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John Piper - Biography

"The ministry of preaching is the central labor of my life. My prayer is that through that ministry and everything else I do the great glory of our God and Savior Jesus Christ would be magnified as more and more people come to live out the obedience of faith more and more deeply."

John Stephen Piper was born in Chattanooga, Tennessee to Bill and Ruth Piper January 11, 1946. When John and his older sister were still small the Pipers moved to Greenville, South Carolina where John spent the rest of his growing-up years. His father was an itinerant evangelist who is still actively ministering through international radio and Bible courses. John has written a tribute to his mother, who died in 1974, in the booklet, "What's the Difference" (Crossway Books, 1990) which is also chapter one of the book, Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (Crossway Books, 1991). 

At Wheaton College (1964-68), John majored in Literature and minored in Philosophy. Studying Romantic Literature with Clyde Kilby stimulated the poetic side of his nature and today he regularly writes poems to celebrate special family occasions as well as composing story-poems (based on the life of a Biblical character) for his congregation during the four weeks of Advent each year. At Wheaton John also met Noël Henry whom he married 1968. 

Following college he completed a Bachelor of Divinity degree at Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California (1968-71). While at Fuller, John took as many courses as he could from Dr. Daniel Fuller, the most influential "living" teacher in his life. Through Dr. Fuller he discovered the writings of Jonathan Edwards, his most influential "dead" teacher. 

John did his doctoral work in New Testament Studies at the University of Munich, Munich, West Germany (1971-74). His dissertation, Love Your Enemies, is published by Baker Book House. Upon completion of his doctorate he went on to teach Biblical Studies at Bethel College in St. Paul, Minnesota for six years (1974-80). 

In 1980, sensing an irresistible call of the Lord to preach, John became the senior pastor of Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis, Minnesota where he has been ministering ever since. Together with his people, John is dedicated to spreading a passion for the supremacy of God in all things for the joy of all peoples. 

John and Noël have four sons, a daughter, and two grandchildren.

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Curriculum Vitae

John Piper

Work         

720 13th Avenue South

Minneapolis, MN 55415

(612) 338-7653 

Date and Place of Birth

January 11, 1946; Chattanooga, TN 

Present Position (since 1980)

Senior Pastor, Bethlehem Baptist Church 

Previous Employment (1974-1980)

Associate Professor of Biblical Studies, Bethel College, St. Paul, MN 

Education

Wade Hampton High School, Greenville, SC; Diploma, 1964

Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL; B.A. 1968

Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA; B.D. 1971

University of Munich, Munich, West Germany; Dr.theol. 1974

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Biographical Sketch

John Piper

John Piper is the author of the following books:

Love Your Enemies: Jesus' Love Command in the Synoptic Gospels and the Early Christian Paraenesis (Cambridge

University Press, 1980; Baker, 1991). 

The Justification of God.- An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1-23 (Baker, 1983; 2nd edition 1993). 

Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist (Multnomah, 1986; 2nd edition, 1996). 

The Pleasures of God (Multnomah, 1991; Expanded edition, 2000). 

The Supremacy of God in Preaching (Baker, 1990). 

Let the Nations Be Glad! The Supremacy of God in Missions (Baker, 1993). 

The Purifying Power of Living By Faith In Future Grace (Multnomah, 1995). 

(Co-editor) Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (Crossway, 1991). 

A Hunger for God: Desiring God Through Fasting and Prayer (Crossway, 1997). 

A Godward Life: Savoring the Supremacy of God in All of Life (Multnomah, 1997). 

God’s Passion for His Glory: Living the Vision of Jonathan Edwards (Crossway, 1998). 

The Innkeeper (Crossway, 1998). 

A Godward Life, Book Two: Savoring the Supremacy of God in All of Life (Multnomah, 1999). 

The Legacy of Sovereign Joy (Crossway, 2000). 

The Hidden Smile of God (Crossway, 2001). 

Seeing and Savoring Jesus Christ (Crossway, 2001). 

The Dangerous Duty of Delight (Multnomah, 2001).

The Misery of Job and the Mercy of God (Crossway, 2002).

Brothers, We Are not Professionals: A Plea to Pastors for Radical Ministry (Broadman & Holman Publishers,

2002)

John taught Biblical Studies at Bethel College in St. Paul, Minnesota for six years, and since 1980 has been senior pastor at Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis, Minnesota. He holds degrees from Wheaton College (B.A.), Fuller Seminary (B.D.), and the University of Munich (Dr.theol.). John and his wife, Noël, live in Minneapolis and have four sons, a daughter,

and two grandchildren.

 "The ministry of preaching is the central labor of my life. O that God will use this means to spread a

passion for his supremacy in all things for the joy of all peoples. My prayer is that through that ministry and everything else I do the great glory of our God and Savior Jesus Christ would be magnified as more and more people come to live out the obedience of faith more and more deeply."
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The Sovereignty of God and Prayer

John Piper January, 1976

I am often asked, "If you believe God works all things according to the counsel of his will (Ephesians 1:11) and that his knowledge of all things past, present, and future is infallible, then what is the point of praying that anything happen?" Usually this question is asked in relation to human decision: "If God has predestined some to be his sons and chosen them before the foundation of the world (Ephesians 1:4,5), then what's the point in praying for anyone's conversion?"

The implicit argument here is that if prayer is to be possible at all man must have the power of self-determination. That is, all man's decisions must ultimately belong to himself, not God. For otherwise he is determined by God and all his decisions are really fixed in God's eternal counsel. Let's examine the reasonableness of this argument by reflecting on the example cited above.

1. "Why pray for anyone's conversion if God has chosen before the foundation of the world who will be his sons?" A person in need of conversion is "dead in trespasses and sins" (Ephesians 2:1); he is "enslaved to sin" (Romans 6:17; John 8:34); "the god of this world has blinded his mind that he might not see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ" (II Corinthians. 4:4); his heart is hardened against God (Ephesians 4:18) so that he is hostile to God and in rebellion against God's will (Romans 8:7).

Now I would like to turn the question back to my questioner: If you insist that this man must have the power of ultimate self-determination, what is the point of praying for him? What do you want God to do for Him? You can't ask that God overcome the man's rebellion, for rebellion is precisely what the man is now choosing, so that would mean God overcame his choice and took away his power of self-determination. But how can God save this man unless he act so as to change the man's heart from hard hostility to tender trust?

Will you pray that God enlighten his mind so that he truly see the beauty of Christ and believe? If you pray this, you are in effect asking God no longer to leave the determination of the man's will in his own power. You are asking God to do something within the man's mind (or heart) so that he will surely see and believe. That is, you are conceding that the ultimate determination of the man's decision to trust Christ is God's, not merely his.

What I am saying is that it is not the doctrine of God's sovereignty which thwarts prayer for the conversion of sinners. On the contrary, it is the unbiblical notion of self-determination which would consistently put an end to all prayers for the lost. Prayer is a request that God do something. But the only thing God can do to save a lost sinner is to overcome his resistance to God. If you insist that he retain his self-determination, then you are insisting that he remain without Christ. For "no one can come to Christ unless it is given him from the Father" (John 6:65,44).

Only the person who rejects human self-determination can consistently pray for God to save the lost. My prayer for unbelievers is that God will do for them what He did for Lydia: He opened her heart so that she gave heed to what Paul said (Acts 16:14). I will pray that God, who once said, "Let there be light!", will by that same creative power "shine in their hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ" (II Corinthians 4:6). I will pray that He will "take out their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh" (Ezekiel 36:26). I will pray that they be born not of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man but of God (John 1:13). And with all my praying I will try to "be kind and to teach and correct with gentleness and patience, if perhaps God may grant them repentance and freedom from Satan's snare" (II Timothy 2:24-26).

In short, I do not ask God to sit back and wait for my neighbor to decide to change. I do not suggest to God that He keep his distance lest his beauty become irresistible and violate my neighbor's power of self-determination. No! I pray that he ravish my unbelieving neighbor with his beauty, that he unshackle the enslaved will, that he make the dead alive and that he suffer no resistance to stop him lest my neighbor perish.

2. If someone now says, "O.K., granted that a person's conversion is ultimately determined by God' I still don't see the point of your prayer. If God chose before the foundation of the world who would be converted, what function does your prayer have?" My answer is that it has a function like that of preaching: How shall the lost believe in whom they have not heard, and how shall they hear without a preacher, and how shall they preach unless they are sent (Romans 10:14f.)? Belief in Christ is a gift of God (John 6:65; II Timothy 2:25; Ephesians 2:8), but God has ordained that the means by which men believe on Jesus is through the preaching of men. It is simply naive to say that if no one spread the gospel all those predestined to be sons of God (Ephesians 1:5) would be converted anyway. The reason this is naive is because it overlooks the fact that the preaching of the gospel is just as predestined as is the believing of the gospel: Paul was set apart for his preaching ministry before he was born (Galatians 1:15), as was Jeremiah (Jeremiah 1:5). Therefore, to ask, "If we don't evangelize, will the elect be saved?" is like asking, "If there is no predestination, will the predestined be saved?" God knows those who are his and he will raise up messengers to win them. If someone refuses to be a part of that plan, because he dislikes the idea of being tampered with before he was born, then he will be the loser, not God and not the elect. "You will certainly carry out God's purpose however you act but it makes a difference to you whether you serve like Judas or like John." (Problem of Pain chapter 7, Anthology, p 910, cf. p 80)

Prayer is like preaching in that it is a human act also. It is a human act that God has ordained and which he delights in because it reflects the dependence of his creatures upon Him. He has promised to respond to prayer, and his response is just as contingent upon our prayer as our prayer is in accordance with his will. "And this is the confidence which we have before Him, that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us" (I John 5:14). When we don't know how to pray according to God's will but desire it earnestly, "the Spirit of God intercedes for us according to the will of God" (Romans 8:27).

In other words, just as God will see to it that His Word is proclaimed as a means to saving the elect, so He will see to it that all those prayers are prayed which He has promised to respond to. I think Paul's words in Romans 15:18 would apply equally well to his preaching and his praying ministry: "I will not presume to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me, resulting in the obedience of the Gentiles." Even our prayers are a gift from the one who "works in us that which is pleasing in his sight" (Hebrews 13:21). Oh, how grateful we should be that He has chosen us to be employed in this high service! How eager we should be to spend much time in prayer! ager we should be to spend much time in prayer!
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Prayer:  The Work of Missions

John Piper ACMC Annual Meeting Denver, Colorado July 29, 1988

In order to mobilize a movement of prayer in the church and in order to sustain a will to pray in our hearts, we must think and talk about other things besides prayer. This is the key lesson I have learned in recent years.

1. We must talk first about war. Because life is war. And it is utterly impossible for people to know what prayer really is until they know that they are in a war, and until they know that the stakes of that war are infinitely higher than the stakes in the Persian Gulf or in the Reagan-Gorbachev consultations.

2. We must talk about the Sovereignty of God. Because only from this great truth can we know that we will win the war. And only then will we have hope and strength to press on in a life of prayer.

3. Then, when we have spoken first about the war we are in and next about the sovereignty of God, then we can come to what I will call the awesome place of prayer in God's purposes for the world.

Now let me try to sketch what I think needs to be said in these three areas -war, the Sovereignty of God, and the awesome place of prayer in God's purposes for the world.

1. Life is war.

When Paul came to the end of his life, said in 2 Timothy 4:7, "I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith." And in I Timothy 6:12 he tells Timothy, "Fight the good fight of faith; lay hold on eternal life to which you were called."

Life is war because the maintenance of our faith and the laying, hold on eternal life is a- constant fight. Paul makes clear in 1 Thess. 3:5-that the number one target of Satan is faith. If we endure to the end we will be saved, Jesus said (Mark 13:13), and Satan is fighting always to bring us to ruin by destroying our faith.

Concerning his own life of warfare Paul said earlier, "I do not run aimlessly) I do-not box as one beating the air; but I pommel my body and subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified" (1 Cor 9:26-7).

Concerning his ministry he said, "Though we live in the world we are not carrying on a worldly war, for the weapons of our warfare are not worldly but have divine power to destroy strongholds. We destroy arguments and every proud obstacle to the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to obey Christ" (2 Cor-10:3-5). Ministry is war. (See also Revelation 6:2; 12:17; 17:14.)

Probably the most familiar passage on the warfare we live in daily is Eph. 6:12-3.

We are not contending against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against the powers, against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. Therefore take the whole armor of God.

In other words, life is war.

But most people do not believe this in their heart. Most people show by their priorities and their casual -approach to spiritual things that they believe we are in peacetime not wartime.

In wartime the newspapers carry headlines about how the troops are doing. In wartime families talk about the sons and daughters on the front lines and write to them and pray for them with heart-wrenching concern for their safety. In wartime we are on the alert. We are armed. We are vigilant. In wartime we spend money differently -- there is austerity, not for its own sake, but because there are more strategic ways to spend money than on new tires at home. The war effort touches everybody. We all cut back. The luxury liner becomes the troop carrier.

Very few people think that we are now in a war greater than World War II, and greater than any imaginable nuclear World War III. Or that Satan is a much worse enemy than Communism or militant Islam. Or that the conflict is not restricted to any one global theater, but is in every town and city in the world. Or that the casualties do not merely lose an arm or an eye or an earthly life, but lose everything, even their own soul and enter a hell of everlasting torment (Rev. 14:9-11).

Until people believe this, they will not pray as they ought. They will not even know what prayer is.

In Eph. 6:17-18 Paul-makes the connection for us:

Take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, with all prayer and supplication, Praying on every occasion in the Spirit, and keeping awake for-this with all perseverance.

Prayer is the communication by which the weapons of warfare are deployed according to the will of God. Prayer is for war.-

Let-me show you this more specifically from John 15:16-17.

You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide; so that whatever you ask the-Father in my name, he may give it to you.

The logic is crucial. Why is the Father going to give the disciples what they ask in Jesus' name? -Answer: Because they have been sent to bear fruit. The reason the Father gives the disciples the gift of prayer is because Jesus has given them a mission. In fact, the grammar of John 15:16 implies that the reason Jesus gives them their mission is so that they will be able to enjoy the power of prayer. "I send you to bear fruit so that whatever you ask the Father . . . he may give you."

So I do not tire of saying to our church, The number one reason why prayer malfunctions in the hands of a believers is that they try to turn a wartime walkie-talkie into a domestic intercom.

Until you believe that life is war, you cannot know what prayer is for. Prayer is for the accomplishment of a wartime mission. It is as though the field commander (Jesus) called in the troops, gave them a crucial mission ("Go and bear fruit"), handed each of them a personal transmitter coded to the frequency of the general's headquarters, and said, "Comrades, the general has a mission for you. He aims to see it accomplished. And to that end he has authorized me to give each of you personal access to him through these transmitters. If you stay true to his mission and seek his victory first, he will always be as close as your transmitter, to give tactical advice and to send in air cover when you or your comrades need it."

But what have millions of Christians done? They have s-topped believing that we are in a war. No urgency, no watching, no vigilance, no strategic planning. Just easy peacetime and prosperity. And what did they do with the walkie-talkie? They tried to rig it up as an intercom in their cushy houses and cabins and boats and cars -- not to call in fire power for conflict with a mortal enemy, but to ask the maid to bring another pillow to the den.

So my first point is that if we are going to mobilize a powerful prayer movement for missions or even sustain the will to pray in our own hearts, we must talk about something else first, namely,-war. We have so domesticated prayer that it is no longer, in many of our lives and churches, what it was created to be -- a wartime walkie-talkie for the accomplishment of mission commands.

We simply must create in ourselves and in our people a wartime mentality. Otherwise the Biblical teaching about the urgency of prayer, and the vigilance of prayer, and the watching in prayer, and the perseverance in prayer, and the danger of abandoning prayer will make no sense and find no resonance in our hearts. Until we feel the desperation of a bombing raid, or the thrill of a new strategic offensive for the gospel, we will not pray in the spirit of Jesus.

2. Second, before we talk-about prayer we must talk about the sovereignty of God.

Why is this? Why is embracing of the sovereignty of God so crucial to a heart of prayer and a movement of prayer in the cause of-world missions? There are two reasons that come - from the experience of my own life and ministry. The first reason is that until we embrace the sovereignty of God, we cannot pray consistently that God would actually save lost sinners. And the second reason is that until we embrace the sovereignty of God we cannot be confident the cause of Christ will triumph and all our praying- will not be in vain. Let me explain these two crucial convictions.

2.1 Until we embrace the sovereignty of God, we cannot pray consistently that God would actually save lost sinners. We can't do what Paul does so passionately in Romans 10:1, "Brothers, my heart's desire and prayer to God for them is that they might be saved."

Paul's heart's desire is for the salvation of his fellow Jews. When our hearts ache for something we pray for it. And so he says that his prayer to God is that they be saved. He wants something accomplished in his mission -the salvation of Jews as he preaches in the synagogues. So he prays to God that this would happen. He asks God to save them. "O God, that they might be saved! Do it God! Do what you need-to do!"

Now my point is this: that kind of praying is inconsistent if you do not believe in the sovereignty of God. And what I mean by the sovereignty of God here is that he has the right and the power to save unbelieving, unrepentant, hardened sinners. Now there are a lot of people who do not believe God has that right. They do not believe that God has the right to intrude upon a person's rebellion, and overcome it, and draw that person effectually to faith and salvation. They don't believe that God dare exert himself so powerfully in grace as to overcome all the resistance of a hardened sinner. Instead they believe that man himself has the sole right of final determination in the choices and affections of his heart toward God. Every person, they say, has the final self-determination in whether they will overcome the hardness of their hearts and come to Christ. And so it is finally in the hands of man, not God, who will be saved and how many will inhabit the Kingdom.

The effects on prayer for such people are devastating if they try to pray consistently with this rejection of the sovereignty of God.

You can't ask God to actually save anybody.

You cannot pray, "God, take out their heart of stone and give them a new heart of flesh" (Ezekiel 11-:19).

You can't pray, "Lord, circumcise their heart so that they love you" (Deuteronomy 30:6).

You can't pray, "Father, put your Spirit within them and cause them to walk-in your statutes" (Ezekiel 36:27).

You can't pray, "Lord, grant them repentance and a knowledge of the truth" (2 Timothy 2:25-26).

You can't-pray, "Open their eyes so that they believe to the Gospel" (Acts 16:14).

The reason you can't is that all these prayers give God a right that you have reserved for man -- namely the ultimate, decisive determination of his destiny. If you ask God to do, any of these things, He would be -the one who actually saves.

How then do you pray if you really believe that man and not God must make the ultimate decisions about salvation in the universe?

I take an example from a well-known book on prayer that does reject God's sovereignty in the salvation of sinners. This writer says that the way to pray is to "Ask God to cause a specific person to begin questioning whom they can really trust in life." But my question then is: Why is right for God to cause a person to think a question and wrong for God to cause that person to think an answer? Why is it legitimate for God to take control of a man to the degree that He cause the man to ask a question he would not have otherwise asked, but it is not legitimate for God to exert that same influence to cause the man to give an answer that he would not otherwise have given -namely that Jesus should be trusted?

Here is another example of how this writer thinks we should pray for unbelievers: "Pray that God will plant in the hearts of these people . . . an inner unrest, together with a longing to know the 'Truth."' Now my question is, If it is legitimate for God to "plant a longing" in a person's heart, how strong can the longing be that God chooses to plant?

There are two kinds of longings God could plant in an unbeliever's heart. One is so strong that it leads the person to pursue and embrace Christ. The other is not strong enough to lead a person to embrace Christ. Which do you pray for? If you pray for the strong longing, then you are praying that the Lord work effectually and get that person saved. If you pray for the weak longing, then you are praying for an ineffectual longing that leave the person in sin (but preserve his self-determination.)

Do you see where this leads? People who really believe that man must have the ultimate power of self-determination can't consistently pray that God would convert unbelieving sinners. 'Why? Because if they pray for divine influence in a sinner's life they are either praying for a successful influence (which takes away the sinner's ultimate self-determination), or they are praying for an unsuccessful influence, (which is not praying for conversion). So either you give up praying for conversion or you give up ultimate human self-determination.

Paul leaves no doubt where he stands on that issue in Romans 9:16, "It depends not upon man's will or exertion, but upon God's mercy." So he prays that God would convert Israel! He prays for her salvation! He does not pray for ineffectual influences, but for effectual influences. And that is how we should pray, too.

We should take the new covenant promises of God and plead with God to bring them to pass in our children and our neighbors and on all the mission fields of the world-.

"God, take out of their flesh the heart of stone and give them a new heart flesh" (Ezekiel 11:19).

"Lord, circumcise their heart so that they love you" (Deuteronomy 30:6).

"Father, put your Spirit within them and cause them to walk in your statutes" (Ezekiel 36:27).

"Lord, grant them repentance and a knowledge of the truth that they may escape from the snare of the devil" (2 Timothy 2:25-26).

"Father, open their hearts so that they believe the Gospel" (Acts 16:14).

In other words, when you believe in the sovereignty of God, in the right and power of God to bring hardened sinners to faith and salvation, then you will be able be able to pray with no inconsistency and with great Biblical promises for the conversion of the lost.

That's the first reason why embracing the sovereignty of God is crucial for maintaining a heart of prayer and mobilizing a movement of prayer for missions.

2.2 The second reason is that until we embrace the sovereignty of God we cannot be confident that our prayers will succeed and that the cause of Christ will triumph.

The first missionary endeavor of the Protestants in England burst forth from the soil of Puritan hope. The Puritans, you remember, were those pastors and teachers in England (and then New England), roughly between the years 1560 and 1660, who wanted to purify the church of England and bring it into theological and practical alignment with the teachings of the Reformation.

They had a view of God's sovereignty that produced an undaunted hope in the victory of God over all the world. They were deeply stirred by a passion for the coming of God's kingdom over all the nations. Their hearts really believed the truth of Psalm 86:8-9,

There is none like thee among the gods, O Lord, nor are there any works like thine. All the nations thou hast made shall come and bow down before thee, 0 Lord, and shall glorify thy name.

And Genesis 12:3:

In thee shall ALL families of the earth be blessed. And Psalm 2:8.

I shall give thee the nations -for thine inheritance. And Psalm 22:27,

All the ends of the world shall remember and turn unto the Lord: and all the families of the nations shall worship before thee.

And Psalm-65:2,

0 thou that hearest prayer, unto thee shall all flesh come.

And Psalm 66:4,

All the earth shall worship thee, and shall sing unto thee; they shall sing to thy name.

And Psalm 86:9,

All nations whom thou hast made shall come and worship before thee, 0 Lord; and shall glorify thy name.

And Psalm 102:15,

So the heathen shall fear the name of the Lord, and all the kings of the earth thy glory.

And Psalm 47:9,

The princes of the peoples gather as the people of the God of Abraham. For the shields of the earth belong to God; he is highly exalted!

******

To him shall be the obedience of the peoples (Genesis 49:10):

"Let the peoples praise thee, 0 God, let all the peoples praise thee." (Psalm 67:3)

"Behold, I made-him a witness to the peoples, a leader and commander for the peoples." (Isaiah 55:4)

******

They believed the oath of God in Numbers 14:21, that the earth would be filled with the glory of the Lord (see Hab. 2:14).

This tremendous confidence that Christ would one day conquer the hearts of all the nations and b e glorified by every people on earth gave birth to the first Protestant missionary endeavor in the English-speaking world, and it happened150 years before the modern missionary movement began with William Carey in 17-93.

Between 1627 and 1640 15,000 people emigrated from England to America, most of them Puritans, carryin- this great confidence in the world-wide reign of Christ. In fact, the seal -- of the colonists of Massachusetts Bay had on it a North American Indian with these words-coming out of his mouth: "Come over into Macedonia and help us" taken from Acts 16:9. What- this shows is that, in general, the Puritans saw their emigration to America as part of God's missionary strategy to extend his kingdom among the nations.

One of those hope-filled Puritans who crossed the Atlantic in 1631 was John Eliot. He was 27 years old and a year later became the pastor of a new church in Roxbury, Massachusetts, about a mile from Boston. But something happened that made him much more than a pastor.

According to Cotton Mather, there were twenty tribes of Indians in that vicinity. He specifically calls them "nations" to emphasize the missionary significance. Well, John Eliot could not avoid the practical implications of his theology: if the infallible Scriptures promise that all nations will one day bow down to Christ, and if Christ is sovereign and able by his Spirit to subdue all opposition to his promised reign, then there is good hope that a person who goes as an ambassador of Christ to one of these nations will be the chosen instrument of God to open the eyes of the blind and set up an outpost of the kingdom of Christ.

And so when he was slightly over 40 years old Eliot set himself to study Algonquin. He deciphered the vocabulary and grammar and syntax and eventually translated the entire Bible as well as books that he valued like Richard Baxter's Call to the Unconverted. By the time Eliot was-84 years old, there were numerous Indian churches, some with their own Indian pastors. It is an amazing story of a man who once said, "Prayers and pains through faith in Christ Jesus will do any thing!" (Mather, Great Works, I, 562).

The reason I tell you the story is to highlight the tremendous importance of solid Biblical hope for movement of prayer and for the missionary enterprise. God has promised an God is sovereign:

All the nations . . . shall come and bow down before thee, 0 Lord, and shall glorify thy name.

