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Trials: The Keys to Perseverance

Any trial can be a joyous experience for a Christian if his perspective is right. Unfortunately, the
anticipation of sorrow and trouble often casts a shadow over our greatest joys. The book of Job
reminds us that trouble is inevitable: "Man is born for trouble, as sparks fly upward" (5:7).

We all dream of a perfect environment of comfort and tranquility. Although any temporary rest from
trials may lead us into believing we might find permanent exemption from them, our lives on this
fallen world will never be without them. We can live in a fool's paradise, never forecasting any trouble
and predicting a future of ease, but that is fantasy. Christ warned His disciples and all who follow in
His footsteps to expect trials in this life (John 15:18—16:6). What ought to sustain us in the midst of
them is our faith in God, knowing He is working all things out for our good and His own holy purpose
(Rom. 8:28), and that we will have victory over them through God's presence (Psalm 23:4).

The book of James was written to help believers endure their trials. In James 1:2-12 James
discusses the reason for trials, the appropriate responses to trials, and the result of trials.

The Reason for Trials

Jewelers use "the water test" as a means for identifying a true diamond. An imitation stone is never
as brilliant as a genuine stone, but sometimes the difference cannot be determined with the naked
eye. So jewelers immerse the stone in water. A genuine diamond continues to sparkle brilliantly while
the sparkle of the imitation is virtually extinguished. By way of analogy, the faith of many people
under the water of sorrow or affliction is nothing but an imitation. However, when a true child of God
is immersed in a trial, he will shine as brilliantly as ever.

James is saying that if your Christianity is genuine, it will prove itself in times of trouble. If my faith in
God is good only when I'm doing well, then it's of little value. True faith will sustain the believer when
life goes wrong.

James 1:2 says, "Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials." The Greek
word translated "various" ( poikilos) means "many colored" or "variegated." It emphasizes not the
number but the diversity of troubles that can come our way. The Greek word translated "trials" (
peirasmos) refers to that which breaks the pattern of tranquility or happiness. The verb form means
"to put someone to the test," regardless of whether the results of the testing are positive or negative.

Every trial that comes into your life becomes a test of your faith. You either pass or fail. To fail the
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test by wrongly responding to it allows it to become a temptation. If it ends up leading you to sin, it
has proven to be successful in tempting you. If it ends up in victory, it has proven to be successful in
strengthening you.

Trials are tests that reveal the genuineness and strength of one's faith (James 1:3), and therefore
apply to believers as well as unbelievers. If you consistently persevere through trials and never
abandon your trust in God, then you prove to have genuine faith.

When a false Christian goes through a test, it will inevitably reveal his true colors. When a true
believer goes through a test, he will be driven to prayer, leaning on the strength of God rather than
his own weakness. Trials burn up imitation faith but strengthen true faith. They may cause us pain
when we are confronted by our weaknesses, but they have the good result of causing us to turn from
ourselves to the infinite strength of God.

Responding to Trials

Believers respond properly to trials when they persevere in them. But what are the means to
persevering? James describes five requirements for enduring trials in James 1:2-11.

A Joyous Attitude

In verse 2 he says, "Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials." The Greek
word translated "consider" could also be translated "evaluate." Evaluating a trial as being joyful is
something a Christian must discipline himself to do, because joy is not the natural human response
to troubles. It takes a conscious commitment. Paul made such a commitment while a prisoner in
Rome . He told the Philippians, "Rejoice in the Lord always" and "I have learned to be content in
whatever circumstances I am" (Phil. 4:4, 11).

The Greek word translated "when," used in the subjunctive mood, means "whenever," implying the
inevitability of trials. The compound Greek verb for "fall" ( peripipt[ma]o) literally means "to fall in the
midst of." It conveys the idea of being surrounded by an unplanned or inadvertent situation. All of us
will fall into the midst of inadvertent troubles where there appears no clear way out.

Jesus never looked for trouble, but He always accepted it when it came. It was "for the joy set before
Him [that He] endured the cross, despising the shame" (Heb. 12:2). He endured the humiliation and
suffering of crucifixion because He looked beyond the trial to what it would accomplish. We have not
suffered to the degree Jesus did (Heb. 12:4). If He could endure the cross and see it as a joyous
opportunity to accomplish the purpose of God, then we should be able to endure our small trials with
joy.

Since Jesus endured pain to experience joy, we shouldn't expect anything different. In John 15:18,
20 Jesus says, "If the world hates you, you know that it has hated Me before it hated you.... If they
persecuted Me, they will also persecute you." While trials are a necessary part of the Christian
experience, they also can provide new opportunities for joyful dependence on the One who allows
them. A trial will become a welcome friend when we see it as a means to draw closer to our Savior.
Trials bring about a greater sensitivity to the Lord's presence. Our communion with Him increases as
we search the Scriptures to find answers to our problems.



