
I want to start my sermon in an unusual way. I want to start with 
a confession—I don’t enjoy preaching on prayer. That may sur-
prise you, but let me explain. As a Christian leader I am a person 
of action. I like to get things done. I know I need to pray, and I 
do, but for me it’s hard work to slow down, rest, and allow God 
to speak to me. When I pray, it’s usually in the car, on a run, and 
throughout the day. Every time I have to preach on prayer, I just 
end up feeling guilty for not praying more, guilty that my prayer 
life doesn’t look like those in the Bible. It’s true that godly sorrow 
leads to repentance, to change, but guilt is different. Guilt is a 
negative emotion, one that the enemy of our souls uses against 
us. He’s used guilt to keep me from praying.

Another reason I don’t particularly enjoy preaching on prayer is 
because most often you leave feeling guilty too! Many of the ser-
mons I’ve heard on prayer leave me feeling like I’ve been slapped 
on the wrist and told to pray longer and harder. It works for a 
few days, but then the desire wears off and I’m left feeling frus-
WUDWHG�DERXW�P\�SUD\HU�OLIH�DJDLQ��b

I want us to look at the subject of prayer from a different per-
spective today. What would happen if we saw prayer as an invi-
tation from God to be with Him? Not something to check off our 
to-do list, but a divine invitation to be near and with the God of 
the universe. It’s really quite amazing that God wants to spend 
time with us. He longs to draw near to us. Because I don’t want 
to feel guilty about my prayer life and neither do you, let’s ask 
the Lord this morning to help us see prayer from His perspective. 
This will not be a sermon that makes you feel guilty, at least I 
hope not. It’s a sermon to encourage you to draw near to God. 
To do that, we will look at the prayer life of a great man of faith, 
but a man just like you and me—Elijah.

And Elijah said to Ahab, “Go, eat and drink, for 
WKHUH�LV�WKH�VRXQG�RI�D�KHDY\�UDLQ�ńb�6R�$KDE�ZHQW�
off to eat and drink, but Elijah climbed to the top 
RI�&DUPHO��EHQW�GRZQ�WR� WKH�JURXQG�DQG�SXW�KLV�
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Ń*R�DQG�ORRN�WRZDUG�WKH�VHD�ń�KH�WROG�KLV�VHUYDQW��
$QG�KH�ZHQW�XS�DQG�ORRNHG�

Ń7KHUH�LV�QRWKLQJ�WKHUH�ń�KH�VDLG�
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time the servant reported, “A cloud as small as a 
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Elijah Teaches Us to Pray Faithfully
You may have noticed in our passage there is no record of what 
Elijah prayed for. You might even wonder if he really even prayed. 
James, an author in the New Testament tells us exactly what 
(OLMDK�SUD\HG�IRU��&RPPHQWLQJ�RQ�WKLV�SDVVDJH�KH�ZULWHV�b“Elijah 
was a human being, even as we are. 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).

I love what James writes about Elijah. He says, “Elijah was a 
human being, just like us.” In other words, Elijah was not super 
human, he wasn’t a spiritual giant; he was a man, just like us. Yes, 
he was a prophet of God, but he had no greater access to God 
than we do. Isn’t that encouraging? If you know Jesus person-
ally, if you are living righteously (as James says), your prayers 
are just as effective as mine or Billy Graham’s. We don’t need 
anyone to mediate for us either, we can go directly to God with 
anything on our hearts and minds. James also says,“Elijah prayed 
earnestly” that it would not rain. One translation reads, “Elijah 
SUD\HG�KDUG�ńb �7KDW�UHPLQGV�PH�RI�ZKDW�ZH�PLJKW�VD\�DERXW�D�
IRRWEDOO�SOD\HU��+H�SOD\HG�KDUG�b

During Elijah’s time, Israel was far from God. Israel had traded 
the worship of the one true God for the worship of the god Baal. 
Baal was a fertility god. So, in the worship of Baal, the Israelites 
were essentially saying: Baal is responsible for fertility of the land 
we experience. Baal sends the rain. Baal causes the crops to grow. 
Baal is responsible for the bread on the table. How do you do 
battle with a fertility god? By stopping the fertility. And so Elijah 
prayed. He prayed for a drought so that Baal would be exposed 
for the impostor he was and the people would turn back to God. 
Elijah prayed a big prayer! And God answered that prayer! I want 
WR�JLYH�XV�VL[�SUDFWLFHV�RI�HIIHFWLYH�SUD\HU�IURP�WKLV�SDVVDJH�b

