“THE INSTANT REPLAY”
Acts 12:5



James 4:7



Psalms 46:4

I know it comes as no surprise to you, in the second half of the month of October that we are in the throes of the 2010 football season. In sports, as in all other areas of human endeavor, technology has ever increased its role. Quite a few years ago “instant replay” became a part of the football scene. It has grown into such a reality that following any given gridiron play a fan can look at it from a minimum of seven different angles. If you follow sports at all, you now have the luxury or the curse of viewing a spectacular play over and over again for days on ESPN’s “Sports Center”. It is possible nowadays to hear people argue continuously over a referee’s call on a given football play even more than arguing about politics.

Well today we are going to visit an “instant replay”. I began a new sermon series on the subject of prayer (for three Sundays) and then I missed the last three weeks, while in Illinois. I believe it is necessary to go back and have our own instant replay of what we have already discovered concerning this spiritual discipline. We must review the content we have gleaned together from God’s Word in order to all be on the same page. That is precisely what we want to accomplish this morning in this message.

I. A FRESH LOOK AT PRAYER!

Our first sermon on prayer brought us to Acts 12:5-17 to look at prayer with an open mind, regardless of our previous thoughts about it. In order to review what we discovered, I want us to take a look at a single verse from that passage. Acts 12:5 tells us “So Peter was kept in prison, but the church was earnestly praying to God for him.” Contrary to practicing prayer as so many Christians and churches practice it today, then prayer was much more than simply “talking to God”. During the days of the early church, prayer was a “way of life”! The same book of Acts relates to us in 1:14 that the original members of the new Christians, “... all joined together constantly in prayer”. We learned that PRAYER WAS AN ESSENTIAL ELEMENT OF LIFE FOR THESE BELIEVERS! When was the last time you spoke of a church in this 21st Century as “joining together constantly in prayer”? Believers, who take prayer seriously these days, most often designate a specific time for prayer sometime during the day and other than praying before they eat a meal, that’s the extent of prayer. Where is the “earnest prayer” or being “constantly in prayer”? 
These days we have succumbed to an errant definition of prayer. We spend much of our prayer time actually trying to “talk to God” or “inform Him” on information we have just received. We discovered that that is a totally wrong idea of what prayer is about! We can’t inform God about anything. He already knows everything about everybody at all times. God knows EVERYTHING there is to know. He does not need us to enlighten Him at all. AND, when we discover the true spiritual discipline called prayer, we must redefine prayer as “EXPERIENCING THE PRESENCE OF GOD”! How does such a reality square with your prayer life, or mine? A whole new way of thinking about prayer must take place and it is long over-due, folks. 
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 the two of you face, you work as a team to get the job done. You react to each situation as a team. You talk, you listen, you experiment and you reason concerning what you are facing side by side together: all of it as a team! When the day’s work is over, each person gathers up his stuff, leaves the other and heads for home. In a Christian’s walk with God it is different! Each day is an ongoing experience of teaming up with God in every single circumstance that occurs. The difference is that when the work day is done, the Christian and God go home together and they are together 24/7. The two: God and His servant, face each situation which comes along as one. Welcome to what “constant prayer” is all about. Those who approach each day of life in such a fashion find they begin to know automatically how God (their life partner) thinks, how He will act and what His will is in any given circumstance. Now you know what we mean by prayer being a “way of life / way of living’”. That’s our first instant replay.

