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 The heart’s cry for healing is something that will hit home for all of us at some point.  

Maybe it’s the day we get called into the doctor’s office to hear of a bad test result.  Perhaps it’s 

when we see someone we love suffering, or when we ourselves are struggling with depression, 

anxiety or chronic illness.  There are so many accounts of healing in the Bible – we ask ourselves 

“Can God heal today?”  And if God does heal, how does that happen?  

 

 Healing hit home for me when our daughter Kirstie lay in a coma for three days after a 

catastrophic head injury.  She was just 16 months old.  The entire church met to pray for hours, 

begging God for a miracle of healing. For a time we thought that she was getting better.  But 

overnight the situation worsened and eventually the scan showed no brain function, so we donated 

her organs and took her off life support. 

 

 Now those few sentences cannot convey what it was like to lose your firstborn when you are 

a young married couple. I was 27; John was 34, and it had taken us 7 years to produce our first 

child.  So after her death, we both began looking seriously into the theology and practice of healing.  

This was during the heyday of the Vineyard and other charismatic movements in Los Angeles 

where physical healing was routinely practiced in their services.  We began to ask ourselves 

whether she could have been saved, if we had done something different.  So my talk today flows out 

of the experience of having prayed desperately for a child’s healing and finding that God gently 

answered “no.” 

 

 Let’s start by turning to today’s passage:  James 5:13-16.   

 

“Is any one of you in trouble?  He should pray.  Is anyone happy?  Let him sing 
songs of praise.  Is any one of you sick?  He should call the elders of the church to 
pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord.  
 
And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him 
up.  If he has sinned, he 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 man is 
powerful and effective.”  (James 5:13-16) 
 

Let’s look first at the question, 

I. When should we pray? 

 

 The passage is pretty explicit.  It tells us that prayer is for all times.  First, pray when we’re 

 A.  In trouble (v. 13) 
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 The term used here, “kakopatheo” means “to suffer misfortune”.  That’s a broad category.  It 

means that we should pray when we are troubled about anything, regardless of its cause.  It directs 

us to God, who is the only real source of peace when we face an uncertain world. 

 

 Second, pray 

 B. In joy  (v. 14) 

 

 James says that prayer should not be reserved for a crisis.  On the contrary, we should be 

praying when we’re happy, too!  The term used here means “contentment”.  Just because everything 

is going well doesn’t mean that we should forget to thank God for the peace and joy that we have.  

We need to praise and sing and rejoice when all is well. 

 

 Third, pray 

 C. In sickness (v. 14) 

 

 Just as we should pray when we’re in trouble and pray when we are joyful, we should also 

pray when we are sick.  Notice how this is an item in a series.  James has already given two 

commonplace situations that require prayer:  trouble and joy.  Sickness in this context isn’t 

extraordinary; this kind of prayer doesn’t have to be reserved for when we’re dying.  When we’re 

sick, even routinely sick with a cold, we should pray and ask God to heal us, just as we would turn 

to God in any other circumstance.  James means that prayer is our first resort, not our last resort, at 

all times.  But with sickness there is one additional instruction beyond praying for ourselves.  We 

should, if we desire, ask the elders of the church to pray for us to be healed. 

  

  

So the next question is… 

II. Who should pray? 

 

 A. Each of us.   
 James is talking about everyone – not just people who are terminally ill -  because of the 

lead in from verse 14.  We pray when we’re in trouble, we pray when we’re happy, we pray when 

we are sick AND, if we desire, we can ask others to pray for us to be healed.  So each of us should 

pray individually as our first step in dealing with sickness. 

 

 But there’s a second line of defense, because sickness is often a situation where we lose 

either our perspective (because we’re suffering) or our ability (because we are really sick).  And that 

is to use 

 

 B. The elders, when asked 

Notice that we are not commanded to bring in the elders.  It’s a suggestion, and it’s up to the sick 

person or their decision maker, to call in the elders as part of our arsenal for dealing with disease.   

 

 So when should we call for the elders?   First, let’s look at who the elders are -  the spiritual 

leaders of the church.  In our church, that includes the members of the elder board and the pastors.  

Their main job is the spiritual oversight of the souls in the church.  Praying for the sick is one of 

their responsibilities, and they are happy to do it.  But because they have day jobs and other cares, I 

would use two criteria for when to call.  Please be aware this is just my opinion - the passage tells 

us to call for the elders when we wish. 
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  I would ask for the elders to pray when a situation is acute for some reason – either 

someone is very sick, or in great pain, or there is a specific need for them to be healed in order to 

meet some particular responsibility.  And I would ask them to pray when a situation is chronic and 

disabling. 

