MENNONITE CHURCH OF THE SERVANT SERIES ON JAMES

SERIES ON JAMES
The Prayer and Praise of Faith
James 5:13-20; Jerry Truex; November 14, 2010

A. Introduction

Today, we continue our series on James. James has three major themes:

1. How to face trials or temptations,
2. How to respond to the poor and rich
3. How to be wise in our use of speech.

Over the last couple of weeks, we looked at how James dealt with the trials of riches and
poverty. This week, we look at how James deals with the trials of illness and sin.

B. Exhortation (5:13-18)

James begins our passage with a general exhortation to pray and praise no matter
what your circumstances.

1. Pray and praise whatever your circumstances (v. 13)

13 Are any among you suffering? They should B3 Kakomabel Tig év Dpiv, TPOCEVYECHW*
pray [proseuché ]. Are any cheerful? They should €06uuel TLg, Yorrétw:
sing songs of praise [psallo].

Here, in verse 13, James highlights two extremes of life—suffering and joy.
a. Let him/her pray

On the one hand, James says, if a person is “suffering”—kakopatheo, a reference
any kind of misfortune or hardship—then “let him or her pray.” The verb “pray”
(proseuché) refers to prayer in its broadest sense, from verbal to non-verbal, from
chanting to meditation. The verb is a 3™ person singular imperative in the present
tense, so we could translate that “let him or her keep on praying.”

Some types of prayer remind us that we need God’s help; other types of prayer,
like meditation, help us to see from God’s perspective. Either way, prayer and
meditation give us divine peace.

Phil. 4:6-7. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the
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peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus. (NRSV)

Eleventh Step: Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious
contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us
and the power to carry that out.

I think of prayer and meditation as revolutionary tactics.! Prayer and meditation
are revolutionary tactics to use in the combat of ordinary life. Philo, the Jewish
philosopher, said that everyone is fighting a great battle. If your life feels like
combat, then you need to pray or meditate. If you don’t know how to pray or
meditate, if you aren’t motivated to pray for some reason, it's time to learn, re-
learn, or get a book and read about it.

b. Let him/her praise

On the other hand, James says, if someone is full of joy—euthumeo, a reference to
being cheerful or happy—then “let him or her sing praise.” The verb is psall6. It
means “to pluck the strings of a harp” and takes on the meaning of “singing in
accompaniment of such harp-playing.” From psallo we get the word psalmos (“that
which is sung”).

By highlighting the two extremes of life—suffering on the one hand, joy on the
other—James emphasizes the importance of praying and praising whatever your
circumstances.

2. If there are sick among you (vv. 14-18)

Next, James moves from the general exhortation to pray and praise to a more
specific exhortation to pray and anoint those who are sick.

a. Instructions: Pray and anoint (v. 14)

* Are any among you sick [weak]? They 1% Gobevel Tic Ev VUiV, TPOOKAAEOHTOW

should call for the elders of the church and  tol¢ mpeofutépoug Thg ékkAnolag kol
have them pray over them, [after] anointing TPoo€vEkcBwony & aitov dAeilovreg
them with oil in the name of the Lord. [etOv] €deie €v 1)) OvopatL Tod Kkupiov.

! Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James: Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2008) 241.
2 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of James, AB, Vol. 37 A (New Haven, Yale University, 1995) 329.
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i. Sickness/weakness

What kind of “sickness” or “weakness” (asthened) is James talking about?

Does it refer to spiritual or physical sickness/weakness? Although the term
(asthened) is occasionally used to refer to moral or spiritual weakness, it is
predominately used for “physical weakness or illness.”

The weakness is serious. Clues in the text suggest the person was bedridden
and possibly helpless:*

The elders are called to the sick person

The elders do all the praying

The person is called “worn out” or “exhausted” (kamno in v. 15)

The faith is that of the elders, not the sick person

The elders pray “over” the person as if the person is lying down

AR

ii. Physical healing

So the purpose of the prayer was for physical healing. Traditional Catholic
teaching interprets this verse as a reference to “extreme unction or last
rites”; that is, a prayer for spiritual cleansing before someone dies. While I
wouldn't rule that out, this verse stresses physical, not spiritual, healing.”

