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WHAT IF WE ACTUALLY BELIEVED THE BIBLE?

After spending three years with Jesus, you would think there would have been a whole list of things that the disciples would have asked Jesus to teach them how to do. Wouldn’t you love to be able to walk on water, to stop storms in their tracks, to know where to catch all the fish you want or to catch a single fish and pay your taxes? Maybe you would like to know how to feed a whole bunch of people when you don’t any food in your house, how to escape an angry mob without them laying a hand on you or how to tell stories that get everyone’s attention. 

The Gospels don’t tell us that the disciples ever asked Jesus to teach them how to do any of these things. They disciples did ask Jesus to teach them how to pray. (Luke 11:1) That’s when Jesus taught them the Lord’s Prayer. 

I remember my first prayers. “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.”   Or, God is good God is great, and we thank him for our food.  By his hands we are fed, thank you Lord for daily bread.  Or – even shorter than thant…..Good bread, Good meat, Good God, Let’s Eat” 

There is perhaps no other subject in the Bible, or in our spiritual growth, on our spiritual journeys, that causes us more consternation.  For some, praying inspires and flames our greatest fears.  If you ever want to get a group of adults to stop talking, just ask them to lead in prayer…that’s not how God wants us to approach prayer.

KEY QUESTION:  How do I grow by communicating with God?

KEY IDEA:   I pray to God to know him, to find direction for my life, and to lay my requests before him.

   In our misunderstanding of prayer, almost all of our prayers begin by rushing into a series of requests in which we pour out to God our problems, our needs, our irritations. This only tends to reinforces the focus of our attention on what is troubling us & our inability to remedy it. It could be that is at least part of the problem of why we are more depressed and frustrated after we pray than before. If that is the extent of our approach to prayer, we are missing so very much…..Prayer is more than a laundry list of our needs, wants, desires.  We hollow it out when we approach God as some sort of Supernatural Walmart where we take our lists of what we want, no matter how well-meaning the list may be…

KEY VERSE:
If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened; but God has surely listened and has heard my prayer.  Praise be to God, who has not rejected my prayer or withheld his love from me!       PSALM 66:18 
    The psalmist declares in no uncertain terms this truth: GOD works. Whatever he had asked of God, he received an answer from the Lord — and he wanted everyone to know that. Like a satisfied customer singing the praises of a revered product, he announces to the world that prayer produces real results. Prayer was NOT designed to “move the hand of God,” but rather to change the human heart. Prayer is the key to discovering the purpose of God in our life & then providing the passion & power to carry it out! Does your heart need a change?

When we engage in the action and discipline of prayer to know God better, we convey, as well as reinforce, our belief in God who is personal. For most of us, we are expressing the reality that he is not necessarily the God we want — we would actually prefer ourselves, as our sinful nature leads us to do — but have come to know he is the God we truly need. Whether it is someone’s occasional 9-1-1 prayers or the believer’s daily divine dialogue, there is always a distinct element of submission in every heartfelt prayer, whereby we are admitting we have a need we cannot possibly meet on our own.
When we cast our cares on God, lay our burdens before him, and share our hearts with him, we reinforce and express the truth that he is a personal God. We pray, believing and trusting he is involved in and cares about our daily lives. 
When we ask God to give us direction for life, we are reinforcing and expressing the belief of stewardship. Because God is the owner of everything in our lives, we go to him for the next step in every walk of life.

So what is prayer? When the disciples asked Jesus to teach them how to pray, Jesus told them what not to do. Jesus said, “When you pray, don’t be like the hypocrites who love to pray publicly on street corners and in the synagogues where everyone can see them. I tell you the truth, that is all the reward they will ever get. … When you pray, don’t babble on and on as people of other religions do. They think their prayers are answered merely by repeating their words again and again.” (Matthew 6:5,7 NLT) In other words Jesus said prayer time is not show time and prayer time is not just mindless babbling. No praying without thinking.

In between these two statements, Jesus told the disciples that prayer is a private conversation with God. Jesus said, “But when you pray, go away by yourself, shut the door behind you, and pray to your Father in private.” (Matthew 6:6 NLT) Jesus isn’t saying that we can only pray in private. The Bible teaches us to pray with one another and to pray when we come together in worship. But Jesus emphasizes the importance of an ongoing private conversation with God. 

And He tells us that we should bring our needs and concerns to God. Jesus said, “And so I tell you, keep on asking, and you will receive what you ask for. Keep on seeking, and you will find. Keep on knocking, and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks, receives. Everyone who seeks, finds. And to everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.” (Luke 11:9-10 NLT) In other words, don’t be afraid to ask because God wants to help us.

