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Part 16 – Prayer and Care in the Body of Christ  
 
James 5:13-20 
James is not an easy letter to read. The Apostle has our number. 
He corrects, rebukes, and admonishes his readers by naming 
specifically some our favored sins. And yet there is also deep 
encouragement in the letter that we must not fail to learn from. 
The closing section is one example of this encouragement. And 
like the rest of the letter, James’ method is practical and specific. 
As if to match the seven calls to patience in verses 7-12, there 
are seven calls to prayer in verses 13-18. In those situations 

which call for patient endurance, the way forward is, at least in part, the way of prayer. Patient endurance 
in this fallen world calls for the help of the body of Christ; the church. It requires that, if we are to continue 
to walk faithfully after Jesus, we will need the ministry given uniquely to the church of Jesus Christ through 
its members and elders. This care involves such ordinary acts as the sick calling upon the elders for prayer, 
the elders carefully fulfilling their calling, and the church dutifully restoring those who wander.  
 
1. The Suffering   
Vs. 13a-b 

 So long as we live in this fallen world we will suffer in all the ways that are common to the rest of mankind. 
Additionally, Christians will endure types of persecution and bear certain burdens which are unique in the 
world. In those times when God’s providence for our lives is hard to bear we must pray. Question 98 of 
the Westminster Shorter Catechism is “What is prayer?” To which it offers this answer: 

“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.” 

 The first antidote to affliction in the Christian life is prayer. When the Lord was weighed down by his 
burdens, as he was that long night in Gethsemane, we read that he prayed “more earnestly” (Luke 22:44). 

 
2. The Cheerful   
Vs. 13b-c 

 Here, James is not referring to those who are rejoicing in the midst of suffering. The “cheerful” are those 
whose circumstances are happy ones. They are enjoying God’s pleasant providences. How easy it is to 
turn blessings into idols. So those experiencing the pleasant providence of God must be especially 
attentive to their need to praise God for his good gifts lest they begin to worship the gifts instead. 

 By addressing the suffering and the cheerful James intends to speak broadly to the whole of our 
experiences. Whether we are suffering or rejoicing we are to be oriented to God. Suffering can lead to 
bitterness or a hard heart. A steady diet of cheerful circumstances can lead to spiritual complacency and 
prayerlessness. I believe Calvin got to the point well when he wrote: “There is no time in which God does 
not invite us to himself.” Or as a contemporary commentator put it: 

“Our whole life, we might say, should be so angled towards God that whatever strikes upon us, 
whether sorrow or joy, should be deflected upwards at once into his presence. In particular, this 
is an exercise in glad acceptance of the will of God. This is the common denominator of prayer 
and praise.”1 

 
3. The Sick    
Vv. 14-18 

 The New Testament places a remarkably high value on the ministry of elders. Scripture prescribes that 
local churches be watched over by a plurality of elders, some of whom are entrusted fulltime with the 
ministry of preaching and teaching (1 Timothy 5:17). Elders are also referred to as “overseers” and 
“leaders” in the New Testament. In Acts 20 we read that the elders are to both guard and feed the flock 
of God (vs. 28) and follow the Apostles’ example of admonishing the church (vs. 31). In 1 Timothy, Paul 
emphasizes the elders’ responsibility to teach God’s people. In Titus, we learn that the elders are to guard 
the church’s doctrine and refute those who contradict it (1:9). The church is called to “obey” the elders 
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because “they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account” (Hebrews 
13:17). 

 In this section James highlights the elders’ ministry of prayer. Indeed, so important is prayer to the work 
of the elder that the office of deacon was established specifically for the purpose of ensuring that the 
apostles – and the elders after them –  would “devote” themselves to prayer and the ministry of God’s 
Word (Acts 6:4). The “sick” identified here by James are those whose illness is significant enough that 
the elders must travel to the person. And while elders must show care in their awareness of those who 
are seriously ill within the church, it is the responsibility of the sick to call upon the elders for special prayer 
and anointing with oil.  

 Vs. 15 – Rather than the Roman Catholic view of Extreme Unction or Last Rites (which is based partly 
on this verse) we believe that the oil functions symbolically rather than sacramentally. In this way, the oil 
visually symbolizes the presence of the Holy Spirit and the setting apart of the person unto God.  

 Identifying “the prayer of faith” is challenging. It is almost certainly not a particular prayer that was to be 
recited over the sick. It may be that James is simply referring back to what he wrote in chapter one where 
Christians are expected to “ask in faith with no doubting” (vv. 5-8). This is a corrective to us who find 
ourselves praying small prayers with little or no expectation that God will hear. Certainly, we must never 
presume upon God and expect that he will change his perfect will to suit our own desires. God chooses 
how and when to heal those who are sick and whether that healing will occur in this life or the next (2 
Corinthians 12:8-10). 

 Does verse 15 teach “name it / claim it” theology? – It is clear that James is making an unconditional 
promise that the prayer of faith is always answered affirmatively. “Health / Wealth” preachers seize upon 
this verse as a proof text for their errant doctrine that God is bound to do the will of the one who has 
enough faith. But this is an abuse of the Scriptures. Not only that, it is also cruel to those who suffer. The 
“prayer of faith” is “of faith” precisely because it is prayer accompanied by full confidence in God’s 
sovereign will to do what is good and just according to his perfect wisdom. In the times of prayer James 
describes, the elders do not gather over the sick one to insist that their will be done. Rather, they gather 
to pray for and to consecrate their brother or sister to the loving care of the Heavenly Father who, through 
temporal healing or ultimate deliverance from this fallen world, will, without question raise up the sick.  

 In verse 15 James accompanies the elders’ faithful praying with words typically associated with God’s 
work of salvation: “save” and “raise up.” In verse 16 he connects words typically associated with bodily 
health “be healed,” with spiritual restoration through confession of sin. “The perfect will of God may be 
done in the lesser benefit of a return to bodily health, or in the supreme benefit of fullness of life in the 
immediate presence of Jesus.”2 

 Vv. 16-17 – The example of Elijah is meant to motivate us to pray with faith. Though a prophet, Elijah 
was also an ordinary man with sins and frailties. Yet he prayed for great things from God for the sake of 
God’s glory. It may be that James appeals to Elijah’s prayer for drought (as a judgment against sinful 
Israel) rather than the more dramatic events from Mt. Carmel or the raising of the son of the Zeraphath 
widow because 1) Elijah’s prayer was for the purpose of prompting repentance from Israel and King Ahab 
and 2) the waiting that is required to know whether a prayer for drought has actually been answered. 
When Christians pray for healing they must be patient and demonstrate an even greater concern for the 
sick person’s spiritual well-being. 

 
4. The Wanderer  
Vv. 19-20 

 One cannot help but think of Jesus’ heart for the one sheep who wanders away from the flock (Matthew 
18:10-14). We cannot always know the reason why one of our own would wander away from the Lord 
and his church. Nevertheless, those who have been given the sign of belonging to the covenant 
community (baptism) must be considered a part of God’s flock until such time as persistent sinfulness 
testifies otherwise. Until then, the church must labor to chase after those who, for whatever reason, 
wander away. What a blessing to know that our Heavenly Father, like the loving father from Jesus’ 
parable, eagerly welcomes back his wandering sons and daughters. What a privilege to be among those 
who help bring back to the Father a sinner from his wandering. In this way the Body of Christ cares for 
and builds up each of its members.  
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