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FCCOE; 9/6/20; James 5:13-20; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

Faith that Makes a Difference 

“Faith that Prays” 

Introduction: As I was making my way back into the office earlier this week (both physically and 

mentally) after having been away on vacation, I think I can be honest with you all and say that I was not 

feeling the sense of joy and anticipation that I normally feel at this time of year, looking ahead to the 

fall. In fact, I was feeling rather uncertain and even discouraged as I thought about the church and the 

world and all of the challenges this particular fall of Covid 2020 might have in store for us. But I was 

helped, as I worked my way through the mail, by the newsletter of the ministry, Good News for India, 

which I have visited and which we’ve been supporting for a number of years.  

It’s founder, George Chavanikamannil, reminded his readers in his opening remarks that the chaotic 

time in which we live is not a surprise to God. We live in a world in which sin is present, and such 

wandering—rebellion, really— from the ways of God in order to follow our own ways so often results in 

“thorns and thistles” (Ge. 3:18), not the roses and daisies that we might hope for. Until our Lord returns 

and establishes his righteous reign forever, George writes, humanity will face such troubles. We’ll do 

battle with thorns and thistles but all under the perfect knowledge and permission of our sovereign God. 

This God has proven himself over and over again as our reliable refuge and strength, and so we need not 

fear or panic or worry. In fact, we might even look forward to how God might act, using us in the 

process, to accomplish his purposes in the midst of these chaotic times. It was a good and helpful 

reminder for me, and actually a confirmation of many of the themes that emerge in the book of Judges, 

which I spent some time studying in these last weeks in preparation for our next sermon series, God in 

the Midst of the Chaos. 

But before we get there, we need to finish our friend James this morning, and our look through this 

pastor’s eyes at a faith that makes a difference. Such a faith, we have considered over the summer, 

includes a faith that perseveres, listens, matures, works, and risks; it is a faith that is without favoritism 

or judgmentalism or arrogance; it is a faith that is wise, humble, and patient.  And, as James now 

concludes, it is faith that prays, and it’s a prayer that results in a broad range of healing. Let’s hear how 

James calls his people to pray. [READ 5:13-20]  

I. What and When  

 A. Admittedly, for a person that has no sense of God, and for whom this dimension of earth is all 

there is, prayer seems like an odd superstition at best, and some serious self-deception at worst. As N.T. 

Wright quips, “Fancy just talking to yourself and thinking it will make a difference to anything!” But if 

there is another dimension, a heavenly dimension, a dimension that the God who has revealed himself 

on earth in Jesus inhabits, then talking to this God makes all the sense in the world. It is one of the ways, 

as James put it in 4:8, that we draw near to God and God draws near to us.  

 B. Such a drawing near to God can take place at many different times and ways, from being in 

trouble to being happy, to being sick or being sinful. Let’s look at each briefly.  

1. Praying when in trouble could certainly cover a wide range of challenges. Praying for relief from such 

challenges would certainly be appropriate. But James has also written a good deal about persevering 
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and being patient, especially when it seems as if God is not bringing any kind of immediate relief. James 

is likely offering that the way such perseverance and patience come to us, the way to get the strength 

we need to endure through trials, the way we come to know that God is with us in the valleys of 

darkness, comes through prayer. 

2. Importantly, James also encourages us to pray when things are going well…when we’re happy, sing 

songs of praise, which are a form of prayer, as the Psalms reveal to us. James knows that the danger is 

that when God does bring relief from our distress, it’s easy for us to skip merrily along our way, 

forgetting the God who has been with us and has rescued us, even attributing our good fortune to our 

own efforts. That was certainly the experience of the ancient Israelites, who kept forgetting or ignoring 

what God had done for them. Perhaps James also has in mind the time when he was with Jesus and ten 

lepers called out for healing. Jesus instructed them to make their way to the Temple While they were on 

their way, he healed them. But only one came back to give thanks. “Where are the other nine?” Jesus 

asked, knowing, it seems, the importance of praise and thanksgiving in our lives of faith (Lk. 17:11-19). 

