
Lesson 19 – CONFESSION, PRAYER, AND RECOVERY                 James 5:16-20  

(5:16) – “Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye 
may be healed."  The need for confession of our sins cannot be overstated.  When 
God the Holy Spirit convicts us of sin, righteousness, and judgment (John 16:8-11), we 
will confess our sins, our sinfulness, the inadequacy of our best works, and our need of 
a righteousness we cannot produce.  But there are three things we must keep in mind: 

(1) It is not our acts of confession and contrition for which God forgives our sins.  
IT IS THE BLOOD OF JESUS CHRIST THAT CLEANSES OUR SINS AND BRINGS 
ABOUT FORGIVENESS FOR US OF ALL OUR SINS (Eph. 1:3-8; 1 John 1:7; Heb. 
1:3; 10:12-14).  Repentance, contrition, and true, godly confession of sin arises from a 
real sense of the forgiveness of our sins by the blood of Christ.  

(2) It is not, as some false preachers say, that we must confess every individual 
sin we commit throughout a given day and night else we cannot be forgiven.  We are all 
sinners, and we sin throughout the day and night, but we cannot know and are not even 
aware of every individual sin that we commit.  There are sins of commission and 
omission.  The psalmist prayed to the Lord, “Thou hast set our iniquities before 
Thee, our SECRET SINS in the light of Thy countenance” (Psa. 90:8).  Many would 
say that “secret sins” are those sins of the heart and mind that are hidden from the sight 
of others, but I believe it includes sins of our own that are hidden from ourselves.  But 
we also need to understand that we virtually DO confess every sin to God when we 
readily admit that nothing we do, not even our best works, measures up to the 
righteousness that we find only in Christ (Rom. 3:23).  We confess that we have no 
righteousness but Christ’s righteousness imputed.

(3) We are not to seek out one individual, such as a pastor or priest, to whom we 
confess all our individual sins and from whom we seek absolution.  It is not profitable to 
us, nor to anyone else for us to name, number, and confess all our sins to one another.  
Only the Lord is to hear our confessions, and only before Him are we to expose our 
hearts.  But we are to acknowledge together (mutually confess) that we are sinners, that 
we are not without fault or the potential to commit sin.  When we have openly offended 
a brother, confession and repentance are in order, that we may be reconciled.  Pray one 
for another that we may be healed, not just in body but in Spirit, fellowship and attitude.

“The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much,” i.e., the 
prayer that is put up with power, energy and life, that is truly from the heart, put forth 
with ardor and importunity, from a man who by God’s grace is justified and clothed in the 
righteousness of Christ, avails much.  God does not accept formal prayers from profane 
and false professors, but He accepts the prayers of His people, not because they are 
perfect, but because they come before Him to His glory and through His Son.
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(5:17-18) – “Elias was a man subject to like passions as we are, and he prayed 
earnestly that it might not rain: and it rained not on the earth by the space of 
three years and six months.  And he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain, and 
the earth brought forth her fruit.”  Elijah was truly a human being, born in sin, by 
nature no better than others, subject to like passions (both in soul and body) as we are.  
He was not free from sinful passions, such as impatience, fear, and unbelief.  Yet, he 
prayed to God in earnestness, with his understanding and with his heart and spirit 
engaged therein, that it might not rain; and he was heard.  He was also heard three 
years later when he prayed for rain.  The point is that we are not to imagine that Elijah 
was heard by God because of his own merit or goodness, but because of the grace of 
God and the merit of Christ.  Elijah’s prayer did not change God’s mind or persuade 
God to do something that He had not already determined to do.  God used Elijah to 
accomplish His sovereign will.  We must not imagine that men like Elijah and Moses 
were half-gods or that they had a peculiar, personal line to God; they were men like you 
and me, who found grace in the eyes of the Lord.

(5:19-20) – “Brethren, if any of you do err from the truth, and one convert him;  
Let him know, that he which converteth the sinner from the error of his way shall 
save a soul from death, and shall hide a multitude of sins.”  There is a vast 
difference between apostasy and a true believer who only strays for awhile from the 
truth of Christ.  Apostasy is when one who professes belief in the truth of the Gospel 
and the doctrine of Christ totally leaves that truth, calls the true Christ accursed, and 
turns against Him (1 Tim. 4:1; 2 Pet. 2:20-22; Heb. 6:4-8; 1 John 2:18-19).  There is 
no hope of salvation for those who apostatize.  It is possible, however, for true believers 
to stray from the truth and fall into error for a while, not to the point of apostasy, but only 
to be deceived and confused.  These can be recovered from their error, and it is very 
important that we who are not deceived and confused seek their recovery in truth and in 
love, and by prayer, teaching and solemn warning.  This is the means the Holy Spirit 
uses to bring the fallen one back to God.  If this fallen brother or sister is recovered by 
the Lord, we need to understand that the Lord has used us to be the means of turning 
them from eternal death and cover many, many sins.  Since even one sin is enough to 
condemn a person, James’s use of the “multitude” here emphasizes the hopeless 
condition of sinners without Christ and His righteousness imputed to them and without 
spiritual life that keeps true believers looking to Christ in truth as revealed in God’s 
Word.  Any error, even though it may seem minor, that takes our hearts and minds away 
from the glorious Person and finished work of Christ is deadly to our souls and must be 
exposed for what it is (2 Cor. 11:1-3; 1 John 2:20-27).
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