Elijah prayed the promises of God
Elijah tells shell-shocked Ahab, “Go, eat and drink, for there is 
the sound of a heavy rain.” I can’t begin to imagine what King 
Ahab was thinking at this point. If the long drought had not been 
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WHUULEOH�HQRXJK��$KDE�ZLWQHVVHG�ğUH�UDLQLQJ�GRZQ�IURP�KHDYHQ�
and the slaughter of hundreds of his priests. It was quite a day! 
Now Elijah is predicting rain in the forecast. Elijah says he can 
hear it. But, was there really the sound of heavy rain coming? 
There has not been a rain cloud in the sky for more than three 
years. Even at this point, there were zero signs of rain. So what 
then did Elijah hear? Not rain, but the promise of the Lord ringing 
in his ears. Elijah’s prayer was formed on God’s promises.

Look with me at 1 Kings 18:1,

Ń$IWHU�D� ORQJ�WLPH�� LQ� WKH�WKLUG�\HDU�� WKH�ZRUG�RI�
WKH�/25'�FDPH�WR�(OLMDK��Ń*R�DQG�SUHVHQW�\RXUVHOI�
WR�$KDE��DQG�,�ZLOO�VHQG�UDLQ�RQ�WKH�ODQG�ń

The Lord promised to send rain and Elijah believed it was coming. 
7KLV�ZDVQłW�WKH�ğUVW�WLPH�(OLMDK�KDG�WR�WUXVW�WKH�SURPLVHV�RI�*RG��
Long before the rains came, Elijah stormed boldly into Ahab’s 
presence and announced, “As the LORD, the God of Israel, lives, 
whom I serve, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next few 
years except at my word” (1 Kings 17:1). God promised a drought, 
but Elijah had to act and tell Ahab. God promised rain, but Elijah 
had to pray. Here we see the tension that’s all throughout the 
%LEOH�RI�*RGłV�VRYHUHLJQW\�DQG�PDQłV�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�b

What’s the connection between God’s promises and prayer? 
Elijah was God’s prophet, which means God spoke to him in a 
unique way. Today, God speaks to us in His Word. Faith then is 
not a feeling we muster up; faith is our response to the Word 
RI�*RG��$V�ZH�UHDG�WKH�%LEOH��RXU�FRQğGHQFH��RXU�IDLWK� LQ�*RG�
JURZV��7KDW�FRQğGHQFH�WKHQ�VSLOOV�RYHU�LQWR�RXU�SUD\HU�OLIH��(OLMDK�
believed God’s promises and acted in faith. Prayer then is re-
minding God of His promises. It’s learning to pray what God has 
already promised in His Word.

But we need to be careful. There are some preachers that tell us 
all of God’s promises can be claimed in the life of a Christian. 
You just need more faith. But that’s not true. Not all of God’s 
SURPLVHV�ZLOO�ğW�LQWR�RXU�VSHFLğF�VLWXDWLRQV��6RPH�SURPLVHV�ZHUH�
JLYHQ�WR�FHUWDLQ�LQGLYLGXDOV�IRU�D�VSHFLğF�WLPH�LQ�KLVWRU\��)RU�H[-
ample, God promised Joshua that if he marched around Jericho 
seven times, the walls would fall and he would capture the city. 
The promise was for Joshua and for that unique situation in his-
tory. No military leader today should ever claim this promise! 
However, there are hundreds of universal promises we should 
pray about and claim as our own. Two of my favorite passages 
come to mind: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean 
not on your own understanding; in all your ways submit to him, 
and he will make your paths straight”� �3URY���������b“And my 
God will meet all your needs according to the riches of his glory 
in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:19).

Matthew Henry said, “We must turn God’s promises into prayer, 
and then they shall be turned into performances.” What promise 
of God do you need to pray for this week? This is why it’s so im-
portant to be in the Word of God regularly. If we are going to pray 

what God has promised, we need to know what He has promised. 
Practically, learn how to use the Bible to fuel your prayers. Always 
pray with an open Bible. Let me give you an example. Just this 
week I was reading in the E100 plan the story of Solomon in 1 
Kings 2-3. As Solomon took the throne of Israel God asked him, 
“Ask me for whatever you want and I will give it to you.” Solomon 
asked for a wise and listening heart. He asked for wisdom. What 
did I pray for that morning? I asked the Lord for a wise and lis-
WHQLQJ�KHDUW��3UD\HU�LV�UHPLQGLQJ�*RG�RI�+LV�SURPLVHV�b

