Praying Like Jabez #1

“Praying for God’s Provision”

1 Chronicles 4:9-10

Do you like walking through a cemetery? Some avoid cemeteries thinking that they’re creepy, while others are attracted to them for the same reason! Others search for family history by reading old tombstones, while others honor the memories of loved ones buried there. Still others just stroll through, reading about people they never knew but finding interest all the same.

A stroll through the first nine chapters of 1 Chronicles is a lot like walking through a cemetery—endless genealogies with names we can barely pronounce and having no context to give them relevance to us. Consider 1 Chronicles 4:6-8,

Naarah bore him Ahuzzam, Hepher, Temeni and Haahashtari. These were the descendants of Naarah. The sons of Helah: Zereth, Zohar, Ethnan, and Koz, who was the father of Anub and Hazzobebah and of the clans of Aharhel son of Harum.

See what I mean? Three full chapters just like that, and six more to go. The first nine chapters of this book consist of genealogies, with a listing of over 600 names.
 But then, suddenly, we stumble across a short epitaph in chapter 4. Two short verses. That’s not much in light of how much the Bible says about other great people, but compared to the hundreds of monotonous memorials in 1 Chronicles 1 through 8, this is hidden gem waiting to be unearthed and appreciated.
 Those two verses are 1 Chronicles 4:9-10,

Jabez was more honorable than his brothers. His mother had named him Jabez, saying, “I gave birth to him in pain.” Jabez cried out to the God of Israel, “Oh, that you would bless me and enlarge my territory! Let your hand be with me, and keep me from harm so that I will be free from pain.” And God granted his request.

Jabez would probably still be largely unknown if it weren’t for a little book published in 2000 by Bruce Wilkinson entitled, The Prayer of Jabez, which sold a record eight million copies in its first year of publication and was the best-selling nonfiction book of 2001. It was on the New York Times Best Seller List for 94 weeks. In this book Wilkinson refers to Jabez as “the Prodigy of the Genealogy,” and “the Bible’s Little Big Man.
 More importantly, Jabez is known to history as preeminently a man of prayer.
 For the next few Sunday evenings I want to challenge us to be “Praying Like Jabez.”

Allow me two disclaimers from the outset. First of all, this is not merely a recitation of Wilkinson’s book. I used 32 different resources in putting together these messages, only one of which was the best-selling book. Second, many have criticized both Wilkinson and his book as being part of the “Prosperity Gospel” in order to get rich. In reading this book—and others by Wilkinson—I do not believe that is his intent. It certainly is not mine as I present this to you.

Looking at Jabez’ prayer, I see three basic components from which we can learn:

· Praying for God’s Provision

· Praying for God’s Presence

· Praying for God’s Protection 

Tonight we will focus on praying for God’s provision.

Jabez’ Painful Background 

In order to fully appreciate the prayer, we must first consider Jabez’ painful background. Verse 9 states, “His mother had named him Jabez, saying, ‘I gave birth to him in pain.’” The name “Jabez” does not itself mean “pain,” but it has the same letters as a Hebrew word for suffering, though the letters come in a different order. Many Old Testament comments about names make statements not about their origin but about something they could remind you of. Apparently Jabez’ mother had a hard time giving birth to him, and his name could remind her of this experience and could remind him of it (especially if every few weeks when he got in trouble as a boy, she would say, “You’ve been a pain to me since you were born!”).
 So the name Jabez a pun based on sound play. This would be like someone who hates cottage cheese, which is made from milk curd, saying, “I don’t prefer milk crud, thanks.” Somehow, his birth was associated with intense pain, though we have no idea how or what that pain might have been.

Perhaps there were conditions surrounding his birth that made his arrival only a suggestion of shame and sorrow.
 The pregnancy or delivery may have been traumatic. Perhaps the baby was born breech. Or perhaps the mother’s pain was emotional—maybe the child’s father abandoned her during the pregnancy; maybe he had died; maybe the family had fallen into such financial straits that the prospect of another mouth to feed brought only fear and worry. Perhaps he was illegitimate, since no father is mentioned.

Only God knows for sure what caused the pain of this anguished mother. Not that it made much difference to young Jabez. He grew up with a name any boy would love to hate, like the Johnny Cash song, “A Boy Named Sue.” Imagine if you had to go through childhood enduring the teasing of bullies, the daily reminders of your unwelcome arrival, and mocking questions like, “So, young man, what was your mother thinking?”
 In the ancient world, such a negative name made Jabez a born loser.

