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His mouth and bring [him] to an end by the appearance of His coming” (2 Thessalonians 
2:8). Evil will be rooted out of this world by Yeshua’s Divine power at His return. 

Elsewhere in the Apostolic Scriptures, especially in 2 Thessalonians ch. 2, it is specified 
how there must be various events which precede the return of the Lord. Today in the 
Twenty-First Century, many of us believe that we are much closer to the Lord’s return than 
the early Believers actually were in the First Century. We need to have the faith and the 
patience that at His Second Coming things that we have been wronged in the world will be made 
right. At the same time, we have to be careful with our approach to “at hand” or “nearing.” 
There are some in the Messianic, or Christian, community today, who while correctly 
believing in the Messiah’s post-tribulational return (Matthew 24:29-31; 1 Corinthians 15:51-
52; Revelation 11:15), are not patient and actually want the horrors of the end-times to come 
upon Planet Earth. They want the final judgment of humanity to take place, and they have 
little or no concern for the salvation of others. Those who would wish a harsh judgment are 
not going to receive the rewards they think they are going to receive in His Kingdom. If you 
might be one of those people, consider what the Prophet Amos says: 

“Woe to you who desire the day of the LORD! Why would you have the day of the LORD? 
It is darkness, and not light; as if a man fled from a lion, and a bear met him; or went into the 
house and leaned with his hand against the wall, and a serpent bit him. Is not the day of the 
LORD darkness, and not light, and gloom with no brightness in it?” (Amos 5:18-20).44 
 

 
9 Do not complain, brethren, against one another, so that you yourselves may not 
be judged; behold, the Judge is standing right at the door. 10 As an example, 
brethren, of suffering and patience, take the prophets who spoke in the name of 
the Lord. 11 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. 
 
5:9 As James begins to close his letter, he issues a final plea for proper speech and 

communication. He admonishes his audience, “Don't grumble against one another, brothers 
and sisters, or you will be judged. The Judge is standing at the door!” (TNIV). James’ word 
might be said to have a slight connection to Leviticus 19:18a, “You shall not take vengeance, 
nor bear any grudge against the sons of your people.” There may certainly also be 
connections to be made from the Ancient Israelites’ Exodus from Egypt and trek through the 
wilderness, of how they often grumbled and complained toward God (Exodus 16:7-8; 
Numbers 14:36; 16:11). The inevitable result, of complaining about or toward other people, is 
that (harsh) judgment will be passed. When judgment toward other people—especially 

 
44 For a further review of the end-times, consult the author’s publications When Will the Messiah Return? 

and The Dangers of Pre-Tribulationism. Also to be considered would be his commentary 1&2 Thessalonians for the 
Practical Messianic. 
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those inside the community of faith—is issued, one can often find himself or herself 
usurping the position of God as Judge (cf. 4:12). 

James emphasizes the eschatological judgment by the Judge, God Himself, in saying, 
“the Judge is standing right at the door.” From the eternal perspective of our Creator, when 
He will directly intervene in human history via the Second Coming of the Messiah and the 
judgment of His enemies, is quite soon. Biblically speaking, “the Last Days” have been 
occurring ever since the First Century (Acts 2:17; Hebrews 1:1-2). When we look at things 
from God’s perspective, the Last Days are not a small period of just a few years,45 but the 
final few millennia prior to the restoration of His Kingdom on Earth. But the Judge standing 
at the door, need not only be an omen of Divine retribution. Yeshua says in Revelation 3:20, 
“Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will 
come in to him and will dine with him, and he with Me.” The Messiah, waiting at the door, 
wants to come into our lives and transform us from within. While all too frequently, God 
portrayed as Judge is present to issue punishment to sinners—this same Judge is there to 
offer forgiveness to those who are truly repentant, and who are willing to change their 
ways. 

5:10 With the Judge standing at the door (v. 9), James directs his audience, “As an 
example of suffering mistreatment and being patient, brothers, take the prophets who 
spoke in the name of ADONAI” (CJB). While it is most appropriate for readers to consider 
these figures to mainly include the Hebrew Prophets of the Tanach, many of whom died 
horrific deaths, Davids indicates, “the author is referring to well-known stories of the 
worthies of the OT and Hasmonean periods that his readers had probably heard from 
childhood.”46 The example of the Maccabean martyrs, in particular, was one of intense 
suffering prior to death (i.e., 2 Maccabees 6:26-28).47 The endurance required of Messiah 
followers, similar to the Prophets of the Tanach, is something that Yeshua Himself mentions 
in His Sermon on the Mount: 

“Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of 
evil against you because of Me. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great; for in 
the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matthew 5:11-12). 

