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Our series in James will conclude next week and James finishes his letter with a call to 

prayer and says some very intriguing things about prayer and healing and faith. So let’s 

read it:  

 

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. The 

prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective. (James 5:13-16) 

 

James describes what to do when life isn’t good. There are three categories: 1) Life troubles 

in verse 13. What do we do? Pray. 2) Physical illness in verse 14. Last week we studied the 

whole matter of calling the elders to anoint you with oil and pray. I won’t repeat all of it; it’s 

on our website if you missed it. 3) The third category is troubles in relationships in verse 16, 

which we will get to next week. 

 

We ended last time by asking, but not answering what it means in verse 15, And the prayer 

offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up.  

 

On the surface, this seems plain. If the prayer is offered in faith, the sick person is made 

well. The Lord raises him up out of his bed and all is well. But this creates a dilemma for us 

and from other portions of Scripture. 

 

It is Not Always God’s Will to Heal 

 

• Paul left Trophimus sick in Miletus (2 Timothy 4:20) 

• Paul himself having the gift of healing, prayed three times for healing and it was not 

granted by God (2 Corinthians 12:7-9) 

• Everyone dies eventually! 

 

If James 5 was an unqualified statement then we should expect to see some pretty old 

Christians around the church (wait…we do have some pretty old Christians around the 

church) because whenever they’re sick the elders come and pray and they are healed and 

on they go. So I don’t think we can look at this passage and say that every time and all the 

time, God will heal. 

 

This might be a more important point than you realize now in your life. But we have folks in 

our church who have had loved ones come down with major illnesses and great prayer has 

been mobilized for them and with total sincerity they have cried out to God. With all the 

faith they can muster they have claimed this verse and believed in their hearts that God 

was going to heal them and it didn’t happen. What oftentimes happens is that they blame 

themselves and say, If only I had more faith then God would have healed them. 

 

There are erroneous teachings out there that say that if there is no healing, it’s not the fault 

of the healer who prayed, but the sick person who lacked the faith. They believe God’s will 

is always to heal and it is a lack of faith when it doesn’t happen. Of course, the people who 

teach this die of something eventually and then they learn it’s not always God’s will to heal. 
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I remember going one night to Market Square Arena in Indianapolis. I had a free night and 

a famous TV healer was having a service there. So I went just to watch and as I came up to 

the arena, the whole mezzanine was packed with people in wheelchairs hoping that the TV 

healer might heal them. I certainly don’t blame them, but that shows you the power the 

promise of healing has. 

 

Sickness can be caused by sin 

Sickness is not always or even normally caused by sin 

Sickness and death are for God’s glory too 

 

I bring these three points up together because they balance each other. Let’s take the first. 

Sickness can be caused by sin. The Bible teaches that. The Bible also teaches that not all or 

even most sickness is caused by sin. A great example of the tension is in John 9: As he 

went along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this 

man or his parents, that he was born blind?” The assumption was that sin was the cause the 

disease. Jesus quickly responds, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but 

this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life. (John 9:1-3)  

 

I for one am relieved that I don’t have to view every ache and pain or sickness as being 

because of my sin. However, the Bible also teaches that it might be. That sin in my life can 

be the cause of sickness when God is bringing that sickness as discipline for my refusal to 

repent of this particular sin in my life. Let’s take a look at 1 Corinthians 11:27. 

 

Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will 

be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. A man ought to examine himself 

before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without 

recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself. That is why many 

among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep. (1 Corinthians 

11:27-30, emphasis added) 

 

The Corinthian church had all kinds of problems. One of them was that Christians were 

partaking in the Lord’s Table while harboring sin in their hearts. The Lord’s Table celebrates 

the story of the gospel and when I participate in a celebration of repentance and grace AND 

at the same time relish sin in my heart, it is a kind of gospel blasphemy. I am to examine 

myself and put my sins before the Lord, which means I open my heart to God and want all 

of my life to be consistent with the bread and cup I am partaking in. A refusal to do this led 

to weakness, illness and even death (fallen asleep). God punished many in the Old 

Testament with illnesses including Pharoah, Elijah’s servant, Miriam, and King Uzziah. 

Sickness can be the result of sin. 

 

It’s not hard to know why, is it? Nothing gets our attention quicker then when we don’t feel 

well. I think it’s rare in our lives when illness is the result of sin, but we have to be open to 

the possibility, and when we are sick, to look in our hearts and lives and to make sure there 

is no sin that we are holding on to. If there is, confess it to God that you may be healed. 

