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Meeting with God
Class 5: Prayer: Purpose, Pitfalls, & Practicalities
_______________________________________________________
Good morning, and welcome to week 5 of the Meeting with God core seminar. My name is Jon Malone. 

Last week Josh Coover talked about prayer as part of our daily quiet time with the Lord.  As you’ll see on the front page of your handout, we understand a quiet time to be the part of your day that you specifically set aside for the worship of God, for the reading of the Word of God, and for fellowship with God, so that we would know Him more, know ourselves in light of Him, and know the world according to His perspective.  And as we go to God in His word for these reasons – to worship and fellowship with God – our Spirit-given response is prayer to God.  Prayer is the Spirit-given, Word-saturated response to meeting with God.  

This response includes praise to God as we come to know Him more as He truly is.  A right response includes confession to God as we begin to know ourselves in light of who He is.

This knowing of God and ourselves is and should be sobering, because we are great sinners. Scripture makes it clear that we cannot have access to God, we cannot meet with Him, and we cannot have a relationship with God on our own.  But God, in His great mercy, sent His son Jesus to live a perfect life in our place, to die on a cross for our sins, and to receive the punishment we deserve. He then rose from the dead, showing both that God accepted His sacrifice on our behalf, and that death itself was defeated.  It is only through Him that we can come to God at all.  In all of our seeking to meet with God, we must remember that all Biblical spirituality comes through our mediator, Jesus Christ.  

As we begin to understand our world according to God’s perspective, our response to Him also includes thanksgiving and supplications, which means that we make our requests known to God.  But if praise and adoration, confession, thanksgiving and supplication are all part of what prayer is, what is its purpose?  In scripture, we see at least three purposes in prayer, with the first purpose being primary.  

1) Glorify God – God gives us prayer to make much of Himself.  

a. John 14:13-14 – “Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son.  If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.”  

So, we see three ideas at work here.  First, Jesus instructs us to pray in His name.  Second, He will do it.  Prayers will be answered.  We can have confidence because our prayers, in the name of the Son, will be answered.  Third, we pray in His name and our prayers are answered so that the Father will be glorified.  And He will be glorified in the Son because it is the Son who intercedes for us and through whom we have access to the Father.  

b. John 15:7-8 – “If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.  By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and so prove to be my disciples.

Notice that Jesus speaks of our prayer to Him being contingent upon 1) our abiding in Him – trusting in Christ by faith such that we live in Him – prayer is for believers – and 2) His words living in us.  This is why we understand prayer to be a Word-saturated response to meeting with God.  We abide in Jesus as His words abide in us.  And if this is the case, we may ask of Him and it will be done.  Abiding in the words of Jesus helps us to pray according to God’s will and when we pray according to God’s will, the Lord is pleased to answer those prayers and glorifies Himself when He does so.  

c. What does it mean for God to be glorified?  

i. Revelation 21:23 talks about God’s glory in the new heavens providing the light for the city in which there is no night – as Wayne Grudem defines it, God’s glory is “the created brightness (or brilliance) that surrounds God’s revelation of Himself”.  He goes on to say that God’s glory is the “appropriate outward expression of his own excellence”, and that “This glory of God is the visible manifestation of the excellence of God’s character.”          

ii. Another way to say it: the glory of God is the holiness of God going public.  It is the character of God, all of who He is, being made known and loved.  

So, we are given prayer by God in order for Him to glorify Himself through it. This is the first and most primary purpose for prayer.

2) To make God known in the world by our bearing the fruit of the gospel

a. John 15:16 – “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide, so that whatever you ask the Father in my name, he may give it to you.” 

i. Notice the “so that.”  What does it mean?  I chose you to bear fruit so that you will get answers to prayer.  Prayer is an instrument for the purpose of fruit-bearing.  

ii. God made us to make Him known in the world by bearing the fruit of the gospel – that is, showing love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, self-control and all the other fruits from Galatians 5:22-23. The means God uses are our abiding in Him and our prayer. This allows the world to see that it is not us who are doing the work alone, but Him through us.  

iii. One other note here: understanding that the point of John 15:16 is bearing fruit that abides keeps us from the way that the prosperity gospel twists this and other passages. We see clearly here that the “whatever you ask in my name” is not money, or fame, or any other material thing. What we are asking for is for God to bear fruit in our lives; this is what He freely gives. 

