The Truth about Prayer
Why Pray?
Are you convinced that prayer works?  Are you convinced that prayer really, actually changes things?  Prayer matters big time, right?  Sure……but is that what we really think deep down?  Is that what we really think all the time?  If we’re honest with ourselves, don’t we occasionally doubt the impact of our prayers?  If you’re like most people then you probably have such thoughts sometimes like, “if God’s gonna do it then He’s gonna do it.”  Or, “what’s the point of praying if God is sovereign and has already determined what will happen?”  If we’re remembering honestly, don’t we sometimes doubt the potential impact of our prayers?

Are such thoughts occasionally true for you?  Let’s explore the valid potential of our prayers, so that when our mind digresses into such questions we can remind ourselves of the truth God has revealed about prayer.  Here are two quick stories that reveal the potential impact of prayer:
Story #1 – God waits to be merciful and to bless Job until Job prays for his friends –

Job 42:7-10 – After the LORD had said these things to Job, he said to Eliphaz the Temanite, “I am angry with you and your two friends, because you have not spoken the truth about me, as my servant Job has. 8 ……My servant Job will pray for you, and I will accept his prayer and not deal with you according to your folly……9 So Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite did what the LORD told them; and the LORD accepted Job’s prayer.  10 **After** Job had prayed for his friends, the LORD restored his fortunes and gave him twice as much as he had before.

Here we see that God works “after” the prayer of Job.  He waited for faith to be demonstrated through prayer.  He then withheld the rightfully deserved judgment that would have come upon Job’s friends AND blessed Job himself……despite the fact that Job wasn’t even asking to be blessed in that particular prayer!
Story #2 – God was waiting for Moses to appeal to Him in faith so that God could withhold His judgment and activate His mercy on the errant Hebrew people –

Exodus 32:9-14 – I have seen these people,” the LORD said to Moses, “and they are a stiff-necked people. 10 Now leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them……11 But Moses sought the favor of the LORD his God. “LORD,” he said [i.e., he prayed]……Turn from your fierce anger; relent and do not bring disaster on your people…… 13 Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac and Israel, to whom you swore by your own self……14 Then the LORD relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he had threatened.

Again, God withholds rightfully deserved judgment because of one faithful person praying and remembering God’s promises.  As we read the rest of the Old Testament we see that this one prayer changed human history.  How powerful praying the promises of God can be!!  So through these two stories we see  1) Clearly God has chosen to work through prayer and   2) Clearly prayer activates God’s work.
God’s Choice & Design

God has chosen to design a reality in which faith demonstrated through prayer REALLY DOES matter.  He has designed a reality in which prayer REALLY DOES change things.  He has designed a reality in which HE OFTEN WAITS for us to demonstrate faith through prayer in order to do the good that He’d prefer to do. He has created such a reality.  That reality is our reality.  

Does that mean God isn’t sovereign?  Does that mean God will grant us or others whatever we ask once we pray?  Does that mean we can convince God to do something outside of His will?  No.  Of course not.  What it does mean, though, is that God has decided to work through prayer.  In certain matters (but of course not in all matters) He has decided to wait for us to pray in order for Him to act.  Prayer doesn’t change God’s mind (Numbers 23:19), but it instead activates what God would like to do if there were people faithful enough to just ask Him to do it (remember the aforementioned story of Moses in Exodus 32).  He doesn’t always act in the way we want or do what we think is best, but He DOES work through our demonstrated faith in prayer……even when we don’t perceive it.  In fact, we know He responds to our prayers the same way we know He responds to our actions:

Jeremiah 18:7-10 – If at any time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn down and destroyed, 8 and if that nation I warned repents of its evil, then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had planned. 9 And if at another time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built up and planted, 10 and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey me, then I will reconsider the good I had intended to do for it.
Clearly what we do on this earth……including what we pray while we’re here…….really does matter!!!
So Why NOT pray?

So if praying matters so much, has so much impact, then why don’t we do it??  Here’s a statement that, if we’re honest with ourselves, we’d perhaps acknowledge we don’t always believe: prayer matters.  Now sometimes, perhaps even oftentimes, we might “believe” this statement in our minds……but do we as often apply that belief in our lives?  How often do we go entire days without talking to God?  How often is the only time we talk to God before our meal?  Or as we’re drifting off to sleep?  How many of us have actually fallen asleep……while talking to God??

Prayer is often overwhelming because we’re paralyzed by the great number of people for whom to pray and situations for which to pray.  If we pray for all the things we often think we should then it would take forever each morning or night to do so.  But who started this lie in our minds that we have to pray all at once in the morning or at night?  Prayer is overwhelming because we make it overwhelming.  

1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 – Rejoice always, 17 pray continually, 18 give thanks in all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.
Joshua 1:8 – Keep this Book of the Law always on your lips; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.
This problem is solved by one simple practice: PRAY NOW.  You don’t have to go on and on and on.  God is NOT looking for wordy, lengthy prayers (Matthew 6:7)……He’s looking for you to demonstrate faith in Him by talking to Him in small moments throughout the day, by talking to Him whenever you think about Him, by talking to Him now.
What If I Don’t Know What to Say?

Romans 8:26-27 –the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us ……in accordance with the will of God.
Matthew 6:9-10 – This, then, is how you should pray……your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.
How Do I Know God Will Listen to Me When I Pray?
God wants the best for us (Psalm 86:15) and for others (Ephesians 4:32), even when He doesn’t act the way we think He should in a given situation (Isaiah 55:8 & Job 38, particularly 38:2).  Also, our own actions toward God and toward others impact the power of our prayers:
Proverbs 15:29 – The LORD is far from the wicked, 
  
 but he hears the prayer of the righteous.
James 5:16b – The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.
Romans 9:30-32 – That the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith; 31 but the people of Israel, who pursued the law as the way of righteousness, have not attained their goal. 32 Why not? Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by works.

And finally, our motives matter:
James 4:3 – When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.
