“Whenever You Pray”

Luke 11:1-13

October 18, 2009

Read Luke 11:1-13

Today, we address the question of why we pray in worship. The pastoral prayer, the prayers of the people, and the Lord’s prayer are more than an interlude between the liturgy and the choir’s anthem. It is more than my opportunity as pastor to hold you captive or put you to sleep with a great many words. 

That we are unaccustomed to praying at length with each other was brought home to me at Family Night last week. As we gathered before the meal, we had a time of prayer lifting up some individual concerns and asking God’s blessing on our time together. A little later, some of our youth arrived. I overheard the report of one of the other youth, “Dude, you should have been here. We had, like, the longest prayer ever. It must have gone on for like ten minutes!”

The “why” of corporate prayer in worship is fairly straightforward and it is the one time that you can use this as an authoritative explanation: the Christian church has always been a praying community.  We have always done it. Although it is not as direct as Jesus’ command, “Do this;” there is the inference and practice that prayer would be a part of the life of the community of faith. In the beginning of Acts, Jesus instructed the apostles to remain in Jerusalem until the coming of the Holy Spirit. Then, while they were waiting, Acts 1:14 says, “All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer.” At the conclusion of the Pentecost account in Acts 2, we get this description of the life of the early church, “They devoted themselves to the Apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, the breaking of bread and the prayers.” Why do we pray when we get together? Because it is what we do.

The experience or feeling of corporate prayer is not all that foreign to our experience. Anyone who has ever rooted for a sports team understands it. During the drama and the suspense of an important game, there is a collective yearning for a result. Whether it is the fourth quarter drive to get in field goal range or the base runner on second in the late innings that the team needs for the go ahead run. You can feel the spirit of the crowd, giving voice to their desire for what they want to happen. 

Our prayer in worship is similar, but with one big distinction: our prayers are directed to God – the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; the God who has revealed himself in the covenants and through the prophets; the God who has become incarnate in Jesus Christ; the God who so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son so that whosoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life; the God who has redeemed us from sin and death; the God who continues to sustain us and grow us up in works of righteousness as children and co-heirs with Christ of the Kingdom of Heaven – our prayers are directed relationally to God. We do not pray to some nebulous “force” or unknowable Spirit; we do not tap in to the divine within; we do not hedge our bets trying to make sure we pray to whatever pragmatic or practical god we can imagine or who might be listening. Prayer is addressed to someone, not simply, “To whom it may concern.” When we gather our hearts in prayer in worship, our prayers are directed to Yahweh, “I am who I am, I will be who I will be”; the God who gave his name to Moses, who declares his name throughout Scripture, who invites and commands us to pray in his name. When we pray, we are taking part in conversation personally with God.  

I emphasize this because our culture seems to have forgotten the personal nature of God. Jesus did not treat the Father as a concept, as a myth to be explored, or an impersonal power. Jesus spent time in prayer with his Father. It is that personal nature of God that is so revolutionary about the Lord’s Prayer – direct expression with a familiar address to God as Father.

Teach us how to pray – it’s not easy or natural.

I am struck by the question that the disciples pose: teach us how to pray. Where does that come from? Why don’t they know? Prayer was not a foreign concept to them, there was plenty of praying throughout the Jewish tradition. 

This is one of those times that we have to take note of the disciples’ unique position in walking alongside Jesus. They saw his patterns and behaviors. They saw how his life was different and qualitatively better than their own. As Jesus was grooming them for the ministries they would later undertake, they also knew that they needed the disciplines to help them grow spiritually.

I took piano lessons when I was a kid. I began with Mrs. Houser, the mother of my best friend when I was very little. Then, I changed and went to Mrs. Carl, a dear lady with remarkable patience. Both of them insisted that I begin with learning scales. They wanted me to play each scale ten times each day before I started with whatever piece was my lesson. I hated it. It was so boring. I would race up and down, not worrying about whether I was getting it right; I was more interested in getting it done. Needless to say, I did not grow very much as a piano player.

