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We come today to a subject that is both emotional and personal. There is no more personal 

moment than when you or a loved one are in a severe life difficulty or are dealing with a 

major illness. My uncle Bob had an 18-hour surgery on Thursday. Lots of uncles, brothers 

and moms of our church family had something major this week. If you’ve never been in the 

hospital room as a patient or loved one, you will be very soon. There is no pride in the 

hospital. It of course starts with the gowns you have to wear, which were apparently 

designed by people who never had to wear one themselves. Sickness brings us to the ends 

of ourselves. It is humanity in the raw. The basics become important. You’ll never pray for 

digestive issues in a polite setting, but there are a lot of families praying for a loved one’s 

digestion in the hospital. They’re also praying for breathing, eating and urination. Sickness 

shows all of our human frailties and necessities. 

 

Sickness also shows where our real hope lies, who we think can heal us and where we go to 

find hope that things will get better. James is so very practical and now he brings real faith 

to bear on those very personal and human moments of pain and sickness and our desire for 

healing from them. 

 

Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of 

praise. 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. (James 

5:13-16) 

 

This passage has been the genesis of major debate and some pretty crazy practices down 

through the history of the church. We could wish James had an appendix here with a 

manual for how this was to be done and what some of the ambiguity of the language really 

means, but he didn’t. This is what we have to work with and so we ask the question, What 

did the Holy Spirit intend for us here today when he inspired James to write this portion of 

Scripture? Broadly speaking, he tells us what to do when life is good and what to do when 

life isn’t good. 

 

What to do When Life’s Good – “Praysing” God 

 

Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise. (Verse 13) 

 

This whole section (verses 13-18) is about prayer. We tend to think of prayer as talking to 

God about things that aren’t right. Real prayer is much broader. It’s simply talking with my 

heavenly Father. Jesus taught us that when He began His model prayer, Our Father who art 

in heaven. Prayer is the ongoing life conversation a Christian has with his or her heavenly 

Father. When things are good in life and we have that pleasant sense of well-being and 

contentment, this is also a time to pray, or as James says, “Prayse.” “Praysing” is to pray 

and sing. Smash those two words together and you get a praysing Christian. We are 

praysing God; acknowledging Him as the giver of every good thing. When I sing over this 

good thing, my soul is rejoicing in God’s provision of it. 
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Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all 

wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to 

God. (Colossians 3:16) 

 

I began to develop this as a part of my devotional life many years ago. I started to sing 

songs to God in my private moments with God. Now, I rarely start my devotional prayers to 

God without singing. This I find most helpful when I am not really in the mood for prayer at 

all. When I sing, almost without fail, by the end of the song, the words of the song and my 

singing of the song have engaged my heart in some level of rejoicing that prepares me to 

thank God in prayer. 

 

Mostly every Saturday night I go for prayer walks and generally begin by singing How Great 

Thou Art (particularly the first & third verses). And when I think that God, His Son not 

sparing, Sent Him to die, I scarce can take it in; That on the cross, my burden gladly 

bearing, He bled and died to take away my sin: Then sings my soul, my Savior God, to 

Thee; How great Thou art, how great Thou art! Then sings my soul, My Savior God to Thee: 

How great Thou art, how great Thou art! (How Great Thou Art, Public Domain) I can hardly 

sing that without getting happy in what Christ has done and the greatness of God and to get 

a sense of wonder in my heart that we have to have when we approach God. 

 

We should be singing Christians. Particularly, when God gives us a special moment or 

circumstance and we get happy, take that moment to pray a song by singing it to God. And 

in doing that, it keeps us from enjoying the moment for the moment’s sake or from wanting 

to sing our own praises. It brings God into the moment of joy and acknowledges that He is 

the generous giver of every good gift. 

 

But life isn’t always happy, is it? In fact, in a broken world like ours, we are guaranteed to 

have many moments when life isn’t good and life hurts…. Sometimes it hurts a lot. What are 

we to do then?  

 

What to do When Life Isn’t Good 

 

Two categories of “trouble” 

 

Life Troubles (Verse 13) → Pray 

 

Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. 

 

The Greek word for trouble means suffering evil or enduring hardship. It’s a broad word for 

any kind of distress or trouble; big or small, serious or simply annoying. Life is filled with 

troubles. In fact, is there anybody here living a life today that is completely free of any 

trouble of any kind on any level? If you raise your hand, you’ll be in distress because the 

rest of us are likely to pummel you out of jealousy. Life is filled with trials. 