In terms of the timing of James’ composition, the death of Stephen had likely already 
taken place (Acts 7). The suffering that the poor among James’ audience would have to 
endure, would sadly intensify as hostilities toward the First Century Believers became more 
pronounced and targeted. Whatever difficulties they were to endure, they were to count 
themselves among the company of the significant figures of faith who had preceded them 
(cf. Hebrews 11:32-38). 

 
45 Against: McKnight, 416 who takes v. 9 as speaking of the destruction of Jerusalem to the Romans in 70 

C.E. 
46 Davids, 186. 
47 Consult the relevant sections of the Messianic Winter Holiday Helper by Messianic Apologetics. 



JAMES FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 192 - 

5:11 Having just mentioned the patience of the Prophets, James now mentions the 
steadfastness or endurance (hupomonē) of Job: “we consider those blessed who remained 
steadfast. You have heard of the steadfastness of Job, and you have seen the purpose of the 
Lord, how the Lord is compassionate and merciful” (ESV). Do note, though, that James does 
not say that Job had “patience” (Job 3; 12:1-3; 16:1-4; 21:4); Job only had “endurance” (Job 
1:20-22; 2:9-10; 13:15). It is commonly thought among expositors that James relies upon 
some ancient concepts of Job as one who was “fully engaged in endurance” (Testament of Job 
1:5; cf. 4:6).48 

How are readers to approach the clause to telos Kuriou? Is this “the end intended by the 
Lord” (NKJV), or more the “outcome” (NASU) or “purpose” (RSV/ESV)? Telos is the key term 
here, which can mean “the fulfilment or completion of anything...i.e. its consummation, issue, 
result, end” (LS).49 Even “goal” could be a possible rendering for telos in v. 11. Mainly, these 
different renderings vary as an interpreter considers the manner in which the compassion 
and mercy of God are displayed. For many throughout Biblical history, suffering and 
hardship endured, are the means by which God can demonstrate Himself to be God. 
 

 
12 But above all, my brethren, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or with 
any other oath; but your yes is to be yes, and your no, no, so that you may not fall 
under judgment. 
 
5:12 Just as with Yeshua’s words in Matthew 5:33-37,50 so is there some discussion and 

controversy over what James says regarding oath taking in v. 12: “But above all, my brothers 
and sisters, do not swear—either by heaven, or by the earth, or by any other oath. But let 
your ‘yes’ be ‘yes,’ and your ‘no,’ be ‘no’—so that you may not fall under judgment” (TLV). 
One of the main Torah instructions regarding swearing an oath is Leviticus 19:12, “You shall 
not swear falsely by My name, so as to profane the name of your God; I am the LORD,” which 
does not at all prohibit oath-taking, but does assume that any oaths taken will be fulfilled 
(cf. Numbers 30:3; Deuteronomy 32:22; Ecclesiastes 5:4). So in view of what James says in v. 
12, one does have to wonder if what he directs is a situational-driven application prohibiting 
all oaths and vows, and/or if frivolous remarks that appeal to some kind of Divine authority 
are in view. Among ancient sects of Judaism, the Essenes were a community that did not 
take oaths (Josephus Wars of the Jews 2.135). 

 
48 Splittler, in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1, 839. 
49 LS, 799. 
50 “Again, you have heard that the ancients were told, ‘YOU SHALL NOT MAKE FALSE VOWS, BUT SHALL FULFILL 

YOUR VOWS TO THE LORD’ [Leviticus 19:12; Numbers 30:3; Deuteronomy 32:22]. But I say to you, make no oath at all, 
either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is the footstool of His feet, or by Jerusalem, for 
it is THE CITY OF THE GREAT KING [Psalm 48:2]. Nor shall you make an oath by your head, for you cannot make one 
hair white or black. But let your statement be, ‘Yes, yes’ or ‘No, no’; anything beyond these is of evil” (Matthew 
5:33-37). 
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James’ (and also Yeshua’s) words on not making vows or swearing at all, and instead 
simply saying “yes” to something or “no” to something, could very well be historical 
reflections of how flippantly invoking God in a commitment became. A similar warning is 
encountered in Sirach 23:9, 11, composed in the preceding century: 

“Do not accustom your mouth to oaths, and do not habitually utter the name of the 
Holy One…A man who swears many oaths will be filled with iniquity, and the scourge will 
not leave his house; if he offends, his sin remains on him, and if he disregards it, he sins 
doubly; if he has sworn needlessly, he will not be justified, for his house will be filled with 
calamities.” 