When the disciples asked Jesus to teach them how to pray, He didn’t give them a lecture on prayer. He didn’t go into a detailed theological study on prayer. Instead he gave them three rules for prayer. First Jesus said just do it. Pray. Talk with God the Father. Second, remove the distractions when you are talking with God. Have you ever tried to talk with someone who is texting or watching TV? It doesn’t work. Jesus removed the distraction by finding quiet places to pray. We need to do the same. Pursue stillness. Look for a quiet place with no TV, no cell phone, no distractions. Third, practice simplicity. Don’t make prayer more complicated than it has to be. Don’t think that you have to use some deep theological language. Prayer is simply talking with God. So talk with God like you would talk with anyone else.

PRAYER IS BEING REAL
A friend sent me an email this week about prayer.  Goggin and Stroebel write, “We are called to pray in the truth of our identity. If we do not pray in the truth of who we are, then we cannot truly call prayer being with God. Being with God implies that we have actually shown up; we are actually present. Prayer is not a place to hide and cover like Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. It is a place to be honest like Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. It is not a place to avoid the truth. In fact, prayer is a place to learn the truth. As Eugene Peterson said, “We are most our true selves when we pray.”
And yet, we all are tempted to embrace a false posture in prayer. Rather than relating to God from our acceptance in Christ, we try to self-generate righteousness to make Him love us. Maybe we don’t avoid our sin in prayer, but we sulk in it. We spend our time in prayer brooding, beating ourselves up. In effect, prayer becomes a place to commune with ourselves rather than with God. We search within for answers to the problems we uncover. Prayer becomes a place for self-talk, self-fixing, self-condemnation, and self-obsession.
Prayer is being with God who is always with you.
This call to be with God can be a big step; the false postures we have spent years perfecting will not simply be undone by awareness and willpower. These false postures are habits of the heart connected to deep beliefs about God and ourselves that can only be transformed by the work of the Holy Spirit.
But the disciples did ask Jesus to teach them how to pray. Let’s ask the same. He’ll give us what he gave them. And to begin we first might have to go looking for him. That’s what the disciples were used to doing.  
 “And rising very early in the morning, while it was still dark, he departed and went out to a desolate place, and there he prayed” (Mark 1:35).
“In these days he went out to the mountain to pray, and all night he continued in prayer to God. And when day came, he called his disciples and chose from them twelve, whom he named apostles…” (Luke 6:12-13).
“Immediately he made his disciples get into the boat and go before him to the other side, to Bethsaida, while he dismissed the crowd. And after he had taken leave of them, he went up on the mountain to pray” (Mark 6:45-46).

It seems that anytime Jesus went missing he went praying. He prayed when the demands got busy. He prayed when the decisions were important. He prayed when his energy was depleted. 

He didn’t always pray alone, but when he did he went to the desert or the mountain. He removed himself from the noise and set an example for us to pursue stillness. Prayer is conversation between God and us. To hear his voice we have to ruthlessly eliminate busyness from our lives. Not all talking.  Listening, Pausing….
· Pursue Stillness  “Be still and know that I am God”Ps 46:10
Have you ever tried to talk to someone that didn’t stop moving? Or kept tapping their fingers on the table? Or was always looking around the restaurant and not at you? It wasn’t much of a conversation, was it?

There are WMD’s all around us and we would be wise to get away from them. Weapons of Mass Distraction can blow up a prayer life. Jesus did not have to fight the technology we have today, but he was surrounded by crowds and people and objectives he wanted to meet in a short time. And so he retreated. He withdrew. 
· Pursue simplicity
Prayer is similar. Jesus set an example for his disciples to pursue stillness but then, when asked to teach them to pray, trained them to practice simplicity. That’s the third rule of prayer.  Instead of giving them a lecture on prayer he gave them of all things…a prayer.

And it wasn’t the type you hear from religious leaders…no long words, theatrical lines. Jesus said keep it simple. 
 “And he said to them, ‘When you pray, say:  Father, hallowed be your name.
Your kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread, and forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us.  And lead us not into temptation.’” (Luke 11:2-4)

Paraphrased it might read; “Father, you are holy and good. We want to live in your kingdom. We need your help—give us just enough for today. We need your forgiveness. Others need it too. Keep us on the right path.”

