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INTRODUCTION

A few days ago, a woman came here to the church. She came to pay for a booth in our upcoming
Craft Fair, but we also got to talking about church and faith. The woman told me that she didn’t grow up as
a Christian, but a couple years ago, something changed in her life. She decided she wanted to know about
Jesus and the Bible. So, with the help of audio recordings, she’s been listening to and reading the Bible ever
since. She told me that she had just recently finished the Old Testament and is now part-way into the
Gospel of Matthew. She told me what church she’s been attending, and that she was going to be baptized
there this morning. The woman and | talked on and on for at least an hour because she had so many
thoughts and questions. Since everything about Christian faith is pretty new to her, she’s excited to see
what each new chapter of the Bible offers, and what she can learn at each new worship service and
educational opportunity.

My guess is that the earliest Christians had a similar eagerness to learn about Jesus and how to put
their new faith into practice. Acts 2 tells us that, after they were baptized, they devoted themselves to the
apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. Those practices of faith are
essential not only for new Christians, but also for us long-time believers. So, over the past three weeks,
we’ve already talked about breaking bread, the apostles’ teaching, and fellowship. Today, let’s focus our
attention on the last one. Using James chapter five, let’s see if we can figure out what it means for us to

have a Christian devotion to prayers.

1—WHY DO WE PRAY? IT’S GOOD FOR US

| don’t know about you, but | always want to know why | should do something. Don’t just tell me to

do it. Tell me why. Then I'll be a lot more willing and enthusiastic. If you’re like me, we’re in luck because



James 5:16 tells us that we pray because the prayer of a righteous person “is powerful and effective.”
Prayer connects our limited, frail, sick, suffering, and sinful humanity to divine goodness and strength—
bringing about positive results. Our lives are improved by prayer as we relax in the arms of a loving and
capable God. With our stress reduced, our blood pressure and other bio-physical measures improve. With
our sins forgiven and our anxieties eased, we’re less likely to behave in unhealthy ways, such as overeating
and other kinds of substance abuse. With a strong sense that we are intimately connected to a divine
power for good in the world, we’re more likely to believe that the human things we do—like exercise,
education, and hard work—will actually help us.

It’s quite natural to pray when we’re expecting troubles, but that certainly isn’t the only time we
should go to God in prayer. When we’re feeling cheerful and healthy, prayer is an opportunity to rejoice in
God’s greatness and give thanks, which bolsters our spirits even more. Prayer is also a way for us to care
for others who are in need. As we sense God at work in our own personal lives, we recognize many ways
that God might be able to help our family members, friends, and people we don’t even know who live
around the world. We express care for those persons when we lift up positive hopes and requests to God
on their behalf. And, of course, as we focus our minds on those good and helpful ideas, our own well-being

is improved too. We Christians devote ourselves to prayers because it’s good for us and for others!

2—HOW DO WE PRAY?

Having established why we Christians devote ourselves to prayers, we can now look at how we
pray. James chapter five gives us a number of ideas. James suggests the effectiveness of both praying
alone and praying with a group of supportive and faithful people. In verse 13, we see the instruction that
we should sing our prayers as songs of praise. In verse 16, we see the guidance that we should confess our
sins to one another as a type of prayer. Those two pieces of advice are good reminders that our prayers
aren’t just wish lists. Prayer should always include healthy doses of adoration and gratitude and humble

self-reflection. In verse 14, James also mentions anointing someone with oil as a type of healing prayer.



| would add to that how-to list some other methods of praying. We can pray with our eyes shut or
open, with our hands clasped or our arms folded across our chests. We can pray standing up, sitting down,
lying down, or upside down. We can pray while we’re walking, running, or biking. We can pray while we’re
fishing, folding the laundry, or mowing the lawn. We can read prayers from a book, we can speak our own
prayers on the spur of the moment, or we can write prayers in a journal. One of the most fervent prayers |
ever prayed happened while | was driving my car through the wide open spaces of Wyoming with my gas
gauge on empty. When | finally came to a gas station, | was never so happy to pay exorbitant prices and
then pray my thanks to God!

Over the past week and a half, our congregation has been praying for one of our members who’s
recovering from heart surgery. Before she went into that surgery, she set up a text-message group so
members of her family, some close friends, and her pastor could all be in communication about her
progress. Over these past 10 days or so, everyone on the text message chain has been offering up their
well wishes in various ways—with words, with emojis, with questions, with responses, with some worry,
with some encouragement, and with some hopeful hallelujahs. | think there’s a sense in which you could
say that that entire text message stream has been a type of prayer.