Jabez’ Prayerful Beginning  

With that background we can better understand Jabez’ prayerful beginning. In verse 10 we read, “Jabez cried out to the God of Israel, ‘Oh, that you would bless me and enlarge my territory! Let your hand be with me, and keep me from harm so that I will be free from pain.’” Before we get into the particulars of this prayer, it is worth noting that Jabez is the first one in Chronicles to “call on the God of Israel” by name. This divine title is used often in Chronicles and reflects the deep kinship between God and His people.
 As painful as his own name was, Jabez called on the power of God’s name. Jabez didn’t want to live up (or down) to his name. The fact that he turned to God and depended on God is the key that unlocked Jabez’ life, just as it unlocks our lives.

Though the niv does not include it, the original text includes the word “indeed”: “Oh, that You would bless me indeed...!” In Hebrew, adding “indeed” was like adding five exclamation points, or writing the request in capital letters and underlining it.
 Jabez was not merely asking for enough to squeak by; he asked for God’s abundance. That might not sit right with us—it might smack of selfishness or greed—but it really isn’t.
Jabez had a great ambition. While all his friends were content with being average and mediocre, Jabez said, “I want God to bless me. I want something big. I want to do something significant with my life.” He didn’t want to be ordinary. He didn’t want to be common. He wanted to expand and grow. He said, “God, bless me indeed.” Jabez had a great ambition—and most deeply of all he wanted God’s blessing on his life. Many people today just drift through life. They have no goals, no master plan, no overall purpose, and no ambition. As a result they never accomplish much. They simply exist.
We need to have a great ambition ourselves. We need a dream. If we don’t have a dream, we’re drifting. When we stop setting goals, we stop growing. We’ve got to have something that we’re pushing toward, a goal of excellence. As long as our horizon is expanding, we’ll be emotionally healthy human beings. God made us for growth; He wants us to grow and stretch and develop. God has a purpose for our life; He never intended for us to go through life with a halfhearted attitude, wondering what we’re doing and where we’re going. God wants you to have a great ambition. A life with no challenges and no goals can be summed up in one word: boredom.

We also need a growing faith. Not only did Jabez have a great ambition, but he also had a growing faith. He had a deep trust and belief in God. He had enough faith to pray and expect an answer. He was like William Carey, who said, “Attempt great things for God; expect great things from God.”

Vance Havner wrote this for young preachers, but I believe it applies to all Christians:

If I were giving advice to any young preacher—or to any Christian, for that matter—I would say, don’t expect too much and don’t expect too little.
Don’t expect too much. Indeed, we are to attempt great things for God expecting great things from God. But not everything that we want or ask for or expect from God is best for us. Our praying must be in line with the four accordings: according to his word, according to his will, according to our need and according to our faith. We can expect too much from God by looking for things that are not in line with the first three of these requirements. Then, by all means, don’t expect too much from people, even Christian people. 

But I hasten to add, don’t expect too little. The minister is in serious danger of becoming cynical or at least complacent. He may decide to accept things as they are and people as they are, grow resigned to the situation, and never really look for any miracles in his ministry. Sunday after Sunday goes by in monotonous routine, and he treads a dreary vicious circle. Now he may perfunctorily pray for rain but he doesn’t carry his umbrella. He is not really looking for anything to happen—and of course it doesn’t.

Our God is too small these days. These wretched times have played havoc with many a man’s expectations. It looks like the devil has taken the field and too many are ready to concede victory. To hear or read some of the things churchmen are saying about the church today, one can easily see that they have thrown in the towel.

Faith is not believing God can do wonders. It is believing that He will! Jabez prayed that God would enlarge his coast. I do not know just what Jabez wanted but it pleased God to grant it. We are certainly living on a narrow coastline these days and the horizon of our expectation needs to be lifted until it takes in the whole country and not our little county. We need to see the Fair King and the Far Country through soul binoculars that take in both what is close at hand and what is far distant.

Square your expectations with God’s accordings. Look for the miraculous and do not settle for the monotonous and the mediocre. For He has said: “Call unto me, and I will answer thee, and shew thee great and mighty things, which thou knowest not” (Jeremiah 33:3).

We also need a genuine prayer life. It was Jabez’ simple prayer request that got him an honorable mention in the Bible, and we’re still talking about him thousands of years later.

Let’s look again at the first part of his prayer: “‘Oh, that you would bless me [indeed] and enlarge my territory!” At first glance, this looks like raw ambition, a prayer the health-and-wealth, name-it-and-claim-it, word-of-faith preacher might want us to send up. If we stop with “enlarge my territory” and fail to dig deeper for the full meaning, we might reduce prayer to a “gimme” list. And we’re probably too close to that as it is.

Please understand, ambition in the right context is not wrong. Praying for wealth for the sake of getting rich is not what the Lord desires, and I must underscore, becoming rich is not what Jabez longed for! His was an honorable ambition.

