical analysis, social-scientific theories about social-identity and conflict 

phenomena are also used to further the understanding of the group dynamics 

reflected in these two documents. It is argued that both works can be regarded as 

responses to community tensions within the early Church. Then, using results from 

social-scientific studies of conflict resolution as a framework, an analysis is given for 

the books’ group maintenance strategies. Lastly, a comparison between these two 

works from the perspective of group maintenance is given. It will be shown that 

while the two documents show similar concerns for the harmony and cohesiveness of 

the Christian communities, they focus on different aspects of the conflict situations. 

Similarities and differences in their group maintenance strategies will also be 

highlighted. This would enhance one’s understanding of the significance of these 

documents for the early Christian communities. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction  

1.1 Aim of Study 

The aim of this study is to analyze James and the Didache from the 

perspective of group maintenance strategies.
1

 By investigating the community 

tensions reflected in the two writings and the strategies they used to deal with these 

tensions, this study seeks to shed light on their purposes, the function they would 

have played for the early communities of Christ-followers, and the inner coherence 

of James and the Didache as whole documents. 

For a long time, the studies of James have been overshadowed by Martin 

Luther’s (in)famous comment that regards the book as “an epistle of straw.”
2
 Besides 

its seemingly contradiction to Paul’s teaching, in modern critical studies it is often 

regarded as a random collection of sayings and ideas, devoid of structure, continuity 

in thought and coherent theology. One representative commentator holding such a 

view is Martin Dibelius, who in his commentary asserts that James should be viewed 

as “a storehouse from which [the audience] could draw whatever he needed.”
3
 Hence, 

it would be pointless to talk about the social situation and purpose of the book as a 

whole. In an article published in 2011, Varner observes that “[w]hile there were 

others who voiced exception to the views of the two Martins, their pervasive 

influence has certainly dominated the discussion for far too long!”
4
 

For the Didache, many studies have been done on the composition history 

and redaction layers of the document, as well as its relation to the Gospel of 

                                                           
1
 Many aspects of how groups maintain their social identity and cohesiveness have been explored in 

social scientific studies of group dynamics. Various theories, each with its own merit and limitations, 

have been proposed to explain group phenomena in situations of challenge and tension. Targets of 

study range from international conflict to small group dynamics in daily life. In this study, results from 

several social-scientific theories about groups in conflict will be used. See below section 1.3.1 for an 

introduction to these theories. 
2
 This comment is found in Luther’s 1522 preface to the New Testament. 

3
 Martin Dibelius, James: A Commentary on the Epistle of James, ed. Heinrich Greeven, trans. 

Michael A. Williams, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 11. See also G.C. Martin, “The 

Epistle of James as a Storehouse of the Sayings of Jesus,” Expositor 7.3 (1907): 174–84, in which 

Martin claims that James, like the Sermon on the Mount, lacks explicit logical scheme of composition. 
4
 William C. Varner, “The Main Theme and Structure of James,” TMSJ 22 (2011): 115. 
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Matthew.
5

 Attempts have been made to reconstruct the development of the 

community that produced the Didache, especially its relation to other Jewish 

communities.
6
 However, little has been done to explore the ingroup tensions among 

the early church communities reflected in the Didache. It is sometimes assumed that 

later redactors of the document combined and modified their sources with little 

regard to the original meaning of the sources. Thus, the Didache is perceived as 

consisting of traces of inconsistence and contradictory ideas. Different parts of the 

document may have their own purposes and functions at different times and 

situations, but the document as a whole seems to lack coherence. 

However, the tide has begun to change. In recent decades, research has been 

conducted that investigates the coherence of these two writings, as well as the 

relation of these writings to the social situations of the early church.
7
 Yet there is still 

little done to explore the relation of these two writings to intra-communal relations of 

the early church. Hence, this study would try to contribute to this area by examining 

the ingroup conflicts reflected in James and the Didache, and how these writings 

could have functioned towards resolving these conflicts. 

                                                           
5
 A substantiate discussion on the redaction layers of the Didache is first done by Audet. See Jean-Paul 

Audet, La Didache: Instructions des Apotres (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1958), 104–20. Following Audet’s 

lead, works by Rordorf and Tuiler, Mattioli, Niederwimmer, and Garrow also offer much effort for 

reconstructing the redaction layers of the Didache. See Rordorf, Willy and André Tuilier. La Doctrine 

des douze apȏtres (Didachè), SC 248 (Paris: Cerf, 1978), 91–99, Umberto Mattioli, Didachè: Dottrina 

dei dodici apostoli: Introduzione, traduzione e note (Rome: Edizioni Paoline, 1980), 14–23, Kurt 

Niederwimmer, The Didache: A Commentary, trans. Linda M. Maloney, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 1998), Alan J.P. Garrow, The Gospel of Matthew’s Dependence on the Didache, JSNTSup 

254 (London: T&T Clark, 2004). On the other hand, a debate on the relation between the Didache and 

the Gospel of Matthew was first triggered by Köster’s suggestion that the Didache did not use 

Matthew as a source even though the Didachist might have knowledge of this written gospel. See 

Helmut Köster,   nopt sche   e l efe un   e  den apostol schen   te n, TU 65 (Berlin: Akademie-

Verlag, 1957), 159–241. Works contributing to this debate include Richard Glover, “The Didache’s 

Quotations and the Synoptic Gospels.” NTS 5 (1958): 12–29, Rordorf, Willy and André Tuilier, “Le 

problème de la transmission textuelle de Didachè 1.3b–2.1,” in Überlieferungsgeschichtliche 

Untersuchungen, ed. Franz Paschke, TU 125 (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1981), 499–513, Jonathan A. 

Draper, “The Jesus Tradition in the Didache,” in Gospel Perspectives V: The Jesus Tradition Outside 

the Gospels, ed. D. Wenham (Sheffield: JSOT, 1985), 269–89, Clayton N. Jefford, The Sayings of 

Jesus in the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, VCSup 11 (Leiden: Brill, 1989) and Garrow, Matthew’s 
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 Some recent works on this area include Clayton N. Jefford, “Locating the Didache,” Forum 3.1 

(2014): 39–68 and Pardee, Nancy. “Visualizing the Christian Community at Antioch: The Window of 

the Didache.” Forum 3.1 (2014): 69–90. For more reviews on discussions in this area, see below 

section 2.2. 
7
 For a review of these researches, see below chapter 2. 
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It must be stressed that this study is not aimed at offering a comprehensive 

portrayal of the addressees of James and the Didache. Indeed, both writings were 

likely to be addressed to a broad audience consisting of various local communities. 

The situations of these local communities would differ from one another. Hence, it 

would be improbable, if not impossible, to reconstruct a detailed depiction. However, 

it is still possible that the documents did respond to actual problems among their 

audiences, especially since conflict is integral to almost all human experiences. 

Hence it is plausible that individual passages in James and the Didache, as well as 

the documents as a whole, have concrete community tensions in view. It is the aim of 

this study to argue that this is indeed the case. Moreover, it would be suggested that 

the concerns for conflict resolution and group solidarity can provide an interpretative 

frame for both James and the Didache. 

1.2 Choice of Texts 

Scholars have argued that the Gospel of Matthew, the letter of James, and the 

Didache are three related documents.
8
 This study chooses to compare James and the 

Didache from the perspective of group maintenance. The reason is two-fold. First, 

there are many comparisons between Matthew and James on the one hand, and 

between Matthew and the Didache on the other.
9
 However, there are few, if any, 

attempts to make direct comparisons between James and the Didache. This is 

understandable since the textual relations between these two writings are far from 

obvious. However, as will be shown in this study, such a direct comparison is not 

only possible, but may also provide new insights for interpreting both documents. 

Second, there is the consideration of genre. James is a letter,
10

 while the Didache is a 

                                                           
8
 Huub van de Sandt and Jürden K. Zangenberg, Introduction to Matthew, James, and Didache: Three 

Related Dcouments in Their Jewish and Christian Settings (Atlanta: SBL, 2008), 1‒2. See also John S. 

Kloppenborg, “Didache 1.1–6.1, James, Matthew and the Torah,” in Trajectories through the New 

Testament and the Apostolic Fathers, eds. Andrew Gregory and Christopher Tuckett (Oxford: OUP, 

2005), 193–221. 
9
 Discussions on the relation between Matthew and James can be found in many commentaries of 

James, and a more detailed discussion between James and the Gospel traditions can be found in 

Patrick J. Hartin, James and the Q Sayings of Jesus, JSNTSup 47 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 

1991). On the other hand, an international conference on the studies of Matthew and the Didache was 

held in 2013. The papers of the conference is published in Huub van de Sandt ed. Matthew and the 

Didache: Two Documents from the Same Jewish-Christian Milieu? (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005). 
10

 Although the epistolary nature of James is contested, it will be argued in the following study that 

James should be regarded as a letter, both in form and function. 
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collection of instructions in the form resembling a church order. Both documents 

give more direct instructions on Christian community life, as compared to Matthew, 

which is a Gospel aimed primarily at introducing Jesus. This is not to deny that 

Matthew also reflects situations of the early church communities. However, ingroup 

conflict does not seem to be a dominant concern of Matthew. Therefore, while the 

relevant passages in Matthew with respect to ingroup conflict, such as Matt 18, are 

not to be ignored, they will only be mentioned in passing when the discussion 

necessitates it. The focus of this study will remain on James and the Didache. 

The authorship and date of both James and the Didache are debated. Some 

commentators maintain that the letter of James is written by James the Just, Jesus’ 

brother and leader of the Jerusalem church. This implies that the letter was written 

before James’ martyrdom in the 60s of the first century.
11

 Some commentators even 

date James as early as the 40s.
12

 Others regard the letter as a pseudepigraphon written 

in the late first century or the first half of the second century,
13

 even as late as the 

middle of the second century.
14

 The debate is ongoing and there seems to be no sign 

of consensus. However, for the aim of this study, which adopts a synchronic 

                                                           
11

 Josephus attested James’ martyrdom in 62 A.D. in Ant. 20.197–203 and J.W. 4.314–25. For a brief 
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Grove: IVP, 1999), 322–23. 
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 Richard J. Knowling, The Epistle of St James, Westminster Commentaries (London: Methuen, 

1904), xxiv–lxiv, Gerhard Kittel, “Der geschichtliche Ort des Jakobusbriefes,” ZNW 41 (1942): 71–

105, Gerhard Kittel, “Der Jakobusbrief und die apostolischen Väter,” ZNW 43 (1950): 54–112, John 

A.T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (London: SCMP, 1976), 118–39, Douglas J. Moo, The 

Letter of James, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 25–27, Rainer Riesner, “James,” in The 

Oxford Bible Commentary, eds. John Barton and John Muddiman (Oxford: OUP, 2001), 1256, 

William C. Varner, The Book of James: A New Perspective: A Linguistic Commentary Applying 

Discourse Analysis (Woodlands: Kress Biblical Resources, 2010), 199–205. 
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 James H. Ropes, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle of James, ICC (Edinburgh: 

T&T Clark, 1916), 43–52, Dibelius, James, 11–21, Jacques Marty,    p t e de  ac ues (Paris: F. Alcan, 

1935), xviii–xx, Franklin W. Young, “The Relation of 1 Clement to the Epistle of James,” JBL 67 

(1948): 339–45, Bo Reicke, The Epistle of James, Peter, and Jude, AB 37 (New York: Doubleday, 

1964), xv, Werner G. Kümmel, Introduction to the New Testament (London: SCMP, 1975), 289–91, 

Christoph Burchard, Der Jakobusbrief,  NT 15 1 (T bingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 3–6, Dean Deppe, 

The Sayings of Jesus in the Epistle of James (Chelsea: Bookcrafters, 1989), 215–16, Wiard Popkes, 

“The Mission of James in  is Time,” in The Brother of Jesus: James the Just and His Mission, eds. 

Bruce Chilton and Jacob Neusner (Louisville, Ky.; London: WJKP, 2001), 92, Dale C. Allison, Jr., A 

Critical and Exegetical Commentary on James, ICC (New York; London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 

2013), 3–32. 
14

 See David R. Nienhuis, Not by Paul Alone: The Formation of the Catholic Epistle Collection and 

the Christian Canon (Waco: Baylor University, 2007), 99–231 and David R. Nienhuis, “The Letter of 

James as a Canon-Conscious Pseudepigraph,” in The Catholic Epistles and Apostolic Tradition, eds. 

Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr and Robert W. Wall (Waco: Baylor University, 2009), 183–200. 
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approach, a precise dating of the letter is not crucial. As long as James is a product of 

the early church roughly of the same period as the Didache, a comparative study of 

these two documents would be possible. 

The debate on the Didache is no less complicated. Indeed, to talk about the 

date of the Didache is itself a complicated matter, since it is likely that the document 

has undergone a process of evolution in which traditional materials were 

accumulated and modified.
15

 Hence, while some of the traditional materials date very 

early, when the final form of the Didache was produced is more difficult to 

determine. From the very beginning of Didache study, a variety of views of the date 

of the document were proposed. Some date the document to as early as the mid-first 

century, while others opt for a much later dating.
16

 In recent decades, a majority of 

views tend towards dating the Didache to around the turn of the first century.
17

 

Regardless the precise dating of these two documents, they can still be 

considered roughly as witnesses of the early church. It is true that the situation of the 

church changed to certain extent in the first two centuries. However, the church was 

still surrounded by the dominant culture of the Greco-Roman society. Moreover, 

some studies on group dynamics which have general applicability across time and 

culture, as the following section is going to introduce, would still be applicable to the 

                                                           
15

 Such a view was first forcefully proposed by Audet in Audet, Didache, 166–86. It has been the 

consensus of most Didache scholars since then, although scholars differ in their reconstruction of 

redaction layers of the Didache. 
16

 Audet is a key figure among those who date the Didache in the mid-first century. See Audet, 

Didache, 187–210. On the other hand, one example of late dating is found in J.A. Robinson, who 

regards the Didache as a third century document. See J. Armitage Robinson, Barnabas, Hermas and 

the Didache: Being the Donnellan Lectures Delivered before the University of Dublin in 1920 

(London: SPCK, 1920), 82. For a summary of scholars’ views on the dating of the Didache, see 

Jefford, Sayings of Jesus, 3–17 and Jonathan A. Draper, “The Didache in Modern Research: An 

Overview,” in The Didache in Modern Research, ed. J.A. Draper, AGJU 37 (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 4–

16. 
17

 So Adolf Adam, “Erwägungen zur  erkunft der Didache,” ZKG 68 (1957): 70, Klaus Wengst, 

Didache (Apostellehre), Barnabasbrief, Zweiter Klemensbrief, Schrift an Diognet, SUC 2 (Darmstadt: 

Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2006), 62–63, Rordorf and Tuilier, La Doctrine, 91–99, Kurt 

Niederwimmer, The Didache: A Commentary, trans. Linda M. Maloney, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 1998), 52–53. One evidence that supports dating the Didache no later than the mid-second 

century is the belief that prophecy, which is a main concern in Did 11–13, was eliminated or at least 

marginalized from the main Christian communities. See Philip S. Alexander, “Rabbinic and Patristic 

Bible Exegesis as Intertexts: Towards a Theory of Comparative Midrash,” in The Temple in Text and 

Tradition: A Festschrift in Honour of Robert Hayward, ed. R. Timothy McLay, LSTS 83 (London: 

Bloombury, 2015), 79. 
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early communities of believers in this period. Therefore, even though James and the 

Didache may not be strictly contemporary, a synchronic comparison of the group 

maintenance strategy of these two documents could still be made to illuminate the 

inner situation of early Christian communities. 

1.3 Methodology 

To investigate the conflict situations reflected in James and the Didache as 

well as the writings’ strategies of group maintenance, this study will combine a 

careful examination of the inner-texture of the texts with insights from social-

scientific studies. These social-scientific theories could provide insights for group 

dynamics under conflict situations, and hence offer subsidiary information for 

analyzing the situations of the audience, as well as the functions the two writings 

might have in response to these situations. 

1.3.1 Social-Scientific Criticism 

Systematic applications of social-scientific theories to biblical exegesis 

emerged from the 1970’s.
18

 Although considered useful and promising by some 

biblical scholars, the social-scientific method is not without its own potential 

pitfalls.
19

 One concern is that exegetes using this method may reduce everything, 

including theological beliefs, into social phenomena, even to the extent of excluding 

“the God hypothesis”. Another concern is the adequacy of the models employed to 

gather and analyze the social phenomena.
20

 In response to the first objection, it must 

be stressed that social-scientific criticism focuses on the social conditions, capacities, 

and consequences of beliefs, rather than imposing judgments on these beliefs. Hence 

“[t]here is nothing inherent in the method itself that makes it ‘reductionistic’.”
21

 In 

response to the second objection, it must be admitted that it is a valid concern, but it 

                                                           
18

 There are two main directions of applying social-science studies for the researches of the New 

Testament. One focuses on the social history and social description of the New Testament world, while 

the other asks cultural anthropology and sociology questions for the New Testament. However, the 

two approaches are complementary to each other. See the discussion in Andrew D. Clarke and J. Brian 

Tucker, “Social  istory and Social Theory in the Study of Social Identity,” in T&T Clark Handbook to 

Social Identity in the New Testament, eds. J. Brian Tucker and Coleman A. Baker (London: 

Bloomsbury, 2014), 41–58. 
19

 Elliott, Social-Scientific Criticism, 87–100. 
20

 Ibid., 93, 97.  
21

 Ibid., 89. See also the comment in Robin Scroggs, “Sociology and the New Testament,” LJRC 21 

(1986): 140.  
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does not rule out the possibility of applying sociological models to biblical studies. 

Rather, it means that models must be applied critically, with particular sensitivity to 

the dangers of anachronism and ethnocentrism.
22

 Moreover, models must be flexible 

and must be reviewed continuously for their appropriateness. Even though social-

scientific models have their limitations in reconstructing historical details of 

backgrounds of New Testament books, when applied appropriately, they can help the 

modern reader hear the meaning of biblical texts in their original social and cultural 

settings. In particular, sociological theories can provide insight on how groups react 

in social interactions, thus providing framework for looking into the social dynamics 

in the early church communities. 

Social-scientific studies of the New Testament involve a variety of topics 

related to social settings and social behaviour of the early Christians.
23

 One area of 

interest is how groups of believers form their social identity and maintain the 

cohesiveness of the community. In the following, some relevant social-scientific 

theories will be introduced. These include theories on social identity, relations 

between intragroup process and intergroup behaviours, and studies in conflicts. 

1.3.1.1 Social Identity Theories 

The basic concept of social identity is that individuals define themselves in 

relation to a larger social group and are defined by others as members of a group.
24

 In 

a classical study of the sociology of knowledge, it is suggested that the fundamental 

problem in any intergroup setting is that of defining one’s social identity, of placing 

oneself in relation to others.
25

 This implies that people’s behaviour is affected and 

shaped by the groups to which they belong. Social identity is important because 

people rely on a strong sense of social identity to reduce feelings of uncertainty.
26
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 Elliott, Social-Scientific Criticism, 97. 
23

 For a list of related topics, see Elliott, Social-Scientific Criticism, 110–23. 
24

 Henri Tajfel and John C. Turner, “The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behavior,” in 

Psychology of Intergroup Relations, eds. Stephen Worchel and William G. Austin (Chicago: Nelson-

Hall, 1986), 15. 
25

 Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the 

Sociology of Knowledge (Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday, 1967), 33–61. 
26

 Michael A. Hogg, “Human Groups, Social Categories, and Collective Self: Social Identity and the 

Management of Self-Uncertainty,” in Handbook of the Uncertain Self, eds. R. Arkin et. al. (New York: 

Psychology Press, 2010), 401–20. 
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Experimental results have shown that social identity can function merely in terms of 

the sense of belonging to a group, independent of similarities between individual 

group members.
27

 However, in real life situations, members belonging to a group 

usually have some natural bonding so that the common social identity can be 

maintained and strengthened. In particular, members of a group are usually joined by 

similar group norms, values, goals and ideologies. These similarities in beliefs reflect 

much deeper “construct similarities”, that is, similar ideas of the world.
28

 The 

construction of social identity consists of three basic aspects: cognitive recognition of 

belonging, connotations of the value attached, and emotional dimensions.
29

 Here two 

factors that contribute to the instantiation and maintenance of social identity will be 

noted. The first is the generation and inculcation of group norms.
30

 Group norms 

define acceptable and unacceptable attitudes and behaviours by members of the 

group, thus bringing order and predictability to the environment.
31

 On the other hand, 

by conforming to group norms, individual members show fidelity to the group. It 

may then enhance their position in the group, thus strengthening group belonging.
32

 

The second factor is the “interdependence of fate”, which creates a sense of 

“groupness” for the members and leads to differentiation between different groups.
33

 

This is also related to the temporal aspect of social identity. Social life is a temporal 

trajectory involving past, present and future dimensions, thus meaningful “stories” at 

both the individual and group levels provide content for the social identity of group 

members.
34

 In particular, personal and social identities are shaped by social 

                                                           
27

 Michael Billig and Henri Tajfel, “Social Categorization and Similarity in Intergroup Behaviour,” 

EJSP 3/1 (1973): 27–52. 
28

 Michael A. Hogg and Dominic Abrams, Social Identifications: A Social Psychology of Intergroup 

Relations and Group Processes, (London; New York: Routledge, 1988), 111. 
29

 Philip Esler, “An Outline of Social Identity Theory,” in T&T Clark Handbook to Social Identity in 

the New Testament, eds. J. Brian Tucker and Coleman A. Baker (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 17. See 

also, John C. Turner, “Some Current Issues in Research on Social Identity and Self-Categorization 

Theories,” in Social Identity: Context, Commitment, Content, eds. Naomi Ellemers, Rusell Spears and 

Bertjan Doosje (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 8. 
30

 Rupert Brown, Group Processes: Dynamics within and between Groups (New York: Basil Blakwell, 

1988), 42–48. 
31

 Philip Esler, Confl ct and Ident t   n Romans: The  oc al  ett n  of Paul’s  ette  (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 2003), 20. 
32

 Wolfgang Steinel et. al., “ ow Intragroup Dynamics Affect Behavior in Intergroup Conflict: The 
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 Henri Tajfel et. al., “Social Categorization and the Intergroup Behaviour,” EJSP 1/2 (1971): 152–53. 
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Identities,” EJSP 28 (1998): 227–48, Matthew J. Marohl, “Letter Writing and Social Identity,” in T&T 
Clark Handbook to Social Identity in the New Testament, eds. J. Brian Tucker and Coleman A. Baker 
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memories that are enacted in “distinct sets of mnemonic practices in various social 

rites.”
35

 These observations can shed light on how the use of traditions may 

contribute to the establishment and maintenance of social identity. 

The phenomenon of people defining themselves and the others in terms of 

social identities leads to social categorization, which means the stereotyping of 

people in group-prototypical ways according to the groups they belong. Social 

categorization usually leads to ingroup bias, that is, people tend to have higher 

esteem and react more favorably to ingroup members.
36

 Moreover, people are more 

open to influence or persuasion by members of the same social category.
37

 These 

social-psychological phenomena affect intergroup behaviour and can lead to 

intergroup conflict. On the other hand, they also affect intragroup relations and 

dynamics.
38

 Hence, social categorization theories can be applied to analyze the 

persuasive strategy of a text. This study is going to investigate how these social 

phenomena may be reflected in the rhetoric strategies in James and the Didache. 

Another significant theory related to social identity is the self-categorization 

theory.
39

 It explores the motivation and the dynamic of an individual in the process of 

identifying with a social identity. Self-categorization theory sees a continuum 

between individual identity and group identity, with either one being more salient in 

                                                                                                                                                                     
(London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 93–104. See also Susan Condor, “Social Identity and Time,” in Social 

Groups and Identities: Developing the Legacy of Henri Tajfel, ed. Peter Robinson (Oxford: 

Butterworth Heinemann, 1996), 285–316, in which Condor develops the temporal aspects of Tajfel’s 

theory.  
35

 Jeffrey K. Olick and Joyce Robbins, “Social Memory Studies: From ‘Collective Memory’ to the 

 istorical Sociology of Mnemonic Practice,” ARS 24 (1998): 112. For more discussions on the 

mechanism of how commemorations interact with contemporary circumstances, see also Jeffrey K. 

Olick, “Genre Memories and Memory Genres: A Dialogical Analysis of May 8, 1945 

Commemorations in the Federal Republic of Germany,” ASR 64 (1999): 381–402, and Coleman A. 

Baker, “A Narrative-Identity Model for Biblical Interpretation: The Role of Memory and Narrative in 

Social Identity Formation,” in T&T Clark Handbook to Social Identity in the New Testament, eds. J. 

Brian Tucker and Coleman A. Baker (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 105–18. 
36

 John F. Dovidio, “Bridging Intragroup Processes and Intergroup Relations: Needing the Twain to 

Meet,” BJSP 52 (2013): 3. See also Sabine Otten and Gordon B. Moskowitz, “Evidence for Implicit 

Evaluative In-Group Bias: Affect-Based Spontaneous Trait Inference in a Minimal Group Paradigm,” 

JESP 36 (2000): 77–89 and Miles Hewstone, “The ‘Ultimate Attribution Error’? A Review of the 

Literature on Intergroup Causal Attribution,” EJSP 20 (1990): 311–35. 
37

 John C. Turner et. al., Rediscovering the Social Group: A Self-Categorization Theory (New York: 

Basil Blackwell, 1987), 154. See also Esler, Conflict and Identity, 27 and S. Alexander Haslam et. al., 

“The Group as the Basis for Emergent Stereotype Consensus,” ERSP 8 (1998): 203–39. 
38

 Hogg and Abrams, Social Identifications, 106–12. 
39

 For a detailed description of the theory, see Turner et. al., Rediscovering the Social Group, 42–67. 
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different situations. Because the self is typically evaluated positively, one’s self-

categorization as a member of a certain group should imply that, as a default, one 

will positively evaluate that group.
40

 Thus when the social identity is more salient, 

for example when the group encounters external threat,
41

 people will act in a more 

pro-social way and conform more to the group norms and stereotypes.
42

 On the 

contrary, negative ingroup experiences such as witnessing an inconsistency between 

attitudes and behaviour of another ingroup member would produce dissonance which 

may in turn reduce the sense of belonging.
43

 The self-categorization theory postulates 

a fairly mobile sense of self, sensitive to varying social situations including relations 

with other groups and dynamics between ingroup members.
44

 It thus helps to explore 

and describe more clearly people’s reactions within a group, especially in situations 

of conflict. Moreover, it opens the way to study in more depth the relation between 

intergroup behaviours and intragroup processes. The following section now turns to a 

brief discussion of this relation. 

1.3.1.2 Intergroup Relations and Intragroup Processes 

It has been observed in the previous section that group members’ 

cohesiveness varies according to social situations. When a group contributes to an 

individual’s positive self-image, group cohesiveness is strengthened. This is achieved 

by positive distinctiveness with respect to other groups. If a group cannot provide 

such positive distinctiveness, internal conflict would arise.
45

 Therefore, if a group 

encounters challenges from other groups that place the group in a negative light, the 
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 Samuel L. Gaertner et. al., “The Common Ingroup Identity Model: Recategorization and the 
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The Resolution of Conflict: Constructive and Destructive Processes (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1973), 124–42, 215–81, and Dovidio, “Bridging,” 6. 
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 Turner et. al., Rediscovering the Social Group, 56–66. See also John F. Dovidio and William N. 

Morris, “Effects of Stress and Commonality of Fate on  elping Behavior,” JPSP 31 (1975): 145–149, 

S. Alexander Haslam and Michael J. Platow, “Your Wish Is Our Command: The Role of Shared Social 

Identity in Translating a Leader’s Vision into Followers’ Action,” in Social Identity Processes in 

Organizations, eds. Michael A. Hogg and D. J. Terry (New York: Psychology Press, 2001), 217 and S. 

Alexander Haslem, Psychology in Organizations: The Social Identity Approach (London: SAGE, 

2001), 98–109.  
43

 Michael I. Norton et. al., “Vicarious Dissonance: Attitude Change from the Inconsistency of Others,” 

JPSP 85 (2003): 47–62. See also Demis E. Glasford et. al., “Intragroup Dissonance: Responses to 

Ingroup Violation of Personal Values,” JESP 44 (2008): 1057–58. 
44

 Esler, Conflict and Identity, 26. 
45
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social identity of the group members would be jeopardized and the cohesiveness of 

the group will be weakened.
46

 On the other hand, external threats can also increase 

people’s sense of social identity and its distinctive qualities and symbols, as noted 

above. Hence, if an outgroup challenge can be cast in a light that strengthens the need 

for ingroup members to defend their common identity, it would contributes to the 

cohesiveness of the group. Otherwise it would weaken the social identification of 

group members.
47

 Therefore, in order to maintain the cohesiveness of the group, 

groups must respond to outgroup challenges in a way that enhances its positive 

distinctiveness. 

There can be various ways to promote positive distinctiveness for the ingroup 

in face of outgroup challenges. One can compare the ingroup to the outgroup on new 

aspects, change the values assigned to the attributes of the group so that comparisons 

which were previously negative become positive, or change the outgroup with which 

the ingroup is compared.
48

 Such “social creativity” changes the group’s perceived 

relation with outgroups as well as the perception of ingroup prototypes.
49

 In 

situations of challenges, leaders have to focus on “creating, coordinating, and 

controlling a social self-categorical relationship that defines what leader and follower 

have in common and that makes them ‘special’,” so that the positive distinctiveness 

of the group can be restored.
50

 

The dynamic between intergroup relations and intragroup processes also has 

implications for ingroup dissonance reduction strategies. When challenges come 

from the ingroup, that is, when dissonance and conflict occur within a group, people 

can choose different ways to reduce the dissonance.
51

 For example, one can seek to 

change group members’ actions in order to restore harmony within the group.
52

 

However, in view of social identity theories, ingroup dissonance may also be reduced 
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Strategy (London: SCMP, 1982), 105. 
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through strategies involving intergroup relations, such as outgroup derogation
53

 and 

ingroup affirmation that reestablish positive distinctiveness.
54

 Experimental results 

show that strategies involving relationship with outgroups are usually more effective 

than those only focusing on the ingroup.
55

 These observations would offer insights on 

the group maintenance strategies in James and the Didache. 

As a last remark on intergroup relations and intragroup processes, it will be 

noted that in real life situations, these two are not completely distinguishable and the 

difference may even be artificial.
56

 For a group with considerable size, subgroups 

would naturally arise, and hence intergroup dynamics would exist within the group. 

This would become obvious in situations of intragroup conflicts. On the other hand, 

different groups may be subsumed under a broader category into one large group. 

This provides a direction for resolving divisions that threaten to damage the integrity 

of a group. Hence, both intergroup interactions and intragroup dynamics should be 

taken into account when accessing group maintenance strategies.
57

 

1.3.1.3 Conflict Theories 

Recent decades witness an increasing interest in social-scientific studies of 

conflict. Efforts are made to understand the causes, development, and resolution 

strategies of conflicts, ranging from interpersonal to international levels. It is widely 

accepted that conflict is an integral part of human experiences, and some kinds of 
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conflict can be constructive for the parties involved.
58

 However, sometimes conflict 

escalates to such an extent to become destructive. 

A. Definition and Causes of Conflict 

A simple definition of conflict is the “perceived divergence of interest, a 

belief that the parties’ current aspirations are incompatible.”
59

 The most common 

causes of conflict include scarcity of resources, ambiguity about relative power, lack 

of normative consensus, and goal incompatibility.
60

 Conflict can occur between 

individuals, between different groups, or within a group. In the latter case, subgroups 

may be formed within the group. It should be noted that conflict between individuals 

can also escalate to a collective problem at the group level, especially in cases of 

high group interdependence. It happens through emotional contagion, that is, an 

individual’s expression of emotion perceived and shared by other members.
61

 This 

escalation process would be more likely to happen if the individuals in conflict have 

high influence on other group members, such as in the case of conflict among group 

leaders. 

B. Conflict Models 

Allport points out that there are four essential constituents for successful 

intergroup conflict reduction: 

1. equal status within the contact situation;  

2. intergroup cooperation;  

3. common goals; and  

4. support of authorities, law, or custom.
62

 

His observation is strongly supported by Pettigrew,
63

 and is often referred to as the 

Allport-Pettigrew hypothesis, or the contact hypothesis.
64

 Through several decades’ 
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development, critique, and supplement, Allport’s hypothesis has become a widely 

acknowledged “theory” in intergroup relations.
65

 It offers important insights for the 

conditions that facilitate conflict resolution.
66

 In the following study, the rhetoric of 

James and the Didache will be analyzed to see whether they could enhance these 

factors of conflict resolution. 

Another important factor affecting the reactions of parties in conflict is their 

beliefs about conflict, which is a type of social knowledge shaped largely by 

culture.
67

 According to different beliefs and behaviours in conflict, Kazan identifies 

three types of conflict models.
68

 The first is the harmony model, which emphasizes 

maintaining smooth relationships and avoid open expression of conflict. This tends to 

emerge in associative cultures, where community solidarity is placed above 

individual interests. The second is the confrontational model, which emphasizes the 

aggressive pursuit of individual goals and pay less attention on relationship or group 

preservation. This tends to emerge in cultures where equal distribution of power 

among people is stressed. The third is the regulative model, which emphasizes setting 

conflict through application of principles, codes, rules, and laws. This tends to 

emerge in cultures that accept difference in power and respect authorities. In the 

cultural background of the early church, one would expect a combination of the 

harmony model and the regulative model to be operative in situations of conflict. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
The Intergroup Contact  ypothesis Revisited,” SI 64 (1994): 438–39. 
65
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Recently, some scholars introduce the concept of dynamical systems to the 

studies of conflict.
69

 This approach tries to take into account the complexity of the 

social psychology of groups in conflict. One of the core observations of this approach 

is that groups tend to move toward a set of conditions, called “attractors”. These 

attractors are stable statuses that resist small changes in group conditions. Hence, to 

move a group away from such statuses, there must be a critical change in the group 

conditions. One implication of this observation for conflict resolution is that another 

“attractor” is needed for a group to change from a conflict situation. Alternate 

thoughts, worldviews and ideologies have to be supplied to replace the original ones 

that support the conflict.
70

 Another implication is that effective conflict resolution 

should focus on the more fundamental elements comprising the conflict behaviors 

rather than the superficial manifestation of the conflict.
71

 These observations could 

shed light on how James and the Didache deal with community conflict by 

highlighting the significance of the elements of worldview conveyed in these 

documents for the reduction of conflict within the community. 

C. Conflict Resolution 

The process of tackling conflict situations involves three aspects, which are 

related in sequential order. They are settlement, resolution, and reconciliation.
72

 

Yaacov Bar-Siman-Tov observes that the last step, reconciliation, involves a change 

of some element in each party’s identity that constitutes “the removal of the negation 

of the other as a central component of one’s own identity.”
73

 It is also observed that 

the development of a transcendent identity becomes possible with reconciliation and, 

in turn, reinforces reconciliation, though a transcendent identity may not be a 

                                                           
69

 For an introduction for the use of dynamical systems in conflict theories, see Robin R. Vallacher et. 

al., “Dynamical Foundations of Intractable Conflict: Introduction to the Special Issue,” Peace and 

Conflict 16 (2010): 113–25 and Robin R. Vallacher et. al., Attracted to Conflict: Dynamic Foundations 

of Destructive Social Relations (Berlin: Springer, 2013), 43–45. 
70

 Vallacher et. al., “Dynamical Foundations,” 118–19. 
71

 Ibid., 119–20. 
72

 Yaacov Bar-Siman-Tov, From Conflict Resolution to Reconciliation (New York; Oxford: OUP, 

2004), 114. In the following discussions, the term “conflict resolution” will be used in a broad sense 

including all three aspects. 
73

 Ibid., 119. See also Terrell A. Northrup, “The Dynamic of Identity in Personal and Social Conflict,” 

in Intractable Conflicts and Their Transformation, eds. Louis Kriesberg et. al. (Syracuse: University 

Press, 1989), 77–81. 



16 
 

necessary condition for reconciliation.
74

 These observations about identities bring us 

back to social identity theories and their relevance in conflict situations.
75

 

From a social identity perspective, conflict between groups or subgroups can 

be reduced by resolving the categories that distinguish between ingroup and outgroup 

so that the group boundary is weakened or even dissolved. There are three major 

approaches to achieve this, namely, recategorization,
76

 decategorization,
77

 and cross 

categorizations.
78

 The one most relevant to this study is recategoriztion, which refers 

to the process of subsuming the members of the rival groups into a single 

superordinate category. This involves introducing a new transcendent category that 

overrides but not necessarily cancels out the original identity-defining categories that 

separate the groups.
79

 In cases when the power between conflicting groups is unequal, 

emphasizing shared identity also serves to enhance feelings of status and power 

among members of low-status groups.
80

 This further enhances conflict resolution. 

One last aspect of conflict resolution theories to be noted is the involvement 

of a third-party. While the issue of third-party intervention is widely discussed in 

conflict theories,
81

 here it suffices to note a few ways the third-party can function in 

conflict resolution processes. These include identifying the real issues at stake, 

stimulating disputant motivation to reach agreement, or using their own power to 
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impose an agreement.
82

 Third-party intervention is relevant to the study of James and 

the Didache since in the rhetoric of these documents, both the (supposed) author and 

God may be viewed as a third-party intervening in (possible) conflict among the faith 

community. 

1.3.1.4 Summary of Social Scientific Theories 

The above discussion has introduced social-scientific approaches for New 

Testament studies, with an overview of some theories on social identity and their 

relevance to conflict resolution. It should be remarked that the social identity theories 

introduced above are widely applied in social-scientific studies. This means that 

these are general concepts with more or less universal applicability through time, 

location and culture. Indeed, in the cultures of ancient Israelite or Greco-Roman 

societies which were more associative than individualistic, one would expect the 

effect of social identity even more prominent.
83

 Therefore it would be apt to analyze 

texts from the early church utilizing social identity theories.
84

 However, it must be 

noted that like most social-scientific theories, the theories introduced above are 

mainly descriptive and explanative.
85

 They serve to organize and explain part of the 

social experiences, which are complicated and diverse. Hence there would usually be 

data that do not fit the theory.
86

 This does not necessarily invalidate the theories, but 

shows their limits. With caution not to stretch the theories too much, they can be 
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useful tools for bringing into light the group dynamics indicated in James and the 

Didache. 

1.3.2 Socio-Rhetorical Interpretation 

The method of socio-rhetorical interpretation tries to bring together insights 

from rhetoric, anthropology and sociology studies. Robbins, the pioneer of socio-

rhetorical interpretations, describes the method as “an approach to literature that 

focuses on values, convictions, and beliefs both in the texts we read and in the world 

in which we live. ... [I]t moves interactively into the world of people who wrote the 

texts and into our present world.”
87

 It stems from the awareness that language is a 

social phenomenon.
88

 A text or speech reflects topics, settings, identities, and social 

structures of the author and the audience, but at the same time also shapes those 

topics, structures, and identities.
89

 The effect of a piece of rhetoric does not only 

depend on how it is structured and delivered, but also on the psychological dynamics 

of the culture in which it is delivered and received.
90

 Hence socio-rhetorical 

interpretation begins with an analysis of social and cultural dynamics in written 

works.
91

 It recognizes that there are various layers of textures within a text, including 

inner texture, intertexture, social and cultural texture, ideological texture, and sacred 

texture.
92

 In other words, socio-rhetorical interpretation emphasizes the complexity 

of the dynamics between text, culture and society, as well as between different 

aspects within the text. It seeks to give a better understanding of the text by exploring 

these dynamics. 

The strength of socio-rhetorical interpretation lies in its openness to insights 

from different approaches to a text. Since no interpretation can exhaust the meaning 
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of a text, and each method has its own limits, interaction between interpretations is 

necessary to explore the meanings of a text in more depth. Thus the task of socio-

rhetorical interpretation is to keep inviting new methods and perspectives to become 

part of the critical, interpretive dialogue. In this sense, Wachob comments that “it 

may be regarded as something of an anti-method”.
93

 Since this study looks at the 

arguments in James and the Didache and evaluates their rhetorical strategies in light 

of the social-scientific theories described above, it is a “socio-rhetorical” approach in 

a broad sense. In the following study, literary issues such as meanings of individual 

words and sentences, relations between sections and paragraphs, structure and 

organization of arguments, and the socio-scientific tools will be applied to interpret 

how the rhetoric works under social and psychological dynamics within the 

individuals and among the communities of the audience. Through analyzing the 

interaction between texts and their social, cultural, and ideological backgrounds, one 

may understand more clearly the situations and purposes for producing these 

documents and the functions they might had in the early Christian communities. 

Before this chapter ends, it must be stressed that while there are certain 

pitfalls for the attempts to reconstruct the background from biblical passages, the task 

is not impossible. As Foster comments in his commentary of Colossians: 

there is a very real danger of circularity. One interprets certain passages in 

light of the proposed situation that are seen as generating certain statements 

in the letter, then those interpretations are used to justify the reconstruction 

of the background to the letter as though that produced conclusive proof. 

While caution is necessary, the partial evidence should not lead to despair, or 

even a sense that the task is impossible.
94

 

Therefore, although possibility of reconstructing the community behind 

ancient texts is often doubted, especially for texts like the letter of James, which 

contains mostly ethical instructions with general applicability, it is nevertheless 

possible to infer the community situations reflected in these texts with caution. 

Moreover, it should be noted that the aim of this study is not to argue for a specific 
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historical situation of the initial recipients of James and the Didache. Rather, the aim 

is to show that social scientific theories can shed light on the group dynamics of 

communities of early believers, which are possibly reflected in James and the 

Didache. The cognizance of these social dynamics would then enhance one’s 

understanding of these two documents. 

1.4 Thesis Statement 

This study will argue that the texts of both the letter of James and the Didache 

reflect situations of conflict, including intra-communal conflict as one of the major 

problems among the early Christian communities. The issue of intra-communal 

conflict provides a perspective to see the coherence of both James and the Didache. 

Both writings tried to deal with such conflicts by strengthening the social identity of 

the community members, among other strategies. However, there are also differences 

between the conflict resolution strategies in the two writings. 
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Chapter 2 

Studies on Social Situations of James and the 

Didache  

2.1 The Letter of James and Its Social Situations: A Review 

Though the methods of biblical criticism have emerged over the last few 

centuries, the letter of James had not been given the same level of attention in critical 

biblical scholarship. Following the lead of scholars such as Dibelius, many 

commentators in the last century consider that James is impenetrable to social-

contextual analysis,
1
 and hence has little to contribute to the discussion of the 

historical and social situations of the early Christian communities.
2

 However, 

scholars’ opinion on James has begun to change in the last few decades. More work 

has been done to investigate the community issues reflected in the letter. In this 

section, major views on the social situation of James will be reviewed. 

2.1.1 Dibelius’ Legacy 

In his commentary on James first published in 1921, with the English 

translation of the expanded seventh edition published in 1976, Dibelius asserts that 

although the “epistle” has the epistolary form at its beginning, its content suggests 

that James should not be regarded as a letter.
3
 In his view, “the entire document lacks 

continuity in thought,” and “there is not the slightest hint in the text of Jas that there 

were personal or other reasons which forced the author to compose this writing at 

that particular moment.”
4

 He concludes that James should be designated as 

paraenesis, “a text which strings together admonitions of general ethical content.”
5
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Hence it would be futile to look for the social situation that stimulated the writing of 

James: 

In the case of Jas, one should not try to find the allusions which an actual 

letter might make to its milieu, to missionary activity, to the life of the 

community, to controversies over matters of faith, or to divisions in the 

community. Nor can one ask about the addressees.
6
 

To be fair, Dibelius himself did provide a historical and social situation for 

James.
7
 According to him, the earliest Christians, with their expectation of the 

imminent end of the world, did not concern much on an ethical renewal of the world. 

However, as time passes and the eschatological expectation began to fade, everyday 

problems required more attention from the church. As the teachings of Jesus do not 

cover all the areas of Christian life, Christian churches tried to find resources from 

other places, including the Diaspora Judaism and the Hellenistic world. Thus, various 

Christian writings are produced to provide the needed ethical teachings for the 

church, and James is one of these writings. 

Nevertheless, Dibelius’ classifying James as a random collection of ethical 

teachings has hinged the investigation of the letter’s coherence and its social setting.
8
 

The persistent influence of Dibelius’ view can be illustrated by Stower’s study 

published in 1986, in which he regards James as “a series of seemingly disjointed 

hortatory topoi without any apparent unifying model or models.”
9
 However, Dibelius’ 

views were in due course challenged by other scholars on James.
10

 Perdue, for 

example, argues that even paraenesis can be connected to its social settings and has 
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its social functions.
11

 Martin tries to search for a setting of James in light of Jewish 

history.
12

 Laws, while seeing only a loose train of thought in James and asserting that 

the material is of general applicability, nevertheless claims that it is reasonable to 

suppose that the author had some idea of its initial readership, and in particular James’ 

remarks about rich and poor reflect a real concern of the author.
13

 Regarding the 

unity of James, Forbes tries to discern a unity of structure of James.
14

 Mussner tries 

to build the unity of James on its eschatology.
15

 Fry and Hiebert argue that the theme 

of testing acts as a unifying motif of James.
16

 Furthermore, Adamson maintains that 

the sustained unity of James’ structure is indisputable.
17

 These attempts aim at seeing 

James in a more comprehensive manner so that the writing’s unity, core message and 

purpose would become more discernible. However, it was P.H. Davids who sparked 

a more thorough departure from Dibelius. 

2.1.2 Davids: The Theology of Suffering in James 

In his commentary on James, published in 1982, Davids proposes that there is 

indeed coherence and a theological framework within James. He identifies seven 

interrelated themes in James, including suffering; eschatology; Christology; poverty-

piety; law, grace and faith; wisdom; and prayer.
18

 Regarding the initial audience, he 

is more optimistic than Dibelius in finding some information about the community, 

although he is reserved in reconstructing a historical situation for James, since there 

seems to be no definite crisis observable in the letter.
19

 He situates James in a 
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background of tension between the powerful rich and the oppressed poor, among the 

latter is the majority of Israelites and members of the church who suffer immensely 

in the economically unbalanced society. This tension also affects the inner life of the 

faith community. For Davids, the theology of James is primarily Leidenstheologie, a 

theology of suffering. The letter shows an author concerned with a community 

undergoing suffering caused both by oppression from outside and dissension from 

inside the group. Davids thus unites the various themes of James under the topic of 

suffering. 

Davids’ assessment of James stimulated further critical studies of James on 

literary, historical, theological and sociological levels.
20

 Studies aimed at relating the 

content and rhetoric of James to the letter’s social backgrounds emerged in the last 

few decades. 

2.1.3 Tension of Wealth and Poverty in James 

P.U. Maynard-Reid, like Davids, reads James from the perspective of the 

oppressed poor in the society.
21

 He goes one step further than Davids and insists that 

the letter has a close and direct relation with the social environment of the early 
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church, in particular the antithesis between the rich and the poor.
22

 According to 

Maynard-Reid, the principle purpose of the letter is “to give consolation and comfort 

to the poor and oppressed,” with a strong social justice stance.
23

 One of the main 

problems addressed in James is a shift in the faith community’s attitude towards 

wealth, a tendency to “modify its harsh position against the rich and riches but at the 

same time promote and aim for egalitarianism among its member.”
24

 The author of 

James writes this letter because he sees the community to which he is writing as 

“practicing the action that he is condemning; he is appealing to them to stop.”
25

 

Maynard-Reid’s stress on the socio-economic background of James is echoed 

by studies of other scholars such as Ahrens, Mongstad-Kvammen, and Painter. 

Ahrens’ investigation on the topic of rich and poor in James concludes that the 

depiction of the poor in James refers to realistic situations, related to the social 

structure of the Roman Empire, rather than an idealized concept.
26

 Mongard-

Kvammen’s postcolonial reading of Jas 2:1‒13 further argues that the issue of rich 

and poor relates more to the social ranks than to poverty and wealth as such.
27

 On the 

other hand, Painter proposes that the problem of poverty in James reflects the 

situation in Jerusalem before 66 CE.
28

 He further suggests that the situation was 

probably related to the conflict between aristocratic Sadducean high priestly party 

and the poorer priests. 
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Maynard-Reid’s study has the merit of taking seriously James’ historical and 

social background, and also the significance of faith in God for the social stance of 

the church. However, Maynard-Reid may have gone too far in asserting that James is 

endorsing the rights of the poor to demand the justice and rewards of their labor. As 

David Edgar observes, “the text [of James] as such does not constitute an overt 

defense of the rights of these radicals.”
29

 

Wachob also discusses the issue of rich and poor in James. He maintains that 

the letter of James is socially oriented, concerning the faith community as a whole 

more than individuals.
30

 In particular, in his study of Jas 2:1–13, Wachob analyzes in 

detail how the “communitarian argumentation” in this passage seeks to create an 

ideal community.
31

 He asserts that in the central statement in Jas 2:5, James “sets 

forth in a single sentence the social identity, the way of life and the goal of God’s 

chosen poor.”
32

 God has chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be 

heirs of his kingdom. Consequently, the believers of Christ should identify 

themselves with the poor in order to become part of this kingdom. On the other hand, 

James tries to persuade his audience through the rhetorical questions in 2:6–7 to 

recognize that the rich are their enemies. This rhetorical move “promotes the peculiar 

identity and solidarity of the elect community against rich outsiders.”
33

 However, 

Wachob cautions that the conflict between the rich and the poor is not merely 

between insiders and outsiders. Rather it is being replicated in the interpersonal 

relations within the community itself.
34

 Therefore, James is not only concerned with 
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the boundaries between the Church and the world but is also tackling critical 

problems within the faith community. 

