NOTES FOR BIBLE STUDY ON JAMES
BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION

“I’d rather see a sermon than hear one any day

I’d rather one should walk with me than merely tell the way

The eye’s a better pupil and more willing than the ear

Fine counsel is confusing, but example’s always clear

And the best of all the preachers are the men who live their creeds

For to see good put in action is what everybody needs.”





(Edgar Guest)
James is a challenging book to study!  It is also very encouraging and can help us to grow in the Christian faith.  James is encouraging us to be mature Christians – and to ‘walk the talk’ – to live what we profess to believe.  

We have studied recently the books of Ruth and Esther and seen women with faith in God who were prepared to put that faith into action.  They are good examples for us and now James would challenge us personally as to whether we too are prepared to put our faith into action

It is thought by Bible scholars that James was the brother of our Lord although in his humility he does not identify himself thus but calls himself ‘a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ’.  Although there is no record in the Bible, tradition tells us that James was martyred in AD62.  We can see then that he was man who did not just write this letter but was certainly a ‘preacher who lived his creeds’.  James became the leader of the church in Jerusalem and Paul called him a pillar in Galatians 2.9.  Tradition also tells us that he was a man of prayer which could explain his emphasis on prayer in this letter.
As we study this book of James we will see that he is writing to Jewish Christians who were having problems both in their personal lives and within their church.  Problems that may not be too dissimilar to many we face today on various occasions.  

So with James we will be asked to examine our lives in the light of God’s word – which is not always an easy thing to do!  If we take James seriously then we cannot just glance in the mirror and walk away.  We must be prepared to become doers of the word and not hearers only.  The blessing will come not just in studying the word but by doing it.  
So the question for each of us, as we commence this study, is are we prepared to commit to the challenge and are we serious about spiritual growth?  It may not be easy and there may be trials along the way.  However, we can be sure of God’s faithfulness and if we are prepared to accept the exhortations and challenges that come from the book of James, then we will be richly blessed both personally and in our church. 
STUDY NOTES FOR JAMES CHAPTER 1 (verses 1-18)

STUDY 1 - TRIALS AND TEMPTATIONS

There are many trials for the Christian.  These seem to fall into three categories:- those which arise because of our own behaviour/sin, those which come simply because we are human e.g. sickness, disappointments, tragedies etc and those which arise because we are Christians.  It is doubtful that James is writing about the first category when he tells us to ‘consider it pure joy’.
When we consider those trials which arise because we are human or because of our Christian faith however, it is possible to ‘consider it joy’.  If we have faith in God we can believe His word when He says in Romans 8.28 that ‘all things work together for the good of those who love God’.  Jesus tells us in John 16.33 that ‘in this world you will have trouble’ so we know that at certain times in our lives this will be so.  We can rest assured though that God is over it all and is working through it, in order to make us more like the Lord Jesus.  
Joy is not the same thing as happiness.  Happiness is often affected by external circumstances but joy is inward.  Some people have a naturally happy temperament but this is not what is meant here by joy.  Jesus was a man of sorrows but He was able to say ‘I have told you this so my joy may be in you’ John 15.10-12.  We can often be sad and troubled about circumstances which arise but we can still have joy in our hearts.  This is particularly so when we face trouble as a result of being a Christian or directly as a consequence of walking in the path of the will of God. Jesus said in Matthew 5.11 ‘Blessed are you when people insult you…………because of me.  Rejoice and be glad for great is your reward in heaven…….’.  We can rejoice then as we look forward to our reward in heaven.  It has also been said that the joy of knowing you have pleased God is the highest level of joy this side of heaven (RT Kendall).
James urges us to ask for wisdom, particularly in times of trial, for many reasons.  We need wisdom to know how to pray, to know how to act, to understand how to use the circumstances and learn from them for our own good and for God’s glory.
God is working through everything He allows in our lives to fulfil His purpose with us – to make us more like the Lord Jesus.  We should pray in faith which does not mean that God will simply say yes to all our requests!  Nor does it mean that our faith is lacking just because He may say no. Our faith is in a God who loves us and who will always do what is best for us – even if it doesn’t seem like that to us.  Isaiah tells us that God says ‘my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways’ (55.8).  We may not always understand, but we can always rely on the love and the faithfulness of God.   The one who has faith in God develops the perseverance to which James refers.  He/She does not give up trusting and praying even when the need continues for a long time. 
We often see great changes in people who have endured great hardship and trials.  In such situations we can either turn away from God and become bitter or we can turn to God and learn from the situation for our blessing and His glory.

