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ONE: SOME PRINCIPLES OF PRAYER  
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The communications of men with God, as recorded in the Old Testament, are not in every case properly to be regarded as prayers in the usual sense of the word. For instance, the replies of men, when God has spoken, are not called prayers; a vow, which implies a voluntary promise to God, is essentially quite distinct from a prayer, which normally and conversely seeks as its object some benefit from God. In these studies, therefore, we shall not consider either the answers or the vows of men Godward, but we shall rather consider those instances in which men have voluntarily cried out to God. 

Again, a very large number of occurrences of the word "pray" are obviously only variations of expressions like "Oh," "Oh now," being in fact derived from a word implying incitement and entreaty. For instance, in Genesis 32:29 we have a request in the words, "Tell me, I pray thee, thy name." It is an expression of entreaty, akin to the use of the word "please." Something much deeper and of more moment is implied in true prayer. It is remarkable that we have very little record of prayers in the early part of the Scriptures, but though the word "prayer" is used for the first time in connection with the dedication of Solomon's temple, it occurs in the Psalms somewhat frequently, and also in the Book of Job. 

Explicit references to the act of praying are not found until Genesis 20 in connection with Abraham. We are told, however, that men began "to call upon the name of the LORD" in the days of Adam's grandson, Enosh, the son of Seth. The Hebrew word (qara) here translated "call" is used in a wide variety of applications, and it properly means to call out, to address by name. This expression is very frequently used in the Old Testament, in the Psalms as well as elsewhere. Some distinction may be made between this act and that which is more specifically called praying, and it may be well to examine this distinction, and to consider the general teaching of the Old Testament on this subject before proceeding to discuss particular examples of prayer. 

It is undoubtedly very significant that calling upon God is first associated with a man whose name means "mortal, frail, or feeble." It is the realisation of impotence which normally leads men in all ages and climes and circumstances to call upon God. Such circumstances are graphically described in Psalm 107. This Psalm of weakness describes those that wandered in a desert way until their soul fainted in them. "Then they cried unto the LORD in their trouble." Others that sat in darkness and in the shadow of death, rebelling, and contemning the counsel of the Most High, were brought very low, and they also cried unto the LORD in their trouble. Fools likewise, as they draw near to the gates of death, cry unto the LORD in their trouble. Lastly, those who have gone down to the sea in ships, and have seen the works and wonders of the LORD in the deep, are constrained, when they are at their wits' end because of the stormy wind, also to cry out to the LORD in their trouble. We note the recurring words, " They cried unto the LORD in their trouble." 

Alas! Too often such prayers are but the last resort of men who have been unconcerned about the remembrance of the One whose goodness to the children of men is beyond all our estimation. There can be little doubt that one of the blessings of difficulties is to render us more desirous of the resources of prayer. One has well said, "He that will learn to pray, let him go to sea." Jonah had a similar experience, when he found that he could not escape from having to do with God: "When my soul fainted within me, I remembered the LORD, And my prayer came in unto Thee, into Thine holy temple." (Jonah 2:7). There is this difference, however, between the cries unto God of Psalm 107. and that made unto God by Jonah—the former may have been relatively inarticulate, the mere crying out for aid to the Omnipotent, but Jonah prays. By this we mean that the word used in connection with Jonah is not the word ‘qara’ but the word normally translated pray. It is the Hebrew word ‘tephillah’ which is uniformly translated " prayer" in the Old Testament, and its forceful meaning can be ascertained from the root word ‘palal’, which primarily means " to judge." 

In fact this word and its derivatives are used of men acting in judgment, so that the implication is that an active and ordered effort of mind is made towards discernment of persons and circumstances. There is something more in this than in "calling" upon God, though even the latter necessarily predicates that "he that cometh to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of them that seek after Him" (Hebrews 11:6). Solomon well puts one aspect of this in Ecclesiastes 5:2: "Be not rash with thy mouth, and let not thine heart be hasty to utter anything before God; for God is in heaven, and thou upon earth: therefore let thy words be few." The words of the Lord in Matthew 6:7, concerning vain repetitions, are of similar import. His own example of prayer is a prayer of understanding of the character of the Holy Father and of His purposes, as well as of the needs of the suppliant. True prayer implies discernment, judgment, and understanding.  The Psalmist said, "Sing ye praises with understanding" (Psalm 47:7), and much the same thought could be expressed about prayer. In each instance, the thought of being in the presence of a Holy God is such that the understanding man comes with reverence to commune with God, and in his asking he judges himself according to his condition and need, while at the same time he tries to discern the character of God and His desires toward him. 

