Prayer Lesson 4  January 29, 2012

The Power in Praying:  How Do I Pray More Effectively? 

Big Idea:  Maximize the conditions for answered prayer

Focal Scripture:  James 5:16 (NASB95) — 16 “ . . . The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much.”
Class Objective:  To increase prayer effectiveness by influencing the class to pray shamelessly and persistently with fervency, sincerely depending upon and believing He will answer by continually entrusting the situation to Him, while obeying Him and doing my part.
INTRODUCTION

Opening Statement:  Recently I learned of a famous oil field known as the “Yates Pool” near a West Texas town called Iraan.  It is still considered one of the most productive oil reserves in the entire world.  During the Great Depression of the 1930’s, this field was a sheep ranch owned by a man named Ira Yates.  


Yates was close to losing his entire ranching operation because He couldn’t pay His mortgage.  He had so little money for food and clothing that he and his family lived on government subsidy.  Each day as Yates grazed his sheep over those rolling West Texas hills, he was no doubt greatly worried about how he would be able to pay his bills and keep his ranch.


Then a seismographic crew from an oil company come into the area and convinced Yates that there may be oil on his land.  They asked for permission to drill a wildcat test well, and Yates signed a lease contract.


At 1150 feet the drillers struck an oil reserve.  And it was huge.  The first well came in at 80,00 barrels a day.  Translated into today’s market, that would be a gross income of about $2.5 million a day from a single well.  And that was only the beginning.  


Many more wells came in - some more than twice as productive as the first.  Then, after oil had been pumped for 30 years, a government test of just one of the wells showed that it still had a potential flow of 25,000 barrels of oil a day. This sheep rancher owned it all!  


Mr. Yates had billions available to him most of his life and never realized it, He lived like a pauper because he had not tapped into the incredible resources at his disposal.  


God has billions of resources He offers to us through a lease called prayer, unfortunately, many of us live like paupers because we do not pray effectively and tap into His incredible resources. 

BUILD RAPPORT:


Do you really want good things for your children?  Sure you do!  Likewise, God genuinely desires good things for His children (you) too – and He does so perfectly!

For just a moment, dream with me.  What if God really does answer prayers?  What if God actually delights to give tremendous blessings to those who want to glorify Him?  What if nothing were impossible for God?  What if God knew each trouble you are going through, why it’s there and the way out?  Would you pray more?  Sure you would.  So would I. 

The truth is that we are not dreaming.  God really does answer prayer (Jam. 4:2) and delights to bless those who glorify Him (Psa. 84:11).  Nothing is impossible for God (Matt. 10:27) and He knows the purpose (Rom. 8:28) and way out of every troubling circumstance you experience (1 Cor. 10:13).  

Transition:  So if God desires to bless us so much, what is our part?  How do we tap into these blessings?  One way is through prayer for “the effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much” (Jam. 5:16).  Let’s take a look at “effective prayer.”  What are the conditions necessary to make prayers “effective”?

MAIN POINTS:


Some verses appear to unconditionally guarantee that God will answer any and every prayer we offer (Matt. 7:7; Jn. 14.14; Jn. 15:16; Jn. 16:23-24). Is that true?  

[Teacher:  read some of the verses above and ask if these are unconditional guarantees.  Allow discussion.]


Invariably, these promises have stated or assumed conditions that become clear when we understand the whole teaching of Scripture on the subject. We need the perspective of the total teaching of Scripture about prayer.  Every promise is a conditional promise.  Effective prayers, the ones that bring answers, are those that are praying for the will of God (1 Jn. 5:14, 15) and for the glory of God (Jn. 14:13).  These conditions have mostly to do with the attitude of the person praying and not much to do with the form of the words prayed (Luke 18:10-14).


Furthermore, God’s promises to answer prayers are almost always to or for believers.  Because God is omniscient, He does hear the prayers of unbelievers and even answers some of them (Matt. 4:24).  However, the only prayer of an unbeliever that God promises to answer is the prayer for salvation (Acts 2:21).  Believers are spiritual children of God and therefore have access to the heavenly Father that unbelievers do not enjoy (Jn. 1:12; Heb. 10:19; Matt. 7:8; 1 Jn. 5:14-15).


So the first, and most important condition to maximize answered prayer is to become a Christian.

