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Unit 2: Practical Christian Living (James)



May 24, 2009

Lesson 13

How Christians Demonstrate Caring

STUDY TEXT: James 5:7-20

PRINTED TEXT: James 5:7-20

James 5:7 Be patient therefore, brethren, unto the coming of the Lord. Behold, the husbandman waiteth for the precious fruit of the earth, and hath long patience for it, until he receive the early and latter rain.

8 Be ye also patient; stablish your hearts: for the coming of the Lord draweth nigh.

9 Grudge not one against another, brethren, lest ye be condemned: behold, the judge standeth before the door.

10 Take, my brethren, the prophets, who have spoken in the name of the Lord, for an example of suffering affliction, and of patience.

11 Behold, we count them happy which endure. Ye have heard of the patience of Job, and have seen the end of the Lord; that the Lord is very pitiful, and of tender mercy.

12 But above all things, my brethren, swear not, neither by heaven, neither by the earth, neither by any other oath: but let your yea be yea; and your nay, nay; lest ye fall into condemnation.

13 Is any among you afflicted? let him pray. Is any merry? let him sing psalms.

14 Is any sick among you? let him call for the elders of the church; and let them pray over him,

anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord:

15 And the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have committed sins, they shall be forgiven him.

16 Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed. The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.

17 Elias was a man subject to like passions as we are, and he prayed earnestly that it might not rain: and it rained not on the earth by the space of three years and six months.

18 And he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain, and the earth brought forth her fruit.

19 Brethren, if any of you do err from the truth, and one convert him;

20 Let him know, that he which converteth the sinner from the error of his way shall save a soul from death, and shall hide a multitude of sins.  

BIBLE FOCUS: “Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed. The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.” – James 5:16


Lesson Objective

To perceive the importance of caring for others and show Christ’s love to them.

Central Truth

Compassionate prayer can bring spiritual and physical healing.

Evangelism Emphasis

By praying for the unsaved, Christians can demonstrate God’s care for their lives.

Lesson Outline

1. By Exhibiting Patience. James 5:7-12

2. By Praying for One Another. James 5:13-18

3. By Rescuing the Erring. James 5:19, 20

Study Helps for the Lesson
Clarifying the Text

James 5:9 – “Grudge not one against another, brethren, lest ye be condemned: behold, the judge standeth before the door.” The word “grudge” in this text carries the idea of “groaning” or “grumbling” against others. James was likely referring to some of the troubling tongues he mentioned in chapter 3, as well as the petty disputes of chapter 4. The clause “the judge standeth before the door” echoes the eschatological emphasis of the two previous verses. James was indicating that not only is the coming of the Lord near, but when He returns, He will mete out the reward or punishment that each person deserves (Revelation 22:12).

James 5:11 – “Behold, we count them happy which endure. Ye have heard of the patience of Job, and have seen the end of the Lord; that the Lord is very pitiful, and of tender mercy.” In the previous verse James spoke of the example the Old Testament prophets left us when they persevered through great afflictions. In verse 11 he provides a particular but corresponding example with which his Jewish readership could identify. The word “patience” (KJV) is actually an unfortunate translation of this text. The NASB (“endurance”) and NIV (“perseverance”) more closely reflect the meaning of the Greek word hypomonen. 

This more accurate translation is supported by the book of Job. Many passages can be cited  to show Job was often impatient with God. However, the entire narrative testifies that he endured and persevered through all of the suffering and did experience what James called “the end of the Lord” (“what the Lord finally brought about,” NIV) in regard to multiplied blessings at the conclusion of the saga (Job 42:12). 

The clause “the Lord is very pitiful” is best understood as “full of compassion” (NIV). The word James used to describe God’s compassion is not used anywhere else in the New Testament. His unique emphasis was that God is not just compassionate, but is filled with compassion and mercy, which goes beyond extending salvation to also meeting practical needs.

