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How to Deal With Tough Times:

Praying Through
A Study of James 5:12-20
Characteristic of Completeness:  Prayer
Big Idea:  Authenticity mobilizes powerful prayer.
Related Scriptures:  Leviticus 19:12; Matthew 5:33-37; 1 Thessalonians 5:14;

Romans 15:1; 1 John 1:9; Matthew 18:15-17; Galatians 6:1
Introduction:

A.
Today we conclude our study of the book of James.  Our text this morning is  James 5:12-20.  It’s a passage that is very controversial, much debated, and I suspect widely misunderstood.
B.
As we work our way through the text, many of you may be challenged to look at it in a new and different way.  More importantly, I think you’ll find that, as we work through the text, a powerful help in dealing with hardship emerges.  James reveals to us a potent but rarely used weapon in our spiritual battle through trials and tough times.  Let’s dig in to discover what it is.
I.
In  Verse 12, James encourages us to be authentic.  He  says,
NAU James 5:12 But above all, my brethren, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or with any other oath; but your yes is to be yes, and your no, no, so that you may not fall under judgment.
A.
The introductory phrase,  “above all” probably does not mean that what James now says is more important than what he has said before.  Rather, this is likely just a literary device James uses to signal the beginning of the conclusion of his letter (Moo, The Letter of James, 231-232).
B.
The  swearing to which James refers here does not involve vulgar language.  Rather, it is a common attempt to affirm the truth of what is said by taking an oath that appeals to something bigger than oneself.  For example, in the lyrics of a modern pop song, one lover swears to another, saying, “I swear by the moon and the stars in the sky I’ll be there” (All-4-One, “I Swear”).  The lover is taking an oath that appeals to the moon and the stars.  It’s a way of saying, “This time, I really mean it.”
James is saying that we shouldn’t swear in this way because we should always mean what we say.  Our yes should mean yes, and our no should mean no without the aid of swearing.  Swearing merely depreciates the authenticity of everything else we say.  Jesus makes the same point in  Matthew 5:33-37.  We should be authentic all the time.
C.
This may seem like an odd thing for James to say.  What does swearing have to do with the overall theme of dealing with tough times?  I suspect that James may have in mind a particular kind of swearing that was commonly used to try to get oneself out of trouble.  It’s  swearing falsely.  When in trouble, swearing can be used to try to get somebody to believe a lie.
1.
For example, the religious people known as  the Pharisees apparently made dishonest and deceitful oaths that they never intended to keep.  They would swear by the temple, or by the altar, or by heaven, or by the earth, and then say that they were not obligated to keep their oath because they did not invoke God Himself (Matthew 23:16-22; Barbieri, Matthew, The Bible Knowledge Commentary, 31, 74).  In this way, the Pharisees were not authentic.  A modern corollary would be entering into an agreement that you do not intend to keep because you know of a loophole that you intend to exploit to get out of it.  That’s inauthentic.
2.
The Apostle  Peter is another example.  Just before Jesus was crucified, Peter found himself in trouble.  Jesus had been apprehended and was being interrogated, spat upon, and beaten before the chief priests and Jewish Council.  Peter was outside in the courtyard of Caiaphas, the high priest, trying to go unnoticed in a crowd antagonistic toward Jesus.  Some in the crowd said they thought they recognized Peter as a follower of Jesus.  Peter lied, denying any knowledge of Jesus.  When accusations persisted, Peter decided to kick up the lie a notch by swearing.  Matthew 26:74 records,
NAU Matthew 26:74 Then he began to curse and swear, “I do not know the man!” . . .

Peter used swearing to try to sell his lie to get himself out of trouble.  He was not authentic.  And this is not uncommon.  How many criminals have said, “I swear I didn’t do it.”  How many guilty children have said to their parents, “I swear I didn’t do it.”

3.
We have also seen in previous studies that James harkens back to a portion of the  Mosaic Law in Leviticus 19 to make points about keeping the royal law of love, not slandering, and not showing favoritism.  James may also have Leviticus 19 in mind as he writes about swearing in our text.  Leviticus 19:12 says,

