Praying Like Jabez #3

“Praying for God’s Protection”

1 Chronicles 4:9-10

Tonight we wrap up our study, “Praying Like Jabez,” taken from the little known Old Testament book of 1 Chronicles. Since we have been away from this text for a couple of weeks, let’s remind ourselves of this tiny biography of a terrific believer:

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. (1 Chronicles 4:9-10)
When I was putting together this brief series of sermons I realized that this prayer broke down nicely into three sections: praying for God’s provision (“Oh, that you would bless me and enlarge my territory!”), praying for God’s presence (“Let your hand be with me”), and praying for God’s protection (“keep me from harm so that I will be free from pain.”) We have come to the third section tonight, praying for God’s protection. The hand of God is not only a guiding presence, but it’s also a protective power.

It is here that Jabez’ prayer connects the most with his name, meaning, “pain.” A literal rendering could read, “He causes (or will cause) pain.”
 One writer suggests,
This is the pathetic picture of a life which in its beginning at least was typical of many an earthly story. “Little Misery” we might appropriately call this child of misfortune who came into the world under a cloud of pessimism. His very mother refused to welcome him. Perhaps there were conditions in her motherhood that made his advent only a suggestion of shame and sorrow. His childhood was overshadowed with gloom, perhaps neglect and every discouragement.

And so Jabez concludes his prayer with, “keep me from harm so that I will be free from pain.” The word “harm” renders the Hebrew term ra` which literally means “bad” or “evil.” It is translated “adversity”, “affliction”, and “calamity”, but it can also mean “harm”, “hurtful”, “sorrow”, or “grief”.

With this in mind, the final request of Jabez resembles the words of Jesus in what we often call The Lord’s Prayer, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil (or the evil one)” (Matthew 6:13). This speaks of spiritual as well as physical protection.

Yet, as with other aspects of this prayer, the final phrase of Jabez’ petition strikes some as being self-centered, opting for an easy, pain free existence. Is that really what Jabez was requesting? I don’t think so. Let’s take a closer look.

Protect Myself from Pain 

The most obvious way to understand this phrase is “protect myself from pain.” The simple, word-for-word translation reads: “and that You would keep me from harm that it may not pain me!” Chuck Swindoll amplifies this to read, “and that You would [act to protect] me from harm [so] that it may not [be sorrowful to me] [as my name implies]!”
 He says, in effect, “Lord, I’m Jabez by name. I know what pain is like. But I’m weary of that kind of lifestyle, I pray that You might turn my life around and stop the hurtful patterns. As I come out from under the cloud of difficulty, I pray that You would make of me a man altogether unique, because I don’t want to live up to my name.”
 

I don’t believe Jabez was asking that there might be no clouds in his sky nor thorns in his path; but that pain might not characterize his life. God’s grace can take the evil out of everything so that sorrow will lose its bitterness, hate its power to harm us, and death its sting.

I also see a spiritual component to this request. I suspect Jabez did not want the blessings he anticipated to become a source of pain by allowing them to disconnect him from God. So he asked God to put “a restraining order on the devil,” as Tony Evans suggests. The more God blesses you, the more Satan sets his sights on you. Success, then, is a great opportunity for failure if we are not alert. After all, the higher you go, the farther you can fall. When received, blessings like those Jabez requested can dull our sense of dependency on God. This man knew Satan would try to use coming blessings as an opportunity to tempt him to become independent from God.
 And so he prayed that God would keep him from this evil.
Prosperity can be more spiritually threatening than adversity, for prosperity causes us to forget God. In Deuteronomy 8:6-14, Moses warned the Israelites, 

Observe the commands of the Lord your God, walking in his ways and revering him. For the Lord your God is bringing you into a good land—a land with streams and pools of water, with springs flowing in the valleys and hills; a land with wheat and barley, vines and fig trees, pomegranates, olive oil and honey; a land where bread will not be scarce and you will lack nothing; a land where the rocks are iron and you can dig copper out of the hills. When you have eaten and are satisfied, praise the Lord your God for the good land he has given you. Be careful that you do not forget the Lord your God, failing to observe his commands, his laws and his decrees that I am giving you this day. Otherwise, when you eat and are satisfied, when you build fine houses and settle down, and when your herds and flocks grow large and your silver and gold increase and all you have is multiplied, then your heart will become proud and you will forget the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. 

Jabez wisely asked God to protect himself from evil that can come with pain or with prosperity. Either one threaten our relationship with the Lord.

