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The Power of Prayer 
James 5:13-18 

 
Intro 
Many Christians have a hard time praying consistently and regularly. They want to maintain a strong 
prayer life so that they can have a healthy and active relationship with God, but many find 
themselves struggling in maintaining a regular prayer life. Prayerlessness is a problem with many 
Christians. 
 
There are at least 2 major symptoms of prayerlessness. 
1/ Distractions: We live in very distracting times, so it’s very easy to get distracted from prayer. 
Whether it’s the cell phone dinging; impending emails to answer or your latest Facebook alerts; all of 
these things take attention away from God. You may find yourself getting so caught up in what’s 
going on around you that you begin to put off prayer. Therefore prayer is not a priority. 
2/ Too Busy: On top of distractions, many people make the excuse that they are just too busy to pray 
because of all the things they have going on in their lives, including family responsibilities, job 
responsibilities and time for one’s self. But when you begin to be exhausted and overwhelmed you 
have to ask yourself, where is God in all of this? If you’re too busy for prayer, you’re essentially saying 
you’re too busy for God. That’s sad. 
 

In the passage we are about to look at, James encourages us to maintain an active prayer life 
regardless of the distractions and being too busy. In James 5:13-18 he deals with 4 areas of praying: 

 Praying for yourself (verse 13) 

 Praying of the Elders over the sick (verses 14-15) 

 Praying for each other (verse 16) 

 Praying earnestly (verses 17-18) 
 
Praying for Yourself (James 5:13) 
Is anyone among you in trouble? Let them pray. Is anyone happy? Let them sing songs of praise.  
Believers who are suffering or who are in trouble should naturally pray. James began his epistle with 
teaching on how believers should respond to their trials. Trials will come and suffering too. When 
trials come they provide an opportunity for us to move closer to God, asking for His help, His strength 
and to remain faithful through the trying times.  
 
When we neglect to pray in difficult times it is a warning sign that our spiritual life is weak. 
Prayerlessness is a symptom that we are not depending on God. Another warning sign is not being 
quick to sing songs of praise to Him when we feel happy.  
 
We often think that prayer is only petitioning God for help and interceding for people. But also praise 
and singing is an important part of prayer. Let me share with you the importance of praise in your 
prayer life. 
1/ In praising God we declare His sovereignty and recognize His nature and power. We must first 
draw our attention to God in prayer before we draw attention to self. God is our source of strength. 
 
2/ Praise in its very nature is unselfish. The praise of God takes the focus off ourselves and unto God. 
It helps us to evoke God’s presence and be conscious of His presence. Praise is to verbalize our 
esteem to God. 
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3/ Praise sparks victory. Not only does praise open our devotional time to an outpouring of God’s 
presence but it promptly sends Satan running.  He cannot tolerate the presence of God. Where there 
is ardent praise to God, Satan is paralyzed, bound and banished. 
Oh, how we need to cultivate praise and singing in our prayer life! 
 
Praying of the Elders over the Sick (James 5:14-15) 
Is anyone among you sick? Let them call the elders of the church to pray over them and anoint them 
with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the 
Lord will raise them up. If they have sinned, they will be forgiven.  
 
Verse 14 and 15 has been controversial among Christians. The question James is asking is how should 
believers respond when we are "sick," and what result should we expect? Some Biblical scholars 
agree that James has in mind a physical sickness. But there are also other scholars who suggest that 
James is referring to a spiritual weakness or lack of faith. The Greek word for “sick” is sometimes 
translated mostly in a sense of weakness, or being feeble and not necessarily a physical ailment.  
 
If James has spiritual weakness in mind, his instruction is directed at someone who does not feel firm 
in the faith. This might be because of ongoing suffering or going through a difficult persecution. Such 
a person should call for the elders—the spiritual leaders—of the church to pray for him or her. This 
instruction comes with the promise that the Lord will establish their faith. And, that any sin 
responsible for their spiritual weakness will be forgiven.  
 
Perhaps the other possibility is that James simply means for someone with a physical illness to do the 
same, with the promise of eventual healing and the assurance of sins forgiven. Whatever the case, 
the elders are called to anoint this sick person with oil in the name of the Lord.  
 
Anointing oil in biblical times was sometimes used as a general medicinal treament. It may have been 
that the elders rubbed oil on believers who had suffered injuries to their bodies from the persecution.  
At other times, oil was used to express concern, as a physical demonstration of spiritual care for a 
believer.  
 
Basically we can all agree on several things from this verse: First, God doesn't intend for believers to 
suffer alone. Nor does He want them to pray for themselves in private without ever revealing their 
sins and problems. Second, God does intend for the spiritual leaders to be ready and willing to pray 
together for the struggling and suffering believers. 
 
James 5:15 
And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise them up. If they 
have sinned, they will be forgiven.  
Verse 15 must be read in context with verse 14. James instructed that those who are "weak"—
probably spiritually but possibly physically—to call for the elders or spiritual leaders to both pray and 
anoint that sick person with oil.  
 
