We’re doing a 7-part series on ‘Following Jesus’. What does it mean to follow Jesus? In the last 4 Sundays, we’ve learnt that following Jesus means to deny ourselves. It means to introduce others to Jesus. It means to love our neighbours, even our enemy. It means to listen to him. Today’s Bible passage flows from listening to him & tells us that following Jesus also involves ‘prayer’. 

First, what should we pray about? 

The way the Rabbis taught was: they gave us bullet points for prayer under which their followers were to shape their own prayers. Here are some bullet points to start with, to shape our prayer. 

Notice that the prayer is very intimate. We are to pray to God as Father. True Christian prayer is not remote & distant. We’re not praying to an abstract power, or a self-made illusion of a higher being. ‘Father’ we pray. Huge privilege of coming to him & speak to him as our heavenly Father. 

Now, often our prayers are all about ourselves, ‘God, please give me this job’. ‘God, please help me to pass the exam’. ‘God, give her to me as my girlfriend’.  But look at the prayer Jesus taught his disciples in our Bible passage today. How does that start? ‘Father, may your name be made holy, may your kingdom come. The prayer is that his name be made holy. We are to pray that God’s name be recognised & upheld as holy, morally pure, absolutely separate, apart from us. The true follower of Jesus who listens to his word will be praying that for my life, for the church, for Christians in their city & across the world, & that the world will begin to recognise the honour, & the glory & the splendour of the name of God. may your name be made holy. We realise this is the most glorious character there is to be named. And now we want things to be put in their right order. may your name be made holy in my life, in your life, in our family’s life. 

The prayer is also concerned about God’s rule. may your kingdom come. Again, the true follower of Jesus who listens to his word will be praying that you & I will treat God as our king, submit to him, & express our submission in what we say, what we do, our priorities. And we shall pray, God, please return & establish your rule, so that everybody bows to their knee & recognise you’re king. 

It’s radically different than the usual prayers of most people, isn’t it? We are to fit to God’s agenda. He does not dance to my tune. So the true follower of Jesus, who sits at Jesus’ feet & listen to his word, realises that Jesus is king, not me. So I want his agenda first, not mine. This is really radical! All my personal ambitions & desires are turned around & subsumed under the kingship of Christ. may your kingdom come [not mine]. may your name be made holy [not mine]. 

If you listen to Jesus, you’ll recognise that he has made clear that God’s purpose is to extend his rule throughout the world, & through every aspect of our lives. His rule is the only hope for this dying world!  It doesn’t mean we can’t or we shouldn’t pray about ourselves. Jesus says, we should pray, give us each day our daily bread. But the framework in which we pray about ourselves must be God’s honour, God’s kingdom. The prayers that I am praying for me & my family are reshaped around God’s agenda. We pray for what we need, so that our lives are fitted into what he is doing. Not that God should fit around my personal desires. And our daily bread involves more than just physical need. It also involves our spiritual need, being equipped day by day as we follow Jesus, until he returns again to bring into climax God’s rule on earth. 

The rest of the prayer follows the same pattern. forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us If we follow Jesus, the longer we follow Jesus, the more we become conscious of our own sinfulness. A lot of people get really confused by that. Because they think the more they follow Jesus, the more convinced they become that they’re absolutely perfect. But that’s not the case. The better we know God, the more we realise how far we fall short from his holy name. How much we need his forgiveness, every day. And not just us, but others also. So the more we learn to forgive others, because we understand they are far from perfect, just as we are far from perfect. 

Similarly, the more we follow Jesus, the more we realise we cannot complete the very next step of following him, without God guarding you from temptation, keeping us from the evil one. God’s enemy, Satan, is so determined, so eager to bring us off track, to turn our back on God, to put our agenda first. So as we follow Jesus, we pray every day: do not bring us into the time of testing. Guard our family, our marriages, our church, our church leaders! 

How do we pray? 

It’s not just what you pray that is important. It’s also how you pray it. The point is simply that, our prayer needs to recognise the urgency of the matter, & it needs to be boldly persistent.  In the social convention of the day, no matter what time of day, or whether invited or not, if a guest turns up at the doorstep, they must be hospitable to the guest, & entertain them. It’s still true today in many cultures, particularly Middle-Eastern culture. You can’t just say, ‘Come back another day, I’m watching the tely.’ It’s just not on! So, of course, this guy will go to his neighbour’s house & hammer on the door. And of course, he won’t take ‘No’ for an answer. And of course, the neighbour will help in the end, even if he’s already in bed! 

