We Must Be People of Prayer

Sermon from July 25, 2004

1.  Good Morning!  Let’s Pray!  O Lord, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing to You O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer.  Amen.

2.  Opening Comments:  This morning God wants to stir us to greater and greater prayer.  Let me ask us a question – who of us here believes that we pray enough?  

· I wonder how many of us feel utterly inept at prayer.  

· I wonder how many of us actually take time each and every day to commune with our Lord?

· I wonder how many of us pray and then thank God when He answers?

· I wonder how many of us actually make time just to spend silent time with God – to listen?

You see what we’re talking about here is our relationship with God – and that is measured to some extent by how much time we actually spend with Him.

So what is the quality of your relationship with God right now?  Your time spent in prayer is probably the best indicator!  Some of us are probably doing quite well but others of us may be aren’t.  This morning our Lord wants to bless us and encourage us to spend more and more time with Him.

Patriarch Adler spends 8 or more hours each day in prayer and is encouraging his Bishops and Priests to join with him in deeper and deeper prayer.

But please understand this - it’s not about duty you know – it’s about intimacy.   It’s about feeling God’s love for you and responding to Him with prayer and worship and praise.  They’re our response to His loving presence!
Now the scripture readings for today all clearly focus on different aspects of our communion with God and I want us to focus our attention on the Gospel reading – Luke 11:1-13.

In these 13 verses Jesus teaches us a simple yet most sublime prayer – we have called it “The Lord’s Prayer.”  But then He gives us an insight into the heart of God to whom we are addressing this prayer and it’s this last part that I want to focus in on after we’ve briefly explored The Lord’s Prayer.  This version of The Lord’s Prayer in Luke is considered the more primitive version – in other words, it was probably the actual words that Jesus spoke and then Matthew took it an added words to make it more adaptable to a worship Liturgy.  In other words, this version in Luke was the basis for Matthew’s prayer.

Are you ready?  Here we go!  Now try to envision this scene:  Jesus is just concluding one of his many times of prayer.  Apparently he went off to a “certain” place which was isolated and therefore quiet – a place where He could focus His attention on God unhindered by sight or sound or smell.  All of His senses would be free to focus in upon God and God alone.   Apparently on this occasion His disciples were stuck by His prayer discipline and they wanted Him to teach them how to do this it.  So let’s listen in:

Luke 11:1 One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples said to him,  “Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples.”  You see they’re asking Jesus to teach them as John had apparently taught his disciples.  Now how did Jesus answer them?  Did He say – ah “extemporaneous” prayer – that’s the way to go!  I want real spontaneity – none of these Jewish rote prayers any more!  Speak from your heart to me OK?  Is that what He said?  No!  Listen to what He said:

Luke 11:2 He said to them,  “When you pray, say: “‘Father, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come. This rote prayer begins by calling God Father.  The very first word of the prayer tells us that in prayer we’re not coming to someone out of whom gifts have to be unwillingly extracted but to a Father who delights to supply His children’s needs.

Jesus is telling us that we are to come to God Almighty as our Father – a Father who, like all good fathers, delights in listening to and blessing His children.

Now the words, “Hallowed by your name” are intriguing and it’s important that we understand that to the first century Jew the “name” of a person referred to their whole character.  In Psalm 10 verse 9 we read, “Those who know your name put their trust in You!”  Ah – God’s name is equivalent to His very being.  So when Jesus said, “Hallowed by your ‘name’ – he meant – holy is Your very Bring.  

Jesus begins His prayer by establishing 2 fundamental realities – God is our Father and He is holy and therefore totally other and set apart from all that is profane and fallen.   We, who love His Son, we too are set apart and able therefore to come to Him.  We come to His as our holy heavenly Father.

Feel the posture of the heart before such a being!  Humble and contrite yet adoring and at peace – resting in the loving stare of our Father.  Now God is given His proper place and it is only then that other things take their proper place.  O how easily we allow all sorts of other things to assume His place in our lives.  This prayer like very few others – helps us immediately to find our rightful place before Him.  

Now let’s read on: 3 Give us each day our daily bread.  Daily bread – we’re asking for our “present” need – our “daily bread.  Remember the children of Israel asking for food from God when they were in the desert and He sent them Manna but only enough for the day.  Remember when some collected too much it rotted (Ex. 16:11-21).  And so it is with us – Jesus teaches us to pray for our “present” needs.  Insurance covers future needs – God is our insurance and nothing and nobody else.  We must pray always for our “present” needs.  We’re not to worry about the unknown future, but to live a day at a time. Reading on:

4 Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who sins against us. And lead us not into temptation.’” Ah!  This prayer covers our past sins.  Who has not sinned – who doesn’t sin daily – who is not in need of forgiveness.  Why do  we need forgiveness?  For the very same reason you need forgiveness from your husband or wife or brother or sister or friend or even enemy – because until confession occurs there is a block erected between you and them.  O we can go on with our lives any many do in marriages and in their faith but sweet communion is no longer a possibility!  Confession to God clears the way for communion!

