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We began teaching through James last fall on October 22. Today is our last message in the 

book and I’ll conclude today with some reflections on what James has taught us these 

months. But we’re not done yet as there are five verses we haven’t studied. Our context 

here is James’ final exhortations about how to deal with trouble. He says we should pray. If 

those are physical troubles, we must see God as the source of healing and pray to Him, ask 

the leaders to pray in faith, and God can bring healing should it be His will. At the end of 

verse 15, it says that if a man has sinned, he will be forgiven. The reason this is mentioned 

is that the Bible in other places teaches that sickness can be the result of sin. Is it normally? 

No. But it might be and when sin is the cause, repentance and forgiveness are the cure. A 

pill can’t take sin away. But God will forgive our sins when we repent and confess and turn 

from them. 

 

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 5:16) 

 

This is a most intriguing verse. Why would we confess sins to each other? Aren’t we to 

confess sins to God? Why do I need to do this to be healed? Even as recently as a few 

months ago, this verse created some discussion among our elders as to how we should 

apply this within our team and in the church. I hope to bring some clarity here. I’m excited 

because this verse touches on so much of how real Christianity should be experienced and if 

it was, a lot more people would be attracted to it. 

 

What Does it Mean to “confess your sins to each other”? 

 

Notice that the verse begins with a “therefore.” What he is saying in verse 15 flows out of 

verse 14. What he has said in verse 14 is that physical and spiritual health come by prayer 

(of the elders) and confession if necessary by the sick (if he has sinned, he will be forgiven). 

So sin is in view. James told us in chapter 1 that sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to 

death. We studied the progression of temptation and sin. It’s like cancer; it grows until it 

kills everything it touches.  

 

Verse 15 describes what to do when sin has produced all kinds of undesirable 

consequences. The cancer of sin has metastasized. Verse 14 tells us what to do to keep that 

from ever happening. Since sin full-grown is so deadly, don’t let it get to that point. Confess 

your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. Verse 14 is 

when it’s really bad. Verse 15 is what keeps it from getting that way. Verse 15 describes 

what day-to-day Christianity should be like. Two truths summarize it: 

 

Confession promotes spiritual health  

 

Let me quickly say I don’t believe this is teaching that we have confession services or even 

in a small group go around and confess our sins to one another in some kind of purging 

ceremony. In many ways, that would do more damage than good. This is not a corporate 

thing. This is a “one another,” interpersonal thing. There are two times when I need to 

confess my sin to somebody so that I “may be healed”: 
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When I am wrong 

 

As long as we are sinners (which is all our lives), we will regularly do and say things that 

will harm our relationships with one another. Why does this happen? James 4:1 says,  

 

• What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that 

battle within you?...You quarrel and fight. (James 4:1, 2) 

 

• For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil 

practice (James 3:16).  

 

We have these sin natures within us and we are regularly doing and saying things that are 

not of the spirit but are of the flesh and these things do damage to our relationships and do 

damage within us. Every time I allow a sinful attitude to win, I am surrendering that much 

more to that attitude as a pattern in my life. Patterns become habits and sinful habits 

become bondages. The people around us are the ones who suffer; who are offended; who 

are affected in negative ways by our sinful actions. Before long, we have broken 

relationships all around us and we become bitter toward one another because no one will 

admit to being wrong even to the slightest degree. Our relationships need to be healed and 

for healing to happen, sin must be confessed to one another and forgiveness extended. 

 

So what are we to do? We are to confess our sins one to another. Here’s the principle on 

confession: Confession must be made to the person against whom I have sinned, 

and from whom we need and desire to receive forgiveness (Motyer, James, p. 202).  

 

You can just ask this question, for this to be made right, who do I have to go to? What is 

the circle of offense or who have my sins influenced? Whatever that circle is, confession is 

to be made. So that if I have a heart sin that has never been known by anyone else but 

God, then God is the one I need to confess that to and seek forgiveness. Otherwise you get 

into this hurtful kind of confession where a man goes up to a woman, “I have secretly lusted 

after you for five years, would you forgive me?” Or a woman says to her neighbor, “I have 

been jealous of you since we lived here, will you forgive me?” Now if that jealousy 

expressed itself in some way, that should be confessed. Secret sins are for God alone (the 

only exception to this rule is the next point). 

 

If a secret sin has become a known sin or that sin has affected others, now I must go to 

that circle and confess it and seek forgiveness. If it’s my family, I confess it to my family. If 

it’s my softball team, then I confess it to my softball team. Sometimes this requires a public 

confession because the sin has become public and the only way for this to be reconciled is 

to seek public forgiveness on a corporate level.  