Alicia Batten further explores the socio-economical issue in James. While 

accepting the view that James is an encyclical letter resembling the Jewish diaspora 

letters, she does not see James as general teachings for the faith community. Rather, 

Batten maintains that paraenesis can address a social situation in order to promote a 

particular set of values.
35

 She further claims that the admonitions about rich and poor 

in James must be provoked by some sort of social problem related to wealth, or at 

least the author was seeing the problem emerging on the horizon.
36

 In contrast to 

Maynard-Reid, who regards the community of James as consisting almost 

exclusively of lower class members in the society, Batten affirms that early Christian 

communities, including the audience of James, contained people from different social 

strata.
37

 This diversity in the socio-economic situations among the members caused 

inner conflicts within the community.
38

 That is why “a good proportion of James 

addresses the issue of community conflict.”
39

 In particular, she identifies the patron-

client system as posing a danger on the faith community.
40

 Batten sees one of the 

main purposes of James is to challenge the audience’s reliance upon some rich 
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patrons, and to dissuade the audience from being attracted by the surrounding social 

world and the benefits it seems to offer by depicting God as the supreme benefactor 

standing in opposition to the images of patrons.
41

 

The above attempts to discern the social situation of James in terms of its 

socio-economical background contribute much to connecting James with the social 

world of the early church, especially the tension between the rich and the poor. These 

investigations show that it is reasonable to regard James as responding to some 

community issues among his audience. However, since the issue of rich and poor 

only occupies a portion of the content of the epistle, much more can be done to reveal 

the conflict situations reflected in James and the letter’s strategy for resolving them. 

2.1.4 James and Purity of the Faith Community 

John Elliott has applied sociological approaches to James in a sustained 

manner.
42

 Instead of expounding the social situations of James’ addressee, he places 

his focus on how the social concepts of purity and pollution permeates the letter. He 

shows that these traditional concepts provide coherent thematic for the letter and 

serve the author’s purpose of pressing for a restoration of holiness and wholeness of 

the Christian community. According to Elliott, James offers a poignant witness to the 

dilemmas confronted by the early Christian community in its engagement and 

compromises with society.
43

 He thus identifies one of the purpose of James as being 

the desire to reinforce the distinctive ethos of the Christian community.
44

 According 

to Elliott, these themes and purposes give coherence and structure to the letter. 

Following Popkes’ description of the letter,
45

 he concludes that James can be 

classified as a Korrekturschreiben. Drawing on Mary Douglas’ observations,
46

 Elliott 

suggests that concepts of purity and pollution are used in James to bring conceptual 

and social order to an otherwise chaotic world. 
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Darian Lockett further develops Elliott’s application of purity and pollution 

categories for studying the social and ideological concerns of James. While following 

Elliott in seeing the concept of purity as central to James,
47

 he criticizes Elliott for 

conflating James’ use of purity concepts with the notion of perfection.
48

 Like Elliott, 

Lockett bases his analysis of James on Douglas’ studies on purity and pollution, 

especially the functions of purity and pollution conceptions in shaping human 

behavior and social interaction, by maintaining order and creating order in a 

previously undefined situation.
49

 By building up and strengthening boundaries 

between the pure faith community and the defiling world, James urges the audience 

to maintain a distinct identity by completely following the will of God in their lives 

and interactions. 

In contrast to Bauckham, who questions the validity of regarding James as 

functioning as a real letter,
50

 Lockett insists on the epistolary character of James.
51

 

He maintains that James “should be interpreted as an intentional piece of writing 

addressed to a definable audience.”
52

 Hence it is possible and even essential to 

discern the social and religious situations of the audience, as well as the strategy of 

argumentation used by the author to address those issues. By constructing the polar 

opposition between two worldviews, James on the one hand challenges contemporary 

Greco-Roman values,
53

 while on the other hand leads the audience to make decisions 

as to which worldview they will adhere.
54

 Using Barclay’s model of assimilation, 

acculturation and accommodation,
55

 Lockett analyzes the cultural stance of both the 
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author and the audience of James with respect to the dominant Greco-Roman culture. 

He concludes that James has no intention to define the identity of the audience in 

terms of outsiders or opponents, but is only arguing against a too aggressive 

assimilation of believers with the values, attitudes and actions of “the world”.
56

 This 

means that “the boundary lines between church and culture as definite, yet 

permeable.”
57

 James does not request the audience to completely separate themselves 

from the larger society, but warns against adopting values and worldviews that are 

incompatible with God’s kingdom. 

The works of Elliott and Lockett highlight the tensions between the church 

and its surrounding society in James. However, they seem not to pay sufficient 

attention to the tensions within the faith community itself. Granted that the inner 

tensions are closely related to the adoption of the dominant value of the world by the 

believers, or in Lockett’s word, “internal strife arises from neglecting this primary, 

external boundary,”
58

 it is not sufficient to view the issues addressed in James only as 

problems at the external boundary. According to Douglas, there are four kinds of 

social pollution: danger pressing on external boundaries, danger from transgressing 

the internal lines of system, danger in the margins of the lines, and danger from 

internal contradiction.
59

 One implication is that the language of purity and pollution 

also has important significance for maintaining and strengthening the internal order 

of a community. Hence, a closer look at the internal tensions among the audience of 

James is needed for a better understanding of this book. 

2.1.5 James and Meal Gatherings  

Regarding James’ social setting, D.J. Verseput claims that “James is to be 

read neither as a collection of moral precepts for the individual nor as wisdom 

literature narrowly defined, but as a Jewish-Christian letter to the Diaspora regarding 

the regulation of the familiar areas of communal discord typical of ancient voluntary 
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associations.”
60

 He compares James to other Jewish Diaspora letters to show that 

James can also be regarded as such.
61

 He thus concludes that James is indeed a real 

letter written to encourage the faith community in their distressing situations by 

appealing to the covenantal promises of God. 

Verseput further tries to compare the instructions in James to other 

contemporary instructions to voluntary associations in the Greco-Roman world.
62

 He 

argues that it is possible or even quite probable that the early church would have 

similar social concerns as other associations.
63

 He then claims that the purposes of 

James “lay in the regulation of those typical communal squabbles which were 

consistently a source of concern in the ancient world.”
64

 Comparing James with 

Plutarch’s Quaestiones convivales, Verseput further observes that James’ concern for 

“quarrels, seating and communal leadership, bear a striking correspondence to the 

problems of private social gatherings reflected in Plutarch’s sympotic dialogues.”
65

 

He thus concludes that the order of dinner parties is a main concern of James. 

Recently Peter-Ben Smit, seemingly independently from Verseput, made 

similar observations. He argues that “[f]or the study of early Christianity, meals, as 

they were held in the context of voluntary associations, are of relevance given that a 

high degree of organizational and functional agreement between these societies and 
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early Christian communities can be found.”
66

 He also compares the debates in 

Plutarch’s writings with the admonitions in James, and sees a close agreement 

between them in terms of issues concerned, especially the problem of seating order.
67

 

He thus regards the meal gatherings of voluntary associations as the best background 

for interpreting James.
68

 

Verseput and Smit’s contribution lays in their attempts to explore 

perspectives on social settings and communal concerns in the Greco-Roman world 

which form the larger background for the letter of James. However, although they are 

aware of the difference between the foundation of arguments of James and other 

Greco-Roman authors, on the whole their discussions focus too much on the 

analogues of themes, without paying sufficient attention to the differences between 

their purposes, worldviews and instruction details. This is especially true in the case 

of Smit. One example should suffice to illustrate the inadequacy of his argument. In 

his discussion of Jas 2:1–13, Smit tries to put the scenario in 2:2–4 in a symposiastic 

setting.
69

 Regarding it as a meal gathering of voluntary associations, he further 

claims that the issue concerned here is primarily the problem of seating order.
70

 Such 

an interpretation has not paid sufficient attention to the focus of the pericope, which 

is stated in 2:1 as the inconsistency between believers behavior and their claimed 

faith. The elaboration on the theme of wealth and poverty and the emphasis on mercy 

in 2:5–13 cannot sufficiently be explained by the issue of seating order in meal 

gathering either. Therefore, their proposal of reading James in terms of meal 

gatherings should not be accepted as a sufficient ground for interpreting the purpose 

and strategy of the letter. 

2.1.6 James and Gaining Sympathy from Jews 

Another proposal for the purpose of James is given by D.C. Allison. He 

maintains that James is a pseudegraphon written in the second century.
71

 He takes a 

strictly literal interpretation of the opening address in Jas 1:1. Thus, he claims that 

                                                           
66

 Peter-Ben Smit, “A Symposiastic Background to James?” NTS 58 (2012): 107. 
67

 Ibid., 110. 
68

 Ibid., 117–21. 
69

 Ibid., 110–14. See also Verseput, “Plutarch of Chaeronea,” 514–16. 
70

 Smit, “Symposiastic Background,” 110. 
71

 Allison, James, 3–32. 



33 
 

the intended audience of James includes not only Christian Jews but also Jews that 

are non-Christians.
72

 On the other hand, Allison claims that the pseudepigraphic 

nature of James implies that not only the author, but also the audience is fictional. 

This means that although it is historically unlikely that James was addressed to all 

Jews in the diaspora, it does not prevent one from taking the opening address of 

James literally and asserting that James was addressed to some Jewish 

communities.
73

 With this understanding of the nature and addressees of James, 

Allison proposes that James was written in response to an environment where non-

Christian Jews were hostile to those Christian Jews still living among them, even to 

the extent of beginning to use “the Birkat ha-minim or something very much like it” 

to curse the Christians.
74

 Building upon the works of Moulton
75

 and McNeile,
76

 

Allison suggests that James seeks to “promote tolerance, to gain sympathy for 

Christians in a context where there is perhaps growing antipathy” from the non-

Christian Jews.
77

 Allison sees three groups in the mind of the author of the letter: the 

oppressed Christian Jews, the hostile Jews, and those belonging to neither group. 

James was trying to gain the sympathy of the last group.
78

 Hence, in Allison’s view, 

one of the main purposes of James is to deal with community conflict, not within 

Christian communities but among Jewish communities that contain both Christians 

and non-Christians. 

Allison’s work is helpful in highlighting the Jewish characteristics of the 

letter of James. However, it is done at a cost of downplaying the importance of 
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Christology in James, which, besides the two explicit reference in 1:1 and 2:1, is 

most obviously seen in the role of Christ as Judge (5:9).
79

 Moreover, even though in 

the first two centuries there were probably still close interactions between Christian 

Jews and the larger Jewish community, it is hardly conceivable that a Christian 

author would try to gain the sympathy of the non-Christian Jews without highlighting 

the distinctiveness of Jesus Christ, as Allison seems to suggest. Therefore, though 

Allison’s suggestion is attractive, upon balancing the evidence it is still more likely 

that James was addressed to Jewish Christians, rather than Jewish groups at large. 

Nevertheless, Allison makes an important observation that James was seeking to 

resolve conflict among its audience. 

2.1.7 Conclusion 

Although Dibelius’ assessment of James as paraenesis with little coherence in 

structure and theology had been influential, the last few decades see an emergence of 

James scholarship that departs from his presuppositions. The precise geographical 

and historical setting of James may be difficult to reconstruct, but the social 

dynamics reflected in the letter can still be explored. Attempts have been made to 

explore the social background, purpose, and rhetoric strategies of James. The issue of 

wealth and poverty is particularly well investigated. It is also suggested that the letter 

not only seeks to mould the behavior and practices of the audience, but also shapes 

the identity perception and strengthens the solidarity of the faith community, both by 

stressing the community’s boundaries with the outside world and by emphasizing the 

community’s distinctive status before God. All these studies have made important 

contributions to the interpretation of James in light of its social situations. However, 

some aspects of the letter are still to be explored. 

It has been noted that the community of James was facing internal conflict as 

well as tension with the outside world. While one should be cautious that it is likely 

that James was rejecting some dominant worldly value systems more than opposing a 
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concrete rival group,
80

 the teachings in James nevertheless reflect that some conflict 

instances were probably occurring among its audience. This aspect of James should 

not be ignored, especially if one sees James as addressing a concrete audience, even 

if that is a broad one.
81

 However, so far there are still no studies on James that try to 

give a more comprehensive picture of the conflict situations among the audience, 

especially the inner-group conflicts, in order to view the letter from the perspective 

of its conflict resolution and group maintenance strategies. This is an area worth 

exploring. Such a study would hopefully deepen one’s understanding of this often 

neglected book in the New Testament and unfold the letter’s relevance to conflict 

resolution for the faith communities today. 

2.2 The Didache and Its Social Situation: A Review 

Since the re-discovery and publication of the Didache in the late nineteenth 

century by Bryennios,
82

 this long-lost text has been the subject of much research, 

especially after Harnack’s influential edition of the Didache.
83

 In the earliest research 

into the document, various historical settings have already been suggested. Vokes 

summarizes some early views as follows: “Bryennius [sic] found in it attacks on 

Antinomianism and Montanism, Krawutzcky found traces of Ebionitism, while 

Hilgenfeld found Montanist interpolations in an anti-Montanist original.”
84

 Vokes 

himself took an opposite position from the last view, arguing for a Montanist origin 

of the Didache.
85

 Most of these early speculations are negated by the discovery of the 

Dead Sea Scrolls, which contain a Two Ways tradition most apparent in 1QS. Since 
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then, the milieu of the Didache has been reassessed. Some consensus on the 

community situations being dealt in the Didache has been reached, though many 

issues are still debated. In the following, important discussions on the community 

issues in the Didache will be reviewed. 

2.2.1 Audet: Reassessing the Historical Setting 

Jean-Paul Audet was among the first scholars to recognize the significance of 

the Scrolls for the debate about the provenance and historical settings of the 

Didache.
86

 Audet observed that the Two Ways tradition found in the second section 

of 1QS proves that Barnabas could not be the author of the Two Ways material, in 

contrast to the once popular view before the discovery of the Scrolls that the author 

of Barnabas created the Two Ways section in it.
87

 This allowed him to date the 

Didache to the mid-first century.
88

 He further suggested a three-stage composition 

for the document,
89

 indicating a development of thoughts in the community that 

produced the Didache in response to changing situations of the community. 

Audet’s attempt to trace the Two Ways materials in the Didache to an ancient 

Two Ways tradition has significantly pushed back the dating of the document. There 

are some scholars who follow his mid-first century dating of the Didache.
90

 In 

particular, Garrow even argues for Matthew’s dependence on the Didache, in part 

based on the early dating of the Didache.
91

 However, the majority view opts for a 

date around the end of the first century or the beginning of the second century.
92

 

Such a dating places the Didache in a very different context from those early 

suggestions. 
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Moreover, the Jewish roots of the Two Ways tradition also suggest a Jewish-

Christian origin of the Didache and the possibility of interpreting the writing with 

respect to the relation between Christian and Jewish communities. Furthermore, 

many see in the Didache the issue of Jewish-Gentile relation, especially its tension 

with Paul’s teaching.
93

 

Audet’s suggestion of redaction layers of the Didache has also shaped 

commentators’ understanding of this composition. For example, Kraft claims that the 

Didache is a collection of traditional material which is not consistently digested by 

the compiler.
94

 This means that “the present form of the Didache does not necessarily 

represent the main interests and beliefs of the community for which this form of the 

Didache manual was produced.”
95

 Such assessment of the Didache echoes Dibelius’ 

classifying James as paraenesis, lacking in continuity, structure, life situation, and 

consistent theology. However, the existence of different compositional stages does 

not necessarily indicate a lack of context. For instance, Giet agrees with Kraft’s view 

that the Didache is an accumulation of interpolations rather than the work of one 

author. Nevertheless, Giet views the development of the text as reflecting the 

progress in response to external circumstances.
96

 Two more recent attempts to 

reconstruct the historical development of the community of the Didache from its 

redaction layers are made by Pardee
97

 and Jefford.
98

 They both propose various 

stages of composition of the Didache, with new materials included in each stage in 

order to respond to the new challenges to the community. These challenges include 

the tension between Jewish and Gentile believers and the need to regulate the 

performance of rituals as well as the organizational system of Christian communities. 

These studies show that it is possible to investigate the Sitz im Leben of the Didache 

and to ask how this writing responds to the need of the community that produced it. 
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2.2.2 Schöllgen: The Didache as Selective Church Order 

Another important observation about the nature of the Didache is made by G. 

Schöllgen. He notes that the rules given in the Didahce are of very limited scope, and 

sometimes deal only with matters which seem to be of secondary importance. He 

thus concludes: 

Inside this framework it pursues only a limited goal: it is concerned to 

correct abuses and to address new rules to changed circumstances―often in 

the face of resistance. Large parts of the community life, in which the author 

sees no problems, remain unconsidered.
99

 

Schöllgen is certainly correct in not viewing the Didache as a comprehensive 

church order. Hence it is inappropriate to argue from the silence of the document.
100

 

Moreover, the selective nature of the Didache also has another implication, which 

Schöllgen did not mention explicitly. If, as Schöllgen asserts, the regulations in the 

document are addressed in response to actual situations, intended to “correct abuses 

and to address new rules to changed circumstances,” then the issues dealt with in the 

Didache will reflect the areas of Christian life in the early church that most urgently 

needed authoritative regulations. 

2.2.3 Tension of Church Ministers 

One of the issues of the early church that scholars perceived from the 

Didache is the tension between different authority figures. Niederwimmer describes 

the “changing circumstances” to which the Didachist responded as those of a church 

undergoing a process of stabilization.
101

 He claims that Did 11:4–12, which he 
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regards as the traditional core of the section on church officials (Did 11–15), reflects 

a time when “itinerant charismatics and local Christians represent two independent 

forms of Christian existence clearly distinguished from each other,” and they were 

dependent on each other.
102

 However, at the time when the Didache was composed, 

the situation had been changed. Local communities were more organized and local 

leaders were chosen out of their own ranks. Although the phenomenon of itinerant 

charismatics did not cease, some of them expressed the wish to settle permanently 

among the local community. These situations caused competitions between the 

settling charismatics and the local leaders.
103

 Hence, the Didachist, from a standpoint 

of the local Christians, aimed to establish an intelligible relation between the two 

groups and sought to resolve the tension between them.
104

 The Didachist even 

ordered that local officials are to be honoured as the prophets and teachers (Did 15:2). 

Niederwimmer’s view concurs with Patterson’s study.
105

 Through analyzing 

the Coptic version,
106

 Patterson arrives at a similar conclusion that the Didache 

“indicates that the relationship between wanderers and the communities which 

supported them had become problematic,” resulting in conflict between itinerant 

radicals and local communities.
107

 He further claims that Did 12:2b–13:7, as well as 

Did 15:1–2, reflect an entirely different historical situation, with refugees from 

Palestine becoming an urgent problem of local Christian communities, apostles 

having disappeared from the scene, and local officials being firmly established.
108

 

This goes one step further than Niederwimmer’s reconstruction. 
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Draper also discusses the problem of church leadership in the Didache. 

Applying Douglas’ sociological studies,
109

 he describes the Didache community as a 

“witch-believing society”, a community with strong group boundaries but ambiguous 

and undefined roles of leadership.
110

 Moreover, utilizing Weber’s theory on 

charisma,
111

 he suggests that prophets in the Didache represent a new phase in the 

history of the community. The apostles who were previous source of authority then 

disappeared.
112

 In his view, these prophets were representatives of renewal 

movements. They were beyond the authority of the established leaders of the 

community, thus causing conflict between the two groups of leaders.
113

 The conflict 

was further worsened by unworthy occupants of the offices of bishop and deacon.
114

 

Such conflicts reflect not only struggles over power but also over scarce material 

resources in the community.
115

 Under such situations, the Didache sets out rules in an 

attempt to resolve quarrels among members over community leadership.
116

 It affirms 

the authority of the prophets but at the same time upholds the status of the local 

authorities. 

By contrast, Milavec is more reserved in affirming the leading role of the 

prophets in the Didache community. He agrees with Crossan
117

 in regarding the 

wandering prophets as Christians crushed by “the ruthless pressures of the Roman 

economic order wherein huge agricultural estates worked by slaves flooded the 
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markets with inexpensive grains which squeezed the already marginal profits 

available from small family farms.”
118

 The hardship they experienced made them 

embrace the Kingdom of God fiercely as the last hope. In his view, the wandering 

prophets were not leaders of the community and had no essential role in the routines 

of community life.
119

 However, they could pose a threat since they might bring in 

teachings that oppose the tradition of the community.
120

 Therefore the Didache only 

accepts these prophets as long as what they teach is compatible with the Didache’s 

own teachings. 

These discussions on the tensions among church ministers highlight the 

importance of one’s portrayal of the early church for the interpretation of the 

Didache, especially Did 11‒15. Although the details of the reconstructions differ 

from each other, all these views agree that one can discern some sort of conflict 

among various authority figures in early church communities. This situation 

necessitated regulations on these ministers. While any concrete reconstruction of the 

church leadership structure as witnessed in the Didache must remain to a certain 

extent speculative, more attention can be given on how the instructions in the 

Didache may contribute to stabilizing the early church communities under these 

conflicts, especially from a perspective of group dynamics and social psychology. 

2.2.4 Tension with Judaism 

Audet’s affirmation of the Jewish origin of the Two Ways tradition highlights 

the Jewish roots of the Didache, and hence brings forth the question of the relation of 

the early church with its Jewish roots as reflected in this early church order. The most 

extensive study so far on the Jewish roots of the Didache has been undertaken by 

Flusser and van de Sandt.
121

 By tracing the affinities of the Two Ways section in Did 

1–6 to various Jewish traditions, they claim that the Didache is an adaptation of the 
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Jewish traditions for the need of the Christian community.
122

 Dating the document to 

the turn of the first century CE, they claim that the Didache was composed in a time 

when the church began to define itself as distinct from its roots in Judaism. In such a 

transitional period, various groups were formed within the Christian community, and 

a major concern of the Didachist was “to overcome the tension between these groups 

and movements” and “to safeguard the unity and identity of his community against 

threats from the inside and outside world,” in order to “prevent a seemingly 

irreversible division within the community.”
123

 However, they see two opposite 

strategies in the Didache to achieve this goal. On the one hand, in contrast to Paul, 

the Didache promotes the observance of the Jewish Law to the highest degree 

attainable in order to strengthen the ties between the Jewish and Gentile Christians.
124

 

The dominant position of the Two Ways section reveals a community that primarily 

defined itself against the Gentile world by appealing to its Jewish roots.
125

 On the 

other hand, the Didache tries to replace Jewish liturgies and practices “with a 

modified and transformed worship reflecting the liturgical traditions that were 

maintained by the majority in his own time” in Did 7–10.
126

 This shows an increased 

interest in Gentile converts, and a separation of the Didache community from the 

Jews.
127

 The text even shows an attitude of animosity towards Jews and Judaism by 
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calling them “hypocrites”.
128

 In view of these two seemingly incompatible attitudes, 

van de Sandt and Flusser assert that the Didache cannot be considered as a 

homogeneous text.
129

 Even though each individual part makes up a coherent unity, 

tensions exist among different parts of the composition. Such an assessment of the 

Didache helps to highlight the various stages of development of the text. However, 

since the various sections of the Didache were put together into one document at a 

final stage, it is necessary to ask how this final form of the Didache may be perceived 

as a consistent instruction for the faith community, rather than simply accepting that 

the text is inhomogeneous. 

Jefford also regards the Didache as a witness to the tension between the early 

church and its Jewish roots. In contrast to scholars such as Köhler,
130

 Wengst
131

 and 

Tuckett,
132

 who regard the Didache as dependent on Matthew, he suggests that the 

two documents evolved alongside each other in the Christian community in 

Antioch.
133

 By discerning different redaction layers of the document, he suggests at 

least three stages of development of the Didache community, in which the additions 

of Christian Gentiles caused a shift from the original Jewish theological orientation. 

In response to this change, the original collection of Jewish saying materials were 

transformed into a text for the instruction of catechumens, and finally was relegated 

to a position of neglect as the original group of Christian Jews demised and the 

Gospel of Matthew gained prominence within the community.
134

 Jefford further 

suggests that one may discern in the Didache an awareness of controversies on issues 
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such as “table customs” and “the yoke of the Lord”, like those witnessed in Acts 

15.
135

 Great tensions exist among different subgroups within the community around 

these issues, with the Didache representing a group that held more conservatively the 

Jewish views of Christian faith, while the Gospel of Matthew and the views of 

Ignatius representing more Gentile-welcoming standpoints.
136

 Therefore, the Didache 

can be regarded as a response from this conservative group to the changing 

conditions and conflicting opinions within the community. 

Jefford’s discussion about the issue of table fellowship between Jewish and 

Gentile Christians is developed by Slee, who claims that Did 6:2‒3 was composed to 

resolve the disunity and schisms in the Antioch church by allowing Gentiles to enter 

the church but at the same time reassuring the Jewish Christians that the Torah will 

not be undermined. However, she stretches the evidence of the text too far when she 

tries to interpret the concern for church leaders in Did 11–15 in light of the problem 

of table fellowship by suggesting that the conflict between apostolic prophets and 

local leaders was indeed a conflict between Torah-observant charismatic emissaries 

from Jerusalem and non-Torah-observant Gentile patrons of the community.
137

 Such 

interpretation can only find very limited support from the text. 

Pardee, using a method of text-linguistic analysis, arrives at a similar view as 

Jefford on the development of the Didache community.
138

 She asserts that the 

document particularly reflects the Christianization of the originally Jewish teachings 

and its adaptation for a Gentile Christian community. According to her 

reconstruction, the Didache indicates the rift between Judaism and Christianity going 

deeper and more permanent.
139
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Draper, on the other hand, asserts that the Didache has a very positive view of 

the Torah. He understands the perfectness mentioned in Did 6:2 and Did 16:2 as 

referring to the full compliance of the Torah,
140

 though interpreted by the Christian 

community under the influence of the Jesus tradition.
141

 Hence he regards the 

Didache to be closer to Pharisaic Judaism than to any other Jewish group.
142

 In light 

of Did 16:2, he claims that the Didache envisions Gentile converts becoming full 

Jews in the end in order to attain salvation.
143

 He even sees in the Didache “great 

hostility towards Christians who advocate the abolition of the Torah,”
144

 and suggests 

that the false apostle reproached in the Didache could be Paul.
145

 On the other hand, 

he observes that the Didache shows flexibility on the observation of the Torah by 

Gentile Christians, since it offers a minimum level of Torah observance appropriate 

to Gentiles.
146

 It is possible that this flexibility caused attacks from the Pharisees in a 

later stage of the community’s development. Hence in Did 8, these opponents of the 

community are reproached as “hypocrites”, and community members are required to 

separate themselves from this group.
147

 However, in contrast to the view of van de 

Sandt, he maintains that this does not mean an irrevocable parting of the ways with 

Judaism. Instead, following Weinfeld’s view on the use of the term “hypocrite”,
148

 he 
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understands the dispute as an “inner Jewish debate”,
149

 that indicates the Didache 

community still regarded itself as closely related to the larger Jewish community. 

These differing views on the Didache’s position on the Jewish-Gentile 

relation indicate the complexity of the problem. As part of the analysis of the 

community situation and rhetoric strategy of the Didache, this study tries to give 

further discussions on this issue and offers its own position. It will be argued that the 

Didache does not envision Gentile Christians becoming fully Torah observant, but 

portrays certain groups of Jews as outsiders in its effort to reinforce the solidarity of 

the faith community.
150

 

The tension experienced by the Didache community with the pagan world on 

the one hand and other Jewish groups on the other makes it an urgent need to provide 

a new and strong social identity for this community. The Two Ways teaching in Did 

1–6 cuts the Gentile converts from their previous social identity in the pagan 

society,
151

 reinforcing “the social death or separation which is required of the convert 

in the initiation process before there can be a rebirth.”
152

 Then, the rituals in Did 7–

10 help to give the convert a new identity,
153

 which is understood as a temple in 

which God’s holy Name was dwelling.
154

 On the other hand, with regard to the 

tension with other Jewish groups, Draper asserts that the teaching about fasting and 

prayer in Did 8 intends to create a public differentiation between the Didache 

community and the Pharisaic Jews, thus highlighting the unique identity of the 

Didache community.
155

 Therefore, the Didache could fulfill the function of identity 

formation and consolidate the early Christian community. 
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2.2.5 Economic Tensions 

Another aspect of the Didache that has attracted scholarly interest is the 

organization of community life in the early church. In this respect, Milavec suggests 

that the Didache as a “comprehensive, step-by-step, program used for the formation 

of a gentile convert.”
156

 Such an understanding of the nature of the Didache is also 

echoed in O’Loughlin’s interpretation of the Didache in light of apprenticeship.
157

 

With such an understanding of the nature of the document, Milavec depicts the 

Didache community as a kind of “mutual aid society”.
158

 A new set of spiritual and 

commercial alliances is established for the new converts to replace those they have 

lost. This is done partly by encouraging sharing of one’s resources with members of 

the community (Did 4:5–8) in imitation of God’s freely giving.
159

 He further suggests 

that the purpose of these exhortations is to build “an economic safety net which 

safeguarded the small family-owned-and-operated businesses from the menacing 

economic conditions within first-century society.”
160

 While these suggestions are 

stimulating, one cannot help but feel that Milavec’s portrayal of the Didache 

community stretches the evidence of the text too far. In particular, little in the text 

supports the idea that the Didache community was so economically well-established 

to be able to maintain “family businesses” in an almost self-sufficient way, as 

Milavec seems to suggest. Moreover, Milavec’s assessment of the Didache has 

overlooked the selective nature of the document’s instructions observed by Schöllgen. 

It is unlikely that the Didache sought to establish a comprehensive social system for 

the community. 

Taking up Milavec’s discussion on the economy of the Didache community 

and Moxnes’
161

 study on the economy in Luke’s Gospel, Draper also examines the 
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economical significance of the Didache. He concludes that the “moral economy” 

suggested in the Didache “functions as an alternative economy to the exploitative 

and oppressive patron-client networks of the ancient Roman Empire.”
162

 In particular, 

it exhorts community members to practice “generalized reciprocity”, that is, altruistic 

exchange or giving pure gifts.
163

 Such commands promote redistribution of resources 

in the community, thus strengthening social bonding.
164

 It may be noted that Draper’s 

view on the economic perspectives of the Didache is comparable to those studies on 

James that stresses the social injustice confronted by James, especially Batten’s study 

that compares James with the patron-client system. It would not be surprising that 

both documents have similar attitudes toward the economic system of the larger 

society, given that they were situated in similar social backgrounds and shares 

common Jewish traditions of moral teaching. 

2.2.6 Community Conflict in the Didache 

Van de Sandt observes yet another community issue in the Didache, namely, 

the disputes among community members. In discussing the quotation of the Lord’s 

word in Did 9:5, “give not that which is holy to the dogs,” he points to the traditional 

Jewish teachings that protect the holy offerings to God to be polluted.
165

 He then 

infers from Did 14 that disputes among community members are regarded as a 

defilement of the Eucharist, and hence warring Christians are to be excluded from the 

Eucharist (Did 14:2) like those who have not been baptized (Did 9:5).
166

 Moreover, 

he observes that the Didache displays a striking concern for reconciliation of 

offenders. In Did 15:3, members of the community are exhorted to correct one 

another in peace. In a similar manner to the instructions contained in Matt 18, Did 

15:3 seeks to gain a brother by inducing him to admit and repent his sin. However, 
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the teaching in the Didache seems to lack the legal connotation of the passage Matt 

18:15–17, which van de Sandt regards as traditional material that Matthew 

incorporated into the wider context of Matt 18.
167

 These observations suggest that the 

harmony of the community is an important concern of the Didache. In order to deal 

with conflict among community members, the Didache on the one hand stresses the 

defiling effect of such warring, while on the other hand it adopts Jewish traditions of 

reproof in a revised form to enhance reconciliation between disputing members. 

2.2.7 Conclusion 

It is obvious that the Didache was produced to regulate the life and practices 

of some early Christian communities. It is natural to ask what kind of situation of the 

early church caused the production of this “church order”. Previous works have 

already identified some community tensions reflected in the Didache. The most 

discussed aspects include the Jewish-Gentile relation, the attitude toward the Torah, 

economic tensions, and the conflict among leaders or officials of the community. 

Moreover, some social-scientific theories have been applied to offer fruitful insights 

into the milieu of the Didache. However, besides Milavec’s suggestion that the 

Didache is a comprehensive training menu for converts, not many attempts have 

been made to explore the cohesiveness of the whole document as well as the social 

functions it might have played in the early Christian communities. Discussions are 

on-going. More work can be done to investigate the social dynamic of the early 

Christian communities witnessed in it, by considering both the evidence in the text 

itself and the insights provided by sociological studies on group behaviour. Base on 

the above insights of previous studies, the following study will try to further analyze 

the community tensions witnessed in the Didache, as well as the possible effects the 

rhetoric strategies of this document may create towards the reduction of these 

tensions. This will also shed light on the coherence of the Didache by illustrating that 

the various parts of the document serve the common purpose of maintaining the 

solidarity of early believers. 
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Chapter 3 

Community Conflicts Reflected in James  

Some scholars have already observed that there are community conflicts 

reflected in James.
1

 However, a more comprehensive analysis of the conflict 

situations in James is still lacking. In this chapter, exegetical issues surrounding 

several key passages that reveal possible community strife will be considered to 

show that intra-communal conflict forms one of the main concerns of James. Results 

from social-scientific studies on group dynamics will be applied in order to 

illuminate the community situations in the letter’s concern. By investigating the 

possible community conflicts reflected in James, it would become conceivable that 

one of the main purposes of this letter is to resolve these tensions and maintain the 

solidarity of the community of believers. However, before considering individual 

passages, a brief discussion on the epistolary nature and the initial audience of the 

letter must be made. 

3.1 James as a Letter 

Although the opening of James clearly shows an epistolary form, the 

epistolary nature of the whole book has been questioned. Dibelius rejects to view 

James as a letter since there seems to be no continuity of thought in the writing.
2
 

Moreover, the content of James does not seem to be addressing situational issues of a 

particular recipient group. Hence, many scholars claim that James is a writing of 

some non-epistolary genre carried in a letter form.
3
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In recent decades, however, scholars have called for a reconsideration of the 

epistolary nature of James. Bauckham observes that the issue is to be approached at 

two levels. First, the form of James is analyzed to see whether it conforms to 

conventions of a letter. Second, the function of James is investigated to see whether it 

functions as a real letter, addressing a definite group of recipients.
4
 For the first 

aspect, Francis makes an important contribution in his study of the Hellenistic letter 

forms. He identifies features in the opening and the closing sections of James that 

resembles epistles in the Hellenistic period.
5
 On the other hand, it is asserted that 

James resembles the Jewish diaspora letters, which is written from a central religious 

authority to geographically remote communities, usually with the intent of 

encouraging them not to assimilate culturally to the world that surrounds them.
6
 Thus, 

there is a strong case that formally speaking, James should not be disqualified as a 

letter. 

However, the fact that James is formally a letter does not necessarily imply 

that it functions as a real letter in the sense that it deals with real situational issues of 

the audience. For example, Bauckham classifies James as a paraenetic encyclical to 

the diaspora, which means that James “is unlikely to have been occasioned by any 

specific exigencies. ... The teaching James provides does not meet the needs of a 

particular moment. It is the teaching the Jewish Christians of the Diaspora might 

need at any time.”
7
 Nevertheless, as Penner asserts, “if one does believe that James 

represents an actual letter, then there now must be—ipso facto—‘senders’ and 

‘receivers’. Consequently, a situational context—albeit still vague and rudimentary—

is necessarily implied.”
8
 Indeed, the argument that James is a text of other genre 

carried by the form of a letter can be turned around. It is possible that James is 

written with some literary conventions, be that Hellenistic paraenesis, Jewish 

diaspora letter, Jewish wisdom instruction, or something else, in order to address the 
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situational issues of its initial audience.
9
 Even though James is written for a broad 

audience, it still could have in view some concrete community problems.
10

 Therefore, 

it is plausible that James is not only formally a letter, but actually functions as a real 

letter. 

3.2 Initial Audience of James 

James addresses its recipients as “the twelve tribes in the diaspora” (tai/j 

dw,deka fulai/j tai/j evn th/| diaspora/|). There are two main interpretations of this 

phrase. The first interprets the phrase symbolically.
11

 It takes “the twelve tribes” as a 

metaphorical reference to the church as a whole which includes both Jewish and 

Gentile Christians, regarding the church as “the true Israel” (cf. Rom 9). It also 

understands “the diaspora” as the spiritual dispersion which refers to the Christians’ 

life on this earth with the hardships they have to endure. The other interpretation 

takes the phrase literally, regarding “the twelve tribes” as a reference to the Jewish 

race and “the diaspora” as the places away from the promised land. For 

commentators holding this latter view, many regard the letter as a correspondence 

addressed to Jewish Christian communities.
12

 A detailed discussion of the evidence 

for these options cannot be given here. However, in light of the perceived strong 

Jewish character of the letter,
13

 the latter position seems to be more likely. 
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No matter whether the opening address is interpreted literally or 

metaphorically, the phrase “the twelve tribes in the diaspora” conveys a strong 

eschatological sense, since it signifies the reunion of all the people of Israel as 

promised in the prophets.
14

 The audience is reminded of their identity as the 

eschatological people of God. While they are struggling with the hardships in their 

situations in the diaspora, they have the hope that the final fulfillment of God’s 

promise is near, and they are part of that final fulfillment. With this basic depiction of 

the initial audience, the following discussion will try to investigate the possible 

community tensions that induced the production of the letter of James. 

3.3 Wars and Fightings in the Community (Jas 4:1–3) 

This investigation will begin with the passage in James where conflicts 

among believers are stated most obviously and in most serious terms, namely, Jas 

4:1–3. Varner suggests that 4:1–10 is the “hortatory peak” of the letter.
15

 This would 

imply that the community situation reflected in this passage is what the author of 

James concerned most for his audience. In this passage, the author clearly indicates 

that there are wars and fightings (po,lemoi kai. ma,cai) among the audience. However, 

commentators differ radically on the meaning of these three verses. Wischmeyer is 

among those who strongly object to the suggestion that these words reflect actual 

conflicts. She asserts that Jas 4:1 “belongs to a specific ethical discourse and … does 

not reflect actual parties or conflicts within a specific Christian community.”
16

 

Johnson also argues that James here is using the Hellenistic topos of envy to further 

elaborate the theme of true and false wisdom in 3:13–18. According to Johnson, the 

appearance of these words reveals not so much the supposed activities of the 
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audience, but the logic of the argument itself.
17

 While acknowledging that the wars 

and fightings refer to real conflicts, Rendall nevertheless asserts that the words “are 

not applicable to the disagreements and quarrels of a congregation: they refer to the 

fierce and murderous affrays, the ‘wars and battles’ of rival religious factions with 

which the Antiquities and Jewish War of Josephs are filled.”
18

 Taking the opposite 

approach, some commentators hold a very literal understanding of the terms and 

argue that they refer to zealot activities among the audience.
19

 In response to the view 

of Wischmeyer and Johnson, it should be noted that the way James puts the question 

presents the wars and fightings as already there, and the audience is left only to 

answer to their origin.
20

 The phrase evn u`mi/n (4:1) also gives a sense of actual 

situations among the audience instead of a general discussion on a Hellenistic 

topos.
21

 Moreover, as Lockett suggests, “that material [in James] has been selected, 

shaped, and fitted together in a particular order leads one to believe that the author of 

the composition had an overall persuasive goal in mind.”
22

 Thus, the fact that the 

author chooses to address the issue of wars and fightings in the letter suggests that he 

regards it to be pressing for the audience. Therefore it is more likely that James 

“refers not to a potential, but to an actual, real and tangible situation. Severe violence 

is already in evidence among them.”
23

 Against the opinion that sees zealot activities 

behind the passage, Allison gives a strong argument: 

(i) no other pericope in James refers to literal war; (ii) 4:1–2 is flanked by 

passages ― 3:1–18 and 4:11–12 ― whose focus is communal strife; ... (iii) 
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po,lemoj parallels ma,ch, and according to BAGD, s.v., the latter occurs in 

early Christian literature “only of battles fought without actual weapons,”; 

(iv) evn ùmi/n ... would be odd with reference to literal war; and (v) po,lemoj 
often designates social conflict or private quarrels.

24
 

To these may be added that the reference to zealot activity can hardly make sense of 

the mention of pleasure (h`donh,) in 4:3.
25

 Contrary to these two approaches, many 

commentators understood the wars and fightings in Jas 4:1 as non-military personal 

quarrels, referring to inner-community conflicts among the audience.
26

 

Another harsh term James uses to describe the conflict situation is “murder” 

(foneu,w) in 4:2. Except for those who see zealot activity in the background, scholars 

usually find it hard to imagine actual murders to be happening among believers.
27

 

That is why many commentators accept Erasmus’ suggestion that instead of foneu,ete 

(you kill), an original fqonei/te (you are envious) stood in the text.
28

 However, this 

conjecture has no textual evidence. Other commentators try to resolve the difficulty 

by taking the word figuratively.
29

 In fact, the term fits well with the theme of envy in 

Jas 4:1–3, since killing and envy are often connected in contemporary writings,
30

 as 

well as vice lists of the NT (Mk 7:22; Rom 1:29). It describes in hyperbolic terms the 

hostilities between members of the audience, and conveys the evil intention within 

them, even to the extent that they desire the death of their opponents.
31

 Moreover, 

social-scientific studies have pointed out that resorting to violence is one of the most 
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salient signs of conflict escalation.
32

 Hence, James’ description of the audience here 

may reflect some escalated conflicts among the community. 

However, James’ concern here is not only the external expression of conflicts, 

but also the internal corruption of believers that leads to such conflicts.
33

 Davids 

observes that h`donh,, in 4:1 and 4:3 form an inclusio that neatly closes 4:1–3 as a 

unit.
34

 This inclusio, together with the terms evpiqume,w and zhlo,w, connects the wars 

and fightings of the audience closely with the evil motives inside them.
35

 This shows 

an awareness of the interconnection between internal dividedness of believers and 

explicit conflicts in the community: Envy within oneself causes a person to focus on 

the quality or things he or she does not possess, and this in turn leads that person to 

perceive others as rivals.
36

 Such an interconnection is seen more clearly in the phrase 

tw/n strateuome,nwn evn toi/j me,lesin u`mw/n (that are making war in your members). 

While some regards me,loj here as referring to the ranks of the members of the 

church,
37

 many commentators regard the term as referring to parts of the human 

body.
38

 This latter interpretation stresses the idea that the drive for wrongful pleasure 

is rooted in the human body, a common thought in both Greek and Jewish traditions 

in antiquity.
39

 For James, conflicts in the faith community are not only external issues 

such as imbalance of power or difference in opinions, but are direct indicators of the 

problems of the inner lives of believers, their desire for sinful pleasure. 

Here models from social-scientific studies may help to give a more 

comprehensive understanding of the conflict situation. Korsgaard and his colleagues 
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proposed a multilevel model of intragroup conflict. The model states that conflicts 

develop in four steps: inputs; behaviour; sense making; and conflict.
40

 Conflict inputs 

include personal differences, task incompatibility, and social contexts. These inputs 

may provoke anti-social behaviours, from which a set of reasons for the conflict has 

to be constructed. If the contexts and behaviours are perceived negatively, then 

conflict occurs. These four steps happen simultaneously on individual, dyadic, and 

group levels, with complex interactions which include both bottom-up and top-down 

relations between each level.
41

 With this framework, one can further analyze how 

James presents the conflicts among the audience in 4:1–3. 

In this passage, James identifies the main conflict input as the audience’s 

desire for pleasure. In a group context, when each individual strives for one’s own 

pleasure, these individual tasks can become incompatible with each other. This is 

especially the case within an environment of limited good.
42

 Thus, competition arises 

among group members and envy of other people’s possessions, either material goods 

or status, easily springs from this competitive environment. This is especially the 

case in groups with close interactions, such as the early church.
43

 Such competitions 

and envy then provoke antagonistic behaviours between members, described as in Jas 

4:1–3 as wars, fightings, and even murders. These are not only behaviours between 

individuals, but in the context of high group interdependence such as the early church, 

such interactions would escalate into a collective problem, and induce other members 

to engage in similar behavior.
44

 When these interactions occurs, members of the 

group are likely to perceive others as potential competitors or even enemies, 

regarding actions of others as personally directed at them and ascribing sinister 

motives to others.
45

 The negative perceptions of other group members further worsen 
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the relations among members of the group, and fuel up the conflicts among James’ 

audience.
46

 

Although James has not spelt out all of these group dynamics in detail, the 

author’s description of the audience in 4:1–3 fits the conflict dynamics suggested by 

social-scientific models.
47

 However, it should be remarked that in this passage James’ 

focus on the desire for pleasure as the conflict input, without mentioning the social 

contexts. This latter factor of conflict input has to be supplied from other passages of 

James. 

3.4 Conflicts among Teachers  

The next passage to be considered is Jas 3. The connection between Jas 3 and 

Jas 4 has long been noted. Based on thematic and rhetorical coherence, Johnson has 

argued for the unity of Jas 3:13–4:10.
48

 Davids groups the whole of Jas 3:1–4:12 

under the topic of pure speech.
49

 Besides structural and formal perspectives, the 

themes of teachers, speech, and wisdom in Jas 3 has a close connection with Jas 4:1–

10, as will be shown in the following discussion. While Dibelius correctly observes 

that Jas 3 adopts much traditional material, one need not follow his conclusion that 

the author is only transmitting school material from a diversity of traditions in an 

unstructured way.
50

 Rather, as Davids maintains, “the redactor wishes this section to 

be read as a unity.”
51

 The aim of the following discussion is to investigate how the 

several themes in Jas 3 are connected to each other and to the wars and fightings in 
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Jas 4. This will give a more comprehensive picture of the conflict situations among 

the letter’s audience. 

3.4.1 Teachers and Sins of the Tongue (Jas 3:1–12) 

Jas 3 begins with the admonition: “Not many of you should become teachers” 

(Mh. polloi. dida,skaloi gi,nesqe). This leads Ropes to suggest that the whole of Jas 3, 

consisting of “directions for leaders”, is addressed to teachers among the audience.
52

 

His view is correctly criticized, since the verb “become” (gi,nomai) shows that the 

author has in mind also those who are not teachers but want to be.
53

 Moreover, the 

discussion on speech in 3:2–12 is so general that it is most likely addressed to the 

whole community. Yet this latter argument raises another problem, that is the relation 

between 3:1 and 3:2–12. For Dibelius, the admonition in 3:1 has a clearly 

recognizable distance from the treatise that follows.
54

 However, a specific focus on 

the position of teacher and a general admonition on speech need not indicate a 

discontinuity in thought, since it is conceivable that “though James never explicitly 

mentions teachers in [3:2] it is a fair inference that he has them in mind both here and 

throughout the chapter.”
55

 Indeed, the author may well be addressing all the members 

of the community, yet with those teachers and would-be teachers particularly in view. 

The issue addressed in 3:1 is clear, namely, too many members among the 

audience wish to be teachers. Here James is probably addressing the immediate 

situation in the church.
56

 Sociological and anthropological studies indicate that status 

is one of the basic interests of individuals, and the psychological process which cause 

men to need a basic degree of respect also creates a demand for more.
57

 In particular, 

organizational office and other institutionalized roles, including those in the realm of 

religion, can be an effective means to satisfy one’s need of respect as well as other 
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desires.
58

 Hence, it is a common phenomenon that members of a society struggle and 

compete with each other to gain higher status. No matter the conflict of interest is 

real or only perceived, such competition would produce a sense of opposition, 

leading to conflict.
59

 

However, the problem is not only the quantity of teachers, but their qualities. 

What James concerned is that those seeking the status of teacher are without the 

necessary moral qualifications, as indicated by the mention of “greater judgment” 

(mei/zon kri,ma) and “stumble” (ptai,omen) in 3:1b–2a.
60

 A natural result of many 

wanting to become teacher is that these “candidates” compete with each other in 

order to gain followers. Such competitions can easily develop into mutual attacks, 

mostly verbal attacks, among those involved. This can be a serious problem for the 

community, for as Davids comments: “Nothing could be more distressing to a 

community or more divisive than bickering and mutual verbal abuse, especially if the 

teachers of the community are those doing the sniping.”
61

 

As leaders of the community, the actions of the teachers are highly influential 

for other members. Social-scientific studies indicate that undesirable behaviours 

among the leaders could have two damaging effects for the community. First, when 

members of a group observe behaviours that are inconsistent to the endorsed group 

standard in other ingroup members, it induces dissonance among the group.
62

 The 

emotional discomfort caused by such dissonance may then cause the members to 

disidentify with the group, and hence weakens the solidarity of the community.
63

 

Second, in order to reduce the dissonance, a usual response is to change one’s own 

attitude, which means adjusting one’s attitude to match that of an important group 
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member.
64

 Therefore the hostile behaviours of the leaders could spread to other 

members, causing the conflict to escalate. 

In light of such possible group dynamics, it is easy to understand why James 

follows the admonition about being teachers with a discourse about speech. 

Moreover, the rhetorical structure of Jas 3:1–12 proposed by Watson, with 3:1a being 

the propositio, further supports the idea that the focus of the whole passage is on the 

teachers.
65

 In 3:2b–8, James uses several metaphors to emphasizes that the tongue, 

signifying one’s speech, is untamable and can cause great damages. The details of 

these descriptions are not the concern here.
66

 What should be noted is that in 3:9–10, 

the author discloses what is his main concern for the audience with respect to speech. 

There are several literary characteristics worth noticing in these two verses. First, the 

verbs for bless and curse in 3:9 are in the first person plural, returning to the usage in 

3:1–2.
67

 This links cursing in 3:9–10 back to the problem of teachers in the beginning 

of the passage. Second, the mention of blessing the Lord and Father, alluding to 

public worship, shows that James has the community life of the faith community 

specifically in view. Third, in contrary to the heavy use of metaphors in 3:2–8, James 

“leaves the metaphor behind” in 3:9–10, indicating that James here is paying 

attention to a specific misuse of the tongue among believers.
68

 Lastly, the vocative 

“my brothers” in 3:10 also indicates this shift of focus from the general discourse of 

the tongue to a focus on the audience. These shifts reveal that while the theme of the 

double-tongue (di,glwssoj) is common in both Jewish and Greek ethical 

discussions,
69

 3:9–10 is not just a general ethical comment, but concerns particularly 

the life of the audience. One may discern from this passage “the use of curse in anger, 
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especially in inner-church party strife.”
70

 The cursing can refer generally to their 

lifestyle outside the worship assembly, in contrast to their apparent piety expressed in 

worship. However, in light of the problem about teachers in 3:1 and the disorder 

mentioned in 3:16, this rebuke on cursing might also have in view community 

members cursing each other. Such cursing would be the consequence of their 

disputes stemming from competitions among teachers.
71

 The desire for the honour of 

being a teacher has turned into debasing actions in the faith community. 

