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How Then Shall We Pray?
Introduction

Good morning! This morning, I have the privilege of being a part of Bethel’s series on prayer based out of the Heidelberg Catechism. 
Today, instead of reading each of the scriptural texts before the sermon, we will be reading the Heidelberg Catechism and reading each text throughout the sermon. Q & A 117 can be found in the gray Psalter Hymnal on page 916. 
Q. What is the kind of prayer

that pleases God and that he listens to?

A. First, we must pray from the heart

to no other than the one true God,

revealed to us in his Word,

asking for everything God has commanded us to ask for.
Second, we must fully recognize our need and misery,

so that we humble ourselves in God’s majestic presence.

Third, we must rest on this unshakable foundation:

even though we do not deserve it,

God will surely listen to our prayer

because of Christ our Lord.

That is what God promised us in his Word. (H.C. Q&A 117)
Hook
We are a culture that loves an easy answer. Many of the most popular articles today talk about the easy steps to success in one area or another. We read article headlines and books that sound something like this: 10 steps to losing weight fast. 5 things you need to know to have a successful relationship. Follow these 3 simple steps and get rich fast.

Our North American culture loves nice, neat formulas or rules to solve our problems. Unfortunately, because we love easy 3 step formulas for most things, we can sometimes treat prayer as a step-by-step formula as well. 
We think to ourselves if I follow these three easy steps I can pray effectively. If I follow these rules my prayer life will be awesome! Prayer doesn’t work that way. Prayer is a matter of the heart and its relationship to God. It’s not an easy formula; talking to God is like talking to any human being it requires more then some simple easy rules. As we look at prayer this morning, I want us to know that prayer is a relational practice that defies clear-cut step by step manipulative processes. With this truth in mind, we ask ourselves alongside the Catechism: What kind of prayer pleases God? What kind of prayer does God listen to?
1. John 4:21-24- Prayer that is Sincere and from the Heart
21 “Woman,” Jesus replied, “believe me, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. 22 You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews. 23 Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in the Spirit and in truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. 24 God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in the Spirit and in truth.”

Exegesis

In the first part of Q&A 117, the writers talk about the need to pray with sincerity and from the heart. In John chapter 4, a text which the Catechism refers to, Jesus is sitting at the well of Jacob near mount Gerizim and asks a Samaritan woman to draw water for him. She is shocked that a Jew would ask this of her as there are some bad feelings between Jews and Samaritans. Jesus then reveals to her that there is living water available that never runs out. Believing this to be physical water; she tells Jesus that she wants this water. Jesus, knowing her spiritual condition, says “go get your husband” and points out that she has had many husbands and currently lives with a man who is not her husband. Then, out of nowhere, almost as if to change the subject, she brings up one of the biggest dividing factors between Jews and Samaritans; where to worship. 
The Samaritans believed only in the Pentateuch which was the first 5 books of the Bible. They were the mixed blood offspring of the 10 separated Israelite tribes who had Jereboam as their king and they would not recognize the legitimacy of David’s line who built the temple in Jerusalem. As a result, they thought that the temple should rest on Mount Gerizim. They claimed that anytime the temple is mentioned it is connected to God’s holy mountain in Gerizim because of some of the events that occurred there. 
The Jews on the other hand believed in all of the books of the Old Testament and took into consideration that Solomon was commanded to build the temple in Jerusalem. Jews and Samaritans had a few disputes about it and eventually the Jews attacked Samaria and destroyed their temple in about 120 B.C. 
Jesus uses her divisive question as an opportunity to go beyond the debate of where the people should worship to talk about the true nature worship in the kingdom of heaven. First, he makes it clear that Salvation comes from the Jews and that the Samaritans worship what they do not know. Jesus then points out that both Jerusalem and Gerizim will be obsolete soon. 
In verse 23 Jesus says that people must worship the Father “in spirit and truth.” What does that mean? With regards to worshipping in Spirit, Jesus is saying that worshipping God isn’t about outward practices, like going to the right temple, because God is Spirit; he is not bound to a place. Nor is worship about performing the right rituals, it is about seeking out God with our hearts and worshipping him passionately and honestly. 
Christians are not to make worship about appearances as the Israelites had been accused of doing in the past as Isaiah 29 makes clear: “These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. Their worship of me is based on merely human rules they have been taught.” (Isaiah, 29:13, NIV) The Israelites had a habit of doing the right ceremonies and following the right rules, but they tended to go through the motions instead of genuinely engaging with him.
Not only are the children of God commanded to worship in spirit, but they are also required to worship in truth. The Samaritans didn’t know the whole truth about God. They were not entirely honest about who he is and who they are. Jesus is suggesting that, to worship God correctly, they must know the truth about God and know him personally. 
This passage teaches us exactly what the catechism is getting at: To pray with sincere hearts, we must pray, which is a part of worship, to God in a way that is honest about who he is and honest about who we are. We must pray in way that is sincere and heartfelt. We cannot pray in a way that is disingenuous or manipulative. Only then can we pray for what we are commanded to pray for. 
Our Context/ Application
Have you ever been in a situation where you have gotten the feeling that you are an unwanted burden? Have you ever been invited to an event like a wedding or a party because of your association with someone or because someone didn’t want to be rude? Or, even worse, have you ever felt like the only reason people seem nice to you is because they want something from you? 
It’s like a child who cleans his or her room and then tidies the rest of the house for you and then comes up to you and says: “Look! I cleaned my room and tidied the house can I have the new toy I have been wanting for a while?” 
Sometimes this is our approach towards God when we pray. We pray out of a spirit of obligation or because we want something from God, and we feel like we can manipulate him or keep him happy. Sometimes we treat praying to Jesus like we he is an unwanted guest. Or worse yet sometimes we pray to him to put on a show for the people around us to show how good a Christian we are. The truth is that if we treated our relationships with people this way, more often than not, people would sense if you were being disingenuous, and those relationships would fall apart. 
A good indicator that you are praying to God out of habit or with a lack of sincerity is if spending time with him feels like an obligation more times than not. A sign that you are worshipping or praying with sincerity is when you look forward to spending time with him in prayer. This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t make a habit of prayer or that we shouldn’t pray if we don’t feel like it, but if we operate out of obligation more often then we do out of a spirit of Joy we are in trouble and should evaluate our relationship with Jesus.