Trials should be faced with a joyful attitude because they bring about proven faith, strengthen us,
draw us into communion with God as we identify with Christ in His sufferings, and promise us better
things to come.

An Understanding Mind

James 1:3 says, "Knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance." The Greek word
translated "knowing" ( gin[ma]osk[ma]o, "to know through experience") directs our attention to the
mind. You need to know that your faith will be tested. When you come out of a trial and still have
faith, that will confirm you are a true believer.

The Greek word translated "testing" ( dokimion) means "proof." The Greek verb for "produces"
means "to achieve" or "to accomplish." Don't ever believe trials don't accomplish something. They're
designed to produce "endurance," which is the tenacity of spirit that holds on under pressure while
waiting patiently on God's timing to remove the trial.

Each trial strengthens us as we gain more endurance. God builds us up in the same way that a
runner gradually develops the ability to run long distance. He starts small and works up to his
maximum capacity. God allows increasingly greater trials in our lives to increase our endurance for
greater ministry and joy. The more difficult the battle, the sweeter the victory. When you have come
out of a difficult trial, you can rejoice over God's delivering you. That proves Him to be trustworthy,
and that strengthens your faith.

In 1 Corinthians 10:13 Paul says, "No temptation [trial] has overtaken you but such as is common to
man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able." Not
everyone has the same ability to endure trials. A new Christian with limited knowledge and
experience doesn't have the ability to endure the trials a mature Christian might undergo. This verse
is God's promise that He will never put us through a trial we can't handle. The Lord will bring trials to
test and strengthen our faith, thus producing the necessary endurance to encounter greater trials.
God faithfully works in our lives in a personal way to allow trials, unique to each individual, to take us
to higher levels of spiritual maturity.

A Submissive Will

James says this in verse 4: "Let endurance have its perfect result." This is a command demanding
submission to God's purposes for the trial. Don't fight the trial and shake your fist at God. Accept it. If
you refuse to submit to God, you may bring yourself under His chastening hand. Hebrews 12:5-7
warns, "My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor faint when you are reproved by
Him; for those whom the Lord loves He disciplines, and He scourges every son whom He receives. It
is for discipline that you endure; God deals with you as with sons." If you fight against God's
perfecting work, the trials may become more difficult.

The only productive way out of a trial is through it. If God wants you in a trial, there are no shortcuts
you can take that will accomplish His purpose. First Corinthians 10:13 tells us that God provides a
way of escape from each trial but only after enabling us to endure it.



After stating the command, James tells us what the result should be: "That you may be perfect and
complete, lacking in nothing" (James 1:4). Perfection, not endurance, is the goal of trials. Endurance
is only the means to that end. When you go through a trial, you are strengthened and acquire greater
endurance, which allows you to experience greater trials and greater endurance. The ultimate
purpose is to bring about spiritual maturity. When our faith is tested we're driven to deeper
communion and greater trust in our Lord. That produces the stability of godly character and righteous
living.

The Greek word translated "perfect" conveys the idea of balance. It's referring to a stable, balanced
righteous life- style. That's what Paul is alluding to in Galatians 4:19, where he says, "My children,
with whom I am again in labor until Christ is formed in you." God's ultimate goal is for every believer
to become like Christ.

James also says that trials will make us "complete" (Gk., holokleros; holos means "whole" and kleros
means "all the portions"). God wants you to be well-rounded—fully put together spiritually. The flip-
side of being complete is "lacking in nothing."

A Believing Heart

If you are experiencing a trial and desire to keep a joyous attitude, an understanding mind, and a
submissive will, but are still struggling, you probably lack the wisdom and the power to endure. You
need wisdom—the practical insight needed to face the circumstances of life. You'll not be able to
maintain the first three elements of a living faith unless God gives you more than just your human
faculties to work with.

James says, "If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God" (James 1:5). Divine wisdom is
especially important when you're going through a trial and desire to endure it for the holy purposes of
God. Human reasoning will provide few answers. When a believer is being tested, he will recognize
his need for strength and will look for a greater resource to hold on to in the midst of the trial—God
Himself.

The kind of wisdom we are referring to is not philosophical speculation; it is the absolutes of God's
will—the divine wisdom that is pure and peaceable (James 3:17). Divine wisdom results in right
conduct in all of life's matters.

The initial response of many Christians to their troubles is to seek out some other human resource.
Although God may work through other believers, the Christian's initial response to trials should be to
ask God directly for wisdom. That will allow him to be joyous and submissive in finding and carrying
God's will.

Verse 5 is a command to pray—it is not optional. It is as mandatory as Paul's instruction to "pray
without ceasing" (1 Thess. 5:17). Trials have a way of enhancing your prayer life. They drive you to
your knees to call on God for what you do not have and so desperately desire. God intends for you to
recognize the limitations of human reason. Proverbs 3:5-7 says, "Trust in the Lord with all your heart,
and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make
your paths straight. Do not be wise in your own eyes." When you're going through a trial, you must
put your faith in God's wisdom and not in your own limited understanding.



