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Prayer:  Father God, we just again thank you for the gift of  who 

you are, the gift of your Son.  Lord, it is the sea son of 

Thanksgiving and we have so much to be thankful for , not the least 

of which is the fact that we have a God who hears u s, who listens 

to us, who encourages us to pray.  And Lord, this m orning as we are 

looking into prayer itself once again, I just again  pray for your 

Holy Spirit to guide us, I pray that you would come  alongside us, 

that you would instruct us and make these words of permanent value.  

We pray this in Jesus' name.  Amen.   

Well, prayer is hard work.  I mean we don't think o f it that way 

because there's -- there's very little physical exe rtion in prayer 

but there's no doubt that it 's something that very few people 

really, really want to do.  The most obvious reason  for that goes 

back to this notion I've spoken of repeatedly, it 's  the idea that 

we are in the middle of a war.  There's a war going  on right now 

between the kingdom of light and the kingdom of dar kness.  Jesus 

came to ransom and rescue us from the dark kingdom,  and he did it 



by going to the cross and exchanging his righteousn ess for our sin 

and when we by faith trust Christ, we receive his p ayment for our 

sin, and God now sees us through Christ's perfectio n and we're then 

freed from this dark kingdom.  Listen to how God pu ts this in 1 

Peter 2:9.  He says:  But you are a chosen race, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own pos session, that 

you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called  you out of 

darkness into his marvelous light.   

Now we're called out of this darkness into the ligh t in order to 

carry out the mission that Jesus gave us to advance  his kingdom and 

plunder and attack the kingdom of darkness.  And wh ile this may be 

a spiritual battle, understand something, this is l iterally a fight 

to the death for all of us, and it's been going on for thousands of 

years.  God never minced words about why Jesus was here in the 

flesh.  In 1 John 3:8  he says:  The reason the Son of God appeared 

was to destroy the works of the devil.   Well that task is ours now.  

And God is crystally clear about the war that we're  in when he 

speaks about it in Ephesians 6.  This is what he sa ys:  For we do 

not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against th e rulers, 

against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this 

present darkness, against the spiritual forces of e vil in the 

heavenly places.   God is very clear about this idea that we are at 

war and he also gives us some very specific weapons  to fight with.  
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He says:  Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be 

able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand 

firm.  Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt  of truth, and 

having put on the breastplate of righteousness, and , as shoes for 

your feet, having put on the readiness given by the  gospel of 

peace.  In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with 

which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of t he evil one; and 

take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is 

the word of God, praying at all times in the Spirit , with all 

prayer and supplication.  To that end, keep alert w ith all 

perseverance, making supplication for all the saint s.   

Now I want you to notice something about these weap ons, I mean, 

there's a belt of truth, there's the breastplate of  righteousness, 

the shoes of peace, the shield of faith and the hel met of 

salvation.  All of those five weapons are defensive .  Belts and 

shoes and shields and helmets cannot hurt the enemy .  They can only 

protect you.  That you may be able to withstand in the evil day, 

and having done all, to stand.   So the goal of defense is to just 

remain standing.  There's a sixth and seventh weapo n discussed 

here.  The sixth weapon is the sword of the Lord wh ich is God's 

word, that's either offense or defense, and because  of that, we all 

know God's word is under constant attack.  But the seventh weapon, 

prayer, is the only one that's strictly offensive.  It says:  
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Praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer  and 

supplication.   I once heard a pastor say if I am the enemy and I 'm 

in an alley and there's no other way out and I'm fa cing seven 

different weapons, six of which are defensive, one of which is 

offensive, what weapon am I going to try to neutral ize?  I mean 

you're not going to worry about those defensive wea pons because 

they can't hurt you, but prayer is an offensive wea pon and it can 

do real damage.  As far as the enemy's concerned, p rayer is a 

loaded .38.  It's a pistol.  It can put a big hole in the enemy so 

the enemy puts enormous energy into neutralizing it .  The only 

weapon the enemy genuinely fears is prayer.  Why do  you think 

prayer is so difficult?  There's only one weapon th at can truly 

damage Satan and he works overtime to frustrate us from using it.  

