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The Effective, Fervent Prayer of a Righteous Man Avails Much

James 5:16

Prayer:  Father God, we do again thank you and praise you fo r your 

goodness, I thank you and praise you for your word,  I'm just 

amazed, this is our last message in James, it's bee n the 39th 

message in James, we are finishing up the book this  morning, and 

Lord, I just want to thank you, I thank your Holy S pirit, I thank 

you for the grace and the wisdom that you've given to me in the 

ability to open up your book, the ability to unders tand what it is 

that you've given to me and hopefully to be able to  communicate 

some of that to you.  I pray this morning as we aga in for the last 

time look into the book of James that we would have  that same gift, 

that the Holy Spirit would accompany us, and give u s the ability to 

see it, to hear it, and again, make it a permanent part of our 

lives.  We pray this in Jesus' name.  Amen.   

Well, our text this morning is James 5:16-20.  It s ays this:  

Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray fo r one another, 

that you may be healed.  The effective, fervent pra yer of a 

righteous man avails much.  Elijah was a man with a  nature like 



ours, and he prayed earnestly that it would not rai n; and it did 

not rain on the land for three years and six months .  And he prayed 

again, and the heaven gave rain, and the earth prod uced its fruit.  

Brethren, if anyone among you wanders from the trut h and someone 

turns him back, let him know that he who turns a si nner from the 

error of his way will save a soul from death and co ver a multitude 

of sins.   

Let's just briefly look at the first section first.   This is James 

5:16, it says:  Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray 

for one another, that you may be healed.   And again, James is 

continuing to expand on the idea of healing that we  spoke about 

last week, and he's including the necessity of mutu al confession of 

sin.  If I have wronged you, if I have slandered yo u or cheated you 

in any way, I need to confess that sin to God, but I also need to 

confess it to you.  The act of prayer and confessio n is a powerful 

combination.  God says as much.  

James goes on to say in James 5:16:  The effective, fervent prayer 

of a righteous man avails much.   I want to spend the bulk of our 

time this morning taking that statement apart.  You  see, God is 

saying here that there are three different parts to  prayer that 

avails much.  First off, it must be effective.  Oka y.  What does 

that mean?  Well, sometimes it's helpful to look at  what is 



ineffective and scripture is very clear about that.   Jesus said 

this in Matthew 6:5-8, speaking of prayer, he said:   "And when you 

pray, you shall not be like the hypocrites.  For th ey love to pray 

standing in the synagogues and on the corners of th e streets, that 

they may be seen by men.  Assuredly, I say to you, they have their 

reward.  But you, when you pray, go into your room,  and when you 

have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in the secret 

place; and your Father who sees in secret will rewa rd you openly.  

And when you pray, do not use vain repetitions as t he heathen do.  

For they think that they will be heard for their ma ny words.  

Therefore do not be like them.  For your Father kno ws the things 

you have need of before you ask him."   So Jesus is kind of laying 

out here what ineffective prayer is all about, and he's saying is 

ineffective prayer is outward looking, it 's very, v ery showy, it's 

full of empty repetition.  And understand, God is n ot forbidding 

public prayer here.  Instead what he is forbidding is the use or 

the pretense of prayer that is used in order to mak e people think 

you're more spiritual than everybody else.  That ki nd of prayer is 

really worse than no prayer at all.  It 's the kind of prayer that's 

got one eye on heaven and one eye on earth and it c ares far more 

what earth thinks than heaven.  It's prayer that fo rgets that God 

sees right into the very core of our hearts when we  pray.  Again, 

Matthew 6:8 proclaims:  "Your Father knows the things you have need 

of before you ask him."   So praying with any pretense whatsoever is 



really a waste of time.  

So effective prayer, prayer that Elijah prayed is p rayer that is 

focused on God and focused on truth.  Now there are  some folks who 

think that the key to effective prayer is simply ta cking Jesus' 

name onto the end of a prayer, but that's not reall y what Jesus had 

in mind.  Jesus said in John 14:13:  "And whatever you ask in My 

name, that I will do, that the Father may be glorif ied in the Son.  

