Praying Like Jabez #2

“Praying for God’s Presence”

1 Chronicles 4:9-10

When I was growing up, MAD magazine was very popular, with the iconic image of Alfred E. Newman usually gracing the cover. The magazine poked fun at modern movies and television shows, advertising, and the like. There were some recurring bits such as “Spy vs. Spy,” or “A Day in the Life of…” depicting the purported hour-by-hour activities of a particular celebrity, or “Alfred’s Poor Almanac,” a parody of Benjamin Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanac. My favorite, though, was a feature entitled, “Snappy Answers to Stupid Questions.” My favorite featured a stewardess on an airplane asking a passenger who was sitting on a newspaper, “Are you reading that?” The man stood up, turned the page, sat back down on the paper and said, “Yes, I am.”

I mention that because we might sometimes wonder what snappy answers God would give to what we perceive to be stupid questions. Or we may question the sanity of praying at all. If God knows everything before we pray, and if He truly wants to provide for us anyway, why bother praying at all? Isn’t prayer just a waste of time? Or you might say it this way: If God has ordained all things, won’t He do whatever he’s going to do, with or without my prayers?
 Why ask for what God has already promised to do?

I don’t believe those warrant snappy answers because I don’t believe they are stupid questions. Any logical person would wonder, “Why does human prayer matter when we believe in an all-knowing, all-powerful, sovereign God?” 

This evening we continue our series, “Praying Like Jabez,” based on the brief description of an otherwise unknown man from the Old Testament. For the benefit of those not here last week, let’s turn to 1 Chronicles 4:9-10 and read it:

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.

Last week we focused on the first part of Jabez’ prayer, “Oh, that you would bless me and enlarge my territory!” Tonight we move on to the next phrase, “Let your hand be with me,” under the title, “Praying for God’s Presence.”
We often read about the “hand of God” in the Bible, even though God exists as a spirit and does not have literal hands. In the ancient culture and literary world, the hand was a symbol of power, strength, control, or skill. Throughout Scripture, God’s divine presence, sovereign intervention and the exercise of His power are associated with “the hand of the Lord.” The bottom line is this: No measure of success is safe without God’s presence and power.

The Promise of God’s Presence 

We begin tonight with the promise of God’s presence. One commentator notes that the phrase “Let your hand be with me” refers to God’s “divine active presence.”
 That word “active” is key here. The Bible teaches that God is omnipresent, meaning that He is everywhere all the time. David poetically expresses this in Psalm 139:7-10,
Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast.

If God is everywhere all the time, why do we need to ask for His presence? (Sounds like a stupid question requiring a snappy answer, right?) Jabez was not merely asking for God’s presence in his life; he was requesting God’s active presence to be at work in his life.

This would be akin to a child learning how to ride a bike. When that day comes and the training wheels are taken off, the child really wants to experience the freedom and exhilaration of riding on two wheels. But in those early moments, he or she will want Mom or Dad to be nearby, just in case they begin to falter.

Earlier in his prayer Jabez asked for God’s provision—you could even say God’s prosperity (as long as you don’t get carried away with that term!) Now he realized, “If I get more territory, that means I’ll have more responsibility. I’ll have greater demands and more pressure, and I’ll really need God’s help in my life.” So he requested God to be with him.
 Jabez didn’t want success if it meant distance from God, so he immediately and humbly requested that the Lord stay close.
 This mindset is reflected in the words of the hymn, “If Jesus goes with me, I’ll go anywhere! ‘Tis heaven to me where’er I may be if He is there.” 

The good news is that God has promised His presence to His followers. In Genesis 28:15 He promised Jacob, “I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.” In Deuteronomy 31:6 and 8, Moses told the Israelites, “Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid or terrified because of them, for the Lord your God goes with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you…. The Lord himself goes before you and will be with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged.” God reiterated that promise to Joshua in Joshua 1:5, “As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you.” Jesus told His disciples in Matthew 28:20 as He was ascending into heaven, “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” Hebrews 13:5 echoes these promises, “God has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.’”
Why do we ask for His presence, then? We ask for God’s active presence to be at work, since no measure of success is safe without God’s presence and power.

The Pledge of God’s Power 

This brings us to the pledge of God’s power. The phrase “the hand of the Lord” in the Bible also represents God’s power, as in Joshua 4:23-24, 
“For the Lord your God dried up the Jordan before you until you had crossed over. The Lord your God did to the Jordan just what he had done to the Red Sea when he dried it up before us until we had crossed over. He did this so that all the peoples of the earth might know that the hand of the Lord is powerful and so that you might always fear the Lord your God.”
Ezekiel recorded in Ezekiel 3:14, “the strong hand of the Lord [was] upon me.” The hand of the Lord, then, was a symbolic way of expressing God’s power in someone’s life.