In John 3.7 Jesus tells Nicodemus ‘You must be born again’.  In verse 18 of this chapter James is alluding to the fact that, as Christians, we must be born of the Spirit and through the word of truth which we find in the Bible.  We cannot endure trials and turn away from temptations in a right way except in the power of the Holy Spirit.  James was writing to Jewish Christians who would have fully understood the reference to ‘firstfruits’.  The Jews in the Old Testament brought the firstfruits to the Lord as an expression of their obedience and devotion.  This was the best they could bring.  We are intended therefore to be the finest and the best on earth, bringing glory to God in our lives.  James is urging us to live up to what we are – sons/daughters of God, the firstfruits of all He has created. 

STUDY NOTES FOR JAMES CHAPTER 1 (verses 19-27)

STUDY 2 - LISTENING AND DOING

It has been said that we have two ears and only one tongue – perhaps there is a reason for this!  We learn when we listen to each other and especially when we listen to God’s word.  
In our last study we looked at the necessity of asking God for wisdom.  When passing through trials we need wisdom to avoid blaming ourselves wrongly or feeling guilty about what is happening.  We need wisdom so as not to submit to a crippling fear that things are out of control.  We need wisdom to avoid thinking that perhaps God is punishing us or doesn’t love us and we need wisdom to avoid becoming angry with God and depressed about our trials.
It is this anger with God that James is writing against.  It is easy to become angry with God when we pray that the trial will be removed and it is not.   We should not grumble and complain about the trial as if God is in some way at fault, but we should humbly seek to learn from the situation.  Can we pray for release from the circumstances – of course we can.  God is our loving heavenly Father and we can ask Him anything at all but we should never doubt His love whatever the answer may be.  

The ‘word’ to which James refers is the Word of God.  We need to listen to and study the word of God but James says do not merely listen but do what it says.  We need humility and meekness when listening to the word of God so that we do not become angry about it or try to twist it to suit ourselves.  We should ask the Holy Spirit for His wisdom so that we understand it rightly and then for His strength so that we are able to do it.  We will not be ‘saved’ either eternally or in present situations if we think we know best.
Sometimes God’s word can challenge us and make us uncomfortable.  It sometimes exposes us which is why the idea of the mirror is introduced here.  God’s word is a mirror in the sense that if we look into it we can see ourselves as we really are.  There is a story about a tribesman who, when looking into a mirror for the first time, was so shocked by what he saw that he smashed the mirror!  Sometimes we can blame everything except ourselves when what we really should do is to allow ourselves to be examined by the word of God and submit to it.  This may mean confession of sin and changing our behaviour but we must never forget the love of God and the blessing that will result as we ‘do what it says’.  
‘Religion’ can mean many things to different people.  Some think it is ‘going to church’, some think it is ‘believing in God’ – the list is endless but the only ‘religion’ that is of any worth is that approved by God.  If we cannot control our tongues then our religion is worthless – what a challenge and what an incentive that is to keep a tight control on what we say!  James explains what true religion is in God’s eyes.  The first command sends us outward to look after the poor and needy and the second command is to look inward and keep ourselves from the pollution of the world.  The Christian should be distinctive morally in his/her behaviour, speech and the way he/she lives his/her life.  The Sermon on the Mount shows us the way that we become so different from the world, bringing salt and light into it, that we may sometimes be rejected because of this and for some it leads to actual persecution.
How can we ensure we are not polluted by the world whilst having so much to do with it?  It is only in the power of the Holy Spirit, by paying attention to the Word and in walking closely with Jesus that we are able to rise to such a challenge.
STUDY NOTES FOR JAMES CHAPTER 2 (verses 1-13)

STUDY 3 - FAVOURITISM FORBIDDEN

We are told in Acts 10.34 that ‘God does not show favouritism’.  Throughout the gospels we see that Jesus did not show favouritism, His love was available for all.  We are told in 1 Timothy 2.6. that Christ Jesus ‘gave Himself as a ransom for all men’. The Lord does not look at the outward appearance but He looks at the heart.  The widow in Mark12.42-44 was greater in the eyes of Jesus as she gave her two mites than the rich Pharisees who may have given more but were self-righteous.

