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What are the keys to effective prayer?  Why do some people get their prayers answered often, while others do not?  Why do we sometimes get exactly what we pray for, while at other times we don’t get anything even after repeated prayers?  I want to share with you two keys Jesus teaches us so we can pray more effectively.  1) Be persistent in praying because your Heavenly Father wants to give you good gifts.  2) Pray for the good gifts the Heavenly Father wants to give you.
Listen to Jesus’ teaching about prayer in Matthew 7:7-11.  (NLT - New Living Translation),

7“Keep on asking, and you will be given what you ask for.  Keep on looking, and you will find.  Keep on knocking, and the door will be opened.  8For everyone who asks, receives.  Everyone who seeks, finds.  And the door is opened to everyone who knocks.  9You parents—if your children ask for a loaf of bread, do you give them a stone instead?  10Or if they ask for a fish, do you give them a snake?  Of course not!  11If you sinful people know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give good gifts to those who ask Him.

Notice that Jesus encourages us to pray and expect results.  He tells us to pray with persistence to get what we ask for with three verbs of continuing action, “Keep on asking…  Keep on looking…  Keep on knocking…”  According to Jesus, persistent prayer is one of the keys to getting our prayers answered.  Why is persistence important in prayer?
1) Persistence demonstrates that you believe prayer works.  Many gave up on prayer long ago, thinking it something we teach children or say at a meal occasionally; thinking that prayer really does not change our normal daily situations.  But when you have something really big happen in answer to prayer, you can’t go back to not believing in prayer.

In his book, God Is Closer Than You Think, John Ortberg includes this story about the power of prayer.  “When my friend Kim was a young girl, her dad pulled the car off the road one day to help a woman change a flat tire.  While he was lying under her car, another vehicle accidentally swerved to the shoulder, and in the collision the car was shoved onto his chest.  Five of his ribs were broken, and his left lung was pierced and began filling with blood.  His wife, barely five-feet-tall, placed her hands on the bumper of the car and prayed, ‘In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ,’ and lifted the car off his chest so he could be dragged out.  (Some weeks later she found out that she broke a vertebra in the effort).  Kim's father was in a state of shock as he was taken to the hospital.  Doctors prepared him for emergency surgery.  His survival was iffy.  Suddenly, spontaneously, the man's skin changed from ashen to pink.  He experienced a miraculous healing.  He invited a surprised surgical team to join him in singing "Fairest Lord Jesus."  They did not even bother to hook him up to oxygen.  He did not find out until later that this was the precise moment his father-in-law, who was a pastor, had his congregation start to pray for him.  Sometimes these stories come from not-very-credible sources—such as publications sold in grocery checkout lines that also carry news about extraterrestrial creatures secretly playing third base for the Boston Red Sox.  In this case, however, the subject was James Loder, a professor at Princeton Theological Seminary.  His life was not only saved, but changed.  Until then, although he taught at a seminary, God had been mostly an abstract idea to him.  Now Jesus became a living Presence.  Kim writes that her father's heart grew so tender that he became known at Princeton as "the weeping professor."  He began to live from one moment to the next in a God-bathed, God-soaked, God-intoxicated world.”  He believed in prayer and in the Lord because prayer changed his life.  If you believe in prayer, you keep at it because you know the power of the Lord to do wonderful things in your life.