The Prayer asks forgiveness in the realization that that truly can only be asked for if we too have forgiven  others of their sins.  

To not forgive others and then to ask God to forgive us is hypocritical  – Cyril of Alexandria put it this way, “If I may say so, they ask God to imitate the patience that they practice.  The same gentleness that they show to their fellow servants, they pray that they may receive in equal measure from God, who gives justly, and knows how to show mercy to everyone.”

But this prayer not only covers our past sins it also covers our “future” trials – listen again – “and lead us not into temptation” -  What we’re asking for hear is to be protected from the seductions of the evil one.    Luke concludes the prayer with these words, but Matthew adds, “but deliver us from the evil one.”  There is a certain close connection in the clauses, because when people are not being led into temptation, they are also delivered from the evil one.   

This is where Luke’s prayer ends and now He wants to give some deeper clarification to His short yet sublime prayer.  

The following parable is pointing to one thing and one thing only – can you see what it is?  Let me read to the end and they see if you can tell me the one thing that these parables point to.

Now remember a parable literally means something laid alongside.  If we lay something beside another thing to teach a lesson, that lesson may be drawn from the fact that the things are like each other or from the fact that the things are not like each other.   It’s this latter aspect of the parable that is being used in these cases.  

Let me read Christ’s clarification and I’ll explain what I mean we I go along.  Beginning at verse 5:

Luke 11:5 Then he said to them,  “Suppose one of you has a friend, and he goes to him at midnight and says,  ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread,  6 because a friend of mine on a journey has come to me, and I have nothing to set before him.’ 

Luke 11:7  “Then the one inside answers,  ‘Don’t bother me. The door is already locked, and my children are with me in bed. I can’t get up and give you anything.’  8 I tell you, though he will not get up and give him the bread because he is his friend, yet because of the man’s boldness he will get up and give him as much as he needs. 

Luke 11:9  “So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.  10 For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. 

Luke 11:11  “Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead?  12 Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion?  13 If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”
Ah – can you see what I was getting at about contrast?  

Jesus gave us the picture of a churlish man who had to be “pestered” to awaken to do what the custom of “hospitality” demanded and that is to care for a pilgrim.  The point here is based, not on likeness, but on contrast.  

What Jesus says in William Barclays paraphrase is, “If a churlish and unwilling householder can in the end be coerced by a friend’s shameless persistence into giving him what he needs, how much more will God who is a loving Father supply all his children’s needs?”  “If you,” He says, “who are evil, know that you’re bound to supply your children’s needs, how much more will God?”

Now do you remember my challenge when I began to read from verse 5?   What is the one thing that verses 5 through 13 are ultimately saying?  That God is our “Father” – a good good Father!

That’s it – our heavenly Father wants to give us gifts and the ultimate gift is the key to our becoming more and more like His Son – and what is that special gift of all gifts?  His Holy Spirit – and how do we receive it?

Listen once again: Luke 11:9 “So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.

“As,, seek, knock!”  Listen to one of the Early Church Father by the name of Bede the Venerable ((673-735AD.  Born in Northumbria, at the age of seven he was put under the care of the Benedictine monks of Saints Peter and Paul at Jarrow and given a broad classical education in the monastic tradition.  Considered one of the most learned men of his age, he is the author of “An Ecclesiastical History of the English People) reflect upon this:

“Dearly beloved . . . , we earnestly and with our whole heart must ponder these words of our Lord.  He bears witness that the kingdom of heaven is not given to, found by and opened to those who are idle and unoccupied but to those who ask for it, seek after it and knock at its gates.  The gate of the kingdom must be asked for by praying.  It must be sought after by living properly.  It must be knocked at by persevering.”

But at the end of the day – we are praying to our beloved heavenly Father.  We are not trying to wring gifts from an unwilling God, but going to One who knows our needs better than we know them ourselves and whose heart towards us is the heart of generous love.  

If we don’t’ receive what we pray for, it’s not because God grudgingly refuses to give it but because He has some better thing for us.  There is no such thing as unanswered prayer!

What is God saying to us this morning?

“Ask in prayer – Seek in living holy lives and “Knock” with shameless perseverance!  I will answer!”

Let’s Pray!