Jesus saw the potential in sinners and the scripture says that ‘everyone’ who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.  We need to learn therefore not to differentiate on the grounds of wealth, race, social status and so on, but to show the love of God to all we meet.  
Favouritism contradicts faith.  It is by faith we are saved and the offer of salvation is open to all, irrespective of their wealth or status.  Showing favouritism would be an example of being ‘polluted by the world’ which we looked at in the previous study.

John also speaks very strongly in his first epistle about the link between our love for God and the way we treat other people.  If we cannot love our brother, says John, then how can we say we love God?  Perhaps if we were more aware of our own shortcomings and the amazing mercy that God has shown us, as sinners, then we would be more compassionate towards others.  James is particularly concerned that we should not show special attention to the rich and not the poor which is always a temptation and tends to affect people in all walks of life.  

Love your neighbour as yourself is a commandment given by the King and in that sense it could be called a ‘royal law’.  However, the main reason is probably that it rules over all other laws.  In Romans 13.10 we are told that ‘love is the fulfilment of the law’.

If we were able to keep these two laws then we would in this way keep all the other laws.  The Prophets warned against sin and its consequences which would have been unnecessary if these commandments had been kept.  The Prophets also pointed to Jesus who was the fulfilment of the law and Jesus demonstrated these two commands perfectly.
The love commanded in ‘love your neighbour as yourself’ is ‘agape’ love which is a ‘doing’ love.  We are not commanded to have lovely feelings about our neighbour but to act towards him in a way in which we would like to be treated.  We cannot somehow make ourselves feel loving towards him, but we can control the way we treat him.

The parable in Matthew 18.21-35 demonstrates that the way we treat others will affect how God treats us.  It is not a question now of eternal salvation but the fact that a forgiving and merciful heart is one that is able to accept and acknowledge the forgiveness and mercy that has been shown to it.  We can help or hinder others in seeking God as they see, or don’t see, a right representation of Christ through us.
‘Twas not the truth you taught, to you so clear, to me so dim;

But when you came to me you brought a sense of Him.

Yes from your eyes He beckoned me, and from your heart His love was shed,

And I lost sight of you and saw the Christ instead.





(Anon)
STUDY NOTES FOR JAMES CHAPTER 2 (verses14-26)

STUDY 4 - FAITH AND DEEDS

Martin Luther was not fond of the book of James.  Given his message for that time in history this is hardly surprising and yet the question of faith and deeds has, and does, trouble many.  Luther was fighting against the corruption in his day which had led to many people being misled into believing that they could somehow affect their eternal destination with money or by doing certain deeds.  We need to be clear that salvation is on the basis of faith alone and there are many scriptures to support this.  We have been justified by faith (Romans 5.1);  for it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no-one can boast (Ephesians 2.8-9).  These are just two of the many examples in scripture.

What James is writing against, however, is the kind of so-called faith which knows all the right things to say but never shows itself in action.  It is a dead faith that is only expressed in pious words (verse 16) and James is asking whether this kind of faith is really faith at all.  We do not do ‘good works’ or ‘deeds’ in order to be saved but we do them because we are saved.  So James is saying, if you never show your faith in what you do, is it really faith at all?  A dead faith is not genuine faith.
There is also a kind of ‘faith’ which believes in God but is in opposition to Him.  The demons believe in God but this is not the faith that James is urging his listeners to have.  He does not want them to have a dead faith or a faith which works against God but a living faith.  This living faith is based on the Word of God and James is saying that if we have this living faith then it will be expressed.  If we have real faith, we cannot help but express it somehow in the way we live.

