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Abstract

This article deals primarily with the examination of two key and exegetically demanding expressions in the text of the General Epistle of James, which relate to fundamental biblical principles on planning the future of the believer and reconciling human life with God’s will expressed in Holy Scripture. The first one is the hapax legomenon Ἄγε νῦν, the significance of which is closely related to updating of the affected principles with practice. The second term is ποιήσοµεν, which, in most translations, translates as ‘remain’ and does not reflect the core idea of the examined verse. We prove that a more authentic and appropriate translation is ‘work’. Our aim was to find out what new interpretive possibilities the original biblical text offers. The constitutive starting point for research is Novum Testamentum Graecum – Editio Critica Maior. We then compared these texts with the Slovak Ecumenical Bible. The method of our exegetical work was not primarily comparison, but a linguistic analysis and historical-critical exegesis, the result of which is a completely new proposal for the translation of the scrutinised texts. Auxiliary materials were the most important patristic and exegetical commentaries. In conclusion, we state that the analysis made it possible to find a new translation of the researched text, which can really contribute to the improvement of further review and publication of the ecumenical translation of the Bible into various languages.

Contribution: The article examines the source Greek biblical text of James 4:13–15 and reveals a new interpretation of it. This interpretation brings a new, biblical light into the field of planning, which is one of the most current topics nowadays. With its content and especially its conclusions, it contributes to the goals of this theological journal, the subject of which is also the research of Greek biblical manuscripts.
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Introduction

In the General Epistle of Saint Apostle James there are words expressing the sharp disagreement of the biblical author with the activities and plans of people for their future without consideration for God’s will (1). We have in mind the following words:


Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, work a year there, buy and sell, and get gain’; whereas you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. For what is your life? It is even a vapour that appears for a little time and then vanishes away. Instead, you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we shall live and do this or that!’ (Ja 4:13–15)1



Now, it is very important to explain the value of the study we will present to you on the following pages. As we know, future planning is a huge topic not only among theological scholars but also in the ranks of ordinary people, businessmen, politicians, environmentalists, teachers and all the people who perform any sort of activity. What is more, the strategy for planning has been developed in various spheres of society; we already use agile planning and a lot of different frameworks for proper planning, controlling, supervising and executing our projects (e.g. Scrum in IT field and others). However, in the field of theology in recent times we are missing such a clear method or framework, applicable to the period in which we live. Such a method can give our Christian society a vivid concept for planning or not planning our life, work, time or even future.

One of the most important pillars for this topic is a passage from the Epistle of James mentioned above, which, among others, contains two very special expressions (Ἄγε νῦν, ποιήσοµεν) that we are going to analyse, translate and interpret – in a unique way that brings to the researched topic even more light and perspective than before.

To sum up, our aim is to introduce to the scientific community the way, the system and the correct view on how to plan in accordance with the Holy Scriptures, explaining it from a new, modern perspective.

The historical and social context of the studied biblical text

We learn from James’ letter that from among those addressees of the epistle who were most imbued with the secular spirit, James separates and addresses in the quoted verses those who were focussed on money and profit. Those people were specifically merchants. The apostle reproaches them for their absolute self-confidence and trust in themselves, which are the result of the high level of worldliness, the orientation towards purely material values and the obliteration of God. Although these people most probably claimed to be Christians, as the letter is addressed primarily to the Jewish Christians and also, at large, to the Christians of all nations who became members of the New Testament Church – the New Israel (Cap 2019:228–229), they were at the same time people who were not capable of dissociating with the non-Christian way of life and thinking. According to St. Nicodemus the Hagiorite, they were people relying only on their own knowledge and will and ignored God’s ‘providence, cooperation and help’ (Nikodḗmou 1986:141). The aim of apostle James is to confirm and encourage in faith the Christians thinking and acting in the proper way, by ‘illustratively pointing out the questionable and unreasonable attitudes’ (Agourídē 1956:76) of those who behaved neither in a Christian way nor in the spirit of Torah, which also demands good deeds, nor in the spirit of Gospel which demands faith in Jesus Christ or were even enemies of the Christians, whom they oppressed and exploited to achieve their own benefits and profit (cf. Ja 1:9–11; 2:6; 5:4–6). James tries to teach the addressees of the letter to understand the Torah in the way in which God has always intended it to be (Dt 8:17–18).

