LORD, TEACH US TO PRAY!

Sermon for the 9th Sunday after Pentecost, 2010 

Luke 11:1-13

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


The text for our sermon today is our Gospel read before, Luke 11:1-13 Once Jesus was praying in a certain place. When He had finished, one of His disciples asked Him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John also taught his disciples!”

2 He told them, “When you pray, say: ‘Our Father in heaven,

‘May Your name be kept holy!

‘May Your kingdom come!

3 ‘Give us day by day our daily bread!

4 ‘Forgive us our sins! For we also forgive everyone who is indebted to us.

‘Do not lead us into temptation!’”

5 He also asked them, “Which of you will have a friend, and will go to him at midnight and ask him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread, 6 because a friend of mine on a journey has just come to my house, and I have nothing to set before him’? 7 If he answers from inside: ‘Stop bothering me! The door has already been locked, and my children are with me in bed. I cannot get up and give you anything,’ 8 I tell you, although he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, yet, because he persists, he will get up and give him as much as he needs.

9 “I also tell you: Keep asking! It will be given to you. Keep searching! You will find. Keep knocking! The door will be opened to you. 10 For everyone who continues to ask receives; and he who continues to search finds; and to him who continues to knock, the door will be opened.

11 “Which father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead of a fish? 12 Or if he asks for an egg, will he give him a scorpion? 13 Therefore, if you, although you are wicked, know how to give your children good gifts, how much more will your Father from heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him!”


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

Dear friends in Christ,

Our heavenly Father has told us in many places in His Word and has shown us many times in our lives how much He loves us; how much He wants to hear from us, and how much He is willing and able to answer all our prayers and give us the very best. So the question we all need to truthfully ask ourselves at different points in our Christian lives is, “Why then, don’t we pray more often?” 

The answer to this question is usually fairly simple, but tragic nonetheless: It’s usually because first of all we are too spiritually “lazy,” and second, we aren’t very trusting of God and His promises. 

First, prayer - and here I’m talking about real prayer, prayer that expects a result, prayer that is willing to wrestle with God until He blesses you - this kind of prayer is costly. It takes time. It requires discipline and perseverance. So let me ask you: how many of you arise early enough in the morning to meet with God before you go about your business? Will you let yourself be dragged away from the television in the middle of your favourite TV show, or sporting event, so that you can intercede in prayer for your family, your friends, or your congregation? Do you find time to read your Bible, beginning with a prayer asking God to open your hearts and minds to hear what He’s saying to you? In order to be committed to prayer, not just as a nice idea, but as something we actually practice, we must be convinced that it really does matter, that it really does make a difference whether or not we pray. 

Second, we aren’t very trusting of God and His promises. We need to believe that prayer changes things; that it’s more than just an exercise in wishful thinking. Otherwise, even if we believe we ought to pray, and even if we sincerely intend to pray, we won’t pray. And when you think about it, why should we? Why should someone get up early, or miss their favourite television program, to do something that doesn’t really matter? 
What we learn from the Scriptures and from the countless examples God has given us in our lives and the lives of other Christians throughout history is that prayer does matter! Because of God’s attitude toward us, we can pray with absolute confidence that He hears us and will respond to our requests. 

This battle with our own spiritual laziness and doubt of God’s promises is a battle we will wage with our sinful flesh all our earthly lives, so as we approach this subject of prayer this morning we must cry out in desperate reliance on our Saviour, our perfect example of how to pray, and the one who intercedes for us and makes us acceptable to pray before our Father’s throne of grace, “Lord, teach us to pray!” 

Prayer is one of the essential ingredients for fuelling a life that will be busy doing the will of God. Jesus recognised this fact and spent much time in prayer. As this new chapter in Luke’s gospel begins, we are once more told that Jesus was praying. He was a very busy person but never so busy that He did not find time for prayer.

Jesus’ disciples observed the very active prayer life of their master. Now comes a request from one of them: When He had finished, one of His disciples asked Him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John also taught his disciples!” 

The reply Jesus gave to His disciples has come to be known as the Lord’s Prayer. We find a slightly longer version of this prayer in Matthew chapter 6, part of the Sermon on the Mount.

The first two sentences of the Lord’s Prayer fit closely together. The request is expressed that the Father would bring it to pass that His name be hallowed and His kingdom come. In John chapter 12 Jesus is asking for the same thing: “Father, glorify Your name!” To speak of God’s name is just another way of referring to God Himself. In Ezekiel 36:23 the Lord said to Israel, “I will show the holiness of My great name, which has been profaned among the nations.” God is treated with contempt by so many. When God acts in history, He brings Himself glory and makes His name holy. Believers glorify God’s name because of His works of creation, redemption, and sanctification. At the end of the world, “every tongue [will] confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Philippians 2:11). In the Lord’s Prayer we pray for the time when God’s name will be hallowed and the promise of His kingdom will reach complete fulfilment.

