Lesson for March 25, 2007

The Life of Christ

Jesus Teaches His Disciples How to Pray

(Luke 11:1-54)

The prayer in this passage is often referred to as “The Lord’s Prayer,” but it is really the disciples’ prayer.  We can learn a number of principles from this prayer, even though it was for believers in a different dispensation.  Jesus was not actually praying, he was teaching His disciples how to pray.

Prayer has always been a grace system of communication with God for the believer.  The purpose of prayer is to communicate with our Heavenly Father.  God communicates with us through His Word.  We communicate with God through prayer.  God, therefore, expects all believers to pray.  God always answers the prayers of the believer when he is in fellowship with God.  God answers the believer’s prayers based on His attributes.  For example, God’s attribute of omnipotence gives Him the ability to hear and answer prayers.  However, God’s attributes of sovereignty, omniscience, righteousness, justice and love determine the answers to the believer’s prayer.  Understanding these attributes will assure the believer that his prayers are effective and that he is praying in accordance with the will of God.  We are actually commanded to “pray without ceasing,” which means to have a consistent prayer life. There are correct principles and procedures for praying, and it is important that we learn and use these principles and procedures. (Psalms 116:1-2; I Thessalonians 5:17; Ephesians 6:18; Philippians 4:6; Hebrews 4:16)

Prayer is for believers only.  In order for a person to address God as Father, they must first have a family relationship with Him.  This relationship is possible only by placing your faith in Jesus Christ as Savior.  There is no such thing as “the sinner’s prayer” (asking God to save you or telling God you believe – He already knows).  Praying does not save you – faith saves you.  Once this relationship exists, the believer has every right to communicate with his Heavenly Father.  This, of course, is what God wants us to do. (Galatians 3:26; John 1:12)  

All prayer is to be directed to the Father, on the basis of the Son’s payment for sin and in the power of the Holy Spirit.  Notice that in the sample prayer that Jesus used to teach his disciples, it begins with “Our Father who art in Heaven.”  Both Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit are praying and making intercession for us, therefore, we direct our prayer to the Father. This is how Jesus taught His disciples to pray. (Matthew 6:9; John 14:13-14; Ephesians 6:18; Hebrews 7:25; Romans 8:26-27)
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Long prayers are to be done in private. Public prayer should be short and to the point.  The Pharisees were fond of lengthy prayers so that men would see and hear them being “holy.”  The Bible says that they already had their reward (being seen of men).  When we pray, it should be done in private to God. (Matthew 6:5-7)
There is an order for prayer.  The first item of our prayer should always be to acknowledge or admit our sins directly to God.  This restores the guidance of the Holy Spirit and fellowship with God.  The believer is now in a position to be heard by God.  This should be another encouragement to acknowledge your sins immediately when they are committed.  This too was a part of the sample prayer of Jesus for His disciples (…forgive us our sins…). (I John 1:9; Psalm 66:18)

Secondly, we should give thanks for the spiritual and material blessings that God has graciously given to us.  A part of Jesus’ sample prayer is “Hallowed (holy) be Thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done ,etc.”  The believer’s attitude of thanksgiving is based on his love for God.  The more you know about God, the more you appreciate Him.  Praying before a meal is a way of showing gratitude for the logistical blessings of God.  This prayer, according to Paul in I Timothy 4:4-5, is to be offered based on a believer’s knowledge of Bible doctrine.

 We should then pray for others - intercessory prayer.  This means we must know the needs of others.  Since God does not force a person to believe in Christ, our prayer for the unbeliever should be that he will hear a clear Gospel message.  We could also pray that God would provide us the opportunity to present the Gospel to that person.  You are also commanded to pray for your enemies, which means you must exercise impersonal love toward them.  (Matthew 5:44; Luke 6:28; Ephesians 6:18-19; I Thessalonians 5:18;I Timothy 4:4-5; James 5:15-16)

