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5] INTRODUCTION

Prayer is a common expression of faith. Non-believers see Christians as people who go to church
on Sunday and people who pray. What does your prayer life look like? Do you treat prayer as a
911 call? You will not use it unless you face an urgent issue you cannot solve. Is God more like a
harsh boss, who you try to avoid to meet at all cost? Or do you consider Him a close friend to
whom you can talk about anything? Pastor Billy Graham once said: “Prayer is not about using
God. It is more about getting us in a position where God can use us.” Pastor Graham got wisdom
as he saw an ocean-liner dock at the harbor. A sailor from the ship threw a rope to the person on
the shore. Then the motor went to work and pulled the cable. The pier did not pull to the ship.
Rather, the ship drifted to the pier. Pastor Graham said prayer is the force that connects us to
God. Our words will not drag God down to us. Prayer draws us near to Him. The more we spend
time with God, the better we know His will. James ends the book with the topic of prayer that he
begins it with. In chapter 1, he says God will give wisdom to those who ask for it. Also in
chapter 4, the author cautions us to pray with the right motives. We should not ask God with an
intent to fulfill our selfish desires. He will answer us when our petitions align with His will. It is
natural to pray for our personal needs. In this passage, James encourages us to pray for others.
Prayer works because God works. Prayer directed by God’s power will accomplish His plans.

77 EXPLANATION
1. B A&t Pray for the Sick

First, James asks us to pray for the sick. We often pray for minor or chronic sicknesses. We also
pray for people suffering from serious illnesses like cancer or before they have a surgery. Verses
14-15 describe a special situation where church elders went to a patient’s home to pray for the
person. Who are those elders? In the New Testament, elders, overseers and pastors refer to the
same group of church leaders. Therefore, elders are pastors. In fact, the word “pastors” only
appears once in the Bible in Ephesians 4. Bible scholars debate whether James is talking about a
medical issue or spiritual sickness, in other words, sin. The context seems to be about physical
illness. We see the phrase “if he has committed sins” in verse 15. It means that God can heal the
person if he has a disease. God can also forgive him if his sickness is due to sin. With that in
mind, we now examine the practice of anointing oil. This oil is likely olive oil. Some Bible
scholars say the oil serves as a medicine. For example, the good Samaritan in Jesus’ parable
poured oil and wine over the wounds of the man beaten up by thieves to treat him. I rub my
hands with Vaseline in the winter when my skin cracks. It fixes the problem in a matter of days.
But if James has healing in mind, then why bother to call the elders? Family members can put oil
on the patient themselves. You do not see me stand by the entrance with a bottle of White Flower
Oil to rub on people. Quite likely, the oil serves a symbolic function. We can refer to Exodus
28:41 as an example: “And you shall put them on Aaron your brother, and on his sons with him,
and shall anoint them and ordain them and consecrate them, that they may serve me as priests.”
The chapter gives instructions to prepare priests before performing animal sacrifice. They need
to wash themselves in water, then put on a special robe. The final step is to anoint their heads



with oil to consecrate them, in other words to set them apart, for the service. To pray for the sick
by anointing oil may carry a similar symbolic meaning. The elders set the patient apart for God’s
special attention. This is the only place in the New Testament where prayer with anointing oil is
mentioned. Therefore, it is an optional procedure. In my previous experience, I went with other
pastors to anoint patients only a few times. They were all people with terminal diseases. The oil
itself has no healing power. Verse 15 tells us the key factors for effective prayer: And the prayer
of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up... The two important
elements are our faith and God’s grace. Our words have no magical effect. Only God has the
authority to act upon our requests. He will do so if our wish is consistent with His will. It works
the same way in everyday situations. For example, you apply for a job. You send your resume,
reference letters and related documents. The company will evaluate whether your qualifications
match its goals. It does not mean you are an incapable person if the firm decides not to hire you
or not even interview you. It only means that your wish to work there does not meet its purpose.
In some instances, God may seem to reject legitimate petitions. For example, healing of loved
ones from severe illnesses, salvation of seekers or the longing for a future spouse. God does not
say yes may not mean that you pray for the wrong things. He does not do things randomly.
Perhaps there are reasons beyond your understanding why He delays or even denies your
requests. That requires a bigger faith. We do not only believe that He can fulfill our wishes. We
also trust that He has a higher goal when He does not answer our prayer. It is devastating to
blame ourselves or say to others that we do not get results because of a lack of faith. After all, if
God gives me everything I ask for, then who is the boss? Our faith can grow even when we face
an unanswered prayer. We believe that God cares about us and He is still active in our life. If we
claim Jesus as the Lord of our life, we trust that He has the best plans for us.