So James is urging us to be real.  It is a dangerous assumption if we think that by saying all the right things we will be saved eternally.  Jesus says in Matthew 7.21 – not everyone who says Lord, Lord will enter into the kingdom.  Our faith must be real and a real faith expresses itself in actions. James does not say I will show you deeds apart from faith but ‘I will show you my faith by what I do’.
Abraham had a living faith.  He believed God and was willing to do what He said.  Rahab was a very different person from Abraham but also had a living faith which was demonstrated by her actions.  In Hebrews 11 we can read of many people who were commended for their faith – theirs was a faith which led them to act.  Their actions did not, in any way, help or affect their eternal salvation – such actions were an expression of their faith in God, by which they were saved.

For James genuine faith is a working faith.  Faith and deeds are inseparable, because the deeds are simply a result of the faith – if it is genuine faith.  It would be unthinkable for someone with a genuine faith to ignore needy people as in verse 16. This is a real challenge for us as individuals and within the church.

James would also be aware that often as we act in faith, so we find our faith increases.  As we act in faith in order to bless others, we may find that we ourselves receive great blessing as a result.  We learn more about God, our relationship with Him becomes closer and our faith increases! 

STUDY NOTES FOR JAMES CHAPTER 3 (verses 1-12)
STUDY 5 - TAMING THE TONGUE

James is concerned that we should be real, not fake, Christians.  In the earlier chapters he has urged us to persevere in trouble and not get angry with God.  He tells us that true religion involves helping those in need and not becoming like those in the world around us – we are to be morally distinct.  We should not judge others or show favouritism and we should learn to love our neighbour as ourselves.  Then in the previous study there was the challenge as to our faith.  Is it real and does it show itself in action?  What a lesson this is in practical Christianity!  Now James returns again to the matter of the tongue.  We have already been told in chapter 1 that if we cannot control our tongues our ‘religion’ is worthless and now he expands on this and gives many reasons why this is so important.
James is not unrealistic and does not expect us to be perfect.  He acknowledges that we all often stumble and this should help us develop humility and keep us from pride.  This is even more important for those who wish to teach. Sometimes it may be tempting to think about the apparent prestige of being a teacher of God’s people and forget about the accountability.  If we all often stumble and yet those who teach are judged more strictly, it places a much greater responsibility on such people.  In the Old Testament God was much more angry with the leaders who led people astray than He was with those who went astray.  See Ezekiel 34 v 1-10.
James returns to the matter of the tongue because it is so important.  It is interesting this comes directly after the reference to teachers for whom the tongue is vital in teaching rightly.  We all know what trouble can be caused by the tongue which is no doubt why James comes back to this subject again.  He uses many images to make his point:- the bits in the mouths of horses, the rudder of a ship, a fire, the animals, a fountain and a tree.  James is showing us how the tongue can affect our whole life.  Just as a tiny rudder can alter the direction of a large ship so it is with our tongues.  We can see from these examples that the tongue can achieve such a lot – either for good or for evil.

James would also have been aware of the words of Jesus in Matthew 12.36-37 where we are warned that ‘men will have to give account on the day of judgment for every careless word they have spoken’.  He is earnestly imploring his brethren to remember how important it is to control the tongue.  He is also reminding them that they should be constantly on their guard because it can never be tamed.  In other words, they will not reach a time when they no longer have to watch their speech because they have managed to achieve final control over it.
We can use the tongue to hurt others in a way which affects them for their entire lives.  We can use the tongue to praise God and to bless others and encourage them which can also have an impact on them for life.  It is said that we all have an influence on those around us which is either good or bad.  This can also be true of how we use our tongues.  We cannot control them in our own strength but we can ask the Holy Spirit daily to help us to always use our tongues for good and for the glory of God.

STUDY NOTES FOR JAMES CHAPTER 3 (verses 13-18)

STUDY 6 - TWO KINDS OF WISDOM

We probably all know people who have knowledge but who do not seem to have any wisdom!  It is possible to have knowledge of the Bible and of divine things but still not have wisdom.  Wisdom involves how and why we use our knowledge.  James tells us that humility is the key to wisdom and if someone does not demonstrate this humility it is doubtful if he has the wisdom that comes from God.  This is perhaps especially relevant when we think back to the prior section about teachers.  If teachers desire to teach because of ambition or to promote themselves then they are not likely to have the wisdom that comes from God.

There is a lot of knowledge in the world, much of which may be beneficial, but unless we are guided by God we will not know how to use it in a right way.  As we turn away from God so we lose true wisdom but as we turn to Him and ask for His wisdom, so we begin to become wise and can then use any knowledge we may have in a right way.