So, God has purposed that prayer glorify Him and that it would make Him known by bearing much fruit in the Gospel as we depend on Him fully. Let’s take a look now at a third purpose for prayer:  

3) To have access to our great Commander while we are in a time of war

When you wake up in the morning, do you think you are in a war?  We know what war is intellectually.  We hear about it every day on the news from Iraq and Syria. We read books about World War I and World War II.  War involves sacrifice and suffering and death.  War is a serious business. People’s lives are on the line. In the spiritual war we fight, human souls are at stake. This is often difficult for us to comprehend in an affluent context such as ours.

There is a recent book called Flags of our Fathers, about the Battle of Iwo Jima during WWII. It is the story of a young boy named Jack Lucas.  He entered the marines when he was 14 years old by deceiving recruiters with his mature physique.  He got to Iwo Jima as a 17 year old stowaway, and grabbed a gun of one of the men around him who had just died.  On the second day of the battle, an enemy fighter threw a grenade that landed right at the feet of Jack and two of his buddies.  He shoved it in the dirt with his rifle.  A second grenade then landed in the same spot and Jack dropped down on top of it.  He assumed he would die.  The blast shot him sky high into the air.  His friends went on, and then came back later to grab his dog tags only to find Jack still breathing.  They took him to a medic who had him flown off the island.  After 21 surgeries, he is still alive.  In 2001, when the author of the book asked him why he did what he did on the island, Jack replied, “I was just trying to save my buddies.”

When we hear stories like this, it is easier for us to imagine the intensity and severity of war.  But do we think about our lives like that?  Scripture clearly speaks about life in terms of spiritual warfare.  

a. at the end of Paul’s life, he could say in 2 Timothy 4:6-8 (esp. 7) – “I have fought the good fight…”

b. Two chapters earlier, in 2 Tim. 2:3-4, Paul exhorts Timothy to “Share in suffering as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No soldier gets entangled in civilian pursuits, since his aim is to please the one who enlisted him.” It is a daily fight for us, to not be entangled in the things of the world and to aim to please Christ, our commanding officer. 

c. We have an enemy: Satan
i. As we discussed last week from 1 Peter 5:8, Satan seeks to devour us. He is discussed throughout the scripture as our adversary. 
ii. In Mark 4:15, Jesus says that Satan comes and steals the seed of the Word away in some hearts.
iii. Satan is real, and his attacks against God’s people are fierce. We cannot defend ourselves on our own. 

d. In wartime, people are not simply concerned with themselves.  If you’re a soldier and all you do is go into the battle concerned for your own safety, you are not going to help win the war, and you might cost someone else their life.  There is no place for selfishness in war.  Now, let’s translate that analogy to prayer.  What or whom do you pray for most?  
i. There is a time and place to pray for yourself, but we must be praying for others.  
ii. A heart not turned towards praying for others is a heart that is not focused on the gospel.  It is the mark of a Christian to be concerned with the lives of others.  We learn this directly from scripture.  

1. From Jesus, we learn that Christians are to… 
a. Love other Christians - “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another.  By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another (John 13:34-35).”
b. Love your neighbor - “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the great and first commandment.  And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself (Matthew 22:37-39).”  

2. Ephesians 6:18 – “To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints…”  Paul charges the Ephesians to pray for all the saints!  

e. Let’s look at one other passage and think about this picture.  John Piper has provided a vivid illustration based on Ephesians 6:10-20. The image is to think about prayer as a wartime walkie-talkie, used to call up the commander and get your battle commands or to radio for help for a fellow soldier who’s in trouble. This is compared to the way we often think of prayer – as a domestic intercom intended to bring you another cushion for the couch or another drink while you watch your favorite show on TV.  The image is powerful, isn’t it? How we view God and ourselves matters. Let’s see what Ephesians 6 has to say about prayer.

f. Ephesians 6:10-20 – Read the whole passage. 
 -Three major points here
i. verse 11: We fight the devil. 
ii. verse 12: As Christians, we do not fight with weapons that shed anyone’s blood.  We fight with spiritual weapons, which, as 2 Corinthians 10:4 says, “have divine power to destroy strongholds.”  
iii. verse 17: we take the sword of the Spirit – the Word of God, and our main weapon – while praying at all times. We do not have one without the other.