NAU Leviticus 19:12 “You shall not swear falsely by My name, so as to profane the name of your God; I am the LORD.”
This command prohibits swearing falsely by God’s name, which is to swear to God that something is true, when in fact, it is false.  It’s inauthentic.  This suggests that James has this swearing falsely in mind.  It further confirms that what James is saying in Verse 12 is this:  Be authentic.  Don’t try to cover up stuff.  Don’t try to put up some swearing smoke screen.  Don’t try to pretend things are different than they really are.  Just be real.  Let your yes be yes and your no be no.  Be authentic.
II.
In  Verse 13, James continues to encourage his readers to be authentic by behaving in a manner consistent with reality.  He  says,
NAU James 5:13 Is anyone among you suffering? Then he must pray. Is anyone cheerful? He is to sing praises.
III.
Then, in  Verses 14 and 15, James addresses those who are depressed, discouraged, and ready to give up under the weight of temptations and trials.  He says they should not pretend that everything’s okay.  Instead they should confess their weakness and get help from those who are stronger.  I think that’s what James means when  he says,
NAU James 5:14 Is anyone among you sick? Then he must call for the elders of the church and they are to pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord; 15 and the prayer offered in faith will restore the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up, and if he has committed sins, they will be forgiven him.
At first blush, it sounds like James is talking about people who are physically ill.  Indeed, most Bible commentators I consulted take the position that physical illness is in view here.

With all due respect, I hold a different opinion.  I believe James is talking about those who are spiritually weak, excessively burdened, and discouraged in their struggle against trials and sin.  Physical illness may be involved, but it is not the primary issue.  In this I am clearly outnumbered by many scholars, but I am certainly not alone; others hold this view.  So let me try to support my position.  It’s an issue over which reasonable, godly people can disagree agreeably.
A.
The word,  “sick” appears twice in these verses.

1.
In Verse 14, the word,  “sick” comes from the Greek word, a-sthen-EH-o.  It’s a compound word made up of the prefix a, meaning “not” and sthen-AH-o, meaning “strengthen.”  So it means “not to be strong” or “to be weak” (Hayden, “Calling the Elders to Pray,” Bibliotheca Sacra, July 1981, p. 260).
Just what kind of weakness is involved must be determined by the context.  The same is true of our English word, “weak.”  If I say I am weak, it may mean that I am physically ill.  Or, it may mean that I am unable to resist temptation.  Or, it may mean that I am faint-hearted, weary, or depressed.  The context of what I’m saying reveals what I really mean.
The verb, a-sthen-EH-o is used 33 times in the New Testament.  In a slight majority of cases, it clearly refers to physical illness.  In one case, it seems to refer to a financially impoverished condition.  In the remaining cases—about 40% of the uses—it refers to some kind of spiritual weakness.
Moreover, when the word, a-sthen-EH-o is used in the gospels and the book of Acts, it more often describes a physical illness.  In contrast, when the word is used in the epistles such as James, it more often describes a spiritual weakness.  Let me  give you some examples.
a.
The Apostle Paul uses the word to describe Abraham as a person who was not weak, but the lack of weakness has to do with faith, not sickness.  The issue is spiritual, not physical.  Romans  4:18-20 says, 
NAU Romans 4:18 In hope against hope he believed . . . 19 Without becoming  weak [a-sthen-EH-o] in faith he contemplated his own body, now as good as dead since he was about a hundred years old, and the deadness of Sarah's womb; 20 yet, with respect to the promise of God, he did not waver in unbelief but grew strong in faith . . .

b.
Paul  also uses the word to describe the spiritually immature person with a weak conscience who struggles to determine the right course of action.  This issue is spiritual, not physical.  Romans  14:1 says,
NAU Romans 14:1 Now accept the one who is  weak [a-sthen-EH-o] in faith, but not for the purpose of passing judgment on his opinions. 2 One person has faith that he may eat all things, but he who is  weak [a-sthen-EH-o] eats vegetables only.

c.
Paul  also uses the word to describe those who are faint-hearted, weary, or even depressed in the midst of trials.  That Paul is quite familiar with such weakness is evident in  2 Corinthians 1:8, where he says,
NAU 2 Corinthians 1:8 For we do not want you to be unaware, brethren, of our affliction which came to us in Asia, that we were burdened excessively, beyond our strength, so that we despaired even of life;

Later in the same letter, Paul details some of his own hardships and describes himself as weak in the midst of them.  In 2 Corinthians 11, beginning in  Verse 24, he says,

NAU 2 Corinthians 11:24 Five times I received from the Jews thirty-nine lashes. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, a night and a day I have spent in the deep.  26 I have been on frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my countrymen, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren;  27 I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.  28 Apart from such external things, there is the daily pressure on me of concern for all the churches. 29 Who is  weak [a-sthen-EH-o] without my being  weak [a-sthen-EH-o]? . . .
Paul is describing himself as faint-hearted, weary, and weighed down with trials.  To be sure, there is a strong physical component to his suffering, but illness is not the primary problem.  Paul is weary from hardship.  It’s a deep weariness of the soul.  There are times when Paul “despaired even of life.”
d.
Job  knows what this weakness is like.  In James 5:11, James asks us to consider the endurance of Job.  In the midst of hardship, Job cries out in weakness.  In  Job 10:1, he says,
NAU Job 10:1 “I loathe my own life; I will give full vent to my complaint; I will speak in the bitterness of my soul.”
To be sure, there is a physical aspect to Job’s suffering, but the main thing is he’s at the end of his spiritual rope.

