
HowdoyouseeChurchmission?Perhapsyousee
it as filling your church building to capacity, or
evenbeyond.Youseemissionasgetting"bums

on seats"? Yet going to church was never the point for
earlier Christians, nor should it be for us.

Jesus didn’t tell us to “work really hard to gather
people into large crowds to fill up your church
buildings. Then I’ll know that you love me.” Never‐
theless some ministers and sessions spend their
time and energy trying to fill the building. They
miss out the main point of mission.

Perhaps you long for the “good old days” when
churches were full. It is understandable where there
are depressingly few people attending. But there are
three big problems with the “good old days”.

Firstly, the “good old days” weren’t so good after
all. We have selective memories. If we were there
now, we’d soon want to whizz back to today!

Secondly, longing for the past is on the path to
defeat. We can’t go back there! No congregation,
elder or minister should ever want to go back‐
wards. We honour the past but we live in the here
and now and should plan for the future.

Thirdly, churches filling up are not necessarily a
sign of revival, renewal, spiritual awakening or of
successful mission!

Instead, what we should want to hear about is
churches emptying out—out into the community

to minister, to serve and to share the good news.
That’s a greater sign of renewal than an increase in
church attendance will ever be.

We don’t want bigger churches or filled-up
smaller churches. We need transformed lives, fam‐
ilies, cities and nations. That’s hard to do when all
the Christians are cloistered inside church build‐
ings! Going out is the point of mission.

Emphasising what Jesus did
Let’s emphasise what Jesus emphasised. Take a look
at the Gospels. Did Jesus spend his time in church?
Did he try to get people to go to church? Did the dis‐
ciples? No. Jesus and the disciples never emphasised
going to church. They emphasised being the church
and “going into the world” (Mark 16:15).

Jesus never told us to pray that church buildings
would be filled. As we tried to pray last month, he
told us to “ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to
send out workers into his harvest field” (Luke
10:2). This cannot be emphasised too much. Our
primary mission task is to pray for our neighbour‐
hood—that is, to really pray for our neighbour‐
hood, the elements of which we considered last
month, too.

Mission, then, isn’t about filling a building. It’s
about filling the neighbourhood with the good

Emptying Church with Effective Prayer
February2022PrayerNews

Week
start February prayer topics

6
Again, pray with passion for the Lord of the Harvest
to send out workers from your congregation. Ask if
you are to be one of them or how you can support
them, reaching your neighbourhood with Christ.

13
Don’t pray for your church building to be full, but
pray that it may be emptying out of people going to
your neighbourhood, parish and area.

20
As the Presbytery’s draft plan for mission begins to
become more apparent pray that your congregation
will be ready to take up the challenge that Christ
brings to his church about going out in his name.

27
Be a praying people. Prayer is effective, because
God is effective. Pray on your own, as a family,
and in the church, join in praying with one an‐
other. God hears your prayers in Christ.
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This month pray that you will obey
the instruction in James 5:13-18

Contact inverness@churchofscot‐
land.org.ukwith your prayer news for
next month. Tell us answers to prayer

as well as requests for prayer

mailto:inverness@churchofscotland.org.uk%20
mailto:inverness@churchofscotland.org.uk%20


news of the love of Jesus. But filling a church build‐
ing should never be the goal. What use is a full
church building if we are not prayerfully relating
with our community?

Church buildings are tools God wants us to use
to reach the world, not an end in itself. There have
been too many times in history when church build‐
ings have been filled while the neighbourhood
around them has gone to hell—in both senses of
that term.

Every truly great church experience should be
aimed toward two things:

1. Magnifying the risen Christ.
2.Sending Christians out better equipped to

love, serve and share the good news in word and
deed.

We should start measuring church health and
spiritual renewal by how we empty our churches,
not just how we fill them, and how effective we are
in praying for our going out.

Our Payers
Ofcourse it’sgreatwhenachurch isfilledwithenthu‐
siastic, worshipping Christ-followers, sincere seekers
and with effective prayer from that congregation.

Isn't it tragic, though, how easily we can miss
that main ingredient in mission, which is to effect‐
ively pray. 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 something that worked for somebody else will
work for us, and we want to know what that some‐
body was doing and make it a short cut for us to
achieve the same results.

We’ve developed the assumption that if we can
just strip it all down to some reproducible process
that we can imitate, then the results will multiply.

While this can apply to some things, it doesn’t ap‐
ply to prayer—or at least that’s not the vision that
James gives us in his letter. The main ingredient to
effective prayer is emphatically not us.

Often Misunderstood
James 5:16 is familiar to most of us: “The prayer of
a righteous person has great power as it is work‐
ing”—which is also translated, as an ESV footnote
spells out, “The effective prayer of a righteous per‐
son has great power.”

This is one of those coffee-mug verses. It’s com‐
monly understood like this: Be pious and your
prayers will work. But that’s the skim-milk mean‐
ing, as it were. It’s what happens when we fly
passed the text without questions. Our broken
bent is to make the burden of this passage some‐
thing to do with us. We simply settle to think that
if we want our prayers to be effective then we need
to do certain things.

But this reading doesn’t hold up. First, look at
the context surrounding verse 16. James’ whole
point is that prayer is effective. He asks in verse 13,
“Is anyone among you suffering?” Then he replies,
“Let him pray.” What about cheerfulness? Or sick‐
ness? 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 (verses 13–15), he says, “There‐
fore, confess your sins to one another and pray for
one another, that you may be healed” (James 5:16).

To make it even clearer, he follows this with,
“The effective prayer of a righteous person has
great power.” That line is the second portion in a
double dose of support for our praying. James’

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.

Then verse 17 comes to emphasise that point.
“Elijah was a man with a nature like ours and he
prayed fervently” (James 5:17).

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 he is not! Look at what James says. 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 as Christ-followers.

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.

Don’t Miss What’s Main
This means that we are not the axle that effective
prayer goes around, but that God is. 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 say‐
ing it.

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

Here is the main ingredient to mission. So pray!


