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Prayer Part III – Why to Pray

Aim – To encourage students to pray by thinking about the question of why we should pray. To help us to understand how our prayers are important to the way that God’s purposes are worked out in our lives.

Introduction – So far in this series we have thought a little about how we should pray and what the content of those prayers should be. Thinking about these things should encourage us to pray. Yet it would be so easy to forget all that we have talked about and do nothing to radically rethink and transform our prayer lives. What I want us to do in this session is to think a little about why we should pray. Perhaps if we can get it clear in our minds as to why God wants us to come before Him in prayer, then we will be encouraged to pray more often and more wholeheartedly. 

For what reasons does God want us to pray to Him? Why is it important to pray? How does our praying reflect our dependence upon God? How is the depth of our relationship with God demonstrated by our praying? In what sense does God involve us in His purposes through prayer?

· Prayer is certainly not God’s way of finding out what we need, for Jesus makes it clear that God knows what we need even before we ask Him (Matthew 6:7-8). Instead God’s primary reason for wanting us to pray, is that He wants us to trust in Him. God wants us to depend on Him for all that we need and He wants us to pray in faith for His provision. God is our Father and just as children look to their fathers to provide for them, so God expects us to look to Him in prayer (Luke 11:9-12). 

· Prayer is certainly not just about trusting God though, for God wants us to love Him and have fellowship with Him. God wants us to have a relationship with Him and prayer is part of how we relate to God. The strength of our relationship with God is most clearly seen in our prayer lives. If we never talked to our natural Father, our relationship with him would be seriously undermined and the same is true of our relationship with God. Carson says “there is a profound sense in which the sovereign, holy, loving, wise Father whom we address in Jesus’ name is more interested in us than in our prayers. I do not mean to depreciate praying, only to say that God’s response to our prayers cannot be abstracted from his treatment of us… Part of the business of prayer is getting to know God better, part of it is learning his mind and will, part of it is tied up with teaching me to wait, or teaching me that my requests are often skewed or my motives selfish” (pg. 224). 

· There is also a sense in which prayer is God’s way of involving us in His purposes. In prayer we have the amazing privilege of being able to be involved in God’s plans for His people. Prayer is more than just a means of deepening our relationship with God, more than just a means for deepening our trust in God, indeed our prayers can have crucial significance for what happens not only in our in own lives but in the world that we live in. It is this reason that I would like us to think about in this session. I want us to attempt to answer the question of ‘how do our prayers change things?’ 

How can we understand the paradox between God’s sovereignty and our responsibility? How can God be in control if we have free will? How can we have free will if God is in control? Why is it important that we understand both of these truths? What are the dangers of emphasising one and not the other?
· Scripture reveals two truths about God and mankind. Firstly we see that God is absolutely sovereign – there are so many verses in scripture which testify to God’s sovereignty (Proverbs 16:4,9,33, Matthew 6:26-30, Ephesians 1:11). Secondly we see that we are responsible creatures, we chose, we believe, we disobey, we respond and there is moral responsibility for our choices (Joshua 24:14-15, Romans 10:9-11, Ezekiel 18:30-32). In scripture God’s sovereignty never functions to reduce our responsibility and in the same way our responsibility never function to diminish God’s sovereignty. So these truths are both taught in scripture and neither can diminish the other. These truths are also taught alongside each other in scripture, our problem lies in believing that both are true. We tend to use one to diminish the other. 

· In Genesis 50:19-20 Joseph says that in one and the same event his brothers intended evil and God intended good. God’s sovereignty in the event issuing in the plan to save millions of people during the years of famine does not reduce the brothers’ responsibility for the evil they committed against him. Similarly the brothers’ evil plot does not reduce the fact that God is sovereign and was working out His plan for good. Both God’s sovereignty and human responsibility are assumed to be true. Another example is Philippians 2:12-13 where Paul exhorts them to work out their salvation with fear and trembling. Paul is clearly speaking of their responsibility, yet in the following verse Paul says that it is God who works in them to will and to act accordingly to His good purpose. Once again we see these two truths taught alongside one another.