We can learn from the content of the above quoted verses that among Christians were, already from the early days of the Church, people from various social (Hanobik 2020:83) strata. Already from James 2:14–17, where James calls the believers to manifest their faith by providing clothes and food to other people, one can see that at least some of the believers of the early Church were so wealthy that they had enough means not only to provide a livelihood for their families, but at the same time to help other people in need, too. The above mentioned indicate that ‘the recipients of James’s letter came from various social strata’ (Hanobik & Jurašek 2019:158). There were poor whom the author of the letter assures the extraordinary support of God … and there were also wealthier people dedicated to business …

The fact that Christianity caught on in all social strata is also confirmed by Pliny’s comment in one letter to the emperor Trajan from the beginning of the 2nd century (it relates to the region of Pontus, the present Northern Turkey), in which Pliny (2) refers to the fact that ‘the Christians are represented in all age groups’ (Hoppe 2001:88–89) and ‘in all (social) strata’ (Hangoni 2016:160–163).

The exegetic analysis of the most important terms

Words ‘Listen now’ (Gr. Ἄγε νῦν; Church Slavonic (CSI.) Слы́шите ны́нѣ) are an imperative call for the immediate intensified attention of all those who are exaggeratedly self-assured in their plans for the future. The accent on ‘now’ points to the eschatological thinking of the apostle James who, just like apostle John (see Jn 1 2:18) and all the other biblical authors, emphasises the necessity to be, permanently and in every moment, vigilant and prepared for the second coming of Jesus Christ, which can be experienced, to a certain extent, even now. The term Ἄγε νῦν (Aland et al. 2014:76; Aland et al. 2018:693) can be found in the Holy Scripture only in James, in this place and also in the beginning of the fifth chapter (see Ja 5:1). The word Ἄγε ‘combines with the plural and it is the mark of an elegant style’ (Gryglewicz 1959:119). This is the imperative form of the verb άγω; its basic meaning is: to step, to walk, to go, to lead, to guide, to drive, to conduct, to bring, to take with, to attract (Dvoret͡skiĭ 1958:28–29; compare with Ráptē 1993:16–17). More literally, we could translate this call as: ‘Come (and listen) now you, who speak’. However, as this is a letter and not an oral sermon performed in personal contact with the listeners, it is more adequate and understandable to rather use the word ‘listen’ in the translation. After all, this is indirect and inter-mediated contact with the listeners who are not asked to go somewhere. Finally, also the words ‘you, who say’ (Gr. οἱ λέγοντες; CSl. глаго́лющiи) are meant not completely literally and in an exact reading. They are intended to be an approximate and general example of the self-assured spirit and way people think, ‘arrogantly’ (Ivanov 1893:21) speak and unscrupulously act, who decide only by themselves without consideration for God’s will.

In the rush for profit, the mentioned merchants proceeded ‘like in their power was the time, the live and the achievement of the desired goals’ (I͡aroshevskii 1901:254). The words ‘today or tomorrow we will go’ (Gr. σήµερον καὶ αὔριον πορευσόµεθα; CSl. дне́сь или́ у́трѣ по́йдемъ) express the vain self-confidence about the time of their departure and the universal disposal of time.

The words ‘work a year there’ (Gr. ποιήσοµεν ἐκεῖ ἐνιαυτὸν ἕνα; CSl. сотвори́мъ ту́ лѣ́то еди́но) describe the total self-confidence regarding man’s own life, work and health. Although the term ποιήσοµεν is translated by many as ‘remain’ (stay) (3), from the results of the etymology of this word, it indicates that it is primarily a physical or intellectual activity. The basic meanings of this term are: to act, to do, to produce, to work, to make, to build, to give birth, to operate, to assemble, to compose, to create, to invent, to proceed. The translation of the word as a passive ‘remain’ (Bándy et al. 2015:262) does not change the meaning of this verse, and it does not express exactly its content either. In the I. Dvorecký’s Ancient Greek-Russian Dictionary, it is specified that the verb ποιέω (from which comes the form ποιήσοµεν) can be translated as ‘to spend’ or ‘waste’ time. However, this is an indirect and synonymous translation mentioned on the last but one, 21st place (Dvoret͡s kiĭ 1958:1335–1336). In the Great Dictionary of Verbs of the Greek author G. Rapti are presented only the active translations of this verb with the basic meaning of ‘I strive for something to happen, I create something which has not existed so far’ (Ráptē 1993:1104). The word ἐνιαυτὸν in Greek points to ‘a precisely defined time, most often a year’ (Gryglewicz 1959:119; compare with Heb 9:7, 9; 10:1, 3).

