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How people pray depends upon what they think about God.  People who only pray in crisis situations think of God as the great firefighter in the sky, only to be called when the fire gets burning out of control.  In eastern cultures they spread out long lines of prayer flags because they think God needs to be attracted by bright colors waving in the wind.  This really implies they believe God stands aloof and uncaring about their prayers and lives, so they need to get His attention.  The same belief applies to religions that use prayer bells, gongs, horns or lots of incense and candles, because God seems deaf and dumb to their prayers.  We are not that different.  What does it say about us when think we must get as many people as possible to pray about something?  People send out prayer emails asking others to pray and get all their churches to pray, because they believe the more people praying, the better the chance God will answer.  Some even go so far as to say that if you don’t send on the email, you will be responsible for the prayer failing.  Do you believe that to be true – that quantity of prayer helps ensure God will answer the prayer?  I hope not.  Think about what that implies about God - that He only answers prayers that exceed some magic number of requests.
If not quantity, maybe prayers get answered by the quality of our prayers?  Is there some magic incantation of King James words that ensures our prayers get answered?  If a Pastor prays does that mean the prayer has a better chance?  Or does the fervency of our prayers get them answered?  If we pray long enough with enough passion will God have to answer our prayer?  What determines the effectiveness of our prayers: quantity, quality, passion or language?  The Bible’s answer is that none of these matter.  Let me assure you that God cares very little about the mechanics of our prayers.  The Lord does not answer prayers by how well we pray, when we pray, where we pray or even to some degree what we pray.  The Lord answers prayers depending upon why we pray.  Are we praying because we want something selfishly?  That prayer won’t be answered.  Are we praying because we love God or want to help another?  God cares about those prayers.  He answers because the Lord wants us to pray to be in a deeper relationship with Him and with each other.
What makes prayer effective?  Today I will give you 5 ways the Bible teaches to pray more effectively.
The first key to effective prayer is a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior.  Jesus promised us in Matthew 21:22, If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer.  Prayer is first and foremost a conversation with the One we love.  Jesus taught us to pray to “Our Father” not some idol, not some uncaring deity, not some mean or reclusive demagogue.  Our Lord loves us and enjoys our love in return.  Jesus came to earth to show us God’s love for us.  We pray not in fear of God’s wrath but with the assurance of God’s grace.  We trust that God forgives us when we repent.  I John 1:9, If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.  We know God answers prayer in faith, not by merit.  We don’t have to be perfect to be heard by God.  We come to prayer in faith in Jesus Christ.  We believe in His love for us, so we ask His blessings and gifts.  We pray with assurance of God’s faithfulness.  He who gave us His only Son will surely give us all we need and more to know Him and enjoy life in Him.

We pray because God asks us to pray.  He wants to work good through our prayers.  He wants to include us in His wonderful ways of bringing healing, joy and meaning to lives.  The truth is that many prayers are not answered because we do not pray them in the first place.  We don’t turn to God for help because we try to do things ourselves.  We don’t use the power of prayer enough to get help in our regular situations.  We wait to pray until the emergency comes.  People who have had an arm in a cast for a lengthy period of time can tell you what happens when the cast is finally removed.  The muscles of the arm have atrophied; that is, they have shrunk and become weak because they have not been used.  People who don’t exercise cannot expect to run very far.  People who don’t pray cannot expect to see many prayers answered.  Prayer keeps us in touch with God’s actions in our lives.  Without praying much, we won’t see God working much.
In our personal relationships with Jesus, we discover God wants to bless us through prayer.  Francois Fenelon shared these instructions on prayer: “Tell God all that is in your heart, as one unloads one's heart, its pleasures and its pains, to a dear friend.  Tell Him your troubles, that He may comfort you; tell Him your joys, that He may sober them; tell Him your longings, that He may purify them; tell Him your dislikes, that He may help you to conquer them, talk to Him of your temptations, that He may shield you from them; show Him the wounds of your heart, that He may heal them; lay bare your indifference to good, your depraved tastes for evil, your instability.  Tell Him how self-love makes you unjust to others, how vanity tempts you to be insincere, how pride disguises you to yourself and to others.  If you thus pour out all your weaknesses, needs, troubles, there will be no lack of what to say.  You will never exhaust the subject.  It is continually being renewed.  People who have no secrets from each other never want for subjects of conversation.  They do not weigh their words, for there is nothing to be held back, neither do they seek for something to say.  They talk out of the abundance of the heart, without consideration they say just what they think.  Blessed are they who attain to such familiar, unreserved interchange with God.”  The first key to effective prayer is a personal and loving relationship with Jesus.  Do you have that?  If so, then let’s continue to learn how to pray effectively.  If not, then it is no use going any further until you do.  Prayer hinges upon following Jesus as His disciple.
