Liturgy:
Reading : Eph. 6, 10 – 24

Text       : Eph. 6, 18

Ps.   135 : 1,2
Ps.     78 : 3

Ps.     50 : 1

Ps.     27 : 4,6
Ps.   131 : 1,2,3

Beloved congregation in our Lord Jesus Christ,

Prof. Herman Hanko starts his book on prayer – a book that lately has been given to quite a number of  young people on the day of their profession – Prof Hanko starts the first chapter of his book as follows,
“Prayer is to the Christian what breathing is to a healthy person. Without breathing a person cannot live. Without prayer a Christian dies. Breathing is spontaneous; in many ways so is prayer.

Prayer is like a river that returns to its source, for prayer has its power in the Spirit of Christ working life in the heart of God’s child; that life returns again in prayer to God who gave it. It is the expression of the thirst for God that makes the stag panting after water brooks an apt simile (Ps. 42 : 1).”
“As the deer pants for the water brooks, so pants my soul for Thee, O God.”  This is prayer
Summarizing this briefly, it means a living faith cannot survive without living close to God also in prayer. That’s why in the series of sermons on the ABC of faith, I have allocated to the letter ‘P’ the active verb ‘to pray’.

In this series, the emphasis is on how to live our faith, to live our faith in a society, where this faith is continuously under attack. Although enjoying peace in a free country, spiritually we live in war zone, where on a daily basis we feel the heat of battle, even though at times we might think it’s not too bad. Beloved, this all depends on how you look at things. I think now of the passage of Scripture we read this morning, especially Eph. 6, 12, where the apostle Paul describes the seriousness of the battle we have to fight as follows, “…”
Perhaps you have heard the expression, ‘something is in the air’. It means you meet it everywhere. You breathe it in wherever you go. Well, that’s what Paul is referring to when he speaks about the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. It’s the air, i.e. the spiritually polluted air, which at times one simply cannot escape to breathe in, e.g. when you walk through a shopping centre or when you think of the advertising in the media, which tell us: when it feels good, it’s okay. Man is free to choose what he wants. It’s the slogan of the society we live in today, and, beloved, no one can deny that is has it influence also on the church. With all the freedom there is today and all the material wealth also among us, perhaps the battle ‘not to give into this’ might be even fiercer than in cases where church suffers outright persecution.

How are we supposed to remain standing in this battle? In Eph. 6 the apostle Paul writes, put on the armour of God and pray! I like to highlight that although the two are closely connected, prayer is not part of the armour mentioned before. Instead in vs. 18, Paul tells us how now to use the armour, after we have put it on. Equipped for the battle, what is the first thing we are going to do? Paul says, acknowledge your dependence on God and this not only when the heat of battle is on, but always. In this context, I like to point to the word ‘all’, which is mentioned four times in vs. 18, “Praying always with all prayer… watchful with all perseverance and supplication for all the saints.” This highlights how important prayer is, which brings us back to the subject matter of this morning’s sermon.

I have summarized the message of Eph. 6, 18 as follows,
A LIVING FAITH FINDS IT STRENGTH IN PERSISTENT PRAYER

Such a persistent prayer will 

1) use every opportunity 

2) by the power of the Spirit

3) and this with all perseverance

I
The text chosen for this morning’s sermon, beloved, starts with the words, “praying always with all prayer and supplication.” Always – the actual Greek, literally translated, reads, ‘at every right moment’, in other words making the most of the opportunities given to us, making sure that the opportunities to pray do not slip through our fingers due to a casual lifestyle, which at times so easily can happen.
Beloved, when Paul says, “praying always” – as it reads in our translation, he does not mean that we are to do nothing but pray. If that were the case we would not get anything else done. There is also work to attend. Instead, the apostle Paul means prayer should be a natural and consistent part of our lives. It should not be limited simply to fixed timeslots during the day and special moments or occasions. Instead we are to be a people of prayer. This means praying should be a fundamental part of every sector of our life.
Then we pray not only on Sunday, when we are together as a congregation, or during meal times as family, or at night before we go to bed, but in all sorts of situations; also in situations, of which perhaps at first thought we do not even think of praying. Praying during the day at work in the office busy with your duties at 10 am in the morning, or elsewhere at the job or at home, or on Saturday out and about enjoying a walk in creation, or with the boat out on the water. This not always needs to be a formal prayer, but a spontaneous prayer of worship, of intercession, or of thanksgiving, or of petition for a special need; prayer as part of a life, in which we walk with God, always and everywhere. In our text Paul says this is necessary, also in order to remain standing in the battle we have to fight. To make this clear, let me just give you a picture of the opposite, a picture of lacking such a prayer life.

