Laying a Strong Foundation

Lesson 7: Prayer and God’s Will
WHAT IS PRAYER?
Prayer is talking to God. God doesn’t have to allow us to talk to Him – but He does. Actually, God does more than just allow us to talk to Him – He encourages it. 

Hebrews 4:15-16 For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin. Therefore let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.
And He does more than encourage it – He commands it:

I Thessalonians 5:17 Pray without ceasing. 

He even rebukes us for not receiving because we didn’t ask:

James 4:2 You do not have because you do not ask.
The Bible is full of amazing stories of what happens when God’s people trust Him and pray. What Bible stories can you think of that illustrate the importance of prayer?
WHAT DO I PRAY FOR?
The Bible gives very clear instructions about what we should pray for and what we shouldn’t pray for. Read James 4:3 and I John 5:14. Fill in the blanks, based on those verses:

We should not pray _____________________________________.

We should pray _______________________________________.
In short, this means that we should pray for things that bring pleasure to God and glory to God. We should pray according to God’s priorities. I can pray for a life of ease, comfort, and wealth – but those things may not be God’s will for me! 

Now, we don’t have to be embarrassed about praying for what we want. Philippians 4:6 says let your requests be made known unto God. John 15:7 says  Ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you! That’s amazing! But we also need to read the first half of that same verse: If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. Here’s the point: when we are taking care of our relationship with God (abide in Me) and learning about Him through the Bible (and My words abide in you), then we should pray boldly for what we wish. Why? Because our “wishes” will be God-centered! But if we are living self-centered lives and ignoring God’s Word, we will pray self-centered prayers that are not God-honoring. 
Based on what we’ve just talked about, answer the question “What should I pray for?” in your own words:
We still haven’t talked about the particulars of what we should pray for. Here’s a great outline to use: P.R.A.Y. – Praise, Repent, Ask, and Yield.

Praise (PRAY)
The Bible commands us to praise God (Psalm 150:6). But we often get caught up in the business of life and forget to praise Him until we get to church on Sunday. He deserves much more than once-a-week praise! It’s a great habit to begin your prayer time every day with praise. Enter His gates with thanksgiving and His courts with praise (Psalm 100:4). 

How do you praise? By thanking God for who He is and what He has done. Before you begin your prayer time, spend a couple of minutes thinking about God and the things He is doing in your life and circumstances. Then begin thanking Him for His character and His promises. 
Repent (PRAY)
By repentance we mean the same thing as the confession that we talked about in the last lesson. Read Psalm 66:18-19. Why does repentance / confession need to be part of your daily prayer time?

After praising the Lord, stop to ask this question: “Am I holding on to sin in my life? Have I sinned against God, yet I am refusing to confess my sin to Him?” If you aren’t aware of any sin that you are harboring or refusing to deal with, that’s another reason to praise the Lord! You can move on to…

Ask (PRAY)
We need God’s help! As we saw in Hebrews 4 at the beginning of this lesson, we need “mercy and grace to help in time of need.” Our lives are full of need! It’s not just us: the lives of those around us are full of needs too. How do we know what we should pray for? Here are four suggestions:
Pray for the people that are closest to you.

Your first prayer priority should be the people closest to you. Pray for your family, your church family, yourself, and others that are close to you. That sounds obvious – but you might be surprised how easy it is to neglect praying for the people who are closest to you! If you are married, you definitely need to make it a priority to pray for your spouse. 
Read Ephesians 6:18. This verse says that we are supposed to “be 

alert” in prayer for _____________________________.

Pray for the things that matter most to God.

So you are ready to pray for your husband – or another family in your church – or yourself – or your child. What do you pray for? Ask yourself this question: “What does God want to happen in his or her life?” You could pray that God would: 

· “incline their hearts to His Word” (Psalm 119:36)

· teach them to pray (Luke 11:1)

· help them fear the Lord (Prov. 1:7)

· help them know the love of Christ (Eph. 3:19)

· help them to forgive as they have been forgiven (Eph. 4:32)

· help them to love like Christ loves (Eph. 5:25)

· help them to set their minds on things above (Col. 3:2)

· protect them from the love of the world (I John 2:15)

· lead them not into temptation (Matt. 6:13)

That’s just a small sampling of the things you could pray for. If you are alert while you are reading your Bible, you’ll come across all kinds of biblical things you can pray for others. This is a great way to pray according to God’s will – by praying His words! 