(OLMDK�JRW�DORQH
Ń6R� $KDE� ZHQW� RII� WR� HDW� DQG� GULQN�� EXW� (OLMDK�
FOLPEHG�WR�WKH�WRS�RI�&DUPHOĽń���Y����D��

This was a huge victory for Elijah and the Lord. Talk about a 
mountain top experience; talk about a spiritual high! I would ex-
pect Elijah to celebrate with God’s people, to stay with the crowd 
and party, to take some time to enjoy a great victory. Maybe sit 
down with Ahab and lay out a new plan for worship. Maybe 
begin to write a best selling book—How to Defeat the Gods. But 
that’s not what Elijah does. He immediately leaves the crowd, 
climbs back to the top of Mt. Carmel to get alone with God and 
SUD\��,WłV�UHPDUNDEOH�b

Jesus did the same thing, didn’t he? From the very beginning of 
his ministry he set the tone for prayer. In Mark’s Gospel, after 
a tiring day of healing, preaching and traveling, we read, “Very 
early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left 
the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed” 
(Mark 1:35). Jesus did this all the time. Whenever I read this, I 
think to myself, “Gee, if Jesus often needed to get alone and pray, 
how much more do I?” Remember, if prayer is an invitation to be 
with God and not an obligation, then this makes sense. It’s like 
a healthy marriage, it’s good to be alone with the one you love. 
My wife and I work hard at dating each other because there is no 
one else in the world we would rather be with than each other. 
Sure, we love our kids and want to be with them, but before you 
know it, they’ll be grown up and out of the house. It’s good to 
pray with other people. But, it shouldn’t be a substitute for our 
SHUVRQDO�WLPH�ZLWK�WKH�/RUG�b

Jesus taught us the importance of being alone with him as well, 
“But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray 
to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what 
is done in secret, will reward you” (Matthew 6:6). Do you have 
a place where you meet with God? I have three young kids at 
home, zero closet space, and my 2-year-old gets up at 5:30 am. 
,WłV� LPSRVVLEOH� WR�ğQG�D�TXLHW�SODFH� WR�SUD\�DW�&DVD�GH�+DOO��6R�
,�FKRRVH�WR�WDNH�WKH�ğUVW����PLQXWHV�RI�P\�GD\��WR�VWXG\�*RGłV�
:RUG�DQG�SUD\�LQ�WKH�TXLHW�RI�P\�RIğFH�PRVW�PRUQLQJV��,�KHDUG�D�
story of a pastor who set up a curtain in the corner of his garage 
to make a quiet place for him to pray. Whatever works for you, 
the key is to designate a place to be with the Lord.



Elijah humbled himself
Ń�(OLMDK�� FOLPEHG� WR� WKH� WRS� RI� &DUPHO�� EHQW�
GRZQ� WR� WKH� JURXQG� DQG� SXW� KLV� IDFH� EHWZHHQ�
KLV�NQHHVń��Y����E��

Can you picture that? The position Elijah assumes in prayer here 
is the same position often used by Jewish women in giving birth. 
The prayers of Elijah will give birth to a new reality. Isn’t it true 
that the position of our body says a great deal about what we are 
thinking and feeling? It’s been said that nonverbal communication 
makes up 93% of all communication. If you came to meet with me 
about a serious issue, you wouldn’t expect me to lay down on my 
couch and close my eyes! No way. I would sit up right and listen 
intently to your problem. I think Elijah knew how intoxicating suc-
cess can be. It’s usually after a great spiritual victory we are most 
vulnerable. Instead of letting pride and ego creep in, he humbles 
himself before God, gets alone, puts his head between his legs and 
prays. I’m reminded of the great encouragement from Apostle 
Peter, “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, 
that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him 
because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:6-7). 