If you ask anything in My name, I will do it."   Well, that's not 

what a lot of people think it means.  You know, to ask in someone's 

name is to ask as if you are that same person.  Wha t Jesus is 

saying here is that if you ask for anything with my  heart, my mind, 

and my soul, your prayer is going to be as effectiv e as mine 

because it will be the same as mine.  You will be p raying in my 

name and I will grant it.  So to pray effectively i s to pray with 

heaven in your mind, God on your heart, and truth o n your lips.  

James 5:16 says:  The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man 

avails much.  Elijah was a man with is a nature lik e ours, and he 

prayed earnestly that it would not rain; and it did  not rain on the 

land for three years and six months.  And he prayed  again, and the 

heaven gave rain, and the earth produced its fruit.   What James is 

doing here this morning is he's giving us one very small detail of 

a very elaborate story, that's because he expects t hat you already 



know the rest of the story.  And to get that, we re ally have to go 

back to scripture.  We have to learn a little bit a bout Elijah.  We 

find out that Elijah was a human being, he was a pr ophet of God who 

had a confrontation with a man named Ahab who was n o friend 

whatsoever of God's.  1 Kings 16:30 describes him t his way, it 

says:  Ahab son of Omri did more evil in the eyes of the L ORD than 

any of those before him.  He not only considered it  trivial to 

commit the sins of Jeroboam, son of Nebat, but he a lso married 

Jezebel daughter of Ethbaal king of the Sidonians, and began to 

serve Baal and worship him.  He set up an altar for  Baal in the 

temple of Baal that he built in Samaria.  Ahab also  made an Asherah 

pole and did more to arouse the anger of the LORD, the God of 

Israel, than did all the kings of Israel before him .   Ahab's the 

bad guy, Elijah's the good guy.  Elijah was a proph et sent by God 

to punish Ahab and all of Israel because under Ahab 's rule, Baal 

worship had become the national religion of Israel.   Baal was the 

god of fertil ity, he was the god of lightening, the  god of the 

storm.  And so God through the prophet Elijah is go ing directly 

after Baal by declaring a drought.  

In 1 Kings 17:1, it says this:  Now Elijah the Tishbite, from 

Tishbe in Gilead, said to Ahab, "As the LORD, the G od of Israel 

lives, whom I serve, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next 

few years except at my word."   So for a full three years, not a 



drop of water fell on Israel, and the entire nation  was starving.  

Of course, Ahab like many other leaders put the bla me not on 

himself but on God and on his prophet.  1 Kings 18: 17 says of 

Ahab:  When he saw Elijah, he said to him, "Is that you, y ou 

troubler of Israel?"  "I have not made trouble for Israel," Elijah 

replied.  "But you and your father's family have.  You have 

abandoned the LORD's commands and have followed the  Baals.  Now 

summon the people from all over Israel to meet me o n Mt. Carmel.  

And bring the four hundred and fifty prophets of Ba al and the four 

hundred prophets of Asherah, who eat at Jezebel's t able."   So Ahab 

sent word throughout all Israel and assembled the p rophets on Mt. 

Carmel.   Now, most of us have heard about this confrontati on, but I 

want to point out that James takes us to one partic ular aspect of 

it.  That's the effective part of the fervent praye r of Elijah.  

