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     Epiphany 2
Four habits of highly effective Christians:
2) speaking
Introduction

This month, we’re talking about habits – good ones, not bad.
We’re exploring behavior patterns…

behavior patterns that enable people to realize their potential and succeed in life.

Steven Covey claims there are seven –


seven habits of highly effective people.

God says there are four –


four habits that make his people highly effective…



four habits that enable people such as you and me 

to become all that God designed us to be…


to become – as Max Lucado says – “just like Jesus”.

Speaking – speaking with God – is one of those habits.
How else do you explain the repeated invitations?

“Call upon me…I will deliver you.” [Psalm 50:15 NIV]
“Ask…and it will be given to you.” [Matthew 7:7 NIV]
How else do you explain the repeated revelations?

that “Jesus (our model)…went, as he usually did, to the Mount of Olives, to pray.” 

[Luke 22:39 TEV]
“Steadfastly maintain the habit of prayer.” [Romans 12:12 PH]
That’s what a pastor named Paul tells us to do.

If you’re in the habit of doing that…of praying regularly and rigorously,


this message isn’t for you.

This message isn’t for Concordes; it’s for crop dusters.

A few of us pray like a Concorde jet: smooth and sleek, high and mighty.

Your words reverberate in the heavens.

If you pray like a Concorde jet, I salute you.

But if you don’t, I understand.

Maybe you’re like me…more of a crop-duster than a Concorde.

Your prayers aren’t flashy;


you seem to cover the same ground again and again;



and some mornings…

well, it’s tough to get the old engine cranked up.

Most of us – I suspect – are like that;


most of our prayer lives need a tune-up

Some of us need more sincerity.
Our prayers are a bit hollow – memorized, rigid…more liturgy than life.

Though they are daily, they are dull.

Others need more consistency.
We go days…weeks without much prayer.

Then something happens;


we hear a sermon, read a book, experience a tragedy…



and we plunge into prayer.

A short time later, though, we emerge from our dive.

Our journey through life continues; our prayers don’t

If we, however, want to be effective…

if we want to become all that God designed us to be…

well, you and I simply need to make prayer a habit.

This morning, we’ll explore what this habit involves.
We’ll ask – and attempt to answer – 

some of the questions people pose about prayer.

Speaking to God
1) How are we to pray?
Many people want to know how to pray.
Many books have been written to answer that question.

But, this morning, let’s keep it simple…


let’s simply listen to what our “model”…what Jesus says.

Let’s learn to pray “just like Jesus”.

Some of us may be reluctant to pray until we learn how to pray “properly”.
We’ve watched a few of those people who pray like a Concorde jet.

We’ve heard the mighty roar of their petitions.

And we’ve concluded that we’re no match for them.

So rather than pray poorly, we don’t pray at all.

We are waiting to learn how to pray before we actually pray.

Listen to what Jesus says:

When you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray…to be seen by men.  When you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father. [Matthew 6:5-6 NIV]
Some people – perhaps they were Lutherans – have suggested 

that, with these words, Jesus is telling us to keep our prayers private

There, of course, are moments 

when we need to go to a solitary place – as Jesus did –



and speak to the Father in private.

But that is not the principle Jesus proclaims here.

He simply says:


when you pray, don’t try to impress, just try to express.

The Father isn’t interested in our words;


he’s concerned about our wants.
Do you remember the crop duster that Jesus met one day?

the man with the son who needed a miracle? [Mark 9:14-27]
While other fathers watched their sons grow,

this father watched his son suffer.

While other fathers taught their sons a trade,


this father tried to keep his son alive.
Do you also remember how this crop duster prayed?

He didn’t even practice the primary principle of prayer;


he didn’t pray with confidence.

He said, “If you can do anything…help us.” [Mark 9:22 NIV]
If…?

The grammar of the original Greek text is even more revealing.
It indicates the man was a desperate doubter.

“This one is probably out of your league, Jesus;



but if you can…help!”

How did Jesus respond to this crop duster?

He healed the lad, didn’t he?

God, you see, doesn’t respond to our eloquence;


he responds to our expressions…our expressions of pain.

