
Pray for One Another
James 5:13-18

Thoughts and prayers.  How often have you heard those 
words, maybe even said them.  That phrase has been 
popularized as a response to tragedy, even catastrophic natural 
events or public acts of terrorism.  The words are easy to say, and 
seemingly express kind intentions, thinking of someone who is 
suffering and thereby wishing them well; or even more, praying 
for them.  

But words are cheap, and those words too often substitute for 
real commitment to express compassion.  They are a cheap 
substitute for for true, genuine prayer.  As can be the words we 
might say to one another, “I’ll pray for you.”  I often wonder when 
those words are spoken how often prayer is actually offered as 
promised!  Thus, I certainly encourage you to be careful and 
conscientious to actually pray for someone if you have told them 
that you will!  “I’ll pray for you.”  A cheap substitute, if you only say 
it.  But a life-changing commitment to another person if you 
actually do.

So pray for one another!  That’s easy to emphasize, isn’t it?  
That’s an obvious part of our relationships with one another.  And 
with all appropriate encouragement, there are many of you who 
do, indeed, pray for one another.  I appreciate that, and more 
importantly, God honors that and blesses that commitment many 
of your share with regard to one another in the church.  It is a 
clear biblical priority!

Reading about the armor of God in Ephesians 6, we find these 
words,

Eph. 6:17  “And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of 
the Spirit, which is the word of God; 18 praying always with all 

prayer and supplication in the Spirit, being watchful to this end 
with all perseverance and supplication for all the saints— 19 and 
for me, that utterance may be given to me, that I may open my 
mouth boldly to make known the mystery of the gospel.”

Similarly, 
1 Tim. 2:1  “Therefore I exhort first of all that supplications, 

prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks be made for all men.”

With regard to the early church in the book of Acts, we read,
Acts 2:42  “And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ 

doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers.”

Acts 4:31  “And when they had prayed, the place where they 
were assembled together was shaken; and they were all filled 
with the Holy Spirit, and they spoke the word of God with 
boldness.”

What an experience that must have been!  The place were 
they were meeting was shaken, so evident was the power of God.  

As we focus on what it means to pray for one another, I have 
chosen James 3:13-18 as my text this morning, with the obvious 
and plain practical wisdom of James on full display.

v.13a  “Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray.”

There is much more in this passage for our encouragement, 
but let me begin with a general introduction and definition.  What 
is prayer?  Our catechism gives us a rather helpful answer there, 
“Prayer is an offering up of our desires unto God, for things 
agreeable to his will, in the name of Christ, with confession of our 
sins, and thankful acknowledgment of his mercies.”  That first 
phrase is where I start in any sense of trying to define what prayer 
is.  “Prayer is an offering up of our desires unto God.”  Prayer is 
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asking God for that which you desire, it is the simple request of a 
little child asking for what he or she desires.  All those 
qualifications are necessary, but the essence of prayer is 
presenting your requests to God!  As Paul writes,

Phil. 4:6  “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer 
and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made 
known to God.”

That’s prayer.  Letting your requests be made known to God.  
There are other forms of prayer besides requests, of course, such 
as prayers of praise and adoration, prayers of thanksgiving, 
prayers of confession, but the focus of our study today are 
prayers of request, supplication as the word is often translated in 
our Bibles.  Sometimes we just call it intercession.  Interceding for 
others, praying for one another.  In that context, I’ll use this simple 
definition,

I. PRAYER IS OUR HUMAN RESPONSE TO THE 
EXPERIENCES OF LIFE.

Thus the subject of prayer is simply life itself; prayer is a 
response to life, whatever life might bring to you. So I need to 
mentions,

A. Prayers of joy and thanksgiving.  
Verse 13 doesn’t just mention suffering, but joyfulness.
v.13b  “Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing psalms.”

I don’t want to skip over that, even as we might be tempted to 
do together when we pray for one another.  Rejoice with those 
who rejoice!  And an obvious response to the happy experiences 
of life is to express that joy!

Thus, Col. 4:2  “Continue earnestly in prayer, being vigilant in 
it with thanksgiving.”

Even more broadly,
1 Thes. 5:16  “Rejoice always, 17 pray without ceasing, 18 in 

everything give thanks; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus 
for you.”

So, according to,
Eph. 5:18  “And do not be drunk with wine, in which is 

dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit, 19 speaking to one 
another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and 
making melody in your heart to the Lord, 20 giving thanks always 
for all things to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ.”

Don’t skip over that aspect of praying for one another.  But 
then, more plainly, we have reference to,

B. Prayers for our earthly needs.
Again, that typically is the focus when we talk about praying 

for one another.
v.13  “Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray.”