Protect Others from My Pain 

I believe there is more to this request than just that, however. I see here a request to protect others from my pain—the pain I might inflict. As mentioned earlier, a literal rendering of the name Jabez could read, “He causes (or will cause) pain.”
 Some have translated the last phrase of 1 Chronicles 4:10 as, “keep me from evil, that I may not cause pain.”
 It is easy to simply read this as, “keep me from evil, that I may not experience pain,” and that may well be part of the intention. But I also believe that Jabez was sensitive to his potential to do things that hurt others.
 He did not want to cause pain for others, and he prayed that God might protect them from his pain.

We must be careful that we do not become insensitive or unaware of those around us. As Christians we have a wonderful relationship with our Creator, but we do not exist in a vacuum. We also relate with others and we must keep them in mind, too. Paul writes in Galatians 5:1, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.” Freedom is the overall theme of this letter, what some have called the “Magna Carta of spiritual liberty.”
 Yet Paul goes on in that same chapter, in verses 13-15,

You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. The entire law is summed up in a single command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other.

Yes, we are free in Christ, but that freedom does not allow us to ride roughshod over others. Elsewhere in Romans 14:13 Paul writes, “Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way.” This is explained more fully in 1 Corinthians 8. Some of the Corinthian Christians had come out of a lifestyle of idolatry, and any meat sacrificed at an idol temple was offensive to them. Others knew that idols were nothing and such sacrifices did not make the meat “unclean.” Yet Paul admonished these strong believers in verse 9, “Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not become a stumbling block to the weak.” We must consider more than ourselves in what we do. Paul concluded this section in verse 13, “Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause him to fall.” Don’t forget, as Paul wrote in Romans 14:7, “For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone.” 
Imagine how different our lives would be if we would pray each day, “Lord, keep me from evil, that I may not cause pain to anybody else”! Maybe we would be more careful about what we say and do, considering how it impacts others. Maybe we would have less regrets, have to issue less apologies, and deal with less guilt when it comes to our relationships if we would simply pray, “Lord, protect others from pain that I might cause.”

Protect God from My Pain

Finally, I believe this prayer can be understood as a request to protect God from my pain. I realize that sounds preposterous—as though God needed protection! Yet this does acknowledge that we have the capacity to cause pain to our God. And, as one old preacher put it, “We are anxious to escape from the things that cause us pain rather than from the things that cause God pain.”

Both Old and New Testaments reflect the propensity we have to cause pain to God. We read in Isaiah 63:9-10,

In all their distress He too was distressed, and the angel of His presence saved them. In His love and mercy He redeemed them; He lifted them up and carried them all the days of old. Yet they rebelled and grieved his Holy Spirit. So He turned and became their enemy and He Himself fought against them.

In one of the few clear references to the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament, this passage shows that He can be grieved. This is echoed in the New Testament, as Ephesians 4:30 states, “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.”
This shows that God—the Holy Spirit in particular—is a person, not a thing or a force. He has feelings, and His feelings can be hurt. The Holy Spirit is a sensitive Spirit. He hates sin, discord and falsehood, and shrinks away from them. Therefore, if we wish to avoid hurting Him, we must shrink from them, too. Every Spirit-filled believer desires to bring Him pleasure, not pain.
 Warren Wiersbe points out, 

Have you ever considered the fact that the sins of Christians are worse than the sins of other people? When believers sin, they not only break the God’s Law, but they break God’s heart. A believer deliberately sinning isn’t just the disobedience of a servant to a master or the rebellion of a subject against a king; it’s the offense of a child against the loving Father. The sins we cherish and think we get away with cause God grief.

God prefers that we are continually aware of the Spirit’s indwelling presence and sensitive to how deeply sin affects Him as well as us. It is good to understand the biblical theology of grieving the Spirit. It helps when we are able to feel God’s sorrow over sin.

Again, can you imagine how different our lives would be if we prayed each day, “Lord, keep me from evil, that I may not cause pain to You”? How fewer prayers asking for His forgiveness would we make? How better would our testimony to others be if we consciously avoided those things which caused pain to our Lord? This is not a selfish request, although our lives would certainly be better if we prayed it…and lived it.

Let’s not miss the conclusion of Jabez’ mini-biography: “And God granted his request,” This, as much as anything else, demonstrates that God was pleased with Jabez and his prayer. The man named ‘Pain” was honored because of his relationship with God.
 I am convinced that if this prayer was as self-centered and materialistic as some have made it out to be, God would not have granted his request.

So let’s be praying like Jabez—for God’s provision, presence, and protection, all for His glory, not for our own greed or ease. And remember, the prayer of Jabez is not a formula that if we say them just right God will have to give us what we want. That is not prayer. That’s magic. It was not the prayer that did it; rather it was the God to whom Jabez prayed.
 He is the one that makes all the difference.
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