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This morning, we’re going to continue our series on getting more out of our Christianity.  We’ve looked at getting more out of the assembly and getting more out of singing.  This morning, we’re going to take a look at prayer.
Along with singing, prayer is an important part of our worship services and bible studies.  We often begin with prayer and always end with prayer.  We also say several throughout the service on Sunday morning.  Prayer is something we do at other times besides here at the building, too, or at least it should be.

Paul often wrote prayers in the letters he sent to the numerous congregations he traveled to and visited.  Likewise, James mentions the power of prayer in his epistle.  Yet, prayer can become a meaningless exercise we conduct in many situations if we let it.  A prayer is meaningless if it is rotely said, without the pray-er giving it much thought.  Also, if prayers aren’t listened to as they’re spoken in a public setting, they don’t do much good, either.

We see in 1 Corinthians 14:15-17 that prayers were offered in the assemblies in the early church.

1 Corinthians 14:15-17
15What is the outcome then? I will pray with the spirit and I will pray with the mind also; I will sing with the spirit and I will sing with the mind also. 16Otherwise if you bless in the spirit only, how will the one who fills the place of the ungifted say the “Amen” at your giving of thanks, since he does not know what you are saying? 17For you are giving thanks well enough, but the other person is not edified.
Prayers were also offered by early Christians in times of trouble, as seen in the story of Peter and John before the Sanhedrin in Acts 4 and Peter’s arrest and imprisonment in Acts 12.  1 Timothy 2:3-4 explains why, if you’ll turn there with me.

1 Timothy 2:1-3
1First of all, then, I urge that entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on behalf of all men, 2for kings and all who are in authority, so that we may lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and dignity. 3This is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior,
Prayer is “good and acceptable in the sight of God.”  Isn’t it wonderful to serve a God who cares about us enough to give us an avenue to speak with Him?  And isn’t it even more wonderful how powerful that channel is?  Let’s turn to James 5.

We read in verse 16 “The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much.”  How much more can be accomplished by the prayers of many righteous people?  If you look back to verse 15, it says

James 5:15
15and the prayer offered in faith will restore the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up, and if he has committed sins, they will be forgiven him.
Prayer, then, can heal both physical sickness and spiritual sickness if it is the Lord’s will.  In Philippians 4:6-7, we learn that prayers result in the peace of God guarding our hearts and minds.  It can result in peace among nations as we’ve already read in 1 Timothy 2:2.  If our prayers had no effect, then why would Paul tell us to pray?

In Matthew 26:41, we learn that prayer can grant strength for those struggling with temptation.  Acts 8:22 records that prayer can impart forgiveness for those who fall into temptation.
Prayer certainly is a powerful tool for us.  But it is important to remember that it is Christian prayer working together with God that produces great things.  If God isn’t part of the equation, then we might as well be talking to the roof.  Sometimes I think Christians forget that prayer is more than just a shopping list of desires.  We are speaking to a being who is concerned about us, a being that gives us everything we have.

So I’d like to look at some ways we can get more out of prayer.  I think the first thing to do in getting more from prayer is to realize its power and believe in that power.  Jesus told his disciples in Luke 18:1-8 to be persistent in prayer, if you’ll turn there with me.

Luke 18:1-8
1Now He was telling them a parable to show that at all times they ought to pray and not to lose heart, 2saying, “In a certain city there was a judge who did not fear God and did not respect man. 3“There was a widow in that city, and she kept coming to him, saying, ‘Give me legal protection from my opponent.’ 4“For a while he was unwilling; but afterward he said to himself, ‘Even though I do not fear God nor respect man, 5yet because this widow bothers me, I will give her legal protection, otherwise by continually coming she will wear me out.’” 6And the Lord said, “Hear what the unrighteous judge said*; 7now, will not God bring about justice for His elect who cry to Him day and night, and will He delay long over them? 8“I tell you that He will bring about justice for them quickly. However, when the Son of Man comes, will He find faith on the earth?”
In Matthew 21:22, if you’ll turn there, Jesus tells us that if we must believe if we ask.
Matthew 21:22

“And all things you ask in prayer, believing, you will receive.”