I mean, have you ever wondered why there's always a  million reasons 

why you just can't get to pray?  Why is it that God  tells us to 

pray without ceasing?  Well, it 's because we're at war and prayer 

is God's weapon of choice for us.  

And this morning I want to point out some reasons w hy prayer is 

hard labor for most of us and I want to start by lo oking at this 

passage on prayer in James, most of you are familia r with it, most 

of you have heard it.  This is James 5 , it says:  Is anyone among 

you suffering?  Let him pray.  Is anyone cheerful?  Let him sing 

Psalms.  Is anyone among you sick?  Let him call fo r the elders of 
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the church, and let them pray over him, anointing h im with oil in 

the name of the Lord.  And the prayer of faith will  save the sick, 

and the Lord will raise him up.  And if he has comm itted sins, he 

will be forgiven.  Confess your trespasses to one a nother, and pray 

for one another, that you may be healed.  The effec tive, fervent 

prayer of a righteous man avails much.   

Well, you know, that prayer has special meaning for  me.  It was 

almost 17 years ago when my granddaughter Leah as a  very, very 

little girl became very, very sick.  She had develo ped a 

neurological disease with life long consequences th at could have 

literally taken her life at any moment.  And back t hen we prayed, 

and back then we anointed her and God chose to heal  her.  The 

disease with virtually all of its symptoms simply d isappeared.  The 

prayers that were offered up for Leah were both pow erful and 

effective and God answered them not because we had discovered some 

kind of secret formula or because we were more righ teous than 

others, but because Leah's healing was consistent w ith God's will 

for her life.  Just think of your own life.  You se e, from God's 

perspective each of our lives is a jigsaw puzzle an d it's got 

literally millions of little pieces.  It is a puzzl e that God fits 

together every single day with one overarching purp ose, he shapes 

each individual piece of the puzzle so that all thi ngs work 

together for good.  But the good that he is speakin g about is 
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shaping us individually uniquely into the image of his Son Jesus 

Christ.  Now for Leah and for those who were prayin g for her, God 

said the piece of the puzzle in your life, Leah, fi ts together with 

a yes.  It was an answer to prayer.  But you know, God could have 

said "no" and it still would have been an answer to  prayer.  It 

just would have been harder to see.  You know, Paul  prayed three 

times for his thorn of the flesh to be removed and three times God 

said "no," "no," and "no" because God knew that Pau l's puzzle had 

to have this thorn.  But God also said, "My grace i s sufficient for 

you" and that's the grace that God gives us specifi cally when we 

pray.  You see, when God says, "yes," he grants our  request.  When 

he says "no," he grants us more grace to handle and  respond to that 

"no."  So prayer is always in some ways effective.  

But you know, the question I think that lingers in most of our 

minds is this:  Does my prayer really make any diff erence?  I mean 

is the labor of prayer, is it really worth the effo rt?  And you 

know, it seems like the more that we understand the  sovereignty of 

God, the less we imagine that our prayers are meani ngful.  I mean, 

can we inform God?  You know, can we give him some new information 

about some kind of situation that we've just discov ered?  Well, 

he's omniscient.  Can we assist God?  Can we give h im a hand, help 

him out, make his work easier?  He's omnipotent.  C an we at least 

point out to him where a need might be?  Well, he's  omnipresent.  
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The question is what can finite, fallen creatures o ffer a perfect 

creator that would in some way make that prayer eff ective?  Well, 

the answer is nothing.  I mean, one of the nagging reasons why we 

find prayer so difficult is because it appears to n ot be necessary. 

You know, the story is told of a tribe of natives t hat genuinely 

believed that they prayed up the sun every single m orning.  I mean 

after all, they would go out in the predawn dark an d they would 

have their rituals and they would have their prayer s and what do 

you know, every time they did it, the sun came up.  I mean they 

thought their prayer worked marvelously.  We think they're crazy, 

we think they're deluded, we think they have no ide a how prayer 

works.  Many of us think that prayer is informing, enlightening, 

empowering and imploring God and then just waiting for a response, 

but that's perfectly backwards.  It is God who info rms, enlightens 

and empowers us to pray the prayers that he then de lights to 

answer.  