God will not be mocked. He knows about your motivations and heart. As Christians we should pray acknowledging that we get the awesome privilege of spending time with our creator, Father, and the object of true worship!
2. Psalm 62:5-8- Prayer Steeped in Vulnerability and Humility
Yes, my soul, find rest in God;
    my hope comes from him.
6 Truly he is my rock and my salvation;
    he is my fortress, I will not be shaken.
7 My salvation and my honor depend on God;
    he is my mighty rock, my refuge.
8 Trust in him at all times, you people;
    pour out your hearts to him,
    for God is our refuge.

Exegesis

In the second part of answer 117, the writers point out that effective prayer is rooted in coming before God honestly and acknowledging our need for him. The Catechism refers to Psalm 62 in which David says that he is safe in the arms of God despite persecution. That he, and the people sympathetic to his cause, can trust God. He even encourages them to pour out their hearts to God. In his experience, God hears the prayers and requests of his people if they are brought to him in humility. Scholars suggest that David wrote this during, or a little after, Absalom tries to steal the throne from him. That means that, at this point, David has experienced his fair share of misery, and yet, despite God’s discipline, David trusts in the Lord and takes refuge in him. David has seen God come through before, particularly in his struggle with king Saul. 
 In his book a “Tale of Three Kings,” Gene Edwards unpacks the story of Saul, David, and Absalom. He uses this tale to investigate the human struggle for power and how different people approach it. Edwards talks about how David, during the reign of Saul, is constantly pushed by his peers to usurp the throne. Saul, jealous of David and out to protect his power, persecutes David. While running for his life, David pours out his soul to God, he acknowledges his place in the world, and he waits on the Lord to resolve the situation. Edward points out that David waits because he knows if the Lord wants him to be King, he will make it happen. He doesn’t take matters into his own hands, he trusts God’s promises and he knows that God will fulfill them regardless of what he does.
Later, when David is in power, Absalom wins the hearts of the people and tries to take over the throne with force, power, and money. Again, David, despite the possibility of losing his throne, embraces the fact that God is his rock, and that David is not the truly in control of his own destiny. David understood his own humanity and powerlessness.
This Psalm calls the audience to take refuge in God and to acknowledge that they are not in control of their lives. It forces the listener to humble themselves before God and bring their struggles to him with a recognition that He has a plan. David encourages people to pour out their hearts to God knowing, from experience, that God draws near to those who come to him acknowledging their own brokenness and need. 
Our Context/ Application

