Sunday 10th January 2009                Christine Simpson
‘PRAYING WITH ...... PURPOSE’

Colossians  1:9-12    Luke  11:1-13

This morning we begin our Sermon Series on prayer, “Praying with purpose”  - well, it sounds good – in keeping with strategies, goals, targets etc that we all like to try to achieve - but what does it mean? 
Jesus said, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find…” 
So are we to take it that we can pray for whatever we want and we’ll get it – and what if my purpose in prayer is the opposite of your purpose?  
I imagine there are plenty of children praying for more snow, so that they can have a holiday from School and go sledging or build snowmen, whereas many people are praying for the cold snap to end so they can get back to normal life. It can all become bit confusing!

Before we think about how to pray with purpose, we need to consider what the purpose of prayer is  – why we do actually pray. 
Some of us may regard prayer as a great joy and privilege; for others it may be a duty, a chore, something we only turn to out of guilt, fear or desperation - when all else fails. 
No doubt the disciples were used to praying – they would have learned to do so as children – it was a way of life for all Jews – a duty, not an option. Yet, they asked Jesus to teach them how to pray. Perhaps, as they observed him pray, they recognised something outside their own experience; a glimpse of his relationship with the One to whom he directed his prayers. They saw the fruits of Jesus’ prayers lived out in his actions and his attitude.

Jesus responded with words that form part of the Lord’s Prayer. 
This prayer is so familiar to us now – perhaps too familiar to have any real impact - but for the disciples it introduced a radical new way of praying in which they addressed God as “Father”. 
It is a prayer that invites us into an intimate relationship with the holy and almighty God and surely this is the starting point of all prayer – seeking communion with God, developing a relationship with Him, recognising our dependence upon him and his care for us. 
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In the Lord’s Prayer, we first of all offer praise and worship to God, recognising his sovereignty; we pray for the coming of his Kingdom; we ask for him to meet our needs and we acknowledge our need of forgiveness and our intention to forgive others as well as our need for God to strengthen and protect us from evil and temptation. 
The Lord’s Prayer reminds us that we DON’T just ask for these things for our self – we use the words “we”, “us” “our”, not “I”, “me”, “mine”.

Jesus went on to teach his disciples about being purposeful and persistent in their prayer. Most of us would be a bit loathe to wake up a friend at midnight and ask to borrow some bread, but hospitality in the east meant offering food and shelter to unexpected guests, whatever time of day or night they might arrive. You might not feel kindly disposed to a friend for wakening you from your slumbers, on the other hand, once you’d been disturbed, it would probably be easier to just get up and let him have what he wanted, rather than risk him waking the whole street by shouting and hammering on your door. 
So, does this mean that if we’re bold and keep on shouting at God, he will answer our requests just to shut us up? 
The word translated here as “boldness”, can also be translated as “impertinence”, or “shamelessness” and, perhaps this expresses the meaning better. In a culture governed by the criteria of honour and shame, the behaviour of the man seeking bread violated the boundaries of his friend’s privacy and the peace of the neighbourhood. It implies that the person who at first refused to help was won over by his friend’s willingness to make himself vulnerable, to risk his reputation for the sake of the traveller’s needs. 
Prayer might involve more than simply badgering God – it might also involve being willing to set aside our own security and comfort; taking the risk of becoming humble and vulnerable, in pursuit of a request.

The man who knocked on his friend’s door, had a clear purpose in mind – he needed bread. 
Jesus tells us that, like this man, we are to ask, seek and knock –“for everyone who asks, receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened.” 
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Jesus argues that no earthly Father is likely to give something harmful to a child who asks him for food. Matthew’s Gospel refers to God giving us “good gifts”. Luke tells us, “If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” 
Luke appears to be emphasising the connection between prayer and the Holy Spirit. 
We need the help of the Holy Spirit to enable us to pray with purpose – to draw us deeper into a relationship with God; to teach us how to pray and show us what to pray for.

Jesus teaches us that it is right to ask for things and to expect God to answer us. Sometimes we worry about bothering God with matters that may appear trivial on a universal scale, but we need to remember that God, like any parent, wants us to share our concerns with him. But what if he appears to ignore our requests?  In “Letters to Malcolm”, C S Lewis writes, “If God had answered all the silly prayers I’ve made in my life, where should I be now?” We have to accept that sometimes it’s through God’s grace and mercy that he leaves our prayer unanswered. We need to seek discernment to see things from God’s perspective and to remember that we can’t always see the bigger picture and the greater purpose.

God invites us to bring our personal needs to him and he also gives us the great responsibility and privilege of interceding for others in prayer. Our love and concern for other people and for our world should lead us to prayer. But how can we pray in a purposeful way? When we see a person in distress or a painful situation in the world, it’s tempting to try to fix it or to ask God to do so, but we don’t know what God may intend to do within that situation.  
It’s tempting too, to approach God with a kind of shopping list which, if we don’t take care, becomes longer and longer. 
In his book on prayer, Richard Foster suggests that, before we begin our prayers of intercession, we should spend time in quiet, opening ourselves to God and waiting until individuals or situations come to mind. Next, we offer them to God, listening to see if we receive any special discernment to guide the content of our prayer. Then we speak out what seems most appropriate in full confidence that God hears and answers. 
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We did this on a curates’ training weekend at the end of November and I was surprised at what did actually come to mind. I felt as if I was then able to pray with more purpose, believing that God had given me the desire to pray for those things.

Even when we are unsure how to pray for a situation, or for people we don’t know personally, we shouldn’t let it stop us. Paul had never met the people he wrote to in the Colossian church. 
We could take his prayer of a model of how to pray under those circumstances:
He prayed that they might understand God’s will and gain spiritual wisdom so that they could live a life pleasing to God by bearing good fruit and growing in their knowledge of Him and that God would give them patience and endurance and fill them with joy, strength and thankfulness. 
Praying with purpose means asking God to fulfil his will in that particular person or situation. 
We don’t need to doubt that God desires to bring people to a saving faith; that he wants to deliver people from addictions and all kinds of evil; that he wants people to follow his rule of love; that he wants to bring healing to our minds and bodies. 
It’s right to pray for these things with purpose and commitment.
In his pastoral letter, Bishop Mark reminds us that God has a special place for the marginalised in his affections. He urges us to pray for the poor of our world and suggests we “simply plonk ourselves down before God; to be ourselves; to come as we are, with our own concerns and those of others, on our hearts.” 
We are all called to pray – to co-operate with God – that his kingdom, his kingly rule, might be seen in our world – and this is a high calling and a great privilege. 
Praying with purpose involves developing our relationship with God and recognising our dependence upon Him; seeking discernment from the Holy Spirit and then praying with purpose and commitment in the knowledge that our heavenly Father desires only to give good things to his children.

