Rick Runsaw - Prayer That Works

In the book of James, James has been writing to Christians about how their faith should be lived out in their lives. He writes how it can be practical for them, how it can be useful to them, how they are going to grow and nurture their faith. There are some things they should be doing to make faith come alive in their personal lives.
He is not writing to those who are seeking God. He is writing to those who already have a relationship with God. James is writing to Christians. He has had some very practical things to say to us, James: A Faith Guide for Dummies.
James gives us a very brief reminder about something that is essential, vital, it matters a great deal; yet it seems like, in our lives, we struggle with this issue more than we should. It is the issue of prayer. If we would take a survey, I would bet that some of you have seen or have had friends who have had marvelous and maybe even miraculous events occur through prayer. People whose lives have been turned around. Relationships that have been restored. Healing that has taken place for somebody beyond what could be explained through medicine.
Then there are times when we have prayed and coincidences have happened. We are not sure if it is as a result of our prayer or just the result of circumstances coming together. Nonetheless, coincidences happen. I have discovered personally that, when I pray, coincidences happen. When I don't pray, they don't happen.
Then there are times when we have prayed faithfully and gotten other faithful people to pray; we have come before the Lord not just once but numerous times; and things didn't work out like what we were praying for at all. Health issues haven't been resolved. People have died. Businesses have failed. Marriages have been fractured. Relationships have been wounded. Prayer. At times, it is such a mystery to us.
What does God want from us when we pray? Maybe you were praying this morning, "Lord, be with Mrs. Jones. She is sick you know." God is up there going, "Whoa, I didn't know that! Thanks for telling me!" That is not what prayer is about. It is not so we can call God's attention to some things. What is prayer?
I want to look at what James has to say, again some very practical things about prayer. James doesn't lay out a long theological discourse. He doesn't give a big treaty for the issue of prayer. He gives us some bullet points for prayer.
1. PRIORITY OF PRAYER
The first is that prayer should be a priority for us. Talking to God should be a priority for each one of us who claim to have a relationship with God. "If you are in trouble, pray." James 5:13 That is a good time to pray, isn't it? When things aren't going very well in our lives, in fact, that is probably most often when we pray. When we get in a bit of a jam. When we try to work out some issue at work and we cannot seem to figure it out, we pray. Or when we have that exam before us, we pray. Or when we are getting ready to head to the doctor and we have a bit of an unknown going on, we pray. James says to these Christians (remember they were under persecution for their faith) that if you get in trouble, pray.
That one is an easy one, I think, because that is when I discover people give us the most prayer requests. We get several hundred prayer requests a week. Either through the cards , e-mail or voice mail. Most of those are issues that are going on in our lives that we want God to work on. James says when you are in trouble, pray. When you get worried or anxious, those things that keep you awake at night, pray about those things. "Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you." 1 Peter 5:7 Peter says the same thing. When you are anxious, when you are worried, when things are troubling you, pray.
Why worry, somebody said, when you can pray? But for most of us, we flip that around and say why pray when you can stay up half the night worrying. 
I heard about a guy who went to his friend (he had been a worrywart all of his life) and said, "I have taken care of my issue with worry. It is not longer a problem for me." His friend said, "How did you do it?" He said, "I hired a guy to do all of my worrying. I give him a list of things each week I should be worrying about and he worries for me. I don't have to care about it." The friend said, "Man, that is great. But how much does it cost you?" He said, "It is about a thousand dollars a week." His friend said, "How in the world are you going to pay for it?" He said, "That’s his worry now!"
James is saying when you get trouble, anxious, staying awake at night, pray. Turn those things over to God. Talk to him.
James goes on to say that if things are going well for you, "if any one is happy, let him sing songs of praise." James 5:13 In other words, talk to God. Pray. When you are in trouble, pray. When things are going great, pray. That is not always as easy for us to be reminded to come before God when things are going well for us in our lives.
