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Jesus’ brother, James, is said to have had knees as calloused as a camel’s due to praying so much. His book says much about prayer: Pray in faith (James 1:5-7), as God’s friend (4:2-4), and with fervor (5:16). Although the disciples observed Jesus walk on water, cast out demons, raise the dead, preach, heal, and feed multitudes, they only asked him to teach them to pray (Luke 11:1). 
The Prayer
The word pray is found 529 times (various forms) in the Bible. Prayer was commanded in both the Old Testament and New Testament; it is a part of public worship and private devotion; it is done by men and women; and it is one of few practices followed daily, weekly, and lifelong.
Prayer is an underused asset. An unasked prayer is like medicine in a bottle, an uncashed check, or an uneaten meal. When there is little prayer, there are few blessings. Abraham stopped receiving blessings only when he stopped asking (Gen. 18:32-33). Wise saints pray always with all perseverance (Eph. 6:18; Luke 18:1-5; Rom. 12:12; Col. 4:2).
Jesus said to “ask, seek, and knock” (Matt. 7:7-8; Luke 11:8-10). Dan Winkler observed, that in reverse order, when we knock on God’s door, seek his presence, and ask for his help, we are not disappointed (When I Kneel at the Throne of God’s Grace). We are to
· ask with a beggar's humility (Ps. 51:15; Jer. 33:3; John 4:10).
· seek with a servant's diligence (Luke 13:14; Ps. 27:4, 8; 34:4, 10; Dan. 9:3; John 1:45-49; Heb. 11:6). Some situations require more than merely asking. Seeking is not one act; it is a process, a series of acts. God does not want us to come only in midnight emergencies; he wants us to constantly seek his face (Ps. 105:4).
· knock with a friend’s confidence. Each verb is progressive: seeking is more than asking; knocking is more than seeking. Delayed answers are tests. If we stop knocking, we demonstrate the request was not important to us (Isa. 62:6-7; Ps. 55:17; 1 Thess. 3:10; 5:17; 1 Tim. 5:5). God will answer; He waits for the proper time.
Effectual Fervent
If you flipped a light switch and nothing happened, would you assume that General Electric had closed? You would say, “Something is wrong. Either the power is off, or a bulb is blown.” Before one says, “Prayer does not work,” he should see what may be wrong.
There are conditions to prayer. God has not obligated himself to grant every person’s every request. Prayer is the privilege of a Christian (James 4:7-10). One cannot call upon God as “Father,” until he is his child (Matt. 6:9; John 3:3). 
James gave four conditions for prayer in his epistle:
· Proper basis: “Pray in faith, believing, nothing wavering” (1:5-8; Rom. 10:13-14). A double-minded man receives nothing from prayer. David, as a humble, confident pray-er, expected God to hear, consider, and give heed to his prayer (Ps. 5:1-3).
· Proper motivation (4:2-3). Praying from a wrong motive, such as selfishness and presumption (1 Sam. 15:22; Ps. 19:14), is “asking amiss” (badly, miserably). Jesus taught us to pray, “Our Father which art in heaven . . . thy will be done” (Matt. 6:9; Luke 22:42). 
· Proper emotion: “Effectual fervent” (5:16) translates a word meaning to stretch out toward a goal, like a stallion stretching to jump a fence. Hannah “poured out her soul” to God (1 Sam. 1:15). Though prayers can be long (Luke 6:12), the key to prayer is not length, but depth. Elijah prayed earnestly but he did not pray long. The model prayer has only 65 words and takes under 15 seconds to pray (Matt. 6:7-11; cf. Isa. 65:24). Fervent does not mean showy; Elijah’s simplicity and calmness starkly contrasted with Baal’s priests’ screaming and bleeding (1 Kgs. 18). God’s answer was dramatic, but the prayer was not.
· Proper character: Righteousness (James 5:16).
Elijah is James’ example of effective praying. Elijah had an amazing prayer life. The Bible records four of his prayers, each of which God answered with a miracle. 
Elijah prayed for a dead boy. God raised the Zarephath widow’s son (1 Kgs. 17). 
           Elijah prayed for rain to stop. God sent Elijah to the King’s court to inform Ahab that because he had introduced Baal worship, it would not rain till further notice (1 Kgs. 17:1). What Moses prophesied —the earth as iron and the heavens as brass—Israel experienced (Deut. 28:23-24). Drought and death followed. Although this prayer is not recorded in the Old Testament, James (5:17) said Elijah’s prayer stopped rain for over three years.
Elijah prayed for fire. A contest was proposed at Carmel: who—Jehovah or Baal—could answer by fire? Baal’s prophets went first, praying hour after hour. They danced, screamed, and gashed their bodies. Nothing happened. At the time of evening sacrifice, Elijah prayed sixty-three words (about ten seconds); fire came and consumed everything (1 Kgs. 18:36-38).