The search for wisdom is man's supreme search. In Job 28:12 Job asks, "Where can wisdom be
found? And where is the place of understanding?" The answer comes in verse 23: "God understands
its way; and He knows its place." The supernatural wisdom needed to understand the trials of life is
not available in the world around us. If you need wisdom, you must acquire it from God. Seeking God
for answers is more valuable than running to your friends or professional counselors for them. The
promise of wisdom for those who seek it is one of the greatest promises in all Scripture. What more
would we want than divine insight to understand and respond properly to every trial of life?

In James 1:5 James explains God's response to our prayers for wisdom: "[He] gives to all men
generously and without reproach." We have a gracious God who desires to give us what we desire
and need. The Greek word translated "generously" speaks of something that is given unconditionally,
without bargaining. It is reminiscent of Matthew 7:7-11: "Ask, and it shall be given to you; seek, and
you shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you. For every one who asks receives, and he who
seeks finds, and to him who knocks it shall be opened. Or what man is there among you, when his
son shall ask him for a loaf, will give him a stone? Or if he shall ask for a fish, he will not give him a
snake, will he? If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more
shall your Father who is in heaven give what is good to those who ask Him!" When you go through a
difficult trial, go to God in prayer. He will generously give you the wisdom you need to understand
that trial and properly respond to it.

God will provide the wisdom to understand any trial if we will ask Him. If we don't ask, the Lord may
allow the trial to continue until we demonstrate that we have learned to be dependent on Him through
the trial. The phrase "without reproach" in James 1:5 means God will not scold us for requesting
wisdom. On the contrary, He will hold nothing back, giving generously without reservation. James
1:17 affirms that: "Every good thing bestowed and every perfect gift is from above, coming down
from the Father of of lights, with whom there is no variation, or shifting shadow."

Once the believer asks God for wisdom the promise is: "It will be given to him" (James 1:5). No
wisdom needed for the believer's perseverance through a trial is ever withheld from him who asks.
But sometimes we don't ask God; we do everything except that. We ought to be on our knees crying
out from our hearts for God to direct us.

Notice that verse 6 gives a condition for the request for wisdom: "But let him ask in faith without any
doubting." The believer should ask with confident trust in God. The Greek word translated "doubting"
conveys the idea of someone whose thoughts are divided. If he lacks wisdom, it's not God's fault. If
you don't understand your trial, you probably haven't asked God with unwavering faith to give you
wisdom. Perhaps you have prayed somewhat insincerely with wrong motives, like those who James
condemned for praying for things to satisfy their lusts (4:3). You might be doubting whether God is
able or willing to help.

Undivided faith simply believes that God is a sovereign, loving God who will supply everything
necessary for understanding and enduring a trial. Whatever the trial may be, you are to believe that
God allowed it for His purpose and your spiritual maturity.

In James 1:6 James gives an analogy of the doubting person: "The one who doubts is like the surf of
the sea driven and tossed by the wind." The doubting person who goes to God but doesn't believe



He can provide him the necessary wisdom is like the billowing, restless sea, which surges back and
forth with its endless tides, and is never able to settle. In 1 Kings 18:21 Elijah condemned the
Israelites for their wavering faith, saying, "How long will you hesitate between two opinions? If the
Lord is God, follow Him; but if Baal, follow him."

Then James tells us what the double-minded man should expect: "Let not that man expect that he
will receive anything from the Lord" (v. 7). When faced with a trial, an unbeliever who professes to
know Christ will doubt God and get angry with Him, eventually severing his association with a
church. A true Christian who is spiritually immature may respond in a similar manner. He reacts
emotionally to his difficult circumstances and doesn't fully trust God. In the midst of trials he doesn't
experience a joyous attitude, an understanding mind, a submissive will, or a believing heart. He is
unable to ask for wisdom from God and unwilling to take advantage of the resources God has
provided. As long as He continues to doubt God, he will never know the resolution available to him
through faithful, persistent prayer to God.

In verse 8 James gives his analysis of the doubter: "A double-minded man [is] unstable in all his
ways." Being "double- minded" (Gk., dipsuchos) is the state of having one's soul or mind divided
between God and the world. James 4:4 affirms that "friendship with the world is hostility toward God."
Then in verse 8 James commands, "Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you
double-minded." A double-minded person is a hypocrite who believes in God only periodically. But
when trials come, he fails to place his trust in God and therefore receives nothing. Loving the world
and trying to love God at the same time is impossible.

When you enter a trial, you will be able to endure it through divine wisdom and the confidence that
God will freely give you what is necessary for victory. But the condition is that your faith be
unwavering. Otherwise you will be unstable in every area of life and never receive the wisdom you
requested. True stability in life is characteristic of those who trust God in the midst of trials.

