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The Sovereignty Of God (Part Eight)

Prayer
John W. Ritenbaugh
Given 11-May-96; Sermon #237

|l Peter 3:17-18 Y ou therefore, beloved, seeing you know these
things before ["beforehand"; it is like we are being forearmed,
because we have been forewarned.], beware lest you aso, being led
away with the error of the wicked, fall from your own
steadfastness. But grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord
and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be glory both now and for ever.
Amen.

In the previous sermon, remember that we clearly saw that God is not calling
everybody at thistime. At thistime there is a small remnant (mentioned in
the book of Romans), alittle flock that He has ordained to eternal life. The
rest of the people He has ordained to stumble.

Sometimes that is alittle bit shocking to people. Now for us—those who are
warned beforehand—this brings the responsibility of applying ourselvesto
this cause to which we have been involved, because now for us, thisisit.
Thereis one chance, you might say, to grab the brassring. Oneto a
customer, and we are having our shot at it right now.

We have been called. God has opened our mind. He has opened up accessto
Him. He has forgiven our sins. He has given us His Spirit and we have the
opportunity to grow in grace and in the knowledge of Jesus Christ. We are to
take the warnings, the admonitions, the instruction and the teaching of God's
word very seriously. We cannot afford to let this thing lapse away from us.

Undoubtedly there are times when we are higher, more up, more with it,
more enthusi astic and more zea ous than we are at other times. But always
there is the opportunity to recover ourselves and get going once again. We
do not have to remain in some kind of a spiritual funk just because things
happen to be going badly.
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On the other hand, this does not mean that these people that God has
ordained to stumble, are consigned to the Lake of Fire and lost forever,
because He "is not willing that any should perish” (Il Peter 3:9). That clearly
expresses His desire.

| think that you understand that from your knowledge of Him that what He
desires, Heis going to work very hard toward accomplishing, as no other
being can. Brethren, it is from this that we derive our hope of salvation.
Because God desires something (our salvation), and nobody can stay His
hand, then our salvation ought to be something that comes to us as aresult of
the working of God in our lives.

Psalm 68:19-20 Blessed be the Lord, who daily loads us with
benefits, even the God of our salvation. Selah.

Think about this. Think about the benefits He loads us with daily. Think
about why He is giving us these benefits that He loads us with daily. Think
about thisin terms of the salvation that He desires for each and every one of
us.

Psalm 68:20 He that is our God is the God of salvation; and unto G
oo the Lord belong the issues of life.

"Issues" is pointing to escape. It istalking about salvation. These two verses,
In agreatly ssimplified sense, focus on the issue of the entire Bible.
Everything in it isintended to lead us finaly to this point—to thisissue. That
Issueis. God is ableto save. Now hang on to that. That iswhat isHe
attempting to focus our attention on, from the beginning to the end. God can
deliver the goods.

When Adam and Eve sinned, they introduced mankind's ultimate enemy to
earth, and that is death. Now since Adam and Eve sinned, everyone of us has
done what Adam and Eve did—sinned. The central issue to usthen is how
can we be delivered from sin and death?

God shows equally clearly the solution to this issue depends upon whom we

choose to be our God. Thisiswhy idolatry is such abigissuein the Bible.
We are either going to choose the God who is able to save—the One that we
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are going to submit to—or we are going to choose gods that we make in our
own image. We are going to choose things other than the Creator God, to be
that to which we devote our life. Some people make money their god. They
devote their lifeto it. Some people—power. Some people—social prestige.
So they devote their time and their energy to it. And what we devote
ourselves to becomes, or is, our god.

Are those things able to save us from death? That is the issue. All too
frequently, the god that we serveis, in redlity, our self. We are serving our
own whims, our own desires, our own dreams, and our own lusts. Can these
things save? Can these things spare us from death? See, God is the God of
salvation, and He istrying to get across to us that He can save us from the
central issue of life. He can make away for us to escape death—to escape
the grave.

Now, He confidently claimsto do this, and He presents to usthe life, the
death, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ as His primary evidence. The life
of Jesus Christ—in the sense that it is possible for a person with the Spirit of
God to keep the commands of God. It can be done. Jesus did it without flaw.
We cannot possibly do it that way, because we are already ruined; but we
can certainly do far better than we are doing now.

We can certainly make the God of the Bible our God, once that God reveals
Himself to us. To greatly bolster the manifestation of Jesus Christ, He shows
us over and over that He is sovereign over His creation. There is nobody,
there is no thing that can stand in the way and overcome Him and keep Him
from accomplishing what He wants to do—what He willsto do. The issue,
therefore, is not really whether God can do as He says, but whether we will
chooseto alow Him to lead us.