When I was at high school, I took a bus everyday. One day I must have eaten something bad, I felt I really had to go to the toilet. I mean like ‘Right now!’ But I was already in the bus, & it felt like eternity. To cut a long story short, I couldn’t hold it anymore. I became very bold. I got off the bus. I saw a market & a slum nearby. I didn’t care. I ran & went ‘Where’s the toilet?’. I didn’t care how many pairs of eyes were watching. ‘Where’s the toilet?’ I was shameless. All I could find, of course, was only this small shack with a little hole & this horrible smell & you actually have to squat over it. I didn’t care! I’d never been happier to see something as disgusting as that! 

Well, says Jesus, what I’m showing you is so urgent & so important, that it’s something to be shameless about in your request to God. Think about it. He’s shown us that he’s God himself, who has come among us, to rescue us from our sins. These things have been hidden since the creation of the world, but he’s revealed them to us now. He’s shown us that he’s going to call every single man, woman & child in this whole universe to judgment one day. He’s shown us that those who will not bow the knee today will spend an eternity separated from him in hell. The things we’re dealing with are really important. And so, says Jesus, our prayer needs to recognise the urgency of the matter, & it needs to be boldly persistent.  

How is your prayer life? How urgent is it? How persistent is it? When was the last time that you gave, shall we say, 60 minutes to pray? 30 minutes? 20 minutes? 10 minutes? 5 minutes. What we’re dealing with is huge. We’ve been given this huge privilege to be part of God’s kingdom.  

“And so I tell you, ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. Usually, by the time people get to this verse, they’ve forgotten all about everything Jesus said before, & think, ‘Ha ha, I can’t believe it! It’s a blank cheque! I can simply ask for anything I want, & then it will be done!’ But of course, it’s not a blank cheque. Of course, this flows from the prayer that Jesus just taught us. Of course, what Jesus means is none other than: ask ‘may your kingdom come [not mine]. may your name be made holy [not mine]. give us each day our daily bread. forgive us our sins, [as we ourselves forgive others]. And do not bring us into the time of testing. Ask these things, and it will be given to you; seek [this kind of things] and you will find. For everyone who asks [this kind of things] receives, and he who seeks [this kind of things] finds. This is not a blank cheque at all. It’s a great comforting promise, that God’s kingdom will come. That his name will be made holy. That we will receive everything we need (not necessarily everything we want); but everything we need to get to heaven; It’s a great comforting promise, that we will be forgiven, & that we will be protected from the evil one. But it’s not a blank cheque to give us whatever we want. 

If your son asks for a fish, which of you fathers will give him a snake instead? Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you, then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the Father give from heaven the Holy Spirit to those who ask him?” There’s no child in the world who comes at Christmas, expecting to find in their stocking a scorpion, or a snake, or a bottle of hand grenade. Of course, cause their parents love them. How much more therefore shall we urgently & persistently & confidently, go to our Father, day by day, moment by moment, in prayerful dependance, asking him to give us good things. And that helps us too, doesn’t it, to explain why sometimes he doesn’t give us what we ask for. But we can be sure that he always gives us what is good for us. 

If you, then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the Father give from heaven the Holy Spirit to those who ask him?” I think it’s quite a shock this sentence. Where does the Holy Spirit come in to all of this? Why suddenly Jesus is talking about the Holy Spirit?  Well, of course, all the way through this, what Jesus is talking about is the age of the Spirit. i.e. the rule of Jesus. The Holy Spirit is the ultimate good gift that Jesus gives to all who follow him. God promised through the prophets, that there will come a time when he would pour out his Spirit upon the church such that you & I can call God Father. Such that our life & our longing for his name to be made holy come from a new heart, from within. So that day by day, we are sustained in following Jesus. Without the Spirit, you cannot call God Father. Without the Spirit, you will not desire his name to be made holy. Without the Spirit, you can try hard as you like to advance his kingdom, but your words will fall on deaf ears. The Spirit is your daily bread, as he brings the word of God to you day by day, as you sit at the feet of Jesus. It is the Spirit who makes you alive to the Word. It is the Spirit who enables us to apply the work of Jesus on the cross to forgive others & to experience the forgiveness of God. And it is the Spirit who in Jesus Christ & all that he has done keeps us from temptations & the evil one. 

Therefore, the whole summary of today’s passage is ‘Pray that you will have the Spirit.’ Of course, if you follow Jesus, you already have the Spirit. Pray that he will energise you. And enable you to live & follow Jesus. There are times in following Jesus, when you find yourselves thinking, ‘Is it worth it? Is it really true?’. Even more we need to pray like this.
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