“A FRESH LOOK AT PRAYER”
(Acts 12:5-17)

Today we begin a new series of sermons. It’s the first Sunday of September and the first Sunday of the fall season of the calendar year. These new messages will focus on bringing us an important and fresh view of prayer. It goes without saying that the Bible sees prayer as a part of the Christian life. It is a discipline which must be learned and practiced over the entire scope of a believer’s life. It is the leading evidence that one belongs to God. 
A friend of mine, Ruth Haley Barton, wrote in her book Invitation to Solitude and Silence that “prayer is an invitation to enter more deeply into the intimacy of relationship with the One who waits just outside the noise and busyness of our lives. It is an invitation to communication and communion with the One who is always present even when our awareness has been dulled by distraction. It is an invitation to the adventure of spiritual transformation in the deepest places of our being, an adventure that will result in greater freedom and authenticity and surrender to God than we have yet experienced.
God’s invitation is a winsome one, but it is not casual; it is an invitation from His very heart to the depths of our being. It warrants serious consideration because it is an invitation to a journey; a quest really, for something we have been longing for all our lives. Unlike a trip designed to get us somewhere as efficiently as possible, it is a quest which requires us to leave familiar dwelling places for strange lands we cannot yet envision, without knowing when we will return. This journey requires a willingness to say goodbye to life as we know it because our heart is longing for something more.
When we embark on such a journey, we understand there will be challenges along the way, unexpected encounters that stretch us to our limits and change the shape of who we are. We know we will emerge changed, bearing the marks of the journey on our soul and body. Our friends may not recognize us when we return; we may not even recognize ourselves!”

To get started on our adventure toward understanding prayer in a new way, I want to take you to Acts 12:5-17. These verses give us information on how the very first Church perceived of and entered into prayer. Many, here today, know this Biblical story. The Apostle Peter has been arrested by King Herod Agrippa. This event happened quite soon after the Apostle James, the son of Zebedee was beheaded by this same king. It motivates the church, in Jerusalem, to meet in focused prayer for the safety of Simon Peter. Verse 5 informs us that “the church was earnestly praying to God for him.” Of tremendous importance to this verse is the word “earnestly”. We would be remiss not to point out, that already for the brief existence of this new group of people; prayer is a “way of life”. For example, back in Acts 1:14 the original members of the new believers are described in this manner: “They all joined together constantly in prayer”.  In Acts 4:24 Peter and John report back to the church about their face-off with the Sanhedrin and it tells us; When they (the members of the church) heard this, they raised their voices together in prayer to God.” Are you getting the picture of our first observation yet? PRAYER IS AN ESSENTIAL ELEMENT OF LIFE FOR THESE BELIEVERS! It happens among them continuously and consistently. It is the “normal” way of going about life. How does this fact compare to our understanding or our practice of prayer today? Too often, Christians, at this present time, view prayer as an activity which is to be done at certain times or in certain places only. If any of us have such a viewpoint, it is time to amend our thinking with regards to prayer. 
We must shed the old dysfunctional, inaccurate definition of prayer as “talking to God”. These early believers never thought of prayer as giving God information or letting Him know of their wishes. They understood that God already knows every detail of each circumstance and He is cognizant of the desires of each heart. Instead, these folk already recognized that prayer is a method for them to come alongside God so they can discover about Him and what He is doing. This point is the reason the Lord spends considerable time, during His earthly ministry; delineating the difference between how the Pharisees were seen praying in contrast to those who go about prayer correctly. There are times when people gather together in concerted prayer for a specific time of prayer. And, there are times when, in the course of one’s day, one takes time to pray for a specific purpose: such as a prayer before a meal, an invocation before a meeting or before the start of surgery, to name a few. But, prayer is much more a part of everyday life than just that! 
A Christian is to go through the course of every day experiencing God’s presence with him/her in all that transpires. For this reality to occur a whole new way of thinking must be in place. If you work with a partner, say, on a job, things happen which the two of you expect. At the same time, other things take place which you do not expect. Through all the situations faced, partners work as a team to get the job done. They react to each circumstance as a team. They talk, they listen, they experiment, they reason concerning what is taking place: all of it as a team. When the day’s work is over each team member gathers up his stuff, leaves the other and heads for home. In a believer’s relationship with God, it is different. Each day is the ongoing experience of teaming up with God, while on the job. The difference is that, when the work for the day is over, the Christian goes home with God and they are together 24/7! The two, God and His servant, team together by facing each situation which comes along as one. Very quickly a Christian notices a change taking place in his life when partnered with God so completely. Those who approach each day of life in such a fashion soon find they begin to know automatically how God (their partner) thinks, how He will act and what His will is in any given circumstance. 