It isvery obvious, | think, to those of us who have been called into His
service, to see that the vast majority of mankind is floundering in abysmal
ignorance of Him, and in the meantime afflicting this earth with massive
moral degeneration as aresult. Thisiswhat we must be led out of, because
thisworld is a powerful attraction, and it influences us from every direction.

In the meanwhile we can aso see from His Word that He is not done with
these people that He has right now ordained to stumble. Y et, now is our day
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of salvation—our one opportunity for salvation, and we had better take
advantage of it.

Paul says:

Romans 11:11-13 | say then, Have they stumbled that they should
fal?["They" inthiscaseis|sragl, after the flesh.] God forbid: but
rather through their fall salvation is come unto the Gentiles, for to
provoke them to jealousy. Now if the fall of them be the riches of
the world, and the diminishing of them the riches of the Gentiles,
how much more their fullness? For | speak to you Gentiles,
inasmuch as | am the apostle of the Gentiles, | magnify my office.

That first, or second phrase—"Have they stumbled that they should fall?'—I
think we could paraphrase as, "Have they stumbled so badly that they have
fallen completely? Have they fallen from God's program?' Now the rest of
chapter 11 shows that they have not fallen from God's program. Though
|srael has stumbled, their salvation yet liesin the future, and so though He
has ordained them to stumble at this time, the intention of that isto work in
our behalf—those who are called now.

Paul uses two different words here that are trandlated "fall," and the word
"stumbled" that appears here is aword that you may be familiar with,
because it is very frequently translated as "sin." It is the Greek word
paraptoma and | would say that it is most frequently translated "trespass.” It
means more literally "to slip" or "to turn aside," "to go off the path." So,
have they stumbled that they should fall? Have they turned aside, have they
dipped, have they gone off the path, so that they should fall completely out
of God's program?

"God forbid." No. Even though He has not opened up their minds, Paul is
beginning to show, beginning to establish, that their salvation liesyet in the
future. So although God has ordained them to stumble at thistime, He has
also ordained their salvation in the future. That begins to become very clear.

Romans 11:14 If by any means | may provoke to emulation them
which are my flesh, and might save some of them.
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Here the reference isto those Israelites who were living at the time that Paul
was living and preaching.

Romans 11:15 For if the casting away of them be the reconciling
of the world, what shall the receiving of them be, but life from the
dead?

In verse 15, Paul is actually beginning to turn the attention toward Isragl's
salvation—to the future; something that is going to occur at a time not
specified in this particular congregation. So heisjust laying the groundwork
for when Isragl will be reconciled to God. They are cast away now, but they
will be drawn later on.

Romans 11:16 For if the first fruit be holy, the lump is aso holy:
and if the root be holy, so are the branches.

Remember the "first fruit” is us and we are holy. | want you to recall in my
last sermon that Paul earlier said that we are taken from the same lump as
those who are stumbling. So, because we have what we have is no reason for
us to feel puffed up, because we are of the same makeup, asit were, asthe
people that He has ordained to stumble at thistime.

We have nothing to brag about, not even the slightest room for any kind of
pride. Of course, he hammersthat into usin | Corinthians 1:26-29. God
wants for us to be humbled, to understand how privileged we are to have this
gift at thistime. It is something that has fallen into our laps. It is not
something that we have earned. It is something that He wants us to be
motivated by to choose to be humble. Humility isachoice. That isvery clear
in both | Peter and also in James as well.

Because of this, He intends that we respond to Him, be motivated to
submission, and show the same kind of kindness, tenderness, and mercy to
others regarding that which we have received, because it is going to come to
them sooner or later.

Romans 11:18-20 Boast not against the branches. But if you boast,
you bear not the root, but the root you. Y ou will say then, The
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branches were broken off, that I might be grafted in. Well, [look at
thiswarning] because of unbelief they were broken off, and you
stand by faith.

Y ou remember in the sermon two weeks ago | showed you the only reason
we believe is because God gave us the gift. So we have faith because He
gaveit to us. If He has not given it to them, they cannot respond to Him. So
everywhere we look, we are boxed in. No reason to brag, no reason to boast.
Their salvation is coming, and we had better get serious because oursison
the line right now. | do not mean to say that every little thing we do is going
to qualify, or disqualify us—I do not mean that at all. | am talking about in
an overall sense. We need to be encouraged that God is going to work
toward that end as hard as He possibly can, because He loves us and He
wants to give us salvation. That is Hiswill. So hetells us then:

Romans 11:20-22 Be not high minded, but fear: For if God spared
not the natural branches, take heed lest He also spare not you.
Behold therefore the goodness and severity of God: on them which
fell, severity; but toward you, goodness, if you continue in his
goodness: otherwise you also shall be cut off.

