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“How To Be at Peace Anytime”

Philippians 4:5-7

May 7, 2006


My topic today is prayer. Last Thursday was the National Day of Prayer in which we were encouraged to pray for our country and our elected leaders. Some of you did, some didn’t. Did the prayers of those who prayed make a difference? Did failure to pray make any difference? What does prayer do? Does prayer have the power to change things? What does prayer do to me? Big questions that may not have concrete answers. But one thing is certain, prayer can be a real source of peace in any situation.

The first three days of last week I attended the National Conference on Preaching. It was held this year at Fellowship Church in Grapevine. Great speakers, good advice, good resources, and a spectacular place to inspire us all. And I didn’t have to fly anywhere. But, oh my the drive from North Richland Hills up Airport Freeway to Interstate 635 was …. tense to say the least. And that was morning traffic. I can’t even talk about the afternoon going home mayhem.

In our reading from Paul’s letter to the Philippians we get a hint of some of the tensions, this time in the church. Euodia (yoo OH dih uh) and Syntyche, (SIN tih kee) were two ladies of the church that had come to some disagreement or other. Evidently they were causing a great deal of tension in the fellowship because somebody had let Paul know. How would you like it if your name was entered in God’s word as a tension maker? That would be a bummer! (Remember please, the church is just a whole bunch of sinners saved by the grace of God, trying to do their best to be God’s people in a fallen world. We aren’t perfect, and sometimes we get on each other’s nerves.) But God loves us despite ourselves!

No, God doesn’t want us to have to live with tension filled lives. Tension that we cause or tension that is forced upon us. Tension causes us to do things and say things that are not very Christ-like, to say the least. Mental tension can cause physical breakdowns. But every life is full of tension. So, God has given us a way to diffuse that tension. God has shown us how to be at peace anytime, anywhere. God’s answer to tension in your life is prayer. Prayer is the biblical path to peace.

Seems to me the most immediate problem with prayer is that we don’t have to take the time to pray. And we live in a world that has so many time demands on us that we often fail to make a place for prayer in our daily lives. Now, some things we just have to do. For instance, we have to breathe. We have to eat. We have to have some source of income.  We don’t have much choice about these things. But we do have some influence about our incomes and a great deal of choice about what we eat.

Prayer is like choosing a healthy diet. I might be tempted to have a quick burger for lunch every day but I won’t because I know that there are other, better for me, alternatives. In the same way I can choose not to make room for prayer in my busy life, but I have learned from experience that days go better when they start with prayer. Why is that? Why do my days go better when they begin with prayer?

Let me suggest a few reasons your days could go better if you make prayer a regular part of every day. They come from this reading from Philippians 4 and from my own experiences.

The first one is found in verse 5, the Lord is near. (v.5b) No matter what our situation, no matter where we are or what we are doing, the Lord is right there. God will hear us if we pray.

Now, that raises a good question: since God hears our prayers can we expect God to answer our prayers, to respond to us? The biblical answer to that seems to be “yes and no”. (I dislike those kinds of answers but that seems to be the case with this question.)

James Montgomery Boice says that because Jesus says that he is “the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6), then, Boice says,  “no prayer offered to God apart from faith in the Lord Jesus Christ has ever reached God his heavenly Father.” I don’t agree with Boice. Not because I think I am wiser than that great bible teacher but because just recently I read a verse that says God hears and responds to the prayers of people who do not yet know Jesus as Lord. I’m thinking about that story in Acts 10 where the Gentile unbeliever Cornelius receives confirmation that God has heard his prayers and is sending him someone with a message from God. Peter comes and shares the Good News of salvation in Christ Jesus. There are other biblical examples.

God hears every prayer, no matter who it comes from. But I do agree with Boice that God seems to answer only certain prayers. Prayers to know him better and prayers said in Jesus name. In John 16:24 Jesus speaking to his disciples said, “until now you have not asked for anything in my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete”. Powerful prayers are prayers said in Jesus name. First Timothy 2:1 says, “I urge you, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone”. So we pray because God wants us to pray and we pray in Jesus name.

But, what do these prayers do? Do they change things? Do they change God’s mind about things? Again I suppose the answer has to be “yes” and “no” and even “maybe”. Ultimately God is going to do what God planned to do, with our without our prayers. In the example I noted from Acts 10 it seems that a man’s prayers and devotion to the community caught God’s attention. It may be that when we pray about something or someone in Jesus name that prayer has power to change the situation. Or it may be that God, through our prayers, allows us to share in the blessings he gives to others, and delights in using our prayers as a means through which he operates. Our prayers may or it may not change the situation, but one thing is for sure, prayer has power to change us.

Henry & Norman Blackaby in their little book “Experiencing Prayer with Jesus” say this about our prayers, “Prayer is not for the purpose of getting God to help us…but for getting us in line with what God is about to do. Prayer is God’s invitation to enter His throne room so He can lay His agenda over our hearts.” (p.29) God is sovereign. God can’t be manipulated by anything, even prayer in the powerful name of Jesus.

Our reading from Philippians does not say that when we pray God fixes the things we think are broken. It says when we pray “the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus”. (v.7) Peace comes! Not necessarily healing. Not necessarily a resolution to our problems. Peace! A peace that doesn’t fit the situation, a peace we shouldn’t have in our situation, a peace directly from the throne of God. God’s peace helps us through those difficult times.

The bible reminds us that God’s ways are not our ways, God’s thoughts not our thoughts. God invites, commands us to pray without ceasing and about everything and “the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus”.

There is so much that I have not said about prayer. But let me draw this to a close by giving you some prayer “moves” to help you pray because we all certainly need God’s peace. The simplest and best prayer format I know is the one I learned as a teen, it’s represented by the anacronymn A.C.T.S. which stands for acclamation, confession, thanksgiving & supplication.

Acclamation is glorifying God for who he is and what he has done. Begin every prayer as the psalmist often do by acclaiming the might and majesty of God. Name his love for you and yours. Remember his promise of eternal life through Jesus Christ. Praise God for his matchless power and grace and wisdom.

Confession is a natural step from acclamation. This remembering and praising God will naturally lead you to a comparison of your life to his, your powerlessness to his might, your weaknesses to his strength.  It is then that true confession springs forth. “God it is so true, your ways are not my ways and your thoughts far above my thoughts. Forgive me for not trusting you. Forgive me ….” Pour out your heart to your Father in Heaven. Confess those things that might have any chance of standing in your way of God’s mighty love. God will bring to your mind the things you need to confess. Psalm 51 says, “The sacrifice God wants is a broken spirit. A broken and repentant heart, O God, you will not despise.” 

Acclamation, confession, now thanksgiving. We have acclaimed his majesty, we have confessed our sins to him, and now we thank him for his unending love and wisdom that will surely always do the right thing. We remember how we have experienced his love. We celebrate what he has done in our lives. We think through all of God’s blessings to us and our families.

When we have acclaimed God’s majesty, confessed our sins and thanked him for his faithful love our hearts and minds are prepared to offer our supplications before his throne. We are ready to ask God for help because our hearts and minds have been fine tuned to God’s divine will and way. It is at this point that we are ready to ask God for his power in the lives of others and in our lives. Whatever he does, we are now at peace with life.

We walk away from our prayer time having been reminded again of God’s almighty power and his grace, and filled with a peace about the world and about our lives that can only come from outside this world. Amen.