You’ll find that thinking about what God wants will change your perspective on many situations. For example, you might be praying for someone who is in a trial. You can definitely pray that God will release them from the trial. But you’ll also realize that God is allowing that trial to accomplish more growth in them – so you’ll also pray for that growth to happen. 

Pray for the things that are burdens on your heart.

Read Philippians 4:6-7. How do you get peace when you are anxious?

Pray for the specific things mentioned in the Bible.
The Bible mentions many other things we should pray for. For example:

· Pray for God to send missionaries (Luke 10:2)

· Pray for missionaries to be fruitful (II Thes. 3:1)

· Pray for government authorities over us (I Timothy 2:2)

· Pray for wisdom (James 1:5)

· Pray for witnessing and people to be saved (Col. 4:2-4)

By this point, you can see that you probably won’t run out of things to pray for!

Yield (PRAY)
When Jesus taught about prayer, He taught that we should pray: “Your will be done” (Matthew 6:10). Yielding means expressing to God our desire that His will be done. 
Yielding involves:
· Yielding our wisdom to His

Sometimes in prayer we can begin to sound like we are telling God what to do! It’s important to finish our prayer time by expressing our understanding that only God’s wisdom is perfect. Only He knows exactly what should be done in every situation. You can pray diligently according to your best understanding of God’s will – but then yield those situations to God’s perfect wisdom.

Yielding also expresses our trust in God’s power and wisdom and love. We say “God I trust you with these things. I know that you love me. I know that you can do anything. I know that your wisdom is perfect. So I gladly trust you with all of these situations. Help me not to worry or manipulate.”

· Yielding ourselves to Him
I Corinthians 6:19-20 says “You are not your own, for you have been bought with a price.” We call this the principle of stewardship. Everything that we have is really a stewardship from God – it isn’t our own. Our bodies, our families, our money, our possessions, our time – we have all of these things ‘on loan’ from God. We have a stewardship: a responsibility to use these things in a way that pleases Him. 
Unfortunately, we are much better at using these things for ourselves without any thought of God. Read II Corinthians 5:15. What does this say about how we should live?

At the end of your prayer time, you should take the opportunity to express to God your desire to use everything you have for Him. This is dedication. Each day we should renew our dedication to God. You could pray something like this: “Father, everything I have is a stewardship from you. I don’t want to live for myself today; I want to live for you. I dedicate myself and all that I have to you today. Please help me to live for you.”
WHEN SHOULD I PRAY?
You can pray any time. Prayer doesn’t have to happen in particular places or at particular times. The Bible records some interesting incidents where people prayed silently when they were in the middle of an important situation. For example, Nehemiah 2:4 records that the king asked Nehemiah a very important question. In the brief moment before he answered, Nehemiah silently “prayed to the God of heaven.” Then he answered the king. It is our privilege to be able to pray like this any time, in any situation! 
But we also need regular prayer times. You should schedule a time every day that you will set aside for prayer. Read Matthew 6:6. What instructions does Jesus give us in this verse about the location of our regular prayer times?

It’s often simplest to combine your regular Bible reading and regular prayer into one time. This also makes it easy to begin with Praise, because you can praise the Lord based on the things you’ve just read in the Bible. This also helps with Repentance, because God can use His Word to show you areas of your life that need to change. This also helps with Asking, because in your Bible reading you can find requests that you can pray for others or yourself. This also makes Yielding appropriate, since it is the last thing you do before you head back to the ‘stuff’ of life. What better way to start your day than by reading God’s Word, praising Him, confessing sin, asking God to work and casting your burdens on Him, and finally yielding yourself to Him?
MAKING A PRAYER LIST

It’s usually best to use some kind of prayer list to guide you when you pray. Without it, most of us neglect many things that we should be praying for. A list also helps you get back on track when your mind gets distracted by other things (and it will!).
It’s easiest to make two lists: one that you pray for every day, and another that you work through based on the days of the week. 