 

 It’s usually obvious when a situation is acute.  Several years ago John broke his shoulder in 

England.  Dr. Shawn O’Driscoll, one of our church members and a very well known shoulder 

specialist, looked over the xrays and saw that John’s scapula was in 17 pieces.  Shawn did not 

operate, but prayed specifically that John’s shoulder would heal enough to allow him to baptize 

candidates at the lake baptism, which was later that month.  Sure enough, when the time came, there 

was John dunking away – although I notice that he left the really big and tall ones to Dan Farm!  So 

the improbable happened and his shoulder healed.  God answered the prayer for healing in an acute 

situation.  

 

 I would also ask the elders to pray when a situation is chronic and disabling.  To live with 

daily pain is extremely disheartening.  If you are suffering in this way, you should consider asking 

the elders to pray.   I have known them to pray for chronic migraine sufferers and other illnesses 

like colitis or arthritis.  In doing so you’re following a biblical pattern and taking advantage of all 

the resources that God gives us. 

 

 James encourages us to ask for prayer from our spiritual leaders whenever we believe it 

would be helpful.  So ask them!  Yes, they are busy people, but this sort of prayer is their privilege 

and their responsibility.  This is not a time to be all Minnesotan about asking for help.   

 

 We’ve answered the questions When should we pray? And Who should pray? so next is   

 

III. How should we pray? 

 

 James gives us a pattern.  We are to pray 

 A.  With anointing (v. 14) 

 

 To be anointed simply means that the person praying for you puts a small amount of olive 

oil on your forehead, usually in the shape of a cross.  The oil itself is not holy nor does it do a 

miracle.  Rather, it is a symbol of consecration or holiness.  Historically oil was used in this way to 

set someone apart, whether that was the High Priest being consecrated to his office of intercessor or 

a king like David being consecrated to the throne of Israel.  To consecrate means to “make sacred” 

or to “set apart”.  The oil serves as a visual reminder of the holiness of prayer and puts our spirits in 

the right frame of mind to approach God. 

 

 Oil was also part of the doctor’s toolkit in biblical times.  Remember when the Samaritan 

treated the wounds of the Jewish man who was beaten and robbed? “He went to him and 
bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine.” (Luke 10;34)   Oil was soothing and 

wine was disinfectant.  So the use of oil in James’ statement could mean, in a general sense, 

“Provide the patient with appropriate medical treatment along with the prayer.” 

 

 So oil and anointing serves a spiritual and a physical purpose. 

 

 We should also pray 

 B.  With faith 
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The faith being referred to here is our faith in God’s ability.  It is not the degree of faith we have 

that he will heal; it is our faith that God can heal.  In other words, all we have to do to meet this 

qualification is to believe that God is able. 

 

One of the most unkind remarks we could make to another Christian is to imply, “If only you had 

more faith, you’d have been healed.”  We had to wrestle with the whole theology of healing after 

Kirstie’s death.  What if her death was because of our lack of faith?  But that is not a biblical way of 

looking at God.  Remember the man we studied in Mark 9 who said:  “I do believe – help my 
unbelief!” (Mark 9: 24)  Our faith only needs to be as small as a mustard seed (Matthew 17:20) if 

it is placed in God, who is worthy of faith.   

 

 James also tells us to pray 

 C. With righteousness 

 

 This means that when we pray, we need to be in a relationship with Christ so that his 

righteousness prevents our sin from coming between us and God.  And if we really want our prayers 

to be acted upon, we should have a track record of prayer.  Effective prayer comes from learning to 

align our wills with God.  We can’t know God’s will unless we spend time with him. 

 

 I’ve been married for almost 33 years.  John and I often have conversations which go like 

this:   

Me:  “Do you know where the…? 

John:  “Yes, it’s in the drawer, and while you’re at it can you…” 

Me:  “I put it in the mail yesterday.  Did you talk to…” 

John:  “I’m not sure what I should tell him.” 

 

Now we are having a perfectly intelligible conversation.   But it wouldn’t make sense to anyone 

else. We know each other well enough to complete each other’s half formed thoughts because we 

spend a lot of time together.   

