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     The Earnest Prayer (Part 1)

              Dr. J. Allen Blair
I heard someone say one time that prayer is simply mouthing words to a God who isn’t there.  This man would have been wise to keep quiet and not reveal his ignorance, for God is always there and longs to hear from His followers when they pray.  He never fails to listen.  Well, stay tuned for my message on prayer with several more to follow.

In the 12th chapter of Acts, we read of Herod’s persecution of believers.  He had martyred James, the brother of John.  Next, he sought to kill Peter.  The apostle Peter was apprehended and imprisoned.  In verse five of this same chapter, we are told that prayer was made without ceasing of the church unto God for him.  Some of the saints had gathered at the home of Mary to intercede for God’s servant.  These believers knew where to go when confronted with adversity.  They went to their knees and committed their burden to the Lord.  

Now further in the chapter, we see that God heard the prayers of His people and answered in a miraculous way.  In the middle of the night, an angel appeared and delivered Peter.  The apostle sought refuge at Mary’s house where her friends were beseeching God in prayer for Peter.  As he knocked at the door of the gate, a girl by the name of Rhoda answered.  When she saw that it was Peter, she quickly returned to the praying people and told how Peter stood before the gate.  They said to her, “You are mad.”  She insisted that it was Peter.  Then they said, It is his angel.  In verse 16 we read, But Peter continued knocking: and when they had opened the door, and saw him, they were astonished.  Now should they have been astonished if they really believed that God answers prayer?  Why were they surprised?  Did they not expect to see Peter?  Had they not asked God to deliver him?  And yet, when their prayers were answered, they were astounded.  These Christians were guilty of the same problem that has plagued some of us at times:  Perfunctory praying.  

Doubtless, they had gathered to pray for Peter more out of obligation than concern.  They felt that they had an obligation to fulfill to their brother.  Thus prayer was the normal thing to do.  The facts seem to prove, however, that they were not really sincere about prayer.  It appears that their praying was merely mechanical – speaking words without really expecting God to respond.  

Now if our praying is to be more than mere perfunctory praying, I believe there are several essentials we must realize.  First, we must pray earnestly.  What do you think the outcome would be if all of the Lord’s people were to get really serious about prayer?  If when we went to prayer we were to realize that we were entering into the presence of the King of kings, and Lord of lords, the Creator of the universe, what a difference it would make if we were to sincerely believe God’s word as found in Ephesians 3:20, where we are told that he is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think.  It would be impossible to fathom the tremendous results we might see were we to be genuinely in earnest in our praying.  

I fear that prayer has become merely “routine” for many of us.  We pray simply because we are Christians.  And, after all, followers of Christ are expected to pray.  That is our obligation and duty, if we are to be good Christians.  We must take five, ten, or 15 minutes in the morning for prayer and, of course, if we observe this little ritual, the day will be sweeter (at least this is what we think).  So often, this kind of praying is prayer without the power of God.  Often, in our church prayer meetings, we hear voices, familiar voices because they usually are the same ones who always lead in prayer in prayer meeting.  They accept it as their duty to pray for everyone else.  But, quite frequently, it is the same prayer we heard last week, the previous week, and the week before that.  There seems to be a lack of power and spontaneity which I believe God would have all of us experience in prayer.  Thus as we approach the throne of grace, we must sense the importance of praying earnestly and not perfunctory.
How did our Lord pray?  Luke 22:44 says, Being in agony he prayed more earnestly: and his sweat was as it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground.  Do we pray like this?  Do we sweat as we pray because we are so desirous of knowing and doing the will of God?  Should not all followers of the Lord Jesus pray with the same concern and devotion as our Lord did?  Do you recall Jacob’s earnestness and persistence as he wrestled with the heaven sent angel, as he exclaimed, I will not let thee go except thou bless me.  He refused to give in until he received the intended blessing.  It is this same spirit we need in our prayers during these crisis days of defeat and discouragement.  King Hezekiah was in earnest when he committed his disturbing letter to God.  He refused to be discouraged.  He did not complain.  He was not distraught.  He simply went into the house of the Lord, and spread the matter before the Lord.  He knew where he could get help.  Paul and Silas were in earnest as they prayed during their imprisonment (as the result of their faithful proclamation of the gospel).  They did not pity themselves and complain.  We read, in Acts 16:25-26, that at midnight Paul and Silas prayed, and sang praises unto God: and the prisoners heard them.  And suddenly there was a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the prison were shaken: and immediately all the doors were opened, and every one’s bands were loosed.  How essential that we pray earnestly!  It is earnest praying that reaches the heart of God.  

Hear His gracious invitation (in Hebrews 4:16), Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need.  The word boldly, as used here, does not mean courageously or fearlessly (as we might think).  The word literally means “to tell all,” which carries with it the idea of unburdening our hearts with sincere entreaty.  We should approach God openly and earnestly – telling Him all about the burdens on our heart.  We are assured that He will hear us. 
A little child got into a difficulty with his playmate.  The result was, with a tear-stained face, he went to his mother.  He poured out his tale of woe – telling all.  The child knew where to go, and he knew where he could get a sympathetic audience who would understand him and listen patiently.  Well, God would have us to come to Him with this same childlike trust and boldness – earnestly telling Him all.

God’s servant David knew the joy of this experience.  Psalm 5:3 says, My voice shalt thou hear in the morning, O LORD; in the morning will I direct my prayer unto thee, and will look up.  Is this your experience?  Is it a joy to get out of bed in the morning and have a quiet time with God?  Or is it a burden?  If it is a burden, we are not experiencing the privilege of earnest prayer.  If it is a burden, you can be sure that God is not interested, for He longs to hear from sincere and believing hearts.  

Well, I will have some more things to say about prayer in my succeeding messages.  I do hope you will take the time to listen.  Should you not be a child of God, I hope you will do something about this right now.  Call on Jesus Christ and tell Him you are receiving Him by faith as your Savior and Lord, and He will become yours for ever and ever.
Heavenly Father, I pray that You will give us a burden for prayer.  Teach us the value of prayer, and may we each morning pour out our hearts to You, trusting You, believing You, expecting You to work in Jesus’ name.   Amen.
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