So that is pretty strong warning to you and me.

| have kind of come full circle. | began with Peter's warning—"Now is our
time of salvation. We've been warned beforehand. We'd better take
advantage of it." And hereis Paul showing that the salvation of Isragl isyet
ahead. We have been grafted in, because God has chosen to give us faith. He
has not chosen to give them faith.

So Paul is saying that now is our time, just like Peter said, and we had better
take advantage of it. We had better not boast against the natural branches,
because otherwise we can be cut off even asthey were, at thistime.

So, if | can do anything to exhort those of you within the hearing of my
voice, please do not let this gift slip from your grasp through neglect. | say
neglect because that is kind of what the book of Hebrews points to. " Should
we neglect so great salvation?' Laodiceanism is aform of neglect, because
those people are paying attention to things that they should not be paying
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attention to—giving their life, their devotion over to those things, rather than
God. Neglect probably comesin as aresult of attitudes that we permit
ourselvesto get into.

Brethren, thislife is sometimes wearying, and sometimes it is quite stressful,
like the time that we are going through now, where things have occurred that
| do not think one in athousand of us ever expected—that the Worldwide
Church of God would be blown apart like it is. We might have expected it to
have been blown apart because of pressure from the outside, and the sheep
would be scattered; but not many of us looked for the evidence that was right
in the Bible—that the first century church blew apart from theinside. Ina
sense the history had already been written.

S0 history has repeated itself, and now we find ourselves scattered all over
the place, and to those of us who thought maybe we were going to skate right
into the Kingdom within the Worldwide Church of God, now find ourselves
scrambling around trying to find a place where we can be taught, where we
can fellowship with people of the same mind. That can be avery stressful
proposition because so many ideas and concepts are going forth as a result of
the scattering, that it has become avery difficult situation for us.

God is still able to save us. Heis still able to bring us together, and | think
He will, in the future. But | think right now one of the things He is testing us
on is whether we are going to stand, essentially alone—Him and us. He
wants to see where our faith is, and whether we are going to be faithful in the
face of the scattering that has taken place.

So God is not asking us to do something that isimpossible. What He wants
us to do might be difficult, but He wants us to do (I think above all things) is
just to keep trusting Him and plodding along—inch by inch, step by step
toward His Kingdom—and to let Him take care of some of the other things
that are beyond us.

| think that the most difficult thing for usisto stay on track. | think that

God's experience with Israel clearly reveals this, because there was a whole
generation that died in the wilderness. All they had to do was to follow
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Moses. They did not, because other concerns distracted them and so their
desiresled to their destruction and to their death in the wilderness. | will tell
you, brethren—that is a stunning witness. | mean it is stunning!

If you read Hebrews 4:1-2, Paul used a Greek phrase there that indicates that
their bodies were strewn from one end of the wilderness to the other—just
like you see in pictures of the Old West. Y ou come across a cow's carcass
somewhere, or bleached-out bones with nothing left but maybe a skull, and
that is kind of the picture that Paul used of men's bones, bleached by the sun,
out in the wilderness—all the way from Egypt to Canaan.

These were the |sraelites who fell by the wayside, who did not keep plodding
along, who lost their faith in God, lost their faith in God's servant Moses, and
the result was rebellion, sin. They did not remain faithful to the purpose and
reason why they were brought out—so they died. That is a powerful witness.
It ought to be a powerful warning to those of usthat God has called out, to
take God's Word seriously.

Thereis another thought to think about. | do not think we necessarily have to
pursue it in study, but a strong case can be made from New Testament
scriptures that indicate that perhaps not many of us will make it, because we
too may fritter it away. For example, did not Jesus Himself say, "Those who
endure to the end will be saved"? That is kind of enough to make a guy
cringe, if heisthinking, because He is indicating that the way is going to be
difficult.

Endured certainly gives you that ideathat it is not going to be easy. Did not
Peter say, in | Peter 4:17 that "I the righteous one is scarcely saved, where
will the ungodly and the sinner appear?' Did not Jesus warn that “the broad
way leads to destruction, and many go in thereat"? Not the few. Many go in
by it. Now | do not intend for thisto frighten us. | do intend it to sober us.

Remember how | began this? The central issue in the Bibleis—God is able
to do what He confidently says He will do. He will save us. He has not left us
alone, because He also clearly shows that He, who releases us from our
bondage and sets us on the path to His Kingdom, also empowers us to make
it by giving us gifts, by giving us access to Him so that we might receive
help in time of need.
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One of the helpsis prayer. So today, for the remainder of this sermon, we are
going to look at God's sovereignty and its relationship to prayer, because
prayer, brethren, is (maybe | could so far asto say) the single most important
thing we do in terms of assuring our salvation.

| John 5:14 And thisisthe confidence that we have in him, that, if
we ask any thing according to hiswill, he hears us.

