Prayer Power (How to pray)
Today we're going to wax basic. Today we are going to explore the dynamics of vertical conversations. In the Bible the word for conversation with God is simply "prayer," and we think it's real important. We are working toward the day that any time someone is sitting receiving ministry at Redemption Church someone will be praying for them. 

Prayer is fraught with a number of challenges though. What can I converse with God about? Will conversing with God actually do anything? Isn't our praying more relational window dressing than actually doing something that impacts God's activities in this world? If this really is conversation, then how do we hear God? How do we know if he is the one speaking to us? These are important questions we need to address. Today I'm going to do something that's a certain way to know we're praying the right way. I am going to look at a prayer from the Bible, and not just any prayer. This is the most quoted, known, and recited prayer in history. It's called the Lord's Prayer. Now before you roll your eyes and sigh as if you know this may be the most boring sermon you've ever heard, let me blow a couple myths away about the Lord's Prayer.

The Lord's Prayer was not given to be recited by memory in a kind of perfunctory, thoughtless way. Unfortunately, this is often how the Lord's Prayer has been used. I grew up reciting it in both of the church services I attended every Sunday and never once heard any teaching about it.

The Lord's Prayer was actually given in the spirit of other teachers giving their disciples prayers. They were essentially outlines or guidelines for directioning conversation with God. 

Luke 11:1 
One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples said to him, "Lord, teach us to pray, just as john taught his disciples."
So today we're going to embark upon the outline of this divine conversation. But before we look at that, Jesus gave us some pretty clear principles concerning approach. So let's plunge in and take a look.

1. Acknowledge your saran wrap transparency
Matthew 6:5 (The Message)
and when you come before God, don't turn that into a theatrical production either. All these people making a regular show out of their prayers, hoping for stardom! Do you think God sits in a box seat?

God knows what's up, he knows how you feel, what you're thinking, what you would really like to say. So why not just acknowledge that your veneer is about as concealing as a clear plastic bag or a glass fish bowl? As we approach God we need to admit we can't keep a secret, hide a hurt or conceal some anger. God sees right through us. While this is a tough approach principle, it's one that should be relatively obvious given the fact that God is God. You sit before God utterly see through. A bit naked feeling huh!
2. Plan for geographical consistency
· Matthew 6:6 (The Message)
Here's what I want you to do: find a quiet, secluded place so you won't get tempted to role-play before God. Just get there as simply and honestly as you can manage. The focus will shift from you to God, and you will begin to sense his grace.

· We consistently say dialogue with God. Any time and anywhere about anything and Scripture teaches this very clearly:

· Pray without ceasing, (I Thessalonians 5:17)
· Pray at all times, (Luke 21:36)
· Give thanks about all things. (I Thessalonians 5:18)
But Jesus here in this text states a very important approach principle. There needs to be a place or places where the full gamut of issues can be discussed with God in unhurried, uninterrupted ways. 

The truth be known, many of us know nothing about this principle. We're so accustomed to doing life on the fly that we think the 30 second to 2 minutes of discussion with God in the car or on the treadmill is adequate. Well, let me just say -- wrong. Not one valuable, deep, or enriching relationship you're in can function that way. You can't give a couple 30 second snippets to any valuable relationship and expect it to be deep and ongoing in terms of its growth. 

Furthermore, and maybe even more importantly, Jesus, the very son of God, couldn't function that way either. Repeatedly we read of Jesus getting away to pray. And with most frequent regularity, he went away to a mountain or a desert. Jesus had a location or two that with consistency and periodic rhythm he escaped to. This kind of geographical safety zone was a way Jesus could be insured some unhurried and uninterrupted time

3. Avoid perfunctory patterns
Matthew 6:7-9 (The Message) 
7 "The world is full of so-called prayer warriors who are prayer-ignorant. They're full of formulas and programs and advice, peddling techniques for getting what you want from God. 8 Don't fall for that nonsense. This is your Father you are dealing with, and he knows better than you what you need. 9 With a God like this loving you, you can pray very simply. Like this: Our Father in heaven, Reveal who you are.

Rote, ritual, repetitive, empty patterns that give a feeling of smugness and accomplishment because there are actually some motions being run through, only have an inoculating effect. Prayer patterns, agendas and outlines aren't what Jesus is addressing here. He's saying we must be very, very careful we don't get into a rut where what we do becomes mindless repetition. It's with these three approach principles in mind that Jesus offers the disciples an agenda, a six point discussion design if you will, as a starting point for their praying. 
In the first century and long before that, rabbis and the children of Israel received outlines for their praying. It was not unusual for a teacher to say: these are the kinds of things you should pray about and then each day the person using that as a basic contour would fill in the blanks. 
This is what Jesus is doing in The Lord's Prayer. So let's take a look together:

Matthew 6:9b-13 (The Message)
Our father in heaven, Reveal who you are. Set the world right. Do what's best -- as above, so below. Keep us alive with three square meals. Keep us forgiven with you and forgiving others. Keep us safe from ourselves and the devil. You're in charge. You can do anything you want. You're ablaze in beauty. Yes. Yes. Yes.

Jesus' six point discussion design:

Traditional version reads: Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. 

The Message translation reads: Our Father in heaven, reveal who you are.