Throughout the Bible the importance of having wisdom is stressed.  Proverbs 4.7. and 9.10 are only two examples among many.  James talks about the wisdom that comes from heaven in this chapter and the so-called wisdom that is of the devil.  Paul contrasts the wisdom of God with the wisdom of the world in 1 Corinthians 1 and we can see from these two scriptures the results that come from each.

Genuine wisdom from God is like genuine faith – it shows itself in its actions.  James has perhaps been describing wisdom throughout the previous chapters as he speaks about believing God and doing what He says.  Wisdom is manifest in the way we live our lives – not by boasting about it!
There are many examples of man’s wisdom in the Bible and the subsequent results.  Men thought it was a brilliant idea to build the Tower of Babel, but it ended in failure and confusion (Genesis 11).  Lot thought he made a wise choice in Genesis 13 but later he had to be rescued by Abraham.  Saul thought David should put on his armour but David was far wiser (1 Samuel 17.38)!  These are just a few of the many examples we can find in scripture – we can also find many examples in our own lives and in the lives of others!
If we were able to always act and speak with God’s wisdom then the quality of life described in verses 17 and 18 would be apparent.  Peace loving, considerate, submissive and so on.  We would know what it is to be living in the kingdom of God even while still on earth.  What a wonderful place our churches would be!
The list in verse 17 reminds us of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5.22-23.  As we allow the Holy Spirit to work in us so we will become more wise.  If we want more wisdom we need to ask God for it, as James reminded us in chapter 1.  We ask for wisdom, having faith in our loving heavenly Father, who loves to give us good gifts. 


STUDY NOTES FOR JAMES CHAPTER 4 (verses 1-12)

STUDY 7 - SUBMISSION AND HUMILITY

‘Quarrel and fight’ – and yet James is writing to Christians!  Surely Christian people, above all others, should be able to live in peace and harmony with each other?  And yet, sadly we know from the Bible, from history and from our own personal experience that this is not always the case.  The word for ‘fights’ here is ‘polemos’ which can refer to actual armed conflict.  It carries a violent image and so James is not talking about the healthy disagreements which can arise as we work out the truth of the scriptures together in love (Ep4.15). James is talking to those who are becoming affected by the ways of the world in its fights and wars.
The early churches had disagreements and some of these were serious quarrels.  We have examples of this in Galatians 5.15 where they were ‘biting and devouring’ each other.  In 
1 Corinthians 6.1-8 they were cheating each other and bringing lawsuits against each other.  Then even in such churches as Ephesus and Philippi there were problems.  In his letter to the Ephesians (4.3) Paul urges them to ‘make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit’ and to the Philippians (4.2) he pleads with two women there to agree with each other in the Lord.

So we can see that fights and quarrels do occur among Christian people but why is this?  The basic cause is often selfishness and/or pride. If we look back to chapter 3.14-16 we see James writing about bitter envy and selfish ambition in the heart.  Eve sinned because she preferred her own will and wanted to ‘be like God’ and what disaster followed.  Miriam sinned and badly affected the progress of Israel (Numbers 12.10-15).  Wrong desires and wrong motives can lead to wrong actions and even wrong praying because we are asking from selfishness or pride.  We are told to pray about everything (Phil 4.6) but at the same time we need to examine our motives or, as this scripture in James shows, God will not answer us.  ‘I prayed about it’ can sometimes be an excuse – we cannot tell God what to do, and must always seek His will.
We can sometimes excuse our battles because we are ‘standing up for the truth’ – and sometimes we need to do this – but it must always be done in love (Eph 4.15) and for the glory of God which will affect the way we do it.
We can see many parallels with the Sermon on the Mount, both in this section of James and elsewhere.  James was obviously deeply affected by the teaching of Jesus.
When James talks about the ‘world’ he means that system of things within our society which is anti-Christ and anti-God – everything which is in opposition to the will of God.  The Jewish readers of James would be familiar with the idea of spiritual adultery, as many of the prophets in the Old Testament warned against it.  