Social-scientific studies on conflict may further illuminate the dynamic 

reflected in the passage. The most common negative emotion associated with conflict 

is anger. Common responses to anger, such as physical attacks, verbal attacks, and 

nonverbal expression of disapproval, invite reciprocation and contribute to escalation 

of conflicts.
72

 The cursing in Jas 3:9–10 is a form of verbal attack which is no longer 

targeted at disputed issues but at the opponent. Such attacks provoke hostile attitudes 

which in turn encourage the use of heavy contentious tactics on the opponent’s 

side.
73

 Thus a vicious spiral of action and reaction is set up between conflicting 

parties, leading the relationship to damaging ends.
74

 Sociologists also observe that in 

cultures that emphasize honor, such as that of the New Testament world, harsh 

reactions to provocation are more likely to occur.
75

 These social-scientific 

observations support a connection between the competition among teachers in Jas 3:1 

and the sins of the tongue in Jas 3:2–12, in particular the cursing in 3:9–10. 

3.4.2 False Wisdom and Disorder in Community (Jas 3:13–18) 

More consequences of competition between teachers or would-be teachers 

can be seen in 3:14–16. A discussion of the relation between 3:13–18 and 3:1–12 

must be made here. Structurally and grammatically, the link between the two 
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passages is weak.
76

 This leads Dibelius to claim that 3:13–18 is an entirely 

independent section.
77

 However, as Dibelius himself noted, the connection between 

the false wisdom in 3:14–16 and the sins of the tongue in the previous section can be 

easily constructed psychologically, even though the linkage is not explicitly indicated 

in the text.
78

 Hence, even if the author is here adopting originally independent 

traditions, he does so with a consideration of the context.
79

 Moreover, more links 

between 3:13–18 and 3:1–12, including literary and thematic links, have been 

observed by commentators.
80

 Thus the admonitions about wanting to be teachers and 

wrong uses of the tongue should inform the interpretation of 3:13–18. 

At first sight, the key theme of 3:13–18 is obviously true and false wisdoms. 

This pericope contains three out of the four occurrences of the word sofi,a in James 

(3:13, 15, 17), plus the only occurrence of the adjective sofo,j (3:13). Nevertheless, 

while not denying the importance of wisdom, Allison observes that the key theme is 

not really wisdom but peace, which is produced by wisdom, and is the climax of the 

passage.
81

 By distinguishing true and false “wisdoms”, James is exhorting his 

audience to be peacemakers, in contrast to the jealousy and strife mentioned in 3:14–

16.
82

 This observation highlights the relevance of 3:13–18 to conflicts among the 

audience, and hence further supports reading 3:13–18 with 3:1–12. 

Jas 3:13 begins with the question ti,j sofo.j kai. evpisth,mwn evn ùmi/n (who is 

wise and understanding among you). The indefiniteness of the question should not be 

regarded as indicating a purely abstract warning.
83

 First of all, the phrase evn u`mi/n 

here, as in 4:1, indicates that the author has the actual situation of the audience in 
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mind. Furthermore, the two adjectives sofo,j and evpisth,mwn, while not restricted to 

descriptions of teachers, nevertheless present an image of teachers. The first term 

sofo,j is often associated with teachers or leaders in Israel.
84

 It is an essential 

characteristic of teachers, though it can also designate any wise person. The second 

term evpisth,mwn occurs only here in the NT. It has a similar meaning as sofo,j, but 

place greater emphasis on knowledge.
85

 It could refer to anyone who claims to have 

expert knowledge and esoteric understanding.
86

 Such knowledge would also be 

important qualifications of teachers. The combination of these two terms is used in 

the LXX to describe leaders of Israel (Deut. 1:13, 15), as well as the whole people 

(Deut. 4:6). Yet it should be noticed that in the latter case, the whole people of Israel 

is called to keep the law so that they will be seen as wise and understanding in the 

eyes of other nations. Hence, a sense of being teacher or exemplar is still there. 

Therefore, while the opening question in Jas 3:13 is addressed to the whole audience, 

those who wish to be teachers are especially in view. It thus connects the passage 

back to the opening of the chapter in reference to the teachers.
87

 The question can be 

construed as a sarcastic remark for anyone in the community who claim to be wise 

and thus qualified as a teacher.
88

 As teachers or would-be teachers, they are probably 

claiming themselves as wise and understanding. James’ question presses them to 

examine if they are really so ― in the standard of James. 

The good behaviour and meekness that a truly wise person should possess 

(3:13) is then contrasted by descriptions of the effects of earthly wisdom (3:14–16). 

In contrast to the rhetorical question in 3:13, there is a first class conditional clause in 

3:14, indicating that the author “assumes that his characterization suits some of his 

readers.”
89

 The expressions of earthly wisdom are described by zh/loj and evriqei,a 
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(3:14, 16). While the word zh/loj (zeal) is semantically neutral, it often connotes a 

negative sense. This is obviously the case in this context, especially since it is 

modified by the adjective pikro,j (bitter).
90

 It signifies a zeal that is accompanied by 

hostility towards others. Hence most English versions translate zh/loj in this passage 

as “jealousy”
91

 or “envy”
92
. The adjective “bitter” provides a verbal link with 3:11,

93 

thus joining the concept of cursing in the previous section with the expression of 

earthly wisdom.
94

 The zh/lon pikro.n within believers finds its manifestation in their 

cursing each other. The other term evriqei,a (ambition) is used in Aristotle
95

 where it 

means “a self-seeking pursuit of political office by unfair means.”
96

 In the NT the 

word appears seven times.
97

 Each time it carries a meaning of self-ambition. Hartin 

observes that in Romans, 2 Corinthians and Galatians, the word means “the use of 

unworthy means in order to promote one’s own self-interest to the detriment of 

others, particularly the community,” and it is also in this sense the word is used in 

James.
98

 Moreover, Davids claims that the word’s appearance in the vice lists in 

Galatians and 2 Corinthians bears a sense of “party spirit” which causes division in 

the community,
99

 and such a sense is probable also in Philippians.
100

 Martin 

conjectures that the teachers had gathered around themselves a support group that 

offered physical and emotional aid, resulting in formation of factions.
101

 Regardless 

of the accuracy of Martin’s historical reconstruction, it is possible that evriqei,a 

characterizes partisanship and a divided community.
102

 Therefore, the terms zh/loj 

and evriqei,a together convey in Jas 3:14–16 a community in which members, and 
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especially leaders, are striving for self-interest, so that hostility builds up, leading to 

danger of division. 

The immediate expressions of bitter zeal and ambition are “boasting” and 

“lying against the truth” (3:14b). The negative imperatives in the present tense have a 

sense of “stop doing these,”
103

 which implies that some members of the audience 

may have been doing so. Within the context of 3:13–14, it is likely that the author is 

commanding against boasting in one’s own claim of wisdom.
104

 The other phrase 

yeu,desqe kata. th/j avlhqei,aj (lie against the truth) troubles commentators. Many see a 

redundancy in the phrase, since lying is by definition against the truth.
105

 Among the 

attempts to make sense of the phrase,
106

 perhaps Wall’s suggestion that the phrase 

means “an arrogant use of truth-claims to promote a selfish end” fits the immediate 

context best.
107

 James’ admonition in 3:14 reveals a situation of competition between 

rival claims of teaching authorities.
108

 Some members of the audience are boasting to 

be wise and claims that they teaches the truth,
109

 but their behaviour actually shows 

the corrupted thoughts inside them. 

Earthly wisdom, with its expression of boasting and lying against the truth, 

results in disorder (avkatastasi,a) and evil deeds (fau/lon pra/gma) among the 

community (3:16). The word avkatastasi,a has already been used in James to describe 

the instability of the double-minded (1:8) and the tongue (3:8), but its meaning in 

3:16 is best understood as “causing social unrest”.
110

 Such disorder in the community 

is a natural consequence of rivalries between those claiming to be wise.
111

 The phrase 
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pa/n fau/lon pra/gma could refer to anything repulsive,
112

 but its coupling with 

avkatastasi,a makes it more likely to refer to the evils that result from disorder within 

the community.
113

 In other words, James is here worrying about the “sociological 

effects of false teaching,”
114

 the turbulence in the community caused by conflict 

among those seeking the position of teacher. 

Again, studies in social-science can shed light on the situation reflected in the 

passage. From a perspective of social identity, a leader of a group must represent a 

desirable group prototype.
115

 Being wise and understanding would be important 

aspects of such a prototype, especially for the position of teachers. Therefore, for 

those who want to be teachers, it is essential for them to prove themselves to be wise. 

An important way to do so is to assert their possession of truth. This accounts for the 

boasting in James’ audience. This also implies that rivals tend to regard the claims of 

the opponents as against the truth and hence illegitimate. In such a situation, conflict 

is especially likely to escalate.
116

 The claim of possessing truth also promotes an 

either/or power structure, which stimulates attempts to gain more power.
117

 In such 

power competitions, disputants would become increasingly aggressive in pursuing 

personal goals.
118

 Hence one sees the jealousy and selfish ambition come into the 

scene (Jas 3:14, 16). Under such a condition, people would seek to demonstrate their 

superiority over others by either eliciting signs of honor or spitting out insults.
119

 

Studies in conflict behaviours also observe that deception is sometimes used by 

disputants in conflict as a means for gaining desired outcomes.
120

 Such deceptive 

behaviours would in turn provoke retributive responses and cause more deception on 
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both sides.
121

 This may account for the accusation of lying against the truth (3:14). 

Furthermore, the conflict between individuals not only changes their personal 

attitudes and behaviours, but also changes the community surrounding them through 

polarization of the community, which means other members of the community being 

forced to join one side of the disputants.
122

 In this process, hostile attitudes and goals 

also tend to become group norms.
123

 These phenomena are probably behind the 

partisanship and disorder mentioned in Jas 3:14–16. Thus, Jas 3 may reflect a 

scenario of dyadic conflict escalating into group conflict. 

From the above discussion on the conflict situations reflected in Jas 3, it 

becomes apparent that Jas 4:1–3 is a natural continuation of Jas 3. It suffices to 

highlight here that the ideas of jealousy (zh/loj), self-ambition (evriqei,a) and the 

resulting disorder (avkatastasi,a) in 3:14–16 are echoed by desire (h`donh,), envy 

(zhlo,w), war (po,lemoj, poleme,w), fighting (ma,ch, ma,comai) and murder (foneu,w) in 

4:1–3. On the other hand, there are also links between 3:1–12 and 3:13–18.
124

 Hence 

it is possible to view 3:1–4:10 as a whole.
125

 Besides linguistic and structural 

linkages, from the perspective of community conflict it is obvious that there is a 

continuity of thought running from 3:1 through 4:10. In the whole passage one can 

see also a development of ideas. The author begins with a caution for those wanting 

to be teachers, hinting at competitions among these teachers and would-be teachers. 

He then reproaches the evil behaviours arising from such rivalry, such as cursing, 

boasting and false teaching. However, the general tone in 3:13–18 indicates that the 

problem was not restricted to teachers, but was probably spreading among the whole 

community, leading to disorder and evil deeds. This situation leads to James’ 

admonition on wars and fightings among the audience in 4:1–3.
126

 Hence, 3:13–18 
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can be seen as a transition from 3:1–12 to 4:1–10.
127

 The whole passage conveys that 

conflict among leaders is escalating, or has been escalated into community conflict, 

resulting in disorder in the community. 

3.5 Other Sins with Speeches 

Besides the accusation of blessing God and cursing people with the same 

mouth (3:9–12), other sins with one’s speech are also mentioned in Jas 4–5. Three 

short passages will be considered here to see their relations to the above discussed 

conflict situations reflected in James. These passages concern slandering (4:11–12), 

grumbling (5:9), and swearing (5:12). 

3.5.1 Slandering (Jas 4:11–12) 

How Jas 4:11–12 connects with the passages before and after it is a debated 

issue. Some regard 4:11–12 as a discrete unit,
128

 others connect it to what 

precedes,
129

 and still others connect it to what follows.
130

 For the purpose of this 

study, only a couple of points will be noted.
131

 First, these two verses clearly pick up 

themes from the previous sections. Slandering, or speaking evil against one another 

(katalalei/te avllh,lwn) in 4:11, an action linked to jealousy, selfishness, quarrels, 

pride, and double-mindedness, is a manifestation of the pride that God resists (4:6), 
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and thus is to be avoided by humility before God (4:10).
132

 It is an explicit expression 

of community strife which involve putting down of others.
133

 This misuse of speech 

is also clearly linked with the sinfulness of the tongue in 3:1–12.
134

 Hence Brosend 

comments that 4:11–12 “develop the implication of vv. 6–10 in light of the 

community concerns of chapters 2 and 3.”
135

 Second, Johnson observes that 4:11–12 

opens a series of examples of arrogant behaviours (4:11–12; 4:13–17; 5:1–6), which 

illustrate concretely the call to repent in 4:6–10.
136

 This observation highlights that 

these admonitions in James are not isolated, but are controlled by some central 

themes. In light of the above arguments, it is perhaps the best to view 4:11–12 as a 

transition passage that links what precedes and what follows it.
137

 A continuous line 

of thought, which shows the author’s concern for the integrity and cohesiveness of 

the faith community, can be discerned here. 

The basic meaning of the verb katalale,w is “to speak ill of,” but it can also 

carry the meaning of defame or slander.
138

 It may describe both public disparagement 

and more private, covert grumbling.
139

 It is a misuse of the tongue which, like 

cursing, shows hostility within a person towards another. It is also an outward 

expression of judging others.
140

 Obviously slandering has strongly negative effects 

for a community. McCartney thus describes the action of slandering and its effects: 

Many slanderers probably are unaware that they are spreading falsehood; 

they believe their negative accusations and censorious remarks to be 

reasonably well founded, and they may even see themselves as having a 

special calling to inform the world of someone’s evil or to preserve a 

church’s purity by excising its less-than-perfect members. ... Slander 
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indirectly imposes censure because the wider community is implicitly being 

encouraged to ostracize the accused person, who may well be innocent.
141

 

The action of slandering reveals someone who claims to be wiser than others (3:13), 

and hence has the responsibility and privilege to lead the community to the right 

direction (3:1). The action also has a great potential to spread to other members and 

thus polarizing the community, causing division and disorder (3:16). Hence the 

admonition against slandering fits well within James’ concern for the conflicts 

among the audience, especially that reflected in Jas 3.
142

 Moreover, in 4:11 one sees 

the same construction of mh, plus present imperative as in 3:14. Hence the sense here 

is probably “stop slandering.” It implies that members of the audience are 

participating in this action. It is a concrete expression of the boasting (3:14) or wars 

and fightings (4:1–2) that are being rebuked in the previous sections, as well as a 

manifestation of the uncontrollability of the tongue (3:2–8). 

Social-scientific studies about group dynamics may shed further light on 

James’ concern on slandering. When conflict occurs within a group, opposing 

subgroups may be formed, and thus ingroup-outgroup dynamics materialize within 

the group. In such situations, slandering, as an expression of ingroup bias and 

outgroup derogation, is a probable outcome. The spreading and polarizing effects of 

this action then feed back to heighten the level of conflict. The reactions of groups in 

conflict are usually more severe than those of individuals, owing to the need to 

maintain a positive social identity.
143

 Hence, James’ admonition against slandering is 

totally reasonable and necessary for maintaining the solidarity of the community. 

3.5.2 Grumbling against One Another (Jas 5:9) 

Another admonition against sinful speeches appears in 5:9, where James 

warns against grumbling against one another (mh. stena,zete( avdelfoi,( katV avllh,lwn). 

The meaning of stena,zw is “to express oneself involuntarily in the face of an 
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undesirable circumstance, sigh, groan.”
144

 It is a natural response to suffering, hence 

by itself is not sinful.
145

 Thus James is not rebuking the audience’s groaning as such, 

but their grumbling “against one another” (katV avllh,lwn). This phrase indicates that 

negative emotions are not expressed to God as they should be, but directed to the 

wrong targets, that is, fellow believers. Hence some English versions translate the 

verb stena,zw as “complain”,
146

 an action of blaming others for one’s suffering, which 

involves “a wide assortment of verbal wrongs.”
147

 The phrase katV avllh,lwn also 

shows that James’ concern is on relationships within the church, which is in danger 

of disunity.
148

 The inappropriate reactions of believers are damaging the harmony of 

the faith community. 

The command against grumbling fits well with its context in James.
149

 It is 

the second of three consecutive exhortations in 5:7–11.
150

 The first and the third 

exhortations encourage the audience to be patient (5:7–8) and to take the Old 

Testament examples of patience (5:10–11). Gray observes that impatience often 

manifests itself in grumbling, so it is reasonable for the author to put the three 

commands together.
151

 Concerning the causes of the believers’ grumbling, Adamson 

stresses that James is not thinking of personal afflictions, but “malicious, 

inconsiderate, or unintended vexations such as we sometimes suffer from our friends, 

enemies, or others.”
152

 More precisely, it is noted that 4:13–5:6, the immediate 

pretext of 5:7–11, mentions the rich’s arrogance and their oppression of the poor. 

Since most believers in the early church are among the poor, they would feel the 
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afflictions deeply. Under such circumstances, bitter feeling would arise and this may 

“become personal and directed as criticism against fellow believers.”
153

 Such bitter 

feelings would stimulate dissension within the community. 

The links between 5:9 and 4:11–12 is also widely observed.
154

 Some features 

of 5:9 indeed show strong affinity to 4:11–12. First, the same grammatical construct 

of mh, plus present imperative is used to express the command. Hence the force of 5:9 

should be “do not keep complaining about each other.”
155

 Second, both passages 

contain the pronoun avllh,lwn, which indicates that the concern is for intra-communal 

relations. Third, words related to judging (kri,nw, krith,j) appear in both 5:9 and 

4:11–12. Thus the actions of slandering and grumbling against each other are linked 

together as they are both actions subjected to the judgment of the Lord. Hence, Jas 

5:9 continues the motif of sinful speeches in James (3:1–12; 4:11–12).
156

 It provides 

another example of disturbance that contributes to the unrest and disorder among 

James´ audience (3:16). 

3.5.3 Swearing (Jas 5:12) 

The last example of sinful speech is swearing, or taking oaths. The verb 

o;mnumi means “to affirm the veracity of one’s statement by invoking a transcendent 

entity.”
157

 Jas 5:12 resembles closely the prohibition of swearing in Matt 5:34–37. 

This clearly indicates that James is here adopting some Jesus tradition, though the 

relation between the two passages is debated.
158

 Caution against swearing is common 

in Jewish and Hellenistic traditions,
159

 but the absoluteness of the prohibition on 

oaths in Matthew and James is singular, since oaths are not strictly prohibited in the 

Old Testament. Sometimes the use of oaths is even requested by the law (eg. Exod 
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22:8). Hence, some commentators regard the saying as an exaggeration, which does 

not intend to abandon official oaths altogether, but prohibit oaths in everyday speech, 

oaths that are sometimes used in “connecting casuistry to the integrity of one’s 

words.”
160

 More importantly, it is widely observed that the aim of Jesus’ teaching on 

oaths, and James’ application of Jesus’ word, is more on advocating truthfulness than 

on prohibiting the action of taking oaths as such.
161

 While forbidding swearing, 

James at the same time requests truthful speech of his audience (h;tw de. u`mw/n to. nai. 

nai. kai. to. ou' ou;). This shows the author’s concern of the unity of the faith 

community, as “[t]ruthful speech is a vital aspect of the unity which binds together 

the new community of Christians.”
162

 Minear further observes that truthful speech is 

particularly important for the unity of a community in ancient Mediterranean cultures 

where oral communication is the primary way of interpersonal interactions.
163

 Thus 

one sees again in Jas 5:12 a concern for community cohesiveness. Furthermore, the 

present imperative in James, in contrast to the aorist in Matthew, might again indicate 

that James is issuing a prohibition against the current practice of his audience, as in 

4:11–12 and 5:9. Therefore, the prohibition on swearing, even though an adoption of 

traditional material, is not unrelated to the community situation of James’ audience. 

It is also debated concerning how Jas 5:12 stands in its context. Dibelius is 

representative in suggesting that there is indeed no thematic connection between 5:12 

and what precedes or follows it.
164

 He regards 5:12 as an independent admonition 

adopted from traditional sayings. However, it is possible to see links between this 

verse and its immediate context. Johnson proposes that 5:12 introduces the positive 

use of speech, of which the prayers discussed in 5:13–18 are examples.
165

 On the 

other hand, Niebuhr regards the prohibition of swearing as part of the cluster in 
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James concerning sins of the tongue.
166

 Hence it is at least reasonable to trace this 

admonition also back to the series of commands against the misuse of the tongue.
167

 

Moreover, the theme of judgment also occurs in 5:12 (i[na mh. u`po. kri,sin pe,shte). It 

connects the prohibition on swearing to the previous sections.
168

 Some commentators 

go even further to claim that the prohibition of swearing is closely related to the 

theme of patience in 5:7–11. They claim that swearing is an exhibition of 

impatience.
169

 However, the argument for this last suggestion seems to be weak, 

since swearing or taking oaths is not typically an expression of impatience. 

The meaning of the phrase pro. pa,ntwn is also debated. Some regard the 

phrase as connoting a comparison of importance between the prohibition of swearing 

and the preceding exhortations.
170

 However, there seems to be no satisfactory answer 

to the question that in what way is swearing more serious than other sins mentioned 

in James. Hence, other commentators regard the phrase not as a comparison of 

importance, but as emphatic, calling attention of the audience.
171

 Some argue further 

that the phrase serves a literary function of introducing the conclusion of the letter.
172 

The fact that vocative avdelfoi, mou, which often denotes a beginning of a new section 

in James, appears in 5:12 and does not appear again until 5:19 further supports this 

last view.
173

 Moreover, studies in forms and structures of Hellenistic letters suggest 

that the phrase is often used to indicate that the epistle is near its closing.
174

 Hence it 

is preferable to see pro. pa,ntwn in 5:12 as an introductory formula rather than a 

concluding formula. 
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Combining the above observations, one sees two aspects of relation between 

the admonition in 5:12 with its context. Structurally, it introduces the concluding 

section of the letter. With this verse the author begins to deliver his final exhortations, 

which he emphasizes by the phrase pro. pa,ntwn, to his audience. Thematically, the 

command brought to a climax James’ concern on speeches.
175

 It ends the series of 

examples of sinful speeches that begins in Jas 3. Thus, 5:12 is not unrelated to the 

concern of community conflict in the previous sections. 

Baker points out that verbal integrity is fundamental to preserving societal 

structures.
176

 The admonition against swearing in James points directly to the 

truthfulness of believers. In a community where members have not enough trust for 

each other, oaths would be needed to compensate the lack of trustfulness.
177

 Hence 

James’ prohibition of swearing can be viewed as a response to the discord among his 

audience. Such discord is a natural result of the conflicts evident in Jas 3–4. 

Conversely, sociological studies have shown that distrust itself can lead to conflict.
178

 

So one sees again a vicious cycle of conflict escalation: Conflicts provoke distrust, 

which in turn heighten the conflict situation. The concern of Jas 5:12 is not so much 

swearing as such than the destructive effect it has on the faith community in which 

distrust is building up and breaking the whole community. 

3.5.4 Concluding Summary 

There is a series of admonitions in Jas 4–5 related to speech. Slandering, 

grumbling against each other, and the need of swearing to show one’s trustfulness are 

instances of interpersonal expressions in a community under intra-communal conflict. 

These passages in James are not isolated sayings unrelated to their contexts, but form 

a consistent theme on sinful speeches, which is connected to the conflict situations 

revealed in 3:1–4:10. In particular, these admonitions are continuations of the theme 

of the evil tongue in 3:1–12. Speech can show explicitly the hostility between 

disputants, and wrongful speech can destroy the community itself.
179

 It can also be 
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used to disguise one’s evil intentions.
180

 Hence James has severe reproaches to sinful 

speeches among believers. James’ preoccupation with proper speech reflects the 

author’s concern for a healthy faith community, which is currently embattled by 

internal dissension as well as external pressures.
181

 Rather than being general ethical 

exhortations, James’ teaching on speech is indeed motivated by the actual needs of 

the audience. 

3.6 Tension between the Rich and the Poor 

Wealth and poverty is an important part of James’ overall concern for the 

faith community.
182

 It is first introduced in 1:9–11, and is the theme of several 

passages in the letter’s main body (2:1–13; 4:13–17; 5:1–6). The prominence of this 

theme suggests that it is partly based on the knowledge of the actual situation of the 

audience.
183

 This theme in James has been noted and discussed by many scholars.
184

 

However, the focus of previous discussions on this theme is mainly on the tension 

between the church and the Greco-Roman culture. However, upon closer 

examination, it can be seen that the theme of wealth and poverty in James also has an 

intra-communal aspect. In James’ view, tension between the rich and the poor 

contributes to the conflict among believers. Since the above discussion has already 

revealed some intra-communal conflicts reflected in James, it would be worthwhile 

to examine how the theme of rich and poor is related to these conflict situations. In 

the following, those passages concerning the problem of rich and poor will be 

explored. Since 1:9–10 is usually regarded as the introduction for the theme in 

subsequent passages, for the sake of brevity, the investigation would start with 2:1–7. 

3.6.1 Partiality among the Faith Community (Jas 2:1–7) 

Jas 2:1–7 consists of the first extended discourse on the topic of rich and poor 

in James. The issue at stake is announced at the beginning of the section, namely, 

partiality (proswpolhmyi,a). The word is not found in the LXX or in contemporary 
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secular Greek texts.
185

 It is suggested that the word comes from the Hebrew phrase 

~ynp afn, which is used in Lev 19:15 in the context of judicial cases.
186

 Besides its 

occurrence in James, the word appears three times in the NT (Rom 2:11, Eph 6:9; 

Col 3:25), each time it is used in descriptions of God, who is without partiality in his 

judgment. Hence, James here is contrasting the partiality of human with the 

impartiality of God. 

After the propositional statement in 2:1, James uses an illustration to 

elaborate his admonition against partiality (2:2–4). Several exegetical questions 

surround this illustration. The most fundamental question is whether the illustration 

is only a fabricated example or does reflect the actual situation of the audience. 

Dibelius holds that 2:2–4 is only hypothetical without any concern for its reality and 

hence without any relation to the situation of the audience.
187

 Kloppenborg even 

described the scenario as a “joke” that exposes the fragility and contingency of status 

hierarchies.
188

 On the other extreme, Martin regards the illustration as an example of 

the “iterative case in present time.”
189

 Most commentators, however, take the middle 

position. While regarding the example as hypothetical, they maintain that it reflects 

circumstances with which the audience is familiar.
190

 Given that James is sent to a 

real audience with some concrete purposes, it would be “hard to imagine that an 

author would simply craft such a polemic ... unless he or she had been provoked by 

some sort of social problem related to wealth, or perhaps seen the problem emerging 

on the horizon.”
191

 It may be added that in a society where poverty was the condition 

of the majority and the rich people were honoured, it would be very likely that the 
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attitude illustrated in 2:2–4 was held by some of the believers. Furthermore, 

commenting Jas 2:1–13 from a socio-rhetorical perspective, Wachob claims that: 

[b]ecause the language employed in a rhetorical discourse is a social 

possession that is fundamentally related to its rhetorical situation and 

because that situation is a social context, the language of rhetorical discourse 

has a “texture” that offers clues to the social environment or the location of 

the thought that stands behind and within it.
192

 

In other words, although one cannot directly grasp the actual social situation by the 

rhetoric of James, there are still enough links between the text and its background for 

interpreters to trace some information about the social environment that prompts the 

production of that text. Hence, it would be valid to see 2:2–4 as reflecting some 

social situation of the audience. 

Another exegetical problem of 2:2–4 concerns the nature of the assembly 

described.
193

 Traditional interpretations regard the assembly as a worship meeting.
194

 

However, since Ward put forward his argument that the setting of the assembly is a 

judicial court meeting for settling community disputes,
195

 many followed his view.
196

 

It is possible that the author was thinking of a court meeting when he penned the 

example. However, Moo observes that a plural noun for partiality (proswpolhmyi,aij) 

is used in 2:1. Hence, it does not refer to a single event, but “acts of favoritism” 

(NRSV), pointing to a wide-ranging application.
197

 Therefore, the concern of James’ 
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admonition here should not be restricted to court judgments. Moreover, Brosend 

comments correctly that the emphasis of the passage is not on the type of gathering, 

but the believers’ treatment of other people.
198

 The illustration in 2:2–4 functions as a 

dramatic expression of partiality, which reflects the attitude and behaviour of the 

audience. 

Another related exegetical issue is the identity of the rich person in the 

illustration. The concrete rank of that character must be left to speculation.
199

 

However, it is still relevant to discuss whether the rich man is supposed to be a non-

Christian stranger to the assembly or a Christian member of the community. Some 

commentators maintain that the rich man is a Christian,
200

 perhaps a new convert,
201

 

but more regard him as an outsider.
202

 The latter view is supported not only by his 

being shown to his seat, but also by the description of the rich as oppressors of 

Christian communities in 2:6–7 and the negative depictions of the rich elsewhere in 

James (1:10–11; 4:13–5:6). With the background of patron-client system in the 

Greco-Roman world, it is probable that the community would regard the rich person 

as a potential patron, even if he is not a Christian.
203

 Nevertheless, there are reasons 
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to suggest that James does not depict the rich man in 2:2–4 merely as an outsider. 

First, in the episode the rich man is not directly referred to as plou,sioj, but is 

described only by his clothes. Davids suggests that it is a circumlocution used to 

prevent a direct association of this man with the label “rich”, and hence wealthy 

Christians are meant.
204

 Second, it is evident that there are some rich Christians in the 

early church (Acts 17:4, 12. 1 Cor 11:21–22 also reflects existence of rich Christians 

in the congregation).
205

 Hence the presence of rich members will not be impossible 

for the audience of James. Third, the audience is not identified automatically as the 

poor, since both the poor and the rich in 2:2–7 are spoken in the third person, in 

contrast to the second person address to the audience.
206

 Therefore, the tension 

between the poor and the rich should not be viewed simply as a conflict between 

insiders and outsiders of the faith community. It can possibly hint at an intra-

communal problem.
207

 The audience’s attitude towards wealth and rich people, 

including both fellow Christians and outsiders, can affect the relationship within the 

community. 

With such an understanding of the passage, one can sort out some of the 

community situations reflected in it. Wall is correct to assert that “class conflict” is at 

issue.
208

 However, it is not simply that the poor believers are oppressed by the rich 

non-believers. Sociologists observe that individual mobility is one way for 

disadvantaged groups to deal with their negative distinctiveness with respect to 

outgroups.
209

 Despite the fact that upward class movement is difficult in the Greco-

Roman world, the socially disadvantaged could still use what power they have to 
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position themselves socially and materially closer to the advantaged groups in order 

to gain access to greater privilege. Especially, in agrarian societies such as the 

Roman Empire, the power and privilege of a class usually covers a range of the 

spectrum.
210

 Hence, even one may not be able to move to a higher class, it is still 

possible to improve one’s social status within the same class. This motivates people 

to adhere to the more privileged groups. Hearon suggest that this is probably what is 

happening among James’ audience.
211

 Since it is likely that the majority of James’ 

audience consists of members neither at the top nor at the bottom of socio-economic 

classes,
212

 the desire to gain better social position and greater privilege would pose 

two aspects of danger to them. Firstly, in a world of limited good, it would lead to 

competitions for resources. This could be one of the factors, or even the direct reason 

for the wars and fightings in 4:1–3. It also causes the faith community to be 

increasingly influenced by rich members among them, or even by rich outsiders who 

may provide benefits to them.
213

 Furthermore, this would promote envy, self-

ambition and partisanship within believers (3:14). Secondly, the inclination towards 

the rich is naturally coupled with contempt for the poor, since the tendency to move 

socially upward will create a tendency to dissociate oneself from fellow members of 

lower social status.
214

 As the majority of the community is drawn towards the rich, 

they are also drawn away from their traditional acceptance of the poor.
215

 Hence, the 

poor will become marginalized in the community. This seriously threatens communal 

unity and the wholeness of Christian faith.
216

 As a result, subgroups will be formed 

within the Christian community. In light of social identity theory, once subgroups are 

formed, members of the other (sub)groups will be regarded as a threat to one’s own 
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(sub)group. This may also be behind the slandering in 4:11–12 and the grumbling 

against each other in 5:9. Even worse, in the situation of Jas 2, the subgroups formed 

will consist of a privileged richer group dominating the community, even 

jeopardizing the benefits of the poor disadvantaged group. Such circumstances could 

easily build up hostility within the faith community, causing even more severe 

division. 

Such understanding of the passage will also shed light on the interpretation of 

the phrase diekri,qhte evn e`autoi/j in 2:4. The verb diakri,nw can mean either having 

divided thoughts within oneself or actively making distinctions among people.
217

 

This verb is also used in 1:6. The middle/passive voice of the verb in James, as well 

as its connection with the concept of double-mindedness (1:8), suggest that the first 

meaning is likely in Jas 2:4.
218

 However, in view of the conflict situations among the 

audience and the community concern of the author, it is also possible that a meaning 

of division in the community is present here.
219

 This sense becomes even more 

probable as one notes that within agrarian societies, people are more easily adapted 

to people of the same class from another group than to people of another class in the 

same group.
220

 This means that even though members of the early church from 

different classes formed one community based on their common faith, the cultural 

and social rifts between them make it likely that divisions still existed within the 

community. Therefore, the dividedness within individual believers also becomes a 

force that splits the community apart.
221

 Hence, actions of partiality are not merely 

sins within individual believers, but also lead to social problems that can ultimately 

destroy the faith community.
222

 Attitudes of partiality within individuals as well as 

among the whole community as a group towards the rich contribute much to the 

conflicts among James’ audience. 
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3.6.2 Effective and Dead Faith (Jas 2:14–26) 

The next passage to be considered is 2:14–26. This passage is surrounded by 

theological as well as exegetical problems. However, for the purpose of this chapter, 

only a few remarks will be made on the illustration in 2:15–16. 

Although the change of topic from partiality (2:1–13) to the relation between 

faith and work (2:14–26), as well as the vocative avdelfoi, mou in 2:14, signify a 

beginning of a new unit, there are still some connections between the two halves of 

Jas 2 that indicate a continuity of thought. Allison suggests that the illustration in 

2:15–16 is an example of showing mercy in 2:13.
223

 Cheung also noted verbal and 

thematic links between 2:8–13 and 2:14–26.
224

 Moreover, the example in 2:15–16, 

which concerns those in poverty, recalls the theme of wealth and poverty in 2:1–7.
225

 

In particular, the construction of 2:15–16 parallels the example in 2:2–4.
226 

Furthermore, the theme of faith in 2:14–26 recalls e;cete th.n pi,stin tou/ kuri,ou h`mw/n 

in 2:1. These connections suggest that the theme of faith and work should not be 

regarded as a completely new topic disconnected from the previous section. Instead, 

it is a continuation and generalization of the themes of partiality, law and mercy in 

2:1–13. In particular, the example in 2:15–16 can be regarded as an exhibition of 

partiality, which is the main theme in 2:1–7.
227

 The author’s use of an example about 

the poor as an illustration of faith without work is significant in the context of Jas 2. 

The example describes a brother or a sister, meaning some member of the 

faith community in physical needs. The descriptions of this person reveal the 

extremity of his or her poverty, even to the point of a life-or-death situation.
228

 In 
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contrast to the urgency of this situation, the depicted response of another member 

consists only of a verbal answer: u`pa,gete evn eivrh,nh|( qermai,nesqe kai. corta,zesqe 

(Go in peace, be warmed and filled). The verbs qermai,nesqe and corta,zesqe can 

either be middle
229

 or passive.
230

 If they are taken as divine passives, then the 

response could be understood as a prayer for God’s supplying the person in need.
231

 

By itself this seems like an appropriate response, a common blessing between Jews. 

However, such a prayer is shown in James as hypocritical, revealing an attitude of 

irresponsibility hiding behind a sham religious piety.
232

 For James, in pressing 

situations of need, only concrete actions that correspond to the pressing difficulty are 

appropriate responses from a member of the faith community. 

Like the case of 2:2–4, there are diverse views on how the example in 2:15–

16 is related to actual situations of the audience. Martin maintains that it depicts a 

real situation in the church.
233

 Dibelius, on the contrary, regards it as merely a 

hypothetical example with no connection to real or potential situations of the 

audience.
234

 Again, most commentators take the middle path, asserting that it is a 

hypothetical example that reflects familiar or even typical experiences of the 

believers.
235

 This seems to be the most plausible position. In particular, the phrase evx 

u`mw/n in 2:16 conveys the idea that the author regards the example as a possible 

situation among his audience.
236

  

Three inferences can be made from this illustration. First, it indicates that the 

author supposes that most members of his audience can share with the needy.
237

 This 

again confirms the observation that most of James’ audience are somewhere between 

the top and the bottom of the socio-economic system. Second, the occurrence of two 
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consecutive illustrations in Jas 2, both related to the presence of poor people in the 

faith community, indicates that the problem of poverty is a key concern of the author. 

Partiality and mercy are not discussed as abstract concepts, but are related directly to 

believers’ honouring the poor and concretely supplying their needs. This means that 

the actual life situation of the faith community is at the focus of the teachings in Jas 2, 

even if the illustrations used are not direct reports of actual instances among the 

audience. Third, if the illustration reflects the author’s view of his audience, then it 

means that some members of the faith community are taking an indifferent attitude 

towards those in need among them. Such a situation is plausible in view of the 

admonition to partiality in 2:1–13, which is likely an actual problem of the audience, 

as discussed above. Therefore, 2:15–16 provides a further support for the view that 

there is danger of polarization among the audience as the majority of the members 

inclines towards wealthy people, marginalizing those most in need among them, and 

thus threatening the unity of the community. 

3.6.3 Arrogance and Wickedness of the Rich (Jas 4:13–5:6) 

Jas 4:13–5:6 contains two pericopes (4:13–17; 5:1–6). Two features suggest 

that they should be taken together.
238

 First, both passages concerns attitudes and 

behaviours of rich people. Second, they both begin with the phrase a;ge nu/n, which 

does not appear elsewhere in the NT or in the LXX. In view of these connections, the 

two pericopes will be considered together here. These two passages, together with 

the admonition against slandering in 4:11–12, form a series of examples of arrogant 

behaviours which illustrate the call to repent in Jas 4:6–10.
239

 They also provide the 

context for the exhortation to patience in 5:7–11. Hence these pericopes should not 

be considered as isolated.
240

 Instead, they have to be viewed as part of James’ 

continuous concern for the life of the faith community. It is for the wholeness of the 
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audience that James rebukes the rich people’s arrogance and their oppression of the 

poor, proclaiming their sins and announcing their judgment. 

One most debated question about these passages is whether those rich people 

reproached are Christians or not. Cheung is certainly correct in observing that “rich” 

and “poor” are stereotypes in James.
241

 Hence the terms may not necessarily refer to 

specific groups. However, the question still remains whether the passages were 

intended only to reprimand those wicked wealthy people outside the faith community 

or the author regarded such wicked behaviours as also present among community 

members. The hostile language used, especially in 5:1–6, as well as the absence of 

the vocative avdelfoi,, lead many to regard the passages to be referring only to 

outsiders.
242

 However, several reasons prompt a reconsideration of such 

interpretations. Consider first the merchants in 4:13–17. Although Hartin states that 

“[i]t is hard to imagine the Christian community of that early stage being made up of 

business people,”
243

 such a comment does not rule out the possibility that James’ 

audience could contain some members who are merchants. Moreover, Davids 

observes that the merchants are not referred to directly as “the rich” as in 5:1. He 

therefore claims that this circumlocution indicates that James sees the merchants as 

within the faith community.
244

 Martin further suggests that the appeal to Lord’s will 

in 4:15 points to professed members of the congregation.
245

 In addition, there is a 

verbal link between “boast” in 4:16 (kauca,omai) and in 3:14 (katakauca,omai).246 

Since the boasting in 3:14 is addressed to those among the audience who claims to be 

wise, it is possible that the boasting in 4:16 also has in view incorrect attitudes of 

some members of the faith community. 
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Turning to 5:1–6, it seems that this passage more clearly refers to outsiders, 

since the rebuke is much sharper. Yet Frankemölle, appealing to the unity of 4:13–

5:6 and the perceived Christian referent of 4:13–17, argues that 5:1–6 refer also to 

Christians.
247

 Although Frankemölle’s argument is usually rejected since two groups 

of people are typically perceived in 4:13–17 and 5:1–6, there are still further reasons 

to support the view that rich members of the audience are not totally out of sight in 

the latter passage. First, Schökel observes an inclusio formed by avntita,ssw in 4:6 

and 5:6.
248

 Based on this observation, Schökel argues that 4:13–5:6 expounds the 

first half of Prov 3:34 quoted in Jas 4:6.
249

 Since 4:7–10, which expounds the second 

half of Prov 3:34, is likely a call for repentance to the believers, it is possible that 

4:13–5:6 also includes believers in view. Second, there are verbal links between 5:1 

and 4:9. Though many commentators observe that the words klai,w (weep) and 

talaipwri,a (misery) in 5:1 echoes the vocabularies of 4:9 (klai,w, talaipwre,w), few 

have observed the significance of this link for the unity of thought in the two 

passages. Rather, most interpreters regard the words as functioning differently in 4:9 

and 5:1, since they see no call to repentance in 5:1–6.
250

 However, it must be noted 

that in 4:1–10, the author also addresses his audience with harsh languages such as 

adulteresses (4:4), sinners and double-minded(4:8). The call to repentance in 4:7–10 

is also comparable to the prophetic call for repentance in the Old Testament.
251

 

Moreover, it should be noted that the prophetic denouncement in the Old Testament, 

which Jas 5:1–6 resembles, rebukes the wicked rich Israelites a  m mb    o   od’  

people.
252

 Hence the harsh language in 5:1–6 and the absence of explicit call to 
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repentance does not necessarily exclude a sense of calling for repentance. Third, if 

4:11–5:6 forms one unit consisting of three consecutive examples of arrogant 

behaviours, as argued by Johnson, then the vocative avdelfoi, in 4:11 would govern all 

the three sub-units.
253

 Fourth, Johnson observes that 4:17, which he regards as a 

hinge between 4:13–16 and 5:1–6, recalls 1:22–27 and 2:14–26 through the theme of 

knowledge without matched action.
254

 Since both 1:22–27 and 2:14–26 are clearly 

addressed to those who at least claim to be believers, it is also likely that the rebuke 

in 5:1–6 also includes members of the audience, though the author may not regard 

them as true Christians. Finally, the letter’s ethical concern for the whole community, 

which is dominant in other parts of James, deem it probable that 4:13–5:6 focuses 

still on the ethics of the faith community. Friesen’s observation that James reflects 

primarily on local conditions, without addressing larger issues of empire or social 

discourse, also indicates such a community concern.
255

 The sinful behaviours and the 

judgment of the rich are not just stated as negative examples for believers, but the 

author sees real danger that some members of his audience may be committing such 

sins. 

In view of these arguments, it is plausible that “community members who 

have means” are at least included in the reproaches in 4:13–5:6, which intend to warn 

them not to rely too much on their worldly wealth and means, since this will lead 

them into “greedy, selfish, and violent behavior that characterizes the typical rich 

who are outsiders.”
256

 James is not against wealth per se, but reproaches “those who 
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have gained wealth by fraud and even at the expense of other people's lives (5:4–

6).”
257

 These wealthy people could form at most a minority of the audience,
258

 yet the 

potential harm of this minority to the whole community can be enormous. Harsh 

language is needed to rebuke these perpetrators, especially since perpetrators tend to 

underestimate the damage of their actions.
259

 In light of other passages of James 

already discussed above, three aspects of effects of these rich members on the faith 

community can be conceived. First, the extravagance of the rich will stimulate the 

desires in other members of the community. This cause competitions and conflicts 

among the audience (4:1–3).
260

 Second, the rich can easily dominate the community 

through the power of their wealth, drawing other members towards them, thus 

marginalizing the most needed members of the group (2:1–7). This worsens the 

division among the audience. Third, if oppression of the poor members of the 

community comes from rich members of the same community, such behaviours 

which are incompatible with the Christian faith they claim to have can induce serious 

cognitive dissonance in other group members.
261

 This weakens the sense of 

belonging, and thus jeopardizing the cohesiveness of the community. Therefore, the 

reproaches of the rich in 4:13–5:6 are closely related to the conflict and disorder 

among James’ audience. 

3.6.4 Concluding Summary 

The contrast and tension between the rich and the poor form a recurring 

theme in James. While it is true that the descriptions and illustrations on the conflicts 

between the rich and the poor should not be taken as reports of occurrences among 

the audience, but rather as hypothetical references composed for the purpose of 

ethical instruction,
262

 they should not be viewed as merely “wisdom themes or a free-

floating piece of paraenesis” either, but exhortations addressing “real human beings 
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in specific social settings.”
263

 In James, one can see “possible tension over pretention 

and economic diversity ... Those who are rich have provoked dissension.”
264

 The 

several passages in James on the theme of rich and poor reflect a community with 

diversified social strata. Some of the rich members might be behaving like those 

wealthy non-believers, boasting about their power with their wealth (4:13–17), or 

even involving in the oppression of the poor (5:1–6). On the other hand, the majority 

of the audience, posited somewhere between the top and the bottom of economic 

conditions, were influenced by and drawn to the rich, even to the extent of neglecting 

those members most in need (Jas 2). This caused corruption and division among the 

community, a situation that James had to tackle urgently. 

3.7 Testing and Suffering in James 

Before this chapter concludes, some remarks on the theme of testing, or 

suffering, which is introduced at the beginning of Jas 1, will be made in light of the 

conflict situations among James’ audience explored above. Jas 1 is usually regarded 

as the introduction of the whole letter, though there is no complete consensus on the 

delimitation of the introduction.
265

 Jas 1 introduces essentially all the topics in the 

latter parts of the letter.
266

 In particular, the schematic statements in 1:26–27 neatly 

anticipate the main themes that follows:
267

 controlling the tongue (Jas 3), looking 

after the poor (Jas 2), and keeping oneself unstained from the world (Jas 4–5). The 

theme of testing (peirasmo,j) appears in 1:2, right after the opening salutation, and 

recurs in 1:12–18. Though the word peirasmo,j does not appear again after Jas 1, the 
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theme of testing, or suffering caused by the testing, underlies much of the rest of the 

epistle and forms a thread which ties the epistle together.
268

 There are various 

understandings on the meaning of testing in James. Traditionally, the testing in Jas 1 

is regarded as coming from religious persecution.
269

 However, there is no indications 

in the letter that the audience is facing acute religious persecution.
270

 Rather, it is 

more likely that the testing in James refers to the trials believers encounter in 

everyday life.
271

 Testing can involve both attacks from without and temptation from 

within the believers.
272

 However, it seems that James is more concerned on the 

internal issues, as the author stresses that the testing, or temptation, comes from the 

believers’ own desire (1:14).
273

 Such testing has caused some believers to go astray 

from the way of truth (5:19). 

Since in Jas 1 the author has not specified what kind of testing he has in mind, 

it can be interpreted very generally as referring to “every kind of trial or situation of 

adversity that could befall the believer.”
274

 However, as McKnight asserts, testing in 

James need not be taken to include everything an interpreter wants to include.
275

 

Rather, the content of the rest of the letter should inform one’s interpretation of the 

testing in Jas 1.
276

 In this vein, one suggestion is that the testing in James consists 

mainly of economic oppressions, since the topic of rich and poor is prominent in the 

letter.
277

 However, Moo points out correctly that considerable amount of material in 
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James cannot be subsumed under the socio-economic rubric.
278

 Hence, economic 

oppressions should not be viewed as the only situation of testing in James’ concern. 

Besides socio-economic oppressions, being friends of the world is a more 

serious crisis James sees in the audience. As discussed above, one of the devastating 

consequences of believers being tempted by desire and accepting the value of the 

world is community conflict and disorder. This is further supported by the thematic 

exhortations in 1:19–20: “let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to 

anger; for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness that God requires.”
279

 

The three imperatives, especially the last two, clearly have community interactions in 

view.
280

 The theme of anger, which is the climax of this series of exhortation, also 

anticipates the conflict situations in 3:1–4:10.
281

 However, this aspect of testing 

seems to have been overlooked by most commentators.
282

 In light of the above 

survey of community situations in James, one may see more clearly how intra-

communal conflicts can be part of the trials James’ audience was facing. Indeed, the 

content of James reveals a community heading to disorder, owing to the wars and 

fightings that originated from the members’ desire for pleasure (4:1–3). Even worse, 

the leaders of the community were also involved in these conflicts, or even initiating 

them (3:1–18). One expression of communal conflict was hostile speech among 

believers, including cursing (3:9–10), slandering (4:11–12), and grumbling against 

each other (5:9). Furthermore, the attraction of wealth was drawing the community 

away from its care for the poor (2:1–7), leaving the most needy members of the 

community neglected (2:15–16), thus polarizing the community. It is even possible 
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that the rich members of the society were showing arrogance (4:13–17), perhaps also 

involved in the oppression of the poor (5:1–6). Under these circumstances, hostility 

among believers will continue to build up, and trust among community members will 

be jeopardized. Thus disorder and every kind of evil behaviours can be seen among 

the faith community (3:16). As a result, believers would feel weary about the 

condition of the group. In view of self-categorization theory, such negative 

perceptions of the community could weaken the members’ identification with the 

group. This may be part of the reason why James exhorts the audience to endure and 

be patient (1:12; 5:7–8). Besides enduring oppressions and temptations of desire, the 

believers also had to be patient with the unsatisfactory condition of the faith 

community, so that on the one hand they will not be tempted to participate in the sins 

mentioned in James, but on the other hand they would not be driven to leave the 

community altogether. Instead, if the addressees stay committed to their faith as a 

member of the group, they can become the force to re-unite the shattered community 

(5:13–20). 