James 5:19 – “Brethren, if any of you do err from the truth, and one convert him.” This tender expression contains James’ final exhortation to his readers. The language of erring from the truth carries the imagery of someone straying or wandering off a path. The inference is that these words apply to the restoration of a wayward believer rather than the redemption of an unregenerate sinner. These last two verses of the epistle highlight the rescue efforts warranted for Christians who have drifted away from the righteous path. Perhaps James envisioned his entire letter as a means of accomplishing this task. 

Historical Background

The historical background and cultural conditions existing in the first century shed light on some of the significant passages in the last chapter of this epistle. First, in James 5:7 the writer mentioned “the early and latter rain.” In the land of Palestine the early rains came in October and November, shortly after the grain was sown. The latter rains came in April and May as the grain was maturing. Each of these rainy seasons was necessary to produce a successful harvest. James’ point was that the farmer was willing to wait patiently in order for these rains to provide the moisture needed for his crops. 

Second, in James 5:14 the author referred to anointing the sick with oil. In the Greco-Roman world, oil was widely used for medicinal purposes. In this text from James and in Mark 6:13, oil was mentioned in conjunction with prayer for the sick. These passages do not indicate that the oil was to function as a therapeutic medicine. It is more likely that James intended the use of oil as a symbolic act. James’ readers would certainly be knowledgeable about the uses of oil, for there are over 100 references to it in the last four books of the Pentateuch. For example, just as the priests in ancient Israel anointed people and objects in order to set them apart for God (Exodus 40:9-15), so also the anointing of the sick may symbolize their being sanctified for the Lord’s special care.
 Additionally, oil was commonly used as a healing ointment. In the beautiful 23rd Psalm, this usage is placed in a pastoral context with the imagery of a shepherd anointing the scratches or bruises of a sheep.
 

Literary Background

We have already established the fact that James quoted and alluded to many of Jesus’ teachings from the Sermon on the Mount and those delivered on other occasions. What is also striking about James’ writing is his style of teaching that is reminiscent of the Lord. One cannot read the Gospels without seeing that Jesus frequently pointed to whatever was around Him as an instrument for illustrating truth. 

It seems that James was greatly influenced by that teaching method, for he also made numerous references to nature and the physical world. In chapter 1 James spoke of winds and the waves of the sea (v. 6), the flower (v. 10), the heat of the sun (v. 11), shifting shadows (v. 17), and firstfruits (v. 18). In chapter 3 he mentioned bits in the mouths of horses (v. 3), ships (v. 4), a spark of fire in a great forest (vv. 5, 6), birds and other animals (v. 7), deadly poison (v. 8), fresh water and salt water (v. 11), and fig trees and grape vines (v. 12). In chapter 4 he spoke of a vanishing vapor (v. 14). In this closing fifth chapter, he offered even more illustrations straight from his surroundings. Be on the lookout for references to moths (v. 2), gold and silver (v. 3), harvesters (v. 4), crops and rain (vv. 7, 17, 18), and anointing oil (v. 14). 

Jesus said, “…Everyone who is fully trained will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40, NIV). Although we have no record of James following Jesus prior to Jesus’ death, it is clear that the encounter he had with the Risen Christ transformed him into a teachable disciple (1 Corinthians 15:7). Evidently James not only taught what the Master taught; he also evidently taught as the Master taught.

Plan Ahead

( CHART: Create a large chart showing the titles of the five lessons covered in this unit on the letter of James. Give each lesson a theme. It may be as brief as “Suffering,” “Mercy,” “Peace,” “Worldliness,” and “Caring,” or it may include creative titles such as “Taming the Tongue” from chapter 3. Be prepared to give a brief overview of the entire book that has been covered in the past month.

Introducing the Lesson

( CHART: Show the class the giant chart you created covering the five lessons in this unit. Explain how the major themes were knit together and, when combined, accomplished James’ overall purpose for writing. 
( RHETORICAL QUESTIONS: Start the class with a series of questions similar to what James interjected in the middle of the last chapter. Are any of you in trouble? Are any of you happy? Are any of you sick? Today we are going to hear what the Bible says we should do in those situations.

