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What Prayer Will and Will Not Do 

By Al Felder 

“Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed. The 

effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.”  (James 5:16) 

 The emphasis that the Bible places on prayer in the life of a Christian cannot be 

overstated.  Verse after verse can be referenced that teaches prayer is to be a constant part of 

a Christian’s life.  The verse that we just read states that prayer “availeth much.”  That simply 

means that prayer is capable of producing results.  Prayer is certainly one of the greatest 

privileges that God gives His people. 

 Prayer, however, is not without its limits.  God, in His infinite wisdom, designed prayer 

to accomplish certain things – not all things.  As we study the Bible we find that there are some 

things that prayer will and will not do.  It is our goal to see what the scriptures say on this 

matter so we can have a deeper understanding of prayer. 

 Let’s start by studying what prayer will do.  First, prayer will strengthen the soul.   

“1I will praise thee with my whole heart: before the gods will I sing praise unto thee. 2I will 

worship toward thy holy temple, and praise thy name for thy lovingkindness and for thy truth: 

for his mercy endureth forever. 3In the day when I cried thou answeredst me, and 

strengthenedst me with strength in my soul.”  (Psalm 138:1-3) 

It is not known what events in David’s life preceded the writing of this psalm.  It is clear, 

however, that David was grateful to God for hearing and answering his prayers.  This passage is 

just one of many in the Bible that assures God’s people that He hears and answers their 

prayers.  That knowledge in and of itself has the ability to strengthen ones soul.  

 Many time it is comforting just to have someone to listen to us as we bear our soul.  In 

many instances the person may be unable to help us with our situation, but the fact that they 

are willing to listen does us a lot of good.  With God, however, we not only have someone who 

will listen to us – we have someone who can help us every time.  The value of that knowledge is 

priceless.  It can give us strength and encouragement during the most trying times.  

 Second, prayer will impart peace.  “6Be careful for nothing; but in everything by prayer 

and supplications with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God. 7And the peace 

of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ 

Jesus.”  (Philippians 4:6, 7)  In this passage, the Bible says that we are to, “be careful for 



2 | P a g e  
 

nothing.”  The word “careful” means anxious.1  Instead of allowing anxiety to fill our lives, 

Christians should pray to God and leave it in His hands. 

 Anxiety can have a devastating effect on our lives.  Constant worrying and fretting over 

matters can lead to many serious problems.  There are a number of physical problems that can 

result from anxiety such as insomnia, loss of appetite, and panic attacks.  Spiritually speaking, 

there can be many negative effects of anxiety as well.   

 Anxiety can cause us to lose focus on the big picture.  Our minds may become narrow 

and focus on one or two things that are bothering us.  When this happens we begin to lose sight 

of other things.  We run the risk of being unprepared and caught off guard for other events as 

they happen in our life. 

 Also, if we do not learn how to deal with anxiety we make seek out sinful habits in order 

to cope with our problems.  Many people turn to alcohol or drugs in order to help them with 

their feelings.  They rely on substances instead of relying on the Creator of all that exists.   

 The solution for dealing with anxiety according to the word of God is to, “let our 

requests be made known unto God.”  We must realize that we are human, and that some 

things are beyond our control.  In this life, all we can do is study the word of God and seek to 

live the best life that we can.  We must learn to leave those things that we cannot control in 

God’s hands.  

 Once we learn to leave things in God’s hands, it will bring peace to our life.  The Bible 

says that it is a peace that, “passeth all understanding.”  As with many things concerning God’s 

word, this peace confounds the wisdom of man.  The Christian, however, who is able to leave 

things in God’s hands can have this peace in his or her life.  

 Third, prayer will grant the child of God his request.  “14And this is the confidence that 

we have in him, that, if we ask any thing according to his will, he heareth us: 15and if we know 

that he hear us, whatsoever we ask, we know that we have the petitions that we desired of 

him.”  (1 John 5:14, 15)  God hears and answers the prayers of His people.  The Bible does point 

out, however, that this is conditional.  Our prayers must be according to His will.  There are two 

thoughts on this matter.  First, prayer according to God’s will means that we pray as He has 

instructed us to do in His word.  Second, prayer according to God’s will means that our prayers 

must be in line with the teachings of His word.  We cannot pray for something that would be 

sinful or against the teachings of His word. 