When the disciples asked Jesus to teach them “how to pray,” it came from observing the qualitative difference in Jesus’ life and recognizing that his prayer life was a significant factor in that difference. Isn’t it interesting how Jesus was not surprised by the question? He does not seem to be aghast at their ignorance, their spiritual immaturity, or their being clueless. His reaction seems to be, “OK, this is good: a teachable moment and teachable hearts.” His explanation began, “When you pray…” 

Ironically, how different would our prayer lives be if we constructed our prayer time like the disciples did here? That is really what happened here: the disciples uttered up a prayer and Jesus answered. The disciples get one line in one verse; Jesus gets many lines and several verses. The disciples spent more time listening than asking. They got so much more than they asked. That is prayer.

When we pray, we come to God with our anxieties, our hurts, our joys, our needs. God knows these and we know that God knows these. So why do we have to pray? We have to pray to ask God to change things for us; but most often, we find that God uses prayer to change us. 

So, as we begin to think about prayer in worship, we need to recognize that it is part of growing up in the faith. Praying together is not something that comes naturally. It involves discipline and practice. It involves sitting and listening, together. 

A function of being God’s people – holy chosen, a royal priesthood.

In the Pastor’s Bible study, we have been looking at 1 Peter. In 1 Peter 2:9, Peter exhorts the young congregations to which he was writing to remember, “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” Christians are a people, a nation, a group that is bonded together. God has created this people for himself out of all those who have received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. 

Having been created as a people, there is more involved than a t-shirt and a certificate. There are things to do, things to which we have been called. God has made Christians a holy priesthood – a priesthood of believers. Part of the responsibility of the priesthood is to pray – first for themselves and then for others. 

Praying in worship is a function of that responsibility. Together, we join our hearts and voices for ourselves and for others. In the Prayers of the People and the Lord’s Prayer, we pray persistently for things. It is not just wishful language, it is a ministry of hope and confidence in God.

For example, we pray for our service men and women each week. It is a ministry to those individuals, their family, and to us. I have heard from a number of people that those prayers are the most meaningful time in the service, the time when they feel the closest and most profound connection with God. You and I can do nothing other than pray to directly effect the safety of those who have willing put themselves in harms’ way for us; but those prayers are a deep and abiding blessing for those who are lifted up before the LORD.  

The work of the church.
There is substance to the prayers of the church. It is the work of the church to be in constant communication with God, lifting up our own concerns and interceding on behalf of others. 

If you have your Bible’s open, look again at the substance of prayers as Jesus instructs. There are basically five themes:

1. Praise. “Hallowed be thy name.”

2. Longing and hope. “Thy kingdom come.”

3. Need. “Give us each day our daily bread.”

4. Forgiveness. “Forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.”

5. Care. “Do not bring us to the time of trial.”

There is no acronym or nifty little pneumonic device to help remember those. Some of you know the acronym “ACTS”: adoration, confession, thanksgiving, supplication – and that’s a good help – but it does not neatly fit the Lord’s prayer.

At some point this will be a sermon series by itself, but today I want to just touch quickly on each of the five themes Jesus identified. 

1. Praise. 

Jesus teaches the disciples that prayer involves praise. God is praised first. “Hallowed be thy name,” is a posture of praise.

If you have been following along, you probably have noticed how I have emphasized the sovereignty of God in many of the things we do: a call to worship is a mutual exhortation to remember the good works of God; singing is a mutual lifting up of praises to God; an offering is an act of thanksgiving from us in response to what God has done.

Prayer is no different. We begin with praise because we remember that God is good, God is sovereign, God is the source of blessings, and God is worthy of praise. Practically, this is why you hear me begin our time of prayer together with a word of praise from Scripture, most often from the Psalms.

We pray in worship as an act of praise.

2. Longing and hope.

“Thy kingdom come” is the prayer that God’s promises will be fulfilled. It is the big picture desire of our hearts; if not the immediate cry for deliverance. It is a prayer for God’s judgment and the fulfillment of the manifestation of the kingdom of God. It expresses the desire to dwell in the rich presence of God eternally.

This petition makes clear that the coming kingdom is God’s kingdom. It is not a god-less kingdom or a personal “I am in charge here” kingdom. Heaven is not clouds and cream cheese; it is not an endless sequence of fairways that you cannot miss off the tee. It is a community over which God rules. There is no time in which God is not sovereign, not now or in eternity. “Thy kingdom come” means that we are praying to be conformed to the perfection – completeness – as God’s children for that time when we are present in the manifested kingdom.