The Power of the Word
1. By Exhibiting Patience

(James 5:7-12)

COMMENTARY

a. Longing for the Lord – James 5:7-9. “Be patient therefore, brethren, unto the coming of the Lord. Behold, the husbandman waiteth for the precious fruit of the earth, and hath long patience for it, until he receive the early and latter rain” (v. 7).
The urgency of James’ epistle may be partially explained by the writer’s fervent belief that the Lord’s coming was near. In the first six verses of this final chapter, James’ tone was harsh as he once again boldly delivered a scathing indictment against wealthy oppressors. However, his language is notably kinder in this new section, as observed by the term “brethren.” His longing for his readers, his spiritual family, was that they would possess genuine patience to enable them to live in their times. James therefore instructed his audience to view life in light of the sure return of Jesus. He then provided an illustration of the kind of endurance followers of Christ need. 

Believers’ perseverance should mirror that of a farmer who steadfastly waits for the seasonal rains and ultimately for the intended crop. In verse 8 James repeated the call for patience, while adding that the recipients of this writing also should “stablish” their hearts. The NIV translates this word “stand firm.” Whereas verse 7 implied the coming of the Lord might be a great distance away, in verse 8 James said the event was near. This tension regarding the time of the second coming of Christ exists throughout the Bible. 

In verse 9 James used another illustration as he stressed the Lord’s return. This time he invoked imagery of a judge with his hand on the threshold, ready to open the door and mete out sentences. Ultimately, James’ point was that in light of the impending coming of Christ, believers needed to cease their squabbling against one another.

b. Laboring for the Lord – James 5:10, 11. “Take, my brethren, the prophets, who have spoken in the name of the Lord, for an example of suffering affliction, and of patience” (v. 10).
James moved from metaphors and object lessons to actual examples to which his readers would relate. He pointed to the Old Testament prophets who persevered in the midst of great suffering, even speaking in the name of the Lord while undergoing significant hardship. 

In verse 11, the writer offered Job as another example of steadfast endurance. Although Job was never identified as a “prophet,” the familiar account of his devotion to the Lord in the midst of tremendous suffering served James well. Like the prophets James had in mind, Job hung on to his faith (see Job 13:15) until he, too, experienced “the end of the Lord,” or the end of the specific sufferings mentioned in Scripture. Lest James’ readers misunderstand and believe these sufferers persevered in their own strength, James identified that it was the Lord’s compassion and tender mercies that sustained the valiant, trusting ones. No wonder the author says those who endured were “happy,” or blessed of God.

c. Language of the Lord – James 5:12. “Above all things, my brethren, swear not, neither by heaven, neither by the earth, neither by any other oath: but let your yea be yea; and your nay, nay; lest ye fall into condemnation.”
The phrase “above all things” suggests James believed the admonition that followed was the most important in this section. This language concerning the prohibition of oaths is once again an echo from the Master’s teaching at the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:34-37). 

Neither Jesus nor James was addressing the formal oaths administered in a court of law. On the contrary, both contexts indicate that the practice in question referred to speech in casual and informal settings. Christians should be so honest in all of their conversations that oaths are unnecessary for boosting their credibility. One’s “yes” should be “yes,” and one’s “no” should be “no.” Careless use of the Lord’s name in such conversations may be a form of taking God’s name in vain (Exodus 20:7). The impending arrival of the Judge (v. 9) should motivate these readers to refrain from such speech, lest they “fall into condemnation.” 

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( ILLUSTRATION: Like a teacher who has left the classroom for a few moments and admonished her class to behave until she returns, so also should the Church be alert for Christ’s imminent return. Use this or a similar illustration to emphasize the meaning and importance of the steadfast watchfulness of every believer.

( SAMPLE: While James does not mention any specific prophet in verse 10, he could have pointed to someone like Jeremiah. The biblical record verifies that he endured great mistreatment with relentless patience. He was put into the stocks (Jeremiah 20:2), thrown into prison (Jeremiah 32:2), and lowered into a dank dungeon (Jeremiah 38:6). Despite this adversity, he continued to faithfully utter, “Thus saith the Lord,” to his generation.