And, at the end, in the words ‘buy and sell, and get gain’ (Gr. ἐµπορευσόµεθα καὶ κερδήσοµεν; CSl. ку́плю дѣ́емъ и приобрѣте́нiе) are expressed the self-confident certitude and conviction about the successful fulfilment of the goals and wishes set by them, too, without any mention of God and supplication for God’s blessing and protection. The approach of those people is similar to an attitude of people who are sure they will win (κερδήσοµεν; compare 1 Cor 9:20). All their plans and efforts would be all right if they did not care only about worldly and material things but would be concerned that their work should be blessed (Cap 2018:207) by God; their life should be spiritually healthy and the gain adequate. All verbs used in this verse (we go, spend (time), buy, sell, get gain) as a whole create an impressive image of the self-important frame of mind of the merchants criticised by James, intensified as well by the fact that in the Greek language, these verbs form a rhyme. The senselessness of the confident plans for travel, work, business and profit without supplication for God’s blessing and harmonisation with God’s will is expressed also in the Gospel parable of the rich fool (see Lk 12:16–21). Like he did not live until the next morning, any traveller, worker or businessman may not live until the end and, in the worst case, until the beginning of his journey. And even if he would reach the planned destination of his travel, he may not be able to perform the planned work, and even if he performed it, he may not achieve the expected profit, and even if he would make a profit, he may not necessarily benefit in any way from it, not only because of the possible death in any of the phases of his plans, but also because of countless other obstacles and reasons which can stop, make impossible or devalue his plans.

Biblical and non-biblical context of the studied text

A criticism of the self-confident and unreasonable behaviour of the merchants who cannot know even what lies ahead of them the next night can be found also in the non-biblical authors. For example, in The Book of Enoch (97) it is written: ‘Woe to you who acquire silver and gold, but not in righteousness’, and say:


We have become very rich and have possessions, and have acquired everything that we desired. And now let us do what we planned, for we have gathered silver and filled our storehouses, and as many as water are the servants of our houses. And like water your life will flow away, for your riches will not stay with you, but will quickly go up from you, for you acquired everything in iniquity and you will be given over to a great curse. (pp. 8–10)



Similarly speaks also Seneca: ‘But how foolish it is to set out one’s life, when one is not even owner of the morrow!’ (Seneca:228).

The orientation towards commerce of a continuously growing number of Jews – the majority of the addressees of the letter belonging to them – was not accidental. At its origin, an agricultural nation, after the Babylonian captivity (Ps 136 [137]), the Jewish nation gradually lost the understanding of and the love for its (original) occupation and started to see an ever-greater value in commerce. At the times of Jesus Christ, the poor Palestine was not able to feed all the Jews and more and more Jews departed to other foreign towns looking for some income. Most often, they were involved in trade. The members of the Jewish diaspora, dispersed throughout the whole Roman Empire (Ja 1:1), were in many cases very mobile and they remained for only a short time in one place, only where there was a chance for a larger income. An example of this mobility was the family of Aquila and Priscilla, who were in Rome, in Corinth and in Ephesus (Ac 18:1, 2, 26), then again in Rome (Rm 16:3), then once more in Ephesus (Tm 2 4:19) and, besides these, they were most probably in other places as well, although there are not witnesses of that (Gryglewicz 1959:119–120).

James warns in this verse the addressees against ‘the vanity manifested in the believe in ourselves and in the orientation towards materialism’ (Kibal’chich’ 2004:130). He warns them against the false conception that they are ‘the absolute lords of their existence and independent from God’ (Trempélas 1996:277). Such a condition is unnatural for man, as the resources and the possibilities of man are limited and very many things cannot be influenced or changed by man simply because he does not have this power. Man will always be dependent on God’s help of which David the Psalmist tells: ‘You hide Your face, they are troubled, You take away their breath, they die and return to their dust’ (Ps 103 [104]:29). Man is not the lord of his future (Šak, Kochan & Pilko 2019b:18–19). His future depends in many ways on God’s help, who willingly, with love and forbearance takes care of His entire creation (Mt 6:30; 10:29–30, Ps 146 [147]:8–9; 103 [104]:14–16; 144 [145]:15–16). Our dependence on God in relation to our lives and activities is something we should ‘remember and confess’ (Orlin 2005:38).