A Humble Spirit

James 1:9 is a command for the poor Christian: "Let the brother of humble circumstances glory in his
high position." The scattered believers James wrote to (v. 1) were victims of persecution and
deprivation, so poverty among them would have been common.

The Greek word translated "humble circumstances" is used in the Septuagint, the Greek version of
the Old Testament, to refer to the financially poor. "Glory" refers to boasting about a privilege or
possession. It is the joy of legitimate pride. The poor Christian may have nothing in the material world
to rejoice about, but he can rejoice in his high position in the spiritual realm. He may be hungry, but
he has the Bread of Life. He may be thirsty, but he has the Living Water. He may be poor, but he has
eternal riches. He may be cast aside by men, but he has been received by God. He may have no
home here, but he has a glorious home in the life to come. And in this life he may have trials, but
God is using them to perfect and exalt him spiritually.

In Romans 8:17-18 the apostle Paul said that as children of God we are "heirs of god and fellow-
heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him in order that we may also be glorified in Him. For I
consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is
to be revealed to us." True riches are ours, so poverty is a short-lived trial to be endured as we look



ahead to a glorious time of exaltation. Don't look for your joy in worldly circumstances and
possessions. Seek your joy in the fact God saved you and is moving you toward Christlikeness.

James also has some instructions for the rich: "Let the rich man glory in his humiliation" (James
1:10). Well-to-do Christians, who don't often experience the trials related to poverty, should rejoice in
their humiliation. The trials they experience help them to realize that their possessions can't buy true
happiness and contentment. Their dependence ought to be on the true riches of God's grace.

Whether rich or poor, trials humble all believers to the same level of dependency on God. Money
doesn't buy people out of their problems, although it may solve some economic ones. Equality is
driven home through trials. When you lose a daughter, son, wife, or husband, it doesn't matter how
much money you have. No amount can buy your way out of that trial. We should not exalt those who
have much over those who have little because earthly possessions are inadequate to buy us what
we need spiritually.

James concludes this thought with an analogy of temporal values in verses 10-11: "Like flowering
grass he [the rich man] will pass away" (v. 10). The picture James paints is that of the flowering
grasses and flowers of Palestine, which flourish with beautiful color in February, but are dried up by
May. Wealthy people often don't realize that their riches can't be taken with them. Only those who
have been humbled before God realize that life is "a vapor that appears for a little while and then
vanishes away" (James 4:14).

James borrows the rest of his illustration from Isaiah 40:6- 8: "The sun rises with a scorching wind,
and withers the grass; and its flower falls off, and the beauty of its appearance is destroyed; so too
the rich man in the midst of his pursuits will fade away" (James 1:11). The scorching wind could refer
to what we know as a sirocco, a burning wind that destroys any vegetation in its path. That illustrates
the fury of death and the judgment of God that will put an end to the rich man's life and earthly
possessions. The rich man should rejoice in his trouble because it keeps him from depending on his
material resources. When they are burned up, he will have the true riches, just like the poor man.

A Christian facing trials is to have a joyous attitude, an understanding mind, a submissive will, a
believing heart, and a humble spirit that trusts not in his possessions but values the provision of God
and His heavenly reward.

The Result of Trials

James ends his discourse on trials in verse 12 by saying, "Blessed is a man who perseveres under
trial; for once he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life, which the Lord has promised to
those who love Him." James 5:11 reiterates the same thought: "Behold, we count those blessed who
endured." "Blessed" means "happy," "satisfied," or "fulfilled with inner joy." People who successfully
endure trials are truly happy.

James is not saying happiness comes in freedom from trials but in victory over them. There is a big
difference. It's not the shallow joy of the spectator who never experienced conflict; it's the
exuberance of the participant who fought and won.

Persevering through trials is proof of living faith. James identifies those who persevere as people



who love God (v. 12). In 1 John 4:19 the apostle John says, "We love, because He first loved us."
Christianity is a love relationship between God and man. Salvation is not a transaction whereby God
grants us eternal life no matter what our attitude might be toward Him. Those who are truly saved
have a deep ongoing love for Him.

First John 2:15 says, "If any one loves the world, the love of the Father is not in Him." People will
love God or the world, but not both. And it is in trials that our love for God will be manifested. First
John 2:19 says, "They went out from us, but they were not really of us; for if they had been of us,
they would have remained with us; but they went out, in order that it might be shown that they all are
not of us."

A true believer has an ongoing love for God that holds fast even in trials. Several times Jesus said
that the person who loves Him will keep His commandments (John 14:15, 23; 15:9-10; 1 John 2:5-6;
5:1-3). Genuine faith is built on love that obeys God. But to be demonstrated as genuine, love must
be tested.

As believers we may experience times of struggle and doubt, but our faith will never be destroyed.
We cling to the Lord despite our trials because we love Him. That kind of loving perseverance results
in true blessing.