You know, I mentioned it last week, I said, prayer begins and ends 

in the throne room of God and when God wants to acc omplish 

something through us, he moves his Holy Spirit to f irst move us to 

pray.  So when God wants to move a mountain, he doe sn't just move 

the mountain, he first moves people to pray that th at mountain is 

going to move and then in response to that prayer, he moves the 
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mountain.  In Matthew 21  it says:  And Jesus answered them, "Truly, 

I say to you, if you have faith and do not doubt, y ou will not only 

do what has been done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this 

mountain, 'Be taken up and be thrown into the sea,'  it will happen, 

and whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, i f you have 

faith."   You know, it almost sounds like Jesus says if you  have 

enough faith, you can be a Superman, you can be sup er woman.  We 

ask is Jesus kidding?  Is he exaggerating?  Is he j ust trying to 

make a point?  Well, I don't think so.  I mean, Jes us said, "If you 

ask me anything in my name, I will do it."   Well you know, I've 

said many, many times, the most critical part of th at statement is 

the phrase "in my name"  because that really means what Jesus is 

saying, is if you ask anything, it's as if you were  me.  That's a 

lot different from him saying just tack my name on to any kind of 

request you get -- you have and you're going to get  it.  And what 

he is saying is if you pray a prayer with my mind, with my will and 

my intentions, I will grant it.  And if we really u nderstood that, 

we would understand that through the labor of praye r we really can 

move mountains.  But there's a catch.  Jesus himsel f would want to 

-- would have wanted to move that mountain first.  You see, Jesus's 

prayers were always answered because his will and t he Father's were 

one and the only time they ever came close to diffe ring was in the 

garden of Gethsemane.  You all know Jesus asked the  Father if his 

cup of suffering and dying in our place could be li fted and even 
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then Jesus demonstrated his perfect obedience by de claring, "not my 

will be done but yours."  You see, he and the Fathe r both knew 

without the righteousness that only he could give, without his 

death in my place, well there's no chance that I co uld ever pray a 

single prayer that would ever have the power to be effective.  

Our text says:  The effective fervent prayer of a righteous man 

avails much.   And the key word here is that word "righteous."  

Because on my own, by my own efforts, I do not qual ify as a 

righteous man and neither do you.  I mean God says in Romans 3:10:  

As it is written:  "None is righteous, no, not one. "   So the 

righteousness that God is referring to here is not just mere 

goodness.  He's referring to God's righteousness, n ot man's, and 

God's righteousness is perfection.  It 's something that he has, 

it's something that we lost in the Garden of Eden w hen Adam and Eve 

committed treason against God.  They lost their per fection by 

embracing the sin of rebellion against God.  They l ost their 

righteousness and that of all their subsequent sons  and daughters.  

But Jesus got it back for us.  And he got it back f or us by dying 

in our place and substituting his righteousness for  my sin.  So as 

a child of God I can now pray the prayer of a right eous man by 

placing my faith in the righteousness that Jesus bo ught for me at 

the cross.  It 's not my righteousness that I posses s, it's an alien 

righteousness.  It's his righteousness.  It's Jesus 's 
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righteousness.  But you know, even now, though we h ave this 

righteousness by faith, we still don't have the min d of Jesus or 

his will or his intention, because our obedience an d our desire to 

do the will of the Father is stil l tied into our fl esh and that's 

far less than Jesus.  I mean, we're still sinners w hile he remains 

absolute perfection.  So prayer for us is a pale sh adow of what it 

could be, of what it was for Jesus.  I mean it's a hard labor and a 

difficult job but that doesn't stop God from demand ing that we -- 

quote -- "pray without ceasing."  God insists on in volving his 

children created in his image in the drama of human  redemption even 

though we stumble at it constantly.  It 's like Jesu s told his 

sleeping disciples in the garden of Gethsemane when  he asked them 

to pray and they promptly fell asleep.  He said, "The Spirit indeed 

is willing, but the flesh is weak."   You know God knows us.  I 

mean, he knows we desperately need assistance in th e labor of 

prayer and so he tells us directly in Romans 8:26:  Likewise the 

Spirit helps us in our weakness.  For we do not kno w what to pray 

for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with 

groanings too deep for words.   Well, the Spirit intercedes for us 

because he says you're too weak to get it right on your own and 

prayer is way, way too important to leave to your w eakness.  When 

you think of God's efforts to come alongside us in prayer, you 

can't help but conclude that this must be incredibl y important to 

God.  
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So how is our labor in prayer effective?  Well, I 'v e often 