On your “Daily” list you could have yourself, your family, as well as urgent requests from your church family, friends, etc. 

Then divide up the rest of your prayer requests by the days of the week. You’ll want to make your own, but here’s a sample:

· Monday: missionaries and evangelism

· Tuesday: extended family

· Wednesday: coworkers and government

· Thursday: specific requests people have given you

· Friday: spiritual growth in your church family

· Saturday: church leadership

HOW DO I KNOW GOD’S WILL?
In prayer you will sometimes find yourself asking God about His will for a particular situation. Life is full of decisions – decisions that shape our lives. God never promises to show us the future – but He does promise to guide us. How can we be confident that God is guiding us as we make life’s decisions? 

1. Focus on what is clear
Too often Christians are caught up in trying to see what God’s will is for the future, when God intends for us to focus our attention on what He has clearly revealed as His will for today. In other words, the Bible tells us God’s will for our lives today. It is His will that we abstain from immorality, that we walk in love, that we be changed into the image of Christ, etc. Our primary focus should be on following what is clear in the Bible.  

But what about those times when the Bible doesn’t seem to give us any clear direction about a particular decision? After all, the Bible doesn’t tell you which house to buy, which job to take, or even which person to marry. 
2. Make sure you are yielded to God

We should be able to say (Psalm 40:8) “I desire to do Your will, O My God.” Do you really want whatever God wants? Are you really yielded to whatever He knows is best? Those questions need to be settled before you can confidently make a decision. 
3. Ask for wisdom

Read James 1:5. What is God’s promise in this verse?
4. Apply principles

Once you are yielded to God and asking for His wisdom, it’s time to apply Bible principles. There are many questions you can ask, based on Bible principles. Here are some samples:

· What would be best for my own relationship with God?

· What would be best for my family’s relationship with God?

· What would be best for my relationship with my family?

· How will this decision affect my testimony as a Christian?

· Is this something that might take an inappropriate place of importance or control in my life? (I Cor. 6:12b)

· Will this decision be a good example for others to follow?

· Am I properly honoring my authorities with this decision?
· Am I being a good steward of my God-given resources with this decision?

5. Get counsel

Many decisions you will make on your own through prayer and Bible study. But for some decisions, it will be wise for you to get counsel from other Christians. 
Read Proverbs 11:14, 15:22, and 24:6. What do these verses say about the importance of counsel?

What kind of people should you seek for counsel about tough decisions?

Notice that counsel is last on the list: we don’t start by gathering the opinions of others! If we seek the opinions of others without diligently seeking the will of God, we are placing our dependence in the wrong place. Once we are yielded to God, praying for His wisdom, and applying the principles in His Word, then God may use the counsel of other godly Christians to help direct us. 
In your own words, answer the question: “How can you know God’s will?”

REVIEW

How can we “ask whatever we wish” and yet pray “according to His will” at the same time?
Fill in the parts of the acronym: 

P______________ 

R______________ 

A______________ 

Y______________

Suppose it’s time for a big family vacation. You really want to know God’s will for your vacation. How could you go about seeking His will for the best family vacation that would please Him?
DIGGING DEEPER
Trusting God is essential for both prayer and decision making. Trusting God Even When Life Hurts by Jerry Bridges is a very helpful book to anchor your confidence in the Lord. 
Andrew Murray’s With Christ in the School of Prayer is a classic that provides a good introduction to the Bible’s teachings on prayer. There are countless other books available on prayer. But the best way to learn about prayer is to read what the Bible says about it! Start with the Jesus’ own teaching about prayer in Matthew 6:5-15, Matthew 7:7-11, Luke 11:1-13, John 15:1-17, Mark 11:22-25, Matthew 17:19-21, Matthew 18:19-20, John 14:12-14, etc. 
