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Easter 6 ~ Series C ~ May 13, 2007

In Jesus’ Name


The text for today is our Gospel lesson, John 16:23-33, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Today is Mother’s Day.  All across America mothers are being honored with cards, flowers, jewelry, and homemade gifts.  As one of God’s good gifts, we thank Him today for our mothers, through whom He brings and sustains physical life, and provides emotional support and spiritual nurturing.  

Ask almost any mother what was the best day of her life, and she will likely tell you it was the day of the birth of her child or children.  But if you asked her about the hours preceding that joyous occasion, she might not have such wonderful memories.  Actually, most women seem to be able to erase those difficult times from their memory bank.  The joy of seeing their healthy newborn baby cancels out all of the discomfort and pain of childbirth.  If this were not the case, I suspect many of our families would be much smaller.   

In the verses preceding our text, Jesus used the example of a woman in childbirth to describe what His disciples would be experiencing in the next few hours and days.  We heard it in last week’s Gospel lesson: “In a little while you will see me no more, and then after a little while you will see me… I tell you the truth, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices.  You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy.  A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby is born she forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world.  So with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy.”

Tragedy lay ahead for the disciples.  There would great pain and grief at the arrest and execution of Jesus.  They would cry and lament while the world would rejoice.  The event that would crush their spirits would elate the unbelievers.  Even so, by God’s grace, their sorrow would not last but be turned to joy.

Like an expectant mother soon to give birth, the disciples were beginning to feel pain at Jesus’ words.  They were experiencing the initial contractions.  They would soon feel the pain more acutely with Jesus’ crucifixion and death.  But they would see him alive again, like a newborn baby, and their hearts would swell with joy—so much joy that no one could ever take it away from them.

That’s what Jesus’ death and resurrection would bring.  And that’s why believers to this day remain joyful, no matter what else is going on around them.  We know that though we will face tribulation in this world, Christ has overcome the world.  As St. Paul reminds us in Romans 8:18, “Our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.”

Just as the birth of a child brings a whole new set of responsibilities, opportunities, and joys into a mother’s life, the day of Jesus’ death and resurrection would start a new chapter in the disciples’ ministry.  Jesus told them: “In that day you will no longer ask me anything.”

In the day of the disciples’ joy, beginning at the resurrection of Jesus, they would not have to ask Him for any additional information.  Then the pieces of this puzzle would fit together, and they’d see the big picture.  When Jesus would send the Spirit, as He promised, the disciples would understand all the details as well.

Things would change, however, because the disciples would no longer have Jesus there to ask their questions directly, face-to-face.  This is not to say that Jesus would stop helping them.  They would just seek His help in a new way, namely, by asking the Father in Jesus’ name.  

Jesus promised: “I tell you the truth, my Father will give you whatever you ask in My name.  Until now you have not asked for anything in My name.  Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete.”  Asking the Father in Jesus’ name would be as good as asking Jesus in person.  They could have the certainty that all their prayers in Jesus’ name would be answered.  

So to this day all true Christian prayer is offered in Jesus’ name, which means according to His promise, based upon His work of salvation, consistent with His Word and will, trusting His good purpose in our lives.  Jesus promised: “Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete.”

Jesus secures our joy for us, and we experience the fullness of that joy when our lives are in harmony with Him.  An active prayer life is evidence of that harmony, and the Father’s answers increase our joy.  It all centers on Jesus’ name, as it’s revealed to us in His holy Word.

Unfortunately, there are many misconceptions about prayer.  Some people don’t pray because they reason: “What’s the use?  God’s going to do what He wants to anyway.”  Others think of prayer as simply tapping into a higher power source.  Just say the magic word, and God, like a genie, will grant you your wishes.  

The author of the best-selling book, The Prayer of Jabez, takes a single isolated prayer in the Bible, and promises amazing results.  In the Preface, the author tells his readers, “I want to teach you how to pray a daring prayer that God always answers… I believe it contains the key to a life of extraordinary favor with God.”  The author, goes on to tell his readers that they, too, can have things go “extraordinarily well” in their life if they repeatedly pray one isolated text, 1 Chronicles 4:10, word for word.

Sounds pretty good, doesn’t it?  But it’s not Scriptural.  It’s not a biblical understanding of prayer, even though the prayer itself comes right out of the Bible.  But it’s taken out of context, and was never meant as a universal prayer.  

The fact is that nowhere does the Bible promise our lives in this world will go “extraordinarily well.”  Jesus certainly didn’t promise His disciples that things would go “extraordinarily well.”  In fact, in our text for today He tells them: “In this world you will have tribulation” (John 16:33).

Many believers throughout the centuries have followed God’s commands and yet have had to endure great suffering in this world—Job, Elijah, and St. Paul, just to name a few.  Was their problem that they didn’t know this simple prayer?  Perhaps they just didn’t have enough faith. Maybe they didn’t repeat it often enough.  For that matter, what about Jesus?  Do you suppose He was not familiar with this prayer?  Did He miss that lesson somewhere along the way?

