Sabbath Sermon of May 16, 2020
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

“Confess your faults and Pray One for Another”

James Chapter 5 [16]

This chapter begins with a warning to the rich: “Go to now, you rich men, weep and howl for your miseries that shall come upon you.” Those who do not know about what the rich are doing in our world, especially in the way they conduct themselves, would probably think James was envious of the rich and wealthy in his time. But that is not the case here, because the rich in our time is no different. James proclaims the worthlessness of riches, not the worthlessness of the rich. We are reminded here that today’s money will be worthless when Jesus Christ returns, so we should spend our time accumulating treasures that will be worthwhile in God Almighty’s Kingdom (Matthew 6:19-20).

Money itself is not the problem; Christian leaders need money to live and help them spread the gospel; churches need money to do their work effectively. It is the love of money that makes it the root of all that leads to evil (Timothy 6:10). If someone would have shown you the role money played in what we’ve just been put through with this so-called coronavirus pandemic, maybe you will begin to understand why James' accusations against the rich and wealthy are right to the point. 

This is a warning to all true Christians who are tempted to adopt worldly standards rather than God Almighty’s standards (Romans 12:1, 2), and an encouragement to all those who are oppressed by the rich and wealthy. Like in Matthew 6:19-21, the unjust wealth is shown to be ultimately profitless, for it is rotted, moth-eaten, and rusted. No lasting gain there. It is moreover, lethal to be its owner for it bears testimony against its possessor, probably in the sense that it was not spent on orphans, widows, or the needy as was urged in James 1:27; 2:14-16. It witnesses rather to the vice “desire” (James 4:1-2). Fiery punishment is a common biblical description of judgment (Matthew 18:8-9), and it is common in New Testament prophetic discussions to speak of wrath “treasured” up” in heaven (2 Peter 3:7).

Now understand that the rich are not condemned simply for being rich, but for their injustice, and how they gamble with the lives of the common people. One of the stated causes of condemnation in this passage is the withholding of wages from workers and overtaxing them, things proscribed by the Law in Leviticus 19:13. This crime is considered so serious that it cries to God Almighty for redress (Deuteronomy 24:15).

Again James calls attention to the role of God Almighty as the judge, to remind the Church of God Almighty’s moral lordship over all people. Like the rich man in Luke 16:19-31, the rich in this study are accused of using wealth only for their pleasure, a major vice. Using another vivid metaphor, James describes how these sinners bring ruin to themselves as though they were cattle fattened for slaughter through constant feeding on injustice and pleasure. 

The rich are likely seen as murderers as their extreme extent of self-seeking is projected, as in using vaccines to reduce the population and reduce the CO2 in the atmosphere that is causing global warming. This contradictory line of thought shows how their evil self-centered vices are. If you ask, “Wasn’t C02 supposed to help plants and trees grow?”The rich, nevertheless, are said to harass the poor as in everything they have done in the hashing of the coronavirus scheme to terrorize by forcing the poor to lock themselves up in their homes; kept them apart from each other using social distancing as a tool and for making them wear masks even while inside their homes. [1, 2] Hoarding money, exploiting employees, and living self-indulgently will not escape God Almighty’s notice.

The Christian is to lead a persevering life. Difficulties will surely beset us (1 Peter 4:4), so we are urged to be faithful and patient. In another comparison, Christians are to be like farmers waiting for the early and late rains. Genuine Christians are not afraid of the Lord’s coming, they long for it and even hasten it (2 Peter 3:12). While we wait for the Lord’s Day, we are not to grumble, presumably against those hostile to us, but to leave justice in God Almighty’s hands, for he is the judge at the gate.

12-15. Let your yea be yea, and your nay be nay, meaning a Christian must not become like one who has the reputation for exaggeration or lying often. This can’t get anyone to believe him or her on his or her words alone. A Christian should never become like that. Always be honest so that others will believe your simple yes or no. By avoiding lies, and half-truths and omissions of the truth, you will become known as a trustworthy person in the eyes of others. Christians should avoid judgmental speech and angry speech; they are to avoid swearing, just as the Sermon on the Mount indicated. The only proper speech is blessing and praise, speech that builds up the community.

James first speaks again expressing his sense of the completeness of faith permeating our lives; whether things are going well or ill, we should draw near to God Almighty" in prayer, a good general principle. Here he speaks of someone who is incapacitated physically, the illness of a member of the Christian community. Misfortune and illness are not signs of divine displeasure, and so the leaders of the community are urged to show charity and to pray and anoint the sick with oil. The prayer must be made wholeheartedly and this prayer of faith will not only restore bodily health but lead to forgiveness of sins. Again James stresses the influence of grace on the whole person.

In verse 15, we are introduced to the subject of “forgiveness,” and James leads to the further general advice to the Church in verse 16 that in its common meeting it should develop a procedure of confession of faults to one another, that is, to one another as brothers and sisters, prayer, and forgiveness. As Christians, we are expected to break with our former sinful lives through the baptism of the Holy Spirit. In Jesus Christ’s Kingdom, every believer in Jesus Christ is a priest to other believers (1 Peter 2:9; Revelation 5: 9, 10). We must help others come to Jesus Christ and tell them of Jesus’ forgiveness.