 

This requires wisdom and prudence and it’s hard to know at times who to go to. However, 

the Lord knows our hearts and a sign of true repentance is that I am willing to make this 

right wherever and to whomever restoration requires. I know in the church today, these 

words are bringing to mind unresolved conflict and unconfessed sin. Are you willing to obey 

God so that you and your relationships may be healed?  

 

Here’s another important question. How are you going to respond to someone who comes to 

you seeking to make things right? They have offended you. They have wronged you. These 

are never easy moments and it tends to bring up painful things from the past. Jesus makes 

it clear that we must have a spirit of reconciliation. In Matthew 18:21, Peter asked Jesus, 

How many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times? 
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(Which Peter thought was pretty magnanimous). Jesus said, I tell you, not seven times, but 

seventy-seven times. (Matthew 18:22) Or in other words, we should always have a spirit 

desiring unity and harmony. Matthew 18 goes on with the parable of the unmerciful servant 

in which Jesus says forgiveness flows from an understanding of our own sinfulness. It is to 

look at the person who has offended us and say, “I am no better than you.” As Robert 

Murray McSheyne said, The seeds of the sins of all men lie within my own heart. From a 

right perspective of my own sinfulness comes a tremendous capacity to forgive the sins 

others commit against me. I’m no different than them. When we are wrong, we must 

confess our sins to one another and be healed. 

 

When I need help 

 

The other part of confession is also needed. None of us have the capacity on our own to live 

the Christian life. God has placed us in community with one another for a reason; we need 

each other’s help and support and encouragement and accountability. 

 

How important it is for me to see the tremendous help of having another brother or sister 

involved in my life, and in that relationship, to be open enough to share areas of struggle. 

Not to be forgiven by the other person, but to be helped. To have someone else who knows 

and to whom I can be accountable is so freeing and life-giving. 

 

The reason it helps is that sin always wants to isolate us; to get us alone. It wants to hide. 

It doesn’t want anybody else to know. What was Adam and Eve’s first instinct after they 

sinned? They hid themselves in the leaves. We’ve been hiding ever since. But to be in the 

church, we all have had to publicly admit that we are sinners. So the secret is already out 

about us! The disturbing tendency in churches is that we have to admit we’re sinners to get 

in, and then we spend the rest of our time trying to convince everyone to the contrary.  

 

Turn to the person next to you and say, “I am a sinner.” Okay, we’ve cleared that up. We all 

are! One of the greatest helps that we can have in overcoming a sin that we can’t get 

victory over is to get another Christian, preferably a more mature one than ourselves, 

involved. Sometimes just the relief of someone else knowing is so powerful. That person 

can provide help. They can pray for you. Encourage you. Hold you accountable in that area. 

When I need help, I need someone else in my life. Don’t hide. Don’t run. Confess it to 

another and pray for each other. 

 

Transparency is the key 

 

Sin wants to hide; God wants us to be transparent. What does that mean, transparent? If 

something is transparent, you can see everything in it. It’s not hiding anything. When I feel 

the need to hide something, that’s the first sign that something’s gone wrong. Are you 

hiding anything this morning?  

 

How much better it is when people feel free to be transparent; to be up front about our 

mistakes and weaknesses and even sins. Think of the powerful witness this can be in our 

community because where else are you going to find transparency? At the Government 

center? In the Teacher’s Lounge? In the Mills? Yet, transparency hurts so good, doesn’t it? 

It’s a willingness to be open with the junk and to find acceptance and love.  

 

Confession in the presence of a brother is the profoundest kind of humiliation. It hurts, it 

cuts a man down, it is a dreadful blow to pride. To stand there before a brother as a sinner 

is an ignominy that is almost unbearable. In the confession of concrete sins the old man 

dies a painful, shameful death before the eyes of a brother. (Dietrich Bonhoeffer) 
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One night at a camp I was speaking at a few weeks ago, a 16 year old young man sat in the 

chapel for a long time after my message. He couldn’t move. He was hunched over and 

deeply troubled. I eventually came back into the chapel and I sat next to him and asked him 

what was on his mind. He told me there was something in his life that he was terribly 

embarrassed about (even saying that was painful for him). I asked him if he wanted to talk 

about it. He shook his head. There was a great struggle going on in his heart between the 

desire to be free from it and the shame of admitting it. He couldn’t bring himself to do it. I 

encouraged him to talk to an adult or his youth pastor soon and to get help. I don’t know if 

he did. 

 

This morning, you might be like that young man. Even as I talk about this, there is a secret 

you have. You have a struggle between the desire to be free from it and the shame of 

admitting it. Perhaps God will use His Word today to lead you to freedom. Confess it to God; 

He knows it already anyway. There’s no hiding from Him. Seek to make it right in your life. 