· The Bible also presents us with two further truths that we also find hard to comprehend. Scripture tells us that God is both transcendent and personal. Scripture tells us that God exists above and beyond time and space. The Bible tells us that God existed before the universe was created and that He rules over the work of His hands. Yet at the same time scripture presents God not as raw power but as our Father. We find it hard to imagine how God can be both transcendent and personal even though the Bible clearly presents Him as such. 

· If the Bible only taught that God was sovereign, then we would not appreciate our responsibility for the way that we live and we would merely do as we pleased. If the Bible only taught that we were responsible for our actions, we would not appreciate God’s role in all that happens and we would act as if we had to earn our acceptance by God. It is only when we have both truths alongside each other that we can have the right balance in our Christian lives. So often in the Bible we struggle to understand how truths that seemingly contradict each other can both be true. Yet unless we hold such truths in a healthy balance, we will emphasise one and not the other and distort the truth. One day we will understand these things fully, but until then we should trust that God is God and that He has revealed for us all that we need to know for living in His world. 

In what way do these truths relate to prayer? Should the truth that God is sovereign encourage or discourage us to pray? How did God’s sovereignty encourage Daniel to pray in line with God’s will? Did God change His mind about destroying Israel? How was Moses involved in bringing about God’s purposes? What does it mean to pray in line with God’s will?

· We must do our best to ensure that these complementary truths function in our lives in the same way that they function in the lives of believers in scripture. As we have seen, in order for us to understand how God involves us in His purposes through our praying, we must first appreciate that these two truths are both equally true. 

· God’s sovereignty never functions as a disincentive to pray – God’s sovereignty is never portrayed in scripture as a disincentive to pray. It could possibly serve as a disincentive to babble like the pagans did thinking that they would be heard because of their many words (Matthew 6:8). In Luke 18:1-8, Jesus (God the Son) exhorts His disciples to pray and not to give up. The woman in the parable came before the judge day after day seeking justice, until finally he granted her wish. Our God is a just and a good God – we too should persistently come before Him with our petitions. The judge’s decision was final but it did not deter the woman from coming back the next day to make her plea for justice against her adversary. 

· God’s sovereignty can function as an incentive to pray in line with God’s will – In Daniel 9 when Daniel learns from scripture that the exile would last for 70 years, he turns to God in prayer according to what he has learned concerning the will of God. He doesn’t just wait for God to act. Carson says “precisely because Daniel is aware of the promise of this personal, sovereign God, he feels that it is his obligation to pray in accord with what he has learned in the scriptures regarding the will of that God” (pg. 162). He appeals to God to preserve the integrity of His own name and His reputation for mercy and forgiveness and to keep the promise He made to rescue them from captivity. We see the same thing in John 17:1 where Jesus prays “Father, the time has come, Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.” The fact that the time of Jesus’ death was fast approaching served as an incentive to Jesus to pray that God’s will would be done and that He would be glorified. 

· In Exodus 32:1-14 Moses pleads with God to turn from His fierce anger after Israel had made a golden calf in Moses’ absence. We are told that God relented and did not bring this disaster on His people as He has threatened. It is tempting to say that God changes his mind and to conclude that prayer changes things because it changes the mind of God. Yet this would contradict Numbers 23:19 which says that God does not change His mind or fail to fulfil a promise He has made. If God is to remain faithful to the promises He made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob then he cannot destroy the Israelites and he must therefore turn from the judgement He has pronounced against Israel. It is on this that Moses is banking on when he prays. God expects to be pleaded with, He expects godly believers to intercede with Him (Ezekiel 22:30-31). Carson says, “by this God-appointed means of prayer we become God’s instruments to bring about a God-appointed end” (pg. 165). Moses proved to be God’s own appointed means through intercessory prayer, for bringing about the relenting that was nothing other than a gracious confirmation of His covenant. 

· We can participate in bringing about God’s purposes through God’s own appointed means (2 Corinthians 1:10-11). Prayer certainly can change things but it cannot be thought of to change anything in such a way so as to catch God out. Other verses like 2 Chronicles 7:14 or 1 John 1:9 also suggest that prayer changes things. It is worth praying to a sovereign God because He is free and can take action as He wills. It is worth praying to a personal God because He hears, responds and acts on behalf of His people. If we allow the complementary aspects of God’s nature to function in us as they did in the lives of His servants in scripture then we will be encouraged to pray in line with God’s revealed will. 