described the cycle of prayer as an electrical circ uit and as you 

know in a circuit current can't flow unless there's  a complete 

circuit from an energy source through a switch thro ugh a wire and 

then back to that same source, and if there's a bre ak anywhere in 

the circuit, there's a short circuit and current wo n't flow.  Well, 

God is the source of all energy, spiritual and othe rwise.  He is 

where answered prayer originates.  And the wires so  to speak are 

the Holy Spirit.  What he does is he transports the  will of the 

Father from God to us and he energizes our part bec ause we are the 

weak link.  Romans 8:26:  Likewise the spirit helps us in our 

weakness.   To press the metaphor a little further, we human beings 

are like switches.  I mean, it is our task to compl ete the circuit 

through prayer.  

Why does God treat our prayers as being so critical ?  Once again I 

go back to the fact that this is war.  We are in a war, we are in a 

proxy war and we're right in the middle of it.  You  know, I've 

often said why in the world didn't God just destroy  Satan right at 

the very beginning?  But I believe God says Satan's  destruction is 

not something that I'm going to do, it 's something that you and I 

in partnership are going to do.  So there's this wa r between these 

two kingdoms and we are now these switches that con nect heaven and 

earth.  And I describe it this way:  First, the Fat her initiates.  
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Philippians 2:13  says:  For it is God who works in you both to will 

and to do for His good pleasure.   So God is the source of 

everything that we do, everything that we think, ev erything that we 

intend, everything that we will including what we p ray for.  

Secondly, the Holy Spirit says that he translates, that he 

intercedes for us.  Romans 8:26  says:  Likewise the Spirit helps us 

in our weakness.  For we do not know what to pray f or as we ought, 

but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groan ings too deep 

for words.  And he who searches hearts knows what i s the mind of 

the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the s aints according 

to the will of God.   You know, when I read that, you have to pause 

for a second, you have to think, you have to realiz e how much 

effort God is putting into our prayer.  I mean I ca n only imagine 

how ridiculously tedious it must be and how overwhe lmingly 

inefficient it must be on God's part to utilize cre atures whose 

attention spans are usually measured in seconds, oc casionally in 

minutes, and who frequently forget, who frequently pray for the 

wrong things or with the wrong motives and probably  spend half of 

the time that they spend devoted to prayer simply d aydreaming or 

wandering around in a fog.  I know that's my own ex perience.  I 

just can't imagine what God the Father in heaven th inks of having 

to use us as a critical link in this, and yet God s ays he sends his 

Holy Spirit to help us in that weakness.  I can onl y conclude that 

our role is so crucial that God's Holy Spirit comes  alongside us to 
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guide us understanding that we don't do prayer as w e ought.  So the 

Spirit of God works in us and with us to empower an d translates our 

efforts.  

And thirdly, we participate.  Ephesians 6:18  tells us:  We are to 

be praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer  and 

supplication.  To that end keep alert with all pers everance, making 

supplication for all the saints.   Here we have God, God is 

initiating, the Holy Spirit is translating, we part icipate and then 

fourthly, Jesus advocates.  It says in 1 John 2:1:  We have an 

advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteou s.  He now 

argues on our behalf that we now have legitimacy to  pray because we 

have righteousness, not ours, his.  So he advocates  on our behalf.  

And finally, the Father, having heard the Son advoc ate on our 

behalf orchestrates.  Listen to what 2 Thessalonians 1  says.  It 

says:  To this end we always pray for you, that our God ma y make 

you worthy of his calling and may fulfill every res olve for good 

and every work of faith by his power.   So picture this circuit, and 

now it's working, God is resolving, he's fulfil ling  every resolve 

for good and every good work of faith by his power.   And then in 

the very same verse God reveals why it is we pray.  He says:  So 

that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in  you, and you in 

him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord  Jesus Christ.   

