February 8, 2009                                          Pray Persistently                                       #90                                                                                                            
2nd lesson this month on the topic:  Praying with Power
1st Week:  “Pray Confidently”; How we as believers need to pray with confidence because of God’s character, God’s response, and God’s ways.
What this lesson is about:  From a Canaanite woman’s persistent request for Jesus to heal her daughter, and Jesus’ parable teaching His disciples to pray persistently, believers can learn how to pray with persistence.
How this lesson can impact your life:  Develop and commit to a more persistent prayer life.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “The Prerequisite of Humility”; Persistent prayer must include the elements of faith and humility. 
2. “The Requirement of Determination”; Rather than being discouraged when our prayers go unanswered, we are to be determined in our praying. 
3. “The Fulfillment of Expectation”; Because God loves us, we can be confident He hears our prayers and will answer them. 
Persistent:

Continuing without change in function or structure

When I think of someone being persistent I think of small children;

· They always are determined (persistent) on trying to get their way

· They cry and have fits for toys, candy, or anything they want

· They never give in or give up

· They stay persistent in their efforts to get their way or desires

There is this story about a last-minute change in the order of worship in a church service;

· In the original plan, the choir was to sing immediately after the minister had offered the morning prayer

· But for some reason that had been dropped from the order of service

· Needing to alert the minister, the worship leader leaned over and whispered to the minister “After the prayer there will be no response.”

Do you ever feel like, after you pray, that there is “no response?”

· Are you impatient for an answer to your prayers?

· Do you feel you have been praying about something for weeks and months, and nothing happens?

· Our problem is we are in a hurry for an answer, but God isn’t in a hurry to give us one.
Persistence is an important part of “praying with power” our lesson theme this month;

· With the right attitude, we must continue to pray even when God’s silence stretches the limits of patience and faith

· God answers our prayers in His own time and way

· When we encounter silence to our prayers, in faith we continue to pray into the silence

For us to pray persistently we need to have three qualities;

· Humility

· Determination

· Expectation 

Someone read our 1st group of Scripture verses (The Prerequisite of Humility) Matthew 15: 21-28.  Listen for why the woman came to Jesus (v21).

A woman from the region approached Jesus;
· She cried out to Jesus with an urgent plea

· She asked Jesus to “have mercy on me” v22

· She needed Jesus to use His healing power to cure her daughter

· Her daughter was being grievously vexed (cruelly tormented by a demon v22

Jesus had an unusual respond to her pleas and cries;

· He did not say a word to her v23

· To those who witnessed her pleas, Jesus was not responsive to her

Why would Jesus treat her this way?

· Maybe He wanted to strengthen her faith

· Maybe He wanted to observe His disciples’ response to His silence to her

· He planned to use their response to teach a valuable lesson to them

The disciples repeatedly asked Jesus to get rid of her because she continued to follow them and kept crying out;

· She was disturbing them

· She was drawing unwanted attention to them

Jesus’ silence to this woman’s request and His reluctance to speak to her did not discourage this grieving mother;

· She came, and worshipped Him v25

· Her actions were courageous and determined

· Her plea was full of emotion “Lord help me” v25

· She was persistent

Jesus responded to the woman seemed out of character;

· It seemed blunt and harsh

· He declared that “to take the children’s bread and throw it to their dogs” was not good v26

Let’s look at why Jesus responded to her this way;

· To test her faith

· To teach the disciples a lesson on how harsh and insensitive it is to refuse to help other people

The woman was quick-witted;

· She replied that even dogs were allowed to eat scraps of food that fell from their master’s tables v27

· She only wanted a crumb

· She showed her humility by referring to herself as a dog in his example

· Jesus told her she had great faith and granted her request v28

Today all of us can learn from this story about this woman with her sick child;

· That persistent prayer is not cockiness or self-confidence
· It is an expression of humility and faith

· Jesus does not turn away people who come to Him with humble faith

· Genuine prayer is an expression of faith in Jesus, not faith in the act of prayer itself

· Jesus can satisfy our most desperate needs

Someone read our 2nd group of Scripture verses (The requirement of Determination) Luke 18: 1-5.  Listen to the character of the judge in this parable.

Let’s look at the character of this judge;
· He did not reverence God or have any regard for other people v2

· He completely violated Jesus’ summary of the Commandments: love for God and love for neighbor

· Jesus showed him as a self-centered official who used his power for his own purposes.

