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This is the third Sunday and the beginning of the third week in this eight week journey called It’s Time; and our focus this week is on prayer.  Actually, we have been focused on prayer from the beginning– really even before the beginning.  Months ago, before most of the church family was even aware that we were going to go through the It’s Time process, the missions committee and the staff were talking about and praying toward these eight weeks.  The It’s Time steering committee includes a Prayer Coordinator and a Prayer team; some time ago they began to educate our missions groups about It’s Time so that those groups could be praying for it.  Then eight weeks ago, the prayer team organized twenty-four hours of continuous prayer.  For twenty-four consecutive hours, someone enlisted by the prayer team was in our chapel praying for It’s Time and for our church and for you.  In this week’s chapter from Daniel Vestal’s book (“It’s Time to Pray”),  he says that prayer is an act of love; we pray for people because we care about them.  During the twenty-four consecutive hours of prayer, I was praying for you at three o’clock in the morning– that was my time slot– and I am here to tell you: that was an act of love!  (Mark Lowry says, “When Jesus comes back, it’s going to be three o’clock in the morning somewhere, but I hope it’s not where I am!”  I’m with Mark.)   In all seriousness, I want you to know that leaders and members of our church have been praying for you to discover your role in It’s Time,  your role as you serve Christ individually and your role in our church as we serve Christ collectively.


Of course since we began this journey two weeks ago, we’ve been talking about and praying about those two things:  our individual service to Christ and our corporate service to Christ.  To frame those prayers as questions, as individual Christians, you and I should be prayerfully asking:  “What spiritual gift or talent should I be using?  What ministry should I be involved in?  How should I be serving Christ in my church or community?”  And corporately, as a church, we should be prayerfully asking:  “What unmet need in this community would God have our church address?  What ministry do we need to have at GFBC which we do not have?”


On behalf of the steering committee prayer team, let me make sure that you know about a couple of opportunities, present and future.  First, any time the church is open, including weekdays, you are welcome to come to the chapel and pray for It’s Time.  You will find at the altar the instructions and resources for you to have a guided prayer experience, if you would like.  There is a prayer journal, if you would like to write a prayer; and some of us have done that already, so you may read the prayers in the journal.  Finally (and this information will be in the newsletter this week) there will be another 24 consecutive hours of prayer beginning at 9:00am on Sunday, February 18– in half hour slots, so it will include at least forty-eight people– and if you would like to be one of them, call the office or tell me or Carole Mauldin, the steering committee chair, or Ruth Collins, the Prayer Coordinator.


Of course we hope that all of us are praying for It’s Time in our daily devotions each day.  This week’s chapter,“It’s Time to Pray,” is a great resource to help us do that.  In this brief chapter, Daniel Vestal offers a concise but very substantial and helpful exploration of how and why we pray.  Indeed it has far too much substance for me to cover in twenty minutes this morning, so for the most part, this morning I’m going to focus on the “why;” and in the follow-up Bible study (tonight at 6:30 or Wednesday night at 6:30, whichever suits your schedule better) we will explore the “how.”  The only thing I will say about the “how” this morning is this:  as long as it is sincere, there is no wrong way to pray.  We sometimes get the impression– or give the impression– that prayer must be offered from a certain posture; or that it must have a certain feel or use a certain kind of language, but that is not the case.  Tony Campolo is a professor of sociology at St. David’s College in Philadelphia, but he is known to many of us as a very fine preacher.  I heard him tell about the first time he ever prayed in a service at church.  He said, “I grew up in the streets of Philadelphia, and it was not a place where young men learned to be refined.  So when they asked me to pray in church, I talked to God more or less like we street kids talked to each other, so it was anything but polished.  After church, a little old lady came up to me and said, ‘Young man, there were thirteen grammatical errors in your prayer this morning.’  [Tony said,] I was young and brash.  I said, ‘Don’t worry about it, lady, I wasn’t talking to you anyway!’”


There’s an old story about a minister and priest and a rabbi who were having a discussion about the best posture from which to pray.  They were sitting in a room where a repairman was working on the telephone.  The minister said, “I prefer to pray kneeling with my hands folded together.”  The rabbi said, “I like to pray standing, with my hands lifted toward heaven.”  The priest said, “I prefer a posture of contrition, so I lie with my face to the ground.”  The repairman looked up and said, “You guys have a lot more theological training than I do, but the best praying I ever did was hanging upside down from the top of a telephone pole!”  I imagine that was a very sincere prayer!  So long as it is sincere, there is no wrong way to pray.


As for the “why” of prayer, it might be best to begin with a few things which fit under the heading:  “this is not why we pray.”  We do not pray to impress others.  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says that people who pray publicly with the goal of being heard by others get just what they want:  the other people hear their prayers, and God does not.  We do not pray in order to give God information.  It’s not as if we say, “Lord, we want to pray for Betty Smith, who is in the hospital with pneumonia,” and God says, “I’m so glad you told me– I did not know that!”  We do not pray to manipulate God; or to compel God to manipulate others on our behalf.



So why do we pray?  The most concise answer is:  obedience– we pray because God said to.  But why does God tell us to pray?  Like everything God tells us to do, it is for our good.  We need to have an active relationship with our Creator, and prayer is the primary means by which we nurture that relationship.  When I talk with couples in pre-marital counseling, I tell them, “Relationships take work, and the primary tool we use to do that work is communication.”  The very same thing is true of our relationship with God:  we need to work at it, to be invested in it, to nurture it; and prayer, which is communication with God, is the primary way we do that.


