WHY I BELIEVE PRAYER MATTERS

Harold Shank

February 15, 2004

Main Text:
“In thee oh Lord do I seek refuge; let me never be put to shame; in thy righteousness deliver me!  Incline thy ear to me, rescue me speedily!  Be thou a rock of refuge for me, a strong fortress to save me!   Yea thou art rock and my fortress; for thy name sake lead me and guide me, take me out of the net which is hidden for me, for thou art my refuge.  Into thy hand I commit my spirit; thou hast redeemed me, O Lord, faithful God.”









Psalm 31:1-5

1. Psalm 31:4 has 4 images about life

a. Verse 4 says we are caught in a hidden net, trapped by something unexpected

b. Verse 9 discusses wasted eyes, which show grief, pain, and illness that are seen in our eyes

c. Verse 12 describes a broken pot which is no use to anybody anymore

d. Verse 21 is about a besieged city that is boxed in by enemies in every direction

e. These 4 images describe 2 situations in life

2. # 1 – We often feel caught in a net, besieged by enemies

a. We bid on a job and the raw material prices double and the supplier goes bankrupt and we feel like we are caught in a net

b. We need one course to graduate and need an “A” on the last test, but we get sick, or have to work and we feel besieged

c. Our oldest child is failing in school, the tension is high and we argue at supper, we feel trapped in a net

d. Things you once agreed on you now argue about.  You see hate in the eyes and you feel besieged

3. A net and a besieged city are images of life

a. Few of us ever get caught in an actual net

b. But all of us have felt trapped in a net like that fish

c. Perhaps a couple in a battle feel under siege

d. We all know the sense of being besieged

4. As a young minister I worked in Milwaukee in a church planting

a. We had numerous supporting churches

b. 15 months into that church plant problems developed

c. There was conflict between some of the supporting churches and us in Milwaukee

d. There were letters, calls and accusations

e. I felt like a fish in a net that couldn’t get out.  Everything I did I made it worse

f. I felt like I was trapped in a city under siege with no exit from problems

5. One night I had to appear before the men’s meeting of one of the supporting churches

a. There was a man in that church who had been like a father to me

b. I had actually lived with them for a summer

c. During the meeting, I was put on a chair at the front

d. There was a spotlight over my head and I was grilled by the men of that church

6. I will never forget what happened

a. A man who was like a father to me, stood up and was very upset

b. He said, “I used to love you like a son, but I don’t love you anymore.”

c. I felt caught in a net

7. Jesus must have felt the same way.  He was CAUGHT BY THE

a. Nails that secured him to the cross

b. Swords of the Roman soldiers that stood at his feet

c. Words of the Jews who cried out to crucify him

d. Betrayal of Judas with the night time kiss

e. Desertion of his loyal followers

f. Darkness that hung over his head

8. It’s hard to image any net stronger than the cross

a. Nobody more besieged than our dying savior

b. Caught in a net, besieged by the enemy, Jesus hung on a cross

9. # 2 – We often have wasted eyes and fell like broken pots

a. A friend gave 30 years to a firm, then got downsized, and had wasted eyes

b. A man who couldn’t write his final paper has ever since felt like a broken pot

c. When children come to Memphis to go to St. Jude, we see wasted eyes of their parents

d. You don’t have to talk long to a widow or widower to get a sense of how death makes you feel like a broken pot

10. Wasted eyes and broken pots are all images of life

a. Most don’t lose their eyes, but we know the look of the wasted eye

b. Many have never a bone, but a broken pot reflects the brokenness of life

11. I remember my first encounter with terminal illness as a minister

a. Franklin Amis was a successful businessman in the prime of life

b. He traveled often, wore fine clothes, and drove expensive cars

c. On the way back from a business trip, he got a terrible headache

d. Two days later he went to see the doctor, four days later he was in the hospital, and six days later he was in a coma

e. His cousin came to get me to go see him

f. I was a young minister and had never seen a man in this state

g. I remember visiting Franklin and it was the only time I ever saw him

h. His cousin turned to me and said, “Pray like you’ve never prayed before.”

i. We held hands around his dying body and in halting words I prayed like I’d never prayed before

j. That moment defined a broken pot for me

12. Jesus faced wasted eyes and broken pots at the cross

a. The skin on his back was cut, bruised by the scourge.  The timber of the cross tore into his back

b. The points of thorns pressed into his tender skin of his skull

c. The rough iron edges of nails in his hands and feet tore his skin

d. Insects buzzed around his head

e. His breathing became more and more labored

f. The healthy Jesus was reduced to a broken pot suspended between heaven and earth

13. Psalm 31 is the life as we know it

a. Verse 4 says we are caught in a hidden net, trapped by something unexpected

b. Verse 9 describes wasted eyes seen by grief, pain, illness seen in our eyes

c. Verse 12 is a broken pot that is no use to anybody anymore

d. Verse 21 is a besieged city that is boxed in by enemies in every direction

14. SO WHAT DO WE DO WHEN

a. We’re caught like fish in a trap and can’t get out?

b. When our eyes are wasted and grief and disease are our constant companion

c. Our bodies are like broken pots beyond repair?

d. We are surrounded on each side by our enemies and there is no escape?