And what is so amazing about this process is that i t can be 
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described as a circuit involving Father, Son and Ho ly Spirit and 

right in the middle of this circuit is a switch, a very frail, 

fallible human switch made of human beings.  The Fa ther initiates, 

the Holy Spirit translates, we participate, Jesus a dvocates, the 

Father orchestrates.  For God's own glory he has el ected to run 

this circuit, as it were, through human beings.  An d like any other 

circuit, a switch that doesn't cooperate is going t o cause the 

whole circuit to short out.  It 's going to fail.  T hat's us when we 

refuse to pray.  And because God's sovereign purpos e is never 

thwarted when we sin by refusing to pray, he simply  raises up 

another.  And he does so because, like I said, this  is war that we 

are in and our role as humans is critical.  

So where does this leave God?  I mean, is he in hea ven biting his 

nails?  Is he hoping, oh, you really got to get you r acts together 

because you got this critical role here?  Well, may  that never be 

so.  See, God is much bigger than that.  He works i n us to will and 

to work and his Holy Spirit helps us in our weaknes s.  But it is 

the Spirit that gives us the ability to participate  in that circuit 

as a switch.  But understand, if we fail him as swi tches, he's just 

going to replace that switch with another human or in some cases 

actually in some cases he will compel our wills.  I  mean, have you 

ever been forced to your knees in prayer?  Has that  ever happened 

to you?  I mean I know that's happened to me, I mea n, occasionally 
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I 've heard some news that is so terrible or so urge nt or so awful 

that it instantly brings me to my knees in prayer.  Something is so 

urgent, my first reaction is I got to find a place to go to to 

pray.  That's not coincidental.  Again, I think tha t's part of the 

proxy war that we are in the middle of and as I've said, we have no 

idea how critical our role is to God's great plan f or his kingdom.  

But God's made it clear.  He says our prayer is cru cial and our 

resistance is a function of our weakness and our re fusal to pray is 

a sin that will never stop God.  

So the Father originates all prayer and everything,  the Spirit 

communicates the intention and the will of the Fath er, we 

participate in this process, the Son advocates, mak ing us worthy to 

pray and then the Father completes the cycle by orc hestrating a 

response, and right in the middle of that is us fal len, sinful 

human beings.  Imagine that.  We're acting as the s witch in this 

connection between heaven and earth.  That's why Go d says in our 

text this morning:  The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous 

man avails much.   You know, James goes on to give an example of 

that kind of prayer in the text we're looking at th is morning, let 

me just continue with James.  He says:  The prayer of a righteous 

person has great power as it is working.  Elijah wa s a man with a 

nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it m ight not rain, 

and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth.  
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Then he prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the  earth bore its 

fruit.   You know, James is referring to this incident in the life 

of the prophet Elijah that really il lustrates well this idea of the 

circuit of prayer.  Just to give you the historical  picture, Israel 

is in full rebellion against God and they're under the rule of 

wicked Ahab and Jezebel.  This is 1 Kings 17:1.  It says:  Now 

Elijah the Tishbite, of Tishbe in Gilead, said to A hab, "As the 

LORD, the God of Israel, lives, before whom I stand , there shall be 

neither dew nor rain these years, except by my word ."   Well, sure 

enough there was no rain, no dew, I mean it was a d isaster.  The 

cattle were dying, the crops were gone, everything was -- 

starvation was rampant.  We go three years later, t here's another 

confrontation and we're at 1 Kings 18:1.  It says:  After many days 

the word of the LORD came to Elijah in the third ye ar saying, "Go, 

show yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain on the earth."   Very 

important to understand that God has already instru cted Elijah 

what's going to happen.  He's told the prophet I'm going to stop 

the drought.  I'm going to bring rain.  What follow s next is this 

celebrated tale of Elijah and the prophets of Baal.   I think most 

of you have heard the story.  Ahab and Elijah meet and each one 

accuses the other of bringing disaster to Israel an d Elijah 

proposes a dual:  Let's just see who the real God i s.  So we have 

this battle that shapes up and it's Elijah versus 4 50 prophets of 

Baal, an additional 450 prophets of Asherah, they'r e meeting on 
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this battlefield.  You have one Elijah versus 850 f alse prophets.  