In his book “Before Amen”, Max Lucado keeps it simple. He suggests that all prayers of the Bible can fit into this pattern: Father, you are good. I need YOUR help. Heal me, Forgive me, They need help. Thank you. In Jesus’ name, amen. Like the model prayer Jesus gave us, this is simple and offers a framework off of which to work.  He calls it “the Pocket Prayer”

· Father. We come to God like a child to his or her daddy. The power of prayer is not from how we pray but who hears the prayer. Because God our Father hears our prayers, we have hope.
· You are Good. Because God is good, we can approach him without fear. Because God is also Creator of all that is good, He has the power to help us.
· I Need Your Help. How may disasters could we avoid in life if we would turn to God in faith and ask for His help. God keeps His word. We just need to ask and then not take the problem back after we give it to Him.
· Heal Me. God wants us to be physically, emotionally and spiritually whole. The sin and the sickness we have to deal with are the result of our rebellion against God. Because they have the same source, they also have the same cure: Jesus Christ the Redeemer. When we are healed immediately, we should praise God. When we are not healed immediately, we should trust Him.
· Forgive Me. When the guilt we feel for our sin, our selfishness, our rebellion against God leads us to repentance, that’s good. Confession of sins is not a punishment from God. It is a time to expose our sins so that God can extract them from our lives.
· They Need Help. Jesus answers intercessory prayers, the prayers that we offer for others.
· Thank You. We get the chance this week as a nation to offer our thanks to God. Thanksgiving flushes the self-pity out of our lives. Gratitude has a way of silencing grumpiness.
· In Jesus’ name. Amen.

Prayers are heartfelt conversation and cries to our father. They don’t have to be carefully orchestrated. Just look at some of the ones found in Scripture:
· A leper’s prayer: “If you will, you can make me clean” (Mark 1:40)
· Friends bring a paralytic to Jesus. They say nothing. They only bring him before Jesus (Mark. 2:1-12).
· The ruler of the synagogue: “My little daughter is at the point of death. Come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be made well and live” (Mark 5:23).
· A woman with a flow of blood just reached out and touched Jesus thinking, “If I touch even his garments, I will be made well” (Mark 5:27-28).
· Bartimaeus cried out “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” (Mark 10:47).
· The tax collector prayed “God, be merciful to me, a sinner” (Luke 18:13).

It’s that last one that gave birth to what is called The Jesus Prayer. Philimon, a 6th century Egyptian Monk advised: “Keep watch in your heart; and with watchfulness say in your mind with awe and trembling; ‘Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy upon me.’”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Ford, 21.] 


An anonymous 19th century Russian peasant who wrote The Way of a Pilgrim used this prayer as he breathed. As he inhaled he would mentally pray “Lord Jesus Christ” and then, as he exhaled “have mercy on me.”[footnoteRef:2] Some add the words “a sinner” at the end of the line. BREATH PRAYER.  It’s another simple prayer you might use to develop the habit of praying. Don’t be concerned with the number of words or the right words. It is better to pray short with heart than long without heart.   No matter how hectic our lives may become, it works. [2:  Ibid., 17.] 


That’s not my advice. It comes straight from Jesus. He taught his disciples, “And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they will be heard for their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him” (Matthew 6:7-8).

And if he knows what you need before you ask him, what’s keeping you from asking? The first rule of prayer is this: pray. God is a personal God and he wants to hear from you.

I would be remiss if I didn’t mention the ways God answers Prayer.  We don’t have time to unpack everything here, but we must understand that God answers our prayers in three ways…YES, NO, and……WAIT (that’s the hardest one for us.)

Pray. Pursue stillness. Practice simplicity. Before you know it you’ll be lifting heavier weight in the prayer room.

KEY APPLICATION:  What difference does this make?

· We pray to align our wills and lives with God’s will.  Relationship 
· We pray to lay our burdens before God and to find peace.  C S Lewis in the movie shadowlands, as he considered his wife’s battle with cancer said, “I pray because I can’t help myself.  I pray because I am helpless.”
· We pray to avoid making any major decision without God.  In the Gospels, for every major decision, we see Jesus praying, seeking the Father’s will and way.
· We pray for others.  Intercession.


BEING STILL 
    Before refrigerators, people used icehouses to preserve their food. Icehouses had thick walls, no windows, and a tightly fitted door. In winter, when streams and lakes were frozen, large blocks of ice were cut, hauled to the icehouses, and covered with sawdust. Often the ice would last well into the summer. 
    One man lost a valuable watch while working in an icehouse. He searched diligently for it, carefully raking through the sawdust, but didn’t find it. His fellow workers also looked, but their efforts, too, proved futile. 
    A small boy who heard about the fruitless search slipped into the icehouse during the noon hour and soon emerged with the watch. 
    Amazed, the men asked him how he found it. 
"I closed the door," the boy replied, "lay down in the sawdust, and kept very still. Soon I heard the watch ticking." 
    Often the question is not whether God is speaking, but whether we are being still enough, and quiet enough, to hear. 

Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”  Hebrews 4:16

BECAUSE WHAT WE BELIEVE…MATTERS!!!

