One Another

Lesson 12: Confess to and Pray for One Another -- James 5:13-16

Picture a small house church near the end of the first century, a single room with the lamps lit
against the evening, the floor crowded with people who have walked in from the surrounding
fields and shops. Among them sit the suffering and the cheerful, the strong and the sick, the
proud and the broken. James, a man known for the calluses on his knees from prayer, is writing
to people exactly like this. And as he draws his letter to a close, he does not reach for a grand
theological flourish. He reaches for something far more ordinary and far more searching. He
talks about prayer, and about what we do with one another when we are hurting.

“Is anyone among you suffering?” James asks. “Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing
praise.” Notice how he refuses to leave any season of life outside the reach of God. When the
night is dark, we pray. When the sun breaks through, we sing. There is no mood, no
circumstance, no high or low place where we are meant to go on alone, as though God were
only for emergencies. Every condition of the heart is an invitation to turn toward heaven. The
suffering one is not told to grit his teeth. He is told to pray. The cheerful one is not told to keep
it to himself. He is told to lift his voice.

Then James does something that makes many of us uncomfortable. “Therefore,” he writes,
“confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed.” Confess
to one another. Not just privately to God, though we surely do that, but to one another, out
loud, in the trust of the body. For a culture that prizes the polished image and the managed
appearance, this is a hard saying. We would far rather be admired than known. We will tell the
church our victories and bury our struggles where no one can see. James calls us into the light,
into a fellowship honest enough to say, “I am struggling, will you pray for me,” and humble
enough to hear it from another.

And then comes the promise that makes the risk worth it. “The prayer of a righteous person has
great power as it is working.” James knows we will be tempted to think our prayers are small,
that our words bounce off the ceiling, that intercession is a nice gesture and nothing more. So
he plants a flag. The honest, righteous prayer of an ordinary Christian is not a formality. It has
great power. In this lesson we will walk slowly through these verses, guarding them carefully
from misuse, and we will discover a church where the masks come off, where we carry one
another to the throne of grace, and where the God who hears is mighty to forgive and to heal.

Group Discussion: Why is it so much easier for most of us to tell the church about our good
week than to admit, out loud to a brother or sister, that we are struggling with a particular sin or
sorrow? What does our reluctance reveal about what we are really protecting?
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Personal Reflection: Is there one trusted Christian in your life to whom you could honestly
confess a struggle and ask for prayer? If there is, when did you last do it? If there is not, what
would it take to build that kind of friendship in the body?

Read James 5:13-16

Study Questions

1. James writes, “Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him
sing praise.” What does it teach us about God, and about the Christian life, that James
meets every season, the painful and the joyful, with a turn toward the Lord rather than a
turn inward?

2. Think honestly about your own pattern when life turns hard. Do you instinctively turn to
prayer, or do you reach for prayer only after you have exhausted every other option? What
would change if prayer were your first response rather than your last?

3. James says, “Let him call the elders of the church, and let them pray over him.” Who are
these “elders of the church,” and what does this verse teach us about their God-given role
as shepherds of a local congregation? Why does it matter that James points the sick to the
church’s own elders rather than to a special priestly class?

4. When you are sick, weak, or overwhelmed, are you willing to call on the leaders and
members of your church for prayer, or do you tend to suffer in private silence? What holds
you back from asking the body to pray over you?

5. James commands, “Confess your sins to one another and pray for one another.” Notice the
phrase “to one another.” What does this mutual, brotherly confession look like in the New
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Testament church, and how is it different from the idea that we must confess to a priest to
receive forgiveness?

Is there a sin or a burden you have been carrying entirely alone, never spoken aloud to
another believer? What fear keeps it hidden, and what might the Lord do through the
honest light of confession and the prayers of a trusted brother or sister?

James promises, “The prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise
him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven.” How does this verse hold
together physical care and the forgiveness of sins, and what does it teach us about the Lord
as the one who both heals and forgives?

When you pray for someone who is sick or suffering, do you pray with real expectation that
God hears and acts, or do you pray as a kind of comforting ritual you no longer believe
changes anything? Where has your praying grown faint or formal?

James grounds the whole passage in a stunning claim: “The prayer of a righteous person has
great power as it is working.” He then points to Elijah, “a man with a nature like ours.” In a
day when some claim present miraculous sign gifts, how do we rightly understand the great
power of prayer without turning these verses into a healing ritual or a promise that every
faithful prayer guarantees a cure?
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10. Look back across James 5:13-16 as a whole: prayer in every season, the elders called to the
bedside, sins confessed to one another, and the powerful prayer of the righteous. Name one
specific way you sense Jesus forming you through this passage toward an honest, praying
life in the body, and what you will do about it.

Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: Galatians 6:1-2, where we are to restore one another gently and
bear one another’s burdens, fulfilling the law of Christ; 1 John 1:7-9, where walking in the light
brings fellowship and the faithful forgiveness of confessed sin through the blood of Jesus;
Hebrews 4:14-16, where we draw near with confidence to the throne of grace through our
great High Priest; 1 Peter 2:5, 9, where all Christians are a holy and royal priesthood offering
spiritual sacrifices to God; Philippians 4:6-7, where prayer with thanksgiving in every
circumstance guards our hearts with the peace of God.
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