
Week 10 – James 5:13-20  The Prayer of Faith 

Prayer is powerful because God hears and answers it. 

 Without yet getting hung up on some of the more difficult details in this 
passage, what do you think is the main point James is trying to make to his 
readers? How is he trying to encourage them? 

 How does the illustration about Elijah in verses 17–18 underline James’s main 
point? What specifically is James trying to get across when he says that Elijah 
was “a man with a nature like ours,” and then goes on to point out the 
powerful effects of his prayer? What is he aiming to tell us about prayers and 
the God who hears them? 

 Verses 14–16 have been the occasion for much debate and disagreement 
among Christians. There are several things at issue. First of all, do you think 
James is there talking about a physically sick person, or a person who is 
spiritually sick or weak? (Hint: remember that James draws heavily on Jesus, 
and in Jesus’ teaching, the words used here for “sick” are always used of 
physical sickness!) 

 What do you think the oil signifies? Some have argued that it is an example of 
the sacrament of “extreme unction,” in which a person is anointed with oil just 
before death to absolve them of sin. Do you see anything in the text that 
would suggest that? (Hint: no!) Others have suggested that the use of the oil 
is medicinal. That’s possible, but do you see anything in the text that would 
lead you to think that the point is something else—that it is not primarily just 
medicinal? After all, why would medicine need to be applied by the elders in 
particular? In your answer consider the purpose of oil in the anointing1 of a 
king or priest. Read Exodus 30:30. What does it mean to “consecrate” 
someone? 

 In verse 16, James connects sickness and sin. Can each and every sickness 
be traced back to a particular sin? (Hint: read John 9:2–3.) Can sickness 
sometimes be traced back to a particular sin? (Hint: read John 5:14 and 1 Cor. 
11:29–30.) Given that, what do you think James is saying in verse 16? 

 What does James mean by saying that “the prayer of faith will save the one 
who is sick?” What is the prayer of faith? Does he mean that if you simply 
have enough faith, God will always heal—and that if God doesn’t heal, it’s 
your fault for not having enough faith? Read 2 Corinthians 12:7–9. Was Paul’s 
prayer there not very faithful? Read Philippians 2:25–27. Were Paul’s prayers 
for Epaphroditus not faithful enough until Epaphroditus was almost dead? 
Read 2 Timothy 4:20. Did Paul not pray hard enough and faithfully enough 
before he left Miletus? 

 Once we understand all the details, James’s point comes through loud and 
clear: prayer is powerful, and God wants to answer prayer! Do you pray with 
the understanding that God desires to answer our prayers, or do you pray with 
the expectation that he won’t answer them? 


