
Is Church Optional?
James 5:13-20

Main Point: Living for God includes being a part of the family of God.

The family of God cares for its members (13-16a).
- Prays in suffering (13a);
- Sings in joy (13b);
- Seeks prayer in sickness (14-15);
- Confesses sin (16a); and
- Prays for one another (16a).

The Lord ended James’ letter with an emphasis that’s appropriate: Prayer and the
church. Living for God isn’t something that’s intended to be done independently, and it’s not
something that can be done with human power and effort. A follower of Christ isn’t supposed to
be a Lone Ranger, who’s able to overcome the enemy with his quickdraw and fast thinking. A
Christian can only live for God by the power of God and with the family of God. James ended
this challenging letter to the church with a reminder of the importance of the church and the
importance of prayer in the church. How should the church look? It should look like a family that
cares for its members. In these verses, the Lord gave us a powerful picture of care within the
family of God, and one thing stands out most of all, which is the power and importance of
prayer. What should someone do when they encounter suffering? What should someone do
when they are seriously ill? What should someone do when they have sinned? The answer is
critical to know because we all encounter suffering, sickness, and sin. We should pray when we
encounter suffering. We should ask for prayer when we’re faced with serious illness, and we
should pray for another another. In addition to prayer, we should sing when we encounter joy.
We should also understand the importance of confession in dealing with sin and forgiveness
and restoration in the church, and when we put all of this together, one thing is clear: God
expects his children to be a part of his family, and the family of God should care for its members.

1. Identify and discuss each reference to prayer in verses 13-16a. How does your small
group participate in these situational opportunities to pray for and with each other each
week? What are some things you can do to encourage more prayer in your group?

2. These verses also recognize that at times there can be a connection between sickness
and sin. The verses make it clear that this isn’t always the case (as in John 9:1-3), but
sometimes sickness is connected directly to sin (as in 1 Corinthians 11:27-30). What
does this remind us of when it comes to dealing with sin in our lives?

The prayer of a righteous person has great power (16b-18).
Through James, the Lord gave us a powerful truth in the second half of verse 16, which

is that “the prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working.” To understand this
statement, we need to take time to think through and to define what God says in this verse. We
need to answer some questions that the verse raises, such as what is a “righteous person?”
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Also, how does this prayer have “great power?” To help us understand the verse, James pointed
to a well-known example of prayer in the Old Testament, which was the prayer for Elijah in
connection to drought and rain. Elijah was God’s prophet. He was the spokesperson for the
Lord, and while he wasn’t perfect, he was righteous before the Lord through his faith in the Lord.
Elijah’s righteousness – or right standing with God – came through his faith in God that was
demonstrated to be faithful through times of joy and times of suffering. Elijah lived to honor and
to obey the Lord because Elijah believed in the Lord, and his faith bore witness to the fullness of
the righteousness of God that came through Jesus Christ (Romans 3:21-26). Likewise, our
righteousness before God only comes through God’s grace by faith in Jesus Christ, but just as
with Elijah, the person who has been made righteous before God through faith will always seek
to live in righteousness for God. The “righteous person” in verse 16; therefore, is someone who
has been made right with God through faith in Jesus and is now living for God in their newest of
life in Jesus. It’s the person who isn’t allowing sin to continue to dwell in their lives and to hinder
their prayers (Matthew 5:23-24; Matthew 6:12; 1 Peter 3:7; etc.). This person’s prayers are
powerful not because of their personal strength, but because of the strength of the Lord through
his grace in Christ. This person’s prayers are powerful because of the Lord, who gladly hears
and answers their prayers.

1. Do you have righteousness – a right standing – with God through faith in Jesus Christ?
How is this different from righteous living for God? How is your standing in Christ (right
relationship with God) related to righteousness in the way you live your life for God?

2. In your life right now, do you have any ongoing thoughts, attitudes, or actions that don’t
honor the Lord? Remember the righteousness you’ve received in Christ, and let that
reality fill your heart with gratefulness and love towards God. Ask him to remove any
unrighteousness in your life and to grow the life of Christ in you.

3. Do you know someone who is lost? Begin praying for them that the gospel would rain
into their hearts and begin to grow the fruit of repentance and faith!

There’s eternal blessing in the work of calling sinners to repentance (19-20).
Finally, James ends with a beautiful reminder of the work of the gospel in the church.

The work of the gospel doesn’t end with calling the lost to repentance and faith in Jesus. The
work of the gospel continues into the ministry of growing the found in their new life in Jesus. For
the glory of God and the protection of the work of his kingdom, sin in the church must be
addressed in a redemptive way. Those who have wandered from the truth should be pursued
with the goal of bringing them back to the truth. Whether that person is truly saved or still lost,
only the Lord knows, but the way to address their sin in either case begins the same way: The
gospel! The gospel is the message that we are sinners who are in desperate need of a Savior.
Because of our sin, we stand sentenced to death for breaking God’s law. It’s the message of
God’s loving rescue mission in sending his Son to die for our sin and in raising his Son from the
dead in victory over sin and death. It’s the message that demands a response, and the
response that Jesus commanded is repentance and faith. Calling a sinner to the truth or calling
someone who has wandered from the truth into sin is the same call: Repent and believe! For
those who turn away from their sin in repentance and who turn to Jesus in faith, a miracle
occurs. There’s an eternal blessing in the work of the gospel, seeing souls saved and sins
forgiven by the grace of God through the Son of God, Jesus Christ.

1. The work of the gospel saves souls from death! What’s your salvation testimony?
2. The work of the gospel covers a multitude of sins! What’s your testimony of how your

life is different because of God’s forgiveness of your sins through his Son, Jesus?
3. The gospel is the work of the church! Who can you pursue with the gospel this week?
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