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Power of Prayer
James 5:13-18
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Introduction
This passage has been a battleground for centuries.  Various groups have 

used these verses as a proof text to justify their particular beliefs. The 
passage raises a number of difficult interpretive questions. What kind of 

suffering does James have in view in verse 13? What type of sickness is in 
view in verse 14? Why are the prayers of the elders different from those of 

other believers (vs. 14-15)? What is the anointing with oil described in 
verse 14? Does the prayer of faith (vs. 15) always restore the sick? How 

does sickness relate to sin (vs. 15)? What type of healing is in view in verse 
16? Why does James insert an illustration about rain (vs. 17-18) into the 

middle of a discussion of healing?
The answer to these questions and a proper interpretation of the passage 

lies in understanding it in its CONTEXT!  The context of this passage is about 
prayer.
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James 5:13-18
Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let 

him sing psalms. 14 Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the 
elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with 

oil in the name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer of faith will save the 
sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he 
will be forgiven. 16 Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray 

for one another, that you may be healed. The effective, fervent 
prayer of a righteous man avails much. 17 Elijah was a man with a 

nature like ours, and he prayed earnestly that it would not rain; and 
it did not rain on the land for three years and six months. 18 And he 
prayed again, and the heaven gave rain, and the earth produced its 

fruit.
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Review
Last week we studies that the word for suffering did not 
refer to physical sickness, but to enduring evil treatment 

from others.
Sick can refer to illness, but the majority of the time 

refers to being weak.
The response in both cases was to pray, for God is the 
source of comfort and strength.  If necessary, go those 
those who are spiritually more mature for their prayers 

and council.
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Prayer and Fellowship
James 5:16a

Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed.

James turns his attention from believers who have been 
defeated in the spiritual battle to the congregation as a 

whole.  He exhorts them to continually confess their sins 
to one another.  Sin is most dangerous to a believer 
when they are isolated from the body.  Sin seeks to 

remain private and secret.  God wants it exposed and 
dealt with in the loving fellowship of believers.  James 

calls for mutual honesty and confession as believers pray 
for each other.
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Prayer and Fellowship
James 5:16a

Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed.

Maintaining open, sharing, and praying relationships 
with other Christians will help keep believers from 

bottoming out in their spiritual lives. Such relationships 
help give the spiritual strength that provides victory over 
sin. And they also provide Godly pressure to confess and 

forsake sins before they become overwhelming to the 
point of total spiritual defeat.
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Prayer and Fellowship
James 5:16a

Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed.

The purpose for the mutual prayer that James called for is that 
believers may be healed. Again "healed” does not necessarily 

refer to physical healing. In Matthew 13:15 it symbolized God’s 
withheld forgiveness of Israel’s sins (cf. John 12:40; Acts 

28:27). The writer of Hebrews 12:12-13 uses it to speak of 
spiritual restoration.  Peter used it to describe the healing from 

sin Christ purchased for believers on the cross (1 Pet. 2:24). 
James uses it here to refer to God’s forgiveness, making the 

repentant believer spiritually whole again. 
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Prayer and Fellowship
James 5:16a

Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed.

We need to remember that only God has the power to forgive 
sin.  All sin is directed at God and therefore only God has the 

power to forgive sin.
For the believer, our sin was dealt with by Jesus’ atoning 

sacrifice upon the cross.  He paid the debt and when we come 
to Him in salvation, He forgave and cleansed us (1 John 1:9).

Disobedience damages our walk with Christ, and steals our joy, 
peace, and assurance.  Therefore, the spiritually mature must 
come alongside the weak to council, admonish, and pray for 

those who are stumbling.
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Prayer and Power
James 5:16b-18

The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much. 17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, 
and he prayed earnestly that it would not rain; and it did not rain on the land for three years and six 

months. 18 And he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain, and the earth produced its fruit.

By way of encouraging both elders and Christians to this kind of 
intercession for those in spiritual weakness, James reminds them 
that such prayer is effective. “Effective” translates the Greek word 

from which we get our English word “energy”. The prayer of a 
righteous man can accomplish much.  Weak prayers come from 

weak people; strong prayers come from strong people. The 
energetic prayers of a righteous man are a potent force tapping into 
the power of God for restoring weak, struggling believers to spiritual 

health.
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Prayer and Power
James 5:16b-18

The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much. 17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed 
earnestly that it would not rain; and it did not rain on the land for three years and six months. 18 And he prayed again, 

and the heaven gave rain, and the earth produced its fruit.

To demonstrate the power of righteous prayer James turns to one of the 
most popular Old Testament figures. Elijah, he reminds his readers, though 

a prophet and man of God, was a man with passions like ours. The Bible 
records that he was hungry (1 Kings 17:11), afraid (1 Kings 19:3), and 

depressed (1 Kings 19:3, 9-14). Yet when he prayed earnestly incredible 
things happened: It did not rain on the earth for three years and six 

months. Then he prayed again, and the sky poured rain, and the earth 
produced its fruit. Elijah’s prayers both created and ended a devastating 

three-and-one-half-year drought (Luke 4:25). While 1 Kings 17 records the 
drought, James gives its duration and links it to the prayers of Elijah.
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Prayer and Power
James 5:16b-18

The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much. 17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, 
and he prayed earnestly that it would not rain; and it did not rain on the land for three years and six 

months. 18 And he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain, and the earth produced its fruit.

The story of Elijah and the drought would certainly be a 
strange illustration if James had physical illness and healing in 
view throughout this passage. Certainly, there are numerous 

clear biblical illustrations of healing he could have drawn from. 
But the picture of rain pouring down on parched ground 

perfectly illustrates God’s outpouring of spiritual blessings on 
the dry and parched souls of struggling believers. And He does 

both in response to the righteous prayers of godly people. 
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So What …
Just as Elijah prayed for the refreshing of Israel, so we 

are to pray for one another.  Too often our prayers, like 
the many interpretations of this passage, rotate around 
physical healing.  Our earthly bodies, like this physical 

universe, will pass away.  They are here but for a 
moment in time.  The soul, however, is eternal.  Let us 

focus our prayers also on the eternal.  As lives are 
changed one-by-one, we can impact our community for 

Christ!
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