So when you pray, brothers and sisters,

you don’t need to impress…you only have to express
2) What are we to say?

Some people want to know how to pray;


others want to know what to say.

Again, Jesus has an answer.

One day, he told a gathering of the Father’s children:

“This is how you should pray…” [Matthew 6:9 NIV]
On that day, Jesus gave us more than words to say,


he revealed what to pray for…



what you and I are to include in our prayers.

Praise
When you pray, Jesus tells us, begin by saying:


“Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.” [Matthew 6:9 NIV]
In other words, says Jesus,

begin your prayers on a high note…a high note of praise.

We need to hear this, don’t we?

So often, our prayers are often nothing more than a list of wants.
We need this reminder to include a little worship.

You know, we can even get a bit “romantic” in our prayers.
We can tell the Father how much we adore him…
adore him for who he is.
We can tell him how grateful we are…

how much we appreciate all he has done for us.

As an ancient poet says:

“Know that the Lord is God…give thanks to him and praise his name.” 

[Psalm 100:3-4 NIV]

Purpose
When you pray, Jesus tells us, go on to say:


“Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” [Matthew 6:10 NIV]
Whenever you speak to the Father, says Jesus,

make a commitment…



commit yourself to God’s purpose – or plan – for your life.

Now I suspect that you and I


-- individuals living in a culture that emphasizes individual rights…




individuals accustomed to getting our own way and building our own kingdom –



I suspect that we’re not accustomed to making such a commitment

But listen to what Catherine Marshall says.
Catherine Marshall, the wife of a former chaplain to the US Senate,


has written several books on prayer.

In one book, Beyond Ourselves, she tells her story.
She tells how she would demand that God answer her prayers on her terms.

She also relates that – whenever she did this – 

God seemed remote…and she felt restless.

She goes on to say 

how she learned to surrender herself and each situation to God
through what she called a “prayer of relinquishment”

She also tells us that – whenever she did this –


she could sense God’s presence…and would experience his peace.
Could you and I also sense God’s presence in our lives…

could we feel his peace…


if we surrender ourselves to his purposes when we pray?

That pastor named Paul seems to think so.

He tells us that when we present ourselves and our situations to God…

when we “present our requests to God…the peace of God comes



and guards our hearts and minds”. [Philippians 4:6-7 NIV]
Provision
When you pray, Jesus tells us, say this, too:


“Give us today our daily bread.” [Matthew 6:11 NIV]
Is Jesus – with these words “Give us…”

is he giving us a blank check?
Is he telling us that we can ask God to provide all that we need each day of our lives?

When I was growing up, I was discouraged from asking God for the “small stuff”.
I was told that God is only concerned with the “big stuff”.

My problem?

I never had the courage to ask God for the “big stuff”.

I never dared to ask:
“God, would you please hang yourself on a tool of torture 

and pay for every mistake I’ve ever made?”

I never had the audacity to say:


“God, would you prepare a room in your house for me so I can live with you forever?”

I never asked God for that “big stuff”…


but guess what?

he did all that “big stuff” anyway…without me ever asking.

And because he’s already done the “big stuff” for both you and me,

we can ask him for help with the “small stuff”. 

What did that pastor named Paul once say?
“Since God did not spare even his own Son but gave him up for us, 

won’t he also surely give us everything else?” [Romans 8:32 LB]
Pardon
When you pray, Jesus tells us, don’t forget to ask for pardon:


“forgive us our debts, as we have also forgiven our debtors.” [Matthew 6:12 NIV]
Without pardon…without forgiveness, says Jesus,

you don’t have a prayer;



neither do I.

If Jesus hadn’t come to forgive the sins that separated us from God,

we couldn’t even speak to the Father

And if we don’t go out to forgive those sins that separate us from each other,

the Father won’t listen to us.

God is a very forgiving Father…


and he expects his children to imitate him.

In fact, says Jesus,


“If you do not forgive people their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.” 

[Matthew 6:15 NIV]

Harsh words…hard words.

No wonder Jesus tells us,


whenever you pray, don’t forget to ask for forgiveness.

