Lesson 18 — AFFLICTION AND PRAYER James 5:12-15

(5:12) — “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.” James had stressed the fact that a person’s speech
was a good indicator of the state of his heart and his spiritual condition (James 1:26;
2:12; 3:2-11; 4:11). This is why we who believe in and claim to follow Christ and His
Word, and who claim to love the brethren and our fellow man, must be careful how we
use our tongues. We must seek to avoid hateful and harmful speech, gossip, and
words meant to tear down others. We must seek to speak words that edify our brethren
and which point the lost to Christ in the Gospel. This is why we must become skillful in
the Word of righteousness and not speak peace to those who deny Christ and His truth
— “Let your speech be alway with grace, seasoned with salt, that ye may know
how ye ought to answer every man” (Col. 4:6). The lost religious Jews (especially
the Pharisees) had devised a wicked system of swearing false, evasive, deceptive
oaths by everything other than the name of the Lord (which was the only oath
considered binding). They would justify themselves in not keeping their word. Christ
warned them that this was sinful (Matt. 5:33-36; 23:16-22). This shows us that, if left to
ourselves, we can count ourselves righteous even in our sinfulness (Matt. 5:20). So
James writes “above ALL things,” do not swear by such things but simply keep your
promises. The Lord strictly commands us to reverence His holy name. Nor are we to
swear by heaven or earth, because the glory of God is everywhere shining forth, and
when angry men swear by heaven or earth, they only designate the Worker by His
works! There is a form of swearing that is not sinful. There are illustrations in Scripture
of men who took lawful oaths in the fear of the Lord for his sanction and glory (Deut.
6:13; 1 Kings 17:1; Gal. 1:20; 2 Cor. 1:23).

(5:13) — “Is any among you afflicted? let him pray. Is any merry? let him sing
psalms.” Affliction is common to all of us, but here it is affliction because due to the
chastisments of the Lord and/or of trials and persecution over our testimony of the
Gospel of Christ (John 15:18-27; 16:33). The way to deal with this is to turn to God in
prayer through our great high priest, the Lord Jesus Christ (Heb. 4:14-16). God hears
the prayers of His people, and He will deal with us in His own way for His glory and our
eternal good (Rom. 8:28). The psalmist recognized the ultimate good of affliction —
“Before | was afflicted | went astray: but now have | kept Thy word” (Psa. 119:67).
“It is good for me that | have been afflicted; that | might learn Thy statutes” (Psa.
119:71). “l know, O a.LORD, that thy judgments are right, and that Thou in
faithfulness hast afflicted me” (Psa. 119:75). To be “merry” obviously refers to times
of happiness, prosperity, abundance, and health. This too is a time we should all turn to
the Lord in worship and praise as indicated by the singing of psalms.
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(5:14) — “Is any sick among you?” True believers are certainly subject to physical
sickness and all the infirmities of the flesh. Remember what the apostle wrote — “And if
Christ be in you, the body is dead because of sin; but the Spirit is life because of
righteousness” (Rom. 8:10). We have a perfect righteousness in and by the Lord
Jesus Christ. And because of Him, we have spiritual life that will never die but be raised
in glory to inhabit a new spiritual body that will experience none of the infirmities of the
flesh. But while we inhabit this world, even as justified and born again, this fleshly body
is dying and will die. This is because of sin, but Christ has redeemed us from our sins,
and IN HIM, we are dead to sin (Rom. 6:2,11), meaning that because of Christ’s death
for our sins, they cannot be charged to us as they were charged to Christ for us, and,
therefore, cannot condemn us (Rom. 8:1,34-35; 2 Cor. 5:21). But while on this earth,
sin can make us sick, even unto physical death. Therefore, James says “call for the
elders of the church; and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the
name of the Lord:.” There is no guarantee that the Lord will heal the sick, but the
elders can encourage with support and comfort. Some view the anointing with oil as
ceremonial, but it is more likely a medicinal treatment for that day and time. Either way,
it is the Lord’s will if the person is healed to remain on earth a little while longer or is
healed permanently to leave this sinful world and go to be with his/her Savior.

(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.” The “prayer of
faith” is prayer to the true and living God through and on the basis of the merits of Christ
and in submission to the Lord’s sovereign will — “THY WILL BE DONE.” This is not a
guarantee that if we pray with enough faith that God will physically heal everyone for
whom we pray. It may be that God wills that the one for whom we pray be healed
eternally by leaving this world and be taken up into the arms of the Savior (Luke 23:43).
“If he have committed sins” means sins that the Lord has taken particular notice of, and
on account of which He has brought this person down in order that he might
acknowledge them and repent. We need to understand that none of us live without sin.
We are all sinners and all in need of God’s grace of forgiveness. But sometimes there
are particular consequences for sins committed by believers, and it is God’s mercy
towards them that He deals with this as He wills and that He has forgiven His child by
the blood of Jesus Christ (Ps. 51:3, 4, 7-11).



