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PRAYER AS EVIDENCE OF FAITH: MULTIVALENT RESTORATION IN JAMES 5:13-18



Introduction Throughout this epistle, James 1 seeks to locate the situation of his hearers and readers squarely and collectively amidst the new ethic of being a Christ-follower. It need not be rehearsed here why James is touted as being “pro-works.”2 Yet it must be stressed that, in order to understand what James means by “works” we must simultaneously grasp what he means by “faith.” A number of intersections between faith and works emerge throughout this letter (such as hospitality and honest speech). Significantly, much of this epistle’s conclusion is concerned with yet another area at which faith and works intersect—the activity of prayer. In this paper, I will demonstrate that for James faith-filled prayer is the means by which we participate in God’s own work of restoring individuals (section one), restoring communities (two), and restoring his people in right relationship with himself at the eschaton (three).3 In so doing, I will prove that Jas 5:13-18 is best understood as being intentionally multivalent in meaning, to the effect that this passage has more to say than it is often credited. A plurality of implications, therefore, does not necessarily mitigate the “author’s intent” (elusive as it is) but rather allows for a hermeneutic of resonance to emerge out of James’ inherently contrapuntal material. 1) Restoration of the Individual (Jas 5:13-15) Here, towards the conclusion of this epistle, themes seem to shift—from enduring/ standing the test (Jas 5:7-11), through a short consideration for truth-telling (v.12), and now to the significance of prayer (vv.13-18). The epistle ends with a treatment of the the deceived sinner ‘s restoration (vv.19-20). Looking at our selected passage (vv.13-18), the most immediate arena



1



Though I use “James” to signify the author—about whose identity I claim myself agnostic—I recognize doing so can become problematic. Scholarship seems thoroughly divided on whether it was the brother of Jesus or some later redactor(s) who penned this letter. 2



See Jas 2:14, 17, 18, 20, 22, 24 and 26.
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These triadic arenas of effect are mentioned briefly in Martin C. Albl, "‘Are Any Among You Sick?’ The Health Care System in the Letter of James," Journal of Biblical Literature 121, no. 1 (April 1, 2002): 139. http://proquest.umi.com.naomi.fuller.edu:2048/pqdwebindex=2&did=112766452&SrchMode=2&sid=1&Fm t=4&VInst=PROD&VType=PQD&RQT=309&VName=PQD&TS=1213317810&clientId=29876/ (accessed June 11, 2008). I seek to expand Albl’s observation (on vv. 14-16) to include vv. 13-18, with more nuance as to the multivalence of viable interpretations. THE-1



THE-2



for application that of the individual (τις) whom James assumes thrice in vv. 13-14a. Indeed, on the surface this text appears to speak primarily to the needs of the individual for restoration and deserves comment. The syntax of vv.13-14a renders awkwardly in English. The choices are either to force it into interrogative + imperative constructions (so NRSV, for example) or to translate rather woodenly by adhering to the punctuation of the critical text.4 By beginning his third and final section5 on prayer with κακοπαθεῖ, James continues to draw from the example (ὑπόδειγμα...τῆς κακοπαθίας; v.10) of OT prophets who are renown for facing adversity yet relying on God for strength In v.13, the immediate contexts of James’ audience may well vary. Nevertheless, in whatever circumstance his audience may find themselves, James encourages prayer. 6 Conversely, if they are of cheer or delight (κακοπαθεῖ), they should sing (ψαλλέτω) to God.7 Here we see the importance of faith, which is being assumed by James. Out of faith flow the kinds of responses prescribed by James. The suffering individual has the means to interact and engage the world rightly, that is, by faith. It also authorizes the individual to summon (προσκαλεσάσθω; v.14) the eldership of her or his local congregation to make a house call, in order to serve an individual. James outlines that prayer and anointing8 are to take place together (taking the aorists as attendant circumstance), in order to bring about the individual’s restoration. Wielding both physical (oil) and spiritual (prayer) resources, the elders of v.14 administer both via the Lord’s authority, in order to bring about restoration of health.9 Furthermore, the oil’s significance may extend beyond its physical, therapeutic benefits. As gesture of faithful prayer by the elders, the oil gains symbolic importance by which the person was being set apart unto God (for healing).10 The phrase ἐν τῷ ὀνόματι τοῦ κυρίου is an appeal of faith that the divine will take place. An additional point of interest here is that of ἡ εὐχὴ τῆς πίστεως, which Warrington describes as follows: The prayer of faith is best identified as knowledge of God’s will for a particular situation when no scriptural guidance is available. Resulting from such divinely 4



Cf. the discussion in Ralph P. Martin, James, WBC, 205.



