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Prayer: How You Can Change the World
June 29th, 2008
Just about four months ago, I did something that I only do once a year… I paid for yet another year of membership at my local YMCA.

· And, like every year before that, I went there that day dreaming of how great I’m gonna feel and how buffed I’m gonna look once I get a few months under my belt! 

· And that first day… even though I’m using machines & muscles I hadn’t used since the last time I went to the gym… I feel great.

· The problem is that the last time I went to the gym was 11 months earlier, which means that I only made it to the “Y” about a dozen times last year before loosing my steam. 

What’s even more sad is that, probably half the people in that gym are just like me… wanting to get in shape… and yet, somehow get distracted by the busyness of life.

· You see, starting up at the gym is a relatively easy thing for me. 

· You’re motivated… you’re excited… you’re convinced things will be different this time around. 

· Starting is relatively easy… but, persevering… now that's hard! And yet, persevering is what matters… 

· Because it’s only by persevering in the gym that you actually experience the benefits of the gym.

Truth is, the Bible has a lot to say about perseverance.  And, I doubt there’s any area of life where the Bible encourages perseverance more intensely than in the area of prayer. 

· It just seems as though the writers of Scripture know how easy it is for us to get discouraged or bored or distracted… how easy it is for us to give up… to just stop praying.

· And yet we’re admonished throughout Scripture… that whatever else you do or don't do… to persevere… to not give up!

In Colossians 4:2, Paul writes “Devote yourselves to prayer; keep at it; watch for God's answers, and remember to be thankful when they come.”  
· Paul models this in Colossians 1:9 when he writes, "For this reason, since the day we heard it, we have not ceased praying for you.” 
· He’s telling them… “I haven't stopped. I haven't given up praying for you!”  

· And then he asks them if they’d pray regularly for him. In 4:3 he writes, “And pray for us, too, that God may open a door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ, for which I am in chains.”
You see, as much as he’s trying to encourage them in all of this, Paul is actually writing this while chained to a wall in a prison cell! 

· So, let me ask you… If you were in prison and asking people to pray for you, what do you think you might ask them to pray for?  

· How about, “GET ME OUT OF HERE!” or “LORD, SEND TWINKIES!”
· But you'll notice that Paul doesn't mention anything about getting out of jail. 

Instead, he just asks them to pray. He says, “Pray... and ask God to open a door. Ask Him to open doors for you to impact those around you with the love & power of God.
· In fact… devote yourself to it.  Don’t give us… don't stop asking... don’t stop pouring your heart out to God on behalf of those who don’t know Jesus.”

· And, we know from history that the first century followers did just that! 

· They didn’t stop praying for those around them… and guess what? The world was literally never the same again!


So here's the question… “What if we were to spend these next few months… what if we were to spend this summer regularly asking God to open doors.”
· What if we were to spend these next few months praying that God would open doors for us as a church this fall in ways we’ve never seen before? And what if He did it?
· What if every one of us prayed-- "God, let me express & share your love with those around me in ways I never have before.”

· What if every single one of us said, “God, would you work through me to so that at least one person who doesn't know you right now would give their lives to Jesus by the end of the summer?” 
· What if we all prayed that and God did it?
What if we all began praying this summer that God would bring 50% more people to the church by Christmas than we have right now?  And what if God did it?

· And what if, at Christmas time we all gathered together and realized, " All summer we just kept praying and asking, and God did it!” 

· Who wouldn't want to invest a summer like that? 
· Just think about the kind of impact we could have if we simply chose to invest a summer praying for God to do something like this by the end of the fall?
Well, what I want to do to this morning is to focus on just two questions related to all of this.  The first is this:  Why is it so critical that we persist in prayer? 
· Why would everything else that we do mean so little if we don't persevere in our intercession? 
· Then, secondly, if we buy the premise that intercession is not only vital but can significantly impact the world around us, then… How do we do it?  
So, let's start with the why. Why is the Bible so insistent that we persevere in prayer? I'll give it to you in one sentence. 
· It is because prayer changes what is possible.  Paul really believed this. That's why he asked the church to be devoted to prayer.
· He really believed that doors would be opened through prayer… doors that would otherwise remain locked. He really believed that. 
· He really believed that because of prayer, a timid declarer of the Gospel could be made bold… 
· That someone who would never expect God to use them could have a part in changing the world.
Let me show you from Scripture just how seriously God takes prayer. I’ve shared this before… but it’s important enough to look at it again. God ahead and turn to Revelation 8:1. 
· I don’t have the time to set the context here… but as we saw last summer as we studied the Book of Revelation, chapter 8 focuses in on the seven scrolls, which tell the story of human sin & violence… as well as God's judgment on humanity. 
· But, in the midst of this amazing scene, something remarkable happens. 
Revelation 8: "When the lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour. Then I saw the seven angels who stand before God, and seven trumpets were given to them. Another angel, with a golden incense burner, came and stood at the altar. He was given a great quantity of incense to offer...” 