3.8 Conclusion 

The letter of James is far from an unorganized collection of traditional 

teachings. Certain themes serve to connect the whole letter. Moreover, it is possible 

to trace some information about the situation of the audience that prompts the author 

to write this letter, even if it is sent to a broad audience, geographically spread. 

Among the connecting threads of James suggested by scholars, it is seldom noticed 

that intra-communal conflict is an important part of the reasons for the writing of 

James. This investigation has shown that not only some passages in James reflect 

clearly community conflicts among the audience, but other passages that are usually 

viewed as general admonitions or concerning outsiders only are indeed not unrelated 

to the theme of intra-communal conflict. Therefore, the theme of communal conflict 

could be another thread that connects the different parts of the letter. 

Although a detailed portrayal of the audience cannot be reconstructed from 

the content of James, it can be safely asserted that at least some of the local 

communities among the audience were being troubled with conflicts and hostility 
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between some of the members. In Strange’s words, “[James’] aim is the survival of 

communities, which, in the face of various trials from within and without, are in 

danger of disintegrating.”
283

 While external oppression and the temptation from the 

devil are not absent in James, the letter attributes the source of communal tribulation 

principally to the evil desires of the audience. Striving for worldly gain and pleasure, 

some believers have become friends of the world. Compromising with the value of 

the world leads to strife and disorder among the faith community. 

The above survey has also shown that social-scientific theories about social 

identity and community conflict can enlighten the understanding of James’ 

background. Passages in James have been shown to be reflecting group dynamics 

that fit the descriptions of social-scientific models. In particular, in James one may 

see revealed a community in which members are competing for limited good, leaders 

are competing for power and authority, dyadic conflict is escalating into group 

conflict, angers caused by conflict is expressed inappropriately, dissonance caused by 

witnessing inconsistent behaviours among group members are jeopardizing 

community coherence, negative perception of the group is weakening individual 

members’ identification with the community, and polarizing effects of conflict 

situations are breaking the community into subgroups hostile to each other. These 

group phenomena observed by sociological studies are helpful for giving insight on 

the conflict situations of James’ audience. 

However, James does not stop at reproaching the far-from-ideal situations of 

the audience. The purpose of James is to call the audience to repent, thus restoring 

unity and harmony both within lives of individual believers and among the whole 

community. In order to achieve this purpose, the author has to lead the audience to 

assess their situation in a new light.
284

 To do so, the author tried to use the rhetoric of 

the letter to change the perception and conception of his audience. It is the aim of the 

next chapter to analyze how James achieve this purpose with its rhetorical strategies. 
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Chapter 4 

Group Maintenance Strategies in James  

In the above chapter it is argued that James reflects situations of community 

conflict among its audience. Hence, it is conceivable that one main purpose of James 

is to respond to such conflicts, in order to maintain harmony and cohesiveness in the 

Christian community. How the teachings and various rhetorical devices in James 

serve this purpose will be analyzed in this chapter. 

The group maintenance strategies of James can be analyzed through two 

interrelated aspects, both related to the social identity of the Christian community. 

The first is to strengthen the ingroup bonding of the audience. This is done by 

stressing the community’s special relation to God, which implies a particular identity 

of the Christian community. The second aspect is sharpening the group boundaries 

between the audience and outsiders. Certain teachings in James warn the audience 

against adopting the values and culture of the larger society, which threatens to blur 

the community’s boundaries and thus weakens the solidarity of the group. 

4.1 Ingroup Bonding 

Several features in the letter of James contribute to the establishment of a 

strong social identity for the Christian community. Throughout the whole letter, the 

audience is reminded of their special relation to God through their faith in Jesus 

Christ (2:1). This relation forms the basis and shapes the instructions in James for the 

community. Being called by God to be his covenant people puts the Christians in 

close relationship with each other, with familial and fraternal language used to 

describe the bonds. This mutual bonding is also defined by the common goal of the 

whole community, namely, the completeness that God calls his people to become. 

The Christian identity, with its goal of perfection, binds the audience with the group 

norms, articulated in “the perfect law, the law of liberty” (Jas 1:25) as interpreted by 

Jesus’ teaching and exemplified in the prototypical figures in Israel’s history. 

Therefore, as the audience embraces more fully this Christian identity, they would be 
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more motivated to behave in accordance with the teachings in James, and hence 

promoting the harmony of the group. 

Moreover, James rebukes directly the conflict and strife among its audiences. 

James depicts these situations not only as a threat to the cohesiveness of the group, 

but also as a fundamental contradiction to the audience’s identity as Christian. Hence, 

by strengthening the social identity of the Christian community, James also 

contributes to resolving the “wars and fightings” (Jas 4:1) among group members. By 

investigating James’ rhetorical strategies for social-identity building, one may gain a 

clearer insight on how this letter might serve the purpose of group maintenance in the 

early church. 

4.1.1 People of God 

The identity of James’ audience is first and foremost defined in the opening 

address of the letter. The phrase “to the twelve tribes in the Diaspora” (tai/j dw,deka 

fulai/j tai/j evn th/| diaspora/|) in Jas 1:1, whether it is interpreted literally or 

metaphorically, has a connotation to the historical Israel as the chosen people-of-

God.
1
 James regards the Christian community as people-of-God, and wants his 

audience to see themselves in this perspective.
2
 Such a depiction of the audience 

serves James’ rhetoric in at least two aspects. First, it conveys a special relation 

between God and the audience. They are the recipients of God’s promises.
3
 This puts 

the group in a positive light over against all other competing groups, especially the 

dominant Greco-Roman society. Hence, such connotation enhances the member’s 

                                                           
1
 Hartin, “Ethics,” 290–92. Sanders observes that within the context of Jewish thoughts in the first 
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the New Testament, eds. J. Brian Tucker and Coleman A. Baker (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 452. 
3
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below section 4.1.6. 
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identification with the community. Furthermore, being the people-of-God implies 

that with the privilege of God’s grace, they also bear the responsibilities of God’s 

people. This lays the ground for the exhortations that James is going to give in the 

letter. Second, a sense of solidarity is innate in the term “the twelve tribes”. This 

phrase invokes the prophets’ hope in the Hebrew scripture that looks forward to the 

reunion of the dispersed people of God.
4
 By using this particular expression, the 

unity of the audience is emphasized, even though they may still be geographically 

dispersed. Hence, the opening address underlies the emphasis of group cohesiveness 

in the whole letter. 

In 1:18, the identity of believers is further conveyed by the image of God 

giving birth to them through the word of truth, with the purpose that they may be “a 

kind of first-fruits of his creation.” Such a depiction of the community highlights 

several aspects of its identity. First, the image of birth indicates that the Christian 

identity is something new.
5
 This new identity is in opposition to their old status in 

evil desires and sin, which eventually give birth to death (1:15). This newness 

implies that some change in the audience is envisioned. Hence, having this new 

identity brings the necessity of denunciation of old patterns of behaviours, which 

include those community destructing behaviours that James rebukes in the later parts 

of the letter. Second, first-fruits are thought to be the best part of the harvest, and 

belong especially to God.
6

 Hence, associating the audience with first-fruits 

emphasizes again their unique status as people-of-God, distinct from and superior to 

other communities.
7
 Thus, the metaphor helps to increase positive feelings of the 

members towards the community. Third, by portraying the Christian community as 

first-fruits, James brings in God’s whole redemptive plan for the world.
8

 The 

audience is reminded of the promise of salvation they have inherited. Therefore, the 
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first-fruit metaphor echoes the opening address of the letter in stressing the people-

of-God identity of the audience. 

Moreover, the audience is continuously reminded of their being the people-

of-God throughout the whole letter of James. For example, in 2:19, James affirms 

their belief that God is one. In 3:9, James refers to their blessing God. In 4:15, James 

reminds them that they are under God’s decree. These sayings highlight the fact that 

the audience already has a close relation with God. Hence, the believers’ cognitive 

identification with the community is enhanced. 

The people-of-God identity is to be explicitly realized in the communal 

interactions exhorted in 5:13–20. The significance of this passage in James’ overall 

strategies will be discussed in more details below.
9
 Suffice here to observe that the 

passage envisions an egalitarian structure for the community, in which all members 

are to intercede on behalf of all others.
10

 This creates a sense of equality among all 

the community members. According to Allport’s contact model, an equal status in 

contact situation is essential for successful conflict resolution.
11

 Hence the people-of-

God identity, together with its expression in community life as exhorted by James, is 

basic for James’ effort to maintain the harmony of the faith community. 

4.1.2 The Elected Poor 

In Jas 2, another aspect of the audience’s identity as the people-of-God is 

emphasized. By a rhetorical question in 2:5, James stresses that God has chosen “the 

poor in the world” (tou.j ptwcou.j tw/| ko,smw|) to be the heir of his promised kingdom. 

It should be noted that the phrase toi/j avgapw/sin auvto,n in 2:5 parallels 1:12, which in 

turn echoes the opening address in 1:1–4.
12

 Hence, the “elected poor in the world” 

recaptures “the twelve tribes in the Diaspora”. The condition of being poor is 

contrasted and relativized by being the chosen heir of God’s kingdom.
13

 For James, 
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“the poor in the world” provides the self-definition for the people-of-God.
14

 While 

the socio-economical aspect of “the poor” in James is not to be denied, James’ use of 

the term is more than a socio-economic designation. Instead, James is putting 

forward the poor as the stereotypical members of the community, to which all other 

members must conform.
15

 The prototypical characteristics of the elected poor include 

their rich faith in God (plousi,ouj evn pi,stei),16
 and their love of God (toi/j avgapw/sin 

auvto,n). Moreover, their meekness is also indicated in the contrast with the oppressing 

behaviours of the rich (2:6–7). By stressing the poor to be God’s elected people, 

James defines these characteristics of the poor as the basic markers of the 

community’s identity. 

From a social-scientific perspective, designating the faith community as the 

elected poor attributes some kind of central status to the lowly members of the group, 

who would otherwise be peripheral according to the standard of the larger society.
17

 

The idea of election can thus become a key factor in maintaining the stability of the 

group,
18

 since such a designation not only helps to increase the attachment of the 

majority of disadvantaged poor members to the group, but also reshapes the self-

perception of all the members. By shifting the understanding of their identity from 

worldly criteria to God’s election, James makes it possible for all the members of the 

group to identify with one another, even though there would be discrepancies in their 

worldly situations. According to social identity theories, this increases intragroup 

attraction, and hence contributes to the cohesiveness of the community.
19

 

Furthermore, the election by God to be heirs of his kingdom again highlights the 

superior status of the group, since this inheritance is much more precious than any 
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 Wachob, Voice of Jesus, 192. 
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 Bauckham, James, 193. See also Kloppenborg, “Poverty and Piety,” 201–5, Batten, “Ideological 

Strategies,” 21. 
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 Elliott, Home for Homeless, 121–22. 
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benefits that early kingdoms could offer. It changes the values assigned to attributes 

of the faith community and of the wider society, and hence transforms the negative 

experience of being poor and oppressed into a positive value.
20

 Such restoration of 

positive distinctiveness is essential for a group that is struggling for its place among 

its surrounding social environment.
21

 Therefore, by emphasizing the faith 

community’s identity as the elected poor, James contributes to resolve both the 

tensions of intramural division and negative experiences from extramural relations. 

4.1.3 Christology and Social Identity 

Although Jesus Christ is only explicitly mentioned twice in James (1:1; 2:1), 

the importance of Christology to the self-understanding of James’ audience should 

not be downplayed. In the opening address, the designation of the audience as God’s 

people (the twelve tribes) is coupled with the author’s self-designation as a servant of 

God and of the Lord Jesus Christ (qeou/ kai. kuri,ou VIhsou/ Cristou/ dou/loj). This 

highlights the centrality of Christ for the audience’s identity as God’s people.
22

 The 

stress placed upon the audience’s faith in Jesus Christ (e;cete th.n pi,stin tou/ kuri,ou 

h`mw/n VIhsou/ Cristou/) in 2:1 further emphasizes the importance of the audience’s 

belief in Christ for their self-understanding. The audience’s faith in Christ underlies 

not only the admonition in Jas 2, but also all the subsequent teachings in James. 

Hence, Christology also forms the basis of James’ instructions of the believers’ 

behaviour. 

Besides these two explicit mentions of Christ, the importance of Christology 

in James can be seen in James’ frequent allusion to Jesus’ teachings. Although James 

never attributes these teachings to Jesus, the audience would presumably be able to 

recognize those sayings as from Jesus.
23

 These allusions to Jesus’ teaching form a 

memory genre for the faith community, shaping and maintaining its identity by 

continuously evoking the social memory of the group’s historical root in Jesus Christ 
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and appropriating it for the community’s present situation.
24

 Therefore, Christ is 

significant for the community not only as the agent through which believers acquire 

the identity of people-of-God, but also as the core around which the identity of the 

community is reinforced. 

Another indication of the significance of Christ to the social identity of the 

audience may be found in the phrase “the good name that is called upon you” (to. 

kalo.n o;noma to. evpiklhqe.n evfV um̀a/j) in 2:7, which probably refers to Jesus Christ.
25 

The suggestion that the phrase refers to the believers’ being baptized in the name of 

Jesus
26

 is unclear from the context.
27

 More certain is that it expresses a sense of 

ownership, a special relation between Christ and the believers.
28

 Moreover, it should 

be noted that within 2:5–7, the name of Christ is associated with the community’s 

experience of being oppressed by the rich. Therefore, as the community members 

claim their faith in Christ (2:1), they are also identifying themselves with the elected 

poor, an identity that transcends but has implications for their social-economic status. 

In summary, Christology is central to James’ establishing and reinforcing the 

social identity of the audience. Christ is the foundation of the community’s identity 

as the people-of-God and the elected poor. Christ’s authoritative teaching also 

defines and enforces the community’s group norm. Hence, in case when there are 

deviations from the standard of the group, Christ’s authority can help to settle the 

dissonances and the conflicts caused. Therefore, though not theologically elaborated, 

Christology is indeed essential to James’ group maintenance strategies. 
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4.1.4 The Call to Perfection 

Perfection is a key notion in James that connects the various themes in the 

letter. A detailed discussion on the concept of perfection in James cannot be given 

here.
29

 However, it would be pertinent to highlight some aspects on how the notion 

of perfection is relevant to group maintenance in James. 

The call to perfection is posed at the beginning of the letter, expressed 

forcefully through several expressions: e;rgon te,leion evce,tw, h=te te,leioi kai. 

o`lo,klhroi, evn mhdeni. leipo,menoi (Jas 1:4). This call to perfection is a corollary of the 

community’s being “the twelve tribes” (1:1) of God. It provides a shared vision and 

ethos for every individual member as well as for the community as a whole.
30

 It also 

serves as a unifying factor for the group by providing a common goal.
31

 Moreover, 

perfection defines the community’s true destiny, which depends on God’s initial 

formative action (1:17–18).
32

 Since perfection is a gift from God, all the believers 

stand in equal status before this call. 

However, the audience of James is not to passively await a gift that is to be 

bestowed in the future.
33

 Rather, perfection is also presented in James as an attainable 

goal, which is expressed primarily as total allegiance to God.
34

 The goal of perfection 

finds expression in and motivates believers’ moral actions in accordance to God’s 

will, which is referred to in James as the perfect law (1:25).
35

 In particular, in Jas 2 

the love of neighbour is to be especially expressed in the caring for the poor. Hence 
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perfection is also linked with the community’s identity as God’s elected poor.
36

 This 

would have direct consequence for the stability of the group, since only the group 

that is willing to support its members under difficult conditions can maintain the 

loyalty and trust of its adherents.
37

 Therefore, by connecting the notion of perfection 

to the actions of caring for the poor, James contributes to the solidarity of the group. 

Another example of the notion of perfection contributing to reinforcement of 

community bonding can be found in 3:13–18. Although perfection is not directly 

mentioned, the theme of wisdom in the pericope is closely related to the call to 

perfection in James. In particular, after the initial statement of the goal of perfection 

in 1:4, James immediately address the issue of lack of wisdom (eiv de, tij u`mw/n 

lei,petai sofi,aj).38
 Wisdom is thus understood as an inseparable aspect of perfection. 

In 3:13–18, the theme of wisdom is addressed in the context of community strife, 

especially the competition among teachers.
39

 Hence, James casts the conflict among 

the audience in contrast to their call to perfection. The strife in the community is 

represented as in direct contradiction to the audience’s identity as God’s people who 

are called to be perfect. James then set a prototype for the group in his description of 

the true wisdom in 3:17–18. The seven properties of true wisdom in 3:17 are all 

related to community building, indicating James’ intention to alternate the situation 

of the community.
40

 According to James, a prototypical member of the group, that is, 

one that has true wisdom should be “a binding force in the Christian community,” 

those who make peace (3:18).
41

 By connecting making peace with wisdom, which 

constitutes a core aspect of the identity of the community, James could shift the self-

perception of the conflicting members from competitors back to their core identity as 

people-of-God. In fact, they are all “made in the likeness of God” (3:9). This change 
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of perception of identity and images of the rivals is essential for reconciliation.
42

 

Thus, 3:13–18 utilizes the notion of perfection for restoring harmony in the 

community. 

Nonetheless, the audience of James is far from perfect. This is obvious from 

the letter’s harsh rebukes towards behaviours of believers. The negative experiences 

of the community may cast believers in doubt (1:6). Strife in the community can 

cause disorder (3:16). Moreover, the dissonance arising from the discrepancy 

between belief and experience can jeopardize members’ adherence to the group. 

Hence James keeps stressing the goal of perfection throughout the whole letter and 

gives corrective admonitions that attempts to bring the audience back to perfection, 

so that harmony can be restored in the community. Furthermore, James stresses the 

importance of endurance (1:3–4, 12; 5:7–11).
43

 On the one hand, endurance is the 

means for believers to receive the gift of perfection from God. On the other hand, 

endurance itself is an aspect of the believers’ conformity to the command of God, 

hence an expression of perfection.
44

 Thus, by encouraging the audience to endure, the 

plausibility of the call to perfection is maintained despite the present imperfect 

conditions. The certainty of the Lord’s return and judgment can help them focus on 

the future fulfillment of the promises of God instead of the present imperfection.
45

 

This helps to reduce the dissonance caused by the discrepancy between the ideal of 

perfection and the present situation of the community and hence helps to strengthen 

the stability of the group. 

4.1.5 Inculcation of Group Norms 

Internal order and discipline are essential to the stability of any community. 

They are necessary for a group to resist external pressures and to maintain internal 
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solidarity and cohesion.
46

 That is why clearly defined group norms are important for 

group maintenance. When the group faces challenges, group norms could serve the 

function of bringing order and predictability to the environment and thus help to 

maintain group identity.
47

 One sees in James great efforts to inculcate group norms to 

the audience through the admonitions contained in the letter. James articulates the 

group norms of the faith community mainly by its ethical teachings. These 

exhortations aim at establishing important principles and values, such as truth, mercy, 

justice and peace. Such transformation in social and moral orientations is an essential 

foundation for reconciliation.
48

 Hence, the ethical instructions in James play an 

important role for restoring harmony among the audience. 

In James, observing the law is a vital means for the believers to express their 

belonging to the faith community.
49

 In particular, James appeals to legislations in the 

Torah to authorize his teaching.
50

 Not only is Lev 19:18 directly quoted in Jas 2:8, 

Johnson observes that James makes use of Lev 19:12–18 as one of the guiding 

passages of his own teaching.
51

 The emphasis on the law resonates with James’ 

designating the audience as the twelve tribes, the people-of-God. The connection 

between these two notions is also expressed in the term “the royal law” (2:8). This 

term stresses that the law is of God’s kingdom, which the faith community is going 

to inherit from God (1:12; 2:5).
52

 It also reminds the audience of their responsibility 

as the people-of-God, that is, to offer clean and acceptable worship to God. This 

responsibility underlies the concern for dissension and division in the community, 
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which renders the community unclean and the worship unacceptable.
53

 Furthermore, 

the law is also closely connected with perfection in James, as indicated by the term 

“the perfect law” (1:25) and the exhortation to “fulfill the law” (2:8). As the people-

of-God, believers are requested to take God’s point of view, which would lead to “a 

radically different assessment of social relationships.”
54

 By making such connections 

between the group norm and the identity and goal of the group, James renders it 

necessary for the audience to take heed of his teachings as they accept their identity 

as people-of-God. 

It should be noted that James does not provide many detailed guidelines for 

the practice of the law in concrete situations. The letter does not present the law in a 

“legalistic” way, but regards it as the fulfillment of God’s promise to his people.
55

 In 

line with the Jewish traditions, James presumes a close relationship between the law 

and wisdom.
56

 James does not only intend to regulate the external behaviours of the 

believers, but more importantly he attempts to reorient them into “a new and 

different meaning system grounded on the faith of Jesus Christ the Lord of Glory.”
57

 

Hence, James considers the unacceptable behaviours of the audience not only as 

transgression of social order, but primarily as sin (1:15; 2:9; 4:17; 5:20). 

Transgression of these norms does not only disturb community order, but directly 

contradicts the group’s self-understanding as people-of-God. 

From a social identity perspective, the ethical teachings in James are not only 

instructions on right relationship with God and others, but also function in other ways 

to maintain the cohesiveness of the community. By encouraging the audience to 

follow the group norms articulated in James’ instructions, James provides a means 

for community members to show their fidelity to the group, hence strengthening their 
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sense of belonging.
58

 Conversely, according to self-categorization theory, as 

members identify more with the identity of the group, they are more motivated to 

conform to group norms.
59

 Therefore James’ continuous emphasis of the audience’s 

identity as God’s people helps to promote conformity to the letter’s teachings, and 

thus leading the audience to involve in the actions that strengthen community 

bonding, such as caring for the poor and avoiding hostile speeches. 

Kanter observes that commitment to a group includes an aspect of moral 

commitment, which refers to the commitment to “uphold norms, obey the authority 

of the group and support its values.”
60

 The building of moral commitment involves 

the processes of transcendence and mortification, which mean the processes of 

submission of personal control and surrendering to something beyond oneself.
61

 

These observations highlight the importance of James’ stress on meekness (1:21; 

3:13), submission to God (4:7), and humbling (4:10) for group maintenance. In 

addition to improving personal morality, these exhortations enhance social 

identification for James’ audience. 

Therefore, the ethical and community instructions in James contribute to 

maintaining the solidarity of the group not only by directly commanding pro-social 

behaviours, but also by evoking the identity of the faith community and by 

promoting commitment to the group. Transgressors are called to repent, which not 

only means changes in behaviours, but also reassessing the group’s identity as “a 

community that offers acceptable worship to God.”
62

 The group norms stressed in 

James are supposed to form part of the belief of the audience and hence is closely 

connected to the people-of-God identity of the community. 

4.1.6 Eschatology 

Eschatological expectations form a crucial part of the worldview for many 

early Christians. This is also the case for the letter of James. The language of testing, 
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suffering and perfection in the letter “is part of the vocabulary of first-century 

eschatology and reflects traditional Judaeo-Christian beliefs about the purposes of 

God which will be brought to their fulfillment in an imminent end-time.”
63

 The 

eschatological themes in James are most prominent in the beginning and ending 

sections of the epistle. Hence, eschatology frames the instructions in James, setting 

the ethical teachings within an eschatological horizon.
64

 Eschatological expectations 

serve to legitimize the social situation of James’ audience, and to motivate them to 

follow the exhortations in the letter. 

At the centre of James’ eschatological expectations is the judgment of God 

which will be manifested at the end-time. The theme of judgment is especially 

intensive in Jas 4–5. The certainty of the Lord’s return and judgment makes it 

necessary to reinterpret the present situation. In particular, it helps believers to look 

at the trials and suffering in their present experiences from a different perspective, so 

that they can make sense of them and remain steadfast in all these negative 

experiences. On the other hand, the judgment of God also becomes a threat for those 

refusing to follow the decree of God. Hence, the idea that the Lord is near (5:9) is 

both a comfort and a warning.
65

 It intensifies the faith community’s sense of their 

identity as the people-of-God, and hence reinforces the community’s boundaries with 

the dominant society and enhances equality of status within the community. 

The ethical teachings in James are closely connected with the judgment of 

God.
66

 In the terminology of Berger and Luckmann, the eschatological expectation of 

the judgment of God forms an essential part of the faith community’s “symbolic 

universe.”
67

 By emphasizing the judgment of God, James attempts to shape the 

community by providing an authoritative perception of reality.
68

 The value and 
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significance of the community’s experiences are not to be evaluated by present gains 

and losses, but must be considered primarily in view of the final judgment of God. 

Hence, this eschatological expectation of judgment in James “serves to explain and 

redefine experienced reality and the moral obligations of those who live in that 

reality.”
69

 The judgment of God thus provides for believers the ultimate reason to 

conform to the norms of the faith community. For groups that hold derivate values 

and practices from the dominant society, such as the early Jesus movement, such 

legitimating of the social reality is essential for maintaining group stability, 

especially when the group experiences hardship in the world.
70

 By appealing to 

God’s judgment, James protects the audience from the attraction of the dominant 

society, so that they will remain attached to the community. 

Furthermore, eschatological expectations, including the rewards and 

punishments of God, provide an alternate framework for believers to assess the cost 

and reward of their behaviours. According to studies in conflict theories, it is 

observed that when society members realize that the losses resulting from the 

continuation of the conflict exceed significantly the losses resulting from 

compromise, they would be motivated to end the conflict.
71

 By contrasting God’s 

eschatological rewards and punishments with the audience’s present gain and loss in 

their strife, the motivation for continuing the conflict could be significantly reduced. 

4.1.7 Use of Exemplars 

One important way for James to reinforce group norms is through the use of 

prototypical exemplars. According to social identity theories, the internal need of 

individuals to identify allows group prototypes to shape the behaviour of group 

members.
72

 One important way that group prototypes are formed is through 
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experiences of exemplars that embody the group categories.
73

 Roller observes that 

essential elements of exemplarity include an action that embody social values, an 

audience that observes and evaluates the action, the commemoration of the group, 

and the drive to imitate the exemplary action.
74

 Several exemplars are brought 

forward in James to serve the purpose of reinforcing group solidarity. 

The first and most important exemplar in James is God. In James, God is the 

foundation of authentic human existence and norms for human behaviours.
75

 In 1:5–8, 

God’s giving generously (a`plw/j) is put in contrast with the dividedness (di,yucoj) of 

some of the audience.
76

 The exhortation to ask God in faith without doubting 

(aivtei,tw de. evn pi,stei mhde.n diakrino,menoj) implies that the audience is to imitate 

God’s singleness (a`plw/j). Similar ideas are also expressed in 1:16–18, where God, 

the giver of every perfect gift with whom there is no variation or shadow due to 

change, is contrasted with the audience’s inconsistence and deception (plana/sqe).77 

The way the audience is to imitate God’s generosity is explicitly spelt out in 1:27, 

where believers are exhorted to care for orphans and widows in their afflictions.
78

 

This principle is also implicitly summarized in 2:13, where the audience’s merciful 

deeds are in direct correspondence with God’s mercy.
79

 Furthermore, in 3:9–12 

believers’ inconsistence in using of the tongue is contrasted with examples from the 

nature, which is God’s creation and reflects God’s temperament. Hence, while James 

rebukes the audience’s double-tongue, he is also exhorting the believers to imitate 

God’s single-mindedness. 
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Jesus might also be regarded as an exemplar in James, even though his deeds 

are not mentioned.
80

 James’ admonitions rely heavily on Jesus’ sayings, which is 

inseparable from the life and deeds of Jesus that enacts these sayings. For example, 

Sloan observes that the rebuke of partiality against the poor “seems to assume the 

historically based gospel traditions regarding the fellowship of Christ with sinners.”
81

 

When James reminds the audience of the teaching of Jesus, he is also implicitly 

requiring them to follow the example of Christ. 

Besides God and Christ, who are the supreme exemplars for the community, 

James also invokes several other exemplars from Israel’s history. These historical 

figures embody God’s decrees for his people, and hence help to define the prototype 

for the community.
82

 The first historical figure James appeals to is Abraham.
83

 The 

presentation of Abraham as “our father” (2:21) emphasizes his importance as a 

prototypical figure for the community. Indeed, Abraham is “an obvious exemplary 

choice for any community with a Jewish heritage,” and has the power to draw all the 

members of the audience together.
84

 Through invoking the offering of Isaac as a deed 

of Abraham that works together with and perfects his faith (2:22), James highlights 
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obedience to God’s command as core to the community’s identity.
85

 Moreover, 

Abraham’s relation to God is also presented as exemplary for the community.
86

 As 

James stresses that Abraham is God’s friend (2:23), the faith community is also 

supposed to be God’s friend instead of friends of the world (4:4). 

Coupled with the example of Abraham is the example of Rahab (2:25). 

Kamell observes that these two exemplers who are “as far apart from each other on 

the social scale as is possible” may be intentional to stress that James’ exhortations 

apply to every person.
87

 While James cites Rahab mainly as another example to 

prove the inseparability of faith and work,
88

 the correspondence between her action 

of hospitality and the theme of mercy in 2:12–13 should not be missed.
89

 By the 

example of Rahab, James not only exhorts the audience to show their faith through 

works, but also highlights the importance of hospitality towards those in need as an 

essential expression of the community as God’s elected poor. 

In 5:10–11, the prophets and Job are used as examples of those enduring in 

sufferings. Although James has not cited concrete incidences of endurance of the 

prophets, such stories would be familiar to his audience.
90

 James also seems to be 

relying on Jewish traditions when he uses the example of Job, since Job’s patience is 

not a prominent theme in the OT book of Job.
91

 These traditional examples illustrate 
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not only the importance of endurance and the certainty of God’s reward for those 

who endure, but also highlight endurance as a prototypical characteristic of God’s 

people.
92

 It should also be noted that God’s compassionate and merciful nature, 

which is prototypical for the community as mentioned above, is given as the ground 

for endurance. This provides yet another link between the identity of the community 

as people-of-God and the exhortation of endurance. Furthermore, the example of Job 

may be invoked as the opposite of the wicked rich in James.
93

 The example of this 

rich yet righteous person presses the rich members of James’ audience to follow, and 

hence the rifts between the rich and the poor among the community can be resolved. 

Lastly, in 5:17–18, James invokes Elijah, who is “a man with a nature like 

ours” (a;nqrwpoj h=n òmoiopaqh.j h`mi/n), as an exemplar of praying. The emphasis on 

Elijah’s human nature like every believer implies that the audience of James could 

and should identify with the prototype exemplified by Elijah.
94

 This serves James’ 

purpose of group maintenance by reminding the audience’s privilege as God’s people, 

hence highlighting the positive distinctiveness of the faith community, especially 

since Elijah has very high status in Jewish traditions.
95

 Moreover, the same human 

nature of Elijah conveys a sense of equality among all the members of the 

community. According to Allport’s model, this would help to resolve the possible 

conflict and competitions within the group, since equality of status is an essential 

factor for conflict resolution.
96

 

From the above discussions, it can be seen that the exemplary figures in 

James all serves to consolidate the audience’s people-of-God identity and to connote 
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the norms of this group.
97

 By identifying with these figures, the community members 

gain a sense of solidarity and are motivated to conform to the group norms. Moreover, 

since these are highly evaluated figures in the traditions of the faith community, the 

examples help to strengthen the social identity on the evaluative level. These 

historical exemplary figures also point the audience to the example of God, who is 

the supreme prototypical exemplar of the community. This gives further authority to 

James’ exhortations. 

4.1.8 Community Assembly 

The solidarity of the faith community is to be concretely realized in 

community assemblies (5:13–20). These last instructions in James are not 

disconnected from other instructions in the letter, but rather provide a concrete 

context for the community to practice the ethical teaching, especially the exhortation 

to show compassion and mercy.
98

 The concern for community solidarity is obvious in 

the pericope, not least indicated by the fact that the phrase evn u`mi/n occurs thrice in 

this passage (5:13, 14, 19) out of a total of five times in James. 

Several features of James’ instructions on the community assembly should be 

noted here. First, the unity of the group is stressed. In 5:13–14, James lists different 

experiences of the believers, including suffering hardship (kakopaqe,w), cheerful 

(euvqume,w), and being weak (avsqene,w). James is not only stating the appropriate 

reactions for believers in these situations, but more importantly, he is calling 

community members “to be aware of the similar situations of one another,” and thus 

to “discover their unity and identity with the other members of the community.”
99

 

The exhortations for community life “bind sisters and brothers into one family, 

sharing the burdens of the suffering, the joy of the cheerful, the responsibility to care 

for the sick, and also the responsibility of mutual accountability.”
100

 Mutual relation 

between community members is emphasized. This helps to make the social identity 

of the group members more salient over their individual identity, and hence promotes 

group cohesiveness. 
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Second, sick members are given particular attention in the passage.
101

 In a 

culture where personality is perceived primarily as group-oriented,
102

 the weakness 

of an individual could endanger the solidarity of the whole community, since the sick 

member would easily be marginalized. Hence, the community’s care for the sick 

person is important to restore the unity of the group. Moreover, the promise that “the 

Lord will raise him up” (5:15), besides conveying a hope for physical healing, also 

bears an eschatological aspect of salvation.
103

 Hence, James’ promise in 5:15 not 

only serves to console the sick person, but also reminds other members of the group 

of the promise of salvation. Such intention of James is more directly expressed in 

5:16, where praying for the sick is generalized into praying for each other in the 

assembly so that the whole community may be healed (o[pwj ivaqh/te). This also helps 

to increase the sense of solidarity by invoking the same destiny of the whole 

community. Furthermore, recent social-scientific researches have revealed that the 

action of prayer has an effect of reducing anger and thus promoting forgiveness.
104

 

This further enhances harmony within the community. It may also be noted that the 

mention of faith (pi,stij) and the Lord (ku,rioj) in 5:15 recalls 2:1, which is the basis 

of the community’s identity and the letter’s ethical admonitions. Thus the exhortation 

for the actions of the elders for the sick person is not only a practical instruction, but 

also contributes to strengthen the social identity of group members. 

Third, sin (a`marti,a) is also mentioned three times in the passage (5:15, 16, 

20). Here, James’ instructions for the assembly provide remedies for the sin for 
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which the letter previously rebukes the community. These sins are jeopardizing the 

solidarity of the community. Therefore, bringing back sinners echoes the gathering of 

the twelve tribes alluded in the opening address,
105

 and is an essential way for the 

community to fulfill the call of perfection stated at the beginning and stressed 

throughout the letter. The command to engage in mutual confession of sins also helps 

to create an attitude of humbleness and gentleness (prau<thj), which is an essential 

element of true wisdom (3:13) in contrast to the wars and fightings among the 

community (4:1) and is the necessary attitude for the believers to receive the 

implanted word of God (1:21).
106

 Furthermore, sociological studies on conflict 

observe that blaming is a common reaction for people in conflict that causes conflict 

to escalate.
107

 By requiring the audience to turn back the sinners, James helps to 

remove the repercussions of blaming. Moreover, this command connotes an 

interdependence of fate. The “multitude of sins” in 5:20 is presented not only as a 

problem of the one who goes astray, but also related to the whole community (5:16). 

This further strengthens the social identity of group members and hence reinforces 

the cohesiveness of the group. 

In summary, the exhortations on community assembly in Jas 5:13–20 

provides a concrete way for building community bonds. Through the community 

actions of sharing experiences, caring for the weak, mutual confession of sins and 

turning back those who have gone astray, believers can gain a sense of solidarity, and 

community rifts are resolved. Moreover, the assembly helps to establish personal 

relationship among group members, which can reverse the psychological process of 

dehumanization of the rivals in conflicts. As Budiarto asserts: 

[The process of dehumanization] makes it difficult for conflicting parties to 

recognize that they are part of a shared human community. Such conditions 

often lead to feelings of intense hatred and alienation among conflicting 

parties. ... It is thought that the psychological process of dehumanization 

might be mitigated or reversed through humanization efforts, the 
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development of empathy, the establishment of personal relationships 

between conflicting parties, and the pursuit of common goals.
108 

Participating in the assembly also reinforces the emotional dimension of social 

identity by bringing members into meaningful contact with the collective whole, 

hence promoting members’ loyalty and allegiance to the group and making members 

more willing to work out whatever conflicts and tensions may arise among them.
109

 

Therefore, by giving instructions for the community assembly, James strengthens the 

community’s sense of unity and common purpose. 

4.1.9 Use of Familial Language 

Another rhetorical device used by James to strengthen ingroup bonding is its 

familial languages. Johnson notes that the use of avdelfo,j is particularly intense in 

James as compared to other NT books.
110

 In a total of 108 verses, the term occurs 

nineteen times, plus one occurrence of avdelfh, (2:15). In particular, the term is used 

fifteen times as vocative, addressing the audience directly. 

Arzt-Grabner observes that in the Greco-Roman period, the term avdelfo,j is 

used in letters to people who are not biologically related to express “closeness, 

solidarity and some kind of bond of engagement.”
111

 The familial imagery was 

powerful for indicating closeness of relations in the Greco-Roman society, since 

kinship relations were still important both politically and economically.
112

 Through 

investigating archaeological evidence from the first century, Harland suggests that 

such familial language was significant for various organizations as a means of 

expressing solidarity.
113

 In James, the language not only expresses the closeness of 

relation among his audience, but also emphasizes the intimacy between the author 

and the audience, as seen in the eleven occasions of the phrase avdelfoi, mou.
114

 Such 
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familial language expresses more explicitly the household image already implied in 

the opening address “the twelve tribes in the Diaspora”,
115

 stressing the common 

identity of “belonging to the chosen people” with “reciprocal links of loyalty and 

solidarity.”
116

 Therefore, the use of familial language is not merely a stylistic 

characteristic of James, but also an important vehicle to reinforce the social identity 

and community cohesiveness. 

Another familial term in James that should be noted is path,r, which is used to 

refer to God (1:17, 27; 3:9) and Abraham (2:21). This term correlates with the use of 

avdelfo,j, since the language of brotherhood points to the audience’s common 

relationship with God the Father, exemplified in Abraham’s relation with God.
117

 

Conversely, attributing God as father makes the whole creation in general and the 

believers in particular into a huge extended family.
118

 Hence, the human-God relation 

is closely connected to and forms the basis for the familial relationship among the 

believers. 

The familial language in James has several effects on the letter’s rhetorical 

force. First, it establishes a positive relationship between author and audience, which 

is an essential context for paraenetic letters.
119

 According to social identity theories, 

the perception of belonging to the same category creates “ingroup bias”, which leads 

to, among other effects, people being more open to influence or persuasion by 

members of the same social category.
120

 Hence, by addressing the audience with 

brotherhood terms, James makes his voice more readily acceptable and more 

influential to the audience. 
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Second, familial languages enhance members’ emotional commitment to the 

group. Kanter observes that by presenting the group as a family in itself would have 

the effect of “replacing or subsuming all other family loyalties,” and thus it “enables 

the community to withstand threats to its existence, both as pressure from the outside 

and as tension and dissent from inside.”
121

 Prompting the audience to recognize each 

other as brothers and sisters serves to establish the solidarity of the group and 

increases the motivation of believers to cooperate with each other to resolve the 

conflicts that might occur among the community. 

Third, the brotherhood language forms a sense of equality among the 

audience.
122

 This also contributes to the resolving of conflict within the 

community.
123

 Moreover, in view of the different social strata of the believers 

reflected in the letter, the equality of brotherhood also has very practical social and 

economic implications in James, since “it is clearly presupposed that there should not 

be such differences between avdelfoi,, and that the community should address these 

issues.”
124

 Hence the familial language helps James to persuade the audience to 

support the lowest members among the community, which is an essential action for 

maintaining its stability and cohesiveness. 

Therefore, the use of familial languages in James is an important aspect of the 

letter’s group maintenance strategy. It reinforces the social identity of the audience, 

both on the cognitive and the emotional level. The sense of equality and the 

motivation of cooperation it creates in the audience are also essential for resolving 

conflict among community members. 

4.1.10 Claim of Authority 

In order to present his teaching to the audience, James must present the 

exhortations and instructions in the letter as authoritative. Carruth observes that 

common ways to enhance authoritative claims include direct address, imperatives, 
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rhetorical questions, maxims, and the use of present tense.
125

 All these rhetorical 

devices are used frequently in James. 

Max Weber classifies three types of legitimate authority, namely, legal, 

traditional, and charismatic.
126

 In James, the legal authority is presented by the 

letter’s appealing to the law, which is described as perfect (1:25) and royal (2:8). It is 

the standard according to which the believers are to be judged (2:12). However, it 

must be noted that the law in James is not understood as impersonal system of rules, 

but is the requirements based on the believers’ relation with God. Moreover, James 

does not attribute the role of administering the law to community leaders or officials. 

Instead, he emphasizes that God is the only lawgiver and judge (4:11–12). Hence, the 

authority of the law in James is not legal authority in the strict sense, but shares the 

characteristics of traditional authority. 

Charismatic authority is not explicitly invoked in James. The author nowhere 

appeals to his own unique personal qualities as a leader. Rather, he acknowledges 

that only God and Christ have true authority over the faith community, and his own 

authority is only derived from his being their servant (1:1). However, it may be noted 

that the gift to teach was also considered to be charismatic in the early church.
127

 

Hence, charismatic authority may not be completely absent in James, if considered in 

a wider sense. 

The most prominent type of authority presented in James is the authority of 

tradition. The letter shows the typical feature of early Christian reasoning in claiming 

its authority as inherited from God. This is already clearly stated in the greeting of 

the letter, where the author introduces himself to be “a servant of God and of the 

Lord Jesus Christ” (qeou/ kai. kuri,ou VIhsou/ Cristou/ dou/loj). The term dou/loj 

“denotes literal bondage to the authority of another,” hence it attributes to the author 

an authority derived from God and puts the author in honour in line with other 

                                                           
125

 Shawn Carruth, O.S.B., “Strategies of Authority: A Rhetorical Study of the Character of the 

Speaker in Q 6:20-49,” in Conflict and Invention: Literary, Rhetorical, and Social Studies on the 

Sayings Gospel Q, ed. John S. Kloppenborg, (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press, 1995), 101–11. 
126

 Max Weber, “The Three Types of Legitimate Rule,” BPSI 4 (1958): 1–11. 
127

 See for example Acts 13:1 and Eph 4:11, where teachers are associated with prophets. 



123 
 

honoured “servants of God” in the Hebrew scripture.
128

 It could be the most powerful 

claim to authority given the audience’s belief in an existing, active God.
129

 

Regardless the actual authorship of the letter, the initial audience would have 

believed they “hear the voice of the brother of their Lord.”
130

 Adamson further links 

this self-designation with the idea of perfection in James, which primarily means 

wholehearted, undivided devotion to God.
131

 Hence James bears authority not only in 

his speaking, but also in his enactment of God’s decree. 

By addressing the audience as “the twelve tribes in the Diaspora,” James may 

also contribute to his claim of authority. Coker asserts that like other Jewish Diaspora 

letters, it presents James as coming from the centre, represented by James writing 

from Jerusalem, to the margin of the Diaspora, thus establishing a sense of authority 

and hierarchy.
132

 Hence, this opening address gives James the traditional authority of 

Jerusalem, which is the holy city chosen by God. 

Another way that James claims authority is by invoking the teaching of Jesus 

Christ. Although James does not explicitly attribute these sayings to Jesus, it is likely 

that he would expect the audience to recognize the teachings as coming from the 

authority of Jesus.
133

 Through these allusions to the sayings of Jesus, James 

implicitly claims for himself the authority of a teacher of the faith community, whose 

primary role is to transmit and expound the words of the Lord. This claim of 

authority can also be seen more explicitly in James’ admonition to the teachers in 

3:1–2. The use of first person plural in these verses puts James among the teachers. 

This would have two effects on James’ persuasive effort. On the one hand, it shows 

that James is not giving his teaching as one standing aloof, but is himself capable of 

receiving the same strict judgment as a teacher.
134

 This helps to establish a favorable 

impression of the author on the audience. On the other hand, it places James and his 
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teaching as an exemplar for other teachers and their teaching.
135

 From a social 

identity perspective, being an exemplar implies embodying the group prototypes, 

thus makes one more influential for the group.
136

 This consolidates the authority 

claimed by James. 

The final aspect of James’ claim on authority of tradition is the manner in 

which he presents his teaching as something the audience already knows. The word 

ginw,skw is used three times (1:3; 2:20; 5:20) and oi=da is used four times (1:19; 3:1; 

4:4, 17) in the letter, to assert directly that the audience already knows what James is 

telling them, or to imply that the audience should have known what is right as James 

rebukes them of doing otherwise. James thus appeals to the memory of the audience 

to exhort them to act on the basis of what they know.
137

 By so doing, James 

reinforces the values to which the audience already adheres.
138

 Since they are already 

the people-of-God and have already known the decrees of God, it is, from the 

author’s perspective, only natural that they should accept the authority of James’ 

teaching, which recounts what they have accepted from God. 

James’ claim to authority is not only important to the letter’s rhetorical force, 

but is also necessary for its group maintenance strategy. Allport states that support of 

authorities is essential for successful conflict resolution.
139

 As some members of the 

audience are competing with each other, even to the extent of wars and fightings, an 

appeal to authority may be the only way to settle such conflict. By presenting himself 

as an authoritative figure to the audience, the voice of James could act as a third-

party who may change the interactions of the disputants and divert the destructive 

path of escalation.
140

 This can help to restore harmony among the audience. 
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4.1.11 Concluding Summary 

One of the main aims of James is to resolve the community conflicts and 

restore harmony among the audience. The instructions in the letter, as well as the 

rhetorical devices used, serve important functions for the letter’s group maintaining 

purpose. One important aspect of the strategies employed by James is to reinforce the 

social identity of the audience, so that the community could become more cohesive, 

and members more motivated to act according to the norms that define and stabilize 

the community. 

The construction of social identities involves three basic elements, which are 

the cognitive, evaluative, and emotional aspects. From the above investigation, it is 

seen that all three aspects are involved in James’ rhetorical strategies. Cognitively, 

James affirms the audience’s basic identity as the people-of-God, alongside which it 

is also identified as the elected poor. By stressing their special status before God, 

James helps the audience to recognize that they belong to a group different from 

other groups in the Greco-Roman world. God’s call and promise makes believers 

interdependent on each other in their fate, since they have received the same calling 

and are heading to the same destiny as one people. The recognition of this identity is 

also enhanced by James’ using traditional teaching, such as the commands of the 

Torah, the sayings of Jesus and the exemplary figures in Israel’s history. These 

traditional materials can enhance “the process of legitimating the social world to the 

recipient of the instruction.”
141

 Moreover, James provides instructions that define the 

norms of the group. These let the believers share a common way of life, hence 

facilitate their social identification.
142

 The norms also offer the group members a way 

to express their belonging and fidelity to the group, hence strengthens their cognitive 

identification of the social identity. 

On the evaluative level, James makes effort to emphasize the positive 

distinctiveness of the group, especially in view of negative experiences from both 

outside and within the group. By stressing the faith community as “the twelve tribes 

in the Diaspora,” and by invoking prototypical exemplars from the Hebrew scripture, 
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the author highlights the status of the audience as the receiver of God’s promise to 

Israel. They have already received the gift of the word of truth and are on the way to 

the perfection which God calls them to be. This makes the group superior to any rival 

groups in the evaluation of its members. In particular, by designating the community 

as the elected poor, James transformed the negative socio-economical experiences of 

the members from the lower social strata into a positively evaluated characteristic of 

the faith community. James also encourages the audience to endure in their sufferings, 

which would include oppression from the world and disorder, due to strife within the 

community. This exhortation of endurance also helps to maintain the positive 

distinctiveness of the group despite its seemingly disadvantageous conditions. 

Finally, James consolidates the emotional aspect of the audience’s social 

identity by his intensive use of familial languages. Calling each other brothers and 

sisters gives a sense of intimate bonding between community members and makes 

them more willing to commit emotionally to the group. Moreover, James encourages 

community gatherings. As the members gather frequently and take care of the weak 

members among them, these common life experiences could help them more 

emotionally attached to the group. 

Furthermore, in order to restore order and harmony to the community, 

ingroup conflicts must be resolved. James’ perspective of conflict is mostly akin to 

the harmony model,
143

 which stresses smooth relationships, emphasizes ingroup 

authorities, rely on cooperativeness and connection, and envisions a long-term, stable 

outcome. In particular, James’ instructions are not presented as impersonal, universal 

codes, but are grounded on the community’s relationship to God and their relation 

with each other as God’s people. Moreover, James does not ascribes much role to the 

officials of the community, such as teachers and elders, for performing judgment and 

enforcing order in the community. Instead, James stresses that only God has the right 

to judge. Believers are to show their wisdom through meekness and peace. In short, 

James regards ingroup conflicts as incompatible with the community’s identity as 

God’s people. The common people-of-God identity of the audience implies that 
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disputants within the group should no longer define themselves as competitors with 

each other. This “removal of negation of the other as a central component of one’s 

own identity” is fundamental to reconciliation.
144

 Since commitment is a crucial 

factor promoting forgiveness,
145

 and since people are usually more generous and 

forgiving to ingroup members,
146

 by stressing the common identity of the disputants, 

James can help to resolve the conflict among the audience. 

The teachings of James also provide essential constituents for successful 

conflict resolution. According to Allport’s contact model, conflict resolution requires 

equal status within the contact situation, intergroup cooperation, common goals, and 

support of authorities, law, or custom. In James, the people-of-God identity and the 

concept of elected poor provides a basis of equal status of group members. The 

command to support the members in need and the encouragement to the community 

assembly provide chances and motivations for cooperation. The promise of God, 

with its call to perfection, provides a common goal for the faith community. Lastly, 

the Torah and the teachings of Jesus, as well as James’ role as the servant of God, 

provide the necessary authorities to define the group norms and settle disputes. 

