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14 Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven. 16 Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective. 17 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. 18 Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops. 19 My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, 20 remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.
Introduction

· Today, I’d like to talk about “Why do I need to pray?” I think many people pray at least once in his or her life. We all need to learn how to pray. Some of you may be in desperate, lonely, or difficult situations.  No matter what happens to you this year, just learn to pray.
· Even those who don’t believe in God, have all prayed once. Even atheists pray, when they get mad, they call on God and say, “God!…” They also call on Jesus sometimes. When people get into desperate circumstances, they often think about death and the existence of God. I think most people have prayed at least once in their lives. I would like to challenge you to do that this year, even if you don’t believe in God. If you do believe in God, we have to learn how to pray. We have to learn how to talk to God.

· Many people have questions about prayer like, “Why doesn’t God answer all of my prayers?” The movie Bruce Almighty is about a man named Bruce who becomes God temporarily, and then realizes how hard it is to be God. He tries to answer prayers and realizes that if he answered everyone’s prayers, the world would go wild because if everybody gets everything, there’d be a lot of troubles and problems in life.
· I remember talking to a guy on the basketball court who’s from Cameroon. He said that he’s never seen miracles and that God never answers his prayers. I also talked to a young high school girl who said that she prayed for her brothers to know Jesus but God never answered her prayers. So, we need to make some sense of it all. If some of these questions were answered, we’d be more motivated to pray at least once. Then our relationships with God would start from there.

· I thought about all the questions people have asked me. I thought about the questions in two ways, practical questions and theological questions. Some people ask, “Do I get what I want if I pray or when I pray?” Does prayer work? Most people pray to get what they want. That’s a practical question. Other people who have a relationship with God have theological questions like, “If God knows everything, why do I need to pray?” We’ll answer some of these questions.

I. Practical Answer: Does Prayer Work?
Let me do a quick survey, “How many of you have ever experienced answered prayer?  Can I see your hands?” [many hands go up] “How many of you have experienced God in your prayer?” It doesn’t have to be visual, but you know that God is there. [again, many hands are raised] Look around. Either these people are lying, they’re crazy, or maybe there’s a slight possibility that God exists. Let’s not ignore these facts as we answer these questions.
A. Things can change when you pray
1. James 5:14-18 says, “14 Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven. 16 Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective. 17 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. 18 Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops.”

2. Sick people can be healed. Not all sick people are healed through prayer. Sometimes healing occurs through the hands of doctors, and I believe God is working in that. Whether through miraculous or natural ways, ultimately it is God who heals. 

3. This passage also shows how powerful prayer is through a man named Elijah from the Old Testament. Elijah was fighting against people who did not believe in God. He prayed that it would not rain for three and a half years because the Israelites were sinning. It did not rain so that people would repent. No rain means there’d be no crops and an economic crisis. God allowed this to happen so people would repent and seek God.

4. We might say that Elijah was a great man and that’s why his prayer worked, but this passage is saying that Elijah was just like us. It’s emphasizing that his prayer was powerful not because of who he was, but because of to Whom he prayed.  It’s through the avenue of prayer that the power of God can be released. Elijah prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on the land for three and a half years. Circumstances, and even the weather can change through prayer. He will not answer all prayers, which we’ll see later, but you don’t lose anything by praying.

5. Economic crises can be solved through prayer. Many times in the Bible, when there’s an economic crisis in the land, God causes the hard times so people would repent and come back to the Lord. Many times, in the agricultural society of the Old Testament, the economic difficulties came in the form of no rain, so that Israel would repent.  In verse 18, it says, the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops. God can provide whatever we need, through prayer. If you have a need, pray for it. You may not get everything, but you will get what you need. Miracles can happen. Healing can happen. You can cast out demons through prayer.

6. Mark 9:29 says, “Jesus casted out demons and the disciples wondered why they couldn’t do it.”

7. It means that when you pray, things can change. You need to pray for change. If you pray specifically, a closed door can start to open. Things can change when you pray. I did not say things will change, but things can change. Not everything will change and we’ll see the reason why a little later.
B. People can change when you pray
1. James 5:15 says, “And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven.”