Also, in contrast to traditional Catholic teaching, this verse does not assign
praying and anointing of the sick to a priest. These tasks are given to the
duly commissioned leaders of the church (tolg mpeoputépoug thg ékkAnoteg).

iii. Two actions

The elders (our “shepherds”) are to take two actions:
1. They should “pray over the person” (mpooevéacbwoay €’ adToV)
2. They should “anoint the person” (dAelfavtec [adtov])® in two ways:
a. “With olive oil” (€ alw; instrumental of manner)
b. “In the name of the Lord” (é&v 1@ OvéuatL 0D Kuplov);

instrumental of agency), indicating the power or source of the
healing.

3 paul occasionally uses the term to denote “weak faith” (Rom 4:19) and “weak conscience” (1 Cor 8:7; 11-12),
but generally the term is used to denote “physical weakness” (Matt 10:8; 25:36; Lk 9:2; Jn 4:46; 5:3; Acts 9:37;
Phil 2:26).
4 Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James: Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2008) 242.
% S0 also Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James: Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2008) 242.
8 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of James, AB, Vol. 37 A (New Haven, Yale University, 1995) 331 argues that
the aorist participle indicates the anointing precedes the prayer; but, Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell,
James: Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008) 243, n. 21 argue that the
aorist participle, when it appears later in the sentence than the main verb, can indicate simultaneous action.
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iv. Anointing with oil

What was the purpose of “anointing with oil”? There are two interpretations.
1. The “oil” was used medicinally (cf. Lk 10:34 and Mk 6:13); prayer
corresponds to God'’s action, anointing corresponds to the doctor’s.
2. The “oil” symbolized God’s presence and care. The anointing
symbolized “that the person is being set apart for God’s special
attention and care.”’

“The anointing mentioned here is not done with a certainty that God will
heal, but with the certainty that God cares.”®
e To pray with the certainty that God will heal is presumptuous; prayer
is simply an appeal to God and, “if the Lord wills” (4:15), the person
will be healed.
e To pray with certainty that God will heal conflicts with one of James
key themes; namely, Christians are to endure trials and temptations,
because it can be used for character formation (Jam 1:3-4).

b. Promise: The prayer of faith (v. 15-16a)

Next, in verses 15-16, James indicates the outcome of this type of prayer.

1% The prayer of faith will save the sick, and *°kal 1) €0x?) tfic Tlotewe okoeL TOV

the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who  kapvovte kel éyepel adTOV O KUPLOG™ KAV
has committed sins will be forgiven. 1 apeptiog § TETOLNKWG, GdeBNoeTaL adTd.

Therefore confess your sins to one another, ™ &opoAoyelobe obv GAMAROLC Tog

and pray for one another, so that you may be Gpaptiac kol ebyeobe Umep dAiAwy dmwg
healed. loBfTe.

i. Prayer of faith

What is the prayer of faith (1 edyn tfic miotewc)? The grammar (taking t#c
Tlotewe as a qualitative genitive) suggests it refers to prayer spoken in faith
or from faith.’ The best explanation may be James 1:5: A person “must ask
in faith without doubting,” although everything we ask for remains
contingent on God’s will (Jam. 4:17).

The prayer of faith has three results. The sick person will be:
1. “healed/saved” (06){w)
2. “raised up” (éyelpw)
3. “forgiven” (ddbinuL)

7 Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James: Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2008) 242.
8 David P. Nystrom, James (NIVAC; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997) 306.
9 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of James, AB, Vol. 37 A (New Haven, Yale University, 1995) 332.
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ii. Healed/saved (s0dzo)

First, the person will be “saved or healed.” The verb, “save” (c6){w), can
mean “to save, heal, rescue, and liberate.” Usually, the word “to save”
(sodzein) refers to eschatology and the salvation of believers (e.g., Jam.
1:21; 2:14; 4:12; 5:20), but it can also refer to physical healing (Matt 9:22;
Mk 5:34; 10:52; Lk 7:50; 8:48; Jam. 5:15).1°

iii. Raised up/resurrection (egeiro)

Second, the person will be “raised up.” The verb, “raise up” (¢yelpw), is
language often used for the resurrection, whether for Jesus or someone
else. At the same time, in the NT, “to raise” (egeirein) someone is used to
describe people who have been healed:

e the paralytic (Mark 2:9),

e the man with the withered hand (Mk 3:3),

e the synagogue official’s daughter (Mk 5:41),
e the son of the widow of Nain (Lk 7:14),

e  blind Bartimaeus (Mk 10:49), and

e Lazarus (Jn 11:29).

