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“Find Your Balance in Life!” Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

Talk It Over with God in Prayer!

October 4, 2009
Matthew 18:19-20
(All verses are from the New International Version unless noted otherwise.)

We are using the concept of a wheel to represent a balanced life that rolls smoothly along over life’s pathways.  In our illustration, Jesus is the hub at the center of our lives so we have strength, wisdom and harmony for every situation we encounter each day.  Then our question becomes, how do we get the strength of Jesus at the center out to the rim – where the rubber meets the road?  We need spokes – spiritual tools to get Jesus out into our daily situations.  As we read in Philippians 2:12-13, “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to His good purpose.”  We work out what Jesus works into each of us.  The spiritual tools get the strength, wisdom and love of Jesus from the center of our lives out into our daily situations.
Today we will talk about the first spoke - prayer.  Quite simply, prayer is talking with God about our daily situations and relationships for His wisdom and guidance.  Prayer does not involve any fancy words or language, any magical phrases or gestures, nor does it require any special office in the church.  You don’t have to be a pastor, elder or deacon to pray.  Anyone can pray.  And we can pray at any time, not just in times of emergency.  We can and should pray every day about any situation.
First, we pray because Jesus prayed.  Jesus is our model for a balanced, healthy life.  Since Jesus prayed, we should pray too.  Throughout the Gospel narratives, Jesus prays and prays a lot.  Luke 5:16 tells us, “Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed.”  What was Jesus praying?  Why was He praying?  Here are some examples from just the Gospel of Luke.  In Luke 6:12-13 Jesus prayed about who to choose as His apostles, “One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God.  When morning came, He called His disciples to Him and chose twelve of them, whom He also designated apostles.”  Jesus prayed to give thanks for daily bread.  Luke 9:16, “Taking the five loaves and the two fish and looking up to heaven, He gave thanks and broke them.  Then He gave them to the disciples to set before the people.”  In the time of great difficultly on the night before His crucifixion, Jesus prayed to not fall in temptation and to discover God’s will.  Luke 22:40-42, “On reaching the place, He said to them, ‘Pray that you will not fall into temptation.’  He withdrew about a stone’s throw beyond them, knelt down and prayed, ‘Father, if you are willing, take this cup from Me; yet not My will, but Yours be done.’”  Since Jesus often prayed in thanksgiving, for guidance in decisions, to give thanks and for strength to face temptations and difficult times, we too should pray.  Prayer gets God’s strength into our daily situations.
The Bible tells us many ways we can pray for help in our daily situations.  Can you think of various places in the Bible people called out for prayer and were answered?  Psalm 18:32 tells us to ask God for strength, “It is God who arms me with strength and makes my way perfect.”  Do you need strength this week to face a difficult situation?  Pray for strength from God to make your way perfect.  James 1:5 tells us to ask for wisdom, “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him.”  We need wisdom all the time in this world with so many trying to deceive us.  What is the right path for us?  Pray for wisdom.

I Corinthians 10:13 tells us to pray about our temptations, “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man.  And God is faithful; He will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear.  But when you are tempted, He will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.”  Turn every temptation into a prayer.  Don’t face it alone.  Let the Lord and your brothers and sisters in Christ help you overcome the temptations.  We all face the same ones.  Seeking the Lord in the temptation will show us the way out of them.

Pray when you are worried.  Philippians 4:4, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”  Turn every worry into a prayer!  Prayer helps us to realize that God is greater than our worries.  So when I start to worry about something, I let that worry remind me to pray.  Make this a habit of yours to turn every worry into a prayer.  Let God’s peace fill your hearts and minds in Jesus.  Do you sit up late at night worrying?  When I worry in my bed unable to get to sleep, I start to pray.  Soon I am often asleep.  That is a good thing.  When we turn worries into prayers, the peace of God comes upon us.
Pray when you are in trouble, feel sick or need forgiveness.  James 5:13-15, “Is any one of you in trouble?  He should pray.  Is anyone happy?  Let Him sing songs of praise.  Is any one of you sick?  He should call the elders of the church to pray over Him and anoint Him with oil in the name of the Lord.  And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise Him up.  If he has sinned, he will be forgiven.”  Turn every difficulty into a prayer!
Prayer at all times.  The joy of prayer is that we can pray anytime.  God is always listening and wants to hear from us anytime.  1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 (NRSV), “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”  We rejoice to know that God cares about every circumstance of our lives.  He takes a personal interest in each of us.  We can pray at any time for the Lord’s help, wisdom and strength.  Pray in all occasions.  Ephesians 6:18, “And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests.  With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints.”  Every situation becomes an opportunity to pray.

