Prayer—A Neglected Privilege (Matthew 6:4-8)

John MacArthur writes, “Because ours is such a free and prosperous society, it is easier for Christians to feel secure by presuming on instead of depending on God’s grace. Too many believers become satisfied with physical blessings and have little desire for spiritual blessings. Having become so dependent on their physical resources, they feel little need for spiritual resources. When programs, methods, and money produce impressive results, there is an inclination to confuse human success with divine blessing. Christians can actually behave like practical humanists, living as if God were not necessary. When that happens, passionate longing for God and yearning for His help will be missing—along with His empowerment.”

As a gauge for our prayer life and as a motivation to make prayer an essential part of our life I thought we would spend several, if not many weeks discussing the topic of prayer. This study will culminate with an exposition of the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 6. Today we will examine the prayer life of both Old Testament and New Testament saints. We will also examine the New Testament commands regarding prayer and the cost for us to have the privilege to pray. Finally, we will consider a warning from the Lord to those who have grown apathetic to prayer and spiritual riches. So let us consider prayer—a neglected privilege.

I.
Old Testament church and prayer

Out of all the possible saints in the Old Testament to choose from, I have only selected three: Moses, Samuel and Daniel. I chose these three for different reasons. I chose Moses because of the days he spent with God on Mount Sinai. Samuel because his belief that to not pray was a sin, and Daniel because of the boldness of his prayer life and the problems he encountered simply because he was a man of prayer.


A.
Moses (Exo 34:4-9, 29-30; 2Co 3:18)

Moses, at God’s command, went up Mount Sinai to spend time with God. He did this twice. Between the two trips, the Israelites engaged in idolatry. On his second trip up the mountain we read, “So Moses cut two tablets of stone like the first. And he rose early in the morning and went up on Mount Sinai, as the LORD had commanded him, and took in his hand two tablets of stone. The LORD descended in the cloud and stood with him there, and proclaimed the name of the LORD. The LORD passed before him and proclaimed, ‘The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children's children, to the third and the fourth generation.’ And Moses quickly bowed his head toward the earth and worshiped. And he said, ‘If now I have found favor in your sight, O Lord, please let the Lord go in the midst of us, for it is a stiff-necked people, and pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for your inheritance” (Exo 34:4-9).

Because of this time spent with God, Moses was changed; so much so, that he physically reflected the glory of God. “When Moses came down from Mount Sinai, with the two tablets of the testimony in his hand as he came down from the mountain, Moses did not know that the skin of his face shone because he had been talking with God. Aaron and all the people of Israel saw Moses, and behold, the skin of his face shone, and they were afraid to come near him” (Exo 34:29-30).

Others will know if we are spending time alone with God in prayer. Fellowship with God changes us. The Apostle Paul, writing to the church, promises, “And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (2Co 3:18).  Why do we neglect this privilege? Through Bible study and prayer, the Holy Spirit changes us. He changes us, little by little, to be more like the Lord Jesus. Like Moses of old, we cannot hide the fact that we are spending time with God in prayer.


B.
Samuel (1Sa 12:17-23; Phil 4:6-7; 1Th 5:17; Eph 6:18; 1Co 7:5)

Israel asked for a king. Samuel warned them that this was not God’s will; however, they persisted. After Saul had been coronated, Samuel said this to Israel, “Is it not wheat harvest today? I will call upon the LORD, that he may send thunder and rain. And you shall know and see that your wickedness is great, which you have done in the sight of the LORD, in asking for yourselves a king.’ So Samuel called upon the LORD, and the LORD sent thunder and rain that day, and all the people greatly feared the LORD and Samuel. And all the people said to Samuel, ‘Pray for your servants to the LORD your God, that we may not die, for we have added to all our sins this evil, to ask for ourselves a king.’ And Samuel said to the people, ‘Do not be afraid; you have done all this evil. Yet do not turn aside from following the LORD, but serve the LORD with all your heart. And do not turn aside after empty things that cannot profit or deliver, for they are empty. For the LORD will not forsake his people, for his great name's sake, because it has pleased the LORD to make you a people for himself. Moreover, as for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the LORD by ceasing to pray for you, and I will instruct you in the good and the right way” (1Sa 12:17-23).