We shall see in due course that it is possible to offer prayer unacceptably to God, and where this occurs it is because of the lack of discernment. This may be so without one being in the gross condition referred to by James (4:1-3), leading him to say, "Ye ask, and receive not, because ye ask amiss." The Apostle John also says, “This is the boldness which we have toward him, that, if we ask anything according to His will, He heareth us; and ... we know that we have the petitions which we have asked of Him" (1 John 5:14-15).  Again, this discernment which is indicated as being characteristic of true prayer is not by any means limited in scope; the character of a Holy God is not only to be discerned, but there is a solemn necessity to turn one's thoughts to one's own personal defects and short-comings, even to cry, "Woe is me! For I am undone; because I am a man of unclean lips" (Isaiah 6:5). 

Surely the very thought of entering the presence of God should constrain the suppliant to remember his need of cleansing. "If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness" (1 John 1:8-9)." The supplication of a righteous man availeth much in its working" (James 5:16), is a Scripture which has a measure of bearing upon this matter, for we cannot but think that confession of unworthiness before God, with a calling to remembrance of the precious atoning and propitiatory work of the Lord Jesus, is such that it forms a basis of righteousness upon which God will graciously act to answer our supplications with power from on high. 

There is hardly anything so beneficial as self-examination prior to prayer, and one often feels that too frequently assembly prayers lack this prior exercise. Self-examination always leads to the realisation of oneself as being very weak and frail, Enosh-like indeed, and confession is the natural outcome. The thought of having put matters right with God deepens our appreciation of the exercise in which we are engaged, and renders us the fitter for the offering up of prayer on behalf of others. Too often we rush into prayer on behalf of others and on behalf of the work of God without this wholesome self-examination having been made. As one has well said, "Before we pray for others, we should first pray for ourselves." 

The above remarks are based upon the root-meaning of the word translated "pray," in the Old Testament. But it is worthy of note that in the passages where the more general word "call" is used we have something to the same effect. In general, we are not given any details of such "calling upon God," but we read in Psalm 99:6-8 concerning Moses and Aaron and Samuel, "among them that called upon His name," "Thou answeredst them, O LORD our God: Thou wast a God that forgavest them." Surely here we have the thought that this calling upon God involved a recognition of the need for forgiveness. The words of Psalm 145:17-19 should be noted. The Lord is indeed righteous in all His ways, and His graciousness a theme of joy.  His ear is open to the cries of all men, and He is nigh unto them that call upon Him, provided that such calling is "in truth"; that is, in full assurance and faith and set purpose, reminding us of James 1:6: "Let him ask in faith, nothing doubting." 

But let it be noted that the only promise here given concerning fulfilment of desires is unto those who fear Him, which lesson we do well to note. A very important subject is opened up in Psalm 116:17-18 concerning this calling upon God: "I will offer Thee the sacrifice of thanksgiving, and will call upon the name of the LORD. I will pay my vows unto the LORD." Let us notice the divine order. It begins with the sacrifice of thanksgiving and ends with the offering of vows. The variation found in verses 13-14 of the same Psalm is interesting, because the only change is to replace the words "the sacrifice of thanksgiving" by the words "the cup of salvation": "I will take the cup of salvation, and will call upon the name of the LORD. I will pay my vows unto the LORD." The whole Psalm is very lovely in its recollection of the benefits received from God, including that of having been heard aforetime, causing the writer to declaim his love for the LORD (verse 1). 

He then asks (verse 12), "What shall I render unto the LORD?" and goes on to speak of the cup of salvation. In Psalm 23 we have the overflowing cup filled up with the benefits of the LORD, and in Psalm 16:5 the cup is associated with the inheritance in Jehovah. There is thus a very close connection between the receiving of this cup and the drinking therefrom in the presence of the LORD, so offering up a sacrifice of thanksgiving. Another variation of these words is found in Psalm 50:14-15: "Offer unto God the sacrifice of thanksgiving; and pay thy vows unto the Most High: and call upon Me in the day of trouble; I will deliver thee, and thou shalt glorify Me." Let it be noted that there is a measure of reproof to Israel in this Psalm, as the Creator testifies His independence of the material offerings of the people, and He goes on to demand the offering up of the sacrifice of thanksgiving and the rendering up of the vows promised aforetime as preliminaries to any efficacious call upon God. 

We need to remember indeed that there are certain things proper to prayer, and it behooves us to read the last two verses of Psalm 50: "Now consider this, ye that forget God
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