
Introduction to James Chapter 5

Patience Until His Coming: Judgment on the Oppressive Rich, the Prayer of Faith, and 

the Sinner Turned From the Error of His Way




Chapter 4 closed with the aphorism that gathers so much of the letter's ethical vision into a single sentence: to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin. Chapter 5, the letter's last,  opens  by  turning  that  verdict  on  the  community's  most  visible  offenders  —  the  rich  who have  known  the  good  and  done  its  precise  opposite,  hoarding  wealth  while  withholding  the laborer's wage, living in luxury while condemning the just. This final chapter brings the reversal of rich and poor first announced in 1:9–11 to its full and unflinching conclusion, before turning to  the  patient  endurance,  the  mutual  prayer,  and  the  practical  restoration  of  the  wanderer  with which the letter, and this study, both come to their close.

The first section, verses 1 through 6, pronounces judgment on the oppressive rich in the register of  prophetic  oracle:  go  to  now,  ye  rich  men,  weep  and  howl  for  your  miseries  that  shall  come upon you. Their riches are corrupted, their gold and silver cankered, their luxury purchased at the cost of wages fraudulently withheld from the laborers whose cries have entered into the ears of the Lord of sabaoth, and their self-indulgence is likened to cattle nourished, unknowingly, for the day of their own slaughter.

The second section, verses 7 through 12, answers that judgment with a pastoral turn toward the oppressed  community  itself:  be  patient  therefore,  brethren,  unto  the  coming  of  the  Lord.  The husbandman's  patient  waiting  for  the  early  and  latter  rain  becomes  the  pattern  for  the community's  own  endurance,  reinforced  by  the  example  of  the  prophets  and  of  Job,  whose patience  is  commended  not  as  silent  stoicism  but  as  an  endurance  that  outlasted  the  trial  long enough  to  see  the  end  of  the  Lord,  that  the  Lord  is  very  pitiful,  and  of  tender  mercy,  and  the section closes with the simple, oath-free speech, let your yea be yea, and your nay, nay, that such patient integrity requires.

The third and closing section, verses 13 through 20, extends the letter's confidence in prayer to every  circumstance  of  ordinary  life  —  affliction,  joy,  and  sickness  alike  —  describes  the communal  practice of calling  for the  elders  and anointing  the sick with  oil,  and commends  the effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man through the deliberately ordinary example of Elijah, a man subject to like passions as we are. The letter then ends, without formal farewell, on the bare and urgent charge to turn a wandering brother from the error of his way  — a fitting close for a letter that has insisted, from its first chapter to its last, that genuine faith is known only by what it does.

 

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We come to the final chapter of this letter aware that you see what is hidden — the riches corrupted, the wages withheld by fraud, the hearts nourished for a day of slaughter while the just are condemned and killed without resistance. Search us, Lord, for every way we have oppressed rather than provided, hoarded rather than given, and let the cries of the laborer never enter your ears against us.

Teach us the patience of the husbandman who waits for the precious fruit of the earth, and the patience of the prophets and of Job, who endured and saw the end of the Lord, that you are very pitiful, and of tender mercy. Stablish our hearts, for the coming of the Lord draws nigh, and let us not grudge one against another, for the judge stands before the door.

And Lord, when we are afflicted, let us pray; when we are merry, let us sing psalms; when we are sick, let us call for those who will pray over us in your name. Teach us to confess our faults one to another, and to pray for one another, that we might be healed, and give us the courage to turn a wandering brother or sister from the error of their way, that a soul might be saved from death and a multitude of sins be hidden.

In Jesus' name, Amen.

 

James 5:1–6

Weep and Howl: Judgment on the Riches, Fraud, and Luxury of the Oppressive Rich

(1) Go to now, ye rich men, weep and howl for your miseries that shall come upon you.

(2) Your riches are corrupted, and your garments are motheaten.

(3) Your gold and silver is cankered; and the rust of them shall be a witness against you,

and shall eat your flesh as it were fire. Ye have heaped treasure together for the last 

days.

(4) Behold, the hire of the labourers who have reaped down your fields, which is of you 

kept back by fraud, crieth:

and the cries of them which have reaped are entered into the ears of the Lord of sabaoth.

(5) Ye have lived in pleasure on the earth, and been wanton; ye have nourished your 

hearts, as in a day of slaughter.

(6) Ye have condemned and killed the just; and he doth not resist you.