The reward for the believer who doesn't collapse under trials is eternal life. James says, "Once he
has been approved, he will receive the crown of life" (v. 12). The "crown of life" is an appositional
genitive in the Greek text, which means it could literally be translated, "a crown which is life." The
crown is eternal life, which God has promised to those who love Him. That is the believer's ultimate
reward. Although we presently experience some of the benefits of eternal life, we possess it on
promise; some day we're going to receive it in its fullness. We are still waiting to enter into our future
reward. At the Lord's coming, He will grant to us the fullness of eternal life.

In 2 Timothy 4:8 the apostle Paul expresses a similar thought: "In the future there is laid up for me
the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day; and
not only to me, but also to all who have loved His appearing." When Christ returns for the church,
Christians will be granted a life of eternal righteousness.

The Greek word translated "crown," in James 1:12 is stephanos. In the ancient Greek world it was
used to refer to the wreath put on the head of a victor in an athletic event. Those with the
perseverance of an athlete will receive the crown of eternal life.

Life is full of trials. How we deal with those trials manifests the genuineness of our faith or the lack of
it. If we endure, persevere, and are victorious, we demonstrate that we possess true saving faith.
Eternal life, eternal righteousness, and eternal glory will be our reward.

Prayer: The Heart of Endurance

While James 5:13-18 is an encouraging passage for those who are undergoing trials, it also raises
significant questions of interpretation. James says, "Is any one among you suffering? Let him pray. Is
anyone cheerful? Let him sing praises. Is anyone among you sick? 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; and the prayer



offered in faith will restore the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up, and if he has
committed sins, they will be forgiven him. Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for
one another, so that you may be healed. The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish
much. Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed earnestly that it might not rain; and it
did not rain on the earth for three years and six months. And he prayed again, and the sky poured
rain, and the earth produced its fruit."

In reading through that text many questions come to mind. When James mentions suffering in verse
13, what kind of suffering is he referring to? When he talks about sickness in verse 14, what kind of
sickness does he have in mind? What do the elders of the church have to offer in prayer that other
people don't? Do they have a special access to God? What does the anointing with oil refer to? Does
the prayer of faith always restore one who is sick and allow the Lord to raise him up? What does sin
have to do with it? What kind of healing is James referring to in verse 16? Why does he give an
illustration of rain in the midst of a passage on healing?

To answer those questions I decided to lay aside all my presuppositions in an effort to determine
what the passage really means. The first thing I did was read what many commentaries and books
said about the passage. Curiously enough, they all said essentially the same thing. Now I am not the
kind of teacher who goes out on a limb to interpret a passage of Scripture that doesn't have some
kind of precedent. Yet after my study I remained unconvinced that I had found an interpretation I
could live with. So I asked the Lord to show me what the passage was saying. I have found He
answers my prayers when I study hard, so I went back to my Greek material and the sources of the
original language of the text. Over a period of two days of study, the truth of what James was
teaching came alive to me.

I understand the risk of a new approach, yet it is something I am enthusiastic about. The key to the
interpretation of any passage is the context. Each section of Scripture must be interpreted based on
its position within the whole book, particularly what chapter it's in, and what comes just before and
after. Every passage of Scripture has an environment of thought in which it exists and makes sense.
So let's set the context of James 5:13-18 before we study the passage itself.

James wrote his letter to an assembly of believing Jews who had been scattered abroad (James
1:1). They had been forced to leave Palestine in persecutions recorded in Acts 7—8. Because they
were Christian Jews, they experienced much hostility. So James began his epistle by teaching them
how to patiently endure their severe trials (vv. 2-12). He calls his readers to endure their trials without
doubting, looking past the pain and persecution to the glory to come.

James returned to that same theme in chapter 5. He says, "Be patient, therefore, brethren, until the
coming of the Lord. Behold, the farmer waits for the precious produce of the soil, being patient about
it, until it gets the early and late rains. You too be patient; strengthen your hearts, for the coming of
the Lord is at hand. Do not complain, brethren, against one another, that you yourselves may not be
judged; behold, the Judge is standing right at the door. As an example, brethren, of suffering and
patience, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. Behold, we count those blessed who
endured. You have heard of the endurance of Job and have seen the outcome of the Lord's
dealings, that the Lord is full of compassion and is merciful" (vv. 7-11). James is calling his readers
to be faithful in persecution.

The opening and closing thrust of James's epistle is an exhortation to people under persecution to



patiently endure their sufferings for the sake of Jesus Christ. With that theme in mind as the
overarching context of the epistle, we shouldn't be surprised when James says, "Is anyone among
you suffering? Let him pray" (James 5:13). The key phrase in that verse is "let him pray." Prayer is
mentioned in every verse from 13-18, and that is the subject of these verses. The heart of endurance
is prayer. If you want to endure, you must depend on God, who is your divine resource. The
persecuted church will find at the heart of its endurance a strong commitment to prayer.