[Teacher:  If you have many people in your class who have not had the “born again” or “born from above” [better translation of the Greek in Jn. 3:3.] event; that moment in time when they became a Christian; you might consider sharing the gospel here but use a very short version.  Consider using the “one verse evangelism” developed by the Navigators using only Rom. 6:23 (Do internet search to find.) 

BODY

1. Ask.  We must call on Him for benefits.  This may seem too obvious, but how often do we attack the day in a self-reliant way, without acknowledging that each day should be a journey of moment by moment dependence upon Him as we “pray without ceasing” about “everything” (1 Thess. 5:17; Phil. 4:6; Psa. 50:15; Matt. 7:7-11; Rom. 10:13; Phil. 4:6-7; Jam. 1:5).  Many times we have no blessings because we fail to ask as He has commanded. (Jam. 4:2; Jn. 15:7).

2. Do.  We must do our part.  Whenever we can facilitate the request, we should do so provided it does not involve departing from God’s will (Jam. 5:14).  When challenged by enemies, Nehemiah “prayed . . . and set up a guard against them day and night” (Neh. 4:9).  He not only prayed but also did his part by setting up a guard.


We have all heard the story of the man praying to escape the floodwaters, but refusing the car, the boat and the helicopter only to complain to God “why didn’t you save me.”  God responds saying “I sent you a car, a boat and a helicopter, what more did you want?”


Asking God to heal a sick person then neglecting to consult a doctor is foolish.  In these types of situations God works more through means than He does immediately and directly.  To abandon the means God uses to answer prayers ties His hands so to speak so that He may not answer.  Though some see this as a lack of faith, it really shows that they do not understand God’s ways or are not serious about obtaining their requests.  By analogy, God is the one who saves people, but He only does so through the means of exposure to the gospel.  People must hear, see, read, or somehow be exposed to the Gospel in order to be saved.  People cannot be saved if they are not made aware of the gospel truths.  General revelation is sufficient for condemnation, but special revelation is needed for salvation (Rom. 1:20; 10:13-14).  The point here is that even our most basic need, the need for salvation – is mediated through people as they write, speak, teach, preach, and share the gospel.

3. Depend.  We must realize our utter helplessness and hopelessness apart from God.  None of us would make our goal to be helpless and hopeless, but those are the conditions He may put us in so that we fully realize how incapable we are and how much we need Him.  God delights to show Himself strong, but more often does that from a backdrop of “coming to our wits end” or bringing us to a place where “all hope of our being saved [is] gradually abandoned (Acts 27:20).”  In these times of helplessness and hopelessness, God unplugs us from those things we wrongly trust in (i.e. our money, intellect, persuasion, diligence) so we learn to trust ultimately in Him and those things He chooses to provide (Jn. 15:5; 3:27; 2 Cor. 1:9).


[Teacher:  Ask the class “how many of you here today are Christians, or are growing spiritually primarily because of a difficult event or problem in your past?”  Comment on how needs create dependence on God.]


4. Persist.  Persistence in prayer is one of the most repeated conditions for answered prayers (Gen. 32:26-28; Exod. 17:11; Isa. 62:6-7; Matt. 26:40-41; Lu. 11:5-9).  1 Thess. 5:17 states that we are to “pray without ceasing.”  The child who wants a certain favor from His Father will give him no rest until he gets it or learns that it is not the father’s will for him to have it. 

5. Be Humble.  Pray from an attitude of meekness and humility (Matt. 5:5; Jam. 4:6).  It is critical that we not pray from an attitude of entitlement, thinking that God owes us something or that somehow I have merited some privilege from God.  If God gave us what we deserved, we would all get death (Rom. 3:23).  When we ask God for forgiveness we are pleading for it not demanding it as if by our merit we deserve it.  Prayer for other things is similar.  We desire it and request it but without any sense of having merited it.  Any boldness we have in prayer comes from claiming the promises of God. 

6. Pray shamelessly.  Though God doesn’t owe us anything, He does want us to come to Him and request things from Him.  Though we do not deserve the privilege, Jesus Christ has become our mediator and through Him we can and must come and ask God boldly.  This privilege is not based on our merit, but only because of what Jesus did (Heb. 4:16; 1 Jn. 5:14-15) and God’s promises to us.