 

The Context Go to  now, ye rich men echoes  the identical  opening  formula of 4:13's go to  now, ye that say, binding the two indictments together as companion scenes of presumption — the merchant who presumes upon tomorrow and the rich man who presumes upon his wealth. But where 4:13–16 rebuked  a  presumption  that  could  still  repent,  the  tone  here  shifts  to  the  register  of  prophetic judgment oracle (compare Isaiah 13; Amos 8): weep and howl for your miseries that shall come upon  you  announces  a  coming  judgment  already  decided  rather  than  a  behavior  still  open  to correction,  addressed  not  to  the  rich  within  the  congregation,  as  in  2:1–7,  but  to  oppressive wealth generally, in the tradition of the Old Testament prophets' oracles against the nations.

Verses  2–3  catalogue  the  corruption  of  wealth  in  three  domains  —  riches  corrupted,  garments motheaten (compare Matthew 6:19's moth and rust doth  corrupt), and gold and silver cankered —  each  image  drawn  from  the  observable,  ordinary  decay  that  overtakes  hoarded  wealth  left unused. The rust of them shall be a witness against you, and shall eat your flesh as it were fire reverses  the  expected  relationship  between  wealth  and  security:  the  very  treasure  hoarded  for protection  becomes,  in  the  day  of  judgment,  the  material  evidence  of  the  crime  and  even  an instrument of the judgment itself. Ye have heaped treasure together for the last days exposes the ultimate irony: wealth stored up in the confident  expectation of future security has in fact been heaped up for the day of its own indictment.

Verse 4 names the specific injustice underlying  the wealth just condemned:  behold,  the hire of the labourers who have reaped down your fields, which is of you kept back by fraud, crieth. The withholding  of  a  laborer's  wage  was  forbidden  explicitly  in  the  Torah  (Leviticus  19:13; Deuteronomy 24:14–15), and the image of the wage itself crying out, together with the cries of them which have reaped entering into the ears of the Lord of sabaoth — the Lord of hosts, a title of  overwhelming  cosmic  power  —  pictures  the  injustice  as  a  cry  that  reaches  heaven  directly, bypassing  every  human  court  the  powerless  laborer  has  no  access  to,  the  same  logic  behind Abel's blood crying from the ground in Genesis 4:10.

Verse 5's ye have lived in pleasure on the earth, and been wanton; ye have nourished your hearts, as  in  a  day  of  slaughter  draws  a  stark  and  deliberately  unsettling  comparison:  the  rich  have fattened themselves in careless luxury exactly as cattle are fattened, unknowingly, for the day of their slaughter. The image indicts not wealth itself but the self-indulgent obliviousness of wealth pursued at another's expense, oblivious to the judgment its own excess is actively preparing. This is the same rich man fading away in his ways already announced in 1:11, now shown in the full, ugly particularity of what that fading way of life actually consists of.

The  section's  climax  in  verse  6,  ye  have  condemned  and  killed  the  just;  and  he  doth  not  resist you, likely  refers to  the  systemic exploitation  of the poor through corrupt courts and economic pressure  that  amounted  to  a  slow,  legal  killing  of  the  innocent  (compare  2:6's  do  not  rich  men oppress  you,  and  draw  you  before  the  judgment  seats),  though  many  interpreters  also  hear  an echo of the killing of Christ, the just one (Acts 3:14; 7:52), who likewise did not resist. The just man's non-resistance is not commended here as an example to imitate so much as named as  an aggravating  feature  of  the  injustice:  the  victim  offered  no  threat,  no  resistance,  and  was condemned and killed regardless, making the oppression as gratuitous as it is total.

Plain American English

 

Look  here,  you  rich  people:  weep  and  groan  with  anguish  because  of  all  the  terrible  troubles ahead of you. Your wealth is rotting away, and your fine clothes are moth-eaten rags. Your gold and  silver  have  become  worthless.  The  very  wealth  you  were  counting  on  will  eat  away  your flesh like fire. This corruption is a sign of the coming judgment you have brought on yourselves by hoarding treasure in these last days. For listen! Hear the cries of the field workers whom you have cheated of their pay. The wages you held back cry out against you. The cries of those who harvest your fields have reached the ears of the Lord of Heaven's Armies. You have spent your years on earth in luxury, satisfying your every desire. You have fattened yourselves for the day of slaughter. You have condemned and killed innocent people, who do not resist you.

 

Key Observations

"Your riches are corrupted… Ye have heaped treasure together for the last days": This signifies The Very Wealth Hoarded for Future Security Becomes, in James's Reversal, the Material Evidence and Even the Instrument of the Judgment It Was Meant to Guard Against.