In the final three petitions Jesus teaches His disciples to pray for blessings that they need as they live out their lives on this earth while waiting for the end. There is need for daily bread; there is need of forgiveness; there is need for divine help against the temptations that will come. The most critical of these temptations is the danger of falling from faith and losing the eternal reward. Our plea for the Father’s forgiveness includes an expression of our readiness to pass on forgiveness to everyone who sins against us.

This prayer has become very familiar to Christians through repeated use. From earliest times, these words have been incorporated into the worship orders of the church. The prayer Jesus taught His disciples serves as an outline and pattern for all prayer.

Following the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus tells a parable about a person who goes at midnight to a friend requesting three loaves of bread to feed a guest who had arrived unexpectedly. The friend at first refuses the request because his entire household is settled in for the night behind locked doors. But persistence proves a greater motive than friendship for his finally providing the bread requested. The point Jesus makes with this parable is that persistence in prayer pays off. If a human friend is moved to respond by persistent requests, how much more likely it is that our heavenly Father will respond when we come to Him again and again with our needs. Notice His repetition: I also tell you: Keep asking! It will be given to you. Keep searching! You will find. Keep knocking! The door will be opened to you. “Ask, search, and knock.” With those three imperatives Jesus is clearly telling us to diligently and repeatedly pursue what we request of God with persistent and consistent prayer. Our “asking, searching, and knocking” will not be in vain! Remember the promise of Jesus: For everyone who continues to ask receives; and he who continues to search finds; and to him who continues to knock, the door will be opened.

These words are more than just some empty promise that we must take Christ’s word for. The Bible is filled with examples of God hearing and answering the persistent prayers of His people at just the right time in just the right way. Not only that, but on top of it all, haven’t we all experienced and witnessed for ourselves in our own lives this faithfulness of God to His promise to hear and answer our prayers?  

In our own weakness; in our own lack of knowledge and ignorance we might still wonder, however, “If God is our friend who is ready and willing to help us; our Father who delights in giving good things to His children, then why do we need to ask over and over, as if He had to be persuaded to help us?” That’s a good question. And the answer is that the purpose of prayer is not to inform God of what we need. If that were the case, then after we had simply stated the request once, we would be done. We would have communicated the information, and there would be no reason to repeat it. Jesus even tells us, “For your Father knows the things you have need of before you ask Him” (Matthew 6:8). He doesn’t need us to pray in order to find out what’s going on in our lives. And therefore, the purpose of prayer is not to transmit information. The purpose of prayer - or at least one of the purposes of prayer - is to reveal what’s in our hearts, and to strengthen the faith of those who believe. It’s for our benefit! That’s why God desires for us to be persistent in prayer. Let me explain what I mean.

For the believer, God requires persistence in prayer to test and strengthen our faith. How does that work? Every time we pray without getting an immediate result, we have a choice to make. Am I going to keep praying, or am I going to conclude that God isn’t listening and give up? In effect, God is asking us, “Do you really believe in Me? Are you really relying on Me, and Me alone? Or do you have a backup plan for getting what you want, just in case I don’t come through?” And every time we, with the help of God’s Spirit, decide, at that point, to persevere in prayer instead of giving up and trying something else, our faith grows a little bit. It grows deeper, and stronger, and more resilient. Listen to these words from the Apostle James: “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything” (James 1:3-4).

If God always answered our prayers right away, there would be no need for perseverance. But perseverance is what builds Christian character, and maturity, and hope. And so, because God desires those things for us, as His beloved children, He sometimes delays His answers to prayer to enable us to develop perseverance, and everything that goes with it, or He simply delays the answer to our prayer in order to properly prepare us to receive the answer to that prayer.

Again, another purpose Jesus gives for persistence in prayer is also shown. “Which of you will have a friend, and will go to him at midnight and ask him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread, 6 because a friend of mine on a journey has just come to my house, and I have nothing to set before him.’ We see that the man in Jesus’ parable who was asking for help openly acknowledged his need. He doesn’t try to hide the extent of his poverty, or pretend that he needs only a bit of assistance. No, he confesses that he is absolutely destitute. In other words, he is utterly dependent on his friend to help him. If the friend doesn’t come to his aid, he will go hungry.

Are our prayers like that? Is that our attitude - that our only hope of goodness and blessing is for the Lord to grant our petition? More importantly, do we see the Lord as the source of every good thing in our lives; so that without Him, our life would be empty of goodness? Do we look to Him as the source for absolutely everything we need and desire? Or do we seek Him out only as a last resort?

