Pentecost 15                            Perfume & Bombs            September 17, 2006
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Psalm 130 & Revelation 5:6-10, 8:1-5
Prayer and Fishing

As a kid growing up in Michigan there were always opportunities to fish, and I loved fishing.  I fished for perch in Lake Michigan, sunfish and blue gills from the many small lakes.  In streams and cricks I even fished for suckers just for the fun of catching them.
One reason I loved fishing was the thrill of the catch.  The shiver of the rod, the sudden tension on the pole, and then there’s the moment when you’re just about to real it in – that moment where the fish could break loose or make it all the way into the boat.  But as much as I looked forward to the catch, everyone knows fishing is so much more than the catch.  It’s about the wait and what happens between the cast and the catch.
Today we are going to talk about the Christian life and prayer, and fishing is about as good a metaphor as anything for the life of prayer.  While Jesus indeed says, “Ask and you will receive”, the bible also has a lot to say about what happens in between asking and receiving.
Worth the Wait

Prayer has been called “the bond of a believing heart with God” (Martin Luther on Psalm 27:8), and prayer, like any meaningful relationship, goes far beyond asking for and getting stuff.

As a child, I usually fished with someone else (my father, grandfather, brother, sister, friends, etc.).  Looking back, the waiting was the best part because of what happened during the wait.  In the cold morning air there could be warm conversations or comfortable silences.  There was pain and consolation if a hook needed to be removed from a finger, even discipline as dad barked, “stop putting worms in your sister’s hair.”  The result of all this was deep trust and bonding that is difficult to put into words.

In a fast food, High-speed, internet world, we don’t like to wait.  We think of God as a gumball machine.  Insert coin, turn crank, and out comes the gumball.  But God isn’t a gumball machine, and when our request is not immediately granted, we end up frustrated.  But as we exercise our spiritual muscle through prayer, the Bible tells us that waiting is an important part of prayer because of what happens during the wait.

Psalm130 is about prayer, and it emphasizes waiting more than the act of getting something.  The person who prays this psalm wants God to come quickly and save him from the mess he’s in because of his sin, but God wants him to wait.  While he waits for the situation to be resolved something happens to this person.  He recalls that God is merciful and forgives sinners, puts His hope, or confidence, in God’s Word, and His faith is strengthened.  So why, when our prayers are not answered right away, are filled with doubt, anxiety, nagging worries and fears?  What does this guy know that we don’t?

Bombs and Perfume
First, he knew that while he was waiting, perfumes and bombs were happening.  Well, sort of.  Let’s take a look.

In Revelation 5, John describes the worship of God that takes place in heaven.  As all heaven worships the Jesus the Lamb of God, John sees four living creatures and the 24 elders fall down before the Lamb.  Each one has a harp and they are holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of all the saints.”

What a wonderful picture!  My prayers, your prayers, people from all over the world blossoming before God’s throne.  The smoke swirls and lingers for God to take in.  Like perfume, the scent stays with him as a constant reminder.  God doesn’t just hear our prayers, he surrounds himself and delights in them.  But, maybe you’re a pragmatist like I am and you’re thinking, “I don’t want my prayers to float around so can sniff them.  I want him to do something.”  Fortunately, God does do something.

In revelation 8, Prayer is described with another image, but related to the first image.  In this scene, an angel comes to present to God incense and the prayers of all the saints.  It says that the smoke of the incense, together with the prayers of the saints, went up before God from the angel’s hand.  Then the angel took the censer, filled it with fire from the altar, and hurled it on the earth; and there came peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning and an earthquake.”
While we wait, the prayers go up as incense, are ignited with Holy fire, and sent back to earth as “bombs.”  We might recall the man with the demon-possessed son.  After years of waiting, he is healed in an instant when Jesus drives out the demon (Mark 9).  Just when it seems like God has fallen asleep sniffing perfume, down comes the fireball.  Everything changes.

Some of us can testify to Holy bombs and fireballs when God answered a prayer in the most amazing way.  A loved one miraculously recovers from an illness.  A check comes in the mail just in the nick of time.  But God drops even bigger bombs every day.  We don’t always to see them because we usually fail to pray for them and therefore fail to notice them even when they are exploding all around us.  

Through our prayers, the Word of the Lord has free course (2 Thess3:1).  God opens doors of opportunity to share Christ (Col 4:2-4; Eph 6:19-20).  Through prayer we are delivered from those who attack the Gospel (Rom 15:30-32; Ps 55:24; 2 Peter 2:7).  Through our prayers, the peace of the world is preserved (Jer 29:7).   Martin Luther once wrote, “Through prayer, Christians accomplish such great things that they can rule the world in divine things, help and profit every one, and do the greatest works on earth.”  God could have chosen to do these things some other way, but he chose to do them through our prayers.  The guy who wrote this Psalm could pray and wait with confidence because he knew that God was actively hearing his prayers and answering them in mighty ways.

A Loving God
The Psalmist was also able to wait with such confidence, because he knew that God is a loving God who forgives sins.  He knew this because God demonstrated His love to Israel in the past by delivering them from Egypt (the Exodus).  And God has demonstrated his love to us through His Son Jesus.
While we were still sinners, God sent Jesus to die for us.  Before Jesus was arrested, He prayed that we would have faith in him.  While he was being killed, he prayed from the Cross asking God to forgive your sins.  The perfume of that prayer reached God’s throne and came back three days later in a nuclear explosion that obliterated sin, death, and the fear of death for all who believe in Jesus.  We have peace with God.
Without faith in Christ and the forgiveness of sins because of his death and resurrection, our prayers would go up like the smoke from burning trash, not incense.  And any fireballs would fall back on our heads.  But Jesus’ died for you and now lives for you, so as you wait, wait with a joyful expectation that he will make Good on every one of his promises.  In particular, we await with joy his return when he will take us and all believers to be with him forever. 
May this hope motivate you to be diligent in good works, ardent in the preaching of the gospel, content while on your earthly pilgrimage, joyful in cross-bearing, and triumphant in death.