There are many ways to pray, and we can use any and all of them. We Christians are devoted to

prayers.

3—IN WHAT ATTITUDE AND EXPECTATIONS DO WE PRAY?

After we figure out why and how we Christians devote ourselves to prayers, we might also wonder
in what attitude we should pray. James 5 definitely leans toward high expectations. Verse 15 says, "The
prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up.” Verse 16 says that “the prayer of the
righteous is powerful and effective.” And verses 17 and 18 give the example of Elijah’s successful prayers.
James indicates that, even though Elijah “was a human being like us,” he was able to stop and start the rain

with his prayers.



These verses lead us to an attitude of expectation that our prayers will be heard and answered.
And that’s great because prayer is a spiritual discipline of hopefulness. Prayer is a practice based on
positive thinking. Many of us recall the verse where Jesus says, “For everyone who asks receives, and
everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.” We also remember
Jesus saying, if parents give good gifts to their children, how much more will God “give good things to those
who ask!” (MT. 7:8, 11).

But that doesn’t mean we should enter into prayer with an attitude of entitlement, like a spoiled
brat demanding things from God. In earlier verses of James 5, the author writes that we should be patient
and endure. In James chapter four, the author warns against asking wrongly for things that are only worldly
pleasures. He indicates that “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” And James says that,
instead of arrogantly assuming we know how things should and will happen, we should seek and accept the
will of the Lord.

Prayer is often a great mystery to us. I’'m sure everyone here has at some time or other prayed for
an outcome and wondered why God didn’t make that seemingly good thing happen. Our sense of failure in
prayer has caused us to doubt our faith, our motives, our wisdom, and our worthiness. Sometimes the lack
of results in prayer has caused us, or others we know, to doubt God’s very existence.

| guess that’s why it’s so important for us to have the right kind of attitude and expectations in
regard to prayer. The point of prayer is not to make us frustrated to the point of losing our faith. The point
of prayer is to help us deal with the challenges of life. Those who have prayed the most will testify that God
answers prayers in multiple ways: sometimes with “Yes,” sometimes with “No,” and sometimes with
“Maybe later.” God’s response to our prayers can also be something like, “Well, | hear you. But what are
you willing to do to make that happen?” Prayer is for the purpose of giving us hope, but also for helping us
deal with disappointment when things don’t go the way we’d prefer. Maybe the most important thing
about prayer is that the on-going conversation reminds us that our caring friend God is always with us, no

matter what we’re going through.



Prayer isn’t some kind of magical incantation. There’s no secret formula or code words that will
always produce the results we want. Our conversations with God are more about developing an enduring
spiritual relationship than quick fixes. It’s absolutely true that our prayers can stimulate significant healing,
strength, and encouragement—but it really helps if we incorporate reasonable attitudes and expectations

into our Christian devotion to prayers.

CONCLUSION

I’'m sure you’ve heard this story before—probably more than once—but it’s so good that it bears
repeating. It's the story of the guy whose house was flooded—maybe like the folks in Florida this week. As
the flood waters rose, the man began praying that God would rescue him. When the water was up to the
top of his porch, his neighbor came by in his rowboat and offered to help him get to high ground. But the
man declined, saying, “No, | have faith that God will rescue me.” After the increasing water forced the man
up onto the roof of his house, a high-speed rescue boat came by and offered to help him get to safety. But
again the man declined, saying, “I prayed for God to save me.” As the floodwaters continued to rise and
the man was now clinging to his chimney, a helicopter flew overhead. The search-and-rescue crew hollered
for the man to climb up the rope ladder. But he refused, yelling back, “No, | have faith that God will rescue
me.” Eventually, the flood overcame him, and the man drowned. He went to heaven, and there he
confronted God. “Lord, | prayed to you with great faith. Why, why didn’t you save me?” And God
answered, “l sent you to boats and a helicopter, didn’t I?”

Fortunately, most Christians understand that God often uses other people to answer our prayers.
We also understand that the purpose of prayer is to bring us comfort, courage, and hope—which it does
best when we come to prayer humbly, seeking God’s wisdom and will over our own. We engage in this
spiritual practice in solitude, in groups, and in just about every imaginable way because we believe that
prayer is powerful and effective. We believe that our prayers improve our lives and the lives of other

people. And those are all great reasons to apply ourselves to the Christian devotion to prayers.



