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Learning to pray effectively

Article by Pastor Jonathan Parnell, Minneapolis, Minnesota

https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/the-main-ingredient-in-effective-prayer
It’s tragic how easily we can miss the main ingredient in effective prayer.

In our sin, we’ve been rewired to focus on us — on the steps we should take for our prayers to be heard. We have this bent toward believing that every result is born from method. If something works for somebody, we want to know what that somebody is doing.
We’ve developed the assumption that if we can just strip it all down to a reproducible process to put into action, then the results will multiply. While this applies to certain things, it doesn’t apply to prayer — or at least that’s not the vision the apostle James gives us. The main ingredient in effective prayer is emphatically not us.

1. How is James 5:16 often misunderstood? Discuss in a small group for 5 minutes
James 5:16, “The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.” 

This is one of those coffee-mug verses. It’s commonly understood like this: Be righteous, and your prayers will work. It’s what I used to think. But that’s the skim-milk meaning. It’s what happens when we fly by the text without questions. Our broken bent is to make the burden of this passage something to do with us. We simply settle to think that, if we want our prayers to be effective, then we need to be righteous.  But this reading doesn’t hold up.
2. Reading in Context
First, look at the context surrounding James 5:16. James’s whole point is that prayer is effective. He asks in James 5:13, “Is anyone among you suffering?” Then he replies, “Let him pray.” What about cheerfulness? Or sickness? Or sin? In each case, James encourages his readers to pray. Why? Because prayer is effective, which means, God hears his people and acts on their behalf.

Then, in the beginning of verse 16, because prayer is effective (James 5:13–15), he says, “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.” (James 5:16). To make it even clearer, he follows this with, “The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.” That line is the second portion in a double dose of support for our praying. James’s point is to repeat his theme to pray because prayer is effective. His concern is not how prayer is made effective, but that prayer is effective. And then verse 17 comes to ground that point.

3. What About Elijah?
James 5:17 then brings in Elijah. “Elijah was a human being, even as we are.”
What does Elijah have to do with our praying? Does it mean that Elijah was righteous and his prayers worked, so we should be like Elijah for our prayers to work too? Is that what he is saying?

No way.

Look at the book. James says that Elijah was a man with a nature like ours. He was just a man. He was like us. He had a nature like ours. And being just a man, being like us, having a nature like ours, he prayed fervently and God heard. The point is not that we should be righteous at the extraordinary level of an Elijah, but that he was normal like you and me. James doesn’t say for us to be like Elijah for our prayers to be answered, but that Elijah was like us and his prayers were answered — therefore, pray. 

4. Don’t Miss What’s Main
This means that the focus of effective prayer is not us, but God. Prayer has less to do with the specifics of how we say what we say, and more to do with the one to whom we are saying it.

We pray as ordinary people who have an extraordinary God. We’re just normal, you and I. We’re just normal like Elijah. Prayer is effective, not because of great men who pray, but because of a great God who in Christ graciously hears his people.

He’s the main ingredient. So, pray.
Dealing with Spiritual Opposition

1. Spiritual opposition real or imagined? – Discuss in a small group for 3 minutes
Every believer struggles at different times with spiritual opposition even though we don’t always recognize it as from the devil. We blame our circumstances, family, friends, and sometimes even God, for our troubles. Yet Satan is a master deceiver who instigates problems and disappears before anyone recognizes his influence.

The Bible instructs us in Ephesians 6:10, “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms”. 
2. What are the signs of Spiritual Opposition? - Discuss in a small group for 3 minutes
Discuss the signs you noticed notice which make you think that you are dealing with a Spiritual attack, either personal or for a friend. 
Seven signs you are dealing with a Spiritual attack

https://www.whatchristianswanttoknow.com/7-signs-you-are-dealing-with-a-spiritual-attack/
By Crystal McDowell
If we recognize the signs of a spiritual attack, we won’t waste time blaming the wrong people—instead we focus on dealing with the devil and overcoming him. What are the 7 signs that you are dealing with a spiritual attack?

Sign #1) When you struggle with random thoughts that go against biblical teachings
If we haven’t learned to discipline our minds according to God’s word, our thoughts can wander to the wrong places. Yet even with discipline, it’s possible to find ourselves struggling with adverse thoughts. We must first recognize that sinful, evil thoughts don’t come from God and likely are planted by the evil one. Our responsibility is to deal with those thoughts promptly. One of the best scriptures to memorize and use against this attack is 2 Corinthians 10:4-5. "For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ." 
Sign #2) When you struggle with overwhelming feelings of discouragement

We are often tossed to and fro through the waves of adversity. Many times we pray, fast, and study God’s word to find peace in the midst of it. Yet sometimes we have moments when we feel overwhelmingly discouraged and without the strength to keep going. In those times we must call out to God to provide the grace we need to move forward. It’s especially helpful to begin with thanking the Lord for His many blessings one by one as we make our way out of discouragement.