Let me just recapitulate.  James is speaking about this part, he 

says:  Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he pr ayed 

earnestly that it would not rain; and it did not ra in on the land 

for three years and six months.  And he prayed agai n, and the 

heaven gave rain, and the earth produced its fruit.   Now, as 

powerful and as effective as Elijah's prayer was, w e have no record 

of his words.  We have no record of the words that started the 

drought or of the actual prayer that ended it.  You  know, it may be 

so that perhaps God did not want the words written down thinking 

that we would also misuse them in some formulaic wa y, the same way 



that the Lord's prayer is often misused today.  Wha t was unique 

about Elijah's prayer is that he was praying for so mething that God 

had already verbally promised.  You know, when we p ray for 

something, it 's always in the hope that God will gr ant our request 

but it 's also in the uncertainty that we know we re ally don't know 

how to pray.  Romans 8:26 says:  In the same way, the Spirit helps 

us in our weakness.  We do not know what we ought t o pray for, but 

the Spirit himself intercedes for us through wordle ss groans.   Now 

Elijah, he had none of that uncertainty.  And the r eason why is 

because he was met by God himself and told specific ally in 1 Kings 

18:1 what was going to unfold, what was going to ha ppen next.  It 

says:  "After a long time, in the third year, the word of the Lord 

came to Elijah:  "Go up and present yourself to Aha b, and I will 

send rain on the land."   So Elijah didn't have to guess, he didn't 

have to speculate as to when and where the drought was going to 

end, because God specifically and verbally instruct ed him.  

Basically all he had to do was show up.  1 Kings 18 :2 says:  So 

Elijah went to present himself to Ahab; and there w as a severe 

famine in Samaria.   So this much we know.  We know that Elijah's 

prayer three years earlier had been effective becau se, number one, 

James tells us so, and because we also know that Is rael is 

devastated by this drought.  So we know that it 's e ffective.  But 

that's only one part, the first part of the three p arts that James 

points out when he tells us in James 5:16:  The effective, fervent 



prayer of a righteous man avails much.   

Well, in the very next scripture, James alludes to our second 

issue.  I'm going to jump to the end of this text i nstead of the 

middle, but we'll see.  He says this in verse 17, h e says:  Elijah 

was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed ea rnestly that it 

would not rain; and it did not rain on the land for  three years and 

six months.  And he prayed again, and the heaven ga ve rain, and the 

earth produced its fruit.   Key in on verse 17, Elijah was a man 

with a nature like ours.   Elijah was a fallen, sinful son of Adam 

just like you and me.  James here is dealing with h is congregation 

who looked on Elijah spiritually, much, much larger  than life, and 

James is trying to take pains to point out that Eli jah was no 

different than you or me.  We might say that he in the 21st Century 

he put on his pants one leg at a time.  Elijah prob ably didn't wear 

pants but -- but because his answer to prayer was s o spectacular, 

you see, people can be tempted to place their faith  in Elijah 

rather than the God that Elijah was praying to.  So  James wants to 

make certain that we understand, as verse 17 says:  Elijah was a 

man with a nature like ours.   We know God describes that nature in 

Romans 3:10 by saying:  As it is written:  "There is no one 

righteous, no, not one."   But James tells us that Elijah's 

effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails  much.   So the 

question is where did Elijah's righteousness come f rom if he didn't 



possess it in the first place?  And you might add, especially since 

Elijah was from the Old Testament, he didn't know J esus Christ.  

For that matter, where did any of the Old Testament  patriarchs get 

their righteousness from?  Did they have to wait fo r Jesus for 

that?  Well, the answer is no.  You see, as believe rs in Jesus 

Christ, we accept by faith that God became a man, t hat he stepped 

into space and time, that he lived a perfect life a nd offered that 

perfect life in exchange for my sin.  We have been made righteous 

not by anything that we do but by the faith that we  place in Jesus 

Christ and his righteousness.  Ephesians 2:8-9 says :  For by grace 

you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it 

is the gift of God, not of works, lest anyone shoul d boast.   

Because we've been saved through faith, we have a r ighteousness 

that doesn't come from inside us, it doesn't come f rom our keeping 

God's law.  It comes from Christ.  Romans 3:21 says :  But now the 

righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed , being 

witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the rig hteousness of 

God, through faith in Jesus Christ, to all and on a ll who believe.  