 

God knows what our short, anguished pleas mean when we have spent years developing our 

relationship of prayer with him.  Being a righteous person in God’s eyes usually indicates that we 

have a habit of prayer.  We aren’t righteous because we pray; we pray because Christ has already 

made us righteous.  James tell us “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and 
effective.” (v. 16) 
 

 We also have to pray 

 D. With understanding of God’s sovereignty 

  

 Prayer is not a magic wand that we wave to get God to do what we want.  No formula, 

whether it’s saying “in the name of Christ” or some specific method or posture will make the 

Almighty automatically give us what we want.  How awful would that be, if praying was like going 

to the ATM – put your request in, get what you want out, and discovering that what we wanted was 

selfish, or destructive, or just plain wrong.  But if when we pray, we approach God as the sovereign, 

loving, all-knowing king of our lives, then we will shape our prayers to match his will for us. 

 

 But what about people who claim to be healers?  Because of the need to pray with an 

understanding of God’s sovereignty I think we need to be a little suspicious of anyone who 
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promises to produce healing on demand.  Is that person acting in a way that elevates themselves or 

gives glory to God?   

 

 There is a spiritual gift of healing.  It’s mentioned in 1 Cor. 12:9 and 28, alongside the other 

gifts needed for the church like administration, helps, and teaching.  The spiritual gifts are always 

given for the church, not for the individual.  So someone with the gift of healing should be found 

using that gift within the church, under the spiritual oversight of the elders and pastors.   But the 

pattern given in James is not one of an individual with a spiritual gift. Rather, it’s the very 

ordinariness of the spiritual leaders that causes them to rely on God as the healer while they simply 

fade into the background as the conduit.  The “prayer offered by faith” in James 5:15 is a prayer that 

can be prayed by anyone.  It doesn’t have to be someone with the spiritual gift of healing.  It just 

needs to be prayed by someone who has acted with faith, with righteousness, and with an 

understanding of God’s sovereignty. 

 

The big question in this passage is: 

  

IV. What can we expect to happen? 

 

 We are told, in a very open ended way, to pray for healing.  The normal pattern of things is 

for us to be well and therefore it’s right to pray for healing when we are sick, just as we pray for 

help when we are in trouble and with rejoicing when we’re happy.  The passage never tells us to 

stop praying for healing.  I think it is good to continue praying for healing until we have the strong 

sense from God that he is taking that person home to heaven.  Remember that all we need is faith 

like a mustard seed – not faith that God WILL heal the person, but faith that God CAN heal the 

person.   

 

 For that reason it’s appropriate to pray, “Dear God, please heal this person according to your 

will.”  Somehow when we say “If it’s your will” that sounds almost as if we don’t believe God is 

capable.  To say “according to your will” acknowledges that God is capable and sovereignly 

chooses to heal or not heal.   

 

 So what are the possible outcomes of such a prayer? 

 

 A. God may heal 

 

 There are times when God graciously heals.  About 14 months after our daughter’s death we 

were back in the same hospital in the room next door to where she had died, with our six week old 

son Nicky who had meningitis.  The elders came to pray.  And I think they were praying more for 

our sanity than they were for Nick’s healing.  You see, John and I were completely broken at that 

point.  It looked as though our second child was going to die right in that same Peds ICU.   We were 

crying; the nurses who had been on that floor during Kirstie’s stay were crying; the elders were 

crying and poor old Nicky was crying because he was miserably sick.  I didn’t know what God was 

trying to teach us but I was pretty sure I didn’t want to learn it.   

 

 But our elders, bless them, came and prayed for us as much as for Nick.  Most kids recover 

from meningitis and virtually everyone recovers from the type he had.  But we weren’t medical 

people and all we knew was that he was gravely ill, seriously dehydrated and in extreme pain.  

Following that time of prayer he did make a fairly quick turnaround and five days later we were 

home.  God was gracious to us in not giving us more than we could bear. 



 6 

 

 But there are times that  

 B. God may not heal 

 

 You know that we have prayed for many in our church whom we wanted to live, yet God 

chose to take them home.  What does that mean?  It means that in his view of the situation God sees 

what will be accomplished by their death.  Perhaps that person is being spared greater pain by an 

early death.  Perhaps that person’s death is the means of others coming to know Christ – for 

example, when missionary Jim Elliot was martyred.  And sometimes God teaches us what he taught 

Paul in 2
nd

 Corinthians 12:8:  “Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from 
me.  But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect 
in weakness.’” This was evident in missionary Amy Carmichael’s life.  After long service in 

India she suffered a bad fall at age 51 and was bedridden for the last 20 years of her life.  Out of 

those years came some of her most effective writing.  God chose not to heal her.  But he is glorified 

when we acknowledge his right to do with us what he will, to heal or not heal. 