2. E5E A{&ts Pray for the Sinners

We can pray for the sick. Secondly, James also urges us to pray for the sinners. He says in verse
16: Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed.
The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working. Besides praying for healing,
we must ask God for forgiveness if the sickness is caused by sins. Sins will hinder God’s grace.
much like plaques will interfere the flow of blood in vessels. Notice the shift in focus. Instead of
asking the elders to pray, now James invites all church members to pray. He says the prayer of a
righteous person is effective. Who are righteous? God claims us as righteous the moment we
receive Jesus into our hearts. The point is that the prayer of every Christian will work equally. A
pastor does not have a direct hotline to God. Having said that, I consider it a privilege to pray for
you when you share your needs with me. What about the practice of confessing sins to one
another? Should we schedule confession meetings where people openly air their dirty laundry?
Perhaps some people admit that they said nasty things to their spouses, they were dishonest when
filing income tax or they drool over neighbors’ new cars. Some Christians in church history
actually did that. The point is about the holiness of a church. We should not allow sin to linger.
For example, we need to seek forgiveness if we have offended another member in actions or
words. The other party should gladly extend a pardon too. The Holy Spirit will continue to prick
our hearts until we confess. Otherwise, Satan will attack us by saying: “Why should God listen to
your prayer, you wicked sinner?” Conflict will become a laughing-stock to outsiders too. They
may wonder why they should believe in Jesus if Christians are just a mess. The lesson for us is
that we must deal with sin decisively. We need to heal a wound before it stinks and spreads.



James has more advice about dealing with sinners in verses 19-20: 19 My brothers, if anyone
among you wanders from the truth and someone brings him back, 20 let him know that whoever
brings back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude
of sins. Both verses have the same lesson: we have to restore a believer who deviates from the
truth. James mentions a few examples in this letter. In chapter 2, some church members looked
down on poor people. In chapter 3, people stirred up disorders. In chapter 4, they slandered
against and judged each other. Conflicts will cause disunity. Some brothers and sisters in my
previous church went to a training. The pastor was an influential person. Those people brought
back his teaching and they began to challenge church leaders. They advocated that we should not
call “The Lord’s Supper” as the “Communion” because the word cannot be found in the Bible.
Also, they insisted that we should only sing classical hymns because contemporary Christian
music is secular. Are those notions really that important? Perhaps not. Those suggestions are
unrelated to the core doctrines. The problem had to do with their attitude. They demanded that it
was either their way or the highway. We need a lot of wisdom to handle a situation like that. We
can lay out opinions in a mutually-respectful manner. We can discuss various options. Ultimately,
we should submit to the decision of the coworkers if we believe that God puts them in a
leadership position. We can agree to disagree if the issues will not affect the missions God
entrusts us. The final goal is not to kick people out, but to maintain unity. That highlights the
corporate nature of the church. We live in an individualistic society. We respect others’ freedom.
We are told that we should mind our own business. We should not rebuke others for their sinful
choices either. Surely, we do not have the right to judge people. We do not have the power to
change them. But God gives us the duty to remind each other when we depart from the truth. We
do so carefully with gentleness and love.