Self-sufficiency can hinder our prayer life. One of the reasons I think I struggle with prayer is because I think I can handle most things by myself. I can take care of it. I can manage the details. Every now and then I need to ask God just to nudge some things in place for me, but my pride, my self-sufficiency often keeps me from prayer.
If you are in trouble, pray. If things are going well, pray. If you are suffering, James says, pray. "If anyone of you is sick, he should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord." James 5:14 If you are suffering, pray and get others to pray with you. James was suggesting that those who were facing some kind of physical affliction, they should gather the leaders of the church, the elders, together to pray with them and anoint them with oil. Not that the oil was some mystical or magical thing, it had a sort of medicinal purpose in that day and age. He was saying when you suffer, not when you have those minor irritations and troubles in your lives, but when you are really suffering you should pray and get others to pray with you.
Prayer should be a priority, James says. In coming before the Lord and baring your heart to him and letting him know what is going on for you, prayer should be a priority for us. For the person who wants to grow in their faith, who wants to mature, who wants to develop, who wants to become more Christ-like, prayer is essential. Yet it is so difficult for us.
I thought it would be appropriate last night to pray since I was speaking on prayer this morning. I got in bed pretty late and, as I was praying, my mind drifted off to what I was praying about. Pretty soon, I realized I had gotten a long ways away from thinking about God and his work in my life. I have discovered for me that laying on my bed and praying is not such a good way for me to do that. For some of you that works. Some of you look like you are praying this morning. But prayer ought to be a priority for me if I am going to grow in my faith. Coming before the Lord and letting him know what is going on in my life. Not simply laying out my laundry list of concerns and issues I have, but honestly seeking the Lord and asking him to be active in my life. I need to ask him to help me get my life together and seek his will and direction in my life.
I have not had any voices in the middle of the night. I have not gotten any postcards. I have not had any miraculous signs or a 90-foot Jesus in the desert somewhere. But I have seen God work and speak and lead and guide and direct in prayer. Jesus thought prayer was a priority. The Son of God had a great relationship with the Father. He took time to get away from the crowds, the issues, the troubles, the worry-thing, and to pray. For him, prayer was a time of renewal and reminder of who was in charge and what he should be doing with his life. That is what we see throughout scripture.
Jesus knew when to pray. There was a time when they were in a boat crossing the sea and a storm blew in. Jesus was asleep in the back of the boat, but the disciples were up front. They were nervous for their lives. In fact, they got to the place where they finally decided to wake Jesus. They said, "Don't you care if we die?" Basically they were asking him if he was interested in the fact they might not make it. Jesus was asleep. There was another time when Jesus wanted to pray in the garden when he was going through the most stressful point in his life and the disciples were all asleep. When Jesus thought it was time to sleep, the disciples thought it was time to pray. When Jesus thought it was time to pray, the disciples thought it was time to sleep.
Jesus knew when to pray. He knew what matters to be praying about. Most of all, Jesus saw prayer as a priority. There is power in prayer.
2. POWER OF PRAYER
Prayer changes things. Mostly prayer changes me. It allows me to recognize my dependence on God. To be reminded that the God of the universe is interested in hearing from me. I saw a survey not long ago that said eight out of ten Americans believe that prayer changes things. These were not simply Christians in America. But eight out of ten of us in America believe that prayer changes things. I believe most of all that prayer changes me. It helps to cultivate my dependency and trust in God. It helps me recognize who is in charge. Prayer is a faith builder.
I believe God does work through prayer and we should be praying. Not every prayer is answered the way I want it to be. Not every request my children ask of me is granted. In fact James is what I believe to be one of the most conflicting verses for so many people. Let me read it for you. "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." James 5:15 Too often Christian teachers and leaders have taken this verse and pulled it out of context for us. We have given a very simple answer, when somebody is sick particularly and we are praying for them; or there is some issue in their life that they simply do not have enough faith. I believe faith is a critical aspect of our prayer life and God in responding to us. But follow the answer, "If you had enough faith, you would be healed."