 

James is so realistic about life and has said much about the trials of life. He began with 

saying that trials are for our spiritual good because they produce in us perseverance, which 

we have to have if we are going to die and go be with Jesus. He is concluding his book on 

the same subject of patience in suffering (James 5:10-11). God’s people have to wait and 

endure and keep their hope fixed on God. 

 

Waiting is good (chapter 5). Seeking joy in them is helpful (chapter 1). Add this: We should 

pray. There is no qualification or explanation, just a simple statement - we should pray. This 

could also be translated, keep on praying. When trouble comes, prayer should be our 
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natural response. What does prayer do? Prayer takes my human trouble up to the God 

level. God hears the cry for help and elsewhere promises that He will help us. Let us then 

approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace 

to help us in our time of need. (Hebrews 4:16) 

 

When I’m in trouble, I need help. Where do I go to get it? The Christian must turn to God. 

God is glorified by our dependence on Him and responds with “mercy” and “grace.” That can 

take many different forms. Sometimes He changes the trouble that we are experiencing and 

God can and will do that by His sovereign power and might. 

 

Most often, He gives us spiritual resources to persevere through the trial and to allow that 

trial to bear its precious fruit in our lives. Resources like hope, courage, comfort, endurance, 

rest, and most wonderfully, the assurance of His love. Either way, when we are in trouble, 

we should pray.  

 

Physical troubles  → Elders pray over you (Verse 14) 

 

One of the giant categories of “trouble” we experience is physical problems. We get sick. We 

get diseases. We will eventually die of something. What should we do when we have 

physical troubles? 

 

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. 

 

Let’s get right to the heart of what this verse proposes: Who is it that causes physical 

healing? The answer in today’s culture is that doctors and medicine bring healing. If you are 

sick, you call the doctor. This passage doesn’t say that’s wrong or that we shouldn’t call the 

doctor or seek medical help. However, if our trust is in the doctor or the medicine to heal by 

themselves, then we are practically living out a naturalistic and secular worldview which any 

unbeliever does. James insists that we see Christianity as applying to every aspect of life 

and the world including who really brings healing when we are sick. 

 

Why would we do what this verse proposes, to ask elders to pray over our illness? Because 

the Bible tells us to AND most importantly, because we believe that ALL healing comes from 

God. Do you? Really? I think many of us pray over our illnesses like atheists. We pray 

because we know we should, but we don’t really think or expect anything can come of it. 

The reason is that we miss how God works in the world. God’s normal way of exercising His 

power is through secondary causes. So when Israel walked on dry land, a wind blew to dry 

the land. God fed Elijah by commanding the ravens to do it. Who dried the Red Sea and 

who fed Elijah? We could say, the wind did and the ravens did, but behind both of these 

secondary causes was God directing them to do so. God most often works through 

secondary causes to bring healing. A broken bone sets and heals because God empowers 

and guides it to do so through what we call a natural process. God brings relief through an 

aspirin pill (secondary cause), but God is empowering it.  

 

When it comes to healing, most people are healed through the body’s God-given ability to 

heal or through medicine’s ability to bring healing, but God stands behind both as the 

Healer and Physician. Sometimes, He works without secondary causality and divinely brings 

healing where there is no other explanation. Jesus’ healed this way. He didn’t use medicine; 

He just made the lame to walk and the blind to see. He can do that, and I believe He still 

does do that. 
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However, I learned this week that I don’t believe that like I should. This week I spoke at a 

camp in Georgia. Monday I had a flight from Midway to Atlanta. Through some mix-up I 

ended up in the front row of the plane. The plane had just started taxiing to the runway 

when there was a commotion behind me about halfway back in the plane. Everyone is 

straining to see what is going on and all we can see is people hovering and a woman 

weeping and obvious distress going on. There was a man in the window seat with his eyes 

rolled back; he was having convulsions and dripping with sweat. 

 

The flight attendant ran to the front and grabbed the mic and said, Is there a doctor on the 

plane? We have a medical emergency! No one raised their hand. She said, Is there any 

trained medical personnel? Nurse? EMT? No one raised their hand. “No one?” There was no 

one. The plane by now was turning around and heading back to the gate as fast as it could 

and the man was seemingly dying right there on the plane. 

