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Big Idea: Prayer’s purpose is continual union with God.  Prayer for others, is the love of God in us moving outwards to the needs of the world.  Through prayer, as God’s Kingdom agents, we bring the Kingdom and it’s liberty, hope and restoration over our lives and the world.  The Holy Spirit empowers us in prayer so that we can pray effectively in alignment with God’s will, to bring His Kingdom on earth.  But prayer is also a great mystery, not a means of manipulating God.  We are walking with, and in obedience to, our Saviour and King, in the life of prayer, serving others in love by bringing them to the One who is truly able to help them.  
1. Intro: 
Today, I have the privilege of talking about, and doing a deep dive with you all, into a topic so close and dear to my heart.  Prayer.  Prayer is the movement of our hearts towards relationship and communion with the God who made us, in response to His revealed goodness.  It is an infinitely complex, beautiful, and misunderstood / abused subject.  

But, even though we know this, let me ask - who here finds prayer easy?

It is probably one the hardest things I have done, as well as the simplest.  It has literally saved my life on countless occasions.  It has brought me hope, joy, and freedom I had never known.  And yet it is something I still struggle to do every day.  It is both instinctive and unnatural – because it goes against our sin nature, because it is opposed. 
 T. Keller: “Prayer is awe, intimacy, struggle – yet the way to reality.  There is nothing more important, or harder, or richer, or more life-altering.  There is absolutely nothing so great as prayer.”
Some questions we’re going to look at:  In the context of the war that we find ourselves in, how do we fight?  We heard about the weapons of our warfare this am, and touched on the need for continual prayer as our part in the fight.  
Why do we pray? 

How do we pray? 

Matt. 6: Ask, seek, knock.
Peter Greig: “Prayers never dissipate, they just accumulate.”  Seen in the “bowls of incense, which are the prayers of the saints” (Rev. 8:3-5) 
So, prayer is our entry point into the life of the Kingdom – our journey starts out by responding to God, calling out to God in prayer – 

Romans 10:13 “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”
Prayer is also the very air of the Kingdom – in order to continue breathing in the air of the Kingdom of our Father, we need to continue praying, day in and day out, moment by moment, in every trial and struggle and joy. 

Col. 4:2 “Continue steadfastly in prayer, being watchful in it with thanksgiving.”  

Just as the Kingdom reaches over every aspect of our life (D. Willard), prayer therefore must touch every aspect of our life.

“Prayer is a safe place to bring all that we are before all that God is.  No edit button, you don’t have to moralize, you can just let whatever is in there come to the surface, under the loving gaze of a God whose defining character trait is compassion, and who knows very well what it’s like to feel everything that you’re feeling.  

Jesus is a high priest who was tempted in every point as we are, yet without sin.” (John Mark Comer)

And yet, one of the frustrations that I / we have with prayer, is that our prayers are often not answered – at least not, in the way and on the time schedule that we desire.  
Pete Greig (24-7 Prayer movement) on unanswered prayer: 

1. God’s World 

God has set the Universe up to work in a certain way.  E.g. gravity – God loves us so much, but if we drop a kettlebell from here, it will land on our foot every time, regardless of how much we prayed!  Or if we pray for the Springboks to win, and the Irish supporters are praying for their team, God will allow the team that is best prepared and that performs best on the day, to win.      

2. God’s Will

Sometimes, God’s will is that we suffer.  We have to have a theology of the Cross.  Sometimes even Jesus’ prayers were not answered!  We don’t have time to go into this much today – it’s a whole preaching series on its own.  

But for our purposes, we need to remember that God’s primary instrument of salvation for the world, was the death of His own Son on the Cross.  In order to answer every one of our prayers for mercy, deliverance, salvation, healing, rescue from infinite darkness, God could not answer the prayer of Jesus as He cried out in Gethsemene (“the Olive Press”) “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me” (Matth. 26:39). 

The most important thing to remember, is that because Jesus was forsaken in His suffering, we never ever have to be.  We can know He is with us, in our suffering, in the fire, in the trial, in the temptation.

But, although God has never promised us a trouble-free life, certainly not all suffering is God’s will;   

3. God’s War 
As we’ve been learning this weekend, even though we may pray fervently, we are not effective because we are being directly opposed by evil.  The scriptural and experiential reality is that there is an enemy still at loose in the world, who is contesting God’s will.  That means that terrible things happen that God doesn’t want to happen.    

What are some things in the world that clearly evidence evil’s influence? 

· Sin – both personal and institutional (think JZ and State Capture, Nazi Germany);
· Relational brokenness

· Child trafficking and pornography

· Corruption 

· Slavery and oppression

· Sickness and death

· Poverty and greed 

· Conflict, violence and war 

None of these things were part of God’s original good creation.  These things are a result of the rebellion of fallen spirits and men against God’s rule that has taken place on earth.  
And, we also know that we are caught up, like it or not, in the clash of 2 kingdoms – the kingdom of satan / self, and the Kingdom of God, the kingdom of darkness and the Kingdom of light. 