This goes beyond just the question of how we pray, doesn’t it? It goes to the heart of our “world view,” our fundamental approach to life. Are we seeking our joy, and fulfilment, and happiness, and satisfaction in God, and God alone? Are we looking to Him to meet our deepest needs? Do we hunger and thirst for God; do we long for Him, and yearn for Him, and desire Him above all else? Or do we mainly desire and seek after the things of this world, and turn to God only when those don’t fully satisfy? Listen to how David described his longing for God: “Whom have I in heaven but You? And earth has nothing I desire besides You. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (Psalm 73:25-26).

The second thing Jesus teaches us in our text about how to pray is to pray trustingly. He concludes our text with these words, “Which father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead of a fish? 12 Or if he asks for an egg, will he give him a scorpion? 13 Therefore, if you, although you are wicked, know how to give your children good gifts, how much more will your Father from heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him!”

 What Jesus is teaching us from these verses is a reminder and further promise that what our heavenly Father gives us in response to our persistent prayer will always be good for us. Again using a comparison, Jesus points out that an earthly father will not give what is harmful to his son. How much more should we trust our Heavenly Father to give us good gifts? One of these good gifts - the best of gifts - Jesus lists for us: the Holy Spirit! We have His promise that when our Father answers our prayers He will always give what is best for us.

Unfortunately we are inclined to want and go after and pray for things that really aren’t good for us. We really do need God to tell us what we can have, how much we can have, and when we should have it. How arrogant we are to be reluctant to pray “Thy will be done” and not simply trust the Lord, our Heavenly Father, to take our prayers and answer them in the way that He knows is right and best. How foolish we are not to just take our very lives and put them in God’s hands and say, “Our Father…Thy will be done!” “Lord, I don’t know what’s the best thing to do with my financial troubles, Your will be done!” “Lord, You know what friendships I’m supposed to have. In all my relationships, Your will be done!” “Lord, You know best how to use me and the gifts You have given me. In my career, my future, in my life, Your will be done!” “Lord, You can answer my prayers better than I can ask and imagine. Your will be done!” 

May Jesus, the one who lived for us, and died on a cross so that we would be washed clean of our sins, clothed in His righteousness, and be acceptable and able to come before the throne of our Father in prayer take away our spiritual laziness that we may seek Him persistently and continually in prayer. And may Jesus, the one who rose again and ascended to His throne in heaven and now intercedes for us give us hearts that pray trustingly in our Father’s love, goodness, power, and promises. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ. Amen.
PRAYER FOR THE NINTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Heavenly Father, we rejoice to remember Your constant love, and we join Your Church everywhere to praise Your glorious name. We thank You that Your Spirit has made us Your adopted children in Jesus Christ, so that we may truly know You as our Father, call on You confidently in prayer, and know that You will hear us.


We pray for all believers in the family of the Church. Preserve Your remnant of grace. Give Your flock shepherds whom Your Spirit teaches and leads, and who earnestly proclaim Your pure Word of life. Grant that they may lovingly feed Your sheep with Your Word, and strive to protect them from all error. Rescue Your Church from the dangerous lies of all false shepherds, so that Your children may be linked together in love, may stand firm in a common purpose and may work together to spread the Gospel.


Show Your glory and power to the nations, O God. Turn those in authority whose eyes are spiritually blind to Your light, and from the power of Satan to Christ, so that they may possess the forgiveness of sins and a place among the children of God. Look with favour on our country, that liberty, justice, and high morals may hold sway, and destroy all ungodliness and evil influences.


Heavenly Father, let Your Spirit fill our homes. Let the word of Christ in all its richness live in the hearts of children, and enable all parents to be proper examples of Christian faith and life. Protect our families in every storm of life, and keep them from all evil.


Since You have sent Your Son into the world so that no one may die in His sins, keep us pure in a corrupt and sinful world, so that we may finally obtain the crown of life. Teach us to know better what You want for us, let us yield a rich harvest of godly deeds, make us able to stand firm in the faith. Help us to put to death the desires of our sinful nature, and to live in the Spirit, as those who will one day enjoy all that You have promised.


Heavenly Father, the source of all holy desires, wise plans, and right actions, give Your peace to all, especially to those who are facing pain, sickness, mental agony, spiritual distress, or any other burden of body or soul. Assure them of Your love and mercy, that they may place themselves in Your care, and receive from You everything they need for their lasting good.


Loving Father, You have invited us to bring our requests before You with thanks. Therefore accept these prayers in the name of Jesus Christ, our Saviour. Amen.
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