The Jewish philosopher Philo also describes, 
“The next commandment is, ‘not to take the name of God in vain.’…Now the principle 

on which this order or arrangement proceeds is very plain to those who are gifted with 
acute mental vision; for the name is always subsequent in order to the subject of which it is 
the name; being like the shadow which follows the body. Having, therefore, previously 
spoken of the existence of God, and also of the honour to be paid to the everlasting God; he 
then, following the natural order of connection proceeds to command what is becoming in 
respect of his name; for the errors of men with respect to this point are manifold and 
various, and assume many different characters” (Decalogue 82-83).51 

We should not dismiss some of these ancient thoughts, for as Moo describes, “concern 
about the devaluation of oaths through their indiscriminate use and a growing tendency to 
‘weasel out’ of oaths by swearing by less sacred things…led to warnings against using them 
too often.”52 Once again, there is no Torah or Tanach prohibition on making vows, but it is 
witnessed how people can swear things to God that they have no intention of fulfilling or 
completing. Johnson draws the conclusion that “James forbids oaths, because he desires a 
community of solidarity based in mutual trust. Such trust is possible only where speech is 
simple and unadorned with false religiosity.”53 His observation is hardly invalid, because in 
a community where the implanted word (1:21) is able to manifest itself via acts of kindness 
and mercy one to another (1:27; 2:14-17), and in edifying speech (3:13), making oaths or vows 
should not be necessary. Commitments need only be designated by a person’s simple “yes” 
or “no,” because there will be a demonstrated track record of actions to show whether 
someone will be consistent in what is to be done. McCartney observes in this regard, 

“The use of oaths...is contrary to faith; it marks unbelief. Faith always means yes when 
it says yes; that is, people of faith have no need of oaths, either to give their words weight or 
to prompt a solution to suffering; they wait patiently and prayerfully for the Lord and 
always keep their promises, cognizant that God always keeps his.”54 

 
51 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 525. 
52 Moo, pp 232-233. 
53 Johnson, in NIB, 12:222. 
54 McCartney, 247. 
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It cannot be overlooked, however, that interpreters have widely taken both James’ and 
Yeshua’s words about oath-taking as not being a blanket prohibition, but instead have 
viewed them as being limited to casual oaths and not serious oaths. Psalm 110:4 would be an 
example of such a serious oath: “The LORD has sworn and will not change His mind, ‘You are 
a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.’” Also to be weighed in, is how a 
figure like the Apostle Paul took oaths on rather serious matters (i.e., Romans 1:9; 2 
Corinthians 1:23; Galatians 1:20). Burdick concludes that “casual use of oaths in informal 
conversation—not formal oaths in places as courts of law” are what are spoken against.55 
Davids also recognizes, “James...prohibits not official oaths, such as in courts...but the use of 
oaths in everyday discourse to prove integrity. The community member ought not to use 
oaths, for his yes or no should be totally honest, making oaths unnecessary; truthfulness is 
the issue.”56 Indeed, the bulk of oaths and vows people make are not on serious matters, but 
on frivolous things spoken in casual conversation which are quickly dismissed and 
forgotten. 
 

 
13 Is anyone among you suffering? Then he must pray. Is anyone cheerful? He is to 
sing praises. 14 Is anyone among you sick? Then he must call for the elders of the 
[assembly] and they are to pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of 
the Lord; 15 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. 16 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. 
 
5:13 James asks his audience, “Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone 

happy? Let him sing songs of praise” (NIV). While in vs. 14-16 following, much of what 
James discusses takes on a theme of being healed from sickness or disease, the statement, 
“Does anyone suffer ill among you?” (LITV), need not only apply to physical illness. The verb 
kakopatheō can mean, “to suffer ill, to be in ill plight, be in distress” (LS).57 YLT actually has 
“Doth any one suffer evil among you?” The Message might be said to go even a step even 
further, paraphrasing v. 13 with, “Are you hurting? Pray. Do you feel great? Sing.” While 
there are specific directions given by James on what to do with sick people in the assembly, 
not everyone in trouble is going to be physically ill. Anyone who suffers through 
persecution, a retention of wages earned, or some kind of intense emotional situation, 
surely also classifies as a man or woman who needs to pray to the Lord for His intervention. 
When an answer is found and resolution is enacted, praise to God should surely follow. 