Because eternity includes now, we pray for the time when God’s kingdom will come fully.

3. Need.

“Give us each day our daily bread.” Though this is straight-forward, it is something we forget. I know I do. I know what is in the refrigerator at home and figure, in the event of an earthquake or something, we could probably last a week or so on our own. 

Nonsense.

A few summers ago, we preached through the book of Daniel. In Daniel 4, there was the episode in which King Nebuchadnezzar was walking on the roof of his royal palace in Babylon. He was the most powerful, most secure man on earth. He said, “Is this not magnificent Babylon, which I have built as a royal capital by my mighty power and for my glorious majesty?” And Scripture says, “While the words were still in the king’s mouth, a voice came from heaven: ‘O King Nebuchadnezzar, to you it is declared: The kingdom has departed from you!” He lost everything – including his sanity.

We get complacent in self-sufficiency, but our security is an illusion. It is an illusion we see pierced every night on the evening news. Somehow, however, we believe that those things will not happen to us; somehow, we believe that it always happens to someone else. God would not let those kinds of things happen to good people, right? Wrong. The rain falls on the just and unjust alike. Fire burns equally the homes of good and evil people. 

When we forget our need for God’s ongoing care for us, we put ourselves in a position to be blinded by the self-sufficiency illusion. Then, whether it is evil perpetrated upon us or our own pride that blinds us, whether it is natural disaster or self-inflicted wound, whether it is tragedy or our own negligence, we come to the harsh – but holy – realization: 

We need God daily. Our every moment is in his hands.

4. Forgiveness

The fourth petition is interesting because it is a reminder that we are to both “love the LORD your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself.” What is the fourth petition? “Forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.”

As we talked about a few weeks ago with the corporate prayer of confession, we are aware that – as a community – we have fallen short of what God has called us to be. We lift that up before God together, asking for his forgiveness. Here, however, there is the other piece of that equation: “we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.” Boy, that is a hard one. In the prayer, this is an indicative statement – a statement of what is, a statement of fact, of something completed. In this prayer, we forgive everyone indebted to us. 

Immediately, as I begin thinking about it, I start qualifying and clarifying like the fast-talking guy at the end of commercials: “This forgiveness is a spiritual and not legal forgiveness. To the extent that someone owes something of value, something transferrable, an outstanding debt pursuant to contract or agreement; this forgiveness does not in any way erase, reduce, mitigate, or any way limit the responsibility of the debtor to make whole the praying party.”

As we are gathered here in worship, who are the people we need to forgive? Who are the people who have wronged this congregation, who have injured us, who have broken from us, who have left us? Who are the people in this congregation who have wronged us, who have injured us, or who have broken from us? This petition is a statement that we forgive that debt, that sin, that brokenness. It commits us to being a people, a community, that works towards reconciliation. 

We pray forgiveness even as, an act of worship, we commit ourselves to forgiving others.

5. Care

“Do not bring us to the time of trial.” Up until now, this all makes sense. Praise God. Pray for God’s kingdom to come. Pray for our daily need. Pray for forgiveness. But this last petition seems to come out of the blue: “do not bring us to the time of trial.” 

This may be the petition that speaks most closely to our situation as believers today. The time of trial was the time of pressure Jesus experienced on the path to the cross. It is the pressure of a world at war with the sovereign God. Jesus prayed that his disciples be spared this time of trial, and so we also pray that we would not go through the extended pressure, oppression, and suffering as Jesus did. There is suffering and pressure does exist – so is this an empty phrase? No. We can have confidence that we will not suffer as Jesus did. We have the promises of Scripture that we will not be in a place to utter up, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” We will not because we have the promise that there is nowhere and nothing that can separate us from the love of God we have in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Thus, we pray together that we not be brought to the time of  trial as an element of worship so that we remember that Jesus promised, “I will be with you, even to the very end of the age.”

Conclusion:

Prayer is communication with the living, personal God. It is not easy or natural; it requires something of us. It is a part of worship because God has made it a part of worship, it is one of the characteristics of being chosen and created as a royal priesthood and a holy nation. It has substance. 

Ultimately, prayer in worship is a time when we dwell in the richness and presence of the LORD; here, for just a few moments, and in eternity, for all time.

And that’s why we pray in worship.
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