The point is, James is primarily referring to physical healing and rising up,
but he could also be suggesting an eschatological healing and resurrection.!?

iv. Forgiven (aphiémai)

Third, the persons will be “forgiven,” if the persons has committed sins. In
verse 16, James switches the verbs to “you plural”—he is now addressing
not one person, but the community:

e You (pl) confess (¢£oporoyeiabe) your sins to one another

e You (pl) pray (ebOycobe) for one another

e You (pl) will be healed (ix6fjte)

James is addressing the assumption that sin might have caused the sickness
and so he says the healing might require God'’s forgiveness as well.?

James does not directly attribute sickness to sin. He uses a 3™ class
conditional—"and if” someone’s sickness or weakness was caused by sin,
there is a remedy—God will forgive.

% In James, only one time (Jam. 5:15) of five (1:21; 2:14; 4:12; 5:15, 20) does s6dz6 refer to physical healing.

1 God is able to “raise the person up” from sickness, and thus “heal” the person of physical illness AND able to

“raise the person up” by resurrection and thus “save his soul/life” for eternity. Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of

James, AB, Vol. 37 A (New Haven, Yale University, 1995) 333.

2 The OT (e.g., Deut 28:58-62; Ezek 18:1-29; Prov 3:28-35) and rabbinic tradition (e.g., m. Shab. 2:6) link sin

with sickness. In contrast, John 9:1-3 denies the connection. Still, Paul connects sin & sickness (1 Cor 11:29-30).
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Why is confession (¢é£opoloyéw) to one another important?

If we understand “sin” as behavior that harms oneself or others—we can see
sin damages the social fabric—then we can see that admitting sin would be
important for healing the individual and the community. This reminds me of
the Rule of Christ in Matthew 18, which encourages people to go to each
other to resolve conflict and thereby preserve the community.

Alcoholics Anonymous understands the connection between admitting
wrongs and healing relationships.

Fifth Step: Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the
exact nature of our wrongs.

Eighth Step: Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to
make amends to them all.

The practice of admitting one’s sin is deeply rooted in Judaism, both for
individuals (e.g. Lev 5:5) and for groups (e.g., Lev 16:21). There is also
evidence that early Christians practiced “confessing sins” in the assembly
(Shepherd of Hermas; Did. 4:14).

What is most distinct about James is that he advocates mutual confession;
they are to confess to and pray for each other. The mutual transparency is
startling.!?

“"We ought to have people close enough to us whom we allow to inquire into
our spiritual state, whether formally as with a pastor or elder, or more
informally as with an accountability group, partner, or mentor.” James
makes it clear that Christian life should not be lived apart from community.**

James believes that prayer brings “the body together, so that when one
person falls ill, physically or spiritually, others in the community may
intervene redemptively. Likewise, confession is not merely a mental activity
as we talk to God in our individual prayer times, but a corporate activity that
involves the people we have hurt or offended.”*®

13 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of James, AB, Vol. 37 A (New Haven, Yale University, 1995) 334.
14 Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James: Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2008) 245.
15 Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James: Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2008) 245.
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c. Basis: Personal righteousness (v. 16b)

160 The prayer of the righteous is powerful % TIoad {oyteL dénoic dikalov
and effective. EVepyOoLELT.

The basis or foundation for powerful and effective is the righteous person
(6tkarog). The word “righteous” means upright, just, honest, good, fair, and

innocent.

A “righteous person” is one that is in a just or right relationship with God,
others, and oneself. In the Torah, the “righteous person” is the one who has
turned to Yahweh.

