Facing the Storm Together
Blue Jean Faith Lesson 10

How many of you saw the movie March of the Penguins? This documentary tells the story of the emperor penguins and their struggles to survive in the polar climate of Antarctica. Each year these non-flying birds who move best in the water march seventy miles inland, moving day and night, to breed their young. After producing the eggs, the mothers make the return trip to sea to replenish their energy with food. Meanwhile as winter comes, the father penguins are left miles inland with the eggs of the new baby penguins. Terrible polar storms blow through the area. How do the penguins survive the brutal weather? Let’s see. 

Movie clip

How do the penguins survive? They face the storms together, massing so closely as to appear as one huge entity. One of the keys is that they take turns on the outside of the mass, taking the bitter wind full force so that others have a turn inside where the warmth of the mass of bodies gives more protection. 

This is what the church of Jesus Christ is supposed to be. Life often feels like a winter storm, and we are to face it together. When we hit hard and difficult times, we take a turn on the inside while others protect and support us. At other times we stand in the face of the wind on behalf of others as intercessors, knowing that others cannot make it without our help. 
We have spent weeks looking at the message of James. This week we get to the final verses. James ends his letter by calling his audience to be part of this mass of believers standing together to face the storm of life. He shows us two ways to face the storm together, through our prayers for one another and through our accountability to one another. Throughout the book, he has emphasized the faith that lives out its beliefs. I think it’s fitting that he ends by reminding us that we need one another if we are to live out the faith that we claim.
James’ emphasis is to face the storm together through prayer. Let’s read James 5:13-18:

Is anyone among you suffering? He should pray. Is anyone in good spirits? He should sing praises. Is anyone among you ill? He should summon the elders of the church, and they should pray for him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. And 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. So confess your sins to one another and pray for one another so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great effectiveness. Elijah was a human being like us, and he prayed earnestly that it would not rain and there was no rain on the land for three years and six months! Then he prayed again, and the sky gave rain and the land sprouted with a harvest.

James calls for prayer in four situations. The first is in suffering. You saw in your lesson that this word for suffering encompasses hardships of all kinds. It means “to endure hardship, to experience some misfortune or calamity.”
 We’re back to some of those trials that we studied in chapter one. Although James doesn’t specifically say here to pray for one another, the Bible clearly calls us to do so. James does remind the one who suffers to pray.
James also calls for praise or singing when we are in good spirits or cheerful. I think this is a community response as well. When others openly praise and share God’s work in their lives, we join the praise. 
Look at 1 Cor. 12:26, which is not dealing with prayer but with the way that God has designed us to be part of His body, which is the church. In that context Paul says, “If one member suffers, everyone suffers with it. If a member is honored, all rejoice with it.”
So when you suffer and I know it, I suffer with you and pray also. When you sing or praise God, I rejoice with you and praise Him, also. We are in this together. 
We are to take part in both the suffering and the joy of the body of Christ. And this is the purpose of our Celebration Day in here, such as the one we will have next week. We are to speak to one another of our joy, and even our suffering, so that we face life together looking to God. 

The third life situation for prayer that James mentions is sickness. Look back at vv. 14-15. In this case, he does specifically say that prayer is needed from the community of believers. This person is too ill to leave his bed so he calls for the elders of the church to come and pray over him and anoint him with oil. The sick person takes the initiative to seek the prayers of the community of believers. Because of the grave situation involved, it is the elders, who represent the entire body, who come. The rest pray also because they face that situation together with the one who is sick. 
James says that we must face the storm together through prayer in suffering, joy, and sickness. Then, he goes on to say in v. 16, “So confess your sins to one another and pray for one another so that you may be healed.” We see that we also pray in situations where there is temptation. 
As a prelude to that prayer, we see that we are to confess our sins to one another. That means that we know the areas in which the other person is facing temptation and begin to intercede. This is about community, about facing the storm together. Our sins affect us as well as the community. Our enemy, Satan, would have us fall away from fellowship with both God and community. When we are alone, we are more vulnerable to attack. James says that even when we sin, we are to seek the prayers of the community and not try to be a Lone Ranger Christian. 

