Prayer: Why Bother?

#2 – “A Matter of Participation”

selected Scriptures

How would you feel if the richest and most successful businessman in your line of work asked you to be his partner? You might wonder why he chose you, or you might muse over what you could possibly have to offer to the partnership. Mostly, you would probably feel honored at such a request and accept with little hesitation, even if you couldn’t come up with answers to why he chose you or how you could contribute.
The fact is that God has asked us to partner with Him. As our Heavenly Father, He has asked you to join in the family business. His request is not based on anything you can do, but rather on who He has made you to be. He has made you to be His child and called you to be His ambassador on the earth. He places great value on your partnership because of His love for you.

You may be thinking, “How is that possible? How can I be a partner with God?” Through prayer. Prayer gives us the incredible privilege of partnering with God to change lives.
 As we look to answer the challenge, “Prayer: Why Bother?” I want to consider a matter of participation.

The Principle of Participation in God’s Plan

We begin with the principle of participation in God's plan. Turn to Luke 19:29-34,

As [Jesus] approached Bethphage and Bethany at the hill called the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his disciples, saying to them, “Go to the village ahead of you, and as you enter it, you will find a colt tied there, which no one has ever ridden. Untie it and bring it here. If anyone asks you, ‘Why are you untying it?’ tell him, ‘The Lord needs it.’” 

Those who were sent ahead went and found it just as he had told them. As they were untying the colt, its owners asked them, “Why are you untying the colt?” 

They replied, “The Lord needs it.”
Did you hear that little phrase twice that seems out of place? “The Lord needs it.” Seriously, the Lord needs it? Why would the Creator of all things have need of anything? On earth Jesus borrowed a manger, a boat, a donkey, an upper room, and a tomb. Why? “He who was rich for our sakes became poor” (2 Corinthians 8:9).
 Almighty God chose to include His creatures to participate in His plan. No, He doesn’t have to do it this way. We might argue that He could do it Himself more efficiently. But He chose to include us.

This concept is seen in the Greek term koinonia, a word usually translated into English as “fellowship,” as seen in the following verses:

· “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship (koinonia) of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” (2 Cor 13:14)
· “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship (koinonia) of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death…” (Php 3:10)
· “We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship (koinonia) with us. And our fellowship (koinonia) is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.” (1 John 1:3)

In most churches, “fellowship” usually means social interaction between members around coffee and donuts. Am I right? But how does that work when our fellowship is with the members of the Godhead? Or the fellowship of sharing in Christ’s sufferings? Is that with regular coffee or decaf?

Because the word “fellowship” is so commonly misunderstood in our culture, I propose we understand the Greek term koinonia in a different way. Turn to 1 Corinthians 10:16-17, where we read, “Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation (koinonia) in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation (koinonia) in the body of Christ?” The King James Version uses the term “communion” for koinonia, which may explain why we often call the Lord’s Supper “communion,” but I like the connotation of “participation” in the body and blood of Christ.

Then in Philippians 1:4 Paul writes, “In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership (koinonia) in the gospel from the first day until now.” Here the Greek koinonia is translated “partnership,” which I believe is a great way to understand the concept. Let’s go back to those earlier verses and change the one word:

· “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the partnership of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” (2 Cor 13:14)
· “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the partnership of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death…” (Php 3:10)
· “We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have partnership with us. And our partnership is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.” (1 John 1:3)

Doesn’t that cast a different light on those verses? This demonstrates the principle of partnership with God as revealed in the Scriptures. 

“But how can that be?” you may wonder. “How can Almighty God maintain His sovereignty over the universe if He partners with human beings?” Paul answers this in Philippians 2:13, “It is God who works in you to will and to act according to His good purpose.”

God’s sovereignty is seen in His working in us to bring about His good purpose, yet it is still up to us to will (meaning to choose) and to act. God wants us to participate in bringing about His will on earth.

The Practice of Participation in God’s Plan

I opened this message with a hypothetical situation where the richest and most successful businessman in your line of work asked you to be his partner. Many of us would jump at such an opportunity, but it’s sad to say that many of God’s children neglect the “business” that they have been asked to partner in. Most of the time this is because they simply don’t understand the work they are to do. 

