Prayer: Why Bother?

#3 – “A Matter of Perseverance”

Luke 18:1-8

Prayer is one of the most basic concepts for the Christian, but as we have seen, it can seem to be an odd practice. Since God is all-knowing, all-powerful, all-caring, and sovereign, then why bother Him with our requests?
 If He is going to carry out His predetermined will anyway, what can I hope to accomplish through prayer?
Some have a different concept of prayer. They see prayer as part of a transaction, a process in which they attempt to bend the will of God to give them what they want. These prayers involve bargaining (promising to do this or that in exchange for a positive answer), bribing (making large donations to gain a favorable hearing), begging (making oneself pitiful enough to warrant kindness), and justification (proving oneself worthy of divine favor). Such prayers are uncomplicated because it reduces God to the level of a vending machine. Insert enough money, perform the correct button-pushing ritual, and out pops the fulfillment of your request. God might require some additional shaking, but that’s just part of the process.

True prayer, however, is exactly the opposite. The God of the Bible cannot be bribed or manipulated. He needs nothing, so we have nothing to offer that might convince Him to do what we want. And He knows our hearts, so there’s no use trying to inform Him or appear worthy of favor. Furthermore, He’s completely sovereign, so He will not abandon His agenda to serve ours. Therefore, prayer before God is not an exercise in manipulation, but a necessary part of a relationship. He is a relational Being who desires personal interaction.
 The answer to the dilemma of prayer is that it is not intended to do something for God, but for us. It is one of the mechanisms of relationship that God gives to his children to be in touch with him. God may not need prayer, but we do.

These Sunday evenings we have considered the question, “Prayer: Why Bother?” In our first message we saw that prayer is a matter of perspective, that praying is not trying to get God to see things our way, but trying to get ourselves to see things God’s way. Last week we saw prayer is a matter of participation, that God allows us to partner with Him in bringing about His will, and He uses prayer in that process. This evening we move on to prayer as a matter of perseverance. 

Webster defines perseverance as “to persist in a state, enterprise, or undertaking in spite of counterinfluences, opposition, or discouragement.”
 Perseverance means to keep on keeping on, to hang in there, to hold on when the going gets tough.  Perseverance is, according to John Stott, “the hallmark of genuine believers,”
 citing Hebrews 3:14, “We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first.”
Jesus taught a parable in Luke 18:1-8 specifically about persevering prayer:

Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and not give up. He said: “In a certain town there was a judge who neither feared God nor cared about men. And there was a widow in that town who kept coming to him with the plea, ‘Grant me justice against my adversary.’ 

“For some time he refused. But finally he said to himself, ‘Even though I don’t fear God or care about men, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will see that she gets justice, so that she won’t eventually wear me out with her coming!’ ” 

And the Lord said, “Listen to what the unjust judge says. And will not God bring about justice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night? Will he keep putting them off? I tell you, he will see that they get justice, and quickly. However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?”
This is not one of Jesus’ better-known parables, probably because many pastors are uncomfortable with it and avoid preaching on this text! On first glance this passage appears to portray God in a negative light, reluctant to do the right thing unless His children badger Him into action. Really?

Jesus is not, of course, likening God to an unrighteous judge. The parable is of the “How much more…” variety. If a wicked man will sometimes do good, even if from bad motives, how much more will our God do right!
 Thus, we should remain steadfast and persistent in prayer as we await His coming.

Tonight I want to consider three ways that we benefit from persistent prayer,

Persistent Prayer Defines Our Focus 

The first is that persistent prayer defines our focus. If we pray about something once and never pray for it again, we will probably forget about it. Persistent prayer keeps the matter on our minds with the proper perspective.

Jesus taught in Matthew 7:7, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.” All three of His commands—ask, seek, knock—are present imperatives. They could be translated this way: “Keep on asking, keep on seeking, keep on knocking.” Don’t ever stop asking, don’t ever stop seeking, don’t ever stop knocking. Just keep at it. Keep bringing your prayers to God. If you think your request is legitimate, keep asking, keep seeking, keep knocking. God wants to teach us through persistent praying to wait on Him and to watch.
 

Now let me be clear: Jesus is not giving a blank check to ask for whatever we want. Rather, it is designed to encourage us to pray for God’s righteous ways to be revealed.
 In fact, in the immediate context of this parable—Luke 17:20-37—Jesus was teaching about the end times, when perseverance will be necessary for survival.