James's  diagnosis  inverts  the  entire  logic  of  hoarded  wealth:  treasure  gathered  to  secure  the future  has  in  fact  been  heaping  up  evidence  against  its  owner,  since  the  corruption  of  unused riches — the moth, the rust, the canker  — becomes, on the day of reckoning, a visible witness that  testifies  to  exactly  what  the  wealth  was  never  used  for.  The  observation  is  not  a condemnation  of  possessing  wealth  as  such  but  of  wealth  accumulated  and  hoarded  at  the expense  of  active,  generous  use,  the  same  failure  to  do  the  good  one  has  the  means  to  do  that chapter 4 already named as sin.

 

"the hire of the labourers… crieth: and the cries of them which have reaped are entered into the ears of the Lord of sabaoth": This signifies The Withheld Wage of the Powerless Laborer Reaches God's Ears Directly, Bypassing Every Human Court the Victim Has No Access To, and Making Economic Fraud a Cry That Heaven Itself Hears. The image of the wage itself crying out, and of the laborers' cries entering the ears of the Lord of sabaoth,  insists  that  economic  injustice  against  the  powerless  is  never  merely  a  private transaction  gone  wrong  but  a  cry  that  reaches  the  throne  of  the  God  of  overwhelming  power, precisely  because  the  victim  has  no  other  recourse.  This  is  the  same  logic  behind  the  Torah's explicit protections for the day laborer's wage (Leviticus 19:13), and it makes James's indictment as much a matter of justice as of individual sin — a structural fraud with a hearing in the highest court there is.

 

"Ye have condemned and killed the just; and he doth not resist you": This signifies The Victim's Non-Resistance Is Named Not as a Virtue to Emulate but as an Aggravating Feature That Exposes the Oppression as Total and Entirely Gratuitous.

The final line of the indictment intensifies rather than softens the charge: the just person offered no threat and mounted no resistance, and was condemned and killed regardless, showing that the violence  done  was  never  a  response  to  any  provocation  but  pure,  unprovoked  oppression exercised simply because it could be. Whether the just one in view is the systemically exploited poor  of  James's  own  community  or  an  echo  of  Christ  himself,  the  effect  is  the  same  —  the oppression  stands  utterly  without  excuse,  since  even  the  total  absence  of  resistance  did  not restrain it.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Examine Whether Wealth Held in the Present Is Being Hoarded for an Illusory Future Security or Actively Used for the Good It Has the Power to Do, Remembering That Unused Wealth Becomes Its Own Witness: The riches are corrupted and garments motheaten of verses 2–3  speak  to  a  contemporary  temptation  to  accumulate  far  beyond  present  need  under  the assumption that wealth itself constitutes security, when James insists that wealth withheld from active  good  use  decays  into  evidence  against  its  owner  rather  than  protection  for  him.  The contemporary  believer  with  resources  is  called  to  ask  not  merely  whether  wealth  was  acquired honestly but whether it is being actively stewarded for good, since James's judgment falls not on wealth's existence but on its hoarding.

2.  Take Seriously  That Withholding Fair Wages  or Just Compensation From Those With the Least Power to Demand It Is Named as a Cry That Reaches God Directly, and Let That Reality Govern Every Position of Economic Power: The contemporary equivalent of the hire of the labourers kept back by fraud reaches beyond agricultural wages to every modern form of economic power exercised over those with limited recourse — underpayment, exploitative labor practices,  delayed  or  denied  compensation  owed  to  the  vulnerable.  The  contemporary  believer who holds any measure of economic power over others is called to remember that such cries are not  lost  in  bureaucratic  silence  but  are  heard  directly  by  the  Lord  of  sabaoth,  and  to  let  that reality govern decisions no human court may ever review.

 

How This Relates to Today

The image of hearts nourished as in a day of slaughter speaks with discomforting precision to a contemporary  culture  of  consumption  in  which  luxury  and  comfort  are  pursued  as  ends  in themselves,  often  without  any  awareness  of  the  labor,  environmental  cost,  or  human  suffering embedded  in  the  systems  that  supply  them.  The  contemporary  community  of  faith  is  called  to trace its own comfort back to its sources with the same unflinching honesty James applies to the rich  of  his  own  day,  asking  not  merely  whether  luxury  is  enjoyed  but  at  whose  expense  it  has been secured.

