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OTC2 – Week 5
Developing a Healthy Prayer Life
1 Samuel 1:1-20

Luke 17:11-19

Our prayer life is a fundamental part of our ongoing walk with God.  It is impossible to grow to spiritual maturity without a healthy prayer life.  So what does a healthy prayer life look like?  What lessons can we learn from Samuel’s birth and ministry?
Honesty in Prayer

We have to be honest in prayer.  Hannah didn’t try to hide her misery from God: "O LORD Almighty, if you will only look upon your servant's misery and remember me, and not forget your servant but give her a son…”  Hannah doesn’t bother trying to pretend that life isn’t hard.
Just like Hannah, we need to come before God with a transparent heart, acknowledging where we are at.  We might be in a spiritual dry patch or have unconfessed sin in our lives.  Confession should be a part of our regular prayer life.  We don’t include confession in our church services just because it’s in the prayer book.  It is a necessary part of our lives as Christians.
I love the way the Book of Common Prayer puts is: “The scripture moveth us in sundry places to acknowledge and confess our manifold sins and wickedness; and that we should not dissemble nor cloak them before the face of Almighty God our heavenly Father; but confess them with an humble, lowly, penitent, and obedient heart; to the end that we may obtain forgiveness of the same by his infinite goodness and mercy.”  Now, “manifold sins and wickedness” is not a gentle expression, but it conveys the real nature of our need for forgiveness.
While confession when we come together in a service like this is important, confession is also a key part of our private time with God.  I don’t know about you, but I never find the time allowed for confession in services long enough.  It may just be that I am particularly depraved, but I suspect that there are others who have as many sins to acknowledge as I do.  A few moments once a week is not sufficient for me, is it really sufficient for you?

People have a tendency to either:

· compare their weak points with other people’s strengths, they minimise other people’s sin

· take comfort in their “good Christian lives”, they minimise their own sin

Neither is helpful.  If you compare yourself with others you will end up feeling condemned.  Everyone is able to act as if they have their lives under control and that they are living right with God, especially when we come to church.  Don’t compare your own brokenness with other people’s façade.

Conversely, if you refuse to acknowledge your own shortcomings, you will not be able to grow.  If you are having trouble thinking of things that you have done wrong recently, then you might consider the opportunities you had to do things right, sins of omission, or “we have left undone the things that we ought to have done”

In our private prayer time, how about going beyond confession and asking God to fix our problem areas?  We should also ask the Holy Spirit to help us by pointing out specific areas that need work.  The Holy Spirit will convict us of specific sins.  Feelings of generalised guilt are the work of the enemy.  If you are feeling unworthy of forgiveness, then you are right, that’s whole unfathomable beauty of Grace.  We cannot earn God’s love, but we have the choice to accept it.

“Your sins are forgiven, be at peace.”  We all need to hear those words regularly.
Persistence in Prayer

Year after year Hannah prayed for a son.  Her husband’s other wife keeps having children and keeps rubbing her face in it.  So when should Hannah give up?  When does it no longer make sense to pray for what you earnestly desire?  How realistic should we be?
Infertility is a source of real heartache for many couples.  Tracey and I have been praying for a baby from about the moment we drove away from our wedding reception, with no success as yet.  Parenthood is something we both want and, to make it even harder, people around us seem to be having children all the time, especially unmarried teenagers or at least that’s how it feels.  At the moment, I have no doubt that God will give us the perfect child at the perfect time.  But how will I feel in a year’s time?  in five or ten year’s time?  When is it time to give up?  Will I be persistent like Hannah?
If I believe that I worship the creator of the universe and that he works in all things for the good of those that love him, then my faith should be unshakable.  But the enemy is always ready to cast doubt.  Perhaps the prayer we need to persist in the most is to ask for the faith to keep praying.
Something my cell group is quite good at is intercession on behalf of the group and others and we regularly see small and sometimes significant answers to prayer.  These successes spur us on in our efforts.
Thankfulness in Prayer

The Gospel reading shows us that Jesus thinks that thankfulness is the correct response to answered prayer.  He heals ten people but only one returns to thank him.  His reaction is understandable “didn’t I just heal ten people, where are the others?”
When Hannah takes her son Samuel to be dedicated to the LORD’s service, she offer’s a prayer of praise and thanksgiving.  She doesn’t forget what the LORD has done for her.

I have a slight tendency towards cynicism and I don’t think that I’m alone in that.  One reason why thankfulness is important is that helps us to remember the good things God is doing in our midst.  I think God must sometimes feel like Jesus did in the reading when it comes to cynical people.  “Didn’t I give you wonderful gifts?  You don’t even bother to say thanks: you just complain about everything else.”

Thankfulness is something we have to learn, just like parents teach their children, just like my mother taught me, when someone does something for you, the correct response is to say thank you.
Diethrich Bonhoeffer said “Only he who gives thanks for little things receives the big things.  We prevent God from giving us the great spiritual gifts He has in store for us, because we do not give thanks for daily gifts.”

Obedience in Prayer

What’s the point in having a prayer life if it doesn’t result in change in your life?  We must be willing to obey what God says to us through our prayer.  You may be perfect and not in need of any improvement, but I suspect not.  A natural result of prayer is change in our own lives.
If you suspect that God is speaking to you, test the message against scripture (just like Paul tells us to) but do not test it against your own comfort zone.  God has never promised to not make us uneasy.  Like the calling of Gideon, which we heard about last week, God chose the most unlikely leader for Israel, and Gideon was acutely aware of his inadequacy.  God may well be calling you into an uncomfortable place.
Samuel had the attitude of “I won’t let even one of the LORD’s words fall to the ground.”
Samuel’s willingness to listen, hear and obey God’s commands meant that God was able to use Samuel in a powerful way.  He anointed (and deposed) kings, and provided holy leadership to Israel.  What if Samuel had thought that it sounded too hard, too uncomfortable and too inconvenient? Perhaps Samuel was all set to patch the Tent of Meeting in Shiloh when God sent him to find David?  He might have had the working bee all organised.  What if Samuel had stuck with his own agenda, rather than God’s?
We will never have the opportunity to obey God if we don’t stop to listen to him.  We need to be still and quiet from time to time and we’ll have some practice time now.

That’s what five minutes of silence is like.  I’m sure it seemed like an eternity to some of you.
Conclusion
A healthy prayer life will display the characteristics of honesty, persistence, thankfulness and obedience. 