2. We know through the Bible that sins cannot be forgiven unless a person willingly comes to the Lord and confesses their sins in repentance saying, “Lord, forgive my sins.” Therefore, when it says if he has sinned, he will be forgiven, it doesn’t mean that this person will automatically be forgiven. What it means is that person’s heart will change and their heart will come to the Lord and repent of their sins and ask for God’s forgiveness.
3. James 5:19-20 says, “19 My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, 20 remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.”

4. If a person wanders from the truth in some kind of sin, it says that someone should bring him back. If you pray, somehow God will bring that person back. Why? Because prayer can change the hearts of people. There are many of you that have wandered from the Lord, and somebody prayed for you because you were hooked to sin like a fish. Their prayers were like a hook pulling you back. It’s like spiritual bungee jumping. People can change.
C. You change when you pray
1. James 5:15 says, “And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven.”

2. James 5:19 says, “My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back,”

3. When you pray for someone in sin to return to the Lord, God can use someone to bring that person back to Him. The power of prayer goes to someone who will bring that person back. We might be praying in the church, and someone gets convicted to pray for the person. Then someone else sends an e-mail or a text to that person and that form of communication has power. I’m exaggerating a little bit, but that process is what this passage is describing.
4. James 5:16 says, “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.”

5. When you pray, God changes people so that they can come back to the Lord. With the Israelites, Elijah prayed that it would not rain for three and a half years so that the Israelites would seek after God because of the drought.  However, they looked to Baal for rain instead.  So, Elijah prayed for rain and declared that it is God who gives rain.  And there was rain.  The Israelites saw this miracle and started to believe in God.  These events were generating faith in them.

6. However, Elijah wasn't impressed by these miracles because he had already grown much in faith, and continued to grow even more through prayer.  When we pray, whether we are disobedient and faithless or faithful and righteous, we will grow spiritually. God will generate faith or faithfulness in the hearts of people.

7. If I talk about my prayers being answered now, people might say, “Well, that’s Pastor Min. That’s a pastor praying.” So I intentionally thought about answered prayers when I was in college. So there's no excuse. When I was a senior in college, I was in a gospel band with a few brothers in Christ. We traveled to different parts of the country in the 1980s. We were bad musically, but God used us. We were eating lunch in Chicago and when we got back to the van, it wouldn't start. We tried to get it to start for hours, but after a while, even the battery was out. Now there was no hope of the engine starting. If the van didn't start soon, we'd be too late for the meeting.  So, we frantically ran around asking for a jumper cable, but no one would help us. We were dejected, but then I got this great idea. I said, “Let’s pray.” We prayed and prayed for awhile but it still wouldn’t start. Then I got really, really mad. I thought, “We believe in God who raised Jesus from death. We believe in the resurrection of Christ and the resurrection of people, but we don’t even believe in the resurrection of a dead battery?” We laid our hands on the dashboard and prayed, “Lord, we believe in the resurrection of a dead battery.” We turned the ignition and it started. From that moment on, I really believed in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

8. Also, a few years later, when I was a youth pastor I was again in a similar situation. My wife and I had a small car that wouldn't start just before we had to go somewhere to preach. We tried and tried, but it wouldn’t start. I thought the same thing wouldn’t happen again, so we prayed for a couple of hours. We prayed for the resurrection of the dead battery but it still wouldn’t start.  Suddenly, a teacher from our youth group came out and was watching us as we were all sweating and praying.  She came up and asked, “What’re you guys doing?” I answered, “We're praying that the car will start.”  Then she said, “Oh, just take my car.” So, we took her car and went. What’s the point? The first time, God changed the circumstances. The second time, God changed her heart to help us. I believe God can answer prayers in different ways.  God works in different ways so that we can grow.
II. Theological Answer: Why Do I Need to Pray if God Knows Everything?
It is more about building a relationship rather than specific answers. Prayer is not just about, “Lord, give me this and give me that.” But it’s about the relationship and the process. If you think about most e-mails and birthday cards and text messages, most of content aren’t new information, yet they give us joy. We do it because we enjoy it and we grow in our relationships. It’s a similar concept with prayer.
A. Eternal parenting of God
1. Matthew 6:9 says, “This, then, is how you should pray: ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name,”

2. God is not a vending machine that just gives you what you want if you pray. He’s your heavenly Father if you’re in Christ. We need to understand that prayer is about a relationship with Him.

