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“The Prayer of Faith” (5:13-20)
James now brings out a corporate aspect to Christian patience and endurance: as Christians
help one another through times of affliction and suffering. This mutual help should certainly
include material support (cf. 1:27), but it should not be limited to the material realm. The
practice of true religion involves a spiritual consciousness; that is, a recognition that there is a
spiritual dimension and significance to our lives. We help one another not just materially, but
spiritually, through prayer ‒ hence in this concluding section of the epistle, a life of prayer, as
an expression of a Christian’s spiritual consciousness, is both described (v13-16), and
encouraged (v17-20).

A Life of Prayer Described

The prayerful life is first portrayed in the life of an individual (v13). Because Christians recognise
the spiritual dimension of life, prayer ought to be our natural response in every circumstance.
Before salvation, when we were afflicted, we did not think of prayer: we called on our friends;
we panicked; we complained; we vented our frustrations or sought to drown our sorrows ‒ but
now, after our eyes are opened, and we have entered into a new relationship with our God,
affliction drives us to seek Him in prayer. Yet the most distinctive mark of this spiritual
consciousness is displayed in our response, not to seasons of affliction, but to times of plenty:
for while even an unbeliever might take to prayer when afflicted, only a true believer would
think to pray when he seems to be in prosperity. Before salvation, when we were merry, we
would choose to party rather than to pray ‒ but now, after tasting the grace of God in Jesus
Christ, any happiness we experience in life drives us to thank Him, and sing psalms attributing
all glory and praise to Him.

This life of prayer is not just an individual affair, however. It involves the whole Christian
community (v14-16). Just as we are to pray when afflicted, we are to call for prayer, when sick
(v14); what is described here is not some mystic or superstitious ritual, but simple believing
prayer; the “prayer of faith” (v15). This prayer comes with a promise: “the prayer of faith shall
save the sick.” This is of course not a frivolous promise, but turns on the right understanding of
“faith” ‒ faith is not an arrogant belief that God will do what we want, or what we expect, but
involves submission to God’s will (cf. the case of Paul, in 2 Cor. 12:7-10). James does not give us
a guarantee that every sickness will be healed if we pray, but calls us to sincere, believing
prayer that God can really heal if He wills, and can use prayer as a means for that healing.

Again, this is not at all to say that we should ignore, or neglect, or despise doctors and
medicines! These are good provisions of God, and we should certainly be thankful for doctors,
and all who work to promote the health and life of individuals. Especially now, in light of the
pandemic ravaging the world, the heroic effort of these people is rightly applauded. But at the
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same time, we should not de-emphasise and de-value prayer, as though it is nothing more than
an ineffectual superstition.

We see the real import of this spiritual consciousness brought out in v15b, “and if he have
committed sins” ‒ just as there is a spiritual dimension to our lives, there is a spiritual
dimension to our sicknesses; and while doctors and medicines may be of great help in dealing
with physical ailments, they can afford no benefit to our great spiritual maladies. Sickness can
come upon us as a chastisement for sin: if we neglect prayer and neglect repentance and
neglect the gospel; if we call for the doctors only, and not the elders; then we will deprive
ourselves of the great remedy we truly need.

So we see this spiritual consciousness of the Christian community applied to the practice of
mutual confession and prayer (v16) ‒ it is not only the elders who can pray, but all of us should
pray for one another! Note that this is mutual confession; there is no one individual appointed
as “priest” to act as confessor for everyone. Nor are we here commanded to share everything
with everyone in church; that would be foolish! But we ought to seek spiritual help for our
spiritual struggles; and especially where we have wronged another, we ought to seek
forgiveness and prayer, so that we may be restored. Being one body in Christ entails mutual
support, not just physically, but spiritually.

Indeed, such mutual prayer is extremely powerful. The emphasis here is on the clause “availeth
much” ‒ prayer is not some feeble, ineffectual thing: the time we spend on our knees is not
wasted; if anything, we are at our most effective when we are shut up in our closets! Prayer
links us to a power that can move heaven and earth. This power of prayer now forms the basis
for the encouragement to prayer, with which James closes his epistle.

A Life of Prayer Encouraged

First, the power of prayer is exemplified, using the case of the prophet Elijah. We read (1 Ki.
17:1, 18:42f) how he prayed; “earnestly,” with sincere desire for God’s glory and Israel’s
repentance ‒ and as he prayed, according to God’s will, the heaven was moved so that it did
not rain for “three years and six months,” and then again, at his prayer, “the heaven gave rain,
and the earth brought forth her fruit.”

But lest we are discouraged in comparing ourselves with Elijah, James notes that Elijah “was a
man subject to like passions as we are.” He was not great in himself, but as frail and fallible as
any of us. His great failure is recorded, in 1 Ki. 19; yet the point here is, that despite his very
human weaknesses, Elijah’s earnest prayer was powerfully answered. So also can our prayers
be answered.
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Finally, the power of prayer is explained in terms of its greatest effect: the spiritual salvation of
souls, and restoration of the lost. The greatest plague in this fallen world is the spiritual plague
of sin; the greatest danger that has ever faced mankind is deception from the truth of God; and
the only remedy for these things is the gospel of Jesus Christ. Those who preach the gospel, and
water that word with earnest prayer, can by God’s grace achieve this great result: to “save a
soul from death,” not just physical but spiritual and eternal; and to halt that multiplication of
sin that leads to death (as described earlier in 1:14-15). If only we would recognise and fulfil this
spiritual duty that we have to one another!
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