The Missional Jesus Christ

A LENTEN JOURNEY

COMPANION READING FOR WEEK TWO

“IT’S TIME…AN URGENT CALL TO CHRISTIAN MISSION”

Chapter Two:  “It’s Time!…to Pray”—Pages 9-16

SUNDAY SCHOOL LESSON TWO—WEEK TWO

SUNDAY, MARCH 12, 2006

“JESUS:  MASTER PRAYER”

Hebrews 5:7-10; John 17; and selected passages

“The one who loves much prays much and the one who prays much loves much.”

-Chinese Proverb

Daniel Vestal is most insightful when he states, “The fuel that causes the fire of prayer to burn is love.  The passion that compels fervent prayer is love.  The power that sustains persistent prayer is love.”  Thus, as Vestal concludes, “The more we love, the more we will pray.”  This week as we continue our series on being missional Christians and a missional church, our attention will again be focused on the missional Jesus—our Master Prayer.  As we learned last week, we must first embrace the mind of Christ, and once that process of transformation has begun, we then begin to display the attributes of His life that will enable us to be agents of spiritual formation and transformation as well.  Though Jesus taught us many things in the way that He related to our world and the people with whom He came into contact, perhaps among the greatest of His attributes can be found in His personal prayer life and what He taught us about how to pray as well.    The premise of our lesson this week is that if we want to be missional Christians and a missional church, we need to develop intensity, persistence, and urgency in our personal prayer lives, not unlike that of Jesus Christ Himself.  Moreover, we must remember that such intensity, persistence, and urgency must be wrapped in agape love!

How though does one develop such a desire to deepen his/her personal prayer life?  Charles Allen, the great preacher/writer tells the story of a man whose life’s desire was to be a disciple of a famous monk that he had admired all of his life.  So desirous to reach that goal, the man went to visit the monk to ask him to reveal to him the great truths of life.  The monk lived in solitude in a cave near the sea.  The day came when the man journeyed to the cave to ask the monk if he would allow him to become one of his disciples, training him to become more like him in his life and ministry, leading him in his quest for truth.  The monk probed the man with a series of questions, and then the conversation grew quiet.  The monk motioned for the man to follow him and they traveled to the beach beside the sea.  The monk then beckoned the man to walk into the water.  First, the man was ankle deep in water; then the water covered his thighs.  The monk motioned for the man to continue.  Soon the water covered the man’s chest and it was not long before the man was completely submerged in the water.  The man, not knowing how to swim, floundered in the water gasping for air and was pulled back to the shore by the monk.  The man then questioned the monk as to his purpose in this experience.  The monk simply responded, “Do you remember the feeling while you were underwater?  Now, once you desire to know the truth as much as you wanted that air to breathe, then you will be able to follow me.”  The lesson here is a simple one:  What breathing is to our physical life, prayer is to our spiritual life.  It is the very essence of abundant life.

If this is the case, why then do we have so much difficulty when it comes to praying?  Why do we even have a lesson on learning to pray more effectively in our quest to become a more missional Christian?  Perhaps the answer lies in the previous story.  Most of us approach our personal prayer life with somewhat of a sentimental interest in prayer itself.  We do not yearn for prayer with the same intensity that we yearn for air!  We ask the Lord to “teach us to pray,” but only as our time permits.  Is prayer a priority in your life or do you simply fit it into your already overcrowded schedule?  Has prayer become a lifestyle for you or is it simply something that you dabble in from time to time?

Prayer is communion with the Lord our God who wants to give us the gift of Himself—His mind, guidance, and power.  It is, simply put, a part of the master plan of God.  The truth is that, as Lloyd John Ogilvie says, “The desire to pray is the result of God’s greater desire to talk to us.”  God is the initiator, instigator, and inspiration of prayer.  It is His desire to commune and to have fellowship with the pinnacle of His creation.  