One man plus God.  And that's all the Army you need .  1 Kings 18:21  

says:  And Elijah came near to all the people and said, "H ow long 

will you go limping between two different opinions?   If the LORD is 

God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him."  An d the people did 

not answer him a word.   So Elijah announces the terms of the dual.  

There's going to be two bulls, two altars and no fi re.  And so what 

they're going to do is they're going to wait for th e real God to 

supply the fire.  And the prophets of Baal go first .  And they 

start to pray to their God, then they start to wail  to their God, 

then they start to scream for their God and nothing  happens for 

hours.  So Elijah begins to mock their efforts.  He  says in verse 

27:  At noon Elijah mocked them, saying, "Cry aloud, for  he is a 

god.  Either he is musing, or he's relieving himsel f, or he is on a 

journey, or perhaps he is asleep and must be awaken ed."  And they 

cried aloud and cut themselves after their custom w ith swords and 

lances, until the blood gushed out upon them.  And as midday 

passed, they raved on until the time of the offerin g of the 

oblation, but there was no voice.  No one answered;  no one paid 

attention.   Well now it becomes Elijah's turn.  Verse 32, he says:  

And with the stones he built an altar in the name o f the LORD.  And 

he made a trench about the altar, as great as would  contain two 

seahs of seed.  And he put the wood in order and cu t the bull in 

pieces and laid it on the wood.  And he said, "Fill  four jars with 
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water and pour it on the burnt offering and on the wood."  And he 

said, "Do it a second time."  And they did it a sec ond time.  And 

he said, "Do it a third time."  And they did it a t hird time.  And 

the water ran around the altar and fil led the trenc h also with 

water.   

So picture this.  Already Ahab and the prophets of Baal have had 

their moment, they've utterly failed, and Elijah is  just pouring it 

on.  He's saying, okay, you're going to ask for fir e.  Let's just 

douse our sacrifice.  Let's do it again.  Let's do it again.  Make 

sure it's just soaking and sopping with water.  But  listen to what 

Elijah does next.  Remember what James says.  He pr ays.  This is 

verse 36.  It says:  At the time of the offering of the oblation, 

Elijah the prophet came near and said, "O LORD, God  of Abraham, 

Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that yo u are God in 

Israel, and that I am your servant, and that I have  done all of 

these things at your word.  Answer me, O LORD, answ er me that this 

people may know that you, O LORD, are God, and that  you have turned 

their hearts back."  Then the fire of the LORD fell  and consumed 

the burnt offering and the wood and the stones and the dust and 

licked up the water that was in the trench.   So God answers the 

prayer his prophet had prayed.  I mean the real God  delivers real 

fire.  But then something else happens.  This is ve rse 39.  It 

says:  When all the people saw it, they fell on their face s and 
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said, "The LORD, he is God; the LORD, he is God."  And Elijah said 

to them, "Seize the prophets of Baal; let not one o f them escape."  

And they seized them.  And Elijah brought them down  to the brook 

Kishon and slaughtered them there.  And Elijah said  to Ahab, "Go 

up, eat and drink, for there is a sound of the rush ing of rain."  

So Ahab went up to eat and to drink.  And Elijah we nt up to the top 

of Mount Carmel.  And he bowed himself down on the earth and put 

his face between his knees.   Elijah goes up to the mountaintop to 

pray for rain.  But wait.  He already knows there's  going to be 

rain.  I mean, he already knows that God's going to  do what God's 

going to do because God's already told him what he' s going to do.  