Prayer is simply talking and listening to God.  Prayer seeks God’s view on our situations.  Prayer puts us in contact with Jesus.  This world can be very tough on us.  There are times when we want to call someone for help.  When used wisely cell phones become a big help.  When used wrongly they become a nuisance.  As a parent, I was glad when I could buy my children a cell phone.  We lived in Northern California and they each went to a different university in Southern California.  That meant they had to travel 300 to 400 miles back and forth from college to home.  I was always concerned about them and hoped they would be alright as they travelled.  Would they get a flat, break down, get into an accident, need directions or whatever?  I got them each a cell phone when they first came out so we could keep in contact in case of any emergency or need.  I still like to hear from them today.  Prayer is our cell phone to God.  Wherever we are and whatever we are doing, God, our great Heavenly Parent, is happy to hear us call.  He is happy to give us advice, directions, help and talk at any time.  He wants to be in conversation with us in any situation.
Why should we pray?  We have already learned a number of good reasons to pray.  We pray because Jesus prayed.  We pray because Jesus taught us how to pray.  Study Matthew 6 and Luke 11 for clear teaching from Jesus on how to pray.  We pray because we can get God’s help, guidance, wisdom and strength.  We pray not just to talk to God but also to listen to God.  Prayer is a two way dialogue with God.  It takes a while to learn how to hear God, but He is speaking all the time.  Right now there are voices filling this room.  Television, radio, cell conversations fill this room but we don’t have the right reception instruments to hear them.  We need to learn how to hear God, focus on His voice and listen to what He says to us for our daily lives.  Prayer is communication with God.  Most importantly, we pray because we are in a relationship with God.  I talk to my wife a lot because we love each other.  I enjoy talking to my children, my sister and my close friends.  We like to talk together about our lives and situations.  We like to seek each other’s advice.  We like to tell each other stories of our experiences.  We talk because we enjoy our relationships.  We pray because God loves us and we love Him in relationship.  Really, all the other reasons to pray lead us to this greatest reason to pray.  We want to love and be loved by our Savior, Healer, Comforter, Creator, Good Shepherd, Truth, Justice, all-powerful, all-knowing, all-present, Light, Life, Wisdom personified God.  Prayer transforms our daily situations so that we can always be with God in every time and every place.
Let’s look at one more teaching from Jesus about prayer.  In Matthew 18:19-20, Jesus teaches how to pray effectively, “Again, I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by My Father in heaven.  For where two or three come together in My name, there am I with them.”