This is what gripped the Puritan mind and eventually gave birth to the modern missionary movement in 1793. For William Carey was nourished on this tradition, as were David Brainerd and Adoniram Judson and Alexander Duff and David Livingston, John Paton and a host of others who gave their lives to -reach the hidden peoples of the world. The modern missionary movement did not arise in a theological vacuum. It grew out of a great Reformation tradition that put the sovereignty of God square in the center of human life.

This we must talk about first. Without it, the confidence of prayer, the largeness of prayer, the boldness of prayer, and the perseverance of prayer vanish. And what you have left i-s a kind of lifeless vestige that most people -think of as "the prayer meeting" -- weak, uninspired, small-minded. A heart of prayer and a movement of prayer for missions is sustained by-focussing on something else first th-a-t life is war and that God is sovereign.

3. The awesome place of prayer in the purposes of God for the world.

We have gotten a glimpse of what God's great purpose is for the world , namely, to fill this world with his glory (Num. 14:21), by rooting out of his kingdom all sin and unbelief (Matt. 13:41), and filling it with white-hot worshipers (Rev. 3:15) from every people tongue and tribe and nation (Rev. 5:9; 7:9). In the seed of Abraham all families of the earth will be blessed. All the families of the nations will worship before the Lord.

Now what is the place of prayer in the accomplishment of that great and unstoppable purpose of God?

Here we must be careful. The role of prayer is so unspeakably significant in God's design that we are prone to overstate its role, especially in relation to the Word of God and the preaching of the Gospel. So let me say loud and clear that I believe the proclamation of the Gospel in word and deed is THE work of missions. And prayer is the power that wields the weapon of the Word, and the Word is the weapon by which the nations will be brought to faith and obedience.

Everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord will be saved. But how are they to call upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never HEARD, and how are they to HEAR without a PREACHER? . . . Faith comes by HEARING and hearing by the word of Christ. (Rom. 10:13-17)

The GOSPEL is the power of God unto salvation (Rom. 1:16).

You have been born anew not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and abiding WORD OF GOD (I Peter 1:23).

Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law or by HEARING with faith? (Gal. 3:2).

This GOSPEL OF THE KINGDOM will be PREACHED throughout the whole world, as a testimony to all nations; and then the end will come. (Matt. 24:14)

The Word of God, the gospel of the Kingdom, is the weapon that God designs to use in penetrating the kingdom of darkness and gathering the children of light from all the nations. His whole redemptive plan for the universe hangs on the success of his word. If the preaching of the Word aborts, the purposes of God fail.

But that cannot happen,

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and-return not thither but water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes forth from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and prosper in the thing for which I sent it. (Isaiah 55:10-11)

God is sovereign. Though he make all his plans hang on the success-of -his Word proclaimed by men and women, his purposes cannot fail; whenever he wills, his word stands and none can stay his hand.

But now we are ready to see the awesome place of prayer.

Not only has God made the accomplishment of his global purposes of salvation hang on the preaching of the Word; he has also made the success of the preaching of the Word hang on prayer. God's goal to be glorified in a world full of white-hot worshippers from every people and tongue and tribe and nation will not succeed without the powerful proclamation of the gospel by people like you and me. And that gospel will not be proclaimed in power to all the nations without the persevering, earnest, global, faith-filled prayers f God's people. This is the awesome place of prayer in the purposes of God for the world. They won't happen without prayer.

How do we know this?

We know it by the way the apostle Paul and the Lord Jesus make prayer the servant and power of the ministry of the Word.

Ephesians 6:19,

Pray also for me, that utterance may be given me in opening my mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the Gospel.

Colossians :3,

Pray for us also, that God may open to us a door for the Word, to declare the mystery of Christ.

2 Thessalonians 3:1,

Finally, brethren, pray for us, that the word of the Lord may run and be glorified.-

Prayer is the walkie-talkie on the battlefield of the world. It calls in for the accurate location of the target of the Word. It calls in to ask for the protection of air cover. It calls in to ask for fire power to blast open away for the tanks of the Word of God. It calls in the miracle of healing for the wounded soldiers. It calls in supplies for the forces. And it calls in -the needed reinforcements.

This- is the meaning of the amazing Word of the Lord in Matthew 9:38. -"Pray therefore the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvester Reinforcements come to the missionary enterprise when the churches know they are in a war, and when they bow down in their trenches with bullets flying overhead and get on their walkie-talkies and cry out for more troops.

This is the place of prayer -- on the battlefield of the world. It is a wartime walkie-talkie, not a domestic intercom to -increase the comforts of the saints. It malfunctions in the hands of soldiers who have gone AWOL.

I close with a word from the Lord that has pricked my prayer conscience as much as any other. In Luke 18:7-8 Jesus says,

Will not God vindicate his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long over them? I tell you, he will vindicate them speedily.

Do you ever cry out to the Lord, "How long, 0 Lord, how long till you vindicate your cause in the earth? How long 'till you rend the heavens and come down with power on your church? How long till you bring forth victory among all the peoples of the world?"

The answer I have heard when I have called on the Lord in this way comes from Luke 18:7 -- when his people CRY TO HIM DAY AND NIGHT for the vindication of his cause among the nations.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

How To Pray For The Soul (Yours Or Another's)

For thoughtful people, how they pray for the soul is governed by how they believe God acts. So, for example, if they believe God changes people's souls so that they make new and right choices, then they will ask God to make those soul-changes through evangelism and nurture. But not everybody is thoughtful about the way they pray. They don't think about what view of God is behind their praying.

So what I suggest is that we learn first to pray for the soul from the way the Bible prays for the soul. If we do that, then our prayers will probably be good prayers, and in the process we will also learn about how God acts. Here is the way I pray for my soul. I use these prayers over and over again - for myself and my children and wife and for the staff and the elders and for all the church. This is the meat and potatoes of my prayer life.

1. The first thing my soul needs is an inclination to God and his word. Without that, nothing else will happen of any value in my life. I must want to know God and read his word and draw near to him. Where does that "want to" come from? It comes from God. So Psalm 119:36 teaches us to pray, "Incline my heart to Your testimonies and not to gain."

2. Next I need to have the eyes of my heart opened, so that when my inclination leads me to the word I see what is really there and not just my own ideas. Who opens the eyes of the heart? God does. So Psalm 119:18 teaches us to pray, "Open my eyes, that I may behold wonderful things from Your law."

3. Then I need for my heart to be enlightened with these "wonders." I need to perceive glory in them and not just interesting facts. Who enlightens the heart? God does. So Ephesians 1:18 teaches us to pray "That the eyes of your heart may be enlightened."

4. Then I am concerned that my heart is fragmented and that parts of it might remain in the dark while other parts are enlightened. So I long for my heart to be united for God. Where does that wholeness and unity come from? From God. So Psalm 86:11 teaches us to pray, "O Lord, I will walk in Your truth; unite my heart to fear Your name."

5. What I really want from all this engagement with the Word of God and the work of his Spirit in answer to my prayers is that my heart will be satisfied with God and not with the world. Where does that satisfaction come from? It comes from God. So Psalm 90:14 teaches us to pray, "O satisfy us in the morning with Your lovingkindness, that we may sing for joy and be glad all our days."

6. But I don't just want to be happy in my own little private world with God. I want my happiness to be as full as possible for spreading and expanding for others. I want to be strong in joy. This will make me durable in the face of threats or adversity. Where does that strength and durability come from? It comes from God. So Ephesians 3:16 teaches us to pray, "That God would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man."

7. Finally, I want my strength in Christ to produce good deeds for others so that the glory of God will be seen in my life. Who produces these good deeds? God does. So Colossians 1:10 teaches us to pray, "That [we] will walk in a manner worthy of the Lord . . . bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God."

All this I pray "in Jesus' name," because God gives these things to my soul only because Jesus died for me and removed the wrath of God so that the Father might "freely give me all things" (Romans 8:32).

Learning to pray and learning how God acts,

Pastor John

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

"Brothers, Pray For Us" For 700 Of Us (Pastors)

That's a clear, straightforward plea to the church at Thessalonica by the apostle Paul. "Brothers, pray for us." I love its simplicity. It is emotionally understated. Can you hear the depth of need this apostle feels for God's help? " . . . on frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my countrymen, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren . . . in labor and hardship, through many sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure" (2 Corinthians 11:26-27).

We hear it again with more vehemence in Romans 15:30. "Strive together with me in your prayers to God for me." Here is a great man. He has great gifts and great experiences with God. He is a brilliant intellect. He is a valiant spiritual warrior. He is a chosen instrument of God. And he pleads for prayer. "Pray for me." "Strive with me in your prayers to God for me."

Why? Two reasons:

1. BECAUSE WHAT COUNTS MOST IN THE CHRISTIAN MINISTRY CANNOT BE ACCOMPLISHED BY MAN LEFT TO HIMSELF.

"I will not presume to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me, resulting in the obedience of the Gentiles" (Romans 15:18). "By the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me did not prove vain; but I labored even more than all of them, yet not I, but the grace of God with me" (1 Corinthians 15:10). "Whoever renders service, [do it] as one who renders it by the strength which God supplies; in order that in everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ" (1 Peter 4:11). "Now the God of peace . . . equip you in every good thing to do His will, working in us that which is pleasing in His sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever and ever" (Hebrews 13:20-21).

2. BECAUSE GOD HAS SET UP THE WORLD SO THAT (a) MORAL TRANSFORMATION AND (b) MINISTRY TRIUMPHS COME BY PRAYER.

a) MORAL TRANSFORMATION "And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in real knowledge and all discernment" (Philippians 1:9). "We have not ceased to pray for you . . . so that you will walk in a manner worthy of the Lord . . . bearing fruit in every good work" (Colossians 1:9-10). "Pray that you may not enter into temptation" (Luke 22:40).

b) MINISTRY TRIUMPHS "Pray that I may be rescued from those who are disobedient in Judea, and that my service for Jerusalem may prove acceptable to the saints" (Romans 15:31). "Pray for us that the word of the Lord will spread rapidly and be glorified" (1 Thessalonians 3:1). "Pray on my behalf, that utterance may be given to me in the opening of my mouth, to make known with boldness the mystery of the gospel" (Ephesians 6:19). "Pray for us that God will open up to us a door for the word, so that we may speak forth the mystery of Christ, for which I have also been imprisoned; that I may make it clear in the way I ought to speak" (Colossians 4:3-4).

The Bethlehem Conference for Pastors welcomes about 700 pastors February 1-3. We humbly plead: Pray for us. Let these texts be your guide. Imagine what God might do! Dream of the ripple effect across the nation and the decades. Pray.

Standing in the need of prayer,

Pastor John

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Big, Sweeping (But Not Insipid) Prayers In October

One of the amazing things about Bible prayers is how big and sweeping they often are. Yet they don't have the vague ring of "God bless the missionaries" that sounds so weak. We sometimes try to remedy this by saying, "We should pray specific prayers for specific people and specific needs, and not vague general prayers." There is truth to that. We should pray that way.

But I think there is another reason why our big general prayers seem insipid, while the big Bible prayers don't. Ours often don't have much of God in them and don't articulate what the great spiritual things are that we want God to do for "the missionaries" or "the nations" or "the world" or "the lost." The words "God bless" would not sound so weak and vague if we said what the blessing would look like that we are praying toward. There is a world of difference between "Lord, help our missionaries," and "Lord, help our missionaries to drink deep at the river of your delights." Or, "Lord, help our missionaries rejoice in tribulations and remember that tribulation works endurance and endurance hope."

Big general prayers become powerful when they are filled up with concrete, radical Biblical goals for the people we are praying for. "Hallowed be thy name . . . thy will be done on earth as in heaven," is a huge, sweeping prayer. But it asks for two concrete things: that in all the world God's name would be regarded as precious, and that hearts would be changed to do God's will with the same zeal and purity that the angels have in heaven.

It is mentioning these spiritual goals with passion that turn insipid generalizations into dynamite generalizations. So don't shrink back from praying huge, sweeping prayers. For example, Ephesians 6:18, "With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit. . . for all the saints." Think of it! What an incredible breadth and generality. ALL the saints! Do you do that? I admit I do not do it often enough. My heart is too small. But I am trying to get my heart around it. The Bible commands it.

This will not sound silly, like "God bless all the saints." It will sound robust and cataclysmic, like, "God, look upon your entire Church everywhere and have mercy to waken her and give her new life and hope and doctrinal purity and holiness so that all the saints stand strong for your glory in the day of temptation and distress."

Let's pray some huge prayers in October for billions of lost people and thousands of peoples in the "10/40 Window." Paul said, "Pray for us that the word of the Lord will spread rapidly and be glorified, just as it did also with you" (2 Thessalonians 3:1). Use the prayer guides you receive on Sunday, September 26 (or get one at the Missions Corner in the Commons), and pray some huge, sweeping prayers for the peoples and the missionaries of this vast region: "Lord cause your Word to run and triumph among millions of people this year in [name some countries or peoples]." Here are some facts to help you up to speed:

The "10/40 Window," extends from West Africa to East Asia, from ten degrees north to forty degrees north of the equator. This specific region contains three of the world's dominant religious blocs. The majority of those enslaved by Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism live within The 10/40 Window - billions of spiritually impoverished souls. It is home to the majority of the world's unevangelized people.

While it constitutes only one-third of earth's total land area, nearly two-thirds of the world's people reside in the 10/40 Window, with a total population nearing four billion. Of the world's 50 least evangelized countries, 37 are within the 10/40 Window. Yet those 37 countries comprise 95% of the total population of the 50 least evangelized countries!

Of the poorest of the poor, more than eight out of ten live in The 10/40 Window. On average, they exist on less than $500 per person per year. Although 2.4 billion of these people live within the 10/40 Window, only 8% of all missionaries work among them.

Many Bethlehem missionaries minister in countries that are included in the 10/40 Window. Bethlehem will join millions of believers around the world during the month of October in praying for the 10/40 Window. Prayer guides (for adults and children) are available at the Missions Display in the Commons.

Praying audaciously big prayers with you,

Pastor John

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

A Passion For Purity Vs. Passive Prayers

I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye makes you stumble, tear it out and throw it from you; for it is better for you to lose one of the parts of your body, than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. (Matthew 5:28-29)

When you are enticed sexually, do you fight with your mind to say no to the image and then mightily labor to fill your mind with counter-images that kill off the seductive image? "If you put to death the deeds of the body by the Spirit, you will live" (Romans 8:13). Too many people think they have struggled with temptation when they have prayed for deliverance, and hoped the desire would go away. That is too passive. Yes, God works in us to will and to do his good pleasure! But the effect is that we "work out our salvation with fear and trembling" (Philippians 2:12-13). Gouging out your eye may be a metaphor, but it means something very violent. The brain is a "muscle" to be flexed for purity, and in the Christian it is supercharged with the Spirit of Christ.

What this means is that we must not give a sexual image or impulse more than five seconds before we mount a violent counterattack with the mind. I mean that! Five seconds. In the first two seconds we shout, "NO! Get out of my head!" In the next two seconds we cry out: "O God, in the name of Jesus, help me. Save me now. I am yours."

Good beginning. But then the real battle begins. This is a mind war. The absolute necessity is to get the image and the impulse out of our mind. How? Get a counter-image into the mind. Fight. Push. Strike. Don't ease up. It must be an image that is so powerful that the other image cannot survive. There are lust-destroying images and thoughts.

For example, have you ever in the first five seconds of temptation, demanded of your mind that it look steadfastly at the crucified form of Jesus Christ? Picture this. You have just seen a peek-a-boo blouse inviting further fantasy. You have five seconds. "No! Get out of my mind! God help me!" Now, immediately, demand of your mind - you can do this by the Spirit (Romans 8:13). Demand of your mind to fix its gaze on Christ on the cross. Use all your fantasizing power to see his lacerated back. Thirty-nine lashes left little flesh intact. He heaves with his breath up and down against the rough vertical beam of the cross. Each breath puts splinters into the lacerations. The Lord gasps. From time to time he screams out with intolerable pain. He tries to pull away from the wood and the massive spokes through his wrist rip into the nerve endings and he screams again with agony and pushes up with his feet to give some relief to his wrists. But the bones and nerves in his pierced feet crush against each other with anguish and he screams again. There is no relief. His throat is raw from screaming and thirst. He loses his breath and thinks he is suffocating, and suddenly his body involuntarily gasps for air and all the injuries unite in pain. In torment, he forgets about the crown of two-inch thorns and throws his head back in desperation, only to hit one of the thorns perpendicular against the cross beam and drive it half an inch into his skull. His voice reaches a soprano pitch of pain and sobs break over his pain-wracked body as every cry brings more and more pain.

Now, I am not thinking about the blouse any more. I am at Calvary. These two images are not compatible. If you will use the muscle of your brain to pursue - violently pursue with the muscle of your mind - images of Christ crucified with the same creative energy that you use to pursue sexual fantasies, you will kill them. But it must start in the first five seconds - and not give up.

So my question is: Do you fight, rather than only praying and waiting and trying to avoid? It is image against image. It is ruthless, vicious mental warfare, not just prayer and waiting. Join me in this bloody warfare to keep my mind and body pure for my Lord and my wife and my church. Jesus suffered beyond imagination to "purify for Himself a people for His own possession" (Titus 2:14). Every scream and spasm was to kill my lust - "He Himself bore our sins in His body on the cross, so that we might die to sin and live to righteousness" (1 Peter 2:24).

Pursuing purity of heart at any cost,

Pastor John

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

A Prayer for Our Church

O Lord, by the truth of your Word, and the power of your Spirit and the ministry of your body, build men and women at Bethlehem . . .

§         Who don’t love the world more than God,

§         who don’t care if they make much money,

§         who don’t care if they own a house,

§         who don’t care if they have a new car or two cars,

§         who don’t need recent styles,

§         who don’t care if they get famous,

§         who don’t miss steak or fancy fare,

§         who don’t expect that life should be comfortable and easy,

§         who don’t feed their minds on TV each night,

§         who don’t measure truth with their finger in the wind,

§         who don’t get paralyzed by others’ disapproval,

§         who don’t return evil for evil,

§         who don’t hold grudges,

§         who don’t gossip,

§         who don’t twist the truth,

§         who don’t brag or boast,

§         who don’t whine or use body language to get pity,

§         who don’t criticize more than praise,

§         who don’t hang out in cliques,

§         who don’t eat too much or exercise too little;

But

§         who are ablaze for God,

§         who are utterly God-besotted,

§         who are filled with the Holy Spirit,

§         who strive to know the height and depth of Christ’s love,

§         who are crucified to the world and dead to sin,

§         who are purified by the Word and addicted to righteousness,

§         who are mighty in memorizing and using the Scriptures,

§         who keep the Lord’s Day holy and refreshing,

§         who are broken by the consciousness of sin,

§         who are thrilled by the wonder of free grace,

§         who are stunned into humble silence by the riches of God’s glory,

§         who are persevering constantly in prayer,

§         who are ruthless in self-denial,

§         who are fearless in public witness to Christ’s Lordship,

§         who are able to unmask error and blow away doctrinal haze,

§         who are tough in standing for the truth,

§         who are tender in touching hurting people,

§         who are passionate about reaching the peoples who have no church,

§         who are pro-life for the sake of babies and moms and dads and the glory of God,

§         who are keepers of all their promises, including marriage vows,

§         who are content with what they have and trusting the promises of God,

§         who are patient and kind and meek when life is hard.

Pressing for all there is in Christ,

Pastor John

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Interview Questions: A Hunger for God Desiring God through Fasting and Prayer

John Piper Crossway Books, 1997

1. What do you mean by calling Fasting a homesickness for God?

Matthew 9:15 "The attendants of the bridegroom cannot mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them, can they? But the days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast.

For his return, they long for God.

2. You compared fasting with what happened to you when you got a letter from your fiancé. Can you explain that.

Sometimes fasting is owing to losing appetite because of something so good in its place or something so bad. Other times fasting actively resists the competing appetite to affirm and grow a better one.

3. You say that Matthew 9:14-17 is the most important word on fasting in the Bible. Why?

Matthew 9:14 Then the disciples of John *came to Him, saying, "Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but Your disciples do not fast?" 15 And Jesus said to them, "The attendants of the bridegroom cannot mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them, can they? But the days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast. 16 "But no one puts a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment; for the patch pulls away from the garment, and a worse tear results. 17 "Nor do men put new wine into old wineskins; otherwise the wineskins burst, and the wine pours out, and the wineskins are ruined; but they put new wine into fresh wineskins, and both are preserved."

1. It is the closest statement that fasting is expected. V. 15: Then they will . . .

2. The apparent conflict between "they will fast" and the following "men don’t put new wine in old wineskins." The fasting must be new fasting.

3. What’s new is that the fasting is not for a hope that has not yet been tasted, but for a hope of consummation that has already been fulfilled in Jesus. We are hungry not because we have not tasted but because we have.

4. Therefore there is a distinctive Christian fasting.

5. It is always both contentment in the already and dissatisfaction in the not yet.

4. Are there any other crucial texts on fasting?

Matthew 6:16-18

Matthew 6:16 "And whenever you fast, do not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites do, for they neglect their appearance in order to be seen fasting by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full. 17 "But you, when you fast, anoint your head, and wash your face 18 so that you may not be seen fasting by men, but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will repay you.

Not if but when.

Acts 13:1 Now there were at Antioch, in the church that was there, prophets and teachers: Barnabas, and Simeon who was called Niger, and Lucius of Cyrene, and Manaen who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. 2 And while they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them." 3 Then, when they had fasted and prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent them away.

Shows they fasted after the Bridegroom had left. And that it affected missions.

5. Why is it hypocrisy to want to be seen fasting? Isn’t hypocrisy to hide what you are really doing and appear different on the outside?

Because the motive of true fasting is out of hunger for God not hunger for peoples praise. But wanting to be seen will give the impression that you are hungry for God when you are hungry for man’s approval.

6. Does corporate fasting contradict the words of Jesus?

Acts 13:1-3 and 14:23 (appointing elders) show they did it.

The Matthew warning is: "Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be noticed by them." The problem is one of motive: are you publicly fasting to be seen.

Problem: Matt. 5:16. Want to be seen. Solution. Motive – to be seen for God’s glory or for your glory.

7. Jesus seems to promise reward as an incentive to fast. "The Father will reward you" (Matthew 6:18). Is that a good motive?

It depends on how you conceive the reward. Jesus approves it. (Lewis quote on being far to easily pleased) The reward of marriage is not money, but joyful relationship.

The reward is God himself in deeper and more intimate communion. To want things instead of God makes a cuckold out of God – asking him to supply you with the means to be unfaithful to him (James 4:3-4)

8. What did you mean that God’s greatest adversaries are his gifts?

Luke 14:18-20 The parable about the banquet: can’t come because of land oxen and wife. We love things more than God.

Fasting helps keep that from happening.

9. You raise the question why God created bread and hunger and relate that to fasting. What’s the reason and the connection?

He could have had beings that did not have hunger or food. I would say he created us to hunger for food so that when he spoke of being the bread of life we would have some idea of how good he is and how to relate to him.

Fasting helps cultivate that spiritual hunger by forcing the hunger issue on us and making us ask if we really do hunger for God.

10. Why do you call fasting the hungry handmaid of faith?

John 6:35. I am the bread of life, he who comes to me shall never hunger and he who believes in me shall never thirst.

That’s what faith is: hungering for God. Fasting can express and help kindle that.

11. What does the handmaid of fasting say to faith?

She says that God is more to be desired than life.

Habakkuk 3:17-18

Though the fig tree should not blossom, And there be no fruit on the vines, Though the yield of the olive should fail, And the fields produce no food, Though the flock should be cut off from the fold, And there be no cattle in the stalls, 18 Yet I will exult in the LORD, I will rejoice in the God of my salvation.

12. You compare the Satan’s temptation of Jesus in the wilderness to turn stone to bread to the testing of Israel in the wilderness when God gave them manna. Can you explain that?

Deuteronomy 8:3 "God . . . fed you with manna which you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that He might make you understand that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the LORD.

Manna was a test to see if Israel would love God and his grace more than bread even miracle bread.

Satan tempts Jesus in the wilderness to use his power to do what God did, make manna.

Jesus responded with this text. Man shall not live by bread alone . . . And he gave it the original meaning of the manna: Don’t trust in bread, not even miracle bread, trust in God.

All Jesus-like fasting aims to cultivate hunger for God not even his miracles per se.

13. You speak of fasting for the King’s coming. How do you mean for that to happen?

1. Out right fasts for the coming of Jesus.

2. More commonly we are to pray for the coming of the kingdom all the time. Matt. 6:9; Maranatha! And we are to evangelize to hasten the day of God (Matthew 24:14; 2 Peter 3:12). Fast to intensify prayer and evangelism.

14. You mentioned the Korean experience with fasting. What is remarkable about this?

1884 first Protestant church. One hundred years later 30,000 churches. That’s 300 churches a year for 100 years.

15. You suggest that fasting can change the course of history. What do you have in mind?

Acts 13:1-3 Saul and Barnabas were led to missions through fasting. And we owe the NT and the western expansion of the church to this.

16. You say that Jonathan Edwards has a warning for some impressions about fasting in our day. What is the danger and the warning?

The danger is speaking with overmuch assurance about what only the sovereign God can perform, and giving the impression that personal impressions have authority to guide the church’s behavior.

