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“The prayers of the righteous” – James 5:13-20 

WCP 
Intro 

How many of you have ever been in that awful scenario before where you are 
desperate to find something – missing keys, passport, car, child, etc. – and although 
you’ve looked everywhere you can think of/searched every room/pulled out every 
drawer and emptied every pocket, it’s just nowhere to be found? Only to eventually 
find that thing you’d lost in the very last place you’d expected; not b/c it was so 
unlikely but b/c – it was so obvious – that you hadn’t even thought to look there? 
Like emptying out every drawer in your home looking for your passport, only to 
have your wife be like, “Oh yeah, did you look in the passport protector you bought 
for our trip last year?  Or not being able to find your child anywhere and then, like 5 
seconds before you call the police, you look in their bedroom and see them sitting 
there quietly playing on their bed with their headphones on, looking at you like, “… 
what?”   

Well, we’ve been going through a series on the book of James through the 
summer months entitled James: Demonstrated faith.  And b/c we’d just finished a 
series prior to that on the spiritual disciplines which was all about growing our faith, 
it seemed like a perfect follow up to go through James which is all about putting that 
faith into action.  And, as we’ve said from the beginning, James’ consistent message 
throughout this letter has been that a faith that is truly genuine will necessarily 
demonstrate itself in godly actions; that it’s not enough to just say you have faith. 

And as we conclude our series through James this morning, the last area 
James is going to look at as it relates to demonstrating the reality of our faith, is the 
area of prayer.  Now, James has actually been talking about prayer implicitly and 
explicitly all throughout his letter, and we’ll review some of that again this morning; 
but he talks about prayer extensively here at the close of the letter and so I want to 
focus in on faith demonstrated through our prayers specifically this morning. 

And I know some pastors are given to overstatement (and you should all 
already know by now that I am not one of them), but honestly – given where we are 
in the life of this church; standing at the proverbial starting gate of this new brand 
new season, with both obstacles and opportunities before us – this message today 
could not be more timely or important for us.  B/c prayer is, and will continue to be, 
the foundation of everything we hope to build and accomplish, both individually as 
well as together as a church family.  And rediscovering the true power we have to 
accomplish those things as we express our total dependence to God in prayer, is 
exactly what James is going to address as he closes off his letter to this persecuted 
church. 

But here’s the problem for many of us, myself included: when you think 
about the scenario we started out talking about this morning – much like our search 
for those missing things – although prayer truly is that foundation we need to build 
on and is a limitless source of both power and communion with the living God, it is 
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also often the very last 
place we look to when 
we’re in trouble, or sick, or lost, or in need.  Rather than being our immediate “go-to” 
when we are in difficulty, prayer is  

 
 
often what we turn to only once all other avenues of solving some difficulty 

on our own have failed.  And I think the sad reason for that is b/c – for many of us – 
prayer has become nothing more than a religious duty where we’ll check the “box” 
of prayer, but we don’t really expect anything to come of it. 

And in our passage this morning, James – the half-brother of Jesus is going to 
tell his readers – then as well as today – that for the one who truly has faith in God, it 
ought to be the exact opposite; that prayer should be the very first thing we go to, 
actually, in difficulty as well as in good times, expecting our Father to hear us as well 
as to act on what we’ve prayed for.  And along with seeing the power of God in both 
physical as well as spiritual healing, James is going to tell us that there is also a 
community building benefit we can receive from prayer, which I think ties well into 
the way we’ve said that we want to see healing take place on corporate level in our 
church. 

So, in order to see how James seeks to correct this wrongly prioritized view 
of prayer, I want to look at our passage in just three ways this morning.  I want to 
show you the forgotten priority of prayer, the forgotten power of prayer, and 
finally the forgotten community of prayer (x2). 

So, if you’ve closed your bibles, please open them again to James 5:13 and 
we’ll dig into this together. 
 
 
 
 
 
Ok, so let’s start by looking at: 

1. The forgotten priority of prayer – vss. 13-14 

Now, this will be the shortest of all three points, but I think it’s worth drawing 
your attention to as we think about demonstrating faith through our prayers.  Look 
at the way James begins this last section of his letter in vs. 13 (READ vs. 13-14). 

