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"Let Him Pray" 

  

Suffering is inevitable in life. It was not like this all the time. There was a time when there was no suffering. No 

sickness to wreak havoc on our body and mind. No fear of growing old into brokenness and die in weakness. No 

pain of strained relationships. No need to be anxious about what to eat or drink today. No need to fear what may 

come tomorrow. There was work to be done but the sweat was not mixed with frustration. If tears flowed down the 

face of man, it did not flow from the fountain of sorrow and sadness. Tears had only one fountain, then: the fountain 

of deep, uncontainable joy. 

  

But the Fall occurred in that primordial paradise of long ago. And life was no longer the same. One moment, 

suffering did not exit. The next, suffering was everywhere, coloring and tainting everything good with the onerous 

grey of pain and misery. The glory of God, which infused His image bearer with limitless life and joy, departed 

when man listened to Satan rather than God. He, who was made a living soul by the breath of God, became utterly 

earthly, subject to aging, pain, death and decay. The work that gave him satisfaction and fulfillment became 

burdensome and frustrating. The relationships that felt safe and warm and edifying became stressful and alienating 

and toxic. What is more, the ground was cursed because of his sin and the animals began to rebel against man's 

authority. As our Shorter Catechism says, "All mankind by their fall lost communion with God, are under his wrath 

and curse, and so made liable to all the miseries of this life, to death itself, and to the pains of hell forever" (Q. 19). 

Ever since the Fall, suffering is inevitable. It doesn't matter how powerful or famous or rich or beautiful a person 

may be: no man is exempt from the sufferings and miseries of this fallen world. 

  

We are not just victims of the Fall, are we? As fallen sinners, we contribute plenty to the miseries of the world and 

to our self-destruction. We care more about what our sinful flesh desires than what is good and true and beautiful. 

We take the bait of temporary pleasure, knowing deep inside that the hook beneath it can be the very end of us and 

all that we hold dear. We provoke others to anger by criticizing them for the splinter in their eyes while we have big 

logs in our own eyes. We care more about ourselves than others--our feelings more than their needs, our 

inconvenience more than their pain, our headache more than their cancer. 

  

If suffering is inevitable in this life, it is especially so for Christians. But why? Didn't Jesus suffer and die as our 

Substitute so we don't have to suffer and die for our sin? If "with his stripes we are healed," then we don't have to be 

sick, do we? And if we are sick and suffer, it's because of our little faith. So goes the argument of the health and 

wealth gospel. 

  

Such an argument ignores a very important fact. Christ's suffering was not just a payment for our sin; it was also an 

inevitable aspect of His life here on earth as a Stranger and Alien in this world. Of course, Jesus Christ is the Lord 

and Master of this world as the Son of God. But He came into this world as the suffering Servant of the Lord. He 

said, "Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head" 

(Matt. 8:20). He lived in such a way that He might show the fallenness of this world, dominated by the evil 

principles of the prince of darkness. He did this to show the contrast between this world and the kingdom of heaven. 

So then, His disciples, though already saved from the punishment of sin, do suffer as strangers and aliens in this 

world, as their Lord suffered, because this world is not their true home. That is precisely what our Lord said: "If the 

world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. If you were of the world, the world would love you 

as its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you" 

(John 5:18-19). 

  

Consider also this redemptive historical point: unlike the Hebrews in the Old Testament, Christians do not have the 

protection of a theocracy--their own geo-political territory, with their own armies and weapons. Christ came into this 

world to build His church (Matt. 16:18) as the new expression of the kingdom of heaven under the new covenant. 

The church is given the keys of the kingdom, which is a moral authority; it does not have the sword of theocracy. 

Christians are not called to build a Christian nation; they are called to live as part of the secular, pluralistic world. 

Although they live in the world, they are not of the world: they live as strangers and aliens in the world and they are 

viewed as such. As such, they are vulnerable to the mistreatment and persecution from the world. 



  

While living in this world, Christians are not free from the diseases and natural disasters and accidents and political 

and economic and military turmoil of this world. Christians are not free from growing old and weak and dying. In 

addition, as strangers and aliens in this world, they are subject to the hatred of the world. Even if we did not 

experience any of these temporal sufferings, our very existence in this world would be that of suffering in a real 

sense because we are not at home with Christ. Those who are of this world can see this world as their paradise. Not 

so for those, whose home is with Christ in heaven. If not now, when the moment comes for us to depart from this 

world, we would be glad to leave this world behind for our eternal abode in that glorious heaven, free from sin and 

misery and pain. If not now, we will see then that, compared to that heavenly paradise, this world is only a valley of 

weeping. 

  

To any Christian who is suffering, James says, "Let him pray." 