James stresses upon the Christian’s most powerful resource which is communion with God Almighty through prayer. The results are often greater than we thought were possible. Unfortunately, many Christians see prayer as a last resort to be tried when all else fails. This is placing the cart before the horse. Prayer should come first just as the horse should be placed before the cart. Since God Almighty is infinitely greater than our own, it only makes sense to rely on it, especially because he encourages us to be so.

16-20. What a mystery of glory there is in prayer! On one hand, we see God Almighty, in His holiness and love and power, waiting, longing to bless man; and on the other, sinful man, made out of the dust, bringing down from God Almighty by prayer the very life and love of heaven to dwell in his heart. But how much greater the glory of intercession’ when a man makes bold to say to God Almighty what he desires for others and seeks to bring down on one soul, or maybe on hundreds and thousands, the power of the eternal life with all its blessings.

Intercession! Would one not say that this is the very holiest exercise of our boldness as God Almighty’s children, the highest privilege and enjoyment connected with our communion with God Almighty, the power being used by God Almighty as instruments for His great work of making people His habitation and showing forth His glory?

Would one not expect that believers who have to some extent been brought into the secret, would feel what strength there is in unity, and what assurance there is that God Almighty will certainly avenge His elect who cry day and night to Him? It is when Christians cease from looking for help in the external union and aim at all being bound together to the throne of God Almighty, by an unceasing devotion to Jesus Christ, and an unceasing continuance in supplication for the power of God Almighty’s Spirit, that the Church will put on her beautiful garments, and put on her strength too, and overcome the world.

Now pray with us that our gracious Father in heaven to hear our prayer and teach us His Church, and teach each of us, what is the glory, what the blessing, what the all-prevailing power of intercession. Father give us, we pray Thee, the vision of what intercession means to Thee, as essential for carrying out Thy blessed purpose; what it means to ourselves as the exercise of our royal priesthood, and what it will mean to Thy Church, and perishing people in the world of their sins, in the bringing down of the Holy Spirit in power, for Jesus Christ sake. Amen.

In 2 Kings 6:17, 20 we have one of the several effects of prayer illustrated for us by Elisha’s prayer of the opening of the eyes. How wonderfully the prayer of Elisha for his servant was answered! The young man saw the mountains full of chariots of fire and horsemen about Elisha. The heavenly host had been sent by God Almighty to protect His servant the prophet.

A second time Elisha prayed. The Syrian army had been smitten with blindness, and so let into Samaria. There Elisha prayed for the opening of their eyes, and lo, they found themselves hopeless prisoners in the hand of the enemy(2 Kings 6:8-18).  We should use these prayers in the spiritual sphere. First of all, to ask that our eyes may see the wonderful provision that God Almighty has made for His Church, in the baptism with the Holy Ghost and with fire. All the powers of the heavenly world are at our disposal in the service of the heavenly Kingdom. How little the children of God Almighty living in the faith of that heavenly vision, the power of the Holy Spirit bestowed upon us, with us, and in us, for our spiritual life, and as our strength joyfully to witness for our Lord and His work.

“Brethren if any of you do err from the truth.” The person who has slipped away is a believer in Jesus who has fallen into sin, that is, one who is no longer living a life consistent with his or her beliefs. This deserves the same attention as the physically sick person; the community should act vigorously to save him. This is what James means when he speaks of the love of neighbor and of doing something concrete for the needy. Because saved is not always saved, we are urged to help backsliders to return to God Almighty before it is too late for them. 
By taking the initiative, praying for the person(s), and acting in love toward them, we can meet them where they are and bring them back to God Almighty and their forgiveness. And the healing this produces will “save his or her soul” from death, from the moral judgment of God Almighty. James notes that such kindness “covers a multitude of sins.” Thus the errant brother or sister, as well as the shepherd who goes in search of the lost, will find favor with God Almighty (Matthew 18:12-14).
In this, we shall find that we need that second prayer too, that God Almighty may open the eyes of those of His children who do not as yet see the power which the world and sin war against His people. They are as yet unconscious of the feebleness that marks the Church, making it impotent to do the word of winning souls for Jesus Christ, and building up believers for a life of holiness and fruitfulness. Now let us pray especially that God Almighty may open all eyes to see what the great and fundamental need of the Church is, in intercession to bring down His blessing, that the power of the Holy Spirit may be known unceasingly in its Divine efficacy and blessing.

James emphasizes faith in action. Right living is the evidence and result of faith. The true Church of Jesus Christ must serve with compassion, speak lovingly and truthfully, live in obedience to God Almighty’s commands, and love one another. The Body of believers ought to be an example of heaven on earth, drawing people to Jesus Christ through genuine love for God Almighty and one another. If we truly believe God Almighty’s Word, we will live it day by day. God Almighty’s Word is not merely something we read or think about, but something we do. Belief, faith, and trust must have hands and feet which is ours.

With your heads bowed, let us pray: “Our Father, which art in heaven, Thou who art so unspeakably willing to give us the Holy Spirit in power, hear our humble prayer. Open our eyes, we pray Thee that we may realize fully the low estate of Thy Church and people, and as fully what treasures of grace and power Thou art willing to bestow in answer to the fervent prayer of a truthfully United Church of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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