Does God always answer pray in the way or time that we would like? What should be our perspective when God says no? What should be our perspective when God does things differently to what we were expecting? Have our prayers been answered differently to what we were expecting?

· If God is God, then there must clearly be times when our prayers go answered, or to put it another way, times when God answers our prayers very differently to how we expect Him to do so. God has a plan for us and that plan is not always the plan we would have chosen – for example Joseph would undoubtedly have prayed that he would have been rescued from the pit and from being carried off into slavery. Yet many years later, he was able to say “God meant it for good” (Genesis 50:20). There might however be times when God wants to teach us things about Himself before answering our prayers. It might be that God wants to teach us to pray with faith (Matthew 21:21-22) or to pray in accordance with His will (James 4:2-3).
· Scripture records examples of times when people have prayed for something but God has answered those prayers in very different ways. In Romans 15:30-33 Paul prays that he may be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea and that his service in Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints there so that by God's will he may come to them with joy and be refreshed with them. Only the second of these requests is granted. Paul was arrested in Jerusalem and didn’t reach Rome in the way that he envisaged. On the same note Jesus prayed “take this cup from me, nevertheless not my will not yours be done”. 

· In 2 Corinthians 12:1-10 Paul prays three times that the thorn in his flesh would be removed and it wasn’t. God answered Paul by supplying more grace, a wise answer but not what Paul had in mind when he asked. If God answered all our prayers straight away then we would view prayer as some kind of magic formula. He may give us what we ask, He may decline, He may give us the goal of what we ask for but by quite another means. What we must remember is that God always answers our prayers for our good, even if what we consider to be good is a very different matter. 

Concluding thoughts – We have talked about some difficult issues in this session, some things have been hard to grasp and other things have been hard to understand. Yet what we should take away is the truth that through prayer God wants us to depend on Him, to deepen our relationship with Him and to be crucially involved in the way that He works out His purposes in us.
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Luke 11:9-12 “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. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. ‘Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead? Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion?”
Matthew 6:7-8 “And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”
Proverbs 16:4,9,33 “The LORD works out everything for his own ends-- even the wicked for a day of disaster…In his heart a man plans his course, but the LORD determines his steps…The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the LORD.”

Matthew 6:26-30 “Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? ‘And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labour or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendour was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?”

Ephesians 1:11 “In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.”
Joshua 24:14-15 “Now fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD. But if serving the LORD seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD.”

Romans 10:9-11 “That if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. As the Scripture says, ‘Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.”

Ezekiel 18:30-32 “Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according to his ways, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent! Turn away from all your offences; then sin will not be your downfall. Rid yourselves of all the offences you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel? For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent and live!”

Genesis 50:19-20 “But Joseph said to them, "Don't be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.”

Philippians 2:12-13 “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed--not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence--continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.”

