
J A M E S :  F A I T H  T H A T  W O R K S  

Week 10 of 10 — Leader Guide 

The Power of a Praying Community  |  James 5:13–20 

 

AT A GLANCE 

Passage: James 5:13–20 Duration: 60–75 minutes 
Big Idea: Prayer is not a private spiritual exercise — it is the lifeblood of a community 

that suffers together, celebrates together, confesses together, and refuses to 
let any member walk away from God alone. 

Memory Verse: "Confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be 
healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working." — 
James 5:16 (ESV) 

 

 

TEACHING FLOW (60–75 min) 

Section Time Focus 

Opening 5 min Open with prayer; briefly recap Week 9 (patience, endurance, integrity of 
speech). Transition: 'James ends the letter where the Christian life must 
always return — to prayer and community.' 

Section 1 
(v.13–14) 

15 min Prayer as the community's response to every condition — suffering, 
cheerfulness, sickness. The elder call and the meaning of anointing. 

Section 2 
(v.15–16) 

20 min The prayer of faith, healing, forgiveness, and the stunning call to mutual 
confession. Greek word studies on 'save' and 'healed.' 

Section 3 
(v.17–18) 

10 min Elijah as a model of effective prayer. He was a man 'like us' — what does 
that mean for our prayer lives? 

Section 4 
(v.19–20) 

10 min Restoring the wandering believer — the community's most urgent 
responsibility. Saving a soul from death. 

Close & Send 5–10 min Closing reflection: 'What is one thing from the book of James that God has 
used to change the way you think, live, or pray?' Brief series wrap-up. 
Close in prayer. 

 

 

OPENING — Setting Up the Final Passage 

James has walked his readers through trials and temptation, hearing and doing, favoritism and 
the royal law, faith and works, the tongue, wisdom, conflict and humility, wealth, patience, and 
integrity of speech. Every subject ultimately presses toward one great question: What does 
authentic Christian community look like in the real world? 
 
Now, in the last eight verses, James answers that question with a single word: prayer. Not 
private prayer only, but the prayer of a community that suffers together, celebrates together, 
confesses together, and refuses to let any member walk away from God unaccompanied. 



 
This is not a passage about spiritual technique. It is a passage about the kind of people — and 
the kind of church — prayer produces. 

 

LEADER NOTE: Before reading the passage, you might say: 'We've spent ten weeks watching James 
press on every area of our lives. This is where he lands the plane — on prayer and community. That's not 
an accident.' 

 

Section 1 — Prayer for Every Condition (James 5:13–14) 

James opens with three conditions and three responses, creating a simple but comprehensive map of 
the Christian life:  What are they? 
 

Condition James' Instruction Note 

Suffering / hardship 
(kakopathei) 

Pray The same word used of the 
prophets in 5:10 — patient 
endurance under external 
pressure 

Cheerful / glad (euthumei) Sing praise (psalletō) Music as an act of worship, not 
merely self-expression — joy 
directed Godward 

Sick / weak (asthenei) Call the elders to pray + 
anoint with oil 

A communal act of care — the 
sick person reaches out; the 
community responds 

 

 

On the Anointing with Oil (v.14) 

James instructs the sick person to 'call for the elders of the church' — a deliberate and humble act of 
reaching out to the community rather than suffering in isolation. The elders are to pray over them and 
anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord. 
 
The oil has been interpreted in two primary ways: 
 

• Medicinal: Olive oil was a common medical treatment in the ancient world (cf. Luke 10:34). On 
this reading, anointing represents both practical care and prayer — the church attends to the 
whole person. 

• Symbolic/Sacramental: Oil in the OT was associated with consecration, setting apart, and the 
Spirit's presence (1 Sam. 16:13; Ps. 23:5; Mark 6:13). On this reading, the anointing is a visible 
sign of the community's intercession and the Holy Spirit's involvement. 

 
Both readings are legitimate. The emphasis, however, falls unmistakably on the prayer, not the oil: 'the 
prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well' (v.15). 



