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The Power of Prayer 

James 5:13-20 

 

You’ve heard it, haven’t you? Maybe you’ve even said it. In the midst of a difficult situation, 

somebody says, “All we can do now is just pray.” 

If we truly understand the role of prayer in the Christian life and in God’s way of doing 

things, the more appropriate thing to say is, “The most powerful thing we can do now is to pray.” 

During Lent we’ve been looking at some key passages from the letter of James that help us 

examine our lives as disciples of Jesus Christ. These texts have dealt with obedience, the 

forbidden flaw of favoritism, genuine faith, and the dangers of an undisciplined tongue. 

It’s appropriate that in this last text from James that we’re looking at this morning, he 

concludes his letter by talking about the power of prayer. Remember that according to ancient 

tradition the author is most likely the James who was known as the Lord’s brother. He has seen 

the power of Jesus’ prayers. He knows the powerful role of prayer in the Old Testament and in 

the life of the church in Jerusalem, of which he was now the leader. So he brings his letter to a 

close by reminding his hearers of this incredible power that is found in genuine prayer. Follow 

along in your Bibles as we hear what he says in James 5:13-20. Read text . . . 

 

Prayer in the life of the disciple 

James affirmed the power of a righteous person’s prayer in all of life’s circumstances.  

Now we’ll all readily admit the importance of prayer. We know it’s crucial for our lives. 

When we’re in need, we pray and we want and ask others to pray for us. 

But Jesus instructed his disciples to pray at all times (Luke 18:1), and Paul encouraged the 

Thessalonian disciples to pray continually (1 Thessalonians 5:17).1 Yet for many of us, the 

regular practice of prayer is one of the most difficult disciplines of the Christian life! There are 

so many hindrances and distractions, and often we fall into the trap of saying our prayers rather 

than truly praying. Yet we know prayer is a powerful, proper, and indeed crucial aspect of the 

Christian life! 

Our problem isn’t new. When Jesus walked the roads of Galilee and Judea, his disciples, who 

saw everything he did, didn’t ask him to teach them to teach or preach or heal or cast out 

demons. They asked him to teach them to pray (Luke 11:1). Maybe we need to do the same! 
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Often our problem is that we simply don’t feel like praying. The human tendency is to pray 

only when we’re in trouble. They even do that on TV and in movies that have absolutely no 

religious orientation whatsoever! But that attitude treats prayer like a magic charm or potion to 

get what we want or need when we want it rather than as the powerful act that it is. 

I once knew a pastor who was serving a church here in Wilmington when Hurricane Hazel 

came through in October 1954. Some of you remember Hazel well. It was so devastating that the 

name was retired from the Atlantic hurricane name list. In the months prior to the storm this 

pastor had been trying to reclaim an inactive member with no success. The storm blew the roof 

off her house. Like so many who have no time for God or his church until trouble comes, she 

called and said, “Pastor, I prayed and prayed during the hurricane, but my roof still blew off. 

Why didn’t God answer my prayers?” Weary and frazzled, before he realized it, the pastor 

replied, “Well maybe God was waiting on his regular customers!” 

So often we use prayer to try to manipulate God. But that never works! That’s not its 

purpose. Robert Laws put it well: “Prayer is not getting man’s will done in heaven. It’s getting 

God’s will done on earth.”2 We have to remember that prayer is a gracious privilege and an 

awesome responsibility that God has given us as a way to participate in the accomplishment of 

his will in our lives, in our life together, and in our world. 

 

Appropriate in any circumstance 

So what does James tell his hearers (and us) about prayer in this text? 

First, he says that prayer is appropriate in every circumstance of life (5:13-16a). 

 In times of trouble, a Christian should pray for himself or herself. There’s nothing wrong 

with that; it’s what a disciple should do! 

 The specific kind of trouble that James is talking about here has to do with suffering hardship 

or misfortune. We all have those times, don’t we? If you haven’t, just wait—the time will come 

when you will! 

 When those times come to us as followers of Jesus Christ, it’s appropriate that we pray! We 

pray for help or for deliverance, as the psalmists often did. Yet most of all we should pray for 

God to work in the situation to accomplish his will and his kingdom purpose. 

 Thankfully, life is not all trouble and hardship. There are times when we’re happy and 

cheerful. James says that in those times it’s appropriate to sing songs of praise to God! After all, 

what are songs of praise to God but prayers set to music? 

 James’ instructions for the next set of circumstances are more detailed. He asks, Is anyone 

among you sick? What should that person do? Let them call the elders of the church to pray 

over them and anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord (5:14).  

 But that’s not what we usually do, is it? We may breathe a perfunctory prayer about our 

illness before we get on with the business of going to the doctor or hospital. Not that there’s 

anything wrong with going to the doctor or hospital—thank God for them! Indeed, this is one 

way he works to restore health. But how often do we focus on medical help more or rather than 

prayer?  
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 James says that prayer is appropriate when there’s sickness. He says that the sick should call 

for the elders—the leaders of the congregation—to pray over them and anoint them with oil in 

the name of the Lord. Some see that as a combination of prayer and medicine. There’s certainly 

nothing wrong with that combination! It’s appropriate and can be most helpful. But I think it’s 

clear from the context that James is talking about the ancient practice of anointing with oil as a 

sign of the Holy Spirit’s presence. And he declares that the prayer offered in faith will make 

the sick person well (literally save that person), that the Lord will raise them up, and that if 

their sickness is a consequence of or discipline for sin in their lives, they will be forgiven (5:15). 