In James 5:6 James addresses the rich saying, "You have condemned and put to death the
righteous." The persecution the Jewish believers were undergoing was severe. By implication of that
verse some had died because of it. No doubt some suffered bodily injury through physical
persecution. Surely some of them were crushed in their mental and emotional spirit. I'm sure the
feeling of defeat had set in for some. Some had been wounded deeply. So James says, "Is anyone
among you suffering? Let him pray." Prayer is always our resource.

Based on verse 13, James gives primary attention to the casualties of the battle: those who are weak
and defeated, who have lost the victory in their spiritual lives. You may have experienced that at
some point in your lfe. When the battle becomes too hot to handle, your spirit may be broken. I am
convinced that the thrust of this passage has nothing to do with healing physical sickness or disease.
The focus is healing spiritual weakness, weariness, and depression, which calls for prayer. No
compelling reason exists to think James was discussing physical healing. The prior passage would
not lead you to expect that type of discussion, and neither would the last two verses of the chapter.
But a section on how to help people who are spiritually weak and wounded makes sense in the
context.

With that as a background we can see that James 5:13-18 is a passage about prayer. James
discusses four aspects of prayer: its relationship to comfort, to restoration, to fellowship, and to
power. Prayer provides the wounded warrior with comfort, restoration, fellowship, and power. Each is
a wonderful resource to the loyal Christian who is suffering in his spiritual experience.

Prayer and Comfort

James 5:13 says, "Is anyone among you suffering?" The Greek word for "suffering" is exactly the
same word used in verse 10. It means "to suffer evil treatment." Verse 13 could be translated, "Are
any of you persecuted?" Anyone who is being abused and treated wickedly should pray. When we
are being persecuted we ought to turn to God for comfort. The apostle Peter says you should cast
"all your anxiety upon Him, because He cares for you" (1 Pet. 5:7).

The Greek word translated "pray" in James 5:13 refers to a continual pleading. When your life isn't
going the way it ought, and you're weary from the battle, continually plead to God for comfort.

Then James asks, "Is anyone cheerful?" (v. 13). Perhaps he asked that somewhat sarcastically since
that circumstance would have been characteristic of a very few. But should someone be cheerful, "let
him sing praises" (v. 13). The Greek word transalted "cheerful" is euthume ( eu meaning "well,"
thumos meaning "the principle of life, thought, or feeling," which is the soul or spirit). James is asking
if anyone has a happy attitude?

Then James says if he is cheerful, "let him sing praises" (v. 13). When you're happy in spirit and



have a strong disposition, you should sing. James uses the Greek word, psalloto from which we
derive the word "psalms." Praise is basic to spiritual comfort.

In verse 13 we see that James contrasts those who are cheerful with those who are suffering. He's
not referring to physical things, but to spiritual well being. On the one hand you have the suffering
soul, on the other the happy soul. One is pleading for comfort, the other is singing praise. When
you're in deep spiritual pain, pray. When your soul is rejoicing, praise God.

James is not concerned with prayer for those who are physically sick, but for those who are mentally
and emotionally suffering the effects of trials and persecutions. Consequently, as we approach the
next point, James moves beyond the one who is suffering to the one who has lost the ability to
endure suffering. Verse 14 characterizes the wounded warrior—the weary, depressed Christian.

Prayer and Restoration

James says, "Is any among you sick?" The root Greek verb translated sick is asthene[ma]o. Most
versions of the Bible translate that word as "sick." At times asthene[ma]o can refer to sickness, and it
is so used in the New Testament. But all Greek lexicons agree that its primary meaning is "to be
weak, feeble, or impotent." It is most often used that way in the epistles. In Romans 4:19, 14:1-2, 21
it is used of being weak in faith. In 1 Corinthians 8:9, 11-12 it is used of spiritual weakness. In
Romans 5:6 it is used to refer to the spiritual impotence of the unsaved. In 2 Corinthians 11:21 it is
used to refer to the weakness of personality.

In 2 Corinthians 12 Paul is discussing his persecutions, specifically a thorn in the flesh that he asked
God to take away (v. 7). According to verse 9 God told Paul, "My grace is sufficient for you, for power
is perfected in weakness [Gk., astheneia]." Then in verse 10 Paul says, "Therefore I am well content
with weaknesses [Gk., asthene[ma]o], with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with
difficulties." The same word used in James 5:14 is used here for the weaknesses experienced as a
result of the difficulties of life.

If we translate James 5:14 consistently with its common use in the epistles, it would say, "Is any
among you weak?" They may have been weak and defeated from persecution or sin. They may have
been mentally weak, emotionally weak, and even physically weak. The point is they were spiritually
defeated. Perhaps they had tried to pray, but they had been unable to draw on the power of God.
When someone hits the bottom of their spiritual strength, it's hard to pray effectively. What he needs
is to find someone to pray for him, preferably someone who is spiritually strong. In verse 14 James
suggests who he should turn to: "Let him call for the elders of the church." They possess the
necessary spiritual strength that the spiritually weak believer needs. The elders are the godly men of
the church, those who are victorious and are able to patiently endure persecution.