For there is no difference; for all have sinned and  fall short of 

the glory of God, being justified freely by his gra ce through the 

redemption that is in Christ Jesus.   See, the fact is, Elijah 

didn't know Jesus from Adam.  But he, like Abraham,  placed his 

faith not in his goodness and not in his ability to  keep God's law 

but in God and in God's provision for sin.  Romans 4:1-3 says this 



about Abraham, it says:  What then shall we say that Abraham our 

father has found according to the flesh?  For if Ab raham was 

justified by works, he has something for boast abou t, but not 

before God.  For what does the scripture say?  "Abr aham believed 

God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness. "   Whether 

you're Abraham or Elijah in the old testament or Ma tthew, Mark, 

Suzy and Mary in the new testament, we are all stil l saved the 

exact same way.  We are saved by faith.  For Abraha m and Elijah, it 

was faith in God's provision for sin which for them  was the blood 

of a sacrificed animal.  Abraham and Elijah looked forward to the 

day when the symbolic blood of animals would be rep laced with the 

actual blood of Jesus Christ dying on the cross.  S uzy and Mary 

today look backwards.  They look backwards to an al ready 

accomplished sacrifice where the Lamb of God has al ready taken away 

the sins of the world.  All are made righteous, not  through good 

deeds or by keeping God's law, but by faith in God' s provision.  So 

God through faith sees Elijah as righteous.  

So to back up, first Elijah's prayer was effective,  we know, 

because James tells us it was so and because we saw  the results:  

Israel is devastated by a drought.  Secondly, we kn ow that Elijah 

was also righteous, even though, as verse 17 says:  Elijah was a 

man with a nature like ours.   He was righteous because by faith he 

too had trusted in God's provision for sin.  His pr ayer was 



effective and he was righteous.  And the scripture says:  The 

effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails  much.   And that 

leaves only the question of fervency, and that's wh at brings us 

back to Mt. Carmel.  Again, most of you know the st ory.  Elijah 

gathers up four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal and four hundred 

prophets of Asherah for this confrontation involvin g two bulls on 

opposing altars.  They put the bulls on the altars and then they 

see which God would accept the sacrifice to prove t hat he was in 

fact the real God.  So Elijah allows the prophets o f Baal to go 

first.  We pick up the story in 1 Kings 18:26 descr ibing the 

prophets of Baal.  It says:  So they took the bull which was given 

them, and they prepared it, and called on the name of Baal from 

morning even til l noon, saying, "O, Baal, hear us!"   But there was 

no voice; no one answered.  Then they leaped about the altar which 

they had made.  And so it was, at noon, that Elijah  mocked them and 

said, "Cry aloud, for he is a god; either he is med itating, or he 

is busy, or he is on a journey or perhaps he is sle eping and must 

be awakened."  So they cried aloud and cut themselv es, as was their 

custom, with knives and lances, until the blood gus hed out on 

them.  And when midday was past, they prophesied un til the time of 

the offering of the evening sacrifice.  But there w as no voice; no 

one answered, no one paid attention.   

Now it was Elijah's turn.  Elijah first repairs God 's broken altar 



and then with twelve stones representing the twelve  tribes of 

Israel, he built an altar with the large trench aro und it on which 

he lays the bull, but before that, before he calls down fire on the 

bull, he soaks the bull not once, not twice, but th ree times he has 

water dumped on the entire altar.  In fact, he pour s so much water 

on the altar that the trench surrounding the altar is fil led to 

overflowing.  Then Elijah says this in 1 Kings 18:3 6, he says:  

"LORD God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day 

that you are God in Israel and I am your servant, t hat I have done 

all these things at your word.  Hear me, O LORD, he ar me, that this 

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

their hearts back to you again."  Then the fire of the LORD fell 

and consumed the burnt sacrifice, and the wood and the stones and 

the dust, and it licked up the water that was in th e trench.  Now 

when all the people saw it, they fell on their face s; and they 

said, "The LORD, he is God!  The LORD, he is God!"  And Elijah said 

to them, "Seize the prophets of Baal!  Do not let o ne of them 

escape!"  So they seized them; and Elijah brought t hem down to the 

Brook Kishon and executed them there.  Then Elijah said to Ahab, 

"Go up, eat and drink; for there is the sound of ab undance of 

rain."   