Also the misuse of scripture to buttress what one already holds from an impression.

JE: I would entreat the people of God to be very cautious how they give heed to such things. I have seen ’em fail in very many instances; and know by experience that impressions being made with great power, and upon the minds of true saints, yea, eminent saints; and presently after, yea, in the midst of, extraordinary exercises of grace and sweet communion with God, and attended with texts of scripture strongly impressed on the mind, are no sure signs of their being revelations from heaven: for I have known such impressions to fail, and prove vain by the event, in some instances attended with all these circumstances. (Distinguishing Marks of a Work of the Spirit of God, Yale, p. 282.)

17. How do you test subjective impressions?

1. In Acts 13:1-3 five not one person were moved to believe that P and B should be sent. Apostolic authority binds us; other claims must be tested, and this is best done in a group of spiritually wise and mature people.

2. Normative pattern of guidance in the NT is Roman 12:1-2 and Col. 1:9

3. An impression would need to conform to the content, tenor, spirit and trajectory of the whole of the Bible.

4. The misuse of Scripture in defense or application of the impression will give sober Christians pause.

5. The larger track record of the person claiming the impression. How stable? What experience have they had before with such things? General doctrinal base of the person.

18. You said a surprising thing about 2 Chronicles 7:14 that seems out of step with the way it is commonly used by those praying and fasting for revival.

If My people who are called by My name humble themselves and pray, and seek My face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will forgive their sin, and will heal their land.

No mention of fasting.

"My people" is Israel and "their land" is Israel. The switch to the church is legitimate in principle, but not "their land" as America. The church has no land. There is no promise here for a nation being spiritually healed if the church in that nation repents.

19. What is your own hope for fasting and revival?

I believe in the steady state ministry the Word in the of the church and in the world ratcheted up to the radical level of passion for God supremacy that should be normal.

Toward that great end I love the praying of God’s people with as much passion as they are given to muster, and with fasting to express and intensify their hunger for God.

Revival is God’s working radical Godwardness in lots of people at the same time. This comes by preaching as much as by prayer. Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God.

We need reformation of preaching as much or more than gatherings for prayer.

20. What is different about the fasting of Isaiah 58? You give a whole chapter to it.

Isaiah 58:6-10

"Is this not the fast which I choose, To loosen the bonds of wickedness, To undo the bands of the yoke, And to let the oppressed go free, And break every yoke? 7 "Is it not to divide your bread with the hungry, And bring the homeless poor into the house; When you see the naked, to cover him; And not to hide yourself from your own flesh? 8 "Then your light will break out like the dawn, And your recovery will speedily spring forth; And your righteousness will go before you; The glory of the LORD will be your rear guard. 9 "Then you will call, and the LORD will answer; You will cry, and He will say, 'Here I am.' If you remove the yoke from your midst, The pointing of the finger, and speaking wickedness, 10 And if you give yourself to the hungry, And satisfy the desire of the afflicted, Then your light will rise in darkness, And your gloom will become like midday.

The gist is: when you take food out of your own mouth, put it in someone else’s.

Fasting is not for starving ourselves but for feeding others.

It is not meant to impress God, but to change us into radical people less in love with things and more free for love and risk as we rely on the promises of God.

21. You talked about abortion and fasting and mentioned a "Worldview war on abortion." What’s that and what’s the connection with fasting?

David Reardon’s book Making Abortion Rare says the goal is not that Abortion be illegal but unthinkable.

Francis Schaeffer said 18 years ago, "There is a thinkable and an unthinkable in every era." And what makes the difference is the world view of the era: Is there a God who created and guides and or is material-energy the final reality. For the latter nothing is unthinkable.

The main battle is world view. The Supremacy of God in all things.

But the battle of Truth meets an intractable natural mind. There must be divine intervention not just strong arguments.

Schaeffer said, "We should be struggling and praying that this whole other total entity – the material-energy, chance worldview – can be rolled back with all its results across all of life." Christian Manifesto, Works, Crossway, p 459.

Yes, pray and think and write and act. And intensify it all with fasting for the triumph of the supremacy of God in the minds of men.

22. How did the story of Ezra’s fast inspire your thinking on abortion and the world view battle?

Ezra called for a fast in Ezra 8:21-24 for the sake of the safety of his little ones and all the rest. That triggered the connection between fasting and abortion.

Then I notice that the great lessons of Ezra are all about the sovereignty of God over the minds of Cyrus and Darius and Artaxerxes in turning their minds to support the cause of his people. And that connects with the great world view issues of our day. God reigns over the mind of our culture.

23. Why is fasting dangerous? Why begin with a warning about books on fasting?

1. 1 Tim. 4:1-3 beware of people who forbid foods created by God to be received with thanks – ingratitude. Failure to understand the doctrine of creation and the proper place of nature: Platonism. Physical-evil; spirit-good.

2. Colossians 2:20-21 Don’t submit to human decrees like "Don’t handle, taste touch." Pretense of godliness but lead to bondage to a deeper bondage to self.

Self-denial has as many dangers as self-indulgence. Pride in religious acts.

3. 1 Cor 8:8 "Food will not commend you to God. No better off if you eat or drink."

4. Luke 18:12-14 "Fast twice a week" "God be merciful to me a sinner." ONE was justified.

24. Why then risk it? Why fast?

1. 1 Cor. 6:12 "I will not be mastered by anything." Our master is our God.

2. Phil. 3:19 Their God is their belly. Appetite dictates with the voice of a God, not to be disobeyed.

3. Jude 4 Some turn the grace of God into licentiousness.

4. It is not just lists of sins that ruin us. "Other things" Jesus said choke the word (Mark 4:19) – fields, oxen, marriage keep us from the kingdom.

25. What do you mean by the phrase God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him? This shows up a lot in the book.

You show the sweetness and sufficiency of a fountain by drinking and being satisfied.

We must not do the great role reversal with God as if we serve and he needs the service: Acts 17:25 God is not served by human hands . . .

Philippians 1:20-21 Christ shall even now, as always, be magnified in my body, whether by life or by death. 21 For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.

When we experience death as gain Christ is magnified in my death. He is praised by being prized. Magnified to the degree that we are satisfied.

Psa 63:3 Steadfast love of the Lord is better than life . . . Psa 90:14 Satisfy me in the morning with your steadfast love that we may rejoice and be glad in thee.

26. So you trace everything back to what magnifies God most, is that the ultimate reason for fasting?

"Magnifies" in the sense of a telescope not a microscope, yes.

The aim of all Scripture is that God be shown and known and delighted in as infinitely, all satisfyingly glorious.

Jonathan Edwards has demonstrated so powerfully in his essay entitled Dissertation Concerning the End for which God Created the Word.

God elects his people before the foundation of the world for his glory (Ephesians 1:6).

He creates humankind for his glory (Isaiah 43:7).

He chooses Israel for his glory (Isaiah 49:3).

He delivers them from Egypt for his glory (Psalm 106:7-8).

He restores them after exile for his glory (Isaiah 48:9-11).

He sends his Son to confirm his trustworthiness and that the gentiles might glorify him for his mercy (Roman 15:8-9).

He puts his Son to death to display the glory of his vindicated righteousness (Romans 3:25-26).

He sends the Holy Spirit to glorify his Son (John 16:14).

He commands his people to do all things for his glory (1 Corinthians 10:31).

He will send his Son a second time to receive the glory due him (2 Thessalonians 1:9-10).

And in the end he will fill the earth with the knowledge of his glory (Habakkuk 2:14).

God’s glory is a more ultimate goal than the love of God or the mercy of God.

Eph. 1:6,12,14. Here the love and grace and redemption of Christ all aims at the praise of God’s glory.

Romans 15:9 "that the gentiles might glorify God for his mercy.

Phil. 2:11 every knee bow that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the father

1 Cor 10:31. We are called to do all to the glory of God.

Yes. Fasting is important to the degree that it is part of that revelation of the glory of God.

27. How does fasting glorify God?

It might not. It might glorify man.

1 Peter 4:11, 1 Cor. 15:10

Fasting is An offering of emptiness to show where fullness can be found. It is a sacrifice of need and hunger.

It says, by its very nature,

"Father, I am empty, but you are full. I am hungry, but you are the Bread of Heaven. I am thirsty, but you are the Fountain of Life. I am weak, but you are strong. I am poor, but you are rich. I am foolish, but you are wise. I am broken, but you are whole. I am dying, but your steadfast love is better than life (Psalm 63:3)."

So God’s glory is highlighted by our need and desire and hunger. He is most glorified in us . . . And fasting sets us onto God for satisfaction and off of food.

28. Why would we ever eat then? How can we ever enjoy things if they are a constant temptation to idolatry?

He loves thee too little who loves anything together with thee which he loves not for thy sake.

29. So what’s the reason God rewards fasting, or do you think he does?

Yes, He does as Matthew 6:18 says, "Your father who sees in secret will reward you."

Not because it earns them by showing the merit of the one who fasts. That would dishonor God by turning his free grace into a business transaction.

Romans 4:4, "To the one who works the reward is not reckoned according to grace, but according to debt."

Not because it adds to him. He creates it.

Heb. 13:21 He is still "working in us that which is pleasing in His sight"

Phil. 2:12-13 "It is God who is at work in [us], both to will and to work for His good pleasure."

But because it expresses our thirst and hunger for God, which magnifies him.

"Ho! Every one who thirsts, come to the waters; and you who have no money come, buy and eat. Come, buy wine and milk without money and without cost. . . . Listen carefully to Me, and eat what is good, and delight yourself in abundance. Incline your ear and come to Me. Listen, that you may live" (Isaiah 55:1-3).

"I will give to the one who thirsts from the spring of the water of life without cost. . . . Let the one who is thirsty come; let the one who wishes take the water of life without cost" (Revelation 21:6; 22:17).

30. How do you keep fasting from becoming a pride thing?

1. Watch the goal – it should show emptiness and desperation to have God be all in all.

2. Watch the origin: we do all in the strength that God supplies.

3. Watch the method: don’t do it to be seen by men.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

From John Piper: Our mission is to spread a passion for the supremacy of God in all things for the joy of all peoples, through Jesus Christ. Feel free to copy and share this message by following our lead in not selling it but by providing it freely to others. We ask that you share it in its entirety as is. For more information about our ministry visit our web pages at Desiring God Ministries or email us at DGM.

January 1, 1995 Bethlehem Baptist Church John Piper, Pastor

Prayer, Fasting and the Course of History (Acts 13:1-4)

Now there were at Antioch, in the church that was there, prophets and teachers: Barnabas, and Simeon who was called Niger, and Lucius of Cyrene, and Manaen who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. And while they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them. Then, when they had fasted and prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent them away. So, being sent out by the Holy Spirit, they went down to Seleucia and from there they sailed to Cyprus.

I begin this morning a series of messages on the Biblical practice of fasting. This is not new for us at Bethlehem. We have taught on it before and we have called for fasting especially during prayer week in years gone by. But when we did the survey in the morning service several weeks ago we found that 40% of those in attendance that morning had been at Bethlehem three years or less. Which may mean that fasting is a Biblical discipline you have not thought about much and have practiced even less, since it isn't a widespread corporate practice in the evangelical movement.

I expect to dwell on this much-neglected Biblical and spiritual discipline at least through the month of January and perhaps longer if the Lord leads. If you have read the Bethlehem Star you know that I am calling us to fast one 24 hour period a week through this month as we begin 1995, namely from Tuesday after supper through Wednesday lunch. Together we would skip breakfast and lunch on Wednesday and devote those two meal-times, if possible, to fasting-prayer that 1995 would be a year of great awakening in the Body of Christ; a revival of holiness and happiness and prayer and faithfulness and fruitfulness in ministering to each other and reaching the perishing. My prayer is that by means of these messages you will hear God's call in my call to fast.

You may understand better why I believe this is God's will for us now if we get right into our text. The situation is that Saul (Paul) and Barnabas and some of the other leaders in the church in Antioch were worshipping -- ministering to the Lord -- and fasting (v. 2). Judging by what happened we may assume, I think, that the burden that drove them to fast was this: "Where do we go from here as a church?" They were fasting to seek the leading of the Holy Spirit in the direction of their mission. You could call it Master Planning if you want to. The upshot was more magnificent than any other Master Planning effort the church has ever undertaken.

They were hungry enough for God's leading that they wanted to say it with the hunger of their bodies and not just the hunger of their hearts. "We want your leading, O God! O Holy Spirit, what is your will for the mission of this church?"

Do you know what boggles my mind about Master Planning at Bethlehem. Most of the questions we need to answer are not answered explicitly in the Bible. The ones with clear Biblical answers don't require a Master Planning team to discern. The questions that press on us are the kind of questions that the leaders in Antioch faced: "Lord, shall we begin a world mission venture? Should it be now? Should we send some of our own teachers? Should it be Saul or Simeon or Niger or Lucius or Barnabas? Should we send two or three or four? Which way should we send them: by land or by sea? Should we fund them fully or expect them to work for their keep or hope that there will be sons of peace in the towns where they go who will feed them? Should other churches join with us? Etc.

Most of the questions that planning teams have to answer are of that kind. Where will we get the answers? Do we have anything to learn from the fact that these deeply spiritual early Christians worshipped and fasted and prayed as they sought the leading of the Lord?

Consider four observations from Acts 13:1-4.

1. This fasting was after Christ's coming.

I simply point this out lest someone say that fasting was a part of the Old Testament spirituality but not of New Testament spirituality. We will tackle this issue head on next week and ask, "Is Fasting part of the old wineskin that needs to be discarded so that the new wine of the kingdom will not burst the wineskins and be lost?" The apparent answer is that Saul and Barnabas and the others in Antioch did not think fasting was the old wineskin.

2. This fasting was done by a group together.

Another concern with fasting is that Jesus warned against fasting to be seen by men (Matt. 6:17-18). He said, "Your Father who sees in secret will reward you." But Saul and Barnabas evidently do not take Jesus to mean that group fasting is evil, even though people often know you are fasting when you are doing it as part of a group -- as when a church-wide fast is called, the way I am calling for a fast on Wednesdays through the month of January.

Evidently the church leaders at Antioch take Jesus to mean not that we sin if someone knows that we are fasting, but that we sin if our motive is to be known for our fasting so that men applaud us. Group fasting has marked God's people all through Biblical and post-Biblical history.

3. This fasting proved to be an occasion for the Spirit's special guidance.

Verse 2 says,

And while they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them. 3 Then, when they had fasted and prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent them away.

In reporting it this way, Luke clearly wants us to see a connection between the worship, prayer and fasting on the one hand and the decisive guidance of the Holy Spirit on the other.

Without evidence to the contrary I would say that this teaches us the value of worship-fasting-prayer in the earnest pursuit of God's will for our lives and the life of our church.

4. This fasting changed the course of history.

It is almost impossible to overstate the historical importance of this moment in Antioch in the history of the world. Before this word from the Holy Spirit there seems to have been no organized mission of the church beyond the eastern seacoast of the Mediterranean. Before this, Paul had made no missionary journeys westward to Asian Minor, Greece or Rome or Spain. Before this Paul had not written any of his letters which were all the result of his missionary travels beginning here.

This moment of prayer and fasting resulted in a missions movement that would make Christianity the dominant religion of the Roman empire within two and a half centuries and would yield 1.3 billion adherents of the Christian religion today with a Christian witness in virtually every country of the world. And 13 our of the 29 books of the New Testament were the result of the ministry that was launched in this moment of prayer and fasting.

So I think is it fair to say that God was pleased to make worship and prayer and fasting the launching pad for a mission that would change the course of world history. Is there not a lesson there for us?

It had happened before and it would happen again and again in history.

For example, in 2 Chronicles 20 the Moabites and Ammonites and Meunites came against Jehoshaphat the king of Judah. It was a terrifying horde of violent people. What could the people do? What direction should they turn. Verse 3 says,

Jehoshaphat was afraid and turned his attention to seek the Lord; and proclaimed a fast throughout all Judah. 4 So Judah gathered together to seek help from the Lord; they even came from all the cities of Judah to seek the Lord.

So there was a great nationwide fast for divine guidance and deliverance. In the midst of that fasting assembly, verses 14-15 says,

the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jahaziel . . . and he said, "Listen, all Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem and King Jehoshaphat: thus says the Lord to you, Do not fear or be dismayed because of this great multitude, for the battle is not yours but God's."

The next day when the people of Judah went out, they found that the people of Moab and Ammon had destroyed one another, and it took them three days to gather the spoil, there was so much. What looked like defeat and calamity was overnight turned into stunning triumph.

Again the course of history was changed through the fasting of God's people.

John Wesley tells us in his journal of a similar kind of deliverance in 1756. The king of Britain called for a day of solemn prayer and fasting because of a threatened invasion of the French. Wesley wrote,

The fast day was a glorious day, such as London has scarce seen since the Restoration. Every church in the city was more than full, and a solemn seriousness sat on every face. Surely God heareth prayer, and there will yet be a lengthening of our tranquillity.

Then in a footnote he added later, "Humility was turned into national rejoicing for the threatened invasion by the French was averted." It would not be difficult to multiply story after story from the Bible and after the Bible to show that fasting and prayer have changed the course of history. We will see in the coming weeks that this is especially true in the way fasting figures into times of great revival.

But let me try to put our focus on fasting and our call to fast in the wider context of what God seems to be doing today, and then what he may be doing at Bethlehem.

In November one of you came to me and said you thought God might be calling us to a day a week of fasting as a church. Would I pray about it and try to discern if this was of the Lord for us at this time? I had recently been invited by Bill Bright, the head of Campus Crusade, to join 600 others in Orlando December 5-7 for two days of prayer and fasting for awakening in our land and for the advance of the kingdom around the world.

I decided to go, with the desire that God might lead me concerning how fasting should figure into this present moment in the history of our church. Bill Bright said that he had completed a 40 day fast last summer and had felt led to call this time of fasting and prayer in the hope of rekindling the practice of fasting-prayer throughout the church in America.

One of the insights I got in Orlando was that there are three elements in Acts 13:1-3 -- worship, prayer and fasting. In our day there has been a remarkable resurgence of worship and prayer. Tens of thousands of congregations around the world are experiencing more vibrant, freer more engaging worship in the last 20 years. And the prayer movements around the world are unprecedented in number and scope. In our own state the Minnesota Prayer Coalition is unprecedented in pulling the body of Christ together to pray for the reviving of Christ's church and the advance of his kingdom.

But there is not yet a comparable resurgence of the practice of fasting as there has been with worship and prayer. Bill Bright suggested that God may will that all three be in place and that the church be humbled and hungry with fasting before he blesses us as fully as he means to. It is remarkable how neglected this spiritual practice is.

The first thing they did in Orlando was open the microphones for some of the people to say why they had come. I was listening with my ear attuned to our situation here and the question of whether we should call for a day of fasting each week. The second person to stand up said he was from Promise Keepers and that he was there because he believed fasting was crucial and that Promise Keepers were seriously considering calling the men to fast a day a week, namely, Wednesday. Later in the meeting Paul Cedar of the Free Church said that historically the church has often made weekly fasting a part of her life. He wondered if we should again.

When I got back Bob Hamlett showed me that Promise Keepers were in fact born in the atmosphere of fasting. In the fall publication of Men of Action it says,

In 1990 Coach McCartney asked 72 men to commit to pray and fast through lunch every Wednesday [which is what I am calling for], praying specifically that Almighty God would stir the hearts of men to pursue Jesus Christ. The board, leadership team, and many of the staff are recommited to this end, and we invite you to join us.

Well, I am happy to say to Promise Keepers and to Bill Bright and I believe to thousands of other believers around the world, especially in places like South Korea, I am very eager to join you. And I am calling our church to join you as well.

These are wonderfully hope-filled days at Bethlehem. I will explain next week from Matthew 9:14-17 why I think why hope-filled people will want to fast. In the mean time I invite you to do several things. Purchase and be reading God's Chosen Fast by Arthur Wallis (published by Christian Literature Crusade), pray about how the Lord might want you to join in the special prayer times this week, including the night of prayer this Friday, and seek the Lord concerning his call to fast in your life.

Copyright 1995 John Piper
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January 4, 1981 (Morning) Bethlehem Baptist Church John Piper, Pastor

The Line Of Prayer (2 Corinthians 1:11)

The thing that I want to accomplish this morning by the Spirit and the Word of God is to stir you up to pray earnestly in the weeks ahead for me as your pastor, for Glenn Ogren as he comes, and for the whole ministry of the gospel as we all strive, with the strength of God, to enlarge and purify the body of Christ in this place. "Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain. Unless the Lord watches over the city, the watchman stays awake in vain" (Psalm 127:1). We can work our heads off and have countless meetings and go through the motions of worship, but if God isn't in it, it will be hollow and merely human with no divine spiritual life or power in it. And there are few things more fearful to me than the spectre of a church running on the momentum of tradition and habit when the power has been severed. Like a train, full of people enjoying the scenery, but coasting to a stop in the desert because the locomotive has been disengaged and has disappeared over the horizon. Earnest, heartfelt prayer is the means by which we couple ourselves to the locomotive of God's power.

Didn't Jesus say, "I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing" (John 15:5). But, O, how easily a church can become deceived, that, even though it is not praying, its activities are something, when in fact Jesus says they are nothing. O, how grateful I am that Bethlehem is not severed from her power; the locomotive is hitched, the sap is flowing. Dozens of people tell me that they are in prayer for this ministry. And so I have good reason to believe that it will not be said of Bethlehem what Paul said to a group at Colossae:

They are not holding fast to the Head, from whom the whole body, nourished and knit together through its joints and ligaments grows with a growth that is from God (Colossians 2:19).

I believe we will hold fast to our Head, Jesus Christ. And my message this morning is aimed to kindle that very thing: a spreading flame of prayer, and not only prayer, group prayer. O, may the Spirit of God, who teaches us how to pray, put it into your hearts this morning to crave God in prayer in 1981, and to join us this Wednesday night at 7:15 here at the church and this Thursday night at 8:00 in one of the homes designated in the bulletin. History proves beyond doubt that the way God effects revival, spiritual power, joy in worship and the healing of animosities and zeal for outreach is by putting a burden for prayer upon a congregation and then pouring out blessing in response to their pleas. God give us such a burden!

In 2 Corinthians 1:8-11 Paul tells the church at Corinth about his unbearable experience in Asia and what God's purpose was in it and what he anticipates in the future because of it.

For we do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, of the affliction we experienced in Asia; for we were so utterly unbearably crushed that we despaired of life itself. Why, we felt that we had received the sentence of death; but that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the dead. He delivered us from so deadly a peril, and He will deliver us; on Him we have set our hope that He will deliver us again. You also must help us by prayer, so that many will give thanks on our behalf for the blessing granted us in answer to many prayers.

It is clear from verses 9 and 10 that God had two purposes for bringing Paul to a point where he was unbearably crushed. First, he says in verse 9 "that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the dead." In other words, God brought Paul so close to death that there could be no more hope in this life but only in the resurrection. And His aim was to put an end to self-confidence in Paul -- to make Paul feel that in the things that really count man is of no help; only God is. Suffering is intended by God to bring to our attention and make us feel what is true all the time, namely, that we are finite creatures absolutely dependent on God for absolutely everything. God's will is that we know it, feel it, and live like it. That is His first purpose in bringing Paul into unbearable circumstances.

His second purpose is mentioned in verse 10: "He delivered us from so deadly a peril and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will deliver us again." In Paul's case God aimed to deliver him after He had purged him of self-confidence. And so Paul is moved to have hope in God not only for resurrection after death but also to hope in Him for deliverance from death. Having taught Paul that he need not be delivered from death in order to trust in God since God raises the dead, nevertheless, God does deliver Paul from death. And so Paul is encouraged that God must yet have things for him to do and he is hopeful that God will go on preserving him for those things.

There is a great lesson to be learned here that will help us so much to understand what God is doing in our daily lives and that will help us pray about our circumstances as we ought to. The lesson is this: God always aims to glorify Himself in one or both of these ways in our experience of adversity. He always aims to wean us away from relying or trusting or hoping in any help but Him alone. Adversity by its very nature is the removal of things on which our comfort and hope have rested and so it will either result in anger toward God or greater reliance on Him alone for our peace. And His purpose for us in adversity is not that we get angry or discouraged but that our hope shift off earthly things onto God. God's main purpose in all adversity is to make us stop trusting in ourselves or any man. The word resounds through the Old Testament:

Cursed is the man who trusts in man and makes the flesh his arm, whose heart turns away from the Lord (Jeremiah 17:5).

Put not your trust in princes, in the son of man in whom there is no hope (Psalm 146:3).

Turn away from man in whose nostrils is breath, for what account is he? (Isaiah 2:22).

A king is not saved by his great army; a warrior is not delivered by his great strength. The war horse is a vain hope for victory and by its great might it cannot save. Behold, the eye of the Lord is on those who fear Him, on those who hope in His steadfast love (Psalm 33:16-18).

The horse is made ready for the day of battle but the victory belongs to the Lord (Proverbs 21:31, cf: 19:21; Psalm 60:11).

The whole Bible wants to teach us the lesson of 2 Corinthians 1:9: Don't pin your hopes on man or anything this world can offer. Look to God for your hope, your joy, your fulfillment, even in death for He is the God who raises the dead. If we trust Him like that He will be greatly glorified and that is His first purpose in our adversity.

