A Religion Not Empty
James 5:13-18 — (Powerful) Prayer in All Circumstances

  Our nation just observed the National Day of Prayer on May 7th.  Why did Christians all over the nation, including Mt. Vernon, gather to pray?  Fellowship?  As an expression of economic angst?  Or did we gather together because we believe that prayer is powerful and God is powerful?  We desire God truly to be at work in our nation for His glory and the growth of His Kingdom.  If prayer is powerful, let us pray every day, not just the National Day of Prayer.
Pray Whether Suffering or Cheerful

When do we stop praying?  When times are good and the cupboard overflows?  When times are bad and there are not enough steaks in the freezer?  James reminds us that prayer (along with joy; 1:2) should continue whether we are suffering or are cheerful (v13).  In suffering, God will sustain us and encourage us.  In cheer, God deserves the praise, not us.  Prayer is an expression of dependence and faith in God, and we are always dependent upon Him.  Prayer is an acknowledgement of God’s power…and that never changes.
The Prayer of the Elders for the Sick

Sickness is one example of suffering in which we need prayer (v14).  James instructs us that we can call upon the elders/pastors (Acts 20:17ff, etc.) in our church to pray for us.  Describing a situation of extreme sickness (the elders must come to the congregant), James exhorts these Christians to seek out the prayers and anointing (with oil; symbolizes the healing effect of prayer) of the church leaders.  Prayers (of the elders) offered in faith to God will show the power of God through healing (i.e. salvation; cf. Matthew 9:21; Mark 5:28; Luke 17:19) and restoration (i.e. raised from bed; v15a).  Of course, true faith never presumes to dictate outcome to a Sovereign God (cf. Matthew 7:7ff; John 14:13)

Along with prayer, the sick person should take opportunity to examine his life since sometimes sickness can be a result of sin (v15b).  Recognize that sin and confess it in humility for forgiveness.
Confession and Prayer Promote Healing

James takes the example of the sick person to make a general exhortation to the congregation for everyday life:  confess sin to one another if needed, and pray for one another in all situations (v16). The physical and spiritual health of the congregation will benefit from confession and prayer.  The one counted righteous in Christ knows that his prayer is powerful since he trusts in the powerful One (v16b).
We Can Be Like Elijah!

James reinforces his point by comparing all Christians to Elijah, a revered prophet at this time.  Elijah’s powerful prayer was the earthly cause for a 3 ½ year period of no rain (1 Kings 17-19).  Though a prophet, “Elijah was a man with a nature like ours.” (17)  We pray to the same God who has a covenant relationship with us through Christ.  Our prayers of faith (in God) are powerful as well.
Application

1. The spiritual and the physical can be connected, though we often forget this in our modern society.  Even if our sickness is not a result of sin (and it may be), God certainly wants us to maintain a healthy relationship with Him through the sickness.  When sick, be attentive to God.  When sick, pray and have others pray for you as well.
2. Sometimes certain Bible passages stretch the boundaries of our normal practices.  The anointing of oil at sickness may do that for us.  But after making sure we understand it correctly, we do ourselves a disservice to ignore a passage that the Holy Spirit has inspired just like the rest.
