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Jesus On Prayer—Journey Into Prayer

READINGS: Hebrews 4:12-16, Matthew 6:5-15

I want to begin by telling you a story from my last deployment in Iraq during 2007. It was a quiet Sunday morning in Camp. By tradition we always had a slow start on Sunday morning to contrast our activities with every other day of the week to mark the passing of time. Brunch was not served until 1030hrs so some of us would go to the gym while others would find a quiet corner somewhere to read a book or go across to the computer suite to catch up on emails from home. All of a sudden the mortar alarm went off and according to our SOPs we threw ourselves to the ground, struggled to put on our helmets and made sure our body armour was securely wrapped around us! Unbeknown to me one of my friends was back in the accommodation by himself. At a critical moment he heard the whoosh of a rocket passing dangerously near not more than about 50 feet above the tent where we lived. He prayed: “O God, is this going to be my last day here on earth? And here I am all by myself…” The story has a happy ending. The rocket continued over the accommodation and landed about 100 metres away in the middle of the REME vehicle park. The other happy coincidence is that it was a “blind” so beyond throwing up a whole lot of dust and dirt and creating a bit of a hole in the ground no damage was done. Some time later we shared a conversation like this: “Padre, I really prayed this morning. I thought my last day had come and that I was going to die all alone!” 
Without dwelling unduly on this story it highlights a truth about daily life when experiencing danger on Operations. Prayer is important and I know that many soldiers of all ranks either prayed or relied on my prayers to help them through the dangers and uncertainties of a really rough tour of duty in Iraq because at that time the danger was not merely outside the front gate. Because of daily insurgent rocket attacks the potential for danger was inside the camp as well!

Right through the history of the Christian Church prayer has been regarded as of special importance. In Acts 2:42 Luke, the great historian of the Christian Church says there were four things that characterized the life and ministry of the first Christian Church in Jerusalem. The context is that the apostle Peter has preached an amazing sermon on the day of Pentecost and 3000 people were converted. It is possible for us to get excited about this development but the important question we need to ask ourselves is what happens next? Luke informs us that: “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.”
(2)

This is more than a historical footnote. I want to suggest to you that what is happening here is that Luke is setting out a benchmark as to what the Church in its NT, Spirit-filled form is meant to look like in every age and generation. If you need to do a quick evaluation as to the spiritual vitality of any congregation then it is to certain key texts like this which will tell us that we will expect to see a commitment to high standards of preaching from the pulpit, a commitment to good pastoral care and fellowship, faithfulness in regular attendance upon the church’s sacramental life and diligence in daily prayer.

Today we are going to focus on the issue of prayer and I want us to do three things in relation to prayer. Firstly I want us to look at how highly prayer was regarded in the life of Jesus and the first Christian Churches. Secondly, we are going to face up to our guilt about prayer…the fact that we know we should be involved in it more faithfully but frequently fail, and then thirdly I want to share some encouragements to help you get on to the path of prayer or if you have strayed from it encourage you to find your way back to it.
1. THE IMPORTANCE OF PRAYER FOR JESUS AND HIS CHURCH

One of the things that jumps off the pages of Scripture at you is just how important prayer was not just for Jesus but for the Church as well. Consider Mark 1:35 as a case in point: “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place where he prayed.” I want to suggest that this is not merely a piece of casual information. Mark includes this observation to highlight that this was our Lord’s normal pattern of life. In the midst of a busy schedule our Lord found it both necessary and beneficial to give himself opportunity to pray and meet with his Father.

If we turn over to Luke 6:12 we discover that prior to any important decision being made, in this case the choosing of the twelve apostles, our Lord would give a special priority to prayer: “One of those days Jesus went out on to a mountainside to prayer, and spent the night praying to God…” The disciples are so impressed with the priority and manner of Jesus’ praying that a short time later they ask him: “Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples.”

(3)

There are many examples of prayer in times of danger or special need and we need to recognize that on those occasions our Lord and his followers gravitated almost naturally to prayer e.g. when persecution broke out in Jerusalem
 or when the apostles were becoming overwhelmed by the administrative tasks involved with caring for needy widows where they eventually had to delegate these things to others in 
order that “we might give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the Word.”
 Now while prayer was important at critical moments I don’t want us to lose sight of the importance of prayer that carries on in the midst of the routine and ordinary circumstances of life. Luke with his special interest in the life of the early church highlights this very thing when he tells that after the ascension of Jesus and even before the coming of the Holy Spirit “they all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers.”
 Likewise at the end of Acts 2 we find this pattern continuing where every day following the patterns of their Jewish traditions they met for regular times of prayer.
Clearly prayer is not an optional extra for Christians which we can use on a “take it or leave it” basis. It is a necessary part of our life together as a community and also an important means of spiritual growth for us as individual believers. The great missionary pioneer William Carey made the comment that: “Prayer, secret, fervent, believing prayer lies at the root of all personal godliness.” I think we all recognize the truth of that and are in sympathy with it, but where do we go from here?