When was the last time you prayed on your knees? Have you 
ever been so desperate to hear from God that you prostrated 
\RXUVHOI�RQ�WKH�ĠRRU"�7R�EH�KRQHVW��LWłV�EHHQ�TXLWH�DZKLOH�IRU�PH��
Not that there is anything magical about getting on your knees, 
but it’s a posture that says, “Lord, I surrender all to you. I am 
humbling myself and showing my deep desire to be with you.” 
7DNH�VRPH�WLPH�WKLV�ZHHN�WR�SUD\�RQ�\RXU�NQHHV�b

(OLMDKłV�SUD\HU�ZDV�VSHFLğF
ŃŁ*R�DQG�ORRN�WRZDUG�WKH�VHD�łńb�Y������

Billy Graham once said, “Heaven is full of answers to prayers for 
which no one ever bothered to ask.” Elijah prayed with preci-
VLRQ��KH�SUD\HG�VSHFLğFDOO\��'RQłW�EHDW�DURXQG�WKH�EXVK�ZKHQ�
praying to God. If you need a job, pray for a job. If you need an 
amount of money to pay a bill, pray for that amount. I think too 
RIWHQ�RXU�SUD\HUV�JR�XQDQVZHUHG�EHFDXVH�ZH�DUH�QRW�VSHFLğF�
enough. When actress Brooke Shields was suffering from post-
partum depression, speaking about her prayer life, she said: 
“I’m always praying for my friends. Not just when they’re in 
GLUH�VWUDLWV��,�SUD\�IRU�WKHP�VSHFLğFDOO\��,�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKH�PRUH�
VSHFLğF�WKH�SUD\HU�WKH�EHWWHU��6R�,�VWD\�LQ�WRXFK��7KDW�ZD\�P\�
prayers are focused. Prayer, for me, is about the private, quiet 
plea for help. My friends know I pray for them. That’s impor-
tant. When I felt there was nothing I could do to help myself, 
knowing that I was prayed for was often the only thing that 
stood between me and despair.”

(OLMDK�ZDV�SHUVLVWHQW
Ń6HYHQ�WLPHV�(OLMDK�VDLG��Ł*R�EDFN�ń���Y����E��

Elijah was not perfect. We’ll see next week his own struggle with 
fear and depression. He wasn’t perfect, but he was persistent. 
:H�OLYH�LQ�DQ�LQVWDQW�JUDWLğFDWLRQ�VRFLHW\��:H�GRQłW�OLNH�WR�ZDLW�

for anything. Sometimes we feel God is obligated to answer us 
because we’ve done the hard work of praying. But God doesn’t 
bend to our agendas or timetables. God often tests us by making 
us wait. Six times Elijah sent his messenger back to look for a 
cloud on the horizon, any sign of rain. Nothing, nothing, nothing. 
7KH�VHYHQWK�WLPH�KLV�SUD\HU�ZDV�ğQDOO\�DQVZHUHG�b

6HYHQ�LV�D�YHU\�VLJQLğFDQW�QXPEHU�LQ�WKH�%LEOH��,WłV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�
FRPSOHWLRQ�� IXOğOOPHQW� DQG�SHUIHFWLRQ��*RG� UHVWHG� RQ� WKH� �WK�
day and commanded us to do the same. The Feast of Unleavened 
Bread and the Feast of Tabernacles lasted seven days. I’m not sure 
LI�WKH�QXPEHU���LQ�WKLV�LQVWDQFH�ZDV�VLJQLğFDQW��EXW�,�GR�EHOLHYH�
Elijah’s persistence in prayer is important. Think about your own 
prayers—how often do our prayers come back with the same 
answer: nothing, silence, no change, and no sign of deliverance. 
There are things I’ve been praying about for a long time and God 
hasn’t answered yet. How long do we pray? Until we see a white 
cloud, until we have some kind of evidence out there, or assur-
ance in here, that God has heard the prayer, and we are released 
IURP�SUD\LQJ�IRU�WKDW�ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�OHYHO�RI�LQWHQVLW\�b

(OLMDK�ZDV�H[SHFWDQW
Ń7KH� VHYHQWK� WLPH� WKH� VHUYDQW� UHSRUWHG�� Ł$� FORXG�
DV� VPDOO� DV� D�PDQłV�KDQG� LV� ULVLQJ� IURP� WKH� VHDłń�
�Y������

During a drought many years ago a preacher called his church 
together to pray for rain. On the day they gathered to pray, the 
preacher suddenly announced that they may as well go home. 
When asked why, he replied, “We gathered to ask God for rain, 
however, I notice no one has brought an umbrella.” Do you pray 
expectantly? Do you pray with an eager anticipation that God 
will answer you? The cloud was just a small speck on the ho-
rizon, but it was enough for Elijah. That’s all he needed to tell 
Ahab to get going! That small cloud would turn into a ferocious 
rainstorm. Rain is both needed for the drought but also symbolic 
of God’s control over nature and human affairs. God sends both 
ğUH�DQG�UDLQ� IURP�KHDYHQ��*RG� LV� WKH�RQH�WUXH�NLQJ��/HWłV�SUD\�
expecting Him to answer.

