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When you were younger, how did you demonstrate your faith in Santa Claus?  How did your mom and dad know whether you were a true believer or not?  It was easy, wasn’t it – if you sent Santa a letter asking him to bring you something special for Christmas, if you got up on Santa’s lap at the store and made your plea, if you expected Santa to bring to you what you had asked him to bring, then it was pretty clear that you believed in Santa Claus.  At least that’s how it worked for me.  And when the time came that I stopped believing, I stopped asking.  I stopped writing the letters; I stopped waiting in line for my turn to give Santa my list; I stopped expecting Santa to visit our home on Christmas Eve with his bag of presents.
So let me ask you this – how can people tell you’re a true believer in the goodness and power of God?  How do people know whether your faith is authentic?  That’s what the Book of James is all about, as we’ve seen over the last ten weeks – authentic faith, faith that works.  And in these last verses of James’ letter, we discover one of the clearest indicators that a person is a true believer – prayer.  If our faith is authentic, we will pray.  Faith that works is a faith that prays, a faith that takes the time to talk to God and to bring requests to God because we believe in the deepest part of our hearts that God is listening and that God cares and that God has the power to respond.
 Think of it like this – would you talk into your phone if you didn’t think that phone was transmitting your words to someone who was listening on the other end?  Of course not.  You talk into your phone because you have confidence that there’s someone who hears the words you’re saying, someone who understands the message you are trying to communicate.  If you didn’t believe in the existence of God, you wouldn’t pray.  If you didn’t believe that God cared about you, you wouldn’t pray.  If you didn’t believe that God had the power to respond to your requests, you wouldn’t pray.  But you do pray, because you have faith that God is there and that God cares and that God is able to respond to your requests.  You pray because your faith is authentic; you are a true believer.  
Listen to what James says about prayer in this last section of his letter, as he concludes this treatise on authentic faith:

Is anyone among you in trouble?  Let them pray.  Is anyone happy?  Let them sing songs of praise.  Is anyone among you sick?  Let them call the elders of the church to pray over them and anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord.  And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise them up.  If they have sinned, they will be forgiven.  Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.  The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.
Elijah was a human being, even as we are.  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. (James 5:13-18)
Two words jump out at me from that text – powerful and effective.  That’s what I want my prayers to be.  I don’t want my prayers to be wimpy; I don’t want them to be a waste of time.  I want my prayers to be powerful and to be effective.  I want my prayers to work, just like I want my faith to work.  So how, according to James, does that happen?  How can we pray so that our prayers are powerful and effective?  James suggests three qualities that can make our prayers powerful; let’s take a look at them.
Powerful Prayer Is Partnered Prayer
First, powerful prayer is partnered prayer.  Now I’m not saying we’re not supposed to pray on our own, because we most certainly should.  In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus encouraged us to pray in private.  As opposed to the Pharisees, who prayed out on the street corners so everyone could be impressed with their piety, Jesus said, “But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen.” (Matthew 6:6)  Frankly most of our prayers are going to be prayers we pray on our own, whether it’s in our bedroom or our office or our car. 
But there is power, James tells us, in partnered prayer.  Notice what James tells us to do when we’re sick.  He actually tells us to do a couple of things.  First, he tells us to call the elders of the church to pray over us and to anoint us with oil in the name of the Lord.  Now I’ll get to that anointing with oil business in just a moment, but don’t miss the first part of his instruction, which is to invite the spiritual leaders of your church family to partner with you in praying for your healing.  James says to gather a group of people with an authentic faith who will pray with you and for you.  
By the way, do you think it’s OK to partner in prayer with people who aren’t on the church Elder Board?  Of course it is.  The point isn’t that you need to have someone with a particular title to pray with you and for you.  The point is to partner with people of faith, with people who know you and love you and who are fully devoted followers of Jesus.  Many of us do just this every week in our small groups – we ask the members of our group to pray with us and for us.  We ask them to pray for our health, to pray for our jobs, to pray for our families, to pray for our concerns.  And no one says, “Hey, I don’t want you praying for me; you’re not an Elder.”  No, we understand that there is power in partnered prayer, that the prayers of a group of like-minded believers are powerful and effective.