 

LEADER NOTE: Avoid getting tangled in debates about whether this promises physical healing in every 
case. James does not say the sick person will always be physically cured — the word 'save' (sōzō) in 
verse 15 carries much broader meaning (see Section 2 notes). Keep the group focused on the communal 
dimension: no one faces suffering alone. 

 

💬  Discussion — On Prayer for Every Condition (v.13–14) 
 

Q1 
James maps the whole range of human experience — suffering, joy, and sickness — and 
says prayer is the response to all of it. How does your group's prayer life actually reflect 
this range? Do you tend to pray more in suffering than in joy, or vice versa? 

 

Q2 

In most evangelical churches, when someone is seriously ill or suffering, the first 
response is cards, meals, and practical help — which are good. But James instructs the 
sick person to call for the elders to pray. Why do you think prayer is specifically 
highlighted? What does this say about what James believes prayer actually does? 

 

Q3 
James says the sick person should 'call for the elders' — they have to make themselves 
known and ask for help. That takes humility. What makes it hard for people to reach out to 
the church when they are suffering or ill? What kind of church culture makes that easier? 

 

✅  PRACTICAL TIPS 

• Encourage people to name both suffering AND joy in prayer requests — James addresses 
both. Many groups default to listing problems; help your group develop the habit of also 
sharing what God has done well. 

• If your church has elders who can come alongside the sick for prayer, mention this 
resource explicitly. Many believers don't realize this ministry is available or that James calls 
them to actively seek it. 

• Be prepared to address the “faith healer” misuse of this passage. Prosperity-gospel and 
some charismatic teachers cite James 5:14–15 as a guarantee of physical healing — 
placing the burden of unanswered prayer on the sick person’s insufficient faith. This is a 
serious misreading. The word sōzō (“save/make well”) is broad enough to encompass 
spiritual wholeness and ultimate resurrection, not just immediate physical cure. The NT 
itself pushes back on a guaranteed-healing reading: Paul prayed three times for his “thorn 
in the flesh” and was not healed (2 Cor. 12:7–9); Timothy had ongoing stomach trouble (1 
Tim. 5:23); Trophimus was left ill at Miletus (2 Tim. 4:20). James is calling the community to 
faithful, humble prayer and mutual care — not to a technique that guarantees physical 
outcomes or blames the sick for their own illness. 

 

Section 2 — The Prayer of Faith, Healing, and Mutual Confession (James 
5:15–16) 



Key Word Study 

 

sōzō SOH-zo Save / Make Well Used for both physical healing 
and spiritual salvation. The 
breadth of the word suggests 
James may have both in view — 
body and soul. 

 

iaomai ee-AH-oh-my Heal / Restore v.16 — used specifically for 
physical or spiritual restoration, 
often with a sense of wholeness 
being returned 

 

euche pisteos yoo-KAY PIS-tay-
ohs 

Prayer of faith Not faith as a technique to 
guarantee outcomes, but faith 
that places the person fully in 
God's hands — trusting His 
wisdom and will 

 

exomologeisthe ex-oh-moh-loh-
GEY-es-thay 

Confess / 
Acknowledge 

v.16 — a strong, forthright term. 
This is not vague, generic 
confession but honest, specific 
acknowledgment — to one 
another, not merely to God 
privately 

 
Verse 15 makes a sweeping promise: 'the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord 
will raise them up.' The word 'save' (sōzō) here is the ordinary NT word for salvation — used regularly for 
being rescued from sin and death. James may be deliberately using a broad word to capture the whole 
person: healing of body, restoration of soul, and rescue from spiritual danger. 
 
The second half of verse 15 introduces something unexpected: 'If they have sinned, they will be 
forgiven.' This is not saying all sickness is caused by sin. But it acknowledges that sometimes sickness, 
suffering, and spiritual failure are intertwined — and in those cases, confession and forgiveness are 
part of the healing. 
 

The Stunning Instruction of Verse 16 

'Confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed.' 
 
This verse is one of the most countercultural instructions in the entire New Testament — and one of the 
most neglected. James calls for mutual, reciprocal confession within the community of faith. Not 
confession to a priest, not confession only to God, but confession to one another. 
 