The chapter's opening oracle also offers a sobering corrective to any contemporary theology that treats  material  prosperity  as  an  uncomplicated  sign  of  divine  blessing,  a  temptation  chapter  1 already warned against in the rich man fading away in his ways. James does not condemn wealth as inherently evil, but he refuses to let wealth's accumulation go unexamined, insisting  that the manner  of  its  gathering  and  the  use  to  which  it  is  put  are  always  subject  to  a  judgment  that reaches further than any human court.

 

Key Lesson: *The opening section pronounces judgment on the oppressive rich in the register of prophetic oracle rather than pastoral correction, cataloguing the corruption of hoarded wealth, the fraud committed against the laborer whose cries reach the Lord of sabaoth directly, and the self-indulgent luxury that has fattened the wealthy for a day of slaughter they do not see coming, and  closes  with  the  condemnation  and  killing  of  the  just  who  offered  no  resistance  — establishing that wealth gathered and hoarded at another's expense, rather than used for good, stores up not security but evidence against the one who gathered it.*

 

James 5:7–12

Patience Until the Coming of the Lord: The Husbandman, the Prophets, and Job

(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.

 

The Context

The  therefore  that  opens  verse  7  draws  a  direct  pastoral  conclusion  from  the  judgment  just pronounced  on  the  oppressive  rich:  if  such  oppressors  will  certainly  be  judged,  then  the oppressed  community's  proper  posture  is  not  retaliation  but  patience,  unto  the  coming  of  the Lord  (parousia,  the  same  term  used  throughout  the  New  Testament  for  Christ's  return).  The husbandman  waiteth  for  the  precious  fruit  of  the  earth,  and  hath  long  patience  for  it,  until  he receive  the  early  and  latter  rain  offers  agricultural  patience  —  dependent  on  a  process  and  a timing  entirely  outside  the  farmer's  control  —  as  the  pattern  for  the  community's  own  waiting, connecting this patience directly back to the endurance commended in 1:2–4, where the trying of your faith worketh patience.

Be  ye  also  patient;  stablish  your  hearts:  for  the  coming  of  the  Lord  draweth  nigh  repeats  the command for emphasis and grounds it in imminence rather than mere resignation — the waiting is not indefinite but oriented toward a coming that draws nigh, giving the community's patience a horizon  rather  than  leaving  it  open-ended.  Stablish  your  hearts  (sterizo,  to  fix  firmly,  to  make steadfast)  recalls  the  double-minded  instability  of  1:6–8,  the  wave  of  the  sea  driven  with  the wind and tossed; patience under trial requires a heart made firm, not merely a temperament that happens to be calm.

Verse  9's  grudge  not  one  against  another,  brethren,  lest  ye  be  condemned  applies  the  patience just commanded to the community's internal relationships, warning against the temptation to let external  pressure  and  oppression  from  the  rich  curdle  into  internal  resentment  and  mutual complaint among the oppressed themselves. Behold, the judge standeth before the door uses the same imminence just applied to the Lord's coming to warn the community against becoming, in its own grudging, guilty of the very judgment  it has just watched pronounced upon the rich  — the  judge  who  will  vindicate  the  oppressed  is  the  same  judge  before  whom  the  oppressed  will themselves stand.

Verses  10–11  supply  two  examples  of  the  patience  just  commanded:  the  prophets,  who  have spoken in the name of the Lord, for an example of suffering affliction, and of patience, and Job, whose  patience  is  invoked  not  primarily  for  his  stoic  endurance  —  Job,  famously,  complained bitterly  throughout  most of the book that bears his  name  — but  for having seen the end of the Lord; that the Lord is very pitiful, and of tender mercy. The example of Job is carefully chosen: it  commends  not  a  patience  that  never  questions  or  grieves,  but  a  patience  that  endures  long enough  to  see  how  the  story  of  suffering  actually  ends,  in  the  demonstrated  mercy  and compassion of the Lord who was present in the suffering all along.

Verse 12's but above all things, my brethren, swear not, neither by heaven, neither by the earth, neither by any other oath directly echoes Jesus' teaching in Matthew 5:34–37, and its placement here, immediately following the call to patient endurance, suggests a specific pastoral concern: a community under economic pressure and social oppression might be tempted to reinforce its own claims and complaints with oaths, invoking heaven or earth to guarantee the truth of a grievance or the certainty of a hoped-for vindication. James's  remedy is  characteristic simplicity:  let your yea  be  yea;  and  your  nay,  nay,  a  transparent,  trustworthy  speech  that  needs  no  additional guarantee,  since  a  community  whose  speech  is  already  reliable  has  no  need  of  oaths  to  be believed.

