

[image: ]





Did You Think To Pray?

R. T. KENDALL

[image: Image]
www.hodder.co.uk


Unless indicated otherwise, Scripture quotations are taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society.
Used by permission. All rights reserved.

First published in Great Britain in 2008 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette Livre UK company

Copyright © R. T. Kendall 2008

The right of R. T. Kendall to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Epub ISBN: 978 1 84894 952 2
Book ISBN: 978 0 34096 410 1

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH
www.hodderfaith.com


To Louise






Contents

Foreword by Ken Costa

Preface

Introduction

Part One: What Prayer Does

1 What Prayer Does for God

2 What Prayer Does for Others

3 What Prayer Does for Us

Part Two: The Bible, The Holy Spirit And Prayer

4 Why Read the Bible?

5 Being on Good Terms with the Bible’s Author

6 Praying without a Sense of God

Part Three: How To Pray

7 The Model Prayer

8 Showing Gratitude

9 Practical Matters

Part Four: Advanced Lessons In Prayer

10 The Sacrifice of Praise

11 Did You Think to Fast?

12 Faith and Feeling in Prayer

13 Praying in the Spirit

Part Five: The Mystery of Prayer

14 Answered Prayer

15 Unanswered Prayer






Foreword by Ken Costa

The measure of the importance of this book is that R.T. has taken his time – twenty years – before writing on that basic Christian subject: prayer. This gestation project has produced a gem. It is mined with precision from the biblical texts, polished through personal experience, and cut to reflect the intensity of God’s desire for us to pray. This is a rare jewel.

Did You Think To Pray? is a down-to-earth, practical and challenging work. R.T. does not pull his punches as he motivates the reader to spend more time with God daily in prayer. With pastoral sensitivity and understanding, he encourages all Christians to make prayer a priority in their lives, to spend time with God, and to know his ‘ways’. Through a lifetime of personal experience of prayer he deals with the many questions that prayer raises, and in honest and frank anecdotes of his own struggles, successes and failures, he guides the reader in how to live a life of prayer.

Prayer is squeezed out of our busy lives. Here is a real incentive to get back to God, on our knees, to take him at his word and to see our lives changed. This book is a ‘must read’ for the busy and spiritually hungry person.

R.T.’s ministry and his writing have had a profound effect on my own life, and I regard his book on the life of Joseph, They Meant it for Evil but God Meant it for Good, as being one of the most formative books I have ever read. His latest book, his fiftieth, is no exception.

Ken Costa
Chairman, Lazard International;
Churchwarden, Holy Trinity Church, London;
Chairman, Alpha International






Preface

A few weeks before we left our home in Florida, I suddenly felt an impulse to write a book on the subject of prayer. ‘This can’t be the Lord,’ I thought. ‘What publisher would want to print another book on prayer? There must be thousands of books on prayer,’ I said to myself. But the urge to produce this book became so strong that I went to my computer and started writing, literally putting to one side two other books I had started to write. My writing flowed, and in a day or so I had written thousands of words.

One week later my editor in London, David Moloney, phoned me with something on his heart. ‘R.T., have you thought of writing a book on prayer? I have been thinking about this for a good while.’ I was ‘gobsmacked’, as we say in England. So was David when I told him I had a good chunk of it already written!

The truth is that I started to write a book on prayer twenty years ago. I wrote a chapter or two, then gave up. I just wasn’t ready for it. But I always wanted to write such a book, and here it is.

This will be the last book whereby David Moloney will be my editor – in that he feels called to move on from Hodder & Stoughton to do other things. They will miss him, and I will miss him. He has been a wonderful editor and friend.

We have recently moved from Florida to Tennessee, having always said that if we didn’t live in Florida we would want to be in Nashville. We now live on Hickory Lake – full of bass rather than bonefish – in Hendersonville, a suburb of Nashville.

This is my fiftieth book and, coincidentally, on 28 June of this year – 2008 – Louise and I will celebrate our Golden Wedding Anniversary and fifty years of married life. The time is long overdue for me to dedicate a book to her. I did in fact dedicate my first book (Jonah) to Louise and our two children, but this is the first one dedicated to her alone. It is doubly appropriate that this book be dedicated to Louise, for I know of no other person who has a greater prayer life or love for prayer than she does. Thank you, Louise, for being my wife for these fifty years. Thank you, Lord, for giving her to me.

