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We are almost to the end of our journey through James. At this outset of 

this journey I suggested that the theme of James is “Faith in Action,” hence 

the series title. James doesn’t want us to be mere hearers of the word but 

doers of the word in which all of life is informed, shaped, and executed 

through active faith in Jesus. Our faith should impact how we speak, how 

we walk through trials, how we relate to others (without partiality), how we 

pray, how we battle temptation, how we deal with conflict, and now we 

persevere until the coming of Christ.  

 

But there is another theme that runs parallel to faith throughout this book 

and that is the theme of righteous living. This is why James is so wonderfully 

practical yet also prone to make us uncomfortable. He exhorts us to 

conform our daily lives to God’s righteous standard. Even in the face of 

persecution and life’s complexity, James leaves no room for ethical 

compromise. For example, last week James exhorted us to patiently 

persevere under affliction until Christ comes, but he also warned us to not 

lose our integrity under the duress of those who do evil. God’s justice will 

come but as you wait, keep your promises and speak honorably to one 

another. Don’t let your suffering lead you to sin.  

 

Well today, we are going to pick up the theme of righteous living as it 

relates to prayer. Active faith is worked out through a life of prayer, and 

prayer is made effective by a life of faith that is devoid of encumbering sin.  

 

Faith + Prayer – Sin = Spiritual Power 

 

I don’t want to give the impression that the Christian life can be distilled 

down to a formula, but sometimes it helps us to see the key factors or 

elements that are necessary to live a victorious and fruitful life. You’ve often 

heard me say with regard to prayer that we need to risk disappointment 

over disbelief. Well how do we get to the place where our faith and our 

prayers are effective? Don’t you long for that? If you are born again and the 

Spirit lives within you, there should be a desire for your life and your prayers 

to no longer be impotent but rather potent.  

 

So here’s a snapshot/thumbnail of where we are going in today’s study: 

God’s vision for our lives is to walk in the blessing of effective, powerful 

prayer as the fruit of active faith from a purified heart. 

 

James 5:13-18 is about prayer. But prayer is not some mere religious 

exercise. Prayer is a life of walking with God, walking in the awareness of His 

presence, communicating to Him with words, with silence, with songs, with 

the genuine longing of our heart. Prayer is about centering our lives on Him 

with growing faith and ever deepening purity.  

 

James reminds us of four basic but essential truths about a life of prayer:  

 

1. Prayer is the means by which we orient all of life around God 

(James 5:13-14). 

 

[vss. 13-14] Earlier in chapter 5 James encouraged us to patiently endure 

affliction as we wait for Christ’s return. That is, we are to fix our hope on the 

promise of future deliverance. But James does not just leave us there 

longing for future deliverance. He now calls us to focus on the present help 

of God’s presence—to pray! [13a] 

 

Notice that prayer should be our first response to affliction or suffering. Too 

often we get serious about praying only when we have exhausted all other 

means for dealing with our situation. And while God often works through 

means, He is the only source of comfort, perseverance, wisdom, and 

deliverance.  

 

Yet prayer is not just for times of hardship, James goes on to say, “If anyone 

is cheerful, let me sing praises.” When life is going well and our hearts are 

full of joy, it is because the grace of God is sustaining our souls and 

ordaining our circumstances. Remember what James said back in 1:17: 

“Every good thing bestowed and every perfect gift is from above, coming 

down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation, or shifting 

shadow.” The reason the NT repeatedly calls us to unceasing thanksgiving is 



because God’s grace is unceasing in our lives. “Rejoice always, pray without 

ceasing, in everything give thanks for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus” 

(1Thess 5:16-18). Why? Because God’s will is for us live in constant 

communion with Him.  

 

As we mine the individual commands in this passage, its important that we 

don’t fail to see the effect of this passage as a whole. All of life, whether we 

are suffering, smiling, or sick—all of life is to be lived in response to our 

heavenly Father who loves us, is always with us, and has promised to 

sustain us and bless us with His favor in Christ.  

 

This will transform your understanding and practice of prayer. Prayer is not 

a mere religious exercise. Prayer is the response of our hearts to the 

awareness of God’s constant presence in our lives. Prayer is how we live with 

humble dependence on Him and joyful thanksgiving to Him because no 

moment in life is void of Him and the outworking of His sovereign purposes.  

