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“Be patient, then, brothers, until the Lord’s coming.”

Last week, in James chapter four, we learned to submit ourselves to God. We want to belong to this world and to be friends with this world. But we who are united with our glorious Lord Jesus Christ do not belong to this world. We belong to God. We cannot be friends of this world and friends of God at the same time. So we prayed that we may submit ourselves to God and to pray that His will be done in all things. 

Today we finish our study of James by looking at chapter five. When we first read chapter five, it looks like it is a sort of hodgepodge of many different teachings, much like reading a chapter from Proverbs. So, in verses 1-6, he admonishes the wealthy who have been taking advantage of the poor. In verses 7-12, he teaches patience and waiting on the Lord’s coming. And in verses 13-20, James teaches the power of prayer to God. But when we look at chapter five closely, we see that what James is teaching is one very important lesson. God is over all things. Let us be patient and wait on Him in all matters of our lives. Let’s look more closely at James chapter 5. May God bless our study today. 

PART I A Warning to the Wealthy (1-6)

Let’s read verse one. “Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery that is coming upon you.” Who is it that James is speaking to here? Is he condemning all forms of wealth, or is he condemning all rich people? No. Rather, he is writing to those rich people who exploit the poor. We will see in the coming verses, that he is speaking to those who hoard their wealth and who use it to make trouble for the poor. Obviously, these were non-believers, for he was condemning their behavior because they did not repent. Wealthy believers would not be facing the coming misery, for they would be right with God. 

Why does James tell them to weep? They were to weep and wail for the misery that was coming upon them. The coming misery would be God’s judgment on them. God is God who judges. But He is also a God of mercy. He is merciful to those who repent and turn from their evil ways. But He judges severely those who refuse to repent. These wealthy people would have no reason to weep and wail if they had repented. Rather, they would be rejoicing in God. But they never repented, so they faced severe judgment.

What did the wealthy do that was worthy of coming misery? Let’s read verses 2 and 3. “Your wealth has rotted, and moths have eaten your clothes. Your gold and silver are corroded. Their corrosion will testify against you and eat your flesh like fire. You have hoarded wealth in the last days.” Clothes were one of the main forms of wealth in the ancient world. The rotting of wealth and the eating of clothes by moths is symbolic of wealth that has been hoarded and not used with proper motives. Why would someone hoard their wealth? Either it gives them pleasure to be surrounded by wealth, or they use their wealth for their own pleasure, as James said in chapter 4. They were not using their wealth to help those less fortunate. They were not using their wealth for the work of God. Their wealth came from God. It belonged to God. But they ignored God in the using of it. The amount of wealth they had accumulated would be a testimony against them that they had done nothing but hoard wealth.

What is wrong with hoarding wealth? It is selfish. Jesus teaches us to be generous with what we have toward those who do not have. Jesus once told a rich man that, “if you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasures in heaven.” (Mt 19:21). In Luke chapter 6, Jesus teaches, “Give to everyone who asks you, and if anyone takes what belongs to you, do not demand it back.” (Lk 6:30). Jesus taught this because he wants us to love others. Being generous to others is a way of showing our love for them. If we are not generous and if we take advantage of those who are less well off than we, we show that we do not have love. 

In verses 4-6 James goes on further. “Look! The wages you failed to pay the workmen who mowed your fields are crying out against you. The cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty. You have lived on earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have fattened yourselves in the day of slaughter. You have condemned and murdered innocent men, who were not opposing you.” James equates the oppression of the poor with the murder of innocent men. Jesus taught elsewhere that if we hate another, we are guilty of committing murder. The Lord hears the cries of those who are oppressed. And He will come and judge their oppressors. 

We learn here that our worldly possessions are fleeting things. They corrode and wither away. We are not only foolish, but we are sinning if we trust in them. We also learn that what we do with what we are given reaches the ears of the Lord Almighty. He hates the oppression of the poor. He judges it. What we have, everything belongs to God. He has made us stewards over even the material possessions we have. We should use them for His work and for His glory. Let us learn generosity and love of others from today. For that will also reach the ears of the Lord Almighty and He will be pleased. 

PART II Be Patient and Stand Firm (7-12)

Let’s read verse 7a. “Be patient, then, brothers, until the Lord’s coming.” With the word “then,” we see that this verse refers back to verses 1-6. Apparently, the believers were suffering under the hands of the rich. He tells his brothers in Christ that they should be patient and wait for the Lord to return. This also means that they were to have faith that the Lord will indeed return. When we have faith in the Lord, we can wait patiently for His coming. We can endure many kinds of hardships and suffering through hope in God. Hebrews tells us that faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. With this certainty and sureness, we can wait patiently, enduring our suffering, because we know that our victory in God is assured. 

What does it mean to be patient? James tells us in the following verses, “See how the farmer waits for the land to yield its valuable crop and how patient he is for the autumn and spring rains.”  (7b) The farmer must have a great deal of faith. He plants his crop each year not knowing what sort of harvest he will get. He doesn’t know if he will get enough rain or too much rain. But he plants his crops and waits patiently on the rains. He doesn’t give up if the rains are late in coming. Likewise, we should wait on the Lord as the farmer waits on the rain—with deep and abiding faith that He is going to come. And that is how we can wait with patience. When we know the Lord will come to us, we can wait for him with patience. Verse 8 says, “You too, be patient, and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near.”