And that’s another reason why we encourage everyone to be part of a small group, because you need people to pray with you and for you, and because they need you to pray with and for them.  I’m not saying that I think it’s never appropriate for us to gather our Elders together to pray for someone in our church.  That’s something we have done and will do again.  There are certainly times when I think it’s right for us as a group of Elders to circle around a person in need and to partner together to pray for that person.  But if you’re like me, you need prayer every week, and you don’t have time to wait for the six of us on the Elder Board to sync up our schedules so we can pray with you.  You need the people who are close to you, who see you every week, to partner with you as often as you need prayer.  The point isn’t the title of the person who is praying with you; the point is that you partner in prayer with people whose faith is authentic, people who are fully devoted followers of Jesus.  And that kind of prayer, James tells us, is powerful and effective.

So what’s the deal with the oil?   There are two schools of thought on this, and there’s likely truth in both of them.  The first school of thought is that the oil is symbolic of the Holy Spirit, that by anointing someone with oil we are asking God in a symbolic way to pour out his Spirit on the person we’re praying for as an agent of healing and care.  In other words, this isn’t magic.  There’s no suggestion in the text or in the history of the church that we are to believe that there is some sort of mystical power in the oil itself.  It’s a symbol.  That’s not to say that symbols aren’t meaningful.  Baptism is a symbol.  Every time I baptize someone I tell them, “There’s no magic in the water.  This water isn’t going to save you.”  But I will also explain that being immersed in water in obedience to the command of Jesus is a very meaningful symbol, a symbol of our dying with Christ and rising with Christ, a symbol of being cleansed from our sin, a symbol of our devotion to Christ.  So while there is no magical power in the oil, it is still a meaningful symbol, a symbol of our faith that in response to our prayers God actually touches our bodies and our lives, that God literally takes action in our lives when we pray for someone who is sick.

The second school of thought is that to anoint someone with oil means to use the best medicine available to alleviate the suffering of the sick person.  In the first century olive oil was often used as medicine.  In fact, many of you can think of a story Jesus told that mentions just this point, the story of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10.  When the Good Samaritan stopped to help the man who had been beaten and robbed, here’s what he did: “He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine.” (Luke 10:34)  In this case there is nothing symbolic about the pouring out of oil; the Good Samaritan is pouring oil on the man’s wounds because that’s what they did to cleanse the wounds and to alleviate the pain.  So many biblical scholars contend that what James is telling us to do here, in addition to praying for the sick person, is to get the sick person the best medical help available.  In other words, if you find out you have cancer, you most certainly will want people of faith to partner with you in praying for you, but you will also want to get the best doctors and the most effective treatment you can get.
Now James tells us to do something else when we’re sick; look again at verses 15 and 16: “And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise them up.  If they have sinned, they will be forgiven.  Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.”  Again, notice the partnership that’s involved here.  James doesn’t tell us to confess our sins to God; he tells us to confess our sins to each other.  And after we have done that, James says, those we have confessed to will partner with us in praying for us so that we may be healed.
So here’s what I want everyone to do – huddle up and confess your most embarrassing sins to each other.  Not a chance, right?  This verse makes us uncomfortable on a number of levels.  It raises all sorts of questions.  Here’s the first one – why should we confess our sins to each other?  The Bible says only God can forgive sins, so why should I confess my sins to anyone but God?  And you’re right – all sin is sin against God.  In Psalm 51 David writes, “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight.” (Psalm 51:4)  The specific sin David had in mind in that passage was the murder of Uriah and his adultery with Bathsheba, and yet David says, “God, I sinned against you.”  And the Bible instructs us in a number of places to confess our sin to God.  Listen again to David in Psalm 32: “When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long.  For day and night your hand was heavy on me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer.  Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity.  I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the Lord.’ And you forgave the guilt of my sin.” (Psalm 32:3-5)  
So if God is the one who forgives our sins, why confess them to each other?  And what does confession of sin have to do with the healing of our sickness?  Let me tell you what I think James means by this.  