Now, notice this -- "He was given a great quantity of incense to offer with the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar that is before the throne, and the smoke of the incense (along) with the prayers of the saints rose before God from the hand of the angel. Then the angel took the censer (incense burner) and filled it with fire from the altar and threw it on the earth, and there were peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning and an earthquake."

Dressed in all this incredible imagery, we’re being told something so powerful about prayer. 
· You see… we usually we think of events on earth being interrupted because of actions that have been taken in heaven. 
· But here in this scene, it's the other way around. In this scene, all of heaven comes to a standstill. 
· The endless songs and the praises of the heavenly host that have been chronicled in earlier chapters, they've all stopped.
· And why? So that the prayers of the saints… saints like you and me, prayers like yours and mine, every one of them, can rise before God.
· You see, our prayers do get heard. They matter. They interrupt heaven, and what happens next on earth next happens because people prayed!

What John is getting at is that “Human history belongs to the intercessors, to those who believe and pray the future into being.” (Walter Wink)

· History doesn’t belong to who we think it belongs to.  It doesn’t belong to the humanly powerful or the wealthy or the rulers or the armies or the corporations or the global media empires... 
· It doesn’t belong to presidents and kings. 
· History belongs to those who intercede before God.  And that is something we’ve all been both invited to and called to participate in.
Some of you here are real intercessors. I want to say just a couple words to you. We may never know this side of heaven just how profound your prayers have been. 

· We may never know how many tragic sins and mistakes have been avoided or how much grace has been poured out because of your prayers.

· But we do know this: History belongs to the intercessors, to those who believe and pray the future into being. 

Listen to what Paul describes one intercessor in Colossians 4:12. He says of a man named Epaphras:

· "Epaphras, who is one of you, a servant of Christ Jesus, greets you. He is always wrestling in his prayers on your behalf, so that you may stand mature and fully assured in everything that God wills."  

· Do you think Epaphras made a difference in his church?

For those of you in this church… those “Epaphrases” here… I want to thank you… for the blessing your ministry of prayer brings to this church.

· I want to specifically thank Janet Carr… not only for coordinating our prayer team ministry… but for her profound ministry of intercession in this church.

· I want to thank each of you who come to church a half hour early each week to pray for the service and the church as a whole.

· Though we may never hear your prayers out loud, I want to thank others of you who pray regularly through the week for all God might want to do in and through us as a church.

· For all of you, who are praying for this church... thank you!

But let me challenge the rest of us… intercession not something that is left for a few. We’re all called to pray for one another… to pray for the church... to pray for the impact we could have in our region.   

· I know it can be hard to keep intercession as a regular part of our lives… but don't give up because it’s hard.  

· Why? Because history belongs to the intercessors, not the powerful, not the armies, not the presidents, not the kings... to people like you and me.  Do you believe that?

· History belongs to the intercessors, to those who believe and pray the future into being, to those who devote themselves to praying, "God, your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven." 

Do you believe that praying before each service for 25 minutes, week after week, would make a difference? 

· Do you believe that investing a summer in prayer could impact what God does in and through over the Fall?

· Then join us this summer at 4pm as we pray before church each week. If you believe it makes a difference… the come and be a difference maker!

· Why pray?  Why intercede? Because our prayers can interrupt the plans of heaven and the history of earth. 

That’s the “Why?” Now, how do we do it? How do we devote ourselves to prayer? All of us want to pray, but so many of us struggle to maintain any kind of consistency in our prayers.

· I want to challenge us... that each of us would resolve ourselves to three things as a church as we walk out these next 2.5 months of summer.

· Number one, I'm going to ask us to resolve to be consistent in prayer, to establish a realistic pattern of prayer in our daily lives. 

Now, keep in mind that when Paul says devote yourself to prayer, the word “devote” means to persist at. 

· It means to remain at something or to cling to something or to continually be available for something. 

· And so, I want to challenge you… that, in spite of the distractions we all have in our lives, to develop a regular pattern of daily prayer in your lives… and not give up.
You see, Jesus is looking for pray-ers who will not be turned aside… who will not be distracted… and who understand that prayer is of ultimate importance because history belongs to the intercessor. 
· Knowing that impact our prayers can have, He’s looking for people... for you and me... to begin coming regularly to Him in devoted prayer.
· Now, I realize that as busy people, setting aside a particular time each day for prayer can seem almost impossible.