Elijah prayed for rain to return (1 Kgs. 18:45). The people rejected Baal, and Israel began putting evil away (destroyed Baal’s priests), so Elijah informed Ahab it would now rain. The prophet went up Mt. Carmel, cast himself upon the earth, placed his head between his knees, and prayed earnestly (18:42). When he had confronted Ahab, he stood—unbending, strong, erect—but before God, he bowed as low as his frame permitted. In Bible times, a woman placed her head between her knees to give birth. Elijah assumed this humble, intense position.
Elijah had a servant with him, probably a youth, and possibly the widow’s son. He told him to go look to the sea. Carmel was 13 miles inland and stood 1742 feet above sea level; on a clear day, he could see a hundred miles. “Any clouds?” He saw nothing in any direction. Elijah put his head between his knees again. “Anything?” Not a cloud in sight. On the seventh prayer, his servant finally saw a tiny cloud the size of a man’s fist on the horizon. A storm was on the way.
It is interesting to contrast how Elijah called down fire and how he called down rain. 
· Fire was public; rain was private. The prayer for fire was his only recorded public prayer.
· Fire resulted from a single, simple petition; rain came after seven prayers and delays.
· On the plain, God’s answer was immediate and dramatic; on the mountain, it was delayed and began as a tiny cloud far away (1 Kgs. 18:44).
Ultimately, both prayers were equally effective—the rain finally fell as dramatically as the fire. God is equally powerful in bestowing blessings and dispensing judgments.
Of a Righteous Man
Fervent prayers avail much only when prayed by a righteous man. Fervency has to do with intensity (Rom. 15:30); righteousness has to do with integrity (1 Tim. 2:8). There is positional righteousness—one is declared righteous in Christ (Rom. 2:12-13). And there is practical righteousness—one must maintain right living (1 John 2:29). Jesus said, “If ye abide in me, and my words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall be done unto you” (John 15:7, 16).
James calls Elijah a man of “like passions”—one with human vulnerabilities. Elijah is a spiritual hero but was not a superhero. Scripture records both his failures and triumphs. After the victory at Carmel (triumph), and calling down fire (triumph), and single-handedly defeating 450 prophets (triumph), Elijah was frightened by a woman’s threat (failure) and ran scared a hundred miles (failure) to hide depressed, discouraged, and defeated (failure). He snatched defeat from the jaws of victory. One day he was on a mountain enjoying the rain; another day he was under a Juniper tree wishing to die (1 Kgs. 19:4). After leading Israel to chant, “The Lord, He is God” (18:39), he went to hide in a cave. In spite of his foibles and sin, God called him a righteous man.
	Sin quenches prayer’s effectiveness (Prov. 19:25; Isa. 59:2). Prayer does not require a perfect life (1 John 1:6-9) but does require a perfect heart (1 Chron. 28:9). One cannot hold sin in one hand and God's hand with the other and expect blessings. If we stop listening to God, He stops listening to us (Prov. 1:24-28; 28:9). Only the right kind of person (righteous) expressing the right kind of prayer (fervent), is assured God’s ear.
Avails
A person who begins praying at age 12, lives to 75, and prays five times a day (meals, morning, evening) prays 115,000 times in his life. For most Christians, this is a conservative number. It might be closer to a million. What do all those prayers accomplish? Is praying worth the effort? 
James said prayers avail much (5:16). “Effectual fervent” (energes) means “exercises great power.” This is God’s promise that He will answer prayer. Jesus said, “Whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye will receive” (Matt. 21:22; Ps. 145:18). John wrote, “This is the confidence that we have toward him, that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us” (1 John 5:14; cf. 3:22; John 14:13; 16:23-24). Why does prayer avail?
Prayer is man’s connection to God’s power. Prayer moves the hand that moves the world. R. A. Torrey wrote: “Nothing lies beyond the reach of prayer except that which lies beyond the will of God.” Man’s extremity is God’s opportunity. A. C. Dickson said: “When we depend upon organization, we get what organization can do, and that is something. When we depend upon education, we get what education can do, and that is something. When we depend upon money, we get what money can do, and that is something. When we depend upon singing and preaching, we get what singing and preaching can do, and that is something. When we depend upon prayer, we get what God can do, and that is everything” (quotefancy.com/a-c-dixon-quotes). What our world, nation, homes, and churches need is not what man can do, but what only God can do.
Prayer is man’s opportunity to participate in God’s system. God allows saints to influence his activity in the world; he uses contemporary prayer to accomplish his eternal purposes. God's promises show us what he is offering us—and what he wants to happen (cf. Dan. 9:1-19; Jer. 25).