Thereisavery common concept concerning prayer: that the purpose of
prayer isto get things from God and to change His mind regarding the
course of events. That concept isonly partly correct. This verse states that if
we ask according to Hiswill, He hears. Hang on to that thought.

Notice also that it does not say we will receive it, though that is strongly
implied. When | say "receiveit," | am talking about receiving it in thislife.
That iswhat we are mostly concerned about here.

For example, Paul petitioned God three times regarding His affliction, and he
did not receiveit. Yet every one of us knowsthat it is God's will to heal; so
Paul was as good as healed. He is going to come up in that first resurrection,
and he is going to have what he asked for; but he did not receiveit in this
life. What he did receive was the strength to carry on, in spite of the fact that
he had this affliction. So God made him go through life with that thornin his
flesh. God answered it differently than the way that Paul would have liked.
But Paul still did not receive exactly what he asked for, even though it is
God's will to hedl.

It is the other part of that concept that is expressed here where the
misunderstanding lies.

Now answer this question. "Is your concept of God really nothing more than
that of a greater human parent?' God undoubtedly relates Himself to usas a
parent. We are instructed to think of Him as "Father" and we are to address
Him as "Father." So far, so good. But what is your concept of what a father
should be like? What was it formed in? Was it formed as aresult of your
father in your family? Some neighbor? A grandfather? A minister? How
does your concept line up with the way the real Father, God, is?
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It is here that we begin to run into trouble, because all human fathers have
been deficient in many ways. What we are dealing with here is a Father
without a flaw—absolutely perfect in every way. He is eternal. He is perfect
in wisdom. He knows the end from the beginning. He has power that is
unimaginable. He does everything—absol utely everything—out of love. Not
once does He ever do anything out of spite, out of resentment, out of
bitterness, out of sourness. No bad attitude ever cregpsin to this Father that
we are appealing to. Everything is done out of love. So everything is done
for the well-being of His purpose, whether it isfor usindividually, or for the
overall perfection and completion of the purpose that He is working out.

Romans 11:34-36 For who has known the mind of the Lord? or
who has been his counselor? Or who has first given to him, and it
shall be recompensed unto him again? For of him, and through
him, and to him, are all things: to whom be glory for ever. Amen.

Remember especially athought there in verse 34: "Who ever was God's
counselor?’

Now add an Old Testament witness to this.

| saiah 40:13-14 Who has directed the Spirit of the Loro, Or being
his counselor has taught him? With whom took he counsel, and
who instructed him, and taught him in the path of judgment, and
taught him knowledge, and showed to him the way of
understanding?

L et us think of what these concepts—these five verses here—in relation to
what it aso saysin Psalm 139. David showsin Psalm 139 that God knows
everything about David. He said, "Where can | go from Y our Spirit?
Whether from the bottom of the ocean [I am paraphrasing] or way up in the
heavens, God knows our thoughts." So He is aware, is He not? He is aware
of everything, and nobody can counsel Him.

Do you think there is anything that He does not already know about you? Is

there anything that you can bring to Him in prayer and counsel Him about?
Let us stretch it alittle bit further. Since He knows what is going on in our
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life, and says He knows our thoughts from afar off, He knows our "down
sittings and our uprising"—He knows everything about us—is it possible
then that He has already seen what has taken place in our life and has aready
decided before we even think about praying?

He has already decided what He wants to bring from that situation for your
benefit. So what new thing can we introduce to Him in our prayers, when He
has already thought it through and already knows what He wants to give to
us for what Hiswill isregarding this situation for us? | tell you, this begins
to put adifferent light on prayer, and what our attitude needs to be when we
come before Him.

Matthew 6:7 But when you pray, use not vain repetitions, as the
heathen do: for they think that they shall be heard for their much
speaking.

Notice the verse that follows right on the heels of this, becauseitis
instruction that continues the thought that was begunin verse 7.

M atthew 6:8 Be not you therefore like unto them: for your Father
knows what things you have need of, before you ask him.

And | can add this: He knows better what we need than we know for
ourselves. He isway ahead of us. | do not know whether you are aware of it,
but this verse (verse 8) is the transition between the teaching in verses 5
through 7 about prayer and the model prayer. We launch into the model
prayer with the thought in our mind that God already knows.

That beginsto put adifferent slant on things. So | think that we can begin
right here to think, so positively, that when we pray to God, we are not
bringing anything new to Him. He already knows, and | think that there are
pretty strong indications, which | will continue to show you, that He has
already decided what He wants to do, even before we pray; even before we
think about praying. He has got it all figured up.