Why? Because hidden sin festers. It creates isolation, shame, and spiritual weakness. Bringing sin into 
the light — before a trusted believer — does something that private confession alone cannot do: it 
allows another person to speak forgiveness, grace, and truth to the one confessing. 
 

LEADER NOTE: This is NOT an instruction for every sin to be announced publicly to the whole church. 
James is describing the kind of close community where safe, trusted relationships exist for this kind of 
honesty. Help your group think about whether they have those kinds of relationships. Many people in the 
church have never confessed a sin to another believer. 

 
The promise is remarkable: 'that you may be healed' (iaomai). The connection between confession, 
prayer, and healing — body and soul — is explicit. James is painting a picture of a community so deeply 
connected that its prayer and honesty with one another are themselves a means of God's restorative 
grace. 
 

💬  Discussion — On the Prayer of Faith and Mutual Confession (v.15–16) 
 

Q4 
James says 'the prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working' (v.16). This is 
not a promise that righteous people get everything they pray for. What do you think James 
means? What does it look like for prayer to be 'working'? 

 

Q5 

Verse 15 says that if someone has sinned, 'they will be forgiven' — connecting healing and 
forgiveness in the same breath. Have you ever experienced a time when spiritual healing 
(forgiveness, restoration, confession) was connected to physical or emotional healing? 
What does that connection mean to you? 

 

Q6 

Mutual confession — 'confess your sins to one another' — is commanded but rarely 
practiced in most evangelical churches. What gets in the way? Fear of judgment? Lack of 
trust? Cultural individualism? What would it take for your group to move toward this kind 
of community? 

 

Q7 
James promises that when we confess and pray for one another, healing follows. This is a 
communal promise, not just an individual one. What does your group think a church 
community looks like that actually takes verse 16 seriously? What would be different? 

 

✅  PRACTICAL TIPS 

• Start small with mutual confession — don't open the floodgates by asking everyone to 
share their deepest sin in a group of 80. Instead, encourage people to identify one or two 
trusted believers in their life with whom they can practice this kind of honest accountability. 

• Model it yourself as a leader. You don't need to share something dramatic, but 
acknowledging a personal struggle — 'I've been battling discouragement this week' — gives 
people permission to be real. 



• Help your group distinguish between public confession (appropriate for public sins or 
reconciliation needs) and private mutual confession (appropriate for close, trusted 
relationships). James is calling for the latter, not a confession-booth atmosphere in the 
group setting. 

• End the session with a time of specific prayer for each person by name — not generic group 
prayer, but intentional, focused intercession. This embodies verse 16 in real time. 

 

Section 3 — Elijah: A Man Just Like Us (James 5:17–18) 

To anchor his call to prayer, James reaches back to one of the most dramatic figures in the OT: the 
prophet Elijah. The reference is to 1 Kings 17-18 — Elijah's prayer that shut off rain for three and a half 
years, and then his prayer that brought it back. 
 
But James' most important contribution is not what Elijah did — it is who Elijah was. The Greek phrase 
is: homoiopathēs hēmin — 'of like nature with us' or 'subject to the same passions as we are.' This is a 
remarkable admission. 
 

Who Was the Real Elijah? 

The Elijah who prayed effectively was also the Elijah who: 
 

• Ran away in fear from Jezebel immediately after his greatest spiritual victory (1 Kings 
19:3) 

• Collapsed under a juniper tree and asked God to let him die (1 Kings 19:4) 
• Declared himself the only faithful Israelite left — a wildly inaccurate statement God 

gently corrected (1 Kings 19:10, 18) 
• Experienced fear, depression, exhaustion, and discouragement 

 
James does not give us a sanitized Elijah. He gives us the real one — flawed, frightened, 
sometimes despairing — and says: his prayers were powerful. Not because he was 
exceptional, but because he prayed to an exceptional God. 

 

LEADER NOTE: This section is a direct encouragement to your group. Many people assume that effective 
prayer belongs to a class of 'super-Christians' they could never be. James deliberately dismantles that 
assumption. Elijah was not superhuman. He was a man of prayer who also cried under a tree asking God 
to let him die. His prayers still moved heaven and earth. 

