The Plain Truth #10

“The Plain Truth about Prayer”

James 5:13-20


Several years ago the Christian music group Avalon released a song which said of God, “You are my oxygen.” If that is true—and I believe the analogy is appropriate—then for Christians prayer is like breathing.
 Through prayer we connect with God, communicate with Him, and draw strength from Him. There is no greater activity for the Christian than prayer.


It is not surprising, then, that James concludes his letter with teaching on prayer. Howard Hendricks points out, “The epistle of James has more to say about the doctrine of prayer than any other New Testament epistle. The book is drenched with this doctrine.”
 In James 5:13-20, we discover the elements of prayer, the essentials of prayer, and an example of prayer.
The Elements of Prayer 


This brief passage does not contain everything there is to say about prayer, but James touches on the basic elements of prayer here. Some may be familiar with the ACTS acronym for prayer, standing for Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, and Supplication. I propose a similar approach, though with a twist: the four elements of prayer James deals with spell the word “pray” though with an “i” instead of a “y” at the end.


The first element of prayer is praise. In verse 13 James writes, “Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise.” The word praise in its various forms is found 550 times in the Bible. Paul told the believers at Philippi to “Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say, rejoice” (Php. 4:4). Praise ought to be our lifestyle.
 Too often our prayer lives are dominated by requests for needs and problems—others as well as our own—to the exclusion of praise and thanksgiving. We should be as quick to praise God for good days as we are to pray to God for difficult days. From the beginning praying and singing were important elements in worship in the early church, and they should be important to us. Our singing ought to be an expression of our inner spiritual life.

The second element of prayer is requests, particularly for ourselves. James begins this paragraph with the question, “Is any one of you in trouble? Let him pray.” The Greek word James employs for “trouble” is kakopatheia, the same word James has used in verse 10 with reference to the prophets. It is a general term that denotes the experience of all sorts of afflictions and trials.
 

Many Christians feel uncomfortable about this aspect of prayer, feeling it is too selfish to make requests on their own behalf. But we are encouraged to bring our troubles to the Lord. In fact, it is the mature Christian who is prayerful in the troubles of life. Instead of complaining about his situation, he talks to God about it; and God hears and answers his prayers. “Taking it to the Lord in prayer” is certainly a mark of spiritual maturity.

Consider the example of Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10:

To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 

God may not answer our prayers in the way we would like. Paul wanted the Lord to remove him from the suffering, but instead the Lord brought him through it. Prayer can remove affliction, if that is God’s will. But prayer can also give us the grace we need to endure troubles and use them to accomplish God’s perfect will. God can transform troubles into triumphs. 
 
A third element of prayer mentioned here is admission of sin. Verse 16 states, “confess your sins to each other…” This is perhaps the most difficult and the most misunderstood aspect of prayer. It is difficult because it flies against our proud human nature to ever admit we are wrong. (You ever heard someone quip, “I once thought I was wrong, but I was mistaken”?) We are also hesitant to admit when we are wrong because of the reaction of others. The Christian church has often been described as the only army that shoots its wounded, and so many remain silent. No wonder that Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes,

He who is alone with his sin is utterly alone. It may be that Chris​tians, notwithstanding corporate worship, common prayer, and all their fellowship in service, may still be left to their loneliness. The final break-through to fellowship does not occur, because, though they have fellowship with one an​other as believers and as devout people, they do not have fellowship as the undevout, as sinners. The pious fellowship permits no one to be a sinner. So everybody must conceal his sin from himself and from the fellowship. We dare not be sinners. Many Christians are unthinkably horrified when a real sinner is suddenly discovered among the righteous. So we remain alone with our sin, living in lies and hypocrisy. The fact is that we are sinners!


There are some Christians and churches, though, who take this to the opposite extreme. Sins are openly confessed to the whole body, and testimony time becomes, “Can you top this?” If we are not careful, we can slip into bragging about our past sins instead of being humbled by them.


Furthermore, some churches teach that this Scripture teaches that sins are to be confessed to a priest, who then prescribes acts of contrition and penance for the sinner to complete. Yet Paul writes clearly in 1 Timothy 2:5, “For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.” The idea of a priest-confessor is foreign to biblical teaching.


So how can we maintain a balanced approach to the admission of sin? John MacArthur provides this insight:

Is there ever a time when Christians ought to confess their sins to fellow Christians? We know that confession to God is always appropriate. Is person-to-person confession ever necessary? Yes. There are at least two situations that warrant this type of confession. One is when we are seeking help from stronger, more mature Christians who can help us bear a burden, hold us accountable, pray for us, or otherwise be of help in overcoming bad habits and the difficult circumstances of sin. The other time when person-to-person confession is appropriate is when we confess an offense to someone whom we have sinned against, in order to seek their forgiveness. This is part of the reconciliation necessary when we have directly wronged someone. This is not to suggest that we are obligated to confess to someone every time we have an evil thought about them. But when our sins have caused another person real hurt, confession to the injured party is an appropriate, and even necessary, aspect of reconciliation.