 

 But either way, 

 C. We will be changed 

 

 When we pray for healing, regardless of the outcome, we will be changed.  This is a 

fundamental principle of prayer.  You cannot pray for someone and not be changed yourself simply 

because you spent time with God in prayer.  Prayer helps us deepen our relationship with God and 

helps us understand his will. 

 

 That’s what the passage says.  But these four verses leave us with some big questions about 

prayer for healing. 

 

V. Some Big Questions 

 

 One question we might have is: 

 Didn’t Jesus take care of sin and sickness at the cross?  Isn’t it God’s will for us always 

to be well? 

 

 Jesus’ death on the cross dealt with all sin – sins that occurred before his time on earth, sins 

that we commit today.  The cross works forward and backward in time to cancel out sin for those 

who accept Jesus’ lordship in their lives.  But while sin itself is vanquished, its effects linger on 

around us. 

 

 And that means we live in a fallen world, where creation itself has been affected by the 

appearance of evil.  One outcome is that people grow old and die, where they would not have in an 

unfallen world.  It means that people have to work hard and suffer pain in childbirth.  The fallen 

world means that  we have predators and prey in nature.  These are all consequences of sin entering 

a perfect world.   And disease entered the world as a consequence of sin.  

 

 So in a fallen world, we might consider disease normal.  If the natural outcome of life in this 

world is death, then disease helps bring death. And without death we cannot transition to the true 

eternal world that exists in heaven.   
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 Sin is different than sickness.  Sin can cause sickness, just as promiscuous sex  causes STDs, 

or gluttony causes obesity and heart disease.  The disease is the consequence or the outcome of sin, 

not sin itself.  So in that sense disease itself is neutral – just part of the landscape in a fallen world.  

For that reason, it will never be gone until death dies.  

 

 But death WILL die when Christ returns.  When Jesus returns to earth all the consequences 

of sin will reverse themselves.  Scripture tells us that creation itself is waiting breathlessly to be 

restored to what it was:  “…creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay 
and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.”  (Romans 8:21)  
Creation doesn’t want to be full of disease and evil and decay.  It wants to be what it was…restored, 

meaning “returned to its original condition”.  And sickness is part of the consequence of the fall, so 

it too is waiting to be vanquished when Christ returns. 

 

 So it is God’s will for us to be well, but we cannot be perfectly well until Christ returns or 

we die and go to be with him in heaven.  In the meantime, our remedy is to pray for healing.  

 

 Another question sometimes raised about healing: 

     

 Should we use doctors and medicine?  

 

 This is like asking, should we use our brain to look left and right when we cross the street in 

heavy traffic?  God gives us intellect and resources.  The early church had limited medical 

knowledge, but used what it had  - remember the medicinal use of oil and wine?  Doctor Luke, the 

author of Luke’s gospel and Acts, was a physician.  Paul advises Timothy to “take a little wine for 

his frequent stomach ailments”.  That was the equivalent of N.T. medicine.  Just as they used what 

they knew, we should use what’s available to us in conjunction with prayer. 

 

 But there is a secret about modern medicine which only became clear to me as I  became 

friends with physicians.  Guess what:  they don’t always know what to do.  Physicians are not God.  

They cannot see into our souls nor can they always see clearly enough into our bodies to treat 

accurately.  So medicine is the practice of the finitely observable while faith is the practice of the 

infinite and mysterious.  We don’t understand everything about prayer and faith, just as doctors 

don’t always understand WHY a treatment works even though they can observe that it does work.  

The two are meant to work in tandem.  So yes, definitely, we should use doctors AND prayer. 

 

 And the biggest question of all… 

 Why doesn’t God always heal? 

 

 I’m going to conclude by giving 5 reasons as to why God doesn’t always heal, even though 

we are told to pray for healing.   

 

 First, we might be 

  Asking with wrong motives. 

Remember that this passage is primarily about prayer.  And the success of prayer is often affected 

by the motive of the person praying. For that reason, sometimes God does not answer “Yes” to 

something which appears to be in his will for us because we are asking with a wrong motive.  For 

example, I often pray that God will bless the Women’s Bible Study and make it helpful to many 

women.  If the motive behind that prayer was to make me feel good about myself, I expect God 

would not bless that prayer.   Even when we pray for God’s glory he understands our true 



 8 

motivation and may respond with “No” or  “Not yet” in order that we might not be led astray into 

pride.  God is always sovereign in the answers to prayer. 

