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OLD TESTAMENT INSIGHTS INTO PRAYER: 1. ELEMENTS OF PRAYER FROM PSALM 119 (PETER HICKLING)
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What is prayer?

The word 'prayer' has both a restricted and a wider sense. The derivation of the English word, from the Latin 'precari', to implore, leads directly to the restricted sense of 'asking'. However, the word is used both generally and in Scripture to refer to any form of communication with God, and it is so used here. It covers praise, adoration, supplication, confession and thanksgiving, and all of these aspects are illustrated in Ps.119, which evidently reflects the spiritual experience of someone with a mature knowledge of God.

The basis of prayer

Heb.11:6 says, he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him. Those beliefs must have a sound foundation, and it is evident that the author of Ps.119 found this in the Word of God. This is the whole theme of the psalm; that the God of heaven has revealed Himself to His people in His law, so that His nature and desires can be understood. He is unchanging and faithful (Ps.119:89, 90), and the source of all good (Ps.119:68), so that His laws are not merely a set of rules, but they express His character. Since that is so, meditation in the law (Ps.119:97) is one type of communication with God, becoming absorbed in His mercy, goodness and righteousness (Ps.119:142) both in times of difficulty and in times of rejoicing.

Exalting the name of God

We feel that we ought to praise God because of His great glory and majesty, and, of course, as Christians because of the Son of His love, but the reason which is most frequently given in this psalm is God's righteousness, expressed through His Word (Ps.119:137-144). Words with different shades of meaning are used, such as law, testimonies, precepts, commandments, statutes, ordinances and word. These all indicate that an important principle of prayer is in bowing to the will of God; the poet says to God, Oh, that my ways were directed to keep Your statutes! (Ps.119:5). This appeal is reiterated throughout the psalm, showing that in his communion with God the author takes a place of self-abnegation, with a spirit very different from the Pharisee whose prayer the Lord condemned (Lk.18:11).

Unstinted praise flows from the recognition of the holiness of God; the free­will offerings of my mouth (Ps.119:108) are associated with Your judgments, and my lips shall utter praise (Ps.119:171) with You teach me Your statutes. These words of God are not negative or restrictive; they can be savoured as sweeter than honey (Ps.119:103). The true worshipper, therefore, does so in spirit and truth (Jn 4:23), when he 'tastes' and 'sees' that the LORD is good (Ps.34:8), and returns his praise to the Author of all that is good, pleasant and honourable.

Confession

In spite of his determination to understand and do the will of God, the writer has to confess that he sometimes fell short of it and went astray (Ps.119:67,176). We know this experience only too well; our resolution and sometimes our spiritual grasp are not sufficient to keep us in communion with God. But we have an additional resource, the Holy Spirit actually dwelling within us, so that if we confess our sins, [God] is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1 Jn 1:9). It appears that the psalmist had to be 'taught a lesson' before he was conscious of his need to return to God: I was afflicted (Ps.119:67), and in faithfulness You have afflicted me (Ps.119:75). Not all afflictions are trials from God, of course, but God does chasten His sons, for our benefit (Heb.12:5-11).

Trust in God

The writer faced opposition from the powerful - Princes also sit and speak against me (Ps.119:23) - the proud (Ps.119:69) and the wicked (Ps.119:95). Faced with these he had no strength of his own, but called on the Lord to vindicate and support him. This confidence was not misplaced, for the Lord is eternally faithful, the establisher of the earth, and the dispenser of its ruling providence (Ps.119:90,91). A cry for help will never be disregarded: as another psalm says, Cast your burden on the LORD, and He shall sustain you; He shall never permit the righteous to be moved (Ps.55:22). This plea for deliverance is not merely a wishful hope; it is based on the assurance of God's word, claiming the promises which He Himself has given - Deliver me according to Your word (Ps.119:170). This is a most important basic principle of prayer; that we should ask according to His will (1 Jn 5:14).