3. Let’s look at this from a parent's perspective. It’s beautiful when a baby is born and a mother breastfeeds.  There’s such a beautiful relationship between the mother and child. It’s a picture of our relationship with Christ. The mother is sacrificing and giving, and the child is receiving. There’s incredible bonding and a love- relationship that takes place.  Initially, the child loves the mother only because she gives what he/she wants. However, as the relationship grows, the parent is supposed to wean the child.  Then, raise the child to be equipped for the world.  So now you’re in college away from your parents, becoming men and women.  They prepare you so you can become a grownup person. 

4. Let's look at the eternal parenting of God the Father, it’s the same thing. Initially, when we are young in faith, we pray to receive things.  When we are praying and seeking, maybe the first prayer you offer up is, “Lord save me. Lord, help me. Lord, I need you to help me with my finals. Lord, give me this or that.” We just want to get, like a child.  However, as you keep doing that, a relationship develops and you start to love God and become a mature person who can take care of others. You can picture God to others through your giving and spiritual parenting. When we ask for things, we ask for what we love because there’s a threat of losing what we love. When we get those things, we're joyful and we develop affection for whoever gives these things to us.  In the same way, when God responds to our prayers with love and generosity, we grow to become people whom He uses to help many others.

5. When God gives you things, He wants to give you more. Those things are nothing in eternity, you can’t take them to your grave. He wants to give you eternal joy. However, the things you desire now, such as cars, girlfriends, video games, money, or degrees can't give you eternal joy.  God wants to give you the best, which is becoming the best, most beautiful person in your heart and mind.  He wants you to become mature and Christ-like.
B. Illustrations from the Bible – the condition or the goal?

1. John 14:12-13 says, “12 I tell you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father. 13 And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father.”

2. Matthew 17:20 says, “He replied, ‘Because you have so little faith. I tell you the truth, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there’ and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you.’”

3. It seems faith is a prerequisite for answered prayer. If we do something, then God will give us what we want, as if God is bad or selfish. Is faith a condition for prayer or the goal of prayer? We misunderstand these verses thinking faith is a condition for prayer, so that we can have our prayers answered. Our eternal Father wants all and the best of our hearts, so we can receive His joy and mercy. Then faith and character are not conditions of prayer, but rather the goals of prayer. He wants to help you become a man or woman of God.  When you become that kind of person, whatever you want will be given to you. So faith, heart change, and character are the goals of prayer.

4. When I was in college, I had a roommate. He was incredible because he knew the Bible so well, we called him a “walking Bible.” We would play a game where I would read anywhere in the Bible and he would guess the book, the chapter, and the verse plus or minus maybe five verses. One time in college, I had something over him. I don’t know if you believe in demons. (According to the Bible, there are no ghosts. There are only demons so don’t worry.) At a time when we were really hungry and growing in the Lord something happened in the spiritual realm. For a couple of nights, a dark figure came into our room and hovered over us. We thought it was weird, so we prayed and then slept. On the second night the dark figure came over me when I was almost asleep. It pressed on me and I couldn’t breathe so I said, “In Jesus name, get out of here!” and it went away and I was fine. The next morning, I told my roommate about it and he was really mad at me. When I asked him why he said, “You know, that thing then came over me!”  I asked him why he didn’t say, “In Jesus name, get out!” He said, “I did ten times and it wouldn’t get out. Next time keep him with you.” We were wondering why those things happened. Then, my roommate suggested we have daily Morning Prayer, knowing that I was going into ministry. So, we would get the key to the church and go every morning to pray. He suggested that whoever gets up first gets to kick the other one awake. I was more scared of him than the demon. We got up every morning from that moment on and had Morning Prayer by ourselves. It was the start of our Morning Prayer career, which I have mostly kept for the last 25 years. Why did that happen? God wants to help us to pray and to depend on Him so He can use us. Then we can serve Him. Today, that roommate is a pastor on the west coast.
III. Hindrances to Prayer
When you look at some reasons for unanswered prayer, you may think that God is bad. But sometimes God doesn’t answer our prayers because it’s the best for us.
A. Laziness
1. James 4:2 says, “You want something but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God.”