First, notice that James does not say, “I want all of you to confess all your sins all the time to everyone else.”  There is a specific context here.  There’s a sick person; the sick person has asked the spiritual leaders of his church family to partner with him in praying for healing.  And within that group of people, people who love you and people who are devoted to Jesus and people with a strong faith, James says to the sick person, “Confess your sins to these people.”  But why bring that up at all?  The person is sick.  Maybe they have cancer or an infection or a broken bone; what has confession of sin got to do with it?  Look again at what James says.  The first thing he says about sin is in verse 15 where he says, “If they have sinned, they will be forgiven.”  
Here’s the point – it’s more important to have your sins forgiven than your sickness fixed.   The health of your soul is more important than the health of your body.  So when your spiritual partners gather with you to pray for your sickness, be sure to put first things first – be sure that all is well with your soul before asking God to make everything well with your body.  And that’s going to be the first concern of the elders and spiritual leaders who have gathered to pray for you; their first concern is with your spiritual well-being.  They are there first and foremost to offer care for your soul.

And once they have attended to the health of your heart, then they can focus their prayers and attention on the healing of your sickness.  James says, “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.” (James 5:16)  Which suggests another reason we should, in this context, confess our sins to each other.  You’ve heard this saying many times before, I’m sure: “You’re only as sick as your secrets.”  I’m not suggesting that it is always the case that the reason you’re sick is because you have unconfessed sin in your life.  But I imagine every one of us knows what it’s like to be sick with guilt.  We all know the feeling of being sick to our stomach and having a headache and just feeling ill because of something we did that we’re covering up.  And there are times when the healthiest thing we can do for ourselves is to come clean with some brothers and sisters in Christ, people who love us, people of authentic faith, people we trust, and to tell them exactly what’s going on in our lives.  Sometimes our sin makes us literally and physically sick, and the healthiest thing we can do for our hearts and our bodies is to confess it and to make it right.
Powerful Prayer Is Pure Prayer
So the first quality of powerful prayer is that it is partnered prayer, prayer that we offer up to God in partnership with people of faith who care deeply for the well-being of our soul.  Second, powerful prayer is pure prayer, the prayer of a person whose heart is pure.  After his comments about confessing our sins to each other, James writes this: “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.” (James 5:16)  
So does that mean that God won’t listen to our prayers if we’re sinners?  Given that every one of us is a sinner, that would be pretty bad, wouldn’t it?  Of course God listens to the sinner’s prayer.  In fact, God is eager to hear the sinner’s prayer.  He’s eager for us to come to him and say, “God, I know I’ve messed up.  I’m sorry.  I want to make things right.  But I really need your help.”  Don’t ever feel that you can’t pray because your sin is too great or too awful or it’s been too long since you’ve prayed.  God is always glad to hear from you.
But with that said, the Bible is also clear that there is particular power in the prayers of the person who is walking closely with God, the person whose heart is tender towards God and who is committed to doing whatever God asks.  And that just makes sense, doesn’t it?  This isn’t a perfect illustration, but imagine that you have two children – one who does about half of what you tell him to do and always seems to be a bit put off by your requests, and one who does everything you tell him to do without asking questions.  And imagine that each of them come to you with a request of their own.  Now you’ll listen to both of them.  They’re your kids, after all.  You are always glad to hear them out and to spend time with them.  But wouldn’t you agree that you would be more inclined to grant the request of the child who consistently obeys you instead of the one who consistently resists you?  I think we would; I think that would be natural.
Listen to how the prophet Isaiah says it: “Surely the arm of the Lord is not too short to save, nor his ear too dull to hear.  But your iniquities have separated you from God; your sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear.” (Isaiah 57:1-2)  Here is the situation Isaiah is talking about.  He’s referring to the people of God who have basically turned their back on God; they’re involved in violence, in injustice and immorality.  And when they pray their prayers aren’t prayers of repentance; they aren’t coming to God for mercy and forgiveness.  Without in any way repenting of their sin, they come to God demanding that he make them prosperous and healthy, and they can’t understand why God isn’t answering them.  So Isaiah explains it to them.  It’s not because God is deaf.  It’s not because God can’t help them, that he’s not powerful enough.  It’s because of their sin.  Their hearts are impure; their motives are corrupt. 
Powerful prayer is pure prayer.  Prayer that is powerful and effective is the prayer of a person whose heart is anxious to do what God wants him to do.  He may not be perfect, because no one is, but his intent and his desire is to do what’s right, to live a righteous life.  “The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.”  