Ps.119 has references in each stanza to the will of God expressed in His Word as the basis of the writer's relationship with Him, and the New Testament takes up this theme too. The Lord Jesus taught his disciples to pray Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven (Matt.6:10); and, for example, Paul writes of ...the mystery of His will, according to His good pleasure which He purposed in Himself, that in the dispensation of the fullness of the times He might gather into one all things in Christ (Eph.l:9,10). Thus in our prayers, as well as in those of the psalmist's day, there is the opportunity to align ourselves with the swelling torrent of the divine purpose, and know confidence in its inexorable fulfilment.

Earnestness

Prayer that is mere repetition of words is not prayer at all; just as repeating formal words to each other is not real communication. If I say, "How do you do?" I expect the reply, "How do you do?" and neither of us is making a real enquiry about each other's health. Prayer to God must spring from a desire to communicate with Him and hear from Him; thus Ps.119:10 says, With my whole heart I have sought You. This is not to say that liturgical forms of worship are invariably valueless; many of us can remember prayers from school over forty years ago which were concise and apt in their expression. It is possible in extempore prayer, too, to use prefabricated expressions which are uttered without much thought. The psalmist felt the need to give thanks, to cry for help and to meditate, so he was willing to pray at midnight (Ps.119:62), before dawn (Ps.119:147) and in the night (Ps.119:148) to commune with God. Real earnestness will mean inconveniencing ourselves; are we willing to do it, even in such a trivial thing as going to the prayer meeting before going home for a meal?

Conclusion

Ps.119 shows how the whole relationship of the writer with God, and his expression of it through prayer, was conditioned by the Word of God; that is its primary lesson for us.
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PRESSURE POINTS: 1. MORAL DESENSITIVITY (JOHN ARCHIBALD)
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It is wise for us to regularly review the effect on our spiritual lives of the worldly entertainment we allow ourselves. In particular, regularly watching popular entertainment on TV can be spiritually damaging.

The kind of world we live in

The situations and attitudes depicted in popular TV fiction inevitably reflect the values of the world, and we must pay attention to what God says about the world. Through James, we know that the friendship of the world is enmity with God (Jas.4:4). Therefore we must expect that much of the thinking and attitude of worldly people is not acceptable to Him, and should not be shared by those who are His own.

Through John we know that the whole world lieth in the evil one (1 Jn 5:19), drawing our attention to the fact that Satan's malign power is directed at turning the minds of men and women away from everything that is precious to God. As the god of this world, Satan blinds the minds of the unbelieving to prevent the light of the gospel dawning upon them (2 Cor.4:4). Disciples of Christ are also his targets, where the objective is to distract from the service of the Lord and, if possible, corrupt their thinking and desires.

On the same subject we have the words of our Lord Jesus Himself about His disciples, They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world (Jn 17:16). As His followers we must never forget that we have heavenly citizenship, and should have a set of ambitions and interests that are very different from those of worldly-minded people.

Damaging consequences

Recently, the chief constable of one of England's largest police forces said that violent crime would continue to rise in the country because of the way such behaviour was portrayed in peak-time dramas which were meant to reflect real life. He said, "Violent crime is steadily increasing. These increases are hardly surprising given the constant diet of aggression, undress, innuendo and dishonesty portrayed on television." Another police chief said, "1 think we have seen a wider dumbing-down effect on television over the last few years. There is undoubtedly more violence and obscene language being shown as entertainment. When situations on television are portrayed as real life, it is difficult to detach oneself from what we are seeing."

If this is the perception of secular authorities, how much more concerned a disciple of the Lord should be about the effect of such programmes on his or her own spiritual state! It is true that we cannot be unaffected by what we see and hear, and the impact of impressively designed drama adds to the material presented and makes it more memorable.

The effects of this are twofold. Firstly, in the parable of the sower, the Lord spoke of seed that fell among thorns, and the thorns grew with it, and choked it... these are they that have heard, and as they go on their way they are choked with cares and riches and pleasures of this life, and bring no fruit to perfection (Lk.8:7,14). Most of us would feel that we live fairly busy lives, and time given to worldly entertainment is therefore likely to be at the expense of time spent with the Lord in prayer and in His Word. This is true regardless of the content of the entertainment.