The second key to effective prayer is to know what God desires.  We call that knowing God’s will.  If we pray in agreement with what God wants and thus what He will make sure happens, then our prayers will always be answered.  When we pray in Jesus’ name, we are praying for what Jesus wants to happen.  We don’t use that phrase at the end of our prayers as a magic formula.  To pray in Jesus’ name means to pray as Jesus prays.  Jesus prays for His followers to have a unity of spirit and purpose.  Jesus prays for His Church to have sympathy and love for one another.  He prays for us to have a tender heart and a humble mind.  If we pray for these things, we will find them.  Reread how Jesus taught the disciples to pray in Matthew 6 and in Luke 11.  The main answer to prayer Jesus wants for us is His very best gift, the Holy Spirit, the 3rd member of the Holy Trinity God.  In the gift of the Holy Spirit we discover the Power by which we can live each day overcoming wrong and doing that which is healthy and pure; the Counselor we need to make right decisions; and the Guide who leads us in the good paths after Jesus.  If we pray for the Holy Spirit to empower and lead us in life, that prayer will be answered because that is what Jesus wants for us.
If we pray to not repay evil when evil is done to us, our prayers will be answered because that is what Jesus wants for us.  Jesus wants us to become more like Him and use the weapons of love instead of evil to defeat our enemies.  The Apostle Paul instructs us in Romans 12:17-21, Do not repay anyone evil for evil.  Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody.  If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.  Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: "It is mine to avenge; I will repay," says the Lord.  On the contrary: "If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.  In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head."  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.  If we pray for what God desires for us, for those things the Bible teaches us to seek and pray for, our prayers will be answered.

Third, if we pray with pure hearts, our prayers will be answered.  Proverbs 15:8, The LORD detests the sacrifice of the wicked, but He delights in the prayers of the upright.  Listen to what the Apostle Peter shares with us about effective prayer in 1 Peter 3:8-12, 8Finally, all of you should be of one mind.  Sympathize with each other.  Love each other as brothers and sisters.  Be tenderhearted, and keep a humble attitude.  9Don’t repay evil for evil.  Don’t retaliate with insults when people insult you.  Instead, pay them back with a blessing.  That is what God has called you to do, and He will bless you for it. 

10For the Scriptures say, “If you want to enjoy life and see many happy days, keep your tongue from speaking evil and your lips from telling lies.  11Turn away from evil and do good.  Search for peace, and work to maintain it.  12The eyes of the Lord watch over those who do right, and His ears are open to their prayers.  But the Lord turns His face against those who do evil.
Notice how Peter tells us not to repay evil for evil, just as Paul did.  Notice that Peter is concerned about how we love each other, sympathize with each other and are unified in Christ.  Peter tells us that as we strive to follow Jesus in this world by turning away from evil and doing good, the eyes of the Lord watch over us and His ears are open to our prayers.  The Lord does not listen to those who may pray a pretty prayer, but act out evil behaviors.  Since God’s chief concern is our relationship with Jesus, He won’t answer prayers from someone who willfully disobeys Him.  Why would God answer another prayer request if rebellion is the problem?   If one of my children had just maliciously hurt, either by word or action, another one of my children, then came to me to let them go out with friends, I would not be speaking to them about their request.  I would deal with their misbehavior.  As that is true of us as imperfect parents, how much more will our pure Heavenly Parent deal with us.  We need to confess our misbehavior and ask the Lord to help us deal with our problems.  The Lord happily answers our humble prayers, and then we will be ready to receive so much more of God’s blessings.
If we seek to do right, to have a pure heart, Jesus helps us because He wants us to succeed.  We cannot be double-minded; to simultaneously want to do right and wrong.  We cannot serve two masters.  We either serve the Lord or we are serving some other master that will lead us away from right.  When we wholly desire life in the Lord with all our heart, mind, soul and strength; when we strive to keep our tongues from deceit, then the Lord can freely answer our prayers.  Renewal begins at home with Christians confessing our sin so we can live for Jesus.  Without our confession of need for Jesus, there can be no renewal in our community.  How can we ask the Lord to help us do better at work, find success, or even witness to a friend and invite them to church or church youth group, when we are being bitter and disruptive with our own family or causing grief within our church family?  We must seek the Lord to deal with our problems first.  We cannot help others take the speck out of their eyes until we take the log out of our own eyes.