Okay.  Here's where things get very interesting for  Elijah, and 

here is where God through James takes us.  God want s us to see 



something here.  Again, remember our text this morn ing:  Elijah was 

a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed earnes tly that it 

would not rain; and it did not rain on the land for  three years and 

six months.  And he prayed again, and the heaven ga ve rain, and the 

earth produced its fruit.   Okay.  So James has directed our 

attention to the prayer that Elijah has prayed to b egin and to end 

this three-year drought, and so before we proceed, it would be 

helpful to kind of review the situation that Elijah  now finds 

himself in.  He has just soundly and utterly defeat ed one of the 

greatest physical and spiritual forces Israel has e ver faced.  He 

has seen God's miraculous power slicing down from h eaven, consuming 

not only the bull on the altar but also the sticks,  the stones and 

the water itself, I mean, they're all vaporized in this one 

stunning, miraculous display of power by God.  The prophets of Baal 

have been executed.  And Elijah has now told wicked  King Ahab to go 

prepare for the rain that God has already told him he was sending.  

Again, 1 Kings 18:42, it says:  So Ahab went up to eat and drink 

and Elijah went up to the top of Caramel; then he b owed down on the 

ground, and put his face between his knees.   You see, for Elijah 

this is it, this is the top, this is the peak, this  is the 

culmination of everything, this is the piece de res istance, the 

coup de grace, this is spiking the football in the end zone, and 

it's all rolled up into one final display of God's glory and 

power.  Like I said, we don't have the actual words  to Elijah's 



prayer, but it 's safe to say that he was praying tr iumphantly for 

rain.  We can know that because of what he said nex t in verse 43, 

it says:  And he said to his servant, "Go up now and look tow ard 

the sea."   And so we can just theorize what Elijah's prayer must 

have been.  Perhaps it went something like this, "L ord, thank you 

for this magnificent triumph, thank you for this ab undance of rain 

that you have promised."  Elijah's servant comes ba ck bringing a 

message.  And the scripture says:  So he went up and looked, and 

said, "There's nothing."   What?  Just picture Elijah, all of this 

coming to a head.  Servant comes back, nothing.  So  he says to the 

servant, "Go up again."  I imagine his response to his first 

failure to be to simply kind of re-calibrate and re try, so the 

response to his second attempt, nothing.  He says t o his servant, 

"Go again."  Now by the third time, I imagine Elija h is wondering 

what he is doing wrong.  Servant comes back.  Nothi ng.  He says to 

the servant, "Go again."  Now by the fourth time, I  know if it was 

me, I would start to wonder, did I really hear that ?  Was God 

really speaking to me?  I mean, did he really say i n 1 Kings 18:1:  

"Go, present yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain  on the earth."   

I mean, we know what God said because we have the s cript as it 

were, but I also know how easy it is to start think ing that our 

minds are playing tricks on us.  

You know, a few years back, Janice and I were walki ng down the 



street, same street that we always walk down as we usually do, and 

I mentioned this before, I saw way up ahead of me a  garbage can had 

been turned over and next to the garbage can was a dead animal of 

sorts, and as we got closer, I saw that it was a de ad woodchuck in 

the middle of the street and the garbage can had be en turned over 

and stuff scattered all over the place, and I remem ber saying to 

Janice, "Why in the world would a bear take all of the garbage and 

strew it all over the street when he had a perfectl y good woodchuck 

right in front of him," and at that point Janice tu rned at me, 

looked right at me and cool as a cucumber and said,  "I don't know 

but he's right there."  And we looked over and I'm -- 15 feet away 

from us was a very large black bear sitting on the side of the road 

eating his garbage.  I was so shocked and stunned, I said, "Well, 

just keep on walking," which we did, right past the  bear.  But I 

know this, I know if we didn't have each other to c onfirm what we 

saw with our own eyes, I would have been doubting w hat I saw.  If 

somebody challenged what it was, did that really ha ppen?  Is that 

true?  