Throughout the Bible, from Genesis to Malachi, from Matthew to Revelation, we see lives that are characterized by and in prayer—Abraham, Moses, Hannah, Mary, Paul, and the list goes on and on!  However, there is no greater example of prayer in scripture than that which is found in the life of Jesus Christ.  He was a man of prayer whose life was characterized by prayer and in prayer.  Perhaps this is why the disciples asked Him in Luke 11:1, “Lord, teach us to pray!”  

For a moment, as an introduction to this lesson, please focus your attention on the book of Luke, which many see as the gospel of prayer, as it pictures Jesus in prayer at all the great moments of His life.

· Luke 3:21—He was in prayer at His baptism.

· Luke 5:16—He was in prayer before His first collision with the Pharisees.

· Luke 6:12—He was in prayer all night before He chose the twelve disciples.

· Luke 9:18—He was in prayer before the first prediction of His death.

· Luke 9:29—He was in prayer at the Mount of Transfiguration.

· Luke 22:41—He was in prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane.

· Luke 22:32—He told Peter that He prayed for him in regards to his time of testing.

· Luke 23:46—He was even in prayer on the cross.

The times that Jesus prayed were also many and varied.

· Mark 1:35—He prayed in the early morning.

· Matthew 14:23—He prayed at night.

· Luke 6:12—He prayed all night.

· Luke 9:16; 24:30; Matthew 15:36; 26:26-27—He prayed at mealtime.

What are the lessons that you learn from this brief overview?

As has already been stated in this lesson, our goal in this Lenten series is to mirror more effectively the life and ministry of Jesus Christ.  What does it mean for us to assume the likeness of Christ?  For the purposes of this particular lesson, this question can be posed as follows:  What does it mean to mirror the life of Christ in the context of His example of prayer?  Certainly one of the most dramatic and descriptive passages of scripture that relates to the prayer life of Jesus is found in Hebrews 5:7-10.

7During the days of Jesus' life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. 8Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered 9and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him 10and was designated by God to be high priest in the order of Melchizedek.  (NIV)

In this passage we get a glimpse of how we might model the prayer life of Jesus.  What were those attributes of His prayer life that made it so effective as our model?

1. Jesus offered up His prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears.  We can glean from a quick reading of these words that there was a fervency and urgency that characterized the prayer life of Jesus.  His prayers were both passionate and compassionate.

2. We also note in this passage that Jesus was heard because of His reverent submission.  Jesus lived His entire life in total submission to the Father’s will.  This is beautifully seen in His life as He prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Father, if it be Thy will, let this cup pass from me…yet not My will, but Thy will be done.”  Our prayer lives must be wrapped in that same attitude of submission to the will of the Father.
3. Jesus’ learned obedience by what He suffered.  We will learn obedience in the same manner.  We all have faced suffering in our lives and more often than not that suffering has drawn us into a deeper obedience to the will of the Father because it has deepened our need for relationship with Him in prayer.  Suffering will come and we can see in that suffering God’s intent for molding and shaping us into His perfect instruments as we commune with Him in prayer.
4. The end result of that obedience, as has been stated, is that ultimate goal of perfection.  Now we must understand that we are not “perfect” in the sense that we often attach to that word.  Perfection in this passage means complete.  We, too, can attain that completeness because of the life and the example of Jesus Christ as our model in life and in prayer.
Thus, we must examine our own prayer lives in comparison with that of Jesus.  How does your prayer life measure up to His?  Do you pray with that same fervency, urgency, compassion, and passion?  Do you yield yourself in reverent submission to the will of the Father?  Is your life bathed in obedience to His call and leadership?  Do you sense the same victorious attitude in your praying that He did?  Remember, our goal in this lesson is to be more like the missional Jesus Christ in our praying!