Now, in those two short verses, James describes three different potential 
scenarios in our lives: trouble (some of your translations will have that as 
“suffering”), happiness, and then sickness.  And as you read through that, did you 
notice what James says ought to be our first priority in every single one of those 
scenarios? Prayer!  And I pointed this out a few weeks ago in another message, but 
whenever the bible uses examples that seem to be extreme – or in this case 
contrasting – it’s very often meant to be referring to a larger collective whole.  
Which is just to say, yes James only gives three examples here, but this is not meant 
to be an exhaustive list; what James is getting at here is really saying, “In every 
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circumstance of life – 
good or bad – our first 
priority ought to be bringing it to God in prayer. 

Now, sure, with the second example of singing when we’re happy, that might not 
sound initially like praying.  But we need to remember that James is writing to a 
primarily Jewish audience, and in that tradition, singing of prayers was not  

 
 
considered to be an odd thing at all.  I mean, you see people singing their prayers 

all through the bible, and the book of Psalms itself is a proverbial “song-book” or 
prayers to God. 
App 

But as you think about your own life, how many of you would say this is your 
consistent pattern, or even something you do regularly?  Where in every scenario - 
good or bad, stressful or blissful - your very first instinct is to pray? Probably not 
many of us; I confess this is something I’m seeking to grow in as well. 

B/c – again – don’t we have that very same attitude to prayer many times 
that I was talking about a minute or so ago; where prayer is actually right near the 
very bottom of our priority list?  Where we read James 5:13 more like, “Are you in 
trouble?  Call lawyer/your mom/research options/post pictures of it on fb + 
instagram …. Oh yeah, and of course don’t forget to pray and ask God for help too.”  
Or we read vs. 14 as, “Is any one of you sick?  Call the elders of the church and see if 
any of them is a doctor/see if any of them have connections to a good naturopath 
and, oh yes, be sure to ask them to shoot up a prayer to the big Guy for you while 
they’re at it.” 

What James is telling us here is, “Yes, make wise choices; yes protect yourself 
and your family; yes, you ought to celebrate when things are awesome too.  But, 
whatever God allows into your life – whether that ‘s something happy or something 
really difficult – make it your first priority to pray.  
 
 
 

Now maybe that’s sounds right to you already, or maybe that’s the first time 
you’re hearing that.  But I’d bet you that even if you already knew you were 
supposed to do that, you don’t; and that if you’re just learning now that you should 
do that, you won’t.  And I’ll tell you why: it’s b/c of the second problem that we have 
when it comes to prayer, viz. we don’t believe it actually accomplishes anything!  So 
the reason we don’t prioritize prayer in our lives is b/c we see it primarily as 
religious duty rather than something that’s powerful and effective like James says it 
is in vs. 16. And so now I’d like us to look at: 

2. The forgotten power of prayer 

Now, as a father of young girls, I probably see movies that many of you would 
probably not go to see yourself in theatres/borrow from the library.  One of those 
films I saw recently was an epic, coming of age dramatic classic called Kung Fu 
Panda 3.  I already know I’m gonna lose some of you here, but just try to follow 
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along for a minute; in 
this film, Po (the kung fu 
panda) has just met his father and is travelling back to his secret village in the 
mountains where all the other pandas live, in order to train there to become a 
master of Chi, b/c these ancient scrolls say that apparently pandas are all these chi-
masters and Po also needs to become a chi-master in order to defeat the villain in 
this film called Kai. 

 
 
 
Now what in the world, you may be asking, does any of that have to do with the 

forgotten power of prayer?  Well, the reason I tell you that is b/c – later on in the 
film (spoiler alert) – Po finds out that, although maybe the pandas were chi-masters 
centuries ago, now, nobody has a clue about chi, let alone how to teach Po to be a 
master of it. 

And how that relates to us today and our attitudes towards the power of prayer 
is that, for many of us, at worst: God healing/doing miracles through prayer is 
mythology/fairytale, and at best: we see all that as maybe how God used to work in 
the ancient scrolls of the bible, but certainly not how He works today. God’s power 
working through prayer has all but been forgotten for many of us! 