2) Persistence demonstrates that you really care about what you ask for.  Don’t give up on prayer!  Pray with persistence, patience and perseverance - “Keep on asking…  Keep on looking…  Keep on knocking…”
A huge Chicago company is one of the world's largest magazine fulfillment firms.  That means they handle subscription mailings by computer.  They send out renewal and expiration notices.  One day the company's computer malfunctioned.  Soon after, a rancher in Powder Bluff, Colorado, got 9,734 separate mailings informing him that his subscription to National Geographic had expired.  This got the rancher's attention.  He dropped what he was doing and traveled 10 miles to the nearest post office, where he sent in money for a renewal along with a note that said, "I give up!  Send me your magazine!" (Stand Firm, September 1999, p.19)
A. B. Simpson wrote of the power of persistence (“Herald of His Coming”, January 1994); “In the city of Rangoon resided the largest and finest bell in the East.  It was the pride of the great Buddhist Temple Shwee-da-gone.  During one war the bell sank in a river.  Over the years, various engineers tried but failed to raise it.  At last, a clever priest asked permission to try, but only if the bell was given to his temple.  The priest had his assistants gather an immense number of bamboo rods.  One by one the rods were fastened to the bell at the bottom of the river.  After thousands of them had been fastened, the bell began to move.  When the last bamboo rod was attached, the buoyancy of the accumulated rods lifted the bronze bell from the mire of the river bottom to the stream's surface.”
Persistent prayer moves great weights and mountain obstacles.  This is not saying we should get as many people to pray as possible.  That is not what Jesus teaches here nor is it a good practice.  God is not an uncaring God who awards prayers to the person who gets the most people to pray with them.  Jesus says that we personally should continue to ask, seek and knock for an answer.  Each prayer we make accumulates the lifting energy of our trust in the Lord and draws the answer closer to the surface.  Each prayer helps us to get closer to the Lord and His great will for us. How many prayers do not get answered because we say them once or twice and then give up on them?  We must not really care about them if we only ask once or a few times. When my children used to come to me and request something once, I may not do anything about it for various reasons - it was not the right time or the right thing. But when they continued to come to me and ask me, I began to dialogue with them about it. We began to discuss just if and when I could grant their request. The more we talked about it, the greater became the probability that it would be done. Our prayers are seeking God our Father’s mind and best for us. The more we talk to Him about our concerns, the more we understand what He wants for us and when.
Persistence pays off with wonderful benefits.  Ants show incredible persistence.  They send out scouts to find food, especially their favorite food – sweet honey.  While we were away on our vacation for 2 weeks, some scout ant came up from under our house through a small opening in floor and wall joint and proceeded to somehow find our food pantry 10 feet away.  We have never had ants in our kitchen before this.  But this amazing scout ant not only found the pantry, it then proceeded up about 4 feet to where we keep a jar of honey that had some honey residue around the lid.  You can imagine how that ant felt when she found that honey and went back to tell her sisters the incredible news.  “I found food and not just any food, I found honey!”  When we got home, there was a line of ants marching back and forth from our pantry and the honey.  That is persistence!  Seeking the honey - the great prize to an ant.  Seeking until you find it.  What is the honey you really want to find?  Are you seeking it with persistence in prayer?  “Keep on asking…  Keep on looking…  Keep on knocking…”
But persistence is not the only key to effective prayer.  If you pray for the wrong things, you won’t get them.  You can be as persistent as possible, praying often each day, but it won’t help if you pray for the wrong things.  If a salesperson keeps calling me with an item I just don’t want, the number of calls they make won’t help get my sale at all.

Jesus teaches that we should pray persistently for the good gifts of our heavenly Father.  Pray trusting that the Father loves you and wants to give you good gifts!  God is merciful, so we should pray for mercy.  God is also fair and just, so we should pray for His fairness to us.
In 1998, 40-year-old Reynaldo Tovar-Valdivia was arrested for possessing methamphetamines with intent to distribute.  Upon pleading guilty, he was sentenced to ten years in prison.  In January 2000, his conviction was overturned when it was discovered that police had conducted an illegal search on the man's property.  A judge signed an order releasing Tovar-Valdivia.  Somehow the order was misplaced, so Tovar-Valdivia was incarcerated for two more years.  In March 2002, Tovar-Valdivia wrote a letter to the judge calling attention to his oversight.  "I would like to humbly request that this court make an order invalidating my conviction.  Thanks for your time, and have a nice day."  A few weeks later the judge, impressed by the polite reminder, facilitated the prisoner's request. (Daily Herald 6-04-02)  If a judge will do the right thing when asked, don’t you think God will do so even more?
Jesus said, 11If you sinful people know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give good gifts to those who ask Him.  I shared with you before about my daughter’s prayer about needing a car.  She kept asking me for a car and I told her I could not give her one with our financial situation.  So she kept praying about it to the Lord.  And the Lord answered her request by arranging for her to win a car on a TV game show.  Another time she prayed to get a summer camp job, but the Lord had other plans for her.  So she did not get the job.  Instead she got a job learning about the hotel industry that helped her later.  She discovered she really enjoys working in the hotel industry and has had 2 other hotel positions after that first one. All this happened because she did not get that summer camp job she prayed to get. The Lord answers prayers according to His goodness to us.  He gives good gifts that we really need.
Allow me to share with you about a prayer of mine.  A few years ago, I was summoned to jury duty.  I believe it my civic duty to serve, so I went to the courthouse and waited in the jury room.  I had so much to do that week that I wondered what would happen if I was selected to sit on the jury, or if I had to sit for 2 or 3 days while they selected the jury.  After 2 hours of waiting with nothing happening at all, I decided that I needed to not be there, but instead to be at church taking care of many important matters.  So I prayed that the Lord would find a way to not even have the trial so that I would not spend anymore time there.  5 minutes later the judge came in the jury room and announced that there would not be a trial, that we could go home and that we would not be summoned for jury duty for at least another year.  The Lord answers prayers because He wants to give us good gifts when we ask Him.  Don’t be afraid to ask for something the Lord considers good, and keep on asking for it.  “Keep on asking…  Keep on looking…  Keep on knocking…” for the Lord’s good gifts is the teaching of Jesus in this passage.