  

This may seem most natural to us. But let us see the significance of this by considering what people do when they 

suffer. They may ask, "Why me?" and grow despondent or mad. They may grow anxious and fearful. They may run 

to their family members or friends for help, or just rant to vent their frustration. They may blame the government or 

others for their pain and suffering. Or, they may just blame their bad luck and, with a grumbling spirit, trudge on 

with their lives. Or, they may dig deep inside and find the courage to meet the suffering head on and try to grow 

stronger and better through the experience. There are many who display an amazing and admirable spirit of 

resilience and manage to make something good out of the bad situation they are in. Some might go to fortunetellers 

to figure out how to get out their trouble. Many religious people would go to the temple and ask for advice from 

their priests or offer sacrifices to rid their suffering. 

  

James tells Christians to pray when they suffer. Let us first see what praying is not. It is not a monologue we hold 

with ourselves, basically talking to ourselves. It is not some kind of self-psychotherapy, by which we try to talk 

ourselves out of trouble. It is not an act of self-will, by which we try to manufacture whatever feelings we want to 

have, whether it be a feeling of courage, or peace, or joy, or security, or wellbeing. 

  

Praying is not a monologue but a dialogue. By "dialogue," I do not mean that we are having a conversation with 

God as we do with others. We don't talk to God and then God talks back to us in an audible voice. That would be 

nice, wouldn't it? But in God's wisdom, He did not design our prayer experience to be like that. After all, if God 

would do that, He would take our focus away from the Bible and its sufficiency as the sole, absolute authority for 

our faith and living. Why bother reading the Bible if we can talk to God like we talk to Siri and He immediately 

answers all our questions about how to live and what choices to make? That would be really convenient but 

ultimately not so good for us. If a lot of experts are alarmed at how our smartphones are making us dumber and 

dumber, can you imagine how dumb we would be if God answered all our trivial questions whenever we wanted, 

including our exam questions? We would not mature in wisdom, which comes through much struggle and reflection, 

not by ready-made answers. 

  

Prayer is a dialogue in the sense that we are not talking to ourselves but to God. This is why it's helpful to start our 

prayer with a time of praise and adoration of God for His character, His work in redemptive history, and the favors 

He has shown to us in the past. In this way, we remember that we are not just talking to ourselves; that we are 

bringing our petitions to a great and mighty God, who is far greater than all our troubles, who is able to do far more 

than what we ask or imagine. I dare say that 90% of our problems and petitions would be resolved and answered 

simply by remembering who it is we are praying to! 

  

Indeed, God is not silent when we talk to Him in prayer, is He? Though He may not speak back to us in an audible 

voice, He responds to us in mysterious ways. The Holy Spirit can direct us to some biblical passages or biblical 

truths that may be pertinent. (This is not to say that every Bible verse that pops up in our mind is necessarily God's 

answer to us. When we are desperate, we can cling to anything that seems to agree with our desires and bring 

comfort to us. We must consider whether we understand the passage in its proper context and meaning. We should 

make sure that the message of that particular passage is consonant with the general biblical principles of what is 

good and true and beautiful.) And I'm sure many of us have experienced a sense of peace, joy, hope, courage, love, 

etc., resulting from a session of prayer--not because we talked through our problems in our own psychotherapy but 

because we have actually addressed our problems to God and communed with Him! 

  



So then, when we suffer, let us remember to pray! Let us remember to whom we are praying. 

  

We are praying to an almighty God, who is able to hear our prayers and answer them. He is no idol that He is unable 

to see or hear or move! He is a living God. He does not just hear the words out of our lips but also the groaning deep 

in our soul. He sees not only what goes on on the outside but also what goes on in the secret chambers of our heart. 

"He makes the clouds his chariot; he rides on the wings of the wind" (Ps. 104:3). He is present everywhere. Nothing 

escapes His notice. As our Lord assures us, "Your Father knows what you need before you ask him" (Matt. 6:8). 

  

Not only is He able to hear our prayers, He is also able to answer our prayers. He is not like our earthly parents. 

They may love us dearly but there are many things they cannot do for us despite their desperate love. Not so with 

God. His love is a powerful love, an almighty love. Nothing in heaven or earth can hinder what He desires to do for 

His dear children. He can level the mountains. He can part the sea in two. He can bring water out of a rock to quench 

the thirst of two million people. He can rain bread from heaven, even quails, to feed His people. If God created 

everything out of nothing, what is it that He cannot do if He should will it? 

  

But our God is not just a God of the supernatural, is He? He is also the God of nature, for it is He who made it. He 

answers our prayers providentially--that is, by orchestrating the laws of nature to do exactly what He intends. From 

the vast galaxies out in the space to the smallest nuclear particles, they are all under God's absolute, sovereign 

control. All creatures and their actions, too, are under His rule. The rise and fall of every kingdom and nation, the 

weal and woe of every institution and individual are all under His authority. With everything at His disposal, He is 

able to answer our prayers in the most marvelous ways. 