But the second half of the lesson here is that God often glorifies Himself by delivering from death those whom He has taught not to fear death. God receives praise when His people die in peace, trusting Him. And God receives praise when He delivers His people from death. Which He shall choose lies in His secret counsels and whether He has more work for us to do. Five seconds before the VW van hit the front of the bus in which my mother was killed, my father, who was sitting beside her in the front seat, stood up from the seat beside her and turned to speak to the touring group. And when the van hit, the lumber on its roof came like rockets through the windows, killing my mother instantly but not my father, because seconds before, he had stood up. And ten days later as I rode in the ambulance with him from Atlanta to Greenville he said, "God must have a job for me to do." That was the answer. God's purpose for my mother's ministry on this earth was finished, but my Dad's wasn't. So He raised him out of that seat and delivered him from death.

And He will deliver him for his evangelistic work until His purpose is complete. I give one other example. My father was away from home in a crusade and was eating in a restaurant by himself. All of a sudden he sucked a piece of gristle into his windpipe and couldn't breathe at all. It was lodged so solid and he was so alone that he knew he was a goner. Without thinking he ran toward the restroom. And just before he got to the door a complete stranger stood up and hit him with a tremendous whack in the middle of the back and it came out. My father lay down on the restroom floor faint and when he recovered the man was gone. But I praise God that He put it in that man to hit my dad and deliver him from death. So God brings us into adversity to glorify Himself by making us hope more fully in Him and then by delivering from that very adversity until His purpose for us here is done.

But now, having told the Corinthians in verses 9 and 10 what God's purposes were in his unbearable affliction, he calls on the church in verse 11 to pray for him that those purposes might in fact come about. I've come to see in this verse what I call "the line of prayer." And the more I meditate on it, the more insight it unlocks. Paul says, "You also must help us by prayer so that many will give thanks on our behalf for the blessing granted to us in answer to many prayers." I read that sentence over and over again and could not get the gist of it until I draw it on paper. And this drawing of verse 11 is what you have in your worship folder (see page one). Follow with me "the line of prayer" in this verse.

It begins in the heart of Paul. He feels a need for help in his life --to rely more on God and to be delivered from the many people who were against him in his ministry. So he sends out a line of appeal to the Corinthians: "Please help us by prayer." That is stage 1 in the line of prayer: a request by Paul to the Corinthians.

Then the line of prayer curves up through the hearts of the Corinthians as they respond to Paul's plea and send up their prayers for Paul to God. Paul asks for prayer and so the Corinthians pray. That's stage 2 in the line of prayer.

Then the line of prayer enters the heart of God and in response to the many prayers of the Corinthians He gives a gift or a blessing to Paul. In this case the blessing is probably deliverance from some peril or threat as well as the ability to rely fully on God through trial. This answer of God to the Corinthians' prayers is stage 3 in the line of prayer. "Please help us by prayer," stage 1. Many Corinthians pray for Paul, stage 2. God answers their prayers, stage 3.

And now, just as many heard that Paul had a need, so also many see that, in response to many prayers, God has met Paul's need. People are awake to God's working and are aware of His gifts to Paul. That is stage 4 in the line of prayer.

In response to what they have seen these people turn their faces to God and give Him thanks for blessing Paul in such a remarkable way in answer to so many prayers. And so the line of prayer curves up through their grateful hearts toward God again. So stage 5 in the line of prayer is that God is thanked on behalf of Paul for the blessing granted to him in answer to many prayers.

There the text stops -- with God being thanked by His people for His gracious answer to many prayers. But I have added a 6th stage with a dotted line which I think is necessarily implied. The very fact that Paul tries to motivate the Corinthians to pray for him by showing them that this will result in God being thanked by many people, indicates that Paul delights in the thought of God being thanked. This is what he lives for, that many people will glorify God through genuine gratitude. So stage 6 of the line of prayer is the joy that comes back to Paul when he sees God glorified in the praises of His people.

So that is the line of prayer that emerges in 2 Corinthians 1:11. I'll sum it up. Paul has just come through an unbearable crisis and God has delivered him and in the process taught him to rely less on self and more on God. But now Paul faces new threats. (He said in Acts 20:23, "The Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city that imprisonment and afflictions await me.") So he sends out a plea for help to the Corinthians: "Pray for me that my faith fail not and that God deliver me." The Corinthians, in love to Paul and confidence in God, call out to God: "Lord, grant that your servant Paul be faithful to the end and save him, O God, from the violent opponents at Thessalonica and Berea and bring him to us and on to Jerusalem in safety!" And God hears their prayers and pours His Spirit into Paul to increase his faith, and He turns events again and again to save Paul until his ministry is complete. And then the Corinthians and all the others who know that prayers were being sent up on Paul's behalf see God's mercy in his life and faith and they turn to God with a song: "Praise be to God who always leads Paul in triumph and spreads the fragrance of the gospel everywhere through him!"

There are more lessons for us in this line of prayer than I can mention this morning. But I will mention two. First, there is an answer here to the question, "Why should we pray publicly and corporately and not just privately?" Why does Paul not simply pray for himself instead of soliciting the prayers of so many others on his behalf? Why might God be more inclined to answer the prayers of many than the prayers of one? According to our text, the thing that is different when many prayers are ascending is that the stage is being set for lots and lots of thanks to God for the answer to these prayers. The more people there are earnestly praying for some blessing of God, the more thanksgiving will ascend when the blessing comes. Paul's argument is very simply, "You must help us by prayer so that many will give thanks when the prayers of many are answered." The reason for praying is so that God will be thanked when the blessings come. And God loves to be thanked. He loves to be acknowledged and praised as the giver of all good gifts. His great goal in history from beginning to end is to be glorified as the source of all blessing. Therefore, when we urge many people to pray for something that we need, we create a situation in which the provision of that need will produce many thanksgivings to God. And in that way we tap into a tremendous incentive that God has, namely, to glorify Himself by winning the gratitude of many people. God loves to be thanked by many people. Therefore, there is a power in churchwide prayer, because the more people there are praying for the spiritual life of our church the more thanksgiving will ascend to God when He gives it.

This same line of reasoning which is taken straight out of 2 Corinthians 1:11 should also move us to pray in groups. Picture these two possibilities. There are a dozen people each praying privately for Paul's deliverance, say, from prison in Philippi. God delivers him and each of the 12 hears about it and gives thanks alone. That would be great and God would be honored. But what if those dozen people had met together like the disciples did in Acts 12:12 to pray for Peter's release from prison, and then the word came of God's answer to their prayer? Would not their togetherness heighten their joy of thanksgiving? It is human nature to feel gratitude more intensely when somebody you love is having the same experience with you. When you and I experience a blessing that we have asked for together, your thanksgiving makes mine greater. First, I see the blessing of God in answer to many prayers, and then I look around and I see it again reflected and magnified in many grateful faces, and so my own gratitude is deepened and heightened by the group which prayed together and rejoiced together. And since God loves deepened and heightened gratitude it is sure that if we pray earnestly in groups we are putting ourselves in a position for great spiritual blessing from the Lord.

The second and last lesson I want to mention from the line of prayer this morning is this: Paul sought help for himself from the Corinthians and the way he sought their help was to ask for their prayer. He had learned his lesson well, hadn't he, "Put not your trust in men." What can men do? They can pray to God for whom nothing is impossible. So Paul appeals to men to do the most valuable things they could do to help him, namely, ask God to help him.

And so I begin this year with a plea to you for myself. You must help me by prayer, or I will not make it. And you should include Glenn Ogren here, too. I have just begun to feel the weight of the responsibility of the spiritual welfare of this church, and it frightens me, for it is immense. In 2 Corinthians 11 Paul lists his hardships as an apostle and then he adds with tremendous feeling this word in verse 28: "And apart from other things there is the daily pressure upon me of my anxiety for all the churches." There was a Scottish pastor named John Welch who used to keep a blanket on his bed to wrap himself in when he rose during the night to pray. Sometimes his wife found him on the floor weeping. When she complained he would say, "O, woman! I have the souls of three thousand to answer for and I know not how it is with many of them!"

Would you all please resolve to help me by prayer in 1981? Pray that I might learn to rely only on God, that I might be delivered from evil, that I might hear the word of God daily and deliver it to you with life-changing power, that I might do the work of an evangelist and see hundreds won to Christ, and that I might have vision for our future and the wisdom to equip you, the saints, for the work of the ministry. And I promise to pray for you.

Remember, as it says on your bulletin insert, it is beyond our imagination what mighty works of salvation and harmony and growth God may perform at Bethlehem Baptist Church in 1981 if we gather in Jesus' name and plead for His power. Let's do it this week at one of these five homes listed here.
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What Do Answers To Prayer Depend On? Part 1: Obedience

Unanswered prayer is a universal Christian experience. Every one of us has asked God for particular things that have been denied: we asked for help to make a B and only got a C; we asked for sleep and lay awake all night; we asked that her attitude be changed and she stayed as sour as ever; we asked that they not go ahead with the divorce and they did it anyway; we asked that he be protected in Vietnam and he was killed; we asked that she be given the job and they gave it to another; we asked that the place be full and only a few showed up; we asked that she be healed but she passed away. The experience is so common we have woven it into our hymns. One of the old Swedish hymns says,

Thanks for prayers that Thou hast answered, Thanks for what Thou dost deny! Thanks for storms that I have weathered, Thanks for all Thou dost supply!

Another familiar hymn says,

Teach me to feel that Thou art always nigh; Teach me the struggles of the soul to bear, To check the rising doubt, the rebel sigh; Teach me the patience of unanswered prayer.

It is an agonizing thing to cry out to God for the life of a loved one and watch it ebb irrevocably away.

So I have been thinking a lot about prayer lately. And at this point I have a three week plan. Today's message is the first of two in which I try to give a Biblical answer to the question, "What do answers to prayer depend on?" The second half of this series will come on January 25th, the Lord willing. Between these two I plan to preach next Sunday from 1 Timothy 2:2 under the title, "Pray for Kings and All in High Positions." That is the Sunday before the presidential inauguration.

The question I want to begin to answer today is, "What do answers to prayer depend on?" It is a huge question and has to be broken down into parts. One part would be, "What has God done that our prayers might be answered?"; another part would be, "What must we do that our prayers might be answered?" Today I will try to answer the first part of the question and begin to answer the second part. Then on the 25th I hope to continue with the second. But first, what has God done that our prayers might be answered?

If Jesus Christ had not come into the world and died for our sins then the wrath of God would not be removed from us. The power of God would all be aimed at our destruction. But, as Paul says, "God shows His love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us" (Romans 5:8). And in dying for us and bearing our sin in his body ( 1 Peter 2:24) Christ propitiated God; that is, He appeased the wrath of God; He satisfied the demands of God's justice. The result is that for all those who hold to Christ the wrath of God is turned away and in its place there is mercy. God no longer opposes the sinner who trusts in Christ; instead He now is working for that sinner's good. In fact, He is rejoicing over him to do him good with all his heart and with all his soul (Jeremiah 32:40f). Therefore, not only our final joy of salvation, but all the good that comes to us was purchased at Calvary. If it were not for the death of Jesus everything you and I experience would be a token of God's wrath. But since Jesus has died and we have become beneficiaries of that death, everything that happens to us, even our trouble, is a token of God's love. Paul said in Romans 8:32, "He who did not spare His own Son but gave Him up for us all, will He not also give us all things with Him?" Which means, the death of Jesus secures for those who trust Him every possible blessing that God can give. Therefore, all the answers to our prayers are owing to the death of Jesus. What has God done in order that our prayers might be answered? He has sent His dearly loved and only Son to absorb His own wrath against sin and to lead us into the green pastures of His favor where there is mercy and grace to help in time of need (Hebrews 4:14-16). Jesus died for our sins that our prayers might be answered. (That is why all of our prayers are "in Jesus' name.") Therefore, nothing that I say in the rest of this sermon should be construed to mean that we ever merit or deserve answers to our prayers. We deserve the punishment of hell, every one of us, for the scorn we have heaped on God's glory by refusing to trust His promises and delight in His will. Any blessing at all that comes to us, including all the answers to our prayers, is sheer mercy on God's part. Therefore, whatever the conditions are that we must fulfill in order to have our prayers answered, they should not be viewed as work done to earn God's favor, but rather as things done in response to and for the enjoyment of His mercy.

That is the question I want to turn to now. What must we do in order to have our prayers answered? When I say "we" I have in mind Christians, that is, people who are trusting Christ-- that what He did purchased their salvation, and what He said is true and the best advice in the world. As far as unbelievers are concerned, there is one prayer that we know God answers for them, the earnest plea to Christ for salvation. Whether God answers any other prayers of those who reject Christ is irrelevant. It is irrelevant whether persons who throw away eternal life and insist on going to hell are given a few earthly pleasures along the way. The only thing such pleasures will do for them, if they persist in their unbelief, is to make their guilt and their torment all the worse because they don't use them as an occasion for repentance. So it is no great boon even if God does answer some of their prayers.

The issue that has been in the press recently as to whether God answers the prayers of Jews who reject Christ obscures the vastly more important question: Are Jews who reject Christ saved? And the answer from the New Testament is clearly that they are not. They, with all other unbelievers, are under the curse of God (Romans 9:3; Galatians 1:9), and at the judgment day will be sentenced to eternal condemnation, if they have persistently refused to trust Christ. Jesus said to the Jews of His day, "The men of Nineveh will rise at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at the preaching of Jonah and behold, something greater than Jonah is here" (Matthew 12:41). And John said in his first letter,

He who does not believe God has made Him a liar because he has not believed in the testimony that God has borne to His Son. And this is the testimony: that God gave us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. He who has the Son has life; He who has not the Son of God has not life. (1 John 5:10-12)

Jew, Gentile, white, black, red, yellow, male, female: if they reject the Son they do not have eternal life. A helpful way to hold the Jewish question in proper perspective is this: if a Jew rejects the Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ, then he joins the gentiles in their condemnation. And if a gentile accepts the Messiah and trusts in him, then he joins the true Israel and its salvation.

So my response to the issue in the press is this: except for the prayer to be saved through Jesus Christ, the prayer of unbelieving Jews and gentiles are of little value to them because even if they are answered they only store up more wrath for the day of judgment (Romans 2:4,5). In order for answered prayers to be a lasting blessing for the person who prays, that person must be saved, he must be a believer in Christ. That is why I am talking only about Christians when I ask, "What must we do in order to have our prayers answered?"

I start my answer to this by focusing on our peculiar relationship to God as Christians, namely, the relationship of Father and children. Jesus said,

Ask and it will be given you; seek and you will find; knock and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks, receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened. Or what man of you, if his son asks him for bread will give him a stone? Or if he asks for fish will give him a serpent? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask Him (Matthew 7:7-11).

Becoming a Christian means being adopted into the family of God so that all our praying is the talk of a child to his father. "I love you, daddy." "Thank you, daddy." "You're a good daddy." "Daddy, I need help."

That brings us to the next observation: If a child has certain bad attitudes and misbehaves, a good father will not give him everything he asks for. Accordingly, the Bible teaches that in order for our prayers to be answered we must do our father's will. Jesus said in John 15:7, "If you abide in me and my words abide in you, ask whatever you will and it shall be done for you." A child who disregards his father's words (Jesus' words are the Father's words) is not fit to have his requests granted. We would not approve a father's behavior who did everything a rebellious child wished. Not just because the child doesn't deserve it but because it would be bad for the child and a dishonor to the father's word. It is not a good thing to confirm a child in his waywardness by giving him whatever he asks. No, if my words abide in you, son, then ask what you will and I'll do it.

There are many other places in Scripture where this same thing is taught. John says in his first letter (3:21-23),

Beloved, if our hearts do not condemn us we have confidence before God; and we receive from Him whatever we ask because we keep His commandments and do what pleases Him. And this is His commandment, that we should believe in the name of His Son Jesus Christ and love one another just as He commanded us.

If we are unloving, irritable, holding a grudge, impatient, unkind, boastful, jealous, resentful we should not think that God is likely to answer our prayers. His will for us is that we love one another, therefore, He will be slow to prosper our cause when our attitudes are unloving.

Peter wrote in his first letter (3:7):

Husbands, live considerately with your wives, bestowing honor on the woman as the weaker vessel, since you are joint heirs of the grace of life, in order that your prayers may not be hindered.

Then four verses later he says,

Turn away from evil and do good, seek peace and pursue it. For the eyes of the Lord are upon the righteous, and His ears are open to their prayer. But the face of the Lord is against those that do evil.

Surely, the word directed to husbands applies to both partners: if you are not considerate of each other, if you are not forgiving and kind and respectful at home, your prayers are going to be hindered, and not just in the making but in the answering. "For the eyes of the Lord are upon the righteous and His ears are open to their prayer." And by "righteous" Peter means those who do what is right and loving in their family.

And that is what James taught also, isn't it? James 5:16,

Confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man has great power in its effects.

Why? Well, that is the way it is between a father and his child. A child who keeps his Father's words and does what is right and humbly confesses his sins, has clout with his father. He so honors his father's wisdom and goodness by following His ways that the Father feels compelled by His own honor to grant His child's requests. And besides that, He knows that whatever He gives His child will be an investment in righteousness and love.

In the first chapter of Isaiah, verses 15-18, God speaks to His wayward people Israel and says,

When you spread forth your hands I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your hands are full of blood. Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; defend the fatherless, plead for the widow.

Is there anyone here who conducts his business in a way that takes advantage of people, that deceives or exploits others? Is there anyone here whose investments or procedures oppress and gouge the fatherless, the widow, the poor or any disadvantaged people? If so, God's word to you is, "Even though you make many prayers I will not listen." Christian, the answer to your prayers may depend on where your money is invested and how you do your business.

Two hundred years before Isaiah's time God said to Solomon "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 I will hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land" (2 Chronicles 7:14). And the Psalmist confirmed in his personal experience (Psalm 66:17-19): "I cried aloud to God, and He was extolled with my tongue. If I had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened. But truly God has listened; He has given heed to the voice of my prayer."

Therefore, we find it taught in the Old and New Testaments that if a child has certain bad attitudes and misbehaves, a good father will not give him everything he asks for. In order to have our prayers answered we must be obedient children.

Now, there are two possible misunderstandings of this teaching which would be detrimental to the joy of our faith and which would belittle God's mercy. It would be a mistake, first of all, to conclude that one must be sinlessly perfect in order to have one's prayers answered. There is a difference between being an obedient child and being a perfect child. At the heart of the prayer which Jesus taught us to pray is the petition, "Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us" (Matthew 6:12). And since Jesus expects us to say each day, "Give us this day our daily bread," then surely He intends for us to pray the next phrase each day, also: "Forgive us our sins." In other words, Jesus did not anticipate that his disciples would ever get beyond the need for this petition in this life. And since He taught us to pray for forgiveness for our sins, it would be a contradiction to say our prayers can only be answered if we commit no sin.

The righteous person whose prayers have great power is not a sinless person but a repentant person. It is not the person who falls into sin, but the person who stays there whose prayers the Lord is slow to answer. It is not the person who fights against temptation and now and then loses, but the person who is content in his spiritual mediocrity and does not war against his own lethargy. So never say that God demands perfection before He will answer your prayers.

The second misunderstanding of this teaching would be that, since God is inclined to answer the prayers of obedient children, therefore this obedience merits or deserves the blessing of answered prayer. But this would go against everything I said at the beginning about how the death of Christ purchased all our answers to prayer so that we could have them freely. The way to picture the importance of obedience is something like this. None of us is a child of God by nature. We are by nature children of wrath (Ephesians 2:3). But by His great mercy and due to no merit in us, God has adopted us into His eternal family and put the seed of His own nature within us. Therefore, all good behavior in God's family is a response to this mercy. All true obedience grows out of faith in the Father's power and goodness and wisdom. The only reason to disobey is that we don't trust that his advice is best for us. So all disobedience grows out of distrust of God and all obedience follows from trust in God. But trusting in mercy is not the same as meriting or deserving. Merit looks at itself and the value it brings to God. Trust looks at God and the value of His mercy. Since all true obedience comes from this sort of trust in God it cannot be said to merit or deserve God' s answers to prayer. God answers the prayers of the obedient because He delights so much in being honored by the faith from which that obedience springs. Therefore, never say, "My obedience has merited an answer to prayer."

If we avoid these two errors, perfectionism and legalism, then the teaching stands: in the words of John 9:31,

We know that God does not listen to sinners, but if anyone is a worshiper of God and does His will, God listens to him.

It seems to me that the application of this teaching is plain: when Jesus commands us to ask and receive, seek and find, knock and have the door opened, He is commanding us not only to pray but also to live like sons of a merciful father ought to live. Let the words of God abide in you; cherish no iniquity in your heart; love your fellow believers and do good to all; forsake oppression, confess your sins. If you walk in the light, as He is in the light, there will be confident communion and great answers to prayer. What is this confidence? How confident do you have to be that your prayer will be answered? That is what I will talk about two weeks from today.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

What Do Answers To Prayer Depend On? Part 2

Two weeks ago I posed the question, "What do answers to prayer depend on?" The first and most fundamental part of the answer was that all answers to prayer depend on the death of Christ for our sins. The reason that a just and holy God is free to bless us with answers to prayer, even though we are sinners who deserve condemnation, is that Jesus Christ died for our sins and turned away the wrath of God from us. Everything beneficial, which fallen human beings have ever experienced, was purchased at Calvary. And therefore, all answers to prayer are free gifts based on God's mercy. We do not purchase answers to prayer by anything we say or do; we only plead for the overflow of mercy already purchased by the sacrifice of our Lord.

The second part of the answer to the question, "What do answers to prayer depend on?" was that they depend on our being obedient children. I argued from numerous Old and New Testament texts that our heavenly Father would bring disgrace upon His own word and harm His children if He gave us whatever we asked for even while we were going on in some sin. I stressed that this does not mean we must be sinlessly perfect in order to have our prayers answered because then the prayer, "Forgive us our sins" would be a self-contradiction. You can't pray for your sins to be forgiven each day if you have to be free from all sin in order to have your prayers answered. And Jesus did teach us to pray that our sins be forgiven (Matthew 6:12). There is a difference between a perfect child and one who is characteristically obedient but not perfect. We must not presume to think that we can get God to do whatever we want if our hearts are not set on doing what He wants (1 John 3:22; James 5:16; John 15:7; 9:31; Psalm 66:16-19; Proverbs 15:29; Isaiah 1:15, etc.).

Today I want to try to give two final answers to the question, "What do answers to prayer depend on?" The text that I have tried hardest to understand in preparation for this message is Mark 11:22-25. It has been by meditating on this text in connection with many others that the final two answers to our question have forced themselves on me.

And Jesus answered them, 'Have faith in God.' Truly, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, 'Be taken up and cast into the sea,' and does not doubt in his heart but believes that what he says will come to pass, it will be done for him. Therefore, I tell you, whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it and it will be yours. And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that your father also who is in heaven may forgive your trespasses.

The two words in this text which demand clarification are the words "whatever" in verse 24 and "believe" in verses 23 and 24. When Jesus says, "Whatever you ask" does He mean we can ask for absolutely anything? Are there no restrictions? Do answers to prayer not depend at all on what we ask for? And when Jesus says that we must not doubt but believe that what we say will come to pass, does He mean that, in order to have our prayers answered we must have undoubting faith that God will give us the very thing we ask? In other words, in what sense do answers to prayer depend on faith?

Let's start with the word "whatever" in verse 24, "Whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it and it will be yours." It sounds absolute and all-inclusive. But there are three reasons why we should not think Jesus intended to give a blank check to us. The first has to do with the nature of language. The second has to do with the other teachings in the New Testament. The third has to do with the immediate context.

The nature of language is such that all words get their meaning from their usage. Therefore, the usual meaning of a word is determined by its usual usage in our culture. And the particular meaning of a word in a particular text is determined by its particular usage by a particular author. I used to illustrate this when I taught at Bethel by coming into class and asking, "Is everybody here?" Then, if someone said, "Yes," I would say something irritating like, "Well, then, where is Jimmy Carter?" And it wouldn't take long to illustrate that the word "everybody" may or not have an absolute all-inclusive meaning depending on the way it is used in a particular context. That's the way it is with the term "whatever" in Mark 11:24. It may or may not be absolute and all-inclusive. If you were invited out to eat and you sat down at the table and said, "I'll eat whatever you have," no one would offer you a pencil to eat or a straw basket or a shoe. They would know that "whatever" meant "whatever you are serving for dinner." So the meaning of "whatever" in Mark 11:24 can't be settled simply looking at the word. We must look at the context to see if Jesus put any limits on it.

The reason I even stopped to think about whether "whatever" was all-inclusive is that there are texts elsewhere in scripture which teach that there are things we won't get even if we ask for them. I'll mention two such texts. James 4:2,3 says, "You do not have because you do not ask, you ask and do not receive because you ask wrongly to spend it on your passions." If James is right, then the "whatever" of Mark 11:24 has to be qualified: You won't get whatever you ask for no matter how much you believe you will, if what you're asking for is simply for your own private satisfaction. Prayers should always be acts of love and so they should always aim not merely at our own satisfaction but also at the benefit of others. 1 John 5:14f. is another text that limits what we can ask for:

This is the confidence which we have in him, that if we ask anything according to his will he hears us. And if we know that he hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have obtained the requests made of him.