 
55 Burdick, in EXP, 12:203; cf. Davids, 189; Motyer, 183. 
56 Davids, 190. 
57 LS, 393. 
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5:14 Vs. 14-16 largely carry a motif of how sick people in the local assembly are to be 
handled, although there are surely applications of James’ original instruction that can be 
made beyond sick people. James first states, “Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the 
elders of Messiah’s community, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the 
name of the Lord” (TLV). 

Those who perform the function described by James are tous presbuterous tēs ekklēsias, 
“the elders of the assembly” (LITV). An elder or presbuteros holds an important position of 
leadership within the local community of faith (i.e., Acts 11:30; 14:23; 20:17; 1 Timothy 5:17-
19; 1 Peter 5:1; 2 John 1), and is not just an older person with some greater degree of 
experience. The general position of an elder (and also deacon) for the First Century 
Messianic community was widely inherited from the leadership structure of the ancient 
Jewish Synagogue. While in much of the modern charismatic Christian movement, the 
function of an elder can be somewhat skewed with just about anyone who feels “led by the 
Spirit” operating in the specific duties described in vs. 14-16—it cannot go unnoticed that 
what James describes, when further considered, involves much more than fellow Believers 
praying for those in need, extending a hand of prayer to someone, or even offering some 
level of forgiveness Believer-to-Believer. The elders’ service is likely one of having to go to a 
bedridden individual, offering intensive prayer to the Lord for healing and physical 
restoration, and also consultation with the infirmed person on his or her spiritual status 
before the Lord. Much of the elders’ service is likely also to be conducted on a confidential 
basis. 

There is actually some interesting discussion that can take place among examiners, per 
James’ statement about anointing with oil (aleipsantes [auton] elaiō), and whether what is 
intended is to be: medicinal, pastoral, sacramental, or symbolic.58 None of us should dismiss 
that anointing with oil has an important symbolic, religious function, as seen throughout 
Holy Scripture, particularly to consecrate either people or objects to the Lord’s service, such 
as priests or the Tabernacle (i.e., Exodus 29:7; 40:9). An elder anointing someone who was 
ill would be an important gesture of acknowledging the man or woman as a member of 
God’s own. Beyond the spiritual significance of anointing someone with oil, is how olive oil 
was an important medicine of ancient times (Isaiah 1:6; Luke 10:33-34). Is it possible that 
James’ reference to “oil” could be synonym for “medicine”? In Mark 6:13, oil is used in a dual 
sense, for both physical and spiritual healing: “And they were casting out many demons and 
were anointing with oil many sick people and healing them.” ISBE summarizes a few of the 
ancient applications of oil as a medicine: 

“Olive oil has certain curative qualities and is still used in modern medicine. Celsus 
mentioned its use for fevers, and Josephus (Ant.xvii.6.5 [172]) said that Herod was given an 
oil bath in an attempt to cure him of his deadly disease. Isaiah wrote of it as softening 

 
58 Cf. Moo, 238-240. 
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wounds (1:6). The Good Samaritan mixed it with wine and poured the resultant antiseptic 
fluid into the wounds of the stricken traveler.”59 

If James’ reference to anointing a sick person with oil is to be taken beyond its spiritual 
or symbolic function, then it would also involve the role of the elder in seeing that those 
who are stricken with disease receive appropriate medical treatment. Given the importance 
of olive oil for ancient medicine, it should not be a stretch, or at all inappropriate, to apply 
James’ anointing with oil reference to mean a combination of consecrating someone to God 
for healing, along with some sort of medical action. As an elder anoints one who is infirm, so 
can the elder be present to consult with a doctor on how someone can be restored to full 
health. History certainly bears out the fact that whether it be those who bear the title of 
elder, or more generally pastor or rabbi, that such spiritual leaders have often had to play an 
important role counseling those who are sick, as well as conferring with the various medical 
practitioners. 

5:15 James further specifies in v. 15, “the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, 
and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven” (ESV). 
This can be a bit confusing, if some of the important details are not evaluated. 