Has anyone ever heard the line “wow they really missed the forest for the trees”? That expression suggests that people can get so focused on something small that they miss the big picture. Sometimes we treat prayer like this. 
On occasion we come to God in prayer with a self-focused or demanding posture. Though it is important to bring our needs to God, prayer should not be too narrowly focused on us alone. The point of prayer is not to tell God what to do. The point of prayer is to know what God desires and to submit to his will. The point of prayer is to hear his voice and allow that to guide, shape and mold us. If we pray to God as if he is our assistant and that he is there to help us accomplish our goals, we are not praying with humility. We are praying as though our agenda is the most important and that God is our helper buddy. 
Though it is true that a by-product of prayer is that we can bring everything to him, and he hears us and can even answer our prayers on occasion, that is not the entire focus of prayer. That’s only the trees! The forest of prayer includes acknowledging that God will accomplish His purposes. As a result, just as the catechism suggests, our job is to pray humbly knowing that His ways are higher than our ways.
3. John 14:12-14- Prayer that is Confident in the Character of God 
 12 Very truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have been doing, and they will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father. 13 And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. 14 You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it.
Exegesis
In the last part of answer 117, the writer assures the reader to trust in God and in the fact that he listens to the prayers of his people. The catechism references John 14:12-14. In this passage Jesus is preparing his disciples for his imminent departure. 
As he stares down his own crucifixion, Jesus is filled with concern for his disciples, and he graciously encourages them. He tells them that he is preparing a place for them and that he and the Father are one. Jesus is gently pointing out that everything is under control and that the events that are about to occur are part of the plan. 
 In verse 12 Jesus looks beyond the crucifixion. Here he promises incredible things. He says that anyone who believes in him will be able to ask God for anything and he would do it according to his will. He says that they will do even greater things than he has done because of the Holy Spirit.
Dr. Gary Burge argues that the promise made here can even refer to the miraculous signs, among other things, just like the ones Jesus has performed. He points out that, in some respect, every believer will be able to participate in performing miraculous works, meaning the scope of works that will be accomplished are global because they accompany the gospel efforts of every believer. The reality that great works accompany the prayers of those who believe, is profound and it proves that we can have confidence in God.
How is this possible? Jesus enables the empowerment of the believer through his work on the cross. Because of his work on the cross, we are considered pure and holy through the blood of Jesus. Our sin is no longer a barrier to our relationship with the Father and because we are made clean the Spirit can dwell within us. This means that, because of the blood of Jesus and mediating work, we can communicate freely with God, and we are empowered by him to be a part of continuing the work of building the Kingdom of Heaven 
However, there is one import caveat in this text. Its not as if any believer can ask for anything and God will give it to them because they tacked the phrase “in Jesus’ name” on the end. What is meant by this text is that if the request is in order with what Christ stands for and in accordance with his will, it will be accomplished. That is why Jesus says the words: “in my name.” 
Because of this passage, we are encouraged pray asking God for amazing demonstrations of his power because he hears us and wants to work through his people.

When someone is need of healing, pray for their healing hoping in the possibility of God’s healing work. Be bold, go out and pray for miraculous things! This allows for God to show His power as evidence for the fact that He is real! We can be confident that God hears our prayers, and he answers them according to His will!
Our Context/ Application

How is it that I can challenge us to pray with humility and then challenge us to pray with confidence? Because our confidence is not in ourselves it is confidence in God. It’s a confidence that he is powerful and that he hears us. 
Have any of you ever been set up on a date by a friend or a relative? I am sure some of you have. I can’t count how many times I have heard people in the church talk about setting up certain singles in our congregation. 
Being set up on a date is a risk. You must trust your friend or relative’s understanding of who you are and who you could be compatible with. If the person who is setting you up on a date doesn’t know you, you could end up on a date with a person who is not at all what you hoped they would be. If you have had an experience where someone hyped up a blind date and it did not turn out well, you would likely start to doubt the matchmaker’s abilities and would be less likely to date any of the other people they suggest. 
Unlike a bad matchmaker, we can trust God and his promises. Not only does he know his people, but he has also proven himself to stay true to his promises. In his word he promises that he will listen to the prayers of his people and that he will do incredible things through them. We see evidence of Jesus fulfilling his promises all over scripture.  Acts 20:7-16 is a prime example. In this passage Paul raises Eutychus from the dead. 

Because we know we can trust God, and we know he answer our prayers in miraculous ways, we should pray bold prayers. We should pray with expectant hearts that God will intervene in our lives so that glory can be ascribed to his name. 
Conclusion

It is clear that the catechism is rooted in the word of God. Question and Answer 117 leans on some incredible passages that teach us how to pray. 
The story of the woman at the well affirms the first part of answer 117 in its assertions that we are not pray in superficial or legalistic ways, but that we must pray with sincerity and from the heart. We learn from the second part of answer 117 and from Psalm 62 that we must pray to God in way that is characterized by humility and vulnerability much like David did. And finally, through the last part of answer 117 and in John 14, we see that Jesus promises to hear our prayers and to work miraculously, by his spirit through them as a result we pray confidently knowing that God is a trustworthy God. It is prayer with these things in mind that pleases God, these are the kinds of prayers Jesus listens to. 
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