2. We don’t have because we don’t pray and ask God. God wants us to learn how to pray so we can grow to have spiritual power.  We can have the power of eternity and be used by God. Sometimes He withholds answers to prayers so we’ll learn to pray.
B. Wrong motives

1. James 4:3 says, “When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.”

2. God withholds answers to prayers because He wants us to be loving people, not selfish. It’s the eternal parenting of our God.
C. Unforgiveness

1. Mark 11:25 says, “And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins.”

2. He doesn’t answer your prayers when you’re not able to forgive others or have sin in your heart. He wants you to be a loving person. It’s not about receiving answers to prayer, but becoming Christ-like.  As you pray and grow closer to the Lord, you change so you can forgive others and become a loving person, reflecting the image of Christ. That’s why unforgiveness hinders your prayers.
D. Unconfessed sin

1. Isaiah 59:1-2 says, “1 Surely the arm of the LORD is not too short to save, nor his ear too dull to hear. 2 But your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear.”

2. He can hear it. He can do it. He’s powerful. He can go anywhere in the world and the heavens. He can get it for you. Your iniquities have separated you from God. If you sin, it’s destructive. It’s like a drug or a poison in your body. It destroys your heart, so you cannot receive joy nor become the person God wants you to become. So He withholds His inheritance from you when you have unconfessed sins.
E. Doubt / Lack of faith

1. James 1:6-8 says, “6 But when he asks, he must believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. 7 That man should not think he will receive anything from the Lord; 8 he is a double-minded man, unstable in all he does.”

2. This is hard to understand. Those who doubt God’s existence often think that if God miraculously revealed Himself, they will believe. Logically, it seems that if God answers prayers for unbelievers, that will generate faith in them. However, God does not always answer prayers in the affirmative. In answer to prayer, there are times when God says “yes,” but there are many times God says “no”, “maybe”, or “wait.” He gives different answers because it’s not good for that person to just get what he/she wants. Spiritual growth is more important. Therefore, sometimes God has to say “no” for their sake. One must understand that real faith is generated. That’s why sometimes when a person lacks faith God will grant prayer requests, but many times He won’t until the person understands God and knows Him.

3. That is why there are various answers to prayer, such as yes / no / maybe / wait / (something) different. If you’re a child and you ask for a knife, God will say “no,” until you grow up and become a thirty-year-old chef. Then He'll give you a knife. In the end, He just wants you to become more like Christ. Sometimes He'll answer, "wait". Over time, He wants your faith to grow. Sometimes it’s "different," meaning you ask for one thing but God gives you something else. God always answers prayer. Sometimes the answer is "yes", "no", "maybe", "wait", or He answers differently than expected.

4. Look at prayer from the eternal parenting perspective of God or the growth perspective, rather than the getting perspective, then it makes sense. God will answer "yes" if it’s good for us, or "no" if it’s not good for us. Sometimes He says, "maybe" if we change and are ready to use the answer for God. Sometimes the answer is "wait" because He wants us to grow through the process. Other times, He gives us different answers because it’s better for us.

5. I remember when I was in high school, I went through a lot of ups and downs spiritually. But there was one brief moment when my heart was burning hot in my love for the Lord.  A friend and I decided to pray because we really wanted to see God face to face. (This wasn't the walking Bible guy; he was actually a sleepy guy.) One day, we got the key to the church from our pastor and went to the church to pray all night. We got our guitars, sang songs, and prayed over and over again for God to show us His face. We were really pure in heart, banging and rolling on the floor in earnest prayer. We heard of this Korean pastor who prayed then pulled a tree. Apparently, when you pull a tree, God will answer the tree. So we were pulling on a pole in the church and doing all sorts of stupid things. Eventually, we fell asleep, and when we woke up, we never did see God’s face and we were really disappointed. That’s the end of the story.

6. Now, I look back and think of 5-10 similar stories. Many times, my answer was "no". I never did see God face-to-face.  But, I do see Him clearly. Even though I don’t see God physically, I’m more certain that God is here in the midst of us than I am that I see these speakers, the floor, and this screen. I just know. He didn’t give me a physical vision of Himself, but I have heart and spiritual vision. I believe my past prayers have led to my present vision. It’s a different vision of God. I see Him. I thank Him. I'm such a stupid person, yet He’s with me, guiding me, protecting me, loving me, using me. I pray that He’d be glorified and honored. There were many "no’s" in my prayer life, but there was much growth taking place through those "no’s".
IV. Helpful Suggestions to Prayer
A. Pray all the time / anytime

1. I suggest you pray all the time and anytime. Just try one sentence a day. Is that hard? Whenever you’re having a hard time, just pray and you can complain to God. You can pray for anything, on any topic, from anywhere, and anytime. If you’re a beginner with prayer, just try and start with anything. 