And so one of the big reasons we don’t prioritize prayer in our lives is b/c we see 
it as impractical; a religious duty, yes; a token nod to the heavens just in case God 
might be able to lend a hand, sure. But definitely not something that should be even 
fourth or fifth on the list of priorities, let alone first?!   

But that’s not at all how James describes the power of prayer.  Look again at vss. 
14-15.  James writes, (READ vss. 14-15).  Three times in vs. 15 there, James repeats 
this confident refrain, “will!”  The prayer offered in faith will make the sick person 
well; the Lord will raise him up; it he has sinned, he will be forgiven. 

And here’s where this get’s pretty real and raw for a lot of us.  B/c we read James’ 
confident assertions here and – more than a winking-dismissal “No He won’t” – a lot 
of us in here might say instead through bitter tears, “No, He didn’t.”  And in the face 
of crushing circumstances, with unanswered prayers littering the floor all around us, 
we hear James’ word with suspicious realism an maybe even anger, like an adult 
who wistfully longs for the days when he used to believe it was Santa who filled his 
stocking and not mom and dad; when you wished upon a star and really believed 
those dreams would come true.  And it feels like James is rubbing salt in those 
childhood wounds. 

Now, beyond our own experience, surely some of that hurt is also the result of 
bad teaching and, honestly, spiritual abuse.  Where maybe in some past church 
experience, you were taught that this “prayer offered in faith” is a guarantee or God 
giving us whatever we pray for; so if you didn’t get what you asked for it must be 
b/c you didn't have enough faith, or you just weren’t righteous enough.  Let me say: 
that is wicked and abusive and not at all what the bible teaches about prayer. 

Consider what James said even on the very same page if you’re using the pew 
bible in 4:13-14 about confidently boasting about what we’re gonna do next year 
and how God’s gonna bless us; and James says boasting like that is evil and foolish 



 

[Street Address], Vancouver, B.C., [Postal Code] 

Phone: 604-224-1031 Fax: 604-224-1031 E-Mail: (office) courteney@dhbc.ca 

 

b/c we don't even know 
what’s going to happen 
tomorrow!  So, the truth is, in many of those situations where God doesn’t answer 
our prayers like we asked Him to, we don't have a faith problem at all, we simply 
have a knowledge problem.  Which is just to say we need to constantly remind 
ourselves that if God is God, He knows what we need better than we do.  That’s why 
James went on to say in 4:15 that we should always present our hopes and requests 
by saying, “If the Lord wills, we will do this or that.” 

 
 
 
It should also do our hearts good to remember that both the apostle Paul (thorn 

in the flesh) and Jesus Himself (garden of Gethsemane) prayed for things and were 
told “no” by the Father.  I know that’s a bit more complex when it comes to Jesus, but 
at the same time it should also remind us of how foolish and even arrogant it is to 
shake our fist at God when He doesn’t answer our prayers in the way we believe in 
all our human wisdom He should have.  If God is God, He has to know better and if 
He’s LORD than He has to be able to say “no” based on what He knows to be better 
for us.  I think Tim Keller is right when he says, “God will either give you what you ask 
for in prayer or give you what you would have asked for if you knew everything He 
knows.” 
App 

So, if this prayer offered in faith is not a guarantee, but we’re still supposed to 
make use of this power in prayer that we’ve forgotten, how does that work?  Well, 
let me offer a few thoughts that may help: 

1. The bible tells us that Jesus is the same yesterday, today, and 
forever; James told us earlier in his letter that God doesn’t change 
like the shifting shadows.  So, first off, praying in faith begins with 
believing that what the bible says about God’s power through 
prayer is true, and then, believing that God has the same power now 
to act through prayer today as well. 

