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PRAY TO THE LORD NOW
Sermon for the 14th Sunday after Pentecost, 2011

Isaiah 55:6-9

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God,a nd the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.

The text for our sermon today is the First Reading from before, Isaiah 55:6-9: Seek the LORD while He may be found! Call on Him while He is near! 7Let the wicked person forsake his way, and the sinful man his thoughts! Let him return to the LORD, that He may have compassion on him! Let him return to our God! For He will abundantly pardon.

8“For My thoughts are not your thoughts, and your ways are not My ways,” declares the LORD. 9“For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so My ways are higher than your ways, and My thoughts are higher than your thoughts.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. 

Dear friends in Christ,


How much worse can it get? Violence, disrespect, atheist leaders, pagan countries, abortion, same-sex marriages, legalised brothels – do we need to go on? The world is a wicked place, spiralling more and more into the depths of hell. 
Perhaps we are inclined to ask, “Lord, where are You in all this?” The answer given is this: “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, and your ways are not My ways,” declares the LORD. “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so My ways are higher than your ways, and My thoughts are higher than your thoughts.


Of course God is rather displeased at how the world appears to have turned its back on him, He desires all men to come to the truth and be saved, (1 Tim. 2:4), yet, instead of focussing on asking where God is, today more than ever, we need to remember that we are in desperate need of Him. 
As the world continues to collapse around us, the only way to survive is to pray and hear the Word of God. In fact, no one can survive death without the Word of God, and nothing but the Word of God can spare the world and stop it from destroying itself in an orgy of violence. 


Prayer is important. The Apostle Paul says: Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, and be constant in prayer, (Rom. 12:12). Prayer is so desperately needed. It is vitally important, and perhaps it is something that we, as Christians, do not practice nearly enough as we should. Jesus told His disciples in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Watch and pray that you ﻿may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak,” (Matt. 26:41). As the Day of Judgment comes closer, we need to pray all the more, because the devil will try to lead you away from Christ. And that is what is happening today. The devil is raging furiously in his growing desperation, and as he lines up more and more of the world with its subtlety, its violence, its power and authority, it gets more and more difficult for us to remain in the faith. Peter warns us that our adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour, (1 Peter 5:8), so we must resist him, but we cannot do this by ourselves. We do not have the strength or the willingness to do so, and it is not a fair fight at all. We are like feather-weights fighting super-heavyweights. If we are to resist the devil so that he flees from us, then we must call upon the name of the Lord. We must ask the Lord for His help and protection, and this can only come through prayer. And not only are we fighting the devil without, but we also have to contend with another enemy from within, and that is, our old Adam. He too wants to drive us away from God into death and destruction. We need God’s help.


Thanks be to God then, that He has a ‘hotline.’ There are so many hotlines you can call today, about so many products and so forth, and all you have to do is reach for the phone and given them a call if you are in some kind of trouble. With God’s hotline, He can be reached from anywhere, night and day, at no cost. And when you give Him a call, you aren’t put on hold until you are answered by some Indian or Asian person – no! You are always first in the queue, and it is always God answering the call, always there, anxiously waiting to hear from us. All we have to do is open our mouths and ask, or even just think it, just call to Him for help in our hearts, and He hears and is ready to answer. And does He answer? Yes, 100% of the time! It is often said that God answers prayer three ways: yes, wait, and no. But this is incorrect. God always answers ‘yes’ to prayer. How is this so? Because God always gives what is best for His children, so from His point of view, the answer is always ‘yes,’ even if from our point of view it appears He says ‘no’ or ‘wait’ sometimes. 


Imagine the world we would be living in if only everyone prayed! If only the world would turn from its wickedness and speak to God. Sadly, this isn’t the case. Whatever the reason, the world would rather not talk to God. And so Isaiah reminds us to seek the LORD while He may be found! Call on Him while He is near! 