 

Plain American English

Dear brothers and sisters, be patient as you wait for the Lord's return. Consider the farmers who patiently  wait  for  the  rains  in  the  fall  and  in  the  spring.  They  eagerly  look  for  the  valuable harvest  to  ripen.  You,  too,  must  be  patient.  Take  courage,  for  the  coming  of  the  Lord  is  near. Don't  grumble  about  each  other,  brothers  and  sisters,  or  you  will  be  judged.  For  look  —  the Judge is standing at the door! For examples of patience in suffering, dear brothers and sisters, look  at  the  prophets  who  spoke  in  the  name  of  the  Lord.  We  give  great  honor  to  those  who endure under suffering. For instance, you know about Job, a man of great endurance. You can see how the Lord was kind to him at the end, for the Lord is full of tenderness and mercy. But most of all, my brothers and sisters, never take an oath, by heaven or earth or anything else. Just say a simple yes or no, so that you will not sin and be condemned.

 

Key Observations

"the husbandman waiteth for the precious fruit of the earth, and hath long patience for it, until he receive the early and latter rain": This signifies Agricultural Patience, Dependent on a Timing Entirely Outside the Farmer's Own Control, Is Offered as the Pattern for a Community's Waiting for a Coming It Cannot Hasten. The  husbandman's  patience  is  instructive  precisely  because  it  is  not  passive  resignation  but active,  informed  expectancy  —  the  farmer  works,  plants,  and  tends  the  field,  but  the  ripening itself  depends  on  rains  he  cannot  summon  on  his  own  schedule.  This  is  the  shape  of  patience James  commends  to  the  community:  not  indifference  to  the  oppression  it  suffers,  but  a  steady faithfulness that continues its proper work while trusting a timing that belongs to God alone, the same trust already commended as the trying of your faith worketh patience in 1:3.

 

"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": This signifies Job's Example Commends Not a Patience That Never Questions or Grieves but an Endurance Long Enough to See the Compassionate Character of God Revealed at the Story's Actual End. James's invocation of Job is easily misread as praise for stoic silence, but the book of Job records a man who protested, argued, and demanded an answer from God throughout nearly the whole of his ordeal; what James commends is not Job's silence but his endurance through the questioning, an endurance that outlasted the trial long enough to witness the end the Lord had prepared — one of demonstrated pity and tender mercy. The example reframes patience not as the suppression of honest lament but as a refusal to abandon the story before its true ending is revealed.

 

"let your yea be yea; and your nay, nay": This signifies The Prohibition of Oaths Commends a Speech So Transparently Trustworthy That It Requires No External Guarantee, Applying the Letter's Concern for the Tongue Directly to a Community Under Pressure to Overstate Its Grievances.

Placed  immediately  after  the  call  to  patient,  non-grudging  endurance,  the  prohibition  of  oaths addresses  a  specific  temptation  facing  an  oppressed  and  impatient  community:  to  reinforce  its complaints  and  its  hopes  with  solemn  invocations  of  heaven  and  earth  rather  than  to  trust  that simple,  honest  speech  is  sufficient.  James's  remedy  returns  to  the  chapter  3  concern  for  the tongue, insisting that a community whose ordinary yes and no can already be trusted has no need of  the  elaborate  guarantees  an  oath  supplies,  and  that  reaching  for  such  guarantees  is  itself  a symptom of the very impatience the chapter has just commanded the community to resist.

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Cultivate  the  Husbandman's  Active  Patience  —  Faithful  Labor  Joined  to  Trust  in  a Timing Outside One's Own Control — Rather Than Either Passive Resignation or Anxious Attempts  to  Force  a  Premature  Resolution: The  contemporary  believer  facing  prolonged injustice,  unresolved  conflict,  or  unanswered  longing  is  called  to  neither  of  the  two  easier postures — giving up the labor of faithfulness because the harvest seems delayed, or attempting to  force  the  timing  of  a  resolution  that  is  not  yet  ready  —  but  to  the  husbandman's  harder discipline  of  continued,  faithful  work  joined  to  genuine  trust  that  the  early  and  latter  rain  will come in their appointed season, not before.