Therefore, one sees that various features in James function to strengthen the 

ingroup bonding among the audience. These are important aspects of James’ group 

maintenance strategy. However, to maintain a strong social identity and group 

cohesiveness, it is also necessary to resist attacks from outgroups. Hence one can also 

see in James efforts to sharpen the group boundaries, in order to avoid members from 

being drawn away from the group. How James responds to outgroup threats will be 

the focus of the next section. 

4.2 Group Boundary 

In order to strengthen the cohesiveness of the ingroup, strategies that involve 

relations with outgroups are often used. Sociological studies have suggested that 
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derogation of outgroups can serve a variety of functions for the ingroup, such as 

increasing the positive distinctiveness of the ingroup.
147

 In particular, a social-

scientific experiment conducted by Wagner and Ward shows that 

a person will evaluate another in-group member more positively and assume 

greater similarity with him or her if, compared to a situation in which only 

the in-group is present, the person finds the in-group embedded in a context 

of relevant out-groups. This will occur to an even stronger degree if the in-

group is presented as being in conflict with relevant out-groups.
 148

 

This means that the positive value people attribute to the ingroup tends to increase 

when a relevant outgroup is involved for assessment. Hence, casting outgroups in a 

negative light can be an effective way to reinforce the solidarity of a community.  

In James, there are two pairs of diametrical contrast. One is between the 

faithful poor and the wicked rich; the other is between friends of God and friends of 

the world. These two pairs of contrast put a sharp boundary between the faith 

community and groups that holds incompatible values. By labeling the ingroup 

positively and the outgroups negatively, the groups are polarized, and hence a social 

distance that insulates the ingroup is created.
149

 This contributes to maintaining the 

distinctiveness of the faith community. However, it must be noted that the polemic in 

James is not directed at concrete outgroups. The rich and the friends of the world in 

James are not only referring to non-members of the audience, but rather are 

designations for members of the community who deviate from the value and 

behavioral norms of the group. For James, those who adhere to values of the world 

are to be viewed as outsiders, who must repent and be brought back to become true 

members of the community. The group boundary in James is thus, as Lockett puts it, 

“strong but permeable.”
150

 The boundary in James is not drawn so much between 

sociological groups than between different sets of values.
151

 Nevertheless, social 

groups do provide James with the background and framework to define the 

boundaries of the faith community. 
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4.2.1 The Wicked Rich 

There are several passages in James that give a sharp rebukes to the rich 

(1:10–11; 2:6–7; 4:13–5:6). James’ teaching concerning the rich is based on the one 

hand on socio-economical reality of the early church, and on the other hand on the 

stereotyping of the faith community as God’s elected poor. The majority of members 

in the early faith community would be from the relatively lower social strata.
152

 In 

the socio-economic environment of the Greco-Roman world, these people were often 

exploited and oppressed. Joining the faith community, which was a minority in the 

society and held values and practices very different from the pagan world, only made 

them more marginalized in the society. Hence, although Kloppenborg correctly 

observes that “the contrast of rich and poor was a standard rhetorical trope in Graeco-

Roman moralizing literature,”
153

 the teaching on rich and poor in James should not 

be denied as a response to actual social experience of the early church.
154

 The poor 

members of the church indeed suffered much from the oppression of the wicked rich 

in the society. 

These negative experiences could make the members less willing to identify 

with the group. Moreover, the rich could be a strong attraction for believers, thus 

competing with the faith community for their fidelity. This would further weaken the 

cohesiveness of the community. To avoid these negative effects on the audience, 

James must distance the believers from the attraction of the rich and show the 

community of the poor in a positive light. In this regard, although James seems to 

identify the rich as the community’s enemies (2:6b–7),
155

 he does not use the strategy 

of social movement by encouraging vengeance against rich people.
156

 Instead, James 

employs social creativity by changing the values assigned to the attributes of the 

groups so that comparisons which were previously negative become positive. 
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Through a serious of negative portrayals of the rich, James problematizes the socio-

economical as well as ideological structure of the Greco-Roman society.
157

 The 

wealth of this world is deemed to be valueless, since it, together with its possessors, 

is destined to pass away (1:10–11). The wealth offered by the society is presented 

also as evil, since those people in possession of it are involved in behaviours in 

opposition to God’s will and hence inviting God’s judgment. In particular, the last 

sentence in 5:6 (ouvk avntita,ssetai ùmi/n) is likely to be a rhetorical question referring 

to God’s judgment to the wicked and proud (4:6), expressing the certainty of the 

judgment of the wicked rich.
158

 Hence, believers should keep adhered to the faith 

community and stick to the norms of the group as the elected poor, since otherwise 

they will face the same judgment as the wicked rich (2:12–13). A sharp boundary is 

thus placed between the audience and the rich to avoid believers being drawn away 

from committing to the ingroup. 

However, for James, Christian identity is not constructed primarily through 

rejecting outsiders, but by accepting God’s call to his people and pursuing perfection 

before God.
159

 Hence, rich people are not just excluded from the community. Rather, 

James urges the believers who may be economically advantageous not to regard 

themselves by their socio-economic status, but to adopt the identity and value of the 

poor. In James, the rich is stereotypically associated with arrogant attitudes (4:13–17) 

and irreverent, exploitative behaviours (2:6–7; 5:1–6), while the poor are depicted as 

faithful and humble. Such stereotyping can be a “powerful social weapon” for 

polarizing rival groups and deterring deviants of group norms.
160

 Negative portrayals 

of the rich serve James’ primary aim to exhort the audience to the values and 

practices he holds for the community,
161

 and hence stereotypically identify with the 

poor in the community. Even though the socio-economical status of the believers 

may be different, they must now become one group with a shared identity. Especially, 

the wealthy members must redefine their identity, attitude and behaviour accordingly. 
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In summary, the harsh rebukes in James against the rich function in various 

ways for James’ group maintenance strategy. First, it creates between the audience 

and the rich oppressors a sense of opposition, which could help to consolidate the 

community’s boundary against the surrounding social world.
162

 By placing the 

audience against a rival group that threatens the community, James could induce 

more pro-social and cooperative behaviours among the audience.
163

 Second, by 

portraying the rich as outsiders, James “constructs a positive identity and ideology 

for his audience as the honourable poor who must care for the poor among them.”
164

 

This levels the original socio-economical diversity between the members and renders 

them equal in status. This also promotes the support of the lowly members of the 

community and hence contributes to its stability. Third, derogating the rich restores 

the positive distinctiveness of the faith community which experiences oppressions 

and exploitations. This rhetorical move thus reduces the attraction of the surrounding 

society to the audience and increases the value of commitment to the faith 

community. Therefore, polemic against the rich plays important roles in sharpening 

the group boundaries of the faith community and thus helps to reinforce its 

cohesiveness by promoting equality and removing the rifts between group members. 

4.2.2 Friends of the World 

The opposition between the wicked rich and the faithful poor in James is part 

of a more general dichotomy, namely, the opposition between friends of God and 

friends of the world.
165

 The word ko,smoj appears five times in James (1:27; 2:5; 3:6; 

4:4(x2)), each time used in a negative sense as opposite to God.
166

 It refers “to 

something more than the material world or humanity in general; it is the entire 

cultural value system or world order which is hostile toward what James frames as 

the divine value system.”
167

 The incompatibility between these two value systems 

entails believers to choose between them. This forms a Two Ways motif in James. 

Although the word o`do,j is used only three times in James (1:8; 2:25; 5:20), with only 
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the last occurrence clearly reveals a Two Way metaphor, commentators have 

observed that the polar opposition of the Two Ways motif indeed undergirds the 

inclusion and shaping of James's material.
168

 Those who follows the way of God will 

receive the blessing of the crown of life (1:12), while those following the way of the 

world, which manifests especially in the evil desires, will face punishment and death 

(1:15). 

However, it may be noted that James does not present the Two Ways mainly 

in forms of virtue and vice lists, as other Two Ways material often does. While the 

epistle gives many instructions on personal and communal behaviours, it shows a 

much deeper concern for the inner disposition of the believers. The central vice of 

which James accuses the audience is their dividedness, that is, claiming faith in God 

but still showing attitudes and behaviours of the world. This is expressed first in the 

admonition in 1:5–8. The person who doubt (diakri,nw) when asking God for wisdom 

is described as “double-minded/two-souled” (di,yucoj). Hence, the doubting here is 

not referring only to suspecting whether God will give or not, but more importantly 

to an uncertain or divided loyalty.
169

 Such attitude is in stark contrast with God’s 

single-mindedness, as expressed in his giving “single-mindedly” (a`plw/j).170
 To be on 

the way of life, one must have wholehearted devotion to God, and reject any 

influence from the world. 

The dichotomy of the Two Ways is most strongly expressed in 4:4. The 

vocative moicali,dej (adulteresses) that begins the verse is striking not only because a 

feminine noun is used to address the audience,
171

 but more importantly because it 

shows a harsh attitude of the author towards the audience, whereas in other parts of 
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the letter the audience is usually called “my (beloved) brothers”.
172

 However, this 

does not mean that the author is here addressing non-believers.
173

 Rather, James uses 

this word to express the pressing need for the audience to repent from their misplaced 

social and religious commitments.
174

 The image of adulteress can be traced back to 

the description of the unfaithful Israel as adulteress in the Hebrew scripture (Hos 3:1; 

Ezek 16:38; 23:1–45),
175

 hence linking the admonition back to the “twelve tribes” in 

the opening address of the letter to stress the incompatibility of the audience’s 

behaviour―those accused in the previous parts of the letter―with their identity as 

the people-of-God.
176

 By invoking the image of adulteress, James is presenting the 

world as an idol that competes with God for the fidelity of his people.
177

 This image 

may also be alluding to the adulteress in Prov. 30:20, who denies her sin and pretends 

that she has done nothing wrong.
178

 Such an image accuses the audience of ignoring 

their sin before God. This harsh rebuke, together with “sinners” (a`martwloi,) and 

“double-minded” (di,yucoi) in 4:8, expresses the severity of the believers’ error. 

The metaphor of the adulteress is expounded in the diametric opposition 

between God and the world that follows. James stresses that friendship with the 

world makes one an enemy of God, thus expressing a clear-cut boundary between 

God’s people and the world. In Wilson’s words, James urges the audience to 

“recognize the agonistic character of reality.”
179

 This polar opposition can be seen as 

underlying the moral teachings in the whole letter.
180

 Here the use of the language of 

friendship is not merely figurative, but refers to the concept of friendship in the 
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Greco-Roman world. The notion of friendship in the Hellenistic culture denotes a 

complete sharing of a view of reality, a way of measuring value. Johnson observes 

that from an ancient Hellenist perspective, being friends is to be of “one mind”.
181

 

This idea of friendship may well be in view when James alludes to Isa 41:8 to 

emphasize that Abraham is a friend of God. By following the decree of God to 

sacrifice Isaac, Abraham shows his total alliance with God’s mind. This concept of 

friendship informs also the meaning of the word di,yucoj in James.
182

 As the audience 

of James does not show total commitment to God, they cannot be called friends of 

God. This is the fundamental reason for the community conflicts described in 4:1–

3.
183

 Hence, to resolve the wars and fightings in the community, it is necessary to 

keep the strict boundary with the world. Mingling with the world destroys the 

harmony of the community, as well as jeopardizes the basic identity of the believers 

as God’s people. 

One of the consequences of being friends of the world is self-deception.
184

 

The admonition against self-deception is clearly stated in Jas 1 (1:16, 22, 26). Self-

deception is incompatible with believers’ faith in God, since it leads them away from 

correct perception of the truth, which is a gift from God that bestows in the first place 

the people-of-God identity to the believers (1:18). In particular, McCartney observes 

that the expression avpatw/n kardi,an auvtou/ (deceiving his heart) in 1:26 is used in Job 

31:27
185

 to refer to idolatry.
186

 Hence the caution for self-deception is related to 

James’ reproaching the audience as friends of the world and adulteresses. Believers 

involved in such self-deception blur the boundaries between the faith community and 

the world. Moreover, the self-deception in 1:22, which refers to hearing but not doing 

the word, shows that the audience is not receiving God’s implanted word in 

meekness (1:21). This in turn finds expression in human anger (1:19), which is 

“divisive, destroying community and cohesion by means of hasty speech.”
187

 Hence, 

to avoid such destructive results in the community, believers must keep the boundary 

                                                           
181

 Luke T. Johnson, “An Introduction to the Letter of James,” in Brother of Jesus, Friend of God, 33. 
182

 Batten, Friendship and Benefaction, 44. 
183

 Kloppenborg, “Emulation,” 135. 
184

 Cheung, Hermeneutics of James, 205–6. 
185

 LXX reads hvpath,qh la,qra| h` kardi,a mou. 
186

 Dan G. McCartney, “Self-Deception in James,” CTR n.s. 8/2 (2011): 36. 
187

 Lockett, Purity and Worldview, 112. 



135 
 

between true and false perceptions of their relation to God and avoid showing traits 

of being friends of the world. 

In response to the believers’ being friends of the world, James exhort the 

audience to maintain their purity as the people-of-God and rejects the values and 

practices of the world, for “it is only when James’ readers maintain a degree of 

separation from o` ko,smoj (thus achieving purity) that they are able to begin to 

achieve perfection,”
188

 and hence keep their identity as “the twelve tribes”. The 

author adopts some of the traditional languages and notions of cultic purity to urge 

the audience to maintain a moral and cultural boundary with the surrounding 

world.
189

 The boundary with the world is expressed externally by the norms about 

behaviour, relationship, and speech.
190

 However, in James, the concern is not about 

sociological boundaries in terms of group membership, but about conflicting 

worldviews and value systems.
191

 James does not reject particular outgroups, nor 

does he explicitly devaluates life in this world,
192

 but he warns against ingroup 

members mixing with attitudes and practices incompatible with their identity. In this 

sense, James sharpens the group boundaries of the faith community. 

In light of social-scientific studies, posing a sharp boundary between the 

audience and “the world” is crucial for James’ effort to maintain the cohesiveness of 

the community, since to develop commitment in its members a group must be 

sharply differentiated from its environment.
193

 This is especially necessary when 

competing social worlds present alternatives that grow increasingly attractive to 

ingroup members.
194

 For James’ audience, the surrounding society was indeed 
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attractive. On the one hand, the Greco-Roman world provided opportunities of 

social-economical prosperity.
195

 On the other hand, the early church’s experiences of 

oppression tempted it to form some type of compromise with the world.
196

 Hence, 

James depicts the people-of-God and the friends of the world as two diametrically 

opposing entities. To join the former is to be given life, while to mingle with the 

latter is to abandon God and to experience death.
197

 Furthermore, James regards 

those who bring disharmony into the community, whether by partiality, hostile 

speeches, wars and fightings, or boasting about ones wisdom, as going against their 

own nature as God’s people.
198

 This could have an effect of suppressing such 

community destructing behaviours among the group. It also helps to reduce the 

dissonance generated in members from observing inconsistent behaviours in other 

group members.
199

 By rendering those showing such attitudes and behaviours as 

outgroup, the threat on other members’ identification with the community is 

minimized, and hence the solidarity of the group is protected. 

4.2.3 Concluding Summary 

From a social-identity perspective, outgroup derogation is an important 

strategy for fortifying the social identity of ingroup members and hence reinforcing 

the solidarity of a group. In James, one finds two prominent outgroup stereotypes, 

namely, the wicked rich and the friends of the world. These people are depicted as 

the enemies of the audience and of God. By constructing polar oppositions between 

the faith community and these stereotypical outgroups, James attempts to sharpen the 

boundaries of the community. In particular, the opposite destinies of the ingroup and 

the outgroup under the judgment of God imply that the members of the faith 

community should not and could not mix with the world. Hence the eschatological 

expectation of judgment serves to fortify the boundaries of the faith community. 

The wicked rich and the friends of the world are not concrete rival outgroups 

of James’ audience, but are constructed entities that embody the values of the larger 
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society that are incompatible with the people-of-God identity of the faith community. 

James is not attacking a particular outgroup. Rather, the main concern is ingroup 

members adopting these values and behaviours and hence jeopardizing the special 

identity and the harmony of the group. However, the depictions of the friends of the 

world, especially the wicked rich, are not constructed ex nihilo, but based upon actual 

observations and experiences with people and groups in the Greco-Roman society. 

Therefore, the stereotypical outgroups in James are built upon actual sociological 

boundaries and in turn reinforce the boundary between the audience and those who 

hold values that James rebukes. Heeding to James’ teachings, the audience would 

need to maintain a certain degree of separation from the surrounding society, though 

not necessarily in a sectarian way. 

4.3 Conclusion 

Some commentators has observed that the identity of the faith community as 

the people-of-God, the heir of God’s promise to Israel, is central to the letter of 

James.
200

 The instructions, encouragements, reproaches, and exhortations in the letter 

are built upon this ground. The foregoing discussion builds on those insights to 

explore how the teachings in James serve the purpose of maintaining group solidarity. 

With the assistance of social-scientific theories about social identity and conflict 

reduction, the above study investigates how the rhetoric of James contributes to 

establishing and reinforcing the social identity of the audience, in order to strengthen 

the cohesiveness of the community and resolve conflicts among its members. 

The identity of the faith community is stressed in the very beginning in the 

opening address. It is stressed throughout the whole letter, and is further articulated at 

the end of the letter through exhortations on the assembly of believers. This identity 

implies that the community has received God’s call to perfection, which is both an 

eschatological promise and a target to be pursued in the present. This common 

identity, with its shared goal of perfection, becomes a unifying factor for the 

community, since members from different social strata are equalized. Moreover, 

individual ambitions which lead to competitions among members are rendered 
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insignificant, even contradictory to the community’s identity. As James attempts to 

reinforce believers’ identification with the faith community, the audience would 

become more willing to follow the exhortations given in the letter. This not only 

restores order and discipline in the community, but also strengthens the solidarity and 

stability of the group by providing supports to the lowly members, including the poor 

and the weak, and by promoting meekness instead of competition, so that aggressive 

behaviours and speeches would be suppressed and conflicts among disputants could 

be de-escalated, leading to resolution and reconciliation. 

James is not polemical against concrete rival groups. However, values and 

practices in the wider society provide the author with outgroup stereotypes in 

opposition to the ingroup prototype as embodied in the examples of God, Christ, and 

other exemplars in the letter. Those who show adherence to these outgroup 

stereotypes are casted as outgroup in the letter. This sharpens the group boundaries of 

the audience. By demeaning outgroups, the positive distinctiveness of the community 

is stressed, and hence the social identity is reinforced. This enhances members’ 

commitment to the group and therefore strengthening group cohesiveness. Moreover, 

the disparagement of outgroups serves to encourage some degree of separation from 

the wider society. This protects ingroup members from being attracted by 

competitive worldviews and values. 

In the previous chapter, it is argued that James is responding to actual conflict 

situations among the audience. In this chapter, how the letter could serve to resolve 

these conflicts and tensions so that harmony in the community can be restored is 

explored with the aid of social-scientific theories on group dynamics. This purpose of 

group maintenance can be viewed as a unifying theme in the whole letter. The 

various admonitions and exhortations, although seemingly unrelated to each other, 

are indeed serving the same aim of increasing cohesiveness in the faith community. 

Hence, the theme of group maintenance can provide a lens to perceive the coherence 

of the whole letter and help one to better understand the message of this “epistle of 

straw”. 
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Chapter 5 

Community Tensions in the Didache  

This chapter turns to the Didache to analyze the community tensions reflected 

in that document. It will be argued that the Didache is not an arbitrary collection of 

traditional teachings, but a coherent document that utilizes traditional materials to 

respond to the need of the community. O’Loughlin maintains that the materials in the 

Didache “was assembled with a specific situation in mind rather than planned as 

some ideal guide to Christian praxis,” and the document’s interest in day-to-day 

problems allows one to see how the early Christians believed and behaved.
1
  From 

the regulations given in the document, one may discern the concerns of the 

“Didachist” who assembled and redacted the materials into this final form, 

presumably in response to specific situations. In particular, both intra-communal 

tensions and pressure from other groups, which threatened the solidarity of that early 

community of Jesus followers, can be seen reflected in the Didache. How the text of 

the Didache reveals these situations will be explored. 

5.1 The Didache Community/ies 

Some preliminary remarks about the Didache community should be made 

before engaging in a more detailed analysis of the situation of the community. First, 

it seems evident that the Didache community consisted of a number of 

geographically spread communities. This can be seen from the reference to the 

possibility of absence of residential prophets (Did 13:4), which suggests that a 

number of communities are in view, some have residential prophets and others do 

not.
2

 The concession to baptismal water in Did 7 also suggests a variety of 

geographical locations. In view of the Didache presenting itself as an authoritative 

teaching to various Christian communities, Pardee suggests that the Didache 

community may consist of a strong “mother” church and a number of satellite 
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communities of lesser status.
3
 Such a suggestion is plausible, though difficult to 

prove. Nevertheless, it seems likely that those local communities that accepts the 

authority of the Didache are closely related to each other, and hence in this sense 

form one larger Christian community. 

Second, although the Jewishness of the Didache might suggest a Jewish-

Christian community,
4
 the long title and the moral teaching directed against pagan 

practices indicate that Gentile Christians also formed an important part of the 

community.
5
 From the Didache one can see that the community was under both 

external and internal pressure. On the one hand, there are evidence of competitions 

with other Jewish communities.
6
 The community, while still strongly influenced by 

its Jewish roots, was concerned in defining itself against the non-Christian Jews. On 

the other hand, internal tensions within the community are also reflected in the 

Didache. It is likely that there were subgroups with “potentially disintegrative 

normative claims” which threatened to cause division in the community.
7
 How these 

internal and external tensions are reflected in the Didache will be investigated in 

more detail in the following discussion. It suffices to observe here that the Didache 

reflects a Christian community that struggles to establish its identity by preserving 

and elaborating the apostolic heritage.
8
 

5.2 Church Orders (Did 11–15) 

The investigation of community tensions reflected in the Didache would start 

from Did 11–15, since this section is usually regarded as a late redaction layer,
9
 and 

hence would reflect more clearly the community situation at the period the final form 

of the document was produced. Also, this part of the Didache shows most obviously 

the existence of threats to the harmony of the community. Did 11–15 contains 
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regulations concerning various classes of people among the community, including 

charismatic passers-by, local officials, Christians seeking to settle within the 

community, and general members of the community. Depending on the different 

situations of these groups, various guidelines and exhortations are given. However, 

all these instructions have a common objective of maintaining unity and harmony in 

the community.
10

 Every member or new-arrival is to be treated in proper ways, so 

that everyone could receive appropriate support and respect on the one hand, and the 

community would not be abused by charlatans and swindlers on the other. These 

regulations in the Didache reflect that there were real threats to the order of the 

community. 

5.2.1 Teachers, Apostles and Prophets (Did 11) 

Did 11 deal with several types of charismatics coming to the community. 

Those who teach (o` dida,skwn) are mentioned in 11:1–2, apostles (avpo,stoloj) and 

prophets (profh,thj) are mentioned together in 11:3. Before going into the details of 

the instructions, a remark should be made on the use of these terms in this section of 

the Didache. 

At first sight, it may seem that 11:1–2 refers to a group of teachers alongside 

with the apostles and prophets in Did 11.
11

 However, such an interpretation is not 

supported upon a closer look at the text.
12

 First, unlike the instructions concerning 

apostles and prophets, there are no details about how those who teach are to be 

received. The focus of 11:1–2 is on distinguishing true and false teachings, rather 

than teachers as a distinct group. Second, as Niederwimmer observes, 11:1–2 

functions more as a transition to a new theme.
13

 This transitional function is 

highlighted by the phrase “all that has been said above” (tau/ta pa,nta ta. 

proeirhme,na). Moreover, the warning about false teaching is similar to the warning in 

6:1, which is the conclusion of the Two Ways section. Similarly, 11:1–2 concludes 
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the previous section, and brings forward the following section. Third, 11:10 indicates 

that the prophets also perform a function of teaching.
14

 This reduces the probability 

that the teachers in 11:1–2 are mentioned as a distinct group. Therefore, upon balance, 

it is more preferable not to view teachers as a group alongside apostles and prophets 

in Did 11. 

Hence, there remain two groups: apostles and prophets. It is possible that 

these two groups have some overlap between them. However, it seems to be going 

too far to completely identify these two groups as the same.
15

 One particular 

evidence against identifying the two groups is the short duration the apostles are 

allowed to stay among the community (11:5), which makes it difficult for them to 

give teaching or any other form of leadership in the community,
16

 and much less 

chance for the community to discern their authenticity by their behaviour as 

described in 11:10. 

The questions concerning the identity, origin, and functions of the wandering 

apostles are widely discussed. It must be admitted that the Didache itself does not 

give much hint to these questions. It is not necessary to see them as itinerants having 

denounced all property of their own.
17

 The term avpo,stoloj is not defined by lack of 

home and property in the New Testament. Rather, the term is defined by the mission 

they received. Even though Jesus commands his apostles not to carry money with 

them (Matt 10:9–10), it only applies to the manner of their mission journey, and is 

not depicted as a permanent state of the apostles.
18

 Indeed, in the New Testament, 

one sees that apostles sometimes stay in one place for a long time.
19

 Moreover, the 
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fact that the Didache does not mention apostles as settled begs an explanation, 

especially since prophets are allowed to settle in the community (Did 13:1). In view 

of these reasons, it would at least be plausible that the apostles mentioned in the 

Didache were Christians being sent for some mission on behalf of the church, most 

likely for the preaching of the gospel, so that they were only passing through the 

community to their final destination.
20

 

Although the roles of the apostles are not clearly stated in the Didache, the 

instructions for the community’s treatment of them are. Three instructions are 

mentioned. First, they are to be received as the Lord (11:4). Second, they are to be 

tested for authenticity by the length of their stay (11:5). Third, regulations are given 

for their leaving the community (11:6). The last two instructions are so precise that 

they suggest actual problems the community had encountered concerning the 

apostles.
21

 The most obvious explanation for these rules is that there were people 

who claimed themselves to be apostles, but were in fact imposters wanting to exploit 

the community’s generosity. It is likely that this most obvious explanation is indeed 

what the Didache community concerns. 

Besides economic loss, one may ask what further damage these false apostles, 

or “false prophets” (yeudoprofh,thj),22
 may do to the community. Here, sociological 

studies may come into help. When people feel being exploited, one of the most 

natural reactions is a sense of distrust, which arouses “a perception of threat in 

ambiguous circumstances, and this can lead to conflict.”
23

 It is observed that “when 

individuals are in a suspicious state of mind, they are likely to engage in a sense-
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making process biased toward personalizing events.”
24

 This may have far-reaching 

results, including aggressive behaviour
25

 and retaliation
26

 on the individual’s part. 

These emotions and behaviours may then escalate to the group level through emotion 

contagion. Even if such fierce reactions are not provoked, the negative experience of 

being exploited would still generate in group members a negative perception of the 

group, especially when the offenders are being regarded as an insider or even some 

sort of leader, such as those who claim to be apostles in the early church. As a leader, 

they are supposed to embody the prototype of the group.
27

 If such figures are 

perceived and experienced in negative light, it could generate strong dissonance 

within group members.
28

 This will then weaken the social identity of group members, 

thus endangering the cohesiveness of the group. 

The second group of charismatic in Did 11 are the prophets. The text does not 

state explicitly that they are itinerant, and nothing about their duration of stay is 

mentioned. However, given the context of Did 11, it seems more likely that itinerant 

prophets are in view, in contrast to those who settle in the community (13:1).
29

 The 

instructions in 11:7–12 concern mainly the testing of the prophets. Although 11:7 

states that any prophet speaking in Spirit is not to be tested, the following instructions 

nevertheless state actions that, if a prophet does when speaking in Spirit, expose him 

as a false prophet. These actions include ordering for a meal and eat of it (11:9), and 

requesting money or other things for himself (11:12). Like the regulations about 

apostles, these instructions about prophets obviously aim at avoiding the generosity 

of the community being abused. 

Moreover, the prophets are expected to do what they teach (11:10), and to 

show the way of the Lord (11:8). It is debated what “the way of the Lord” (tou.j 
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tro,pouj kuri,ou) means. Some suggest that it means a lifestyle of voluntary poverty 

in conformity to the earthly Jesus, renouncing home, family and income.
30

 However, 

Milavec argues forcefully that homelessness is not the essential characteristic of 

Jesus’ earthly life, and such external traits would not be sufficient for the community 

to distinguish between true and false prophets.
31

 Moreover, in view of the 

resemblance of thought between Did 11:8 and Matt 7:15–20,
32

 it is probable that “the 

way of the Lord” refers to general ethical behaviour, as the context of the Sermon on 

the Mount indicates. Hence, it would be more natural to interpret the way of the Lord 

in 11:8 as the ethical teachings in the Two Ways section, which is given as the 

teaching of the Lord (1:1). 

There is another problematic saying in Did 11:11, where the community is 

told not to judge a tested prophet for their actions “for the earthly mystery of the 

church” (eivj musth,rion kosmiko.n evkklhsi,aj), as long as they do not teach others to 

do the same. Some scholars try to relate the saying to Eph 5:32: “This mystery is 

profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church.” They thus interpret 

it as referring to spiritual marriages between prophet and prophetess.
33

 Draper 

suggests that by the social standard at that time, such spiritual marriages would be 

offensive to the public, and to the Didache community in particular.
34

 However, such 

interpretation must at best be speculations.
35

 The only thing certain is that some of 

the prophets act in ways that may invite judgment from others, as some of the ancient 

prophets did. This may include spiritual marriage, but not necessarily limited to it.
36

 

The Didache deems such behaviour acceptable for a true prophet, though not to be 

imitated by other believers. 

These instructions concerning the authenticity of prophets may reflect two 

dangers to which the community need to respond. First, it reflects the existence of 
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pretenders who “come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening 

wolves.” (Matt 7:15). Such pretenders with evil motives can cause destruction (Did 

11:2), not only to individuals but also to the community as a whole, by bringing in 

undesirable behaviour into the society. Second, though less obviously, it may also 

reflect the existence of different teachings, the truth of which is not immediately 

discernible by the content of the teaching itself.
37

 It may then cause confusion among 

community members, thus jeopardizing the solidarity of the group. This is especially 

the case when the prophets claim to be speaking in the Spirit, a situation that the 

Didache prohibit the community to judge. In case these “teachings in the Spirit” are 

in tension with the general norm of the community, the group norm that maintains 

the unity of the community will be in danger of being weakened. Some means have 

to be provided to check such danger, but at the same time maintaining the authority 

of the Spirit. 

In conclusion, the instructions about apostles and prophets suggest that there 

were pressing problems for the community.
38

 Admittedly, one has to be cautions in 

reconstructing the historical reality of itinerant charismatics from the limited 

evidence of the Didache, as Henderson correctly points out, but the regulations still 

reflect “a whole range of stresses in early Christianity.”
39

 It was necessary for the 

community to discern the authenticity of those who claim authority, in order to avoid 

the generosity of the community being abused and the community order being 

impaired by false teaching. If these threats are not guarded carefully, there could be 

serious damages for the cohesiveness of the group besides economic losses. 

Therefore the Didache provides detailed, even harsh instructions for the discernment 

of true authority, in order to protect the integrity of the community. 

                                                           
37

 Milavec, “True and False Prophets,” 124 comments that the author of the Didache acknowledge 

alternative traditions which cannot all be scorned as incompatible with “the tradition” he is defining. 

How to resolve the tension caused by these alternative teaching could be a problem the community has 

to deal with. 
38

 So Audet, La Didachè, 443, Niederwimmer, “Itinerant Radicalism,” 334, van de Huub and Flusser, 

Didache, 339, Milavec, “True and False Prophets,” 124. If Did 11–15 is a late redaction layer, as 

usually suggested, then the instructions in these chapters would still be highly relevant when the final 

form of the Didache was produced. Moreover, it should be observed that the Apostolic Constitutions 

curtails Did 11–12, indicating that those instructions have lost much relevance for the situation of the 

church then.  
39

 Henderson, “Didache and Orality,” 293. 



147 
 

5.2.2 Receiving Other Christians (Did 12) 

After discussing the apostles and prophets, the Didache turns to give 

instructions about “everyone who comes in the name of the Lord” (12:1). Did 12 is 

perhaps one of the least discussed chapter in the whole writing.
40

 However, these 

instructions concerning “non-charismatic” Christians reflect no less struggle of the 

early Christian communities. 

Did 12 instructs the community on how to receive both passing Christians 

(12:2) and those who want to settle (12:3–5), with 12:1 giving a general principle for 

both cases. The general principle is that all Christians arriving at the community is to 

be received and only after that they are to be tested for authenticity.
41

 Besides the 

practical reason that time is needed for discerning the authenticity of the new-comer, 

the instruction also concerns the shaping of the community. It tries to uphold the 

generosity, which is a mark for the church, while cautioning the community to stay 

alert for swindlers. This indicates a tension between the self-understanding of the 

Christian community and the daily situation with which it needs to deal. 

To those passers-by, the community is to help them as much as possible (o[son 

du,nasqe). Moreover, these travelers are not allowed to stay more than two or three 

days, a regulation similar to 11:5, but with a slightly looser standard. This contrast in 

the allowed duration of stay reflects the common phenomenon of requiring higher 

standard for leaders. 

Next, the Didache introduces a new situation, that is, some Christians arriving 

at the community and seeking to settle within it. Three scenarios are discussed. First, 

if the settler is a craftsman (tecni,thj), he is to earn himself a living by working with 

his own skill (12:3). Second, if he has no craft, the community is to provide a way for 

him so that he will not live in idleness (12:4). This probably refers to finding for the 

settler a job that he can handle, so that he can earn his living. Lastly, if the settler 

refuses to earn his own living, then he is considered as a “Christ-peddler” 
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(criste,mporoj), 42
 and the community is to be on guard against such people 

(prose,cete avpo. tw/n toiou,twn). This probably means the expulsion of the idler from 

the community. 

It is not the purpose of this study to give a detailed discussion of the origin of 

these travelling Christians. However, it should be remarked that there is no evidence 

to relate them to the Jewish Wars or the Bar Kochba revolt, as Patterson suggests.
43

 

At the time of the early church, travelers usually need the support of friends or local 

communities on their journey. This is sufficient to account for their passing through 

the community. Moreover, those seeking to settle may be the result of local 

persecutions, like those described in Acts 8:1; 18:2. Hence, there is nothing to 

suggest an association with the Jewish Wars and revolts in Palestine in particular. 

In conclusion, Did 12 again shows tensions experienced by the Didache 

community. The generosity displayed in receiving and supporting fellow Christians 

forms part of the self-understanding of the community, as also indicated in the 

exhortations in 1:5 and 4:7–8. However, some of the new arrivals may be swindlers 

that threaten the well-being of the community. Hence regulations are to be given to 

protect the community from being abused and its order being impaired. Relatively 

speaking, the danger caused by these “non-charismatic” Christians may not be as 

great as that caused by false-prophets. However, it is no less necessary for the 

community to guard against false members who do not meet the norm required for 

ensuring its harmony. 

5.2.3 Settling Prophets (Did 13) 

After giving instructions concerning Christians arriving at the community, the 

Didache once again turns its attention to prophets among the community. General 

principles (13:1–2) are followed by detailed instructions (13:3–7). In contrast to non-

charismatic settlers, who are to earn their own living, the prophets who settle among 

the community, as well as the teachers, were supplied for their living by the 
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community, with the premise that they were true (avlhqino,j). While the prophets are 

described explicitly as “willing to settle” (qe,lwn kaqh/sqai), indicating their previous 

itinerancy, nothing is mentioned about the teachers’ previous state.
44

 Did 13:2 clearly 

indicates that they formed a group distinct from the prophets, but they were to be 

treated like the prophets. 

The commands in Did 13, which have several features parallel with the 

commands of first-fruit offerings in the Old Testament, show clearly roots in Judaism, 

but at the same time they show deviations from the Jewish roots.
45

 One striking 

feature to be noted is the recognition of the prophets as “your high priests” (oi` 

avrcierei/j u`mw/n). This shows that the community recognizes the authority of the 

religion leaders in the Old Testament cultic system, but transfers it freely to the new 

ecclesiastical situation.
46

 It may parallel the reaction of Judaism that transferred the 

tithes originally for the priests to the rabbis after the destruction of the Jerusalem 

temple.
47

 Therefore, it reflects a re-establishment of leadership under changed 

circumstances after a crisis. 

The inclusion of money in the first-fruit offerings to the prophets (13:7) is in 

striking contrast with the regulations in Did 11, in which both apostles and prophets 

are forbidden to ask for money. It indicates that the command of offering first-fruit is 

more than merely providing the prophets’ necessities of living. It has more to do with 

the distribution of the community’s resources, as well as establishing the authority of 

the prophets and teachers among the community.
48

 Moreover, Did 13:4 provides an 
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alternative in case there is no prophets among the community. In that case, the first-

fruit offering is to be given to the poor. This contingency plan shows that the offering 

of the first-fruit is a routine of the community, to be performed regardless the 

situation of the community. Hence Draper is not far off the mark when he asserts that 

Did 13 may reflect a crisis in the allocation of revenues.
49

 The utmost concern is thus 

again the order and harmony of the community. 

Unlike Did 11–12, the concern for abuses of the community’s generosity is 

dropped in Did 13. Instead of guarding against swindlers from outside, the attention 

is shifted to establishing and maintaining order for the ingroup, a concern that would 

be carried on to Did 14–15. The status and authority of the residential prophets and 

teachers are established, and their living is provided for, so that the community could 

have a more stable leadership. These instructions also regulate the distribution of 

resources within the group. One can thus see the relevance of Did 13 to preventing 

conflicts, or resolving them in case conflicts have already arisen. Competition for 

resources and status inconsistency are two common origins of conflict.
50

 Hence, clear 

instructions for the distribution of resources and articulation of the status of the 

leaders are necessary for maintaining the harmony of the community. Moreover, the 

commands on first-fruit offering also show a transition of the church from its Jewish 

roots. New practices have to be regulated as old practices of offering to the priests 

are no longer valid. 

5.2.4 Pure Sacrifice and Reconciliation (Did 14) 

Did 14:1 mentions “the Lord’s (day) of the Lord” (kuriakh.n de. kuri,ou). This 

seemingly redundant phrase has invited speculations on its meaning,
51

 but probably 
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is an emphasis on the Christian day of worship, in contrast to the Sabbath.
52

 On that 

day, the community is to “break bread and give thanks” (kla,sate a;rton kai. 

euvcaristh,sate). These recalls the Eucharist in Did 9–10.
53

 However, as 

Niederwimmer correctly observes, these commands only serve as an introduction to 

the central statement in 14:1b.
54

 Hence, the focus is on confession of transgressions 

and reconciliation rather than on the Sunday worship as such. 

Did 14:1 states that members of the community are to confess their 

transgressions in order that “your sacrifice may be pure” (kaqara. h` qusi,a u`mw/n h=|). 

In view of the exhortation in Did 14:2, which is obviously closely connected to 14:1 

through the contrast between “your sacrifice may be pure” and “your sacrifice be 

profaned”, the main transgression considered here would be disputes among 

community members.
55

 Here the breaking of bread and thanksgiving are understood 

as sacrifices,
56

 and quarrels among the community are regarded as defilement, so that 

“warring fellow Christians are to be excluded temporarily from the eucharistic 

celebration (14:2).”
57

 This shows not only that the Didache supposes there would be 

disputes among community members, but also that such disputes are perceived as 

jeopardizing the community’s identity as priests that offer pure sacrifices to God. 

Therefore, members in dispute must be reconciled before they can participate in the 

community’s ritual. 

The Didache then cites Mal 1:11, 14 in support of its exhortations. It may be 

noted that Mal 1:11 is linked to Did 14:1–2 through the catchwords “pure sacrifice” 

(qusi,an kaqara,n). This highlights again that the central concern of Did 14 is the 
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purity of the community, understood in terms of clean conscience of the members, 

especially free from disputes. 

5.2.5 Local Officials (Did 15:1–2) 

In 15:1–2, the Didache returns to the issue of community leaders. It concerns 

the selection or appointment
58

 of bishops and deacons (evpisko,pouj kai. diako,nouj). 

These officials have to be “worthy of the Lord” (avxi,ouj tou/ kuri,ou), meaning that 

they should be men of gentle temper, not money loving, truthful and proved (a;ndraj 

praei/j kai. avfilargu,rouj kai. avlhqei/j kai. dedokimasme,nouj). The list bears some 

resemblances to requirements for church leaders in 1 Tim 3, Ti 1, and 1 Pet 5. Hence 

these are probably common qualifications of leaders in the early church. 

Since the combination of bishop (evpisko,poj) and deacon (diako,noj) appears 

already in Phil 1:1, it is possible that these were already existing positions in the 

Didache community.
59

 The functions of bishops and deacons for the community are 

comparable to those of prophets and teachers (15:1). However, instead of specifying 

their functions, the comparison to prophets and teachers serves two other purposes in 

the context. First, it motivates the preceding list of qualities required of the bishops 

and deacons.
60

 From the instructions in Did 13, it is obvious that prophets and 

teachers were held in high esteem by the community. By comparing the local 

officials with them, the importance of the local officials will be highlighted, and 

hence the importance of their having suitable quality will be stressed. Second, putting 

the bishops and deacons at the same level as the prophets and teachers implies that 

they have the same honour (15:2). The community is thus commanded not to 

disregard (u`perora,w) the bishops and deacons. 
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These admonitions in Did 15:2 may reflect a tension between local officials 

and incoming charismatics.
61

 When different figures of authority exist 

simultaneously within a community, competition over power can easily occur, which 

may lead to conflict, especially when there is power imbalance.
62

 Though 

exhortations to regard community leaders are common,
63

 the negative expression “do 

not disregard” in Did 15:2 suggests that this may not be merely an ordinary reminder, 

but a response to actual problems. The problem may have arisen from unworthy 

occupants of the positions of bishops and deacons.
64

 This possibility also explains the 

emphasis on the qualities of these officials in 15:1. On the other hand, de Halleux 

suggests that “[e]ven excellent pastors, the bishops and deacons, can be despised 

because they are non-charismatic,”
65

 or, to borrow Jesus’ words, “a prophet is not 

without honour except in his hometown and in his own household.” (Matt 13:57). It 

is possible that the Didachist either knew of such situation among the communities, 

or foresaw potential conflicts arising. 

When the local officials are not given due regard, several consequences could 

follow. First, this could affect their ability to exercise their responsibilities and 

leadership in the community, since not enough power are designated to them.
66

 

Second, a continuous state of low power could lead to corrupting effects, thus further 

lowering the quality of these leaders.
67

 Third, conflict among leaders could escalate 

to the whole community through polarization.
68

 In view of these possible 

consequences, it is natural that the Didahce should take measures to prevent such 

conflicts from happening, and to resolve it in case conflicts already exist. 
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5.2.6 Mutual Correction and Community Duties (Did 15:3–4) 

Did 15:3 exhorts community members to correct each other. Thematically, it 

is a natural continuation of Did 14, which commands confession and reconciliation. 

Therefore, 15:1–2 is sometimes regarded as a digression.
69

 However, upon a 

comparison with the Community Rule at Qumran, van de Sandt observes that the 

themes within Did 14-15 appear in the same sequence as in 1QS 5:10b–25. He thus 

claims that the arrangement of Did 14–15 may reflect a tradition in which inspection 

of quality of the members led to the topic of reproof of offending members in 

general.
70

 Moreover, Did 15:3 can be seen as a suitable comment following Did 

14:1–15:2. After mentioning different aspects of community relations including 

members in dispute with his fellow (14:1–3), necessary qualities for the leading roles 

(15:1), and member’s regard for the leaders (15:2), it would be apt to conclude with a 

general comment on mutual correction. Hence, one may discern a coherence of 

thought in Did 14–15, instead of attributing its present form to interpolations or 

digressions. 

The exhortations in 15:3 concern not only the duty of community members to 

correct one another, but also the manner of doing so. They are to correct one another 

“not in anger but in peace” (mh. evn ovrgh/| avllV evn eivrh,nh|). This remark, while 

attributed to the authority of the gospel,
71

 also shows an awareness of common 

human responses in situations of conflict. Studies in conflict have pointed out that 

conflict is constituted by moves and countermoves during interaction.
72

 Offensive 

behaviours of one party would trigger emotion-laden reactions in the counterpart, 

which will then feedback and produce more severe reactions, thus forming an 

escalatory spiral.
73

 These common human experiences make it a pressing need for the 

Didache to warn against anger in the community’s mutual corrections. 
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The aim of mutual correction is the repentance of the members at fault. 

Nevertheless, it is possible a member refuses to repent. Hence, instructions are 

provided for such cases. The community is not to speak to the unrepentant person, 

and not to let him hear from them, until that person repents. The inclusion of this 

instruction in the Didache indicates that the community would probably encounter 

some unrepentant members from time to time. 

The command for mutual correction is followed by another general 

exhortation for the community in 15:4. Audet observes that 15:3 and 15:4 both 

concerns more common incidence than other instructions in this part of the Didache, 

and both verses refer to the gospel.
74

 Hence, 15:4 may be more closely connected to 

its immediate context than it might appear at first sight. It reminds the community 

that the regulations on community order, not only those in 14:1–15:3, but also the 

whole section starting from Did 11, are aimed at allowing the community to perform 

its duties, including prayers and almsgiving, as taught by the Lord. Hence, 15:4 is an 

appropriate conclusion of the whole section on community order. Furthermore, the 

mention of prayer, which is a main focus in Did 8–10, also serves as a link to the 

previous section. 

5.2.7 Concluding Summary 

The church order in Did 11–15 reflects two aspects of concern for the 

community. The first is the necessity to discern the authenticity of those arriving at 

the community. The community has to guard against its generosity being exploited, 

while not denying its responsibility to support fellow Christians and leaders (Did 11–

12). The second aspect concerns harmony of the group. Those tested leaders are to be 

treated appropriately (Did 13; 15:1–2), and grudges between community members 

have to be prevented, or resolved as best as possible in case dispute has already 

arisen (Did 14; 15:3). Solidarity and order of the community have to be maintained 
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so that the community can perform its responsibilities properly (15:4). The whole 

section forms a coherent unit, aiming at avoiding incidences that endanger the 

cohesiveness of the community. 

From the regulations in this church order, one may discern some of the 

tensions within the Didache community. On the one hand, the precision of the 

instructions concerning incoming charismatics, as well as ordinary Christians, 

indicates that the community was experiencing problems on issues concerning 

incomers. On the other hand, the instructions on confession, reconciliation, and 

mutual correction reveal an awareness of possible ingroup conflicts common to most 

communities. Such scenarios were likely to happen in the Didache community from 

time to time. Hence, regulations have to be given so that the community would know 

what to do in such cases. 

5.3 Community Rituals (Did 7–10) 

Did 7–10 gives instructions on several rituals, including baptism (Did 7), 

fasting, prayers (Did 8), and Eucharist/meal ritual (Did 9–10). As Schöllgen observes, 

the instructions in these chapters do not provide a comprehensive teaching on the 

rituals. Rather, they are selective and sometimes concern only secondary issues.
75

 

This selective nature suggests that these instructions were given in response to actual 

problems of the community. 

Before looking at the details of the instructions, two general remarks should 

be made. First, the rituals mentioned have deep Jewish roots.
76

 Moreover, the 

Didache gives very little explanation for these practices, only stating how the 

community is to perform them. Therefore, it is likely that these instructions are not 

introducing new practices. Instead, they aim at regulating those existing practices of 

the community.
77

 By giving these regulations, the Didache may serve to transmit and 

unify these rituals among the early church. Second, liturgical experiences inform the 

understanding of moral teachings (Did 1–6) and the instructions on church order (Did 
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11–15).
78

 Instructions of rituals not only regulate the practices itself, but could affect 

a community’s worldview, identity, and attitudes. In particular, it is observed that 

Christological elements are more prominent in Did 7–10 than in the preceding Two 

Ways section.
79

 This suggests that the ritual section could reveal more about the self-

understanding of the early Christians as distinct to other groups, especially other 

Jewish groups. 

5.3.1 Baptism (Did 7) 

Did 7 gives instructions on baptism. Several issues concerning the baptismal 

rite are dealt with in this brief instruction. First of all, a pre-baptismal instruction is 

mentioned (7:1a). In the present form of the Didache, it is apparent that “having said 

all these beforehand” (tau/ta pa,nta proeipo,ntej) refers to the Two Ways instructions 

in Did 1–6. However, it is not clear that the Two Ways in Did 1–6 were meant to be 

recited verbatim before the rite of baptism.
80

 As van de Sandt and Flusser cautions, 

the later lines of demarcation between catechetical instruction and liturgical 

celebration were not drawn so sharply in the first century.
81

 The instruction also 

includes a “baptismal formula” (7:1b, 3).
82

 The Trinitarian formula is usually 

regarded as an later development from an earlier practice of baptizing “in the name 

of the Lord” (Did 9:5).
83

 However, it should be noted that the context of Did 9:5 is 

not about baptism as such, but concerns the criterion for participating in the Eucharist. 

Therefore it is not necessary to assume that Did 9:5 preserves the actual formula used 

in baptism. It is possible that “in the name of the Lord” is meant to be a shorthand of 

the actual formula as recorded in Did 7. The repetition of the Trinitarian formula in 

Did 7 indicates that when the final form of the Didache was produced, the formula 

was already integral to the baptismal rite.
84

 Nothing polemical concerning the 
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baptismal formula is evident in Did 7, neither is there any elaboration on the theology 

of baptism, although such a Trinitarian formula certainly distinguishes the Christian 

baptism from its Jewish counterpart.
85

 The text simply stresses a common practice of 

the early church, which is presented as the proper way to perform baptism. 

Much more attention is paid to the type of baptismal water to be used. Did 7:1 

shows that living water (u[dati zw/nti), meaning spring or river water, is to be used by 

default. The preference of living water for liturgical uses was common in Jewish as 

well as Greco-Roman practices.
86

 However, concessions are then given in 7:2–3 for 

situations when the preferred types of water are not available. Such regulations are 

paralleled in Jewish halakhic debates on ritual washings as seen in the Mishnah.
87

 

These concessions clearly indicate that there were concerns for communities that, 

owing to their geographical locations and/or seasonal and climatic factors, had 

difficulty in performing baptism with the most preferable type of water. 