Isaiah reminds us that we better seek the Lord quickly. Pray now, while there is still time, before it is too late. But is it ever too late? If God is always ready and willing and anxious for us to pray to Him, can’t we do it now, or if we wish, later. Of course, for God is always there, wherever we are and wherever we go, and He hears every single word all over the world, but if you have been neglecting Him at this time, not bothering to acknowledge His presence or give Him what is due Him, but rather ignoring Him, which is an insult, then why should He listen, why should He answer, and why should He acknowledge your prayer? And if you ignore to pray to Him now, if you have gotten into the habit of not praying, then what guarantee is there that you will later change your mind and begin to pray to Him later. If your heart has been hardened now, it’s not likely that it’s going to be softened later. Besides, there might not be a ‘later.’ The world could end within the next 5 minutes. Judgment could be upon us sooner rather than later. Now is the time to pray. Now is the time to seek the Lord while He may be found! 


Now that we have established that we need to pray to God now, and constantly, what is it that we should pray for? Our Catechism says this: In our prayers we should ask for everything that tends to the glory of God and to our own and our neighbour’s welfare, both spiritual and bodily blessings. We should also praise and thank God for who He is and what He has done (Luther’s Small Catechism with Explanation, Q. 197). By all means pray for earthly blessings like good health, food, shelter, clothing, family and friends, but most of all, pray for God’s grace, the forgiveness of sins. In other words, it is a prayer of repentance that is required. Let the wicked person forsake his way, and the sinful man his thoughts! Let him return to the LORD, that He may have compassion on him! We are all like sheep that have gone astray; we have turned – every one – to his own way, (Is. 53:6). Here God is inviting us to come to Him. God Himself is at work, drawing near to us, calling us, for only when He first draws near to us with His Word can we seek Him, call Him, and return to Him. That is what true repentance is. In Luke 15 we have the parables of the Lost Sheep and the Lost Coin. In both of these parables, what did the lost sheep and the lost coin do to be found? Nothing! The shepherd went looking for the sheep, and the women went looking for the coin. Repentance is not being sorry for what we have done - that is really a result of the act of repentance that God does. Repentance according to Luke 15 is being found by God. And when you are found, you rejoice also with the Shepherd. Repentance then not only includes contrition over sin, but trust in the Saviour. Trust in the Saviour means having faith, and as we know, faith is a gift from God. You do not come to faith by yourself, no, it is given through His Word, and that is why God invites us to come to Him. Repentance is being found by God. 

Our ways are wicked and sinful, and our thoughts are far from the thoughts of God, yet we are invited to pray for God’s grace, because the marvellous promise is added: Let him return to the LORD, that He may have compassion on him! Let him return to our God! For He will abundantly pardon. Look at those words! Compassion. That is tender love, mercy, and pity. Pardon. That is unconditional, total forgiveness. The punishment is cancelled. In fact, God will pardon abundantly. He multiplies His pardon. If someone asked you “for change for a dollar,” you’re hardly going to hand over $100 worth of change, yet that is precisely like what God does. He gives more than He receives. Pauls says, “Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more,” (Rom. 5:20). And again, once more our Catechism says, “He daily and richly forgives all my sins and the sins of all believers,” (Explanation of The Third Article). So when we pray for grace and for forgiveness, we ought to be confident that God does hear and forgive those who repent and believe in Him. 

Now the Lord adds a reason why we should turn to Him and seek Him: “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, and your ways are not My ways,” declares the LORD. 


In other words, God has an altogether different approach and different idea than we have. For one thing, we all know the Law. We are not talking about civil law here, but God’s Law. We know that it requires perfect obedience and condemns and sentences the lawbreakers, but promises rewards to those who obey it. So then we assume that God must deal with us according to the Law, and if we are to escape His wrath then we must satisfy His Law. So sometimes we just say we do – we say we are good and do good. And sometimes we change the rules, the laws, to fit what we do. And sometimes we lower the standards, as though we only really have to do this little bit, this little work of believing, this little bit of change for the poor, this good intention in the mind, even if it never gets carried out. And sometimes we just throw out the whole Law and say we can do as we please and there is no punishment and no justice. 