In the context of the spiritual battle with the enemy, let’s read Eph. 6:17-18: 

And take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. With every prayer and petition, pray at all times in the Spirit, and to this end be alert, with all perseverance and requests for all the saints.

Paul identifies our battle gear against the enemy. The sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God, is the only offensive weapon mentioned. Then, he goes on to say that we are to pray in the Spirit for others and to be alert for other believers. The enemy is after believers, and our prayers take up the battle for others. He calls us to pray with perseverance and requests for all the saints. 

As we think about massing together for protection, as the penguins do, we need to realize that prayer puts us in the battle for others. We face the enemy when we pray. And I think those prayers are even more effective when we use the word of God, the sword of the Spirit.

Another woman and I recently prayed over someone whom I really did not know at all; I only knew her situation. So we prayed scriptures over her that deal with the issues she faces. She is not in a position to pray for herself so we took the burden and prayed for her.

When people confess, we are able to pray against temptation for them, to pray God’s word concerning that weakness, to pray that they would stand firm against the enemy. We stand on the outside, taking some of the wind of the storm for them.

So we pray in times of suffering, in joy, in sickness, and in temptation, not only ourselves but for one another.

But I don’t want to skip the tricky part of these verses—or maybe I do but think you probably don’t want me to do so. This is a tough passage to grasp because it suggests lots of questions—at least for me. The first question I had is what is this oil and why are the elders anointing the sick person with it? I found various answers given by careful scholars. Some say that it was used for medicinal purposes; others see this as a tangible way to help the ill person’s faith increase; some believe that it represents the presence of the Holy Spirit; or it may be a symbolic picture of consecrating this person for God’s special attention in prayer.
 In any case, note that it is the prayer that heals her, not the oil. That is James’ emphasis in this entire section. We are a community, and we are to face the storm together. 
My second question is what is this prayer of faith that saves the sick? Verse 15 says that “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.” 
Some scholars understand this entire illness to be caused by sin, primarily the sin of unbelief, not believing in Jesus and His gift of salvation. The prayer of faith is then the prayer of the heart which turns to Him for salvation. Certainly, that is possible. But the sins seem to be an aside. If he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. They do not seem to be the cause of the illness. And nowhere is prayer the means of salvation, despite our evangelistic methods that suggest that it is. Faith is the means of salvation, not prayer. And finally, it is the elders praying, no the sick person. So I cannot accept this view that the prayer of faith involves spiritual salvation that leads to physical salvation.  
I would say that the prayer of faith is the prayer that is based upon our faith in  God, the prayer that trusts Him with the situation. 

Some churches teach that the prayer of faith involves the faith of the one who is sick. If he is not healed, it is because he did not have enough faith. But since the prayer is by the elders, not the one who is sick, this doesn’t teach that our healing is dependent upon our faith. Rather, it may be an illness that will bring God glory as the person perseveres in faith. That is why we yield when we pray in our small groups. We are here to pray for God’s kingdom and his glory above all things, so if we pray wrongly, according to our own wills and for our own glory rather than his unknowingly, we should yield those to Him in prayer. 

We saw that as a purpose for sickness in John 9:1-3:  

“Now as Jesus was passing by, he saw a man who had been blind from birth. His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who committed the sin that caused him to be born blind, this man or his parents?” Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned, but he was born blind so that the acts of God may be revealed through what happens to him.”
The disciples were confused by the teaching of that day. The Jews taught that illness and poverty were signs of sin; thus, the rich and prosperous were those whom God loved, the righteous. When Jesus encountered the blind man, He taught His followers that the reason for illness may not involve sin at all but may be to bring God glory. I have known believers whose lives grew so spiritually rich through an illness that they almost shone with His love and grace. The endurance, perseverance, and faith that they developed and exhibited through the illness testified to the grace and love of God. 