Sign #3) When you struggle in your relationships

Even when we strive to live at peace with everyone, we may have to deal with people who cause division, distraction, and disputing in our lives. These could be family members, coworkers, or even fellow believers. Most of the time, they don’t realize that they are being used by Satan to cause trouble. We overcome this struggle by praying for them and asking God for the wisdom to deal with them in a way that is pleasing to Him.
Sign #4) When you struggle with sleeping because of interruptions or nightmares

We are usually at our best when we are healthy and get rest at night. However Satan can cause us to be awaken with troubling dreams or interruptions throughout the evening. It’s best to seek out the Lord in prayer especially using the Psalms as a method to get you through. Psalm 3:5 “I will lay down and sleep; I wake again, because the Lord sustains me” and Psalm 4:8 “In peace I will lie down and sleep, for you alone, Lord, make me dwell in safety” are especially helpful.
Sign #5) When you struggle with past temptations that you’ve overcome

Just when you thought you were over a past temptation—it comes back with a fierce determination to draw you back in. This tactic of our enemy is to make us forget our freedom from the power of sin. We must hold fast to our first love, Jesus Christ, and not make excuses for fading back into former ways of living. The Lord makes a way for us to escape if we are willing to trust Him according to 1 Corinthians 10:19.
Sign #6) When you struggle with worries, doubts, and fears every day

Worry, doubt, and fear are always available if we let them infiltrate our hearts and minds. We live in a fallen world where there’s an abundance of trouble to deal with. Yet our hearts and minds must stay completely focused on God’s word and His faithfulness in spite of the hardships we face. An everyday fear, worry, or doubt needs regular treatment of God’s word for meditation and memorisation

2 Timothy 1:7 7 For the Spirit God gave us does not make us timid, but gives us power, love and self- discipline.

Philippians 4:4-8, 4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 5 Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. 6 Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7 And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.8 Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.

Matthew 21:22 Jesus replied, "Truly I tell you, if you have faith and do not doubt, not only can you do what was done to the fig tree, but also you can say to this mountain, 'Go, throw yourself into the sea,' and it will be done. 22 If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer."
Sign #7) When you struggle with praying regularly

There’s nothing Satan wants more than for the people of God to stop praying with regularity. Our prayers hinder his work in the world. Many times we underestimate the power of prayer and begin to neglect the fervency and consistency of it. We must never forget the amazing works of God in our lives through prayer. Our prayers are powerful and effective to bring down the walls of deceit and lies built by our enemy.

3. What God says about Spiritual opposition

1. "Submit yourselves to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you." James 4:7

2. "You are from God, little children, and have overcome them; because greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world." 1 John 4:4

3. "For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ." 2 Cor. 10:3-5

4. "Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist him, standing firm in the faith." 1 Pet. 5:8-9

5. "No weapon that is formed against you will prosper; and every tongue that accuses you in judgment you will condemn. This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord, and their vindication is from Me," declares the Lord." Is. 54:17

6. "Put on the full armour of God, so that you can take your stand against the devil's schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armour of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.  Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God." Eph. 6:11-17

7. "In all things, we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us.  For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers," Rom. 8:37-38
8. "But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ." 1 Cor. 15:57

9. "Not by might nor by power, but by My Spirit,' says the Lord of hosts." Zech. 4:6

10. "But the Lord is faithful, and he will strengthen you and protect you from the evil one." 2 Thess. 3:3

11. “Behold, I have given you authority to tread on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy, and nothing shall hurt you.” Luke 10:19

12. “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly.” John 10:10
13. "Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. Again, truly I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything they ask for, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven." Matt. 18:18-19

14. “The Lord will cause your enemies who rise against you to be defeated before you. They shall come out against you one way and flee before you seven ways.” Deut. 28:7

15. "I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world." John 16:33

16. “No temptation has overtaken you except what is common to mankind. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can endure it.” 1 Cor. 10:13

17. “And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free." John 8:32

18. “Do not be overcome with evil, but overcome evil with good.” Rom. 12:21

19. “And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death.” Rev.12:11

20. “Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called when you made your good confession in the presence of many witnesses.” 1 Tim. 6:12