From a social-scientific perspective, the concern for baptismal water in the 

Didache may not only be a practical problem, but could have important implications 

for the stability of the Christian community. Since the rite of baptism, besides a rite 

of initiation, was likely to be considered to have actual cleansing effect for the 

participants, its effectiveness is an essential issue that could affect the integration of 

the participant into the community. If the baptism performed in some of the 

communities are considered by other as ineffective, the solidarity of the whole 

church is endangered.
88

 In order to resolve such tensions, the Didache legitimizes the 

baptism performed by those communities that have no access to the best type of 
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water. At the same time, the solemnity of the baptismal rite is upheld by classifying 

the types of waters into ranks, so that communities still have to seek for the best 

possible kind of baptismal water. 

The last instruction about baptism in Did 7 concerns pre-baptismal fasting 

(7:4). The instruction specifies the people to be included and the duration of the fast. 

Several characteristics of this instruction may be noted. First, in addition to 

transmitting the practice of the ritual, the instructions on the pre-baptismal fasting in 

the Didache may also serve the function of unifying the practice of this ritual in 

different local communities. This could be a precaution against disputes, and a means 

to regulate the situation in case disputes have already occurred. Especially in that 

period of the early church when the church institutes were still in the process of 

formation, this possibility of dispute over the performance of rituals should not be 

ignored. Second, besides the baptizer and the baptized, “others who are able” (tinej 

a;lloi du,nantai) are also called to participate in the fast. From this one sees that the 

cohesiveness of the community is a concern. The occasion of this fundamental ritual 

is utilized to enhance the solidarity of the community. Third, it is possible that the 

one or two days’ period of fast can serve to produce in a Gentile convert a sense of 

separation from the pagan world, since fasting involves repentance and remissions of 

sins,
89

 and may in addition signify a cleansing from food sacrificed to idols.
90

 This 

indicates a tension between the self-identification of the community with the 

surrounding society. Fourth, van de Sandt observes that fasting one or two days 

before the baptism, which is to be held on Sundays, would entail a violation of the 

Sabbath, in which fasting is not allowed.
91

 He thus concludes that the Didache 

community has at least partially dropped the observance of the Jewish Sabbath. If 

that is the case, the instruction in Did 7:4 may reflect a separation of the Didache 

community form its Jewish roots. 

In summary, Did 7 deals with those details of the baptismal rite which could 

possibly become problematic due to various situations of local Christian 
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communities. Differences in the practice of baptism, a rite which was of fundamental 

importance to the early church, could potentially cause tension among Christian 

communities. Through regulating these practices, the Didache serves to unify the 

practice of baptism among its communities, and hence enhancing their cohesiveness. 

Moreover, several elements of the instruction, such as the Trinitarian formula and the 

pre-baptismal fasting, reflect a separation of the Christian community from its Jewish 

roots. This makes it more important to reshape the Christian identity against the 

Jewish background. 

5.3.2 Fasting and Prayers (Did 8) 

After the instructions on baptism, the Didache turns to give instructions on 

two other rituals that were to be regularly performed by the early Christians, namely, 

the bi-weekly fasting and praying three times a day. It is possible that these 

instructions are placed after the instructions on baptism owing to the catchword “fast” 

(nhsteu,w),
92

 without a strong logical reason for this sequence. Draper goes so far as 

to suggest that Did 8 is a “sudden intrusion of material” that “reflects the emergence 

of new social tensions and exigencies.”
93

 However, it would not be unnatural to deal 

with the rituals of fasting and prayer in a section that concerns several other 

community rituals. Moreover, the polemic against rival groups (the “hypocrites”) 

explicit in Did 8 is also implicit in other chapters of Did 7–10.
94

 Hence, the teachings 

in Did 8 indeed fit well with its context in the Didache. 

The most striking feature of Did 8 is the twice references to the “hypocrites” 

(u`pokrith,j). The use of such harsh language indicates the existence of an rival group, 

which obviously is of Jewish background, though the precise identity of this group is 

debated.
95

 It seems clear that by separating from the “hypocrites”, the Didache is 
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guarding against some sort of adherence with Judaism. Fasting and Prayer were two 

common practices of Jews. The Didache does not reject these practices as such, but it 

commands alternative ways to perform these rituals. This serves to create a 

differentiation between the Didache community and the rival group. The need for 

such differentiation highlights the tension between the two groups. 

In contrast to the polemic against Pharisees in Matt 6, the instruction on 

fasting in Did 8 does not concern secrecy of the action or the motive of fasting. 

Instead, it focuses only on the days of fasting. Bradshaw suggests that the choice of 

Monday and Thursday as fasting days by the Jews is related to these being market 

days in Palestine.
96

 On the other hand, the choice for Wednesday and Friday as 

alternatives has not found satisfactory explanations.
97

 Besides some practical 

considerations, such as not to fast on two consecutive days, it is probable that these 

days were picked with the sole purpose of distinguishing the Christian communities 

from the Jews. 

Concerning the practices of prayer, the Didache advices Christians to pray the 

prayer “as the Lord commanded in his Gospel” (w`j evke,leusen ò ku,rioj evn tw/| 

euvaggeli,w| auvtou/) three times a day (8:2–3). The prayer in Did 8:2 is almost identical 

to the Lord’s prayer in Matthew, with only slight variations. It seems that the 

Didachist at least knew the Lord’s prayer attested in Matthew, even if the textual 
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agreement may be attributed to a common liturgical tradition.
98

 Praying three times a 

day was a well established Jewish practice,
99

 and the Didache has no objection to it. 

However, the Didache proposes an alternative prayer for the Christians in 

substitution for that used by the Jews.
100

 In the Didache, unlike in Matthew, the 

motive and attitude of the prayers are not mentioned. Only the content of the prayer 

is concerned in the instruction. Indeed, there are debates about contents of regular 

prayers among rabbis, as witnessed in the Mishnah.
101

 In this regard, the Didache 

may be considered as one of the voices among such debates. However, designating 

the opponents as “hypocrites” again shows that the Didache community was in 

tension with other Jewish communities, and some kind of separation was already in 

progress.
102

 Reciting a different prayer, like fasting on different days, marks the 

Didache community as a distinct group from its Jewish opponent. 

The polemic in Did 8 presumes “an ongoing, close contact between the 

communities reflected here and their Jewish environment.”
103

 However, it would be 

an overstatement to assert that Did 8 reflects a solely “inner Jewish debate.”
104

 

Rather, the instructions show that the Didache community was at least “in the 

process of separating themselves from the religious communion of Israel.”
105

 By 

altering the practices of fasting and prayers, and by vilifying the opponent as 

hypocrites, the Didache seeks to define the Christian community as a new group 

distinct from the rival group. It is possible, as Murray suggests, that “some Christian 

Gentiles had maintained Jewish rites from the very beginning of their Christian 
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experience, without viewing such behaviour as contradictory to their belief in Jesus 

or their identity as Christians.”
106

 However, as the rift between Christians and Jews 

widened, a sharper distinction between Jewish and Christian identities is needed. 

5.3.3 Eucharist (Did 9–10) 

Did 9–10 gives instructions on the community’s thanksgiving (euvcaristi,a). 

Prayer over the cup (9:2) and prayer over the bread (9:3–4) are followed by a 

thanksgiving after the meal (10:1–6). There are debates on the precise nature of the 

occasion described in these two chapters.
107

 However, it is obvious that the meal is 

sacramental as well as a real meal.
108

 The prescribed prayers and the restriction of the 

participants only to the baptized clearly indicate the ritual nature of the meal. 

Several characteristics of the instructions in Did 9–10 should be noted. First, 

words of the prayers for different parts of the ritual are given in detail. The purpose is 

probably to prescribe a fixed pattern of prayers,
109

 although some parts of the prayer 

may be variable.
110

 It is possible that the community is required to follow these 

regulations in order to make the ritual properly “work” or obtain its objective.
111

 It 

may also reflect the existence of some local communities using formulas that the 

Didachist considered to be insufficient, thus constituting an abuse of the ritual.
112

 In 

that case, the regulations in Did 9–10 would serve to unify and legitimize the ritual 
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among various Christian communities, so that the cohesiveness of the church would 

not be weakened by controversies about the effectiveness of the rituals. 

Second, it is clear that Jewish roots lie behind these prayers.
113

 However, the 

prayers in the Didache are significantly deviated from their Jewish roots. One 

significant deviation is the spiritualization of God’s gifts.
114

 The focus of the ritual is 

not on the material food and drink, but the spiritual food and drink, that is, the life 

and knowledge signified by the ritual elements. Earthly abundance is replaced by 

spiritual and eschatological blessings, which only the Christian community is to 

obtain from God. Moreover, the role of Jesus in God’s bestowing the blessings is 

emphasized. The gifts from God are “made known to us through Jesus your servant” 

(9:2, 3; 10:2). This further distinguishes the Christian community from other Jewish 

communities. Similarly, the eschatological hope of the Israel is transferred to the 

church. It is the church that God will gather into his kingdom (9:4; 10:5), preserve 

from all evil and make perfect in his love (10:5). Hence Did 9–10 clearly shows a 

“shift from Israel to the church, from the temple to the community.”
115

 It shows a 

“Gentile-oriented refashioning” that represents “a discontinuity in the people-of-God 

concept,” and hence indicates “a community which has lost this sense of group 

identity within a Jewish matrix.”
116

 While the Jewish influence is still prominent, the 

traditions are sufficiently transformed to show the distinctiveness of the church. It 

witnesses the rift between Christians and non-Christian Jews, as they are rival 

claimers of God’s promises. 

Third, the Eucharist ritual also places a sharp distinction between insiders and 

outsiders. In Did 10:5, those who have not been baptized are prohibited from taking 

part in the Eucharist.
117

 The prohibition is supported by the Lord’s word, “do not 
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give to dogs what is holy.” What is holy here is not only the community meal, but 

also the sacramental celebration.
118

 It reflects an awareness of the danger of abusing 

the ritual. This danger has two aspects. First, it concerns the effectiveness of the 

ritual, since purity is an essential requirement for the performance of sacraments. 

Second, there is the danger of mixing up the Christian and Jewish understandings of 

God’s promise, since the Jewish character of the ritual is still prominent. By 

restricting the Eucharist to those already baptized, who have been taught and have 

confessed the essential teachings of the church, the Didache ensures that all 

participants in the ritual would correctly understand its significance, especially the 

distinct identity of the church as signified in the prayers. The restriction on the 

participants of the Eucharist indicates a strong need to guard this important 

community ritual from being polluted. 

Finally, there is a concern for the roles of prophets in the Eucharist. in Did 

10:7, an allowance is given for the prophets to “give thanks as much as they desire” 

(euvcaristei/n o[sa qe,lousin). This switches the focus to the organization of the 

community itself, and serves as a connection to Did 11–15. The meaning of this 

command is debated. It may grant the right for the prophets to add their own prayers 

after the preceding rituals, or allows the prophets to formulate the meal prayers 

without being limited by the given paradigms.
119

 It may also mean that the prophets 

could hold Eucharist as often as they like.
120

 Contrarily, Milavec regards the main 

purpose of the verse as restricting the roles of the prophets in the Eucharist instead of 

granting them authority.
121

 In his view, the mention of prophets in 10:7 may reflect 

the tension between prophets and local officials in 15:1–2. However, there is no 

evidence in Did 9–10 that there are problems about who is going to preside over the 

Eucharist. Hence, Milavec’s interpretation seems far-fetched. It is more likely that 

the concern of the regulation is on the order of the whole Eucharist ritual. In one 
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aspect, the allowance given to the prophets is similar to the concession of baptismal 

water in 7:2–3. Both instructions allow certain extent of freedom within the boundary 

of acceptable behaviours, so that the community could adapt to various situations 

without stepping outside the bound of acceptability. 

In summary, the meal ritual does not only provide an opportunity for the 

community to gather and share, it also expresses the faith and hope of the community, 

and serves to draw both extramural and intramural boundaries.
122

 In Did 9–10, one 

sees an attempt to regulate the Eucharist by prescribing proper procedures and 

prayers for the ritual. It reflects an effort to avoid controversies, which would 

possibly arise if there were significant differences in the understanding or 

performance of the ritual.
123

 The prescribed prayers and the restriction on participants 

also help to distinguish the Christians from other Jewish communities. The need to 

do so reflects an increasing rift between the church and non-Christian Jews, which 

prompts the church to define its identity more clearly. On the other hand, the freedom 

given to prophets shows an awareness of the danger of imposing too strict rules. Due 

respect is given to the authoritative figures in the community. This can be seen as an 

attempt to avoid power clash within the community. 

5.3.4 Concluding Summary 

Social scientists suggest that the rituals of a community could have important 

roles for creating and maintaining the solidarity of that community. Generally 

speaking, rituals can serve to symbolize the community’s goals and values, and 

hence provide expressions for that community’s identity and self-understanding.
124

 

Rituals also transmit culture, and exercise constrains on social behaviour.
125

 In the 

Didache, one sees that the instructions on community rituals serve to construct and 

consolidate the identity of community members. The baptism symbolize their 
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incorporation into the group. The fasting, prayers, and Eucharistic meals provide 

external expressions for the group’s particular identity as distinct from other groups, 

and remind members of their future hopes. 

However, in real life situations, inconsistency in ritual practices are bound to 

occur. Therefore, rituals can be both a source of unity and a cause of conflict.
126

 

Hence, the practice of rituals in the community has to be regulated. This is one of the 

possible purposes of Did 7–10. Instructions on several important rituals of the early 

church, including baptism, fasting, prayer and Eucharist are given, so that local 

communities can keep in line with the authoritative teaching.
127

 Behind these 

instructions is a concern for the unity and cohesiveness of the church. 

The ritual instructions in the Didache is governed by the principal of purity, 

which is also a core concept connecting the whole document.
128

 In Did 7–10, 

potential dangers can be seen in discrepancies in the understanding and performance 

of rituals, the presence of outsiders in the Eucharist, and the blurring of group 

boundaries by following rival communities’ ritual practices. Therefore, the ritual 

section of the Didache is not merely a transmission of ritual traditions, but also an 

effort to avoid these dangers and to maintain the harmony of the community. 

5.4 The Two Ways (Did 1–6) 

Since the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Two Ways section of Did 1–

6 is recognized as stemming from Jewish traditions. However, the Didache does not 

just reproduce these traditions, but shows signs of redactions, which indicate that the 

traditional materials were adopted and adapted to be applied to the Didache 

community. Moreover, certain instructions in this section show signs of 

interpolations on the source materials. These interpolations may also reflect the 

particular concerns of the Didachist. Therefore, the selection and details of the 

instructions may reveal the concerns of the Didache community. Hence, by paying 
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attention to the characteristics of the Didache’s Two Ways section, one may also 

gain insights into the tensions experienced by the community. 

5.4.1 Jewish Roots and Christianization 

Did 1–6 clearly shows adherence to Jewish traditions. For example, in the 

teknon section (Did 3), the authority of the Decalogue is simply assumed.
129

 The 

section’s conceptual framework and literary expressions from light to weighty sins 

also resemble rabbinic discussions.
130

 This shows that the Didache community was 

to some extent still living in the ambit of the Torah.
131

 However, the “Torah 

observance” must be qualified by the insertion of Christianized materials into the 

Two Ways tradition.
132

 This is especially clear in the sectio evangelica (1:3–2:1), 

which is usually regarded as an interpolation of Jesus traditions in the Two Ways 

source.
133

 In the Didache, these sayings of Jesus are represented as being in 

continuity with the Mosaic Law,
134

 but more authoritative, since it is presented at the 

beginning of the Two Ways teaching, rendering what follows as the “second 

commandment of the teaching” (deute,ra de. evntolh. th/j didach/j).135
 Moreover, the 

subsuming of the ethical instructions under the double love commandment and a 

negative form of the Golden Rule (1:2) as governing principles may also show 

influences of Christian traditions.
136

 Therefore, the Two Ways section in the Didache 

may be described as a Christianized Jewish tradition of ethical teachings. 

This Christianizing of the Jewish Two Ways tradition indicates that the 

Didache community was undergoing a development in the Christian self-identity 
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over against traditional Judaism.
137

 While still adopting the Jewish tradition of ethical 

instructions, the Didache community accepts a higher authority than the Jewish 

tradition for the interpretation of the Torah. This would definitely cause tensions with 

other Jewish groups. Social-scientific studies show that competition of authoritative 

claims produces an either/or power structure, which leads to repulsion of the rival 

group(s).
138

 Although the Two Ways section of the Didache is not as polemical as 

Did 8, one may still discern the Jewish-Christian tension implicit in it. 

5.4.2 Perfection 

The Christianization of the Two Ways tradition also bears implications for the 

interpretation of the exhortation about “perfection” in 6:2. Did 6:2–3 is a crucial 

passage for interpreting the Didache community’s stance on Judaism and the Torah. 

The passage is missing in the Two Ways tradition in Barnabas, the Doctrina 

Apostolorum, and the Apostolic Constitutions. Hence, these two verses are usually 

considered as a later addition to the original ending of the Two Ways source (6:1), 

and hence a direct indicator of the Didachist’s concern.
139

 

Did 6:2 reads: eiv me.n ga.r du,nasai basta,sai o[lon to.n zugo.n tou/ kuri,ou 

te,leioj e;sh| eiv dV ouv du,nasai o] du,nh| tou/to poi,ei (if you can bear the whole yoke of 

the Lord, you will be perfect, but if you cannot, do what you can.) This verse may be 

taken from some traditional sayings, but what this verse means in the Didache must 

be determined by the present context, and it is this meaning that would reflect the 

situation of the Didache community.
140

 It is clear that the Didache here sets for 

Christians a target of perfection, which is to be achieved by bearing the whole yoke 

of the Lord. However, it also reflects the reality that some Christians are not meeting 

this standard of perfection, and hence a concession is given. What is mostly debated 

is the meaning of “the whole yoke of the Lord.” No evidence in the Didache supports 
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those old interpretations which regard the yoke as referring to sexual asceticism.
141

 In 

recent scholarship, one major opinion is that the phrase refers to the whole Torah, 

since it is the traditional meaning of zugo,n in Jewish texts.
142

 Then it would suggest 

that the Didache community is still fully Torah-observant, and prefers the Gentile 

Christians to observe the whole Torah,
143

 even though a “flexible timetable” is 

allowed for Gentiles to become a full Jew.
144

 Moreover, this interpretation suggests 

that “false teachers” indicated in 6:1 refer to those who teach that perfection can be 

attained without observing the whole Torah.
145

 Nevertheless, several commentators 

observe that the qualification tou/ kuri,ou, as well as the addition of the sectio 

evangelica into the Two Ways tradition, indicate that the yoke is now the Torah as 

interpreted by Jesus Christ, or by the Christian community under the influence of the 

Jesus tradition.
146

 Such “Christianization” of the Torah already shows some extent of 

deviation from the original meaning of the yoke as the Torah in Jewish traditions.
147

 

Hence, the concept of perfection and the yoke of the Lord in Did 6:2 cannot be 

interpreted solely on the basis of traditional Jewish understandings. 
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One biblical passage particularly relevant to Did 6:2 is Matt 11:28–30.
148

 The 

latter passage also mentions the Lord’s yoke, which probably refers to Jesus’ 

interpretation of the Torah.
149

 Although the contexts of the two passages are different, 

the Matthean passage at least indicates that the early church had an understanding of 

God’s requirement for his people different from the Jewish teachings, and was thus 

involved in a struggle with Jewish communities for authoritative claims.
150

 Therefore, 

it is possible that the Didache also has a view of Christian obligation different from 

the Jewish observance of the Torah. Moreover, the different depictions of the yoke of 

the Lord in the two passages
151

 need not imply a different reference for the yoke. 

Rather, the difference could be attributed to the different contexts. The Matthew 

passage is polemical, focusing on the contrast between Jesus’ and the Pharisees’ 

interpretations of the Law. Hence, it stresses the lightness of the yoke in comparison 

with the heavy burden the Pharisees place on God’s people. On the other hand, the 

Didache passage focus mainly on members of the community. It concerns “a tension 

between the high ideal of perfection and the more modest practical requirements.”
152

 

Hence, it stresses the effort to pursue perfection, even though Christians may 

experience their own incapability. Therefore, the different stresses need not imply 

that the Didache has a different stance towards the Torah and Judaism as compared 

to Matthew. 

Another consideration for interpreting Did 6:2 is the concept of perfection in 

other passages in the Didache. Besides 6:2, the adjective te,leioj also appears in 1:4, 

and the verb teleio,w occurs in 10:5 and 16:2. In 16:2, Christians are warned that they 

have to be perfected at the end, otherwise the whole time of their belief will be 

profitless. However, this passage does not shed much light on the meaning of 

perfection. In particular, nothing in this verse suggests that perfection means total 
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observance of the Torah, or becoming a full Jew. Moreover, the passive voice of 

teleiwqh/te in Did 16:2 is suggestive.
153

 It indicates that perfection is ultimately a 

divine action, thus making it unlikely that Did 16:2 is expecting Gentile Christians to 

become Torah-observing Jews. 

It is the other two occasions of the word “perfect” that is more helpful for 

understanding the concept of perfection in the Didache. In 1:4, after the command of 

turning the other cheek, the comment “and you will be perfect” (kai. e;sh| te,leioj) is 

added. Here the notion of perfection seems to be associated with the particular 

command of turning the other cheek, although the association may be extended to 

other exhortations in 1:3–4.
154

 Hence, the passage discloses that perfection is 

exhibited in the moral standard set by the Lord, especially that of loving the enemies. 

Not only does this observation confirm the interpretation that the yoke in 6:2 is not 

the Torah as such but the Christian interpretation of the law, it also shows that the 

moral aspects of the law is particularly in view when the Didache exhorts Christians 

to pursue perfection.
155

 On the other hand, in the Eucharistic prayer in 10:5, 

Christians are to pray for the Lord to preserve the church from all evil and to perfect 

her in his love, which means she will be sanctified and gathered from the four winds 

into the kingdom of the Lord. Hence, perfection here is associated with the complete 

realization of God’s promises to the church, as distinguished from personal 

perfection.
156

 These two kinds of perfection should be regarded as complementary 

descriptions of the same eschatological hope. Hartin correctly observes that in the 

Didache, the concept of perfection gives expression of the church’s identity, which 

means Christians “will attain wholeness and integrity in their relationship with God, 
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one another and themselves.”
157

 However, it should be noted that in view of the 

ethical focus in Did 1–5, the importance of moral behaviours for perfection should 

not be downplayed. For the Didache, the church’s relationship with God and with 

other people is to be realized in the moral standard of Christians. 

The above discussion shows that the “yoke of the Lord” in Did 6:2 is not the 

Torah as understood from a normative Jewish perspective, but Torah as interpreted in 

a Christian perspective. It refers to the Two Ways section itself, or the teachings of 

the Didache in general. The Didache does not require Gentile Christians to observe 

the whole Torah in a Jewish way.
158

 Rather, both Jewish and Gentile Christians are 

exhorted to “reach the highest possible standard of Christian obligations,”
159

 which is 

captured in the moral teaching in Did 1–5. However, the command about food in 6:3 

has still to be considered. Does the mention of bearing whatever one can about food 

indicates that Jewish laws are in view after all? 

The first thing to notice is that 6:3 begins with peri. de,, which is used four 

times in Did 7–15 to introduce new topics (7:1; 9:1, 3; 11:3).
160

 Hence, the 

exhortation about food should be regarded as one in this sequence of teachings. It 

gives one example of the ways of pursuing perfection, but not necessarily the most 

essential one. Therefore, the reference to food laws in 6:3 does not give a sufficient 

basis to suggest that the “whole yoke of the Lord” refers to full Torah observance in 

a Jewish way, even though some issues concerning food may be among the 

Didachist’s idea of perfection.
161

  Moreover, a closer look at 6:3 reveals that the logic 

of this verse is similar to the precepts in the teknon section, which warns against 

lighter sins for they leads to weightier sins. The more pressing issue of 6:3 is the 
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rejection of food offered to idols, which is considered to be equivalent to worship of 

dead gods. The instruction in 6:3 does not regard the apostolic decree as the 

minimum level of Torah observance,
162

 but provides the necessary measure to 

prevent Christians from having anything to do with idolatry, which is among the way 

of death (3:4; 5:1).
163

 Such an interpretation has the further advantage of making 6:3 

a more appropriate transition from the moral teachings to the ritual section that 

follows, which is related to the community’s worship of God. 

Furthermore, “bearing what you can about food” does not necessarily refer to 

the commandments regarding food in the OT and Jewish traditions.
164

 Other 

explanations are possible.
165

 In particular, Paul’s discussion in 1 Cor 8, 10 may be 

relevant.
166

 Admittedly, one has to be cautious in assuming Did 6:3 is dealing with 

the same problem as in 1 Cor. However, 1 Cor reveals that in the early church, there 

were problems about food that does not concern the Jewish food law as such. Hence, 

it is possible that the command peri. de. th/j brw,sewj o] du,nasai ba,stason in Did 6:3, 

instead of promoting the Jewish food law, refers to other issues concerning food 

among the Didache community. Moreover, the use of the word eivdwlo,qutoj in both 

passages is suggestive.
167

 This may indicate that the two passages have some similar 

concerns in view. In 1 Cor, Paul’s ultimate concern is not food, but idol worship 

(10:18–21). Hence it lends support to the suggestion that the principle concern of Did 

6:3 is not food laws but idol worship. 

In summary, there is nothing in the Didache to suggest that perfection means 

full Torah observance. Instead, perfection is compliance with the teachings of the 

community, especially those moral teachings collected in the Two Ways section, but 

also the teachings on rituals and community life. This perfection is also associated 
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with the community’s eschatological hope, as the church awaits God to gather her 

into his kingdom and make her perfect. The teaching about perfection in the Didache 

reflects two aspects of tension in the community. First, a different understanding of 

perfection causes tensions with other Jewish communities, since the church has to 

compete with these communities for the authoritative claim about the interpretation 

of God’s word, a concern also reflected in the Christianization of the Jewish Two 

Ways tradition, as well as the pressing attempts to distinguish the community from 

other Jews in Did 7–10. Second, Did 6:2 reveals a tension within the community 

itself, as Christians find themselves falling short of the standard set in Did 1–5. This 

would cause frustration among the Christians, thus producing a psychological barrier 

for members from adhering to the community.
168

 This is the reason why the 

Didachist added the concession after the original ending of the Two Ways section. 

5.4.3 Against Pagan Practices 

Some of the instructions in Did 1–6 seem to be directed particularly against 

pagan practices. The inclusion of these admonitions in the Didache reflects some 

particular concerns for the Didache community, especially for the Gentile converts 

among it. This is not to say that these instructions do not come from Jewish traditions. 

Indeed, most of these admonitions can be traced back to the OT. Nevertheless, it 

should be noted that those corresponding prohibitions in the OT are also directed 

against Gentile practices, and Israelites are warned not to imitate them. 

The first example to be noted is the list of admonitions in 2:2, where six 

prohibitions are added to four commandments from the Decalogue. The second 

admonition, you shall not commit adultery, is expanded by a pair of related 

prohibitions, you shall not corrupt children (ouv paidofqorh,seij) and you shall not 

fornicate (ouv porneu,seij). 169
 These refer to different kinds of illicit sex not 

uncommon in the ancient world.
170

 It is likely that at least some of the Gentile 

converts were not resistant to such practices before they joined the Christian 
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community. Hence, the Didache has to stress the prohibition of these sexual offenses. 

Next, between the Decalogue commandments “you shall not steal” and “you shall not 

covet what belongs to your neighbour,” two pairs of prohibitions are inserted. The 

first pair concerns practicing magic (mageu,w) and making drugs (farmakeu,w).
171 

Although magical lore and enchantments were also found among Jews,
172

 they were 

more common among pagans and especially abhorrent when practiced by Gentiles.
173

 

The second pair of prohibitions concerns abortion and killing new-born children (ouv 

foneu,seij te,knon evn fqora/| ouvde. gennhqe.n avpoktenei/j). These practices were 

accepted within Hellenistic culture as a normal mode of family limitation.
174

 In 

summary, all three pairs of addition to the Decalogue in Did 2:2 represent practices 

that Gentiles would be used to before they were converted to Christianity, and would 

be particularly odious to Jewish sensibilities.
175

 Hence, it would be necessary to 

emphasize these prohibitions to Gentile converts, in order to induce acceptable moral 

standards in them and to avoid tension between Jewish and Gentile Christians. 

The second emphasis against pagan practices can be found in the prohibition 

against idolatry in 3:4. It is the third among the five sayings in the teknon section. 

The five sayings have a consistent structure consisting of two pairs of warning and 

reason.
176

 However, the third saying has an expanded second warning, which 

contains four prohibitions,
177

 whereas the other four sayings have only two. Together 

with the first warning in 3:4, the saying warns against being omen-observer 

(oivwnosko,poj), enchanter (evpaoido,j), astrologer (maqhmatiko,j), and performing of 

purificatory rituals (perikaqai,rw). Christians should not even want to see such things 
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(mhde. qe,le auvta. ble,pein). The extended warnings indicate that the issue of idolatry 

was one of critical concern for the Didache community.
178

 Although these actions 

were also practiced by some Jews,
179

 the connection to idolatry (eivdwlolatri,a) 

suggests that they are perceived as typically pagan.
180

 The wide-spread customs of 

idolatry among Gentiles was a particular threat for the early Christians. 

One more example of admonition particularly directed against Gentiles is 

found in 5:2. Did 5 contains a vice list which is to be avoided as the way of death. 

Many of the prohibitions in Did 1–4, such as murder, adultery, idolatry, magic and 

children murdering are repeated in this chapter. Of particular interest here is the 

rebuke for “not knowing him that made them” (ouv ginw,skontej to.n poih,santa 

auvtou,j). This is a particular description of Gentiles.
181

 This again shows that the 

deficiency in ethical standard among Gentiles is among the main concerns of the 

Didache. 

The emphasis on particular Gentile behaviours in the Didache’s Two Ways 

section shows a concern about group norms. Group norms function to dovetail the 

aspirations of members and hence reduce the likelihood of conflict.
182

 Conflict is 

more likely to arise when a community lacks normative consensus. In the Didache 

community, where Jewish and Gentile Christians, with their different social and 

cultural backgrounds, come together, ambiguity about norms would be likely to 

occur if authoritative norms are not set clearly. Such tension among the community 

would be a motivation for the Didachist to stress unacceptable pagan behaviours 

when he adopted the Two Ways tradition. 

5.4.4 Inter-communal and Intra-communal Interactions 

Another feature of the Two Ways section in the Didache to be noted is the 

existence of some expounded precepts about community interactions. Some of these 
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precepts are further discussed in later parts of the Didache, and some find 

counterparts in James. From these instructions, one may discern some of the tensions 

in the Didache community. 

A passage that attracts attention is Did 1:4, which contains several 

exhortations similar to Matt 5:38–42 and Luke 6:29–30. What is interesting is the last 

sentence, ouvde. ga.r du,nasai (since you are not able), which is found neither in 

Matthew nor in Luke. There are different attempts to make sense of this puzzling 

clause. Some claim that the text is corrupted and try to emend it.
183

 Others try to give 

a spiritual motivation for this addition.
184

 However, as Niederwimmer suggests, these 

attempts are unnecessary. Instead, this additional clause reflects the social milieu of 

the Didache community: “they are exploited and helpless people who cannot and will 

not defend themselves.”
185

 Given the strong class division in the ancient world, it is 

probable that the disadvantaged poor is powerless to defend themselves against the 

oppression of the socially privileged. Hence, the instruction in Did 1:4 is not only 

given as an ideal moral standard for the community, but also a practical response to 

their own situation. Furthermore, the exploiters in view may not be only outsiders. It 

was not completely impossible that some exploiters were among the Christian 

communities.
186

 Indeed, Did 11–12 at least suggests that the Didache community was 

in danger of being exploited by some who claim to be Christians or even leaders. 

Besides taking measures to avoid being exploited, the Didache also instructs 

community members how to behave when exploitation does occur. 

Further instructions about giving follow in 1:5–6. The attitude of generosity 

recommended in 1:5a, which is again stressed in 4:5–8, matches similar concerns in 
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Did 11–13 and in synoptic traditions. However, further admonitions are then given to 

qualify the command “give to everyone what he asks of you.” Firstly, a warning is 

given to those who take without being in need. Such a person will be held 

accountable for their taking and using of the resources, and may also be subjected to 

imprisonment until he has paid back what he owes. The last saying resembles the 

words of Jesus in Matt 5:25–26, but the topic of reconciliation in the Matthew 

passage is missing in Did 1:5. Instead, the Didache concerns here mainly the abuse 

of others’ generosity. Besides functioning as a warning to the offenders, the saying 

also serves as a consolation for those being abused by promising justice, both in 

sense of community order and the eschatological judgment of God.
187

 Secondly, an 

admonition is given in Did 1:6 about considering carefully the appropriate thing to do 

before giving away charitable gifts.
188

 The incorporation of these admonitions in the 

sectio evangelica again indicates a concern for the generosity of the community 

being abused. 

Another passage of interest is a series of admonitions concerning speech in 

2:3–5, which resembles similar concerns about speech in James.
189

 These include 

prohibitions against swearing falsely (evpiorke,w),
190

 bearing false witness 

(yeudomarture,w), speaking evil (kakologe,w), remembering past injuries (mnhsikake,w), 

double-minded or double tongued (dignw,mwn, di,glwssoj), and not fulfilling what one 

has said (e;stai ò lo,goj sou yeudh,j ouv keno,j). The extension of this list shows that 

truthful speech is a particular concern of the Didahcist. Since honesty and mutual 

trust is an essential quality for community harmony and coherence,
191

 one may 

discern in these admonitions about speech in the Didache a worry about distrust 

between community members, especially in face of the danger of being exploited as 

discussed above. 
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Did 2:7 also shows possible expansion from the source.
192

 After the general 

precept ouv mish,seij pa,nta a;nqrwpon (you shall not hate any man), the text mentions 

three types of treatment to three types of people. The first type has to be reproved 

(evle,gcw). These are presumably members who have committed faults, and other 

members have the responsibility to point out their mistakes so that they may repent. 

The second type is to be prayed for. These are probably Christians who are in 

weakness, and possibly refers to those who show resistance to repent.
193

 For the third 

group, community members are to love them more than themselves. This group can 

refer to any members that are not in fault, but in view of the theme of reprove and 

repentance apparent in the first two admonitions, it is probable that this third group 

refers to those who have repented from their faults. These advices are echoed in the 

instructions on reconciliation and reproof in Did 14–15. Moreover, Audet observes 

the resemblance of Did 2:7 with Jude 22–23.
194

 The passage in Jude concerns 

Christians at faults in different degrees. It is apparent that Did 2:7 shows similar 

concerns for the community. 

The concern for intra-communal interaction is also echoed in 4:3. Four 

commands are given in succession. The first is prohibition against causing division 

(ouv poqh,seij sci,sma). This is probably a traditional saying for right behaviour in the 

Jewish house of study.
195

 The second, in contrast to and forming a pair with the first 

one, demands reconciling those who quarrel (eivrhneu,seij de. macome,nouj). The third 

and fourth commands form another pair, which exhorts Christians to judge justly 

(krinei/j dikai,wj) and not to show partiality in reproving for transgressions (ouv lh,yh| 

pro,swpon evle,gxai evpi. paraptw,masin). Milavec asserts that Did 4:3 addresses the 

darker side of community life: “dissention” and “fighting”.
196

 It seems likely that 

such “darker side” of community life was a real concern of the Didache community, 

especially since the theme of intra-communal tension is also seen in other parts of the 

Didache. Furthremore, one may notice several verbal links between Did 4:3 and 
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James. In particular, the phrase lh,yh| pro,swpon echoes proswpolhmyi,a in Jas 2:1. It 

has been discussed above that partiality is a real threat for the community in 

James.
197

 Although in the Didache no further elaboration is given on the theme of 

partiality, it is still possible that partiality forms a real threat to the Didache 

community. 

Another interesting verbal link with James is found in Did 4:4. This verse 

contains a puzzling saying, ouv diyuch,seij po,teron e;stai h] ou; (You shall not be 

undecided whether it shall be or not.) Many attempts have been made to make sense 

of this admonition.
198

 Here it may be noted that the verb diyuce,w, which is found 

neither in the New Testament nor in the Septuagint, echoes di,yucoj in Jas 1:8; 4:8, a 

word which is also not found elsewhere in the Bible. If, as Porter suggests, the term 

is originated with James,
199

 Did 4:4 may be another place showing Christianization 

of the Two Ways tradition. In light of the theme of double-mindedness in James, Did 

4:4 may be interpreted as a warning about indecision in choosing one’s way, both in 

personal and community lives. This may reflect a concern for some members not 

whole-heartedly committed to the community, thus blurring the communities’ 

boundaries with the wider society. 

The last point to be noted is the household code contained in 4:9–11, which is 

similar to those found in the NT.
200

 It indicates that social relations was a problem in 

the early church. In particular, the elaborated instructions on master-slave relation in 

4:9–10 may indicate that mistreatment of slaves, which was a common practice, may 

be disrupting harmony in the church.
201

 Hence proper treatment of slaves has to be 

stressed in order to preserve the cohesiveness of Christian communities. 
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5.4.5 Concluding Summary 

Did 1–6 adopts much traditional material, both Jewish and Christian. 

However, some features of this section show the hand of the Didachist, and thus 

indicate some of the particular concerns of the document. The Christianization of the 

Jewish Two Ways section, especially the insertion of the sectio evangelica before 

other traditional Two Ways sayings, indicates a tension between authoritative claims 

of the church and other Jewish communities. In the Didache, the Torah itself is no 

longer considered as the means to perfection. Rather, the law has to be properly 

interpreted by the authority of Jesus, with particular emphasis on personal and 

community ethics. On the other hand, some admonitions in the Didache Two Ways 

are directed especially against Gentile practices. This shows that the discrepancy in 

moral standards of Gentile converts was also a pressing concern of the Didache 

community. By subjecting both Jewish and Gentile Christians under the same moral 

standard, the Didache may serve to unify the whole community in its pursuit of 

perfection. 

Furthermore, several aspects of Did 1–6 shows concerns for community order 

and harmony. For example, the command to love enemies is interpreted as “a 

pragmatic strategy of conflict reduction.”
202

 In particular, while generosity is 

encouraged, instructions are also given to guard against abuse. Moreover, extensive 

lists and elaborations are given concerning speech, reproof, reconciliation, meekness, 

and social relations. Together with the community concerns in other parts of the 

Didache, these admonitions indicate that community cohesiveness is indeed an 

important concern of the document. 

5.5 Community in Eschatological Period (Did 16) 

The Didache ends with an chapter on eschatology, which breaks off abruptly 

at 16:8.
203

 It is suggested that this chapter was originally the ending of the Two Ways 

section, as seen in similar schemes in other contemporary Jewish and Christian 
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writings.
204

 Such a position is challenged,
205

 and other sources of Did 16 is 

proposed.
206

 It is not the purpose of this study to settle this problem of sources. As 

Khomych observes, too much emphasis on the connection between Did 16 and the 

Two Ways section runs the risk of overlooking the connection between the 

eschatological discourse and the material following the Two Ways section.
207

 Hence, 

even if the eschatological ending of the Didache was originally connected to the Two 

Ways teaching, attentions must be paid to the function of this final chapter in the 

present form of the document. 

Within Did 16, a seam is noted between 16:1–2 and 16:3–8, with the former 

regarded as a paraenetic section and the latter an apocalyptic section.
208

 Balabanski 

further suggests that the apocalyptic warnings only function as a motivation for the 

ethical teachings, as the eschatological expectation has lost its fervency.
209

 If the last 

days are only regarded as in the future, it would imply that the eschatological theme 

in Did 16 “does not deal with a real situation of anxiety and peril ... The section was 

not meant to admonish and comfort a community suffering from tension and 

repression.”
210

 However, such views do not do justice to the intense practical 
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overtone of Did 16.
211

 In particular, it should be noted that the main concern of 16:1, 

as in Matt 24–25, is not the uncertainty of the hour of the Lord’s coming, but the 

necessity of being ready for that hour. This indicates that the Didache still 

understands the Christian community as living in the imminence of the eschaton. 

Moreover, the appearance of false prophets (16:3) is a present concern of the 

community, as seen in Did 11. Hence the dangers of the “last days” are not merely 

future events, but are immediate concerns of the community. Furthermore, Draper 

observes that there is a shift from ga,r clauses (16:2–4a) to to,te clauses (16:4b–8), 

thus marking “a subtle change from present experience to future expectation.”
212

 This 

implies that the apocalyptic materials, especially those in 16:3–4a, are related to the 

present struggles of the Didache community. 

In view of the resemblance between Did 16 and Matt 24,
213

 it is possible to 

compare the backgrounds of these two passages. In particular, Matt 24 indicates that 

the church was suffering attacks both from outside and inside, with persecution from 

outside leading to defections and treachery inside.
214

 However, it is observed that Did 

16 omits the natural and political disasters in Matt 24:6–7 and downplays the outsider 

perspective of Matt 24:9, thus focusing exclusively on the threats within.
215

 The 

intra-communal concern is evident in the text of Did 16. On the one hand, the 

community is exhorted to assemble frequently (16:2). On the other hand, 16:3 warns 

about sheep turning into wolves and love turning into hate. These warnings may 

allude to former believers who have become enemies.
216

 Such danger is also revealed 

in 16:4a, where hate, persecution and betrayal are said to follow from the increase of 

lawlessness. In particular, the verb paradi,dwmi (betray) may indicate that apostate 

Christians are denouncing their former fellow believers to the authorities.
217

 Even the 

warning against the anti-Christ (16:4b) may reflect division within the community.
218
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It is in view of such tribulation that the Didache calls believers to stay alert and to 

pursue perfection till the final time.
219

 The concern for community cohesiveness in 

the whole of the Didache is not lost in the final chapter. All the instructions in Did 1–

15 are consummated into the final exhortations in Did 16. 

As a final remark, it should be noted that apostates do not only pose to 

Christians immediate danger such as being arrested. There are further impacts for the 

community. In the face of apostasy and betrayal, the stability of a community would 

be seriously jeopardized, since distrust and enmity would easily build up.
220

 In such 

circumstances, the group boundary has to be sharpened to ensure community 

solidarity. 

5.6 Conclusion 

The Didache is not merely a loosely organized collection of traditional 

teachings. In the document, traditional materials are adopted and adapted in response 

to the need of the community. The various parts of this selective church order for 

early believers have a coherent purpose, that is, to deal with the hazards that threaten 

the solidarity of the church. 

The above study has investigated the community tensions reflected in the 

instructions of the Didache. There were challenges from both inter-communal and 

intra-communal interactions. On the one hand, the community had to distinguish 

itself from other Jewish communities as well as from pagan cultures of the Greco-

Roman society. The former can be seen in the ritual instructions that transforms the 

Jewish roots into Christian practices, especially in the polemic against the 

“hypocrites”. It is also indicated in the Christianization of the Two Ways section, 

which prioritizes the Jesus tradition over the traditional Jewish teachings. The latter 

is reflected in the instructions in the Two Ways section that are directed particularly 

against pagan practices, especially idolatry. On the other hand, the Didache 

community experienced internal disputes. False teachers that brought in teachings 
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against the community norm, swindlers that abused the generosity of the community, 

insufficient respect for community leaders, discrepancies in the understanding and 

practice of rituals, disputes and grudges among community members, unrepentant 

offenders, and apostates that became enemies of the Christians, all these threaten the 

stability of the community. These depictions of the Didache community fit 

descriptions in conflict theories, which suggest scarcity of resources, distrust, status 

inconsistency, and lack of normative consensus as among the main causes of conflict. 

Therefore, from the Didache one witnesses struggles of the community under 

challenging circumstances. 

It must be stressed that since the direct purpose of the Didache is to give 

instructions and guidelines for believers, the text itself does not directly offers a 

description of the community tensions in view. Hence, owing to the limitation of the 

method of mirror reading, the situations discussed above must contain a certain 

extent of speculation. Moreover, the situations of various local communities would 

probably differ from one another. However, with the aid of modern social-scientific 

studies on group behaviours, the possible community tensions behind the instructions 

in the Didache can become more discernible. This discernment of possible tensions 

among early believers provides a suitable foundation for the discussion of the group 

maintenance strategy of the Didache in the next chapter. 

The above survey has already hinted at some of the group-maintenance 

efforts in the Didache. In the next chapter, these strategies will be analyzed in more 

details with the aid of social-scientific theories. In particular, it will be shown that the 

regulations in the Didache serve to enhance the social identity of community 

members as the Christian group, which is the bearer of God’s promises and blessings. 

To achieve this end, the Didache attempts to put the community in positive light, 

strengthen the group norm, and sharpen the boundaries between the community and 

rival groups. 
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Chapter 6 

Group Maintenance Strategies in the Didache  

This chapter will proceed to analyze the group maintenance strategies of the 

Didache. In particular, the focus will be on how the Didache establishes and 

consolidates the social identity of group members. A preliminary observation shows 

that all of the three basic elements for establishing social identity, namely, cognitive 

recognition, connotation of group value, and emotional aspect, are involved.
1
 First, 

the cognitive recognition of belonging is enhanced by possessing and submitting to 

the authority of the Didache itself. Especially when group members memorize the 

text, it helps them to assure that they are part of the community.
2
 Second, the core 

values of the group are expressed positively in the moral standard of the Two Ways 

section, the perception of reality conveyed in the community rituals and the 

regulations for community interactions. Third, the emotional dimensions are taken 

cared of in the Didache by establishing a sense of privilege of belonging to God, by 

highlighting the eschatological hope, and by depicting a strong contrast between the 

way of life and the way of death, placing rival groups in a negative light. In the 

following, these aspects of the Didache will be explored in more details. 

6.1 Ingroup Bonding 

Social-scientific studies indicate that several factors are important for 

cultivating a strong social identity. These include inculcation of group norms, 

interdependence of fate, and shared social memories.
3
 In the Didache, group norms 

are articulated mainly by laying down explicit instructions for personal and 

community behaviours, consummated in the goal of perfection. The interdependence 

of fate is mostly established by the shared eschatological expectations expressed in 

the Eucharist rituals and the apocalyptic ending. As Lange observes, in the Didache, 

“life is community, where community includes the other in all of his or her 

difference.”
4
 The rituals also help to convey and transmit the shared social memories 
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of the community, especially the memories about Jesus, which is the core of 

Christian identity as distinct from other groups. 

On the other hand, to maintain a strong social identity, rifts within the group 

must be mended. To this end, the Didache may function like an imposed third party,
5
 

that is, an intermediate figure that is not invited by the parties in dispute, by claiming 

the authority of the teaching of the Lord through the twelve apostles. Besides 

explicitly giving exhortations for mutual correction and reconciliation, the Didache 

also cultivates a social environment that enhances conflict reduction. It can be seen 

that the Didache contributes to all of the four essential factors for conflict reduction 

according to Allport’s model, namely, equal status within the contact situation; 

intergroup cooperation; common goals; and support of authorities, law, or custom.
6
 

Overall, the Didache’s perspective on conflict is a mixture of the harmony model and 

the regulative model.
7
 It fits the former in its emphasis in smooth relationships, its 

emphasis on authorities who are from the party and its vision of a long-term, stable 

outcome. It fits the latter in its stress on application of principles, rules, and codes, 

and its emphasis on authorities in ascribed roles. 

With the help of these perspectives and frameworks from social-scientific 

theories, this study turns to a closer investigation of the Didache’s strategies in 

strengthening ingroup bonding among the community. 

6.1.1 Community as People-of-God 

The primary identity that the Didache stresses for the community members is 

the people-of-God, those who received God’s grace and promises through Jesus. As 

O’Loughlin observes: 

The community of the Didache saw itself as having chosen the Way of Live 

and rejected the Way of Death, and, as such, it was the community of the 
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covenant established by Moses and described in Dt 30:14–8. Here, in the 

covenant, was the origin of their identity.
8
  

This basic identity of the Christians is most clearly expressed in the ritual section. 

The baptismal formula in Did 7 indicates that as the converts are being baptized, they 

are put under the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. This new 

identity on the one hand distinguishes the convert from non-believers, as well as 

from his or her own previous identity, and on the other hand put the convert on the 

same footing of all other Christians.
9
 As Milavec puts it: it is the turning point when 

a new set of social bonds replaces old ones.
10

 This solidarity of the Christian 

community as the one people-of-God is further symbolized by the pre-baptismal 

fasting, which joins the baptizing convert, the baptizer, and other members of the 

community. 

The distinctive identity as people-of-God is further emphasized in the 

Eucharist rituals. The Eucharistic prayers in Did 9–10, which are adopted from 

Jewish prayer traditions,
11

 express the whole Christian community as the heir of 

God’s promise to the Israel. In particular, Schwiebert asserts that in the threefold 

prayers in Did 10, the foremost concern is the eschatological gathering of God’s 

people into his kingdom from the four winds.
12

 This connotes a vision of unity of the 

whole Christian community, of which the Didache community is a part.
13

 The same 

notion is also articulated in the prayer for the bread in 9:3–4, which draws an analogy 

between the unity of the bread and the eschatological gathering of the church.
14

 

Being the receivers of God’s grace and promises promotes the positive 

distinctiveness of the community, which is essential in maintaining members’ 

attachment to the group.
15

 By repeatedly participating in the ritual, Christians are 

constantly reminded of their privileged position as the people-of-God, and hence 
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their motivation to identify with the group is strengthened. Moreover, the Eucharistic 

prayers express a shift “from Israel to the church, from the temple to the 

community.”
16

 This shift is especially important for a community that consists of 

both Jewish and Gentile Christians, since it evens out the original distinction between 

Jews and Gentiles.
17

 Thus, Jewish and Gentile Christians in the community are 

recategorized into a shared social identity. This helps to establish cohesiveness 

within the community. 