II. HOW TO PREPARE FOR PRAYER!

In our second sermon on prayer we began by observing that in today’s culture quite often people live for the here and now. It is rare to find people who will take the time to prepare before they do something. We looked at James 4:7-10 and discovered there are four specific steps God requires for the person who wants to make prayer a way of living life. We find the first of these four steps in James 4:7. It tells us “Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” In order for us to make prayer the context of every single situation in our lives we must begin in a position of submission to God. We must correctly realize that we do not control anything in this life. We must submit to an almighty God and relish His authority and control every moment of every day. You and I live for the purpose of fulfilling God’s every desire! You have one purpose for being alive. It is to wait on the Lord: hand and foot. Every conversation you have with another should be your speaking on behalf of your accompanying Lord. Every opinion you give should be your sharing the viewpoint which your accompanying God brings into your thinking at that moment. Welcome to living a life of prayer. Bondslaves of the Lord make sure they represent their master in all they do, all they say, all they think and all they feel. It is such a way of life that a Christian’s commitment should be to actively resist the Devil and his influence: continuously, totally and aggressively!

The second step in preparing to live a life of prayer is to deliberately “Come near to God” (v.8) God does not coerce anyone to be close to Him if that is not where they choose to be. But if we go through each day mentally and willfully deciding to come close to God the verse tells us “He will come near to you”. Oh, if only God’s people realized how often they live in jeopardy and peril. How can we ever forget that it is in God’s presence that we find protection, encouragement, love, grace and peace? Walk by yourself in control of your own life and none of these things will be part of your life! 

The third step in our preparation to live a life of prayer is confessing our sin and uncleanness. Can Christians sin? Do Christians sis? The answer is “yes” on both accounts. It is a reality which occurs when you or I live for one moment outside the realm of the presence of God! Every single time believers live for themselves, by themselves or in their own strength, they sin! On each occasion of such sin; confession must occur.

Fourthly, we must prepare ourselves to live a life of prayer by coming into God’s presence with the words of verse 10; “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and He will lift you up”. You and I MUST submit to Him, stay right by His side and continuously confess our ongoing waywardness while assuming our place of humility under His Sovereign authority.

III. THE ESSENCE OF PERSONAL PRAYER!

Our third sermon on prayer led us to Psalm 46:1-11. To abbreviate its focus we will only note verse 4. “There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells.” In this entire Hebrew song we uncovered the fact that God has everything under His control: the cosmic troubles that our entire universe and natural world goes through. He is an “ever-present help in times of trouble” (v. 1) such as when “the earth give[s] way and the mountains fall into the sea” (v.2). He also brings discipline upon human beings when they give in to sin. The song writer knows that nothing happens by chance. It is all under the ordered control of God, Himself. How tragic that politicians, scientists and the general public refuse to believe such absolute truth. God has sovereign control over things like when people live and where they live. Our psalmist uses such knowledge to quell his tendency toward living in fear. How can he arrive at such a conclusion, you ask? By being a person of prayer! He has this perspective because he experiences the presence of God every moment of every day. He is consciously aware of God walking with him “through it all”. The key message of this psalm is that God is profoundly our “refuge and strength”, even in times of trouble.  When God is present in our lives continuously, we live in “the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells”. To put it simply, when God is actively allowed to reside at the core of our lives, completely involved in all we do and experience, then life works and we experience peace. We have just summarized the reality of EXPERIENCING THE PRESENCE OF GOD IN LIFE! That, my beloved, is the truth about prayer. It is so much more than giving God a few moments of each day! It is so much more than coming to God in a time of crisis! Whether facing natural disasters which happen all around our planet or facing innermost worries and stresses in our individual lives, we need not fear for “the Most High dwells” within us. 
So, how are you doing in living this kind of life? Was your life this past week governed by God? Did you live this past week through each circumstance, situation, interaction or conversation with God in the core of your being? Were you God’s representative of how He designed life to be? Have you willfully brought your thinking into the mode of viewing your daily life as the place where God is doing His work in your world? If you are not experiencing God’s presence 24/7, you are a disaster waiting to happen. Please don’t make that mistake! If God is the center of all you do or say or think: keep it up! You will not have a life of ease but you will have a life of victory through all the dysfunction of this present, earthly life! May we continue to uncover what prayer is really all about, so we can put it into daily practice, as we strive to fulfill God’s purpose in our lives!!!!!
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