Two things to consider: the first is the warning in verse 21 about turning from the Lord to worthless things. The Hebrew word is interesting. It means “desert” turning from the Lord is to become a spiritual desert. To trust in “things” is to be spiritually empty. We need to be a people devoted to the privilege of prayer. Second, Samuel declared it sin not to pray. What about you? 

Is it a sin not to pray? The New Testament is filled with commands to pray. God commands that we pray about everything (Phil 4:6-7). He also commands that we pray without ceasing (1Th 5:17). We are to pray always (Eph 6:18). We are to be devoted to prayer (1Co 7:5). To disobey the commands to pray is to sin against God and others.

C.
Daniel (Dan 6:10)

Our final Old Testament example is Daniel. Daniel considered the privilege and responsibility of prayer to be worth losing his life over. Daniel’s political enemies hatched a scheme to get him killed. Appealing to the king’s vanity, they tricked him into making a decree to prohibit prayer, except to the king. Let us read what Daniel did after the law passed. “When Daniel knew that the document had been signed, he went to his house where he had windows in his upper chamber open toward Jerusalem. He got down on his knees three times a day and prayed and gave thanks before his God, as he had done previously” (Dan 6:10).

Of course, this landed Daniel in hot water and in the lion’s den. God however protected his servant. I am sure Daniel spent the night in the lion’s den relying on his God in prayer. Do you consider the privilege of prayer worth more than your life?

II.
New Testament church and prayer

Now let us move to the New Testament and briefly examine the prayer life of the Lord, the early church and the Apostle Paul. Again, we will find all were devoted to the privilege of prayer.


A.
The Lord (Mat 4:1-2; Luk 6:12; 22:41-44; John 17; Heb 10:19-21; 4:14-16)
Though He was God incarnate, the Lord Jesus devoted Himself to the privilege of prayer. At the very beginning of His ministry, He spent forty days in secluded communion with His Father. “Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted there by the devil. For forty days and forty nights He fasted and became very hungry” (Mat 4:1-2).
Later in His ministry, we find the Lord praying all night. “One day soon afterward Jesus went up on a mountain to pray, and He prayed to God all night” (Luk 6:12). 
He agonized in prayer, “He walked away, about a stone's throw, and knelt down and prayed, ‘Father, if You are willing, please take this cup of suffering away from Me. Yet I want Your will to be done, not Mine.’ Then an angel from heaven appeared and strengthened Him. He prayed more fervently, and He was in such agony of spirit that His sweat fell to the ground like great drops of blood” (Luk 22:41-44). 
He prayed, in the Upper Room, for His people in John 17.
The privilege of prayer did not come cheaply. It came at a tremendous price. It cost the Lord Jesus His life to provide access for us to pray. With the death of Jesus, the veil in the temple was torn in half. This demonstrated that the way into the Father’s presence was opened through the cross. We are now encouraged to come into the presence of God (Heb 10:19-21; 4:14-16).

B.
The early church (Act 1:14; 4:23-31; 6:4; 12:5-16)

The early church considered prayer both a privilege and responsibility. They gathered in the Upper Room to wait and pray (Acts 1:14). They prayed for boldness to witness in the midst of hostility (Acts 4:23-31). The elders had the congregation choose deacons so they could devote themselves to prayer (Acts 6:4). They prayed for Peter to be released from prison (Acts 12:5-16).

C.
The Apostle Paul (Act 16:16-26; 1Th 3:10; Rom 1:9-10)
Paul devoted himself to the privilege of prayer. He prayed in prison (Acts 16:16-26). He prayed night and day (1Th 3:10). Paul practiced what he preached and prayed without ceasing (Rom 1:9-10).
III.
The modern American church and prayer (Rev 3:14-18)
I believe the church of Laodicea in the book of Revelation best describes the modern church in America. We must reevaluate what is important. We must devote ourselves to the privilege of prayer.
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