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“Prayer”

It Makes a Difference

“The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.” James 5:16

May 1, 2005


In the Old Testament the blast of the ram’s horn was a call to prayer and a call to battle. Prayer in itself is a battle in the mighty name of Jesus. This past Tuesday I was asked to deliver the invocation at the Bedford City Council meeting. They needed prayer and I was glad to comply! I suspect that my prayer is simply tradition for the council, a way of starting their meetings, and means little or nothing to them. But at least they want to acknowledge God first.

We pray before every meeting at St. Timothy. We pray before we eat, before we sing, before we argue. We pray so often that I suspect that sometimes we pray out of habit - because it’s expected. We worship leaders sometimes get into habitual patterns. You know that my offering prayer usually has some of the same words. And I habitually ask God’s mighty shield and sword for our missionaries and soldiers. Habitual ways of saying things are not innately bad, but those habits can become meaningless to us.


The point is we shouldn’t allow ourselves to get complacent or sloppy with our prayer lives. Prayer is powerful! Prayer connects us to our Father in Heaven and his ability to help us is unlimited. This coming Thursday, May 5th, is the National Day of Prayer. This is a good time to think about our prayer habits. Today I want to give you four reasons why we should pray faithfully and habitually and four important parts of every prayer.

In Genesis 32 we have a continuing story of the life of Jacob. At this point in the story Jacob has become very wealthy and has been directed by God to return home to his father’s house after years of self-imposed exile. Jacob cheated his brother Esau out of his inheritance and has every reason to believe that Esau will kill him at the first opportunity. But in obedience to God Jacob is going home. As he prepares to meet his brother Jacob prays.


Take a moment and read Genesis 32:9-12. 


Jacob’s prayer tells us a lot about prayer in general. Prayer is powered by a belief. Prayer is talking to God about our concerns based upon the belief that God has our best interest in mind. Abraham Lincoln once said, “I’ve been driven many times to my knees by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to go. My own wisdom and the wisdom of those around me seemed insufficient for the day.” Jacob undoubtedly felt “insufficient for the day”. Anytime we kneel in prayer we are doing so with these underlying beliefs at work, God listens, God cares, and God will help us. 


Why is God like this? Because we are God’s children. John 1:12 says, “to those who believe in His name, He gave the right to become children of God.” Children have the right to talk to their fathers. Your father may be the president of the United States but if you are his child you have the right and privilege to talk with your father. Talking with your parents is a normal and natural thing for a child to do. Prayer is natural for a child of God.


And, prayer is COMMANDED for a child of God. Not only does God welcome your prayers but God insists that you pray. Jeremiah 33:3 says, “Call to me and I will answer you and tell you great and unsearchable things you do not know.” God has answers we don’t and expects us to come and listen. Prayer is mentioned hundreds of times in the Bible, many of those are commands to pray. Why? Because God cares and God can. Someone has said, “When we work we work, when we pray God works.”


Prayer is talking to God about our concerns with every expectation that God cares. Prayer is a natural thing for a child of God and is commanded of us by God. When we don’t pray we cheat ourselves of a priceless resource. God wants to talk with us as he has always wanted to talk with us since the world began. We were created to talk with God.


Prayer is both POWERFUL and LIMITED! To say that prayer is powerful is to acknowledge that prayer is a personal contact with God who is absolutely capable of anything. To say that prayer is limited may seem like heresy, but it is true.

Isaiah said, “your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden His face from you, so that He will not hear.” (Isaiah 59:2) Prayer is deflected, masked, muffled by sin.

When I was a teen my parents had certain expectations of me. They were probably more lenient that I was with my children but there were rules nevertheless. When I broke the rules there were consequences, usually associated with privileges. They didn’t stop loving me, they just stopped responding to my wants. God does the same thing with us. We are his children saved by grace through Jesus Christ our Lord. When we fail to act like children of God he cuts privileges until we learn to be obedient. Our sins are a screen or barrier between us and God’s willingness to come to our aid. Confession and repentance removes the barrier and opens the door to God’s listening ear. Sin is one barrier to God’s listening ear.

James said, “When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasure.” (James 4:3) “On our pleasure”. James is talking about self-centeredness isn’t he. The letter of James is strongly focused toward extending a helping hand to others, being considerate of other. So it isn’t surprising that James would tell us that one thing that keeps God from answering our prayers is our tendency to ask selfishly. Prayer is limited, not by God’s inability, but by our sins and our motives.

So how can we be sure that our prayers are heard and God is going to give us an answer? How can we be sure we are praying powerful prayers? Prayer is POWERFUL when I am OBEDIENT. Proverbs 15:8 says “The Lord detests the sacrifice of the wicked, but the prayer of the upright pleases him.” And John 9:31 says “We know that God does not listen to sinners. He listens to the godly person who does His will.” God listens to the prayers of the “upright”, the “godly” and the obedient. Now, we are all sinners, but we are sinners saved by the grace of God. So our sinful heritage, or sinful habits, or sinful tendencies have been redeemed by Christ on the cross. Christ makes us both upright and godly. The obedience part is up to us. And James would quickly say obedience is a sign of faith.

Let me quickly give you the four necessary parts of a normal prayer. These are in order of importance. Pray using this pattern.

· The Psalms tell us to first PRAISE God. Nothing sets the mood for prayer better than a time of praise.

· The Psalms also tell us to give God THANKS which is a natural extension of praise and reminds us of our many God given blessings.

· John tells us that CONFESSION will purify us from all unrighteousness, sweeping away any barrier to God. We are saved by grace but we still sin. As long as we are in these bodies we will sin. Confession is a natural cleansing process of prayer. Confession gets us in an acceptable state for our conversation with God.

· And lastly we are encouraged by Paul to offer PETITIONS to God with thanksgiving because God is listening, want to know and does care, and will help. 

In the words of the writer of Hebrews, “Let us approach the throne of grace with confidence so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.” (Hebrews 4:16) Amen.