So why does he need to pray?  Well, I think we'll s ee this is no 

ordinary prayer.  Now I've said the prayer that get s answered is 

the prayer that is prayed with God's mind, God's wi ll, and God's 

intention.  And Elijah, he's already gotten all of that directly 

from God himself.  Remember way back at the beginni ng of the 

chapter, God says to Elijah in verse 1, he says:  After many days 

the word of the LORD came to Elijah in the third ye ar, saying, "Go, 

show yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain upon th e earth."   Well, 

he just showed himself to Ahab.  The rain's to foll ow.  Why bother 

praying for something that God has already promised  he's going to 

do?  Why bother going up to the mountain top?  Why bother bowing 

down to the ground with your face between your knee s?  I mean, 

you're obviously in intense prayer.  Well, Elijah b othered because 
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he knew he was the switch.  I don't think he knew t oo much about 

electricity at that time, it was kind of pre electr icity.  But he 

understood that he was God's connection to earth, t hat he was that 

switch in the circuit of prayer.  And as you watche d, the spiritual 

current flows from God by his Holy Spirit through t his human 

prophet named Elijah and then through Christ back t o God for an 

answer.  And even though Elijah has the very words of God's promise 

of rain, he still has this mighty work of prayer th at he has to do.  

So he goes up to the top of Mount Carmel, he bends his body down to 

the ground with his face between his knees and he's  praying 

desperately what he already knows the will of God i s.  Verse 43 

says:  And he said to his servant, "Go up now, look toward  the 

sea."  And he went up and looked and said, "There i s nothing."  And 

he said, "Go again," seven times.   I want you to picture this 

because not once, not twice, not three times, seven  times he sends 

his servant and six times the servant comes back an d says, 

"Nothing."  I want you to picture Elijah.  You are Elijah.  You 

just had this spectacular demonstration of God's po wer, I mean, 

fire from heaven has come down and it's consumed th e sacrifice and 

the water and everything, you've told Ahab that rai n is on the way 

because God told you so, you're on your face prayin g, and nothing.  

Okay.  Now what?  Now how many times have you faced  circumstances 

that you've been praying for over and over and over  again, and you 

found nothing?  What does Elijah do?  Well, here's a hint.  He does 
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it again and again and again and again and again an d again and 

again.  You know perhaps he thinks at first maybe I  didn't do this 

right.  Maybe I need to try a different way of expr essing it.  

Maybe he starts thinking that perhaps God isn't hea ring him.  Maybe 

he starts thinks he's not worthy or somehow he has sin, perhaps he 

confesses his sins and he tries again and again and  again.  Does 

that sound familiar?  He knows the will of God with  absolute 

certainty yet something is not working.  It's almos t like there's 

resistance in the switch, something that's shorting  out the 

circuit.  There's a weakness in there of some sort.   And what does 

the Holy Spirit tell us in Romans 8 ?  He says:  The Spirit helps us 

in our weakness.  He intercedes with us in groans t hat words can't 

express.   So after six failed attempts at completing the ci rcuit, 

Elijah does what God wants us to do, he persists.  He continues.  

He doesn't give up.  So he sends his servant one la st time.  It 

says:  And at the seventh time, he said, "Behold, a little  cloud 

like a man's hand is rising from the sea."  And he said, "Go up, 

say to Ahab, 'Prepare your chariot and go down, les t the rain stop 

you.'"  And in a little while the heavens grew blac k with clouds 

and wind, and there was a great rain.  And Ahab rod e and went to 

Jezreel.  And the hand of the LORD was on Elijah, a nd he gathered 

up his garment and ran before Ahab to the entrance of Jezreel.   

What I want you to get here is that Elijah was pray ing with God's 

mind, God's will, and God's intention and it stil l took seven 
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separate times for his prayer to be powerful and ef fective.  It 

took him seven different times because that's what it took for the 

puzzle pieces to begin to fit together.  And I don' t know why it 

took seven times, but I suspect it has something to  do with this 

warfare that we are in the middle of.  

So what does this mean to us?  What lessons can we draw from 

Elijah's victory?  Well, I can think of three.  Num ber one, prayer 

is hard work.  God never suggests that prayer is ea sy.  And Elijah 

gives us a great picture of somebody laboring inten sely at prayer.  

He's down on his knees, he's got his face -- he's d own on the 

ground, got his face between his knees and he's wor king it 

repeatedly.  And that begs the question:  Do you wo rk at prayer?  