2.
Now, let’s go back to  Verses 14 and 15 of our text.  When the word,  “sick” appears again in Verse 15, it’s a translation of a different Greek word.  This time the word is KAWM-no.  The word KAWM-no appears only twice in the New Testament.  The word can mean to be physically sick.  But it can also mean to be weary or to be discouraged.  To be weary and discouraged is exactly what it means in the only other place it’s used in the New Testament.  Hebrews  12:3 says, 
NAU Hebrews 12:3 For consider Him who has endured such hostility by sinners against Himself, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.

To  “grow weary” is a translation of our Greek word, KAWM-no.
We can now  step back and see in Verses 14 and 15 that the meaning of the Greek words for “sick”—a-sthen-EH-o and KAWM-no—certainly allow for the possibility that James is not talking about a physical illness, but a spiritual weakness.
One scholar explains it this way:

The emphasis of James is clearly on the emotional distress and spiritual exhaustion experienced by God’s people in their deep struggle with temptation and their relentless battle with besetting sin.  Deep emotional and psychological pressure will often manifest itself in physical ways as has been demonstrated in the study of psychosomatic illness, and in that sense there may be physical aspects to the problem spoken of by James.  The real difficulty under consideration, however, is not primarily physical illness, but spiritual weakness and weariness resulting from the believer’s battle with besetting or recurring sin (Hayden, p. 263).
B.
Also consider the call to involve the elders of the church.  In  Verse 14, James says,

NAU James 5:14 Is anyone among you sick? Then he must call for the elders of the church and they are to pray over him,
Why call the elders?  Well, what is the role of elders, according to the Bible?
It is interesting that nowhere else in all of Scripture are elders encouraged to have a ministry of physical healing.  I’m not saying that elders shouldn’t pray for sick people.  We should, and we do.  All I’m saying is that, if our text is telling sick people to call for the elders to pray for healing, then this is the only place in the Bible where elders are encouraged to pray for healing and to expect it.
This certainly doesn’t prove that James does not have physical illness in view.  But the spiritual weakness view does seem to fit better the biblical role of elders.  By definition, the elders are those who are spiritually mature and strong.  The biblical role of elders is to shepherd those spiritually weaker through leadership, instruction, encouragement, and prayer.  As such, I would argue that elders praying for spiritual weakness in our text makes more sense than elders praying for physical weakness.
C.
Also consider the significance of  anointing with oil in Verse 14.  What’s up with that?
1.
You may be surprised to know that anointing with oil is not commonly associated with supernatural healing in the Bible.  Outside of the possibility of our text, the only other time anointing with oil is associated with supernatural physical healing is in Mark 6:13.  We have no record of Jesus ever anointing with oil to heal, and in none of the many healings reported in the book of Acts is oil involved.
On one occasion oil and wine is used topically to cleanse and care for wounds (Luke 10:34), but this is not a supernatural application; it is a medicinal one, and one that is only helpful for a rather narrow range of physical ailments.

2.
More frequently, oil is said to be applied as a means of bestowing honor, refreshment, and grooming (Hayden, p. 264).  A sinful woman honored Jesus by anointing his feet with fragrant oil (Luke 7:38).  A first-century host would customarily anoint the head of a guest with oil as a means of refreshment and hospitality (Luke 7:46).  Jesus also tells those who fast not to appear gloomy and ungroomed; rather, they are to anoint themselves or groom themselves with oil (Matthew 6:17).
If James has in mind spiritually weak believers who are weary and in need of strength and refreshment and encouragement, wouldn’t elders anointing them with oil be a consistent and culturally appropriate gesture of encouragement and refreshment?  I think so.

D.
Verse 15 of our text  also says,

NAU James 5:15 and the prayer offered in faith will restore the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up . . .

1.
Is this is a promise of physical healing?  Many think it is.  If it is, then I face a rather embarrassing reality.  I am an elder, and I’ve prayed for many people to be healed who were not healed.  In fact, I have prayed for some whom I buried shortly thereafter.  If our text is about physical healing, then why weren’t they healed?