2. If you’re more experience with prayer, aim to have a set time for prayer. Pray all the time and anytime. I would challenge you to pray in the morning and in the evening. You can pray for anything, God might say "yes". But, more importantly, you’re slowly changing your prayers from "give me" prayers to "grow me" prayers.  When praying for God’s glory and love, growth in your faith and faithfulness will take place.
B. Pray with perseverance

1. Keep on praying. Some say, “Pastor Min, I try to pray for things. I try to pray for my brothers, but my prayer are never answered.” If God exists and Jesus Christ is true, it’s worthwhile to keep on seeking Him for the rest of your life. The Bible says that your life (80-90 years) is not long in comparison to the consequences in all of eternity. Keep on praying and keep trying. Persevere in prayer because maybe you’re on the verge of the answer.
C. Pray for others

1. In Matthew 6 the Lord’s Prayer says Our Father meaning corporate prayer and praying with others is important. Too often, we’re too concerned about ourselves only. Every time you think about and see the needs of others, learn to pray for them. Pray especially for those you don’t like. What helps me to love them is to pray for them. When I pray, I think of the cross. Jesus was beaten on my behalf. Learn to pray for and love others. Just constantly pray. When you watch the news, pray for the world. When you see poor people, pray for them. When your family members give your pain, learn to pray. Use your pain to pray because you pray the best when you have pain. Learn to pray for family, friends, church, kingdom, work, studies, roommates, and spouses; pray for them.
D. Pray with the Bible

1. The more you pray according to the Bible, the more answers you’ll have to your prayers. The Bible guides you to the heart of God and leads you to spiritual maturity. Then, “give me” prayers will change to “grow me” prayers.
E. Pray with guilt

1. I’m not talking about holding onto guilt. Pray especially when you have guilt, so you’ll be cleansed and free from guilt. Every time you go to the Lord, He will forgive you. Every time you sin, and feel burdened with guilt, He will forgive you.
2. 1 John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”

3. Keep on confessing your sins weather it’s the first, second, or thousandth time. Jesus was already punished on our behalf. It would be unjust for Him not to forgive us. He’s faithful because of Jesus. He will forgive means that every time you go to the Lord in your sin, He’s saying that it will be okay. As you keep on going to Him in the midst of your sins, God will help you and use you. He will change you forever.
Conclusion

· This wonderful movie is my favorite Disney movie. I don’t like to admit it, but this clip is my favorite. It’s Beauty and the Beast [clip: Belle and Beast meet for formal dinner and dance while the song “Beauty and the Beast” plays]. I love this scene because when I watch it, it reminds me of the gospel. We are compared in the Bible to beasts. We are ugly inside, and the beast is cursed in his appearance in this movie. This curse turns out to be a blessing because he is transformed from the inside-out as a result. When he falls in love, he will be free because he’s learning how to love. The Gospel is just like that. We are the beast. Jesus is the beauty. When we fall in love with Jesus, the interaction with Christ’s beauty, transforms us as well. Prayer is about relationship-building, not request-fulfilling.

· In the scene right after they fall in love, Belle and the Beast start to talk to one another. That’s what prayer is. In love, we speak to one another. If you follow that logic, Jesus is the beauty that became the beast on our behalf so that we can become beautiful through our relationship with Him. Learn how to pray so that you’ll be changed to be like Him. The gospel is the tale as old as time, song as old as rhyme. Jesus Christ who loves us and saved us is coming back to take us home.

· I encourage you to pray. You don’t need fancy words. He understands every language, grunt and utterance. You don’t need fancy words, just your heart. He even understands your heartbeat. Just start with a sentence or two. He answers every prayer in some way. Even if you pray one sentence, you are never the same again because of that interaction with God. Learn how to pray and you’ll see Him. You’ll fall in love with Him and you’ll start to change. Then, the world will see beauty in you and they will fall in love with Him through you.