R. T. Kendall
Hendersonville, Tennessee
February 2008






Introduction

The men of Israel . . . did not enquire
of the LORD. (Josh. 9:14)

I have had a head start when it comes to prayer, because the earliest memory I have of my father is seeing him on his knees for about half an hour every day before he went to work. Part of that time was spent reading his Bible. He was not a minister but a layman, a rate clerk for the freight train division of the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway Company in Ashland, Kentucky. It was a usual sight for me to see – my dad on his knees – as I got ready to go to school; I came to assume that praying in that way was the normal, natural thing to do.

While shaving, my father listened to a daily radio broadcast from the Cadle Tabernacle of Indianapolis, Indiana, that came on at 6.15 a.m. Every broadcast was introduced by someone singing the following: ‘’Ere you left your room this morning, did you think to pray?’

The earliest memory I have of my mother was much the same thing. When I was four or five, before I started school at the age of six, I can recall feeling fed up that I had to wait every morning for her to finish her time of prayer. She graciously ignored my protests of ‘How much longer?’ and finished her time with the Lord, lifting her hands in the air as she knelt in worship to God.

Not only that – my mother prayed with me each morning before I went to school, although this time we stood up to pray just before I went out of the door. But if one of my friends dropped by a minute or two early, my mother – to my chagrin – would invite them in to be prayed for as well. Even though her prayer lasted less than a minute, I was always embarrassed when it involved my friends.

As a youth, when visiting evangelists came to my old church in Ashland, and I heard how some of them had very strong private prayer lives, it moved me so deeply that I wanted to be like them. There were two particular men – Glen Griffith and Spencer Johnson – who, though regarded by many as strange, seemed to me to have the most power in their preaching. I then found out that they prayed several hours every day. For reasons I still cannot explain, hearing about their private prayer lives gripped me no end.

When I was about fifteen, I developed my own prayer life. I didn’t discuss it with my parents or anyone else. I just found myself wanting to pray more and more – as often as I could. I did not think there was anything unusual about it – praying for fifteen minutes every day before I went to school, then another fifteen minutes at night before I went to bed. I always knelt in front of my rocking chair when I prayed. Kneeling when praying was the main way we were taught as I grew up.

It was not until years later – at the age of nineteen – when I became the pastor of the Church of the Nazarene in Palmer, Tennessee, that I began to realise that I was not a typical teenager and that my father was different from most church members. I sensed that teenagers under my ministry were not the slightest bit interested in spending much time in prayer and that most people in the church did not spend time in prayer in the way that my father did. In fact, it was not until I was the minister of Westminster Chapel in London, when I asked every member to spend thirty minutes a day in prayer (including time reading the Bible), that I realised that this was regarded as ‘unfair’ by many of them.

‘Thirty minutes a day?’ one of the older deacons remarked. ‘I don’t know what to say after five minutes.’ His comment made me feel that perhaps I was being unfair and that I should not place these demands on my members. I then began to feel guilty. Even my wife Louise thought I should stop asking people to pray so much. (I will return to this subject later in this book.)

My father had a prayer list. He prayed through that list, adding to it all the time, every day for years and years. He eventually memorised it. After retiring at sixty-five, his prayer life increased considerably. Instead of thirty minutes, his prayer time extended to an hour, sometimes two. But this of course was in his retirement years. His wife Abbie (my stepmother) told me that when they drove somewhere, for much of the journey he would sometimes pray out loud – praying his prayer list from memory. One day she began to count the items as he would pray for people by name and their situations. She counted over five hundred. She had no idea he prayed for certain people, some of whom neither he nor she had seen for a very long time. I can remember when my father first visited us in London, and he came with me to Pontefract in North Yorkshire where I was preaching. He took an interest in the pastor there, Bill Dyer, and his family. He wrote all their names down, and I can recall him asking me about them two or three years later.