Protection
Finally, says Jesus, when you pray, say:


“And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.” [Matthew 6:13 NIV]
In many cultures, people are aware of the spirit world;

they know the problems that the evil one – and the evil spirits – can create.

We, unfortunately, don’t.

Our attention has been diverted;


we’ve been conditioned 

to look for natural causes -- logical explanations -- for all our problems.

We’re struggling…just as people in other cultures struggle.

But we seem to be unaware 

· as that pastor named Paul once said – 


that we are struggling 
“not against flesh and blood, but against…the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” 

[Ephesians 6:12 NIV]
It’s good then -- is it not? -- that Jesus reminds us


whenever we speak to the Father 



to ask for protection…spiritual protection.

We simply are no match for the evil one.

But that evil one…well, he’s no match for God.
God can lead us out temptation;


he can deliver us from the evil one.

All we need to do, says Jesus, is to ask…
ask for that kind of protection from the spirits when we pray.
3) Why do we pray?
There is one more question that we need to consider.
Why do we pray?

This is a question I have asked several times in my life…

those times when I prayed…and waited;



those times when I begged God to speak, to act...and nothing happened.

Those were the times when I asked:

why pray? what good will it do?

Have you ever been there…done that?

I know a woman who is still praying and waiting.

She’s a single mom…with a mentally challenged child.

For more than 10 years, 
she’s fed that child, clothed that child, bathed that child…all by herself.
She is – as you might expect -- always tired.

Yet even though she is tired, she still prays…and waits.

She prays, I suspect, not in faith – but out of faithfulness –

faithfulness to a God she hasn’t seen or heard in a long, long time.

Why does she do it?

Why does she keep on praying…and waiting?

When I think of her, I have only a single argument

why she – or anyone else – should keep on praying.

It’s this: prayer and waiting are linked;

they’re joined at the hip.

Sometimes – when we pray -- God responds by changing our circumstance.

More often, he responds by changing us…


changing us to become what he designed us to be –

changing us to become more like Jesus

 And that – as you might expect -- takes time;

that involves waiting.

That also may explain why God uses James, the brother of Jesus, to tell us this:

“Consider it a sheer gift, friends, when tests and challenges come at you…  Don’t try to get out of anything prematurely. (In other words, wait.)  Let it do its work so you become mature and well-developed… If you don’t know what you’re doing, pray to the Father.” [James 1:2-5 MSG]
I understand what God is saying.

I know that God – who is used to waiting for me to grow –


I know that he has used waiting to help me grow.

More than 15 years ago, 

I lost everything I had – my family, job and life-savings – at the same time.

When it happened, I began to pray…and wait.
I prayed…and waited 2 years for a new job.

I prayed…and waited 4 years for a loving wife, 8 years for a lovely daughter.
I now look back on those years of waiting as a time of growth.

I became a different person –

kinder and gentler…
more patient and positive…
more loving…
you could say, a bit more like Jesus.

This – I submit – is how it works.

You pray…and wait.

But while you wait, you also pray.

And the more time you spend with God, the more you become like God.

A poet once said:


“Let everyone who is godly pray.” [Psalm 32:6 NIV]
I believe we could say 
that everyone who prays becomes godly…

everyone who prays – and waits – becomes god-like.

And that is why we pray…and keep on praying.

Conclusion
William Willimon is one of the outstanding preachers of our day.

At least, that’s what the publishers of his books want us to believe.

I like William Willimon more for his stories than for his sermons.
In one of his stories,

Willimon tells of a man – a friend – who, in the 70’s,



was sent to Russia by the World Council of Churches.
His task?  
To report on the state of the Christian church in Russia.

The man was not impressed.

When he returned, he told Willimon – almost contemptuously – that


“the Russian church is just a bunch of little old ladies praying…

praying for the downfall of communism”.

Willimon told this story in the 90s,

when the statutes Lenin and Stalin

· the two patron saints of atheistic Russia – 

lay toppled. 
Today Willimon says, “Beware of little old ladies praying”.

I say, “Beware of any one who makes prayer a habit”.
Hands regularly folded in prayer touch the heart of the loving God;

they also tap the power of an almighty God…



a God who is waiting to display that power 

on behalf of the people he loves.
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