September 12, 2010


“HOW TO PREPARE FOR PRAYER”
(James 4:7-10)

One of the lost arts or skills in the world today is the capability of preparing for an upcoming event. Quite often people find themselves facing such things as a school test, an application for a loan, an anticipated celebration or an impending crisis without being prepared for what’s ahead. In most incidences humans jump into an immediate activity with no consideration of the consequences which might occur. From one extreme of a giant British oil company drilling in the Gulf to the opposite extreme of a couple who rush for elopement in Reno after a hot date, the way-of-life for many people is to make a habit of living for immediate results without any thought of preparing for things first. To offer advice to someone about going to school for several years to prepare for a profession is often scorned. To advise a friend to budget financial resources in order to make an affordable purchase is to usually talk to deaf ears. 
A great number of our peers have no patience to wait for anything. Our culture is at least characterized as one which is known for its “need” for immediate gratification. People today live for the moment, only! In this 21st Century, many not only refrain from preparing for things, they actually outwardly reject any suggestion that they take time to prepare for anything. So with a bit of fear accompanying my resolve to share the Word of God, I am going to turn to the Word of God in order to persuade all of us to learn how to prepare ourselves for a meaningful prayer life. It doesn’t happen automatically, nor does it pursue an easy lackadaisical approach. Turn with me to the Book of James, chapter four, as we read verses 7-10.

READ JAMES 4:7-10
When we live every moment of each day actively in the presence of God, allowing Him to be our constant companion, we are living by means of prayer. When such a lifestyle is our ongoing commitment, it brings everything which arises in our daily life under the Lord’s control. There are four specified steps which are commanded in this section of God’s Word to insure that we live in such a way. These steps of preparation for a life of prayer aren’t optional. I trust you recognize that this is God’s Word speaking! It is not my thinking. It is what God looks for in the lives of His own.

I. WE ARE TO SUBMIT TO GOD WHILE RESISTING THE DEVIL! (Verse 7)

If I was to go no further than pointing out this God-given command we would already be challenged to reconsider how we pray. Simply put; in every situation you encounter each day, you enter into the room submissively accompanying God, who is in control of every single dimension of your life. You live for the purpose of fulfilling His every desire. Nothing in your daily life or mine is the focus of the day’s activities. We have one purpose for being alive: to wait on our Lord: hand and foot.
That is not the only meaning of “Submit yourselves, then, to God.” Every conversation you have with someone is your speaking on behalf of the accompanying Lord whom you represent. Every opinion you give is your sharing the perspective the accompanying God has already imparted to you before, or brings into your thoughts at that very moment. Welcome to living a life of prayer. The first step in preparing to live this way is to be submissive to God. (As an aside, you notice that the Devil wants you to be submissive to him, instead of God.) But back to our first step: because we are to be submissive to God, it’s no wonder the “Beatitudes” begin with “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of God”. (Matthew 5:3) What would happen if, whenever we had a conversation with someone, we came into it with a submissive perspective? What if we recognized that everything we added to the visit was us serving our Lord, as His mouthpiece? Would we change what we said? Would we alter what we talked about? Would our feelings be different because we were trying to see the other person through God’s perspective rather than our own? Bondservants of the Lord make sure they represent their master in all they do, all they feel, all they think and all they say. It is to be such a way-of-life that the commitment is to actively resist the Devil and his influence: continuously, totally and aggressively!
II. WE ARE TO COME NEAR TO GOD & HE NEARS US! 
(Verse 8)
Do you see what I see? In this verse it is obvious that we are to take the first step. God will draw near to us, but it is based on our willingness to be near to Him. God does not coerce anyone to be close to Him if that is not where they would choose to be. Here is the Sovereign, Authoritative God allowing us to walk side by side with Him through all of our life. He delights in our being in such a submissive role. It is when we place ourselves in such a bond with Him that He is our closest companion. If we choose to walk with the enemy (the Devil) instead we can look for Him but we will not find Him near us at all. What a dangerous position that is! Oh, if only God’s people would realize how often they live in jeopardy and peril. How can we ever forget that in this life we are in the midst of hostility and opposition? There was never a time when God’s people were in such a need for a nearness to God. It is in the presence of God that we find protection, encouragement, love, grace and peace. Wander away from the Lord and none of those things will be a part of your life! Please notice that it takes a submissive spirit to relinquish our self-sufficiency and seek God’s intimate presence. Why do Christians, who surely know better, believe that they can succeed in life while living “by sight, rather than “by faith”? (2 Corinthians 5:7)
III. WE ARE TO WASH OUR HANDS & PURIFY OUR HEARTS!

(Verses 8-9)
Preparing to live a life of prayer requires (#1) being submissive to God, (#2) coming near to God and then (#3) confessing our sin and uncleanness. The words used in verses 8-9 are profound in the depth of their meaning. We see these active verbs being used: “Wash your hands”, “Purify your hearts”, “Grieve, mourn and wail”, “Change your laughter to mourning”, “change your joy to gloom”. This is addressed to believers labeled by James as being “you sinners”, “you double-minded”! Can Christians sin? Do Christians sin? The answer is “yes” on both accounts. Welcome to the cause of living life outside of the realm of the presence of God. Every single time a Believer lives for themselves, by themselves or in their own strength; they sin! On each occasion of such sin; confession must occur. You see, “If we claim to have fellowship with [God] yet walk in darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. But if we walk in the light, as [God] is in the light, we have fellowship one with another, and the blood of Jesus, His Son, purifies us from all sin. If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, [God] is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. If we claim we have not sinned, we make [God] out to be a liar and His Word has no place in our lives.” (1 John 1:6-10)

No wonder we need a reality check, all the time! Way too often God’s people go through life without any issue of doing the “no-nos” in life and think their lives are just fine. They often each day take over control of doing things according to their own agendas, by means of their own strength and resources, while not even aware of God’s presence in their lives. As that happens; guess what? They deceive themselves. They actually believe they are in good shape even though prayer is not a part of their view of life (through each circumstance in the day), not a part of their living life (through each interaction in the day): I think you get the picture. Welcome to the deception of this world. Beloved, we need to “Wash our hands, purify our hearts, grieve, mourn, wail, change our laughter to mourning, change our joy to gloom” over the ongoing daily sin in our lives. We are not okay! We need continual, moment-by-moment confession in order to make prayer our way-of-life.

IV. WE ARE TO HUMBLE OURSELVES BEFORE THE LORD!

(Verse 10)

The final step is a call to humility. God doesn’t want anyone casually sauntering into His presence as if they owned the place. God abhors feelings of smugness, complacency, arrogance, superiority to name a few. Remember the Devil has always tried to convince humans (since the Garden of Eden) that they can be equal to God. There’s no room for humility in such a viewpoint! We are not to think more highly of ourselves than we ought to think. We will be learning more about this step in weeks to come.
You and I need to live lives of prayer. We must, from the moment we wake up until we retire at the end of day, continuously see our daily life in the context of walking through every event, encounter, interaction and circumstance side by side with God! We must submit to Him, stay right by His side, continuously confessing our ongoing sin while assuming our place of humility under His Sovereign authority. How different this thinking is from defining prayer as simply “talking with God”. Instead, we must alter our view of prayer to actually experience an intimate, personal relationship with God every waking moment of our earthly life. Once again, perhaps it will make more sense if we envision the Sovereign, Everlasting God of the universe walking through our daily world; with us there to serve Him in all we do and say and think. 
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