Say as a group of young people, you have planned a nice Saturday out on the beach. The esky is filled with sufficient beer for the day, and so by 11 o’clock together with your friends you are on your way. Breakfast was skipped, since throughout the day you will have your share of abundance of food, and so off you are. Because breakfast was skipped, you did not pray either at the beginning of a new day; praying for a blessing, for strength to be committed to God also throughout this day, whilst having fun. You come home late, perhaps not drunk, but throughout a warm day, you surely had your abundant share of alcohol. When you hit the pillow, you are not even thinking about reading your Bible or about prayer. You are simply too tired for that. A great day out yet without the Lord, and because of it you became also an easy target for the devil. You made sure that the esky was filled, but to pray did not even cross your mind.
I think it’s not too difficult to identify with an example like this. And again, let us not look only in the direction of the young people this morning. I wonder how many adults concerning a certain day out – going on a fishing trip or doing something else – can identify with the same picture. It shows how easily we make light of the battle we have to fight. I will be okay! Yet, are we? 
In addition, at times when confronted with these things, we often go in the defense, saying that one should not doubt our sincerity in faith. Yet with this defense we are only kidding ourselves, underestimating the seriousness of the battle we have to fight.
Back to our text – I like to note that the apostle Paul speaks not only about the heat of battle. He writes“praying always with all prayer and supplication.” As I mentioned it before, this refers to prayer as a fundamental part of every sector of our life: praying always, making the most of the opportunities God gives us, in a similar way as Moses instructs the Israelites’ fathers to teach their children in the riches of the covenant. You should do this – says Moses (Deut. 6) – “when you sit in your house, when you walk by the way, when you lay down, and when you rise.” Well, beloved, this is exactly what also the apostle Paul means, when he says, “praying always with all prayer and supplication.”
“With all prayer and supplication” – this expression refers to all kind or prayers, of which Paul’s letter to the Ephesians itself gives some beautiful examples. Let me just mention a few of these prayers of the apostle Paul, as we find them through this letter. It gives us an insight in Paul’s own prayer life.

Ch. 1, 16 – 20, where Paul prays that God would give the readers of this letter a heart of wisdom, eyes of understanding, to see the hope of their calling, the riches of the glorious inheritance promised to them, and the greatness of God’s immeasurable power available to those who believe.
Ch. 3, 14 – 21 contains another prayer of Paul for the Ephesians He prays that God would strengthen them in their inner being so that Christ would dwell in their hearts through faith, and that God would give them strength so that they might marvel the more at the incomprehensible love of God towards them.”

I could mention more examples from some of Paul’s other letters as well, which give us a picture of a pastor, who bore the needs of the sheep entrusted to him on his heart, bringing them daily before God, always with all prayer and supplication.

Beloved, how is this with us? I think we all can improve here. To help you in this, think of the acrostic ACTS – which stands for

A for Adoration

C for Confession

T for Thanksgiving

S for Supplication 

The order is important as well to make sure that also in prayer we have our priorities right.

A for Adoration – that’s what prayer should start with, praising God, being aware also to whom we pray and what great God we have. I think of the promises, to which we may cling in prayer. Let us not forget to also thank God for these promises. This element is often forgotten. LORD, how great Thou art in Thy care over our life, each day anew: adoration!

Adoration – especially when we think of the fact how underserving we are of all this, which bring us to the letter C for Confession. Confession not just in general terms, but by mentioning the sins by name: Lord there it went wrong again: that sinful thought that all of a sudden crossed my mind, that word with which I did hurt my brother in Christ, that wrong deed, of which I knew full well, I should not do this and yet I did. 
Lord, when looking into mirror of Thy Word, I detest myself, knowing how unworthy I am of Thy love. Yet I plead with the sacrifice of Christ, asking Thee for mercy towards me a sinner, cleanse my life and renew a steadfast spirit within me.  Do not cast me away from Thy presence, but restore to me the joy of Thy salvation, (Psalm 51).
Beloved, make sure that you never gloss over the sins in your life, when praying to God, thinking perhaps deep down, thankfully I’m not as bad as him or her. Don’t think that you can cover anything up before God who knows what lives in our hearts, nothing is hidden from Him. We better be honest. Such honesty also sets you free from guilty feelings. See, that’s praying from the heart, “Lord, help me!”

Where we do this, the more thankfulness will grow, T for Thanksgiving. It is basically the same as with the threefold division of the HC. The more I see the greatness of my own sins and from what Christ had to redeem me, the more I will grow in thankfulness to God and express this also in prayer.