· But if you don’t, you’ll often discover just how your desire to pray gets lost in the vortex of time.  

You see, like my going to the gym… starting is relatively easy.  But what bears fruit is perseverance.  

· And what encourages perseverance is a realistic pattern of daily prayer.

· So, let me ask you.  If you really worked on it, could you decide upon a particular time each day where you could spend some time in focused prayer?

· Could you drink that first cup of coffee each morning while praying? 

· Maybe you could spend the time you have commuting to work in prayer.  

Whatever it is, let me encourage you to set aside a small block of time each day… something that is realistic for you.

· You see, its better to commit to five minutes a day than 35 minutes once a week.  So, decide on a time of day… 

· And then decide on a reasonable amount of time you could maintain in prayer during that time…  Maybe five minutes or ten minutes to start.

You see, here's what happens. A lot of people feel guilty about prayer. And so when they set out to pray, they purpose to pray for really long time.  

· They soon realize that it’s not sustainable, so they give up and feel twice as guilty.

· Folks... no one is going master prayer overnight... it doesn't happen. 

· So just start with something very doable… five or ten minutes… and keep that up for a matter of weeks or months. 

· Keep doing it until you find it's become a habit… until it no longer fluctuates with how you feel. 

· Maybe then you’ll want to add on a few minutes.

But understand… after some days or weeks, you will be tempted to quit. You'll get discouraged. You'll get bored. I guarantee this will happen. 

· And when it does, don't take it lightly. Don't say, “Well, I'll skip my five minutes today and just do ten minutes tomorrow.” 

· If you miss a day, don't waste time feeling guilty… pick up your five or ten minutes… and stay on track till it becomes a habit. 

Remember... this will require some tenacity in order to see it through.  But, it’s worth it.  

· Seriously guys… what you do in prayer may just be the most impactful thing you do throughout your life.

· So, just focus at first on just being consistent. Starting is easy… consistency… perseverance… that’s hard.

Number two, be bold. Pray boldly. Scripture's full of prayers that are staggeringly bold. Turn back to the very first book in the Bible, Genesis 18:23 where Abraham wrestles with God in prayer. 

· God has just shared with Abraham His intention to destroy the city of Sodom.  

· Knowing that his nephew Lot and Lot's family are all there, Abraham turns to God and cries out to Him. Look at the boldness…

23Abraham approached him (God) and said, "Will you sweep away both the righteous and the wicked? 24Suppose you find fifty righteous people living there in the city—will you still sweep it away and not spare it for their sakes? 25Surely you wouldn't do such a thing, destroying the righteous along with the wicked. Why, you would be treating the righteous and the wicked exactly the same! Surely you wouldn't do that! Should not the Judge of all the earth do what is right?"   26And the LORD replied, "If I find fifty righteous people in Sodom, I will spare the entire city for their sake."   

That took a lot of guts for Abraham to do that. You'd think he'd stop there. 
· Verse 27. “Then Abraham spoke again. "Since I have begun, let me speak further to my Lord, even though I am but dust and ashes. 28Suppose there are only forty-five righteous people rather than fifty? Will you destroy the whole city for lack of five?"   And the LORD said, "I will not destroy it if I find forty-five righteous people there."   Silence.

Verse 29: “Then Abraham pressed his request further. ‘Suppose there are only forty?’  And the LORD replied, ‘I will not destroy it for the sake of the forty.’” 
· In desperation Abraham says, "Please don't be angry, my Lord," Abraham pleaded. "Let me speak—suppose only thirty righteous people are found?"   And the LORD replied, "I will not destroy it if I find thirty."   
· He said, "Since I have dared to speak to the Lord, let me continue—suppose there are only twenty?"   And the LORD replied, "Then I will not destroy it for the sake of the twenty."   
Verse 32: Finally, Abraham said, "Lord, please don't be angry with me if I speak one more time. Suppose only ten are found there?"   And the LORD replied, "Then I will not destroy it for the sake of the ten."   
· 33When the LORD had finished his conversation with Abraham, he went on his way, and Abraham returned to his tent. 

· The moral of this story is that it pays to haggle with God. 
· Here's the deal, and it really is kind of shocking when you go through stories like this. The God of the Bible takes prayer seriously. 
God doesn’t present himself as some distant, removed, stoic God who's going to do what He's going to do no matter what people say.
· I don't understand this fully. I don't understand fully how an omniscient, omnipotent God takes our prayers so seriously. 
· And yet, the Bible is so clear about this… That, for whatever reason, God invites us to partner with Him in bold prayer… 
· not simply as a sign of our dependence on Him… but because prayer changes things.
Paul says in Ephesians 3:12, "In Christ Jesus we have access to God in boldness and confidence through faith in him."