Effective prayer begins when two or more come together in Jesus’ name.  What does it mean to come together in Jesus’ name?  In the Bible, a person’s name is a big deal because it conveys the character of that person.  The name Jesus literally means ‘God saves.’  My name Michael means ‘messenger of God’.  I think it is cool that is my formal name.  Therefore, meeting in Jesus’ name means to meet in a way that honors His character.  When we meet in Jesus’ name, we meet in His love, wisdom, grace, power and in His Holy Spirit.  We often close a prayer by saying, “in Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen.”  Well, that is not just a magical end tag on our prayer.  That is not just a way of saying this prayer is over.  That is a way of seeking to be in agreement with what Jesus wants for us to pray.  So, if we ask for things in Jesus’ name, does that limit what we might ask for?  Yes it does!  What things would we ask for in Jesus’ name?  We certainly would ask for God to help COV to glorify God, to be better able to share His love with our neighbors and to be more united as His family.  Anything the Lord teaches us to pray for is a good thing to pray for when we meet together.  The Lord’s Prayer is a model from Jesus not just to recite, but also to think about what we should pray for together.  What should we not pray for in Jesus’ name?  Anything that Jesus would not want for us because it would not be good for us.  We should not pray for things that hurt, tempt and separate us from God and others.  We should not pray for things over people.  We should not pray for exotic cars, guilty pleasures or wasteful activities.  Now don’t get me wrong, we can pray for a car if we need one.  My youngest daughter prayed for a car because we could not help her get one during college.  She won one on a game show that was definitely the work of the Lord.  When we pray in Jesus’ name, we seek the better things that Jesus would pray for us.
Second, effective prayer happens when two or more agree about what to pray to Jesus.  How hard or easy is it for brothers and sisters in Christ to agree about things in prayer or about anything?  That is not as easy as it appears.  In my family, we have a hard time agreeing on what kind of pizza to order.  Yours too?  Among our church staff, we have a hard time agreeing on where to go out to lunch together.  Now, try to get a group of Christians together to really agree on what we should spend our money on together, on what we should emphasize during worship services, on what we should promote for our activities and outreach together.  The more people you get involved, the harder it is to make a decision.  We have over 600 members now in our church family.  Could we get 100% agreement on anything?  Should we just go by voting and base our decisions on majority rule?  No, that is not good for a church.  We won’t get 100% agreement and few are happy with majority rule.  So how do we come to agreement?  We can only find agreement when we let Jesus be the One who decides for us.  We must agree to ask Jesus to be the Lord of COV and make those difficult decisions for us.  When we meet in Jesus’ name and agree to follow Him, we circumvent the political process that can divide a church family.  We are not a business.  We are not a democracy.  We are a theocracy guided by the greatest, kindest, wisest Master King.  We seek agreement that comes when we are in harmony with Christ together.
So all this adds up to point three; effective prayer happens because when we pray together in Jesus’ name, Jesus is here with us.  Jesus makes all the difference.  Gathering in Him we find our unity.  Praying with Him we find the peace, wisdom, guidance, power, love, strength, harmony and balance for our lives together and for our lives individually.  Prayer is all about having a loving relationship with Jesus; about talking with Him about everything at any time.  Prayer gets us to realize Jesus is here among us, so we act, love and talk like children of our Heavenly Father.
And knowing that we have such a wonderful, loving Heavenly Parent and merciful Savior and Lord, when we pray, we understand that Our Heavenly Father will answer that prayer with what is the very best for us.  God always answers our prayers.  Sometimes He says “Yes!”  Other times He answers “No.”  And like many other wise and caring parents, sometimes God says “Maybe” or “Later.”  What prayers will God the Father always answer with a “Yes!”?  Anything that is good for us now.  What prayers will God answer with a “No!”?  Anything that is not good for us.  When will God say “Maybe” or “Later”?  When the answer to our prayer is best delivered on a future day.  God never minds our asking, but we must be ready to hear and trust His answer.  The Lord will answer our prayer in the best way, in the right time and in the right place for us.  Do you think it is good for us to act like little children in a grocery store who keep saying, “I want… I want… I want…” over and over again and then throw a temper tantrum when they don’t get what they want?  Some of those children get that way because Mom or Dad don’t take the time and effort to effectively and lovingly discipline them.  God is not a pushover parent.  God will have nothing of our temper tantrums and silly requests.  Yet God will gladly hear our sincere requests and our honest expressions of our needs.  God is generous, patient yet strong in loving us.  He gives us what we need and so much more.  He gives us abundant and eternal life.

To get Jesus out into our daily lives, we use the power of prayer.  We discover His wisdom for our daily decisions, His strength to get us through our weekly difficulties, His love to grow our relationships, and His Holy Spirit to change our very character into Christ-like sons and daughter of the Heavenly Father.  I love this prayer from the 13th century that became a popular song in the 1970’s; “Day by day, day by day, O dear Lord, three things I pray, to see Thee more clearly, to love Thee more dearly, and to follow Thee more nearly, day by day.”  That song expresses what true prayer means in making us more like Jesus with a balanced life day by day.  Use the power of prayer to work out in your daily situations what Jesus is working into your life.
I will be teaching a more extensive seminar on prayer called “How to Pray Effectively” at 8 am. on October 17th.  Sign up for it today.