The biblical context stated above is extremely important for the proper understanding of the examined text because, as Cook (2019) underlines:


[A] fundamental concept in the formulation of a suitable theory of translation is the constitutive character of a text. When a translated text is considered with respect to the historical enterprise which gave rise to it, namely its originating Sitz im Leben, it becomes readily apparent that the verbal character of the document will to some extent reflect the socio-linguistic practices proper to the larger cultural undertaking of which it was a part. (p. 2)



Planning the future and God’s will in the biblical and patristic theology

James does not affirm that man cannot decide on anything, he does not deny human freedom, he only reminds us of the fact that man should decide in cooperation with God’s grace and in agreement with God’s will. This idea is confirmed by Oikoumeniou (2006) who says that James:


[D]oes not deny the free will, he just points to the fact, that not everything is its power. Free will needs grace from above. Indeed, it is possible to strive, and to travel, and to trade and to do everything (necessary) for life, yet to ascribe it not to your effort, but to God’s philanthropy. (p. 471)



Thus, James does not reject business and trade as such. His reservations are focussed on man’s life far from God and on the situation when someone sees the aim of his entire life in the efforts to achieve working results, progress, success and profit. His warning is addressed to the people whose ‘plans are focused exclusively on building happiness in this life and age’ (Agourídē 1956:76). James describes the results of such a behaviour in the following chapter (Ja 5:1–6). Man should be active, determined, full of initiative, hard-working and should do everything needed to take care of his affairs and livelihood. Man should not expect that God will do everything for him. However, he should comprehend the fact that his activities and decisions bring a real benefit only if they are in line with God’s commandments, with a healthy spiritual life and a moral purity (Župina 2019:63). An example of the right comprehension of the cooperation between God and man is the words of the prophet Jeremiah: ‘O Lord, I know the way of man is not in himself; it is not in man who walks to direct his own steps’ (Jr 10:23). Paul also reminds us that all good things we have or what we achieve would be impossible to do without the multitude of God’s gifts we received: ‘And what do you have that you did not receive? Now if you did indeed receive it, why do you boast as if you had not received it?’ (1 Cor 4:7).

The plans and the activities developed by man without considering God’s will and God’s commandments, the most important being the commandment of love among them, will end badly, even if, seen from outside, they were successfully finalised:


Can we plan, can we intervene and can we control outcomes and directions? Starting with the last question, the answer seems to be that we can merely participate, but not control. (Gous 2021:4)



From the presented words results the fact that the successful businesses of the traders, without the right moral and spiritual principles inspired by God, end in injustice, evil and sin, that is without a real success and benefit for all.

The spiritual and moral aspect of planning the future

In this verse, the words of apostle James give evidence that some of the addressees of the letter had not yet gained a number of very important Christian virtues without which God and His grace cannot co-act in their lives. For, the work of God’s grace ‘occurs in man’s soul, assuming a great patience, wisdom and the mysterious functioning of the reason’ (Župina 2017:78–79).


This action is perfect, active and pleasing to God only when man’s life is fruitful (4) and in agreement with God’s will. The example of Joseph, the son of forefather Jacob, proved to be universally valid only after many difficulties and suffering, … when he proved to be in every way a strong and experienced servant of God. Things happened similarly with David, too. James had these examples in mind when he criticises those to whom are assigned his words: Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city’. … Such people did not renounce yet to the love for the world. They do not focus only on God, do not think only of Him, do not search only Him … Their plans are unsteady because they are captivated only by the material profit and they do not know what will happen the next day with them and their plans. (Mrđa 2004:73)



We live in a time when planning has become a scientific domain and usually almost everything is being planned, sometimes even what should not be planned. Nevertheless, in our planning we should not forget God, the other people (Hangoni 2018:12–16) and our soul. Our planning can be useful, good and blessed only if as a consequence of it other people do not have to suffer, if it does not deprive us of our spiritual life and salvation and if it does not imply the disregard of God and blasphemy. We should live and plan in such a way that for our selfish planning of an easy or wealthy future should not have to pay with their lives the unborn or non-conceived children. Our plans should not mean enmity with God and should not exclude Him from our community (5) and society. Finally, they should not lead to the death of our soul or the souls of other people. The reasonable remembrance of the above-mentioned factors is not meant to destroy our plans, but to add to our planning humbleness, reasonableness, dedication, patience, faith, hope and love (6). If in our planning we remember God and His will, the other people, our soul and salvation and also the eternity, this will protect us from mistakes, sins, disappointments and a loss of bliss in eternity. Precisely the same aim had also the words of Jesus Christ in the parable of the rich fool (see Lk 12:16–21).