In the context of the church, James then emphasizes the 
leadership role of the Elders, whose leadership is not simply a 
matter of rule and government, but prayer.

v.14  “Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of 
the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in 
the name of the Lord.”

It is not that the elders have any extra special claim on the 
willingness of God to listen to prayer, but they represent the 
church, they represent the people of God as those ordained to be 
shepherds among God’s sheep.  Elders today are no longer like 
the priest of the Old Testament, actually interceding as mediator 
between God and his people, but the do retain a function that is 
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representative of the whole of the church.  So when there is a 
need for prayer, when there is an earthly need, bring it to the 
elder, and let them pray.  Let them lead in prayer, leading the 
whole church not only by their example but sometimes by their 
very words in public or corporate prayer.  God works through the 
church, and the elders represent the church.

Interesting reference to anointing of oil, a practice I have done 
numerous times over the many years of my ministry.  And I 
always emphasize that anointing with oil is but an outward 
expression of earnest prayer.  In other words, it is not the claim of 
miraculous power.  It is a declaration of the ability to speaking 
healing in God’s name.  But rather, it is an earnest and direct 
appeal to God’s power to bring healing, exercised by the outward 
demonstration of anointing performed by the elders.  It is the most 
earnest outward expression of prayer we find in the New 
Testament.

v.14  “Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of 
the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in 
the name of the Lord.”

The point of all of this is that prayer is our human response to 
the experiences of life.  It is our calling out to God, crying out to 
God, in the midst of the messy and often sad and grievous 
circumstances of our everyday, ordinary lives in this evil age.  
Prayers for our earthly needs, any need, any desire, so long as it 
is consistent with the revealed will of God found in the Bible.

So we pray for those who are sick.  We pray for those who are 
in danger, whether through travel or any other circumstance.  We 
pray for those facing change or difficult decisions.  We pray for 
those who suffer, who grieve, who struggle, who endure hardship 
and affliction.  And together, as a church, we pray for one another 
because that is an essential element of our relationship with one 

another.
Don’t miss another aspect of prayer, though,

C. Prayers for our spiritual well-being.
v.16  “Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for 

one another, that you may be healed.”  

We covered that subject in a whole sermon a few weeks ago, 
so I won’t repeat that content other than to re-emphasize this 
whole category of prayer, the willingness to be open and honest 
with one another in terms of individual sinfulness.  It is the 
willingness, as we pray, to include the humble confession of our 
sins rather than the attempt to hide behind a facade of self-
righteous pride and spiritual arrogance.

Even more broadly, our prayers for one another are the most 
effective when they include such prayers as necessary for our 
spiritual well-being.  Not gossip, not accusation or condemnation, 
but a prayer for each other in terms of the soul.  Prayers that 
address matters of the heart, not simply matters of the health of 
the body.  “Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for 
one another.”

Let me go on, as James does, by acknowledging the reality 
that,

II. PRAYER REQUIRES DILIGENT EFFORT.
I’m looking primarily at the end of,
v.16  “The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails 

much.”

So effective requires a measure of righteousness!  It is the 
prayer “of a righteous man [that] avails much.”  Not that anyone is 
without sin, not that this is merely a reference to some outward 
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standard of external conformity, but the reality is that unconfessed 
sin hinders your prayer!

And that is a helpful phrase to consider, something that would 
hinder your prayer!  Something that would make your prayer 
ineffective, unuseful.  So Peter gives husbands the obligation to 
give their wives honor,

1 Peter 3:7  “Husbands, likewise, dwell with them with 
understanding, giving honor to the wife, as to the weaker vessel, 
and as being heirs together of the grace of life, that your prayers 
may not be hindered.”

The obvious point is that your prayers can be hindered, in this 
case by the unwillingness of man to rightly honor his wife!  More 
plainly, we read,

Psalm 66:18  “If I regard iniquity in my heart, The Lord will not 
hear.  19 But certainly God has heard me; He has attended to the 
voice of my prayer.  20 Blessed be God, Who has not turned 
away my prayer, Nor His mercy from me!”

