“Building on The Rock”
The Teachings of Jesus

#5 Hands & Hearts Lifted Up

On Sunday July 15th I preached a sermon to the Contemporary worship crowd which I titled “Hang-ups and Habits”. At the time I was struggling with my own hang-ups and habits that seemed to be getting in my way of spontaneous worship, worship that was Spirit filled, worship that would leave me satisfied and hopefully inspire you to deeper levels of worship. I was struggling, and I knew our contemporary worshippers needed pastoral permission to express themselves in worship in ways that were not usual for Cumberland Presbyterians. And I felt Pastor Mike might not feel he had earned the right to do that himself.

One of those hang-ups was raising hands in a worship service. I just couldn’t do it! And the terrible thing was that something in me wanted me to do it. Every so often during a worship service I began to have this struggle inside me between the “I want to raise my hands toward heaven” side and the “That is not appropriate and a little too much” side. But I know that it is perfectly appropriate for a person worshipping God to raise their hands in praise, adoration or prayer. It is biblical, it is an ancient practice of Christian worshippers, and so shouldn’t be frowned upon in Cumberland Presbyterian worship. So I gave them pastoral permission to do anything in worship that was biblical; raise their hands, shout, clap, sing, even dance if they felt so led. I know, I probably opened the door to something that can get out of hand, but I think it would be better for us to be Spirit filled “crazies” than the frozen chosen. John Calvin was right on target when he said that our chief purpose in life is to “glorify God and enjoy Him forever”. I can’t imagine anything worse than a St. Timothy worship that kept people from their chief purpose in life, can you?
Let me focus on that part of John Calvin’s chief purpose of man, “enjoy Him” for a moment. To “enjoy God” means a whole lot more than to have a nice time with God. It certainly can mean having a nice time in the presence of God. I would hope that every time you come to church you leave here feeling you have enjoyed being in the presence of your Lord, it was a good time, a sweet time, a pleasant time with the Lord and His people. But to “enjoy” God should also mean that we find in His presence a comfort and peace that addresses all the troubles and challenges in our lives. This weekly hour or two of bible study, praise and prayer should help us go from here better

prepared to be disciples of Jesus in the world. And excited about what God is doing in our lives. So excited in fact that people will see our excitement and want some of it.
But here is the thing I want you to get today. You and I are more likely to “enjoy” God’s presence in this worship if we have made an effort to enjoy God’s presence in the days preceding this worship.

God established the seventh day as a day of rest and worship, but he did not establish the other six days as days without Him. Adam and Eve walked with God daily not just on the seventh day. We were created to do the same. To wait until Sunday to get a God fix when what we need is God’s presence every day doesn’t make sense. I know that I need God’s wisdom and love more during the week than on Sunday, and I know you do too! 

What makes good sense is to have hands and hearts lifted up to God every day because every day has the potential to bring some crisis into our lives. Now, some crises we can solve on our own. I go out to Luby’s and discover I don’t have any money. That’s a small financial crisis that I can usually fix by a quick trip to an ATM. But not all crises in life are that simple. And we don’t get a potential crisis agenda for each day. We need to be prepared, and the best way to be prepared for anything is to be in daily communion with the One who holds the future in His hands.
Jesus seems to have had regular prayer and devotional times. If the Son of God needed daily prayer to get through his days how in the world can we expect to do otherwise? Preceding every major miracle Jesus spent time in prayer. Jesus did more praying than he did talking about prayer. But his prayers were so powerful that his disciples asked him to teach them how to pray. And in Luke 18:1 Jesus told his disciples “that they should always pray and not give up”. The very fact that he mentions giving up shows us that the disciples had the same challenges with prayer as we do. Jesus said that God will not keep putting you off but will come quickly to see that you get justice. Don’t give up praying! He ended that teaching by wondering out loud if, when he returned, he would find us still faithfully praying. Maybe he will and maybe he won’t. I know this, if we give up praying, or don’t start praying for that matter, we are on our own and that is not what God wants for us.

The bible story I have chosen today isn’t from the New Testament but is from the beginning of God’s work with the Jews. Exodus 17:8 might help us to grasp how important it is to have a daily time with the Lord. Read with me verses 8-13.