Discussion

We have discovered and formulated two new translations of biblical expressions that are not yet used in current ecumenical translations of the Bible. These translations have real potential to improve and refine the existing ecumenical translation. The strength of our research is the interpretation of source biblical texts based on Greek manuscripts. In the future, it is possible to continue the research by taking into account the oldest Syrian and Coptic interpretations of the original text. What is more, it is possible to draw further exegetical conclusions for the area of spirituality and ethics in the future.

Conclusion

Findings

On the basis of this exegetical analysis, we concluded that hapax legomenon Ἄγε νῦν must be translated as ‘hear now’ so that the term remains an urgent call for immediate attention, and at the same time points to eschatological thinking that does not allow any postponement of positive activities and changes to the future. Although the verb Ἄγε is an imperative from the verb άγω, the basic meaning of which is: ‘to walk’ or ‘to go’, it is more appropriate to use ‘hear’ instead of the imperative ‘come’ because these are words that were not uttered in a personal encounter but in the letter. It is an indirect and mediated contact with the listeners, who are not encouraged to go somewhere, but to hear and perceive an urgent call. The second conclusion is the finding that the term ποιήσοµεν, which in most translations, including the latest text of the Slovak Ecumenical Bible, translates as ‘remain’ (stay), is more appropriate to translate as ‘work’. This last expression is a more authentic translation of the original biblical text and has an important influence on the active interpretation of the text in relation to the presence and practice.

We, therefore, state that the linguistic and exegetical analysis made it possible to find a more accurate meaning of the researched text, which can really contribute to the improvement of further review and publication of the translation of the Bible not only into Slovak but also into other languages. What is more, this way it brings a new light into the researched topic, that is, the strategy of planning for the future according to the apostle James.

Notes


	We find the opposite of such action in the holy mystery of marriage, where two young people, fulfilling God’s will, enter into complete physical and mental unity (Šak, Kochan & Pilko 2019a).

	Gaius Plinius Caecilius Secundus – Pliny the Younger – between 111 and 113 was the governor of Bithynia province. The mentioned letter contains a report of the court trials of Christians (Gaius Plinius:238–242).

	See the ecumenical, Catholic, Protestant, Rohaček’s and Botek’s translations, viewed 04 September 2020, from https://biblia.sk/citanie/seb/jk/4.

	The Church exhorts us to be active, to move: that is, it encourages us to pray, to repent, to wrestle with ourselves, to live liturgically, to walk and to go to God. And we still fall. Behold, there is something great about this. And that is the movement of the soul towards its Creator as a therapeutic cut in the treatment of man (see Šak 2018:43–44).

	People, often under the influence of secularisation, are influenced by different habits as well as the environment and do not understand their inappropriate actions and behaviour (see Šak 2019:43–44).

	This is the effort and struggle to return the mind back to the heart – in accordance with patristic terminology it is called the work of the mind, which includes sobriety, attention and prayer of the mind (see Šak 2017:27–28).
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Footnote

1.Greek (Gr.) Ἄγε νῦν οἱ λέγοντες· Σήμερον ἢ αὔριον πορευσόμεθα εἰς τήνδε τὴν πόλιν καὶ ποιήσομεν ἐκεῖ ἐνιαυτὸν καὶ ἐμπορευσόμεθα καὶ κερδήσομεν· οἵτινες οὐκ ἐπίστασθε τὸ τῆς αὔριον ποία ἡ ζωὴ ὑμῶν· ἀτμὶς γάρ ἐστε ἡ πρὸς ὀλίγον φαινομένη, ἔπειτα καὶ ἀφανιζομένη· ἀντὶ τοῦ λέγειν ὑμᾶς· Ἐὰν ὁ κύριος θελήσῃ, καὶ ζήσομεν καὶ ποιήσομεν τοῦτο ἢ ἐκεῖνο; Church Slavonic (CSl.) Слы́шите ны́нѣ, глаго́лющiи: дне́сь или́ у́трѣ по́йдемъ во о́нъ гра́дъ, и сотвори́мъ ту́ лѣ́то еди́но, и ку́плю дѣ́емъ и приобрѣте́нiе:и́же не вѣ́сте, что́ у́трѣ случи́тся: ка́я бо жи́знь ва́ша, па́ра бо е́сть, я́же вма́лѣ явля́ется, пото́мъ же исчеза́етъ. Вмѣ́сто е́же бы глаго́лати ва́мъ: а́ще Госпо́дь восхо́щетъ, и жи́ви бу́демъ, и сотвори́мъ сiе́ или́ о́но (Biblii͡a 1993:1476).
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