The people-of-God identity is also conveyed in the church order section. The 

instructions for supporting community leaders and fellow Christians are based on the 

understanding of the community as the heir of God’s covenant with Israel. This is 

most clearly seen in Did 13, where the community’s offering to prophets and 

teachers is modeled after the offering of first-fruits to priests (13:3). Moreover, the 

exhortation for reconciliation is also given on the basis of the community’s being the 

people-of-God and its duty to offer pure sacrifice to God (Did 14).
18

 Particularly 

worth noticing is the quotation of Mal 1:11, 14 in Did 14:3. In the writings of the 

early church, Mal 1:10–14 is used frequently, and mostly to support the new 

Christian ritual observance and to distinguish it from that of the old covenant.
19

 In 

Did 14, such an argument is not overtly clear. However, the emphasis on “every 

place and time” (panti. to,pw| kai. cro,nw|) and “among the nations” (evn toi/j e;qnesi) 

shift the focus of God’s promise from Israel and the holy land to the community 

which consists of both Jewish and Gentile Christians, spread across geographical 

locations. Hence the community’s shared identity as the people-of-God is implicitly 

stressed in this OT quotation. 
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In summary, the emphasis on the community’s identity as people-of-God is 

the foundation of the Didache’s group maintenance strategy. It provides a common 

ingroup identity for all group members, and hence enhances feelings of status and 

power among them.
20

 Establishing this social identity, the document provides a 

motivation for community members to conform to the group norms.
21

 This identity is 

partly continuous with Israel’s identity as God’s chosen people, but also transformed 

so that both Jewish and Gentile Christians can be equally incorporated into one 

common identity. This identity also connotes a future as promised by God, a shared 

destiny of all group members. Furthermore, in case of conflict occurring among the 

community, this common identity provides the disputants with equal status as a basis 

of conflict resolution. 

6.1.2 Christology 

Closely related to the identity as people-of-God is the Christology in the 

Didache, for it is Jesus who makes possible the Christians’ acquiring of this identity. 

At first sight, the Didache does not seem to have a high Christology, since Jesus is 

described as the servant (pai/j) of God (10:3), a description also applied to David. 

However, Niederwimmer correctly observes that the term reflects old liturgical 

traditions, which stresses the role of Jesus as the eschatological mediator of salvation 

and as revealer of God’s gifts, who is related to David by a schema of promise and 

fulfillment.
22

 Hence, even though there is no explicit high Christological 

proclamation, Jesus is no less the centre of identity formation for the Didache 

community. Ekenberg asserts that the organic unity between Christ and the church is 

underlined by the metaphor “the holy vine of David”(9:1), and the unity of the 

church is highlighted by the prayer “gather [your church] from the four winds, into 

the kingdom which you have prepared for it.” (10:5).
23

 This also marks the 

community’s eschatological hope, based on its identity in Christ. This common 

destiny of the whole community provides a sense of interdependence, hence 

reinforces the common social identity of the group. 
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Another related issue about the Christology in the Didache is the lack of 

reference to Jesus’ death and resurrection. It has even been argued upon the absence 

of the words of institution that the rituals in Did 9–10 should not be taken as the 

Eucharist.
24

 However, as Mazza correctly argues, the meal in the Didache is a Jewish 

ritual meal done in the memory of Jesus. Therefore, even if the meal is not “the 

Eucharist” in the later institutional sense, the crucial elements of the Eucharist were 

already there. The Christological elements do not rely on the institution formula, but 

on the participants’ self-understanding of their action, which is done according to 

Jesus’ command.
25

 When the community performs the rituals and other teachings of 

the Didache, “Jesus’ words and actions are remembered, repeated and re-enacted 

because they define the group’s social identity as the church waiting to be gathered 

into the Father’s kingdom.”
26

 In other words, the memory of Jesus is transmitted in 

the actions of the believers, even if it is not done plainly in words. 

Therefore, the Christology in the Didache, though not much expounded, is 

nevertheless essential for the establishment of social identity for the community. The 

community’s rituals and teachings transmit the Jesus traditions, which provide a 

social memory that shapes the community’s self-identity as people-of-God. Jesus’ 

teachings and actions become the prototype of the group, which defines and 

embodies the group norms. The teachings of Jesus also provide the utmost authority 

that supports the unity of the community, especially in cases when there is disruption 

among them. 

6.1.3 Group Norms 

The Didache’s most prominent way of group maintenance is by defining and 

inculcating the group norms. The Didache contains a wide range of instructions: 

from general ethical admonitions; to procedures of rituals; to specific regulations on 

community life. These instructions articulate acceptable and unacceptable behaviours, 

and thus help to maintain order within the community.
27

 Two governing principles 
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may be noted from these regulations, namely, the concern for conflict reduction and 

the encouragement of reciprocity within the group.
28

 The former can be seen in the 

emphasis on reconciliation (Did 1:3; 2:7; 4:3; 14:2), while the latter is seen in the 

stress on generosity in supporting fellow Christians (Did 1:5; 4:5–8; 12:1–2; 13:3–4). 

Believers are modeled into a harmonious community through repeatedly learning and 

practicing the teachings. Moreover, potentially disintegrative normative claims are 

harmonized by the instructions.
29

 This is essential for maintaining the solidarity of 

the group by avoiding schism due to different teachings and practices. In so doing, 

the Didache functions as a third-party imposing itself on possible disputants among 

the community. In order to ensure the authority that is necessary for an imposed 

third-party, it appeals to the authority of the teaching of the Lord through the twelve 

apostles. Besides the title of the document, this authority is again emphasized in the 

exhortations to honour as the Lord those who teach in accordance with the standard 

of the Didache (4:1; 11:2, 4; 15:2).
30

 Hence the authority is transferred to those 

accepted leaders, who then serve the role of maintaining the unity of the community. 

Such legitimization of authority is especially important for the early church, since 

there was no recourse to other social forces for maintaining the stability of the 

group.
31

 

Besides regulating external behaviours of the members, the group norms 

articulated in the document also contribute to strengthening the ingroup unity of the 

community through reinforcing the members’ social identity. Several aspects of the 

Didache serve this end. First, Syreeni observes that the Didache has a “tendency to 

preserve an undifferentiated view of the community as a corporate entity.”
32

 This 

helps to generate a common ingroup identity, which would in turn generate ingroup 

bias and promote cooperation among group members according to social identity 
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theory.
33

 Hence it provides an important basis for the solidarity of the group and for 

conflict resolution in case rift occurs among the group. 

Second, the Didache invokes God as the supreme prototypical exemplar for 

the community and gives members motivation to conform to the norms (eg. Did 1:5; 

4:7).
34

 Hence, the ethical instructions are based on the people-of-God identity of the 

community, and in turn reinforce this identity by helping members to follow God’s 

demand. Moreover, by giving a transcendent meaning to the group norms, the 

Didache contributes to increase group members’ commitment, since submission to a 

transcendent authority is an important factor of commitment.
35

 

Third, the moral teachings of the Didache set both Jewish and Gentile 

Christians under the same ethical demand. On the one hand, the teachings contain 

admonitions directed particularly against pagan cultures and practices. These indicate 

the radical alteration in behaviour and commitments that Gentile converts are 

expected to make in order to be accepted into the community.
36

 On the other hand, 

Jewish Christians are also required to submit to these instructions and avoid falling 

into the error of the pagans. Hence, the moral teachings of the Didache help to 

eliminate the differences between Jewish and Gentile Christians by subjecting both to 

the same standard. This again contributes to the establishment of a common social 

identity, and hence promotes the solidarity of the group. 

Fourth, the Didache emphasizes the requirements for the community leaders. 

Authentic prophets are to show the way of the Lord in their behaviours (11:8, 10); 

Bishops and deacons must have characteristics worthy of the Lord (15:1). These 

requirements try to ensure the leaders to be in accordance with the prototypes of the 

community in the standard of God, who is the supreme prototypical exemplar. This is 

essential for maintaining a stable leadership in the community, since “to be seen as 

displaying leadership in a given context a person needs to be maximally 
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representative of the shared social identity and consensual position of the group.”
37

 

These prototypical leaders could then become models that express the positive 

distinctiveness needed for the members’ identification with the group. Conversely, 

the standard set for leaders can also prevent unworthy people from occupying 

leadership positions. This helps to avoid the dissonance among group members 

caused by witnessing an ingroup member violating the value of the group, and hence 

preventing the social identity of group members being weakened. 

Fifth, by regulating the public life of the community such as the performance 

of rituals (Did 7–10) and the treatment of leaders (Did 11–15), the Didache provides 

common life experiences for group members.
38

 These common experiences can give 

a sense of solidarity, which will form a concrete basis for the shared social identity of 

the community.
39

 Moreover, by participating together in these actions, a need of 

cooperation between members will be generated. This would strengthen the 

community’s motivation of maintaining its own harmony and members will be more 

motivated to reconcile when conflict arises. 

Finally, the Didache provides concessions for members falling short of the 

community standard. This is most clearly expressed in the exhortation in 6:2, where 

Christians who cannot bear “the entire yoke of the Lord” are allowed and encouraged 

to do what they can. It has been argued above that the entire yoke of the Lord refers 

to the moral teachings in the Two Ways section, which represents Jesus’ 

interpretation of the law.
40

 Such an interpretation implies that the same standard is 

required of both Jews and Gentiles. The reality that Christians will sometimes violate 

the instructions is acknowledged, while the Didache endorses the process of learning, 

practicing and struggling before Christians become perfect at the end (16:2). 

Furthermore, the commands to confess one’s faults before the Eucharist (4:14; 14:1) 

and to correct one another (15:3) also imply the possibility of members violating the 

group norms. However, confessing the faults within the community, indicating 
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repentance of the members at fault, allows them to be still accepted in the group. This 

degree of flexibility in the group norms is crucial for preventing the feelings of 

frustration arising when members perceive themselves falling short of the group 

standard, which may dissuade them from identifying with the group. 

In summary, the group norms conveyed by the detailed instructions in the 

Didache help to reduce possible tensions in the community and encourage reciprocity 

among community members. The group norms are based upon, and in turn reinforce 

the community’s identity as the people-of-God. By submitting to the norms set forth 

in the Didache, all members of the community, Jews and Gentiles alike, are given a 

common ingroup identity. This helps to eliminate rifts within the community. 

Furthermore, by sharing a community life according to this group norm, the social 

identity of members is further reinforced by common life experience. This common 

community life also generates a motivation for cooperation, which helps to resolve 

conflict between members or subgroups. However, some flexibility is allowed in the 

group norms, so that members falling short of the standard would not so easily feel 

frustrated and distance themselves from the group. All these aspects of the Didache 

contribute to reinforcing the ingroup bonding within the community. 

6.1.4 The Goal of Perfection 

Malina asserts that proceeding from establishing norms to carrying out the 

purpose of the group is an essential step in group formation.
41

 The instructions in the 

Didache have an ultimate goal, that is, to lead the community into perfection. The 

Didache is aware of the fact that most Christians, perhaps even all of them, are not 

yet perfect (6:2), but it envisions them becoming perfect at the eschaton (16:2). 

Hence, the concept of perfection in the Didache involves both a moral sense and an 

eschatological sense. Among the four occurrences of the words te,leioj or teleio,w in 

the document, the first two (1:4, 6:2) clearly has a moral sense, while the last two 

(10:5, 16:2) are more likely to carry an eschatological sense, though the moral sense 
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is not absent.
42

 Moreover, the second person plural teleiwqh/te in 16:2 indicates that 

not only individual Christians, but the whole church is to achieve perfection at the 

end. Hence, perfection is not only an aspect of personal ethic, but also the common 

goal of the whole community. 

The goal of perfection is a long-term one, which can only be achieved 

through the work of God himself.
43

 This eschatological reward of perfection 

promotes members’ adherence to the community, as rewards and costs constitute an 

essential factor for commitment.
44

 However, Christians are also required to take an 

active part in pursuing this goal by conforming to the teaching of the Lord and by 

gathering frequently in the community. The community is joined together in this 

common destiny of perfection. Hence the goal of perfection provides the Christians 

an interdependence of fate, which is an important component of social identity.
45

 It 

helps to give a sense of solidarity to community members, since they are heading to 

the same destination. 

Furthermore, the community itself is essential for the pursuit of the goal of 

perfection. In 4:2 the believers are exhorted to “seek out day by day the faces of the 

saints” (evkzhth,seij de. kaqV h`me,ran ta. pro,swpa tw/n àgi,wn), which in light of 4:1 

would mean the leaders that teach the word of God, so that they may “rest upon their 

words” (evpanapah/|j toi/j lo,goij auvtw/n). The verb evpanapau,omai refers not only to 

finding peace of heart,
46

 but also to a sense of dependence.
47

 In the context of the 

Two Ways teachings, it indicates that the words of the teachers are the guidance and 

support that Christians need for pursuing perfection. Then in 16:2, the goal of 

perfection is given as the reason for the exhortation to “assemble frequently, seeking 

those things fitting to your soul” (puknw/j de. sunacqh,sesqe zhtou/ntej ta. avnh,konta 

tai/j yucai/j u`mw/n). It shows again that the support of the community is essential for 
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the perfection of Christians. Khomych further argues that the adverb puknw/j should 

be taken to mean “in unity,” expressing the manner of the gathering rather than its 

frequency.
48

 This would further highlight the importance of the unity of the 

community for the goal of perfection, and hence motivate group members to conform 

to the group standard.
49

 This emphasis on community support is beneficial for 

maintaining group solidarity. Sociological studies have observed that when there are 

negative group experiences, community support from important group members 

helps to reduce dissonance.
50

 In particular, results from social-scientific experiments 

have shown that 

the level of cognitive dissonance experienced by participants would be 

dependent on whether they had behavioral support for failing to act in 

accordance with their beliefs, but only when that support emanated from a 

salient in-group. Specifically, we expected behavioral support to be more 

effective at reducing levels of dissonance for those individuals who share a 

salient common in-group identity with the source of that information
51

  

On the contrary, “a lack of behavioral support from a salient in-group was associated 

with greater attitude change and reduced levels of group identification.”
52

 Thus, by 

urging believers to seek community support towards perfection, the Didache 

contributes to strengthen the ingroup cohesiveness. 

Therefore, the goal of perfection is an essential factor in the Didache’s group 

maintenance strategy. It is closely connected to the people-of-God identity of the 

community, since it is God’s will that his people should be perfect.
53

 This shared 

destiny of the community is one of the core elements of their common social identity. 

It provides a common goal for the whole community, and hence motivates the 

members to conform to the group norms and highlights the importance of attaching 

to the community. Furthermore, the goal of perfection also motivates the community 

to provide support for individual members. This helps to maintain their adherence to 
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the group. Moreover, the hope of being perfected by God at the end constitutes an 

element of positive distinctiveness for the Christian community. Hence, it could 

attract members to identify with the group. In short, the goal of perfection is crucial 

for the establishing and strengthening the cohesiveness of the Didache community. 

6.1.5 Eschatology 

Social identity contains a temporal element that involves past, present and 

future dimensions. Expectations for the future, connoting an interdependence of fate, 

form an important factor for building social identity and maintaining the stability of a 

group.
54

 Sociological studies suggest that understanding of the future can have 

several significant functions for a group. These include justifying the group’s present 

action, illuminating or criticizing the present, underpinning the sense of self and its 

survival, and altering the group’s relationship to its natural, social and cultural 

environment.
55

 

Eschatological expectations in the Didache provide a framework for the early 

Christians for explaining the reason and purpose of their present experiences.
56

 By 

interpreting the present troubles through the lens of eschatological expectations, the 

Didache consolidates the belief that the community has a favorable future, which is 

shared by all members. This promotes a climate of cooperative interdependence, 

which enhances mutual trust and support within the group and hence increases 

members’ commitment.
57

 Moreover, the Didache warns about an eschatological 

testing, which has already dawned on the community and will decide the final 

destiny of the members.
58

 It indicates that the promise of life is something which may 
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be lost (Did 16:6–8).
59

 To pass the test, members have to persevere in their faith. In 

the context of the Didache, the way to persevere is to pursue perfection through 

committing to its teachings, which consist not only of personal moral instructions, 

but also different aspects of community life.
60

 This underlies the importance of 

obedience to the preceding instructions.
61

 Hence, the eschatological expectation of 

testing in the Didache serves to motivate community members to conform to the 

group norms. 

In the Didache, the solidarity of the community is closely connected to its 

eschatological expectations. The unity of the church envisioned in the eschatological 

hope (Did 9–10) informs how the community should live at the present. On the one 

hand, since the whole church is destined to be gathered by God into one people, 

members would be expecting their present community to reflect this reality to a 

certain extent. The eschatology of the Didache thus implies that members should 

seek cohesiveness in the community. On the other hand, rifts in the community are 

perceived as threats to the community on its way to receive God’s eschatological 

gifts. To avoid this threat, the community has to gather often (16:2) and to resolve 

their quarrels in proper ways (Did 14–15). In short, eschatological expectations 

provide strong reasons for the community to maintain its solidarity and harmony. 

6.1.6 Resolving Disputes 

To maintain strong group coherence, it is necessary to resolve conflicts 

among the group and reconcile members in dispute. The Didache acknowledges the 

existence of conflicts among the community, and hence exhorts the community 
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members “to supportively judge and to boldly reconcile.”
62

 Some of the admonitions 

in the Two Ways section show concerns for smooth relationships among the 

community. These include the threefold command to reprove, pray for and love 

others (2:7); the warning against grumbling, self-will and thinking evil of others, 

which lead to slander (3:6); the prohibition of causing division and the exhortation to 

reconcile those in quarrel (4:3); the warning against partiality (4:3); and the 

command to confess one’s faults in the assembly (4:14). Of particular interest is the 

saying in 1:3. This verse contains a command to love one’s enemies parallel to 

synoptic traditions. However, the final reason given, “and you will not have any 

enemy” (kai. ouvc e[xete evcqro,n), is not found in the gospels. This reasoning seems 

unsound and its exact meaning is debated.
63

 Nevertheless, it seems clear from this 

saying that a completely harmonious situation is envisioned, at least within the 

community itself if not for the relationship between the group and larger society. 

This is consistent with the Didache’s idea of perfection, which contains the aspect of 

unity of the church (10:5). 

The teachings on community relations and reconciliation are further 

expressed in the instructions in Did 14–15. In 14:1, the Eucharist gathering is 

considered as a concrete occasion for the confession of faults and reconciliation, as 

believers are told to confess their faults before participating in the ritual. The passage 

grounds these commands on the identity of the community as the people-of-God, 

who are to offer to God pure sacrifices in their thanksgivings. Hence, community 

harmony is considered as an essential part of group identity.
64

 This also highlights 

the correlation between reconciliation and a common social identity. Studies on 

conflicts observe that a common ingroup identity can be established only when 

members are reconciled to each other.
65

 Conversely, a transcendent identity can 

reinforce reconciliation.
66

 Therefore, placing the confession of faults and 
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reconciliation in a context of community Eucharist, which is an important expression 

of the community’s special relation to God, would be a sound strategy for reinforcing 

ingroup bonding in the Didache community. 

Further instructions for maintaining community relations are given in 15:3. 

To enhance confession of faults and reconciliation, members are required to correct 

one another and to avoid contact with those refusing to repent. These commands 

render the community itself the authority to deal with ingroup conflicts. The 

mutuality of correction also gives members equal status, which is important for 

conflict resolution according to the contact hypothesis.
67

 These instructions also 

show intimate concern for those members at fault, since the main purpose of the 

actions is to induce offenders to repent.
68

 However, the judicial perspective is also 

present.
69

 In case of conflict arising, the community is to take necessary procedures 

to restore harmony. By taking such disciplinary measures, the Didache seeks to 

establish “a caring community of like-minded individuals.”
70

 As members keep 

confessing and repenting from their faults and reconciled to each other, the distance 

between them, both in terms of thought and practice, will be shortened, and hence 

ingroup bonding can be strengthened. Moreover, the command to correct one another 

“not in anger but in peace” (15:3) recalls the admonitions about meekness in 3:7–10. 

Confessing one’s faults and correcting one another in the community provide 

concrete instances for members to practice this moral teaching and reminds them of 

the goal of perfection they are to pursue (6:2). 

In summary, resolution of conflict is essential for the cohesiveness of the 

community. Conversely, strong ingroup bonding helps to resolve conflict among 

community members, since social bonds tend to encourage yielding and problem 

solving.
71

 Some of the admonitions in the Two Ways section of the Didache are 

directed to maintain harmony and unity in the community, while the instructions for 

confession, reconciliation and mutual correction in Did 14–15 provide the setting for 
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the practice of these admonitions. These regulations show the Didache’s stress in 

smooth relationships and the important roles of the ingroup for resolving conflict. 

This indicates the Didache’s adherence to the harmony model of conflict resolution. 

Furthermore, harmony of community is closely related to the people-of-God identity 

of the community. The special identity of the community before God necessitates a 

harmonious ingroup relation. On the other hand, the sense of common identity 

motivates reconciliation among group members. Therefore, community practice of 

reconciliation is inseparable from the Didache’s overall strategy of social-identity 

building. 

6.1.7 The Poor in the Community 

Another issue that affects the ingroup relation of the Didache community is 

the support of the poor among them. Milavec observes that teaching about economic 

issues occupies over one-third of the Way of Life.
72

 The instructions on supporting 

the poor offer a means of redistribution of resources in the community.
73

 Such 

measures provide the community members with the basic necessities for living. 

However, these economic instructions have more significance for the cohesiveness of 

the community than merely providing a safety net for the poorest members of the 

community.
74

 Situated in a society where the classes of rich and poor are sharply 

divided, the social contradiction represented by this class structure can be a danger 

that threatens to split the community.
75

 To avoid such danger and to promote 

solidarity between members from different social strata, the Didache establishes the 

equality of all community members on the basis that they are already sharers of 

God’s immortal gifts, and hence should also be sharers of God’s material gifts.
76

 God 

is depicted as the ideal patron who gives freely to everyone (1:5). Draper correctly 

observes that this redefines the patron-client relationship of the Greco-Roman society, 

which favours those who can give back more than others can.
77

 Following the 

example of God, the community members are to treat each other equally. Moreover, 
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community members are urged to associate with the just and humble instead of the 

highly ones (3:9). This exhortation helps to even up the power imbalance between 

the rich and the poor, by regarding the poor as the preferred prototypical exemplars 

of the community. Therefore, although the Didache does not explicitly identity the 

poor as God’s chosen as in Jas 2:5, the counter cultural stance, which requests the 

adoption of humility of the poor in one’s attitude towards God and towards others,
78

 

is not absent in the Didache. 

The economic instructions of the Didache reinforce the solidarity of the 

community in several ways. First, the willingness of the community to support 

members in difficult conditions is necessary to maintain the loyalty and trust of its 

adherents.
79

 By caring for the members exploited by the hardship of the society, the 

Didache community provides positive group experiences for its members, especially 

those lowly ones. This increases the positive distinctiveness of the group, and thus 

enhances members’ identification with the group. Second, by exhorting members to 

practice giving and sharing, the Didache serves to break down the instinct to promote 

oneself over others.
80

 This moderates the spirit of competition among the community, 

and hence contributes to maintaining its harmony. Third, the economic teaching also 

has implications for the leadership of the community. On the one hand, the leaders of 

the Didache community are prohibited to strive for personal gains (11:6, 12) and they 

are to be dependent on the support of the community. In this way the leaders embody 

the prototypical values of the group through a life-style of the poor. On the other 

hand, the leaders also have to take up the responsibility of caring for the poor.
81

 This 

helps to counterbalance the privileges enjoyed by the leaders, and hence reduces the 

chance of envies arising among community members. This in turn promotes harmony 

and cohesiveness of the community. 

Therefore, the concern about the poor in the Didache is not only a matter of 

logistic of distribution of resources. It also helps to strengthen a common social 
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identity for community members by establishing equality among members and by 

promoting the status of the poor into a prototype for the group in a counter-cultural 

way, so that the social contradiction between rich and poor may be weakened or even 

eliminated. In this way, the Didache contributes to the reinforcement of ingroup 

bonding of the community. 

6.1.8 Rituals 

In the discussions above, some of the functions of rituals for reinforcing 

group cohesiveness have been noted already, but it would be helpful to highlight 

again and supplement these particular aspects of community rituals in the Didache. 

Generally speaking, the practice of community rituals is an important medium to 

express the worldview, values and goals of the community. When group members 

participate in community rituals, their inner experiences are shaped in concord with 

fellow members.
82

 Hence, rituals can be deployed as a social strategy for social 

control and social communication.
83

 Moreover, when ritual practices are repeated 

over time, the values embedded in the rituals will be installed into the members as a 

habitual posture, so that the ethos of the community is inculcated.
84

 Therefore, ritual 

practices play an important role in maintaining the distinctive identity of a group by 

enabling individual members “to share a common view of reality and confirm each 

other’s assumptions about the nature and purpose of life.”
85

 By participating in the 

rituals, community members are joined together in their experience of the world, 

their perception of life and their expectation of the common destiny of the group. 

In the Didache, one sees that the symbolic language of rituals provides a way 

of “actualizing the evangelical relationships to be maintained in the community.”
86

 

The various rituals of the Christian community, emphasizing the life bestowed by 

God unto believers, signify the gift of salvation which is not only transcendental and 
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futuristic, but already in possession of the congregation and experienced in the midst 

of the community.
87

 The rituals also stress the incorporation of believers into a new 

community of the people-of-God, as signified by the utterance and continued 

indwelling of the name of God in the baptized, highlighted in the Eucharist prayers, 

and symbolized by the eating of a holy meal.
88

 Hence, the repeated performance of 

rituals reinforces the common social identity of the community and increases the 

sense of solidarity among community members. 

Mary Douglas observes that the culture of a community is transmitted by 

ritual forms, which in turn shape and reinforce the culture of that community: 

It will help us to understand religious behaviour if we can treat ritual forms, 

like speech forms, as transmitters of culture, which are generated in social 

relations and which, by their selections an emphases, exercise a constraining 

effect of social behaviour.
89

 

The code [of rituals] enables a given pattern of values to be enforced and 

allows members to internalize the structure of the group and its norms in the 

very process of interaction.
90

  

Moreover, the strong emotional effect stimulated by rituals can convert “the 

obligatory into the desirable” within the participants.
91

 Hence, by participating in the 

rituals, the self-understanding of the members are continually shaped in conformity 

to the group values, and thus their attitudes and actions would be transformed 

towards the group norms.
92

 Therefore, rituals can be an effective way of ethical 

teaching for community members.
93

 In particular, the baptism ritual can effect a 

powerful change in the converts’ perception of themselves and their relation to old 

and new social relationships.
94

 Hence, new identities as well as new standards of 

social behaviours are given to the converts through the experience of baptism. These 

effects of baptism on the converts are then consolidated by the periodic performance 
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of the Eucharist and other rituals such as fasting and prayer. By giving instructions 

on rituals after the ethical teachings in the Two Ways section, the Didache provides a 

way for reinforcing the ethical norm of the community. 

The performance of rituals also provides a concrete way for uniting the 

community. Applying Bernstein’s study on social learning, Douglas asserts that ritual 

is a kind of highly coded language, which is restricted in the sense that it only offers 

a small range of alternative forms. Such restricted code unites the speaker to his kin 

and to his local community.
95

 As members use the same form of restricted language, 

a sense of togetherness is conveyed to and felt by the participants. In case when local 

communities have discrepancy in ritual practices, the instructions in the Didache 

could also function to keep the local communities in line with the authoritative 

teaching.
96

 At the same time, concessions are given when practical reasons prevents 

local communities from following the ideal performance of rituals, such as the 

concession on baptismal water (Did 7). Such concessions provide a basis for the 

unity of the whole community when some differences are unavoidable in ritual 

performance. Moreover, the ritual instructions in the Didache probably represent “the 

remnants of important rituals and instructions that were well-respected in 

antiquity,”
97

 which keep the Didache community connected with its history. On the 

other hand, rituals in the Didache also point the community to its future destiny, as 

most clearly expressed in the Eucharist prayers (9:4; 10:5). The unity of the 

community is forcefully expressed by symbolic actions such as sharing the same loaf 

(9:4).
98

 Rituals thus serve as a form of social memory that embodies the temporal 

aspect of a community’s social identity.
99

 The participants of the rituals are united 

not only with contemporary members, but also with past and future members as a 

continuous community through time. 

Another way that rituals strengthen ingroup bonding is by providing shared 

time and social experiences. O’Loughlin observes that 
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[s]haring a common time is a fundamental way that human beings express 

their solidarities. ... the emphasis of the Didache on shared time not only 

makes sense in terms of explanation of the structures of practice, but may 

indicate an awareness that it was only by living with the community and 

sharing its time and times that the neophyte could learn what it was to be 

part of the church.
100

  

The periodical performance of the rituals as instructed in the Didache provides a time 

structure which consolidates group members’ sense of being part of the community. 

That is part of the reason why the fasting day is mentioned in 8:1. Besides sharing a 

common time, the rituals also provide a chance and expression for the community’s 

sharing in other aspects of life. This is especially the case for the common meal, 

which let the members work together to provide for the community.
101

 It also 

provides a concrete occasion for the community to practice caring for the poor 

among them.
102

 Hence, the solidarity of the group is explicitly manifested in the 

Eucharist meal. Similarly, the instruction to fast together with the baptized before 

baptism also expresses the solidarity of the community and serves to reinforce the 

ingroup bonding.
103

 

The third way that the ritual instructions in the Didache serve to reinforce 

ingroup bonding is by providing an occasion for mutual confession and reconciliation 

(14:1–2). By commanding reconciliation as a prerequisite of the Eucharist sacrifice, 

broken relations can be mended and harmony in the community can be restored.
104

 

The leaders presiding over the ritual, as well as the instance of the ritual itself, 

become authorities supporting and enforcing the command of reconciliation. 

According to Allport’s contact hypothesis, support of authority is an essential 

constituent for successful conflict reduction.
105

 Hence, the Eucharist instructions in 

the Didache constitute an important measure for maintaining the cohesiveness of the 

community. 
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Therefore, one sees that ritual instructions have crucial roles in the Didache’s 

group maintenance strategies. Rituals consolidate the community’s people-of-God 

identity and transmit the traditions and values of the group. In the language of 

dynamical systems, rituals help to provide an alternate set of attractors that is needed 

for a group to change from a conflict situation.
106

 Rituals also serve the function of 

socialization by stimulating emotional effects in the participants, which attracts their 

conformity to group norms. In addition, community rituals in the Didache serve to 

unite the community through providing a shared time and social structure and 

concrete instances for mutual reconciliation. All these aspects of ritual instructions 

help to strengthen the group solidarity of the Didache community. 

6.1.9 Concluding Summary 

Longenecker observes that corporate identity can be understood through the 

credal beliefs, cult practices and ethical expectations of a people.
107

 In the Didache, 

one sees that all these elements are at work in establishing and strengthening the 

social identity of the community. The basic identity of the group is conveyed in their 

self-understanding as the people-of-God, an identity they received through Jesus 

Christ. This self-understanding also connotes an interdependence of fate, since as 

God’s people they are destined to be gathered and perfected as one people in God’s 

kingdom. This identity also exerts ethical demands for the community, as articulated 

in the moral teaching of the Didache, which points to the goal of perfection. Among 

the ethical demands in the Didache, two especially important aspects are the caring 

for the poor and the prevention and resolution of disputes. These ethical instructions 

provide practical guidelines for maintaining group cohesiveness as well as defining 

the norms of the community. In terms of expressing the group identity and values, 

the ritual instructions in the Didache play an essential role. Common participation in 

the rituals unites the community both in conceptual and practical level. The “story” 

conveyed in the rituals also provides content for the social identity of group members. 

In order to build and maintain ingroup bonding, conflicts in the community 

have to be resolved. To this end, the regulations in the Didache provide the four 
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essential constituents for successful conflict reduction according to Allport’s model. 

First, the people-of-God identity, as well as the admonition to associate with the poor 

instead of the highly ones, provide a basis of equal status. Second, various aspects of 

community life, such as the support for the leaders and for the poor, as well as the 

performance of rituals, necessitate the cooperation between members and subgroups. 

Third, the vision of perfection provides a common goal for the community. Fourth, 

the Didache provides several authorities to support the maintenance of ingroup 

relations. These include the commands of God, which is expressed in the Gospel; the 

authority bestowed to community leaders; and the Didache itself, which is received 

as the teaching of the Lord through the twelve apostles. 

In terms of conflict models, the Didache is a mixture of the harmony model 

and the regulative model. In accordance to the former, the Didache stresses smooth 

relationships in the group so that their sacrifice to God can be pure. This harmonious 

relationship is envisioned as a long-term outcome, an aspect of the eschatological 

perfection of the community. Moreover, confession and reconciliation are to be done 

under the authority of the community leaders, who are exemplars of the ingroup. On 

the other hand, the Didache provides clear principles, rules and codes of behaviour, 

which regulate various aspects of individual and community lives. The leaders are 

also given clearly ascribed roles. These properties of the Didache show conformity to 

the regulative model. 

Closely related to the reinforcement of ingroup unity is the sharpening of 

group boundaries. Polemic with outgroups can enhance ingroup cooperation and 

cohesiveness. A clear group boundary can also prevent ingroup conflict arising from 

ambiguity in group norms. Hence maintaining a sharp boundary between the 

community and outgroups would be an important strategy for group maintenance. 

How this is handled in the Didache will be the focus of the next section. 

6.2 Group Boundary 

Intergroup relation and intragroup behaviour are two related phenomena. A 

group’s relation with other groups will affect its members’ attitude and adherence to 

the group, and vice versa. In particular, when the ingroup is evaluated with respect to 
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a relevant outgroup, the positivity ascribed to the ingroup is higher than when there is 

no outgroup to compare with the ingroup.
108

 Hence, in order to strengthen the social 

identity of group members, a usual strategy is to stress the positive distinctiveness of 

the group relative to other groups. Furthermore, when the solidarity of the ingroup is 

threatened by rival groups which are attractive to members of the ingroup, it would 

be necessary to readjust the relationship between the ingroup and the outgroup to 

prevent the ingroup from disintegrating. This is done on the one hand by legitimizing 

the social reality constructed by the ingroup,
109

 and on the other hand by insulating 

the ingroup from rival outgroups through the development of behavioral rules.
110

 It 

will be shown below that these are also strategies employed in the Didache to 

enhance the cohesiveness of the Christian community. By emphasizing boundaries 

between ingroup and outgroups, the Didache establishes a ground on which the 

social identity of the Didache community is defined and consolidated.
111

 This ground 

is protected by group norms that promote and manifest separation of ingroup from 

rival outgroups. Comparisons between ingroup and outgroups that disparage the 

outgroups and put the ingroup in a positive light would then increase the attraction of 

the ingroup for members and reduce the threat of rival outgroups. Hence, the 

cohesiveness of the community is reinforced. 

6.2.1 Jesus Tradition 

The most fundamental distinction between Christian communities and other 

groups is the profession of Jesus Christ. The Didache community regards Christ as 

the ultimate revealer of God’s will and promises, the supreme teacher of God’s law 

and the Lord who is coming at the end of time. The importance of Christology for the 

establishment of social-identity of the Didache community has been discussed 

above.
112

 It suffices here to make a few further remarks on how the Jesus tradition in 

the Didache serves to define and strengthen the boundary of the community with 

outsiders. 
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The incorporation of Jesus’ teaching in the Two Ways material serves to 

distinguish the Didache community from other groups, especially Jewish groups, that 

also inherit the Two Ways tradition. Moreover, by placing the sectio evangelica (Did 

1:3–2:1) before other Two Ways materials, the Didache emphasizes the priority of 

the Jesus tradition over the original Two Ways instructions, and hence defines the 

Didache community over against traditional Judaism.
113

 On the other hand, the sectio 

evangelica also postulates a great difference between the Christian ethos and that of 

the Greco-Roman society, with the former expressed as the ideal of perfection (6:2), 

required of believers in their final salvation (16:2).
114

 In contrast, those who do not 

share the community’s profession of Jesus Christ are casted in negative light, since 

they lack the essential guide that leads to perfection. By following Jesus’ 

authoritative teaching, the Didache community shows itself to be distinct from and 

superior to other groups, both Jewish and Gentile. 

The proclamation of Christ in the community rituals, especially in the 

Eucharist prayers, also serves to emphasize the distinctive superiority of the 

community as receivers of Christ’s gifts. Since only through Christ is the true life and 

knowledge from God made known, it implies that those not receiving these gifts 

through Christ are cut off from the fulfillment of God’s promises. This separation 

between ingroup and outgroups is more clearly expressed in the eschatological 

ending of the Didache, in which it is stressed that not everyone will have a share in 

the resurrection, but only those “holy ones with him” (16:7).
115

 Hence, two 

completely different destinies are portrayed for insiders and outsiders. This sharpens 

the boundaries defined by the community’s profession of Christ. It is strictly an 

either-or situation. The community of followers of Christ is heading to a final 

destination in which non-followers have nothing to share. 

Further highlighting the importance of the Jesus tradition as boundary marker 

of the community is the reference to the gospel teachings. Though explicitly 
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mentioned only a few times (8:2; 11:3; 15:3, 4), these appeal to the gospel, whether a 

Gospel in written form or traditions of gospel teachings, call upon an undisputed 

authority to promote some form of discrimination between insiders and outsiders 

concerning social conduct or the fate of humanity.
116

 The acceptance of the authority 

of gospel traditions on the one hand marks community members from outsiders who 

do not submit to the same authority, and on the other hand motivates members to 

conform to the norms of the ingroup. Hence, the distinction between ingroup and 

outgroups is intensified. 

Finlan observes that “[i]t is Christology (however embryonic) that signals the 

Didache community’s separation from its ancestral Jewish group.”
117

 The emphasis 

on Jesus traditions not only provides a basic definition of the identity of the Christian 

communities, in the Didache such profession of Christ also affirms the positive 

distinctiveness of the community against outgroups. This is an effective way to 

reduce intragroup dissonance and to prevent rifts developing within the group.
118

 

Moreover, when the community is threatened by challenges from outgroups, the 

superiority of the ingroup highlighted by the Christological perspectives also 

increases the attraction of the community to its members, thus reducing the danger of 

members being driven to leave the group. Hence, by stressing the Jesus traditions as 

an identity marker of the community, the group boundary is fortified, and group 

cohesiveness is enhanced. 

6.2.2 Rituals and Group Boundary 

Besides highlighting the community as the receivers of God’s gifts through 

Christ, the community rituals in the Didache also serve in other ways to establish the 

group boundaries between members and outsiders. By participating in the rituals 

distinctive to the community, boundaries between insiders and outsiders are 

manifested socially.
119

 In particular, since some of the rituals, such as prayers and 
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fasts, were public acts at the time of the early church,
120

 the participation in them 

creates a public differentiation between the community and other groups.
121

 Hence, 

the distinction between ingroup and outgroups through the practice of the rituals is 

not only perceived and felt by the participating insiders, but is also recognized by 

outsiders. 

Two other aspects of the ritual instructions in the Didache help to sharpen the 

group boundaries of the community. First, the participants of the rituals are restricted. 

Those who have not been baptized are forbidden to participate in the community 

Eucharist (9:5), and those members in dispute with other members and have not been 

reconciled are also excluded (14:2). These restrictions utilize the notion of purity to 

enforce the standards of holiness cherished by the community members.
122

 Rituals 

become a continuous reminder for community members to comply with the group 

norms, which distinguishes the ingroup from the outgroups. Such language of purity 

also constructs a worldview that organizes the members’ perception of reality.
123

 By 

defining the ingroup as pure and those outside the group boundary as impure, a sharp 

contradiction is placed between ingroup and outgroup, and behaviours and social 

interactions of group members are shaped accordingly, thus further reinforcing the 

group boundary.
124

 Moreover, the restrictions induces in the participants a sense of 

centrality to the group. This can cause the ingroup members to be less responsive to 

the changes in social contexts and more reliant on the social identity of the group.
125

 

This further reinforces the group boundaries. 
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Second, the community rituals convey a sharp distinction between the current 

status of believers on the one hand, and their former life, as well as the status of non-

believers on the other. The ritual of baptism is the most conspicuous in this respect. It 

marks a turning point when converts enter into a new network of social relations.
126

 It 

signifies the social death of the former self of the converts and a separation from their 

former attachments to other communities.
127

 These effects of the initiation rite of 

baptism is then reinforced by the continuous participation in the fasting, prayers and 

Eucharist of the community. Hence, rituals function to install and strengthen a sense 

of new life in the participants, which distances them from the culture and life-style 

they inherited from the socialization in their previous life, and substitutes a new 

social identity for an old one. The superiority of the new life as conveyed in the 

rituals also discourages the members from returning to their former status. 

In summary, rituals play essential roles in strengthening the group boundaries. 

The ritual instructions in the Didache serve this end by creating a public 

differentiation between community and rival groups, by restricting the participants of 

the rituals and thus constructing a contradiction between pure and impure, by 

increasing participants’ sense of centrality to the group, and by distinguishing the 

current life of the members from their former selves and social relations. Hence, 

through constant participation in the community rituals, the members are distanced 

from the influence of outgroups, and continuously drawn towards the ingroup. 

6.2.3 Moral Admonitions and Pagan Society 

In the Didache, one can discern attempts to draw boundaries against several 

other groups. These include the pagan Gentiles, non-Christian Jewish groups, and 

swindlers who claim to be members or even leaders of the group. How the Didache 

draw boundaries against these groups deserves a closer examination. 

The culture and practices of the pagan Greco-Roman society were continuous 

challenges to the early community of believers with its roots in Jewish monotheistic 
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worldview and moral principles. Moreover, the competition for honour and 

reputation, which is characteristic of Mediterranean cultures, further highlights the 

importance of “moral community” for social organization.
128

 Therefore, one finds in 

the Didache, like in many NT books, moral instructions directed against Gentile 

cultures and practices (Did 2:2; 3:4; 5:2).
129

 These ethical instructions act as 

boundary markers identifying the members of the church.
130

 Admittedly, these moral 

admonitions are not only directed at Gentiles. In Jewish writings, including the OT 

itself, there are many moral admonitions that warn Israelites against following 

Gentile practices that are incompatible with their identity as God’s people. However, 

the pagan society, with its practices of idolatry and deficient moral standards, is still 

the main target against which the moral instructions are directed. These admonitions 

set the boundaries between the Christian community and the Gentile society 

surrounding it. 

In the Didache, the moral instructions are contained mainly in the Two Ways 

section. It provides “a framework for understanding the radical alteration in 

behaviour and commitments that the Gentile convert was expected to make.”
131

 

Being a pre-baptismal catechesis, as it is presented in the Didache, it intensifies the 

“in-group/out-group consciousness” within the elected community.
132

 By presenting 

the two types of behaviours in a dichotomy of the way of life and the way of death, a 

sharp distinction is made between the ingroup that follows the way of life and the 

outgroup that is on the way of death, with no middle ground between them. The way 

of death is further described as “evil and full of curse” (Did 5:1). This denigrates the 

outgroup and produces within community members an emotional effect that 

discourages them from adhering to such behaviours. The boundary is further 

reinforced by the regular confession of one’s faults in the community (4:14; 14:1), an 

action that keeps reminding the members the contradiction between the two ways. 
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A sharp boundary against the pagan society was necessary for the early 

church, since the dominant Greco-Roman society would be continuously posing 

threats on Christian communities by the attraction of social prosperity on the one 

hand, and by the intimidation of persecution on deviants on the other hand. In view 

of this social reality, the cost of Christians’ separation from the dominant society is 

stressed in the Didache. This is stated most dramatically in the sectio evangelica, 

where Christians are exhorted to love their enemies who persecute them.
133

 

Community members are requested to pay this cost of enduring persecution and 

loving their oppressors, because it defines their identity as distinct from the nations 

which love only those who love them (1:3). Therefore, the threat of persecution from 

the society is turned into an essential element of the way of life. Hence, the original 

negative value of such threats becomes positive, promoting the positive 

distinctiveness of the group.
134

 In this way, the community’s boundary with the 

dominant society is preserved and group cohesiveness is strengthened. 

Therefore, the moral instructions in the Didache are not merely personal 

ethical guidelines. They also serve essential functions in reinforcing the community 

boundaries. The behavioral rules insulate Christian members from pagan cultures and 

practices. The dichotomy of the Two Ways creates emotional effects as well as 

nominal boundaries that help to keep the members’ distance from the outgroup. 

Emphasizing that the community is on the way of life legitimizes the social reality of 

the community under the hardship of persecution. It also affirms the positive 

distinctiveness of the group by transforming the negative experiences from the 

dominant society into positive ones. Hence, group members will be less motivated to 

be drawn towards the dominant society, and hence the distinct identity of the ingroup 

can be maintained. 

6.2.4 Jewish Communities 

Another group with which the Didache community has formed boundaries is 

that of non-Christian Jews. For the early church, the Jewish groups were competitors 

in the claim of the identity of the people-of-God. Hence, the Didache community had 
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to maintain its boundaries with these Jewish groups and emphasize its superiority 

over them. It has already been noted above that the inclusion of the sectio evangelica 

in the Two Ways section distinguishes the community from other Jewish groups.
135

 

However, the boundary between the Didache community and Jewish groups is most 

clearly articulated in Did 8. The instructions on fasting and prayers in that chapter 

essentially advocate a separation from non-Christian Jewish communities.
136

 The 

practices of fasting and prayers are chosen as points of departure because these are 

important Jewish ancestral customs, the observance of which marks the Jewish 

identity in the period of the early church.
137

 Hence, separating the community’s 

practices of fasting and prayers from those of other Jewish groups helps to 

distinguish the Didache community from its Jewish environment. 

Several features of the instructions in Did 8 also serve to sharpen the group 

boundaries between the Didache community and other Jewish groups. First, the 

Didache calls the opponents “hypocrites”. This negative term vilifies the rival groups. 

This rhetorical move could reduce any possible dissonance the opponents may 

produce for the community.
138

 Second, although no explanation is given for the 

proposed fasting days and prayers in the Didache, the accusation of the opponents’ 

practice as those of hypocrites would imply that the practices of the Didache 

community are superior to the Jewish counterparts. This would then convey the 

impression that the Jewish practices are regarded as outdated.
139

 This contrast 

between the new and the old, the superior and the inferior, reinforces the boundary 

between the two groups. Third, the Didache strengthens the distinctive identity of the 

group by stressing the differences in the details of these practices between the 

community and the rival groups and minimizing the points they have in common.
140

 

The different days of fasting and the particular content of prayer are emphasized over 
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the resemblance between these corresponding Christian and Jewish practices. This 

makes it possible to maintain a sharp boundary between the groups despite their 

common origin and similarities. 

Maintaining a sharp distinction with other Jewish groups allows the Didache 

community to have a more unique identity within its social milieu. It helps to install a 

strong sense of social identity within its members.
141

 Moreover, the presence of such 

rival groups provides a reference point of comparison, so that by derogating the rival 

groups, the ingroup will be more positively evaluated. When challenged by the 

competitions from these Jewish groups, such strategy of sharpening group boundaries 

would help to maintain the solidarity of the Didache community. 

6.2.5 Swindlers and Unrepentant Sinners 

The last group against which the Didache needs to draw a sharp boundary 

consists of those who claim to be insiders, but are unacceptable in the community 

according to its norms. According to the Didache, there are two types of such people. 

One is the incomers to the community, who claim to be fellow Christians or even 

charismatic leaders, but do not conform to the norms of the community. The other 

group consists of community members who violate group norms but refuse to repent. 

The presence of these deviant “insiders” can pose serious threats to the harmony of 

the group. Therefore, boundaries have to be drawn against them. 

Clear instructions are given in Did 11–12 to help the community to discern 

authentic charismatic leaders from false ones, as well as acceptable settlers from 

unacceptable ones. While there are some allowance for the incoming charismatic’s 

deviant behaviours (11:7, 11, also 10:7), strict rules are given to avoid the resources 

of the resources of the community being abused. These rules render those not 

conforming to the rules as outsiders instead of insiders that they claim to be. By 

classifying these swindlers as an outgroup, the Didache can minimize the dissonance 

generated from observing deviant behaviours from an ingroup member, and hence 
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avoid the community itself being negatively evaluated by its own members.
142

 Since 

the negative evaluation is now attributed to outsiders, the positive distinctiveness of 

the ingroup is preserved. Therefore, the regulations in Did 11–12 not only serve the 

practical purpose of protecting the community from being exploited, they also help to 

reduce the negative social-psychological effects generated in community members, 

and thus increase the solidarity of the group. Furthermore, divisions caused by 

deviant leaders are taken to be a sign of the coming of the end (16:3–4).
143

 Hence, 

community members should not be discouraged by such turbulence, since the 

internal strife does not indicate that the community itself is unfavorable, but rather 

confirms the worldview and proclamation of the community. 

Similar boundaries are drawn, though less sharply, against community 

members who deviate from the group norm. In 15:3, unrepentant members are cut off 

from contact with other community members. It is noted that even though the sinner 

may have only wronged a single individual,
144

 all are obligated to refuse contact with 

him or her.
145

 The forbiddance of participation in the Eucharist for those in dispute 

with others (14:2) also serves to isolate the sinned member from the community. 

Although these disciplinary measures are only to be held until the sinner repented 

and reconciled, the unrepentant sinners are still rendered temporarily as outsiders. 

Hence, a boundary is set between the community and the unrepentant. Besides 

enforcing community order, by casting the offender outside the group boundary, or at 

least to the periphery of the group, albeit temporarily, dissonance resulted from 

observing an insider violating endorsed group values could be reduced. It would also 

have an effect of motivating the offenders to re-identify with the community, since 

peripheral group members are often motivated to secure their group membership.
146

 

This would contribute to strengthening group cohesiveness. 
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145

 Bernhard Poschmann, Paenitentia secunda, Theophaneia 1 (Bonn: Hanstein 1940, repr. 1964), 95. 
146

 Jeffery G. Noel et. al., “Peripheral Ingroup Membership Status and Public Negativity toward 

Outgroups,” JPSP 68 (1995): 127–37. 