The passage ends with a funny and bizarre turn of events; I’m 
not sure what to do with it! Apparently, the power of the Lord 
came upon Elijah in a unique way and he was able to run, faster 
than Ahab’s chariots, 17 miles to Jezreel. I can just picture Ahab 
watching Elijah dart past him thinking, “This day just got even 
PRUH�ZHLUG��:KDW�HOVH�LV�*RG�JRLQJ�WR�GR"ńb

In his book, The Pressure’s Off psychologist Larry Crabb uses a 
story from his childhood to illustrate our need to be with God:

One Saturday afternoon, I decided I was a big boy and could 
use the bathroom without anyone’s help. So I climbed the 
stairs, closed and locked the door behind me, and for the next 
IHZ�PLQXWHV�IHOW�YHU\�VHOI�VXIğFLHQW�
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Then it was time to leave. I couldn’t unlock the door. I 
tried with every ounce of my three-year-old strength, but I 
couldn’t do it. I panicked. I felt again like a very little boy as 
the thought went through my head, “I might spend the rest 
of my life in this bathroom.”

My parents—and likely the neighbors—heard my desperate 
scream.

“Are you okay?” Mother shouted through the door she 
couldn’t open from the outside. “Did you fall? Have you hit 
your head?”

“I can’t unlock the door!” I yelled. “Get me out of here!”

I wasn’t aware of it right then, but Dad raced down the stairs, 
UDQ�WR�WKH�JDUDJH�WR�ğQG�WKH�ODGGHU��KDXOHG�LW�RII�WKH�KRRNV��
and leaned it against the side of the house just beneath the 
bedroom window. With adult strength, he pried it open, 
then climbed into my prison, walked past me, and with that 
same strength, turned the lock and opened the door.

“Thanks, Dad said—and ran out to play.

That’s how I thought the Christian life was supposed to work. 
When I get stuck in a tight place, I should do all I can to free 
myself. When I can’t, I should pray. Then God shows up. He 
hears my cry—“Get me out of here! I want to play!”—and 
unlocks the door to the blessings I desire.

Sometimes he does. But now, no longer three years old and 
approaching sixty, I’m realizing the Christian life doesn’t 
work that way. And I wonder, are any of us content with 
God? Do we even like him when he doesn’t open the door 
we most want opened—when a marriage doesn’t heal, 
when rebellious kids still rebel, when friends betray, when 

ğQDQFLDO� UHYHUVHV� WKUHDWHQ� RXU� FRPIRUWDEOH� ZD\� RI� OLIH��
when the prospect of terrorism looms, when health worsens 
GHVSLWH�PXFK�SUD\HU��ZKHQ�ORQHOLQHVV�LQWHQVLğHV�DQG�GHSUHV-
sion deepens, when ministries die?

God has climbed through the small window into my dark 
room. But he doesn’t walk by me to turn the lock that I 
couldn’t budge. Instead, he sits down on the bathroom 
ĠRRU�DQG�VD\V��Ń&RPH�VLW�ZLWK�PH�ń�+H�VHHPV�WR�WKLQN�WKDW�
climbing into the room to be with me matters more than 
letting me out to play.

I don’t always see it that way. “Get me out of here.” I scream. 
“If you love me, unlock the door!”

Dear friend, the choice is ours. Either we can keep asking him 
to give us what we think will make us happy—to escape our 
dark room and run to the playground of blessings—or we 
can accept his invitation to sit with him, for now, perhaps, in 
darkness, and to seize the opportunity to know him better 
DQG�UHSUHVHQW�KLP�ZHOO�LQ�WKLV�GLIğFXOW�ZRUOG�

Elijah was a man just like us. Elijah was one person, who turned 
a nation away from pagan gods, back to the one true God. Elijah 
teaches us the power of one person praying. He prayed God’s 
SURPLVHV��KH�JRW�DORQH��KH�KXPEOHG�KLPVHOI��KH�ZDV�VSHFLğF��KH�
was persistent and he was expectant. More importantly, Elijah 
understood that prayer is an open invitation to be with God, to 
DOORZ�KLP�WR�HQWHU�LQWR�RXU�PHVV��RXU�GDUNQHVV��DQG�VLW�ZLWK�XV�b
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