This is an especially helpful text because the word "whatever" in verse 15 seems to be used just as absolutely as in Mark 11:24. "If we know he hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have obtained our requests." But verse 14 makes it crystal clear that "whatever" in verse 15 means "whatever we ask according to God's will." If this is the case in 1 John 5:15, might it not also be the case with Mark 11:24? Does the immediate context in Mark 11 demand a limitation on the meaning of "whatever" in Mark 11:24 similar to the way 1 John 5:14 limited the meaning of "whatever" in 1 John 5:15?

I think it does. Mark 11:25, the very next verse, says,

Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that your father in heaven may forgive your trespasses.

This verse demands that the promise of verse 24 be limited. It shows that when Jesus said, "Whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you received it and it will be yours," he did not mean you could pray for vengeance to come on all your enemies. The very next verse says, "When you stand praying, forgive." Therefore, the "whatever" of verse 24 must at least exclude a prayer for vengeance. What this means is that there is no contradiction between Jesus on the one hand and James and John on the other. All agree that God does not promise that absolutely everything we ask for will be given to us if we can just believe that it will.

Therefore, in answer to our old question, "What do answers to prayer depend on?" I would say, they depend on asking for the right things. 1 John 5:14 is the most explicit text on this matter, "If we ask anything according to his will he hears us." The right things to ask for are things that accord with God's will. When Jesus said, "Whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it and it will be yours," he meant whatever you ask that accords with God's will, believe that you have received it and it will be yours.

Now that brings us to the second word in Mark 11:23 and 24 which needs to be clarified, namely, the word "believe," "Believe that you have received it and it will be yours." Or, as verse 23 says, "whoever does not doubt in his heart but believes that what he says will come to pass, it will be done for him." The crucial question that rises out of such statements is, "How is such undoubting faith possible?" The only answer I can think of is that such undoubting faith is only possible if we know what God intends to do for those who believe. Or to put it another way, we can have undoubting faith if we know what God's will is in a particular situation. How can you keep from doubting if you don't know what God intends to do? How can anyone have assurance that the answer to his prayer will come to pass if he is not first assured that this is what God intends to do in response to his faith? There has to be a basis for faith; you can't just will to have no doubts if you are not sure that what you are asking for is what God intends to do.

I have had the flu all week. But I have not been able to pray for healing with undoubting faith that it will happen. The reason is that I do not know the will of God in regard to my health. It may be that He intends for me to be sick for two weeks that I might learn to rely not on myself but on God who raises the dead (2 Corinthians 1:9). And since I don't know what God intends to do about my health it is impossible to have complete confidence that He will heal me when I ask Him. In such cases we must always say, "nevertheless, not my will but Thine be done" (Mark 14;36).

I hope with this teaching to alleviate a lot of unnecessary guilt. How often we berate ourselves that we cannot ask for certain things with complete confidence that God will give them! But if we do not know that God intends to give them, how then can we have complete confidence that He will? Whenever we are forced to say, "Yet, not my will but Thine be done," we are admitting that we have no certainty about whether our specific request will be granted. And there is no reason to feel guilty about that because faith that has no doubts is only possible where we know at least in general what God intends to do for us.

The question that cries out to be answered, therefore, is: "How can we know what God wills to do in response to prayer, so that we can ask Him and trust Him for it?" How do we find out what God intends to do in response to faith? There are two answers; one is that God reveals much of what He intends to do through the scripture; the other answer is that God can reveal His intention apart from scripture privately to an individual or group.

What I mean by this second answer is that when Scripture does not give a promise that a particular blessing will definitely be given in answer to prayer, God may make known in some other way that He intends to give the blessing. I mention this with some hesitancy because I have never in my life experienced it. God has never communicated to me what He intends to do any other way than by the Scripture. But I think He could and so I will leave open this possibility of how we can find out what God aims to do in response to faith.

The more usual way we discover what God wills to do is by reading his revealed word in the Bible. I would like to mention four teachings from the Bible which show us what God intends to do for those who believe, and which, therefore, will help us have undoubting faith as we pray for these things. First, God promises to save all who call upon Him. Romans 10:13, "Everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord will be saved." Therefore, we need have no doubts that God intends to save us if we really want Him to. Our prayer to Him for salvation should be like the prayer described in Mark 11:24: "Believe that you have received it and it will be yours." God's specific promise in the Scripture sets to rest the doubts and uncertainties about whether God intends to save those who ask Him.

A second teaching of Scripture which will enable us to pray confidently is that God intends to sanctify those whom He has redeemed. That is, if we have called upon God for salvation, we may now be confident that He will answer our prayer for sanctification. Sanctification is that process by which God makes us into the image of Christ, the process of becoming more holy, more loving, joyful, peaceful, patient, kind, good, faithful, etc. Hebrews 12:14 says, "Strive for peace with all men and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord." But since it is God's intention not to lose any of His children (John 10,28), therefore we know that He will see to it that they all achieve this holiness. Romans 6:22 says, "Now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the return you get is sanctification and its end, eternal life." Sanctification is a necessary stage on the way to eternal life, and therefore, God intends just as surely to give us sanctification as He does to give us eternal life. So we who are trusting God for eternal life can pray for our own sanctification without any doubt that God will hear and answer our prayer. We have learned from the scripture that this is God's sure intention.

A third teaching of Scripture is that if we will seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, the necessities of our life will be supplied (Matthew 6:33). Or as Philippians 4:19 puts it, "My God will supply every need of yours according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus." Of course, what you perceive your needs to be will depend on your goals. If your goal is to get to New Orleans by 6:00 this afternoon you need to take a plane. If your goal is to run a marathon you need to practice daily at long distances. What goal determines Paul's understanding of need? I think he would say doing the will of God, glorifying Christ. So the promise is not for guaranteed prosperity. In fact, Paul says in Philippians 4;12, "I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and want." The promise is that God will supply us with all we need to keep on doing His will and glorifying Him. Therefore, when we pray that our needs be met in this sense we need have no doubts at all that God will answer because Scripture makes plain that is what He intends to do.

I want to look at one more Biblical teaching with you that should enable us to pray at all times without doubting. The teaching is that "in everything God works for good with those who love Him, who are called according to His purpose." This is the greatest and most far-reaching of all the promises in the Bible. The effect it has on prayer is tremendous. It means that when our specific requests are denied God is preparing something better for us. He never stops working for the best interests of His children. And therefore, in every prayer we pray we can have complete and undoubting confidence in this, 'God will give me what is best for me in response to my prayer. Don't ever doubt that.

Hebrews 11:6 says, "Without faith it is impossible to please God, For whoever would draw near to God (cf. 4:16) must believe that He exists and that He rewards those who seek Him." The faith which pleases God in prayer is confident of two things, that God is and that He rewards those who seek Him. When we go to God in prayer we must believe that He will bless us, otherwise we displease Him. And we can believe He will bless us because He has promised to work in all things for our great good and to rejoice over us to do us good (Jeremiah 32:40,41).

Many of our prayers will be for things we do not know to be God's will. So we will whisper, "Yet, not my will but Thine be done." And we will believe, on the basis of Romans 8:28, that if our specific request is denied it is because God is preparing something better for us. This fits so well with Matthew 7:9-11,

What man of you, if his son asks of him bread will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish will give him a serpent? If you, then, who are evil know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him!

That is what God will always give in response to our prayers - good things. "No good thing will He withhold from those who walk uprightly." If God denies our bread or our fish it is not to give us a stone or a serpent, but cake and steak.

When my one year old Abraham sees a shiny kitchen knife and wants to have it, I will divert his attention from it to a big green can filled with clothespins and show him how much fun they are. Have I answered his prayer? No, I haven't given the specific thing he asked for, but, yes, I did answer his longing to have a good time playing with something.

Day before yesterday we opened a box of oatmeal cookies for dessert and they were moldy, so I started to throw them all away. But Benjamin started to cry and say, "I saw one that didn't have any fuzz on it." But I said, "Benjamin, the mold starts to grow before you can see it, and it can make you sick. Let's have gorp instead." So we did, but Benjamin felt like he was definitely getting second best. And that's the way we often feel when some of our specific requests are turned down. We think God is giving us second best. But He is not. To those who love Him and are called according to His purpose He always gives what is best for them. Therefore, when we pray we may always have undoubting faith that God will give us what is best for us.

In summary, then, when Jesus says in Mark 11:24, "Whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours," we understand "whatever" to mean "whatever accords with God's will" (1 John 5:14). And we understand that undoubting faith is only possible where God reveals what He wills to do in response to faith. And we understand that in the Scripture God has revealed His intention to save, sanctify, and supply the material needs of those who call upon him. And finally, the greatest promise of all revealed in Scripture is that God will work in everything together for our good. And this means that even though we may have doubts that many of our specific requests will be granted, yet we need have no doubt at all that God will always give us what is best for us.

Invocation

There is no sorrow, Lord, too light To bring in prayer to Thee. There is no anxious care too slight To wake Thy sympathy.

Thou who hast trod the thorny road, Wilt share each small distress. The love which bore the greater load Will not refuse the less.

There is no secret sigh we breathe But meets Thine ear divine, And every cross grows light beneath The shadow, Lord, of Thine.

Amen
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+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Pray For Kings And All In High Positions (1 Timothy 2:2)

The apostle Paul has a word from God which we need to hear all the time but especially the Sunday before a presidential inauguration. The word is found in his first letter to Timothy, chapter 2, verses 1-4:

First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thankgivings be made for all men, for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life, godly and respectful in every way. This is good and it is acceptable in the sight of God our Savior who desires all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.

The main point of the text is the command to pray, and Paul mentions three things about this command to pray that we should listen to very carefully. First, he mentions its paramount importance: "First of all I urge you to pray!" Second, he mentions the wideness of its scope: "Pray for all men, especially kings and all in high positions." Third, he mentions the content or aim of these prayers: they include thanksgiving and the request that our lives be spent in peace and tranquillity to the end that men might be saved and come to a knowledge of the truth.

Let's pray that God cause His word to sink into us this morning.

Father, grant, I pray, that no one here today will have a hard and impenetrable heart. Take out of us the heart of stone and put in us the tender, sensitive heart of flesh and cause us to hear and to love your instruction and to walk in it not begrudgingly---but with all our heart. Grant us to sense the paramount importance of prayer for others, and help us have hearts big enough to embrace its tremendous scope and pure enough to pray the right things with the right motivation.

In Jesus' name we pray, Amen.

First, let's focus on the paramount importance of the command to pray for others. Why Paul thinks this is of first importance becomes clear when we look at the preceding context. Notice the word "then" or "therefore" in verse 1: "First of all, then (or therefore) I urge that you pray for all men." That word alerts us to the fact that Paul's command to pray for all men is an inference or a conclusion that follows from something he had just said. In the preceding verses (1:18-20) Paul charged Timothy to "wage the good warfare, holding faith and a good conscience." And he warns Timothy that, if you reject a good conscience, you may make shipwreck of your faith, like Hymenaeus and Alexander did. A good conscience is a conscience that does not condemn you for the things you do or don't do. And, therefore, what Paul is saying is that in order for your ship of faith to stay afloat you need to see to it that you don't do the things your conscience condemns or leave undone the things which your conscience demands.

I think we can all understand this connection between a clear conscience and a vibrant faith if we just think about our own experience. At least my experience confirms it. If I fall into a habit that my conscience condemns, what eventually happens is that my conscience begins to say, "Piper, all your talk about trusting Christ is a lot of hot air, because if you really trusted Him you wouldn't go on in that behavior or that attitude." And so a bad conscience begins to drill its little holes into the belly of the ship of faith until one of two things happen: either we confirm the genuineness of our faith by changing our ways and plugging up the holes of a bad conscience, or we show that our faith never was seaworthy and sink into unbelief and blasphemy like Hymenaeus and Alexander. So, Paul's charge to Timothy to hold on to faith by keeping a good conscience is tremendously important and any help Paul gives how to keep a good conscience should be received with open arms.

That is what I think Paul does in verse 1 of chapter 2. Since you must keep a good conscience in order not to make shipwreck of faith, therefore I urge you first of all to pray for all men. At the top of Paul's list of things that we must do in order to keep a clear conscience is to pray for other people. In order to see why failing to pray for people will lead to a bad conscience and so jeopardize our faith, we have to ask, "What is it that will prick a Christian's conscience in his relations to other people?" The answer to that question is clear from the whole Bible. All God's instruction is summed up in this: Love God with your whole being and love your neighbor as yourself. Therefore anything we do to people that is unloving will prick our conscience and threaten our faith. With that as a foundation we can start to see why prayer for other people is at the top of Paul's list of things we must do in order to keep a clear conscience.

I see three reasons why prayer for other people is of first importance in keeping a clear conscience, in view of Jesus' teaching that love is our greatest duty. First, prayer taps the power of God on behalf of others. We could try to help others, even presidents and congressmen and governors and mayors and aldermen and police chiefs without praying for them. And, judged from a very limited perspective we might do a little good that way. But the little good that we could do by our little power is not worthy to be compared with the great good God can do for people that He sets out to work for. So if we want the best for people, if we really love them, of first importance will be prayers on their behalf. The first thing you do for a person if you love them is to ask God to work for them. Of course, God's answer to your prayer will almost always include your work of love, but it will also include much more than you alone could accomplish.

A second reason prayer is of first importance in keeping a clear conscience is that it is the easiest step of love. You don't even have to get out of bed to pray for kings and all those in high positions. It requires no financial sacrifice and no great physical exertion. Of all the forms that love for others can take, prayer is the easiest. And isn't it true that if you are unwilling to do something easy for the good of another, then it is very unlikely that you will be willing to do something hard for them. So it makes sense that Paul, in urging us to keep our consciences clear, would first of all urge us to do the easiest act of love, to pray for people.

And the third reason prayer is of first importance in keeping our consciences clear is that it reaches farther in its effects than anything else we can do. Before the satellites were orbiting the earth we could broadcast a T.V. program live across the country but not around the world. But now it is easy to reach the other side of the world with a live broadcast by sending our signal out into space and bouncing it off a satellite.

That is the way it is with prayer. Without it we can influence things nearby and if we wait long enough, our influence may spread around the world. But God's influence is everywhere and immediate, and so if we send our signals to Him we can reach around the world in an instant. If a broadcaster wants to get a message to the most people possible in the smallest amount of time, he will send it first away from the people to a satellite. If a Christian wants to do the most good possible to the most people in the short time he has, he will turn to God first whose influence reaches, without interruption, to every molecule and every mind in the universe.

So, if we would not make shipwreck of faith, we must keep a good conscience. And therefore, I urge you first of all to fulfill the love command by praying for all men, because prayer taps the power of God on their behalf, prayer is the first and easiest step of love, and prayer reaches farther in its good effects than anything else we can do.

And that brings us to our second major focus, namely, the breadth or scope of Paul's command to pray. "Make supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings for all men, for kings and all who are in high positions." Have you ever been tempted to pray like this: "God, bless everybody in the best way possible. To You be the glory. Amen." That covers everything, right? A text like this, that commands us to pray for all men, might tempt us to pray in sweeping generalizations like that, since you can't begin to name all men. But God has not taught us to pray like that, and we can be sure Jesus couldn't have spent whole nights in prayer if that is how He prayed. It is a great blessing if each day we have our daily bread. It is a blessing if our trespasses are forgiven. It is a blessing if we are not led into temptation but delivered from evil. But Jesus does not teach us to say, "Bless the Lord." He teaches us to say, "Give us this day our daily bread, forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us and lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil." We have not been taught to pray in broad sweeping generalities, like "God bless the missionaries." We have been taught to pray about particular kinds of problems. And when Paul needed help, he asked it for himself in particular. Therefore I do not think the demand of 1 Timothy 2:1 will be satisfied by praying, "God bless all men everywhere, Amen."

If we give Paul a sympathetic reading what he seems to be saying is this: "Timothy, push out the boundaries of your concern. Do not let your prayers be limited to any one group of people or kind of people. Enlarge the circumference of your love. Do not be provincial, sectarian, nationalistic, elitist or racist in your prayers. Let your prayers embrace all kinds of people: high and low, white and black, democrats and republicans, Soviet premiers and Iranian Ayatollahs. Enlarge your heart until it embraces the world. Go to school at Calvary until you can hate the bigotry and racism of the Ku Klux Klan and the neo-Nazis, but can pray with yearning love in your hearts for these men and women."

Isn't Paul's point the same as Jesus' when He said,

You have heard that it was said, "You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy!" But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven.

To put it another way, there is no category of people of whom it can be said, "You should not pray for them." Here is a message for this hour, isn't it! The decade of the 80's is on the way to becoming the decade of hate and, O, how easy it is for us aliens and exiles on the earth to get sucked into one group and begin to hate the other. Jesus warned us in Matthew 24:11, "Many false prophets will arise and lead many astray and because wickedness is multiplied most men's love will grow cold."

Some say the world will end in fire Some say in ice. From what I've tasted of desire I hold with those who favor fire. But if I had to perish twice I think I know enough of hate To say that for destruction ice Is also great And would suffice.

(Robert Frost)

May it not be said of Bethlehem Baptist Church that we have contributed to the destruction of the world through icy hate. But let it be said, "Look how they love each other! Look how they do good to those who hate them, and bless those who curse them and pray for those who abuse them (Luke 6:27f)! Look at the wideness of the scope of their prayer!" And then people will see that there is a God of grace in heaven and that He has on earth a peculiar people who are not conformed to this age nor this decade.

After Paul has stressed that we pray for all men, he singles out kings

and all in high positions to make sure that we include them. Why? It is clear from verses 4-7 that what Paul wants to emphasize is that nobody be excluded from our good will, for nobody is beyond the grace of God. Why then do kings and those in high positions come in for special mention? I can see at least two reasons.

The first is that these people had characteristics that made it especially difficult for the early Christians (and for us) to pray for them. For example, they were so distant, so remote, if not in actual miles then at least in accessibility. It is hard to pray earnestly for someone you don't know, and especially hard to pray for somebody you never see. Yet, this difficulty must be overcome, Paul says. You must pray for them: emperors like Nero, proconsuls like Gallio, governors like Pilate, kings like Herod. They may seem remote and inaccessible but remember, they are not remote and inaccessible to God. And by prayer you can get as close as one of their intimate advisers.

Another characteristic that makes rulers hard to pray for is that they are often godless men, insensitive to the promptings of the Holy Spirit. This was almost universally true in Paul's day. And in most countries around the world today I think it would still be true. Even in our own country where the Chrysler Imperial is called the "born-again car" I am not automatically enthused when a politician claims to have had a religious experience. It does not matter where or when we have lived, to obey God's command to pray for all in high positions will involve us in praying for many people indifferent or hostile to our faith.

But this should not cause us to hesitate one moment to pray for them, first, because God may save them and bring them to a knowledge of the truth, and second, because God uses rulers to accomplish His purposes whether they believe in Him or not. When God wanted to punish His rebellious people, Israel, He turned the haughty king of Assyria into the rod of His anger (Isaiah 10:5), and stirred him up to attack Israel. Once Nebuchadnezzar, the great king of Babylon, said to himself:

Is not this great Babylon which I have built by my mighty power as a royal residence and for the glory of my majesty? (Daniel 4:30)

And God took away his reason and made him eat grass like an ox until he learned this lesson (Daniel 4:34,35):

The dominion of the Most High is an everlasting dominion and his kingdom endures from generation to generation; all the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing; and he does according to his will in the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth, and none can stay His hand, or say to Him, 'What doest Thou?'

No king, no president, no premier, no Ayatollah can stay the hand of the Lord when He has purposed to do a thing.

The king's heart is a stream of water in the hand of the Lord; he turns it wherever he will (Proverbs 21:1).

Many are the plans of the mind of a man (of a king!), but it is the purpose of the Lord that will be established (Proverbs 19:21).

Therefore, we have strong encouragement to pray for kings and for all in high positions whether they are believers or not because our God reigns and none can stay His hand!

One implication of what I've just said is that our prayers for those in high positions go beyond a prayer for their conversion or even sanctification. For that we must pray, or we disobey our Lord Jesus. But now we know also that God can do His good purposes even through rulers who remain impenitent.

This is the second reason I think Paul stressed that we must pray for kings and all in high positions, namely, because through them God is able to do so much good for others whether the kings know it or not. Paul's thought seems to be something like this, "If you want your prayers to do the most good for the greatest number of people, be sure to include in your prayers those persons whose decisions create the conditions in which the purposes of the gospel prosper." It is important to pray for leaders because the conditions the create either advance or impede the gospel.

We can confirm that this is the way Paul is thinking when we take up our third and final major point, namely the content of our prayers for kings and all in high positions. I'll only mention briefly that according to verse one our prayers must include thanksgivings. Even a bad king is better than anarchy. When Paul wrote this he was probably under house arrest in Rome awaiting trial before Nero who finally executed him. Therefore, Paul is not naive when he says, "I urge that ... thanksgivings be made for all men, for kings and all in high positions." He sees things in much larger perspective than merely in relation to his own life or even his own ministry. The same emperor who executes Paul maintains the peace in the provinces where the gospel is spreading like wildfire. So, our prayers for kings should be seasoned with thanks.

But the main thing Paul mentions as the content of our prayer for kings and those in high positions is "that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and respectfulness" (verse 2). Taken by itself that request might seem to fly right in the face of everything we've said so far. Is it true in the last analysis that all we are really after in praying for our leaders is peace and tranquillity? O, how many professing Christians there are who seem to think so!

But that would be a terrible misunderstanding of God's word. Verses three and four sharpen the focus of what Paul is really after. Why pray that rulers will keep the peace? Because "this is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior who desires all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth." God approves of our prayers for peace and tranquillity because He approves of the advance of the gospel. Peace is not the main thing; salvation is the main thing. Tranquillity is not the goal; the knowledge of the truth of God, that's the goal.

May we never forget, brothers and sisters in Christ, we are also aliens and exiles in this land. We are not at home in America or Russia or Israel or anywhere in this world. We do not pray simply for the prosperity of any land. We pray for magnificent advancement of the saving purposes of God in every land. And to that end we say, "Almighty God, ruler of heaven and earth, grant to president-elect Reagan, Governor Quie, Mayor Fraser, and the thousands of other people in high positions that the decisions they make will create the conditions in which the good news of Jesus Christ will bear the most fruit for the salvation of men and for your great glory. Amen."

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

"O Lord, Open a door for the Word!" (Colossians 4:2-4)

Continue steadfastly in prayer, being watchful in it with thanksgiving; and pray for us also, that God may open to us a door for the word, to declare the mystery of Christ, on account of which I am in prison, that I may make it clear, as I ought to speak.

I chose this text for one reason: because next Sunday our aim is to worship at Northwestern College with a lot of people there who don't ordinarily go to church and who need to receive Christ as Lord and Savior of their lives. And if I understand this text correctly the human key that might unlock the blessing of God's power and grace in that service is steadfast, watchful, thankful prayer. If we pray steadfastly this week, and with wakefulness, and with expectant thankfulness, this text gives us strong hope that God will open a door for the Word next week so that faith will come to many people.

Let me begin with a story told by Wesley Duewel, whom I met out at Colorado Springs a few weeks ago. The point of the story is that God opens doors for the gospel in response to earnest prayer.

The story is about Duncan Campbell, a minister of the United Free Church of Scotland. He was a personal friend of Wesley Duewel and told him many stories of God's amazing guidance during the late 1950's and '60's in the Hebrides (the islands just west of Scotland) where Campbell was serving.

On the Monday after Easter in 1952, Duncan was seated on the platform after speaking to the Faith Mission Convention in Bangor, Northern Ireland, when he sensed the inner voice say to him, "Berneray!" (That is a small island in the Hebrides.) Duncan bowed his head and prayed silently. Again came the name "Berneray." He prayed on, and the name came a third time.

So Campbell turned to the chairman and whispered, "Brother, you will need to excuse me. The Holy Spirit has just told me that I am to go to Berneray." The chairman objected mildly, "You are the speaker tomorrow." But nothing could stop him. He knew the Spirit had spoken.

He reminded Wesley Duewel, who was telling this story, "I had never been to Berneray, had never known anyone from there, and had never received a letter from anyone there."

He went to the hotel and packed his two suitcases and contacted the airport. There were no connections with Berneray because it was too small and out of the way. So he caught the first flight to the nearest island.

When he got there he went down to the coast and asked how to get to Berneray. The answer from a fisherman was that there is no usual commercial way, but that he would take him for such and such an amount. It was almost the exact amount Campbell had in his pocket.

When they got to Berneray the fisherman returned and left Campbell alone on the shore. He climbed the bluff and found himself on the edge of a plowed field and a farmer not far away. He said, "Please go to the nearest pastor and tell him Duncan Campbell has arrived." The farmer responded, "We don't have a minister for the church now." "Do you have elders?" Campbell asked. "Yes." "All right, go to the nearest elder and tell him, Duncan Campbell has arrived."

The farmer looked at him quizzically, then started off across the field as Campbell rested on his suitcases. After a while the farmer returned and said, "The elder was expecting you. He has a place ready for you. He has announced the meetings begin at nine o'clock tonight."