God loves the bold prayers of the righteous.  C.H. Spurgeon once said, "Prayer pulls the rope down below and the great bell rings above in the ears of God.  Some scarcely stir the bell, for they pray so languidly; others give only an occasional jerk at the rope.  But he who communicates with heaven is the man who grasps the rope boldly and pulls continuously with all his might."  The prayers of the ones who seek to be pure in heart find a ready listener in our Lord, and He answers those prayers.
The 4th key to effective prayer is to have pure motives.  We read this verse last week in 1 Peter 3:7, In the same way, you husbands must give honor to your wives.  Treat your wife with understanding as you live together.  She may be weaker than you are, but she is your equal partner in God’s gift of new life.  Treat her as you should so your prayers will not be hindered.  Husbands, if you are not seeking the best for your wife in the Lord, then your prayers will not be answered.  However, if you treat your wife like you want to be treated, then the Lord will listen to your prayers.  Employers, if you are not seeking the best for your employees, then your prayers will not be answered.  But if you treat your employees like you want to be treated, then the Lord will listen to your prayers.  Anytime we seek God’s best then God shares His best with us.  When we seek God’s best for God, for others and for ourselves, the Lord helps us to succeed.  Seeking God’s best for our lives is not a selfish prayer because it is a healthy prayer – a prayer of pure motive.  We can pray for the Lord’s help to do our best at work, to succeed at school, to be a better friend, to enhance our minds, to develop our physical abilities, to deepen our relationships, to deal with our stress, and remove our aches and pains.  The Lord wants us to seek and succeed in all these types of prayer with pure motives.
The 5th and final Biblical key to effective prayer is persistent confidence.  We know Jesus as our loving Savior and Lord.  We want to do His will.  We seek to be pure in our actions and in our motives.  We know the Lord loves us, so He will do His part to help us succeed.  Therefore, now we must do our part in making prayer effective.  A Pastor decided to take a golfing holiday.  He went to a golfing resort, and on his first day out on the course he learned that Phil Michelson played the course frequently.  The toughest hole was the 17th, and as the pastor approached the tee his caddie said, "When Phil Michelson plays this hole he uses a No. 3 iron and says a little prayer."  "I'll give it a try," said the pastor.  But the ball landed in a sand trap.  "Ah, well," he said, "I guess the good Lord didn't hear me."  The caddie replied, "He probably heard you, but when Mr. Michelson says his prayer, he keeps his head down."  We pray then do our part.  Jesus told us, Luke 11:9-10, “So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.  For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened.”  We are to ask in prayer then go seek the answer to that prayer and when we find it, we knock on the door to open that prayer.
We need to develop our prayer muscles.  I always encourage people to keep a journal or a record of their prayers.  Most people say a prayer then forget what they prayed for.  How can we seek after a prayer unless we remember to look for it?  A prayer journal helps us to remember what we pray.  I keep prayer lists for my small groups.  After we have prayed for a number of weeks, I review with them what we prayed for to the Lord.  It is amazing to see how many prayers the Lord answered.  We don’t think God answers prayer because we forget what we pray for to Him.  Then the greater joy is to thank God for all the answered prayers.  This confirms our faith in the Lord to see how much He hears our prayers and helps us.  This persistence in seeking the answers to our prayers confirms our confidence in the Lord.

Be persistent in prayer!  The Apostle Paul encourages us to pray continually (1 Thessalonians 5:17).  Prayer at its heart is a relationship with God.  In each and every situation we ask the Lord for His wisdom, power and love.  We can pray at all times in any situation when we realize the Holy Spirit always stands with us.  Then when we get into very difficult situations when we don’t know what to pray, Romans 8:26-27 tells us that the Holy Spirit intercedes for us, “In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness.  We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.  And He who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will.”  We cannot lose when we pray for God’s greater will, when we pray with Jesus, and when we pray by the power of the Holy Spirit.
I have included some action plans for you to become more effective in prayer.  1) Make a list of Jesus’ instructions about prayer in Luke 11.  Which ones do you need to memorize so you can use them regularly?  Which ones do you need to claim for your prayer confidence?  Which ones do you need to put into practice this week?  2) Spend time in confession of your sins.  Give to the Lord Jesus those things that do not honor Him.  Claim his forgiveness.  Ask for His strength to overcome persistent temptations and change your desires.  3) Start to keep a prayer journal.  Write down your prayers.  Pray frequently for those you love.  Highlight the answered prayers and thank the Lord for listening to you and loving you so much.  If you want to be effective in prayer, you need to start talking to Jesus regularly.  This is a good week to start to become one of Jesus’ effective prayer warriors.  Amen.