In verse 15, James describes the result to that "prayer offered in faith" by the elders: The Lord will 
raise the person up. Any sins he or she has committed will be forgiven. If these two verses are 
describing a person who is physically ill, the promise is of a physical healing. If they are describing a 



3 
 

person struggling with a weak faith, the promise is for a restored trust in God. In either case, if the 
cause of the problem is because of sin in that person's life, that sin will be forgiven.  
 
The question is this: will every person who follows these specific steps in this specific order be healed 
of any illness at any time? It's a delicate question, but the promise of the verse requires us to look at 
the language closely. When the elders pray for this person with sincere faith, while anointing him or 
her with oil, the Lord will raise this person up. The promise doesn't seem to suggest when or how 
God will raise the person up. It could be immediate or it could be in eternity. In any case, the believer 
will always be raised eventually and forever. That! We can be assured of. 
 
Praying for Each Other (James 5:16) 
Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The 
prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective. 
James continues encouraging his readers to pray. Here in verse 16, James tells us that it should be 
common practice for believers to confess their sins to each other and to pray for each other, so that 
they may be healed. As we have looked at verses 14 & 15, some Bible scholars read the word 
"healed" as a reference to physical healing. But others understand it to mean healing from spiritual 
weakness. In either case, this healing requires two things from Christian believers.  
 
We are both to confess our sins to each other, and to pray for each other. James offers no details 
about what this should look like in practice. Are we to stand before the church congregation and 
announce all our sins? That seems unlikely. Most likely, James has in mind the idea of Christians being 
in close fellowship with several other believers. We need to be accountable to each other. Each 
believer should acknowledge to the other what sins they are struggling with, and all should pray for 
each other to overcome those sins.  
 
It is sad to say that this day and age very few believers are practicing this in any specific way. Many 
are just too afraid to be vulnerable and weak. The church would be healthier if more of us prayed for 
each other, in love, to overcome our specific sins. James reminds us that prayer works and that God 
listens and responds especially to the prayers of a righteous person. 
Precious ones listen. Weak prayers come from weak Christians; strong prayers come from strong 
Christians. The earnest prayers of a righteous believer are powerful in calling down the power of God 
for restoring weak, struggling Christians to spiritual health. 
 
Praying Earnestly (James 5:17-18) 
Elijah was a human being, even as we are. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not 
rain on the land for three and a half years. Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the 
earth produced its crops. 
Just after verse 16 telling us about the prayer of a righteous believer is powerful and effective; now 
James offers the example of the prayer of Elijah. Although Elijah was a prophet of God, he was also a 
fallible, mortal, limited human being. And yet, when he prayed that it would not rain, it didn't rain. 
We can read about the story in 1 Kings 17-18. 
 
On the outset when we look at Elijah we easily think of him as an extraordinary man. He was used by 
God to do amazing miraculous things. But Elijah's power came from God, in response to his prayers. 
He was human just like us but he believed in the power of God and in prayer. Yet he was a righteous 
man. He lived a life dedicated to God in obedience to God. 
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There is no reason whatsoever for Christians not to pray, even when the situation seems dire or 
impossible. Why should we doubt that God can do powerful things in response to our prayers? We're 
not relying on some power within ourselves. We're not conjuring some magic. We're praying to a 
powerful God who is in absolute control. Prayer works, but not because of the power of the one who 
prays. It works because God hears, and responds; especially to the prayer of a righteous believer. 
 
Conclusion 
What James is teaching in this passage is that believers, who trust God, should pray in response to all 
of life's circumstances. They pray for themselves; they pray for each other; they pray for healing; and 
they pray for others to overcome their sin. God receives all of those prayers and responds to them in 
love and out of His great power and goodness according to His perfect will. 
 
In conclusion I want to say that prayer is crucial for healing and in medical treatment. Doctors have 

said that faith and prayer does help very much in the healing process. Those who have a strong faith 

in God do fair better than those who don’t. 

In the fall of 2000, doctors diagnosed Pastor Ed Dobson with ALS (Lou Gehrig's disease), an incurable 
and fatal disease. The doctors gave him two to five years to live and predicted that he would spend 
most of that time in a disabled condition. 
 
Shortly after he was diagnosed, Pastor Dobson wanted someone to anoint him with oil and pray for 
healing. And he wanted someone to pray who really believed in healing. So he invited a friend, a 
Pentecostal pastor who had regular healing services, to come over and pray for him. Here's how Ed 
described what happened: 
 
“It was one of the most moving evenings of my entire life. He began by telling stories of people he 
had prayed for who were miraculously healed. He also told stories about people he had prayed for 
who were not healed and had passed away, receiving that ultimate and final healing. Before he 
prayed for me he gave me some advice.” 
 
“Don't become obsessed with getting healed, Ed," he said. "If you get obsessed with getting healed, 
you will lose your focus. Get lost in the wonder of God, and who knows what he will do for you." 
This is some of the best advice I have ever received …. Since that night, I've been trying to get—and 
stay—lost in the wonder of God. (Source: Ed Dobson, Seeing Through the Fog, 2012, page 110). 
 
 


