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James 5:13-18 (1984 NIV) 
Praying is a Healthy Lifestyle 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 Have you heard of the name Henri Dunant? 
 

He was a wealthy Swiss banker and financier at age 30. But everything 
changed for him on one fateful day—24 June 1859. 

 
Dunant was sent by his government to talk to Napoleon III, the ruler of France. 
He was to discuss a business deal between the Swiss and the French that 
would benefit both. But Napoleon was not in Paris—he was in Solferino about 
to fight the Austrians. Dunant tried to reach Napoleon before the war began, 
but he was too late.  
 
As the French and the Austrians began their bloody battle, Dunant watched 
with horror from a hill top that overlooked the battlefield. He could see the dust 
rising, and hear the screams of the injured and dying. 
 
When he entered the town after the battle was over, he was driven by pity at 
the suffering he saw around him. Every house and building were filled with the 
injured and the dead. He stayed in the town for three days, doing what he could 
to help. 
 
He was never the same man again. To him, war was barbarous and the world 
should abolish it; also, there should be a worldwide organisation to help people 
in times of suffering and chaos. Henri Dunant returned to Switzerland and 
became a passionate advocate of peace and mercy. He began to travel all over 
Europe to propagate his message of peace and mercy. His business suffered 
as a result and he soon became broke. Yet he persisted. 
 
At the 1st Geneva Conference, he carried on a one-man campaign against war. 
As a result, the 1st international law against war was passed. This later led to 
the birth of the League of Nations which later became the United Nations. In 
1901, Dunant was awarded the 1st Nobel Peace Prize. He gave the entire prize 
money to peace and relief work though he had become poor at that time.   
 
Henri Dunant died in 1910. By the time of his death, he had founded a 
worldwide organisation that became an everlasting monument in memory of 
him. As a symbol of that organisation, Dunant had taken the Swiss flag, a white 
cross on a red background and reversed it—i.e. to a red cross on a white 
background. And that worldwide organisation that stands today in memory of 
Henri Dunant and his undying conviction in peace and mercy is the Red Cross. 
 
Someone aptly puts it this way—“Belief is what you are prepared to argue for, 
but conviction is what you are prepared to die for.” Just as Henri Dunant’s story 
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is one of conviction rather than mere belief, James’s letter to Christians is also 
one that stresses conviction rather than mere belief. 
 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Dunant) 

 
The central theme in James’ letter is a call to Christians to live out the faith they believe 
in. James is not calling on his readers to believe in the Christian faith because he is 
writing to people who have already professed faith in Jesus Christ. Rather, James is 
calling on his Christian readers to live out the faith that they have already believed in—
i.e. he is not calling for belief, but for conviction to live out what is already believed. 
 
In James 5:13-18, he is not calling Christians to believe in prayer; the assumption is 
that they already believe in prayer.  
 

 Rather, James is here in this text calling Christians to be convicted in the 
necessity and power of prayer, and make prayer a way of living out their faith 
in God.   

 James is not here teaching Christians how to pray, but stressing to them why 
they should pray. 

 Indeed, very often what is more important is not the “how” but the “why”. 
- We can attend all the “how” seminars, and yet not change one bit. 
- This is because the “how” has every much to do with methodology that is 

often left unapplied if we do not appreciate the “why” that has much to do 
with conviction. 

- Someone once said it beautifully, “He who has a ‘why’ to live for can bear 
almost any ‘how’.”  

 
Yes, in our text today, James is not teaching us how to pray, but calling us to make 
prayer a way of faith life. Why then do we have to make prayer a way of faith life? It is 
because … 
 
I. Prayer is our way of acknowledging God in every situation (vv. 13-14). 

 
13 Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing 
songs of praise. 14 Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the 
church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. 

 
Life is filled with great varieties, and James mentions three types of situations that we 
are bound to encounter in this world.  
 
The first situation is the situation of being pressurised. 
 

 James asks in v. 13—“Is any one of you in trouble?” 

 We are not told what trouble James is referring to specifically. 

 Perhaps, it has to do with the affliction that is associated with religious 
persecution—in James’ time, to be persecuted for your faith, even to the point 
of being killed, was a real possibility. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Dunant
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 Whatever the trouble/affliction may be, James is here talking to someone who 
may be under pressure; someone who may be so pressurised/stressed that it 
takes the very joy out of living. 

 To such a person, James exhorts him to pray. 

 We may think that is such a superfluous advice—when we are in trouble, of 
course, we will pray; this is obvious enough! 

 But really, is it? Is prayer often our first response in times of trouble? 

 James seems to imply here that prayer is often our last resort rather than our 
first response in times of pressure—the common tendency is to ask, “What can 
I do about it?” instead of “What can I pray about it?” 