Col. 1:12-14 

Giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in light.  He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.

These kingdoms are at enmity with each other.  

And so, we begin to see that prayer is not just our entry point into the Kingdom, and the air we breathe in the Kingdom; prayer is also one of our greatest weapons in the war.  As John Piper says, “You will not know what prayer is for until you know that life is war.”  He says that prayer (contrary to most peoples’ opinions) is not an intercom that we push, in order to summon the butler or room service, but rather it is the war-time walkie talkie that a soldier relies upon for his very survival.  
And what’s the first thing that an army tries to disrupt, to intercept, and to destroy? – communication lines!  The fight in prayer is the fight to keep the communication lines open to our Father and Commanding Officer, whose is not only the outcome of the battle, but also the strategy to successfully fight it.  The fight in prayer is the fight for union with God, because a primary strategy of the enemy is to disrupt the lines of communication, thus compromising our union with God and our unity with the rest of the army. 
This happens through, amongst others:
· Isolation: if the enemy can get us to believe that we have to fight this alone, we’re pretty much defeated already.  Remember Gareth’s illustration of the lion and the springbok?  The old lion knows, if he can just separate the one springbok from the herd, then his chances of a kill go up dramatically.  This is one of the greatest tragedies coming out of the last few years, with covid – huge numbers of Christians becoming isolated from Godly community, losing our habits of being in corporate worship, in prayer, in accountable relationships.  The flip side is the huge increase in mental illness and anxiety that have also followed.  Isolation makes us so vulnerable to temptation, to lies of the enemy, to anxiety and fear and overwhelm.  We were created for community, and we need the re-habituate ourselves into community rhythms, lest the enemy take more of us out.   
· Distraction: we live in the age of distraction, where huge companies are vying for our most precious resource, attention.  They don’t want your spiritual growth, they want your money and your allegiance!  The call to be “sober-minded, be watchful” could never be more appropriate than now.  We are willingly allowing ourselves to be lulled into a stupor (think about when you doze off on the couch and suddenly wake up, in a stupor) be endless amusement on YT shorts and Instagram and whatever else our little screens captivate us with.  We are vulnerable!  Distraction is the enemy of our souls.  
· Distortion of the truth: “He was a murderer from the beginning, and has nothing to do with the truth, because there is no truth in him.  When he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar and the father of lies.” (John 8:44).  From the beginning, our enemy has distorted the truth.  He masquerades as an angel of light.  “Did God really say?”  We need to be aware of how he operates, so that we can resist him effectively. 
· Deception: Scripture also calls the enemy a deceiver.  When we are deceived, we don’t know it.  We think we have the real note in our hands, but it’s actually a counterfeit.  Eve was deceived, and she believed a lie.  We can be deceived by the enemy into believing that our thoughts are ours, when actually they are suggestions he has placed there.  We can be deceived by others, by things they say to us.  We can even be deceived by false prophets and false teachers.  When we make agreements with these suggestions, we give him a foothold to work from.  To counter this, we need to practice spiritual discernment.  We pray about that thought, or suggestion, or message, asking the indwelling Holy Spirit to show us whether this thing is true, whether it lines up with the character of God revealed in Scripture, whether the fruit or end result is good, or evil.  And then, we act accordingly.  
· Disordered desires (temptation): This ties in with the above – temptation tugs at our desires, which may be good – God has given us a good world to live in, and many good gifts to enjoy.  But these desires have also been corrupted by sin, and what was originally a good desire can become subject to distortions and deception, to the point where it overtakes us and rules over us and becomes sin.  The desire for food is good, but when the enemy distorts it and we start eating for comfort and self-gratification, it becomes something else.  The desire to build wealth is good, but when we make money an ultimate thing, it replaces God as our source of security, peace and hope, and we become subject to our desire to increase our wealth, falling into idolatry and sin. 
· Discouragement & despondency: This is a favourite tactic of the enemy to take us out of the fight.  When we’re discouraged and despondent, we can’t even find the energy to pray.  We’re more likely to isolate ourselves, withdraw from community, and hanker after sin.  We need to seek the encouragement of the Scriptures and the community of faith.  We need others to pray for us. 
· Guilt and shame:  The enemy uses guilt and shame to bind us.  This is a huge topic, and one we need to look into more if we are going to fight effectively.  But suffice it for now to say that shame is a favourite means of imprisonment which the enemy uses to render us ineffective.  If he can get us to look inwards to ourselves, our failures, our unworthiness, our weakness and insufficiency, instead of upwards to Christ’s victory and outwards to others who need His liberating life and power,   

Where we see these things operating, we know it’s time for prayer.  But how do we pray effectively against these things?   

Let’s turn to Eph 6, that great text on spiritual warfare, for some valuable insight. 