Of course, when we ask, we must be doing God’s will as John wrote in 1 John 3:22, and we must ask according to his will, as it says in 1 John 5:14-14.  There are Christians out there who say that prayer is nothing but a mental exercise.  They say a person prays to help themselves work through grief and guilt, or to verbalize they joy they feel.  They don’t believe that God hears our prayers or acts on them.  Isn’t that sad?  If you don’t believe in the power of prayer – that it can change the world around us – why bother?
Jesus says that if we have faith the size of a mustard seed, we could cast mountains into the oceans.  We believe that God has the power to create those mountains and oceans.  Is it really that hard to believe that if we ask him, He’s got the power to say, “Yes”?

Besides believing in the power of prayer, we can also get more out of prayer by developing a personal practice of prayer.  As the saying goes, “Practice makes perfect.”  It’s no different with prayer.  The more you pray, the better you’ll get at it.  Think about when you pray.  Do you pray before every meal?  Do you pray when you wake up in the morning and before you go to sleep at night?  Do you say spontaneous prayers throughout the day for no reason other than to talk to our Heavenly Father?  When and how often do you pray?
The more you pray, the more meaningful and familiar it becomes.  You’ll come to appreciate its value more and you’ll develop the mental discipline to do it.  Praying will become habitual.

Turn to 1 Thessalonians 5:14-18, if you will.  In this section of scripture, Paul is giving the Thessalonians guidelines on how to live good Christian lives.
14We urge you, brethren, admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with everyone. 15See that no one repays another with evil for evil, but always seek after that which is good for one another and for all people. 16Rejoice always; 17pray without ceasing; 18in everything give thanks; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.
In verses 17 and 18, Paul writes that we should pray without ceasing, in everything giving thanks.  This is a sentiment echoed in both Romans 12:12 and Colossians 4:2.  Do you realize, that according to Paul here in verse 18, we are to give thanks for everything?  When we’re blessed, we’re to thank God.  When we’re tried and persecuted, we’re to thank God.  When we’re involved in a four car accident or our house washes away in a flood, we’re to thank God.  Do you thank God for everything?  I know I don’t.
But I do know this:  People who pray a lot, “without ceasing” as Paul puts it here in 1 Thessalonians, love to pray.  You learn to love it, and do you know why?  There are two reasons, a physical reason and a spiritual reason.  The physical reason is that you pray for things and God grants certain petitions and we see the world around us changing, whether it’s a friend getting over an illness, or someone arriving home safely after a long trip.  Things happen because we pray.  The spiritual reason is because we have someone to trouble with our problems so they don’t trouble us.  We have a direct phone line to God.
A third thing we can do to enhance our prayer life is to assume a position of prayer that reflects our state of mind.  The Bible describes many different “praying postures.”  These include standing, having our hands spread out and/or lifted heavenward, bowing the head, looking up towards heaven, kneeling, and falling face down to the ground.  While there is no “official posture”, we should assume one that we are comfortable with and reflects our true state of mind, circumstances allowing.  If we’re saying a prayer that is praising and glorifying God, standing with out hands raised to heaven may be the best.  If we’re going before him with humility to ask for forgiveness of a sin, then bow your head and show subjection and reverence.  Those people who I mentioned before that didn’t believe in the power of prayer did have one thing right – prayer is a mental exercise, that is, we do it with our minds.  But our physical posture reflects our mindset while we pray.
The last thing we can do to get more out of public prayer is to be active participants, not passive listeners.  While the leader of the prayer is praying, say “Amen” if you agree with it, whether it is a soft audible “Amen” or a mental one.  We can see from 1 Corinthians 14:16 that it was common in the early church to say “Amen” during or after a prayer.  Why should it be any different now, as long as you’re not disrupting the prayer from being said?  If you agree with what is being said, why shouldn’t you tell the Lord that you want it to happen?
In closing today, I’d like to urge you to take your praying seriously.  The power of prayer is too important to just be discarded out of hand.  It is an avenue by which we can thank and glorify God, and it is a means by which we can go before Him and ask for his blessings and mercy.