 We must also be obedient unto God for our request to be granted.  “And whatsoever we 

ask, we receive of him, because we keep his commandments, and do those things that are 

pleasing in his sight.”  (1 John 3:22)  If we have sin in our life it will hinder our prayer.  God has 
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stated time and time again in His word that He does not hear the prayers of those who are 

rebellious against Him.  If we expect God to hear our prayers we must make sure that we are 

living according to His word.  This does not mean that we must be perfect.  We cannot 

disregard God’s word, though, and live however we want to live.  Such an attitude will cause 

God to not listen to our prayers until we repent. 

 Fourth, prayer will affect others.   

“1I exhort therefore, that, first of all, supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, 

be made for all men; 2for kings, and for all that are in authority; that we may lead a quiet and 

peaceable life in all godliness and honesty. 3For this is good and acceptable in the sight of God 

our Savior; 4who will have all men to be saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth.”  

(1 Timothy 2:1-4) 

In these verses of scripture we find that Christians are to pray for all men.  In particular, 

Christians are to pray for kings and all who are in positions of authority.  The reason God 

commands us to do this is so that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life.  

 Verses such as this allow us to know that our prayers can have an effect on other 

people.  Now, exactly how God accomplishes this matter is hard to say.  We know of God’s 

dealings in the matters of men in times past through His word.  Certain events recorded in the 

scriptures are attributed to God, and His reasons for engaging in them can be understood 

through His word.  In most instances God worked to bring about His plan of redemption, or He 

sought to bring people to repentance.  We know these things because His word tells us. 

 Today, however, things are different.  God’s word is complete.  There is no additional 

revelation that is going to be given.  When certain events happen we do not have additional 

revelation to tell us that God caused them for a specific purpose.  We do know, however, that 

God has worked within the laws of nature to bring about certain results in the past.  We also 

have the assurance from His word that a faithful child of God can pray for others and expect 

that prayer to be answered.   

 One thing we know for sure, whatever God does will not violate man’s free will.  This 

can be understood from the passage before us.  It is God’s will that all men be saved, yet He 

does not force salvation upon them.  Each person must decide for himself. 

 Despite God’s desire for all men to be saved the Bible clearly points out that only a few 

will be faithful.  “Strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there 

be that find it.”  (Matthew 7:14)  This is one of the sad realities of God’s word.  Out of the 

billions of people who have walked the face of this earth only a few have sought to serve God 

faithfully.  God does not force anyone to serve Him.  Every man and woman must make this 

decision of their own free will. 
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 This is a good place to transition to some things that prayer will not do.  First, prayer, by 

itself, will not save the lost.  Certainly we should pray that those who are lost will obey the 

Gospel, but God will not force someone to be saved as we have pointed out.   

 Also, the Bible teaches that the Gospel is the power of God unto salvation.  “For I am not 

ashamed of the Gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to everyone that 

believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.”  (Romans 1:16)  A person cannot be saved 

without hearing and believing the word of God.  God can bring about certain events in a 

person’s life that may make him or her stop and consider His word more seriously, but 

ultimately the decisions of whether or not to obey God is left up to them. 

 Second, prayer will not relieve me of my responsibilities.  “Pure religion and undefiled 

before God, and the Father is this, to visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to 

keep himself unspotted from the world.”  (James 1:27)  We know that when we pray we are to 

pray for the widows and orphans as well as all men.  Yet, saying a prayer for other people does 

not relieve us of our responsibility towards them.  We still have an obligation to visit the 

fatherless and widows, and to help those who are afflicted.  By performing our Christian duties 

we could very well be God’s answer to someone’s prayer.  

 Likewise, we can pray that certain individuals in our life will obey the Gospel.  Doing so, 

however, does not relieve us of our personal responsibility to tell them about the Gospel of 

Christ.  The Gospel is God’s power unto salvation.  No one can be saved without hearing and 

believing the word of God. 

 Finally, prayer will not keep me from trials.  “2My brethren, count it all joy when ye fall 

into divers temptations; 3knowing that the trying of your faith worketh patience.”  (James 1:2, 3)  

Like prayer, temptations or trials accomplish a certain purpose.  That purpose is the building of 

patience in our life.  Trails can cause of to become more spiritually mature if we handle them 

according to God’s word.   

 Prayer was not designed by God as a method through which we could completely avoid 

trails.  We can pray for strength and wisdom as we go through the trails.  We can also look for 

that way of escape that God has provided if it seems too much for us to bare.   

 In conclusion, Prayer is powerful.  It is a powerful tool that God has given His people.  

Many things can be accomplished by the fervent prayers of the faithful.  We must also realize 

that God designed prayer to accomplish certain things, not all things.  Let us pray and 

remember our personal responsibilities.   


