“THE REALITY OF PRAYER”
Ephesians 6:18-20

A contemporary Christian writer has composed a brief picture of his experience in participating in the Church throughout his life. It goes as follows:


“Most churches in the USA can probably be described more


meaningfully in symbolic terms as a column of pilgrims. This


pilgrimage consists of a long line of people extending, perhaps a


mile or more, down the road. They are not marching in a


single file column, but rather are found in groups of varying


size. As I watch, I note that this actually is not a pilgrimage of,


say four or five hundred individuals, but is really a column 


composed of clusters with many people moving back and forth 
and being members of several different groups in the same column.


I also see, that as the pilgrimage moves down the road, many folk


drop out, some for a brief rest on the grassy bank beside the road,


others turn off at an intersection and join another column, while


quite a few simply seem to disappear. I also observe that as the 


pilgrimage moves along, the pace varies, the leadership shifts, and


occasionally even the direction changes. I see this column of folk


pause briefly, every once in awhile, to bury a member, or to


welcome new pilgrims into the journey, but the pilgrimage keeps


moving. 

I also note that occasionally one of these columns of pilgrims simply


disappears. Ten miles back it was a very distinctive separate entity.


Now, it is gone. Some of the familiar faces can be seen in other

columns, but many have simply departed. The longer I watch, and

the more columns of pilgrims I see as they progress past my vantage

point, the more I am impressed by the tremendous variety. I see

columns go by that clearly know where they have been, where they

are going, and where they are now. Perhaps this is also a definition

of a healthy cluster of pilgrims (or a church)!

I am also impressed by those occasional columns that are clearly

more than just columns—each one is really a community of 

interdependent people and groups in which the realities of hope,

celebration, and servanthood stand out.

As I watch literally hundreds and hundreds of these columns of 

pilgrims go marching down the road past me, I am baffled by an

apparent contradiction. As I look out, I can see anywhere from

a half dozen to perhaps a hundred separate clusters going by, at 

any one time; some so close, it is almost impossible to distinguish

from one another. Yet it appears that the vast majority of these

groups of pilgrims are marching along on the apparent 

assumption that there is not another cluster on the road for

several miles in either direction! They only see themselves.

As I watch, I observe many other interesting sights. I see one

column that is marching without a map. Every time it comes

to a fork in the road, it never looks at the road signs, but

always selects the smoothest and easiest path. I notice that such a

cluster never chooses a road leading up a hill nor a path that is

filled with rocks. Obviously, this group is more concerned with 
the trip than the destination.

As I watch, I am interested in the appeal the different clusters

make to those persons sitting on the tree-lined bank by the road.

Some of these are individuals who had dropped out of columns

which had passed by earlier. Some apparently had never been

a part of any pilgrimage. I watch some groups go by heavily

burdened with a load of baggage. As they struggle along, they

call out to those sitting by the road to come join them, but very

few get up. It seems they are not interested in carrying baggage. 

I see another column, unencumbered by so many bags,

trunks, and suitcases. It appears to be moving quite rapidly. 

Different folk from this column regularly hand their bags over

to be carried by another member while they hurry over to the side

of the road to help some of the people appearing to be in pain or

experiencing difficulties. While I never hear anyone from that

column ask people to join them, I am amazed by the number of

persons who have been sitting on the side, suddenly get up and

on their own initiative join this column.”

First Baptist Church is on a pilgrimage. We are a march column. We’ve learned much by reading a portion of our map (Ephesians). We’ve discovered we’re a community—we’ve a calling, and we’ve been outfitted with the best equipment.

But how are we doing? God gives us a litmus paper test to see how healthy or how weak we really are! THE TEST IS PRAYER! What a coincidence that the discussion of the armor of God concludes with the mention of prayer.

I. THE METHOD OF PRAYER:
Notice that verse 18 tells us “to pray in the Spirit” and to “be alert and ALWAYS keep on praying”. The implication is that our prayer life is consistent with the level of our fellowship in the Holy Spirit. Theologian R. G. Barclay described it this way, “Let the Holy Spirit be the atmosphere in which you pray”. Jesus taught His followers to worship in the Spirit and truth. All of our Christian life is tied to the Holy Spirit at work in us. We must want Him to grow us. We can have all the armor of God in place, but our will to grow and change is necessary for us to fight in the Lord’s army! Do we really want to enter into battle? We must get with it! The Christian life is one of abundant, vital, dynamic living—but we have to really want it!!!!! It’s more than just doing what’s right, it’s more than putting in our time, it’s more than giving our dollar: it’s a matter of giving God our total being, willfully!

We must start our day by giving God our loyalty and making sure the glory is His. We, at FBC, see financial stability around here, people doing ministries, things getting done. But: “Where’s our heart?” God is looking for drastic discipleship! Deitrich Bonhoffer wrote from a German Concentration Camp, “When God calls a man, He bids Him come and die”. We have it too good! We have so many resources. We have so much stuff. We often take our Christian faith for granted.

II. THE OCCASIONS OF PRAYER:

Verse 18 also includes the phrase “on all occasions”. It is amazing to notice when we pray. For some, it is only when things are going good: otherwise, they fret, stew, and worry. For others, it is only when things are going bad: otherwise they sail along their merry way. God is letting us know in this verse that PRAYER IS TO BE A WAY OF LIFE! In other places we are told to “pray in season and out of season”. Without such a reality we’re, truly, playing at our faith. To not have prayer at the core of our daily life is to really not know what Christianity is all about. Our Lord demonstrated how essential it is by continuously being in prayer. For Him, and for us, it is to be a way of life, a “modus operandi”, an automatic response in every circumstance. Such prayer places God strategically at the center of life so that He is the boss, He is the Master, He is in the place of authority. It’s having God in His rightful place! 

We are to communicate with Him all the time, on all occasions, because He is the author of “Eternal Life”. When normal things occur, regular activities; we talk to God about them. When surprises pop up and unexpected things happen, we talk to God about them. And, (get this), we not only talk to Him about them, we listen for specific wisdom as to any word He might be “placing on our minds”: through any circumstance. Prayer is two-way communication with God. It includes spending time in silence listening for “the still, small voice of God”. (1 Kings 19:12)
III. THE KINDS OF PRAYER:

Verse 18 also adds the need to be in prayer “with all kinds of prayers”. Here we see all the dimensions of human experience. 

· When we are IN NEED & HURTING, we bring our petitions to God. When we’re at the end of our resources and need help we turn to a God who cares for us and acts on our behalf.
· When we are BLESSED & PRIVILEGED, we bring our thanksgiving to God. When we’re recipients of God’s special love we show appreciation for a God who cares.
Those are the extremes but all of human experience fits somewhere between those two. There are as many kinds of prayer as there are situations in a Christian’s life. So, let’s summarize what we’ve learned today. This passage tells us that to the degree that we are walking with God, we have vitality in our prayer life. Look at your prayer life and it will communicate how real your walk with the Lord is. Secondly, in all the dimensions and all the circumstances of life we can realize God’s presence, His answers, His love and concern, and His will. 

· Don’t go it alone! Surrender your whole being to the One who holds you in the palm of His loving hand!
· Don’t leave here in defeat, in discouragement, in pride! Come to Jesus and lay your sin, your sorrow, your fear, your loneliness, your worry at His feet!
· Don’t live in bondage; come alive and be free!
· Don’t be impotent in terms of spirituality; Obtain free access to the Almighty power of God in your life! It’s available to you, RIGHT NOW!         
� Pg. 96-97, Keith Miller, A Second Touch, Waco, Texas, Word Publishing House, 1968, fourth edition, 2002.
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