There was more to his request than a simple desire for more real estate. He wanted more influence, more responsibility, and more opportunity to make a mark for the God of Israel. He wanted make a greater impact for Him.
 And so should we.
When we ask for God’s blessing, we’re not asking for more of what we could get for ourselves. We’re crying out for the wonderful, unlimited goodness that only God has the power to know about or give to us. This kind of richness is what the writer was referring to in Proverbs 10:22, “The Lord’s blessing is our greatest wealth; all our work adds nothing to it” (tlb).

It’s interesting that Jabez’ request is open-ended instead of specific. Jabez did not try to make a deal with God; after all, when you do that, you are limited to the terms of your deal. The beautiful thing about just throwing yourself on the mercy of God is that He decides what’s in your best interest. Jabez brought God an empty cup and asked Him to fill it as He saw fit. That’s a prayer of faith. Let God decide what to fill your cup with and how high to fill it.
 

Whatever our gifts, education, or vocation might be, our calling is to do God’s work on earth. If we want, we can call it living out our faith for others. We can call it ministry. We can call it every Christian’s day job. But whatever we call it, God is looking for people who want to do more of it, because sadly, most believers seem to shrink from living at this level of blessing and influence.

Jabez’ Prosperous Blessing

Finally we see Jabez’ prosperous blessing. Verse 10 ends with the words, “And God granted his request.” This is how we know that Jabez’ prayer was not selfish or greedy or full of ungodly ambition: God granted his request.
 Jabez took a bold step of faith, and God honored it. Ultimately, He gave him everything he asked for.
 As C. H. Spurgeon noted, “His devotion was the key to his promotion.”

Let me be clear: The prayer of Jabez is not a formula or blueprint for achieving blessings. The motivation to pray in order to get reflects a focus on self that is inconsistent with the example of Christ and the teachings of the New Testament.
 We are blessed to be a blessing, not to hoard blessings to ourselves. We should not be like the Dead Sea, where water flows in but doesn’t flow out. God sends blessings to us so that they run through us to others. He never blesses us as an end in itself.

But too often we settle for too little, dream too small and fail to understand what God can do. Like Jabez, we shouldn’t settle for any less than God’s blessings.
 Jabez was blessed simply because he refused to let any obstacle, person, or opinion loom larger than God’s nature. And God’s nature is to bless.

Jabez had a painful beginning. He could have allowed his past to dictate his present and future, but he didn’t. I like how Rick Warren put it:

We are products of our past, but we don’t have to be prisoners of it. God’s purpose is not limited by your past. He turned a murderer named Moses into a leader and a coward named Gideon into a courageous hero, and he can do amazing things with the rest of your life, too. God specializes in giving people a fresh start.

A small, struggling start doesn’t necessitate a limited life. If you’re not careful, the adversary will convince you that, because of your struggling start and limited past, your future can never be anything more. The enemy of your soul is trying to convince you that you were born into the restrictions that govern your life and you’re condemned to live there from now on. No! Remember Jabez, the unknown who began his life in sorrow but the Lord led him to a place of honor, because he dared to pray boldly with devotion for God. The Lord granted Jabez what he requested. Why wouldn’t He do the same for you?
 I believe God wanted us to read about this man in part as a reminder that pain doesn’t have to be the last word in our lives.

Jabez overcame that painful past through prayer. He called on the name of the Lord and the Lord answered him. Now let me reiterate, this is not a scientific formula that works every time if we say the right words or hold our mouth the right way. The beauty and the drawback of stories like Jabez’ is that they offer a vivid picture of what God can do and has done but offer no indication that God will do the same for other people. It implies no promise that God will answer us in the same way as God answered Jabez if we pray like him. But it can inspire us to take risks in prayer. If we ask, we may or we may not get what we want; prayer is not an ATM machine. But if we don’t ask, we can’t complain if we don’t get.
 As James 4:2 tells us, “You do not have, because you do not ask God.” But don’t neglect the next verse: “When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.”
Finally, when God prospers and blesses a life, no place for guilt remains. God’s gifts are always appropriate, always righteous, and never to be considered a source of embarrassment or shame. Privileged rank or status, and the blessings that go with it, are small compensation for the responsibility that people in large places bear. With great responsibility comes an equal load of stress. Never apologize for blessings the Lord gives you. Life has enough sorrow without our attaching guilt to the good things He gives us. If you happen to be one whom God has chosen to fill a high-profile role that included the blessings of material abundance, gratefully accept it. Determine to use all that He gives you for His purposes, and give generously for the advancement of His kingdom. Enjoy God’s goodness to the fullest.

The prayer of Jabez is not a magic formula yielding riches to one repeating it. Praying like Jabez asks for God to do His best for us to do His best through us.
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