 

When no one responded to the cry for help, kitty-corner from me, a robust African-American 

woman began stepping over people and shouting for the entire plane to hear, Then we are 

going to pray! We are going to pray in Jesus name! And she marched back there and as the 

flight attendants gave the man oxygen and wiped him down and the engines revved to 

speed to the gate, this woman prayed over the man in Jesus name! IN JESUS NAME! After a 

minute or two, the man improved. The frantic activity slowed down. The woman who was 

praying started to just say, Praise Jesus! We got back to the gate. The medical personnel 

came on. They wheeled the man out who apparently was doing much better. The praying 

woman took her seat and everybody exhaled. 

 

Except me. I was sitting there thinking to myself. Here I am a pastor. The thought of 

jumping up and praying for the man didn’t really cross my mind. Yet this woman saw that 

prayer was what the moment needed and willingly identified herself as a Christian in front of 

the entire plane and prayed for the man. I felt a little guilty. Why? Because my immediate 

thought was, Is there a doctor to help? I wasn’t responding like a Christian, I was thinking 

what any atheist would in a moment like that. As a Christian, can I not call upon God to 

help in any and every difficulty including physical illness? Is He not sovereign over that too? 

 

James specifically addresses very serious illness. We know that because the person is 

bedridden. He can’t go to the elders; he needs the elders to come to him. What should he 

do? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the 

name of the Lord. (Verse 14) 

 

The sick person asks for others to pray for him. This requires faith on the part of the sick to 

ask for prayer. What would it mean if the person was seriously ill and didn’t ask others to 

pray? Doesn’t that reveal a profound lack of faith? Sometimes when people experience 

trouble in their lives, they isolate themselves and don’t let anyone know what is going on. 

That is the very opposite of what should happen. This is when we need others around us 

more than ever and need the prayers of God’s people more than ever. How helpful it is to 

be able to call a Kinship group leader and say, I need the group to pray for me. The Elders 

are the leaders of the church; presumably, faith-filled and prayerful men. So the elders are 

to come and pray over him and anoint him with oil. 

 

Anointing with oil has been very much debated. Was the oil medicinal? Was it sacramental, 

meaning that the oil itself imparts some spiritual healing power? There is no doubt that oil 

was used medicinally in the ancient world for various illnesses. However, its effect for a 

bedridden illness is doubtful and medicinally limited. To take this verse as oil having some 

kind of spiritual power itself is to go way beyond what the little verse says. It’s not 

sacramental. 
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The oil of anointing is symbolic and was symbolic throughout the Scriptures. We can think of 

the kings of Israel that were anointed showing they were chosen for the role. The literal 

translation of “Messiah” means “anointed one.” It is a rich symbol through Scripture. 

 

So the bedridden Christian has elders praying over him. He is hearing prayers for grace to 

be given to him. What does the oil do? He doesn’t just need to hear the prayers; he needs 

to feel them to. The feeling of oil gently applied says physically what is true spiritually; he is 

being covered with prayer. 

 

These prayer times are very meaningful. I have been a part of many of them. They are not 

weird at all. Since most of you have probably never seen James 5:14 in action, I thought we 

would just do a little demonstration this morning. [The Elders come up and demonstrate the 

laying on of hands and anointing with oil.] 

 

There’s New Testament Christianity being lived out right here in our church. James makes a 

startling statement in verse 15 (emphasis added): And the prayer offered in faith will make 

the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. What is that about? We’ll get to that next 

week. 

 

Today I want to conclude with the last phrase of verse 14. The Elders are to anoint with oil 

and offer the prayer “in the name of the Lord.” What does that mean? Have you ever really 

thought about why you probably end your prayers with, In Jesus name? It’s almost like just 

a tag. Like “Sincerely, Steve.” In Jesus name. Why do we pray in the name of the Lord? It 

isn’t that Jesus’ name itself magically opens heaven’s door for the prayer to be heard. 

Rather, it is an acknowledgment of who Jesus is and His right to exercise His will no matter 

what my prayer has been.  

 

This is the tension of prayer when we are in trouble. We will ask God to take them away, to 

change them, to help us, and that is all encouraged in Scripture. But our bottom line has to 

be a firm resolution that Jesus’ will is both sovereign and good and my prayer is submitted 

to His desires. Jesus, this what I want, but what I want even more than what I want is what 

you want. That is a prayer of faith. What that prayer accomplishes in the troubles of our 

lives, we will study next week. 
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