Remember, He knows the end from the beginning. He may not have

purposed what got us into the situation that motivates us to pray, but the
situation has occurred. He has seen it occur and He has already decided how
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Heisgoing to use it. Therefore, when we go to Him in prayer, iswhat we are
going to say going to line up with what He has already decided is His will?
Something interesting to think about.

| think we can begin to see that the purpose of prayer is not to overcome
God's reluctance. Rather it is to begin to lay hold on understanding what
God'swill is, because that is where the real help is going to come, so that we
can conform to Hiswill. The emphasis in prayer has to be then on His
purpose. Remember, His purposeisto bring usinto His Kingdom, and it has
to be on Hiswill.

Now you may have heard the catchy statement used by those in religion that
Isintended to encourage people. It goes like this. "Prayer changes things." |
can remember, when | was aboy, every once in awhile | would go to my
grandmother's house and sleep overnight. She had two, fluorescent, postcard-
size little plaques that were on her wall. It was the kind of thing that if you
held it up to the light before you turned out the light and hung it back up on
the wall, it would glow for along time. The one said, "Jesus saves," and the
other said, "Prayer changes things." So | would lay in bed and ook up at
these things glowing. So that stuck in my mind that prayer changes things.

W, | think that our understanding of this has to be modified, because that
statement istrue only if our prayer isin agreement with God's will. | want
you to listen to this quote on prayer from a publication called The Christian
Worker, and the article was entitled Prayer or Fate.

God in His sovereignty has ordained that human destinies can be
changed by the will of man. Thisisat the heart of the truth that
prayer changes things, meaning that God changes things when men
pray. Someone has strikingly expressed it thisway: There are
certain things that will happen in aman's life whether he prays or
not; there are other things that will happen if he prays, and will not
happen if he does not pray.

Again, that is another statement that needs to be modified. Mostly | was
interested in thisfirst sentence: "God in His sovereignty has ordained that
human destinies can be changed by the will of man." That is partly true, but
It is not completely true.
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James 4:13-15 Go to now, you that say, Today or tomorrow we
will go into such acity, and continue there ayear, and buy and sell,
and get gain: Whereas you know not what shall be on the morrow.
For what isyour life" It is even avapour, that appears for alittle
time, and then vanishes away. For that you ought to say, If the Lord
will, we shall live, and do this, or that.

This series of verses does not directly concern prayer, but it directly concerns
God'swill, and that is far more important than any prayer that we might utter

during our entire lifetime. | want you to notice this quote that comes from

my study Bible. It isthe Bible that | am using right now, and it is a comment

on this series of verses: "Thisoneisafool, for he thinks he knows something
that he doesn't. He presumes that he has the resources to control his destiny."

Now, somebody iswrong here. Either person who wrote this articlein The
Christian Worker who says that man can control his destiny, or the people
who wrote this study Bible say that this person is afool who thinks he can
control his destiny. Somebody iswrong.

Proverbs 27:1 Boast not yourself of tomorrow; for you know not
what a day may bring forth.

A bit of Old Testament wisdom there. Now back to the New Testament. We
will look at Jesus' teaching.

Luke 12:13-15 And one of the company said unto him, Master,
speak to my brother, that he divide the inheritance with me. And he
said unto him, Man, who made me a judge or a divider over you?
And he said unto them, Take heed, and beware of covetousness: for
aman's life consists not in the abundance of the things which he
[POSSESSES.

Now here comes a parable right on the heels of this that has to do with aman
controlling his destiny.

Luke 12:16-17 And he spake a parable unto them, saying, The
ground of a certain rich man brought forth plentifully: And he
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thought within himself, saying, What shall | do, because | have no
room where to bestow my fruits?

Now here comes the man's will:

Luke 12:18-21 And he said, Thiswill I do: I will pull down my
barns, and build greater; and there will | bestow all my fruits and
my goods. And | will say to my soul, Soul, you have much goods
laid up for many years; take your ease, eat, drink, and be merry.
But God said unto him, Y ou fool, this night your soul shall be
required of you: then whose shall those things be, which you have
provided. So is he that lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich
toward God.

How do these things fit prayer? Can a prayer literally change a person's
destiny? The answer to thisis"yes," but only if we understand what prayer is
for. The basic concept in each of these verses, beginning with the onein
James 4, and the one in Proverbs 27, and this teaching here by Jesus, isthat a
Christian isfoolish to leave God out of his thinking. God's plan—His will,
His desire—for usin any given situation, as well as the overall purpose of
life, may be different from what wethink it is.

Our thoughts are not God's thoughts. His thoughts are so much higher, Isaiah
says, that they are higher than east is from the west, and we cannot really
counsel Him on anything. We can bring things to Him, but prayer is only
going to change things if it isin agreement with what God has already willed.

Sometimes we leave God out of our thinking, from ignorance, that is, we
simply do not know any better. Sometimesit is out of neglect, because we
are far enough from God that Hisreality in our livesisweak. Unfortunately,
sometimesit is from presumption, which is far worse because it reveals our
vanity in thinking that we are so important, that we think that we already
know what is best for usin any given situation.