James labels the person in view with the participle ton kamnonta, “the distressed one” 
(YLT) or “the sick one.” Is it at all significant that the verb kamnō, while meaning “generally, 
to suffer, be distressed or afflicted” (LS),60 is used in a place like Wisdom 4:16 in the Apocrypha, 
to describe one who has died? “The righteous man who had died [kamnō] will condemn the 
ungodly who are living, and youth that is quickly perfected will condemn the prolonged old 
age of the unrighteous man.” Is the sick person of v. 15 to be taken as one who is just badly 
ill, or is the sick person one who is on the verge of dying? It would seem likely, that while 
prayer for healing from disease is important for all manner of ailments—from a two-day 
sore throat or a bug, all the way to a terminal illness or cancer or a heart condition—that the 
most serious of afflictions are what James has in mind. It might also be detectable that the 
kind of prayer in view, a prayer of faith (hē euchē tēs pisteōs), is the kind that involves the 
trust in God to, if necessary, not only raise the sick out of their beds, but also resurrect 
people from the dead. 

These are factors to be considered, given the presence of how the prayer of faith is to 
actually “save” (RSV/NRSV/ESV/HCSB) the sick person, with the verb sōzō sometimes 
translated with “restore” (NASU) or “make the sick person well” (NIV). Here, it needs to be 
kept in mind that the saving in view is not being offered eternal salvation via the gospel 
message, but instead a being restored to physical, and quite possibly also, spiritual 
pristineness. The verb sōzō is certainly used in the Gospels to describe physical healing.61 
Yet, given the presence of the conditional statement by James, “and if he has committed 
sins, they will be forgiven him,” that some people are (deathly) ill as a consequence of sin in 

 
59 J.A. Balchin, “Oil,” in ISBE, 3:586. 
60 LS, 398. 
61 Matthew 9:21-22; Mark 3:4; 5:23, 28, 34; 6:56; 10:52; Luke 7:50; 8:48, 50; 17:19; 18:42; John 11:12. 
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their lives, is not something to be ignored. However, while many people come to saving 
faith while suffering or enduring through a debilitating disease or ailment, for those who 
have been truly redeemed by Yeshua, the presence of disease or ailment caused by sin may 
be unresolved pre-salvation issues, or a temporary season of faithlessness. 

5:16 James’ direction, while surely involving the interactions between the elder and 
sick person (vs. 14-15), is something that can be more widely applied to those within the 
faith community: “confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may 
be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working” (ESV). No 
reader of v. 16 denies the significance of ischuei deēsis; “effective prayer” (NASU) or “urgent 
request” (HCSB). However, as can be demonstrated throughout religious history, the 
admonition of people to confess their sins to each other, has been applied in some extremely 
useful, and some not so useful ways. The verb exomologeō means both “to make an 
admission of wrong-doing/sin, confess, admit” and “to declare openly in 
acknowledgment, profess, acknowledge” (BDAG).62 The confession of sins is to occur 
allēlois or “to one another,” which is a bit different than just personally confessing sins to 
God (cf. Psalm 38:15-18). 

A commentator like McCartney, in considering the circumstances described in James’ 
letter, takes the perspective that “James is probably thinking about those sins that involve 
the whole body, such as the ‘wars’ mentioned in 4:1. If an individual has sinned against the 
whole body, then confession to the whole body by way of its elders is appropriate, and sins 
that disrupt the harmony and peace of the community must be dealt with within the 
community, not by posting them in public, not even by putting them on display before 
everyone in the church, but by way of the elders who represent the body as a whole.”63 His 
conclusions should certainly be considered by Messianic congregational or fellowship 
leaders today, who want to see people restored and cleared of any errors committed, but 
who also may want to contain any potential damage to the assembly as a whole. 

At the same time, it cannot at all go overlooked how James 5:16 has played an important 
role in supporting the traditional Roman Catholic practice of Extreme Unction,64 whereby 
individual Christians are thought to have a responsibility to regularly confess their sins to a 
priest, who will then offer them forgiveness on the part of God. It is not surprising to see 
that the Reformer John Calvin offered a different approach to James 5:16: 

“[James] puts mutual prayer together with mutual confession, and he means that the 
advantage of confession is to find assistance from the prayers of our brethren in the sight of 
God. Such as appreciate our real needs are prompted to intercede on our behalf, while those 
who have no knowledge of our troubles are less forward in bringing help. I am amazed at 

