Dynamic Christian LIfe (IV)
Continually devoted to prayer


introduction

A. For the past three weeks now, we’ve been examining the early church in its most primitive and pure state, in its very infancy -- right there at the very start in Acts 2. It was a time when the church could be described as dynamic – that is, vibrant, full of life and power, vigorous. 
1. At this early stage, the church had no programs, no building, no name, not even an organization other than the leadership of the apostles. Yet it was having a huge impact on the community around them – they were being held in favor among all the people and God was adding to their number day by day those who were being saved (vs.47).
a) We don’t have to guess at why they were having such a great impact, for Luke told us in vs.42-46. It was because of their devotion, specifically to four things: To the apostles’ teaching (the word of God), to fellowship (gathering together), to breaking of bread (worship) and to prayer.

2. It has been with the goal of helping us become more dynamic in our Christian walk, more dynamic as a church that we have been looking at these four things, having now examined the first three. And with that same goal, this morning we come to the fourth thing that the early church continually devoted themselves to: Prayer.

3. Perhaps this is the most important of all, but without a doubt it is the most neglected. Let’s begin by noticing that…


II. A dynamic church is a praying church

A. That the early church was devoted to prayer is seen not only in Acts 2.42, but throughout the book of Acts: 1.14; 6.4; 12.5,12

1. This instance in Acts 12 seems to be in the middle of the night even (vs.vs.6,18). 

2. Rom 12.9-13 similarly describes the dynamic Christian life, with devotion to prayer as one of the essential elements
3. It was not only the key to their dynamic lives, but to their success. I’ll talk about why shortly.  But I’d like you to consider ourselves today in comparison. How do we measure up to the first century Christians in terms of devotion to prayer?


B. Today, Christians do not pray together very much. At least we could not describe as being devoted to prayer.
1. How often do we gather together for the purpose of prayer? I know we pray briefly whenever we gather together, but do we gather together for that purpose or is prayer merely something briefly and habitually tagged onto the beginning and end of our meetings?
2. Prayer meetings are mostly a thing of the past and when churches do have them, they attract only a few faithful disciples. Most people are either disinterested or uncomfortable in gathering together for prayer.
a) Excuse me for referring to a Baptist, but here’s a quote that illustrates what I’m talking about. This writer says about Charles Spurgeon that he was lamenting “the declining spiritual condition of churches in London. One of the things that was an evidence of this decline, in Spurgeon’s mind, was the fact that many churches were meeting as little as twice a week for prayer!.” (Quoted in A Tour Through Acts 4th in the Series A Great Church is a Devoted Church by J. David Hoke May 25, 1997; On http://www.horizonsnet.org/sermons/acts04.html; 06-06) 

b) If you look at the spiritual state of England today – one of the most religiously indifferent countries of the world -- you can see why Spurgeon was concerned.
 

III. Why is prayer so important?

A. Without prayer, we are powerless
1. Our goal is to be dynamic, which as I pointed out previously, not only means alive and energetic, but filled with power. The word we get dynamite from. I said I would discuss in a future lesson the source of this power. Well, here it is right here. The source is prayer – not prayer itself, but God. Prayer is simply how we tap into God’s power. It is, in part, the avenue through which God empowers us to do the things he asks us to do. The source of their dynamic, power-filled lives was God. He is the source of all power, so without prayer, we are simply on our own.  

B. God’s power is limitless

1. When Sarah laughed at the thought of her having a child within a year, the angels said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh? Is anything too difficult for the Lord?” (Gen 18.14)

2. When Moses asked God how it could be that God would give the Israelites in the wilderness meat for a month, God asked Moses, “Is the Lord’s power limited?” (Num 11.23)
3. When the prophet Jeremiah was in imprisoned by Zedekiah for prophesying that Babylon would come and destroy Jerusalem and take Judah captive, including king Zedekiah, God told Jeremiah to buy a piece of land and save the deed in a jar because one day houses and fields and vineyards would be bought in the land of Judah. So Jeremiah responded said, “Ah Lord GOD! Behold, You have made the heavens and the earth by Your great power and by Your outstretched arm! Nothing is too difficult for You” (Jer 32:17). Shortly later God again said to Jeremiah: “Behold, I am  the Lord, the God of all flesh, is anything too difficult for Me?” (32.27)

4. When the Angel Gabriel told Mary that she would be with child through the Holy Spirit and that Elizabeth would likewise have a child in her old age, he said, “For nothing is impossible with God” (Lk 1.37)

5. When Jesus told the disciples that it was easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to be saved, they said, “Who then can be saved?” Jesus replied, “With man it is impossible. With God all things are possible” (Mt 19.26)

a) Luke’s account says, “The things that are impossible with man are possible with God”

6. He is able to do in us far beyond what we could even ask or think – Eph 3.20
7. When Paul said he has learned to be content in all situations, he said, “I can all things through Him who strengthens me”

C. We have our access to that power through prayer– Jas 5.16

1. The word for “effective” here is energeo, from which we get energy. Remember I said that to be a dynamic Christian means to be energetic, full of life and power? Where does that energy come from? How do we obtain it? Prayer. Prayer is energeo, it is energetic, able to do work, powerful. 
2. And word for “accomplishes much” is Gk. ischuoo, for which Kittle’s TDNT says, “has the meaning "to be able," "to be capable," "capacity," "power," "strength” and is synonymous with dunamis. So a righteous man’s prayers are energetic dynamite.
3. So here we are – prayer will give you the power, the energy to be a dynamic Christian, because it is the connection to the source of all power.
4. “Prayer is the slender nerve that moves the muscles of omnipotence.” (John MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary)


5. We can go back to Acts for a perfect example -- cf. Acts 4.31 – It shook the ground. It filled them with boldness. In prayer you call upon Almighty, all-powerful God. 