Wherever we turn, we may find Christians attempting almost every sort of activity—all sincere efforts at “helping” God, but too seldom actually “partnering with God.” Partnership means to enter into His resources and to maximize by His power the release of the power He wants to work in and through us. “Helping God” is too often the opposite—seeking to get God to enter into our agenda or to bless our efforts at our interpretation of His will. But there is a way to avoid the latter and gain discernment on the former—and prayer is the pathway to that discovery.

Allow me to present a couple of examples from the Bible the practice of participation in God’s plan. The first is Daniel 9:2-3,

I, Daniel, understood from the Scriptures, according to the word of the Lord given to Jeremiah the prophet, that the desolation of Jerusalem would last seventy years. So I turned to the Lord God and pleaded with him in prayer and petition, in fasting, and in sackcloth and ashes.

After reading the prophecy of a seventy-year Babylonian Captivity, Jeremiah immediately accepted it as God’s will and began to pray for its fulfillment. Notice that his prayer wasn’t passive resignation to some act of fate beyond his control. It was active participation in God’s plan as revealed in Scripture. He wasn’t trying to change God’s will, but was doing everything he could to see it come to pass. That’s the essence of praying according to God’s will.

We may not see results as quickly as we would like, and we may feel impatient, wondering if we are really participating in God’s will. Remember that you are partnering with God to see His will done. It’s your job to pray, and it’s God’s job to answer. You just need to do your job and let God do His. Trust Him to answer your prayers for others in the time and way He decides.
 As Os Guinness writes, “Our partnering with God is real but always reliant on God for the final outcome.”

Just remember, though, that according to the Bible, prayer brings results. Prayer works because God has decided to include people in the working out of his purposes for the world. As we cry for God’s kingdom, His glorious reign (which one day will arrive in its fullness in the future) becomes a life-changing part of our present.

A second example is found in Genesis 18, where God came down and visited Abraham and Sarah. The first fifteen verses depict God’s announcement that Sarah would bear a son (Isaac) in the next year. Then, in verses 16-33, we read,

When the men got up to leave, they looked down toward Sodom, and Abraham walked along with them to see them on their way. Then the Lord said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do? Abraham will surely become a great and powerful nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed through him. For I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that the Lord will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him.” 

Then the Lord said, “The outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is so great and their sin so grievous that I will go down and see if what they have done is as bad as the outcry that has reached me. If not, I will know.” 

The men turned away and went toward Sodom, but Abraham remained standing before the Lord. Then Abraham approached him and said: “Will you sweep away the righteous with the wicked? What if there are fifty righteous people in the city? Will you really sweep it away and not spare the place for the sake of the fifty righteous people in it? Far be it from you to do such a thing—to kill the righteous with the wicked, treating the righteous and the wicked alike. Far be it from you! Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?” 

The Lord said, “If I find fifty righteous people in the city of Sodom, I will spare the whole place for their sake.” 

Then Abraham spoke up again: “Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, though I am nothing but dust and ashes, what if the number of the righteous is five less than fifty? Will you destroy the whole city because of five people?” 

“If I find forty-five there,” he said, “I will not destroy it.” 

Once again he spoke to him, “What if only forty are found there?” 

He said, “For the sake of forty, I will not do it.” 

Then he said, “May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak. What if only thirty can be found there?” 

He answered, “I will not do it if I find thirty there.” 

Abraham said, “Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, what if only twenty can be found there?” 

He said, “For the sake of twenty, I will not destroy it.” 

Then he said, “May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak just once more. What if only ten can be found there?” 

He answered, “For the sake of ten, I will not destroy it.” 

When the Lord had finished speaking with Abraham, he left, and Abraham returned home.

Here, in Abraham, is exemplified the great privilege of God’s covenant people throughout the ages: God has revealed his purposes to them and allows their voice to be heard (in intercession) in the court of Heaven itself.