Well, after the fourth time, perhaps Elijah had beg un to wonder if 

his mind had been playing tricks on him.  So he goe s back to prayer 

and for a fifth time he sends his servant, and agai n he comes back, 

"nothing."  He said, "Go again."  You know, he kept  sending his 

servant because he couldn't see and pray at the sam e time, and that 



had to do with the fervency with which he was prayi ng.  1 Kings 

18:42 says:  Then Elijah went up to the top of Caramel; then he 

bowed down on the ground, and put his face between his knees.   You 

see, Elijah's posture said everything that needed t o be said about 

how fervently he was praying.  To be on your knees is to humble 

yourself before God.  To be on your knees with your  face so low to 

the ground that it is touching your knees is to ass ume the position 

of abject humility.  

So we wonder what was it that Elijah was praying?  Like I said, God 

doesn't give us the actual words that he prayed but  he does tell us 

his prayer was effective.  And we know from scriptu re that that 

rules out religious posturing and vain repetition.  So we know that 

Elijah was not repeatedly chanting some kind of man tra in the hopes 

that his many words would get him a hearing.  The q uestion is so 

then what was he doing?  Have you ever sought somet hing in prayer?  

Sought it repeatedly?  Only to hear what Elijah hea rd?  There's 

nothing.  Nothing.  Elijah's response is our model.   You know, 

there's no indication of how long each of these ind ividual prayer 

sessions took, but it is clear that Elijah ferventl y continued in 

prayer.  But we have to ask ourself what is God doi ng here?  Why 

this repeated failure?  Why did Elijah need to keep  representing 

himself when God had already promised him directly,  I'm going to 

bring rain.  Why pray for what you know God is goin g to do?  Anyone 



who's ever given any thought to prayer has to wrest le with the idea 

of God's sovereignty when it comes to prayer.  The question is 

this, if God is in charge of every single molecule in the universe, 

if he perfectly knows the past, the present, and th e future, then 

really what's the point of my adding my two cents t o his 

providential intentions?  Am I going to instruct Go d?  Am I going 

to give him some new insight, some new information he's going to 

say, "Oh, thanks, Tom, I didn't know that."  What c ould God 

possibly want or need from my prayer?  One thing we  do know.  We do 

know that God over and over and over again doesn't just instruct us 

to pray.  He commands us to, as 1 Thessalonians 5:1 7 says:  Pray 

continually.   Ephesians 6:18 says:  And pray in the Spirit on all 

occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests.  With this in 

mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all t he Lord's 

people.   Why?  I've said this over and over and over again , but 

it's absolutely critical to remember, and that's th is:  There is a 

proxy war going on right now between two great king doms.  The 

kingdom of light is at war with the kingdom of dark ness.  It 's a 

war that started in heaven itself.  Revelation 12:7  says this:  And 

war broke out in heaven:  Michael and his angels fo ught with the 

dragon; and the dragon and his angels fought, but t hey did not 

prevail, nor was a place found for them in heaven a ny longer.  So 

the great dragon was cast out, that serpent of old,  called the 

Devil and Satan who deceives the whole world; he wa s cast to the 



earth, and his angels were cast out with him.   What it 's saying is 

the war continued down here on earth.  He was cast out, here's 

where he landed.  So he arrives on earth and he get s a great 

victory.  He gets Adam and Eve, the creatures creat ed in God's own 

image to rebel against their creator and caused the  entire creation 

to fall.  We understand that Jesus came into creati on to glorify 

his Father by ransoming and rescuing a people who h ad already been 

captured by the enemy.  Jesus says in Luke 4:18:  "He has sent me 

to proclaim liberty to the captives, to set at libe rty those who 

are oppressed."  Jesus came to undo what the devil had done.  1 

John 3:8 says:  For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, 

that he might destroy the works of the devil.   