IV. Motivations to prayer
A. We are commanded to

1. Be devoted to prayer – Col 4.2 

2. Pray at all times – Eph 6.18

3. For all the saints – Eph 6.18

4. For all men, including kings and rulers – 1 Tim 2.1

5. In everything – Phil 4.6

6. Without ceasing – 1 Thes 5.17

7. That pretty well covers it – Be devoted to praying at all times, for all saints and for all men, in everything without ceasing. Does that describe your prayer life? Does that describe the prayer life of this church? Does it even come close?


8. But there are greater motivations than simply being commanded to pray.

B. Jesus’ example

1. Jesus was devoted to prayer

a) Lk 5.16; Mk 6.46; Lk 6.12 – Often slip away; Would spend the entire night in prayer. Of course, he prayed far more than these statement indicate, for no doubt Jesus constantly prayed throughout the day, even in the midst of all the chaos around him.

b) He still does – Heb 7.25

2. If the Son of God needed that much time in prayer, how more do we?

a) And no one was ever more busy than Jesus. Many times he was so busy that he didn’t have time to eat. After all, he only had an entire nation making demands on him. He couldn’t escape from all the demands on him, no matter where he went. So the only way for Jesus to get time to pray was to make time. So he sent the crowds away, he sought out quiet places, he prayed late at night when others were sleeping.

3. We likewise will not find time to pray. For that matter, we will not find time for anything else either – not for Bible study, not for fellowship, not for worship. For the simple fact is that you do not find time laying around. We have to make time. And the funny thing is that no matter how busy we are, we are always able to make time for the things that are important to us, the things we want to do. For Jesus, it was prayer.


C. Jesus promised to answer prayer – Jn 14.13-14
1. This takes us back to what we’ve already said – prayer is powerful. It connects us to the all-powerful God who is not only able to do all things, but who is able to do beyond all that we can ask or think. Here Jesus tells us that he is not just able to, he is willing to.

2. In fact, if we really believed the promises about prayer and understood our need to prayer, we wouldn’t have to be commanded. We couldn’t be stopped from praying. We’d probably spend too much time in prayer.


D. We need the prayers of one another – Jas 5.13-18; Eph 6.10-18
1. We need help to fight the spiritual battles of this world, to overcome sin and Satan’s schemes. Notice that prayer is the apex of this list of spiritual armor. Without prayer, we cannot fight the battle. And it is prayer for one another.

2. BTW, We cannot know how to pray for one another if we cannot confess our sins to one another. But we cannot confess sins except in an environment of non-judgmentalism, nor in such a formal environment as our worship and Bible studies assemblies. Which brings me to my final point:

V. hindrances to prayer

Devotion to prayer, both individual and corporate, has almost completely died out in most churches. Why is that? Why aren’t we praying together?

1. I don’t mean the short, usual prayers we offer before and after our worship and classes nor the prayers before meals.

B. Unconfessed Sin -- 1 Pet 3.12
1. Sin will do two things to your prayer life:

a) Hinder the effectiveness of your prayers – e.g. 1 Pet 3.7

b) Will keep you from praying. A guilty conscience will keep us away from God.

(1) Ironically, however, the only way to be rid of a guilty conscience, if you are a Christian, is through prayer (coupled with repentance, of course) – 1 Jn 1.8-10

(2) If are struggling with sin in your life, that’s when you need prayer the most

C. A self-reliant spirit
1. We tend to be doers – lot easier to do things than to spend time in prayer asking God to do it for us. We don’t like to sit silently wait upon the Lord, to “be still and know that he is God”

D. Busy-ness
1. When we are busy, things like prayer and Bible study are usually the first thing to go. But that’s when we need prayer the most.

2. I really feel that we as a church need to be praying together – praying for God to work through us and with us to evangelize this community, to have the kind of impact that the early Christians had. Last week the paper reported a survey that showed 70% of the residents of this community do not go to church. We need to reach those people, but prayer is the real key. I’ve long wanted to have a regular prayer night, but I can’t see adding another assembly when we can’t get folks to come to the ones we do have. I don’t know what the solution is, but I believe we will never be really effective until we become truly devoted to prayer. 
 

E. Ignorance and lack of practice

1. We don’t know what to say in prayer, what to pray about. So let me give you a few quick suggestions to help in this area:
a) Open your Bible to some of the prayers – Psalms; the NT letters; the Disciples’ prayer in Mt 6. Use those as an outline.

b) Use the ACTS acrostic – Adoration, confession, thanksgiving, supplication (asking). Add intercession, which is supplication on behalf of others. Start a list. You should have a list anyway. It’s the only way to remember all the things and people to pray for.


F. Self- consciousness

1. This effects our desire to have collective prayer meetings in which we come together specifically for prayer. Some are embarrassed to pray together with others, because prayer means opening up, revealing your self (we are told to confess our sins to one another and prayer for one another). It means being vulnerable. We don’t like to be vulnerable. We don’t want others to know our struggles. So prayer meetings usually end up being just prayers for others who aren’t present, which means the mtgs are missing a vital element. The answer to this is to swallow our pride.

VI. conclusion

A. Without prayer, we are powerless. But with prayer, we have the infinite power of Almighty God at our disposal. 
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