Powerful Prayer Is Passionate Prayer
Here’s the third quality of powerful prayer – powerful prayer is passionate prayer.  Notice what James says: “Elijah was a human being, even as we are.  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.” (James 5:17-18)  
James wants us to know that Elijah was just like you and me – he was a human being, even as we are.  In other words, the reason Elijah had such power in his prayers wasn’t because he was a prophet of God; it wasn’t because of his title or his position.  But he sure got results, James tells us.  Elijah asked God to bring a drought, and it didn’t rain for three and a half years.  Then Elijah asked God to bring rain, and the rains came and the crops flourished.  So what made his prayers so powerful?  Elijah prayed earnestly; Elijah prayed with passion.
Did you ever have a kid wear you down asking you for something they really wanted?  I did that to my Mom.  I wanted a dog; I had to have a dog.  For a long time she said we couldn’t get one because they were too much work, etc.  But I was determined to get a dog.  I tried all the conventional methods – begging, whining, promising to do chores, trying to go around my Mom and get Dad on my side.  Nothing worked.  So I decided to publish my own neighborhood newspaper announcing to everyone on the block that there was a mean mother in their midst who for no good reason refused to let her deserving son have a dog.  Fortunately my Mom has a wonderful sense of humor and laughed out loud when she saw the paper, and for some reason that seemed to work.  My passion paid off – I got my dog.
God responds, James says, to our passion.  Have you ever prayed with someone who is particularly passionate?  I will confess to being very Norwegian in my prayers most of the time, very matter of fact, if you will.  But I really enjoy praying with someone who prays with passion, a person of authentic faith who with a pure heart and the best of intentions simply will not take “no” for an answer from God.  

And I imagine that you’ve prayed that way at times in your life.  No, you didn’t pray like that when you were looking for a parking spot at the mall during the holiday shopping season.  But when your child was sick and the doctors didn’t know what was wrong, you prayed like that.  When your parent was getting close to death and you weren’t sure if they were right with God, you prayed like that.  When your marriage was in turmoil and you weren’t sure your partner was going to be there when you went home that night, you prayed like that.  We know how to pray with passion; if it really matters to us, we can all pray with passion.  And James wants us to know that God sees and hears and feels our passion.  He is moved by our words and by our heart and by our desire.  Powerful prayer is passionate prayer.

 James begins this final section of his letter with this question: “Is anyone among you in trouble?”  That pretty much applies to all of us, doesn’t it?  In one way or another, every one of us has troubles.  We have troubles at work, troubles with our finances, troubles with our kids, troubles at home, troubles in the neighborhood, and troubles with our health.  Yes, James, we are in trouble.  So tell us what to do.  How do we get out of trouble?  What’s the solution?  What’s the answer?
And James says, “Is anyone among you in trouble? Let them pray.”  That’s the solution – God.  Put your faith and hope in God.  Tell him your troubles.  He’s listening.  He cares.  And he is able to do exactly what you need to be done.  He is a powerful, mighty, gracious God.  So let’s tell him our troubles, and let’s pray with the faith that God hears and answers our prayers.  
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