Finally, you should pray for your own needs - petition.  “Give us this day our daily bread” is a prayer for logistical grace blessings from God and was part of the sample prayer of Jesus.  “Lead us not into temptation,” which is part of the sample prayer of Jesus, is a petition for our own needs.  God never tempts anyone to sin, so the meaning of this phrase is a plea to God for us not to be put in a place of temptation greater than we can handle.  Remember, there are some things that you don’t have to pray about.  For example, we are commanded to be filled with (guided by) the Holy Spirit.  We can be guided by the Holy Spirit only after we have admitted or acknowledged our sins to God.  So we don’t have to pray, “Fill me with your Holy Spirit,” which would show our lack of knowledge of God’s Word and is actually an insult to God. (Philippians 4:6; Hebrews 4:16)
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Out-of-fellowship believers’ prayers are not heard by God (unless it is a prayer acknowledging personal sin) and are therefore totally ineffective.  Lack of faith means that the believer’s prayer will not be heard because he is committing the mental attitude sin of fear or worry. (Psalms 66:18; Matthew 18:19; 21:22; Mark 11:24; Philippians 4:6)  When a believer makes a request to God with a selfish attitude, wanting something contrary to God’s plan, he is out of fellowship. (James 4:2-3)  Lack of impersonal love toward mankind can cause a believer’s prayer not to be heard. (Proverbs 21:13)  Lack of harmony in marriage causes the believer to be out of fellowship with God. (I Peter 3:7)  Arrogance on the part of the believer is a mental attitude sin and the main cause of the believer’s prayer not to be heard.  (Job 35:12-13)  Asking against God’s will causes the believer’s prayer to go unheard. (I John 5:14)  Lack of obedience or submission to God’s direct will means the believer’s prayers will be ineffective.  (I John 3:22) Lack of the guidance of the Holy Spirit (which means that the believer is out of fellowship with God) will cause the believer’s prayers to be unheard. (Ephesians 6:18)  

It is the privilege of every believer to have a part of another person’s life or ministry through prayer.  We all need the prayer of others.  Therefore, it is important that we all develop a consistent prayer life.  In James 5:16 it tells us that the effective, continuous prayer of a righteous person has great results.  This means that as a believer matures in his spiritual life his prayer will become more effective.  It is impossible to pray effectively without knowledge of specific and essential needs.  (Acts 12)

Categories of Prayer

God has both a directive will and a permissive will.  This means that sometimes He gives us our request but it does not turn out to be what we really desired.  

Request Granted – Desire Not Granted

You may recall the story of Israel’s desire to be like other nations, by having a king.  In their state of being out of fellowship with God, Israel was rejecting God’s rulership over them in favor of being “like” neighboring nations who were ruled by kings.  God, at the request of the prophet Samuel, gave them their petition to have a king.  Saul was the king, and as long as he was ruling, Israel had problems of strife and civil war.  So God granted them their request, but not their desire (Israel’s desire was not for strife and civil war). (I Samuel 8)
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Request Not Granted – Desire Granted

We find this category of prayer in II Corinthians 12:7-10.  Paul offered a prayer to God regarding his “thorn in the flesh.”  Exactly what this thorn was we are not told.  The reason for the thorn was revealed, however.  It was given to Paul so he would not become arrogant after having been briefly in heaven with the Lord.  Paul actually made the request to God three times.  God’s answer was not to remove the thorn.  God’s answer was “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in your weakness.”

What we must remember is that God’s grace is always present in our lives and it is His grace that provides the ability to endure or to escape testing that comes our way.  What was Paul’s desire? It was to have peace and happiness.  God’s grace provided this peace and happiness despite the thorn, but the request to remove the thorn was not granted.  What was Paul’s response to God’s answer?  Look at verse 9 and 10, “Most gladly will I boast about my weaknesses…..”.

Request Granted – Desire Granted

An example of this prayer is found in Luke 23:39-43.  This is the story of the thief on the Cross.  The Bible tells us that two thieves were crucified next to Jesus, but only one recognized and believed that He was the Savior.  These two thieves were justly condemned, but one of them realized that the Man between them was the Savior.  This thief asked to be remembered by Christ when He came into His kingdom (an act of faith for salvation).  The thief’s request was to be a part of Christ’s kingdom and his desire was for salvation.  He received them both.

Request Not Granted – Desire Not Granted

The prayers of the believer who is out of fellowship with God will not be heard, unless it is a prayer of acknowledging personal sin.  Therefore, any request by the out-of-fellowship believer will not be granted and the desire of the request will not be granted.  “You ask, and receive not, because you ask amiss, that you may consume it upon your own lusts.” (James 4:3)

The Prayer of Jesus for All Believers

(John 17:1-26)

Jesus prayed for all those who would come to know Him as personal Savior.  It is a unique prayer in that it includes His disciples, those who they brought to Christ and all who would believe in the future.