The Greek word translated "call" ( proskale[ma]o) means "to call alongside." The spiritually weak
person should call the elders to come alongside him to lift him up. That's the same idea as Galatians
6:1: "If a man is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one." If you're suffering,
pray. If you are overwhelmed by trials and persecution, and the power has gone out of your life and
your prayers, go to the spiritually strong and let them pray for you.

In Acts 6:4 the twelve said, "We will devote ourselves to prayer, and to the ministry of the word." God



has called his pastors to a ministry of prayer and teaching. When you've hit the bottom in your
spiritual life, you can go to the spiritually strong, get on your knees with them, and be strengthened
by the power of their righteous prayers. I have understood well the ministry of the Word, and now I
understand better than ever before the ministry of prayer. My pastoral duty is to come alongside the
wounded warriors, the broken-hearted people who don't have the strength to call on God. On their
behalf I can lift up prayers to God.

Key to the interpretation of James 5:14 is the phrase "anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord."
The Greek verb translated "anoint" ( aleiph[ma]o) means "to rub" or "to oil." The best way to translate
the phrase is: "rubbing him with oil in the name of the Lord." The word literally means "to crush over."
It is used of the outward anointing of the body, in this case with olive oil (Gk., elaion).

Some believe the anointing is ceremonial, emblematic of the Holy Spirit. But a completely different
word, chrio[ma], was used for that type of anointing. Aleiph[ma]o is never used in Scripture to refer to
ceremonial anointing, but it is used to refer to an application of oil. People would do it after a bath.
Since oil was the base of soap, it also could refer to washing someone. It was also used to refer to
pouring oil over a person's head or feet (Luke 7:38, 46). It was used in Luke 10:34 when the good
Samaritan poured wine and oil on the wounds of an injured man. The fermented wine cleansed the
wounds and the oil soothed him. Athletes were often rubbed down with oil to sooth their sore
muscles.

It is possible for aleipho to be be used in two different ways in James 5:14. It most certainly refers to
the literal appliction of oil. Perhaps the persecution had been physical, so the elders would apply oil
to the believer's wound. If the believer was weary and exhausted from overwork at the hand of some
unbelieving employer, the elders could apply oil to sooth his sore muscles.

Aleipho might also be used in a metaphorical sense. Anointing with oil could refer to the
encouragement and stimulation the believer would receive from the elders, thus providing strength to
his weakness. In Psalm 23:5 David says this about the Great Shepherd: "Thou hast anointed my
head with oil." Certainly David wasn't referring to a literal aninting, but to the refreshment he received
from the Lord in the midst of trouble. David may have been picturing the following scene: when the
shepherd brought the sheep back into the fold after they had grazed all day, he laid his staff at the
entry so only one sheep went through at a time. That way he could check each one individually for
wounds. If he found any he would pour oil on it to sooth it. Wherever the skin was parched, he
rubbed it soft. That's the shepherd's ministry—a ministry of restoration.

So James is showing us that the weak and weary soldiers go to their their pastors, who in turn come
alongside them, get on their knees, and pray with spiritual strength on their behalf. The elders are to
reach out in compassion to strengthen, stimulate, bind up the broken hearts, and minister to the
wounds.

James concludes verse 14 with the phrase "in the name of the Lord." That means consistent with
who Christ is. To pray for the spiritually weak in the name of the Lord is to do something Christ would
want you to do.

In verse 15 James says, "The prayer [of the spiritually strong] offered in faith will restore the one who
is sick." The Greek word translated "sick" ( kamn[ma]o) actually means "to be weary." It is used



elsewhere only in Hebrews 12:3. The writer of Hebrews says we are to fix "our eyes on Jesus, the
author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame,
and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. For consider Him [Christ] who has endured
such hostility by sinners against Himself, so that you may not grow weary [ kamn[ma]o] and lose
heart" (vv. 2-3). The people who are weary from persecution have fixed their eyes on their trouble
rather than on their Savior. So kamn[ma]o is not only translated "weary" in Hebrews 12:3, but also
used in the same context as James 5:15.

The prayer offered in faith by the godly men of the church will restore the one who is weary and has
lost heart. Obviously the prayer has to be "offered in faith." James 1:6-7 indicates that anyone who
asks doubting receives nothing. But when godly men pray using their strong faith vicariously for the
believer's weak faith, those prayers will restore those who are weary.

The Greek word translated "restore" ( soz[ma]o) can also be translated "save," "deliver," or "rescue."
It can mean "to preserve" or "to make whole." In the gospels it is used in the phrase "thy faith hath
made thee whole" (Matt. 9:22; KJV). It's important to note that soz[ma]o doesn't have to refer to
physical sickness. So we see that the prayer of faith will restore the weary.