 Often, the tendency is to do all we can; when we reach our wits’ end, we then 
say—“Well, there’s nothing else I can do but to pray.”  

 Another reason why we take prayer as last resort rather than first response is 
the tendency to blame God in times of trouble—we think that God is uncaring 
or somehow unable to help; we then tend to pray less and do more on our own 
as if it all depends of ourselves. 

 But James exhorts the one who is troubled, afflicted, pressurised, or stressed 
to pray. 

 And James is also exhorting us today not to hurry around in circles, trying to 
do all kinds of things at the first sight of trouble without first going to God in 
prayer. 

 I have experienced times when the harder I try, the faster I seem to fall apart 
physically and emotionally; I have also experienced times when I am blessed 
with a great sense of peace and comfort in the midst of much pressure because 
I have first committed everything to God in prayer (I am sure you too have 
similar experiences). 

 Yes, James is not here teaching us something so new that we have not 
experienced or known before; rather, he is reminding us of something so 
familiar that we may have the tendency to forget so easily—i.e. in times of 
trouble, we can be so busy looking everywhere and anywhere, but not 
heavenward where our God is. 

 
Next, James points us to a second situation by asking another question in v. 13—“Is 
anyone happy?” 
 

 The word “happy” here has to do with the well-being of one’s inner being—to 
be happy here is to have a healthy soul. 

 James is here referring to someone who is happy because of what is going on 
inside him, not what is going on in the outside world. 

 But in real life, what is going on in the outside world often determines how we 
are feeling inside of us. 

 James does not specify what this person is happy about, or why he is happy. 

 Thus, whether things are OK around him or not we do not know, but what we 
do know is that he is happy. 

 And to such a person, James exhorts him to “sing songs of praise”; to make 
melody/music to God. 
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 Here, James depicts prayer as praise in the form of songs, music, and melody; 
being prayerful is not just asking and asking God, as if He is not willing to give 
or has not given enough.  

 You and I may not be top-quality singers or musicians, but we should take our 
singing, music, and melody seriously; not in terms of performing well in order 
that people may be entertained, but of offering it to God as our prayer of praise 
to Him. 

 Two books were very important to Martin Luther, father of the Protestant 
Reformation—the Bible and the hymnal. 

 Like Luther, Scripture and the singing of hymns and songs are also to be 
regarded by us today as important means of devotion and communion with 
God. 

 Even in the Bible, the Jews would sing the Psalms (not read them) as their way 
of praising and praying to Yahweh in the temple, and even as they made their 
way up to be at the temple during important Jewish observances. 

 James so calls on the happy person in v. 13 to sing his heart out to God as an 
act of prayerful praise to Him, but isn’t James being superfluous again? 

 No—because good times of happiness and blessing can easily lead us to 
become complacent, especially if everything is going on so well; we take God 
for granted, and so we may tend to pray and praise less as a result. 

 
There is still a third situation that James points us to in v. 14. 
 

 James asks, “Is any one of you sick?” 

 The word “sick” (astheneo) in v. 14 refers to someone who has been 
weakened; note that the other word also translated as “sick” (kamno) in v. 15 
is a different one, and it refers to someone who has become weary.  

 Obviously, James is not talking of someone who is having a slight flu or 
headache, but one who is suffering from a debilitating disease that weakens 
and wears him down. 

 So, James is asking, “Is anyone among you weak and weary from sickness, 
and you have no more strength to pray?” 

 Replying to his own question, James says, “He should call the elders of the 
church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord.” 

 Sadly, this has been understood by many to be a sure-to-work formula 
prescribed by James for people who want to be healed from sickness. 

 But as I have said earlier in my introduction, I believe James is not here 
teaching us a how-to-pray formula, and there are three things we need to note 
in order to understand better what James has in mind here. 
- One, note that visiting the sick was an act of piety in early Judaism. It is 

likely that the Jewish Christians whom James was addressing were 
continuing with this tradition. Thus, James was not prescribing some new 
practice, but referring to one that people would know well and was already 
on-going. 

- Two, note that the sick person was very much weakened and worn down by 
the disease, and thus, greatly needed someone to lean on physically, 
emotionally, and spiritually. Thus, it’s only obvious for James to say that the 
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elders of the church should come because they were supposedly the 
spiritual “shepherds” of strong faith and called to care for their “sheep”. 