In our Lesson from the Gospels, Luke 11, we find Luke’s version of the model prayer.  Unlike Matthew, Luke follows the Lord’s prayer with parable, a story designed to teach us something about prayer.  Jesus says:  a certain man has an unexpected guest show up at his house very late one night, and his cupboard is bare.  So he goes to the house of his neighbor and knocks on the door.  The neighbor says, “Go away!”  The man says, “I have unexpected company, and I need to you to give me some food for him, and then I will repay you.”  The neighbor says, “Go away– we’re all in bed.”  But the man keeps knocking and knocking.  And finally the neighbor thinks, “The only way I’m ever going to get any sleep is to give this guy what he wants.”  So he does.


There is another parable about prayer in Luke 18; it, too, is found only in Luke.  Luke introduces it this way:  “Then Jesus told them a parable about how they should pray always and not lose heart.”  Then Jesus tells this story:  there was a judge who neither reverenced God nor respected people, and on his docket was the case of a certain widow, who pleaded with him to grant her justice.  At first he did not, but she came again and again and again to plead with him.  Finally the judge said, “Though I neither reverence God nor respect people, I will grant this widow justice or she will wear me out with her continual coming.”  


So in both cases, the persons being petitioned– the stingy neighbor and the unjust judge– grant the request because of the persistence of the petitioners.  I have to admit that it would be easy to read these parables and say:  in these stories, the stingy neighbor and the unjust judge essentially get hounded, or nagged, into fulfilling a request.  So if these are parables about prayer, is Jesus saying that the more times we ask God for something, if we nag God enough, God is more likely grant our request?  I don’t think so.  With both of these stories, Jesus is using a teaching method very common among the rabbis known as a lesser to greater argument.  Basically it says:  if this is true, how much more is that true?  (“If a candle gives off light and warmth, how much more does the sun give off light and warmth?”)  In the parable of the stingy neighbor, Jesus is saying, “If an uncaring, unethical judge will grant justice to a persistent widow, how much more will a loving, caring God be just, fair, even gracious, to those who faithfully pray?”  In the parable of the stingy neighbor, Jesus is saying, “If a selfish neighbor will share, or give, because of a persistent request, how much more will a generous God give to and share with those who faithfully pray?”


In fact, in our text from Luke 11, Jesus expands his lesser to great argument with the analogy of parenting.  He says, “Who among you, if your child asks for a fish, will give your child a snake instead?  Who among you, if your child asks for an egg, will give your child a scorpion?”  Then Jesus says, “If you, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will God give the Holy Spirit to the daughters and sons of God?”


Of the truths in this text, there are two I want to make sure we notice, one which I touched on last week.  I said then that our culture focuses on the material and the tangible, but God focuses on the spiritual.  I think that our culture has influenced our practice of prayer in this regard.  When we say, “Lord, bless us, and make us prosper,” we mean  material blessings, financial prosperity.  But what does Jesus say in the last verse of our scripture?  “How much more will God give us the Holy Spirit?”  We focus on the material, but God focuses on the spiritual.  


The corollary truth is that God’s top priority is relationships.  I said at the outset that prayer is the primary means by which we nurture our relationship with God.  Now be clear:  the Bible repeatedly says that we can pray about anything; but if we hear what Jesus is saying here, at the top of our prayer lists should be, “Lord, give us the Holy Spirit.  Dwell with us and in us so that we can have a relationship with you.  As you have loved us in Jesus Christ, help us love you.”  


I cannot honestly say that that is at the top of my prayer list every time I pray.  Maybe the same is true for you.  Apparently the apostle Paul recognized this same truth, because in our Lesson from the Epistles (Romans 8:26-27), he says, “We do not know how to pray as we ought.”  Did you notice how our Gospel reading began?  With the disciples saying to Jesus, “Lord, teach us to pray.”  The implication is:  we do not know how to pray as we ought.  We focus on the material rather than the spiritual.  We focus on self rather than on God.  We think of prayer as a way to manipulate circumstances or even God.  We mistakenly think that something is too small for God to care about or too large for God to handle.  


Sometimes it is the events, or circumstances, of our lives which hinder prayer.  If we have lived very long, we have experienced a time when pain or grief or anger or fear or confusion– or some combination thereof– left us unable or unwilling to pray in any meaningful sense.  In this passage from Romans 8, Paul says one of the most hopeful things in the New Testament.  He says:  when we are too weary, too sick, too hurt, too afraid, too angry, too depressed, too confused to even articulate a prayer, the Holy Spirit comes into the depths of our hearts and takes all of that jumble of anguish and emotion, which can only be expressed in groanings too deep for words; the Holy Spirit takes all of that and makes it into just the right prayer and carries that prayer from our hearts to the heart of God.  I don’t know of anything which is better news.


I remember reading a story of a little boy who was at the prayer rail of his church.  As the minister walked by, he realized that the child was reciting the alphabet.  After he had listened for a few moments, he said, “Son, why are you saying your ABC’s at the prayer rail?”  The little boy said, “I don’t really know how to pray, so I come here and say my ABC’s, because I know that God will put the letters together to make the right words to make a good prayer.”  No wonder Jesus tells us to have the faith of a child.  


If we will give our hearts to God in love and childlike faith, the words and the prayers– and the answers to prayer– will come.

Closing prayer:


Gracious, Loving God,


A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z.  Amen. 