We can easily be influenced by the selfish desires, the ambition, the greed etc of the world because it is all around us.  We need to submit to God and humble ourselves, as to have the former without the latter could lead to a rebellious spirit against God, even as we submit.  Then, as we do this, ‘He gives more grace’ (v6) – how wonderful – so that we are able to love those who are hostile and unlovely and in so doing become distinct from the world. 
As Christians we do, of course, need to judge between good and evil and right and wrong and we need to have discernment.  Jesus tells us in John 7.24 to judge rightly and James is not timid about condemning wrong behaviour!  However, we should not put ourselves in the place of God in judging motives or become involved in gossip and slander behind another person’s back.  Finally, all that we do and say should be under the royal law we have already studied in an earlier chapter – love your neighbour as yourself.  
STUDY NOTES FOR JAMES CHAPTER 4/5 (verse 13 – ch5 v 6)

STUDY 8 - BOASTING AND OPPRESSION

James starts this chapter writing about wars and fighting and ends it writing about the will of God.  If the Christian is in the will of God he will be a peacemaker rather than involved in wars and fighting.  If we know God then we must surely believe He has a plan for our lives as He is a God of wisdom but we also know that He is a God of love, so surely that plan must be the very best for us.  There are great similarities at the end of James with the parable Jesus told in Luke 12 about the rich fool.  In all that we do we need to recognise that it is all according to God’s will and this does not, of course, just mean saying ‘God willing’ – we have to mean it!
It does not mean we do not plan ahead but we plan in consultation with the Lord as to what He would have us do – Proverbs 16.3. Many of us would not consider ourselves to be boasters or braggers but James is referring to an arrogance which thinks it has control over time and events.  This is a more subtle form of boasting and bragging.  If we have taken note of what James has already been saying about humility then we would be preserved from boasting and bragging as we would understand that God is in control, not us.

Some scholars believe that James is talking to, and about, unbelievers in this first section of chapter 5.  Many of the Christians as that time would have been suffering economic hardship and poverty and it could well be that James is saying this as an encouragement to them, not to envy the wealth of others and as a warning not to become materialistic.  
James is not saying it is a sin to be rich.  He is speaking out about the way in which such wealth is acquired and the way it is used.  Holding back wages, controlling the courts, storing it up for selfish enjoyment, living in luxury and not allowing others to benefit, are all ways in which wealth can be used in a wrong way.  It is not money, or wealth, in itself that is wrong – but the love of it – 1 Timothy 6.10.
We have many examples today of injustice against the poor – you only have to follow the news or look on the Tearfund website to see specific examples.  If we look back at chapter 2 of James (and many other scriptures) we can see we have a responsibility to do what we can about such situations – James 2.15-17.  
It is not always easy to understand what we should do with all that God has given us but as we examine our motives and bring our desires before God, He will make it clear. God’s will includes all aspects of our lives, including our wealth, or lack of it, our time, our relationships and so on.  If we ask Him and desire to do His will, then He will guide and direct us.
Matthew 6. 19-24 is a very challenging section and we have already noticed many parallels between James and the Sermon on the Mount.  In this section in Matthew we are told we cannot serve both God and mammon or money. The original word used here and translated ‘mammon’ or ‘money’ was a common Aramaic term for riches or money or property.  Perhaps the question we need to ask ourselves is, can we really claim not to love wealth more than our brothers and sisters in Christ all over the world, if we see them in need and do not give to them?    It is said that many leaders in revival movements in the past have warned that Christians ought not to pray for revival if they want to hold on to their money, because we cannot have both.   
In order to store up treasure in heaven the Bible tells us to be rich in good works, ready to give and willing share – see 1 Timothy 6.17-19.  Jesus connected giving to the poor with laying up treasure in Luke 12.32-33 and Luke 18.18-27.
STUDY NOTES FOR JAMES CHAPTER 5 (verses 7-12)
STUDY 9 - PATIENCE IN SUFFERING

James begins his letter in chapter 1 with the exhortation to ‘be patient’ or ‘persevere’ and he now returns to this theme at the end of his writing.  One definition of patience is to stand fast when you would like to run away.  Patience is one attribute of the fruit of the Spirit and we cannot expect to develop this unless we are placed in situations which test us.
James encourages us at the same time by telling us that the coming of the Lord is near.  This trial will not last for ever – the Lord is coming and what a wonderful reward there will be then.  What should we do then when we are suffering?  We must remind ourselves that there is an order here in James – suffering, perseverance and then blessing.  This is demonstrated in many places in scripture e.g. Romans 5.3.  James reminds us of the example of Job – after he had persevered God richly blessed him, Job 42.10.
When others are suffering we can help firstly by praying for them.  We may also help them by reminding them that God loves them and of the sequence of suffering, perseverance, blessing.  The trial will not last forever and the Lord is soon coming.