While the Psalmist there is thankful that God does hear the 
voice of his prayer, he makes such a helpful observation.  “If I 
regard iniquity in my heart, The Lord will not hear.”  If you cherish 
sin, if you delight in sin, without repentance, then your prayers will 
be hindered.  God will not hear, he will not listen.  Thus prayer 
requires…

A. The effort to live according to righteousness.
And any of you who struggle with sin, in other words all of us, 

you know how much effort that takes to resist the temptation of 
sin and to put it to death.  For it is the prayer of a righteous man 
that avails much.  And that blessing is the point of,

Psalm 34:15  “The eyes of the LORD are on the righteous, 
And His ears are open to their cry. 16 The face of the LORD is 

against those who do evil, To cut off the remembrance of them 
from the earth.  17 The righteous cry out, and the LORD hears, 
And delivers them out of all their troubles.  18 The LORD is near 
to those who have a broken heart, And saves such as have a 
contrite spirit.”

I read those last couple verse to be sure to include the 
encouragement that the Lord forgives sin.  It is not sinless 
perfection that is required, but the pursuit of righteousness that 
includes the broken heart and godly sorrow of repentance.  So 
“the LORD is near to those who have a broken heart.”  It is not 
that you forfeit your right for God to hear your prayers because 
you sinned.  But rather than when you sin, without repentance, 
you have no right to demand or expect that God will hear or 
answer your prayers.

So much effort is required.  Along with,

B. The effort to apply your faith to your life.
In other words, to live by faith.  To trust God such that you are 

willing to depend upon him, even those things you believe of him 
but might not be able to see.  I believe that is what James means 
when he refers to the “prayer of faith.”

v.15  “And the prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord 
will raise him up.”

It is prayer energized by faith.  Prayer founded upon the faith 
to believe that the Lord is God, the ruler of heaven and earth.  It is 
the faith to believe that God does, in fact, bring all things to pass 
“according to the purpose of Him who works all things according 
to the counsel of His will.”  That’s Ephesians 1:11.  And in that 
context, is the faith to sing with conviction this doxology, 

Eph. 3:20  “Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly 
abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power 
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that works in us, 21 to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus 
to all generations, forever and ever.”

God is “able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we 
ask or think, according to the power that works in us.”  That is the 
faith that is foundational to our prayers.  And that’s what I mean 
by applying your faith to your life.  It means that such faith affects 
and determines how you pray.  That you believe in such a God, 
and by that faith in him, you trust him with your very life.  The 
prayer of faith.

This isn’t the prosperity gospel, it isn’t the word of faith 
movement, the name-it-and-claim-it movement.  This is not some 
power you possess that enables you to lay claim to the power of 
God, as if you yourself can speak for God.  But what it is is the 
faith to believe that nothing is impossible for God, and with that 
faith, you come to God to present your requests to him.  
According to James, “the prayer of faith will save the sick.”

However, God doesn’t just automatically give you whatever 
you request.  Sometimes, his answer is no, to put is rather 
informally.  Sometimes, according to his secret will, he determines 
not to give you what your request, in his sovereignty and, I should 
add, his goodness.  He sometimes determines that it is not good 
to grant your request.  But also, perhaps even more often in our 
own experience, he grants our requests in prayer when we are 
diligent in,

C. The effort to wrestle with God.
Prayer is referred to as wrestling, and I find that such an 

appropriate illustration.  Not the selfish demands of a petulant 
child, but the fervent wrestling of a trained athlete devoted to his 
match.  So we read,

Col. 4:12  “Epaphras, who is one of you, a bondservant of 

Christ, greets you, always laboring fervently for you in prayers, 
that you may stand perfect and complete in all the will of God.”

Laboring fervently.  Do you know what that means?  Wrestling!  
The word comes into English as agony, or agonize!  It has direct 
reference to athletic events, such as the devotion required in 
gymnastics, or, again, the fervent battle of wrestlers on the mat, 
straining to attain the goal of pinning the opponent to the mat in 
victory.  That’s prayer!  Wrestling with God, like Jacob in Genesis 
32.

Remember Paul’s language in,
Rom. 15:30  “Now I beg you, brethren, through the Lord Jesus 

Christ, and through the love of the Spirit, that you strive together 
with me in prayers to God for me.”

That’s the effort required in prayer, and if you have ever gotten 
tired while you pray, or even fell asleep, you understand the 
extent of the effort necessary.  So this is how prayer is illustrated 
for us by Jesus,

Luke 18:1  “Then He spoke a parable to them, that men 
always ought to pray and not lose heart, 2 saying: “There was in a 
certain city a judge who did not fear God nor regard man. 3 Now 
there was a widow in that city; and she came to him, saying, ‘Get 
justice for me from my adversary.’ 4 And he would not for a while; 
but afterward he said within himself, ‘Though I do not fear God 
nor regard man, 5 yet because this widow troubles me I will 
avenge her, lest by her continual coming she weary me.’ ” 6 Then 
the Lord said, “Hear what the unjust judge said. 7 And shall God 
not avenge His own elect who cry out day and night to Him, 
though He bears long with them? 8 I tell you that He will avenge 
them speedily. Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, will 
He really find faith on the earth?”
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The unjust judge gave the widow what she wanted “lest by her 
continual coming she wear me out.”  That’s the illustration of the 
effort to wrestle with God necessary for prayer.

