
“Effective Prayer” 
(James 5:16-18) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  This morning, James addressed what we should do when confronted with 
different situations in God’s Providence.   
a.  If we’re suffering, we should pray.   

(i)  There are many things in life that can cause suffering.   
(ii)  When faced with them, we are to take them to the throne of grace.   
(iii)  That is why the Lord brings them.   

 
b.  If we’re happy, we should offer praise.   

(i)  We should worship God and thank Him when things are going well.   
(ii)  And when outwards circumstances aren’t what we might like them to be:  

We saw that things don’t have to be perfect for us to be happy.   
(a)  Paul and Silas were able to worship God in prison.   
(b)  They had contentment in knowing that they were suffering for Christ’s 

cause.   
 
c.  And if we’re sick, we should ask the elders for prayer.   

(i)  Not for common illnesses, but more serious ones.   
(ii)  The word James uses refers to weakness or incapacity due to weakness.   
(iii)  In this case, we are to ask the elders for prayer.   
(iv)  We should ask others in the church to pray for us as well.  
(v)  We should also examine our hearts to make sure it isn’t God’s chastening 

for sin.   
(vi)  And where we find that He is, we should repent, confess our sins to God, 

and confess our sins to those whom we’ve sinned against.   
 
2.  James, of course, recognizes that all of these things are part of God’s plan.  

a.  He is the One who has decreed all things.   
b.  His purpose behind it is to give glory to Himself and to prepare us for glory.   
c.  And so our response to each of these things should have reference to Him:   

(i)  Prayer if suffering.   
(ii)  Praise if experiencing happiness.   
(iii)  The prayers of the elders and God’s people and self-examination if sick.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  James concluded this last section with a statement about the effective prayer of a 
righteous man accomplishing much.   
a.  In it’s immediate context, it had to do with praying for one another to be 

healed.   
(i)  No one is righteous, except Christ, and through Christ.   
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(a)  But James isn’t focusing merely on that positional righteousness.   
(b)  He is focusing on practical righteousness:  spiritual maturity.   

 
(ii)  If you can pray for those who sin against you, really desiring their 

healing, it shows a level of maturity.   
(iii)  Those prayers will be answered by God, if it is His will.   

 
b.  But James goes on to apply this principle more broadly – to what prayer can 

accomplish in general – through the example of Elijah.   
(i)  Elijah was just a man, as we are.   
(ii)  He prayed earnestly that it wouldn’t rain in Israel, in the days of Ahab, 

king of Israel.   
(iii)  And it didn’t rain for three and a half years, bringing a severe famine on 

the land (discipline upon His people for their sin).   
(iv)  But he prayed again, and it rained, showing that God, and not Baal, is 

Lord of heaven and earth (God healed the land).   
(a)  This is an example on a larger scale of what James was saying.   
(b)  But he also points to is as an example of the power of prayer.   
 

(v)  This doesn’t mean that we can pray for whatever we want and for 
whatever reason and expect to be heard.   

(vi)  But it does mean that if we pray earnestly and in faith from a sanctified 
heart for things God desires, He will hear and answer our prayers.   

 
2.  This evening, I want us to continue on the theme of prayer and to see three 

things:   
a.  Why prayer is powerful.   
b.  The necessary qualifications that must be met in us before our prayers will be 

heard.   
c.  What is currently hindering our prayers.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  What makes prayer so powerful?  Why is prayer able to accomplish so much?   
1.  It isn’t because of what many think:  faith has power.   

a.  Natural faith – the belief that something is going to happen because we want 
it to happen badly enough – can accomplish nothing.   
(i)  It’s not a positive attitude; it’s not visualization.   
(ii)  Or a group of people all wanting the same thing.   
(iii)  We don’t have this kind of power.   
 

b.  It’s not even the faith of believer itself that can accomplish anything.   
(i)  Some believe they’re saved on the basis of their faith, as though it had 

merit, or that God saves them on the basis of that faith.   
(ii)  But faith doesn’t look to itself for salvation; it looks to Christ.   
(iii)  In the same way, faith doesn’t look to itself for answers to prayer:  it 

looks to God.   
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2.  God is the One who makes prayer powerful.   

a.  Faith looks to God who can accomplish whatever He wants.   
(i)  God has absolute power.   

(a)  His knowledge is infinite.   
(b)  His presence is infinite.   
(c)  And His power is infinite.   
(d)  He is infinite in every way.   

 
(ii)  There is nothing God cannot do.   

(a)  At least, nothing consistent with His character and plan.   
(b)  God cannot sin, because it is contrary to His nature.   
(c)  God cannot make a rock so big even He can’t lift it, because He 

cannot make anything that He doesn’t at the same time have absolute 
sovereignty over.   

(d)  These are not weaknesses in God, but strengths.   
(e)  But God can do all His holy will.   

 
b.  Is it any wonder that Paul writes:   

(i)  “Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we 
ask or think, according to the power that works within us, to Him be the 
glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever. 
Amen” (Eph. 3:20-21).   

(ii)  God is the One who makes prayer powerful.   
 