And consider sharing it with a mature believer so that you can be helped and encouraged 

and loved in it. This is what grace is. God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble 

(4:6). I’ve spent a lot of time on this point because I think it’s important. Let’s finish the 

book. 

 

The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective. 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. 

(Verses 17-18)  

 

Prayer is Powerful 

 

James declares that the prayer of a righteous man is powerful. In context, the prayers of a 

man who is transparent about his sin and merciful toward the sins of others are powerful. 

To prove his point, He uses one more illustration for the Old Testament. Elijah prayed and it 

didn’t rain for three years. This comes from 1 Kings 17 and the story of Elijah and King 

Ahab. Elijah said it wouldn’t rain until he said it would and then he went into exile. It didn’t 

rain, which led to one of the great moments in the entire Old Testament where Elijah takes 

on the 400 prophets of Baal. Kids in church love this story. We don’t have time to tell it. 

James’ point is that Elijah was a man like us and look what his prayers accomplished. If 

Elijah’s prayers were powerful, the same power is available to all of us. 

 

I wonder, if we really thought prayer was powerful, would we do it more or less than we do? 

So what is the only reasonable explanation for a lack of prayer in our lives? We don’t really 

think it does anything or we would do it more. Get more excited about prayer services and 

prayer opportunities. Just plain pray more. Here the Holy Spirit almost dares us to pray with 

expectation that our prayers are actually powerful and effective. 

 

This is something we have to remind ourselves when we pray because our prayers at times 

seem so feeble. We can think, What good is this really doing? and interpret prayer’s 

effectiveness through our limited perspective. Perhaps things are not quite what they 

appear. Might not the Holy Spirit have a little more insight into this than us? If the Holy 

Spirit says through His inspired word that prayer is powerful, shouldn’t we take His Word for 

it? And wouldn’t a real belief in prayer’s power motivate us to do it more? I think so, too. 

 

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. (Verses 19-20) 
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James concludes with a note of grace. Grace for the one who has “wandered from the 

truth.” Who is he talking about here? He says in verse 20 that turning him saves him from 

“death.” Here is where our series on Hebrews a year or two ago helps because there is this 

kind of language all over. What Hebrews taught us was that a true believer will always 

persevere in faith, but that God works through means to keep us from ultimately 

“wandering from the truth.” James points out that we have a responsibility in this to go to 

our brothers and sisters who have wandered. This might be doctrinal, but is more likely 

ethical. They are living inconsistent with the truth. By being an agent of repentance in their 

lives, they are saved from two things: the multitude of sins that would otherwise come AND 

spiritual death as their refusal to repent would reveal they were never saved in the first 

place. Should that explanation be unsatisfactory, pick up the CD series entitled 

Perseverance as I don’t have to time to get into it. 

 

I do want to say that this is very hard. I look back at my time here at Bethel and I see more 

failures than successes in this regard. It seems like we always have somebody “wandering” 

around here. Often they kind of drift away under the radar and then much later we find out 

what has happened. I want to confess to you too often I have failed to seek them out like 

this verse would call me to. I think it is telling us: 1) not to give up easily on people; 2) just 

because they wander doesn’t mean they can’t be brought back and, 3) we have a role in 

doing that. Let’s love one another enough to step in when wandering starts to happen. A 

little tough love can cover a multitude of sins. 

 

Final Thoughts on James 

 

Whenever I get to the end of a book series, I get a little nostalgic. I think back to favorite 

messages and how God used certain ones in my life or in the church in some way. I don’t 

think that one message in particular stands out to me from James. I told you at the 

beginning there would be a lot about walk (how we live) and talk (how we speak) and I 

think you would say that is true. 

 

The thing that stands out to me from this letter is how practical and daily Christianity is. 

There are some who try to practice a kind of compartmentalized Christianity that makes it 

important one day a week or for one hour a week but don’t see it as relevant to the rest of 

their lives. They have never studied James. James addresses trials, decision making, 

suffering, temptation, compassion ministries, obedience, the tongue, interpersonal conflict, 

the big picture of life, greed, oppression of the poor, swearing, prayer, and troubles of every 

kind. Essentially, it brings the gospel of Jesus Christ into the hum drum of every day living. 

 

The reason that is so important is that if our Christianity doesn’t change us on the most 

fundamental levels of life, than what power does it have? Or as James has asked, What 

good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save 

him? (2:14). 

 

Christ wants us to appropriate the gospel in every dimension of my life and when I do, I am 

the blessed man of 1:25 - But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives 

freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it – he will 

be blessed in what he does.  

 

I want that blessing in my life and in your life and in our church. So at the end of this book, 

let me challenge us to not merely be hearers of the word, but to be doers as well that we 

may be blessed by God in all that we do. 
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