2.  Let  Grievances,  However  Justified,  Be  Held  Without  the  Grudging  That  Turns  a Community Under External Pressure Into a Community Divided Against Itself: The grudge not  one against another, brethren of verse 9 speaks  directly to  a contemporary temptation  for a community  facing  shared  external  pressure  —  economic  hardship,  social  marginalization, institutional  injustice  —  to  redirect  its  accumulated  frustration  toward  its  own  members  rather than  toward  patient  endurance  and  trust  in  the  judge  who  stands  before  the  door.  The contemporary  community  is  called  to  distinguish  legitimate  grief  over  injustice  from  the grudging  that  corrodes  its  own  internal  bonds,  remembering  that  the  same  judge  who  will vindicate the oppressed will also judge how the oppressed treated one another.

 

How This Relates to Today

The example of Job speaks with particular relevance to a contemporary culture, including within the church, that often prizes a performance of untroubled composure under suffering more than the honest, extended endurance the book of Job actually models. James's invocation of Job as an example of patience is a reminder that genuine endurance may include real protest and real grief, provided  it  does  not  abandon  the  trust  that  there  is,  in  fact,  an  end  the  Lord  is  preparing  — pitiful, and of tender mercy — even when that end is not yet visible.

The prohibition  of oaths  remains  relevant  to  a contemporary discourse  —  public, political,  and personal  —  that  regularly  reaches  for  escalating  rhetorical  guarantees,  swearing  and  absolute declarations,  to  compensate  for  speech  that  has  lost  its  basic  credibility  through  habitual exaggeration. The contemporary community of faith is called to cultivate the kind of consistent, transparent honesty in which a simple yes or no carries full weight, refusing the cultural pattern that  treats  rhetorical  escalation  as  a  substitute  for  the  harder  work  of  being  simply,  reliably truthful.

 

Key  Lesson: *The  chapter's  second  movement  answers  the  judgment  pronounced  on  the oppressive rich with a call to patient endurance modeled on the husbandman's active waiting for a harvest he cannot hasten, warns the community against letting its own grievances curdle into grudging against one another before the judge who stands at the door, and offers the prophets and  Job  as  examples  of  an  endurance  that  outlasts  the  trial  long  enough  to  witness  the  tender mercy at its true end, closing with the simple, transparent speech that needs no oath because it has already proven itself trustworthy.*

James 5:13–20

The Prayer of Faith, the Confession of Sins, and the Sinner Turned From the Error of His Way

(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.

 

The Context

The  three  rhetorical  questions  of  verse  13  —  is  any  among  you  afflicted?  let  him  pray.  Is  any merry? let him sing psalms — establish prayer and praise as the community's default response to the  full  emotional  range  of  ordinary  life,  not  reserved  for  crisis  alone.  This  matches  the  whole letter's confidence in prayer already established in 1:5's if any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, extending that confidence now to affliction and to joy alike, so that no circumstance of life falls outside the community's habit of turning first to God.

Verse 14 turns to the specific case of sickness with unusual procedural detail: 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. The calling of elders (presbyteroi), the practice of prayer over the sick, and  the  anointing  with  oil  (a  practice  with  both  medicinal  and  symbolic  associations  in  the ancient world,  compare Mark 6:13; Luke 10:34) together describe a communal, embodied, and specifically ecclesial response to sickness, in contrast to a private or individualistic approach to healing — the sick person is instructed to call for the community's recognized leaders rather than to seek healing in isolation.

Verse 15's 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 links physical healing and spiritual forgiveness without  collapsing  the  two  into  an  equation  that  all  sickness  is  caused  by  specific  sin  —  the conditional  if  he  have  committed  sins  allows  for  sickness  unconnected  to  any  particular transgression while still holding open the possibility that sin and sickness may, in a given case, be entangled. The prayer of faith echoes 1:6's asking in faith, nothing wavering, tying the healing prayer  of  the  elders  to  the  same  undivided,  trusting  faith  the  letter  has  commended  from  its opening chapter.

Verse 16 broadens  the practice beyond sickness  to  the ordinary life of the community:  confess your  faults  one  to  another,  and  pray  one  for  another,  that  ye  may  be  healed.  The  mutual confession commended here is not a formal, priestly transaction but a reciprocal practice among believers,  and  the  effectual  fervent  prayer  of  a  righteous  man  availeth  much  is  illustrated immediately by Elijah, deliberately introduced as a man subject to like passions as we are — not a superhuman figure but an ordinary person whose earnest prayer nonetheless closed and opened the  heavens  (1  Kings  17–18),  a  historical  example  chosen  precisely  to  democratize  the confidence  just  commended:  the  availing  power  of  prayer  belongs  to  ordinary,  passion-subject believers, not to spiritual elites.