 

This is an important point now in James 5. In fact, were it not for the “if” in verse 15, I 

would suggest that it’s the main thing he is talking about. Verse 16 is a call to confess sins 

to one another, which I take to mean confessing sin to the person we have offended or 

affected. Why? Verse 16 says, so that you may be healed. When sin is the cause, confession 

is the cure. Even verse 20 hints at this when it says, Whoever turns a sinner from the error 

of his way will save him from death. What is that talking about? Sin has consequences and 

whether that death is the natural consequence of sin or a judgment from God for sin, either 

way when we turn a sinner from his sin we are saving him from the dreadful consequences 
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of rebelling against God, and through confession and grace, covering over a multitude of 

sins. 

 

However, sickness is not normally caused by that and we can look to the blind man in John 

9, Job and all his troubles, the apostle Paul and his thorn in the flesh, and all the saints who 

have ever died of something, which is millions of people and many of them were right here 

from our own church. This leads to the point that Jesus makes with the blind man, “Neither 

this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the work of God 

might be displayed in his life.” (John 9:3) 

 

While sickness and death are a result of sin entering this world, they are also means by 

which God weans us off the things of this world and purifies our hearts for what He wants in 

our lives. We realize how fleeting life is and how much we need to live for eternity. Since 

this is always God’s will, when I am sick I need to embrace this part of the illness and use 

the illness toward that goal. In that way, being sick can be spiritually profitable for us. 

 

Most of you know that I am deeply thankful for the teaching ministry of John Piper who 

introduced me to God-centered theology. A year ago Dr. Piper was diagnosed with prostate 

cancer and underwent procedures and is doing well. He wrote an article entitled “Don’t 

waste your cancer” and had ten points he made: 

 

1. You will waste your cancer if you do not believe it is designed for you by God. 

2. You will waste your cancer if you believe it is a curse and not a gift. 

3. You will waste your cancer if you seek comfort from your odds rather than from God. 

4. You will waste your cancer if you refuse to think about death. 

5. You will waste your cancer if you think that “beating” cancer means staying alive rather 

than cherishing Christ 

6. You will waste your cancer if you spend too much time reading about cancer and not 

enough time reading about God 

7. You will waste your cancer if you let it drive you into solitude instead of deepening your 

relationships with manifest affection 

8. You will waste your cancer if you grieve as those who have no hope 

9. You will waste your cancer if you treat sin as casually as before 

10. You will waste your cancer if you fail to use it as a means of witness to the truth and 

glory of Christ (Don’t Waste Your Cancer, Feb. 15, 2006, John Piper) 

 

At the basis of all these points is a belief that God is working in my life through the illness 

and through the cancer and through the heart disease and through the backache and 

through the MS and through everything that isn’t the way it’s supposed to be, to do 

something more important than me feeling healthy and vibrant and happy. God is weaning 

me from this world so I can be prepared for maximum physical health and pleasure in the 

next.  

 

You know how this works. You’re feeling fine and good then you get something and it can 

be anything, a toothache, cold, flu, digestive inconsistency (!) and suddenly you can’t wait 

to feel good again. Oh to be over this! I never realized how good feeling good feels! The 

worse something is, the more you look forward to feeling good again. 

 

In the plan of God, He uses illnesses and even death in this life to prepare us for how great 

it’s going to be in the next life where disease and weakness are nowhere to be found. One 

of the first things we will think and say on the other side of death is, I never realized how 

good feeling good feels! So we mustn’t waste the good spiritual fruit that physical weakness 

of all kinds can produce in our lives. They are another James 1 “count it all joy” trial that is 

our friend and not our enemy. 
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We still haven’t answered what is taught here by “the prayer offered in faith will make the 

sick person well.” The options are as follows: 

 

1. The prayer of the elders will always heal 

2. It only applied to the time of the apostles and God doesn’t heal anymore (but it doesn’t 

mention apostles here. It says elders, which is a continuing office in the church even to 

this day and nowhere does the Bible say that God refuses to heal anyone anymore).  

3. The prayer of faith is a means to God healing when it is His will to do so.  

 

Should we have faith in God’s ability to heal? Absolutely, yes. Faith believes in the power of 

God to heal and we should promote that in our hearts as we pray. However, the answer to 

prayer is not dependent on us drumming up faith and really meaning it when we pray. The 

question is God’s will in the matter and whether our prayer is according to His will. 