 

Now in vs. 14 James address those times when sickness presses us and 

exposes the frailness of our humanity. There are times when our prayers 

need to be reinforced with the prayers of others. And so James writes, [vs. 

14].  

 

Let’s break this down into two parts. First, the sick person is to call for the 

elders of the church who are to pray over him or her. Why the elders? Let 

me give you several suggestions that can be implied specifically from this 

passage:  

 Elders should be men of mature faith. As we will see in vs. 15, faith is 

critical to effective prayer. And this is further implied in the example 

of Elijah (17-18) as well as the key phrase in vs. 16: “The effective 

prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much.” (cf. James 1:6) 

 Elders should be seasoned in prayer. That is, they can be expected to 

effectively lean on the promises of God and exercise confidence in 

the attributes of God. I have found it most helpful to anchor my 

prayers in the character of God. That is, we pray not merely because 

we have a need, but because God is all-powerful, all-wise, sovereign 

 
1Douglas Moo, The Letters of James (Pillar series, second edition), pg. 308.  

over all, compassionate, merciful, and always at work for good. And 

when we pray according to the character and promises of God, it 

actually fuels our faith as we pray!  

 Elders are to be characterized by righteous living (above reproach, 

void of encumbering sin). As we are about to see in vs. 16, we must 

keep a short account of sin because sin hinders prayer while the 

prayers of the righteous are effective and accomplish much.  

 Elders are able to shepherd and counsel those whose sickness may 

result from sin’s entanglement or simply minister to one’s soul 

regarding God’s superior purposes in suffering.  

 

Verses 16 proceeds to instruct the elders not only to pray for the sick but to 

also “anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord.” So what is this 

anointing about? While we know that oil was often used medicinally in 

antient times, that is not what James has in mind here. The most common 

practice of anointing with oil throughout the Bible was symbolic for setting a 

person apart for God’s purposes or care. It is a picture of God’s favor being 

lavished on someone. Doug Moo summarized it this way: “As the elders 

pray, they are to anoint the sick person in order to symbolize that that 

person is being set apart for God’s special attention and care.”1  

 

By the way, the main emphasis of this passage (and other relevant NT 

passages) is not anointing with oil but on the prayer of faith from a sin-

cleansed heart. Yet James has given this instruction for our use in the church 

today (notice he does not call for those who have the gift of healing or the 

gift of faith, but simply for the elders of the church).  

 

So, do we practice this at Trinity? Yes we do. On many occasions our elder 

team has gone to the home of someone battling serious or debilitating 

illness, particularly at the sick person’s request. Our primary purpose is to 

minister to their soul while the secondary purpose is praying for physical 

healing. So, we inquire about any unconfessed sin that might be hindering 

God’s work and we discuss the biblical purposes that God is often working 

out through seasons of suffering. Then we anoint the person with oil as a 

means of setting him or her apart for God’s purposes and we pray earnestly 



for physical healing and, if necessary, for God to grant the patience and 

grace needed to persevere on the road of sanctification. We pray in 

obedience to James 5:14. We pray with faith in God’s promises, and we pray 

in submission to God’s sovereign will. In essence we are saying, “Lord, we 

are setting this brother or sister apart on this sacred occasion so that 

whether You grant the grace of healing or the grace of perseverance, it is 

established that by Your hand and Yours alone such grace is given.”  

 

2. Prayer is made effective by genuine faith (James 5:15).  

 

[vs. 15] The point of vs. 15 is that God has ordained that prayers of faith are 

a means by which He works to grant physical healing. Many of us struggle 

with this verse because we have had times in our life when we have prayed 

with all of our faith, yet God chose not to heal. So what do we do with vs. 

15? Do we believe it or not believe it?  

 

We need to believe vs. 15, understanding that even this promise is under 

the overarching governance of God’s sovereign will. There is a helpful clue 

at the end of vs. 14 that we should take into consideration. We are called to 

pray and anoint the sick “in the name of the Lord.” This is not a mere 

“magic” formula. It is a declaration of both faith and surrender to God.  