21.  “…the reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil's work.” 1 John 3:8
22.  “What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who is against us?” Rom. 8:31

23.  “He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the Lord, He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust. Surely he will save you from the fowler’s snare and from the deadly pestilence. He will cover you with his feathers, and under his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart…” Ps. 91:1-4

Small Group Discussion: 5 minutes - Select 5 key scriptures from the list above, which you would pray and memorise. Do it individually and as a group. Report the group’s selection and why each scripture was chosen.
4. Habits that defeat Spiritual Oppression
Adapted by Allen Steel from https://www.gotquestions.org/full-armor-of-God.html
Ephesians 6:12-18 

“For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”
13 “Therefore put on the full armour of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. 14 Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, 15 and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. 16 In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. 17 Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.”
18 “And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the Lord's people.”
Ephesians 6:12 clearly indicates that the conflict with Satan is spiritual, and therefore no tangible weapons can be effectively employed against him and his minions. The passage is quite clear that when we follow all the instructions faithfully, we will be able to stand, and we will have victory regardless of Satan’s strategy.

The first element of our armour is the belt of truth (verse 14). This is easy to understand, since Satan is said to be the “father of lies” (John 8:44). Deception is high on the list of things God considers to be an abomination. A “lying tongue” is one of the things He describes as “detestable to Him” (Proverbs 6:16-17). We are therefore exhorted to put on truth for our own sanctification and deliverance, as well as for the benefit of those to whom we witness. In NT times the belt was used to hold a person’s garments in place so that they did not flop around and trip them as they walked and worked. Untrurhfulness inevitably “trips up” the untruthful person and inhibits their progress in life. Truthfulness, like the belt enables a person to operate unencumbered.

Also in verse 14, we are told to put on the breastplate of righteousness. A breastplate shielded a warrior’s vital organs from blows that would otherwise be fatal. This righteousness is not works of righteousness done by men. Satan can use people to make false accusations against believers. These false accusations can destroy our sense of worth if our sense of worthiness depends on what people say of us or what we say of ourselves. However if our sense of worth is based on what Jesus says of us we will not be harmed. Rather, the righteousness of Jesus, imputed by God and received by faith, which guards our hearts against the accusations and charges of Satan and secures our innermost being from his attacks.

Verse 15 speaks of the preparation of the feet for spiritual conflict. In warfare, sometimes an enemy places dangerous obstacles in the path of advancing soldiers. The idea of the preparation of the gospel of peace as footwear suggests two things. First, footwear is about our ability to stand firm, hold ground. If we are unsure of the Gospel we have no basis for the faith upon which we stand. Our enemy, the devil, can cause us to fall or stumble so that we become an easy target and unable to hold the position of faith we hold.

Second, footwear implies that we need to advance into Satan's territory, aware that there will be traps, with the message of grace so essential to winning souls to Christ. Satan has many obstacles placed in the path to halt the propagation of the gospel. 

The shield of faith spoken of in verse 16 makes Satan's sowing of doubt about the faithfulness of God and His Word ineffective. Our faith—of which Christ is “the author and perfector” (Hebrews 12:2) — is like a golden shield, precious, solid, and substantial. The Roman shield was a heavy item, the outer skin being leather. This leather skin was soaked in water, so that in times of intense attack, these shields would be joined together surrounding a group of soldiers and others placed as a protection overhead to protect from fiery arrows lobbing on them. These water saturated shields would extinguish the fiery arrows and protect the soldiers from intense attacks from all around and above. 


The helmet of salvation in verse 17 is protection for the head, keeping viable a critical part of the body. We could say that our way of thinking needs preservation. The head is the seat of the mind, which, when it has laid hold of the sure gospel hope of eternal life, will not receive false doctrine or give way to Satan’s temptations. The unsaved person has no hope of warding off the blows of false doctrine because he is without the helmet of salvation and his mind is incapable of discerning between spiritual truth and spiritual deception. 

Verse 17 interprets itself as to the meaning of the sword of the Spirit — it is the Word of God. While all the other pieces of spiritual armour are defensive in nature, the sword of the Spirit is the only offensive weapon in the armour of God. It speaks of the holiness and power of the Word of God. A greater spiritual weapon is not conceivable. In Jesus' temptations in the desert, the Word of God was always His overpowering response to Satan. What a blessing that the same Word is available to us!