 

This faith, while certainly including the notion of confidence in God’s ability to answer, also 

involves absolute confidence in the perfection of God’s will. A true prayer of faith, then, 

always includes within it a tacit acknowledgment of God’s sovereignty in all matters; that it 

is God’s will that must be done.” (Moo, James, p. 182) 

 

James has already taught this in chapter 4 when he said,  

 

Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year 

there, carry on business and make money.” Why, you do not even know what will happen 

tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. 

Instead, you ought to say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.” (James 

4:13-15) 

 

The true bottom line in life is the eternal purposes of God. However, God has ordained the 

ends as well as the means and ALL prayer has power to accomplish what it requests by 

being the means by which God ordained His purposes to be fulfilled. This is a mind bender 

and one we can’t totally understand. But God has said that prayer will change things and 

James makes that point with the example of Elijah’s prayer with the weather (we will study 

this more next week). Prayer really does change things on the human level because God 

hears the prayers of His saints and in love responds to them. Did He decide before we 

prayed that He would do such and such? Yes. However, doesn’t that also allow God to 

decide to do such and such in response to the prayers of His people whom He also 

ordained? Yes. There is mystery there, but James doesn’t want us to get de-motivated to 

pray, but rather be extra motivated to pray. Even sickness and illness isn’t beyond prayer’s 

ability to move the hand of God and bring healing.  

 

Who heals? The Lord will raise him up. What was the means to the healing? The prayer of 

faith. Who gets the glory for the healing? God does and when He chooses to, He can and 

will do it and we can feel free and confident to seek that healing in our prayers, specifically 

the prayers of the elders of the church over the sick believer. 

 

Let’s not be the kind of silly Christians who tell God in our prayers what He is going to do or 

to tell fellow believers that they are for sure going to be healed. Let’s stand on the promises 

of God for what we know He will do (give us grace and help and persevering faith, and not 

give us more than we can handle and will provide the Spirit to comfort us in all our troubles 

and will bring glory through even the most terrible of physical illnesses). Let’s beseech God 

on what He might do and that includes praying for healing. Finally, let’s trust God that 

whatever He does is good. He is working everything “for the good of those who love him, 

who have been called according to his purpose.” (Romans 8:28) 
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I have told you before of the man who came and shared at a men’s study. He had a cancer 

that would take his life within the month and he knew it. Yet he came, and I’ll never forget 

him sharing that he struggled with Romans 8:28 and how his cancer could possibly be good. 

He said, I finally realized that I don’t get to decide what is good. God decides that. 

 

Isn’t there so much in life that is just that way? Not just physical problems, but the messes 

of life lived in a broken world. It just seems out of control at times and we think there can 

be nothing good in this or from this. That’s why we have to read the circumstances of life 

through the Bible. 

 

A widow in our church, who lost her husband just a few years ago, wrote me an email this 

week after last weeks’ message on prayer and healing. I use it with her permission: 

 

I can hardly wait ‘til next Sunday. Bob called for the deacons to pray over him in 2002 after 

the first recurrence of his cancer & partial lung resection and again in 2003 before we went 

to Houston for treatment at the M.D. Anderson Cancer Center…. There are some who have 

issues about this since Bob was not healed. Therefore, I am naturally eager to hear what 

you have to tell us. I do not have issues with his not being healed. God owes me nothing, 

not even an explanation. He does all things well and right. (Besides if everyone always got 

healed, we would never die, even Lazarus had to die sometime). If I were to struggle with 

God's will, I would be trying to control things. Let God be God. It's not about us, anyway, 

and when we trust God in these things, it brings glory to God. Even when we cannot 

reconcile everything, we can trust the character of God. He is fully in control. It is an act of 

worship when we praise God in our pain, and shows a watching world He is sufficient and 

that there is integrity in our faith. He is so good to me; I am of all people most blessed! 

With joy in view of His faithfulness, [Name withheld]  

 

That’s a better sermon on James 5 than I have given. It’s one thing to talk about trusting 

God when life hurts, it’s another to live through it and to testify of God’s grace and 

goodness in spite of it. Do you have room in your Christianity for things NOT being the way 

you think they should be? Of suffering according to the will of God? We must have room for 

the hero of the story, Jesus Christ, who suffered and died according to the will of God. Still 

he prayed in the Garden, Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me… (Luke 22:42) 

There is the weakness of his humanity and we can all relate because none of us cherish the 

thought of suffering. But Jesus went on, “Yet not my will, but yours be done.” There you 

have it. The bottom line of faith. God is good and His will is good and in His good will, He 

hears our prayers for healing AND can heal when it is His will to do so. 
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