Sirach 35:9. The sacrifice of the righteous is acceptable, and it will never
be forgotten. (NRSV)

Wisdom 3:1. But the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God, and no
torment will ever touch them. (NRSV)

Psalm 145:8.... the LORD loves the righteous. (NRSV)

d. Example: Elijah (vv. 17-18)

7 Elijah was a human being like us, and he 7 "Hilac dv6pwmoc v opoLomadhe Huiv,

prayed fervently that it might not rain, and kol Tpooevyf) mpoonvéuto Tod pn Ppefat,

for three years and six months it did not kol oUk éBpefer €Tl Tig yig éviautoig
rain on the earth. ® Then he prayed again,  Tpeic kal pivag & *° kel mdAww

and the heaven gave rain and the earth TpoonUExTo, kal 6 oVpaVOg LeTOV €dwkey
yielded its harvest. kel 1) Y épAdoTnoer Tov kapTov adTig.

Now James gives us an example of a righteous person who had powerful
and effective prayer—Elijah. James tells us that Elijah was simply a
representative human being (6potomadng nuiv), no holier than you or me.
James makes it clear that we have the same ability to pray as Elijah.

The story he is referring to can be found in 1 Kgs 17-18. After a three-year
drought (1 Kgs 18:1), Elijah predicted it would rain (18:41) and it did
(18:45). Although it is not obvious that Elijah prays, it is implied (18:42).

The point James is making is that just as Elijah’s prayer resulted in
refreshing or healing of the earth, so the prayer of a righteous person can
result in the refreshing or healing of a Christian afflicted by sickness.
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C. End (vv. 19-20)

Finally, James ends the letter rather abruptly with verses 19-20.

1 My brothers and sisters, if anyone amongyou *° ’AdeAdol pov, &dv Tig év DUy TAAYIOR
wanders from the truth and is brought back by &m0 tfig dAnbelog kel ématpeyn Tig adTov,
another, 2% you should know that whoever brings 2° ywwokétw 611 6 émotpélug Gueptwidy
back a sinner from wandering will save the &k TAavng 660D adTod owoel Yoy adtod €k
sinner's soul from death and will cover a BavdTou kel keAbPeL TARBOG GpepTLAV.

multitude of sins.

The end of the letter is short—it's a single sentence—but James marshals at least
three significant theological points.

First, Christians have the responsibility to care for other believers who have
wandered (or been led astray) from the truth. For James, “truth” (&Anf¢Le) is not so
much something to believe, but something to practice. He is not concerned with
doctrinal correctness or orthodoxy, but the proper “way of living,” or orthopraxy.

Based on what James has said in the letter, wandering from the truth or sin would
include:

e misuse of the tongue,

e jealousy,

e desire for social status at the expense of other believers,
e desire for wealth by exploiting other believers,

e contentiousness,

e false teaching concerning faith and works

Second, the penalty for sin, or wandering from the truth, is death of the soul
(uyn). Here the “death” may refer to an experience here-and-now and not some

future reality.

Matthew 10:28 Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather
fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell (NRSV)

” o\

Third, whoever helps a person return to the “way of righteousness” “covers” a
multitude of sins. James thinks that if someone in the congregation helps a brother
or sister return to the “way of truth,” then that “covers” (kaAlmtw) much sin,
probably an allusion to the Day of atonement when the High Priest sprinkled blood
on the mercy seat (Lev 16:13) in the Holy of Holies to cover or atone for the sins of
Israel. So the phrase, “cover a multitude of sins,” means “forgive a multitude of
sins.”
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D. Reflections

To recap, James has concluded his letter and suggested the following things for our
community:

1. We should pray and praise no matter what circumstances we are in, we need to direct
our attention toward God.

2. We should pray for and anoint those who are sick or weak, knowing that God is cares for
them. God will heal them and raise them up; if not in this life, then in the future eschaton.

3. We should confess or admit our shortcomings to each other, which has a healing effect
on individuals and the entire community.

4. Our lifestyle or manner of conduct matters. We should walk in the way of righteousness.
If someone wanders from that path, we should gentle and humbly try to get him or her to
return to the path.



