
Water of Life Community Church 
WHY PRAY?  
UNDERSTANDING PRAYER AND OUR ROLE 
WEEK 1 
JAMES 5:13-18 
 
LEADER NOTES 
Your Participants will only see the text noted in bold. 
 

ICE BREAKER 

• When do you first remember praying? How did you learn what it meant to pray? 

• Why do you think that prayer is such a ubiquitous human experience? Do you know people 
who would not confess faith in Jesus (or maybe anything at all), yet they pray? What drives 
them to pray? 

Prayer is one of the most misunderstood practices of the Christian faith, which may seem odd 
because it is such a universal experience. How many times have you seen a friend on social media 
share their “thoughts and prayers” in the wake of a tragedy? Most people pray. Prayer, in its most 
basic definition, is a conversation with God. Yet as followers of Jesus, we recognize that the object 
of our prayers matters. 

OPEN IN PRAYER 

Father God, thank you for the gift of prayer through Jesus, who makes it possible for us to come to 
you without the barrier of sin in the way. Spirit, teach us more about this gift so that we might 
experience prayer in all the ways God intends. We pray in Jesus' name. Amen. 

WORSHIP 

If you’re looking for help with worship, head to https://vimeo.com/album/2977729 and choose a 
couple of the songs you find there. The password is wolsg. Worship is also available at the 
beginning of each teaching video on our YouTube channel at mywolgroup.com. 

INTRODUCTION 

Thankfully, the Bible is not silent on this area of prayer where so many would like to see 
growth. James 5 offers some of the most practical advice on prayer found in all of Scripture. 
In order to grow in intimacy with God, we must have conversations with Him. 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic. 

1. READ JAMES 5:13-14. 

a. When does James suggest that we need to go to God in prayer? How does James’s advice 
on prayer compare to your practice of prayer? 

b. Should certain situations in our lives lead us to pray with greater frequency and intensity? 
Why or why not? 

c. Read 2 Chronicles 16:9. What do you learn about God in this verse? What do you learn 
about yourself? What does it mean, practically, to be “wholeheartedly devoted” to God? 

This is a familiar verse, but what might be unfamiliar is its context. Notice the second half of the 
verse. When the prophet Hanani spoke these words, he was speaking them to King Asa of Judah 
who had foolishly not sought after God. Ironically, most people probably thought it looked like God 
had worked on Asa’s behalf. But Asa had gone around God to solve his problems, relying on an 
earthly alliance rather than the Lord, and only caused more problems for himself and the nation of 
Judah (see verses 1-8). The decision to not seek God cost Asa the temple treasury, some personal 
wealth, his integrity, his standing with God, and his future success as king. 

d. In what situations are you tempted to rely on yourself or the way of the world instead of on 
God? When you’ve made that choice to not seek the Lord, what has it cost you? 

e. Why do you think we so often settle for so much less than God showing “Himself strong” 
on our behalf? What does it say about how we view God and what we believe about Him? 

If we are honest, we treat prayer as a crisis defense; as a last resort when something goes wrong. 
Yet, James sees prayer as something that should be happening in our lives all the time. James sees 
prayer as the lifeblood of an ongoing connection with God the Father. If the goal of life is to know 
and connect with God, prayer is one of the best ways to foster that connection. Just as relational 
intimacy is developed with your friends through conversation, intimacy is fostered with God through 
prayer. As Paul wrote, we should “pray continually” (1 Thess. 5:17). This is not to say there aren’t 
times in our lives that require a greater degree of dependency on God. When we are sick or in a 
desperate situation, we should appeal to the One who is above it all. However, the prayers in those 
times should be in addition to our regular prayer life. 

2. READ JAMES 5:15-18. 

a. What three groups of people are mentioned in these verses? What does James promise 
about the sick (v. 15)? 

The history of faith is filled with people who believed but who were also sick and who suffered. Jesus 
is the only perfect person who ever lived, yet He suffered more than anyone. Job was righteous and 
he suffered much. A false teaching exists that says with enough faith, you will be healed. That’s not 
what James is saying. Rather, God uses our prayers and petitions to bring about healing. 



b. How are sin and sickness related? How does confessing sin function in a community? 
Why is this something we should pray for together, as well as individually? 

c. What joy or relief have you experienced when you confess sin to another brother or sister 
in Christ? 

d. What does the word “righteous” mean in the context of verse 16? Why would the prayer of 
a righteous person be more effective? James uses the example of Elijah. Who comes to your 
mind when you think of a righteous “prayer warrior”? What could you learn about prayer by 
observing their life? 

e. Read 1 Timothy 2:5 and 1 John 2:1. What do we learn about Jesus in these verses?  

f. What is John’s hope and expectation for believers? What assurance about God does John 
say we should have in relation to that hope and expectation? 

g. What reason does a Christian have to be confident before God? 

Jesus is our Advocate before the Father, but He does not argue for leniency. He argues for justice, 
which was satisfied fully (propitiated) by Jesus’ blood on the cross. This does not mean that we need 
to tack “in Jesus’ name” on all our prayers. Although that isn’t a bad idea, it means that our prayers 
are accepted by virtue of our relationship with Jesus. He is perfectly righteous and all His prayers 
are perfectly heard. Go to God through Jesus. 