At the age of eighty-five, my father got Alzheimer’s disease. But for a few years before he died, at the age of ninety-three, his long-term memory was still good. I asked him about everything I could think of. One day I said, ‘Dad, please tell me something. Why did you pray so much? As far back as I can remember, you spent more time in prayer than most ministers. Why?’ He replied: ‘When Gene Phillips came to be our pastor in Ashland, he asked every member to pray thirty minutes a day. I did what he asked us to do and kept it up.’ Soon after my father died on 1 April 2002, just two months into my own retirement, Abbie ordered his tombstone, which you can now see at his grave in Fitzgerald, Georgia. On it are the words: ‘A Man of Prayer’.

This book is not intended to be a eulogy to my father, or to sound pious, or make anyone feel guilty. But now you know my background, you will perhaps be patient with me in my emphasis on the amount of time we spend in prayer. I know of no other book on prayer that stresses this.

Shortly before leaving Westminster Chapel for ‘retirement’ in February 2002, I was asked to address one hundred London ministers at Holy Trinity Brompton. They gave me ten minutes to speak on the subject of ‘prayer’, so I took the ten minutes to urge every one of those ministers present to spend no less than one hour a day in prayer (not counting sermon preparation, etc.). It seemed to be greatly appreciated by those there, and many of them thanked me profusely.

A few years ago a poll was taken among clergy in Britain and America asking them to reveal (anonymously) various things; among the questions was ‘How much actual time do you spend alone in your quiet time before the Lord each day (not counting sermon preparation or praying with people)?’ If you do not already know the answer, what do you suppose is the average amount of time a typical church leader, vicar, minister, priest or pastor spends alone with God every day?

Before I reveal the results of the poll, listen to these words from Martin Luther’s Journal: ‘I have a very busy day today, must spend not my usual two hours – but three – in prayer.’ John Wesley was up every morning at four o’clock to spend two hours on his knees before starting his day.

I don’t mean to sound unkind, but where are the Martin Luthers today? Where are the John Wesleys?

According to the aforementioned poll, the average church leader – on both sides of the Atlantic – spends between four and five minutes a day in quiet time with the Lord. And we wonder why the Church is powerless!

Children spell ‘love’ T-I-M-E. What if God spells ‘love’ T-I-M-E?

When you and I stand before God at the Judgement Seat of Christ, we may have many regrets concerning how we spent our time. But I think I can safely promise that you will not regret any amount of time you spent in prayer – alone with God.

In the time of Joshua, the people of Israel were not prepared for the way they had been deceived by the Gibeonites. The Gibeonites became a thorn in Israel’s side for many generations. But it need not have happened. The cause was put simply: ‘The men of Israel sampled their provisions but did not enquire of the LORD’ (Josh. 9:14). A huge mistake could have been avoided – if only they had prayed first.

O what peace we often forfeit,
O what needless pain we bear,
All because we do not carry
Everything to God in prayer.

Joseph Scriven (1819–86)

I write books in order to change lives, and I pray that this book will change your life. I hope to make the case that the amount of time spent in prayer alone with God matters. I pray it will grip you from the crown of your head to the soles of your feet, and that you will never be the same again.








PART ONE
What Prayer Does








1
What Prayer Does for God

The LORD would speak to Moses face to face,
as a man speaks with his friend. (Exod. 33:11)

Evangelist J. John told me about a trip he made to India a few years ago. Shortly after he arrived, he heard about a saintly lady called Sister Theresa (not Mother Teresa) and was told she had a powerful gift of words of knowledge. J. John got to meet her and asked her, ‘If you have a word for me, I would be so grateful.’ He said that she turned around and left, and he feared he had offended her. But she came back to him an hour or so later with a list of thirteen items (some of which bowled him over because they were so accurate), ending with these words that he will never forget: ‘God likes your company and asks that you give him two hours of your time every day. That’s all. Goodbye.’ Wow.

J. John took her seriously and, I can tell you – because he has told me more than once – he was never to be the same again. I personally think it explains, at least in part, why J. John is one of the greatest evangelists today – not just in the United Kingdom, but throughout the world.

What does prayer do for God? For one thing, he likes your company.

I cannot imagine a greater motivation to pray – that God enjoys having me in his presence. He enjoys my company and delights in listening to me! He doesn’t get bored with my repeated requests, and he doesn’t moralise if I get it wrong in what I ask for. He doesn’t laugh at me if I put silly, even impertinent, requests. He never makes me feel stupid. There is no rejection, only total acceptance.