That’s what James means with the word in verse 16 translated 
“effective, fervent prayer.”  Not just superficial, trivial prayers.  Not 
just mere words.  Not just formulas.  But effective, fervent 
prayers.  Prayer that have earnestness, persistence, passionate 
conviction, and a sense of helplessness unless God grants the 
request.  “The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails 
much.” 

And then, with encouragement, let me note that,

III. PRAYER MAKES EVIDENT THE POWER OF GOD.
I’ve emphasized God’s sovereignty already, which is to say, he 

accomplishes his own purpose according to the eternal counsel of 
his own will.  But we don’t know what that secret will is, not until it 
comes to pass.  So we pray, not in some sort of fatalistic 
hopelessness that God will do whatever he wants anyway, but 
rather with the confidence that God can, in fact, do anything.  And 
often, he chooses to do what he does in direct response to our 
prayer.

So when James says in James 4:2, “you do not have because 
you do not ask,” we then come to our text in chapter 5 where we 
say just what God is capable of doing, when asked!  In other 
words,

A. God demonstrates his power by means of our prayer.
And the example is Elijah.
v.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 land for 
three years and six months. 18 And he prayed again, and the 
heaven gave rain, and the earth produced its fruit.”

I’ve never prayed that it wouldn’t rain for six months.  But 
Elijah expected God to provide for him.  And he did.  Do you 
remember what Joshua prayed?Joshua was conquering the 
promised land, he had marched his men all night long, their battle 
was extremely successful.  But he couldn't finish before the sun 
went down.  So what did he do?  Did he pray for a good night's 
sleep?  

No, he prayed for the sun to stand still so that he could finish 
his work.  And guess what happened?  The sun stood still.  Like 
Elijah, Joshua's prayer demonstrated his faith.  He believed that 
God could, and would, answer.

Joshua 10:12  “Then Joshua spoke to the LORD in the day 
when the LORD delivered up the Amorites before the children of 
Israel, and he said in the sight of Israel:  “Sun, stand still over 
Gibeon; And Moon, in the Valley of Aijalon.” 13 So the sun stood 
still, And the moon stopped, Till the people had revenge Upon 
their enemies.  Is this not written in the Book of Jasher? So the 
sun stood still in the midst of heaven, and did not hasten to go 
down for about a whole day. 14 And there has been no day like 
that, before it or after it, that the LORD heeded the voice of a 
man; for the LORD fought for Israel.”

What is the point, that Joshua and Elijah were some sort of 
super-spiritual giants that could command miraculous events from 
God?  No.  The point is the God demonstrates his power by 
means of our prayer.

I confess to you I have never prayed for the sun to stand still 
so that I could finish my work.  I never prayed asking God to 
move a mountain out of my way.  But symbolically, as an 
encouraging metaphor, that is how we are to pray for one another.  
Not just plain, simple, trite little prayers, but prayers by which 
God, in answering them, might display his power.

Page  of 6 7



James stress that Elijah is just like us, a mere man, a mortal 
and therefore fallen man, yet he prayed asking God to 
demonstrate his power.

v.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 land for 
three years and six months. 18 And he prayed again, and the 
heaven gave rain, and the earth produced its fruit.”

Let me end with this note, seeking to rightly combine the idea 
of God’s power being exercised according to his sovereignty with 
the idea that God answers prayer.  I would put those two things 
together this way.  

B. God accomplishes his purpose by means of our 
prayer.

James is calling us to pray for one another, with the 
encouragement that such prayer accomplishes much.  The 
illustration is astounding, Elijah “prayed earnestly that it would not 
rain.”  Please let that encouragement be yours, be ours.  Even 
when God might allow us to endure tribulation of one kind or 
another, causing us to long for Jesus to return in order bring in the 
age to come, even then, until that day, pray for one another.

We don’t know God’s secret will, the secret purpose of his 
eternal plan.  So we pray, offering up to God the desires of our 
heart for things agreeable to his revealed will.  We wrestle with 
God in prayer, striving together for those things we request.  
Knowing this, always, that he…

Eph. 3:20  “…is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all 
that we ask or think, according to the power that works in us, 21 
to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations, 
forever and ever. Amen.”
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