In verse 18, we are told to pray in the Spirit (that is, praying in Tongues with the mind of Christ) in addition to wearing the full armour of God. We cannot neglect prayer in tongues, as it is the means by which we draw spiritual strength from God. Without Spirit inspired prayer, without reliance upon God, our efforts at spiritual warfare are empty and futile. The full armour of God — truth, righteousness, the gospel, faith, salvation, the Word of God, and prayer — are the tools God has given us, through which we can be spiritually victorious, overcoming Satan’s attacks and temptations. 

Ministering victory over Spiritual opposition

The Ministry of Opposites by Allen Steel
For every good and Godly feeling, behaviour, attitude, or character trait the devil has an “opposite” which stands against the good which God intends. Satan has a counterfeit copy of every good and Godly thing. Therefore, we need to discern the Godly from the counterfeit. Once discerned we need to deny the counterfeit and affirm the good. When we encounter a negative we need to minister the opposite good thing. 

The Ministry of Opposites requires that we: 

1. Identify and name the struggle being faced.

2. Identify the opposing good to the struggle being faced.

	The struggle
	The opposite good

	Fear
	Faith

	Greed
	Generosity

	Deceitfulness
	Truthfulness

	Discouragement
	Encouragement

	Hate
	Love

	Despair
	Hope

	Misery
	Joy

	Pride
	Humility

	Selfishness
	Selflessness

	Bitterness
	Sweetness, delight

	Jealousy
	Admiration

	Pessimism, cynicism
	Optimism

	Suspicion
	Trust

	Panic
	Calm

	Confusion
	Clarity


3. Find a scripture which validates that “opposite good thing”.

4. Pray that scripture back to the Lord denying the counterfeit and asking for and affirming that “opposite good”.

Praying God’s words back to Him is a powerful weapon against the forces of evil. 

· It is Truth going out. 

· It reminds us that God knows and understands what we face. 

· It builds our faith and our trust in God. 

· It guards our hearts and focuses our minds back on Him. 

· It puts the devil in his place – subject to Jesus Word.

Closing Prayer by Janet Brice based on Ephesians 6:14-17

‘Stand firm then, with the…  FULL armour of God.  All of the pieces are linked with one another, and they are all ours because God gave His Son for us.

Let’s pray...

Thank you, Jesus for the ...

1. ‘Belt of truth we buckle it around our waist…’   We know that Truth is the opposite of lies.  We will not let the lies of the enemy rob us of who we are in Christ.  We are a new creation, the old has gone and no weapon formed against us will stand.  
Thank you, Jesus for the ...

2. ‘Breastplate of righteousness that we put in place…’  Over our hearts – we guard our hearts.  Our hearts belong to you Jesus.  Thank you that we are righteous in your sight.  Help us keep our hearts soft towards you and others and not listen to words of accusation that we are not good enough because you make us good through your sacrifice.  
Thank you, Jesus that our ...
3. ...’feet are fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace…’ we are not bare footed we have the shoes of the gospel of peace.  There is peace within our soul, which is rest and the lack of fear. This peace is a fruit of the Holy Spirit that lives inside of us as believers.  It seems strange Lord that “Peace” is needed for spiritual warfare. But the peace that you bring Jesus, which is peace with God, and lack of fear, are vital in battling the devil’s schemes. Satan wants to rob us of peace by placing doubts in our mind. He knows that if we doubt God’s power or promises, we will surely slip, and he will gain ground. We will remain firmly planted in the peace that you Jesus give us.
Thank you, Jesus we can ...

4. ‘…take up the shield of faith with which we extinguish ALL the flaming arrows of the evil one…’  We hold this shield up and know that because of you Jesus all the flaming arrows the Devil sends our way are extinguished.  We know that are protected from the Devil when we accept the salvation that Jesus won for us.  
Thank you, Jesus we can ...

5. ‘Take the helmet of salvation and put it on…’ we have been bought with a price... the blood of Jesus and we are covered by the righteousness that you Jesus have won for us on the Cross.  Thank you for taking our place on the Cross and for our wonderful salvation from sin and death.
Thank you, Jesus for...

6. ‘…the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God…’   
You tell us that the Bible, the word of God is living and active. It is sharper than any sword that has two edges.  Help us to remember to use and know the Word of God so that we will be strong in adversity.  Holy Spirit remind us of scripture when we are struggling or just need to use your sword of the Spirit over our lives and those we love. 

Thank you, Jesus that we can come to you and you hear our prayers and answer us.  What a wonderful Saviour you are.  Amen.