It doesn’t get better than that. Said David, ‘How precious to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! Were I to count them, they would outnumber the grains of sand. When I awake, I am still with you’ (Ps. 139:17–18).

When God speaks to us face to face, as he did with Moses, it is impossible to say who enjoys it most – God or us. I am moved to know that God spoke to Moses face to face, ‘as a man speaks with his friend’ (Exod. 33:11). God loved Moses’ company; he loved Abraham’s company, also calling him his friend (Isa. 41:8; James 2:23). What a compliment to the disciples that Jesus said to them, ‘I have called you friends’ (John 15:15). Friendship is developed by spending time with a person.

The thought that God likes my company thrills me more than I can explain to you. And if he likes my company, he likes yours too – he is no respecter of persons (Acts 10:34; 1 Pet. 1:17). The same blood that purchased Peter’s and Paul’s salvation bought yours and mine. Moreover, it is that blood which gives all of us equal access into God’s presence (Heb. 10:19). I therefore can put out of my mind the thought that some people are more acceptable to God than others. One’s profile in the Church has nothing to do with our being accepted by him – or loved, or enjoyed. We are all on level ground. Nobody is at the head of the queue because he or she has a higher profile in the Church, has been a Christian a long time, has been on a forty-day fast – or is famous. Being a head of state gives you no leverage.

As St Augustine put it, God loves every person as if there were no one else to love. I hate the thought of being a bore; I hate wasting people’s time. I can sometimes tell by the look on their faces if they are not happy to see me. I fear rejection. And if I’m not careful, I can carry this fear of rejection right into the presence of God, assuming I am boring him too. Why should God care about me? Why should he listen to what I have to say? And why would he like my company?

It is such a dazzling thought, that the same God who has countless billions of angels worshipping him sixty seconds a minute day and night, to whom the nations are but a drop in the bucket and who knows all about every leaf on every tree in the world, also welcomes my company – because I am very important to him.

Indeed, I can think of no more amazing thought than this, that God loves me as much as he loves Jesus. That’s right! You and I are co-heirs with Jesus (Rom. 8:17). Jesus even prayed that we would grasp that the Father loves us just as much as he loves Jesus (John 17:26).

If there is anything that will make us blush in heaven it will be the realisation of how much we were loved on this earth – but didn’t appreciate it. And if we knew how much God welcomes us when we turn to him, we would almost certainly pray more than we do. God likes our company.

What does prayer do for God? It blesses him.

We must never underestimate the privilege that is ours in offering the quick prayer, the utterance made urgently in a time of need – in crisis, or when we are on the move. We’ve all done this, and God is the first to come forward to say that he is an ‘ever-present help in trouble’ (Ps. 46:1). So he is OK with us doing that. He never holds a grudge, as if to say, ‘Wait. You cannot talk to me now. Where have you been for so long? You are only calling on me when you are in trouble.’ The truth is that God may even use the trouble to get our attention.

In this book I have therefore chosen to focus quite a bit on time with God, the longer moments. And if we realised how much he likes this, I am sure it would motivate us to spend more time in his presence – doing nothing but talking to him.

In Part One of this book, called ‘What Prayer Does’, I have chosen to show first of all what prayer does for God. But perhaps you thought I should begin with what it does for us?

I might have done this, but our generation is so ‘me-centred’ anyway that I wanted to write a book on prayer that is ‘God-centred’. Instead of asking the question ‘What’s in it for me?’, I want you to ask, ‘What’s in it for God?’ And the irony is that we get more from him than ever this way! This is because God only wants what is best for us.

But he is a jealous God. If you want to get to know the true God – the God of the Bible – you have to come to terms with this fact about him. He is ‘upfront’ about it – he admits to being jealous. Many of us don’t want to admit to jealousy of any kind, lest it show our insecurity – or dignify a person we don’t want to admit to being jealous of. But God says it in the Bible: ‘Do not worship any other god, for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God’ (Exod. 34:14).

I find this encouraging. Instead of being resentful that God is jealous, we should be thankful that he is like that. It shows he cares! It shows he wants all he can have of us, that the Spirit of God he put in us jealously yearns for us with a love that will not let us go (James 4:5).

O love, that wilt not let me go,
I rest my weary soul in Thee;
I give Thee back the life I owe,
That in Thine ocean depths its flow
May richer, fuller be.