15. Psalm 31 tells us in 7 words – See verse 5 “Into your hands I commit my spirit.”

a. Another image, another picture of life

b. When we are caught in a trap and put our lives into his open hands

c. When our eyes are wasted in grief and disease, we transfer our spirit to his hands

d. When our bodies are like broken pots, we pick up the pieces and put them in his big hands

e. When besieged we put our future in his hands

16. As Jesus hung on a cross perhaps he thought of the images of Psalm 31

a. He was caught in a trap

b. His eyes were wasted

c. His body was broken

d. He was surrounded by enemies

e. In his last words from the cross, Jesus prayed this prayer, “Into Your Hands I Commit My Spirit.”

17. This is the basic definition of prayer – INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT

a. The key image of prayer is that the hands of God appears opened.  We climb up and grab the thumb, then we take our spirit and without reservation put it in the hands of God

b. Part of the image is the completeness of the transfer

18. NOT THAT WE

a. Let God look at the broken spirit in our hands, but we put out spirit in his hands

b. Ask God to put his hands under our hands to hold them up, but we put our spirit into his hands

c. Let God temporarily have our spirit, but we commit and cast and throw our spirit into his hands

d. These are 2 foundations of Psalm 31:5 – The Prayer

19. Foundation # 1 – Innocence

a. INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT is an act of innocence

b. We do this not knowing the outcome, not being able to control our destiny

20. We want control

a. We want to preview the movie before we see it

b. We want due diligence before we invest in property

c. We want a cost analysis before we approve the proposal

d. We want to visit map quest before we take a trip

e. We want an estimate before we hire a contractor

21. But there is none of that here.  None of that

a. We don not know the outcome, we do not know the end

b. INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT is an act of innocence

c. Just as a baby in total innocence yearns for a mother

d. Just as a toddler in total innocence reaches for Grandfather

e. Just as a 1st grader in total innocence presents us with the art work

f. It is in total innocence that we say INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT

22. We don’t’ know……..We just jump in

a. How deep?  We don’t know we just jump in

b. How wide?  We don’t know we just jump in

c. How strong is the current?  We don’t know we just jump in

d. How cold is the water?  We don’t know we just jump in

e. That’s the foundation of prayer

23. 2 issues keep us from real prayer

a. # 1 – Anemic – We ask for what we already have or what we can get for ourselves.  We use prayer to be in control and it reduces prayer to a Christmas list.  Our prayers are anemic because we don’t want to give God control. INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT

b. # 2 – Catharsis – We pray because talking about it make us feel better.  Prayer becomes Dear Abby.  Prayer becomes group sharing.  When we just use prayer for catharsis we are still in control.  Our prayers are just group sharing because we don’t give God control.  INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT

24. 2 Foundations of Psalm 31: 5 – Prayer

a. Innocence – about what we know

b. Trust – about what we believe

25. Prayer is the ultimate statement of faith

a. Prayer is our link with the ultimate cause of everything

b. Prayer is the spiritual organ that opens our hearts to God and lets him in

c. Prayer is the docking station that links us with God

26. The writer of Psalm 31 expresses this exact point

a. He is caught in a net, has wasted eyes, is like a broken pot and a besieged city

b. Psalm 31:5a – INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPRIRIT

c. Psalm 31:5b – You have redeemed me, Oh Lord, faithful God

d. Though I’m caught, I’m Free

e. Though I’m wasted, I’m new

f. Though I’m broken, I’m whole

g. Though I’m besieged, I’m victorious

27. Now some of us are saying, I want proof this works

a. Give me a testimony

b. Let’s have scientist do a study

c. I want to examine the data

d. We’re trained to question everything

e. But prayer works differently

f. Two steps to Psalm 31: 5 – Prayer

28. The first step in Prayer is helplessness

a. Prayer is asking God to do what we can’t do ourselves

b. Prayer is giving up control to God

c. Prayer is an act of helplessness

29. But if we stop there, Prayer becomes confusing and we end up in despair

a. We feel helpless often enough

b. We pray to God and we end up confused

30. 2nd Step is openness – (Stay with Me)

a. Not only am I helpless, but say it’s okay to be helpless

b. Not only do I not understand, I don’t have to understand

c. Not only am I not able to do for myself, I don’t have to be able to do for myself

31. When we become open to what God is going to do

a. Then we move to peace, joy and hope

b. Helplessness drives us to prayer

c. Openness delivers joy and hope

32. INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT

a. When I’m trying to be in control, INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT

b. When I’m feeling confused, INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT

c. When I want proof that God works, INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT

d. When nothing is going right, INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT

33. Our church problem in Milwaukee wnt on for months

a. I remember thinking that everything I did made it worse

b. I remember trying to give it to God in prayer

c. I remember feeling helpless, but not open

d. I remember feeling prayer was anemic

34. Then one of the elders from one of the supporting churches called

a. He said, “I’m flying into Milwaukee to talk to you.”

b. Pick me up at the airport, I’ll be there in 2 hours

35. I thought, great, all these problems to solve in 2 hours

a. He’s going to come in with an ax and cut me off

b. He will wipe the ax clean, get on a plane and leave me to clean up the mess

36. I picked him up at the airport

a. We drove to the church building and toured the city on the way

b. We sat down in a 4th grade classroom in an unheated building

c. The elder led a prayer

d. Then sd said this, “The eldership sent me here to apologize.”

e. We were wrong, we are sorry.

f. They just have one question, “Will you be willing to let us continue to support you?”

g. I said, “I think that can be arranged.”

37. I don’t mean to imply that every prayer gets that kind of answer

a. I didn’t tell that story to provide evidence for you that prayer works

b. I tell the story to urge you to do one thing.

c. Say this, “INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT”