  

Not only is our God most able to answer our prayers; He is also ready and willing to hear our prayers. He is not like 

a selfish friend, who gets up to give what his friend asks only because his desperate friend will not stop pestering 

him until he gives what he wants. He is the most compassionate and loving Friend and Father. He will not ignore us 

and despise us when we cry out to Him in need. How do we know this? Because it is He, who commanded us to 

pray! "Call to me and I will answer you, and will tell you great and hidden things that you have not known" (Jer. 

33:3). "Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you" (Matt. 7:7). 

"Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son" (John 14:13). Our God 

does not begrudgingly hear our prayers like some government clerks on the other side of the window, who doesn't 

want to be there to do what he's supposed to do. Our God does not just tolerate our prayers. He commands us to pray 

to Him, to bring our petitions to Him and make our requests known to Him, no matter how large or small! Oh, is He 

willing and ready to hear our prayers! 

  

In fact, He does not wait until we pray to meet our needs, does He? Think about it! In many cases, in order for God 

to answer our prayers in a timely manner, He has had to start working long before we even began to pray for them! 

A single woman gets converted in her early twenties and begins to pray for a godly husband. Does God get started 

working at that moment? No, He did long before she started praying. God's answer to her prayer is already a man, fit 

for marriage! And think about the star that guided the magi at the time of Jesus' birth. Considering how far apart 

stars are from one another and how long it takes even for the light to reach us, we know that the star had to move 

long before the magi discovered its peculiar movement, thousands and thousands of years! 

  

What is more, do we have all that we have because we prayed for each and every one of them? God has provided us 

with far more than what we have asked. He knows what we need even before we ask. Then, why does He want us to 

pray? Because our prayer is an indispensable part of God's sovereign, predestined plan! As I have said it many 

times, God not only predestined the ends but also the means, not only the results but also the processes by which 

those results are brought about. Our prayer is an indispensable part of God's predestined plan to achieve His will. 

  

This is an awesome idea, isn't it? What power can there be in our prayers? In fact, isn't prayer a clear expression of 

our helplessness? But this is God's gracious way of inviting us, helpless creatures, to participate in the great work of 

God. Prayer helps us see that God is not a distant figure out there who doesn't care, but Someone who is intimately 

involved in our lives! It helps us see that this world is not a world of chance and happenstance but a world that is 

governed by its sovereign Lord and King. 

  

But why should God care? Why should He listen to our prayers? What hope can a sinner have of having an audience 

with a holy God? What do we deserve from Him except condemnation and punishment? Many pray with devotion, 



hoping that Someone up there will be touched by their fervency and sincerity and show mercy. But what if their zeal 

that knows no respite and their tears that forever flow are tainted by sin and therefore not acceptable to a holy God? 

Many pray in the hopes that Someone up there would take pity on their miseries and pain and show mercy. But what 

if our sins deserve far worse than all the miseries and sufferings of this world? 

  

If all the wonderful truths we talked about prayer is true, it is only on account of our Savior Jesus Christ, isn't it? Is it 

any wonder that, when He took our place on the cross, when He cried out in the most excruciating pain of His body 

and soul, His prayer was not answered? As Sally Lloyd-Jones says, "And for the first time--and the last--when he 

spoke, nothing happened. Just a horrible, endless silence. God didn't answer. He turned away from his Boy" (The 

Jesus Story Bible, p. 304). That's precisely what we deserve for our sin. Yet, because Jesus took our place and was 

abandoned by God--to the point that His most desperate prayer was not heard by His Father--we can be sure that 

God will never turn His deaf ear to us, ever! That's why James can say, "Is anyone among you suffering? Let him 

pray." You see, beneath these simple words lie the unspeakable sacrifice and love of our Lord Jesus Christ! 

  

So, are you suffering in any way? Do not despair but pray! Do not just complain but pray! Do not throw tantrum and 

lash out at people but pray! Do not harden your heart and grow stoic but pray! Do not doubt God's love and be 

tempted to unbelief but pray! Our God, who is faithful and true, promises, "No temptation has overtaken you that is 

not common to man. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation 

he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it" (1 Cor. 10:13). And even when we grow 

weak and our strengths fail us, we know that Christ our Great High Priest intercedes for us at the right hand of God. 

He doesn't grow weak or weary like us. His prayer never fails. Let us never turn away from our gracious Lord, who 

is ever ready and willing and able to help us, even through the most painful suffering! And we can pray with 

confidence and assurance that His will be done! 

  

"God has a place for every planned creation, / A path for every star to go. / He drew the course for every river’s 

journey, / Now I know he has a way for me. / (Chorus) I place my life in the hands of God. / Those hands so 

scarred now outstretched for me./ Where ever it may be, over land, over sea, / May thy will sublime, O Thou God 

divine, be mine. // Now in His will my soul finds life worth living, / Each day new blessings from above. / Tho 

shadows come and valleys seem unending, / Still I know He makes a way for me" (Richard D. Baker, "His Way… 

Mine!"). 
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