“Why Pray?”

selected Scriptures
Tonight was to have been a Fifth Sunday service, when we do something different in our Sunday evening service. This service was intended to be, “Ask the Pastor,” which we have done in the past. But with the present stay-at-home order, we have had to adjust. And so, this evening I want to address a question I have heard and, to be honest, I have dealt with myself. The question is simple, yet profound.

Why pray?

That may seem absurd to even ask, yet there is a logical reason for the question. Since we believe that God is eternal—that He sees everything at once—and that God is sovereign—that He is ultimately in control of everything—what is the point in prayer? 

Some Christians have adopted the theology of Doris Day’s hit song, “Que Sera Sera,” meaning, “Whatever will be will be.” Some have even thought that if a person prays, that in advance God has ordained that he will pray, God has ordained the very prayer that he prays, and God has ordained the answer to that prayer.  Sounds like it’s all fixed—rigged—like a dishonest court. Sounds like something John Calvin would say. Well, that isn’t what John Calvin believed, though that is the way he is often interpreted. What it boils down to is this: Will God change the course of human history in answer to your prayer? Because if He won’t, why pray?

What Prayer Does Not Do

I want to begin tonight by considering what prayer does not do. Prayer is one of the most misunderstood concepts in Christianity, and we need to tackle some of these misconceptions.

First, we do not pray to inform God of anything. Because God knows all things from the beginning to the end, He knows the future as well as He knows the past. It is not as if God “needs” our prayers in order to gather accurate information. Jesus taught in Matthew 6:8, “Your Father knows what you need before you ask Him,” and in Matthew 6:31-32, “So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.” John adds in 1 John 3:20, “God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything.” God doesn’t need our prayers, but we need to pray. We pray in order to express our complete dependence on our Heavenly Father. We pray to build our faith. We pray because He is God and we are not. We pray because God has ordained that our prayers are part of his unfolding plan for the universe. In that sense there is no contradiction between God’s sovereignty and our prayers.

But God already knows our wants and desires, so why pray? The answer is that we pray not so much to inform God as to draw our own hearts towards Him and the holy things for which we plead.
 

Second, we do not pray in order to change God’s mind. Probably the greatest mistake we make in prayer is the expectance, unvoiced but present, that earnest prayer can alter the will of God. This simply is not true.
 We see this sometimes in the idea that if we get enough people to pray long enough and hard enough, we can get God to do things our way—as though we were ganging up on God. “Prayer is not an argument with God to persuade Him to move things our way,” writes Leonard Ravenhill, “but an exercise by which we are enabled by His Spirit to move ourselves His way,”

“But what about Abraham in Genesis 18?” you might ask. “Didn’t he argue with God in order to change His mind?” We must not get the idea that Abraham argued with the Lord, because he did not. He was very humble before the Lord as he presented his case.
 And, in the end, God did not change His mind.

Related to this, we do not pray to get what we want. Despite what some televangelists might have you to believe, God is not a genie in a bottle that appears whenever we pray “in Jesus’ name” and says, “Your wish is my command.” I think we use a faulty barometer to measure our prayers. Books, articles, and sermons on the subject are frequently reduced to “How to Get Stuff from God.”
 Perhaps our obsession with whether prayer works is the wrong question. We know prayer works. The real question is, are we prepared for God’s answer?

Prayer is one of the means God has ordained to accomplish His will in this world. It has well been said that the purpose of prayer is not to get our will done in heaven but to get God’s will done on earth.
 Jesus taught His disciples to pray, “Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” in Matthew 6:10.

What Prayer Does

Now, let’s look at what prayer does. First, prayer brings about God’s will. “Now, wait a minute!” you say. “I thought that prayer does not change God’s mind?” True. But God invites us to join with Him in the great adventure of advancing His kingdom in the world. We “partner” with God when we pray. God has ordained that our prayers are part of His plan for the universe. Our prayers really do matter to God.

Does this mean we can hold God’s will hostage? Is God handcuffed if we do not pray? Not at all! Remember the words of Mordecai to Esther in Esther 4:13-14, “Do not think that because you are in the king’s house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?” Mordecai is convinced that God will work, but Esther may be left out of His work. So may we if we fail to pray.

God not only ordains the end, He also ordains the means. It is not a question of coming to a reluctant God in an attempt to persuade Him to do what He really does not want to do in the first place; it is a matter of coming to God with a consciousness that we are dependent individuals. Prayer is the realization that your need is not partial, it’s total. There’s a saying, “When I try, I fail. When I trust, He succeeds.” There is a world of theology in that couplet. The Christian life is not a matter of trying, it is a matter of trusting. It is a recognition that the believing life is not difficult, it’s impossible, apart from supernatural invasion.

Second, prayer places us in God’s will. Billy Graham says: “Prayer is not our using God…it more often puts us in a position where God can use us.”
 Jesus told His disciples in Luke 10:2, “The harvest is great, but the workers are few. So pray to the Lord who is in charge of the harvest; ask him to send more workers into his fields” [nlt]. Anyone who obeys that command must understand that he may well be the answer to that prayer; God may tap you to be one of those workers. Again, prayer is not of getting our will done in Heaven, but God’s will done on earth, and particularly in our own personal lives.
 As we pray, God works to give us a clearer understanding of His will for us.