 

A Note on '3½ Years' 
The Old Testament (1 Kings 17-18) does not give a specific duration for the drought. James states it 
lasted three and a half years, a figure also found in Luke 4:25. Three and a half years is associated in 
biblical literature with a period of intense tribulation (cf. Dan. 7:25; Rev. 11:2-3). Whether literal or 
symbolic, James' point is that the drought was extended, severe, and decisive — and it was reversed by 
the prayer of an ordinary man. 



 

💬  Discussion — On Elijah — A Man Like Us (v.17–18) 
 

Q8 

James emphasizes that Elijah was 'a man of like nature with us' — not a spiritual 
superhero, but someone subject to the same feelings, fears, and failures we face. How 
does knowing the real Elijah — the one who ran away, collapsed in despair, and thought 
he was the last faithful Israelite — change how you think about your own prayer life? 

 

Q9 

Elijah's prayer changed the weather. James holds this up not to overawe us but to 
encourage us. If Elijah prayed like that, and Elijah was just like us, what does that imply 
about what God might do through our prayers? What holds your group back from praying 
with that kind of expectation? 

 

Q10 

Elijah prayed for the rain to return — and he prayed seven times before the cloud 
appeared (1 Kings 18:43-44). His was not an instant answer. What does persistence in 
prayer mean for your group? What does it look like to keep praying when the 'sky is still 
clear'? 

 

✅  PRACTICAL TIPS 

• Encourage each person in your group to identify one specific, ongoing prayer request — 
something they have been praying about for months or years. Elijah's model is not one 
dramatic prayer but sustained, persistent intercession. Give people space to share these 
'long prayers.' 

• Consider creating a group prayer journal or shared list where persistent prayer requests are 
tracked over time, with dates. There is something powerful about seeing in writing how long 
you have prayed — and when God answers. 

• Remind your group that Elijah's fear, depression, and burnout (1 Kings 19) did not disqualify 
him from being a person of prayer. If someone in your group is spiritually depleted, 
exhausted, or discouraged, that is not a reason to stop praying — it is a reason to ask others 
to pray with them and for them. 

• Use the Elijah story to gently challenge any fatalism about prayer ('I've prayed and nothing 
happened'). James is not promising instant answers — he is promising that the prayers of 
ordinary, flawed, faithful people matter to God. 

 

Section 4 — The Wandering Member and the Community's Response (James 
5:19–20) 

The final two verses are among the most important — and most often overlooked — in the entire letter. 
James does not end with a doctrinal summary or a call to personal holiness. He ends with a call to 
rescue. 
 
'My brothers and sisters, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring that 
person back...' The word translated 'wander' is planao — to go astray, to be deceived, to drift from the 



path. It is the root of our word 'planet' (the ancient Greeks called them 'wandering stars'). The image is 
of someone who was on the path and is now drifting, pulled by deception or desire away from God and 
community. 
 

Key Word Study 

 

planao plah-NAH-oh Wander / Go astray The same word used for sheep 
going astray (Matt. 18:12-13). 
Emphasizes drift, not necessarily 
dramatic apostasy — the 
wandering can be gradual. 

 

epistrepho ep-ee-STREF-oh Turn back / Restore The NT word for conversion and 
restoration alike. Implies a 
decisive turning back toward God 
and the community of faith. 

 

psyche PSOO-khay Soul / Life James says the one who restores 
a wanderer 'will save their soul 
from death.' This is the deepest 
possible stake — eternal 
wellbeing, not just church 
membership. 

 
James says that the one who brings a wandering person back accomplishes two things: 
 

• Saves their soul from death — spiritual death, eternal separation from God 
• Covers a multitude of sins — an allusion to Proverbs 10:12 ('love covers all wrongs'), likely 

meaning the wanderer's sins are forgiven as they return, and possibly also that the restorer is 
acting in love 

 

What Kind of 'Wandering' Does James Have in Mind? 

The phrase 'wanders from the truth' suggests more than just moral failure — it includes 
doctrinal drift, disillusionment with the community, gradual absence, or drift toward a 
worldview that replaces faith with something else. This is a passage for: 
 

• The church member who has stopped coming without a clear reason 
• The believer whose faith has grown cold or cynical 
• The person who has drifted into a pattern of life that is pulling them away from God 
• The one who is being deceived by false teaching 

 
James does not say to wait until they come back on their own. He calls the community to go 
and bring them back — gently, humbly, persistently. 