But God’s way is different. He does not lower the Law, nor pretend it has been kept in full, nor change it. Instead, He keeps it for us. The Son of God was “born of a woman, born under the law” (Gal. 4:4) and did all the works of the Law perfectly, not for Himself, but for us. And it all counted by God as though we ourselves had done it. 


That is indeed a surprising way to save a fallen race. No man could ever have thought of doing it that way. That is exactly the reason why none of the religions of men have such a doctrine. “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, and your ways are not My ways,” declares the LORD. Just think of it: God saves those who did not do His Law by sending His one and only Son to do it for them and them counting it as though they had all done it themselves! That just does not make any sense at all to us, yet this is the God who urges us to pray to Him, adding “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so My ways are higher than your ways, and My thoughts are higher than your thoughts. 

Often we want to turn that upside down and say God’s thoughts are lower and our own are much higher, for God should do things thus and so. But His ways are higher than ours, and we should bow to His wise will and admit it. This is exactly why from our point of view; it does appear that we do not get what we pray for. But we cannot see ourselves and our needs from God’s perspective. So we must remember these verses then, and remember that God’s thoughts and ways are higher than ours. 


That is exactly why then, that we need to pray: “Thy will be done.” Those words of the Lord’s Prayer are there to teach us that God’s will is the wise one. We are praying not only that His will be done, but we are confessing that His will is always good and gracious, benevolent and beneficent, always aimed at our eternal welfare, and we are asking Him to give us the wisdom to submit to His will and understand that He is being a kind and good Father to us. Our ways are selfish – His ways are generous. Our ways are powerless – His ways are mighty. Our ways are directed toward pleasure – His ways are real and give eternal blessedness. Our ways are uncertain and changeable – His ways are fixed and definite. 


So do not forget to pray. Do not get into the habit of not praying. Whether or not we understand the ways of the Lord, we can trust that His Word is true and will do what it says. When God hears you pray for His grace and wisdom and His Word, He will not deny you. Such are the prayers He loves to hear and grant. Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
PRAYER FOR THE FOURTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Almighty God, heavenly Father, You have raised from death the Lord Jesus, our great Shepherd, because His death fulfilled Your eternal covenant to save us from sin.  We praise You for Your marvellous love and goodness, and pray that You would give us everything we need to know and do Your will, and to live to Your honour and praise.  Come into our lives with the power of Your Holy Spirit.  Renew in us a true and living faith in Jesus Christ Your Son, so that we may be completely united with Him, trusting not in our own goodness, but in the righteousness based on His death for us.


Keep us from fearing, loving, and trusting anyone or anything more than You.  Fill us with love for You, which expresses itself in humble, loving service to our neighbours.  Help us to act justly, to love mercy, and to live humbly before You, our God.  Move us to show respect to everybody, to be generous to the needy, to share the burdens of the weak, and to act in sincere love to all people.  Help us to pattern our lives on Jesus Christ.  Make our words sincere and edifying, our lives pure and godly, and our relationships with others peaceful and harmonious.


Make Your Church so aware of Your countless blessings, especially the gift of the Gospel, that it may continually respond with thanks and praise.  Inspire Your people to proclaim Christ’s saving love to all mankind.  Give pastors a true understanding of Your Word.  Give wise judgment to those in positions of leadership.  Give us all a loving compassion to people in need.


Bless our country and its people, that mercy, truth, uprightness, and peace may be evident everywhere.  Give us leaders whose concern is not to serve personal pride or party loyalties, but to be Your instruments of service to all.


Fill our homes with the joy of Your presence.  Inspire parents with the Spirit of Christ, so that they may encourage their children by word and example to live godly lives and to find joy in serving You and their fellowmen.


Bless all good and useful employment.  Give to all both satisfaction in what they do and a fair reward for their efforts.  Teach people in all situations to remember that they are accountable to You for every word and action.


Look with pity on those who are facing trouble and trials, especially those Christians who are suffering for the sake of their faith.  Strengthen all the needy by Your mighty power, that they may remember that You are their only saviour and help.


Hear our prayers for Jesus’ sake, O Lord, that we may praise You for ever and ever.  Amen.
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