 

Notice that James’s teaching here is parallel to Jesus’ promise in John 14: 

“Whatever you ask in My name, that will I do, so that the Father may be 

glorified in the Son. If you ask Me anything in My name, I will do it” (Jn 

14:13-14). The name represents the person. So when we pray in Jesus’ 

name, we are praying according to all that He is—the Sovereign Lord who is 

all-wise, and has the authority to intervene supernaturally in our situation. 

But this also means that the all-wise God has the authority to do not as we 

ask from our short-sighted perspective but according to His greater wisdom. 

This is why 1John 5:14 says, “If we ask anything according to His will, He 

hears us.”  

 

 
2 Douglas Moo, pg. 311.  

So how should we understand vs. 15? God uses our prayers of faith to work 

out His sovereign will but will never allow our requests to undermine His 

sovereign purposes and wisdom.   

 

Doug Moo says it this way: “The faith exercised in prayer is faith in the God who 

sovereignly accomplishes his will. When we pray, our faith recognizes, explicitly or 

implicitly, the overruling providential purposes of God….A prayer for healing, then, 

must usually be qualified by a recognition that God’s will in the matter is 

supreme.”2 

 

You have often heard me say regarding prayer, “Risk disappointment over 

disbelief.” That is, pray with confidence in the character and promises of 

God to bring healing and deliverance. Don’t refrain from praying because 

you are afraid of not receiving what you ask for. And should He choose not 

to answer as we have asked, rest assured that God has a greater work of 

grace to do by sanctifying us through the suffering and sustaining our faith 

to persevere. Sometimes God wills for our thorn in the flesh to remain. 

Why? Because sometimes God calls us to a road of perseverance so that He 

can do more through the perseverance than the deliverance would bring.  

 

We should pray with the confidence that God will answer our prayers not 

primarily as we dictate but as God wills. So how can we pray with strong 

faith knowing that we don’t always know what God’s will is? We anchor 

faith not in the outcome of our prayers but in the God to whom we submit 

them. When our faith undergirded with the character and promises of God, 

then we will not ultimately falter when God in His infinite wisdom responds 

in a way that may be disappointing in the moment yet wiser that what we 

have asked for. So, risk disappointment over disbelief, knowing that our 

faith will always be met with God’s faithfulness, whether He delivers us 

from our trial or through our trial.  

 

3. Prayer is uninhibited through confession and forsaking of sin 

(James 5:16).  

 



Vs. 15: “…and if he has committed sins, they will be forgiven him.” [vs. 16] 

Why does James move from talking about healing to forgiveness and 

confession? Let me say 3 things: 1) Generally speaking, God sometimes uses 

physical ailment to turn our attention to our ailing soul. 2) more specifically, 

sometimes our sickness is the result of sin we have committed. Sickness can 

be a form of God’s discipline. For example, in 1Cor 11, some were 

experience illness and even death as a result of defiling the Lord’s supper. 

So sometimes the key to healing is confessing the sin that led to it. 3) Not 

every sickness is the result of a particular sin. We know from the teaching of 

Jesus as well as from the book of Job that it would be wrong to assign every 

illness to a particular sin (John 9:2-3).  

 

Furthermore, unconfessed sin undermines prayers of faith. Psalm 66:18 

says, “If I cherish wickedness in my heart, the Lord will not hear.” Much of 

the impotence in the church today, much of our weakness in prayer and 

ineffectiveness of faith is the result of a casual attitude toward our sin. 

“Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another so 

that you may be healed.” Why? Because “The effective prayer of a righteous 

man can accomplish much.” In other words, confess any sin that either led 

to the sickness or that hinders your deliverance from the sickness.  

 

This statement at the end of vs. 16 is a life principle that all of us should 

memorize: “The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much” 

(James 5:16). It reminds us that effective prayer is faith-fueled prayer from a 

purified heart.  