3. EEZR1E s Pray for the State

James asks us to pray for the sick and pray for the sinners. He expands the scope and suggests us
to pray for the state, namely, our country. In verses 17-18, the author quotes the example of
prophet Elijah to illustrate that God hears the prayer of a righteous man. We turn this event into
an application. We should pray for our nation like Elijah did. The incident is recorded in 1 Kings
chapters 17 to 18. At that time Ahab was the king of Israel. He did evil things in the eyes of the
Lord. In particular, he married a foreign princess named Jezebel. She introduced the idols she
worshipped into Israel. Marriage is not just about two persons. Your spouse will help or hurt your
relationship with God! Jehovah sent Elijah to confront Ahab. The prophet said unless he prayed
again, there would be no rain the following few years. The drought lasted over three years. It was
God’s discipline to the rebellious king and his people. There was a spiritual reason behind a
natural disaster. In the ancient world, a drought could easily lead to a famine. Crops, people and
animals would be at risk. Remember Israel is the Middle-East where water is precious. God’s
discipline culminated to the contest between Elijah and the false prophets of the Baals on Mount
Carmel. Each side prepared a bull on an altar. They then prayed to their deities. Whoever sent
fire to burn up the sacrifice was the real God. Nothing happened when the false prophets
performed their rituals. They called on the idols, danced and even cut their bodies with knives. It
was Elijah’s turn next. He asked servants to pour water on the altar. Then he prayed to God. Fire
came down and consumed the water and the animal completely. Jehovah proved to be the real
God. He hoped that people would come back to Him. In 1 Kings 18:21, Elijah pleaded: ...“How
long will you go limping between two different opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if



Baal, then follow him.” And the people did not answer him a word. God is the provider for basic
elements like water and fire. Why follow useless idols? The unproductive land due to a lack of
water symbolizes the unfaithful Israelites. They worked hard in the fields. But nothing could
grow without God’s blessing of rain. Hence, no food for people and no grass for their flocks. The
story of Elijah fits well into James’ arguments. Israel suffered from a drought was like a person
inflicted with a disease. A rebellious country returns to God is similar to a patient being cured.
The Bible encourages Christians to pray for their nations. Paul tell us in 1 Timothy 2:1-3 — 1
First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for
all people, 2 for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet
life, godly and dignified in every way. 3 This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight of God our
Savior. God asks us to pray for civil leaders. We pray that they will have a fearful heart toward
God as they draft policies. We ask God to strengthen leaders who believe Jesus so that they will
not compromise their faith in their work. We also pray that those who do not know Jesus will be
saved soon. A country will be strong when its leaders obey God. Without a doubt, our nation is in
a serious condition. Problems like crime and hatred flood daily news headlines. People are
greedy for money and power. They worship idols of wealth and pleasure. They try to create their
version of heaven in this life. Unfortunately, many Christians fall into the same trap. They focus
on today while forgetting about eternity. Revival begins from repentance. God is calling us to
return to Him too. Do not be double-minded. We must follow Jesus wholeheartedly in all aspects
of life. True prosperity of a nation is not only measured by its economy and military. It also
depends on people’s humility before God and their loyalty to Him.

4Ex4 CONCLUSION

Prayer directed by God’s power will accomplish His plans. We know that we should not ask God
for things that are out of His will. More than likely, He will not grant your wish of winning the
lottery or inheriting millions of dollars from a distant relative. We should not only pray for
ourselves, but also pray for things that please God. He desires to see more people come to Jesus,
churches to exert a bigger influence in the culture and believers to increase their love for God,
His Word and each other. Moreover, we should not let our faith limit our prayer. John Newton,
compose of “Amazing Grace” shared that he believed in “large asking.” He explained by citing a
legendary story about a man who asked Alexander the Great for a huge sum of money in
exchange for his daughter in marriage. The king agreed. The father then went to the treasury and
requested an enormous amount. The official was shocked. He checked with the king, suggesting
that a fraction of the money the man wanted would serve the purpose. Alexander had a different
idea. He said: “Let him have it all. It gives me honor. He believes that I am both wealthy and
generous.” Newton concluded: “In the same way, we should present our petitions to God in a
way that shows the love, glory and abundant grace of our Heavenly King.”
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