I want to do a little survey. Have you prayed faithfully for someone and you know other faithful people who have prayed for them that they might be healed from some disease or their marriage might be restored or some other major issue in their life might be resolved and it didn't happen? Has that been your experience? It has been my experience a lot of times. How do I reconcile my experience with this verse? How do I reconcile this verse with a number of other verses in scripture where faithful people prayed and what they wanted to have happen didn't have happen?
David, a man after God's own heart (the Bible describes David that way), prayed that his son would be healed and his son died. The apostle Paul, one of the most faithful people we see in scripture, prayed that God would remove an issue in his life and it didn't happen. Jesus in the garden prayed for the Father to remove the cup, the experience of going through the crucifixion, from him and God chose not to do that. Was it because of a lack of faith on their part?
I was in a restaurant a few weeks ago and another Christian leader in our community was there. We visited as he walked by the table. Someone came by and said they were praying for something to happen. He said, "Just claim it, brother. If you have enough faith, God will do it." It was all I could do to stay in my chair. If I follow that to its logical end, I can have enough faith to make God jump out of a box and do tricks for me. I can have enough faith that my agenda gets done regardless of what God may choose to want to do. 
That is ludicrous. That is silly. That is not biblical at all. If I follow this verse (as some would teach) all the way to its logical end, that the person who is sick if we pray in faith and they will get well, then people would never die. If we were faithful enough. That also doesn't seem to be reconciled by scripture.
God wants to hear our faithful prayers. They matter to him. We know from the biblical accounts that not all prayers are answered the way we think they should be answered. Faithful people pray, but James speaks of the real miracle that God provides for us when he talks about the forgiveness of our sins. The gift of grace through the blood of Jesus that God has healed our heart and soul. If God never answered a prayer of mine like I wanted him to, his gift of grace would be amazingly enough for me. If God never, ever answered a prayer the way I thought it should be answered, the sacrifice of his son on the cross for me is enough.
Prayer. It is a bit of a mystery to us. Why God works at times and other times we don't see him working. But what James is calling us to, at all times in every aspect of our lives, we should talk to God. Not in some mysterious language. Not in some kind of voodoo thing. Not in some kind of ceremonial, religious experience. But you and God talking about what is going on in your life. Prayer. Communicating with the Father about the issues in your life. 
God, we are grateful that we can come to you as your children. We are grateful, Father, that we can bring those things that are heavy on our hearts to you. We can come and offer our praise to you. Simply, God, you grant us the privilege of speaking with you. So Father, help us to grow in an issue that seems to be so difficult for so many of us. Father, help us to understand that there is no great key that unlocks this except that we come with an open heart of faith to you and that you have provided for us through your Son, Jesus Christ, a way of hope and grace and freedom for us and access to you. Father, we are grateful. We don't understand all there is to know about prayer except that you desire for it to be a priority for us in our lives. Prayer can change things. Father, I am grateful for those times when you have moved in marvelous ways through the prayers of your people. Father, help me to be faithful in those times when you haven't answered like I thought you should. Lord, we are thankful that Jesus made such a priority of prayer. So we draw near to you because you have promised to draw near to us. We pray in your son's name. Amen.
It is not that my Christmas list might be filled or that a checklist of wishes I want might happen, but that I might be drawn closer and closer to God. I might grow in my dependence on him. I might grow recognizing my own insufficiency and my own, at times, self-sufficiency. It allows God to be at work in my life and allows an open communication between the Lord and each one of us. Clarence Jordan said, "When it comes to prayer, it is always a source of amazement to Jesus that man drank so sparingly from so great a reservoir."
3. PRACTICE OF PRAYER
Jesus communicated with the Father a lot. He encouraged us to do so. Jesus gave us a couple of ideas about how to prayer. I want to give you three things real quick as we close this out in the next couple of minutes about what we ought not to be doing if we want to have an effective prayer life. Remember, James says an effective prayer of a righteous person has much power. Jesus talks about prayer in Matthew 6 in the Sermon on the Mount. There is a whole section about prayer. I would encourage you to go back and read what Jesus has to say. But I want to pull out just a couple of high points.