7. Pray fervently.  Pray from an attitude of fervency, not half-heartedly or being absent minded (Lu. 22:44; Acts 12:5).  Matt. 26:36-46 gives a stark contrast of praying fervently and absent-mindedly.  Jesus in Gethsemane prays fervently, even while sweating blood and His disciples – they’re sleeping.  You can hear the disappointment in His voice as he said “so you men could not keep watch with me for one hour?” 

8. Believe.  Pray with faith in God.  Helpless people often become persistence, humble, fervent and shameless in their requests for help.  However, helplessness without faith leads only to frustration.  Faith does not necessarily believe that He will grant our request (unless He has promised that He will) but that He can grant it if He chooses (1 Chron. 5:20; Matt. 21:21; Jam. 1:6).  We can never be absolutely sure that God will grant our specific requests (unless it is clearly God’s will) since it would require a complete understanding of the whole decree of God.  We must however believe that He can answer it in the way we ask or we would never pray at all.

9. Obey.  Pray with obedience.  Obedience means we are living in fellowship with God.  This is often called “abiding in Christ.”  Obedience does not mean sinless perfection (1 Jn. 3:21-22; Jn. 15:7).  The Bible says, “in Your light we see light” (Psa. 36:9).  As we follow the light we have God will give us more light.  But if we reject the light we have why would He give us more light? (Psa. 66:18).
 

10. Pray sincerely.  “Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be noticed by them” (Matt. 6:1-7).  Instead we are to pray to Him in truth and reverence (Psa. 145:18-19).  These attitudes flow from loving others, just as Jesus loved (Matt. 22:36-40).


In summary, the conditions for answered prayer all stem from helplessness; neediness.  Helplessness motivates us to pray persistently, humbly, fervently and shamelessly.  We must trust in God’s ability to provide for our needs, obey Him by keeping His commandments and sincerely seek Him rather than pray for human approval.  We must love others and prove this by doing good for them.


There is really only one condition for answered prayer.  When this one condition is met all the others will be met.  We must pray “in the name of Jesus Christ” (Jn. 14:13-14; 15:16; 16:23-24).


Praying “in the name of Jesus” is not just a proper complimentary close to a prayer like “sincerely yours” that we add to the end of a letter.  Praying in the name of Jesus, are prayers that reflect an understanding of the Father (in our mind), a desire for His glory (in our emotions) and submission to His will (a choice of our will).  They are prayers appealing to God based on Jesus Christ’s atoning work and for His glory.


Prayers in Jesus ‘name ask only for things within the will of God, nothing more, nothing less and nothing else.  Since the will of God is in many ways unknown to us, we ask subject to His sovereign will as did Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane when He said, “nevertheless not my will, but yours be done.”  Praying in Jesus’ name means praying in harmony with the promises that God has given.  


The purpose of prayer as well as the purpose of everything else in life is to glorify God (Isa. 43:7; Rom. 11:36; 1 Cor. 10:31).  Prayers not reflecting this ultimate desire are not prayers offered in Jesus’ name.  God will always grant prayers prayed in Jesus’ name because they are prayers for and subject to the will of God and for His glory.

CONCLUSION
SUMMARY


James 5:16 tells us that the “effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much” (Jam. 5:16).  An effective prayer is one offered one for “God’s will and God’s glory” (1 Jn. 5:14-15).  Other elements are:

(1) Ask, (2) Do, (3) Depend, (4) Persist, (5) Be Humble, (6) Pray Shamelessly, (7) Pray Fervently, (8) Believe, (9) Obey, (10) and Pray Sincerely.
CONCLUDING REMARKS:


Even Mr. Yates, with his magnificent oil resources is poor by God’s standards.  God owns everything, every resource (Rom. 11:36).  And He offers much of it to you and me if we pray.    


Will you commit to spend 5 minutes a day to pray to tap into God’s mighty resources?  That’s .003 percent of your day (5 minutes / 1440).


You may think you do not have time to pray, but you really do not have time not to pray.  It may be difficult to spend the time and energy learning to pray effectively -- but it’s even worse to wish you had.

EXPERIENTIAL ACTIVITY / DECISION:  “Lord I purpose to pray shamelessly and persistently with fervency, sincerely depending upon and believing He will answer as I continually entrust the situation to Him, while obeying Him and doing my part.