5



Michael J. Wilkens subtitles the Jacobean prayer passages, as follows: “Faith Without Doubt” (1:5-8), “Faith Without Wrong Motives” (4:1-3), and “Faith Without Sin” (5:13-18)—in Wilkens, “Prayer,” DLNT: 945. A study of the oscillation between faith and sin and their intersection at confession would be worthwhile, elsewhere. 6



Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle of James: An Introduction and Commentary, TNTC, 175.



7



Moo points out, “Euthymeō refers not to outward circumstances, but to the cheerfulness and happiness of heart that one can have whether in good times or in bad” (175). 8



Yet another point of interest that falls outside the scope of this paper. See Albl, “‘Are Any Among You Sick?’” for extensive discussion on what he calls the “health care system” and its dynamics during the time of James. 9



Moo, 177.



10



Moo, 178-81.
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imparted knowledge, an individual may confidently expect that the outcome, as revealed, will occur. Such a gift comes because of a word from God...11 Just as it is reliance upon God that enables prayer to become effective, Moo notes that “it is not the fervency or the frequency of the prayer [cf. the Semitic phrase προσευχῇ προσηύξατο in v. 17] that renders it effective—it is faith.”12 ἡ εὐχὴ τῆς πίστεως is confidence both in God’s ability to act and in the perfection of his will. As such, this faith is the gift of God that becomes the “indispensable condition” for the work of prayer.13 2) Restoration with the Community (Jas 5:14-18) Appearing as counterpart to the restoration of the individual is that of the community. Whether or not physical healing takes place, the faithful prayers and acts of the community (represented by the eldership) affirms the congregation’s solidarity with individual. In this, we ought to agree with Martin, who suggests that corporate confession is “a Jacobean distinctive the modern church needs to re-hear.14” Furthermore Martin points out that, by making the appeal Ἠλίας ἄνθρωπος ἦν ὁμοιοπαθὴς ἡμῖν in v.17, “James intends to reinforce the thought...that any human being who is righteous can offer and effective prayer,” and it is not by meritorious praying that God answers prayer.15 In order to bring home this point, James reminds his audience of this relatively lessspectacular aspect of Elijah’s prophetic ministry. The Church finds itself in the precarious position of the prophet, becoming another way that restoration is brought about amidst the community of faith.16 Verse 18 provides the end of an inclusio that begins with v.1. Throughout this larger section, James encourages the community of faith to watch expectantly for the eschaton; meanwhile, their conduct should befit their confession of faith. Furthermore, within the activity of prayer there is a dimension of active resistance to the present (definition of) reality. As Johnson puts it, The prayer of the community gathered in solidarity triumphs over those forces that seek to divide and conquer, to isolate and eliminate, by insisting together on being “other” than that world, as being defined by what is totally “other” than that world, by seeking friendship with God rather than with that world...17



11



Keith Warrington, “James 5:14-18: Healing Then and Now,” International Review of Mission 93, no. 370-71 (July-October 2004): 358, http://web.ebscohost.com.naomi.fuller.edu:2048/ehost/pdf?vid=18&hid= 109&sid=e66eb220-9735-4add-92d5-280c8dde86e0%40sessionmgr107 (accessed June 11, 2008). 12



Moo, 181, where he continues, “Faith in 1:6-8...refers to a whole-hearted unwavering commitment to God” (emphases original). 13



Moo, 182.