How can we show that we are patient? It is good to show that we are waiting patiently for the Lord in order to be a good influence on others. Let’s read verse 9. “Don’t grumble against each other, brothers, or you will be judged. The Judge is standing at the door.”  James calls us to be patient with others, whether they are believers or not. Our patience in suffering, waiting for the Lord to rescue us, is testimony to others of the greatness of our God. We should also not grumble because if we do, we will be judged. Again, I think it goes back to the command to love others. We grumble against others because we do not love them. We will be judged by God because of our grumbling at those we should love in our patience. We see another example of why we should tame our tongues, as we learned earlier.

In verses 10 and 11, James gives examples of models for patience and perseverance. Verse 10 says, “Brothers, as an example of patience in the face of suffering, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord.” How were the prophets models of patience? Hebrews 11 tells us that the prophets were looking for a different country; not one on this earth, but a heavenly one. And they called others to look with them. Yet all of them were still living by faith when they died. And they all faced rejection. Isaiah supposedly died by being sawed in two. Yet they never gave up. They waited patiently on the Lord’s coming. 

Verse 11 says, “As you know, we consider blessed those who have persevered. You have heard of Job’s perseverance and have seen what the Lord finally brought about. The Lord is full of compassion and mercy.” Job is a great story of perseverance. He lost everything—his sons and daughters, his livestock, and even his health. He complained to God, but he never turned his back on God. He persevered, maybe not too patiently, but he persevered nonetheless. And he was blessed because of it. In the end, the Lord showered His full mercy and compassion on Job and restored him to an even greater life than he had before. 

Verse 12 says, “Above all, my brothers, do not swear—not by heaven or by earth or by anything else. Let your “Yes” be yes and your “No,” no, or you will be condemned.” We are reminded here of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. James is not condemning the taking of solemn oaths, such as God’s before Abraham or Jesus’ before Caiaphas, or of a man’s before the Lord. Rather, he is condemning the flippant use of God’s name to guarantee the truth of what is spoken. Rather, the believer should be true to his word. If people know his “Yes” means yes and his “No” means no, he will not be called upon to take an oath, or to swear that what he is saying is true. 

Note that the patience, the endurance, the not grumbling and not swearing that James admonishes us toward is all toward the same end. James said, “The Judge is standing at the door”. We as believers should live with this kind of attitude. We should live as though Christ were coming this afternoon. We should entrust all things to him as though he were. 

PART III Prayer and Faith (13-20)

Let’s read verses 13 and 14. “Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise. Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord.”  Here, James is speaking to all of us. We all fall into trouble. We all feel happy at times, and we all get sick. These verses apply to us at any moment in time. What are we to do when we are in trouble, happy, or sick? We are told in each instance that we should pray, or ask others to pray for us. That is how we can wait on the Lord’s coming. 

In verses 15 and 16, James tells us why we need to continually pray at all times. These verses speak to the power of prayer. Let’s read verses 15 and 16. “And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven. Therefore, confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.” A prayer is more powerful than a 16-megaton nuclear bomb. It is our weapon of mass construction. A prayer can heal. It can lift us up, and it can bring forgiveness from God. So, it is important we confess our sins to each other, and to pray for each other. Of course it is not the prayer itself that has power, but the power of our God who hears our prayer and will come and rescue us. 

The power of a man’s prayer is made clear in the example of Elijah. “Elijah was a man just like us. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on the land for three and a half years. Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops.” (17,18). James is referring to 1Kings chapters 17 and 18, where Elijah prayed and stopped the rain for over 3 years as judgment on the idolatry that Israel was engaged in. Elijah was an ordinary man. But because God’s hand was on him, and because he offered up his prayer in faith, his prayer even changed weather patterns. And Jesus said that faith, even as small as a mustard seed can move mountains. Our prayer life is the most important part of Christian life. Through it, we can be used by God to heal the sick, to rejoice with the happy, and to bring forgiveness to the sinner. May God help us to pray and may He use our prayers greatly.

Verses 19 and 20 say, “My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.”  One who wanders from the truth is probably a Christian who has fallen away. It is always tempting when a coworker falls into sin to treat them harshly and rebuke them. Then if they don’t respond we shake their dust from our feet. James encourages his readers instead to do everything we can to bring the wandering believer back to God. What would be the result? He will be saved from death and his sins will be covered. We learn to love and pray for those who wander from the truth that they may return to God.

We learn here the Lord is coming. We can live in the hope and assurance that in this truth. It is easy for me to forget this and get caught up in the demands of this life, and the pursuit of material things—some of which I need for survival, but many of which are not necessary. I learned to open my eyes to God’s truth and to live as if the Lord were coming very soon, through prayer, loving and serving God’s own, and patiently waiting on Him. 

We have finished now our James study. For myself, I have learned through these lessons that I have lived as more of a theoretical Christian. I learn that my faith should be accompanied by deeds of love and of generosity to those less fortunate. May God bless us through our James study that we may live practically as Christians in the love of God and in love of others. 