This is a statement about coming to God and saying: God, part of what I want to do is come to know you better. I want to understand your omnipotence, your all powerfulness. I want to understand your omniscience, that you know everything. I want to understand your sovereignty, your greatness, your grandeur. I want to understand your immense affinity. This is a starting statement saying: God, I want to honor you as you are. So Jesus says: when you start in the prayer agenda, start there. 

Start with a God focus, not a you focus.
The traditional version reads: Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

The Message translation reads: Set the world right, do what's best -- as above, so below.

Jesus is giving very specific and concrete instructions that we ought to pray -- discussion instructions about God's will being accomplished here on this earth. He told us how we'll know what his will is. He says: my will is that the way things would be accomplished and done in heaven is the approach that would migrate to your life. That's the way I want it on this earth.

Our goal in discussion with God is to bring about the kingdom of Heaven in experience and in our reality as much as we can. In other words, Jesus isn't asking us to pray some sort of general prayer: "OK God, bring your kingdom to the earth." I think he's saying to use that principle and apply it to your family. Apply it to your marketplace life and your vocational life. "God, let your will be accomplished in all the areas of my life just as if I was living in heaven."

Jesus says to open up your praying in worship of God your father, and get to know more fully who he is. Then start in by asking him to bring his will and who he is into each sphere and dimension of your life. Ask him to be specifically present and active in each one of those arenas.

The reason I think it's clear that Jesus meant this to be an outline is that these are such broad generalizations and Jesus, in every other area teaches us to pray very specifically. 

The New Testament says: be specific in your praying. It's up to you and I to make each one of these statements a very concrete and specific life in conversation by what we're bringing to interaction with God on a daily conversational basis. Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven today might be very different than how I pray tomorrow.

The traditional version reads: Give us this day our daily bread.

The Message translation reads: Keep us alive with three square meals.

Now we could go ahead and say this is a statement to pray for food each day. But I think it's more than that. This third discussion point is an invitation for you to come with your list of daily needs. Do you need a sense of peace today as you're heading into a business meeting? That's a daily provisional item. Do you need some courage to face a difficult circumstance around the corner? That's a daily provisional bread item. Jesus legitimizes and gives permission to the fact that we need to be praying about daily needs. We need to come to the discussion with a list of things we have concerns about -- certain situations, financial traumas, material needs, parenting items. They're certainly worthy of our request before God and Jesus says to ask God. Give us today God our daily provision.

Jesus then shifts the focus away from your laundry list of daily provisional items to a little bit more relational focus in your praying.

The traditional version reads: Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. 

The Message translation reads: Keep us forgiven with you and forgiving others. 

He says: remember, when you're in discussion with God, you're not only having relationship with God in your worship time, you aren't only discussing with God bringing his kingdom into each sphere of your life and existence, and you aren't only asking him to come and provide a daily provision of a variety of different sorts. But you, as you're discussing with God your situation each day, you're remembering that you're a relational entity, that you're a community being, that you have been built to do the journey with others. One of the ways you can see God's will in your relationships is to forgive those who need forgiveness -- let them off the hook and forgive them. That forgiveness we offer to others would be the measuring stick by which God forgives us. Do you see that? To the degree that you're forgiving, to the degree that you give grace, is the degree God will measure grace and forgiveness back to you.

Ouch, that hurts, friends. Let me just say as an aside and a little reminder, God's forgiveness of us is unlimited. Jesus was teaching us something in this prayer when he said: you need to be sure that you forgive people repeatedly and over and over and over again. Why? Because that is how God treats you. You need to make that concrete in your life. Who do you need to forgive today? What areas do you need to ask God's forgiveness in? What areas do you need to come and repent and say: God, clean me out here? You need to do that daily. Jesus has given us an outline here.

The traditional version reads: Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from the evil one. 

The Message translation reads: Keep us safe from ourselves and the devil. 

Friends, Jesus is moving us a step further and telling us ask God to give us infrared goggles that can identify temptation as well as external trials you need to ramp up for. These are potential spiritual potholes that could cause a spiritual flat tire. He says: enter into discussion with God concerning your own personal purity. How are you coming on that tax return gang? Are you being totally straight forward? How about that business dealing? Are you 100% honest? When was the last time you just told a little white lie in the office or to a teacher? Students, what about cheating on a test in exams? How is your thought life going these days? Are you being careful what kind of things you're watching on TV, or are you with viewing what could really be classified soft pornography?

Jesus said: discuss with God protection from temptation, that he would deliver you from the hands of the evil one, that you would be alert as to how you're navigating trials and difficulties. 

Those are spiritual potholes and they can cause a flat.

The traditional version reads: For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, forever. Amen.

The Message translation reads: You're in charge! You can do anything you want. You're ablaze in beauty! Yes. Yes. Yes.

Jesus has given us this outline for prayer that gives us such clear direction. Here he's telling us to affirm God and his glory as you conclude your prayer time. God can move into every nook and cranny of your inner space that you give him, and he's the one who's really in charge. State that you trust his sovereignty, that you trust his activity in your life, no matter what direction things are going.

Conversation with God can be like any other conversation in any other meaningful relationship. Jesus has given us the clear outline.