So, why don’t more of our prayers get answered?  Turn with me to the letter of James for the answer to that question, where James emphasizes Jesus’ point of asking for what is good from the Lord.
James 4:2-3 NIV
2You want something but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God. 3When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.

You need to understand what prayer is for to make your prayers effective.  Do not pray to get things only for your pleasure.  Examine your motives before asking of the Lord.  Wrong motives will block every prayer, because the Lord cares more about the motives of our heart than about the things we ask for.  Most things we ask for are temporary and of this world.  The Lord’s concern rests with our eternal hearts and wills.  Here are some tips on what we can ask the Lord for that guarantee an answer, because the Lord wants us to ask these prayers.
1. Pray that you can become Christ-like.  Philip Yancey wrote of an encouraging truth he heard from a young man named Mike who works among the homeless.  “Mike told me that homeless people, having hit bottom, don't waste time building up an image or trying to conform.  And they pray without pretense, a refreshing contrast to what he found in some churches.  I asked for an example.  He said, ‘My friend and I were playing guitars and singing “As the Deer Panteth for the Water,” when David, a homeless man we knew, started weeping.  “That's what I want, man” he said.  “I want that water.  I'm an alcoholic and I want to be healed.”'"  (Philip Yancey, "The Word on the Street," Christianity Today, January 2006, p. 80)  The Lord always answers prayers to know Him more and become more like Him.
2. Pray that you can offer Jesus’ love to others.  Over and over, people who care about their friends and family come up to me and ask that I would join them in prayer so that they would be able to share Jesus with their friends and family.  I do that, but always with this prayer, that through their actions of love, their words of love might also be heard.  And over and over, when people do that, I hear of so many who had wonderful opportunities to share Christ’s love with those around them.  I pray that this fall we will all go out into our community and work on projects together that will show people around us that we love them in the Lord’s love.  We will go out with no strings attached to that love.  We will go out to parks, homeless shelters, food banks, nursing homes and many other places just to show the Lord’s love.  And we will do that in prayer that we can offer Jesus’ love.  If we do that together in the power of prayer, watch for incredible results to happen!  And don’t wait until this fall.  Begin praying for ways you can offer the Lord’s love in action and words to those around you, and watch how quickly the Lord answers your prayers.
3. Pray that you can bring glory to God.  A young man from the city of Assisi by the name of Francis sought military glory as a 21-year-old member of Assisi's elite Compagnia dei Cavaliera.  Like all young men of his day, he spent much of his youth memorizing the songs of the troubadours, ballads of knights and ladies and the glory of battle.  On a brisk November day in 1202, Assisi's militia marched through the city's streets.  Frances and the knights sat proudly atop their steeds, citizens cheered, and banners waved as troops filed out the city gates, down the gradual slope upon which Assisi sits, to the expansive plain that spreads out below the town.  Meanwhile the militia of rival Perugia was also on the march, and by mid-morning the two armies studied each other from less than half a mile away.  Then Perugia charged and the plain was filled with the thunder of battle.  The warriors of Assisi were defeated and slaughtered.  Some were taken prisoner, and Francis found himself bound in chains, dragged through Perugia's streets lined with taunting onlookers.  Francis learned that his glory was not found on the battlefield.  Later, in meeting and following Jesus, Francis of Assisi was transformed from an egotistical seeker of military glory to the champion of peace in the Lord.  And for that he became famous throughout history.  He sought to glorify the Lord not himself and the Lord answered his prayers abundantly.  (Mark Galli, Francis of Assisi and His World, Lion, 2002) 
When you pray to know God’s love and to love God more, you receive all you ask for and so much more.  Phillips Brooks said, “Do not pray for easy lives; pray to be stronger people.  Do not pray for tasks equal to your powers; pray for powers equal to your tasks.  Then the doing of your work shall be no miracle, but you shall be a miracle.”
The keys to effective prayer are 1) Be persistent in praying because your Heavenly Father wants to give you good gifts.  2) Pray for the good gifts the Heavenly Father can give you.  So keep on praying, expecting God’s good gifts in return!
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