Bible Study James 5:13-20e

James 5:13

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

Verse 13.  Is any among you afflicted? let him pray]  The Jews taught that the meaning of the ordinance, Le 13:45, which required the leper to cry, Unclean! unclean! was, "that thus making known his calamity, the people might be led to offer up prayers to God in his behalf,"  Sota, page 685, ed. Wagens.  They taught also, that when any sickness or affliction entered a family, they should go to the wise men, and implore their prayers. Bava bathra, fol. 116, 1. 

In Nedarim, fol. 40, 1, we have this relation: "Rabba, as often as he fell sick, forbade his domestics to mention it for the first day; if he did not then begin to get well, he told his family to go and publish it in the highways, that they who hated him might rejoice, and they that loved him might intercede with God for him." 

  Is any merry? let him sing psalms.]  These are all general but very useful directions.  It is natural for a man to sing when he is cheerful and happy.  Now no subject can be more noble than that which is Divine: and as God alone is the author of all that good which makes a man happy, then his praise should be the subject of the song of him who is merry.  But where persons rejoice in iniquity, and not in the truth, God and sacred things can never be the subject of their song.

James 5:14

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:

Verse 14.  Is any sick among you? let him call for the elders] This was also a Jewish maxim.  Rabbi Simeon, in Sepher Hachaiyim, said: "What should a man do who goes to visit the sick?  Ans. He who studies to restore the health of the body, should first lay the foundation in the health of the soul.  The wise men have said, No healing is equal to that which comes from the word of God and prayer.  Rabbi Phineas, the son of Chamma, hath said, 'When sickness or disease enters into a man's family, let him apply to a wise man, who will implore mercy in his behalf.'"  See Schoettgen. 

St. James very properly sends all such to the elders of the Church, who had power with God through the great Mediator, that they might pray for them. 

James 5:15

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.

Verse 15.  And the prayer of faith; shall save the sick]  That is, God will often make these the means of a sick man's recovery; but there often are cases where faith and prayer are both ineffectual, because God sees it will be prejudicial to the patient's salvation to be restored; and therefore all faith and prayer on such occasions should be exerted on this ground: "If it be most for thy glory, and the eternal good of this man's soul, let him be restored; if otherwise, Lord, pardon, purify him, and take him to thy glory." 

  The Lord shall raise him up]  Not the elders, how faithfully and fervently soever they have prayed. 

  And if he have committed sins]  So as to have occasioned his present malady, they shall be forgiven him; for being the cause of the affliction it is natural to conclude that, if the effect be to cease, the cause must be removed.  We find that in the miraculous restoration to health, under the powerful hand of Christ, the sin of the party is generally said to be forgiven, and this also before the miracle was wrought on the body: hence there was a maxim among the Jews, and it seems to be founded in common sense and reason, that God never restores a man miraculously to health till he has pardoned his sins; because it would be incongruous for God to exert his miraculous power in saving a body, the soul of which was in a state of condemnation to eternal death, because of the crimes it had committed against its Maker and Judge.  Here then it is GOD that remits the sin, not in reference to the unction, but in reference to the cure of the body, which he is miraculously to effect.

Acts 3:16  

And his name through faith in his name hath made this man strong, whom ye see and know: yea, the faith which is by him hath given him this perfect soundness in the presence of you all.

James 5:16

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.

Verse 16.  Confess your faults one to another]  This is a good general direction to Christians who endeavour to maintain among themselves the communion of saints.  This social confession tends much to humble the soul, and to make it watchful.  We naturally wish that our friends in general, and our religious friends in particular, should think well of us; and when we confess to them offences which, without this confession, they could never have known, we feel humbled, are kept from self-applause, and induced to watch unto prayer, that we may not increase our offences before God, or be obliged any more to undergo the painful humiliation of acknowledging our weakness, fickleness, or infidelity to our religious brethren. 

It is not said, Confess your faults to the ELDERS that they may forgive them, or prescribe penance in order to forgive them.  No; the members of the Church were to confess their faults to each other; therefore auricular confession to a priest, such as is prescribed by the Romish Church, has no foundation in this passage.  Indeed, had it any foundation here it would prove more than they wish, for it would require the priest to confess his sins to the people, as well as the people to confess theirs to the priest. 

  And pray one for another]  There is no instance in auricular confession where the penitent and the priest pray together for pardon; but here the people are commanded to pray for each other that they may be healed. 

  The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.] The words dehsiv energoumenh signify energetic supplication, or such a prayer as is suggested to the soul and wrought in it by a Divine energy.  When God designs to do some particular work in his Church he pours out on his followers the spirit of grace and supplication; and this he does sometimes when he is about to do some especial work for an individual.  When such a power of prayer is granted, faith should be immediately called into exercise, that the blessing may be given: the spirit of prayer is the proof that the power of God is present to heal.  Long prayers give no particular evidence of Divine inspiration: the following was a maxim among the ancient Jews, hduq Myqydu tlptv the prayers of the righteous are short.  This is exemplified in almost every instance in the Old Testament.

James 5:17

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. {subject...: of the same nature, that is, a fellow mortal} {earnestly: or, in his prayer}

Verse 17.  Elias was a man subject to like passions]  This was Elijah, and a consistency between the names of the same persons as expressed in the Old and the New Testaments should be kept up. 

The word omoiopayhv signifies of the same constitution, a human being just as ourselves are.  See the same phrase and its explanation in Ac 14:15, and the note there.  There was some reason to apprehend that because Elijah was translated, that therefore he was more than human, and if so, his example could be no pattern for us; and as the design of St. James was to excite men to pray, expecting the Divine interference whenever that should be necessary, therefore he tells them that Elijah was a man like themselves, of the same constitution, liable to the same accidents, and needing the same supports. 

  And he prayed earnestly]  proseuch proshuxato.  He prayed with prayer; a Hebraism for, he prayed fervently. 

  That it might not rain]  See this history, 1Ki 17:1, &c. 

  And it rained not on the earth]  epi thv ghv.  On that land, viz. the land of Judea; for this drought did not extend elsewhere. 

  Three years and six months.]  This is the term mentioned by our Lord, Lu 4:25; but this is not specified in the original history. In 1Ki 18:1, it is said, In the third year the word of the Lord came to Elijah, that is, concerning the rain; but this third year is to be computed from the time of his going to live at Zarephath, which happened many days after the drought began, as is plain from this, that he remained at the brook Cherith till it was dried up, and then went to Zarephath, in the country of Zidon; 1Ki 17:7-9. Therefore the three years and six months must be computed from his denouncing the drought, at which time that judgment commenced. Macknight.

James 5:18

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

Verse 18.  And he prayed again]  This second prayer is not mentioned in the history in express words, but as in 1Ki 18:42, it is said, He cast himself down upon the earth, and put his face between his knees; that was probably the time of the second praying, namely, that rain might come, as this was the proper posture of prayer.

James 5:19

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

Verse 19.  Err from the truth]  Stray away from the Gospel of Christ; and one convert him-reclaim him from his error, and bring him back to the fold of Christ.

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.

Verse 20.  Let him know]  Let him duly consider, for his encouragement, that he who is the instrument of converting a sinner shall save a soul from eternal death, and a body from ruin, and shall hide a multitude of sins; for in being the means of his conversion we bring him back to God, who, in his infinite mercy, hides or blots out the numerous sins which he had committed during the time of his backsliding.  It is not the man's sins who is the means of his conversion, but the sins of the backslider, which are here said to be hidden.  See more below. 
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