 
62 BDAG, 351. 
63 McCartney, 258. 
64 Cf. Motyer, 191. 
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the folly of the papists—or is it wickedness?—who attempt to extract their whispering 
confessional from this proof.”65 

John Wesley would later observe, “[James] does not say, to the elders: this may, or may 
not, be done; for it is nowhere commanded. We may confess them to any who can pray in 
faith: he will then know how to pray for us, and be more stirred up so to do.”66 

The obvious intention of James is to convey a sense of mutual support and 
accountability of Believers one to another. In many cases, elders or other leaders are 
involved, but in others it may be some other kind of close confidant. The practice, of 
confessing one’s faults or errors to those we can trust, is  not only therapeutic, but it is to 
facilitate a spiritual environment where people can look out for others, and warn others of 
potential temptations. All of us need to be able to help one another spiritually, and we need 
close friends who are Believers in whom we can confide with our personal problems and 
struggles. This is especially true of a Messianic movement that is still relatively small, 
spiritually and theologically maturing, and whose challenges will persist until the Messiah 
returns. 
 

 
17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed earnestly that it would 
not rain, and it did not rain on the earth for three years and six months. 18 Then 
he prayed again, and the sky poured rain and the earth produced its fruit. 
 
5:17-18 James describes the nature and intensity of prayer that Messiah followers 

should possess, noting the Prophet Elijah as a point of comparison. He says, “Eliyahu was 
only a human being like us; yet he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and no rain fell on 
the Land for three years and six months” (CJB). Elijah’s tenacity to pray for rain in Israel is 
described within 1 Kings chs. 17-18: 

“Now Elijah the Tishbite, who was of the settlers of Gilead, said to Ahab, ‘As the LORD, 
the God of Israel lives, before whom I stand, surely there shall be neither dew nor rain these 
years, except by my word’...Now Elijah said to Ahab, ‘Go up, eat and drink; for there is the 
sound of the roar of a heavy shower.’ So Ahab went up to eat and drink. But Elijah went up to 
the top of Carmel; and he crouched down on the earth and put his face between his knees. 
He said to his servant, ‘Go up now, look toward the sea.’ So he went up and looked and said, 
‘There is nothing.’ And he said, ‘Go back’ seven times. It came about at the seventh time, that 
he said, ‘Behold, a cloud as small as a man's hand is coming up from the sea.’ And he said, ‘Go 
up, say to Ahab, “Prepare your chariot and go down, so that the heavy shower does not stop 
you.”’ In a little while the sky grew black with clouds and wind, and there was a heavy 
shower. And Ahab rode and went to Jezreel. Then the hand of the LORD was on Elijah, and he 
girded up his loins and outran Ahab to Jezreel” (1 Kings 17:1; 18:41-46). 

 
65 Calvin, 316. 
66 Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, 870. 
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There is no specific reference in the Tanach to Elijah praying for up to three-and-a-half 
years, and so it may have been popularly understood in the Jewish community of the First 
Century C.E. that the time elapsed between 1 Kings chs. 17-18 is about three-and-a-half 
years.67 It would be attested later in the Mishnah, for certain, that “He who answered Elijah 
at Mount Carmel will answer you and hear the sound of your cry this day. Blessed are you, O 
Lord, who hears a cry” (m.Ta’anit 2:4).68 Elijah, among other important figures of the 
Tanach, is one whose example is to provide encouragement to the people of God, when they 
cry out to Him for help. Some additional thoughts of interest, regarding the Prophet Elijah, 
are encountered in the Talmud: 

 
“And Elijah, the Tishbite, who was one [o]f the inhabitants of Gilead, said to Ahab, ‘As 
the Lord God of Israel lives, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew or rain these 
years, but according to my word’ (1Ki. 17:1). He sought mercy, and the key of rain was 
given to him. He got up and went his way. And the word of the Lord came to him, saying, 
‘Go away and turn eastward and hide yourself by the brook Cherith, that is before 
Jordan...And the ravens brought him bread and flesh in the morning’ (1Ki. 17:2, 6). 
Where did they get [validly slaughtered meat]? Said R. Judah said Rab, ‘They got it from the 
butchery of Ahab.’ ‘And it came to pass, after a while, that the brook dried up, because 
there had been no rain in the land’ (1Ki. 17:7). When [God] saw that there was suffering in 
the world, it is written, ‘And the work of the Lord came to him saying, Arise, go to 
Zarephath’ (1Ki. 17:8-9). And it is written, ‘And it came to pass after these things that 
the son of the woman, mistress of the house, fell sick’ (1Ki. 17:17). [Elijah] prayed for 
mercy that the keys of the resurrection of the dead might be given to him. They said to him, 
‘Three keys are not handed over to a messenger: those of birth, rain, and the 
resurrection of the dead. For will people say, “Two already are in the hand of the disciple 
[he already had the one for rain] and one in the hand of the master?” Bring the one and take 
the other.’ For it is written, ‘Go, appear to Ahab, and I will send rain upon the earth’ 
(1Ki. 18:1)” (b.Sanhedrin 113a).69 
 