This is the admission of sin James writes about here.


The fourth element of prayer is intercession. (Yes, I tried very hard to find a word beginning with “y” for this point, but I couldn’t do it!) Intercession simply means to pray on behalf of another person. James mentions a specific occasion when this is appropriate in verses 14-16,

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. 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. Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. 
This passage has become one of the most misunderstood and misapplied texts in the book of James…if not the entire Bible! Like the area of admitting sin, well-meaning folks have run from one extreme to the other in this area of healing. Part of the problem deals with cultural differences between the first century and the twenty-first century. Furthermore, this passage seems very dogmatic that healing will occur when this procedure is followed. Yet we all know of cases when this did not happen. So how are we to understand this?

I agree with the sentiments of Chuck Swindoll, “I find it curious that most folks take their cues from televangelists and other religious public figures rather than the Bible when it comes to seeking divine healing.”
 We also have to be careful that we do not simply react to one extreme teaching on this subject (or any other subject) by rushing to the opposite extreme.

So what is meant by “anoint with oil.” Evangelicals are divided as to the meaning of the oil. Many groups anoint with oil as a sacred symbol of the Spirit. Many others believe oil means medicine. Some point to the Greek word used by James which literally means “to rub” as evidence that what the apostle teaches is that the leaders of the early church would come and apply oil in its medicinal use. Swindoll concludes,

“Anoint” here refers to the practical application of proper medicine, or, in today’s terms, to the appropriate professional help as well as prescribed medication. In other words, “See your doc​tor and follow his instructions.” That comes first. Then, after ap​propriate medical attention, there is to be prayer.

However, others point to the symbolism accompanying the anointing with oil in both Old and New Testaments with the work of the Holy Spirit. While the Greek term in this text does refer to “rubbing,” and while olive oil was used medicinally in those days, there were other words for medicinal help, and there were physicians in that culture, so why call on church leaders for medical help? (I suspect that those who contend for the medical-only interpretation are reacting against some of the abuses of this passage by some.)

So which is it? Is this speaking of a medical or a miraculous cure? I agree with one commentator who writes,

Some within the church would contend for the former and others for the latter. I would personally contend for both. I believe that God has given medical science every insight that has been gained. We should blend medicine and prayer together as we care for the sick.

Before we leave this issue, though, I would like to address a few abuses of this text by so-called “faith healers.” First, James states that the sick person is to call for the elders of the church. The responsibility is on the patient to notify the leaders. (This means that the pastor and elders should not be criticized for negligence if not notified of illness!)
  This also calls into question public “healing crusades” where the “healer” calls out the sick. Secondly, there is nothing magical about the oil or the anointing itself.
 These are symbols of what God does, not what any “healer” does. Third, it should be pointed out that it is the elders’ faith, not the person’s faith, that is mentioned; there is absolutely no basis in this verse for blaming continuing sickness on a person’s own lack of faith.
 (This is the convenient “out” for the faith healer: If the person isn’t healed, it is the sick person’s lack of faith that is blamed, not the healer!) Fourth, the miracle belongs to God, not to any person or procedure. The prerogative to heal (or not) belongs to Him alone. It is God’s will that must be done.
 For these reasons, I shy away from the phrase “faith healing” and prefer to use “divine healing,” since it points to the true source of the healing. While I don’t agree with all of his interpretation of this text, I concur with Swindoll’s conclusion on the matter:
Yes, God does heal. And when He does, it is miraculous…immediate… permanent…and free. It’s all in His hands. But don’t look for healings around every corner. God’s not in the sideshow business. After all, “if miracles were commonplace, they would soon lose their significance.”


While prayer is not specifically mentioned, verses 19-20 speak of another aspect of intercession—and, indeed, healing: “My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.” Causing a brother to turn from sin is the greatest form of healing, since it saves him from spiritual death.
 Of course, these verses do not end with praying for such a one; there is the activity of rescuing them. Both Zechariah 3:2 and Jude 23 picture the Christian as a fireman, pulling victims out of the burning.
 All such activity must be permeated with prayer for the Lord’s strength, wisdom, timing, and tact.

The Essentials of Prayer


James identifies two essentials to prayer in verses 15 and 16, though at first glance it may seem like only one. Verse 15 speaks of “the prayer offered in faith,” while verse 16 states, “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.” As closely related as the words “faith” and “faithful” might sound, there are actually two concepts here that are indeed essential for prayer.


Faith speaks of our confidence in God. Specifically James speaks of “the prayer of faith” with regard to a person’s healing. Does this mean that faith heals (and, hence, the lack of faith prevents healing)? Does a person’s healing depend on the amount of faith he or she (or someone else) has?