We live in a fallen world where illness is simply part of life. We must die in order to get to our eternal home, where we will be completely healed. God does not protect believers from the effects of this world. We get sick and die just like everyone else. And our prayers are not going to make believers somehow exempt from those things. God will not always heal when we get sick although we pray fervently. 
But that brings up an issue. James makes it sound very much like a promise of healing. In v.15 he says, “And 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.”
It certainly sounds to me like once prayer is made, God will heal the person and his sins will be forgiven. But we all know great Christians who have died after much prayer has gone up on their behalf. Is this a promise? First, I would say that many biblical promises have conditions attached. Sometimes they are in the verses and sometimes they are found elsewhere in the bible. 
Right here in James are some conditions for prayer. If we face the storm together through prayer, how do we do that effectively? How are we to pray and meet the conditions of answered prayer?
The first condition mentioned by James is that the prayer is in Jesus’ name. Notice this in v.14: “pray for him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord.” I would say that both the prayer and oil are in Jesus’ name. Everything the elders do is attached to His name. 
I have a power of attorney for my mother. In signing it, she gave me the authority to take any action on her part that she could legally do herself. I can get to her money; I can sell her stuff; I can make medical or other decisions—in her name. I can do that only because she has given me that authority. However, she expects me to use it according to her desires, in the ways that she would use the power herself. 

That is what we do when we acct in Jesus’ name in prayer or when we anoint with oil. We are saying that it is not in our own power or authority but by the power of Jesus. But He, like my mother, expects me to use it according to His character and will. So what does it mean to pray in Jesus’ name? When we pray in Jesus’ name, we pray with His authority, according to His character and will. In the Bible a person’s name represented who and what they were. Throughout the Scriptures we have lots of names given to God. They each represent some aspect of His character. When we pray in Jesus’ name we pray according to His character and will. 
Often we think this means that if we say “in Jesus’ name”, we get what we want. That thinking borders on magic, not faith. Magic says that if I do the right things, I can control the outcome. If I have the right amulet or the right potion, I can mke others do what I want them to do. 

And sometimes we pray with that kind of expectation. If I pray with the right words sand pray long and hard enough, God has to do what I want Him to do. I can control my life by controlling God—or I can control my husband’s life or my children’s lives. That is not what I mean when I call these conditions. I mean that we have to meet these conditions so that our prayers are heard at all. That doesn’t mean that they are answered exactly as we want.

James has alluded to the need to pray according to Jesus’ character in 4:1-3: 
“Where do the conflicts and where do the quarrels among you come from? Is it not from this, from your passions that battle inside you? You desire and you do not have; you murder and envy and you cannot obtain; you quarrel and fight. You do not have because you do not ask; you ask and do not receive because you ask wrongly, so you can spend it on your passions.”

These believers did not have everything they wanted. In some cases it was because they had failed to pray and ask for it. But in other cases they did not have what they desired because they asked wrongly, wanting selfish things to fulfill their own desires and pleasures. That means that they were not praying according to Jesus’ name. Jesus’ heart is not about personal pleasures and desires. His concern is the glory of God; His concern is for the poor and the outcast; His concern is the advancement of His kingdom and the character of His children.   

So when we pray, we cannot expect prayers to be answered that are not within the character and will of God. That is why we have encouraged your praying kingdom prayers, which coincide with what advances God’s kingdom. They are the kinds of prayers that we often read in the Scriptures—prayers for God’s glory and for our character. Instead of a prayer that focuses on getting us out of the problem, they focus on our growing more like Jesus in the midst of it, a kingdom priority. 
If you were here for the services Sunday, our pastor talked about the cross and the great cost that Jesus paid for our salvation. He said that the proper response to such a great gift is to die to self and live for Him. But it’s hard, and we don’t want to die. We want to fulfill our own desires and simply enjoy life, giving but mainly getting from God. Praying in Jesus’ name means that we pray unselfishly for His glory and His kingdom, not necessarily for what is easy for us and those around us. The church is called to suffer and die. Our will is to be His will. And we are to pray that way. Those are the prayers that He hears and answers. 

The next how of prayer, or condition of prayer, involves the prayer of faith. As I said, this is the prayer that trusts in the true God. We come before Him genuinely believing that He is God and is powerful to answer our prayers. 
So when we pray, we pray in Jesus’ name, trusting in the true God, and then from a righteous heart, which means living a life that pleases God. 