2. FACE UP TO OUR GUILT ABOUT PRAYER

The truth for many of us is while we recognize this fact about the importance of prayer for our own Christian living, the reality is we often do not pray as we ought and that there are times when we hardly pray at all in any meaningful sense. It is not that we do not know to pray. The fact is that we know it and still don’t do it as we know we ought. That means every time the subject comes up we feel the cutting edge of guilt upon our consciences. We hear sermons on prayer. We feel spurred on to take our spiritual responsibilities with greater seriousness. Our new resolutions last for a few days, maybe even a couple of weeks and then we are back to square one suffering from the same lack of resolution, no better than we were when we started off and wondering what it is that we have to do to come to terms with this.
Our situation is not helped when sermon illustrations about prayer are given to us. We are told about Elijah praying up a storm, literally, praying on persistently until his prayer is answered., of Daniel praying 
(4)

faithfully three times a day regardless of the political pressures on him not to do so, or we may have heard about the great heroes of the past like Martin Luther and his oft quoted remark “I have so much to do today that I must spend the first three hours in prayer!” All these characters and others like them achieved so much for the kingdom of God. It was said of Mary Queen of Scots that she feared the prayers of John Knox more than great armies of her enemies coming against her! The problem of course is that we hear all these exhortations, are inspired by them to give more time and effort to prayer but after trying and failing once again we are once more plunged into a form of guilt that actually drives us away from prayer.

The important thing for us to take on board if you have ever been in a situation like this is to realize that God does not want you to pray like other people or the great prayer warriors of the past. 
He wants you to pray like you. 
If God had wanted you to pray like Martin Luther he would have made you into Martin Luther! The truth is that God wants to draw near and hear from YOU in the uniqueness of the personality he has given you, NOT the way somebody else is! 
While we can obviously learn from the spiritual giants of the past or indeed one another by way of encouragement and help in our prayers we should never make the mistake of falling into guilt or spiritual bondage becauseo f our failing to be like someone else. We need to take note of the fact that God has a path of prayer for you that he wants you to follow. It will be unique to you and will take account of the way you are, the peculiarities of your own personality and where you are in your present walk with God. To put it another way, “you are to pray as you can, not as you can’t.”
3. PRAYER IS A LEARNING EXPERIENCE

Whenever you are learning a new skill, any skill, you have got to start where you are and not at some place where you would fondly imagine you should like to be. When the disciples asked Jesus, “Lord, teach us to pray,” they may not have realized it, but they were entering upon a lifetime of learning. The reality is prayer never ceases to be a learning experience. I’ve been a Christian now for over 35 years and I can testify to the truth of that observation. By way of encouragement there is a wonderful quotation from St. Theresa of Avila that says: “There is no stage of prayer so sublime that it isn’t necessary to return often to the beginning.” If you have lost your way with prayer then I want to commend that you simply start again at the beginning and sit before you stand and walk before you run.
There are times when we allow our thoughts and perceptions about prayer and how we should do it to become far too complicated. Essentially it is a matter of conversing with God. Now, if God is our Father in Christ then we can have the freedom to address him at any 
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time of the day or night or as one church notice board aptly put it: “Tell your troubles to God—He’s up all night anyway!” The agenda for prayer is as open and free as we would like to make it. We are not limited to a list of piously acceptable subjects…you only need to read a few Psalms to discover that! We can bring our worries, our anxieties, our hopes, our aspirations, our difficulties at work, the fact that the boss is really getting up our nose as well as our concern for the gospel and the wider challenges of our time that we can read about in all our newspapers. In prayer everything can be on the table and nothing need be excluded. As we share those things with God, our pains and joys, freely and openly he listens with compassion and delight, just as we do when our children come to us. He delights in our presence. When we do this we will discover something of incredible value. We will discover that by praying we learn to pray. Keep it simple.
That doesn’t mean that it will always be easy, but it is worth persevering with. Think of some of the very young toddlers we have in the crèche down in the corner, especially the ones learning to walk. They struggle. They get up. They try and balance themselves. They fall down. But what happens? Do they stay down and think to themselves “Blow this for a game of soldiers!” and remain seated? Not at all. Their failures become an opportunity for redoubling their efforts. They get up and they fall but the important thing is they don’t let their failures determine the outcome. And it is the same in our struggles with prayer. There are always going to be times in our life when prayer is a real struggle but that doesn’t mean we should give up. When you fail or make a mistake, acknowledge the failure or mistake and start again.
The key thing is to pray. We don’t need to be diffident in the presence of God. In a few moments we are going to be led in our prayers of intercession. Why not let that moment be the start of a new beginning in prayer for you? We have a Saviour who has been on this road before us and who will give us every help and encouragement as we seek to make a fresh start: “Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”
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