Prayer is personal communication with a loving Father. He lets us talk to him anytime. Prayer is not overcoming God’s reluctance but laying hold of His willingness (Phillips Brooks).
Prayer is constant access to God’s store. God uses prayer to select and direct blessings to us. There are no unanswered prayers for faithful Christians (Ps. 66:18; 1 Pet. 3:12; Prov. 15:8, 29). This does not mean that every request is granted. God gives the best outcome for every situation.
If we ask for the right thing, He gives it (points adapted from Dan Winkler). 
If we fail to ask for something, He may not give it (James 4:2).
If we ask for the wrong thing, He will not give it (2 Sam. 12:15-18). Prayer is thus foolproof. God only gives what is good (Matt. 7:9-11; James 1:17). Paul asked God to remove a thorn in the flesh, but God did not because it was best for Paul to keep it (it kept him humble). God may substitute something else; with Paul he gave grace (2 Cor. 12:7-10). 
God’s delays and refusals are the results of God’s wisdom and love. We may never know them, but they have good reasons. Consider what God hears. A farmer asks for rain for his crops; his neighbor asks for sunshine for his daughter’s outdoor wedding. God said yes when Hezekiah asked to live (2 Kgs. 20); but no when Jesus asked to live (Matt. 26:36-44). Why? It was best for Hezekiah to live; it was best (for us) for Jesus to die (1 Cor. 15:3; Rom. 8:29) (Winkler). Human minds could never sort such things out, but we rejoice to know that whatever God chooses is the best thing; whenever he chooses is the best time. All God’s ways are right (Deut. 32:4).
	What do you need? Do you need cleansing from sin’s stains? Strength to overcome temptations? Courage to face a situation? A reason to go on? Help with loneliness? Comfort in grief? Are you weary, heavy laden? God knows what you need without asking (Matt. 6:7-8, 32; Ps. 38:9), but he wants you to ask. He is eager to bless.
Much
What can prayer do? Prayer can change the weather. Elijah’s prayer caused a drought. Then, his prayer brought rain (James 5:17-18; 1 Kgs. 18). Would God honor a prayer for good weather for door-knocking, an area preaching campaign, Christian camp, or missionary effort?
	Prayer changes national events. Jesus instructed Christians prior to A.D. 70 to pray that their flight would not be in the winter (Matt. 24:20; Mark 13:18). Thus, prayer could change the battleplan of a pagan general. Was the overturning of Roe v. Wade God’s answer to his children’s petitions? May he be praised (Heb. 13:15). What national events might prayer change this year?
	Prayer changes the spiritual state of sinners. James said to pray one for another, “that ye may be healed” (James 5:16; Rom. 8:34; Heb. 7:25). While prayer does not save a sinner initially (Acts 2:38; 22:16), when a Christian sins, penitence and prayer can erase sin from God’s record (Acts 8:22).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]	Prayer blesses churches. Prayer preceded great events in the early church (Acts 1:12-2:11; 4:31; 6:1-4; 12:1-19; 16:25). Gerald Harris observed a great church is not a church that is “frozen together by formalism; rusted together by tradition; wired together by organization; but melted together by prayer.” Congregations should pray frequently and diligently before appointing elders and deacons, holding gospel meetings, setting budgets, building facilities, sending missionaries, and having Bible studies. The early disciples prayed often. The words prayer, prayers, prayed, praying, and pray are found 34 times in Acts—more than once per chapter.
	Prayer changes those who pray. After teaching on prayer (Luke 11:1-4), Jesus taught on prayer’s power. The emphasis He put on praying encouraged the disciples’ prayer habit. He often went into mountains and deserts to pray (Mark 1:35; Luke 9:18). He prayed before major events: baptism (Luke 3:21); transfiguration (Luke 9:28-29); raising Lazarus (John 11:41-42); selecting apostles (Luke 6:12-16), Gethsemane (Matt. 26), and on the cross (Luke 23:34, 46; Mark 15:34).
Like Jesus, Christians need a time and a place for prayer (Matt. 6:6; 17:1; Acts 10:9; Gen. 32:24; 2 Kgs. 4:32). Christians should pray before selecting a companion, changing jobs, finding a congregation, teaching a sinner, going on a mission trip, and having a child (James 4:1-3; 5:16).
Prayer grants personal needs. Hannah prayed and became a mother (1 Sam. 1:10-28). David found peace in a time of guilt (Ps. 32; cf. 51:1-9). Hezekiah gained fifteen more years (2 Kgs. 20:1-11).  The Jerusalem church prayed Peter out of prison (Acts 12:1-12).
The right kind of prayer (fervent) from the right kind of person (righteous) makes for a powerful combination (avails much).