No, the author of The Prayer of Jabez did what Satan tried to do with Jesus: he used a section of Scripture which, when isolated from other Scripture passages dealing with prayer, resulted in heretical teaching.  When Jesus was tempted to act on an isolated word the devil quoted, Jesus responded, “Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4).  All teaching must be based on “every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God,” not isolated passages taken out of context.

Others have failed to gain a proper understanding of prayer because they rely on philosophical reasoning instead of God’s clear Word.  For example, in 1493, the teachers at Louvain University in Belgium, spent eight weeks debating whether four five-minute prayers on consecutive days stand a better chance of being answered than one twenty-minute prayer.  They also discussed if a prayer of ten minutes said on behalf of ten people is as effective as ten one-minute prayers.  

Both the author of The Prayer of Jabez and the Belgian professors seemed to have the mistaken notion that prayer is something that we do to influence God or get Him to see things our way.  If you only get the right balance or apply the proper level of pressure God will respond to your prayers favorably.

This, by the way, seems to be the same philosophy followed by the leaders of the National Day of Prayer, which was observed earlier this month.  Many promote it with the premise, that, if we can just get enough people praying fervently at the same time, God will look favorably upon our nation and bless it.  In fact, it would seem that those prayers don’t even have to come from Christians.  Muslims, Mormons, Buddhists, and Jews are invited to join.  

But Scripture is very clear that only those who believe in Jesus Christ may pray to God and expect to be heard.  Christians must not participate in joint-prayer or worship services that falsely assume that Christians and non-Christians are worshiping the same God.

It is because of those very mistaken notions about prayer that we refrain from joining in the National Day of Prayer.  Besides, Christians may and should pray for their nation and government every day.

Unfortunately, the author of The Prayer of Jabez, the religious philosophers at Louvain University, and the organizers of the National Day of Prayer miss the point about prayer.  The power of prayer does not come from believers, no matter how many of them pray, how fervently they pray, or how long they pray.  Like all good spiritual gifts, the power of prayer comes from the promises of God.  In His grace, God has given the gift of prayer to each of His children not to speculate upon, or to try to impress Him with our earnestness or piety, but to use for our good.  He has explained this gift clearly and concisely to us in His holy Word.

To encourage daily use of His wonderful gift, God has attached promises to prayers given in Jesus’ name, that is, He promises to hear and answer those prayers offered in faith on the basis of Jesus’ merits—His perfect life, suffering, and death on our behalf.  We pray to God in Jesus’ name because “all the promises of God find their Yes in Him.  That is why we utter the Amen through Him, to the glory of God” (2 Corinthians 1:20).

God’s prayer promises, built upon the historic death and resurrection of Jesus, are for you.  All your prayers made in the name of Christ will be answered just as surely as Christ died on the cross for the sins of the world, and rose again from the dead.  

Never doubt that God will give you everything you need, for this life and also to prepare you for the life to come.  Instead, with confidence and joy, fix your eyes of faith on the cross.  “If God is for you, who is against you?  He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how will He not also with Him freely give us all things?” (Romans 8:31-32).

Too often, like the professors in Belgium who spent much of their time debating about prayer, we can be diverted by the devil to do no more than to talk or think “about” prayer.  Don’t permit the devil to distract you.  Instead, with the strength God’s Spirit guarantees you, respond by faith to God’s gracious command and invitation to pray.  God desires prayer to be a regular part of your daily activity, not merely an optional or occasional “add on.”

Begin your new life of daily prayer by hearing God’s many commands and invitations to pray.  Read Matthew 7:7, where Jesus promises: “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.”  Or Luke 18:1, where “Jesus told His disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and not give up.”  Or Romans 12:12, where St. Paul urges Christians to “Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.”  

Next, with the promise of Romans 8:31-32 constantly in mind, meditate with joy on the marvelous promises God is offering you through prayer.  Jesus said: “If you ask Me anything in My name, I will do it” (John 14:14).  “Therefore I say to you, all things for which you pray and ask, believe that you have received them, and they shall be granted you” (Mark 11:24).  And, “Whatever you ask of the Father in My name, He will give it to you” (John 16:23).

Finally, and most important, never speculate or pontificate about prayer.  Don’t rely on your own faulty reason or philosophical speculation to lead you.  Instead, know that God’s prayer promises are for you.  And by the faith God gives you, pray daily with your confidence built on His wonderful promise: “Ask, and you will receive, that your joy may be full” (John 16:24).

Then, prepare to receive blessings from “Him who is able to do exceeding abundantly beyond all that we ask or think” (Ephesians 3:20).  Trust that God will answer your prayers in the way that is best for you.  He promises to answer the prayers of the righteous.  And that includes you, because in Baptism, Christ’s perfect righteous has been credited to you.  You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