  Then James says that since this is the case, we should confess [our] sins to each other and 

pray for each another so that [we] may be healed (5:16a). Sometimes we need the prayers of 

others, especially in times of sickness or when we struggle with some particular sin. But choose 

you confessor carefully! 

Now in each of these circumstances that James talks about (trouble, joy, sickness), he 

instructs his hearers to pray or to be prayed for in some form.  

We must pray in times of need and in times of joy! We often forget to pray in joyful times, 

even when the joy is the result of a prayer offered in a time of distress. Too often, we’re like the 

ten lepers Jesus healed in Luke 17:11-19—only one of them turned back to give thanks. And 

sometimes our prayer requests are more about what we want than what we really need. We’re 

like the cartoon I saw in Leadership Journal one time. A woman leading prayer says, “Lord, we 

lift up all these requests to you, although most of them sound like whining to me.” 

At any rate, James wants us to understand that prayer is appropriate in any and every 

circumstance. 

 

Prayer that is powerful and effective 

James also points out that much is accomplished when righteous people earnestly pray 

(5:16b-20). This is the very reason that he encourages prayer in every circumstance. 

 James assumes that the one praying is a righteous person, and that the one praying will be 

earnest in their prayers. He assures his hearers that such prayer is powerful and effective and 

accomplishes much (5:16b). 

Then he illustrates his point by reminding them of the Old Testament prophet Elijah. At the 

LORD’s instruction, he had announced to King Ahab, who had allowed his wife Jezebel to 

promote the worship of Baal and to kill the LORD’s prophets, that there would be no rain or even 

dew until he said so. Then he went into hiding. Over three years later, the LORD told him to go 

and show himself to Ahab. He obeyed and challenged Ahab and the prophets of Baal to a contest 

on Mount Carmel. There the LORD miraculously demonstrated that he is God and Baal is not. 

Then Elijah prayed and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops (5:18).  

Was Elijah some kind of superhuman? Of course not! He was God’s prophet, yes, but he was 

human just like us! And when he prayed earnestly, God answered! 

I’ve told you about him before. Not far from where I grew up, but some years before my 

time, lived a man people called “Praying Tom Ward.” He was actually our Donna Cavedo’s 
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great-great grandfather. His son “Singing George Ward” was one of my grandfather’s best 

friends. When someone was sick, people would often ask Praying Tom to come pray for them, 

and they would soon recover. I heard my father tell more than once about how Tom went down 

to the beach to fish one fall day. The waters were rough and the fish weren’t biting. He knelt on 

the shore and prayed, “Lord, you know I need to catch some fish to salt down for the winter to 

feed my family. Please calm the waters and let the fish start biting.” He caught all he needed that 

day! 

I’ve known some folks who could pray like that. Mrs. Mary Wright was a member of the 

second church we served. When I was her pastor and needed someone to pray about something, I 

called on her. Her prayers were powerful and effective! 

 Prayer can bring healing, forgiveness, restoration, strength, comfort, and help. And though he 

doesn’t explicitly make the connection, it’s more than just a coincidence that James talks about 

reclaiming the wayward brother or sister (5:19-20) right after talking about the importance of 

confessing sin and praying for each other. Prayer is essential to reclaiming backsliders!  

 

Unanswered prayer  

I think in a sermon like this, honesty demands that we ask the question, why do some prayers 

seem to go unanswered? 

Just as a physician makes a diagnosis, we need to do the same with our unanswered prayers. 

We should ask ourselves: 

• Was our prayer offered with divided loyalties? (1:8) 

• Was it offered from the wrong motives? (4:2b-3) 

• Was it offered in the spirit of “Not my will, but yours”? (Jesus in Gethsemane; 1 John 

5:14-15) 

• Has God answered, “No”? (Paul in 2 Cor 12:7-10) 

• Has he answered, “Wait a while”? 

 

If none of these is the case, then he may be answering in a different way than we’re 

expecting. Or he may be developing patience and perseverance in our lives. 

 

 Indeed, James affirmed the power of a righteous person’s prayer in all of life’s 

circumstances. Our prayers are most powerful and effective when we’re truly seeking God’s will 

in our lives and our life together. 

 Phillips Brooks, the great 19th century preacher once said: 

 

Pray the largest prayers. You cannot think a prayer so large that God, 

in answering it, will not wish you had made it larger. Pray not for 

crutches, but for wings! 

 

Let us pray in all the seasons of life, communing with God, sharing with our heavenly Father 
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our deepest feelings, secrets, sorrows, joys, and needs, and above all, offering our thanks and 

praise to him for all he is and all he has done for us! To him be glory forever and ever! 

In commitment to genuine, meaningful prayer in all the circumstances of life, would you join 

me now in praying together the Lord’s Prayer?  

MEG 

 

 
1 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 
2 Warren Wiersbe, Be Mature (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1978), 171. 


