Sunday 31 January 2010 : 
Matthew 7 : 7-12 
One of the biggest issues facing Christians today is – how can we see an answer to our prayers? For many of us, prayer is a bit like my woeful attempts at golf – hit and hope, with no conviction whatsoever of hitting the fairway, never mind a hole-in-one. Today, I hope these words of Jesus in Matthew 7 will encourage us and reassure us that the purpose of God is for us to enjoy a more powerful, more productive prayer life. 

The foundational principle is simple enough. God is our loving Father, who will settle for nothing but the best for His children. There is no such thing as faith without a clear revelation of that truth. If we do not understand who God is, and what He is like by nature, then we may be very religious, very devout, we may be many things, but we cannot be Christians, in any meaningful sense of the word. 

Christians are people who know that God loves them so much that he sent Jesus to die in our place, to forgive our every sin, to heal our every disease, to remove the devil’s every toehold in our lives, to break every bondage that hinders us from walking in God’s plan that we enjoy life to the full and seek to do His will in every way.

That’s what God wants for us. The New Testament proves it time and time again, and if it is not happening in our lives, then the fault does not lie with God. If we are not living free from guilt and condemnation, free from sickness and disease, free from fear and anxiety, free from debt and poverty, it is not God but ourselves that need to change, and where must that change begin? Between our ears!

Far too many of us who consider ourselves Christians think exactly the same way as those who do not give God 2 minutes of their time from one year’s end to the next, and that is why our lives turn out the same below-par, disappointing, frustrating mess as the atheist, the agnostic, or the new-age bells-and-smells tree-hugger. Far too many of us are content to fit in with the spirit of this age, boxed into conformity with a world around us that, in case anyone hasn’t noticed, isn’t a happy one. 
God wants better for His kids than that, much better, but we need to get our brain into gear, and that’s why Paul says in Romans 12 that we are NOT to be conformed to this world, but to be TRANSFORMED by the renewing of our mind through studying the Word of God. If you want inspiration for a more satisfying life, you won’t find it in the newspapers, or in political manifestos. Only God’s Word gives you God’s plan.
The first thing I would have to say to those of us – and I include myself in this – who know that we’re not seeing results in our life the way we should be, is that we can’t do it without investing quality time in our relationship with God. Like any other resource, time can be wasted or invested. We waste time complaining, gossiping, feeling sorry for ourselves because things aren’t turning out, or doing things we don’t need to do just to fill up time. Anyone else noticed you can get 600 TV channels, all broadcasting junk at once, but like me you’ve watched something you’re not interested in because it’s on?

Time wasted is like money wasted – once it’s gone, it’s gone, and it’s not coming back. But time invested, putting on a praise tape, listening to a good preacher, or just taking time on your own to read the Bible, is like seed sown – it will bear a harvest. It will help us to recognise God for who He really is, and what He’s really like. Paul prayed for the church at Ephesus, remember, that God would give them the spirit of wisdom and revelation to know Him better, and through that knowledge to realise that God had given them, as believers, the same power that raised Jesus from the dead.

That great prayer for protection, Psalm 91, contains a wonderful promise that when we know God and recognise Him for who He is, He will keep us safe, He will answer us when we call, He will deliver us when we encounter trouble, He will give us long life, health and prosperity. But if we don’t know the Word, we don’t know the promises – and if we don’t know what God has promised, we can’t receive the promises.

What I’ve shared with you so far today is the indispensable foundation for a powerful prayer life. If our minds are not marinated in the Word of God, so that we have a true revelation of the love of God, true prayer really doesn’t happen. In our lesson today, from Matthew 7, Jesus is speaking of the prayer life of believers. Ask, and it will be given unto you. Seek, and you will find. Knock, and the door will be opened to you.
WILL be, not might be, if you’re lucky, if God got out of bed on the right side that day. 
God is never the problem. The important thing is that WE know, and have confidence in, what God has promised. Ask for that, and it’s a done deal. It may take some time to come to fruition, because things don’t always fall into place within five minutes, but if we ask for something that God has promised, trusting that He keeps His promises, and that what Jesus did, He did for us, the proverbial cheque IS in the post.
I don’t know much Greek – apart from ouzo, I don’t in fact know any Greek! – but I am told that the Greek word translated ask in Matthew 7 is AITEO which means to demand what is due. It was used in Luke 23:23, when the mob were baying for the blood of Jesus, demanding his crucifixion. It wasn’t a shy, wishy-washy, please sir, if you’ve nothing more urgent on your plate sort of asking. They meant business. They weren’t going to be put off till they got what they wanted.

If those who hated Jesus were so insistent, how much more determined should we be when we go to God in the confidence that if Philippians 4.19 says : my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus, then, as a follower of Jesus Christ, I am 100% convinced that he will meet all my needs too. When we’ve got ourselves into a mess, maybe financially, we can claim 1 Peter 5.6f : humble yourselves under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in good time. Cast all your anxiety on God, because he cares for you. That’s a stress-busting promise, isn’t it?
If we’re getting a battering from circumstances – anyone know about that? – James 1 says that the testing of our faith produces patience and perseverance, and so according to James 4 we’re to submit to God, believe His Word, resist the devil and He will flee. That’s what we need to get through a tough time with a good attitude, not complaining about it but trusting that God is actively sorting it out, right now, and our freedom is just around the corner. The Word says in 3 John 2 that the declared will of God is for us to prosper and enjoy good health, just as our soul prospers – so when we pray to God about health problems, financial problems, or attitude problems, we’re on safe ground.

Even better is the fact that these things are not only God’s declared will, they are also His accomplished will. The last words Jesus spoke on the cross were : it is finished, or perhaps a better translation : it is accomplished. When Jesus died on the cross, he took upon Himself all the sin of the world – past, present and future – and the consequences of sin, past, present and future. Jesus paid that price, in full, for all people, for all time.

What Jesus did at Easter was to demolish every barrier between a loving God and the precious children He wants to bless in every way. The curse of human disobedience was broken forever at that point, but what Jesus calls in Mark 7 the traditions of men that make the Word of God ineffective have conspired to keep people thinking they’re under the curse when they’re not. 

Every time you get judgement and condemnation rammed down your throat, every time you hear the nonsense that God sends suffering to humble us or teach us a lesson, it’s a classic case of a tradition of men, diametrically opposed to the revelation of the love of God in scripture. If we let that lie influence our thinking, we slip back into a mindset of the curse – this diabetes is just the cross I have to bear. No it’s not! The Word teaches that Jesus already went to the cross for you, so why invent one for yourself?

The prayer of faith is not asking God for a favour. It is thanking Him for the victory He has already won for us over all the works of the devil through Jesus Christ, and then receiving by faith what God in Christ has already provided for us by grace. If you are a born-again believer, and you have a need that you see in the gospels Jesus doing in love and grace for someone else, you are entitled to ask, and you will receive.

Those of us who are earthy parents, far from perfect, and our kids know what buttons to press to wind us up – yet, as Jesus says, if they are in need, we’ll pull out all the stops to help them. We wouldn’t dream of giving them a stone and a snake in place of a tuna toastie – would we? So if we wouldn’t do the dirty on them, what on earth makes us think God would do the dirty on us? If we don’t believe God is a million times more loving to His children than we are to ours, we don’t know God, and that’s our problem!
There’s a lot more I could say about this, but I’m going to leave it there for today.