Secondly, constant exposure to the portrayal of 'aggression, undress, innuendo, dishonesty and obscene language' will undoubtedly erode the spiritual quality of our lives, combat the effect of the Word of God upon us, and grieve the Holy Spirit in us. Compare the guidance given through the apostle Paul, But fornication, and all uncleanness, or covetousness, let it not even be named among you, as becometh saints; nor filthiness, nor foolish talking, or jesting, which are not befitting: but rather giving of thanks (Eph.5:3,4).

What should we do?

1. Do what our Lord Jesus would do. Model our behaviour and practice on Him. But put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof (Rom.13:14). This implies organizing our time to avoid activities which we know are conducive to sin.

2. By spending time with the Lord in the Word and in prayer, condition our minds and our ways to serve and please Him rather than ourselves. Be not fashioned according to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God (Rom.12:2).

2. Follow the good example of David who was a man after God's own heart. That means he cared about the things that God cared about, and he set the course of his life to please God.

In the matter of entertainment we should adopt his resolve, I will set no base thing before mine eyes (Ps.101:3).

A far higher enjoyment

If then ye were raised together with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated on the right hand of God. Set your mind on the things that are above, not on the things that are upon the earth (Col.3:1,2). In his letters Paul says a lot about how we should direct our thoughts. He had found the delights of God's presence, and his understanding of all that Christ had done and secured for him was a never-ending source of wonder and joy. This shines through despite all the difficulties and hardship of his daily life. We must learn to appreciate what it means to be raised up with Christ and made to sit with Him in the heavenly places. Then the pleasures of the world will lose their attraction for us, for we have so much more.

Not long ago I came across a suggestion that a framed text should be placed on top of the TV set so that it can be clearly seen by the watchers. A good choice of text  would  be,

Whatsoever things are true,

whatsoever things are honourable,

whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things

are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if

there be any praise, think on these things (Phil.4:8).

(Biblical quotations from the RV)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FOCUS SKIES 'RED AND THREATENING' (GEORGE PRASHER)
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They had come to the Lord Jesus, testing Him and asking Him to show them a sign from heaven. He answered: "When it is evening you say, 'It will be fair weather, for the sky is red'; and in the morning, 'It will be foul weather today, for the sky is red and threatening'. Hypocrites! You know how to discern the face of the sky, but you cannot discern the signs of the times "(Matt.16:2,3). Does this not confirm that we should be able to recognize certain significant signs of the times in today's world? As another year dawns, is it not true that the skies are indeed 'red and threatening'?

Among the prominent signs of the times are wars and rumours of wars, famines and earthquakes, for these were emphasized by the Lord when speaking to His disciples about features which would characterize the end times (Matt.24:6-8). Nor can we mistake evidences of the grievous times predicted about the last days by the apostle Paul in 2 Tim.3: men being lovers of self and of money, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, and attitudes of unthankfulness and unholiness.

Internationally we see the involvement of the United Nations and major world powers in the complex problems of the Middle East. The struggle between the Palestinians and Israel has defied attempts to mediate. The Palestinian cause is championed by many in the Arab world, who see American support for Israel as the outworking of strong Jewish influence on United States policy.

The intense American pressure on Iraq regarding weapons of mass destruction has emphasized the potential danger to Israel from that quarter. For Israel would be within easy range of Iraqi missiles if these were deployed. In pressing his case against Iraq before the United Nations, President Bush cited case after case of Iraq's defiant non-compliance with United Nations resolutions about arms inspections. He challenged the Organisation now to enforce compliance or lose all credibility. After much debate a strict new resolution was eventually put in place.