Having discussed and reflected upon the times and frequency of Jesus’ praying and the attributes that characterized that praying, we now take the opportunity to learn from Jesus as He prayed one of the few recorded prayers of His in the Bible, the high priestly prayer in John 17.  This is called the high priestly prayer because in this prayer Jesus intercedes on behalf of all believers.  The reason that this prayer was chosen to accompany this lesson is that it dwells on both the mission of Jesus and the mission of His followers.  One writer was certainly on target when he said, “This prayer is as difficult to read as it is important to understand.”  William Hull said of this prayer, “John 17 is the loftiest spiritual passage in the fourth gospel…Only Jesus could pray such a prayer, combining as it does complete submission to God and complete sovereignty over man.  With all the world shouting that He was a failure, with death staring Him in the face, Jesus is sublimely confident that He had done exactly the right thing.”  For the purposes of our study, we will divide the prayer into three parts:  Jesus praying for Himself; Jesus praying for His present disciples: and, Jesus praying for all future disciples.

The Prayer for Himself (John 17:1-5)

In following the example of Jesus, the address of our prayers is essential.  Notice in verse 1 how Jesus opened this prayer.  “After Jesus said this, he looked toward heaven and prayed: "Father, the time has come.  Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.”  The word, “Father,” has been highlighted because of the intimacy that is portrayed in the term itself.  In the Model (Lord’s) Prayer, we are taught to pray, “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name.”  The word for “Father” in John 17: 1 is the same word that Jesus used in teaching us the Model Prayer in Matthew 6:9.  From this word, we see the depth of relationship that Jesus had with His Father.  If we are going to follow the example of the missional Jesus in our praying, we must also yearn for that same “Abba, Father” relationship.  Thomas Wolfe, the great American novelist of the 1900’s, as he neared the end of his life, entered a time of exhaustive personal reflection perhaps to answer some of the same questions that we may be asking ourselves today.  As he came to the climax of this period of personal and spiritual inventory, he wrote the following words in his journal:

“The deepest search in life, it seems to me, the thing that in one way or another is central to all living, is our search for a father, not just the father of our flesh or the father of our lost youth, but an image of strength and wisdom external to our need and superior to our hunger to which the belief and power of our lives can be united.”

As I thought about this quote and its relation to my life as both a son and a father, I was deeply moved and energized and I began to reflect on the things that Jesus discovered and built His life on in relation to His Father.  I need a connection in my life to something that is bigger than I am.  When my questions cannot be answered, when my challenges cannot be met, I need a Source to whom to turn.  And yet even with that beyond-ness, I need someone that I feel an intimate closeness with where trust, confidence, and faith all are brought to pass.

Jesus uses the Aramaic word, “Abba” for Father in this passage.  There is absolutely no precedent for this word in any language to that day.  No other religion from that day, or since, has a word to compare with Abba.  It bespeaks of an unbroken tie with one’s Father.  From a newborn infant to His height of maturity, Jesus experienced this sort of relationship with His Father.  There was such closeness that there was oneness.  There was confidence and faithfulness that the Father was and would always be there to provide for whatever need might come His way.  There was also a generosity on the part of the Father to provide without reservation for the need that was brought to Him.  There was no aloofness or remoteness from the Father to the Son.  Jesus was always confident that God was present and with overwhelming generosity would provide for the need that was brought forth.  When we think of such a relationship we certainly understand that all fear has been cast out by such perfect love.  We understand by His love for us that He only means us good!  So when we say, “Our Father,” we can truly say that we are somebody, that we are something, that we matter to God, and that we are loved with a love beyond imagination.  The picture is of the father whose arms reach down to embrace his children with tears and smiles of love and joy.  He is indeed “Our Father.”