By God’s grace, prayer grants to us this access to our supreme commander for our good and His glory.

So, for us, prayer has a threefold purpose of glorifying God, bearing fruit in our lives and the lives of others, and granting us access to our commander in time of war. 
Questions so far?

Pitfalls in meeting with God
There are many things that can really keep us from meeting with God.  These things can be real hindrances to know the Lord more.  What are some of these pitfalls?  In other words, why do we not spend more time in the Word and prayer?  How can we be aware of them and prepare for them?  We’ve already talked about the excuse of being busy.  Let’s take a look at three others this morning.  
Being Dependent on Our Emotions
There is a kind of spirituality popular today that is grounded more in our feelings and emotions than in the Word of God and the gospel.  Sometimes this is explicit, and sometimes very implicit.  This is a hindrance to spending daily time in the Word.  To be honest, I don’t wake up every morning wanting to go read the Bible.  I often just don’t feel like it.  But if we let feelings like this drive us away from God’s word, they will harden our hearts. Our passions and emotions are not always bad, but we have to know how step outside of ourselves and recognize when our emotions are controlling our view of God and His Word, or if we are controlling our passions by His Spirit through the Word.  We want to desire to know Jesus.  We should want our emotions stirred up to go to God in His word.  These are good emotions.  But we must know when they are not helping us.    

a. What do we do when hit a dry patch and don’t seem to be getting anything out of the Word?
i. Remember, this is normal.  Everyone experiences this at some point.  
ii. Don’t rely on your feelings.  Acknowledge them, but refuse to be ruled by them.
iii. Continue reading the Bible.  This is why we call it a “discipline.”  Keep reading, whether you think you are getting a lot out of it or not.
iv. Don’t be afraid to change up your pattern. Change the structure of your time in the Word and prayer, or go to a passage that you know has motivated you in the past to meet with God (for me, the book of Ephesians).
b. What do I do when my mind wanders?
i. Give yourself a few minutes to think about whatever is on your mind.  Write it down. Then, put the list aside and focus on your QT.
ii. We have to discipline our minds.
iii. Remember that wandering minds are a problem, not a sin. 
iv. In prayer, structure your prayer times.   



c. What do you do when you feel like your prayers are going unanswered?
i. Remember that prayer is not about you.  Prayer is rooted in God.  
ii. As we discussed last week, knowing and meditating on the nature of our triune God motivates us to rely on and pray to Him.  
iii. Consider God’s nature and attributes – read and pray through the Psalms!

d. What do you do when you don’t feel like praying or reading the Bible?
i. A helpful acronym: IOUS
1) Incline - Psalm 119:36
2) Open - Psalm 119:18
3) Unite - Psalm 86:11
4) Satisfy - Psalm 90:14

One last note on our emotions. Dry patches in our spiritual life may also be a result of sin in our lives that hasn’t been repented of.  You may have committed a particular sin this week that has you feeling very guilty and unworthy to go to God.  We may think that God doesn’t want you to go to Him right now because we are especially dirty or sinful.  This is what we call being more reliant on our feelings than on the hope and life-giving truth of God’s word.  The truth is that, if you are justified by Christ through faith, you are never more or less worthy to go to God.  He has paid for all our sins, past, present and future.  In and of ourselves, we are never worthy to go to God.  But through Christ our mediator, we need never lack confidence.  We should not be reliant on our emotions to tell us when to go to God, but we should be reliant on the finished work of Christ such that we know we have access to the throne of grace.  So, when we sin, the best thing to do is to go back immediately to the Lord in confession and repentance. 

Legalism
Another pitfall to be aware of is legalism.  In The Cross-Centered Life, C.J. Mahaney defines legalism as “seeking to achieve forgiveness from God and acceptance by God through obedience.”  Why is this relevant when talking about meeting with God on a daily basis in His word?  Because one of the tendencies of our flesh is to earn our way into God’s favor by doing things we think will please him.  We try to earn God’s forgiveness and approval through personal performance.  