· So, will you pray boldly?  What are some bold things you could be praying for the church about?  
· “God, I can see you growing this church by a dozen or so over the summer and fall… but how about growing us by 50% by Christmas?”

·  It pays to haggle with God!
Now, how do we do that? How do we pray boldly?  Well, let me share with you what it doesn't mean. 
· To pray boldly isn’t about our trying to sound or feel certain when we're torn by doubts.
· It doesn't mean using a loud voice or demanding that He does something. 
· Bold prayer means you ask God to do things that, humanly speaking, you'd otherwise give up on. 
Bold prayer means to pray for the healing of the most difficult relationship in your life. 
· Bold praying may involve praying for some need that is beyond your ability. 
· Bold praying is about praying for God to use us as individuals and as a church in ways you could never, in-and-of yourself belief Him for.
· Bold praying says, “God, we just can’t afford a building without You… but we’re not without You… so would you just rain down resources on us?!”
It means praying for our region... that the Kingdom would break in over this whole area.  
· Just walk out of these doors and within just a few mile circumference there are over 62g people.  
· That’s just Madison, Morris Plains, Morristown, and Morris Township...
· Add Parsippany and you’ll add another 51g people... Woodbridge adds another 97g people.  
· We’ve got a half million people right here in Morris County... but when you consider the circumference of our influence... 
· From Oradell in the east to Easton on the west... from Franklin & West Milford in the north and Woodbridge in the south, we’re talking upwards of five million.
Bold prayer looks at those numbers against the backdrop of the King of the Universe... and believes that we can influence beyond our imagination.
· Folks... it is worth it... I promise it is worth it! It is worth persevering.  It’s worth being consistent... 

· It’s worth your effort to establish a realistic pattern for prayer beginning this summer. 

· And, as long as you’re doing it, it’s worth doing it with boldness.

Then the third resolve that I'd like to ask for us to make is one that comes out of the text we’ve read in Colossians. Let's pray for open doors. 
· Let's ask God to open doors for us, as a church, like He’s never opened them before. 
· Let’s ask God to open doors for us to be that Community of Hope to our area like we’ve never been before.  (Pray for Barb & Arms Around Motown)
· Let’s ask God to open doors for us to see the spread of the Gospel and impact of the Kingdom throughout area like never before. 
When Quentin Tarrentino came out with his first installment of Kill Bill some years ago, I was struck by the movie’s description on the back of the DVD cover. In fact, I was so taken by it that I wrote it down.  (I’ve actually read this to you before…)
· This is how they describe the movie… “An astonishing, action-packed thriller about brutal betrayal and an epic vendetta! Four years after taking a bullet in the head at her own wedding, The Bride (Thurman) emerges from a coma and decides it's time for payback ... with a vengeance! Having been gunned down by her former boss (David Carradine) and his deadly squad of international assassins, it's a kill-or-be-killed fight she didn't start but is determined to finish!”
With all of her passion to take those lives… let’s be that people utterly committed to giving life… a people committed to engage in this fight… determined to see the lost and broken restored back to God.

· All day long you see people at your work, in your neighborhood, where you shop, where you buy gas, where your kids go to school, at your favorite restaurant. 
· Would you start praying...  “Lord, open a door... communicate your love and mercy and compassion and power through me. Use me to be a blessing... to bring life to those who don’t yet know you.”
Honestly, there are dimensions of prayer I just don’t fully understand.  But, what I do know is this…
· You and I have the choice… to pray or to give up. You’ll want to give up.  
· At times it may even feel like a waste of time. At times it may seem utterly boring.
· But imagine getting to the end of your life, imagine looking at the people you love— your children, your family, your friends, your church, your neighbors—
· And saying, "I never really devoted myself to prayer. I was a real busy person. I did a lot of good things, but I never became a person of prayer." 
· You can go down that road if you want to.
But first imagine going down the other one… the road of an intercessor. Imagine one day standing in the presence of God, realizing that your persistence in prayer has been woven into the very fabric of eternity. 
· Imagine discovering one day that grace was poured out and lives were redeemed and cities were changed because you prayed.
· Never forget that history belongs to the intercessors… that history belongs to people like you and me.
The question is… will we respond to Jesus’ call… will we choose to regularly, consistently intercede?  Will we choose to pray boldly?  Will we pray for open doors?  
· So, let’s choose to make a difference… let’s redefine the future with our prayers… let’s respond to God’s invitation to be world changers!
· God wants us to intercede for those around us... our church... and our region… and He wants us to do so with boldness and faith.
· He wants us to believe that as we devote ourselves to prayer, we really can change history.