2. If you were here, you ‘ll remember how James told us in ch. 1 that 
when we ask God for things, we must believe and not doubt; but 
you’ll also remember that this doesn't at all mean having perfect 
faith, b/c none of us has that; instead to pray in faith is to have a 
trusting /hopeful faith like the father in Mark 9 who prayed to 
Jesus, “I do believe, help my unbelief!” Additionally, James also said 
in ch. 4, that one of the reasons we don’t see God work powerfully 
like this b/c we don’t ask Him to anymore, and –even if we do still 
ask sometimes- we ask for things with selfish motives.   So the 
prayer of faith, I think, is also a prayer of submissive faith; one that 
expresses our hopes/needs to God and then submits to what He 
knows to be best. Jesus prays like this in Gethsemane “nevertheless, 
not what I will but Thy will be done.” and the three Hebrew slaves 
do as well in the book of Daniel when they tell King 
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Nebuchadnezzar “God is able to save us, and He will save us, but 
even if He doesn’t, we’re still going to trust Him.” 

So remembering God’s power through prayer and praying in faith today 
means confidently asking God for the things we want Him to do for us, believing He 
can and does still have the power to do so; but we also pray submissively, 
understanding that we don’t know all that God does, and submitting to His will in 
whatever it is that we’ve asked Him for. 
 
 
 
 
 

So that’s the forgotten priority of prayer as well as the forgotten power of 
prayer.  The last thing I want to show you from this passage is: 

3. The forgotten community of prayer 
One of the interesting things that stands out to me as I read this, is all this 

other stuff James adds to what he says about physical healing.  Look in vs. 15 first of 
all.  After talking about this prayer of faith that will heal and raise this person up, 
James adds, “If he has sinned, he will be forgiven.”  Now, if you’re like me, at first, 
you’re thinking that’s about as relevant as Kung Fu Panda 3.  But then, James doesn’t 
even drop it; he just keeps going with this talk about forgiven sins.  Look at vs. 16 
(READ vs. 16).  

Now, as misplaced as this sounds to us, I think what James is doing here 
actually is drawing his reader’s attention to an interaction that Jesus has in Luke’s 
gospel. In Luke 5 there’s this story where a bunch of dudes want Jesus to heal their 
lame friend, but they can't get him to Jesus b/c He’s packed into this house where 
He’s teaching, so they cut a hole in the roof of the place and lower him down on a 
mat in front of Jesus.  Now, it’s probably super obvious what these guys want Jesus 
to do for their friend, but instead of just healing, Jesus says, “Friend your sins are 
forgiven.”  Now, if you know that story, the religious people get all crazy when Jesus 
says that and are thinking Jesus is blaspheming b/c no one but God can forgive sins.  
But then Jesus, says to them (knowing their thoughts the bible tells us) “Which is 
easier to say: your sins are forgiven or get up and walk?  But so that you may know 
that I have authority to forgive sins on earth …” and Jesus turns to the guy and tells 
him to get up and walk and he does it! 

Now, what Jesus is trying to say there - and what James is saying in our 
passage here - is not that people are sick and lame and whatever b/c they’ve 
sinned/punnishment.  The simplest way to know that is b/c even after Jesus tells 
this guy his sins are forgiven, he still can't get up; he has to wait for Jesus to 
physically heal him first.  

But I think what James is getting at in vs. 15 as well as vs. 16 is that - while 
physical healing is important and amazing - it is not the only thing we should be 
seeking for one another; it’s a good thing, but it is not the ultimate thing.  You see all 
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through this passage – 
while including 
individuals - there are all these references to the church community as a whole.  
Calling the elders to come and pray for the sick (who would be like the 
representatives of the church family as a whole); telling these believers to pray for 
one another; telling them to confess to one another. 

So I think, before we even say anything more, you could say that James 
isimplying that in the same way physical illness hinders the life of the individual, 
hidden/un-confessed sin in the church also hinders the life of the church. So they 
are to pray in faith to Jesus for the physical healing of sick individuals, and they are 
to confess to one another in faith, trusting as well in the forgiveness and spiritual 
healing that can only come from Jesus. 

And I think understanding that is the only thing that makes the last two 
verses of this passage even make sense.  Look at vss. 19-20.  James says (READ vss.  

