Sharpening the Skill of Prayer #2

“The Nucleus of Prayer”

selected Scriptures

What comes to mind when you hear the word, “nucleus”? My mind harkens back to science class in school, where I learned that the nucleus of a cell was the central point consisting of protons and neutrons, while the electrons circled around the nucleus. In a less literal usage, nucleus is a basic or essential part, or the core of something.

This morning as we continue to sharpen the spiritual skill of prayer, I want to consider the nucleus of prayer. What is the basic, essential core of prayer? What separates prayers that are heard from ones that bounce off the ceiling? Once we understand the nucleus of prayer we can experience a more fulfilling prayer life for ourselves.

The Proliferation of Prideful Praying 

Unfortunately more than one answer to those questions exists in our world. This had led to a misunderstanding of the subject, resulting in the proliferation of prideful praying seen today. This misunderstanding can be summarized as believing that prayer is the way I get what I want from God. Proponents of this view will quote verses such as Matthew 21:22, “If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer,” or Mark 11:24, “Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours,” as proof that we can, in the words of the commercial, “Have It Your Way” with God. Some have gone so far as to claim, “God has given us the name of Jesus like a blank check”

They base that on Jesus’ words in John 14:13-14, “And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father. You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it,” and in John 15:16, “Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name,” and in John 16:23-24, “In that day you will no longer ask me anything. I tell you the truth, my Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. 24 Until now you have not asked for anything in my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete.” They take this to mean that “everything, whatever, anything can be named, claimed, and even demanded, whether it is good weather, a new car, financial success, the recovery of lost property, or the salvation of a loved one.” Herewith the “prosperity gospel” is born.

Is that really what the Bible teaches? Can we use Jesus’ name as a blank check to get whatever we want for ourselves? I don’t think so. When we read in 1 John 5:14-15, “This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. And if we know that he hears us—whatever we ask—we know that we have what we asked of him,” we should not pass over the words, “according to His will” too quickly. I believe that phrase means the same as praying “in Jesus’ name.” These put limits on the prayers that God will answer.

The Parameters of Proper Praying

So what are the parameters of proper praying? To answer that I invite you to turn to a very familiar passage of Scripture, Matthew 6:9-13, what we often call “The Lord’s Prayer.”

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come; Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: For Thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen.

Jesus was teaching His disciples how to pray God’s priorities.
 We acknowledge who God is—”Our Father in Heaven”—whose name is to be honored—”hallowed be Thy name.” Remember, everything is for the glory of God and by the grace of God. But don’t skip over the next line too quickly: “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”
The purpose of prayer is to glorify God’s name, and for His will to be done on earth. This prayer begins with God’s interests, not ours: God’s name, God’s kingdom, and God’s will. Robert Law has said, “Prayer is a mighty instrument, not for getting man’s will done in heaven, but for getting God’s will done in earth.” We have no right to ask God for anything that will dishonor His name, delay His kingdom, or disturb His will on earth.

This, I propose, is the nucleus of prayer: “Thy will be done.” We can ask God for anything as long as this is at the heart of our praying: “Not my will but Yours be done.”
Let’s be honest, though: Many folks who grew up in church don’t want to pray, “Thy will be done,” because they’re afraid the will of God means Africa, India, New Guinea—missionary service somewhere that will require total poverty and the end of all relationships they have known. They’re afraid that as soon as they say, “God, You can do whatever You want with me,” He’s going to pack them off to the worst place in the world, some pit where they never wanted to go in the first place.

Wait a minute! Is He that kind of a Father? Do we think God is up in heaven just waiting for us to say “yes” to Him so He can do the worst thing in the world to us? I don’t think so. That’s one of the enemy’s lies. He wants us to believe that if we ask for God’s will in our lives, we’re signing up for a journey of no return.

One of the most abused verses in the Bible is Psalm 37:4, “Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart.” I have heard the name-it, claim-it crowd twist this verse into saying God will give us whatever we want, and that is simply not true. I believe we should understand this verse as saying, “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will put His desires into your heart, making them yours.” I believe that when I am pleasing God (“delighting myself in Him”), His will is going to be the thing I want to do most. That happened in my life. God called me to the ministry, and there is nothing I would rather do than that. 

You might be thinking, “How can I be sure God is trustworthy?” This is the one part of the Lord’s Prayer that Jesus Himself prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, under circumstances far more crushing than any of us will ever face. He submitted to his Father’s will rather than following His own desires, and it saved us. That’s why we can trust him. Jesus is not asking us to do anything for Him that He hasn’t already done for us, under conditions of difficulty beyond our comprehension.

When we pray according to the will of God, we get on the same wavelength as God. And as we pray, little by little, God takes all the things that are out of sync in our life and puts them in sync until we can take a deep breath and say, “Oh, yes, that’s the way it’s supposed to be!”

You may wonder, “How can I pray according to God’s will if I don’t know what God’s will is?” Just remember that much of the will of God is revealed in the Word of God. For a request to be honored by God, it must be consistent with His Word, whether it is a promise, an injunction, a prohibition, or a universal principle. If it is at odds with God’s Word, you can be sure it is not God’s will.

The Practice of Powerful Praying

This brings us to the practice of powerful praying. For this I want to focus on the prayer of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, mentioned previously. Allow me to read His prayers there as recorded by Matthew, Mark, and Luke:

Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will.” (Matthew 26:39)
He went away a second time and prayed, “My Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be done.” (Matthew 26:42)

“Abba, Father,” he said, “everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will.” (Mark 14:26)

“Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.” (Luke 22:42)
All of these prayers are variations of the same theme: Jesus surrendered His will to the Father. In our praying we should surrender our will to God. Jesus felt the deep human emotions of distress and sorrow. He shrank with all His being from death on the cross. He agonized in prayer. Certainly He had a will of His own, a human will, that He distinguishes from the will of His Father. This is the fully human Jesus.

Jesus prays that God’s will may be done and specifically He says “not my will.” This does mean that His will is in opposition to that of the Father: the very praying of this prayer shows that it is not. But this is a strong affirmation of His desire that the Father’s will prevail.

Dr. George Morrison said, “Every life has its Gethsemane, and every Gethsemane has its angel.” What an encouragement to God’s people when they wrestle and pray about difficult and costly decisions!
 As we face a difficult decision or situation, we should let Scripture inform our prayers. And if we’re not sure whether something is God’s will or not, then we add the rider, “If it be Your will.” This is not unbelief. After all, Jesus Himself in the Garden of Gethsemane began each prayer, “If it be possible,” and ended each prayer, “Not my will, but yours be done.” And if Jesus said it, we can say it. Every prayer is rarely a variation on the theme, “Not my will, but yours be done.”
 That is the prayer God answers. Jesus’ prayer was of great faith because he trusted the Father with everything. All true prayers of faith end with, “Not my will, but yours be done.”

In reality, if we can’t say “thy will be done” from the bottom of our hearts, we will never know any peace. We will feel compelled to try to control people and control our environment and make things the way we believe they ought to be. Yet to control life like this is beyond our abilities, and we will just dash ourselves upon the rocks.
 As C. S. Lewis put it, “There are two kinds of people: those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done,’ and those to whom God says, ‘All right, then, have it your way.’”

I agree with Oswald Chambers who wrote, “It is not so true that prayer changes things as that prayer changes me, and then I change things; consequently we must not ask God to do what He has created us to do.”
 The most important thing in the world is to obey the will of God; the most important words in the world are “Thy will be done.”

We surrender our wills to God through disciplined prayer. As we spend time in prayer, we surrender our will to God and pray, with the Lord, “Not my will, but Thy will be done.” We must pray about everything, and let God have His way in everything.
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