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James chapter 5 – The Finale
Today we are going to finish looking at the book of James – and I do realise it has been quite a long break, with Easter and visiting preachers!  A quick recap is perhaps in order.
James has encouraged that we remain trusting in God through trials.  God loves us and wants the best for us.  We need to listen to what Jesus has said, through the Bible and each other, and then allow that to change our actions.  DO what it says!
When we ask God for anything it should be with the expectation of a response.  If doubt creeps in you will not see His actions even if He does respond.
We are told not to have favourites.  We must not judge a person by appearance, but see everyone as made in the image of God.  We must not be swayed by financial status or influence.  We must be merciful to everyone – whether in a suit or in rags.
True faith will – or should – result in deeds.  Not done for the sake of earning righteousness but as a consequence of knowing the unconditional love of God, not just for ourselves but for all.
James warns against an untamed tongue. The power of words can be underestimated.  When we give praise it brings joy to all, especially when we praise God, who has created everything and everyone.  But the power of disparaging remarks can be devastating to people.  We should, in our words, reflect a God who builds people up in love.
Are your words peace-loving, considerate, impartial, loving?  Will the consequence of your words bring good fruit – for you and for others?
Our focus should remain on God, not seeking to please the world around us or to seek their approval.  And God gives us grace to fulfil a pleasing life in His presence.  We entrust all our plans to be for His will.  Even if plans go awry we should not fret or be disheartened.  Rather, trust in God and seek His presence and purpose in the present situation.
I am sure now that you remember every word that was preached?!
The chapter today begins with a warning to rich oppressors.  Please do not ignore the last word – oppressors.  I do not believe that Jesus ignores or despises rich people just because of their wealth.  In this passage He is primarily interested in how that wealth is attained.  The example of oppression given is paying the labourers.  In today’s society we can be aware of how and where we spend our money.  Are we buying things to ensure that other people see us in a higher position?  When we spend do we show concern for the conditions of the workers?  If slave labour comes to light, do we change our habits?  If we invest, is it in businesses seeking economic and ecological fairness and change for the better – or do we not care what damage is promoted as long as we get a good return?
We do also need to consider whether we hold onto our wealth for the sake of it.  If we see a need someone has are we willing to address that from our reserves?
Could the harvesters also be Christian messengers?  Are we convicted to give to the church to ensure the Word of God is proclaimed, bringing Spiritual nourishment?
James then moves to patience in suffering.  This surely builds on all the previous calls to prayer – to seek, to ask, to trust in God.
Suffering can be many things – individual pain, circumstances and anxiety.  It can also be communal, when groups are persecuted.
I also look at the world as a whole, where individualism, power, immorality and hatred appear to be more accepted and tolerated, celebrated even.  The example of a farmer is a good metaphor.  The needs of their land and crop is known to the farmer.  Steps may be taken to limit damage, such as sowing at a time when the required sun and rain is expected.  But if these are deficient or delayed, a farmer cannot make it rain or bring sunshine at a specific time.  But they can be confident it will come.
In the same way we can be sure that God will work for the good of His children.  Unfortunately, God will not remove us from the mess of this world.  But suffering is NOT punishment.  Because of His mercy, grace and love, God wills people to turn to Him and He will give every opportunity for that to happen.  Hence the prophets who were persecuted – they persevered because they trusted in the Word of God.
The book of Job is about a man who was tested to the limits, in extreme ways, because he was righteous.  All through his suffering his friends accused him of sinning and hence he had been blighted by God.  But Job questions God, wanting to know why he was facing such extreme suffering, because he knew it was not a punishment.
When we suffer ask yourself honestly what prayers you offer to God.  Are they “why me - what have I done?  Or are they asking God’s purpose?  At the end of the trials God blessed Job abundantly.
I love the phrase, let your “yes” be yes and your “no”, no.  It is about plain speaking, but also knowing, through Spiritual wisdom, what you are able and called to do.  We cannot strive to do more than our capabilities – we end up breaking promises, reflecting unreliability upon ourselves and God, and feel guilty.  So please learn that NO is not always negative – it is a truth.
The last few verses are straight forward.  If in trouble, pray, if happy, praise, if sick call the church to pray and anoint.  Now, I do think that we need to be careful regarding healing.
I have seen miraculous healings and I believe that Jesus still heals today.  But we are not the healers or the judges – we are instruments of God.  When we pray with people for healing it MUST be in communication with the Holy Spirit.  And God will see the whole person.  If we prayed for a blind person to have sight, without taking time to allow the prompting of the Holy Spirit, and they did not automatically see, they could still have had an encounter with God and something hidden and deeper received healing.
James then tells us to confess our sins to each other.  How comfortable would we be with that?  Airing all of our wrongdoings in public.  But for me, sin is a relationship with God that has moved from perfect alignment.  That is the important thing to confess, not the resulting action.
That may make it less frightening and a safe thing to be done that will bring accountability.  There is benefit in accountability to each other.  We are each individuals, but we are also part of the body of Christ, united through the Spirit.
We are all able to do God’s will.  When we read the Bible, characters such as Elijah almost become divine themselves.  We must remember that our biblical heroes were all human.  But they obeyed God through trials and imperfections, because of their love and trust for God.
We have that power today to act for God, through His Holy Spirit.  And if we are still nervous of being God’s worker openly in this world, we should receive encouragement and boldness that if you are able to bring a wandering child of God back to Him, you save them from Spiritual death and bring the truth of their salvation.  One word or sentence may change their eternity!
Be courageous as you take into your heart the words of James.  The concepts are beautiful, but acting in ways to bring those concepts into being can be hard work and difficult.  There will be times of rejection and personal hardship, turning the other cheek and walking additional miles – but when we see someone respond to the love of God, what joy and rejoicing.  It will be all worth while when you see God at work.

