‘Why Bother Praying For Others?’

4th October 2009 SERMON

Psalm 124 

James 5:13-18

Why bother praying for others?

One simple answer is that the Bible tells us to. 

This reading today from James, just six verses, prayer is mentioned 7 times.

The author of James builds on the emphasis of the whole letter, which recognises the power of words and actions combine. 

And in a way that is a definition of prayer: words in action. 

James identifies a number of scenarios when prayer is particularly important: 

when there is suffering, 

when there is joy, 

when there is sickness.

The practice of prayer for others is echoed elsewhere in the NT, where the faithful are urged to “pray without ceasing” (1 Thessalonians 5:17)

And Jesus’ own teaching included instruction on how to pray.

Jesus modelled for us how our prayer brings vitality to the relationship we have with God. It is a two-way act of communication, where we bring to God what is ours and God brings to us what is his.

This human-divine sharing is not only modelled by Jesus, but embodied in Jesus.

He shows us how to pray AND stands for all time as the mediator between us and God the Father enabling our prayer. Jesus is The Great Intercessor who transforms whatever words we offer into holy and dynamic prayer. The everyday grittiness of our lives is brought before the throne of God in that Jesus is the only one qualified to mediate this way - for he is the One from God who has come among our everydayness and infused it with divine interest.

The interest God shows in us through Jesus Christ is an invitation to us to show the same interest for others: ‘We love because He first loved us’. 

(1 John 4:19)

This is the love I was talking about with the children. It is love that is gifted to us, less of an obligation than a treasure that abounds the more it is distributed.

And in this love we have for others we will hope they experience blessings far greater than our power to give it to them. What happens at this point? We turn to God in prayer, petitioning God to act in the interests of the other. The great author on prayer, David Hubbard noted: “The purest form of love is given with no expectation of return. Measured by this standard, earnest prayer for others is a magnificent act of love.” 

So what stops us from praying for others?

What stops us asking others to pray for us?

I suggest it’s not because we are content with the way things are. We are a restless people who recognise the needs of a hurting world.

Uppermost in our consciousness right now are those victims of earthquake and tsunami; our Asia-pacific neighbours who have been slammed with such catastrophic loss. And we feel our helplessness in being so far from them.

Closer to home we recognise the needs of so many:

relationship difficulties, 

isolation, 

loneliness,

anxiety, 

worry about unemployment, 

worry about being over-worked, 

worry about what will happen in the future.

…

All of us have hopes beyond that which we experience now, so what stops us praying for each other?

I wonder if we are too ‘results-focused’?

Do we hesitate because we are unsure about the efficacy of prayer?

Praying for ourselves is one thing – we can do that privately, without having to tell others. But if we pray for others, either with them or if we tell them we are praying for them, do we risk embarrassment if we don’t get what we pray for?

I can certainly remember time I have held back in my prayers for others because I’m not sure if my prayer will work, and I don’t want people to be disappointed. I’ve also felt that if God doesn’t do what I’ve asked for, then somehow I’ve let God down; exposed God’s failings if you will!

How pathetic that is! That my own lack of faith is projected onto the One who goes to such lengths to allow me to speak with him; who delights in people being honest with him; who wants nothing more than for people to pour out their frustration and to trust in him for all things.

And I know I’m not the only one…

During my training for ministry I regularly conducted services for a small rural parish, which was a total delight for they were a wonderful community of people. However my total ignorance of farming life was exposed on regular occasions. I really tried to understand the ways of farming, to hear what mattered to them and try my best to enter into ‘the rhythms of the land’. Over the Summer period, while having a break from studies, I was preaching in this parish every week. And at that time I was keenly aware that the drought conditions in Central Otago were affecting the farmers of this parish significantly. They were losing topsoil as it was so dry the wind was simply blowing it away. And so, feeling the anxiety of those people I stepped out in faith and on the Sunday led the congregation in a prayer for God to bring rain to the area (a real Elijah moment!)

Well, guess what…?

In the following week it rained!

God is good, and I gave thanks and looked forward to my return to the parish the coming Sunday. Would they remember my prayer?

Well, the Session Clerk, a farmer in the area all his adult life, stood up at the beginning of the service to give the notices.

He began: “Friends, last Sunday Allister led us in a prayer for rain to come and end the drought. And look what has happened this week. The rain came anyway. I guess Allister didn’t need to pray after all!”

We can be so scared that our prayers won’t succeed that we often don’t take the risk in the first place.

But what is ‘success’ in praying? Is it getting what we pray for?

If we trot out our requests expecting God to willingly comply, we misunderstand the call to prayer in two major ways:

1/  We misunderstand God.
Psalm 124 recognises, above all, God’s sovereignty. The sovereignty of God means that God is free from all expectations from others. We cannot instruct God. If that’s the case, the same question comes back to us: why do we bother to pray?

The Psalm also recognizes that the sovereign God has committed his loving attention on us. God has entered into covenant with us. God has chosen to love us. For us this means trusting God in being sovereign – to do things ‘God’s way’, and not be disappointed if God does not answer us ‘our way’. We cannot demand certain results from God, but the Psalmist shows that we can praise God because we do know that without God being on our side, we would soon be overwhelmed.

2/  Secondly, if we expect God to simply comply to all our requests, we misunderstand ourselves. 

Prayer is two-way and we cannot expect to remain separated from our prayers. In bringing them to God we are asking for his power to infuse and inform our longings; we should therefore expect that God may well involve us further in response to the very prayer we make. Our prayers should return to us from God, to transform who we are and how we relate to others.

When we pray our prayers for others as Christians here at St John’s, dare we imagine that God might use us as part of the response to those prayers? We have seen earlier in this letter of James that the author has no time for Christians who fail to match their words with action.

An invitation to you today: every week after the service we want people to have the opportunity to receive prayer for anything they would like. Concerns, things they are thankful for, things they are wanting help with, guidance.  If you feel that you might be able to be part of helping people give voice to their desires and bringing these to God, you may want to talk to me about being part of this team of Pastoral Pray-ers. 

Pray about it!

So, ‘Why bother praying for others?’

Because we are told to do so as part of living our faith.

Because it’s part of our living relationship with God

Because we love others.

We do not need to be hesitant to pray for others for God is the one who takes the responsibility for any ‘results’. In Jesus Christ God takes our prayers and transforms them into something wondrously significant.

In praying for others we are connected to God and each other, and are empowered to live out our faith.

“Our help is in the name of the Lord,
   who made heaven and earth.” (Psalm 124:8)

‘O mighty God, my heart cries out to thee, how great thou art!’

Thanks be to God! Amen.

� David Hubbard, The Problem With Prayer Is…(Wheaton: Tyndale House Publishers, 1972), p14.
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