The second point that must be made in this section of the verse is that Jesus knew that His calling while He was here on Earth was to bring glory to the Father, and in bringing that glory, He, too, would be glorified.  When reading these verses of this prayer, we quickly come to see that the main business of our lives is to bring glory to God.  C. S. Lewis helps us to understand this point when he said, “The glory of God, and, as our only means to glorifying Him, the salvation of human souls, is the real business of life.”  Thus, as we pray like the Master Prayer, our prayers should have as their end, the glorification of the Father and His Son, and lead us in our mission to make disciples for Jesus Christ.  Thus, we can read in this prayer that to be a true disciple of the Lord, a missional Christian, we must pray, as Jesus did in this prayer, for our unconditional surrender to the purposes of God, which brings Him glory and results in our good.

The Prayer of Jesus for His Disciples (John 17:6-19)

When we read verse 6, we come to see that Jesus realized that His disciples were a true gift from God.  Though imperfect in their actions, they were true in heart and true in service.  They had received Jesus’ teachings as God’s own (vv. 6-9).  Certainly they saw in the life of Christ that He had been sent from God.  So now Jesus prayed for them.  “I pray for them” (verse 9).  The point that needs to be made here is the importance of intercession in our prayer lives.  The power of intercession is an example of that agape love that we see in the life of Jesus Christ.  What does it mean to offer intercession and petition on behalf of others?  It means for us, as missional Christians, to enter into the lives of those around us and around the world and see their needs as Christ sees them.  It means for us to see their pain, their hurt, and their longings.  It means that we become collaborators with God in His process of reconciling and redeeming the world unto Himself.  “It is,” as Dr. Vestal writes, “believing that God in His mercy and goodness acts on our behalf and the behalf of others.”  What a privilege!  What a responsibility!

Jesus knew that He was about to leave the world, but this group of disciples would remain and continue His work and His witness.  So He interceded for them praying, “I will remain in the world no longer, but they are still in the world, and I am coming to you. Holy Father, protect them by the power of your name—the name you gave me—so that they may be one as we are one” (verse 11).  The prayer of intercession was one of guidance and protection for these disciples.  But, even that was not enough, so He continued to pray in verse 13, “I am coming to you now, but I say these things while I am still in the world, so that they may have the full measure of my joy within them.”  The world would hate them as it hated Jesus, and their love for Jesus would mark them for that same kind of hatred.  Thus, we read this prayer of intercession for unity and for joy to this point in these verses.  

The prayer of intercession continues in verse 15 and 16.  There is a basic question that is being asked in these verses—How are we to relate to the world?  Hershel Hobbs comments on this verse with the following point/illustration.  “A ship must be in the water to do its work.  But, woe betide the ship if the water gets into it.”  Christ was praying that Christians would bear witness to a lost and dying world.  If that is to be accomplished, He knew that they would have to be in the world, but at the same time that they must not become a part of its lifestyle.  How do we find ourselves in relation to this point?

1. Some Christians are in the world and a part of the world.

2. Some Christians try to withdraw from the world.
3. Some Christians find a proper balance between godly living and service to the world in Christ’s name.
Where do you fall in these perspectives?

Thus, in verses 17-19, the prayer of intercession and petition is for the followers of Christ to sanctify themselves as they are being sent.  “Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world. For them I sanctify myself, that they too may be truly sanctified” (John 17:17-19).  Notice the two words that are the focal points of this intercession:  sanctify (verse 17) and sent (verse 19).  These are the two words that Christ would use to describe His followers.  Sanctify (consecrate, dedicate, set apart) in verse 17 is an interesting word.  Commentators define the term to mean the setting apart of something for a holy purpose.  The word does not mean that something is to be set aside with no specific goal or mission in mind.  Thus, Christ was praying that Christians would be…

1. Set apart to be God’s people.

2. Set apart to serve others in Christ’s name.
3. Set apart for a special task or service.
4. Equipped with the qualities necessary to fulfill our assigned task!
Christ is therefore praying for each of us to be actively doing what God wants done.

Verse 18 is a focal point of this entire text as Christ indicates that we, as believers, are sent into the world to be His messengers, to share His redemption with all humankind.  There is a definitive transformation that is about to take place as the disciples move from being “learners” of the message to  become “spreaders” of the message.  