 

This is so important that James calls us to do something we all hate: 

“confess your sins to one another.” Why? “So that you may be healed.” This 

is a bit radical in the sense that it is the only verse in the NT that explicitly 

commands us to confess our sins to one another.3 Yet radical measures can 

lead to radical results. Thomas Manton, a puritan from the 1600’s, suggests 

that confessing our sin to a brother or sister is “the best way to bring the 

soul to dislike sin. Confession is an act of mortification. It is, as it were, the 

vomit of the soul; it breeds a dislike of the sweetest morsels when they are 

found in what is loathsome.”4  [aversion to cheeseballs] 

 
3 Moo, pg. 313. 

 

Furthermore, when we confess to a brother an encumbering sin that we 

have not been able suffocate ourselves, we open ourselves up not only to 

accountability but also their prayers and counsel from God’s word to live 

victoriously.  

 

4. Extraordinary prayer is entrusted to ordinary people (James 5:17-

18).  

 

James has called us to extraordinary measures of confessing our sin to one 

another because what is at stake is precious--the effectiveness of our 

prayers. Prayer is a key that opens the treasure chest of God’s blessing. And 

this key is offered to every believer in Jesus Christ.  

 

James now turns to Elijah as an illustration of this great life principle that 

“the effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much.” [17-18] 

 

God did a lot of supernatural things through Elijah’s prayers. In fact, he is 

the most impressive OT prophet from this perspective. When God wanted 

to discipline King Ahab and the Israelites for their idolatry, he did it by 

sending a drought through Elijah’s prayers. And when He wanted to bring 

the drought to an end, He did it through Elijah’s prayers. Yet even Elijah had 

to “persevere and not doubt,” praying and waiting seven times before a 

cloud appeared in the sky.  

 

The point that James is making here is that Elijah was not only mighty in 

prayer, but that Elijah was also just a man, like us. He experienced 

depression and paralyzing fear. He had to persevere in faith. Yet when his 

heart was right with God and he exercised strong faith, his prayers were 

powerful and effective.  

 

If you struggle to believe that God could work powerfully through your 

prayers, vss. 17-18 are here for you! No doubt there is a process to growing 

stronger in faith and freer from sin, but God is calling you to join Him on 

that road.  

4 Thomas Manton, The Crossway Classic Commentaries: James, pg. 341.  



 

I believe the year was 1997. My mom’s health had severely turned for the 

worse. She had lived for many years with a debilitating disease, exacerbated 

by multiple other health complications.  

 

For the first 25 years of my life I had seen God work for good though her 

physical weakness and struggle. But now she was experiencing such severe 

and debilitating pain that I could see no way God was being glorified—and I 

struggled with God: “Either heal her or take her home, but don’t leave her 

in this state of suffering!” 

 

I entered into what was in centuries past called the school of prayer. I 

prayed and fasted for a week, dug into my Bible, and asked questions like: 

 Does God still heal today? 

 Is it presumptuous to expect God to heal like He did in NT times? 

 How do I exercise genuine faith in prayer?  

During that week of prayer and fasting, the Lord surfaced some relational 

pain from years past between my mom and another family member which 

resulted in reconciliation (I believe God was working through the physical, in 

part, to reach her soul and reconcile that relationship).  

 

At the end of the week I was convinced from Scripture that it was right to 

pray boldly based on the promises and character of God as well as in 

obedience to James 5 and to rest in leaving the results up to God.  

 

So we flew from OR to ND on a mission to encourage my parents and to 

pray for healing. We celebrated their perseverance, anointed mom, and 

prayed with all the faith we had for mom’s healing. I prayed like a lawyer! 

Gutsy prayers like Moses, giving God every reason I knew based on who He 

is and His promise to answer prayer.  

 

While we were sleeping that night, something happened. Her pain 

intensified greatly. I was not only disappointed but also disillusioned. On the 

flight home, there was only silence between me and the Lord. How could I 

ever pray with such fervor again?  

 

Then two weeks later, my mom woke up pain free! She was still wheelchair 

bound but her life dramatically changed overnight. No longer bed-ridden in 

excruciating pain, she started living her life to the full—cooking, canning, 

playing the piano, going fishing, and singing like a prisoner set free!  

 

It was only then that we remembered that we had specifically prayed that 

God would answer our prayers in such a way that only He could receive the 

credit—not even our prayers of faith.  

 

Since then, I have only witnessed a handful of such dramatic answers to 

prayer for healing (and many more times when God has willed the thorn to 

remain or heaven to come quickly). But it’s worth it, to risk disappointment 

over disbelief.  