Now let’s look at how the judge’s character influenced his decisions as a judge;

· He was unconcerned about justice

· He was unconcerned about integrity or fairness

· His decisions were probably based on bribery

Notice in verse 3 the widow’s character;

· She had a concern for justice

· She was persistent (the theme of today’s lesson)

This widow came to the judge repeatedly asking him to rule in her favor against her adversary v3;

· She possibly was seeking legal protection from someone seeking foreclosure

The judge was at the high end, while the widow was almost powerless;

· She had no husband to provide for her or defend her rights

· She was a good example of the needy and helpless people of her time

· Her only recourse was to approach the judge and request justice

· She did this on a regular basis

· She used the only leverage available to her

For a while, the judge continued to dismiss the widow’s requests;

· Perhaps he considered her to be insignificant or viewed her case as frivolous

· Maybe he sided with her adversary.

· The judge admitted his lack of reverence for God and his regard for other people

The judge did value his own comfort and peace of mind;

· The widow was constantly pestering him v5

· She troubled him v5

· Her ceaseless pleas were exhausting him

The judge decided to rule in the widow’s favor;

· She was wearing him out v5

· His decision was completely self serving

· He wanted relief from her persistence (today’s lesson theme)

· He wanted to get her “off his back” and get her “out of his hair”

Today, as Christians, we all need to pray with power when we exercise determination like this widow woman;
· We should keep praying until we recognize God’s answers to our prayers

· God’s answers may be no or wait

· God lovingly may refuse to give what we request because He sees the big picture and knows what is best for us.

Someone read our last group of Scripture verses (The Fulfillment of Expectation) Luke 18: 6-8.  Listen to God’s lesson in this parable.

Jesus made clear to His disciples the parable’s application;

· He called attention to what the unjust judge said to himself in verses 4-5

· That the judge to get rid of the widow and gain some peace and quiet, that the judge ruled in her favor only to please himself

· Jesus shows “how much more” to contrast God to the self-serving judge

· That God will grant justice to His people who cry out to Him day and night v7

God is faithful;

· Even when our prayers go unanswered

· Even when God’s answers are delayed

· We need to keep on praying and leave the answers and timing to Him

· We can trust Him to care for us

Today more than ever God listens to our prayers;

· God may delay responding

· But when He deems the time is right He dispenses justice, vindication, or judgment-swiftly or suddenly

· At times we may wonder why God allows evil to go unpunished, but we can be sure He is just and will bring justice to His people.

People today often pray for God’s justice in situations when what they really want are results that align with their desires, not God’s;

· When you think about your confidence in God as He answers prayer, which attitude and action reflects you?

a. Trust God to fulfill His plans and purposes in your life

b. Expect God to answer your prayers according to your wishes and desires

c. Trust God to align your heart with His will as you pray.

Jesus told His disciples that they would face difficult times ahead in v8;

· He wanted them to persevere in their faith during those tough times

· He asked whether He would find that faith when He comes again

I find myself apologizing to God for the “sameness” of my prayers;

· For my limited vocabulary

· For the familiar pattern and way I pray

· But God wants to hear from us on a regular basis

· God does not grow tired or bored or irritated at us when we pray

· God looks beyond our words to the heart from which they came

Jesus presented this parable to teach his disciples (and us) not to give up in prayer.

As we pray, we need to keep in mind the truths about this lesson and God’s Word;

· Our persistent prayer stems from humble faith and leads to our seeking God’s will in light of the circumstances in our lives

· Persistent prayer requires determination.  We must be firmly determined in our requests to God if we expect Him to bless our lives by hearing and answering our prayers.

· Persistent prayer looks to God, expecting Him to respond.  It also looks forward with great expectation to Christ’s return as we live for Him each day in full confidence that He hears and answers our prayers.

When God Doesn’t Hear Us

Teen-age suicide has been called the “unheard cry for help.”  It is a subject we don’t like to think about, yet it is the second leading cause of death among young people.  The fifteen to twenty four year old age group is the only American age group whose death rate has not declined in the last twenty years.  This is due primarily to suicide.
Many causes for this tragedy have been suggested:  easy availability of alcohol and drugs; a society that glamorizes violence; high family mobility; the demise of the two-parent family; the availability of guns, etc.  These all play a part, no doubt, but a major factor may be that many young people have concluded that they are not important to anyone:  no one care what happens to them or hears them when they cry out for help.

The Canaanite woman in today’s lesson may have wondered whether anyone-even God-cared about her plight.  When she begged Jesus to heal her daughter, He at first seemed to ignore her; and then He gave an answer that seemed quite abrupt.

But what Jesus was doing was challenging this woman’s faith:  was she willing to trust Him implicitly?  When it seems that God isn’t listening to our prayers, is it possible that He is challenging us to trust Him regardless of what happens?

Are we willing to choose a life of faith rather than risk the death of faith?  It is only by stretching our faith that we grow.

Prayer:

Thank you Lord for the truth you give to us in Your Word.

Give each of us the persistence to pray to You and to accept your answers to our prayers.
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