- Three, note that to anoint with oil is not so much to perform a ritual to invoke 
the power of the Holy Spirit here. The word translated as “anoint” (aleipho) 
here is also used in Luke 10:34 and John 12:3—in Luke, it refers to the 
Good Samaritan pouring oil and wine on the wounds of the injured Jew; in 
John, it refers to the woman pouring her expensive perfume on the feet of 
Jesus. There is another word in Acts 4:27 and 2 Cor. 1:21 that is also 
translated “anointed” (chrio), and carries the idea of consecration—but this 
word is not the same as that used in Luke and John. It is widely 
acknowledged that oil (specifically, olive oil) was much used in Bible times 
for its medicinal value. Thus when James says the sick person “should call 
the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name 
of the Lord”, he is not trying to be ceremonial/ritualistic/symbolic, but to be 
practical. Essentially, he is saying, “Pray for the sick person. But also go 
beyond that—give him an application of oil which has good medicinal value. 
And then ‘in the name of the Lord’, commend him to the grace and mercy of 
God for healing.” The point here is that praying for healing and seeking good 
medical help are not mutually exclusive. The overarching truth is this—
healing ultimately comes from the Lord who can use both prayer and 
medicine to bring about healing according to His sovereign grace, love, and 
mercy. A Russian proverb goes something like this, “When the sea is rough, 
pray to God and row for shore.” Indeed, praying in faith does not rule out 
responsible action on our part. 

 
James exhorts us to make prayer a way of faith life. It is because prayer is our way of 
acknowledging God in every situation—in trouble, in happiness, and in sickness. 
 
There is a second reason why James exhorts us to make prayer a way of faith life, 
and it is because … 
 
II. Prayer is our way of experiencing total well-being (vv. 15-16). 

 
15 And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will 
raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven. 16 Therefore confess your 
sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The 
prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective. 

 
James says in v.15 that “the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well”. I 
have come to know how harmful this verse can be when interpreted wrongly. Many 
God-loving people have been stricken with guilt and condemned by others as lacking 
faith because they have prayed for healing, but seen nothing of it. We need to look at 
what Scripture teaches about healing not only based on this verse, but on the whole 
of divine revelation on the subject of healing.  
 

 1 John 5:14-15 tells us that “… if we ask anything according to his will, he hears 
us … we have what we asked of him”. With this in mind, we can say that the 
prayer in faith that James speaks of in James 5:15 must also embrace faith in 
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the sovereign will of God—i.e. even as we pray in faith to God, we need also to 
be grounded and surrendered in faith to the sovereign will of God. 

 In other words, we cannot really say we are praying in faith when we pray, “God, 
I pray in faith because I want myself or this person to be healed, never mind 
what you think about it. Just do as I have prayed.” 

 Now, is that a prayer in faith? Sounds more like a prayer of demand. 

 All prayers in faith are subject to God’s will, calling forth His will to be done 
because we agree with Him that His will is to have priority over our will—e.g. 
Jesus prayed in Gethsemane, “Father, not my will but yours be done.” 

 We cannot impose our will on the sovereign God by using prayer as a magical 
formula; but we can pray with all the faith we have, which includes faith in the 
sovereign will of God as well. 

 True faith in God does not fight His will but submit to His will in faith.    

 Thus, when James says that the prayer in faith will make the sick person well, 
it is not the prayer that heals; rather, it is really God, who in His sovereign will, 
decides to respond to the prayer by healing the person. 

 Now, even if God in His sovereign will does not bring physical healing, we can 
still experience His sustaining grace as we seek Him—in prayer, in Scripture, 
in worship, and in the community of His people. 
- In prayer, God sustains us by granting physical strength and emotional 

peace to cope with the weakness and uncertainties. 
- In Scripture, God sustains us by providing spiritual guidance to help us 

understand His purposes and plans in the midst of suffering. 
- In worship, God sustains us by helping us to focus on His sovereign love 

and character. 
- In the community of God’s people, God sustains us by surrounding us with 

fellow believers who can offer practical help and encouragement.  
God in His sovereign will does not always bring healing grace, but His 
sustaining grace will keep us in Him—just as Paul himself has experienced in 
2 Cor. 12:7-10 where he describes his “thorn in the flesh” affliction and how 
God’s sustaining grace is sufficient for him even in his weakness. 

 
It is important to note that James is not only interested in praying for the physical well-
being of the sick person. He adds in v. 15, “If he has sinned, he will be forgiven.” 
 

 Again, James is being very Jewish here as he speaks to his Jewish audience. 

 Early Judaism linked sin with sickness—e.g. the 8th blessing of the Jewish daily 
prayer is that for healing, and then followed by petition for forgiveness and 
redemption. 

 Yes, our sickness may be linked to a sin (e.g. drug addiction), but it is not 
always so.  

 This sick person whom James has in mind here may have contracted the 
disease because of some sin in his lifestyle, or he may have sinned against 
God after fallen sick because of his anger and bitterness towards God and 
others. 