We might not like to admit it, but we actually become like teenagers who

think that their parents are old fuddy-duddies whose minds stopped working
in the dim past, and that they do not know what is going on.
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What | want us to understand here is that we must not go on living life
simply knowing these things. We can utter words like, "Yes, | want God's
will done," but are we willing to live God's will in faithfulness, not even
exactly knowing what Hiswill isin agiven situation? Thisis where faith
beginsto comeinto it. All too often, we take something to God in prayer
with our mind already having conceived what it is that we want out of it, and
that is the end toward which we work. And it may not be God's will at all.
God will alow usto do those things.

Now, God is not like a parent who isindulgent. He is not like a parent who
allows his children to grow up in His house, or a better word would be, "to
age" while they are living at home. An indulgent parent islenient. They are
tolerant. They are pampering of their children. An indulgent parent is one
who is easily moved to gratify the whims and desires of the children, and
many times all the children have to do is whine and nag and mom or dad will
givein. There might be a number of reasons why a parent will do these
things, and maybe one of the strongest might be (or most prevalent) is that
they are ssimply ignorant of their responsibility, but it goes downhill from
there.

They may be unconcerned about the well-being of the child, or worse till,
have no purpose in mind for that child'slife. | will tell you, such aparent is
foolishly shortsighted and self-centered and uncaring. | will tell you
something. God, as a Father, has not let His children—not even one of
them—get away with anything. He does not let us get away with anything,
because brethren, He is consumed by the desire to save us—to save us from
ourselves. Now if we brought a request to Him that He can aready seeis not
going to be good for us, do you think that He is going to grant that request?
That would not be an act of love, but we can still act on our own to achieve
what we want—circumvent Him through the exercise of our will.

S0, we can bring something to Him that is really and truly in accordance
with Hiswill, and He will begin to act, and that might change things
dramatically; but it will only change things because He already agrees with it.

It might be a mark of our distance from God if we are not aware of what

God'swill isin agiven situation. There are going to be many occasions. | do
not think that thisis a situation that would be at all unusual, but those kind of
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situations give God the opportunity to teach us very valuable things and to
exercise the use of our faith during those periods of time.

Just because you pray to God and you hear a deafening silence, it does not
mean that He has not heard. Let us use our faith and know that He is
involved. But know also though that He has purposely and specifically
summoned us to be conformed to Hisimage, and that is at the forefront of
His mind—that is driving His every decision regarding us. That is His will
for us. He has predestined usto this end, and He is sovereign, having all
power, all wisdom, and love—who can resist His will? Now we can, but
brethren, who in his right mind wants to? We should not. If we somehow
have it in our mind to resist Hiswill, it makes me wonder about that person's
conversion.

Here is another quote from this same article. The author says,

The prayers of God's saints are the capital stock in heaven by
which Christ carries on His great work on earth. The great throes
and mighty convulsions on earth are the result of these prayers.
Earth is changed, revolutionized. Angels move more powerfully on
more rapid wings, and God's policy is shaped as the prayers are
more numerous and more efficient.

WEll, let me give you abiblical answer to that:

Ephesians 3:11 According to the eternal purpose which he
purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord.

That first phrase, "According to the eternal purpose'—how can we think that
God's policy is shaped by our prayersin the face of this scripture which says
that God's purposeis eternal? If it is eternal, that purpose has existed from
the beginning when He formulated it, and His policies have been shaped by
that purpose. If prayers shape God's policy today, then the scripture is not
correct. | think | will believe the scripture instead.

Ephesians 1:11 In whom also we have obtained an inheritance,

being predestinated according to the purpose of him who works all
things after the counsel of His own will.
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See that—He works all things. That includes my prayers and your prayers—
the things that we pray about. God works all things according to the counsel
of His own will—not somebody else's. Thisiswhy | can confidently say that
He will never grant a prayer that is contrary to Hiswill. So, does prayer
change things? Only if God's will isthat they be changed. It was not our
prayer. It isjust that our prayer had to be in agreement with God's will. So
the two meshed perfectly.

| am beginning to lead to something here. Do you not think that our prayers
will be alot more effective if we prayed according to God's will? | will tell
you, things will really begin to happen if our will matches Hiswill. That is
the key to al of these things. So the purpose of prayer is not to get things
from God, but rather the purpose of prayer isto give us accessto Him in
order that we might be in His presence, and be moved to be conformed to
Hiswill.

Isit not Hiswill that we be conformed to Hisimage? So He invites usinto
His presence in order to give us access to Him so that being conformed to
Hiswill, being conformed to His image, is exceedingly easier than it would
be if we were distant from Him. He invites us right into His presence.

o, if our will matches Hiswill, we will receive what we ask for. But if they
do not match, our request does not have a chance of the proverbial snowball
in you-know-where. Granting such arequest would be outside the
parameters of God's love and outside the parameters of His wisdom, and He
will never grant something that He has determined is outside His purpose,
and is outside of that for which Heis preparing you and me.