As Christians we must rely upon the power of God in our lives. Yes, we can say with Paul in Philippians 4:13, “I can do everything through him who gives me strength,” but we must balance that with Jesus’ words in John 15:5, “Without me you can do nothing.” Praying for God’s power acknowledges that we cannot do it on our own.
If seeking God’s blessings is our ultimate act of worship, and asking to do more for Him is our utmost ambition, then asking for God’s hand upon us is our strategic choice to sustain and continue the great things that God has begun in our lives. That’s why you could call God’s hand on you “the touch of greatness.” You do not become great; you become dependent on the strong hand of God. Your surrendered need turns into His unlimited opportunity. And He becomes great through you.

One of my favorite verses in the New Testament that expresses confidence without cockiness is 2 Corinthians 3:4-5, where Paul writes, “Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God.”
Praying for God’s hand to be upon us is to ask for His active presence and His almighty power to be at work in our lives. 

The Pathway to God’s Pleasure

I conclude with the pathway to God’s pleasure. At the beginning of this message I asked, “If God knows everything before we pray, and if He truly wants to provide for us anyway, why bother praying at all? Isn’t prayer just a waste of time? If God has ordained all things, won’t He do whatever He’s going to do, with or without my prayers?” The answer goes something like this: 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. 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.
 This is the pathway to God’s pleasure, and it is very important that we are pleasing to God.

We have seen several instances in the Bible where “the hand of God” was upon someone as evidence of God’s presence and power. But there are other instances in Scripture where “the hand of God” was against His foes, and the outcome was not pretty. In Exodus 7:5 God said, “And the Egyptians will know that I am the Lord when I stretch out my hand against Egypt and bring the Israelites out of it.” Moses wrote in Deuteronomy 2:15, “The Lord’s hand was against them until he had completely eliminated them from the camp.” Judges 2:10-14 describes how the Israelites angered the Lord by worshipping other gods and disobeying Him. Verse 15 concludes, “Whenever Israel went out to fight, the hand of the Lord was against them to defeat them, just as he had sworn to them. They were in great distress.” Not good!
Samuel warned the people in 1 Samuel 12:14-15,

If you fear the Lord and serve and obey him and do not rebel against his commands, and if both you and the king who reigns over you follow the Lord your God—good! But if you do not obey the Lord, and if you rebel against his commands, his hand will be against you, as it was against your fathers.
We want the hand of the Lord to be with us, not against us! As Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:9, “So we make it our goal to please him…” You might be wondering, “So what is the pathway to God’s pleasure? How can I know His hand is with me and not against me?” I believe one answer to that is seen in Colossians 1:10-12,

And we pray this in order that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, being strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience, and joyfully giving thanks to the Father…

Bearing fruit…growing in the knowledge of God…being strengthened with all power…having great endurance and patience…joyfully giving thanks to the Father… these are all great ways to evidence the pleasure of God in our lives. We might condense it down to the title of the old hymn, “Trust and Obey.”

There is another aspect to the pathway to God’s pleasure, though, and that is in simply asking for His hand to be upon us—His presence and power in our lives. Tragic as it might sound, the hand of the Lord is so seldom experienced by even mature Christians that they don’t miss it and don’t ask for it. They hardly know it exists. They think of it as something reserved for prophets and apostles, but not for them.

By saying “Let your hand be with me,” Jabez prayed, “Lord, I’m counting on You to do these things in Your time and in Your way. But when You do, I don’t want to go it alone. I want You to go with me. I want You to guide each step I take with Your mighty hand. I don’t want to feel less and less of Your hand on my life as I taste more and more of a successful life. Therefore, I humbly ask that You will be with me.”
 Like the child learning to ride a bike, we acknowledge that we must do things ourselves—obedience to God’s commands—but we also know that we need God’s presence and power to do it.

When was the last time you pleaded for the filling of the Spirit? When was the last time you prayed to God regularly and fervently, “Oh, put Your hand upon me! Fill me with Your Spirit!”?

Remember, no measure of success is safe without God’s presence and power.
 We can do great things for God only when His presence and power are with us. Without Him we can do nothing. Admitting our reliance on Him keeps us from becoming proud and thinking we can do it on our own.

Sure, God has promised His presence and His power to His children. But He also wants us to acknowledge our need for them by asking for them. This is not a stupid question inviting a snappy answer from heaven. This is a lifeline for survival, let alone success, in the Christian life.
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