
Teach Us to Pray (Luke 11:1-13)

Sunday school March 26, 2017

I want to call your attention to READ Luke 11:1-13. All of the instructions Jesus gives
to His disciples in this passage are a response to their request in verse 1: “Lord, teach us to
pray.” The disciples address Him as Lord, just as Martha did in the bit we studied at the
end of the hour last week. As I mentioned last week, that is a very high form of address:
it recognizes the authority He has because He is God. The disciples make this request after
they see Him pray, so they are probably starting to realize one of the things I have been
trying to impress on you for the past few months: Jesus prayed a lot during His earthly
ministry. Prayer was very important to Jesus.

It’s also not a coincidence that these instructions on prayer come right after a passage that
emphasizes the need to hear God’s word. I had to rush through the bit about Mary and
Martha at the end last time, so let me summarize it. If you look back to chapter 10, the
chapter ends with the contrast between Mary and Martha. Martha is running around playing
hostess trying to make sure that all of the needs of her guests are met. She is “cumbered
about much serving” as verse 40 puts it. Mary, on the other hand, is sitting at the feet of
Jesus like a disciple would and doing 1 thing: hearing His word. READ v. 39. The only
thing Mary is doing is hearing His word. So when you get down to the last verse, verse 42,
and Jesus says, “But one thing is needful: and Mary hath chosen that good part,” the one
thing that is needful is hearing His word because that is the one thing she is doing. This is
relevant to the passage we are studying today because you can’t be good at prayer unless
you are good at hearing God’s word. I’ll get into this more when we get into the details of
our text today, but in order to pray well, what you pray for has to be in line with God’s will.
The only way to know God’s will is to be a good hearer of God’s word. So as we study God’s
word today and these instructions on prayer, I know my request and I hope your request is
the same as the disciples’ request: “Lord, teach us to pray.”

Transition: Let me HAND OUT OUTLINES. First we have...

I. Model Prayer This is the “what” of prayer. READ v. 2-4 When Jesus says, “When
ye pray, say” in verse 2, He doesn’t mean rote memorization. In a little over a month, we
will have a Baccalaureate service down at University, and one of the things we will do in
that service is recite this prayer. That’s not how this model prayer is meant to be used. In
Matthew’s version of this text, he writes in Matthew 6:9, “After this manner therefore pray
ye....” So these are not just words to mindlessly recite but things that we should in the habit
of praying for. We should be in the habit of praying for them because 1) He told us to, and
2) they are good things to pray for. They are in line with His will, and therefore they are
things that He will give us when we ask for them. James 4:3 says, “Ye ask, and receive not,
because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts.” If you ask for these things
listed here, you won’t be asking amiss.
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Transition: I have listed the individual items as the capital letters in your outlines. I could
probably bring an entire lesson on each of them, but I know you are already very familiar
with these items, so instead I want to go through them rather quickly. The first item is...

IA. Address the Father The opening address is “Our Father which art in heaven.” That’s
the same way Jesus started many of His prayers. In Luke 10:22, a short prayer of His that
we studied a few weeks ago, He starts out, “I thank thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and
earth.” That’s very similar to what you see here. Pastor right now is preaching through
Jesus’ prayer for the disciples in John 17, and that prayer starts, “Father, the hour is come;
glorify thy Son, that thy Son also may glorify thee.” That’s John 17:1. As I mentioned a
few weeks ago, this address recognizes the closeness we have with the Father because we are
His adopted children. It also recognizes His headship, not just in terms of authority, but as
the supplier of my needs. The person I am asking for these things is God the Father. I will
say more about that when we get down to III.

Transition: That’s the first thing. I want to take the next three together. You could say a
lot about each one of them, but they share a common theme. They are...

IB. His Holy Name, IC. His Kingdom Come, and ID. His Will Be Done All of
these things will for sure happen because He has promised they will happen in His word.
His name is holy regardless of whether I recognize it and preserve it as holy or not. His
kingdom is going to come regardless of whether I pray for it or not. His will is going to be
done because of His authority regardless of whether I pray for it or not. So what’s the point
in praying for it? By praying for it, I am indicating that what I want agrees with what He
wants. This goes back to hearing His word, both in voice and in print. The way I find out
what He wants, and therefore the way I know what to pray for, is by hearing His word.

Transition: Next item...

IE. Daily Sustenance When we think of the food we eat, we think of a restaurant or
grocery store. So we think of the work we put in every day so that we can earn money and
buy food. That’s a biblical principle. You are probably familiar with 2 Thess. 3:10: “if
any would not work, neither should he eat.” So I provide my own daily sustenance and I
don’t need God to do that for me right? No: who gives you the ability to work? God, so
ultimately the food we eat comes from Him. Along these lines, I have gotten in the habit
of thanking God for the blessing of work and the greater blessing of ministry. Being able to
work so that you can eat is a blessing. Being able to minister to people (mostly students, in
my case) while you work is an even greater blessing. So Jesus tells us to ask our heavenly
Father for our daily bread, which I usually combine with the ability to work and minister.

Transition: Next item...
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IF. Daily Forgiveness Verse 4 speaks of both my sins, the sins I need the Father to forgive
me for, and the things others have done against me that I need to forgive them for. This
daily forgiveness keeps us in fellowship with Him and with each other. I John is basically
a book about the fellowship we have with Him. So we should pray for the forgiveness to
maintain that fellowship.

Transition: Last item...

IG. Deliverance from Evil Only God has the power to keep the evil spirits at bay. I’ve
mentioned Jon van Gelderan several times and how it struck me that every time he prayed
at the start of a service he asked that God would keep the evil spirits away from the service.
That’s an example of praying for deliverance from evil. To summarize, these items are not
the only good things to pray for or even the only things we should pray for, but they are
so important that we should be in the habit of praying for them. Every time we pray, we
should pray for these things, not these exact words necessarily, but these things. That’s how
important they are.