PRAYER/MINISTRY TIME 

Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives. 

• Do you feel comfortable expressing your prayer needs to this group? Why is prayer 
such an indispensable part of our life together as believers? 

• What would it look like to devote regular time to praying for specific people in need of 
the gospel of Jesus Christ? 

• In what ways do your prayers need to be coupled with actions? Explain. 

Thank God that though He is invisible to us, He is always present with us, delighting in us and 
making Himself known to us. Ask Him to help you look for Him in every circumstance of every day, 
and to walk with Him in faith. 

  



GOING DEEPER/WEEKLY CHALLENGE  

REFLECT  

• Take a moment and reflect in your own life - does your everyday prayer life represent 

Jesus or yourself?  

RESPOND  

• Help build the discipline of prayer in your life and commit to praying for at least 15 

minutes every day. If you’re already praying for at least 15 minutes each day, commit 

to praying more throughout the day as well. 

Also ... Subscribe to our e-devotionals by texting “edevotional” to 67076; or go to 
wolgroups.com and click on the eDevotional button for daily testimonies relating to this 
week’s theme.  

MEMORY VERSE 

2 Chronicles 16:9a (NLT) 

"The eyes of the LORD search the whole earth in order to strengthen those whose hearts are 
fully committed to him." 

COMMENTARY 

JAMES 5:13-18 

5:13. Christians pray both in times of trouble and in times of joy. In times of trouble Christians often 
fall victims to self-pity, anger, or morbid introspection. James directed Christians to pray rather than 
surrender to these wrong responses. Trouble includes physical and emotional stress arising from 
both ordinary trials and special spiritual difficulties. During such trouble, we are to “keep on praying.” 
Sufferers must live in an attitude of prayer. 

Happy describes a cheerful, elated mood. This is not a giddy, flippant outlook but a mood of cheer 
and optimism. Prosperity and pleasant experiences in life can cause a person to forsake God due to 
complacency or worldly contentment. Instead, life’s good times should lead us to sing songs of 
praise to God as the author of the blessings. The same verb can be translated “make music” to the 
Lord (Eph. 5:19). This command does not demand the use of music but calls for the expression of 
words or thoughts to praise or thank God. Christians who face trouble often lose their awareness of 
the presence of God due to gloom. Christians who have elation tend to forget God in the joy of their 
good success. Both darkness and sunshine should lead believers to a consciousness of God. 

5:14. Sickness includes all types of bodily weaknesses; physical, mental, or spiritual. Here the 
reference is primarily to physical illness. The sick person should take the initiative to call the elders 



of the church to pray for him. The elders were church leaders who had the task of pastoring and 
providing spiritual leadership for a congregation (Titus 1:5). We would normally expect them to pray 
with effectiveness. These elders are called on to perform two tasks. 

First, they pray over him, suggesting that they stand over the bed of the sick person. This is a 
special participation in prayer beyond the normal experiences of intercession. The fact the ill person 
was confined to a bed implied a serious or painful sickness. Second, they anoint him with oil. The act 
of anointing with personal touch and contact served to strengthen the faith of the sick person. This 
refers to olive oil, which served as a symbol of God’s healing power. The oil had no healing power in 
itself. The experience of anointing with oil appears elsewhere in the New Testament in reference to 
physical healing (see Mark 6:13). This practice had two benefits which encouraged more fervent 
prayer for the sick. The elders of the church would pray with more fervor because they had been at 
the scene of sickness. The sick person could become more aware of the encouragement which 
could come from their fervent prayer. 

The word for “sickness” can refer to spiritual weakness (1 Cor. 8:11). Usually, however, the 
presence of spiritual sickness is noted by the appearance of a qualifying phrase such as “in faith” 
(Rom. 4:19). The absence of the phrase here lends support to the suggestion that physical sickness 
is the concern. The word for “sickness” was used to describe the physical sickness of Lazarus (John 
11:2-3), the nobleman’s son (John 4:46), and Dorcas (Acts 9:37). 

5:15. The prayer offered in faith is a prayer based on confidence that God can and wants to heal. 
This does not imply that if a person has a sufficient degree of faith, God will automatically answer the 
prayer. Rather, it suggests that believers have a right to faith in all of life’s situations. 

Those who pray in faith receive two promises. First, these prayers will make the sick person well. 
Second, the statement about the forgiveness of sins suggests that in some instances illness may be 
due to the sins of the sick person. In such instances, the healing provided a sign that God had 
forgiven the sins. 

With these promises God still retains his freedom to do his will and work things out in the ways best 
for the kingdom. Prayer can bring healing, but lack of healing does not show that the one praying 
lacks faith. Neither does it show that the prayer is somehow invalid or God is somehow incapable of 
healing. 