[Go through the text for 10mins or so, and facilitate a discussion on how this describes the nature of the war, and specifically the role of prayer in fighting that war.]
Ephesians 6:10-20

10 Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. 11 Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. 

12 For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. 

13 Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand firm. 14 Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt of truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness,15 and, as shoes for your feet, having put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace. 16 In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one; 17 and take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, 18 praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end, keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints, 19 and also for me, that words may be given to me in opening my mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the gospel, 20 for which I am an ambassador in chains, that I may declare it boldly, as I ought to speak.
Key thoughts arising: 

· “Schemes of the devil” 

· Who is our enemy?  Not flesh and blood; “the rulers,… the authorities,.. the cosmic powers over this present darkness, the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places”

· “Wrestle” – this is not long distance drone warfare; it’s grunting, straining, struggling, hand-to-hand combat at close quarters. 

· What are we called to do? (Stand)
· How do we do it? (Using the armour and weapons God has given us – truth, righteousness, readiness with the Gospel of peace, faith, salvation, Word of God, praying at all times in the Spirit) 

· What does it teach us about prayer? 

· ‘Supplication means to ask with earnestness, with intensity, with perseverance’ (R. Foster)

Ole Hallesby: “The secret chamber is a bloody battle-ground.  Here violent and decisive battles are fought out.”
How do we pray against evil (both within, and in the world)? 

1. We remember which side we’re on (we’re in the Kingdom of light!) 

2. We have confidence in our Commander – Jesus the Resurrected King!
3. We stand on Calvary’s Victory 

4. We practice discernment (David enquired of the Lord)

5. We humble ourselves (James 4:8)

6. We fight as an army, not individuals – Matt. 16:18 tells us that the very gates of hell cannot withstand the advancing Church.  
7. We fight the works of the devil (1 Jn 3:8 For this reason I came into the world, that I might destroy the works of the devil.)
This means: we set captives free, we bring healing and forgiveness, we pray for mission and Gospel advance – because the forward movement of the Kingdom and the liberation of captives of the kingdom of darkness, requires prayer!  God wants to partner with us in His great Mission (see Luke 4:18-19).
Alpha illustration: (Mission) without prayer is like running a R/C car without batteries.. 

Warfare prayer / authoritative prayer is not the domain of a few old ladies in a church basement, nor of the extremist Christian who goes around taking authority over everything and anything.  What is it then?  
Richard Foster (Prayer):

Warfare prayer is what we do when “we break all the destructive vows or agreements – both unconscious and conscious – that hang over the lives of people.  We can condemn ourselves by making inner vows with sickness, failure, and death.  In prayer, we can break these things in ourselves, and in others; we can speak the word of authority that breaks the curse.  Things that can prevail for generations over whole families – like alcoholism, mental illness etc. – whether physical, emotional, or spiritual, we break them in the name of and by the authority of Jesus.  

How do we do it?  By taking authority over sicknesses of mind and body and spirit. Sickness is an enemy and we are to fight against it. 

We speak death and destruction to the works of the devil, and wholeness over people. 

How do we do it?  We do it by coming against every mountain that hinders our progress in God.  We command fears of all kinds to leave and never return.  We stand against evil thoughts and suspicions and distortions of every sort.  We bind the spirit of anger and jealousy and gossip, and release the spirit of forgiveness and love and faith.  

How do we do it?  We do it by expelling demonic forces, firmly demanding that they leave.  We are in charge, not them.  In the power of the Holy Spirit, we take authority over whatever is opposed to our life in the Kingdom of God.  

We do it by coming against all social evil and institutional injustice.  We oppose institutional structures that entrench the poverty of the poor, and unjust laws that demean and dehumanize those for whom Christ died.”    

Practical: intercession.  

· Practice listening prayer first, to discern what God wants you to pray for (Lord, how do we pray here?)

· Prayer for others should be rooted in the Cross of Christ, covered by the blood of Christ, shielded by faith in Christ.  

· Prayer for others should be surrounded by compassion for the person we’re praying for.  We ask Jesus to fill us with His compassion, as we begin to pray for people.  This will prevent us from abusing people, from being overbearing and wielding our spiritual authority in prayer to harm instead of heal.  Remember that we are dealing with integrated beings, made in the image of God.   

· A last word on intercession: “When praying for others, we need not continue shouldering the burdens of others but rather we release them into the arms of the Father.  Without this releasing the burdens will become too much for us, and depression will set in.  Besides, it is not necessary.  Our task in reality is a small one: to hold the agony of others just long enough for them to let go of it for themselves.  Then together we can give all things over to God.” (R. Foster - Prayer)
Key Resources: 

Prayer – Tim Keller 

Prayer – Richard Foster 

Praying like monks, living like Fools – Tyler Staton (book, and podcast series)

The Screwtape Letters – C.S. Lewis

Red Moon Rising &    - Pete Greig  

The Bondage Breaker – Neil T. Anderson