 



LEADER NOTE: This is a fitting end to James because the whole letter has been about community faith. 
The church that prays together, confesses together, and cares for its sick and suffering is also the church 
that goes after the ones who wander. This is not optional ministry — James frames it as a matter of life 
and death. 

 

💬  Discussion — On Restoring the Wandering Member (v.19–20) 
 

Q11 
James uses the word 'wander' (planao) — the image is of a gradual drift, not necessarily a 
dramatic departure. In your experience, what does wandering from the faith look like in 
real life? What are the early signs that someone is beginning to drift? 

 

Q12 

James says 'if one of you should wander' — it's addressed to the community. He treats 
going after wandering members as a communal responsibility. How does your group's 
church culture handle someone who quietly disappears? What makes going after them 
feel awkward or presumptuous, and how might James push back on that hesitation? 

 

Q13 
James says the one who brings a wanderer back 'saves their soul from death.' This is one 
of the highest stakes James can name. How does framing someone's drift as a matter of 
eternal consequence change how urgently — and how lovingly — we pursue them? 

 

Q14 
The passage ends with 'covering a multitude of sins.' Love pursues, restores, and covers. 
As a close to the entire book of James, what does this tell us about what authentic, 
working faith ultimately looks like in community? 

 

✅  PRACTICAL TIPS 

• Establish a culture of low-barrier re-entry. When someone who has been absent returns, 
make sure they are warmly welcomed — not made to feel guilty for being away. Restoration 
is the goal, not shame. 

• Train your class to see follow-up as spiritual ministry, not social nicety. James says this 
saves a soul from death. When someone goes after a wandering member, they are doing 
some of the most important work a believer can do. 

• Consider whether your group has natural 'shepherds' — people gifted at noticing absence 
and reaching out. Encourage and affirm those people. The gift of pastoral care doesn't 
require ordination; it requires love and attentiveness. 

• Close the series by commissioning your group for this specific work: 'Before we leave 
today, think of one person you know who is wandering. You don't have to fix them — just 
reach out this week and let them know they are missed and they matter.' 

 

Closing the Series — 'Faith That Works' 



Suggested Closing Discussion (5–10 min) 

Before closing in prayer, invite the group to reflect on the whole series with one or two of these 
questions: 
 

Q15 Over ten weeks in James, what is the single most significant thing God has used to change 
the way you think about your faith or your life? 

 

Q16 
James opens his letter talking about trials and ends it talking about restoring wandering 
brothers and sisters. Looking back, what thread ties all of James together for you? What is 
the beating heart of this book? 

 

Q17 James 2:18 says 'I will show you my faith by what I do.' As you leave this series, what is 
one specific, concrete way you want your faith to look different — not just feel different? 

 

 

S E R I E S  C L O S E  

"Faith That Works" — James 1–5 
10 Weeks  |  Grace Bible Church Adult Bible Study 

 
"What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds?"  

— James 2:14 

 

Cross-References & Further Study 

Key Cross-References for James 5:13–20 

Reference Connection 

1 Kings 17–18 The Elijah narrative James quotes — drought, prayer, the still small voice, 
restoration of rain 

Matthew 18:12–14 The parable of the lost sheep — the community goes after the one who 
wanders 

Galatians 6:1–2 Paul's parallel: 'restore them gently... carry each other's burdens' 

John 20:23 Jesus grants the apostolic community the ministry of forgiveness 

Proverbs 10:12 'Hatred stirs up conflict, but love covers all wrongs' — the source of 'covers a 
multitude of sins' 

1 Peter 4:8 'Love covers a multitude of sins' — Peter uses the same phrase 

Luke 15:11–32 The prodigal son — the father going out to meet the returning wanderer 

Mark 6:12–13 The disciples anoint the sick with oil and pray for healing — the ministry 
context for James 5:14 



Matthew 5:23–24 Reconciliation precedes worship — connects to the community dimension of 
confession 

 

 