This pitfall manifests itself in both explicit and implicit ways.  Explicitly, it might actually look like someone believing that baptism or giving money or speaking in tongues earns salvation.  We can easily see how these things undermine the gospel of salvation by grace alone through faith alone.  But, what about implicitly?  We may subtly be legalistic in the way we think.  

Do you ever find yourself in sin, then wait before you go to God in confession before you’ve spent a considerable amount of time in the Bible?  Or, maybe you catch yourself thinking that your life is going pretty well right now because you’ve had your quiet time for 30 days straight? I do. These are subtle signs of legalism, which undermine the gospel.  When we think we earn God’s favor or access to God by the things we do, it is the same as saying that Jesus’ atoning work on the cross for our sins was insufficient.  It is saying that there is something else that must be done.  We don’t ultimately go to God in His word or in prayer because it will please Him, though it certainly does.  We go to God because He is worthy, not because it makes us right with Him or earns His favor.  He is worthy to be worshiped.  He is worthy to be known.  

Mahaney helpfully clarifies the two terms justification and sanctification to help us understand how the disciplines of Bible reading and prayer fit into our spiritual lives.  He says that justification is being declared righteous by God.  It is your position before God.  It is Christ’s objective work for us, apart from ourselves.  It is immediate and complete upon conversion.  Sanctification, on the other hand, is being made righteous, being conformed into the image of Christ.  It is our practice.  It is Christ’s subjective work within us.  It is a process.  

When we mix these two, legalism is often the result.  We start thinking that our practice or work will justify us before God.  Make no mistake – we will not find justification before God through Bible reading or prayer or scripture memory. Conversely, we will not be condemned because you forgot to do your quiet time this morning.  Those things are good for us, but they will not justify us!  They cannot make us right before God. When we begin to understand this, we are freed to go to God, not to earn his blessing and favor but simply to enjoy Him.  

So, we should be very aware of the pitfall of legalism. It undermines the gospel.

Laziness
Laziness can be a huge obstacle to meeting with God.  If you find yourself consistently watching more TV sitcoms, spending more time on social media or playing more video games than you do reading your Bible, you may need to change your habits.  If you find yourself making a more detailed plan to watch college football than you do to read your Bible, you may want to rethink your priorities.  There’s a lyric from an old Keith Green song that some of us might need to take to heart.  “Jesus rose from the grave, and you can’t even get out of bed.”  

Now, I hesitate to mention that line.  There are some people who respond really well to that kind of motivation, and others who don’t.  I need to have people in my life to ask me if I’m being lazy in my spiritual life.  But please don’t hear me saying that you’re worthless.  Just hear this: Jesus went to great lengths to draw us to Himself.  He is the greatest being in the universe, and He is worthy for us to go to daily.  Why would we not go to Him?  He is the life giver. He is our sustainer. He is our very present help in times of trouble. He is our hope and joy even when we are not in trouble.  

The Underlying Issue at the Heart of laziness and all other Pitfalls: Lack of desire for God. Our sinful flesh tempts us into believing that we don’t need to meet with God. We begin to believe that we can be good enough on our own, and we forget what Jesus said earlier in John 15:5 – “apart from me, you can do nothing”. 

These pitfalls can trip us up as we seek to follow Christ in spending time meeting with God. As we know God and ourselves more, we will know our own tendencies better, and by God’s grace, we can grow in these disciplines. 

Next week we’ll be hearing from different CHBC members on the ways they meet with God through biblical intake and prayer. As we conclude the more structured part of the class today, let’s think through a few questions together about how we can change our habits to be more Christlike. 

Practical questions for the class to think about and jot notes on handout

1) What is one thing you can do to grow in your intake of God’s word?
Bible intake = hearing/reading/studying/memorizing/meditating

2) What time of the day can you commit to spending time in God’s word?

3) What kind of plan will you make to structure your time in God’s word?
a. Daily Bible reading plan?
b. Read through the Bible in a year?
c. Study through a book of the Bible?
d. A psalm/proverb a day?

4) How will you seek to apply God’s word each day?

5) How will you structure your prayer time?
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