Do we invest it with the labor that it deserves?  D o we make time 

for prayer?  Is it a natural part of our lives?  Se condly, prayer 

is also discipline.  Elijah's response to the troub le that he was 

in was prayer.  At the very beginning it was prayer , at the very 

end it was prayer.  That's a response that comes fr om discipline.  

You see if we are not disciplined in prayer, we're probably not 

praying very much and we're probably unaware that w e are in a war 

in which God says we're not wrestling against flesh  and blood but 

against rulers, authorities, cosmic powers over thi s present 

darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in h eavenly places.  

We remember that God equips us with a slew of defen sive weapons 
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that allow us to stand against this enemy, and out of all the 

weapons that he gives us, only the word of God and prayer are the 

only ones that can be used offensively and those ar e the only two 

that can really hurt the enemy and those are the on ly two that he 

really cares about stopping.  So he works overtime to keep us from 

those two things, prayer and the word of God.  So t he question that 

we have to ask ourselves is has he been successful?   I mean, can 

you guess that the two most important parts of our Christian lives 

are also the two sources of our greatest struggles?   I mean they 

don't come to us naturally because the enemy of our  soul, the God 

of this age, sees to it that it doesn't come to us naturally.  But, 

you know, a large part of the answer to that is dis cipline and 

discipline is making what doesn't come to us natura lly natural.  

You know, great athletes are not born that way; the y work at it.  

You know, when Luke was in college playing basketba ll, one of the 

things he was taught was this concept of muscle mem ory.  You know 

what you do is you work at a shot and then you take  the shot over 

and over, thousands and thousands and thousands of times.  You do 

it so many times that your individual muscles devel op a memory of 

their own so that every time you start to take that  shot, your 

muscles respond in the exact same way.  You make wh at is not 

natural, natural.  Well, the same is true with pray er.  Is it 

natural for you or is it weird and kind of goofy an d kind of I just 

feel odd when we're doing it and I just -- I'm not there.  If 
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you're married, do you pray with your spouse?  Does  it feel weird, 

something that you just, you're not comfortable wit h?  Because you 

have to do it over and over and over again.  You se e, you know that 

prayer is natural when you have no problem whatsoev er going right 

into prayer at any time for any reason right in fro nt of your 

spouse or with your spouse or with friends.  Most o f the time when 

people ask me if I can pray for them, you know, hal f the time when 

you say, "Oh, yeah, I' ll pray for you," you forget.   So when people 

ask if I can pray for them, I say, "Let me do it ri ght now," and we 

pray.  It 's a matter of just making it natural.  

And thirdly, prayer requires listening.  You see, i f answered 

prayer originates with God and is communicated by h is Holy Spirit, 

then it's obvious that our task is to receive that communication, I 

mean, to hear what the Spirit is telling us as he c omes alongside 

us in our weakness.  And it's not natural for us bu t it can be, it 

is doable with discipline and it pays incredible di vidends.  Elijah 

did it.  And Elijah's showing us how.  I mean he's showing us that 

prayer is labor, prayer is discipline and prayer is  listening 

because God originates prayer, the Holy Spirit comm unicates prayer, 

we participate in that prayer, and because Jesus ha s made us 

righteous, he now advocates on our behalf for that prayer and then 

God orchestrates an answered to that prayer, provin g what it is 

that James said:  The effective fervent prayer of a righteous man 
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is powerful and effective.  Let's do just that.  Let's pray.  

Father, I pray that you would give us a vision of h ow crucial our 

prayer is.  I pray that you would give us insight a nd the ability 

to understand that we are not just throwing words u p into the sky 

and hoping for something magical to happen but that  we are part of 

this process of defeating the kingdom of darkness h ere on earth, 

that we are the vital link that connects heaven to earth and that 

we are to pray without ceasing.  Father, give us an  understanding 

of just how incredible a privilege we've been given , of just what 

it is and just what that responsibility that goes a long with that 

privilege is as well.  Lord, teach us to pray.  Giv e us a heart for 

prayer.  I pray this in Jesus' name.  Amen.  
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