Worthwhile Worship #8

“Who You Talkin’ To?”

1 Timothy 2:1
Worship services involve a lot of talking.  Much of the conversation comes from the person up front, though at times the congregation has opportunity to make their voices heard.  In most worship services, a lot of talking time takes place in prayer.  There is prayer before the Lord’s Supper, sometimes prayer before or after the offering, prayer before or after the sermon, congregational prayer, and a benediction at the conclusion of the service.

Prayer is one of the more familiar activities for the Christian.  Even children know that prayer is talking to God—or, to be more precise, talking with God, as one youngster pointed out to me after church one Sunday.  But I wonder how much of our prayers are really talking with God, and how much of our prayers are just talking, without anyone in particular in mind.

I recall times when I was growing up that someone would be on the telephone and they’d be asked, “Who you talkin’ to?”  As we continue to examine our worship services and we come to prayer, I’d like to ask that same question: “Who you talkin’ to?”  

Warren Wiersbe writes, 

It is sad to see how prayer has lost importance in many churches. “If I announce a banquet,” a pastor said, “people will come out of the woodwork to attend. But if I announce a prayer meeting, I’m lucky if the ushers show up!” Not only have the special meetings for prayer lost stature in most local churches, but even prayer in the public services is greatly minimized. Many pastors spend more time on the announcements than they do in prayer! 
The late Peter Deyneka, Sr., my good friend and founder of the Slavic Gospel Association, often reminded me: “Much prayer, much power! No prayer, no power!” Prayer was as much a part of the apostolic ministry as preaching the Word (Acts 6:4). Yet some pastors spend hours preparing their sermons, but never prepare their public prayers. Consequently, their prayers are routine, humdrum, and repetitious. I am not suggesting that a pastor write out every word and read it, but that he think through what he will pray about. This will keep “the pastoral prayer” from becoming dull and a mere repetition of what was “prayed” the previous week. 

But the church members also need to be prepared to pray. Our hearts must be right with God and with each other. We must really want to pray, and not pray simply to please people (as did the Pharisees, Matt. 6:5), or to fulfill a religious duty. When a local church ceases to depend on prayer, God ceases to bless its ministry.

Prayer Focuses Concentration


The first contribution to worship is that prayer focuses concentration.  By its very nature, prayer addresses God.  Our attention is drawn away from ourselves and our circumstances and into the presence of the Almighty.  A good example of this is seen in the book of Revelation, where John is given a glimpse of worship in Heaven.  He writes in Revelation 5:1-7,

Then I saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals. And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, “Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?” But no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the scroll or even look inside it. I wept and wept because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside. Then one of the elders said to me, “Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.” 

Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. He had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth. He came and took the scroll from the right hand of him who sat on the throne. And when he had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb. Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.


Most readers of this account are drawn immediately to the scroll with seven seals, even as John was.  Others may wonder about the identity of the twenty-four elders or the four living creatures.  But the center of this story is not the scroll but the Lamb who is worthy to open the seals.  When the Lamb takes the scroll, the four living creatures and the elders fell down in worship before the throne.  


Notice that our prayers are also a part of this scene of heavenly worship.  When we pray here on earth, those prayers are heard at the throne of God.  Sometimes we may feel that our prayers bounce off the ceiling, but in fact they do get through.


Take your hymnal and turn to the back.  The hymns are separated into categories for convenience.  (I know—I use this nearly every week when planning the services!)  Look under the category “Prayer.” Notice that these hymns are subdivided into hymns about prayer and hymns of prayer.  I wonder sometimes if in our Christian churches we talk more about prayer than we actually pray.  Plenty of books and tapes and workshops about prayer are available, but how much true prayer happens?

We’ve used both kinds of these prayer hymns in this particular service.  The second group of these hymns is addressed directly to God.  As we sing these prayers, our attention is drawn heavenward.  Instead of singing about God, we sing to God.  In this way, even the song service can be part of our prayer time within the setting of corporate worship.


 Prayer focuses our concentration in worship.  We can set aside the distractions of what has happened last week or what is coming up this week and fix our minds on God.

Prayer Facilitates Communication

Prayer also facilitates communication.  Since worship is God-directed and God-centered, prayer performs a vital function in worship.  In prayer we not only talk to one another but we talk to God.  

The apostle Paul writes in 1 Timothy 2:1-8,

I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. This is good, and pleases God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony given in its proper time. And for this purpose I was appointed a herald and an apostle—I am telling the truth, I am not lying—and a teacher of the true faith to the Gentiles. 

I want men everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer, without anger or disputing.
In this letter, Paul is instructing Timothy regarding church ministry.  This passage is set in the context of public worship.  The words, “first of all,” indicate that prayer is of the utmost importance in worship.  Since worship is directed toward God, it only makes sense that prayer—communicating with God—should take primary importance at church.

Four different words are used in this verse describing prayer: requests, prayers, intercession, and thanksgiving.  The Greek word translated “prayers” is the generic word for all kinds of prayers, whereas the other words are more specific types of prayer.
 These same terms are found in Philippians 4:6-9, where Paul writes,

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. 

“Requests” refer to appeals made to God, “intercession” (or “petition” in Philippians) speaks of bringing an appeal on behalf of someone else, whereas “thanksgiving” communicates our appreciation to God for what He does for us.  Too often the prayer life of a Christian tends to be imbalanced, with an overemphasis on requests and a deficiency in thanksgiving.

This same imbalance can occur in the worship services of a church, as well.  If we are not careful, our corporate prayer lives can deteriorate into self-oriented grocery lists of everything we want God to do for us.  By seeing prayer as a vital part of what we do on Sunday mornings, we can enrich our worship experience and keep prayer in its proper perspective.

Prayer Fulfills Change


Finally, prayer fulfills change.  Maybe you have heard the phrase, “Prayer changes things.”  I’ve seen it on bumper stickers, refrigerator magnets, and coffee mugs.  Preachers like to say it in their sermons, as though they were quoting Scripture.  But, in fact, that phrase does not appear in the Bible at all.  Yes, James 5:16 says, “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective,” but I think we expect prayer to change our circumstances more than anything else.


The Word of God does speak of change for the Christian, but the emphasis is not what we usually think of.  Paul writes in Romans 12:1-2,

Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 


The word “transformed” in the Greek is the term from which we get the word “metamorphosis.”  Just as a caterpillar is transformed into a beautiful butterfly, so the nature of the Christian is changed into the likeness of Christ.  This same idea is echoed in 2 Corinthians 3:18,

And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord's glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit. 


The Holy Spirit works inside of us to transform us to be like Christ in our character.  


My point is this: So much of our prayers have to do with things and circumstances we want changed.  The priority of the Lord, though, is to change us.  Perhaps it would be more accurate to change the phrase from “Prayer changes things” to “Prayer changes me.”


When we pray to the Lord, “Your kingdom come, your will be done,” we’d better be ready for the answer.  Like the old saying, “Be careful what you asked for—you may just get it!”  For it is God’s will that we be changed.  Prayer fulfills change, but those changes are more likely to be internal than external.


Prayer is a regular part of a worship service.  But we may need to ask ourselves, “Who you talkin’ to?”  We ought to be talking with God, but are we?  We say a lot of prayers, but are we really talking to God?  Are we listening to Him?  Are we really worshiping?
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