For ancient times, not experiencing rain, for a period of three-and-a-half years, is 

something that would have caused a great amount of pain and hardship for people, 
obviously necessitating a figure like Elijah praying as intensely and devotedly as he did. 
Certainly in history since, there have been similar circumstances, requiring multiple years 
of prayer, intercession, and regular communication to God. Perseverance in petitioning the 
Lord is a necessity for spiritual maturity and vitality. Famines still come and go, there are still 
wars and battles waging on the Earth, and the economy seems to never improve. People 
inside the community of faith do not seem to always get along, friends have strained 
relationships with other friends, and too many marriages are places of contention and not 

 
67 Cf. Witherington, 547. 
68 Neusner, Mishnah, 309. 
69 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. 
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love. The need to pray and seek God, the way Elijah did, had not gone away for those within 
James’ First Century audience—and it has certainly not gone away for Twenty-First Century 
Believers, either. 
 

 
19 My brethren, if any among you strays from the truth and one turns him back, 
20 let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save 
his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins. 
 
5:19 James ends his epistle with an urgent summons to action, first stating, “My 

brothers and sisters, if any among you strays from the truth and someone turns him back...” 
(TLV). The verb planaō can mean “to lead astray, mislead, deceive” (LS).70 It is rendered as 
“wanders” in the RSV/NRSV/ESV, although the KJV actually has “err from the truth.” One 
can detect a definite echo in v. 19, from a Tanach passage like Ezekiel 33:11: “Say to them, ‘As 
I live!’ declares the Lord GOD, ‘I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that 
the wicked turn from his way and live. Turn back, turn back from your evil ways! Why then 
will you die, O house of Israel?’” 

For certain, when encountering James’ word, “My dear family, if someone in your 
company has wandered from the truth, and someone turns him back...” (Kingdom New 
Testament), it can be debated whether or not the one who has wandered, or strayed, is 
actually a Believer or a non-Believer in the assembly of Believers. Is the person wandering 
to the brink of being hopelessly lost, going to lose his or her salvation, or is the person 
wandering already an unregenerate soul on the fringe in a community of Believers, and is 
about to leave the sphere influence of where he or she can actually be saved? Without 
getting into too much unnecessary debate (particularly over the Calvinist-Arminian 
disagreement over eternal security), with not enough details provided in James’ statement, 
it might be best for a reader to assume that an unrepentant sinner is in view. No one can 
disagree that those people within a local assembly or fellowship of Messiah followers, who 
have been truly redeemed from their sins and born again, have a responsibility to see that 
others within that same group also come to saving faith. Men and women within the 
assembly have to take charge of seeing that the will of God is being accomplished among 
them, and that sinners can come to repentance. 

One of the major ways, how those who are truly redeemed can have the impetus 
instilled in them to see other people come to saving faith, is to see that they themselves are 
discipled in God’s Word and hence growing in sanctification. Motyer, observing more 
modern-day occurrences, makes the important comment, “Sunday school attendance has 
plummeted from that which we remember in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Its descending 
graph has been matched by the rising graph of juvenile delinquency, just as the churchs’ 
abandonment of biblical truth has been matched by the increasingly open licentiousness 

 
70 LS, 643. 
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and lasciviousness of adolescent and adult life-styles.”71 And obviously, since Motyer wrote 
this in 1985, things have gotten much, much worse for much of Western evangelicalism. 

How do we see James’ statement of v. 19 adequately applied within the contemporary, 
and still-developing, Messianic movement? There is no easy answer, and there are many 
case-by-case examples to be considered, given the fact that no two Messianic congregations 
are alike. Too many Messianic Jewish congregations do not serve the spiritual needs of their 
non-Jewish constituents, and do not even offer membership to them, and might not be too 
concerned with the type of issue presented by James 5:19 for even the Jews in their midst. 
Likewise, too many of the independent Hebrew/Hebraic Roots fellowships out there (which 
may call themselves “Messianic”), to their discredit, might be so preoccupied with Torah 
study, that by widely ignoring the New Testament, James 5:19 would not even factor into 
their Bible reading or contemplation. 