( CLARIFICATION: As earlier noted, the familiar phrase “the patience of Job” is a misnomer. Job often displayed impatience with God (Job 10:2; 13:3, 4; 16:2). It is the perseverance, or endurance, of Job that is highlighted in Scripture (Job 1:21, 22; 2:10; 13:15; 19:25-27). It is likely that the endurance James hopes for his readers is that they will persevere when oppressed at the hands of the wealthy and powerful (James 5:1-6).

2. By Praying for One Another

(James 5:13-18)

COMMENTARY

a. Exhortation to Faith – James 5:13, 14. “Is any among you afflicted? let him pray. Is any merry? let him sing psalms” (v. 13).

In the previous passage James dealt with prohibited speech. Here he focused on appropriate language and practice within the Christian community. Trouble should produce prayer, and happiness should lead to songs of praise. Thus, in times of both suffering and joy, dependence upon the Lord should be realized and practiced. 
In verse 14 James continued to ask and answer questions: “Is any sick among you? let him call for the elders of the church; and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord.” Note that elders were not to call for the sick, but rather the sick were to summon the elders. This language of “anointing” hearkens back to the announcement by the Messiah that “the Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because He hath anointed me…” (Luke 4:18, 19). The “elders” were the pastors or overseers of the flock who had been entrusted with the care of souls (Acts 20:17, 28; Titus 1:5; 1 Peter 5:1-4). Praying for the afflicted “in the name of the Lord” can be traced back to the earliest days of the New Testament Church (Acts 3:6).
b. Explanation of Faith – James 5:15. “The prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up: and if he have committed sins, they shall be forgiven him.”
This assertion has generated controversy throughout the centuries of the Church because of the many people who have seemingly followed verse 14 but were not physically healed. Some cessationists (people who believe miracles and healings ceased with the apostles in the first century) classify the context of James 5:14-16 as referring to spiritual healing rather than physical. However, the language of verse 14 is best understood as referring to those who need to be restored to physical health. On the other hand, in verse 15, James’ use of the word save (Gr., sozo) seems to refer consistently to the salvation of an individual with anticipation of complete redemption at the end (James 1:21; 2:14; 4:12; 5:20). 

Another potential mistake is to presume that James was subscribing to the traditional ancient view that connected sin and sickness. Jesus had emphatically declared that not all sickness is the result of personal sin. James echoed this sentiment with his use of the conditional clause “if he have committed sins,” not “because” he has sinned. How, then, can unanswered prayer for physical healing be explained? It must be noted that to pray in Jesus’ name is synonymous with asking according to His will (James 4:3). Sometimes the Lord has a higher purpose for certain believers. It may be that we only perceive that some prayers are not answered. Physical life is not the only life, nor is it the most important one. Raising us to eternal, spiritual life is the Lord’s ultimate answer to the “prayer of faith.”

c. Example of Faith – James 5:16-18. “Elias was a man subject to like passions as we are, and he prayed earnestly that it might not rain: and it rained not on the earth by the space of three years and six months” (v. 17).
In verse 16 James encouraged believers to “confess [their] faults one to another” and pray for each other because “the effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.” This directive expanded beyond the prayers of the elders to include the entire congregation. 
The “righteous man” in this verse clearly meant the one who had confessed and been forgiven of his sins. James indicated that his prayer would then secure results. In verses 17, 18 the writer offers Elijah as an example of such a man. Rather than viewing him as a super-spiritual prophet, he describes him as “a man subject to like passions as we are.” From the litany of miracles that occurred in Elijah’s prophetic ministry, James selected Elijah’s ability to pray and prevent or cause rain to fall (1 Kings 17:1; 18:41-46). It is this prophet’s fervent prayer that James desires his readers to see and emulate.
TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( EXAMPLE: It is possible to be troubled and happy at the same time (James 5:13). An example of this is seen in the Philippian jail, where Paul and Silas “prayed and sang praises to God” (Acts 16:25). The God who gave songs in the night enabled His suffering saints to worship Him even in the midst of their pain. 