Some argue that the healing is conditioned on faith because James says the prayer must be “offered in faith.”  If that’s the case, then the burden is on the elders to have such faith because they are the ones called to pray.  Which leads us right back to the same embarrassing reality that some people are still not healed.  Is my faith as an elder defective?
Some scholars who contend that our text is about physical illness and healing concede that it is not always God’s will that a person be healed.  I agree (e.g. 2 Corinthians 12:7-10).  But those who cling to a physical interpretation must still reconcile this with our text that appears to hold out a promise.  One noted scholar offers such a reconciliation, but it seems like a real stretch to me.  He says, “Prayer for healing offered in the confidence that God will answer that prayer does bring healing; but only when it is God’s will to heal will that faith, itself a gift of God, be present (Moo, The Letter of James, p. 245).”  To me, this is a needlessly strained interpretation.
2.
Understanding the weakness to be primarily spiritual provides a much more plausible solution to the problem.  While it is not always God’s will for us to be physically healed in this life, it is always God’s will that we have victory over sin.  It is always God’s will that we seek and receive forgiveness.  It is always God’s will to grant to us wisdom and strength when we come to Him for it by faith.  And these things that are always God’s will are the things that the weak person will receive through the faithful and powerful prayer of elders.  The spiritually weak person will be restored and raised spiritually.  This makes perfect sense:  the spiritually weak calling upon the spiritually strong that they may be strengthened through the spiritual ministry of prayer.
E.
And the spiritual explanation of this is further bolstered by the final result of the prayer in Verse 15.  James  says,

NAU James 5:15 . . . and if he has committed sins, they will be forgiven him.
This suggests that James has spiritual weakness in mind.  It also indicates that the hardship a weakened person faces may or may not be a result of personal sin.  This makes it very difficult to argue that our text is just talking about physical illness resulting from sin (e.g. Mayhue, The Healing Promise, pp. 127-140).  James says personal sin may or may not be involved.
A wife and mother may be facing extreme hardship through no fault of her own, perhaps from an abusive or absent husband.  She may be weak in the sense that she’s discouraged and drained.  She may be weak in the sense that she is sorely tempted to seek revenge.  She has thus far remained faithful and godly, but she feels like she’s at the end of her hope.  In her weakness, she would be wise to call upon the elders for prayer, even though she is not in this situation because of her own sin.
In contrast, a man struggling with addictive behaviors may have indeed created his own hardships.  He, too, would be wise to call upon the elders, confessing his sin, and asking for prayer.  If sin has been committed, it will be forgiven.  That’s what James is saying.
In  light of all this, we ought to be authentic with one another and thereby mobilize the powerful prayer that strengthens us.  In fact, that’s the big idea of this  message:  authenticity mobilizes powerful prayer.  When we authentically present our weaknesses to trustworthy Christian brothers who are stronger, humbly seeking their prayer support, we tap into God’s power to strengthen us.  Not surprisingly, our  key characteristic of completeness in Christ is prayer.
IV.
In  Verse 16, James reiterates this powerful prayer dynamic.  He  says,

NAU James 5:16 Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another so that you may be healed. The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much.
A.
To confess our sins to one another is to be authentic.  It’s the opposite of pretending everything’s okay when it’s not.
B.
In the face of this authenticity, fellow believers are mobilized to pray.
C.
And, as a result of this prayer, power is unleashed to accomplish much, including being  “healed.”
You may be thinking, “Wait a minute.  That sounds like physical healing again.”  Not so fast.  The Greek term for “healed” is used both physically and spiritually in the Bible.  Because sin is at issue, the healing here is probably spiritual.  Spiritual healing can include forgiveness and reconciliation.  Of course, sin can be a cause of physical illness, and so in some cases, the healing can be both spiritual and physical.  But, I believe the primary focus is on spiritual healing.
V.
Then, in  Verses 17 and 18, James gives a story of the Old Testament prophet Elijah as an example of the power of prayer to deal with spiritual weakness.  He  says,
NAU James 5:17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on the earth for three years and six months. 18 Then he prayed again, and the sky poured rain and the earth produced its fruit.
A.
The prayer of Elijah is recorded in 1 Kings, Chapters 17 and 18.  Elijah’s prayer was related to the weakness of Israel.  The king of Israel at the time was named Ahab.  King Ahab married a heathen princess named Jezebel, and together, they led Israel into apostasy and rebellion against God.  Jezebel had some 450 prophets of the pagan god Baal who ministered to her.
Elijah first prayed that the rain in Israel would stop as a judgment against the sin of Israel.  The rain stopped for over three years.  Near the end of that time in which there was severe famine, Elijah had a showdown against the 450 prophets of Baal.  God allowed Elijah to miraculously prevail by providing fire from heaven.  First Kings 18:39 records,
NAU 1 Kings 18:39 When all the people saw it, they fell on their faces; and they said, “The LORD, He is God; the LORD, He is God.”