While Campbell had been ministering in the convention at Bangor three days earlier, this elder had spent the day praying in his barn for God to send revival to the island. God gave him the promise in Hosea 14:5: "I will be as the dew unto Israel." He claimed it in faith. His wife in the house heard him praying in the barn, "Lord, I don't know where he is, but You know, and with You all things are possible. You send him to the island." He knew in his heart that God was going to send Duncan Campbell, who had been used in mighty revival in other parts of Scotland, to Berneray. He was so sure that he would be there in three days that he made all the arrangements to use the local church and had announced the services.

Wesley Duewel goes on to say that great revival came to the island of Berneray and a great door for the Word was opened that no man could shut because God opened it. He draws out this lesson: "When God has people who prevail in prayer, and people who know how to recognize the voice of the Spirit and obey without question, there is no limit to what God can do." (Story taken in part verbatim from Let God Guide You Daily by Wesley Duewel, Zondervan, 1988, pp. 117-119.)

Now let me ask you this morning: Is there any among you who will pray this week for next Sunday's service like the elder of Berneray? Who will pray, for me and for the people who may come, like you have never prayed before — that God would open a door for the Word and awaken new life for many?

To encourage you, let's look at today's text in Colossians 4:2-4. Paul is urging the Colossians to pray just like I am urging you today to pray. Let's talk first about the goals of this prayer and second about the method of this prayer. What does Paul want them to pray FOR, and what does he want them to pray LIKE?

I see two things he wants them to pray for, namely, for an open door and for a powerful word. Or to put it another way: Paul wants God to work in the unbelievers and he wants God to work in him.

In verse 3 he says, "Pray for us also that God may open to us a door for the Word." What does he mean by this? Three other times Paul used this same image.

1. At the end of the first missionary journey with Barnabas Paul reports to the church in Antioch (in Acts 14:27) about what God had done. Luke puts it like this: "They declared all that God had done with them, and how He had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles." God opened a door and the result was faith.

2. In 1 Corinthians 16:8-9 Paul explains his itinerary like this: "I will stay in Ephesus until Pentecost, for a wide door for effective work has opened to me, and there are many adversaries." Here the open door is a set of circumstances or a climate of receptivity that is making Paul's work unusually fruitful.

3. In 2 Corinthians 2:12 Paul says, "When I came to Troas to preach the gospel of Christ, a door was opened for me in the Lord; but my mind could not rest because I did not find my brother Titus there. So I took leave of them and went on to Macedonia." Again the open door seems to be a remarkable set of circumstances that would have been very effective for the gospel.

So when Paul pleads with the Colossians in our text, "Pray for us also, that God may open to us a door for the Word," I take him to mean when Christians pray God changes circumstances and attitudes and receptivity for the Word so that instead of hitting a brick wall, the Word finds an open door and becomes unusually effective.

That is the first thing we should pray for next Sunday: that God would work in all the circumstances surrounding this special service, including the hearts of those who come to open a wide and effective door for the Word of God. Pray the locks off of peoples hearts. Pray open the doors of willingness to come and pray open the doors of faith.

Let this sink into your mind and heart today: the key to opening the door of God's blessing on next Sunday morning's service will be prayer.

That's the first goal the text mentions for prayer — the first thing we should pray FOR. The second thing to pray for is the clarity and boldness of the preacher. Verse 3-4, "Pray for us also, that God may open to us a door for the Word, to declare the mystery of Christ, on account of which I am in prison, that I may make it clear, as I ought to speak."

In other words not only is there a need for God to open doors, there has to be something clear and powerful to send through the door — namely, the Word, the mystery of Christ, the gospel. This is a prayer for the preacher, the choir, and any others who take the Word of God on their lips.

O how I need your prayers! If Paul could imagine himself speaking the gospel in a way that was not clear and bold and powerful, how much more can I imagine that for myself. Think of it: the greatest preacher and missionary who ever lived (besides the Lord Jesus) said that the effectiveness of his preaching depended on the prayers of the church. If that is true for Paul, it is true a hundred times over for me. What happens next Sunday morning when I preach (as every Sunday morning) depends in great measure on how you pray for me.

Those are the two goals Paul has — 1) that a door be opened in the lives of unbelievers and 2) that a clear and powerful gospel message go through that door. Now we turn briefly to the HOW of these prayers. That's what we are to pray FOR. Now, what are we to pray LIKE?

Paul mentions three things. All three are mentioned in verse 2. "Continue steadfastly in prayer." (That's the first way to pray.) "Be watchful in it." (That's the second way to pray.) "With thanksgiving." (That's the third way to pray.) Pray with steadfastness, with watchfulness, and with thanksgiving.

"Steadfastness" means with constancy and devotedness. It's the opposite of hit and miss. It implies earnestness and serious pursuit of God, not just casual contact. It implies pressing on and not giving up.

"Watchful" means being vigilant like a sentry on duty outside the camp at night knowing that if you go to sleep in this job the enemy can overthrow your mission. This is the note of prayer that is so often missing when the church has settled into the world and is just using prayer as a domestic intercom instead of a wartime walkie-talkie. So Paul urges the church to remember how tremendously serious the battle is. Heaven and hell hang in the balance next week. So be watchful, awake, vigilant. Pray the way you would if you knew that twelve unbelievers next Sunday morning would hear the gospel for the last time.

Finally, Paul says, "Pray with thanksgiving." Next Sunday's message will be given in the context of a Festival of Thanksgiving. So this command is especially fitting for us. What does Paul have in mind?

At least two things: 1)it's impossible, isn't it, to pray for God to open a door of faith for others without remembering that He did this very thing for you? When we pray for the salvation of others, isn't the fervency of our prayer a mirror of how thankful we are for our own salvation? If we don't feel thankful for our own salvation — for the time when God opened the door of our heart — then how can we pray with steadfastness and vigilance for the salvation of others. O be thankful for your own salvation, and you will pray with new zeal for others.

2)The other thing I think Paul means is that we should be thankful for what God is going to do. Not just what he has done for us, but for what he will do in answer to prayer. In other words, pray with thanksgiving means pray with expectant faith. Be thanking him in advance for what he is going to do.

So would you join me this week in steadfast, vigilant, thankful prayer that a door would be opened for the word among many precious unbelievers, and that I would speak the gospel with clarity and power.

I am going to set aside three special times when I will be praying here at the church and would welcome your company. First, our usual Friday morning prayer time at 6:30 AM will be in the overflow room this week. Second, I will be praying same place from seven to eight Saturday morning. Third, we will gather for prayer from 9 to 9:30 at Maranatha Hall (we will tell you the room when you get there).

Paul Yonggi Cho, the pastor of one great Korean church explained the difference between what God is doing there and what he is doing here like this: "Americans stay after church and eat. We stay after church and pray."

Lord give us more women like Mary Slessor, who said,

My life is one long, daily, hourly record of answered prayer for physical health, for mental overstrain, for guidance given marvelously, for errors and dangers averted, for enmity to the Gospel subdued, for food provided at the exact hour needed, for everything that goes to make up life and my poor service. I can testify with a full and often wonder-stricken awe that I believe God answers prayer. I know God answers prayer! (The Kneeling Christian, author unknown, Zondervan, 1986, p. 94)

And Lord give us more men like Robert Murray McCheyene. He was a pastor in Dundee, Scotland. He knew Hebrew well enough to speak it with European Jews, he had an appetite for Greek classics. He kept his diary in Latin. He could have left his church several times for a bigger, more notable pulpit. But he didn't .Why? Because no church could offer him more time for prayer than Dundee.

Brothers and Sisters, Pray for a door to be opened to the word next Sunday morning!
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Prayer Week 1996 part two Prayer Changes People's Wills (Romans 15:30-31)

Now I urge you, brethren, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to strive together with me in your prayers to God for me, that I may be delivered from those who are disobedient in Judea, and that my service for Jerusalem may prove acceptable to the saints.

I begin today by asking two questions about prayer from verse 30 before turning today to verse 31.

1. Why does Paul give the Roman Christians incentives to pray for him instead of just telling them to pray? Recall, there are two incentives: 1) I urge you "by our Lord Jesus Christ." 2) I urge you "by the love of the Spirit." Why does Paul use these incentives? Why not just say, "Pray for me!"?

The reason is this: God's customary way to move your will is through your mind. That is, he typically draws the will into action by displaying truth to the mind. So in this case, through Paul, God desires that the will of the Roman Christians incline to pray -- and not just incline but incline vigorously. He calls it "striving" in prayer. So to awaken their will to this kind of vigorous inclination, and pull it out into dynamic action, he puts two God-centered truths in their minds: 1) Jesus Christ is Lord ("by our Lord Jesus Christ"); 2) the Holy Spirit is a Spirit of love ("by the love of the Spirit").

I suggested last week that these two incentives correspond to the two prayer requests in verse 31. Since Jesus is Lord, you may pray with confidence that he as the right and authority and power to restrain the disobedient in Judea. And since the Spirit of God is a Spirit of love, you can pray with confidence that he will lovingly fill the saints in Jerusalem with love for Paul so that his ministry is accepted and not resented.

So what we learn here is that energetic vigorous responses of the heart in prayer (and other ways) are meant by God to be responses to great God-centered truth -- in this case, Jesus is Lord of the universe; and the Spirit is full of love. Why is this? Why is it not God's usual way to just tell us to do things without giving us incentives like this to do them?

The reason is plain: God would not get glory for our actions if they were not stimulated by views of God. God is in the main business in the world of magnifying the worth of his Son and the power of his Spirit and the glory of his own name. So his will is that we be aware of these things. That we know them. That we think on them, and that they become conscious incentives in the way we make choices and the way we get stirred up to pray.

If someone says, "Why are you praying?" and we say, "I don't know I just felt this impulse," God would not get the glory he would get if you answered, "I'm praying because Jesus is Lord and has the right to overrule human plans in answer to prayer; and I'm praying because the Spirit of God is a Spirit of love, and will hear my prayer for mercy.

God wants our minds to be filled with this kind of God-exalting truth as the incentive to our praying and our living. We are not to act on mere impulse or whim. We are to act on the knowledge of God-centered incentives. This is why we read the Bible. It is why we have Sunday School and BITC. It is why I preach and write books -- to stir you up with truth about God, so that when you act, God will get the glory.

2. The second question from verse 30 is this: why do the prayers of the Roman Christians promise more help than if Paul simply prayed alone for his two requests? Notice the wording: "I urge you, brethren, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to strive together with me in your prayers to God for me." Paul says, he is praying for the same thing. So if he is praying, why does he need more people praying?

Some of you have wondered, Why do we have prayer meetings? Why gather in St. Paul tonight in a larger group? Why have prayer chains and prayer groups? If God is God, and it is his power that makes a difference in answering prayer, why does it matter how many people ask him? If I pick up Noel from the library because our son asks me to, she is just as picked up as if four sons asked me to.

One answer is that the more people that are praying for a thing, the more thanks and honor God will get when he acts. We see this in 2 Corinthians 1:10b-11: "And [God] will yet deliver us, 11 you also joining in helping us through your prayers, that thanks may be given by many persons on our behalf for the favor bestowed upon us through the prayers of many."

The assumption behind the answer to both of these questions is that the divine purpose of prayer is to magnify the greatness of God. Prayer exists for the glory of God. Jesus said in John 14:13, "And whatever you ask in my name, that will I do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son." The aim of prayer is that the Father be glorified through Jesus.

So the more people there are praying for something, and thus depending on God for mercy and power, the more people will give him thanks and glorify him when the answer comes.

Now these two questions from verse 30 set the stage for the lesson of verse 31. What we have seen in verse 30 is that Biblical prayer and Biblical incentives to prayer imply a radically God-centered universe, and God-centered way of looking at the universe. Prayer is for the glory of God and incentives to prayer are God-centered so that when our hearts are moved by those incentives it will be clear that we are acting because of the way God is.

Now in verse 31 assumes this same view of the world. The point I see is very simple and far-reaching in its implications. The point is that prayer changes people's wills. Or, more accurately, God changes people's wills in answer to prayer.

Let's see this from the text. Verse 31 gives Paul's two prayer requests: "1) . . . that I may be delivered from those who are disobedient in Judea, and 2) that my service for Jerusalem may prove acceptable to the saints." So he had two concerns: 1) that the non-Christians in Judea would kill him and end his ministry; 2) that the Christians would find fault with his ministry. So Paul urges the Roman Christians 1300 miles from Jerusalem to ask God not to let that happen.

The implication is that the will of the unbelievers to hurt Paul and the will of the believers to disapprove Paul's ministry are both in the power of God to change. There would seem to be no point in praying for these two things if God could not do them. In both cases the wills of people are involved and the answer to the prayer is going to involve God changing those wills -- in the one case so that the ill-will of unbelievers is restrained, and in the other case so that the good will of believers is assured.

Matthew Henry put it like this 300 years ago: "As God must be sought unto for the restraining of the ill will of our enemies, so also for the preserving and increasing of the good will of our friends; for God has the hearts both of the one and the other in his hands."

That's the implication of verse 31. Let's see how it works by going to the book of Acts and watching God answer this prayer.

Take the first request -- that Paul be delivered from those who are disobedient in Judea. How did God answer that? Well, in Acts 21 Paul meets a very hostile city, just as he expected. Verse 30: "And all the city was aroused, and the people rushed together; and taking hold of Paul, they dragged him out of the temple; and immediately the doors were shut." Mob violence is not easy to restrain. So how was Paul saved?

He was saved by the working of the will of secular authorities. Verse 31: "And while they were seeking to kill him, a report came up to the commander of the Roman cohort that all Jerusalem was in confusion. 32 And at once he took along some soldiers and centurions, and ran down to them." So here we see an answer to prayer. First, someone willed to run and tell the commander there was a riot. Second, the commander willed to take it seriously and came to see. Third, the rest of the verse says, " . . . and when they saw the commander and the soldiers, they stopped beating Paul." So their evil will was restrained and they stopped short of killing Paul and the prayers of the Roman Christians 1300 miles away were answered. God influenced the wills of someone to inform the commander, the will of the commander and the will of the mob. And Paul was spared.

But his danger is not over. In chapter 23 Paul is in jail and some of his enemies form a conspiracy to ambush him when he is transferred to Caesarea. They take an oath not to eat until he is dead. Now how will God answer the prayers of the Roman Christians? He influenced the will of a boy, Paul's nephew to be in a place to overhear the conspiracy, and then influenced him to have the courage to tell Paul about it. Verse 16: "But the son of Paul's sister heard of their ambush, and he came and entered the barracks and told Paul."

Then (vv. 17-23):

"Paul called one of the centurions to him and said, "Lead this young man to the commander, for he has something to report to him." 18 So he took him and led him to the commander and said, "Paul the prisoner called me to him and asked me to lead this young man to you since he has something to tell you." 19 And the commander took him by the hand and stepping aside, began to inquire of him privately, "What is it that you have to report to me?" 20 And he said, "The Jews have agreed to ask you to bring Paul down tomorrow to the Council, as though they were going to inquire somewhat more thoroughly about him. 21 "So do not listen to them, for more than forty of them are lying in wait for him who have bound themselves under a curse not to eat or drink until they slay him; and now they are ready and waiting for the promise from you." 22 Therefore the commander let the young man go, instructing him, "Tell no one that you have notified me of these things." 23 And he called to him two of the centurions, and said, "Get two hundred soldiers ready by the third hour of the night to proceed to Caesarea, with seventy horsemen and two hundred spearmen."

So not only did God influence the will of the boy to be in the right place at the right time and to have the courage to go tell Paul, but he also influenced the will of the centurion to take the boy to the commander and influenced the will of the commander to take the boy seriously and then to make a plan or Paul's escape. And so again Paul was delivered from the unbelievers in Jerusalem just the way he asked for prayer in Romans 15:31.

Now what about the believers. How did they respond to Paul in answer to the other prayer in Romans 15:31, that his ministry be acceptable to the saints. Acts 21:17-20 gives the answer:

And when we had come to Jerusalem, the brethren received us gladly. 18 And now the following day Paul went in with us to James, and all the elders were present. 19 And after he had greeted them, he began to relate one by one the things which God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry. 20 And when they heard it they began glorifying God."

So we don't read anything about the church rejecting Paul or his ministry. God had heard the striving of his people in Rome, and he had acted. The fruit of the Holy Spirit is love and joy and that is what Paul met with in the church of Jerusalem. God heard and answered with the love of the Spirit.

I conclude then that Matthew Henry is exactly right: In prayer we seek God to restrain the ill will of our enemies, and we seek God to preserve and increase the good will of our friends, because "God has the hearts both of the one and the other in his hands."

Or to put it simply, In answer to prayer God changes people's wills. This brings us to the very point where we are in our study of providence in the BITC on Wednesday nights. So I will say more then about the results of the sovereignty of God and human accountability..

But in closing this morning ask yourself if you believe this simple and powerful truth about prayer. In response to prayer God changes peoples wills. I pray that the Lord will influence your wills to believe it! And if you do, then consider three implications:

1. Stand in awe of the Lordship of God and his Son Jesus. Paul had said, "I urge you to strive in prayer by the Lord Jesus Christ." Now we see even more clearly that Jesus is the Lord. He is the Lord over the wills of Centurions, and Commanders and mobs and little boys. All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to him. So stand in awe of your Lord Jesus. Worship him. Trust him. Follow him. And count on him to help you in your longings to see people change.

2. Be glad and rejoice that the Spirit of God is a Spirit of love. Paul had said, "I urge you by the love of the Spirit to strive in prayer." Think what it must have meant for Paul as he came toward Jerusalem to have Christian groups "receive him gladly." "The brethren received him gladly." O how precious is the love of the Spirit when it flows to us from other believers. Be glad that God is like this. Be glad that the Lord of the universe has a Spirit of love. Be glad that that God has both a powerful Son and a loving Spirit. When these two things unite, infinite power and overflowing love, nothing can befall you but what God wills for your good.

3. Finally, don't neglect the amazing influence you have in the world for good through prayer. By prayer God calls us to join him in shaping history. By prayer we are to influence the wills of presidents and kings and senators and governors and mayors (1 Timothy 2:1-2). By prayer we are to influence the wills of professors and writers and entertainers and editors and pastors and elders and missionaries. By prayer we are to influence the wills of our friends and our enemies. We are to influence the wills of our children by prayer, and our husbands and wives and mothers and fathers and sisters and brothers and neighbors and colleagues and fellow students.

The amount of transforming good you can do by prayer is incalculable. Don't neglect this great work God has put into your hands. This year let's use both our instruments to win people over to Christ. Let's work to change people's minds with truth and peoples wills with prayer.
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O Lord, Open My Eyes! (Psalm 119:17-24)

Deal bountifully with Your servant, That I may live and keep Your word. 18 Open my eyes, that I may behold Wonderful things from Your law. 19 I am a stranger in the earth; Do not hide Your commandments from me. 20 My soul is crushed with longing After Your ordinances at all times. 21 You rebuke the arrogant, the cursed, Who wander from Your commandments. 22 Take away reproach and contempt from me, For I observe Your testimonies. 23 Even though princes sit and talk against me, Your servant meditates on Your statutes. 24 Your testimonies also are my delight; They are my counselors.

Parallel Rails for the Track of our Souls

As we begin 1998, God's aim for us is that we be set on a two-railed train track in the direction of holiness and love and mission and heaven. The two rails of this train are prayer before the throne of God and meditation on the Word of God. Some of you may remember the second page of our Mission Statement booklet, "The Spiritual Dynamic."  It says,

We join God the Father in magnifying the supremacy of His glory through our Lord Jesus Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit, by treasuring all that God is, loving all whom he loves, praying for all his purposes, meditating on all his word, sustained by all his grace.

Praying before the throne of God and meditating on the Word of God are like parallel rails that enable the train of our souls to stay on the track that leads to holiness and heaven. We need to renew our zeal for prayer and Bible mediation at the beginning of the year.  Everything gets old and worn and weak without re-awakening and renewal and restoration. So during Prayer Week every year we rivet our attention on these great and precious things in order to rekindle our passion for prayer and the Word.

Three Things to Learn from Psalm 119:18

This year the two messages that sandwich Prayer Week grow out of Psalm 119:18. "Open my eyes, that I may behold wonderful things from Your law." This verse combines prayer and the Word, and we need to see how, so that we can combine them this way in our lives and in our church. There are three things that we learn from this verse.

 One is that there are wonderful things in the Word of God. "Open my eyes, that I may behold wonderful things from Your law." The word "law" is "Torah" and means "instruction" or "teaching" in this psalm. There are wonderful things in God's teaching to us. In fact, they are so wonderful that when you really see them, they change you profoundly and empower holiness and love and missions (2 Corinthians 3:18).  Which is why reading and knowing and meditating on and memorizing the Word of God is so crucial.

 The second thing we learn from this verse is that no one can see these wonderful things for what they really are without God's supernatural help. "Open my eyes, that I may behold wonderful things from Your law." If God does not open our eyes, we will not see the wonder of the Word. We are not naturally able to see spiritual beauty. When we read the Bible without the help of God, the glory of God in the teachings and events of the Bible is like the sun shining in the face of a blind man. Not that you can't construe its surface meaning, but you can't see the wonder, the beauty, the glory of it such that it wins your heart.

 Which leads to the third thing we learn from this verse, namely, that we must pray to God for supernatural illumination when we read the Bible. "Open my eyes, that I may behold wonderful things from Your law." Since we are helpless in ourselves to see spiritual beauty and the wonder of God in the teachings and events of the Bible without God's gracious illumination, we should ask him for it. "Open my eyes."

A Three-Step Truth

Next week I plan to focus on the wonderful things in the Word of God and practically how we get them into our head and heart.  But today I focus on prayer. I want us to see this profound three-step truth: The Word is crucial for living a Godward life that leads to heaven and has power and meaning on earth. We cannot even see what the Word really is without God's supernatural help. And therefore we need to be a people of daily prayer that God would do whatever he must do to get the wonders of the Word into our hearts and into our lives.

Let's take these three steps one at a time and see them confirmed and illustrated in other parts of the Bible.

1. The Word is crucial to a life of holiness

The first point is that seeing the Word and knowing it and having it in us is crucial to living a life of holiness and love and power for the purposes of God.

Look back at verse 11, "Your word I have treasured in my heart, that I may not sin against you." How then are we to avoid sin in our lives? By treasuring the Word of God in our hearts. O how many people mess up their lives by not meditating on and loving and memorizing the Word of God! Do you want to be holy, that is, do you want power to overcome sin and live a life of radical godliness and sacrificial love and utter devotion to the cause of Christ? Then get on the track. God has ordained a way to godliness and power: and it is the way of treasuring up the Bible in our hearts.

I say it to the old and I say it to the parents of the young. Meditate on and memorize and cherish the commandments and warnings and promises of God in the Scriptures. No, I do not say it is easy, especially when you are old. But most things worth doing are not easy.  Making a fine piece of furniture, making a good poem, making a great piece of music, making a special meal or celebration - none of them is easy. But they are worth doing. Is not a good life worth doing?

Talitha is now two. She is beginning to learn Bible verses by heart.  She is also learning the forms of prayer. Why? Why go to the trouble of taking time and effort to repeat over and over the Bible to her? Very simple - when she is a teenager I want her to be godly and pure and holy and loving and humble and kind and submissive and wise. And the Bible says, as plain as day, this comes by treasuring up the Word of God in your heart. "Your word I have treasured in my heart, that I may not sin against you."

Jesus put it like this in his great prayer for us in John 17:17, "Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth." "Sanctify" is a Biblical word for making a person holy or godly or loving or pure or virtuous or spiritually wise. And these things I want for myself and for my children and for you. So what then should we do this year? If we are sanctified by the truth, and the Word of God is truth, what should we do?

If a doctor says, "You're very sick and may die of your sickness, but if you will take this medicine, you will get well and live," and you neglect to take the medicine - too busy, the pills are big and hard to swallow, just forgetful - you are going to stay sick and you may die.  That's the way it is with sin and spiritual immaturity. If you neglect what God tells you will sanctify you and make you mature and strong and holy, then you will not be mature and strong and holy. Reading, and meditating on and memorizing and cherishing the Word of God is God's appointed way of overcoming sin and becoming a strong, godly, mature, loving, wise person.

There are wonderful things to be seen in the Word of God that will transform you deeply if you really see them and treasure them in you.

2. We cannot see without God's help

The second point in the text is that we are not able to see these wonderful things in the Word for what they really are without God's supernatural help.

The reason is that we are fallen and corrupt and dead in sin and therefore blind and ignorant and hard. Paul described us like this in Ephesians 4:18 - we are "darkened in [our] understanding, excluded from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in [us], because of the hardness of [our] heart."

Here's the way Moses wrote about this problem in Deuteronomy 29:2-4, "And Moses summoned all Israel and said to them, 'You have seen all that the LORD did before your eyes in the land of Egypt . . . those great signs and wonders [i.e., "wonderful things"].  Yet to this day the LORD has not given you a heart to know, nor eyes to see, nor ears to hear.'" Notice: you have seen . . . but you cannot see without God's supernatural work.

That is our plight. We are guilty and corrupt and hard and ignorant and blind without the awakening, enlivening, softening, humbling, purifying, enlightening work of God in our lives.  We will never see the beauty of spiritual reality without God's illumination.  We will never see the wonder and glory of what the Word teaches without God's opening the eyes of our hearts and giving us a spiritual sense of these things.