Joshua took the army down into the valley of Rephidim to fight and Moses, Aaron & Hur went to the top of the hill overlooking the valley carrying with them “the staff of God”. Every day you and I go into our own valleys. Some days those valleys are nice and quiet, but many days we walk right into a battle. There is never a reason for us to go into our valleys unprepared for whatever we find. If we go unprepared it is because we have chosen to go unprepared. That makes no more sense than waiting until Sunday to get God’s blessings. 

Moses climbed that hill carrying the symbol of God’s mighty power, the staff. Joshua had seen God’s mighty power at work many times, and every time it had included the upraised staff. Joshua believed he and the army of God would be invincible because he could see that upraised staff there on the hill. This book is our staff and the mighty sword of God for those who believe. Why in the world would you and I go into daily battle without first taking hold of God’s promises and God’s wisdom? I don’t know, but we do!
And most of the time it is because we have not set aside a few moments to allow God to get us ready for the days battle. We just don’t seem to have the time! The great reformer Martin Luther is reported to have said, “Today I have so much to do that I can’t afford not to spend time in prayer.” Prayer should be like putting on our pants every day. We wouldn’t think of leaving home without it.
But everybody needs help with daily prayers. Prayer is not natural! Action is natural, doing things is natural, busy is natural, but praying is not natural. We need help! Moses did not go into prayer alone. You don’t have to either! There are hundreds of wonderful, God inspired devotional studies out there. The book stores are full of them. Every one of those authors wants to join you in your battle. Just pick your favorite. No one I have ever met goes into prayer time with just their bible. The bible is perfectly sufficient of course, but I am not sufficient, and neither are you. We need material that will help us sift through this wonderful book and find just the right word, just the right help for us. God will use devotional studies to lead us to where he wants us. They are our prayer companions when we get tired of prayer.
Moses got tired holding up that staff. Ever tried to hold you hands above your heads for 30 minutes? Not to mention with a five or ten pound pole! A good devotional study will also help encourage us when we begin to get weary. Everybody gets weary of prayer! Even Martin Luther admitted that sometimes he just got frustrated with prayer. Just like us he needed help. He didn’t have a nice selection of devotional books and so he used the Psalms, the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostle’s Creed, and the Ten Commandments as his guide and inspiration. He would pray them, not verbatim, but using them to stimulate his thoughts and prayers. Not a bad idea for an old monk! Try it, you might like it too.
Notice in our story, verse eleven, what happened when Moses kept the staff held high, the army was winning; the power of God was flowing. The same thing will happen with us as we keep God’s word and our prayers lifted high. But also notice the warning in that same verse. When Moses began to tire and lowered his arms the army began to loose. Do you feel like you are loosing sometimes? Are you praying? When you begin praying, when you begin sharing with God all of the things that are on your heart you are inviting God to get involved. When you invite God to get involved you will experience His prevailing power in your home, in your relationships, in the work place, in school and in your church, wherever God’s help is needed. He may not “fix” the problem for you, but he will always “fix” you to survive the problem.
Joshua and his army could see the upraised staff and God always sees your upraised hands in prayer, always. The poet George Herbert wrote,
Of what an easy quick access, 
My blessed Lord, art thou !

How suddenly 
May our requests thine ear invade! 
To show that state dislikes not easiness, 
If I but lift mine eyes, my suit is made: 
Thou canst no more not hear, than thou canst die.
Dwayne Moore, a music minister and praise worship leader, wrote that when we think to ourselves “We’ve got a problem” then we need to also get in the habit of thinking “but God can solve it” and immediately take it to him in prayer. He calls that the Crisis Mindset. Unfortunately it seems to take a crisis to force us to seek our Lord’s wisdom. And who knows, maybe it took a crisis for Moses too. In fact the Exodus story seems to be one crisis after another with God coming to the rescue every time.
Moses discovered that day that God’s prevailing power is released through prayer. When you begin praying in earnest you will discover the same thing. It boils down to this: if you are willing to invite God to involve Himself in your daily challenges you will experience His prevailing power – in your home, in your relationships, in the marketplace, in school, in the church, wherever it is the most needed. Prayer is the key to unlocking God’s prevailing power in your life. He is listening! Are you praying? 