Next, this also clears the way for the S of Supplication. Then our prayer no longer becomes just a wish list, but instead in humbleness we will ask God, “Wilt Thou graciously also provide us with all our bodily needs, me and all Thy children. 

Beloved, praying with this humble attitude, pleading with God’s grace and nothing else, we may also have the assurance that God will certainly hear and answer our prayers, even more certainly than at times we may feel this in our heart. Never forget, beloved, God is your Father, and He loves you. He loves you, in particular when in this way you live close to Him also in prayer. God is a father, who is deeply interested in the needs of us His children. Beloved allow God then also insight in your heart, by pouring your heart out before Father. These are the riches of prayer.
“Praying always with all prayers and supplication” – maybe you sigh if only I could indeed live so close to God in prayer.  Yet, beloved, don’t despair, God is there to help you, which brings us to the second point of this morning’s sermon.

II
In the continuation of vs. 18, Paul writes that we must also pray “in the Spirit”, i.e. the Holy Spirit, who works this prayer in the hearts of God’s children. After all, beloved, from ourselves we would never draw near to God in prayer. Moreover, the Holy Spirit not only works prayer in us, but He also supports our prayer with His power. I think here of what the apostle Paul writes in Ch. 8, 26 of his letter to the Romans, “…”
Beloved, how often are there not moments in our life that we find it difficult to put into words what lives in our hearts. Moments perhaps that we sigh, “Lord, I don’t know anymore, it’s all so dark, I don’t know even what to pray” – indeed no more than a sigh, not off relief, but of completely tiredness!

For a start, beloved, it is the Spirit working within us that amid darkness we still direct even this sigh to God. Moreover, where we can only sigh, the Spirit with His power supports this sigh so that it is still heard by God and answered. That’s the rich comfort of being a child of God, even though we do not always feel it like this.

Praying in the Spirit – this is different than just putting a wish list to God. Instead, we will draw near in humbleness as children, who through the Spirit have learned again what great a miracle it is that we may call upon God as Father. One will see this even more, when we link our prayer to the opening of the Scriptures. Beloved, if you do this, it will enrich your prayer life. 
For a moment I like to refer here to the HC, LD 45, where the question is put, “What belongs to a prayer that pleases God and is heard by Him?” The answer starts with, “First, we must from the heart call upon the one true God only, who has revealed Himself in His Word, for all that he has commanded us to pray.” In other words, do we know to whom we pray? Of course, we pay to God , But do we know who God is, i.e. God as He has revealed Himself to us in His Word.
See, that’s why it is so important to read the Bible first before we pray and then to meditate on it, by giving some further thought to that promise we just read and to cling to it prayer. At other times, you may read a warning and you realize meditating on a bit more, this is me. The LORD is warning me here. Lord, help me fighting this sin. That’s praying in the Spirit – close to God’s inspired Word, delving into it as into a goldmine, and so to discover its treasures, and then in prayer to cling to it. This, beloved, can indeed be done only in and through the Spirit. 

Praying in the Spirit means that we pray with a questioning mind, a seeking mind, looking to the Spirit to enlighten us to pray according to the will of God. As fruit we will more and more pray for those things that are in accordance with God’s will. Through the Spirit we will become less self-centred in our prayers and more Christ-minded, which in terms helps us also in using our armour well. Beloved, these are the rich fruits of an intimate prayer life, the rich fruits when we indeed use every opportunity by the power of the Spirit and this with all perseverance, which bring us to the third and final point of this morning’s sermon.
III
After having said that we must pray always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, the apostle continues saying, “being watchful to this end with all perseverance and supplication for all the saints.”
“Being watchful to this end…” Most likely with the words “to this end” Paul is referring back to the main subject of this passage, the fierceness of the battle we have to fight. Paul writes about this subject so that in the heat of battle we will not go down to defeat, but will be able to stand instead. I like to note that those words ‘to stand’ are mentioned three times in this passage. First in vs. 11, “…”, next in vs. 13, “…”, where after Paul continue in vs. 14, “Stand therefore…” It’s to this end that as God’s children we have to put on the full armour, as described by the apostle Paul in the verses 14 – 17. Yet this armour will be of no use, beloved, when we would forget to pray. Hence vs. 18: persevere in prayer says Paul and this together with all the saints, praying also for one another, for we are in it together.
Beloved it is this particular element, which I would like to highlight in the third and final point of this morning’s sermon: the importance of persevering in prayer. In Scripture this is often linked with the command to remain watchful. After all, what is the best way to keep being alert, the best way to have an open eye for the dangers that are threatening us? The simple answer is: pray. First, recognize the dangers with a watchful eye and then bring them before the LORD. That gives peace, inward peace.