What we do know for certain is that congregations, assemblies, and fellowships of 
people are made up of individuals. Individual Believers, who make up the whole, need to be 
fervent in their prayers, in regular communication with God (vs. 16-17), and as they 
commune with the Lord they need to ask Him for wisdom, discernment, and guidance as to 
when they can speak a word of admonition to those straying. Individual Messianic Believers 
also need to be well rounded in their Bible studies and personal reading of Holy Scripture, 
even if the congregation or fellowship they associate with might not be. 

5:20 James’ thought from v. 19 finishes, as his epistle comes to a quick close: “let him 
know that the one who turns a sinner from the error of his way shall save a soul from death 
and cover a multitude of sins” (TLV). This statement could likely be based on Proverbs 10:12, 
“Hatred stirs up strife, but love covers all transgressions.” The Prophet Ezekiel also says, 
“However, if you have warned the righteous man that the righteous should not sin and he 
does not sin, he shall surely live because he took warning; and you have delivered yourself” 
(Ezekiel 3:21). Also important to be considered are the thoughts expressed in 2 Clement 15:1, 
seemingly based on James 5:19-20: 

“Now I do not think I have given you any light counsel concerning self-control, which 
if any one do he will not repent of it, but will save both himself and me who counseled him. 
For it is no light reward to turn again a wandering and perishing soul that it may be 
saved.”72 

Those, who are truly redeemed and are spiritually mature, have a significant job to 
perform in making sure that the influences of sin are not present within the local faith 
community. They have a responsibility of being aware of those who bring in sinful 
behavior, and to see them turn toward the truth. The reward is surely great for those who 
are able to do this! For especially, “How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose 

 
71 Motyer, 210. 
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sin is covered!” (Psalm 32:1). Even more so, eternal rewards are accrued by those who play a 
role in seeing that sinners are brought to redemption. 

Readers of the Epistle of James often notice how with v. 20, the letter just ends. Was 
this done on purpose? Or is the Epistle of James a collection of sayings, later formatted into a 
letter for easy reference? McKnight offers a number of options, as he states, “the letter ends 
abruptly, and we can only guess why. My intuition is that it is less an official letter and more 
a letter-shaped collection of the teaching of James...One can suggest that James ends on this 
note because he wants his readers to repent and be restored, which makes sense for the last 
few verses, but it is a stretch to think that 5:19-20 represents the purpose of James.”73 

The Epistle of James is a bit broad in the content it addresses, which mainly concerns 
the ethics and morality of ancient Messiah followers, the need to be urgently loving God and 
neighbor (2:8), making sure that the implanted word is present within them (1:21), and that 
their speech is tempered (1:26; 3:2-11), among other things. While McKnight would 
seemingly disagree, what if the over-arching purpose of the Epistle of James is indeed to see 
mature people emerge, who are making sure that the main job of seeing people turn from 
their sins and to a path of holiness? Those who are striving to see others rescued from a path 
of eternal punishment, and changed by the power of the good news of salvation in Yeshua, 
should not have either the time or the inclination to participate in any of the sinful activities 
and behaviors James has admonished his audience about. And without question, if the 
Epistle of James closes with an evangelistic bent to see others rescued from sins, then 
questions pertaining to the Torah of liberty (1:25), and the necessary good works of 
Believers (2:10-26), are quite important—as God’s people are to demonstrate the trust 
they have placed in Him via tangible actions of grace and mercy toward others. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
73 McKnight, pp 460-461. 


	PROLOGUE
	INTRODUCTION
	JAMES 1
	JAMES 2
	Excursus: Will Torah-Keeping Merit a Person a “Righteous” Status? adapted from the author’s book The New Testament Validates Torah

	JAMES 3
	Excursus: Human Beings Made in God’s Image adapted from the Messianic Torah Helper by Messianic Apologetics

	JAMES 4
	JAMES 5
	EPILOGUE
	THE MESSAGE OF JAMES
	EPISTLE OF JAMES
	ABOUT THE AUTHOR
	BIBLIOGRAPHY