First of all, Jesus says when you pray don't be hypocritical with your prayers. In verse five, "When you pray, don't be like the hypocrites for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full." Jesus' strongest comments were about hypocrisy. About how we put on those outward signs of a relationship with God, when really our heart isn't there at all. At one point Jesus says to the Pharisees, "You are white-washed sepulchers. Inside you are full of dead man's bones." I think that at times that has described us.
When it comes to prayer, Jesus says not to be a hypocrite. Don't stand before everybody else and let them see your flowery words and your great theology and your great proclamations before the Lord when in your heart nothing is there. In fact, Jesus encourages them to go off by themselves in a secret place and to pray. God who sees in secret would hear their prayers. Prayer was about what was going on between a person and God, not between you and me. Jesus says not to be hypocritical when you pray.
Then he said not to use a lot of repetition when you pray. "When you pray, don't keep on babbling like pagans for they think they will be heard because of their many words. Don't be like them, for your Father knows what your needs are before you ask them." I grew up in a tradition where we were taught prayers to say. At times, they were very helpful. But then it got to be just a repetition.
Jesus is saying don't let your prayers be just some kind of babbling before God--thoughtless and meaningless. Just words you say like before we have a meal. For some of you it is customary to pray, but sometimes our prayers are so repetitious. Rub-a-dub-dub, thanks for the grub. Yeah, God. After a while the words are meaningless to us; and Jesus is saying they are empty and meaningless to God. Let your prayers be direct. Let your prayers be honest between you and the Lord.
You don't have to have a flowery introduction. The church I came to faith in, when we would have communion, some of the elders would come and pray at the communion table. By the time we actually got done addressing God, the juice had soured. We had all these great titles for God before we ever got to actually talk about what was going on. God said not to let your prayers be useless and babbling. 
Then Jesus gives a key clue to the effective prayer. Don't let sin or a grudge or some issue between you and another person stand in the way of your prayer with God. Jesus said, "For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you don't forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive you your sins." Jesus tells us that we cannot approach God with a clear conscious when we have an issue with another person, when there is sin in our lives.
James talks about the prayers of a righteous person. The prayer of a person living right with God is something powerful, to be reckoned with, James says. The psalmist knew when he said, "If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened to me." Psalm 66:18 Jesus is basically saying don't go to God with your request, when in your heart you have been disobedient to him. Don't go to God with the issues going on in your life when for you it is just mumbo-jumbo because you are just going to go out and do what you want to do anyway.
Prayer. James closes this whole letter as he writes to these Christians who are struggling with their faith. He gives them a lot of practical ideas about how their faith can be maturing and growing and how they can have a usable faith. I think, appropriately, he challenges them to be growing in prayer.
I would hope this week that every one of us would spend just a little more time in prayer. A couple of minutes for you if you are not already doing that. Some time in the morning or the evening when you read some scripture and reflect on what God is saying to you. Begin to give back to God those issues that are going on in your life. To come honestly before him. There isn't some great ceremony. There isn't some great code that has to be punched in first. It is simply you coming in faith, speaking to a God who wants to hear your prayers. There is power in prayer.
Why God chooses to work that way, I have no idea. But the scripture over and over teaches that God works through your prayer. I hope each of us will grow because it is an essential aspect of our relationship with Christ.
This morning we are going to sing a song. I hope if you didn't catch anything else, I hope you caught what I said in that first section about the thing that God has done for us that is most amazing. He has provided hope for us through his son Jesus. Forgiveness of our sins. Grace. A way to connect to God so we can have that relationship with him. This morning we want to invite you to do that. If you have a question about your relationship with Christ or the church, as we sing just make your way towards the front. There will be some folks to visit with you. I hope each of you grow in the depth and maturity and faith in our relationship with God. We want to challenge you to that this morning.