The point of teaching this and knowing this is to make us desperate for God and hungry for God, and to set us to pleading and crying out to God for his help in reading the Bible.

(On Point 2see also: Matthew 16:17 with 11:4; and Luke 24:45; 1 Corinthians 2:14-16; John 3:6-8; Romans 8:5-8.)

3. We need to pray for God to help us see.

Which leads to the last point: if knowing and treasuring the truth of God's Word is crucial to being holy and loving and mature and heavenbound, and if we by nature cannot see the wonders of God's Word and feel the attraction of its glory, then we are in a desperate condition and need to pray for God to help us see. "Open my eyes, that I may behold wonderful things from Your law."

In other words, prayer is essential to Christian living, because it is the key to unlocking the power of the Word in our lives. The glory of the Word is like the shining of the sun in the face of blind man unless God opens our eyes to that glory. And if we don't see the glory, we won't be changed (2 Corinthians 3:18; John 17:17), and if we are not changed, we are not Christians.

In Ephesians 1:18 Paul prays this way.  He says, "I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know what is the hope of His calling . . ." In other words, "I've taught you these things and you have received them with your external senses, but unless you perceive the glory of them with your spiritual sense ("the eyes of your heart") you will not be changed. (See also Ephesians 3:14-19; Colossians 1:9 with 3:16).  Now these are Christians he is writing to, which shows that we need to go on praying until we get to heaven for spiritual eyes to see.

Seven Kinds of Prayer to Soak our Bible Reading

But since our text is Psalm 119:18, "Open my eyes, that I may behold wonderful things from Your law," we should let this psalmist show us how he prays more generally about his reading of the Word of God.  So let me close with a little tour of Psalm 119, and show you seven kinds of prayer with which you can soak your Bible reading this year.

We should pray . . .

1. That God would teach us his Word. Psalm 119:12b, "Teach me Your statutes." (See also verses 33, 64b, 66, 68b, 135). True learning of God's Word is only possible if God himself becomes the teacher in and through all other means of teaching. 2. That God would not hide his Word from us. Psalm 119:19b, "Do not hide Your commandments from me." The Bible warns of the dreadful chastisement or judgment of the Word of God being taken from us (Amos 8:11). (See also verse 43).

3. That God would make us understand his Word. Psalm 119:27, "Make me understand the way of Your precepts" (verses 34, 73b, 144b, 169). Here we ask God to cause us to understand - to do whatever he needs to do to get us to understand his Word.

4. That God would incline our hearts to his Word. Psalm 119:36, "Incline my heart to Your testimonies and not to [dishonest] gain." The great problem with us is not primarily our reason, but our will - we are disinclined by nature to read and meditate and memorize the Word.  So we must pray for God to incline our wills.

5. That God would give us life to keep his Word. Psalm 119:88, "Revive me according to Your lovingkindness, so that I may keep the testimony of Your mouth." He is aware that we need life and energy to give ourselves to the Word and its obedience.  So he asks God for this basic need. (See also verse 154b)

6. That God would establish our steps in his Word. Psalm 119:133, "Establish my footsteps in Your word." We are dependent on the Lord not only for understanding and life, but for the performance of the Word. That it would be established in our lives.  We cannot do this on our own.

7. That God would seek us when we go astray from his Word. Psalm 119:176, "I have gone astray like a lost sheep; seek Your servant." It is remarkable that this godly man ends his psalm with a confession of sin and the need for God to come after him and bring him back. This too we must pray again and again.

The Word, our Treasure

I conclude that as we enter 1998 and long to be holy and loving and radically committed to God's purpose in the city and the nations, we must be people who treasure the Word in our hearts, but more - people who know our desperate condition apart from God and that he has appointed prayer as the way that our eyes will be opened to see wonder in the Word and so be changed. "Open my eyes, that I may behold wonderful things from Your law. "

How earnest was he in these kinds of prayers? How earnest should we be? One answer is given in Psalm 119:147, "I rise before dawn and cry for help; I wait for Your words."  He gets up early!  This is top priority.  Would you make it that?
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Wonderful Things From Your Word" (Psalm 119:18)

Open my eyes, that I may behold Wonderful things from Your law.

Our Desperate Need for God's Illumination

The three points we saw in this verse last week were: 1) there are wonderful things in the Word of God; 2) no one can see these wonderful things for what they really are without God's supernatural help; and 3) therefore we must pray to God for supernatural illumination when we read the Bible.

So the stress last week was on prayer and our desperate need for God's supernatural illumination to see spiritual things - to see God's glory and beauty and excellence. You can see many things when you come to the Word without God's opening the eyes of your heart. You can see words and grammatical constructions. You can see logical connections. You can see historical facts. You can see an author's rational intention. You can see some human emotions. None of that requires that God open your eyes in a special spiritual way.

But what you cannot see is the spiritual beauty of God and his Son and their work in the world. You cannot see that God is infinitely desirable above all things. A blind person cannot see the sun, though he can know many facts about the sun and pass a test in astronomy with a score higher than a person who can see the sun. Knowing about and knowing by sight are not the same. Knowing that honey is sweet and tasting honey are not the same.

Let me read again Paul's fullest description of our condition apart from God's special, saving illumination. In Ephesians 4:17b-18 Paul mentions five terrible traits of the human condition that necessitate divine intervention if we are to see spiritual reality. He says that the gentiles (in other words, the ordinary world of men among the nations, apart from grace) live "in the futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart." Reading backwards we can say that there is in all of us, apart from the mighty grace of God, a hardness of heart that leads to ignorance that leads to alienation from God that leads to darkness that leads to futility of knowledge and life.

So last week's point was: if there is any hope of our seeing wonderful things in the Word of God, we will have to have a divine, supernatural capacity given to us by God that we do not have by nature. And therefore we must pray for it - "Open my eyes." And if we would stay alive in God and be real and authentic and intense in our love for him, we must be desperate to have this enabling every day. So pray, pray, pray. Read Psalm 119 and see how many times he prays for divine help in knowing God and his ways.

Beholding is Becoming

But today I have a different point to make. But before I say what that is, let me make sure you realize why this is important. It's important because being changed into the likeness of Jesus happens by seeing the beauty and worth and excellence of God and his Son and their words and ways. In 2 Corinthians 3:18 Paul says, "But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit." Beholding is becoming.

This is the only Christian way to change behavior so that it honors God. We change because we have seen a superior beauty and worth and excellence. If you look into the face of Christ and then look into Sports Illustrated or Glamour and are not moved by the superior beauty and worth and excellence and desirability of Christ, then you are still hard and blind and futile in your thinking. You need to cry out, "Open my eyes to see wonderful things out of your Word!" And your life will show it. Where your treasure is - your desire, your delight, your beauty - there will your heart be also - and your evenings and your Saturdays and your money. We are changed by seeing the glory of God in the Word of God. If God is not more glorious to you and more compelling to you than the luster and glory of the world, you haven't seen him. 3 John 11 says, "The one who does evil has not seen God" (see also 1 John 3:6).

So all this is important because all true life-change that honors God and has a spiritual worth to it comes from seeing the glory of God, not from making religious lists of behaviors and trying to copy them.

God Reveals Christ's Beauty Through His Word

Today's point from the text is this: God shows the beauty and excellence of Christ only to those who look into the Word of God. This is why true spiritual change comes from reading and pondering and memorizing the Bible. It's not because you learn rules to obey. It's because that is the place the Lord reveals the beauty and excellence of Christ.

Let me put a sharper point on this. Suppose you heard last week's message that we must see the glory of God to be changed, but we can't see it because of our deadness and hardness and blindness, and that we must therefore pray for God to make alive and soften and open our eyes. And suppose that you conclude: Well, then, I must devote myself to prayer and not to study or reading or memorizing the Bible because mere human seeing and reasoning can't see what needs to be seen. That would be a terrible conclusion to draw from what I said and from this text.

The point is: God opens the eyes of the blind to see the glory of God in his Word when they are looking at the Word. Suppose you wanted to see the glory of the Grand Canyon, but were blind. And suppose God said to you, Call on me and come and pray to me and I will open your eyes to see the glory of the Grand Canyon. Would you move from Arizona to Florida to pray? Or would you use every muscle and sense God gave you to get to the Grand Canyon and set your eyes toward what God had promised? My point is: he will not show you the glory of the Grand Canyon if you insist on living by the Everglades, no matter how much you pray.

Let me say it another way. God has ordained that the eye-opening work of his Spirit always be combined with the mind-informing work of his Word. His aim is that we see the glory of His Son (and be changed). So he opens our eyes when we are looking at the Son - not at soaps or sales. The work of the Spirit and the work of the Word always go together in God's way of true spiritual self- revelation. The Spirit's work is to show the glory and beauty and value of what the mind sees in the Word.

We must not make the mistake of thinking that what we need from God's Spirit is some new information. We already have a thousand times more information about God in the Bible than we can fathom or enjoy. What we need is to see with the eyes of our hearts! Any addition of information by the Spirit to what we can see of Christ in the Word would not make us one ounce more spiritual, or pleasing to God.

Suppose the Spirit revealed to you the new information that your barren friend was going to get pregnant. You tell her this, and when it happens, you and she are blown away with excitement at the miracle of prophecy and pregnancy. What have you gained spiritually? Nothing, unless you turn to the Word and see - with the eyes of the heart - the glory and the beauty of the Christ portrayed in the Bible - Jesus of Nazareth, crucified and risen to save sinners and to glorify God who has thus blessed you. Religious excitement in the presence of miracles is a natural thing and has no necessary spiritual or supernatural dimension. The gifts of the Spirit are precious, but infinitely more important is the eye-opening illumination of the Holy Spirit so that we see the glory of Christ in the Word.

It is not new information that we need; it is new eyes to see what has been revealed to us in God's Word. Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things out of your Word!

Don't Pray and Drift

Let me draw out some implications of this.

The first is that when you pray for eyes to see, you must not shift your mind into neutral. Don't assume that the indispensability of prayer means the dispensability of focused thought on the word of God. When you pray to see the glory of Christ, don't drift or coast mentally. Don't just wait, doing nothing. This is a huge mistake, and comes from Eastern spirituality, not the Bible. What is unique about Christianity is that it is historical and particular. Jesus lived in a time and place. God's design is to open your eyes to see the spiritual beauty and value of this particular man just as he is revealed in the Word. If we pray to see it, but mentally drift away from it, then we will not see it. So don't pray and drift.

What Then?

1. Pray and Read

Read the Word! What a privilege! And what an obligation! And what a potential for seeing God! Look at Ephesians 3:3b-4. Paul writes, "By revelation there was made known to me the mystery, as I wrote before in brief. By referring to this, when you read you can understand my insight into the mystery of Christ." When you read! God willed that the greatest mysteries of life be revealed through reading.

Then compare chapter 1:18 where Paul says, "I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know what is the hope of His calling." So Ephesians 3:4 says that the mystery is known by reading. And Ephesians 1:18 says that for us to know what we need to know, God must open our eyes in answer to prayer. Yes, we must pray. Yes, we are blind without God's help. But the point this week is: we must read.

"When you read you can understand my insight into the mystery of Christ." Praying cannot replace reading. Praying may turn reading into seeing. But if we don't read, we will not see. The Holy Spirit is sent to glorify Jesus, and the glory of Jesus is portrayed in the Word. Read. Rejoice that you can read.

2. Pray and Study

2 Timothy 2:15: "Be diligent (or: "study" KJV) to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the Word of truth." God gave us a book about himself not so that we might read in any old careless way we wished. Paul says, "Be diligent to . . . accurately handle the Word of truth." That means work at the Word if you want the most from it.

The pendulum swings back and forth. Some say pray and pray and don't lean on the unspiritual, human work of study. Others say, study and study because God is not going to tell you the meaning of a word in prayer. But the Bible will not have anything to do with this dichotomy. We must study and accurately handle the Word of God, and we must pray or we will not see in the Word the one thing needful, the glory of God in the face of Christ (2 Corinthians 4:4, 6).

Benjamin Warfield, a great studier of the Bible, wrote in 1911, "Sometimes we hear it said that ten minutes on your knees will give you a truer, deeper, more operative knowledge of God than ten hours over your books. 'What!' is the appropriate response, 'than ten hours over your books, on your knees?'" ("The Religious Life of Theological Students," in Mark Noll, ed., The Princeton Theology, [Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1983], p. 263). This captures the Biblical spirit. Yes, we must pray. We will not see wonderful things out of God's Word if he doesn't open our eyes. But praying cannot replace studying, because Paul says, "Be diligent - study - to handle the Word accurately."

3. Pray and Ransack

Our approach to the Bible should be like a miser in the gold rush, or a fiancée who has lost her engagement ring somewhere in the house. She ransacks the house. That is the way we seek for God in the Bible.

Proverbs 2:1-6 says,

My son, if you will receive my words And treasure my commandments within you, 2 Make your ear attentive to wisdom, Incline your heart to understanding; 3 For if you cry for discernment, Lift your voice for understanding; 4 If you seek her as silver And search for her as for hidden treasures; 5 Then you will discern the fear of the LORD And discover the knowledge of God. 6 For the LORD gives wisdom; From His mouth come knowledge and understanding.

Receive, treasure, be attentive, incline your heart, cry out, lift your voice, seek as for silver, search as for hidden treasures. This is ransacking the Bible for all that it is worth. If there are hidden treasures, act like it. If there is silver, act like it. By all means pray (as verse 3 says) but don't substitute prayer for ransacking. God ordains to give to those who seek with all their heart (Jeremiah 29:13).

4. Pray and Think

Consider 2 Timothy 2:7. The NASB has "Consider what I say, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything." Literally it is, "Think about (noei) what I say." Does this mean that understanding Paul's teaching is simply a human, natural enterprise of thinking? No. The end of the verse says, "The Lord will give you understanding." It is not you who can see it on your own. Spiritual apprehension is a gift of God.

But God has ordained to give the gift of supernatural light through thinking. "Think over what I say, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything." So by all means pray and ask God to give you the light you need. But don't replace thinking with praying. Think and pray. Pray and think. This is the way God has set it up. A historical Christ. A book of preservation and revelation. All of that says: read and study and ransack and think. But all is in vain without prayer. Both-and, not either-or.

5. Pray and Speak

God means for the written Word to become the spoken word in preaching and in the mutual exhortation and rebuke and warning and encouragement and counsel of his people. Colossians 3:16 says, "Let the Word of Christ richly dwell within [or among] you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another . . ." The Word of Christ to us becomes our word to each other.

I preach. This is God's will for his Word to be heralded afresh over and over. And you speak to each other the Word of God. This is one of the fundamental reasons for small groups in the church - to make the Word of God to us into the Word of God through us. Speak it to each other.

Does this mean that we can do away with prayer in those moments - that we can somehow open the eyes of the heart to see wonderful things out of God's Word because we are speaking it with conviction or persuasive argument or creative turns of phrase? That's not what Paul teaches. In that same book (Colossians 1:9-10) he prays - prays! - "We have not ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding . . . increasing in the knowledge of God."

If knowing God and having spiritual wisdom and understanding were automatic when the Word of Christ dwells richly among us, then Paul would not need to pray earnestly for God to give it to us.

The Word and Prayer Together

So we have seen over and over: Prayer is indispensable if we would see the glory of God in the Word of God. But we have also seen that reading and study and ransacking and thinking and speaking the Word is also necessary. God has ordained that the eye-opening work of his Spirit always be combined with the mind-informing work of his Word. His aim is that we see the glory of God and that we reflect the glory of God. And so he opens our eyes when we are looking at the glory of God in the Word.

Read, study, ransack, think, speak, listen - and pray, "Open my eyes that I may behold wonderful things out of your Word."

(For further reflection, see Luke 24:45; Acts 16:14; 2 Kings 6:17; Matthew 16:17; 11:2-6; 11:27.)
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Meditate On The Word Of The Lord Day And Night (Psalm 1)

How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, Nor stand in the path of sinners, Nor sit in the seat of scoffers! 2 But his delight is in the law of the LORD, And in His law he meditates day and night. 3 He will be like a tree firmly planted by streams of water, Which yields its fruit in its season And its leaf does not wither; And in whatever he does, he prospers. 4 The wicked are not so, But they are like chaff which the wind drives away. 5 Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, Nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous. 6 For the LORD knows the way of the righteous, But the way of the wicked will perish.

If this is Prayer Week, why do we begin with a message on Psalm 1 that doesn't mention prayer, and focus our attention on the Word of God and not prayer? The central point of this psalm is made in verse 2: "But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and in His law he meditates day and night." The person who delights in God's law so much that he meditates on it day and night is delivered from the ways of the wicked and sinners and scoffers, and is made fruitful and durable and prosperous. That's the point. Delighting in the law of God is the central issue. So why begin Prayer Week with this psalm and this focus on delighting in the law of God?

Well, where is this psalm? It is the beginning of the book of Psalms. And what are the psalms? Many of them are prayers. In fact, the Psalter is the prayer book of the Bible. Millions of Christians go to the Psalms to find words for the cry of their hearts in the worst of times and the best of times. So I begin Prayer Week with Psalm 1 because the Bible begins its prayer book with Psalm 1.

But why does it? And why should we? The reason is that in the Christian life -in the life of God's people - prayer and the Word are connected in such a way that if you disconnect them, both die. Let me sum up the connection between prayer and the Word in three ways. The Word of God inspires prayer, it informs prayer and it incarnates prayer. Just a word of explanation on each of these.

Connection Between the Word and Prayer

The Word of God inspires prayer. This means that the Word commands us to pray, and makes promises to us of what God will do if we pray, and tells us stories of great men and women of prayer. James 5:16-18 does all three. First, "Pray for one another so that you may be healed." There's a command from the Word. Second, "The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much." There is the encouraging promise. Third, "Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on the earth for three years and six months." There's a story to inspire us. So the Word inspires prayer by telling us to do it (like a doctor telling us what's good for us) and promising us good things if we will do it, and telling us stories to encourage us in our weakness.

Second, the Word of God informs prayer. This means that the Word tells us what to pray and becomes itself the content of our prayer. When you know the mind of God in his Word, you pray the mind of God in your prayers. For example, in Acts 4:24-26, the early church prayed like this: "They lifted their voices to God with one accord and said, "O Lord, it is You who made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and all that is in them [see Exodus 20:11], who by the Holy Spirit, through the mouth of our father David your servant, said [quoting Psalm 2], 'Why did the Gentiles rage, and the peoples devise futile things? The kings of the earth took their stand, and the rulers were gathered together against the Lord and against his Christ.'" This is the way powerful saints have prayed throughout history. O may the Lord fill our payers with the great purposes and promises of God that we learn from his Word. The Word informs prayer.

Third, the Word incarnates prayer. This means that prayers are often invisible and concealed in the soul and in the closet and in the church. But their effect is to be in the open in the lives of other people and among the nations. How does that happen? God usually advances his purposes in world evangelization and personal transformation and cultural reformation by direct encounters with the truth of his Word. The Word incarnates our prayers. Prayers become effective through the truth getting into people's ears and minds and hearts.

People don't just start believing on Jesus because you pray for them. They need to hear about Jesus. "How will they believe in Him whom they have not heard? And how will they hear without a preacher?" (Romans 10:14). "Pray for us that the Word of the Lord will spread rapidly and be glorified, just as it did also with you" (2 Thessalonians 3:1). Prayer empowers the Word and the Word incarnates prayer. Saints don't just become more holy because someone prays that they will. They need to see the truth: "Sanctify them in the truth. Thy Word is truth" (John 17:17). Cultural slavery to injustice and greed and dishonesty and sexual immorality does not just change because we pray for it. The agent of reformation is the truth: "You will know the truth, and the truth will make you free" (John 8:32). Prayer must be incarnated in declarations and demonstrations of the truth.

That's probably enough to explain why we begin Prayer Week with a text on the Word of God. The Word inspires, informs and incarnates prayer. They go together, because Word and Spirit go together. Word without Spirit is intellectualism. Spirit without Word is emotionalism at best, and probably syncretism. But the Word and the Spirit are kept together when we depend on the Spirit for help in all our dealing with the Word, and express that dependence in prayer.

The Blessing of Delighting in God's Word

Now let's consider Psalm 1 and focus on delighting in and meditating on the Word of God. First, let's think about the blessing that comes from delighting in and meditating on the Word day and night. The Psalm begins, "How blessed is the man. . ." So you are drawn in right away: do you want blessing in your life? The word means "happy" in the rich, full sense of happiness rooted in moral and mental and physical wellbeing.

But now who is this happy person? The one who does not do something and the one who does do something. The happy person does not "walk in the counsel of the wicked, nor stand in the path of sinners, nor sit in the seat of scoffers!" (verse 1). But what does the happy person do? Verse 2: "But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and in His law he meditates day and night." So, instead of finding his pleasures in the words or the ways or the fellowship of the wicked, the one who is truly happy finds pleasure in meditating on the Word and the ways of God. ("Law," Torah, = instruction: God's Words about God's ways.)

Now the point of the psalm is to say that when you experience the Word of God like that - as so delightful and so satisfying that it captures your mind and heart day and night and weans you away from the counsel and path and seat of the world -when you experience the Word like that, you are blessed. You are happy.

The Person Who Delights in the Word of God

Then, in verse 3, it gives us three illustrations of that happiness. The first one is that the person who delights in the Word of God and meditates on it day and night will be "like a tree firmly planted by streams of water which yields its fruit in its season." The second one is that the person who delights in the Word of God and meditates on it day and night will be like a tree whose "leaf does not wither." And the third is that the person who delights in the Word of God and meditates on it day and night "will prosper in all that he does."

Let's think about each of these for a moment.

1. Fruitful

If you delight in the Word of God and meditate on it day and night you will yield your fruit in season. You will be a fruitful person. O for more fruitful people! You know them. They are refreshing and nourishing to be around. You go away from them fed. You go away strengthened. You go away with your taste for spiritual things awakened. Their mouth is a fountain of life. Their words are healing and convicting and encouraging and deepening and enlightening. Being around them is like a meal. This is the effect of delighting in the Word of God and meditating on it day and night. You will yield fruit in season.

2. Durable

The second illustration of your blessing if you delight in the Word of God and meditate on it day and night is that your leaf does not wither. The point here is that the hot winds are blowing and the rain is not falling and all the other trees that are not planted by streams are withering and dying, but in spite of all the heat and drought, your leaf remains green, because delighting in the Word of God and meditating on it day and night is like being planted by a stream. The happiness of this person is durable. It is deep. It does not depend on which way the wind is blowing or whether the rain is falling. It gets its life from an absolutely changeless source: God in his Word.

The person who delights in the Word of God and meditates on it day and night speaks like the prophet in Habakkuk 3:17-18: "Though the fig tree do not blossom, nor fruit be on the vines, the produce of the olive fail and the fields yield no food, the flock be cut off from the fold and there be no herd in the stalls, yet I will exult in the LORD, I will rejoice in the God of my salvation."

(A Thought on Y2K)

This might be a place to say a word about the Y2K scare. Do you want a prophetic word about Y2K? I have two prophetic words about Y2K. First, the greatest need on January 1, 2000, will not be basements stocked with food and water and generators, but hearts stocked with the Word of God. You will be fruitful, you will flourish, you will be life-giving not by seeking the very things the world seeks (Matthew 6:32), but by delighting in the Word of God and meditating on it day and night. What the world will need and does need from the church is the Word of God that fits us to say, "Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? . .. In all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us" (Romans 8:35-37).

The other prophetic word about Y2K is this: Nothing is going to happen on January 1, 2000, nothing, that is as bad as what is already happening to persecuted and starving Christians in Sudan. Or to the staggering number of orphans in Malawi and other AIDS-devastated countries of Africa. Or to survivors in Honduras and Nicaragua. Or to lonely, dying old people in dozens of skilled care centers around the Twin Cities who have outlived their families. There is something that smells of hypocrisy in the talk about stockpiling supplies in our homes to "minister" to others in the coming Y2K crisis when there are more places to minister this very day that are worse crises than anything that is going to happen a year from now. Y2K will happen to someone every day in 1999 - many of them within your reach.* Delight yourself in the Word of God, meditate on it day and night, and then take the fruit of your life and go minister to the lost and the hungry and the thirsty that are already so many. Then you won't even notice when Y2K happens.

3. Prospering (Really?)

3. But now that leads to the question raised by the third illustration of blessing and happiness in verse 3. "And in whatever he does, he prospers." Really? What does this mean? Does it mean that, if you delight in the Word of God and meditate enough, your business will make a big profit and your health will always be good and there will be no food shortages or car accidents or violence against your house?

Well, there are some reasons to believe that such a person will have some of those blessings. For example, when you delight in God's Word instead of walking in the counsel of the wicked and standing in the way of sinners and sitting in the seat of scoffers, you will be doing the kinds of things that God approves of, and he is likely to bless what he approves. And when you are delighting in the Word of God, you are trusting it, and we know God works for those who trust him and wait for him (Isaiah 64:4; 2 Chronicles 16:9).

But there are reasons to believe that God does not always spare his most faithful people. There are many passages of Scripture that tell us "many are the afflictions of the righteous" (Psalm 34:19; cf. Acts 14:22). Psalm 73 expresses the reality that often the righteous suffer and the wicked prosper. The answer of that Psalm and this one is: Behold what becomes of them in the end (Psalm 73:17).

