
Noon Bible Study: James 5 (pt 2)
James 5:13-20

James 5:13-14 - Practice Of Prayer & Praise

Prayer in its most basic form is talking to God like you would talk to a friend or loved one.  It involves speaking 
(whether out loud or silently), sharing your heart, being honest, and even listening.  Through prayer we ask for help, 
talk about what is going on in our lives and world, ask for help for others and situations, thank and speak well of 
God and listen for God to speak back.

With that being said, James is reminding us that prayer is very important.  Prayer is very powerful.  Yet, prayer is 
often foolishly neglected in our lives and in the lives of the church of God.  James lays out a very simple pattern for 
Christians to follow.

 Are suffering? → pray (v. 13)
 Are you cheerful? → praise God (v. 13)
 Are you sick? → pray, and even involve other Christians, specifically church leaders in this prayer. (v. 14)

What is your course of action in these and other moments?  When you are in a trial, do you pray?  Or do you complain, 
or go mentally/emotionally numb, or perhaps you talk about your struggles with other believers, and get good advice 
and counsel?  While there may be understandable reasons or even spiritual merit to some of these actions, scripture 
says we should pray.

When you are cheerful, do you praise God for that joy?  Or do we forget God when things are good.  A good example of this is 
the prayer team at our local church.  We get many prayer requests, but not as many updates and praise reports.  Even when 
someone who is sick is healed, it is easy to just return to business as usual.  Our “genie in a bottle” God granted our wish 
and now we’re back to living a life independent of Him.  Scripture tells us we should praise God!

In many ways, these two situations (suffering and cheerfulness) are the two ends of the spectrums in life - and both 
can be a time when we are spiritually tried.  When we’re in trial we can choose things other than God and when in times 
of “cheer” we can forget God.

“James is fully aware of all this,...for throughout his letter (we see) the theme of trial, alongside warnings 
against allowing the heart to stray after riches, indicate his acquaintance with the full run of life, and his 
concern to (for us to be alert) against its varied assaults.  His insistence, nevertheless, is that none of these 
things should move us.  Neither suffering or ease should fine us without a suitable Christian response in prayer and 
song.” (“The Bible Speaks Today: The Message of James”, J.A. Motyer, page 187-8)

Q - why do you think prayer is commonly neglected in our lives/churches?
Q - why do you think we are at times negligent to praise God when we are cheerful?
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Anointing With Oil:

“Some think that anointing with oil was medicinal or sacramental (as in Roman Catholic extreme unction at death), but 
it is best seen as a symbol representing the healing power of the Holy Spirit to come upon the sick person (cf. the use of 
"anointing" for symbolic consecration to God's use and service, both in the OT [Ex. 28:41] and in the NT [Luke 4:18; 
Acts 4:27; 10:38; 2 Cor. 1:21; Heb. 1:9]). “In the name of the Lord” means it is God, not the oil, that heals. (ESV Study 
Bible, James 5:14).

It was likely a symbolic action to highlight the seriousness of the need and the consecration of the person or situation 
to the LORD.  To call this “anointing with oil” symbolic does not downplay its significance for our God is a God of 
symbols (think: bread and wine, passover lambs, and baptism)

James 5:15-16 - Effects Of Prayer

Prayer is not just a dead devotional practice of religious people.  It is the centerpiece of our relationship with the 
Living God!  James reminds us of the effects and results of prayer.

Some have pointed out that the phrase “prayer offered in faith” could mean the faith/prayer of the elders or the 
faith/prayer of the one who is sick.  It seems that either could be valid - the point is that our prayer in such 
situations (it seems like this is more than just a boo-boo that needs a bandaid or a headache that needs Advil) should 
be prayers rooted in a believe in the God who can/does respond to prayer.  We should not pray (nor call for the church 
elders to pray) out of a religious superstition or vain practice.  When prayer is prayed “in faith” there is great power 
that flows.  Verses 15-16 mentions restoration, being raised up, being forgiven and being healed.  That is no small 
quartet of prayer results.  

It is easy to become jaded to the power of prayer with many prayers seemingly unanswered or results other than what 
we hoped come to pass.  However, we must not lose our faith in our prayers, and ultimately in our God.  Consider today 
if you are just going through the motions in your prayers or really believe God hears you, God loves you and God 
responds!

James 5:16b (NLT) -  The earnest prayer of a righteous person has great power and produces wonderful results.

John Piper makes some profound and encouraging points about prayer:

“We pray because it is simply a staggeringly awesome privilege. Think of it. God runs this world with infinite wisdom. 
You and I never inform him of anything he doesn’t already know. We never add to his wisdom about what he should do 
next. He doesn’t need our prayers to know what he should do. This is as basic as it gets. He is God. “‘Who has known the 
mind of the Lord, or who has been his counselor?’ ‘Or who has given a gift to him that he might be repaid?’ For from him 
and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen” (Romans 11:34–36).