Y ou know why? First of al, it would not be an act of love toward us, and it
would also be an admission that His original intention for calling us wasill-
conceived and arepudiation of His own wisdom and purpose. So, for men to
say that human destiny is to be changed and molded by the will of man, and
that prayer changes things, is only to give the vaguest scrap of truth.

How many people addressing God as Father in this world really know what

Hiswill is? They laugh at you, call you blasphemous, if you tell them that
you are called to be in Hisimage and to be called God.
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Here iswhat determines the destiny of man. Let us go to that very famous
scripture —"Y ou must be born again."

John 3:3 Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily verily, | say
unto you, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom
of God.

This marks the beginning of the new creation. Have you ever heard of a baby
anywhere who willed his own begettal? Y ou know, that is so obviousit is
stupid. Who willed your begettal? Who willed that you repent? Who willed
that you be enabled to come before Him with a prayer of repentance? Who
willed that you have His Spirit? Who willed that you be in His church, in the
body of Jesus Christ? Who willed that you be in His Kingdom?

Man's destiny isin His hands, and we share that only in that we have the
opportunity—we individually have the opportunity—to refuse to accept Him
as God over our life.

John 1:12 But as many as received him, to them He gave power to
become the sons of God, even to them that believe on his name.

Aswe showed in the last sermon, He is the one who gave us the power to
believe.

John 1:13 Which were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the
flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.

Thereitis. That iswhat determines man's destiny. We can add to these
things, like Romans 8:29—"It is God who foreknew us," and it is God, right
in that context, who said that He is going to take us right on to glorification.

Thereis an interesting prayer made by alady back in the Old Testament. |

think we need to look at this back in | Samuel 2. Hannah prayed for a son.
Look at this lady's understanding:
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| Samuel 2:6 The Loro Kills, and makes alive. [Think of thisin
terms of who determines man's destiny.] he brings down to the
grave, and brings up.

Do you see that? She is talking about the resurrection of the dead in the Old
Testament, all the way back in the book of Samuel, before David was even
born. She knew that the resurrection was coming. "He sends down to the
grave. He raises people out of the grave."

| Samuel 2:7-8 The Loro makes poor, and makes rich: he brings
low, and lifts up. He raises up the poor out of the dust, and lifts up
the beggar from the dunghill, to set them among princes [Who rules
the nations?], and to make them inherit the throne of glory: for the
pillars of the earth are the Loro's, and he has set the world upon
them.

What Hannah is expressing in poetic language is that God is the sovereign
controller of history, and therefore of man's destiny. Brethren, thereis
absolutely no need whatever for God to change His design, or to alter His
purpose for us, because they were framed under the influence of perfect
goodness and perfect, unerring wisdom. Now men have occasion to change
their plans and their designs and purposes, because we are shortsighted.

We do not know the end from the beginning. We do not know all the facts,
so we start off from something, and any course of anything that we
accomplish zigzags all over the place, because we are always trying to make
corrections. See, God knows the end from the beginning, and to say that God
changes His purpose is to impugn His goodness and deny His wisdom.

Some may say, "Doesn't God change His mind when we repent?' No. What
doesit say in Romans 2:47? It is the goodness of God that |eads you to
repentance. From the time that Adam and Eve sinned, He had it in mind to
save us, and for us to be in His Kingdom. He has been working toward that
end ever since.

| might ask you aquestion here. In fact | will, based on James 1:16:
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James 1:16-18 Do not err, my beloved brethren. Every good gift
and every perfect gift isfrom above, and comes down from the
Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of
turning. Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth, that we
should be akind of first fruits of his creatures.

We do not change God's mind with our prayers. He sees the situation. He
already hasit figured out to what end He is going to take it. Now, how would
you like to pray to agod who is like a chameleon? In one day he grants
things. The next day, he does not grant them. In Malachi 3, He says, "I am
God. | change not." His purposeis eternal. Do you understand that it is His
unchangeabl eness that enables us to have faith? Salvation is by grace
through faith?

So why pray, since He knows the end from the beginning, and since He
knows our need even before we pray? What isits purpose? It ought to begin
to become very clear that the purpose of prayer is not to inform God of
anything. It isnot for God's good at all. Prayer isfor our good. It is
something that we need for salvation. It is something that we need for
growth. It is something that we need to be motivated to yield ourselvesto
Him. It is something that we need for something else that is kind of
Interesting.