Then James says, "The Lord will raise him up" (James 5:15). The Greek word for "raise up" (
egeir[ma]o) means "to rebuild," "to arouse," "to excite." The weary believer may have lost all his
excitement and enthusiasm, but the Lord will restore and excite him again.

James concludes verse 15 by saying, "If he has committed sins, they will be forgiven him." When
weariness and spiritual defeat is the result of sin, God will forgive the believer who has sinned. The
phrase "if he has committed sins" is a third- class conditional, which means it's a possibility that his
sin contributed to his weakness and his weariness. A believer can be weakened in the battle solely
by persecution, but he also can compound that weakness with sin. He needs to go to the pastors to
confess not only his weakness, but also any sin that has contributed to that weakness. The elders
will then be able to pray for his strength and confess his sin, resulting in forgiveness.

Prayer and Fellowship

Verse 16 introduces the third point: "Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one
another, so that you may be healed." If the prayers of the godly men can assist the weakness in a
believer's life, all believers ought to be confessing their sins to each other and be praying for one
another continually. James is saying don't wait until you hit the bottom. Maintain a praying
relationship with other believers along with mutual confession of sins. That doesn't mean you should
pour out every bit of garbage in your life, but it does mean you shouldn't hide your evil. Sin wants to
isolate you. As long as sin is private and secret, you can nurture and feed it. But God wants it
exposed to people who love you and will pray for you.

The Greek word translated "confess" ( exomologe[ma]o) is a compound verb that implies open and
honest confession. You should share your struggle. Let people know you're in a battle so you won't
become weak and defeated.

The phrase "one another" refers to one another of the same kind. That means you should confess
your sins to another believer. Continue to confess that particular weakness until God gives you the



victory over it. Don't ever let yourself become spiritually weak over a failure to confess your sin to
another believer. James also says to pray for one another. Tell another believer about your battle,
and then pray for him and his battle.

The reason we should share our lives is so we may be healed (Gk., iaomai). This word can be used
of healing from physical sickness, but it also can be used for deliverance from many things. For
example Matthew 13:15 says, "The heart of this people has become dull, and with their ears they
scarcely hear, and they have closed their eyes lest they should see with their eyes, and hear with
their ears, and understand with their heart and turn again, and I should heal them." In that verse
iaomai refers to salvation—spiritual restoration. It is also used in the same way in Luke 4:18, John
12:40, Acts 28:27, Hebrews 12:12- 13 and 1 Peter 2:24.

If you're suffering, keep your prayer life hot. As a prevention from ever having to go to the elders for
spiritual strength, share your burdens with each other and pray for each other so you'll be continually
dealing with crucial issues in your life.

Prayer and Power

James concludes verse 16 by saying, "The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish
much." That's one reason you go to the elders. That's also why you should be sharing with another
believer who is dealing with sin in his life. The Greek word for "effective" refers to energetic,
empowered prayer. Only a righteous man, who is dealing with sin in his life, will have a great impact
in his prayer life. Psalm 66:18 says, "If I regard wickedness in my heart, the Lord will not hear." You
need to be right with God so you can help other believers with the power of your prayers. I want to be
right with God so when someone comes to me with their spiritual weakness, I can help to lift them
up.

The phrase "can accomplish much" literally means "is very strong." The energetic prayer of a man
who is living righteously before God is very strong. That indicates to me there is a such a thing as
weak prayers. Weak prayers are offered up by weak people, and that's why weak people have to go
to strong people for help.

To cement his teaching on the relationship between prayer and power, James provides an illustration
from the life of Elijah. James says, "Elijah was a man with a nature like ours" (v. 17). He was a man
who suffered like we suffer. First Kings 17:11 tells us he was hungry, 19:3 tells us he was afraid, and
19:4 tells us he grew tired from battle.

Then James says, "He prayed earnestly" (v. 17). The literal Greek says, "He prayed with prayer."
Some people pray, but they talk to God as if He was a divine waiter and they were giving Him an
order. But Elijah "prayed earnestly that it might not rain: and it did not rain on the earth for three
years and six months. And he prayed again, and the sky poured rain, and the earth produced its
fruit" (vv. 17-18). Elijah was a man like us, but he was righteous. As a result, his prayers were so
powerful that it didn't rain for three and a half years. When he prayed again, the sky poured rain and
the earth produced fruit. Elijah was strong in some areas and weak in others, but because he was a
righteous man, look what God did in response to his prayers.

Prayer is at the heart of endurance in trials. If you need comfort, ask God to help. If you have



become so weak that you can't pray, go to the godly men of the church so they might pray on your
behalf. Continue to deal with your weaknesses by continually confessing your sin to other believers
and praying for them as well. Finally, live righteously before God so that you may know power in your
prayers.

Available online at: http://www.gty.org

COPYRIGHT (C) 2024 Grace to You
You may reproduce this Grace to You content for non-commercial purposes in accordance with
Grace to You's Copyright Policy (https://www.gty.org/about#copyright).