Third, prayer changes me. Earlier in this message I mentioned John Calvin, the classic proponent of God’s sovereignty. When asked, “Why pray if God is sovereign?” he gave a thorough answer. He wrote:

Believers do not pray with the view of informing God about things unknown to him, or of exciting him to do his duty, or of urging him as though he were reluctant. On the contrary, they pray in order that they may arouse themselves to seek him, that they may exercise their faith in meditating on his promises, that they may relieve themselves from their anxieties by pouring them into his bosom; in a word, that they may declare that from him alone they hope and expect, both for themselves and for others, all good things [from Calvin’s exposition of Matthew 6:8 in his Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists (1558)].

The purpose of prayer, then, is neither to inform God as though he were ignorant, nor to persuade him as though he were reluctant. It is not to bend God’s will to ours, but rather to align our will to His.

You see, prayer is an unnatural activity. Prayer is alien to our proud human nature. From birth we have been learning the rules of self-reliance as we strain and struggle to achieve self-sufficiency. Prayer flies in the face of those deep-seated values. It is an assault on human autonomy, an indictment of independent living. To people in the fast lane, determined to make it on their own, prayer is an embarrassing interruption.

Slowly, prayer is changing me. Prayer isn’t about convincing God to give me stuff; it’s about becoming, changing, and communing. Prayer itself contains the value of prayer.

Why We Should Pray

Finally, let’s consider why we should pray. First, God has commanded us to pray. In Luke 18:1 Jesus told his disciples that they should always pray and not give up. Paul writes in Philippians 4:6, “Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything,” and in 1 Thessalonians 5:17 to “pray continually.” There are many Scriptures that encourage Christians to pray about everything that touches their daily lives. Why pray at all? The answer to this question is simple: we pray because God’s Word commands us to pray.
 Prayer isn’t a theological concept to analyze and explain; it’s a privilege to cherish and a blessing to claim.
 Prayer is not an optional, spiritual luxury; it is a must.
 And, I might add at this point, James 4:17 says, “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn't do it, sins.” 
Second, prayer reminds us that we are dependent on God. James 1:17 tells us, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of light.” Not only does “your Father knows what you need before you ask him,” according to Matthew 6:8, but “God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus” according to Philippians 4:19. Too often we try to do it ourselves and, when we’ve made a mess of it all, we cry out to God for help. As C. Neil Strait observed: “Prayer is not some means of last resort. It should be man’s first response to life and to God.” 
 (I’ve been saying something similar for a long time. Just goes to show that there is truly nothing new under the sun!)

That doesn’t mean, of course, that we can ask for any outrageous thing that comes to mind. Jesus is hardly teaching us that we all ought to ask for new Cadillacs, or for the usual frivolous things that occur to a shallow mind when we say, “God answers prayer; ask whatever you want.” Neither is God going to rescind His own laws by violating another person’s will so that the thing we pray for can come to pass…as when we pray that a friend will be saved next Sunday at 11:58 a.m.
 Prayer is not a “blank check from heaven” that guarantees we get whatever we want. 

Third, prayer is the divinely appointed means for God’s will to be done on earth. God has ordained (and this is amazing) that His purposes shall be fulfilled in and through His church. Why pray? Because prayer is one of God’s ordained ways to accomplish His will in us and through us.

“What is God’s will?” you may ask. His will is multifaceted. First and foremost, God’s will is that He be glorified. Everything that God does, everything that God allows and ordains, is in the supreme sense for His glory. It is also true that while God seeks His own glory supremely, man benefits when God is glorified. We pray to glorify God, but we also pray in order to receive the benefits of prayer from His hand. Prayer is for our benefit, even in light of the fact that God knows the end from the beginning. It is our privilege to bring the whole of our finite existence into the glory of His infinite presence.

Next, it is God’s will that people are saved. We read in 2 Peter 3:9 that God is “not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance” [njkv] and in 1 Timothy 2:4-5 that He “wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.” Whenever we pray for others, our foremost concern should be spiritual more than physical or emotional, for one’s eternal destiny far outweighs anything in this life.

Beyond that, God’s will is that Christians are transformed into the image of Christ. Paul writes in Romans 8:29, “For God knew his people in advance, and he chose them to become like his Son, so that his Son would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters” [nlt], and in 1 Thessalonians 4:3, “God’s will is for you to be holy” [nlt]. I’ve heard many Christians say, “God wants me to be happy!” but that never appears in Scripture. What it does say is “God wants me to be holy.”

Does this mean that God does not care about our physical and emotional needs? Not at all! Jesus taught in Matthew 6 that God cares about flowers and birds and if He cares about them, doesn’t He care even more about you? As we saw above, God will supply all our needs—spiritual, physical, and emotional. But understanding God’s priorities helps to keep us from being selfish in our praying.

Let’s wrap up this message with a very simple theology of prayer. Our part is to pray fervently, sincerely, and honestly, bringing our deepest concerns to the Lord. God’s part is to listen to our prayers and graciously to answer them in his own time, in his own way, according to his own will. If we do our part, God cannot fail to do His. In that spirit we approach the prayer with humility, saying with the first disciples, “Lord, teach us to pray.” Through prayer we journey from wherever we are on earth to the very heart of God. The Father invites us to come into His throne room any time and all the time. The King of Kings wants to hear from you. Don’t keep Him waiting any longer.

He would remind you…“I’m listening.”
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