( MARKER BOARD: Make two columns on the board. Give one the title SIN and the other the title SUFFERING. Write under each respective column to explain the following differences:

(1) Sin is never beneficial – Suffering may be; (2) Sin is never the will of God – Suffering may be; (3) Sins are forgiven immediately – Suffering may continue until death; (4) Forgiveness for sins is essential for heaven – Physical healing prior to death is not essential.

( OBSERVATION: It should be pointed out that Elijah was not exempt from the sufferings caused by his own answered prayers (James 5:17, 18). He lived through the famine. Although he experienced the provision of God, he was fed by ravens, watched the brook from which he drank dry up, and relied on a widow’s daily food for his sustenance (1 Kings 17). This passage from James is not to be seen as a magic formula that promises believing recipients exclusion from the difficulties of life.   

3. By Rescuing the Erring

(James 5:19, 20)

COMMENTARY

a. The Rescuer – James 5:19. “Brethren, if any of you do err from the truth, and one convert him…” 

Like other biblical books, James’ epistle ends in an unusual way. The initial word “brethren” once again signifies that these words were addressed to believers. The context also affirms that he acknowledged the possibility of Christians wandering away from the truth. Thus, James’ intention with these closing remarks was to instill in his readers a desire to make every effort to bring a wayward soul back to the family of God. 

b. The Rescued – James 5:20. “Let him know, that he which converteth the sinner from the error of his way shall save a soul from death, and shall hide a multitude of sins.” 

The last verse of the letter reveals two results that occur when a backslider is fully restored. First, it will “save a soul from death.” The literal rendering of the text confirms that James was referring to spiritual death. Second, the multitude of sins the wanderer has committed will never be held against him again. One of the overarching themes of the entire epistle is spiritual maturity. It is easy to see how these closing words, which emphasize the restoration of drifting Christians, complement that theme.  
TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( IRONY: James ends his letter by asking his readers to do what he said he would do in the first verse of the epistle – reach out to those who were “scattered abroad” (James 1:1). The writer was speaking geographically at the beginning of this book and spiritually at the end. Those who endeavor to retrieve the spiritually scattered are indeed “servants of God and the Lord Jesus Christ” (James 1:1).  
( ILLUSTRATION: An example of a believer wandering off the Christian path is vividly portrayed in John Bunyan’s classic Pilgrim’s Progress. Christian and Hopeful climb over a fence and try to follow a different, ungodly path – yet it led to their capture by a giant named Despair who lives in Doubting Castle. Christian and Hopeful encounter a long, vigorous process to return to the place where they left the path. Before continuing the journey, they decide to erect a monument containing a sign that will warn the travelers who will come behind them, lest they also go astray. Share this story with the class as an application for the end of James’ letter.
 

Closing the Lesson

( APPLICATION: After facilitating this lesson, ask the class to answer the question posed in the title: How do Christians demonstrate that they care? Discuss with the class practical ways they can show others their genuine concern. Allow the students time to share their ideas. Remind them that “people do not care how much you know until they know how much you care.” 

( REVIEW: Close this class time by rehearsing the major themes from the previous lessons. For example, read again the Bible Focus texts (James 1:12; 2:8; 3:17; 4:10; 5:16). Summarize this entire study in a way that will be memorable to the students. You may wish to display again the chart you created. 
Looking Ahead


Before we begin a new unit, next week we will study a lesson designed to celebrate Pentecost Sunday. The exciting topic, “Be Filled With the Spirit,” will be viewed from no less than five different books of the Bible. We will hear from great biblical voices, including Moses (in hopeful prayer), Peter (in sermon), Luke (in writing), and Paul (in theology). This lesson should enhance the practical applications we have heard James make by showing that every one of us can live Spirit-controlled lives for the Lord’s glory and the influence of others.
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