The  letter's  closing  verses,  19–20,  end  without  a  formal  benediction  or  farewell,  in  a  manner distinctive among New Testament epistles: brethren, if any of you do err from the truth, and one convert him, 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 abrupt ending is itself a kind of final  argument  —  the  letter  closes  not  with  theological  summary  but  with  a  bare,  urgent, practical  exhortation  to  pursue  the  wandering  brother,  embodying  in  its  very  form  the  letter's insistence  that  faith  is  known  by  what  it  does  rather  than  by  what  it  formally  concludes.  Shall hide a multitude of sins likely refers to the sins of the one restored rather than the one restoring, closing the whole letter on the note of mercy that has run through it from 2:13's mercy rejoiceth against judgment to this final act of rescuing a soul from death.

 

Plain American English

Are  any  of  you  suffering  hardships?  You  should  pray.  Are  any  of  you  happy?  You  should  sing praises. Are any of you sick? You should call for the elders of the church to come and pray over you, anointing you with oil in the name of the Lord. Such a prayer offered in faith will heal the sick, and the Lord will make you well. And if you have committed any sins, you will be forgiven. Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The earnest prayer  of  a  righteous  person  has  great  power  and  produces  wonderful  results.  Elijah  was  as human as we are, and yet when he prayed earnestly that no rain would fall, none fell for three and  a  half  years!  Then,  when  he  prayed  again,  the  sky  sent  down  rain  and  the  earth  began  to yield its crops. My dear brothers and sisters, if someone among you wanders away from the truth and is brought back, you can be sure that whoever brings  the sinner back from wandering will save that person from death and bring about the forgiveness of many sins.

 

Key Observations "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": This signifies Healing Prayer Is Described as a Communal and Ecclesial Practice, in Which the Sick Person Calls for the Recognized Elders Rather Than Seeking Healing in Isolation. The instruction is notable for what it does not say: James does not counsel private prayer alone or  an  individual  search  for  a  healer,  but  a  specific  summons  to  the  elders  of  the  church, embedding the healing of the sick within the ordinary structures and relationships of the gathered community.  The  practice  reflects  the  whole  letter's  consistent  instinct  that  faith  is  lived  out  in community rather than in isolation — the same instinct behind 2:15–16's concern for the naked and destitute brother and 5:16's confess your faults one to another — treating sickness itself as an occasion for the community's mutual care rather than a private trial to be borne alone.

 

"Elias was a man subject to like passions as we are, and he prayed earnestly": This signifies Elijah Is Deliberately Introduced as an Ordinary, Passion-Subject Man Rather Than a Superhuman Figure, Democratizing the Confidence in Prayer's Availing Power to Every Believer Rather Than to a Spiritual Elite.

James's choice of illustration is theologically pointed: Elijah is remembered in Scripture as one of  the  most  powerful  prophetic  figures  in  Israel's  history,  and  James  could  easily  have  let  that reputation  stand  unqualified,  but  instead  he  insists  first  that  Elijah  was  a  man  subject  to  like passions as we are — the same word (homoiopathes) Peter uses of himself and Barnabas in Acts 14:15. The qualification is not incidental; it is the entire point of the illustration, ensuring that no reader  concludes  the  effectual  fervent  prayer  of  a  righteous  man  availeth  much  applies  only  to spiritual giants rather than to the ordinary believer reading the letter.

 

"he which converteth the sinner from the error of his way shall save a soul from death, and shall hide a multitude of sins": This signifies The Letter's Abrupt Closing, Without Formal Benediction, Embodies Its Own Argument by Ending on a Bare, Urgent Exhortation to Practical Action Rather Than a Summary of Doctrine. James's  decision  to  close  the  letter  without  the  customary  epistolary  farewell  found  in  Paul's letters  is  itself  a  kind  of  final  demonstration  of  the  letter's  thesis:  a  document  devoted  from  its first chapter to insisting that genuine faith is proved by what it does rather than by what it says ends not with a theological recapitulation but with a direct, practical charge to pursue the erring brother. The final image, saving a soul from death and hiding a multitude of sins, closes the letter on  the  note  of  active  mercy  that  has  run  through  it  from  1:27's  pure  religion  to  2:13's  mercy rejoiceth against judgment, leaving the reader not with a summary to admire but with a task to undertake.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Bring  Every  Circumstance  of  Life  —  Affliction,  Joy,  and  Sickness  Alike  —  Into  the Community's  Shared  Practice  of  Prayer,  Rather  Than  Reserving  Prayer  for  Crisis  or Treating Healing as a Private, Individual Pursuit: The threefold instruction of verses 13–14 resists  a  contemporary  tendency  to  compartmentalize  prayer  as  an  emergency  measure  while managing  ordinary  joy  and  ordinary  illness  through  entirely  separate,  secular  channels.  The contemporary  community  of  faith  is  called  to  recover  the  practice  of  calling  for  its  recognized leaders in times of sickness, praying over one another, and singing psalms in times of gladness, refusing the isolation that treats both suffering and celebration as private  matters to be handled alone.