George Matheson (1842–1906)

Have you ever wondered why God cares so much for us? David asked the same question, ‘What is man that you are mindful of him?’ (Ps. 8:4). Why does God have a special concern for human beings as opposed to plants, animals, fish – and the rest of creation? There are at least three reasons for God’s jealous care over us: (1) we – not any other creature – are made in God’s own image (Gen. 1:26); (2) God’s eternal Son (before the eternal Word was made flesh) chose to take on not the nature of angels but the seed of Abraham (Heb. 2:16 – Authorised Version); and (3) Jesus died indiscriminately not for animals or angels but for every human being (Heb. 2:9).

Whether you are a believer or not, you are bought with a price (1 Cor. 6:20; 2 Cor. 5:15). Yes, even those who do not submit to his lordship are none the less bought with the blood of Jesus. Peter referred to those who actually denied the Lord who ‘bought’ them (2 Pet. 2:1), referring to people who never were truly converted. This means that God has sovereign rights over each of us – saved or lost.

But when we gratefully acknowledge that the blood of Christ turns God’s wrath away from us (propitiation – Rom. 3:25; 1 John 2:2 – English Standard Version) and washes away all our sins (expiation – Rom. 5:9; Eph. 1:7), we thus consent to his right to us. This means that God has, if I may put it this way, a treble reason for wanting our attention. First, we are justly his by creation. Second, we are rightfully his by the death of his Son for every person. Third, but when we affirm the blood of his Son, he has the ultimate reason to be involved with us.

Not everybody acknowledges Jesus’ death on the cross. He died for all, but not all believe in him. So when we recognise that we are his by virtue of his Son’s blood, God has a further reason to love our company. We should therefore welcome his every overture towards us in wanting to spend time with us. What a privilege! And what a thrill it is that the King of the universe actually wants to spend time with you and me.

What prayer does for God, then, is that it affirms him when we acknowledge the most important thing he ever did: sending his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, to die for us. The first prayer we ever utter – when we understand the way of salvation – comes down to these words, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner’ (Luke 18:13). That prayer opens the way not only to heaven at the end of this earthly journey, but opens the way to heaven on earth – enjoying the possibilities of prayer.

But there is one other thing prayer does for God: we please him by our faith. Without faith it is impossible to do this. Those who come to God must believe not only that he exists, but that he rewards those who seek him (Heb. 11:6). Nothing gives God greater pleasure than getting to reward those who seek him.

Yes, God can work in us apart from prayer. Let us never – ever – forget that. He is sovereign and works all things according to the counsel of his will (Eph. 1:11). Our very seeking the Lord is because his Spirit was already at work in us. In other words, when I pray, especially when I am struggling, I may feel that the whole matter is entirely in my strength – and often I think I am getting nowhere! But when I keep on asking, diligently seeking him, I eventually come to realise that the Holy Spirit was graciously at the bottom of it all.

On the other hand, I love to quote John Wesley’s viewpoint – namely, that God does nothing but in answer to prayer. I am not sure that is entirely true, because many times God does work apart from prayer. But Wesley’s point is worth pondering; I myself take it very seriously and it has set me free to pray more than ever, ask more than ever, and expect more than ever.

In June 2002 I was met at the Tel Aviv airport by a Palestinian named Osama who drove me to my hotel in Jerusalem. Noting his name, I said to him, ‘I pray for Osama bin Laden every day.’ ‘But why?’ he asked. ‘He is such an evil man.’ ‘That God would save him,’ I replied. I told him that John Wesley taught that God does nothing but in answer to prayer. ‘If that is true,’ I continued, ‘someone must have been praying for Saul of Tarsus, a terrorist if ever there was one.’

God has not yet answered my prayer regarding Osama bin Laden. God does not answer every prayer. Why? You tell me. I only know that I will keep asking for everything that is on my heart – until God says a definite, undeniable and irrefutable ‘no’. Until then, whether pertaining to bin Laden, or my prayer for true revival in the Church – or anything else on my prayer list – I will continue to pour out my heart to God. Because, just maybe, what is on my heart is also on his heart.

In a word: prayer moves God’s heart. I will not give up praying what is on my heart because I will choose to believe it is also on his heart. In that case, it is his heart moving us to pray.
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