The promise of raising up the sick person refers to physical restoration to sound health and not to 
participation in the final resurrection. The verb for “making the sick person well” is sometimes used in 
the New Testament to describe “spiritual deliverance.” The Gospels also use it for restoration to 
health (see Matt. 9:22). Sick person describes the experience of weariness (Heb. 12:3). Raise up 
describes the increased physical vigor of those who have experienced healing (Matt. 9:6; Mark 
1:31). This seems to suggest that both verses 14 and 15 refer to physical healing. 

The Bible text here does not qualify the promise of healing in any way. It provides an absolute 
promise that the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well. This poses a problem because 
it is obvious that believing prayer does not always produce bodily healing. Paul left Trophimus at 
Miletus sick (2 Tim. 4:20). We must always understand that this and other promises of the Bible (see 
Mark 11:24) contain an implied condition. God will grant the prayer whenever it accords with his will. 

We cannot take this statement as a guarantee that every prayer offered with a sufficient degree of 
faith will be answered. The intercessor must approach God in an attitude of faith, but the request will 
be granted only if it accords with the will of God (1 John 5:14). Whenever God does not provide 



instant healing, the prayer is still useful because it provides encouragement and help for the person 
who is sick. 

The concluding words of verse 15, If he has sinned, he will be forgiven, recognize that the sickness 
may be due to sin. When the sickness does come, the ill believer must examine himself before the 
Lord to determine if sin is the cause of the sickness. The grammatical construction shows that sin is 
not always the cause of sickness (see Jesus’ teaching in Luke 13:1-4; John 9:3). Some sickness, 
however, is due to sin (1 Cor. 11:30). If sin is present, the Bible offers hope. It assures the sick 
person that forgiveness is available. Sins are sent away because God no longer holds them against 
the sinner. He forgives completely. 

Some interpreters have suggested that this passage discusses two types of healing: physical and 
spiritual. The reference to experiencing forgiveness seems to suggest this possibility. Such an 
interpretation would require that the action of making the sick person well in verse 15 also carries 
with it an additional meaning of spiritual wholeness. The meaning of the context is satisfied, 
however, when we see simply a reference to physical healing. We should not give the words of the 
text more meanings than they require. 

5:16a. Because God hears the prayers of penitent people and forgives sin, Christians should 
confess their sins to one another and pray for one another. The mention of “healing” at the 
conclusion of this verse makes it likely that the sins to be confessed are those which have caused 
illness. The healing shows the purpose of the confession and prayer. 

Since the intent of the confession of sins is to experience physical healing, it seems best to refer the 
command to the confession of sins which may hinder healing. The confessor of sins is seeking 
healing by the act of admitting sins. Two interesting observations come from this verse. First, the 
entire church is to be involved in this praying. It is not confined to the elders. Second, the power to 
heal appears in the act of praying, not in the elder or other one praying. 

Confess means “to say the same thing.” It suggests that in confessing, we must identify the sin by its 
true name and call it what it is. We must acknowledge and repent of specific sins, not merely offer a 
general confession of guilt. Placed so close to the discussion of prayer for the sick, this verse likely 
has its primary application in confession of sin by people who are sick. However, the application is 
easily extended to confession of sin in any of life’s situations. This confession of sin seeks to secure 
faithful prayer support for stumbling Christians from trusted spiritual friends. It is confession to 
dedicated, trusted prayer warriors who will intercede for you with God. 

5:16b. Translators have disagreed widely over the translation of the last half of this verse. Some 
translators emphasize that James was commenting on the effect of the prayers of righteous people. 
Other translators emphasize that James taught that righteousness and earnestness were 
requirements for uttering powerful prayers. 

We learn two features of effective prayer in this verse. First, prayer must come from righteous 
people. A person must have a living faith shown by an obedient life. Second, effective prayer must 
have energy or persistence. Effective prayer comes from the heart of a believer whose passion is to 
see the will of God worked out in life. 

5:17. Elijah is spotlighted as one who prayed earnestly with power. A man just like us teaches us 
that Elijah had human weaknesses and frailties just like our own. The exact length of the drought in 
Elijah’s time was not mentioned in the Old Testament (see 1 Kgs. 18:1). Jesus mentioned the same 
length of time as James (Luke 4:25). 



5:18. Elijah knew the will of God so intimately that he could understand the exact time when the 
divine purposes were to occur. He was able to perceive when God wanted to begin and end the 
drought. The example of Elijah in determining God’s will challenges us to seek a closeness in our 
walk with God so that we know and follow his will. Those prayers which accord with the will of God 
will always be answered (see 1 John 5:14-15). We must so walk in God’s will that we love what God 
loves and reject what he rejects. 


	Water of Life Community Church
	why pray?
	understanding Prayer and our Role
	WEEK 1
	james 5:13-18
	LEADER NOTES
	ICE BREAKER
	 When do you first remember praying? How did you learn what it meant to pray?
	OPEN IN PRAYER
	WORSHIP
	INTRODUCTION
	1. read James 5:13-14.
	2. Read James 5:15-18.
	PRAYER/MINISTRY TIME
	 In what ways do your prayers need to be coupled with actions? Explain.
	MEMORY VERSE
	COMMENTARY
	james 5:13-18