So Jesus isn’t suggesting that persistent repetition of one’s selfish desire for one thing or another would eventually wear down God’s resolve. The topic is justice, and God is by nature just. Therefore, we do not have to bend God’s will to ours; we can expect justice because it is something both God and His elect long to see. If we do not see justice quickly, we can be sure it is not because God doesn’t want His people to receive fair treatment; we can safely assume that other, unseen factors are at work. Remember, His ways are not our ways (Isaiah 55:8).
 God is not slow in keeping His promise, but is patient, not wanting anyone to perish but everyone to come to repentance (2 Peter 3:9).

The problem is, when praying people see no sign of the answer they long for, it is easy for them to be discouraged. But they must pray on and not lose heart. Jesus’ teaching goes beyond that of the Jews, who tended to limit the times of prayer lest they weary God. Three times a day (based on the model of Daniel 6:10) was accepted as the maximum times one should pray to God.
 But Jesus said to keep on praying.

Persistent prayer defines our focus.

Persistent Prayer Defies Our Fears

Persistent prayer defies our fears. We may fear, as the prophet Habakkuk feared, that God isn’t there, doesn’t care, or isn’t fair. We may be tempted to think that God winds up the universe like a watch, as the deists of old argued, that He merely sends the universe ticking on its merry way and sits back to observe as an uninterested spectator.

No matter what we observe outwardly, no matter what seems to be coming back to us through our sensory perceptions, the fundamental truth of the Christian life is wrapped up in our prayer to God. By our praying we are giving evidence that we have committed ourselves to Him and that even though we can’t see what He is doing, we know He is doing something and we will not abort that process by ceasing to pray. We will not lose hope; we will not get discouraged; we will continue to pray.
Prayer is the kind of exercise that can lead to discouragement if we’re not careful. Some of you may be discouraged right now, because you keep trying to pray but you can’t be consistent with it. Some of you are discouraged because you pray every day and still God has not answered your request. I, too, have fought discouragement in praying. I believe that any honest Christian who deals with life openly will confess to periods of discouragement when he has prayed and it seems as if God were asleep or on vacation or just not there. If we’re not careful, discouragement can slip in like a fog and chill our prayer lives. As David Jeremiah concludes,
Certainly discouragement sometimes comes with prayer, but remember this: There will always be discouragement without prayer! Discouragement follows prayerlessness like winter follows fall. But when we choose to continue praying, even through a long and barren winter, eventually spring arrives and with it new life. And at that point, discouragement has no choice but to find somewhere else to live.

Persistent Prayer Develops Our Faith 

Finally, persistent prayer develops our faith. Jesus asks in verse 8, “However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?” The Greek reads literally, “will he find the faith on earth?” The definite article suggests that Christ is referring to the specific kind of faith just illustrated.
 Will He find persistent faith, perseverance that holds on in spite of what’s happening around us? Jesus’ remark assumes that his people will need faith and trust as they consider how history is proceeding.

So how are we to pray? According to this text, we are to pray just as the widow nags, especially when we desire God’s vindication of our commitment to him. We are to pray and keep praying for this. Now, of course, we need not whine in our prayers to God, but simply express our sincere desire to see him and those who are his vindicated. By continuing to make the request, we stay sensitive to the need for justice to come. So like the nagging widow, just keep asking.

But what does it mean, “always to pray” or to “pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17) in practical terms? It certainly doesn’t mean that we should constantly be repeating prayers, because Jesus warned against that kind of praying in Matthew 6:5–15. Rather, it means to make prayer as natural to us as our regular breathing. Unless we are sick or smothering, we rarely think about our breathing; we just do it. Likewise with prayer—it should be the natural habit of our lives, the “atmosphere” in which we constantly live.

This encouragement not to grow weary in prayer indicates that God’s response may not always come when we want it. We may have to wait for it.
 His answer may not always be what we hope for; it may sometimes be “No,” it may often be “Wait.” But we learn by experience that, as often as we pray, He will answer in His way and in His time. We “cry to him day and night,” not because He does not listen, but precisely because He does.

Meanwhile, while we’re praying and waiting for God to answer our prayers, He’s working on us, conforming us more and more to the image of Christ. And when we’re ready, the answer will surely come. I read somewhere that the greatest blessing of prayer is not in receiving an answer, but rather in being the kind of person God can trust with the answer. We rejoice at answered prayer, but we should rejoice more that God has brought us to the place spiritually where He can afford to answer our prayers.
So much of the time we’re all wrapped up in the product. God isn’t; He’s wrapped up in the process. We’re all looking for the answer; God is looking for the person who will pray, even when he cannot see the answer. It is only that kind of person whom God can ultimately trust with the answer. There will come a time when God will say, “I can answer that believer’s prayer because that’s a person who can handle the answer.”

Why bother to pray? It is a matter of perseverance. Persistent prayer defines our focus, defies our fears, and develops our faith. Prayer isn’t for God’s benefit; it’s for ours.
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