3. James then writes that those who are sick should call for the leaders of the church to bring their 

anointing oil and pray for healing, a healing that may encompass both physical as well as spiritual 

healing. Now, this raises several questions for us. Sometimes oil—the sign of the Spirit and a symbol of 

setting someone apart—is a part of the prayer (cf. Mk. 6:12-13); most times it is not. Sometimes God 

heals based on a person’s faith; other times he heals to spark a faith. Sometimes healing is needed due 

to a sickness that comes from sin (1 Cor. 11:27-30); other times we never know the cause (cf. John 9); 

and at still other times God chooses for a time not to heal (2 Cor. 12:7-9). At the most basic level, I think 

we must remember that God heals in many and diverse ways, according to his will and not our own. 

James offers the illustration of the prophet Elijah, who was just an ordinary man like us, but he prayed 

that God’s will would be done and extraordinary things happened. It made me think of a couple of 

modern-day Elijah’s and their experience with payer. 

One is found in a cover story that Newsweek did on prayer a number of years ago. The story included a 

report about a college professor at Liberty University named Gary Habermas who kept a prayer list of 

hundreds of names, often people Gary didn’t know. He prayed for their jobs, their health, their children, 

and after witnessing a remarkable set of healings, concluded that prayer “works.” So, when his 87-year-

old grandmother fell deathly ill, he sat at her bedside in “serious prayer.” And, she recovered. Then, 

when his wife of 23 years developed stomach cancer a couple of years later, he again prayed seriously. 

And, his wife died. Did God fail to answer his prayer? Did God fail to heal this woman? In one sense we 

might say “yes.” But just before she died she told Gary that God had spoken to her and said to her, “I 

love you.” Gary was torn between grief and gratitude, relating that his wife had doubted God’s love for 

her all her life, but that she was now certain of his love. Gary concluded: “I trust God to have a good 

answer to my prayers. That’s not the same thing as knowing what that answer is.” 

I am also reminded of the experience of Tony Campolo, a prolific preacher and teacher and writer. One 

day a Pentecostal friend chided him: “Tony, Jesus said the ministry of the church is to preach and teach 

and heal. Now you preach and teach, but you don’t do any healing.” Tony replied honestly, “I tried, but 

not much seems to happen, so I stopped.” To which his friend quipped: “Well, when you preach and 

teach not much seems to happen but that hasn’t stopped you!” So Tony took his friend seriously and, 

based on James 5, began carrying a small vial of oil around with him and praying for folks as God led. 

Once, after praying for a man who had cancer, Tony got a call from the man’s wife. “You prayed for my 
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husband last Sunday; he died.” Tony felt terrible. But the woman continued: “Don’t feel bad. When he 

came to church that Sunday he was filled with anger. He knew he was going to be dead in a short period 

of time and he hated God. He was 58, wanted to see his children and grandchildren grow up and would 

lie in bed and curse God. The more his anger grew, the more miserable he was to be around. But then 

you prayed for him and when he left church a peace and joy had overcome him. His last days have been 

the best of our lives. We’ve sung, prayer, laughed and read Scripture. Tony, he wasn’t cured, but he was 

healed.” 

God works his healing power in mysterious ways that are not always known to us. He simply asks us to 

pray and allow him to do whatever “raising up” he deems appropriate.   

4, Finally, the last words from James calls his readers to the action plan of seeking to woo back those in 

their family of faith who have wandered away. As the Book of Common Prayer has it, in its prayer For 

the Parish (817), “…hear our prayers for this parish family. Strengthen the faithful, arouse the careless, 

restore the penitent.” While James doesn’t specifically cite prayer in his charge, it seems to me that any 

such reaching out that we may be led to do to arouse the careless or restore the penitent must include 

prayer, not only to help us identify who we might reach out to, but also because there is often some 

relational healing that needs to happen that has caused the wandering in the first place.  

So, whether we’re in trouble or happy, whether we’re sick or have been sinful, and as we seek to reach 

out to those who have wandered away, may we draw near to God in prayer, that we may recognize that 

he has already drawn near to us and seeks to walk with us as we go forward in our life of faith, together. 