Not at all. Faith is not some magic power that forces the hand of Almighty God into action. “Prayer,” said Robert Law, “is not getting man’s will done in heaven. It’s getting God’s will done on earth.”
 So what does this mean? The “prayer of faith” is the conviction that it is the will of God to perform this healing.
 How do we know this? We must spend time in prayer. I have known of many occasions where a group gathers around a person who needs healing. They do not specifically ask for healing until they believe that is indeed what God wants to do. Otherwise they pray for strength and comfort for the sick person until God reveals His plan for them. When one or more of the group senses God’s moving toward healing, then they pray in faith believing that God will heal…and He does. But, once again, it is dependent upon God’s will being done, not our own.


The second essential of prayer is faithfulness, which has to do with our compliance to God. Herbert Lockyer writes in his book, All the Prayers of the Bible,

Let it not be forgotten that righteousness is certainly a prime condition for the man who prays. It is the prayer of the righteous man that is powerful in its working. Our own self-righteousness or confident self-approval are of little avail. Cleanness of hands, heart, and action must accompany prayer (James 5:1-6). Saying without doing (James 1:22), or favoritism (James 2:1, 9), weakens prayer’s effectiveness. Prayer must begin with the yearning of the heart, express itself in noble speech, and inevitably issue in unselfish activity for others. This is the prayer that can heal the sick, open the heavens, win back the erring child of God (James 5:19-20). The legacy of such prayer is of priceless worth.


The essentials of prayer, then, are faith and faithfulness. Or, put in another way, if we want to experience all that prayer offers, we must trust and obey.

The Example of Prayer


James gives us an example of prayer in verses 17-18,

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. Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops.

Now, I know how this goes over. We read about Elijah and we say, “Wow, he’s in the big leagues. He’s a spiritual giant. I’m a pygmy in comparison to him. He’s in another world entirely.” Not true. Look again.
James doesn’t say, “Elijah was a mighty prophet of God.” He doesn’t say, “Elijah was a powerful worker of miracles.” He doesn’t say, “Elijah was a model no man can match.”

James says, “Elijah was a man with a nature like ours.” That means he was flesh and blood, muscle and bone. As we’re about to see, he got really discouraged, and he had some huge disappointments. He had faults and failures and doubts. He was just a man, with a nature like yours and mine. He may have been a man of heroism and humility, but never forget his humanity. Elijah was our kind of man!


James is not content to simply drop the name of a famous prayer warrior on us without explanation. In these verses he provides five characteristics of Elijah’s praying that should also characterize our own.

First, Elijah prayed earnestly. Literally. James writes, “in prayer he prayed.” Or, he prayed in his prayers. Elijah’s prayers were not just words or a formality. He meant every word that he uttered. It is possible for us to use a lot of words when we are sup​posedly praying, but for those words to be only words and not true prayer at all.

Second, Elijah prayed specifically. Initially he prayed that it might not rain, and then after three-and-a-half years he prayed that it might rain again. He did not pray in generalities, but for specifics.

Third, Elijah prayed believingly. His earnestness and specific requests were part of his faith. In fact he staked his life on the certainty of what he asked God to do. He stood before Ahab and declared in the light of his prayer, “As the Lord, the God of Israel, lives, whom I serve, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next few years except at my word” (1 Kings 17:1). And those significant years later he told Ahab, “Go, eat and drink, for there is the sound of a heavy rain” (1 Kings 18:41), and he went to the top of Carmel and prayed for the rain to come (1 Kings 18:42-44). 

Fourth, Elijah prayed in accordance with his understanding of God’s will. The two requests James mentions were obviously Elijah’s understand​ing of God’s will. In fact, the historian records that “the word of the Lord came to Elijah” (1 Kings 17:2). When we pray in the will of God our prayers are always certain of His answer. To pray in the will of God and to pray in line with our understanding of God’s Word are virtually synonymous. The Scriptures are given to us so that our prayers may be guided into God’s will.

Fifth, Elijah prayed with God’s honor in view. We find Elijah praying on Mount Carmel, “O Lord, God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, let it be known today that you are God in Israel and that I am your servant and have done all these things at your command. Answer me, O Lord, answer me, so that these people will know that you, O Lord, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again” (1 Kings 18:36-37). Elijah longed for the people to acknowledge God as they ought. God answered Elijah’s prayers, as he put his faith to work in his prayers. Prayer honors God, and God honors those who pray.

How is our spiritual breathing today? If it is true that God is our spiritual oxygen, are we constantly drawing on His wisdom, His power, His direction, and His goodness? This past week I was challenged with a statement made by Ben Haden, a Presbyterian preacher from Chattanooga, Tennessee:

If you stop praying…
would it radically affect your life?
You say, “No, not really.”
Then why do you pray at all?

If we stop breathing, we will die physically. If we stop praying, we will die spiritually. That’s the plain truth about prayer.
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