Psalm 1 says, "The wicked are not so, but they are like chaff which the wind drives away. Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous. For the LORD knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish" (verses 4-5). When this Psalm ponders the value of being wicked or of delighting in the Word of God, it measures the value finally by what happens at the judgment. There may be some prosperity in this life for the wicked, but in the end they will be swept away like chaff, but those who have delighted in the Word of God will go on flourishing because God sets his eye and favor on them. He "knows" their way.

So the blessing, the happiness, referred to in verse 1 is a life that is nourishing and fruitful for others, a life that is deeply durable in the face of drought and a life whose "labor is not in vain" (1 Corinthians 15:58), but succeeds in God's good purposes into eternity. That's the blessing of delighting in the Word of God and meditating on it day and night.

What Is Meditation?

Now what does this meditation involve? The word "meditation" in Hebrew means basically to speak or to mutter. When this is done in the heart it is called musing or meditation. So meditating on the Word of God day and night means to speak to yourself the Word of God day and night and to speak to yourself about it.

Here is where I plead with you to get involved in the Fighter Verse memory program or some other pattern of Bible memorization. Unless you memorize Scripture you will not meditate on it day and night. But O the benefits and delights of knowing communion with God hour by hour in his Word. If you have ever wondered, What is hour-by-hour walking in fellowship with the living God? the answer is: it is his speaking to you by his Word through your memory and meditation and illumination and application and your speaking to him words of thanks and praise and admiration and desire and seeking for help and guidance and understanding. The Word is the basis for your hearing him and for his hearing you. The depth and solidity and certainty of your walk with God and your communion with God will rise and fall with whether God's own written Word is the warp and woof of the fabric of your fellowship.

Let me just give you an example of how this works in my own life. As I was coming to the end of the year and reading the final pages of the Old Testament in the Minor Prophets, I was moved by Micah 7:18. It is the foundation of a favorite hymn of mine, "Who Is a Pardoning God Like Thee?" by Samuel Davies. So I memorized it and carried it around on the front burner of my mind for several days. It says, "Who is a God like thee, pardoning iniquity and passing over transgression for the remnant of his inheritance? He does not retain his anger forever because he delights in steadfast love."

One of the insights that I discovered and tasted with tremendous pleasure was that God does choose to be angry, but his anger is limited. Why? Because he "delights in steadfast love." This means that anger is not God's favorite emotion. He "delights" in love. This has huge implications - practical ones -about my life and my own anger and love as I rest in him. And theological ones, as I ponder the levels of willing in God: willing to be angry in his holiness at sin, and yet not delighting to be angry the way he delights to show steadfast love. I was fed by this text for several days before I moved on to another front-burner text.

So I urge you to memorize Scripture, and meditate on it day and night. It will change your life in many good ways.

What if Meditation and Prayer are Drudgery?

Finally, we must ask about this delight. The deepest mark of this happy person in Psalm 1 is that he delights in the Word of God (verse 2). Bible reading and Bible memory and meditation are not a burden to him, but a pleasure. This is what we want. What a sadness when Bible reading is just a drudgery. Something is wrong.

What shall we do? Well, we will say more next week, but let's close considering this. We struggle with Bible reading and memory and meditation because we don't find pleasure in it. We have other things we want to get to more. TV or breakfast or work or newspaper or computer. Our hearts incline to other things and do not incline to the Word. And so it is not a delight.

Did the psalmists ever struggle with this? Yes they did. Take heart. We all do. How shall this be changed? This is Prayer Week, and so the answer we will stress is that it is changed through prayer. This is what I will focus on next week. We must pray for God's enabling to help us delight in his Word. This will be clear from the way the psalmists pray. I hope you will come back and hear the help that the psalmists give us not only to pray without ceasing, but to do it with delight.
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Pray Without Ceasing 

(1 Thessalonians 5:12-18)

But we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who diligently labor among you, and have charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction, 13 and that you esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Live in peace with one another. 14 We urge you, brethren, admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with everyone. 15 See that no one repays another with evil for evil, but always seek after that which is good for one another and for all people. 16 Rejoice always; 17 pray without ceasing; 18 in everything give thanks; for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.

Last week we ended abruptly in our exposition of Psalm 1 at the word "delight." So I would like to go back there to deal with that, and then make a connection to today's text.

How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, nor stand in the path of sinners, nor sit in the seat of scoffers! But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and in His law he meditates day and night." (Psalm 1:1-2)

We talked about the blessedness that comes from meditating on the law of the Lord day and night. It makes you like a tree planted by streams of water: 1) fruitful in ministry to others; 2) durable, as your leaf remains green in the midst of dry blasts and seasons of drought; and 3) prosperous, in that all the work of faith will have enduring significance even to eternity. Nothing you do in dependence on God will be done in vain, even if it looks like a failure here.

We pointed out that meditating on the Word of God day and night probably requires memorizing portions of Scripture so that they are there to ponder throughout the day or night without taking the Bible in hand or even turning on the light. And I encouraged you to be a part of the Fighter Verse strategy.

What If Meditating on God's Word Is Not a Pleasure?

Then, at the end, I said that the key to this kind of meditation is delight. The deepest mark of this happy person in Psalm 1 is that he delights in the Word of God. Bible reading and Bible memory and meditation are not a burden to him, but a pleasure. This is what we want. What a sadness when Bible reading is just a drudgery. Something is wrong.

What shall we do? We struggle with Bible reading and memory and meditation because we don't find pleasure in it. It feels like a burden and a mere duty that does not attract us. We have other things we want to get to more. Breakfast or work or newspaper or computer or TV. Our hearts incline to other things and do not incline to the Word. And so it is not our delight.

Did the psalmists ever struggle with this? Yes they did. Take heart. We all struggle with this. There are seasons in the best saints' lives when spiritual hunger becomes weak. How shall this be changed? The answer I want to give this morning is prayer. Delight in the Word of God is created and sustained through prayer. So the outline I want to follow today is to address three things: That we should pray, How we should pray, and What we should pray in order to delight in the Word of God.

Be sure you see the order of the thought - the order of your life:

1. Our aim is to be fruitful people of love whose lives are nourishing for others; we want to be durable in that and not wither when the heat comes; and we want to be eternally significant or prosperous. That's our goal, because when we are fruitful like that in the midst of the drought of hardship, God will get the glory.

2. But the key to that kind of fruitfulness, we have seen in Psalm 1, is meditation on the Word of God day and night. We must be a Word-saturated people.

3. And the key to continual meditation is memorizing portions of the Scriptures so that we can keep them ever before us and savor them all the time.

4. And the key to memorizing and meditation is delighting in the Word of God. Such continual meditation will not be sustained by mere duty. And if it is, the effect will probably be pride, not humble fruitfulness for others. The soul that never gets beyond spiritual discipline to spiritual delight will probably become a harsh and condemning soul. The sweetness and tenderness and humility that come from the Word of God grow out of the delight and wonder of grace, that we have been granted to know God.

Now I am turning to a fifth step in the order of thought: the key to delight is prayer. Or, more accurately, the key to delight is God's omnipotent, transforming grace laid hold on by prayer.

So let me try to awaken your desires to pray by showing you that we should pray for delight and how we should pray and what we should pray.

THAT We Should Pray for Delight

Now we turn for a moment to our text in 1 Thessalonians 5:17. Here is a simple command: "Pray without ceasing." You might ask, Why choose this verse from all the verses in the Bible that command us to pray? Why use this one in answer to the question: What is the key to delighting in the Word of God? The answer is the connection between 1 Thessalonians 5:17 and the flow of thought leading up to it. It is substantially similar to Psalm 1.

1 Thessalonians 5:14-15 says, "We urge you, brethren, admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with everyone. See that no one repays another with evil for evil, but always seek after that which is good for one another and for all people." Now that is a very fruit-bearing life. He is telling us to be like trees planted by streams of water that bring forth fruit. Look at all these needy people draining you: the "unruly" are challenging you; the "fainthearted" are leaning on you; the "weak" are depleting you. But you are called to encourage and help and be patient and not return evil for evil. In other words, you are called to have spiritual resources that can be durable and fruitful and nourishing when others are unruly and fainthearted and weak and mean-spirited.

How? Well, verse 16 says, "Rejoice always." That corresponds to "delight" in Psalm 1. Presumably, this rejoicing is not primarily in circumstances, but in God and his promises, because the people around you are unruly and fainthearted and weak and antagonistic. This would make an ordinary person angry and sullen and discouraged. But you have your roots planted somewhere else and are drawing up the sap of joy from a source that cannot be depleted -the river of God and his Word.

What then is the key to this rejoicing, or this delight? Verse 17 says, "Pray without ceasing." And verse 18 says, "In everything give thanks." So the answer seems to be that continual prayer and thanksgiving is a key to the rejoicing or the delighting in God and his Word that makes a person fruitful and durable and spiritually prosperous in relation to all kinds of people. (See in Philippians 4:3-6 the same sequence of thought from fruitful people-helping that is rooted in joy that is rooted in prayer.)

So I think it is fair to say that one Biblical key to maintaining delight or rejoicing in God and his Word is prayer. Which leads to the second observation, namely, how to pray.

HOW to Pray for Delight

The one point to make here is that our praying should be "without ceasing." If you want to be fruitful for people and not wither under the pressures of unruly, fainthearted, weak, and hurtful people, then you must, as verse 16 says, "rejoice always" or "delight in the word of the Lord . . . day and night" (Psalm 1:2). And to do that, as verse 17 says, we need to pray always -without ceasing.

What does it mean to pray without ceasing?

I think it means three things. First, it means that there is a spirit of dependence that should permeate all we do. This is the very spirit and essence of prayer. So, even when we are not speaking consciously to God, there is a deep, abiding dependence on him that is woven into the heart of faith. In that sense, we "pray" or have the spirit of prayer continuously.

Second - and I think this is what Paul has in mind most immediately - praying without ceasing means praying repeatedly and often. I base this on the use of the word "without ceasing" (adialeiptos) in Romans 1:9, where Paul says, "For God, whom I serve in my spirit in the preaching of the gospel of His Son, is my witness as to how unceasingly I make mention of you." Now we can be sure that Paul did not mention the Romans every minute of his prayers. He prayed about many other things. But he mentioned them over and over and often. So "without ceasing" doesn't mean that verbally or mentally we have to be speaking prayers every minute of the day. But we should pray over and over and often. Our default mental state should be: "O God . . ."

Third, I think praying without ceasing means not giving up on prayer. Don't ever come to a point in your life where you cease to pray at all. Don't abandon the God of hope and say, "There's no use praying." Go on praying. Don't cease.

So the key to delight in the Word of God is to pray continually - that is, to lean on God all the time. Never give up looking to him for help, and come to him repeatedly during the day and often. Make the default mental state a Godward longing.

I think it would be good to notice here that in real life some discipline in regular prayer times helps keep this kind of spontaneity alive. In other words, if you want to have a vital hour-by-hour spontaneous walk with God you must also have a disciplined regular meeting with God. Daniel had some remarkable communion with God when it was critically needed. But look what it grew out of. The decree was passed that no one could pray except to the king, under penalty of death. But notice what Daniel does, according to Daniel 6:10. "Now when Daniel knew that the document was signed, he entered his house (now in his roof chamber he had windows open toward Jerusalem); and he continued kneeling on his knees three times a day, praying and giving thanks before his God, as he had been doing previously." The point here is that Daniel lived a life that combined discipline (three times a day) with spontaneous encounters with God. So it will be with us: if we hope to pray without ceasing day and night - enjoying a continual coming and communion with God - we will need to develop disciplined times of prayer. Nobody maintains pure spontaneity in this fallen world. (See Psalm 119:62; 55:17.)

Finally, then, what are we to pray in order to have the delight in God and his Word that will keep us meditating and fruitful and durable and spiritually prosperous?

WHAT We Are to Pray

The psalmists point the way here. They struggled like you and I do with motivation and with seasons of weak desires. What did they pray to keep the fires of delight in God's Word burning? Three examples from the prayer life of the psalmists:

1. They prayed for the inclination to meditate on the Bible -for the "want to". If you lack desire, don't just have a defeated attitude and say, "I can't enjoy it because I don't have the desire." That is the way atheists talk. God is in the business of creating what is not. So the psalmist prays in Psalm 119:36, "Incline my heart to Your testimonies and not to gain." We admit to God that our hearts incline to the computer or the newspaper or the TV and we plead with him that he reach in and change our inclinations so that we love to read and memorize and meditate on the testimonies of God.

So few people deal with God at this level! We are psychological fatalists. "This is just the way I am." The psalmists were not that way, and we should not be that way. They saw their stubborn inclinations, and, instead of fatalistically giving up, they pleaded with God to change their inclinations and make them want to meditate on the Bible.

2. Secondly, the psalmists prayed that they would have spiritual eyes to see great and wonderful things in the Word, so that their desires and delights would be sustained by truth, by reality. Psalm 119:18: "Open my eyes, that I may behold wonderful things from Your law." If we are going to be inclined to the Word and stay with it and delight in it and memorize it and meditate on it, we must see more than dull facts, we must see "wonderful things." That is not the function of the natural mind alone. That is the work of the Spirit to give you a mind to see great things for what they really are. Delight-giving Bible reading and Bible meditation is a work of God on our hearts and minds. That is why we must pray continually for that divine work.

3. Finally, the psalmists prayed that the effect of their inclining to the Word and their seeing wonderful things in the Word would be a profound heart-satisfaction that would sustain them through droughts and make them fruitful for others. Psalm 90:14, "O satisfy us in the morning with Your lovingkindness, that we may sing for joy and be glad all our days."

We ask God to awaken the delight that Psalm 1 says we should have. Delight in God is a miracle. This is what it means to be a Christian, and being a Christian is not a mere choice to believe a fact. Being a Christian is believing the truth of God because there is a spiritual apprehension of its beauty and glory. When that soul-satisfying glory starts to fade, we must fight off the deadly effects of worldliness and immerse ourselves in the Word where his glory is revealed, and then pray and pray and pray, "O satisfy me in the morning with Your lovingkindness, that I may sing for joy and be glad all my days."

So you can see how prayer and the Word are tied together this week. The Word is the means God uses to fill our minds and hearts with truth about himself that makes us fruitful and durable in drought and prosperous into eternity. Nobody becomes like a tree planted by water by prayer alone. It is by the delighting in the Word and meditating on it day and night.

But nobody is inclined to the Word, or sees spiritual wonders in the Word, or is satisfied with the Word, who does not pray and pray and pray the way the psalmists did. So I plead with you to pray without ceasing this year. And as an aid to that wonderful spontaneity of day and night praying and meditation, build disciplined times of prayer and meditation into your life. Maybe once or twice or three times or seven times a day (as the psalmist in Psalm 119:164, "Seven times a day I praise You, because of Your righteous ordinances.")
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ADVANCE \d4The Spirit Helps Us In Our Weakness Part Two 

ADVANCE \d4Romans 8:25-27

ADVANCE \d4
But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 26 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words. 27 And he who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. 

ADVANCE \d4
Our focus again today is on Romans 8:26-27. It says that in our weakness, the Spirit of God helps us because we don’’t know how to pray as we ought, and so the Spirit intercedes for us with wordless groanings. And it says that God the Father –– the one who searches our hearts –– knows the mind of the Spirit because the Spirit prays for us according to God’’s will. So God the Father always answers the Spirit’’s prayers.

ADVANCE \d4
Last week we asked three questions: 1) What does the Spirit pray for us? 2) How does the Spirit pray for us? 3) Why does the Spirit pray for us? 

ADVANCE \d4
What Does the Spirit Pray for Us?

ADVANCE \d4
I tried to answer only the first question. What the Spirit prays for us is that God would bring about the decisions and circumstances that would most magnify Christ in our lives when we are at a loss as to what the specific will of God is because of our weakness. I argued that the "weakness" of verse 26 is the same as the sufferings and decay and futility and groanings of verses 18-25. In other words, the sicknesses and calamities and thwarted plans and persecutions put us in situations where we are simply at a loss as to whether we should escape danger or stand, be healed or endure sickness, take a risk or stay safe.

ADVANCE \d4
We don’’t know. What we do know is that we want Christ to be exalted in our bodies whether by life or by death –– as Paul said in Philippians 1:20. This is what it means to be a "saint" –– a Christian –– and these are the ones the Spirit is praying for according to verse 27, saints. So this is what the Holy Spirit asks the Father for, but he knows the will of the Father and he asks that the particular decisions and circumstances come to pass which will in fact magnify Christ best.

ADVANCE \d4
I said that this is relevant to every one of you as you wrestle with various kinds of sickness and suffering, and that it will be increasingly relevant as the price of being a Christian increases. It is an absolutely urgent issue for some of our missionaries right now. Should a missionary leave India? What about hostilities in other countries. For example, here is part of an email we received this past week:

ADVANCE \d4
Our confiscated books are now being scrutinized for subversive content. Meanwhile we have submitted a notice to the authorities announcing our intention to recommence public meetings. When our lawyer served the papers he was told it would have been better received if he had come in and cursed at them. Such is our welcome among the authorities. Please pray for us that we will have much wisdom. It is not the best timing to have finally had these papers submitted. . . . As we sat and considered whom of our local brothers and sisters might be able to stand with us we are aware that each one has a very valid reason why it would not be a good idea for them to be arrested at present. Is there ever a convenient time to be arrested? Maybe not, but some circumstances certainly make it even more of a problem. We need to hear from the Lord how to proceed. . . .

ADVANCE \d4
Yes, it would be very helpful to hear from the Lord or to have the grace of complete wisdom. And it is certainly right to pray for that. But it may be that this situation will be one of those moments when we "do not know how we must pray" and instead groan over our weakness. Is it not wonderful that God is not condemning or ever criticizing us here for not having the faith (as some might put it) to discern his will.

ADVANCE \d4
Paul’’s point is to encourage us and help us. Even when we don’’t know what we would like to know, and can’’t pray with more specificity and assurance of God’’s will, we must not lose heart, but trust that God has his purposes in this and has provided for us in our weakness. The Spirit prays for us.

ADVANCE \d4
How Does the Holy Spirit Pray for Us?

ADVANCE \d4
Now here’’s the second question I raised last week: How does the Holy Spirit pray for us?

ADVANCE \d4
In the last part of verse 26 Paul says, "The Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words." What does this mean: "With groanings too deep for words"? Literally it simply says, "with wordless groanings." What does that refer to? Does it refer to groanings that we make? Or groanings that we do not make but the Holy Spirit makes? Or is there a third alternative –– the one that I want argue for, namely, these groanings are our groanings which are also the Spirit’’s groanings because he inspires and directs them in us? 

ADVANCE \d4
Here’’s why I think this and why it matters. 

ADVANCE \d4
If the Holy Spirit is simply communicating with the Father about what we need, I cannot imagine why he would have to use wordless groans. He knows exactly what he wants to ask for. There is not the slightest confusion in his mind and he is never at a loss for how to communicate with the Father. So I doubt that these groans are groans that the Spirit addresses to the Father which are not our groans.

ADVANCE \d4
A second reason for thinking this is that the one who hears and understands and answers these groans is said in verse 27 to search our hearts. I think that points to the fact that the groans are in our heart. That is where they are experienced as groanings and heard. "The Spirit himself intercedes for us with wordless groanings. (27) And he who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit." In other words, the Spirit doesn’’t send his groanings to the Father in heaven directly. He registers them in our hearts. That is where they are experienced as groans –– in our hearts. I think this suggests they are our groanings, not just the Spirit’’s groanings.

ADVANCE \d4
A third argument is that groaning in this context is something that marks the fallen world, and the Spirit is not fallen and does not need to groan like the creation and the saints. In verse 22 Paul says, "The whole creation groans and suffers the pains of childbirth together until now." And in verse 23 he says, "And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly." So groaning is part of the weakness and futility and pain and decay of this fallen world. That suggests that the groans of verse 26 are also part of this weakness and fallenness. They are our groans, inspired and directed by the Holy Spirit.

ADVANCE \d4
The fourth argument comes from the analogy of the witness of the Spirit in verses 15-16, "You have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a Spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, "Abba! Father!" 16 The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are children of God." Who is saying, "Abba! Father!" here? Well we are. But not only we. This is the witness of the Spirit. This heartfelt cry that God is our Father is inspired and directed by the Spirit. It is his witness!

ADVANCE \d4
So here we have a helpful analogy and parallel with the groaning of the Spirit in verse 26. The Spirit groans the same way the Spirit witnesses: he inspires the groaning, and he inspires the witness. The groaning is his groaning, and the witnessing is his witness. But we experience the witness of the Spirit as the heartfelt, authentic welling up in us of a cry, "Abba, father!" And we experience the groaning of the Spirit in the welling up within us of groanings for the glory of Christ, but in ways and means that we do not know.

ADVANCE \d4
So my answer to the question: How does the Spirit pray for us, is that he moves powerfully in our hearts to create groanings –– his groanings experienced as our groanings –– which are based on two things: 1) a deep desire and ache of heart that Christ be magnified in our lives, and 2) a weakness that leaves us baffled and unknowing as to how this is going to happen or should happen. So we are not sure how we are to pray, but we are sure that we want Christ to be magnified in our bodies. 

ADVANCE \d4
The Father searches our heart and he hears this groaning. He hears the Christ-exalting yearning in it, and he hears the Spirit’’s clear intention that certain decisions and circumstances come about in the exact way that will bring the most glory to Jesus.

ADVANCE \d4
One of the reasons this matters so much is that it means that in the very moment of some of our deepest frustrations, our groanings are the very work of God’’s Spirit FOR us and not against us. Remember, Paul is helping us endure the suffering and futility and decay and groaning of this world –– that is the point of all these verses! And here he encourages us by saying that our weakness in this world will always include some ignorance about what the will of God is and how to pray. Yes, we should strive to know what the will of God is (Romans 12:1-2; Ephesians 5:17). But no we should not expect to always know it or to know it infallibly. We are weak and sinful, and Paul helps us understand how God is for us even in those moments.

ADVANCE \d4
Why Does the Holy Spirit Pray for Us in This Way?

ADVANCE \d4
Now, there is one last question: Why does the Holy Spirit pray for us in this way? You recall I said this is very strange: God praying to God according to the will of God. What’’s the point? God the Father knows what his will iis before the Spirit asks him to do it.

ADVANCE \d4
The answer to this is part of the much larger question: Why did God will that there should be such a thing as prayer? Why did he decide to design the universe in such a way that he would do things in response to the prayers of his finite creatures? To answer this I venture five statements as summary theology of prayer. I assume that to know more of God’’s purpose will deepen our commitment to pray and help us glorify God for why he does what he does.

ADVANCE \d4
. God created the universe and all that is in it to display the riches of the glory of his grace. 

ADVANCE \d4
Isaiah 43:6-7: Bring my sons from afar and my daughters from the end of the earth, 7 everyone who is called by my name, whom I created for my glory, whom I formed and made."

ADVANCE \d4Ephesians 1:6, 12, 14: to the praise of his glorious graceto the praise of his gloryto the praise of his glory.

ADVANCE \d4Romans 9:23: in order to make known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory

ADVANCE \d4
. Therefore all persons should act in a way that calls attention to the glory of God’’s grace. 

ADVANCE \d4
Matthew 5:16 In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.

ADVANCE \d4
1 Corinthians 10:31 So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.

ADVANCE \d4
. The obedience and service of God’’s people will glorify him most when they consciously and manifestly depend on him for the grace and power to do what they do. 

ADVANCE \d4
1 Peter 4:11 Whoever speaks [must do so] as one who speaks oracles of God; whoever serves, as one who serves by the strength that God supplies——in order that in everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.

ADVANCE \d42 Thessalonians 1:11-12: To this end we always pray for you, that our God may make you worthy of his calling and may fulfill every resolve for good and every work of faith by his power, 12 so that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.

ADVANCE \d4
. Prayer for God’’s help is one way that God preserves and manifests the dependence of his people on his grace and power. The necessity of prayer is a constant reminder and display of our dependence on God for everything, so that he gets the glory when we get the help. 

ADVANCE \d4
Psalm 50:15: Call upon me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me.

ADVANCE \d4
John 14:13 Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son.

ADVANCE \d4
. When the Spirit inspires and directs the groanings in our hearts, the ultimate purpose of the universe happens: God gets the glory because God the Spirit creates the groanings in us; God gets the glory because God the Father is the one who hears and performs what the Spirit asks; God gets glory because God the Son purchased for sinners every blessing they ever receive; and God gets glory because our hearts are made the theater for this divine activity, so that we know and experience God’’s gracious intercession for us and consciously give him thanks and praise. 

ADVANCE \d4
Conclusion

ADVANCE \d4
When you feel very weak, because of suffering or decay or sickness or futility or persecution or failed plans or baffling decisions, don’’t despair, as if God is angry with you or at your inability to know what to do or what to pray. At that very moment, experience the wordless groanings of your heart as groanings for the glory of Christ. And trust the Spirit of God to intercede for you about the specifics. Trust him, that because he is praying for you, your Father will bring about decisions and circumstances that will magnify Christ in the best way –– in the very midst of your ignorance and groaning.

ADVANCE \d4
What a gracious and merciful God we have. He has planned for all our weakness and nothing can separate us from his love!
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

2