Ironically, Israel also has failed to comply with many United Nations resolutions - about settlements in the 'occupied territories', or withdrawal from areas allocated to the Palestinians, and similar contentious matters. Does Scripture not predict a future day when, under sovereign divine control, a World Organisation (however then structured) will decree the gathering of all the nations to battle against Jerusalem? (Zech.14:l-2) And is not that same crisis viewed in Rev.16:12-16 as involving Satanic influence over the kings ... of the whole world, to gather them to the battle of that great day of God Almighty?

In the light of such reflections Year 2003 seems likely to be fraught with increasing tensions and perils throughout the world. How relevant are the Master's reassuring words, "See that you are not troubled; for all these things must come to pass" (Matt.24:6). Thankfully we may share the apostles' confidence in the outworking of God's purposes as they prayed: "Lord, You are God, who made heaven and earth, and the sea, and all that is in them ... For truly against Your holy Servant Jesus, whom You anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles and the people of Israel, were gathered together to do whatever Your hand and Your purpose determined before to be done. Now, Lord; look on their threats, and grant to Your servants that with all boldness they may speak Your word" (Acts 4: 24-29).

Like those worthy leaders of the first Church of God in Jerusalem may we seek grace to trust God to overrule about threatened evil or terror, and give priority to pressing on with the work He has entrusted to us, to speak His word with boldness. Certainly those early days of apostolic witness were for them tempestuous through persecution for the sake of the Name, So often in the deep wisdom of God times of difficulty and danger have conditioned people more readily to consider the Word, and find eternal security through faith in the Lord Jesus. As to our testimony it remains true that He who observes the wind will not sow, and he who regards the clouds will not reap (Eccles.11:4).

Despite skies red and threatening as Year 2003 begins, it may nevertheless become a year of abundant fruitfulness, according to the good hand of our God upon us.
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THE EPISTLE TO THE ROMANS 12. HOW UNSEARCHABLE HIS JUDGEMENTS (JOHN TERRELL)
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Continuing now into Rom.10,11, we recall that Paul declared in Rom.10:4 that Christ is the end, or ultimate objective of the Law. His saving work was completed at Calvary. Now, although righteousness-by-law says that, the man who does these things will live by them, faith does not challenge the complete accomplishment of the work of Christ. It does not ask who will ascend into heaven to bring Christ down, or descend to bring Him back in resurrection. No, faith goes along with Deut.30 which Paul here quotes, "The word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart so that you may obey it."

We might just pause here to note that in these three chapters of Romans, chapters 9,10 and 11, in which the apostle grapples with the deep things of divine election and sovereignty, he repeatedly quotes from the Old Testament scriptures; especially from Deuteronomy, Isaiah and the Psalms. He is longing that the case he is making will get through to some of his dearly beloved Jewish brothers and sisters, people who knew and revered the writings of Moses, of the prophets, and of David in the Psalms. They revered them as the very oracles of God. These are what undergird my case, Paul claims, about the grace of God in Christ.

'Romans ten and nine', runs the old gospel chorus, 'is a favourite verse of mine'; and with good reason too! If you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. By these words many a rejoicing Christian has been given assurance of eternal salvation. The heart believes, the mouth confesses: truths deeply significant to those of Paul's day who may be risking their life in saying, "Jesus is Lord."

In the closing verses of chapter 10, Paul brings forward more Old Testament scriptures to present to the Jews who were seeking to establish their own righteousness while not submitting to God's. To call effectively on God was not possible apart from believing on the risen Lord Jesus Christ. This faith could only result from hearing the gospel conveyed by the preacher sent by God, as Isaiah himself had been, who is again quoted, "How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!" words with a particularly wonderful application to Christ. With sadness, this chapter has to close with another Isaiah citation, "All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and obstinate people."

Well, I ask then, says the apostle, Did God reject His people? By no means! Rom.11 is another passage in his marvellous treatise which illuminates profound purposes of God nowhere else similarly expounded in the New Testament. For example, the truth that God provided for a remnant chosen by grace from Israel, as in Elijah's day. Because the mainstream of Israel sought righteousness by works and not by faith, they were hardened by God; solemn thought, as witnessed again by Isaiah's and David's wonderful writings.