14



Martin, 216.
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Martin, 212.
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Cf. Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of James: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB, 335. 17



Johnson, 345.
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Lastly, a look ahead at vv.19-20 also give clues as to how we should understand reconciliation within the community of faith. In fact, the meaning of 5:19-20 cannot be understood properly, apart from what precedes it—so that being brought back to the truth, being saved from death, and having many sins covered are all effects of righteous prayer for which, again, Elijah becomes a model. Wandering from the truth (πλανηθῇ ἀπὸ τῆς ἀληθείας, v.19) might have as its counterparts—suffering (κακοπαθεῖ, v.13) and being sick (ἀσθενεῖ, v.14), for which the remedy is that of communal restoration/reorientation (ἐπιστρέψῃ τις αὐτόν, v.19, and ὁ ἐπιστρέψας, v.20; cf. the significance and function of the church eldership in v.14 and the mutuality of confession in v.16). The effects of being a sinner (v.20) are then countered by confession as well as prayer (v.16), which are congregational events. So while the selected pericope (5:13-18) is indeed about prayer, it seems that this faithful and righteous act must be understood in terms of community. 3) Restoration at the Eschaton (Jas 5:14b-16a) The multivalence of this Scripture (i.e, individual and corporate planes; prayer as both faith and work/action) can be enlarged to include what many commentators have regarded as mutually exclusive implications for this passage. Does James regard prayer as having (only) logical (i.e., immediate and physical) effect or as having (only) eschatological consequences? I believe this is a false choice and that aspects of both are resonant with this text. Some have interpreted vv.14-16a as being primarily about spiritual, rather than physical, healing. In the first section above, we have considered the immediate effects of faithful prayer as being restoration in this life (i.e., physical healing); yet the strong argument by Collins that James specifically speaks to spiritual concerns brings to the fore the eschatological flavor of this passage.18 Collins suggests σῴζω and ἐγείρω interpret each other, showing that “James’ concern throughout...is strongly eschatological.”19 Rather than an either/or approach, I concur with Johnson who opts to regard an inherent multivalence in the text. 20 Our hermeneutics must make room for a both/and consideration of how James views prayer’s efficacy—both in terms of immediacy (physical healing) and eternity (spiritual salvation). Karris is helpful in his explanation that “paraenetic material...thrives on double meanings.”21 Thus, he is critical of the



18



C. John Collins, “James 5:14-16a: What Is the Anointing For?” Presbyterion 23, no. 2 (Fall 1997): 79-91, http://web.ebscohost.com.naomi.fuller.edu:2048/ehost/pdf?vid=12&hid=109&sid=e66eb220-9735 -4add-92d5-280c8dde86e0%40sessionmgr107 (accessed June 11, 2008). 19



Ibid., 86-89. Collins is convincing, yet his view does not exclude the epistle’s concern for physical circumstances. Refer also to Albl’s observation that “every other occurrence of σῴζω in James refers to ultimate salvation (1:21; 2:14; 4:12; 5:20),” so that the immediate and the eschatological aspects cannot be separated (138). 20 21



Johnson, 333.



Robert J. Karris, “Some New Angles on James 5:13-20,” Review and Expositor 97, no. 2 (Spring 2000): 216, http://web.ebscohost.com.naomi.fuller.edu:2048/ehost/pdf?vid=17&hid=109&sid=e66eb220-9735-4a dd-92d5-280c8dde86e0%40sessionmgr107 (accessed June 11, 2008).
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way biblical scholarship has not respected Scripture on its own terms. Exhortative material like Jas 5 often “flies in the face” of the method of assuming that there is but one meaning in a text.22 Conclusion This passage is about prayer. It is about the intersection of faith and work, about the dependence the church has on God. As such, we have seen the ways in which James means to exhort such faith-filled work—by prayer, which reconstitutes relationship between humanity and God, as well as within the culture of a human church. Works become the evidence of a lifestyle that is captivated by God’s own (salvific) work, through which a person can truly hail Jesus as Lord. As such, James simply recommends prayer to his audience. We who have the benefit of pouring over his words are still struck with the simplicity of the faith that is assumed by such a posture. How are we to make sense of our reality and present circumstances? We who claim the lordship of Christ over us must interpret our place in life—in terms of ἡ εὐχὴ τῆς πίστεως (v. 15) / δέησις δικαίου (v.16). In this way, our faith may be made alive and our works attain to righteousness. Prayer is mysterious in its effects, but there is no mystery concerning its centrality to the gospel that James the Just proclaims.



22



Ibid., 217.
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