Prayer ranks right up there alongside of obedience and study, as a means of
our participation in fulfilling our part in God's purpose for us. Prayer's part is
to give us the opportunity to express ourselvesin communication in His
presence. Did not Jesus die so that we would have direct access to God? Not
that we would be speaking to God from afar but so we would be drawn near
to Him. Thereis here amystical quality that does play afairly important role
in this relationship.

It is good to remember that in light of Jesus death, access to God was an aim
that was accomplished. Thiswas not done, asis clearly stated in God's
Word, for no reason at all. We are instructed by Jesus to call Him "Father."
But in one sense, God is the Father of all of mankind, by creation—Genesis
1:26.
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In fact, Paul confirmsthisin Acts 17:28. Remember when he was on Mars
Hill, he said that we are "His offspring." He was talking to unconverted
people. He did not mean just Israel was offspring of God. He did not mean
just himself—the converted people. He meant everybody—the unconverted
Gentiles to whom he was speaking, were also the offspring of God.

Areyou aware that in Isaiah 49 God called Himself "Mother" to Israel? He is
not just Father; Heis mother aswell. So there isvery definitely afamily
relationship. But what He is talking about here, in this sense, of having
access to Him as a child of God, isto intimate a very intimate personal
relationship that enables us to know God.

Those who are far from God are able to know about God, but they do not
know God. They are not intimate with Him. They have not yet been drawn
into the Family. It isthe same principle at work that we may know about
some famous personality—Iet us say, the Kennedys. We know about them
because there are things written about them in the newspapers and magazines
and so forth. But we do not know them as afamily member. That same
principleis at work here. God draws us into His bosom, as it were, so that
we are near to Him.

Let me giveyou aprinciplethat is at work in regard to this. Go back to the
book of Psalms, in Psalm 16, and let us see what is at work herein verse 11.

Psalm 16:11 You will show me the path of life: in your presenceis
fullness of joy: at your right hand there are pleasures for evermore.

Y ou can build on this principle. Close up to God there isjoy evermore.
Pleasure. In Psalm 17:2 there is vindication—fair judgment from His
presence. We might say a gracious judgment in His presence. In Psalm 68:2,
8—in His presence thereisjustice; in His presence there is power. Hereis
the principle. The point isthat in God's presence—nearnessin a
relationship—is the sort of every righteous and positive attitude and act.
What prayer doesisit brings us near to them. It gives us access to them so
that God can give them, and we can receive them.

Let meillustrate thisin agreatly ssmplified way. Have you ever been around
aperson of positive, uplifting attitudes—someone bubbling with enthusiasm,
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with zeal, confidence, humor, and determination? These are al qualities that
we find to be quite good. On the other hand, have you ever been in the
presence of one of sour countenance, fear of failure, anger, lethargy? What
happens to your attitude when you are around either of these people? Unless
you are resisting, you are going to be pulled up to the level of the personin
whom there isjoy, kindness, tenderness, goodness, enthusiasm, zeal,
warmth, humor. Y ou are going to begin to accept it and begin to be like they
are.

Now, what happens if you are in the presence of somebody who is of the
opposite demeanor? Y our attitude, again, unless you are resisting it, will go
plummeting downhill, and it is not going to be very long before you are like
them. Thisis at work here. Do you know what works in these people? It is
their spirit, and that spirit is emanating out from them, and it is making
contact with your spirit.

It isthis principle that makes us like Satan, because his spirit is radiating out
from him. We are tuned in to it. We pick up the anger, the bitterness, the
resentment, the enmity against God and against God's law. Now, who would
you rather be around? This accessto Him, as| said, has amystical quality to
it, and it is being in His presence which enables us to (again here comes a
dumb analogy, but | will use it)}—it is amost like osmosis, and we begin to
absorb what He is, in His presence.

Can you think of a Bible example where this took place? How about Moses
when he came down the mount? He radiated the glory of God because he
was in His presence. That iswhat is at work here. Thisis why we need
prayer, because it is so important that we get close.

Now, what if these people that | described before are in one building, and
you are in another? Y ou are not even aware. Here comes the distance thing:
If you are far from God and you cannot get close to Him, then the pictureis
there that you cannot become like He is. Sin separates. Righteousness gets us
in close.

There are many other reasons for prayer, and this sermon has not exhausted

them in any way, shape, or form. There are many other things that we could
go into here, but | wanted to make sure that we understood that the
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relationship between prayer and the will of God, and our relationship with
God, would be understood.

Prayer is not for the purpose of changing God'swill. It is not for changing
His mind. Prayer isgiven to us as agreat blessing, in order that we might be
conformed to God's will. Then, when we come to Him in prayer and ask
according to Hiswill, we know that He is going to give, because we know
that what He has willed, He will do, because we will know it isgood, it is
loving, it iskind, and it isthe right thing.

| think that we will stop right there, and maybe the next time we will go into
a couple more things that | think may need to be answered.
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