James used Elijah as his example of one whose prayers were effective because of his righteousness. I find the whole story of the drought and Elijah’s prayers interesting. God told Elijah exactly what to pray. Elijah knew that it was God’s will that there be a drought and that it was God’s will for the drought to be over after 3½ years. So why did James say that it was Elijah’s prayers that brought it about? Because they did. Elijah’s prayers were responsible for both situations. Although this was God’s will, He waited for Elijah’s prayers. He acted upon the prayers that were said. God doesn’t act apart from the prayers of His people. 

It is the righteous, not simply those declared righteous by their trust in Jesus, but those who also live out that righteousness, to whose prayers God attends. Fervent prayer asks God to reveal His will and what He would have us pray. Then, we align our lives and our prayers with that will. 

Prayer is the primary way that we face the storm together. But James mentions something else. We also face it through accountability to one another. 
First, that accountability comes by confessing our sins to one another. Go back to v.16. The way the Greek is written indicates that we are to confess specific sins, not just that we are sinners.
 

This is a bit outside of the box for our tradition, I think. We so focus on the fact that each of us is a priest before God that we make confession strictly between us and God. But that leaves out the community that James is emphasizing here. I notice that when I tell others of an area of sin, I then feel that I am accountable to them for working on that area. I told you earlier this semester that God had convicted me about not caring for my body by failing to get exercise and work out. I said that it was a spiritual issue, which is an easier way of saying that it is a sin. I told you partly because I needed to confess that and become accountable. I needed you to know that so that you would ask me about it and make sure that I was following through with my intended repentance. And yes, I am still working out and hating every minute of it! 

Because we are part of one community and accountable for and to one another, we are not only to confess but also to warn the wanderer. Look at James 5:19-20: 

My brothers and sisters, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and someone turns him back, he should know that the one who turns a sinner back from his wandering path will save that person’s soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins.
Facing the storm together in community protects us when we stray. Someone from within the body is to bring us back. This is part of why we are to be connected in a local church. Otherwise, no one knows and no one cares enough to come after us. 

I have seen this over and over. Those who are not connected by living life among a group of believers are more prone to get further and further from alignment with the will and the best of God. And who will go after them when they are not connected in the first place? 

What’s really difficult is to be the one to go after someone else, to say the hard words to someone, to tell them that they are off of God’s path of truth. But that’s exactly what James calls us to do as we face the storm together. 
I had an uncle who had an affair; his wife found out and told my father. This uncle was my father’s older brother, and he loved him and looked up to him, as younger brothers usually do. But my father talked to him about his sin, and it did cause a rift in their relationship, which truly hurt, I know. But he had to speak up in love. He couldn’t let the brother he loved ruin his marriage and his life without warning him. 

That is how the community of believers is to respond. In love we have to speak up in hope that the one who has strayed will turn back.  
We are responsible for one another. We are responsible to pray for one another and to be accountable to and for one another. 

I don’t know where you are in your prayer life. I think it is an area where we never feel adequate or successful. I used to be so intimidated by prayer and so afraid of praying before others. I would encourage you to just take steps one by one. Set some goals for your prayer life that are do-able. Don’t try to go from no time in prayer to 30 minutes a day in prayer just because you think you should spend that much time in prayer. Just take a step. Try setting aside 5 minutes of time each day. Find a way to pray for others so that you face the storm together. 

I think it’s fitting that we end this study of James emphasizing our responsibility for community. Although we are headed into the summer, we are still responsible to pray for the other women in our groups; we are still responsible for their well-being; we are responsible to tell them of our sins and our struggles so that they can pray for us. We cannot escape our responsibility for one another before God. Somehow we must find ways to stay in one another’s lives during the break. You are connected through your faith in Jesus, and you need one another. We have to take that responsibility very seriously because it is part of the good works that God has called us to do and for which we will answer when we see Him. 
We are called to become women of prayer who are willing to die to self and stand between our sisters and the storms of life, take our turn on the outside to protect others. We face the storm together, as the penguins do, or we cannot make it!  
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