B.  Second, what qualifies us to pray and be heard?   
1.  First, James tells us that this prayer must come from a righteous man.   

a.  Granted only Jesus is truly righteous.   
(i)  He is the only one who deserves to be heard.   
(ii)  He has pleased His Father in every way:  doing good, abstaining from 

evil, upholding justice, all from a perfect heart that loves the Father 
absolutely.   

(iii)  We haven’t done this on any day of our lives:  we are imperfect.   
(iv)  But that doesn’t mean God won’t hear and answer our prayers.   
 

b.  We have this righteousness, if we are redeemed.   
(i)  If we have trusted in Jesus, our sins are forgiven, His righteousness is 

ours.   
(ii)  When God looks at us He sees the righteousness of His Son:  He sees His 

Son.   
(iii)  We have all we need, if we have Jesus.   

(a)  If we don’t, then we must trust in Him.   
(b)  The Lord has never promised to answer the prayers of the unbeliever.   
 

c.  But more is meant here:   
(i)  James points to Elijah for a reason:   
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(a)  Elijah was a prophet, uniquely committed to God’s glory.   
(b)  He not only had a redeemed soul, but a sanctified soul, practically 

speaking.   
(c)  He was a godly man:  shown, in our context, by the fact he was 

willing to pray for the healing of his enemies.   
 

(ii)  This is to say that if our prayers are to be effective, we can’t be living in 
any sin.   
(a)  Isaiah writes, “Behold, the LORD'S hand is not so short that it cannot 

save; nor is His ear so dull that it cannot hear.  But your iniquities have 
made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have 
hidden His face from you so that He does not hear” (Isa. 59:1-2).   

(b)  It doesn’t have to be open rebellion; lukewarmness is enough (Rev. 
3:15).   

 
(iii)  On the other hand, perfection isn’t required either, that is practical 

perfection.   
(a)  In that case, our prayers would never be heard.   
(b)  What God wants is:   

(1)  Our hearts and minds focused on Him.   
(2)  Humility for our sins.   
(3)  A desire to be holy and to advance His cause.   
(4)  Prayers according to His will:  a righteous man will have righteous 

desires.   
 

(c)  If God’s honor and glory is our first priority, God will hear.   
 
2.  Second, our prayer must be a working/effective prayer.   

a.  Notice, James says, “The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish 
much.”   
(i)  It is a working prayer.  
(ii)  In James’ example, it is an earnest prayer:  Elijah prayed earnestly – 

meaning seriously, intensely, sincerely.   
(iii)  We must mean what we say, desire what we say.   
 

b.  How can anyone pray this way?   
(i)  It must be energized by the Holy Spirit.   

(a)  He must work the desire/love in us.   
(b)  He is the force that must drive it toward heaven.   
(c)  He will put earnestness in our prayers, if we are filled with His 

influence.   
 
(ii)  Again, it must be according to God’s will.   

(a)  If the former is true, this will be as well.   
(b)  The Spirit will give us the desire to want what God wants.   
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(c)  He will aim our lives in general, and our prayer in particular, to the 
glory of God.   

 
c.  Prayer must come from a righteous man, it must be earnest, it must be 

directed to God in faith through Christ, if it is to be heard and answered.   
 

C.  Finally, why don’t we see more answers to prayer than we do?  Two reasons:   
1.  Perhaps it isn’t God’s time for our prayers to be answered.   

a.  When we pray for the repentance of our nation, for the outpouring of the 
Spirit on all flesh, for the evangelization of the world, for the advancement of 
God’s kingdom and the destruction of Satan’s kingdom, we are praying 
according to God’s will.  He hears us.   

b.  But we also need to take into account His timing:   
(i)  Now may not be the time of His choosing.   
(ii)  And so we need to wait on Him, not be discouraged, but continue to seek 

Him.   
 
2.  But another problem may that we, and our prayers, don’t meet the qualifications 

James mentioned.   
a.  Do we meet the qualification of righteousness?   

(i)  Are we seeking to be holy, to be used of God, to advance His kingdom, to 
glorify His name?   

(ii)  Or are we just getting by with the least degree of holiness we can and 
still be assured of heaven?   

 
b.  Do we meet with the qualification of earnestness in our prayers?   

(i)  Do we really ask great things of God?   
(ii)  Do we really want to see these prayers answered?   
(iii)  Do we really want to see Christ’s kingdom advance and God glorified?   
(iv)  Are we praying for these things earnestly, intensely?   
(v)  Are we praying at all?   
(vi)  Where are the righteous prayer warriors God has called to stand in the 

gap and intercede for this nation, for all the nations?   
(vii)  God calls us to pray, to ask Him for great things, to pray for His glory.   
(viii)  The kingdom of God is built on prayer, as well as the labors of His 

people.   
(ix)  May God grant to each of us His Holy Spirit to illumine our hearts and 

minds and to move us forward in His service.   
(x)  But may He also give to us each a spirit of prayer that we might seek 

Him earnestly to do all that He would want to be done.  Amen.   


