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We Should Pray

 - C.J. Mahaney 

For the Christian, the development of his or her relationship with God through the consistent practice of the spiritual disciplines, especially prayer, should take precedence over every other activity. This principle is both taught and modeled in Scripture, and we find the testimony of believers throughout history concurring with its wisdom. <Picture><Picture>

Perhaps the passage of Scripture that, in a brief yet comprehensive form, best summarizes the centrality of prayer for the Christian is James 5:13-16: 

(13) Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise. (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. 

In this passage, we find both help and hope for what one pastor has called the "daily carousel of victory and defeat" that is the Christian life. James' point in these verses is simply this: whatever our circumstances - whether we are troubled, happy, sick, or in sin - the only appropriate response is some form of prayer. 

Although the above passage deals with individual (v. 13), pastoral (vv. 14-15) and corporate prayer (v. 16), this issue of Sovereign Grace will focus primarily on individual prayer. 

PRAY DURING ADVERSITY 

Indwelling sin and life in a fallen world assure that we will all daily experience trouble of one kind or another. "Each day has enough trouble of its own" (Mt 6:34) is, after all, a promise from Jesus Christ (although probably not one that is commonly meditated upon). James knew that when we encounter trouble and adversity, our temptation is to complain. That is why he directs us to the antidote: prayer. 

I recently spent two years studying the sin of complaining because I had come to see its subtlety and pervasiveness in my own heart and life. I submit that few of us are as acutely aware as we ought to be of how serious these offenses are before Almighty God. Commenting on the remarkable testimony of Job 1:22 ("through all this Job did not sin nor did he blame God" [NAS]), Calvin writes: 

Why is it that men fret so, when God sends them things entirely contrary to their desires, except that they do not acknowledge that God does everything by reason and that he has just cause? For if we have well imprinted on our hearts all that God does is founded in good reason, it is certain that we would be ashamed to chafe so against Him.... As soon as God does not send what we have desired, we dispute against him, we bring suit, not that we appear to do this, but our manner shows that this is nevertheless our intent. We consider every blow, and why has this happened? But from what spirit is this pronounced? From a poisoned heart. As if we said, "The thing should have been otherwise. I see no reason for this" ... It is as if [we] accused God of being a tyrant or a hair brain who asked only to put everything in confusion. Such horrible blasphemy blows out of the mouths of men.1 

In contrast to our natural, sinful tendency to complain, what is the godly, humble response to adversity and trouble? Prayer. 

Yonggi Cho's church in South Korea is famous for its emphasis on prayer. When I had the privilege of visiting there a number of years ago, I was able to attend a question and answer session. At one point Pastor Cho was asked how any pastoral team, regardless of size, could possibly maintain a counseling ministry for a congregation which was then numbering about 400,000 (and has since grown to about one million). I will never forget his answer. When a church member seeks counseling, Pastor Cho responded, typically he or she is encouraged by the pastoral staff to fast and pray. "It works," he told us. 

This approach finds its validation in James 5:13, "Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray." I'm not advocating the abolition of pastoral counseling, and neither was Pastor Cho. But when someone facing adversity enters into a serious and prolonged season of prayer, he or she is thereby positioned to receive grace, peace, direction, and wisdom from God for the specific situation. 

PRAY DURING PROSPERITY 

Prosperity is, of course, more enjoyable than adversity, but also more dangerous. In prosperity we are tempted to assume self-sufficiency: we forget that God is the true source and gracious giver of all that is good. Although ten lepers sought out the Lord during adversity, in prosperity only one returned to give thanks for his healing (see Lk 17:11-19). Let none of us think that in ourselves we are more like the one who returned to the Lord than we are like the nine who ignored his lavish grace. 

Do we have much to be happy about? By any human standard, most readers of this magazine enjoy material and spiritual blessings unimaginable in most of today's world, much less the harsher world of past centuries. By God's standard, given our status as sinners before his holiness, our very existence outside of hell is sufficient reason to unceasingly rejoice and give thanks, which is exactly what Scripture commands (see Php 4:4 and 1 Thess 5:16-18). 

And so it is to each of us that James speaks when he states that the appropriate response to prosperity is a form of prayer - the humility and the giving of honor, glory, and thanks that comes with singing "songs of praise." Let us not ignore God's overflowing kindness and mercy to us. Let us continually sing! 

WHY WE DON'T, AND WHEN WE DO 

Why don't we pray consistently? Here are just a few of the more significant reasons. First, our indwelling sin is unalterably opposed to every activity that makes us more like Christ. We ought never to be surprised by laziness or other temptations that would distract us from prayer and worship. 

Second, we each struggle to some degree with self-sufficiency. Charles Hummel has noted, "When we fail to wait prayerfully for God's guidance and strength, we are saying with our actions if not with our lips that we do not need him."2 We will probably all acknowledge with our lips that we need God. But such intellectual assent falls far short of God's righteous decree that we must love him with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength (Mk 12:30). God evaluates our desperation for him not by our words, but our actions. 

Third, unbelief hinders us. When Scripture says God will supply all our needs, and to receive we must ask, we do not fully believe it. Like the disciples, we ought regularly to ask the Lord to increase our faith that we might believe his Word and act fully and faithfully upon that belief. 

And what are some of the things that happen when we do pray? We become increasingly grateful to God as we grow in our understanding of his character and purpose. We become better positioned to receive all he has for us. And, as we draw near to him, he draws near to us: we experience God - James' burden in James 4:8. 

Let's not be satisfied with our experience to date. The riches of our Father are inexhaustible, and he is eager to give to us. Let us draw near that we might enjoy the full breadth of the experience of God as biblically defined. Let us be transformed by his grace, and for his glory. 

During trouble, we are tempted to complain (expressing our arrogance and anger) so we are commanded to pray, submitting ourselves to the wisdom of God. During prosperity, we are tempted to self-sufficiency (appointing ourselves as God) so we are commanded to sing praise. This is the counsel and command of God's unfailing Word. As Pastor Cho said - it works. 
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Notes: 1.John Calvin quoted in Robert D. Jones, "Anger Against God," The Journal of Biblical Counseling, Volume 14, Number 3, Spring 1996, p.7. 2.Charles E. Hummel, Tyranny of the Urgent (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1967). 

C.J. Mahaney serves as leader of PDI'S apostolic team and as senior pastor of Covenant Life Church, located in Gaithersburg, MD. This article was adapted from his message "A Call to Prayer." 
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