Based on His decision to include Abraham in His plans, the Lord engaged him in a dialogue. God knew from the beginning what He would do. He’s omniscient; He knows future events before they occur. God sees future events in sharp detail. He hears the inner thoughts of others with crystal clarity. And, in addition to being omniscient, God is sovereign. He didn’t need Abraham’s permission before pronouncing judgment on these evil cities. He allowed Abraham participate in the carrying out of His divine will.

While the details differ, God still speaks to His people through His Word about the concerns of His heart, tells them what He proposes to do, and invites them to partner with Him to bring His purposes to pass.

The Prospect of Passivity to God’s Plan

“But what if I choose not to go along with this?” you may ask. “Can I prevent God’s will from coming to pass?” Seriously? Do you think that one person out of seven billion on the planet, among the countless billions who have ever lived, can prevent Almighty God from bringing about His will? Some TV preachers may try to convince you this is true, but that is so ludicrous it would be laughable if it weren’t believed by so many. Please turn to one last passage for this evening: Esther 4:7-17.

Mordecai told him everything that had happened to him, including the exact amount of money Haman had promised to pay into the royal treasury for the destruction of the Jews. He also gave him a copy of the text of the edict for their annihilation, which had been published in Susa, to show to Esther and explain it to her, and he told him to urge her to go into the king’s presence to beg for mercy and plead with him for her people. 

Hathach went back and reported to Esther what Mordecai had said. Then she instructed him to say to Mordecai, “All the king’s officials and the people of the royal provinces know that for any man or woman who approaches the king in the inner court without being summoned the king has but one law: that he be put to death. The only exception to this is for the king to extend the gold scepter to him and spare his life. But thirty days have passed since I was called to go to the king.” 

When Esther’s words were reported to Mordecai, he sent back this answer: “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?” 

Then Esther sent this reply to Mordecai: “Go, gather together all the Jews who are in Susa, and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my maids will fast as you do. When this is done, I will go to the king, even though it is against the law. And if I perish, I perish.” 

So Mordecai went away and carried out all of Esther’s instructions.

Mordecai’s confidence that the Jews would be delivered is based on God’s sovereignty in working out His purposes and fulfilling His promises. Their deliverance will come, even if through some means other than Esther. Yet that sovereignty is not fatalistic: Unless Esther exercises her individual responsibility, she and her family will perish.
 In Mordecai’s thinking, Esther’s life may be in jeopardy if she goes to the king uninvited, but her doom is certain if she does not.

What does this mean? If Esther fails, God will have another way of saving the Jews, but Esther and her immediate family will be the losers. God’s purposes are not thwarted by the failure of one individual to respond positively to his leading, and the individual is truly free to refuse it, though this leads to loss rather than gain.

Let’s apply this to today. God is never bound by our faithlessness or cowardice. He desires to use us to bless His people, but if we fail to trust Him, He will use someone else. But He will always accomplish His will.
 Our actions are not an essential part of God’s plan. He can work through other people and move through other means. But what we do still matters. A decision not to follow God’s commands always has negative consequences…for us.
 Warren Wiersbe writes,

God will accomplish His purposes even if His servants refuse to obey His will. If Esther rejected the will of God for her life, God could still save His people, but Esther would be the loser. When ministers and missionaries appeal to the church for volunteers for Christian service, they sometimes give the impression that God’s work is at the mercy of God’s workers, but this isn’t true.

If we refuse to obey God, He can either abandon us and get somebody else to do the job—and we will lose the reward and blessing—or He can discipline us until we surrender to His will. When God isn’t permitted to rule, He overrules, and He always accomplishes His purposes….

The fact that God is sovereign, in control, doesn’t suggest fatalism or blind determinism, both of which would make life a prison. Only a sovereign God is great enough to decree freedom of choice for men and women, and only a sovereign God could fulfill His wise and loving purposes in this world and even make evil cooperate in producing good.

Mordecai made it abundantly clear to Esther that she was not indispensable to God, but that God was essentially indispensable to her.
 And what was Esther’s response to Mordecai’s challenge? She called for fasting and prayer before she stepped out in obedience. We are called to pray as a matter of participation in bringing about God’s will. He doesn’t need our help, but He invites us to partner with Him in His sovereignty.
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