2.  Practice  the  Same  Ordinary,  Mutual  Confession  and  Prayer  That  Elijah's  Example Shows  Belongs  to  Every  Believer,  Not  Merely  to  Those  Who  Seem  Spiritually Extraordinary: The  deliberate  ordinariness  of  Elijah's  introduction  —  a  man  subject  to  like passions as we are — is a direct corrective to a contemporary tendency to imagine that effectual prayer belongs only to unusually gifted or unusually holy believers. The contemporary believer, however ordinary their own sense of spiritual maturity, is  called to  the same confidence James commends:  confess  your  faults  one  to  another,  and  pray  one  for  another,  trusting  that  the effectual fervent prayer in view is available to any righteous person who prays earnestly, not to a spiritual elite alone.

 

How This Relates to Today

The instruction to call for the elders of the church in sickness speaks to a contemporary church that has, in many settings, quietly outsourced the ministry of healing prayer entirely to medical professionals  or  to  purely  private  devotion,  losing  the  specifically  communal  and  ecclesial dimension  James  describes.  The  contemporary  application  is  not  a  rejection  of  medicine  but  a recovery  of  the  practice  alongside  it:  the  sick  person  calling  on  the  gathered  community's recognized care, rather than facing illness as a matter to be managed alone between patient and physician with no place for the church's prayer.

The  letter's  abrupt,  benediction-less  ending  on  the  theme  of  restoring  the  wanderer  speaks pointedly  to  a  contemporary  church  culture  more  comfortable  discussing  the  theology  of restoration than actually pursuing the individual who has wandered from the truth. James closes his  entire  letter  not  with  a  doctrinal  flourish  but  with  the  bare  expectation  that  the  community will  actively  seek  out  and  restore  its  erring  members,  a  task  that  requires  the  same  patient, personal,  unglamorous  effort  the  whole  letter  has  commended  over  easier,  more  passive alternatives.

 

Key  Lesson: *The  letter's  closing  section  extends  its  consistent  confidence  in  prayer  to  every circumstance  of  ordinary  life,  describes  the  communal,  ecclesial  practice  of  prayer  and anointing  for  the  sick,  and  grounds  its  promise  of  prayer's  availing  power  in  the  deliberately ordinary  example  of  Elijah,  a  man  subject  to  like  passions  as  we  are,  before  ending  the  entire letter without formal farewell on the bare, urgent charge to turn a wandering brother from the error of his way — closing on the same insistence that has governed every chapter, that genuine faith is known, finally, not by what it says but by what it does to save a soul from death and to cover a multitude of sins.*

Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We close the letter of James having been searched from its first chapter to its last: to count every trial as joy, to ask for wisdom in undivided faith, to be doers of the word and not hearers only, to show no respect of persons, to let our faith be proved by works, to bridle the tongue and seek the wisdom from above, to submit ourselves to you and resist the devil, and now, in this final chapter, to weep for wealth hoarded unjustly, to wait with the patience of the husbandman for the coming of our Lord, and to pray for one another in affliction, in joy, and in sickness.

Lord, let us never hoard what should be given, never withhold the wage of the laborer, never nourish our hearts in careless luxury while the cries of the oppressed enter your ears. Give us instead the patience of the prophets and of Job, who endured long enough to see that you are very pitiful, and of tender mercy, and let our yea be yea, and our nay, nay, that our speech might need no oath to be believed.

And Lord, make us a people who pray in every circumstance, who call for one another in sickness, who confess our faults one to another and pray one for another that we might be healed, remembering that Elijah was a man subject to like passions as we are, and yet his earnest prayer availed much. Send us out from this letter not merely having heard it, but as doers of it, ready to turn a wandering brother or sister from the error of their way, that a soul might be saved from death and a multitude of sins be hidden.

In Jesus' name — in the name of the One who is himself our patience and our healing, who bore our sicknesses and carried our sorrows, who was condemned and killed though he was the truly just and did not resist, and who is coming again, even now, for those who wait for him — Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone

