
Prayer That Works 
Week #1: How to Pray Like A Righteous Man 

Sermon written by Jeff Strite 
Scripture: James 5:1-20 

OPEN: A man by the name of Harold Lamb told this story of a sales presentation he 

made at a church board meeting: 

"My co-worker and I were making a sales call to a rural Baptist church. We gave our 

presentation to the church committee, and then the group’s chairman walked to the 

altar and knelt down. 

After a minute of silent prayer, he returned and announced in a solemn tone, “The 

Lord tells me we should wait.” 

My colleague responded by walking to the altar and kneeling down himself. Then he 

returned to the group, looked at the chairman and declared, ’He wants to talk with 

you again.’” 

 

APPLY: I’m not really sure EITHER man was ACTUALLY praying, but I found it 

interesting that both men saw prayer as a way of getting what they wanted.  

 

And there’s nothing wrong with using prayer to get what you want. James tells us 

that this is a perfectly acceptable function of prayer.  

He writes in 4:2 that one of the reasons we don’t receive what we desire is we don’t 

pray. In other parts of his letter he tells us: 

 If we lack wisdom we should pray 

 If we are troubled we should pray 

 And if we are sick, we should call for the elders to anoint us with oil and pray 

for us. 

 

In other words: If there’s something you want from God - you should pray, or have 

others pray for you.  

 

And most of us believe that God answers our prayers. In 1994, Life Magazine 

published a survey which indicated that 94% of those who prayed regularly believed 

God had answered their prayers. 

 

I. But, if we believe that prayers have such power, do we pray as often as we 

should? 

 

There is a nagging suspicion that we don’t pray as much as we might think.  



How many of you pray as often as you think you should?  

(Raise Hand) 

Well, don’t feel bad. Most people don’t feel like they pray enough either. 

 

ILLUS: Larry Davies, in the online magazine "Heartlight" tells of the time he asked 

his class: 

"Does God answer prayers?" 

The class erupted with answers like, 

"Of course."  

"Yes."  

"Always." 

"Well then,” he said “why don’t we pray more frequently?"  

There was a long uncomfortable silence in the room. But then they began to open 

up… 

Amongst their replies were these two: 

"I don’t know how to pray." 

"I don’t know what to say." 

 

Those are common fears for many of us. That’s why Jesus’ disciples asked Him to 

teach them to pray.  

It is common for many of us to feel we don’t know how to pray or what to say – and 

James understood that so he gave us an example of how we can pray. 

 

He wrote: "Elijah was a man just like us. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, 

and it did not rain on the land for three and a half years. Again he prayed, and the 

heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops." (James 5:17-18) 

 

In other words… if you want to have a good model of how to pray, look at how Elijah 

prayed. SO that’s what we’re going to do this morning. Turn with me in your Bibles 

to I Kings 18. 

 

Before we read this passage, I want to give you the background on this story.  

At the time of I Kings 18, the King of Israel was a man named Ahab, and he was 

married to a Philistine woman who has since become infamous because of her 

wickedness - Jezebel.  

Partly because of Jezebel’s evil influence, Ahab and the nation of Israel had fallen 

into a kind of "hybrid paganism."  
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 They apparently still prayed to Yahweh 

  BUT they also worshipped some wicked pagan gods: Baal and Asherah 

 

So - because of their disobedience - God sent Elijah to tell King Ahab that he and 

the nation of Israel would be punished with a drought. There would be no rain and 

no dew (this ended up lasting 3 ½ years.) At the end of that 3 ½ years, God sent 

Elijah back to King Ahab and offered a challenge. Elijah vs. the prophets of Baal and 

Asherah on Mt. Carmel. All of Israel gathered at the foot of the mountain and they 

heard Elijah confront them with these words: 

 

"How long will you waver between two opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him; but 

if Baal is God, follow him." (I Kings 18:21) 

 

Then the challenge begins: Follow along with me as I read I Kings 18:22-40 

(describes the failure of Baal’s prophets to get their god to hear them, the 

preparation and fiery consumption of Elijah’s offering, and the slaughter of the false 

prophets). 

 

All this precedes the prayer that James says is our example. Now let’s see what’s so 

special about Elijah’s prayer. Let’s look at I Kings 18:41. 

 

And Elijah said to Ahab,  

"Go, eat and drink, for there is the sound of a heavy rain." 

So Ahab went off to eat and drink, but Elijah climbed to the top of Carmel, bent down 

to the ground and put his face between his knees. 

"Go and look toward the sea," he told his servant. And he went up and looked. 

"There is nothing there," he said. Seven times Elijah said, "Go back." 

The seventh time the servant reported, "A cloud as small as a man’s hand is rising 

from the sea." So Elijah said, "Go and tell Ahab, ‘Hitch up your chariot and go down 

before the rain stops you.’" 

Meanwhile, the sky grew black with clouds, the wind rose, a heavy rain came on and 

Ahab rode off to Jezreel. The power of the LORD came upon Elijah and, tucking his 

cloak into his belt, he ran ahead of Ahab all the way to Jezreel. 

 

 

II. What is it about Elijah’s prayer that makes it such a good example for us? 

 

FIRST he “worked” at his prayer. Notice how he prays. He prays sitting down with 

his head between his knees. In preparation for these sermons, I conduct extensive 
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research… and so I decided to experiment with this particular posture in prayer. And 

you know what I discovered? I discovered that this is an extremely uncomfortable 

way to pray. Now there might be many possible theological reasons why Elijah 

prayed in this fashion, but my personal conclusion is that Elijah was using this 

painful posture to help himself focus on the prayer at hand. He didn’t want to be 

distracted by anything else, and the discomfort kept his mind focused on what he 

was talking to God about.  

 

Next, notice how many times Elijah prays. Not just once, twice, or 3 times. No. Elijah 

prays 7 times. He kept at the prayer until he saw an answer. 

 

ILLUS: C.H. Spurgeon once said,  

"Prayer pulls the rope down below and the great bell rings above in the ears of God.  

Some scarcely stir the bell, for they pray so languidly;  

others give only an occasional jerk at the rope.  

But he who communicates with heaven is the man who grasps the rope boldly  

and pulls continuously with all his might." 

 

Why should that matter to God? Why should it matter that we “work” at our prayers? 

Why should He care that we "pull on bell rope of heaven?" Because when we work 

at our prayers – it shows the answer “matters” to us. 

 

ILLUS: How many of you have had little children? What’s it like when you take them 

to the store and they see something they want? They ask for it, don’t they? And then 

they ask for it again… and again… and again… and again. If they’re creative, they’ll 

think up a dozen different ways to remind you that they want that candy, or toy or 

other object. Why do they do that? Because it’s important to them to receive what 

they’re asking for. So, they work at getting your attention. 

 

APPLICATION: Likewise, Elijah “worked” at his prayer – he made it his business to 

pray. This morning, we’re going to help you “work” at your prayers. Before the 

sermon began we handed out a Prayer Journal.            (Included in your downloads)  

 

We want you to put it someplace in your home, where you’ll be often. In the living 

room, in your bedroom on the nightstand, in your Bible. Anywhere you’ll have it 

close at hand. This is your tool to help you "work at your prayers." 

 

 



SECONDLY, Elijah was specific in his prayers. He didn’t simply ask God to “bless” 

Israel. He was asking for rain. He was asking for a "specific" answer in response to 

his prayer. Inside your Prayer Journal you’ll find this suggestion:  

1. Use this journal only for prayer requests you can actually “measure” or see 

fulfilled. 

2. Avoid “God bless” my son, or daughter type of prayers, because there is no way 

to determine if God has actually answered you. 

 

ILLUS: (Example) Back when I was an intern with a church up in Sault St. Marie, 

Michigan, I worked with a very insightful preacher named Roy Chenowith. He took 

me aside one day and asked if I ever intended to get married.  

"Yes," I replied. 

"Have you ever asked God to help you find that special girl?" 

"Yes," I said again. 

"Have you ever told Him what type of girl you wanted?" 

Well, I thought that would be kind of presumptuous - and I told Roy as much. 

"No, that’s there’s nothing wrong with spelling out what type of girl you want," he 

replied. "If you don’t tell God what you want… how will you know when she comes 

along?" 

 

(Give an example about being specific in your prayers.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Be specific in your prayers – then you’ll know when God answers. 

 



THIRD - Elijah prayed for something he knew God wanted to do. God wanted to 

send rain on Israel. That’s why Elijah had come back.  

1 Kings 18:1 tells us "After a long time, in the third year, the word of the LORD came 

to Elijah: ’Go and present yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain on the land.’" 

 

If you look at some of the powerful prayers in Scripture you’ll find that they all 

mention either:  

* A specific promise God had made 

* A goal God was known to favor 

* How answering this prayer would result in praise to Him 

* How God’s answering of the prayer would affect how they could witness  

 

When we pray we need to think about why God should want to answer our prayers. 

That’s what Jesus meant when He told His disciples: "You may ask me for anything 

in my name, and I will do it." John 14:14  

 

To ask for something “in Jesus name” means you are asking God for something you 

believe He would want to do. When I speak to someone in the community on behalf 

of the congregation - I am speaking in "your name." So the words I speak should be 

in agreement with what you would want me to be saying. So also, praying in "Jesus 

name" is to be asking for what you believe Jesus would want you to ask for. 

 

SO… when you use this Prayer Journal always ask yourself – is this prayer 

something God would want to answer? 

 

FOURTH, Elijah involved someone else in his prayer. Notice that he sends his 

servant to look for rain. Elijah could have done that. BUT Elijah was involving 

someone else in his prayers 

 

Jesus said: "I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it 

will be done for you by my Father in heaven. Matthew 18:19  

 

With your prayer journal – get your family/ friends involved in your prayers. Pray 

together with someone else. 

 

FIFTH, once Elijah prayed, he behaved as a man who expected an answer. He 

repeatedly sent his servant to look for a cloud. AND once a cloud was seen, he 

acted like a man expecting it to rain 
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ILLUS: The story’s told of the western town that had experienced a hard drought. 

One of the local churches held announced special prayer meeting one night to pray 

for rain. On that night, the church building was packed, but the preacher told them to 

go back home. There’d be no prayer meeting that night – because no one had come 

expecting to have their prayers answered… 

NO ONE HAD BOTHERED TO BRING AN UMBRELLA. 

 

Now, I don’t know if that’s a true story… but I do know that is how God looks at our 

prayers. 

James 5:6-8 tells us that as far as God is concerned “when (a person prays) he 

must believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown 

and tossed by the wind. That man should not think he will receive anything from the 

Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in all he does.” 

 

When we pray – we need to pray expectantly, believing God WILL answer.  

That’s why we’re giving you a Prayer Journal. If you’ll notice there is a column 

dedicated for you to note the date God answers your prayer. We want you to pray – 

expecting an answer. (But remember - "no" is an answer to). 

 

LASTLY, Elijah prayed with the hope that his prayer would be a witness. Notice that 

before Elijah prays, he tells Ahab to go sit down and eat. Why do that? The 

challenge on the mountain top was over; this prayer is just a preliminary before the 

rain comes. Ahab could have gone home. But I believe Elijah’s prayer was also 

meant as a witness to the King of Israel. 

I believe when Elijah prayed, Ahab was just a few yards away. I believe that as Ahab 

sat and ate, he could see Elijah…And he watched as Elijah prayed. And he watched 

as Elijah sent his servant. And he watch as Elijah repeatedly bowed in prayer.  

And when Elijah gets the news of the cloud in the distance (notice…) Elijah first tells 

Ahab to hitch up his chariot and get out of there. I believe, Elijah’s prayer was partly 

to serve as a “witness” to Ahab. Otherwise, why should Ahab hang around? 

 

The purpose of the drought, the confrontation on Mt. Carmel, and now the purpose 

of this prayer 

was to change the hearts of the people… and to change the heart of Ahab.  

 

As wicked and evil as King Ahab had been – God still cared for his salvation. 

"(God) is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to 

repentance." 

(II Peter 3:9) 
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ILLUS: I once talked with a person who kept a prayer journal (spiral bound 

notebook). They faithfully spent time in prayer over their list… and they kept track of 

how and when God answered their prayers. 

After several months, they began showing the list to their unsaved friends – telling 

them how God had shown His faithfulness in the answers they had seen. They used 

their prayer journal to witness for Christ. 

 

CLOSE: One man once said: “To become more effective in our praying, we need to 

remember: It is not the arithmetic of our prayers, how many they are; nor the rhetoric 

of our prayers, how eloquent they be; nor the geometry of our prayers, how long 

they be; nor the music of our prayers, how sweet our voice may be; nor the method 

of our prayers, how orderly they may be; nor even the theology of our prayers, how 

good the doctrine may be - which God cares for. 

It’s the fervency of our prayers/ the constant faithfulness in prayer that wins the day 

and unleashes the power of God.” 