 
 
19-20). So James is calling them as a community of faith to encourage one 

another to root out these areas of sin that we all still have; to confess to one another 
and, in so doing, to create a culture of confession, where we draw one another back 
from the edge of destruction and closer into fellowship with God and with one 
another.   B/c you know what doesn’t draw a community centered around Jesus 
closer together? Everyone pretending like they’ve got this Christianity thing nailed.  
When you do that, all it does is actually alienates us even further from one another 
b/c we feel like we can’t be honest about the areas we’re still weak in and need 
healing/support.  Isn’t there something so freeing and attractive about a community 
that can be honest/real with each other and then come alongside one another to 
support and encourage to change?  James knows, and the bible knows, that when we 
are vulnerable with one another and confess to one another, we rip the cover off of 
the hidden cancers that are quietly killing us as a community. 

And I think that is exactly why James brings in the prophet Elijah here as well 
in vs. 17.  Look with me there. Yes, in one sense, James is trying to overcome the fear 
and reticence we all feel at stepping out in faith and praying for big things from God; 
James is saying, “Hey, Elijah was no X-men, super-human dude either; he was flesh 
and blood just like you and me, and look what God did through Elijah’s 
trusting/submissive prayer to God!”  

But I think, along with that, James is also referring to the overall mission of 
Elijah which was what: to calls God’s people away from idolatry and Baal worship 
back to faithfulness to God; to be honest about the cancer of idolatry that was 
destroying them as a nation, and confess their sin to God who was waiting and ready 
to forgive and heal them.  Do you remember what Elijah prayed on Mt. Carmel as he 
waited for God to bring down fire on his sacrifice from heaven in his contest with 
the prophets of Baal?  He prayed “Answer me, O LORD, answer me, so these people 
will know that You, O LORD, are God, and that You are turning their hearts back 
again.” 
App 
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So that means that 
a big part of the way we 
demonstrate our faith in God through our prayers is not simply in prioritizing 
prayer and believing again in the power of prayer, but in seeking to heal and grow 
all of our faith in God corporately as a church, as we confess our need to God as a 
community and seek the spiritual healing that is only found in Him. 
 
 
 
 
 Conclusion 

The final obstacle for many in demonstrating their faith in God through 
prayer, is in the second half of vs. 16, viz. James’ statement that, “the prayer of a 
righteous man is powerful and effective.” Some of your translations will have it, “The 
prayer of a righteous man is powerful as it is working.”  And the issue for the 
majority of us is, “Well … doesn't that exclude me then? I mean, if you were a famous  

 
prophet in the bible, or maybe you even wrote a book of the bible like James 

here, I’d say that put’s you up pretty close, but not me; this must be why I don't see 
God’s power working through my prayers: I’m not righteous enough.” 

And the simple answer there is: if you know Jesus as your Saviour and Lord, 
yes you are!  The apostle Paul tells us why in places like Phil. 3.  You see, in his days 
as an up and coming Pharisee, Paul felt he was a pretty righteous guy.  But once he 
met Jesus on the road to Emmaus, Paul had a whole different take on his 
righteousness/holy standing before God.  He writes (READ Phil. 3:7-9) or 
elsewhere in 2 Cor. 5:21 Paul tells us (READ 2 Cor. 5:21).   

So what the bible is pretty clear about is that, first of all, Jesus is actually the 
only righteous man who ever lived. And what’s amazing to read in places like 
Romans 8 and Heb. 7, we read that Jesus is now/eternally interceding for us in 
prayer before the Father; and you better believe His prayers for you are powerful 
and effective! 

But the bible is also clear that, b/c Jesus perfectly obeyed God laws and then 
died in our place and rose again, now, by faith in Him, we actually become righteous 
in the eyes of God too; His perfectly righteous record is now transferred to our 
account!  So in the eyes of God – although we do still fail and sin; although we still 
need to confess and repent – when God looks at us now, He sees Jesus perfect 
obedience instead of our imperfect, failing obedience. That means, in the eyes of God, 
you truly are a righteous man/woman, which also means that your prayers truly are 
powerful and effective as you pray according to the perfect will of God.   

May you see God’ s power working powerfully through your prayers from 
this day forward, as well as in all your godly actions; and, more and more, may they 
demonstrate and grow your faith daily in Him.  
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