 

  Or perhaps the motive is right but the 

  Timing is wrong.   

Perhaps God intends to heal but wishes us to learn something about him in the interim.  Think about 

what we learn when we are sick:  that we can’t rely on our own natural strength.  That we need to 

accept help from others, which brings us humility.  We learn to empathize with others who suffer 

physically.  We may develop a greater sense of mercy toward those who are ill and have no medical 

care, like the patients in Guinea who will come to the Compassion Evangelical Hospital.  Delaying 

the healing will teach us something.  

 

 Another reason for not answering yes to healing: 

  Suffering allows us to identify with Christ.   

 

 We will never get very far in our Christian lives without some experience of suffering, for it 

is only then we begin to understand what Christ did for us.  Further, it causes us to rely upon him 

for the strength to get through, just as Paul learned to deal with his “thorn in the flesh” in 2
nd

 Cor. 

12:8.  

 

 God may not heal right away in order to teach the church to be united in prayer.  

  When many pray, God is more glorified.   
 

 Praying for healing within the church allows the body of Christ to bear each others’ burdens 

so that many more may glorify God.  Paul mentioned this in 2
nd

 Cor. 1:11:  “Then many people 
will give thanks because God has graciously answered so many prayers for our 
safety.”  If God heals instantly, fewer people experience the power of prayer.     

 

 I can recall some memorable prayer meetings in this church.  I remember praying for Sherrie 

Scott, a  member of this Bible study who was diagnosed with a brain tumor in 1990.  Her son was 

just six weeks old.  The church was united in prayer that God would heal Sherrie.  Her surgery was 

successful and here she is 19 years later.   But the powerful compulsion to pray that swept through 

the body of the church was uplifting and created a wonderful sense of community for us all. It had 

implications in many lives beyond Sherrie’s.  When many pray, God is glorified.   

   

Finally, God may not heal because 

 There is a connection between healing and forgiveness. 

 

I want to phrase these remarks very carefully.  From time to time, healing is withheld because there 

is a need for inner or emotional healing before physical healing can take place.  There is 

occasionally a relationship between an unforgiving, bitter inner core and an inability to be 

physically healed.    This is a relationship which can only be identified by the person themselves 

and God.  It is not a diagnosis which we can lay on others.  I am basing this comment on James’ 

statement in v 16:  “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other 
so that you may be healed.”   
 

God himself introduces the relationship between confession of sins and the free flowing grace of 

healing.  This is no different than him spelling out the relationship between answered prayer and 

forgiveness of others in Matthew 6:  “For if you forgive men when they sin against you, 
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your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  But if you do not forgive men their sins, 
your Father will not forgive your sins.” (Matthew 6:14).  By suggesting that healing is 

connected with the confession of sins James acknowledges that a bitter, unforgiving heart can 

impede physical healing.   

 

 I began by referring to our daughter Kirstie’s death.  We asked God to heal her physically, 

and he said no.   But now 24 years have passed.  She would have turned 25 on January 4 of this 

year.  Kirstie would likely be finished with school, perhaps married, possibly even a new mother 

herself by this time. But she has been growing up in heaven, where we believe we will see her in the 

future when we go to be with God. 

 

 So what happened when God said “No” in that situation?    It changed our church, and made 

them much more aware of the need to pray for each other. It prepared us for ministry in a way that 

nothing else could have.  Much of the pastoral ministry revolves around people who are hurting and 

often in desperate situations themselves.  It gave John and me an empathy for those who are 

standing at the hospital beds and graves of loved ones, and an understanding of the power of 

scripture and prayer to help. 

 

 It gave me a tremendous, peaceful trust in God’s sovereign mercy in our lives.  If he could 

turn even that awful event to good, and he did, then God truly can do anything with the human 

heart.  It helped me to trust him in everything that occurred after.  He knows what is best for us. He 

gives us what is best for us.   And he does not provide us with any circumstance that is too great to 

bear, but instead helps us carry the burdens of sorrow and loss in a way that permits gradual, but 

distinct, healing. 

 

 Kirstie’s death also gave me a tremendous appreciation of the love he bears for us, and the 

cost of giving up his own Son.  In the end, I gained, even though I lost my child.  Had I been calling 

the shots I would have gone for the easy fix – the spectacular miracle of healing.  But since God 

was in charge, he instead provided the more gradual and deep rooted miracle of learning to trust 

him in all circumstances. Isn’t that, in the end, a better outcome? 
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