As we continue through this section of the Bible, notice that the early Christians made prayer the state of mind which framed all that happened in life. Yet, at the same time, they needed to mature in their thinking also. When God works so dramatically in Peter’s life (as spelled out in the account of what took place in his prison cell) the church is, simultaneously, devoting an entire night to prayer for Peter. They hadn’t gathered for prayer from 6 P.M. to 8 P.M. They didn’t just have “an Altar of Prayer” moment. Verse 12 informs us that “many people had gathered and were praying”. 
{As an aside, for Bible trivia information only, the house where this prayer meeting took place was the house of Mary, the mother of Mark (who incidentally later wrote the gospel of Mark). This house is considered by most Bible scholars to be the house where the upper room mentioned in the Gospels was.} 

Back to our point, the church had no time table when it came to meeting for specific intercessory prayer. The implication in this scripture is this: they sensed a crisis was at hand in Peter’s life the following day, so they gathered to pray through the night. When was the last time you were in an all-night prayer meeting? With the circumstances which we face in life today always before us, we regularly think of spending an entire night experiencing God’s presence, right? Well, how about at least once a month? How about once a year? Christians today are so committed to prayer these days aren’t we? 
In light of the incredible need for a movement of God in the United States of America today, how is it that this church, or the churches in the Redding area, or at least the Bible-believing churches in America, are not giving themselves to concerted prayer for a great movement of God in this land? This is a probing question worth pondering, isn’t it? 

Notice when Peter gets to the door and Rhoda, the servant girl recognizes him she is so flustered that she forgets to unlock the door, as she rushes in with the good news. Do you see? The church is so focused on pleading with God for the safety of Peter that they have no room in their minds to think that God might release him from Herod’s clutches! How’s that for faith? In fact, they get belligerent with the young girl. Verse 15 shows us their response. It starts with distain by putting the girl down: “You’re out of your mind”. Then, when she is so persistent in her conviction, they conclude: “It must be his angel”. We know the story. Peter keeps knocking and finally they go to the door and Luke summarizes it by declaring, “They were astonished”. 

Quickly, let me wrap this sermon up by pointing out that these folk had the correct understanding of prayer by making it a way of life. But, they lived so wrapped up in the environment of their current world, in which they lived, that they didn’t pray IN FAITH, BELIEVING. They had undoubtedly prayed for James and yet he was martyred for his faith. Now, they prayed for Peter. It appears they expected him to be martyred the following day. But wait! Is that how we pray? 
Not only do we, Christians today not make prayer our style of life every moment of every day, but do we pray, in faith believing; or are we astonished when “on occasion” God dramatically answers our prayers? Such is food for thought isn’t it? Welcome to our new sermon series on prayer. We will even, in the days ahead, be practicing prayer in our worship services through this series. Be sure and make the commitment to be with us for the next three months. You might find your understanding of prayer undergoing an awesome revision. Let’s approach this series, “Not somehow, but triumphantly”!      
� Ruth Haley Barton, Invitation to Solitude and Silence, InterVarsity Press, 2004, pp. 18-19. 
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