So how do you suppose God has elected to accomplish  that task?  And 

after all, we know God created Satan.  Now he certa inly had the 

power to destroy him, to destroy his angels and to destroy all his 

evil works, but God in his wisdom has elected not t o destroy the 

power of Satan with power itself but with a power f ar greater and 

far more costly to employ, a power that in fact cos t him his only 

son.  1 John 4:9 says:  In this the love of God was manifested 

toward us, that God has sent his only begotten Son into the world, 

that we might live through him.   You know, Jesus gave us his life 

to make us worthy to fight for his kingdom.  Elijah  gives us an 

insight into what is required to fight that fight.  Through Elijah 



on Mt. Carmel, God demonstrated just the tiniest fr action of the 

raw power he had when he consumed the bull and the sticks and the 

stones and the water itself.  So we wonder why didn 't he just 

flatten the power that stood behind the Baals and t he Asherah, why 

didn't he just once and for all just destroy the de vil and all of 

his minions?  Well, God's angel gave an answer to Z echariah in 

Zechariah 4:6, it says:  So he answered and said to me:  "This is 

the word of the LORD to Zerubbabel:  'Not by might nor by power, 

but by my Spirit, ' says the LORD of hosts."   You see, it's God's 

will that great victories over great and powerful e vil kingdoms 

will be accomplished through God's great Holy Spiri t working 

through weak, frail, sinful believers, believers wh o depend on God 

for that victory.  You know, it 's as if God is sayi ng to the devil 

himself, I'm not going to defeat you.  They are.  

There's a reason why David and Goliath has become s uch an iconic 

story representing God's army versus the power of d arkness.  Do you 

remember what David said to Goliath?  Just picture this little pip 

squeak gets this nine foot behemoth.  In 1 Samuel 1 7, it says:  

Then David said to the Philistine, "You come to me with a sword, 

with a spear, and with a javelin.  But I come to yo u in the name of 

the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel,  whom you have 

defied.  This day the LORD will deliver you into my  hand, and I 

will strike you and take your head from you.  And t his day I will 



give the carcasses of the camp of Philistines to th e birds of the 

air and the wild beasts of the earth, that all the earth may know 

that there is a God in Israel."   That's the God who wants us to be 

aware at all times that we are at war.  And our pri mary weapon is 

prayer.  You know, there's a reason why Elijah repe atedly heard his 

servant say, "There is nothing."  It has to do with  the fervency of 

the effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man av ailing much.   

See, by the fifth and sixth time, Elijah had to be operating on 

what faith really is.  Hebrews 11:1 tells us:  Now faith is 

confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not 

see.   Six times Elijah hears his servant say, "There's nothing."  

But he was not about to be moved.  He knew what God  had done, he 

knew what God had said, he also knew what he had to  do.  That's why 

he was still on his knees.  But you know fervency i s not an 

emotional state where you simply just psych yoursel f up to do 

something.  You know, if that were so, the prophets  of Baal would 

have won that contest hands down.  Remember what 1 Kings says about 

them, it says:  So they cried aloud, and cut themselves, as was 

their custom, with knives and lances, until the blo od gushed out on 

them.  But there was no voice; no one answered, no one paid 

attention.   God was not looking for some emotional display of  

spiritual fervency in Elijah.  He was looking for j ust what Elijah 

was doing.  He was humbly, abjectly posturing himse lf before God 

repeating what he knew by faith, and whether it was  seven times or 



seventy times seven times, Elijah was committed fer vently to pray, 

'cause if anyone knew there was a war going on, it was Elijah.  He 

had just come out of it.  Scripture says:  Seven times he said, "Go 

again."  Then it came to pass the seventh time, tha t he said, 

"There's a cloud, as small as a man's hand, rising out of the sea!"  