Luke 18:1-8 “Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and not give up. He said: ‘In a certain town there was a judge who neither feared God nor cared about men. And there was a widow in that town who kept coming to him with the plea, ‘Grant me justice against my adversary.’ ’ For some time he refused. But finally he said to himself, ‘Even though I don't fear God or care about men, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will see that she gets justice, so that she won't eventually wear me out with her coming!’ And the Lord said, ‘Listen to what the unjust judge says. And will not God bring about justice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night? Will he keep putting them off? I tell you, he will see that they get justice, and quickly. However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?’ ”
Daniel 9:2-19 “In the first year of his reign, I, Daniel, understood from the Scriptures, according to the word of the LORD given to Jeremiah the prophet, that the desolation of Jerusalem would last seventy years. So I turned to the Lord God and pleaded with him in prayer and petition, in fasting, and in sackcloth and ashes. I prayed to the LORD my God and confessed: ‘O Lord, the great and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love with all who love him and obey his commands, we have sinned and done wrong. We have been wicked and have rebelled; we have turned away from your commands and laws. We have not listened to your servants the prophets, who spoke in your name to our kings, our princes and our fathers, and to all the people of the land. ‘Lord, you are righteous, but this day we are covered with shame--the men of Judah and people of Jerusalem and all Israel, both near and far, in all the countries where you have scattered us because of our unfaithfulness to you. O LORD, we and our kings, our princes and our fathers are covered with shame because we have sinned against you. The Lord our God is merciful and forgiving, even though we have rebelled against him; we have not obeyed the LORD our God or kept the laws he gave us through his servants the prophets. All Israel has transgressed your law and turned away, refusing to obey you. ‘Therefore the curses and sworn judgements written in the Law of Moses, the servant of God, have been poured out on us, because we have sinned against you. You have fulfilled the words spoken against us and against our rulers by bringing upon us great disaster. Under the whole heaven nothing has ever been done like what has been done to Jerusalem. Just as it is written in the Law of Moses, all this disaster has come upon us, yet we have not sought the favour of the LORD our God by turning from our sins and giving attention to your truth. The LORD did not hesitate to bring the disaster upon us, for the LORD our God is righteous in everything he does; yet we have not obeyed him. Now, O Lord our God, who brought your people out of Egypt with a mighty hand and who made for yourself a name that endures to this day, we have sinned, we have done wrong. O Lord, in keeping with all your righteous acts, turn away your anger and your wrath from Jerusalem, your city, your holy hill. Our sins and the iniquities of our fathers have made Jerusalem and your people an object of scorn to all those around us. ‘Now, our God, hear the prayers and petitions of your servant. For your sake, O Lord, look with favour on your desolate sanctuary. Give ear, O God, and hear; open your eyes and see the desolation of the city that bears your Name. We do not make requests of you because we are righteous, but because of your great mercy. O Lord, listen! O Lord, forgive! O Lord, hear and act! For your sake, O my God, do not delay, because your city and your people bear your Name.”

John 17:1 “Father, the time has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.”

Exodus 32:1-14 “When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered around ‘Aaron and said, ‘Come, make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don't know what has happened to him.’ Aaron answered them, ‘Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to me.’ So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to Aaron. He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.’ When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, ‘Tomorrow there will be a festival to the LORD.’ So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry. Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Go down, because your people, whom you brought up out of Egypt, have become corrupt. They have been quick to turn away from what I commanded them and have made themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf. They have bowed down to it and sacrificed to it and have said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt. I have seen these people,’ the LORD said to Moses, ‘and they are a stiff-necked people. Now leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them. Then I will make you into a great nation.’ But Moses sought the favour of the LORD his God. ‘O LORD,’ he said, ‘why should your anger burn against your people, whom you brought out of Egypt with great power and a mighty hand? Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought them out, to kill them in the mountains and to wipe them off the face of the earth'? Turn from your fierce anger; relent and do not bring disaster on your people. Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac and Israel, to whom you swore by your own self: I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and I will give your descendants all this land I promised them, and it will be their inheritance forever.’ Then the LORD relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he had threatened.”

2 Chronicles 7:14 “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.”
Ezekiel 22:30-31 “I looked for a man among them who would build up the wall and stand before me in the gap on behalf of the land so I would not have to destroy it, but I found none. So I will pour out my wrath on them and consume them with my fiery anger, bringing down on their own heads all they have done, declares the Sovereign LORD.”

Numbers 23:19 “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfil?”

2 Corinthians 1:10-11 “He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us, as you help us by your prayers. Then many will give thanks on our behalf for the gracious favour granted us in answer to the prayers of many.”
James 4:2-3 “You want something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.”

Matthew 21:21-22 “Jesus replied, ‘I tell you the truth, if you have faith and do not doubt, not only can you do what was done to the fig tree, but also you can say to this mountain, ‘Go, throw yourself into the sea,’ and it will be done. If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer.” 
Romans 15:30-33 “I urge you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to join me in my struggle by praying to God for me. Pray that I may be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea and that my service in Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints there, so that by God's will I may come to you with joy and together with you be refreshed. The God of peace be with you all. Amen.”

Matthew 26:39 “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will.”

2 Corinthians 12:8-9 “Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’ Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me.”
www.sotonnavs.org