The ultimate example of the meaning of “to sanctify” is seen in verse 19 as Christ once again points to Himself as our example in life and in prayer as He tells of the dedication of His own life in going to the cross to provide for the redemption of all humankind.  He is setting Himself apart for the cross.  

The Prayer for all Future Believers (John 17:20-26)

Notice as you read these verses the importance that Jesus once again places on the concept of unity and oneness.  Jesus teaches us to pray for inclusiveness in our lives and in our churches, not exclusiveness.  Lucien Coleman says, “This example of unity is not a matter of organization and structure; it is a spiritual unity that grows out of a oneness of the Father and the Son.  The unity of His people is a witness to the world (“that the world may believe”).”  

Thus, in this high priestly prayer of our Lord, He teaches us clearly that we are to pray for unity and oneness.  God is indeed glorified in our unity.  It is an interesting study to see how unity and disunity have been issues related to church life since the church actually started.  When the church got started in Acts 2, it took only four chapters for there to be dissention over the treatment of Jewish and Greek widows in the church.  Unity is not unanimity, nor is it uniformity.  Verses 22-23, “I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me,” teach us we can admit our diversity; that we can express our unity in the midst of our diversity, a unity of love and understanding.  Only until we can accomplish this will all people know that we are His disciples.  Dr. Haddon Robinson points out that back around the turn of the 19th Century there was a massive plague of locusts in the Great Plains of the United States.  In a matter of days, the locusts devastated land in Nebraska, Iowa, and Kansas.  Crops were destroyed.  Fields were left bare of any vegetation.  Local economies were overwhelmed.  Dr. Robinson said, “Locusts don’t have a king to get them organized.  They don’t have a draft board to call them into ranks.  By instinct, the locust knows it has to be in community with other locusts.  When that occurs, they are able to topple kingdoms.  The wisdom of the locust is the wisdom that tell us that we must have community.”  So Jesus would teach us to pray for unity, for community so that we might be missional churches and missional Christians who are strong, effective, and powerful in our witness.  Like a horde of locusts we too can move against the forces of Satan and claim our world for the purposes of Jesus Christ.  

Jesus closes the prayer in verses 25-26 with these words, “Righteous Father, though the world does not know you, I know you, and they know that you have sent me. I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them."  Here it is once again, Jesus prays for the same kind of love that exists between the Father and the Son also to be experienced between the fellowship of all believers.  Love must be the fuel that produces within us that powerful kind of prayer that Jesus calls us to pray as missional Christians.

Conclusion

Is this possible?  Can we follow the example of the Master Prayer?  Can we…

· Pray with that same frequency with which Jesus prayed?

· Pray with fervency, compassion, and passion?

· Pray with a  powerful sense of urgency?

· Pray in obedience?

· Pray with complete and reverent submission?

· Pray victoriously?

· Pray with intimacy to the One who is our Father?

· Pray that in all things He would be glorified?

· Pray prayers of petition and intercession entering the lives of others and seeing their needs as Christ sees them?

· Pray that we would be sanctified and sent according to His call in our lives?

· Pray for unity and oneness that all might experience the power of His love?

· Pray with the same kind of love (agape) that Jesus had in His heart for each of us?

What a daunting task that is before us!  Perhaps the first step that each of us can take in this process is that we acknowledge our need for Christ to continue to intervene and to make intercession for us at the right hand of the Father.  Johann Sebastian Bach, perhaps the greatest composer of all times always began his compositions with a two-word prayer.  On his original manuscripts, you can see the letters “J.J.”  These letters stand for “Jesu juvet,” the Latin words for “Jesus, help.”  At the end of each Bach manuscript are three more letters that he always put there:  “S.D.G.,” which stand for “Sola Deo Gloria.”  In Latin these words mean, “To God alone be the glory.”  As we continue our quest to be more missional in our lifestyle and in our churches, may these words ring out to us each day!
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