So he said, "Go up, say to Ahab, 'Prepare your char iot, and go down 

before the rain stops you.'"  Now it happened in th e meantime that 

the sky became black with clouds and wind, and ther e was a heavy 

rain.   The rains came as Elijah knew that they would.  W hy?  

Because God told him so, and God is faithful.  But it stil l 

required fervent prayer on Elijah's part.  

So what makes us think we are any different than El ijah?  You know, 

the battle is still raging.  The war is stil l on.  The weapons of 

prayer that we use is no different than the one Eli jah used.  It's 

providential that James finishes up his book with t hese words.  

This is what he says in verse 19, he says:  Brethren, if anyone 

among you wanders from the truth, and someone turns  him back, let 

him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will 

save a soul from death and cover a multitude of sin s.   I say it's 

providential because it uniquely applies to us toda y.  I want to 

show you how that does.  We have a group in the chu rch called POPS 

which stands for Parents of Prodigals.  We meet onc e a month on the 

second Wednesday of each month, and we meet to pray  for the 



salvation of the prodigals that each of us have in our lives.  

We've been praying for this group of prodigals -- I  think there was 

28 -- for the past year now.  And we believe, we ar e believing like 

Elijah is believing, that the effective, fervent prayer of a 

righteous man avails much.   And so we've learned this morning to 

pray effectively is to pray with heaven on your min d, God in your 

heart, and truth on your lips.  So we aim to pray e ffectively.  We 

also pray like Elijah, knowing that, as verse 17 sa ys:  Elijah was 

a man with a nature like ours.   We pray as those who are righteous 

enough to boldly come into the throne of God, not o n the basis of 

our righteousness but on the perfect righteousness of Jesus 

Christ.  And finally, we pray fervently, knowing th at this is war, 

knowing that we have a vital part to play in it.  W e pray knowing 

what God has done through Christ, knowing what God has said in his 

word about his love for the lost and knowing what G od expects us to 

do in prayer.  Now, I'd be lying if I said we hadn' t had a few 

times this past year where we've gotten a little wo bbly.  Basically 

all of us heard what Elijah heard:  Nothing.  But w e kept at it.  

At our last Parents of Prodigals meeting, we had a ceremony.  We 

had the pleasure of moving two names from the lost column to the 

found column.  The effectual, fervent prayer of tho se made 

righteous in Christ had indeed availed much.  You s ee, God is 

determined to defeat the enemy of our souls, and hi s main weapon of 

choice is you.  You have privilege and responsibili ty beyond your 



wildest imagination just waiting for you to grab ah old of.  You 

know, God wants search and rescue teams and he want s you to be part 

of those, and the stakes couldn't possibly be highe r.  Again, verse 

19:  Brethren, if anyone among you wanders from the trut h, and 

someone turns him back, let him know that he who tu rns a sinner 

from the error of his way will save a soul from dea th and cover a 

multitude of sins.   Jesus once described attacking the enemy as 

tying him up so that you can then plunder his house .  Well, we tied 

the enemy up.  We tied the enemy up through prayer and then Jesus 

plundered his house, and the loot was not gold or s ilver or jewels, 

the loot was eternal souls.  Folks, it doesn't get any better than 

that, and it's all a matter of realizing the power,  the power that 

God has given to each of us.  The effective, fervent prayer of a 

righteous man avails much.   Let's pray.  

Father God, I do thank you for giving us in your wo rd the 

understanding of what "effective" means, for giving  us through your 

word and through your Son's death the ability to be  a righteous 

person standing before you.  Lord, it's that ferven cy part that I 

pray that you would continue to expand and give to us.  Give us the 

ability like Elijah, six times in a row standing --  kneeling there, 

hearing nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing , nothing, and 

yet staying the course, fervently seeking Your will  even though he 

knew what Your will was.  Father, give us that as a  model of 



fervency, give us that as a model of consistency, e nable us to 

focus our eyes on Elijah when we are in our periods  where all we 

hear is nothing, and I pray this in Jesus' name.  A men. 