Nevertheless, God has ordained to make our prayers real causes of real events. Real causes. The words of James 4:2 “You 
do not have because you do not ask,” do not mean, “You would have had anyway, even if you didn’t pray, since God had 
a plan and your prayers don’t matter.” “You do not have because you do not ask” means prayer causes things to happen 
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that do not happen if the prayers don’t happen. This is breathtaking. And if you neglect this privilege — your 
participation in God’s moving the world — you are acting very foolishly. We pray because it is a staggeringly 
awesome privilege. (Source: desiringgod.org/messages/pray-like-this-hallowed-be-your-name)

“This is breathtaking. If you do not avail yourself of the privilege of bringing to pass events in the universe that 
would not take place if you didn’t pray, you are acting like a colossal fool, aren’t you? I am just thinking logically 
here. If you are offered the privilege of engaging with God in such a way that your request could bring into being 
things that would not otherwise come into being, not to avail yourself of that privilege is folly of the highest or 
lowest order. That is why we pray, because beckoning us into our share in the running of the universe.” (Source: 
desiringgod.org/interviews/four-motivations-to-pray)

James 5:17-18 - Elijah’s Prayer

James continues his admonition of prayer by giving a real life and historical example of the “effective prayer of a 
righteous man accomplishing much…” in the life of Elijah.  During the reign of King Ahab (and his queen Jezebel) 
recorded in 1 Kings 17-18, it was the prayers of Elijah that shut up and then opened again the heavens.  The NLT uses 
the phrase “Elijah was as human as we are…”  Though it might be hard to accept, knowing how great Elijah was...this 
is the truth of Scripture.

James makes some pretty important points about prayer in these closing verses.

 No matter what you are going through, pray and praise.  These should be our automatic and habitual responses. (James 
5:13-14)

 Believe that there is power in prayer because the one we pray to is powerful.  Believing this and praying in light of this 
is the door to healing, restoration, forgiveness and more. (James 5:15-16)

 There was nothing unique or special in Elijah (or other great heroes of the faith for that matter) other than they had a 
passionate relationship with God and prayer fervently. (James 5:17-18).

So...child of God, and follower of Christ..., pray.

James 5:19-20 - Final Works

James finishes his letter but slightly departing from the prayer theme and returning to a theme he has highlighted 
elsewhere, and one that is very near to the heart of God: loving our neighbors.  In this case, James speaks of the love 
that is needed in the hearts of God’s people to care for the “prodigals” among us who are walking away, or who have 
walked away from their heavenly Father. 

James doesn’t speak of the danger awaiting these individuals if they don’t turn back, nor does he use these verses to 
speak of God’s love for them.  Instead, he appeals to the “older brothers” among us to have a heart for our brothers and 
sisters who may be far from home.  He tells us what will happen to us if and when we reach out to those who have 
turned their backs.  He appeals to us to fight for each other.

It makes sense to open and close a letter with important or profound points.  It is likely the first word and the last word that 
will resonate in the hearts of those receiving the letter.  As we have mentioned throughout our study of James, he is writing to 
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a new Christian community, scattered in various areas, who are learning to navigate this new life they have found in Christ. 
 They are relying on the oral traditions of what Jesus had taught and the apostles had preserved and now they are receiving a 
written letter from the half-brother of Jesus and the leader of this young church.

James is perhaps mindful of what the great threats against the church will be.  This is why he leads with a 101 class on 
overcoming temptation and enduring trials in chapter 1.  He will continue in chapter 2 and talk about the evils of favoritism 
and the importance of this “faith” affecting our lives (aka “works”) if it is true faith at all.  He’ll remind us in chapter 3-4 
about the power of our words and call us in chapter 4 and 5 to speak and act different than everyone else.  This new life is one 
lived in light of the coming Kingdom of God.  Eternity should influence us in every way - how we speak, how we think, how we 
budget, how we plan.  And so we ought to pray, as brother James has just reminded us.  So many great and inspiring and 
convicting truths…

And yet, James ends his letter with a call for this young church to fight for each other.  Why not end with “to God be the 
glory!” or “grace and peace from God and Christ!” or “honor and praise to God in all of the churches, amen!” or “this is what 
you need to do to survive...!” He could say those things, certainly he believed in and hoped for those things.  But James knows 
that if the church of God, both in the first century, and just as needed in the 21st century, does not love one another and fight 
for one another and pray for one another and serve one another, we’re done for.  In truth, this final call to brotherly love is 
James crying out: “this is what you need to do to survive!”

We can have the right theology, which we must have, we can have the right outreach plan, which we should have, we can have 
the right practices at our meetings and gatherings, which we ought to have...but without a commitment of the body of Christ to 
itself, we will fall and falter.

The early church would eventually grow and as it grew, the rarity and uniqueness of the church faded.  Once “everyone is a 
Christian” what’s the big deal?  This led to fighting, quarrels, division and un-Christ-like behavior and the tarnishing of the 
witness the church had which the Lord said would be our badge:

John 13:34-35 - So now I am giving you a new commandment: Love each other. Just as I have loved you, you should love 
each other. 35 Your love for one another will prove to the world that you are my disciples."

And so James echos Jesus one final time with his final words.  We have got to make a commitment to each other if we’re going to 
be effective for the master’s use.  We are each a part of something bigger than ourselves. 

So as we conclude our study of James, let’s endeavor to get the many practical things he has taught us right...but above all, 
may we get busy loving God and others...no matter what it takes.

Church tradition teaches that James was killed soon after he wrote and sent this letter.  Some reports say he was stoned while 
others say he was thrown down from the top of the temple.  Either way, James died as a martyr and the saints of that day 
mourned.  Yet, his story and his writings live on because the people who received it and read it made it their own.  They didn’t 
just have “faith” but their faith in what James wrote was lived out in action.  Sure, they made mistakes, but they committed in 
their day to be a generation of Christ followers. 

And now as we close that same book from James, “a bond servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (James 1:1), they hand over 
that opportunity to us.
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