Transition: With some instructions on what to pray given, Jesus now moves on to how to
pray, starting with...

II. Important (Persistent) Prayer READ v. 5-8 The key word in this instruction is
in verse 8: “importunity.” It seems like an odd word, but it’s really just the noun form of
the adjective “important.” Some translations use the word “persistence.” That’s OK, but
I like the word importunity. It means that what I am praying for is important to me. It is
important to methat my prayer gets answered.

This block of text sets importunity against friendship. When we first read about the person
here who does not want to get up at night to lend his friend the bread he needs, our first
reaction is: “what kind of friend is this?” A couple of years ago Furman football was losing
to Samford 45-0 in the fourth quarter on homecoming, and the pep band started playing
“I’m Bad” by Michael Jackson. With friends like that, you had better not have any enemies.
So we would expect this friend to give him the bread he needs because he is his friend, and
that’s exactly the point Jesus is making here. Normally friendship would be enough to stoke
someone to action, but even if it is not, importunity is.
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That’s the way the world works. A few years ago one of my students appealed a final grade
in a course he had taken under me. First he appealed it to me; I denied the appeal. Then he
appealed to the Department Chair; he denied the appeal. He kept appealing and appealing
to higher and higher administrators, and rightly or wrongly he eventually got the grade
changed basically because of his persistence. It was important for him to get the grade
changed. I had another student who had a lot of talent but quit at everything he tried. He
tried to become an actuary and quit at that. He tried to go to graduate school and then quit
at that. He tried to become a high school math teacher and then quit at that. He had the
ability to succeed at any of those, but he had no persistence. His success was not important
to him. My mom used to say, “quit never got anyone anywhere.” That’s a rough way to say
it, but that’s another way to talk about the importance of persistence or importunity.

As Pastor preached a few weeks ago, in John 15:15 Jesus calls us, His followers, friends.
Because Jesus is a good Friend, unlike the friend in this text, His friendship is normally
enough to drive Him to action when we ask for something we need in order to serve Him
better. But this instruction tells us that even if it were not, our importunity would be
enough. So for things that are important to us, we should keep praying for them until God’s
will becomes clear. Without going into details, I had something I prayed for for 12 years,
from 2003-2015. I kept praying for it until it became clear to me that it wasn’t God’s will for
me to have that. What happens is: as we hear His word, what is important to Him becomes
important to us, and that’s when praying with importunity really comes into play. If it’s not
important to you and not important to God, don’t pray for it. The prayers we pray should
be the things that are important to us and God.

Transition: Jesus’ last instruction on how to pray (for now) is...

III. Confident Prayer READ v. 9-13 The promise of verses 9 and 10 “ask, and it shall
be given you” is based on the assumption that we are asking in accordance with God’s will,
that is, in accordance with the instructions He has given us in the first 8 verses. The first
two references I gave you, I John 3:22 and James 1:5-7, verify that that is the case. If we
pray, “Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz,” that asking probably won’t be answered,
at least not in a positive way.

The last three verses give us the reason why we should be confident that our prayer will
be answered: the relationship we have with the Father. I don’t have kids, so I can’t speak
to this from a father’s perspective, but I remember when I was a kid my parents tried to
give me what I asked for. Sometimes they couldn’t because I asked for something ridiculous
or because they had limited resources, but they wanted to give me things I wanted. When
I entered junior high, I took up an interest in golf, so for my 13th birthday my dad gave
me golf clubs. He didn’t give me an entire set of golf clubs. He gave me two golf clubs: a
9-iron and a putter. I grew up in a fairly poor family, and that’s all they could afford. So
I practiced putting on the carpet in the house and used the 9-iron to hit wiffle golf balls
around the yard until I could get a full set of clubs. Incidently, a few years later, I broke the
9-iron, not in anger but because there was a rock under the ball.
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Jesus’ point is: if we as sinful people with limited resources do this kind of thing for our
children, imagine what our holy, righteous Father in heaven wants to give to his adopted
children. My dad wasn’t even a Christian until his deathbed, and he enjoyed giving good
gifts to me. Our confidence in our prayer comes not from who we are but from who He is:
a holy, righteous, omnipotent Father who wants to do good things for His children. That
last verse, verse 13, reminds us that He has already given us two of the best gifts that could
ever be given. He has given us Jesus, the gift of salvation as Ephesians 2:8 calls it, and He
made it easy for us to be saved: by believing. Second, He has given us the gift of the Holy
Spirit, who does all of the things for us Pastor preached on a few weeks ago. He teaches us,
intercedes for us, seals us, comforts us, gives other gifts to us (gifts of the Holy Spirit, I Cor.
14), and many more. He has given us those gifts, and He continues to give us good gifts
because of the good Father that He is.

Conclusion

As a final thought, over the past week as I have been preparing this lesson, I have tried to be
more intentional about praying the way Jesus taught us to pray. Every time I pray, whether
it be before a meal, at Wednesday evening prayer service, or after my daily Bible reading,
I have tried to pray for all of the items given in the model prayer. What I’ve found is that
when I pray that way, my mind stays more focused on Him while I am praying. I don’t get
distracted by what is going on around me or the problems I have in other areas of my life; I
stay focused on Him. That’s how it should be all of the time, but especially when we pray.
So my encouragement to you is: be intentional about praying this way, both the what and
the how. I have noticed an improvement in my prayer life over the past week, and I think
you will notice the same if you let Jesus teach you to pray.
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