221 
 

Another disciplinary measure concerning members breaking the group norms 

is perhaps found in 1:5. In that context, the consequences for those accepting alms 

without being in need are mentioned. The references to giving justice for the reason 

of taking it (dw,sei di,khn ìnati, e;labe), imprisonment (evn sunoch/|),147
 interrogation 

(evxetasqh,setai peri. w-n e;praxe), and paying back (avpodw/| to.n e;scaton kodra,nthn) 

suggest that earthly discipline is in view, even though the eschatological aspect is not 

to be ruled out.
148

 Hence, Draper asserts that some kind of community investigation 

and retributive justice are involved.
149

 Such an interpretation is uncertain, since the 

resemblance to Matt 5:25–26 may suggest that the Didache here is drawing on 

traditional material instead of describing the disciplinary measure of the Didache 

community itself. Nevertheless, the punishments mentioned connote a sense of 

boundary against the offenders. 

In short, in order to maintain the cohesiveness of the community, the Didache 

needs not only to deal with attacks from outside, but also to prevent deviants from 

jeopardizing members’ identification with the group. One way the Didache does this 

is by drawing boundaries against swindlers and offenders. By labeling those 

incomers not conforming to the group norms as false-prophets or false-members, and 

by isolating unrepentant sinners from the ingroup, the Didache attempts to reduce the 

members’ negative evaluations of the group. As offenders are defined as outgroup, 

the dissonance generated in group members can be minimized, and hence the 

adherence of members to the group is maintained. 

6.2.6 Concluding Summary 

Social identity theories, especially studies on the interaction between 

intergroup relations and intragroup processes, suggest that an effective way to 

maintain group solidarity is by comparison with outgroups, which enhances members’ 

positive evaluation of the ingroup. The mere existence of an outgroup can already 
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produce ingroup bias, which increases members’ esteem of the ingroup.
150

 Moreover, 

by emphasizing threats from outgroups, internal rifts within the ingroup would 

become less significant in the perception of members, and hence the cohesiveness of 

the ingroup can be increased.
151

 On the other hand, when the community is 

challenged by outgroup attacks, or when outgroup attractions threaten to weaken 

members’ identification with the ingroup, strategies such as providing new 

dimensions of comparison or giving different values to the attributes of comparison 

can help to retrieve the positive distinctiveness of the group, and hence resolving the 

threat.
152

 Therefore, clarifying the community’s relation with outgroups would be an 

important move to maintain the cohesiveness of the group. 

In the Didache, the group boundary is defined primarily by the Jesus 

traditions and the community rituals. The acceptance of the former and the 

participation in the latter provide the basic criteria to distinguish an insider from an 

outsider. They also legitimize the social reality of the group by conveying the 

superiority of the group over other groups. In particular, the people-of-God identity 

and the promises and gifts the community received from God, through Jesus, are 

stressed to provide a favorable dimension of comparison with other groups. Hardship 

experienced is given a positive value as the cost of the way of life. Such comparisons 

place the community in a positive light, and hence increases members’ identification 

with the group. In response to threats from various groups, the Didache attempts to 

sharpen the community’s boundaries against the pagan society, non-Christian Jews, 

and offenders who are insiders or claim to be insiders. By drawing a clear line 

between the community and these groups and by derogating the rival groups, the 

Didache insulates members from these rival groups and minimizes the negative 

influences on community members. All these strategies of sharpening group 

boundaries in the Didache serve to maintain the solidarity of the group in the midst 

of the tensions it experiences. 
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6.3 Conclusion 

Challenges from outgroups and conflicts generated by negative experiences 

within the ingroup can both threaten the cohesiveness of a community. According to 

social identity theories, an effective strategy to reduce such threats and to maintain 

the solidarity of a group is to strengthen the social identity of group members. This 

can be done, for example, by affirming the positive distinctiveness of the ingroup, or 

by derogation of outgroups. In the Didache, one can see such group maintenance 

strategies are employed. The instructions contained in this document emphasize the 

people-of-God identity of the community, which it receives through Jesus Christ. 

This means that the community has embarked on the way of life, and it looks forward 

to the final fulfillment of God’s promises to his people. Hence, the community is 

attributed a high status in the conception of its members. This attracts their adherence 

to the group. On the other hand, the Didache condemns the culture and practices of 

the pagan society as the way of death, denounces the competing Jewish groups as 

hypocrites, and reproaches as outsiders those incomers who do not conform to the 

group norms, as well as those unrepentant ingroup members. These disparagements 

also increase the positive distinctiveness of the Didache community, and hence 

function to establish solidarity in the group. 

As the social identity of members become more salient, they will be more 

willing to follow the group norms. Conversely, conforming to group norms and 

stereotypes can enhance a member’s cognition of belonging to the group, and hence 

reinforcing their social identity. Therefore, by setting out rules and regulations for the 

personal and communal life, the Didache not only seeks to maintain the order of the 

community, but also provides a way to enhance members’ identification with the 

group. In particular, both incoming and residential leaders have to show a high 

ethical standard, so that they can be prototypes of the group in imitation to the arch-

prototype, that is, God himself. Maintaining a positively perceived leadership, which 

in turn enhances the realization of group norms, is an important aspect of the 

Didache’s group maintenance strategy. 
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Furthermore, the ritual instructions in the Didache also play an important 

function in group maintenance. By repeatedly performing the community rituals, 

which convey the special identity and hope of the community, members are 

continuously reminded of their privileges as the people-of-God, and experience the 

oneness of the group. This increases members’ commitment to the group, especially 

in the cognitive and emotional aspects. On the other hand, the rituals also contribute 

to sharpen the community’s boundaries with non-members and competing outgroups. 

This offers a stronger sense of importance to ingroup members, and hence reinforces 

their attachment to the group. 

Finally, the instructions in the Didache also enhance conflict resolution in 

case disputes arise in the community. The people-of-God identity gives an equal 

status for all members of the group. Responsibilities in community life, such as the 

performance of rituals and the support of community leaders, enhance cooperation 

between individual members or subgroups. The target of perfection provides a 

common goal for the community. The instructions of the Didache itself, presented as 

the teaching of the Lord through the twelve apostles, offer authoritative support. 

According to Allport’s contact theory, all these are essential factors for successful 

conflict resolution. 

In sum, one important function of the Didache is to maintain the cohesiveness 

of the community by strengthening members’ social identity. It provides means for 

members to cognitively identify with the community, to positively evaluate the group, 

and to increase their emotional attachment. In these ways, it helps early Christians to 

tackle challenges from other communities, as well as from within the group. 
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Chapter 7 

Group Maintenance in James and the Didache: 

A Comparison 

The above chapters have investigated some of the community concerns in 

James and the Didache, especially those ingroup tensions reflected in these two early 

Christian writings. The rhetorical strategy for resolving these tensions are then 

explored with the aid of social-scientific theories including the social identity theory, 

the self-categorization theory and various models in conflict theories. This chapter 

will be devoted to a comparison of the two writings from the perspectives of group 

tensions and group maintenance. Similarities as well as contrasts will be highlighted. 

7.1 Conflict Situations 

From the analysis of the conflict situations reflected in James and the 

Didache, several points of comparison can be observed. Some issues are treated by 

both writings, indicating similar community tensions. On the other hand, there are 

differences in the particular concerns in the two writings. 

7.1.1 Tensions among Leaders 

The first point to be noted is the conflict caused by problems concerning 

those in the leading roles of the community. In the Didache, the discernment of the 

authenticity of incoming charismatics is an urgent problem (Did 11). In fact, one of 

the fundamental purposes of the Didache is to help the community to guard against 

false teachers and their teachings. The privilege offered to those teachers and 

prophets settling in the community is also a potential source of conflict (Did 13). 

Moreover, the instructions concerning bishops and deacons (Did 15) probably 

indicate competition between incoming charismatics and local leaders. All these 

issues threaten the stability of the community. 

On the other hand, tension caused by community leaders is also indicated in 

James, not least in the admonition of Jas 3:1, which reveals that there were 

competitions among community members for teaching positions. It has been argued 
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above that the warnings about the destructive effect of the tongue and the distinction 

between true and false wisdom in Jas 3 also reflect the conflicts among those in the 

community who seeks to be teachers.
1
  Moreover, the wars and fightings in Jas 4 are 

probably also related to the conflicts among leaders. 

One primary concern, common to both James and the Didache, is the moral 

standard of community leaders. According to social identity theory, group leaders are 

seen as group prototypes embodying the core values of the group. Hence, the quality 

of leaders would have far-reaching effects for the group. Leaders lacking the required 

qualities could be destructive for the solidarity of the group. Therefore, both James 

and the Didache are greatly concerned with avoiding such destructive influences 

caused by occupants of leading positions who do not meet the standard according to 

the group norms. 

Another common concern of James and the Didache about community 

leaders is that of false teaching contradictory to the instructions contained in those 

writings. Several times the Didache warns the audience to guard against those who 

cause the community to depart from the instructions which it presents (6:1; 11:2). In 

James, tension caused by teaching contrary to the author’s statements is most clearly 

seen in the debate about faith and work in Jas 2. Hence, one witnesses in both James 

and the Didache the conflict caused by different teachings among early communities 

of believers, as well as the authors’ attempts to unify the faith and praxis of their 

audiences. 

It should be remarked that while it is a popular view among commentators of 

both James and the Didache that the concern for different teachings points to the 

debate between the traditions of Paul and the Jewish Christians,
2
 it is at least equally 

likely that the competitions among leaders reflect common human experiences of 

competing for honour and privilege. The Greco-Roman culture of honour and shame, 
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as well as the scarcity of resources in the ancient world, only make such kinds of 

competitions more likely to happen. 

Though the tension among leaders is a common issue for both James and the 

Didache, the two documents also have their own particular concerns for the situation. 

In the Didache, the primary concern seems to be the order of the community. One 

important purpose of the instructions about leaders is to prevent the community being 

exploited by imposters. The command to honour the local leaders also reveals the 

possibility that the order of the community is at stake, owing to challenges from 

some incomers. On the other hand, James seems to be more concerned with the 

polarizing effect caused by the tensions among leaders and would-be leaders, since it 

threatens to tear apart the community. The emphasis on making peace in the 

discussion on true and false wisdom clearly indicates this concern in James. In other 

words, James is more focused on the threats coming from within the community 

itself, while the Didache puts more emphasis on the danger from outside. 

7.1.2 Tensions between Rich and Poor 

Given the socio-economic strata of the agrarian Greco-Roman society,
3
 it is 

no surprise that the tension between rich and poor was a pressing issue within the 

early church. Both James and the Didache contain teachings in response to this social 

reality. A large portion of James is devoted to the theme of wealth and poverty (Jas 

1:9–11; 2:1–17; 4:13–5:6). Two issues are particularly evident in James. One is the 

partiality shown by the community in favour of the rich (Jas 2:1–7). The other is the 

arrogant and irreverent attitude of the rich, probably including some of the rich 

believers in the community (Jas 4:13–5:6). In the Didache, the theme of rich and 

poor is perhaps not as prominent as in James, but enough is said to permit some 

commentators to speak about the “economic system of the Didache community.”
4
 

Some parts of the Two Ways section focus particularly on the treatment of the lowly 

members, exhorting believers to support them by sharing resources (Did 1:5–6; 4:5–8) 

and to treat them fairly (4:10). The rules concerning fellow believers passing through 
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or settling in the community (Did 12) are also to be understood against the 

background of the reality of poverty in the whole society. 

The inequality of members of different social strata and the oppression of the 

poor are important factors that weaken the solidarity of the faith community, not just 

because these social problems could cause social instability, but also because these 

situations are in clash with the community’s self-understanding as the people-of-God. 

The cognitive dissonance generated from this discrepancy can be a threat to believers’ 

identification with the faith community. Hence, both James and the Didache must 

deal with this problem in order to maintain the cohesiveness of the group. Even 

though neither writing seeks to overturn the social inequality at large, by prompting 

the believers to show mercy and generosity to the poor, they both attempt to counter 

the general attitudes towards rich and poor in the dominant society, so that the 

particular self-understanding of the faith community can be maintained. 

While the tension between rich and poor is a common concern for both James 

and the Didache, the ways the two writings focus on this problem are obviously 

different. For James, the problem at stake is believers’ adherence to the rich, 

presumably trying to get their support. In addition, some rich believers may have 

retained their indulgent life-style. For James, such a worldly attitude is in direct 

contrast to their claim of faith in Christ and is one of the main factors contributing to 

the disorder in the community. By contrast, there is little in the Didache to suggest 

that adherence to the rich is a serious problem in the community. The focus of the 

Didache more consistently lies on the support of the poor. This contrast does not 

necessarily suggest that rich people were lacking in the Didache community. It only 

shows that James and the Didache pay attention to different aspects of the socio-

economic issue. 

Furthermore, although both James and the Didache emphasize mercy and 

generosity towards their needy members, they again have different focus on this issue. 

In the Didache, much attention is paid to the establishment of a reasonable system to 

support those members in need, so that on the one hand those in need would not be 

ignored, but on the other hand, the resources of the community would not be abused. 
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In particular, some possible interpolations by the Didachist on the traditional Two 

Ways material seem to be targeted at avoiding the generosity of the community being 

exploited (Did 1:5–6).
5
 In order to achieve this purpose, an effective way to discern 

swindlers is necessary (Did 11–12). On the contrary, there is no attempt in James to 

organize any support system in the community. What is important for James is 

willingness of believers to show their mercy through supplying bodily needs for the 

poor. The danger of swindlers is simply not mentioned in the letter. Therefore, one 

sees again that the concerns of James and the Didache are quite different, although 

they share a common socio-economic background of the Greco-Roman society. A 

correct attitude on the part of the believers in accordance with their faith is most 

crucial for James, but the Didache regards it as equally important that an orderly 

system governs the operation of the group, which has to be maintained by clearly 

defined regulations. 

7.1.3 Disputes and Fightings among Members 

The fact that both James and the Didache are concerned about conflicts 

among their audiences is not surprising since it is a very common phenomenon for 

groups to have some disputes among its members.
6
 In James, the audience is said to 

be having wars and fightings among them, even to such an extent that the author 

exaggeratedly expresses that they are committing murder (Jas 4:1–3). These conflicts 

are most likely caused by their competitions for gain or honour, or both. This may 

also be a result of the escalation of the conflict among community leaders, so that the 

hostility among disputing leaders spreads over the whole community, perhaps even 

to the extent that the community is divided into parties in opposition to one another.
7
 

On the other hand, disputes among members are not stressed to any great extent in 

the Didache. However, the prohibition against those having dispute with a fellow 

member to join the community rituals (Did 14:2) and the instructions on the 

treatment for offenders (Did 15:3) indicate that conflict among members is at least 

considered to be a potential danger in the Didache community. 
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Related to the concern about disputes is the interest in speech ethics. Both 

James and the Didache have admonitions against sins in speech such as speaking evil 

(Jas 3:9–10; 4:11; Did 2:3), grumbling (Jas 5:9; Did 3:6) and falsely swearing (Jas 

5:12; Did 2:3). Though the Greek words used in the two documents are different, 

they can be regarded as showing a similar concern. These admonitions are probably 

traditional materials,
8
 but the community concerns in both James and the Didache, 

especially the explicit mention of wars and fightings among believers in James, 

suggest that they are not given only as general ethical exhortations, but also reflect 

the authors’ knowledge of the community situations of the audience. One of the 

likely causes for these wrongful speeches could be the disputes in the community, 

which lead to anger in disputants. These harsh speeches could feed back to the 

conflict situation, causing the conflict to escalate. 

Though the concern for dispute among members is common to James and the 

Didache, they have some different perspectives to the problem. For James, the 

emphasis is put on the evil desires within believers, which is regarded as the primary 

cause of the wars and fightings (Jas 4:1). The dividedness of the inner-life of 

believers finds expression in strife in the community. James regards such disputes as 

indicators of the believers’ vain religion. Hence, repentance on the part of believers is 

stressed (Jas 4:4–10). The Didache, on the other hand, does not explicitly mention 

the cause of disputes among members, though other issues treated in the document, 

such as the support of leaders and fellow members, could be part of the reasons. The 

Didache mainly views the problem of dispute from the perspective of community 

order. While the Didache is also concerned with the repentance of believers, more 

stress is put on how the whole community should treat the offenders. 

In addition, a comparison to a corresponding saying in the Sermon on the 

Mount (Matt 5:21–26) provides interesting insights. Two points may be noted. First, 

the Matthean saying, like James and the Didache, draws a close relation between 

speech ethic and anger (Matt 5:22). This supports the interpretation that the concern 
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on speeches in James and the Didache are related to community disputes. Second, 

both James and the Didache agree with the priority of reconciliation over ritual 

sacrifice, as also expressed in the Matthean saying (Matt 5:23–26), but the emphasis 

in the two writings are different. The Didache focuses on the command that 

reconciliation must be made before believers participate in community rituals. On the 

contrary, James does not explicitly give such a command, but retains the spirit in the 

Matthean saying that right relations between fellow believers are core expressions of 

true reverence. Hence, this comparison highlights again both the similarity and 

differences between James and the Didache on the issue of community disputes. 

7.1.4 Tensions with Jewish Traditions 

From the investigation of previous chapters, one can also observe some 

tensions reflected in the Didache, but not in James. One example is the relation with 

non-Christian Jews. This is especially evident in Did 8 where instructions are given 

concerning the believers’ practices of fasting and prayers to make a sharp distinction 

with corresponding Jewish practices. This polemic passage in the Didache suggests, 

among other concerns, the possible danger of some community members being 

attracted to competing Jewish groups. This does not necessarily indicate that the 

Didache community had already separated completely from non-Christian Jews. 

Rather, the similarity between the community’s practices and those of the rival 

Jewish groups suggests that they still had close contact.
9
 However, the rift with other 

Jewish groups had become sufficiently great to necessitate a clear distinction 

between the Didache community and other Jews. On the contrary, there is no 

indication of the need of distinguishing from other Jewish groups in James. The 

epistle takes for granted that believers should keep adhered to the Jewish Law, 

interpreted through the command of love (Jas 1:25; 2:8). No details for practicing the 

Law or religious acts are mentioned. This observation shows that the author of James 

did not regard other Jewish groups as a serious threat to the community of believers. 

Besides competitions from other Jewish groups, the Jewish roots of the early 

church also caused other tensions within the community. In the Didache, one may 
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observe the tension between Jewish and Gentile believers through those admonitions 

in the Two Ways section that are particularly directed against pagan practices, such 

as idolatry, practicing magic, making drugs, and killing new-borns. The emphasis on 

these pagan practices indicates that the Didachist had a particular concern on those 

Gentile believers, who were used to those practices before converted to Christianity 

and still not completely cut off from them. This does not only affect the morality of 

the Gentile believers themselves, but may also cause dissension from the Jewish 

believers, who are particularly repulsive to these practices, owing to their Jewish 

traditions. Again, there seems to be no such concern in James. The reason is probably 

that the audience of James were mainly Jewish, and thus pagan practices did not pose 

a serious problem for the community members. 

Furthermore, it is possible that the extent to which Gentile believers should 

comply to Jewish Laws also caused some tensions in the Didache community. It has 

been argued above that there is not enough evidence in the Didache to suggest the 

Didachist envisions Gentile believers finally becoming full Jews.
10

 Nevertheless, the 

command to bear whatever one can concerning food (Did 6:3) possibly suggests 

some concern for the fellowship between Jewish and Gentile believers.
11

 Such a 

concern is again absent in James.
12

 However, the focus on the pursuit of perfection, 

which is the broader concern of Did 6:3 and other instructions in the Didache, is 

common with the same concern for perfection in James. 

7.1.5 Problems about Rituals 

Another type of concern particular to the Didache is the practice of 

community rituals. The detailed instructions in Did 7–10 not only show the need to 

pass on the practices of rituals in the early church. The selective nature of the 

instructions indicates that the Didache may also have the purpose of standardizing 

the ritual practices for various local communities. The discrepancy in ritual practices 

could be a potential source of conflict for the community, as one may observe form 

the halakhic debate of Jewish parties. The above investigations have highlighted at 
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least three aspects of the significance of the ritual section in the Didache. First, since 

the symbolic actions of rituals express the identity and core values of the community, 

a unified understanding of community rituals is necessary for the solidarity of the 

group. Second, the restrictions on the participants of the rituals, especially the 

Eucharistic meal, shows the community’s concern to distinguish between insiders 

and outsiders. Third, some details in the ritual instructions, such as the concession of 

baptismal water, may indicate that the validity of the rituals is at stake. 

In contrast, there are almost no instructions on community rituals in James, 

except perhaps the exhortations on community gathering in Jas 5:13–18. Even in that 

passage, the focus is not on how to perform the rituals, but on the importance of 

mutual sharing. The absence of ritual instructions may suggest that ritual 

performance is not a particular concern for James’ audience. At least this is not what 

the author of James regarded as an urgent problem of the community. 

7.1.6 Concluding Summary 

By analyzing the community tensions reflected in James and the Didache, 

one sees that there are several similar problems faced by the audiences of the two 

compositions. The issues addressed in both compositions focus more on ingroup 

cohesiveness than on attacks from the pagan world.
13

 Competitions between leaders, 

unacceptable qualities and behaviours among leaders, disputes among community 

members, and economic tensions caused by the highly stratified society are among 

the main concerns of both documents. However, these similar problems do not 

necessarily imply that James and the Didache have the same provenance.
14

 Rather, 

the similarities may be more aptly explained by the fact that both the audiences of 

James and the Didache were situated in the general social background of the Greco-
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Roman society and that both writings were addressed to a broad audience in which 

those group dynamics common to human experiences could be easily observed. 

Even though some similar problems are reflected in James and the Didache, 

the perspectives of the two compositions on these problems show some important 

differences. James attributes the root of the conflicts to the evil desires within 

believers. The author accuses believers of their dividedness and being not whole-

heartedly devoted to God. One of the principle concerns of James is that this 

dividedness within believers would express itself in the dividedness of the 

community and could finally split the community apart. On the other hand, while 

also concerned about the harmony and cohesiveness of the community, the Didache 

pays more attention to those causes of conflict coming from outside. In particular, the 

Didache shows a clear worry about swindlers and imposters exploiting the 

community. Hence, for the Didachist, means for maintaining the proper order of the 

community is as important as correct faith and attitude of individual believers. 

There are also some tensions reflected in the Didache which seems to be 

lacking in James. These include the community’s relation to other Jewish groups and 

the problems about the performance of community rituals. These different concerns 

could be due to different historical situations of the two compositions. However, 

without appealing to the reconstruction of the precise historical settings, such 

discrepancy can be another indication of different perspectives both authors have on 

community issues. For the Didache, relations with other groups and collective 

behaviours of the community are regarded as potential threats to the cohesiveness of 

the audience, while for James the focus is mainly on the inner dispositions of the 

believers. 

7.2 Group Maintenance Strategies 

Both James and the Didache are concerned about the cohesiveness of their 

audiences, and some similar community problems are reflected in them. The rhetoric 

strategies of the two compositions for maintaining harmony within the community 

also show both similarities and differences. The following discussion compares some 

key observations made in the previous chapters on James and the Didache. 
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7.2.1 Identity of the Faith Community 

One key perspective of this study on the group maintenance strategies of 

James and the Didache is how the conception of social identity could have affected 

the group dynamic of the early communities of believers. Hence, the first thing to be 

observed is how both documents attempt to establish and consolidate the social 

identity of those Christ-followers. Both James and the Didache present the believers’ 

identity primarily as the elected people-of-God, through the salvation of Christ. 

James addresses the audience as the twelve tribes in the Diaspora. This connects the 

identity of the community to the whole tradition of Israel’s hope of being gathered by 

God in the eschaton into one nation again. A similar conception of self-identity is 

also expressed in the Didache, especially in the ritual prayers in Did 9–10. Moreover, 

this shared identity of believers is consolidated by the common community 

experiences exhorted in the instructions for community assemblies and rituals (Jas 

5:13–20; Did 7–10). This portrayal of self-identity gives a sense of groupness to 

believers, not only for those in the same local community, but also for the various 

geographically spread local communities. As one people-of-God, all believers are 

depicted by the authors as in solidarity, sharing the same destiny. 

The role of Christology in establishing the social identity of believers must 

not be overlooked. For the early Christians, the most basic feature that defines their 

identity is their faith in Jesus Christ, which distinguishes believers from other Jews, 

as well as pagans. Even though there is no elaborated Christology in both James and 

the Didache, the audience’s faith in Christ is nevertheless at the core of both writings. 

In James, the admonition against partiality is given on the basis of the audience’s 

faith in Christ. Christ’s role as the eschatological judge is also stressed to strengthen 

the force of the author’s persuasion. In the Didache, the centrality of Christology is 

expressed in the incorporation of Jesus traditions into Jewish materials such as the 

Two-Ways, in the explicit confession of Christ in the ritual prayers, and in the 

depiction of the coming of Christ in the apocalyptic ending. 

The emphasis on the people-of-God identity contributes in several ways to the 

group maintenance in James and the Didache. First, studies in social identity theory 

assert that the mere sense of belonging to the same group is sufficient for generating 



236 
 

ingroup bias within group members.
15

 People tend to see members of the same group 

in a more positive light, to be more easily influenced by ingroup members, and more 

ready to forgive faults of ingroup members. Hence, in cases when rifts occur among 

group members, stressing the common social identity can help to reduce the sense of 

hostility and to maintain the cohesiveness of the community. Moreover, the emphasis 

on the people-of-God identity also makes the audience more ready to accept the 

admonitions from the authors, since the authors also share the same social identity. 

This could significantly increase the impact of the writings on the audience. 

Second, the emphasis on the people-of-God identity of believers can give a 

sense of superiority to the audience in comparison to other competing groups, 

including non-believing Jews and pagans. Since the believers are the people-of-God, 

who in turn are to receive God’s promised kingdom, they should highly value their 

membership in this community. This superiority is further highlighted by the stress 

on eschatological rewards and punishments in the two writings. These emphases give 

incentive for believers to stay committed to the group.
16

 In order to receive the 

expected rewards, believers are expected to remain part of the community at all costs. 

This is clearly expressed in the theme of endurance in James (Jas 1:2–4, 12; 5:7–11) 

and in the exhortation to gather frequently in the Didache (Did 16:2). The sense of 

superiority is especially important when the group is challenged by rival groups.
17

 By 

stressing the superiority of the group, its positive distinctiveness is increased, and 

thus members’ commitment to the group is strengthened. 

Third, when the community is divided into conflicting subgroups owing to, 

for example, differences in opinions or competitions among group leaders, the 

emphasis on the people-of-God identity helps to offer a common ingroup identity for 

the believers. The conception of one people-of-God forms a superordinate category 

which unites the members of the rival subgroups into one transcendent group. In 

particular, in both James and the Didache, one witnesses tensions between the poor 

and those more well-off members in the community. This socio-economic difference 

                                                           
15

 Billig and Tajfel, “Social Categorization,” 27–52, Dovidio, “Bridging,” 3. 
16

 Kanter, Commitment, 71–72. 
17

 Tajfel and Turner, “Social Identity Theory,” 19–20. 



237 
 

could materialize into conflicting subgroups among the community of believers. The 

relative power of the subgroups would be highly unbalanced owing to the uneven 

distribution of resources. By emphasizing the common ingroup identity, the authors 

let the disadvantaged members gain a sense of status and power. This could increase 

the attachment of these members to the group, and hence the cohesiveness of the 

community is enhanced. 

In sum, in both James and the Didache, the self-understanding of the 

believers as the people-of-God forms the basis for the authors’ attempt to maintain 

the solidarity of the community and to persuade the audience to take heed to the 

writings’ admonitions. Both documents presuppose this common ingroup identity for 

the audience, and make effort to enhance believers’ identification with the group. 

With this social identity perspective, one understands more thoroughly the 

significance of some of the rhetorical features in both documents for group 

maintenance. 

7.2.2 Group Boundaries 

Closely connected to the establishment of ingroup identity is the ways in 

which the group creates boundaries with other groups. Although in both James and 

the Didache the main focus is not on polemic with rival groups, it is still essential for 

both authors to sharpen the audience’s boundary with some outgroups in order to 

strengthen the solidarity of the faith community. For such a purpose, derogation of 

rival groups is often employed as a useful strategy. In the Didache, the existence of 

rival groups is most obviously seen in the instructions of fasting and prayers in Did 8, 

where non-believing Jews, probably members of the Pharisee party, are derogated as 

hypocrites. The Didache also makes efforts to represent those not meeting the group 

norms as outgroups. Besides protecting the community from the exploitation of 

swindlers, such a move also serves the purpose of reducing the dissonance generated 

from witnessing unacceptable behaviours in supposed ingroup members. On the 

other hand, the most prominent outgroup in James is the wicked rich. There are harsh 

rebukes against the rich in the letter, especially in 2:6–7 and 4:13–5:6. The wicked 

rich are placed in diametric opposition to the elected poor (2:5), that is, the faith 

community itself. However, it must be recalled that the wicked rich in James is not a 
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well-defined rival outgroup. The rich in James is presented as a stereotype instead of 

a concrete outgroup. This implies that the rebukes against the rich are directed not 

only to non-believers, but also to believers who nevertheless acquire the attitudes and 

behaviours of the wicked rich. These believers who follow the ways of the wicked 

rich are part of the larger category rebuked in the letter, namely, the friends of the 

world (4:4), who are also supposed to be part of the community, but fall short of the 

required standard according to the author. Hence, like the Didache, James also 

represents those not adhering to the group norms set in the letter as outgroups. This 

means that the group boundary is not considered as an unalterable social reality, but 

is defined stereotypically, depending on people’s choice of adhering to the group 

prototype or not. In Lockett’s words, the group boundary for James is “strong but 

permeable.”
18

 

Some differences between the depictions of group boundaries in James and 

the Didache should be noted. First of all, the main targets of attack in the two 

compositions are different. The group of “hypocrites” in the Didache, that is, rival 

groups of non-believing Jews, is not a main concern in James. On the other hand, 

although the Didache also deals with the issues of poverty and resource distribution 

in the community, the rich is not the target of attack, as portrayed in James. Besides 

possible differences in social-historical situations of the two compositions, this 

difference in targeted outgroups reveals a different perception of the main dangers of 

the community on the part of the authors. While James tries to guard against 

arrogance and partiality jeopardizing the purity and solidarity of the faith community, 

the Didache is more concerned with distinguishing the true people-of-God from 

pretenders. 

Another difference between the establishment of boundaries in James and the 

Didache is that the Didache is more inclined to define the group boundary through 

formal and public actions. The audience is to distinguish itself from the “hypocrites” 

by their particular days of fasting and their different wordings for prayers. The 

different day for worship (Did 14:1) may also contribute to the distinctiveness of the 
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community. Moreover, the main criterion for distinguishing true and false incoming 

members is conformity to the behaviours required in the document’s instructions 

(Did 11–12). On the other hand, although James also provides many instructions on 

Christian life, the group boundary of believers is not mainly defined by particular 

actions, but by the inner dispositions of believers who devote wholeheartedly to God, 

an attitude that is expected to express itself in various actions of mercy, endurance 

and peacemaking. Hence, comparatively speaking, the group boundary in James is 

not as concretely defined as in the Didache. Nonetheless, this does not mean that the 

boundary in James is vague. James is as concerned as the Didache on maintaining a 

distinctive identity of believers from outsiders. However, James seems to see no need 

of providing clear criteria for the group to distinguish true members. Instead, James 

emphasizes more on the audience’s self-examination of their own status as insiders. 

7.2.3 Group Norm Inculcation 

A characteristic of both James and the Didache is that both writings are very 

“practical”, that is, they do not contain much elaboration on doctrines or theological 

concepts, but mainly give behavioural instructions. These instructions, especially 

those ethical admonitions, constitute the group norm for the community of believers. 

The inculcation of group norm not only serves the purpose of regulating personal and 

group behaviours within the community, but also helps to strengthen the sense of 

social identity in group members, since commitment to a group includes an aspect of 

moral commitment.
19

 By coordinating believers’ understanding of acceptable and 

unacceptable behaviours, community members would be able to have a greater sense 

of unity. Moreover, clear rules for behaviour can also help to prevent controversies 

from arising and to resolve disputes in case there is disagreement among members. 

One similarity between the instructions in James and the Didache is that they 

both rely heavily on traditional sayings, including Jesus traditions as well as Jewish 

traditions, such as the Two Ways. However, there are also significant differences 

between the inculcation of group norm in the two documents. The first difference to 

be noted is the scope of instructions. The instructions in James are mostly moral 
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admonitions. One main concern of the letter is how believers are treating each other 

in their community life. Community strife and mutual attacks are reproved, but few 

words are said on the ordinary activities of the community. Even the exhortations on 

the community assemblies (5:13–20) do not contain concrete instructions on how the 

assemblies should be hold, except the command for the elders to anoint the sick and 

pray for him (5:14). Thus, most instructions in James can be regarded as “not 

paraenetic but protreptic,” not primarily communicating specific rules for concrete 

actions but rather advices on character formation.
20

 On the contrary, besides moral 

admonitions, the Didache contains a lot of instructions for regulating the daily 

community life, including the practices of rituals and the criteria for distinguishing 

the authenticity of incomers. Hence, one gets an impression that while James 

addresses mainly the “trials” (Jas 1:2) and “suffering” (Jas 5:10) of the audience, 

wanting to maintain the stability of the group in situations of crisis, the Didache 

shows more interest in the organization of the community and maintaining the 

cohesiveness of the group through the activities of its daily life. 

Furthermore, the manners in which James and the Didache deliver their 

instructions are also different in some aspects. James gives harsh reproofs to those 

believers having behaviours and attitudes unacceptable in the author’s view. These 

are addressed to insiders who have gone astray. In contrast, the Didache does not 

contain harsh rebukes to those deviating from the group norms. The Two Ways 

section conveys the way of death without accusing the audience of committing those 

errors, only warning them against such actions. The instructions about swindlers are 

about how the community should discern them, without reproving the swindlers 

themselves. Also, the community is told how to treat those who have done wrong, 

but the Didache does not directly reprimand the offenders. The different manner of 

giving instructions again shows that strife in the community is a more concerned 

problem for James than for the Didache. Besides an indication of different style and 

genre, it seems possible that the situation of James’ audience is more acute than the 

Didache community, and hence it is more urgent for James to correct those in the 

community who have gone astray. 
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7.2.4 Conflict Reduction Strategies 

Both James and the Didache make some effort to deal with disputes among 

believers in the community. There are some similar features in their conflict 

reduction strategy. One tool to analyze these similar features is Allport’s contact 

model,
21

 which states that equal status, intergroup cooperation, common goals and 

support of authorities are essential constituents for successful conflict reduction. First, 

the emphasis of the people-of-God identity of believers in both documents forms a 

basis for the equal status of believers. In James, equality of status is further enhanced 

by the admonition against partiality and the emphasis that the poor, who are of low 

status in the broader society, are the heir of God’s kingdom. The concern for the 

support of the needy ones in the Didache could likewise promote a sense of equal 

status in the community. Second, both James and the Didache encourage the 

audience to have frequent gatherings and close interactions. In James, community 

members are exhorted to share with each other in both joyful and sorrowful 

experiences (Jas 5:13–15). They are also encouraged to confess their sins and pray 

for each other for the benefit of the whole community (5:16). In the Didache, the 

exhortations on community life, including the instructions on community rituals and 

support of community leaders, provides opportunities and motives for cooperation 

among believers. Third, both James and the Didache urge the audience to pursue 

perfection, which is not so much an individual goal as a goal to be achieved by the 

whole community in the grace of God. As the community looks forward to the 

completion of God’s promise when all believers become perfect as one people-of-

God, meanwhile they should manifest this hope through pursuing a community life in 

accordance with God’s decree of perfection. Lastly, both James and the Didache 

place themselves in a position of authority. They could function as an imposed third-

party in cases of disputes. In addition, the Didache also stresses the authority of 

community leaders, empowering them to deal with conflict within the community. 

Therefore, according to Allport’s contact model, both James and the Didache try to 

provide a community environment favorable to conflict reduction. 
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 Allport, Nature of Prejudice, 281. 
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However, one should also note the differences between the conflict reduction 

strategies in the two writings. In terms of conflict models, James is more akin to the 

harmony model, while the Didache is more akin to the regulative model.
22

 In 

accordance with the harmony model, many sayings in James emphasize smooth 

relationships and avoidance of open expressions of conflict. Peace is one of the key 

emphasis in James and a key feature of true wisdom (Jas 3:17). Moreover, several 

admonitions in the letter, such as the request to be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow 

to anger (1:19), the command to bridle one’s tongue (1:26; 3:2) and the prohibition of 

slandering (4:11) and grumbling against one another (5:9) help to avoid open 

confrontations and negative emotional displays. The exhortation to endure in face of 

oppressions (5:7) also helps to avoid tensions in the community from materializing 

into concrete actions of strife. Moreover, James does not provide clear procedures for 

resolving disputes. Neither are detailed codes of behaviour given in the letter. In 

contrast, although also concerned on smooth relationships, the Didache nevertheless 

provides many concrete rules for the community in various situations, such as the 

performance of rituals and the treatment of incomers and settlers. Some 

confrontations would be expected or even required in case community rules are 

broken, for instance, when incomers are considered as false prophets or when those 

who want to settle refuse to work for their living. Furthermore, community members 

are required to shun the offenders who refuse to repent (Did 14:2; 15:3). On the 

contrary, shunning of offenders is not mentioned in James. Instead, turning back 

those gone astray is emphasized (Jas 5:19–20). 

7.2.5 Claim of Authority 

In order to ensure the admonitions are followed by the audience, the authors 

must claim authority for their teachings. In both James and the Didache, the 

instructions are presented as authoritative, received from God’s revelation, which 

determines the selection of norms and values of the community.
23

 A comparison of 

the two documents can be done using the three types of authority classified by 

Weber.
24

 Both documents present their teaching as continuous with the Mosaic Law, 
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 For a description of the conflict models, see Kazan, “Culture and Conflict Management,” 338–60. 
23

 Weren, “Ideal Community,” 198. 
24

 Weber, “Three Types of Legitimate Rule,” 1–11. 
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which is accepted by the early Christians as well as Jews, and in accordance with 

Jesus’ interpretation of the Law. This establishes their legal authority. In the Didache, 

the legal authority is even more prominent since many of the instructions are given as 

precise rules of action supposed to be followed by the whole community. Traditional 

authority are also shown in the documents, as the teachings are presented not as 

something new but already known by the audience. This is especially the case of 

James. Moreover, the intense use of Jesus traditions, as well as Jewish traditions in 

the two compositions is an important means to establish traditional authority. The 

emphasis in the title of the Didache that the teachings are transmitted through the 

twelve apostles to the nations also contributes to the traditional authority of the 

Didache. In contrast to the first two types of authority, charismatic authority is not 

obvious in either James or the Didache. In James, the characters of the author are not 

emphasized. In the Didache, the author is not even named, with the teachings 

claimed to be from the Lord through the twelve apostles. However, the self-

designation of the author in James as “James the slave of God and Jesus Christ”, 

presumably the brother of Jesus, be it authentic or pseudipigraphic, alludes to the 

personal authority characteristic to the brother of Jesus who is also one of the earliest 

leaders of the Jerusalem church. On the other hand, the requirements for the quality 

of community leaders, including the incoming charismatics and the local bishops and 

deacons, establish indirectly the charismatic authority for the Didache. 

From this comparison, one sees that the claims of authority in James and the 

Didache are quite similar, although there are some differences in the particular 

emphasis in each document. The authors of both documents expect the writing to be 

accepted by the audience as authoritative teachings rooted in the revelations of God 

and Jesus Christ, transmitted through the apostles and subsequent church leaders. 

One may say that the authority of the Didache is more legalistic than James, while 

James’ authority is dependant more on the claimed identity of the author. However, 

roughly speaking, both James and the Didache present themselves to the audience in 

the same authoritative manner. This claimed authority is essential to both documents’ 

aim of group maintenance. 
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7.2.6 Concluding Summary 

The above discussion has highlighted some of the similarities and differences 

between the group maintenance strategies in James and the Didache. The most 

important point to be noted is that both documents envision a cohesive community of 

believers with the core understanding of self-identity as the people-of-God. 

According to social identity theories, the ingroup bias due to the identification with a 

group can help to reduce the negative effects from rifts among group members and to 

strengthen the solidarity of the community. In order to strengthen the social identity 

of the audience, both documents attempt to increase the positive distinctiveness of 

the group. One crucial way to do this is to invoke the audience’s eschatological hope 

of receiving the kingdom of God and entering into perfection. This eschatological 

hope motivates believers to be more committed to the community, increases 

believers’ sense of groupness by providing a common goal, and reduces the 

dissonance caused by negative experiences. In the language of dynamical systems, 

this provides the alternate attractor for the group to change from the state of conflict. 

This shared identity is more directly emphasized in James, particularly through the 

opening address which identifies the audience as the twelve tribes in the Diaspora. In 

the Didache, the shared identity is presented mainly through the common norms of 

behaviours, especially through the community rituals which express the solidarity of 

the whole community as the people-of-God. 

The main difference between group maintenance in James and the Didache is 

that the latter provides more explicit and precise rules of actions to regulate personal 

and community lives of the audience. On the contrary, while James also gives many 

guidelines and instructions for believers’ behaviours, few explicit rules are given. 

Rather, the letter focuses mainly on the inner dispositions of believers. For James, 

correct organization of the community seems to be not as important for maintaining 

the harmony of the group as correct attitudes on the part of believers. In light of the 

dynamical system perspective of conflict, which implies that effective conflict 

resolution should focus on the more fundamental elements comprising the conflict 

behaviors rather than the superficial manifestation of the conflict, James’ strategy 

may be more effective for resolving the conflict within the community. 
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The similarities and differences between James and the Didache can be 

interpreted from various perspectives. Some attempts have been made by scholars to 

explore the possible relationship between the two documents. To quote two examples, 

Deppe regards “the organizational arrangement of Jas 5:7-20 as the presentation of a 

primitive church order less developed than Did 7-16,”
25

 while van de Sandt argues 

for a strong relationship between Jas 1 and the teknon section of the Didache.
26

 

However, this study does not adopt the approach to investigate literary or historical 

connection between the two documents. Rather, from a social-scientific perspective, 

it is argued that both compositions reflect some similar group dynamics common to 

most communities. Moreover, some features of the strategies taken by both 

documents to resolve these actual or potential community tensions resemble each 

other, while the differences between the two show different perspectives on the 

community issues as well as different paradigms on conflict resolution. 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusions 

This study commenced with the aim of exploring the possibility of reading 

James and the Didache from a perspective of group maintenance. By so doing, it was 

hoped that some light would be shed on the rhetorical situations, rhetorical strategies, 

and coherence of both compositions. With the aid of social-scientific theories, this 

study investigated the possible community tensions reflected in these two early 

Christian writings and the possible impacts the authors or redactors wanted to have 

on the audience. 

The first step was to explore the possible community tensions reflected in the 

compositions. With the help of results from studies in group dynamics, especially 

those studies in conflict escalation and resolution, the concerns for conflicts in James 

and the Didache were highlighted. In particular, the focus of this study was on intra-

communal conflicts, which seems to be a perspective not sufficiently explored in 

previous studies on James and the Didache. This was done in chapter 3 and 5. It must 

be cautioned that the discussions in these chapters are not supposed to be a detailed 

reconstruction of the target communities of the two documents. Rather, the 

discussions were based on the assumption that those group dynamics and tensions are 

common phenomena of any group across time, location and culture. This assumption 

can be justified on the one hand by the frequent applications of these theories of 

group dynamics in sociological studies, which indicate their wide applicability, and 

on the other hand by general human experiences of conflicts. Hence, it is highly 

likely that there would be some tensions in the early Christian communities.
1
 

Therefore, it is reasonable to try to discern some conflict situations in James and the 

Didache. By paying attention to these community tensions, it is hoped to provide 

another key to unlock the messages of the two documents. 

                                                           
1
 Indeed, one of the main concerns in 1 Clem is the disposal of some presbyters in the Corinthian 

church. This indicates that community strife was an actual problem in the early church around the end 

of the first century. 
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After investigating the possible community tensions reflected in the 

compositions, this study proceeded to analyze the rhetorical strategies James and the 

Didache used to maintain the cohesiveness of the audience. Results from social-

scientific studies were utilized again to give a framework for the analysis. However, 

this study did not stick to one social-scientific model. Rather, insights from several 

theories were applied. These include the social identity theory, Allport’s contact 

model and some results from conflict theories.
2

 It was discovered that both 

documents attempt in their own ways to reduce the conflict in the community of 

believers and to enhance the solidarity of the group. One of the main strategies is to 

strengthen the social identity of the audience. As the believers gain a stronger sense 

of being a group, they would be more willing to follow the norms of the community, 

to settle the rifts among them, and to support each other. However, the two 

documents also have some different perspectives on conflict resolution. The most 

obvious difference is that the Didache is more regulative than James, offering more 

precise codes of behaviour for the audience. This difference could be explained by 

the different genres of the two writings, but may also reflect different views on 

community conflict. 

After exploring the conflict situations and group maintenance strategies of 

James and the Didache, and after comparing the similarities and differences between 

them, some final words may be said on the inferences of these investigations. 

8.1 Purpose of James and the Didache 

The above study has shown that community conflicts are indeed reflected in 

the two writings. Although it is believed that both writings had a broad audience, 

consisting of several local communities, and hence no single portrayal of the 

audience situation can be offered, it is still reasonable to regard the conflicts reflected 

in the texts were occurring in some of the local communities among the audience and 

were regarded as potential danger for other local communities. Moreover, it is argued 

that the admonitions in James and the Didache can potentially assist the resolution of 

these conflicts in the community. Hence, it can be reasonably concluded that one of 

                                                           
2
 See the introduction in section 1.3.1. 
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the purposes of the composition of James and the Didache is to deal with the 

community tensions known to the authors, so that the harmony and cohesiveness of 

the faith community can be restored. 

8.2 Coherence of James and the Didache 

Since Dibelius’ influential commentary on James,
3
 this New Testament book 

has been widely regarded as a loose collection of traditional sayings, lacking 

continuity in thought. On the other hand, the Didache is also commonly viewed as an 

accumulation of redaction layers which does not necessarily convey coherent 

messages. These trends of interpretations have altered in recent decades.
4
 More 

attention has been paid to issues such as the structure and the theology of James, so 

that the unity of the writing is more perceivable. Some studies on the Didache also 

read the composition as a unity. This study undertakes to contribute to these 

discussions by arguing that the perspective of group maintenance can be another lens 

to reveal the inner coherence of these two compositions. Different parts of the letter 

of James serve the same purpose of maintaining the cohesiveness of the audience. 

Similarly, the various parts and redaction layers of the Didache also have the 

common aim of strengthening the solidarity of the faith community. Later layers are 

not merely additions to old ones, but the redactors adopted and adapted the older 

traditions, combining them with other materials in order to deal with later community 

concerns. Therefore, both the letter of James and the Didache can be reasonably read 

as coherent compositions. 

8.3 Reception of James and the Didache  

The differences in the ways James and the Didache deal with community 

issues may also help to explain the different reception of the two compositions. 

While James ended up in the New Testament canon, the Didache had been forgotten 

after the first few centuries until its rediscovery by Bryennios,
5
 although most of its 

contents are adopted in later documents such as Apostolic Constitutions VII. James 

tackles the community issues more by appealing to believers’ inner dispositions. 

                                                           
3
 Dibelius, James. 

4
 See the review in section 2.1 

5
 Bryennios, Didach. tw/n dw,deka avposto,lwn. 
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Attitudes such as meekness, mutual caring and endurance are emphasized in the 

letter’s teachings, but few precise codes of behaviour are offered. These admonitions 

have general applicability through different situations. On the contrary, the Didache 

attempts to maintain the order of the community by giving explicit instructions on 

community behaviours. It is essentially a manual of community life. As O’Loughlin 

observes, manuals are vital at the time but have a short shelf-life.
6
 As the community 

situations of the early church changed, most of the instructions of the Didache, save 

the moral instructions in the Two Ways tradition, become not directly applicable. 

Hence the document has to be modified into later church orders. 

8.4 Limitations  

Two limitations of this study should especially be noted. First, the 

investigation of the community situations reflected in the two compositions depends 

on mirror readings of the texts and is based on the general observation that conflict is 

an almost universal group phenomenon. However, the partial evident should not 

prohibit the investigation into the background to the texts.
7
 Furthermore, as there is a 

fair probability for those tensions existing in the early faith communities, one can 

still talk about the group maintenance strategies of James and the Didache. Second, 

the social-scientific models used in this study are not particularly focused on Greco-

Roman or Mediterranean cultures. The results are modern, some are based on 

experiments done by modern social-scientists. Hence, the applicability of these 

theories for the interpretation of the ancient texts may be questioned. However, this 

study tried to appeal to those social-scientific theories which are regarded to have 

wide applicability across various cultures. Hence, it is still fairly reasonable to use 

these social-scientific results to assist the interpretation of James and the Didache. 

8.5 Further Studies 

Two lines of future studies would be suggested. Firstly, according to social 

identity theories and conflict theories, intergroup rivalries are closely tied to ingroup 

solidarity. Hence, if outgroup derogation is one of the strategies used by early 

                                                           
6
 O’Loughlin, “Source of Picturing,” 88. 

7
 Foster, Colossians, 105. 
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Christian authors to strengthen the solidarity of the faith community, as suggested in 

this study, this implies that there would also be increasing tensions or even hatred 

between the Christian communities and other groups. Indeed, this result is observable 

in church history. Hence, the relation between the group maintenance strategy of 

these writings and the later conflicts between the church and other groups may be 

further explored, in terms of, for example, the adoption of these two documents in 

later writings. 

Secondly, the people-of-God identity is the most important basis for group 

maintenance in both James and the Didache. What light does this observation shed 

on the group maintenance strategy for modern church communities is another 

question worthy of further investigation, especially when Christians nowadays are 

more aware of and more reliant on various modern conflict management methods. 

Moreover, if the Christian communities are to follow the group maintenance 

strategies of James and the Didache, would it be inevitable that dislike towards and 

segregation from rival groups arise as side-effects? Does James and the Didache 

offer hints on how to maintain the solidarity of the faith community while at the same 

time taking heed to the command of loving one’s enemy? These pastoral issues can 

be further investigated. 
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