To keep watch and pray – that’s what the Lord Jesus asked of His disciples, when He was with them in the Garden of Gethsemane at the eve of the fiercest battle ever fought on this earth. If there was one, who knew how fierce this battle would be, then it was the Lord Jesus. Hence, He said to His disciples, when He found them sleeping, “Watch and pray, lest you enter into temptation…” 
Speaking about the end of the age in Luke 21, again the Lord Jesus says, vs. 34 – 36, “…” It’s the same message as we read in our text, “Being watchful to this end with all perseverance and supplication for all the saints.”
As to the words “with all perseverance”, in the commentaries you will find some discussion whether this means ‘being devoted to prayer until the end, throughout your life’ or ‘being devoted to prayer with your entire person’, making this a first priority in your life with respect to the  thoughts of your mind and the considerations of your heart. In either case, the very fact that Paul commands our devotion to prayer implies that this is not just happening automatically in our life. 
By way of example, to keep marriage flourishing a husband cannot say I don’t worry about spending time with my wife today or this week, that can wait till I have time for it. You wonder what kind of marriage this husband expects to have. To keep marriage flourishing one has to invest in it each day, time and energy wise. Beloved, the same can be said about prayer. If we only pray, when we feel the need for it, if everything else that’s going on in our lives determines when and how much we pray, we will never be devoted to prayer. The result will be that we become an easy target for the evil one. I think back of the example of that beach party, which I mentioned earlier on in the sermon. The esky filled, making sure there was enough to drink, but no thought to prayer whatsoever. 
And again, beloved, let us not only look in the direction of our young people this morning. Examine yourself, am I truly a praying person, making time for it each day with perseverance, in the knowledge that without this prayer I will not be able to stand. Nor are my fellow saints, and so do you pray also for them, for that brother or sister who perhaps lately has difficulty in coping or that member, whom you haven’t seen in church already for a long time.  
At times it can be helpful just to make a little note not to forget to pray for a specific brother or sister, or for some special need, since so easily the routine of life takes over again. We all live our busy lives, with the one even busier than the other. Do we still know about the inner room, where we withdraw to bring our needs before the LORD and this not just by way of a quick prayer due to the busy schedules we have, but really making time for it. I think we all know how easily we slacken, when it comes to prayer. 
At times, we go through difficult seasons in our life, during which we really feel close to the LORD, close also in prayer. However, when the sun shines again and we feel less down, so easily the daily routine takes over, with the result that our devotion to prayer slackens again. There seems to be less need for it. Yet is this really true? Perhaps in times of prosperity the need for prayer might even be greater than in times of adversity. For, when things go well, so easily we forget our dependence on God. Paul says, be watchful to this end and persist in prayer also then, for the devil is out there to lure you away from God.
Pray for one another says Paul, so that in the spiritual warfare that is going on we may remain standing and will not go down to defeat. Strong armour in itself does not help you. Armed with the armour Paul mentioned, before being ready for battle, we should go our knees asking God for help and guidance in the Spirit and this not only for ourselves, but for all the saints. 

By way of example, think of a situation that you do not feel so strong on your feet, you are almost falling. At such a moment you like to hold on to something strong, in order to remain standing, like a rope or something like that. 
Well, beloved, in prayer we cling to a rope from heaven, that’s your safety buckle, your refuge in God. Like in a car, before you start driving you put your safety belt on. Do we do the same before we start a new day, putting on our spiritual safety belt on, before we do anything else: the spiritual safety belt, our prayer and this not as a matter of routine like the safety belt in the car, but from the heart, crying out to God, LORD, keep me safe, keep me close to Thee throughout this day. Be near to me, to all my loved ones, keep them too close to Thee and grant that they may also seek this safety with Thee alone: our loved ones, but also all the saints, God’s children around the globe. LORD, keep them all safe in Thy almighty arms.
Beloved, this morning we spoke about the importance of prayer. Remember each day again: a living faith finds it strength in a living prayer. Let us then indeed use every opportunity in the Spirit and this with all perseverance. If you do so, you may live from the assurance that God will be near always, also when we travel through valleys and at times perhaps do not feel that closeness so strong.  Persevere in prayer and realize that others are also praying for you. That’s the gospel of this morning’s sermon: by persevering prayer we have the strongest security in life. Therefore, beloved, let this never slip, instead hold on this security each day, by indeed making time for prayer, never rushing it, but instead rejoicing in finding rest with Father.  Yes, that’s prayer: finding rest with Father.
LORD, I thank Thee for the gift of prayer.
Amen.
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