And now comes a deep and wonderful truth about Israel's fall. Was it beyond recovery? Not at all! A key passage is Rom.11:11,12. Because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles to make Israel envious. But if their transgression means riches for the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their fulness bring! People who are not Jews, who believe in Christ are like a wild olive branch grafted into a pure root; not to be proud about this indeed, but to remember how dearly God longs to graft in again Jews, the natural branches, who believe.

Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. Then a glorious national salvation will come to Israel, pointing to the triumphant day of Christ's return. As far as election is concerned, they are loved on account of the patriarchs. God's gifts and His callings are irrevocable, and He has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all.

Yes, God is sovereign, and man is responsible, as shown in the working of God in grace to both Jews and Gentiles. And His eternal purposes, though incomprehensible in full to our small minds, will be accomplished to His glory.

(Biblical quotations are from the NTV)
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SETTING THE COMPASS (GILBERT GRIERSON)
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We were visiting a small fishing harbour on the west coast of Ireland. Moored at the quayside was a yacht waiting to go out to sea. The size of the wheel that steered the yacht was impressive, but what caught my eye was the instrument that took prominence next to the wheel: a ship's compass, an essential piece of equipment for navigating the seas, with its needle always indicating a fixed point and the captain able to set his course by it, aided by his navigation charts.

That reminds me of our Christian lives. We need fixed points to steer by. Moses had one. We read of it in Hebrews: By faith Moses, ... choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin, esteeming the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures in Egypt; for he looked to the reward. By faith he forsook Egypt, not fearing the wrath of the king; for he endured as seeing Him who is invisible. (Heb.11:24-27)

Moses' eye was on the invisible and by it he set his compass, and that determined the direction and goal of his life, regardless of the consequences.  Jim Elliot was another man of God who had set his compass and lived his life accordingly. He wrote the words, 'He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.'

In his efforts to win the Auca Indians of South America for the Lord, he eventually gave his all, paying the ultimate price of his life, killed by those primitive people he was seeking to reach, along with his fellow missionaries.1 He was no loser. He only gave what he could not keep. His gain was eternal. We all have things to give and a very wise and generous Christian neighbour of ours says quite frequently, "There are no pockets in a shroud," meaning, of course, that we cannot take our material possessions with us when we die. The set of the unseen compass is so clearly defined in the words of Scripture, ... we do not look at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen. For the things that are seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are eternal. (2 Cor.4:18)

Amy Carmichael of Dohnavur in South India had her compass set on the unseen when she was still a young woman living in Ireland. She describes in her biography 'Gold Cord'2 an incident that happened one wet day in Belfast. She and her family met a pathetic old woman carrying a bundle. Amy and her brothers felt led to help her with her bundle and for Amy, a young girl, in the sight of a lot of respectable well-dressed church-goers, it was a very embarrassing experience. Just as they were passing a drinking fountain at the side of the road, a scripture flashed into Amy's mind ...

'"Gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble; every man's work shall be made manifest: for the day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every man's work of what soft it is. If any man's work abide..."

'We went on. I said nothing to anyone, but I knew that something had happened that had changed life's values. Nothing could ever matter again but the things that were eternal.'2

Later that day Amy shut herself in her room, talked to God and settled once and for all the pattern of her future life. Her compass had been set. What about us? Are the things that are eternal the things that matter most to us? Sometimes God has to work in our lives to change our values. God wants us to gain what we cannot lose by giving what we cannot keep, and to set our compasses on the invisible and the eternal.

We, as disciples of our Lord Jesus Christ, want to be as He was in the days of His pilgrimage. His compass was resolutely fixed, first to set Him on course for the cross; therefore I have set my face like a flint, and I know that I shall not be ashamed (Isa.50:7) and beyond that, He saw the joy that was set before Him (Heb.12:2) when, having put shame and spitting behind Him, He would sit down at the right hand of the throne of God.

And as pilgrims, compass in hand, we too should be always 
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