James gives several examples of the results of being patient.  The prophets can be a great encouragement because they were in the will of God and yet they suffered.  Our Lord Jesus Himself walked in the will of God and this led to the cross.  Many Christians have suffered and died without any special recognition but when the Lord comes He will bring His reward with Him – Rev 22.12.

As we remind ourselves of these things it will help us to become more patient.  As our faith and knowledge of God increases so we begin to better understand His ways.  As we read and study the Bible we begin to understand that these things are working for us and not against us.

James is quick to tell us not to grumble about each other which is so often the result when we are suffering.  Impatience with God can lead to impatience with God’s people.  As we look at the scripture in Romans 8.28 and 1 Peter 1.3-9 we can have faith that God is in control and He will work everything out for our good.  It has been said that ‘the will of God will not lead you where the grace of God cannot keep you’.
God accomplishes many things through suffering, much of which we do not understand.  Suffering is often used though to form our characters.  We must keep God’s purpose before us in it all – He is working with us and in us to make us more like the Lord Jesus.

Finally James reminds us not to swear and again we are brought back to a similarity with the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 5.33-34.  If we are known as true Christians, with integrity, then our word will be believed without it being necessary to back it up with swearing or oaths.
STUDY NOTES FOR JAMES CHAPTER 5 (verses 13-20)

STUDY 10 - FAITH AND PRAYER

Perhaps James is seeing prayer as an alternative to swearing, or grumbling, or fighting.  He has written about the tongue already which can be used in a very good way or a very bad way.  James is really saying we should pray in all circumstances.  He has already written about prayer earlier in the book and now in this section he is explaining how the church should pray.
‘Calling upon the elders’ is a sign of submission and unity within the church which makes for powerful prayers. We should pray ‘in the name of the Lord’ and it is the power of His name which heals, not because of any power in the oil.  We are to pray in faith – once again, this is not a ‘faith’ which is trying to tell God what to do, but a faith which knows that in His love He will do what is best.  James has been stressing the goodness and the purity of God and our faith is in such a God.  The selfish fighting referred to earlier in the book would represent a contrast to such faith.  We should pray as repentant people, confessing our sins. Our prayer should be for complete healing – both spiritual and physical – and confession of sin is vital for spiritual healing.
Prayer can remove afflictions but it can also give us the strength and courage to persevere in them and accomplish God’s perfect will.  The key is always the will of God.  He may heal but, in His wisdom, He may not – but we can rely on the fact that He will always do what is best for that person.  We have already seen how suffering forms character and we are looking for our reward when the Lord comes, not while we are on earth.
Prayer brings results.  There was once apparently a notice on a church which read ‘a funny thing happens when you pray’ and then in small letters afterwards ‘nothing’!   Conversely, when we pray things happen.  Prayer changes things around us and especially within us.  James is writing to those whose relationships with each other and with God were damaged and thus he is urging them to pray, knowing that results will follow.  
Elijah was a man ‘just like us’ so we do not need to wait until we have attained some special level of perfection before we pray, but we start right away.  What changes we would see if we really committed ourselves to ‘pray continually’.

As we have already seen, James is not denying salvation by grace through faith.  He is however convinced that genuine faith will express itself in righteousness and the prayer of genuine faith will be effective.  In the same way, genuine faith would compel us to flee from sin, to seek the truth found in God’s word and to help anyone who is wandering from the truth.  There is a strong connection between the last couple of verses in James and what he says just before this about prayer.  We cannot help others if we do not earnestly come before God for them first in prayer.

The book of James is indeed a real challenge.  Genuine faith will express itself in works. This would include doing good deeds, giving to the poor, keeping away from sin, following the truth and helping others to do the same, and above all praying continually.