 Anyhow, James says that the sick person should not only be interested in his 
physical well-being; if he has indeed sinned, he should confess and seek 
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forgiveness from God, even from others who may have been harmed by his 
sin. 

 So James calls on this sick person not only to pray for his physical well-being 
in life, but also his spiritual well-being. 

 Yes, we pray to ask God for both healing of the body and the spirit; ask God 
for a strong body and a strong spirit; ask God for total well-being in our lives.  

 
In v. 16, James goes on to tell us that one big stumbling block to prayer in a person 
may not be his physical weakness, but his spiritual weakness. 
 

 James implies here that the spiritual weakness that often stumbles our prayer 
life has to do with our relationship issues with others. 

 It is not often that I hear someone tell me, “I cannot pray because I am sick in 
body.” 

 But very often, I have heard someone say, “I cannot pray because I am sick of 
that person.” 

 It is no wonder that James says in v. 16 that since God wants us also to have 
spiritual well-being with these words, “Therefore confess your sins to each other 
and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous 
man is powerful and effective.” 

 Do we want to be a righteous person who is powerful and effective in prayer? 

 If so, then hear and heed what James says (paraphrased)—“Don’t just get right 
with God, but get right with the other person whom you have a problem with.” 

 One great stumbling block to the prayer vitality of the church is the 
unwillingness of God’s people to get right with one another—God’s people need 
spiritual healing if they are to pray with power and effectiveness as a church; 
this means seeking forgiveness from one another and forgiving one another. 

 
James exhorts us to make prayer a way of faith life. It is because prayer is our way of 
acknowledging God in every situation—in trouble, in happiness, and in sickness. And 
it is also because prayer is our way of experiencing total well-being. 
 
Lastly and briefly, a third reason why we are to make prayer a way of way life is 
because … 
 
III. Prayer is our way of seeing God’s power at work despite our imperfection 

(vv. 17-18). 

 
17 Elijah was a man just like us. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and 
it did not rain on the land for three and a half years. 18 Again he prayed, and 
the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops. 

 
James says in v. 17 that “Elijah was a man just like us”. Note it is not we are like Elijah, 
but Elijah was like us. Think about it—the prophet of old modelled himself after us! 
What a flattering statement! But how can that be? 
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 Elijah was a great prophet in the OT—he defeated the King of Israel; he 
defeated the 450 false prophets on Mt. Carmel; he prayed and the heavens 
closed and opened; he was transported heavenward on a chariot of fire. 

 How then can we ever be like Elijah? 

 When James says that Elijah was a man like us, he is saying that Elijah, like 
us, was also a man with human imperfection—he had both mountain-top and 
valley-bottom experiences in life. 

 Elijah had feared for his life and ran away from Jezebel, the evil queen of Israel; 
he hid himself in a cave and wanted to die rather than to live; he was a 
melancholic with great swinging moods. 

 Indeed, Elijah was a man like us, imperfect in many ways. 

 Yet, God used him and he saw God’s power at work as he prayed despite his 
human imperfection. 

 The heavens closed and opened not because Elijah was perfect; it is because 
the God whom he prayed to is both perfect and powerful; God changed things 
in response to Elijah’s prayers in spite of his human imperfection. 

 In the same way, James exhorts us to pray not with the perfection of Elijah for 
he was an imperfect man like us, but to pray with the same earnestness of 
Elijah—James stresses in v. 17 that Elijah “prayed earnestly”. 

 Literally, “to pray earnestly” means “to pray in prayer”—Elijah prayed with all 
the faith and intensity he could muster within himself; when he so prayed, he 
became attracted to God as he prayed rather than distracted by his 
circumstances as he prayed. 

 
Let’s learn to be like Elijah by following his example of praying earnestly. Let us not be 
distracted by the pressure, the pain, or even the good things in everyday life. Let us 
be attracted to God as we draw towards Him and pray to Him with all the faith and 
intensity we have within us, commending all things to His sovereign will for He knows 
what is. 
  
Conclusion 

 
As believers, we are exhorted to make prayer as way of faith life because … 
 

 Prayer is acknowledging God in every situation. 
- What is your situation today? Pray for a sense of God’s presence with us in 

our every situation. 

 Prayer is experiencing our total well-being in God. 
- How are you in body and in spirit? Pray for a discipline to keep our physical 

bodies and spiritual relationships with God and people healthy. 

 Prayer is seeing God’s power at work despite our imperfection. 
- Are you imperfect? Pray for a desire to see God at work even as we seek 

Him in our imperfect faith.   
 
The Lord helps us. Amen! 