Elijah then prayed for the rains to return in response to the apparent repentance of the people, and the rains returned.  That’s powerful prayer.  When you come to a trustworthy, godly believer and authentically confess your weakness, you mobilize powerful prayer that can bring the Lord’s rain of forgiveness and refreshment and strength.  
B.
Now, if James had physical healing in mind, this seems like an odd example for James to cite.  If James had physical healing in mind, it seems like he would have used Elijah’s prayer to miraculously heal the widow’s son recorded in 1 Kings 17:17-24.  That James did not is further corroboration that spiritual weakness and spiritual healing is in view.
C.
James says that Elijah himself was a man  “with a nature like ours.”  Why does James bother to mention this, and in what way is Elijah like us?  It’s hard to say with certainty, but immediately after Elijah prayed for the rains to return, his life was threatened by Jezebel.  The believing Jews who originally read this letter from James would have been very familiar with the story.  They would have known that Elijah, the powerful man of God, became weak.  In  1 Kings 19:3-4 it says,

NAU 1 Kings 19:3 And he was afraid and arose and ran for his life and came to Beersheba, which belongs to Judah, and left his servant there.  4 But he himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness, and came and sat down under a juniper tree; and he requested for himself that he might die, and said, “It is enough; now, O LORD, take my life, for I am not better than my fathers.”
Elijah was depressed and discouraged and distraught and he wanted to end it all.  After his mountaintop experience, he descended into the depths of spiritual weakness.  And I believe that is how Elijah is like us.  At one time or another, every believer experiences weakness.  Every prophet.  Every elder.  Every person.  Paul did.  Job did.  Elijah did.  I do.  You do.  To say you don’t is to be inauthentic.

So, when you’re weak, go to a brother or sister who is mature in the Lord, confess your weakness, and get some prayer support.  Authenticity mobilizes powerful prayer.
VI.
James concludes in  Verses 19 and 20 by saying more about the power of prayer to change things.  He  says,
NAU James 5:19 My brethren, if any among you strays from the truth and one turns him back, 20 let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins.

In effect, James is saying that when a shepherd turns back a weak and straying sheep from its wayward path, he saves that sheep from a whole lot of trouble.  How does the shepherd do it?  Through prayer.  What is our role as sheep?  When we feel exceptionally weak, we should put our pride in our pocket and call on the shepherds because such authenticity mobilizes powerful prayer.
Conclusion:

Now,  I want to wrap up by clarifying some possible misunderstandings.

A.
I am not suggesting that we all should go around confessing our weaknesses and sin to anyone and everyone who will lend an ear.  That would not be healthy or biblical.  I am suggesting that if, in the midst of hardship, you find yourself at the end of your rope, be authentic and confess your situation to a mature believer who can mobilize powerful prayer to help.  It does no good to be on the brink of a breakdown and pretend everything’s okay.  Authenticity mobilizes powerful prayer.
B.
I also want to be careful to say that I’m not suggesting that confession of sin to elders is required to receive forgiveness from God.  James 5 is not imposing some kind of priestly confessional system.  Instead, it’s a means of support.  We’re all in a spiritual battle, and sometimes when we’re under attack and stumbling and ready to give up, we need some help.  It does no good to pretend we’re not in trouble.  Authenticity mobilizes powerful prayer.
C.
Also, I don’t want you to leave here thinking that I am somehow against praying for people to be healed of sickness.  My fellow elders and I often pray for sick people.  And I believe that God can and does bring healing today, according to His will.  Authenticity mobilizes powerful prayer.
D.
Similarly, I don’t want you to feel embarrassed or sheepish about calling upon the elders to pray and be anointed for an illness, whether you’ve done it in the past or will do it in the future.  I’m not saying this is wrong.  Indeed, to the extent the physical illness is associated with spiritual weakness, this is perfectly consistent with my interpretation of our text.  And even if spiritual weakness is not involved, there’s nothing wrong with prayer and anointing.
The interpretation of the weakness in James 5 as spiritual does not close the door on praying for physical sickness.  Rather it opens the door to praying for a broader range of spiritual weaknesses—weaknesses we may otherwise be tempted to hide.  Authenticity mobilizes powerful prayer.
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