
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Fifth Sunday after Easter – Rogation Sunday

psalter:
Psalms 65 & 67
1st lesson:
Ezekiel 34:25-31
2nd lesson:
John 16:23b-33
Prayer in Christ's Name
One of our hymns begins with these words: "Prayer is the soul's sincere desire, Unuttered or expressed . . ." It ends with this verse: "O thou by whom we come to God The Life, the Truth, the Way, The path of prayer thyself hast trod: Lord, teach us how to pray" (Hymn # 419). Prayer, it seems, is a human instinct; and, as with every other instinct, we must learn to use it in the right way. Our Lord says to us that the right way to pray is "in His name:" "Whatsoever ye shall ask the Father in my name, he will give it you." This would be a new way of praying: "Hitherto have ye asked nothing in my name: ask, and ye shall receive, that your joy may be full."
He also said, "At that day ye shall ask in my name." By "that day," He meant the Resurrection and all that came after it in the work of redemption, including the Ascension, in which He took our humanity into heaven. So it's in the name of this Christ that we pray. The union of the divine and human in Him gives us a more assured access to our Heavenly Father. Saint Paul had this wonderful fact in mind when he wrote to the Ephesians, "For through him we...have access in one Spirit to the Father." (Ephesians 2:18).
Today's New Testament lesson was from the Lord's discourse at the Last Supper. In it, He had already said, "Whatever you ask in my name, I will do it, that the Father may be glorified in the Son; if you ask anything in my name, I will do it " (John 14:13-14).
But prayer in Christ's name is not meant to be a magic formula by which we can coerce God into doing something we want. It is prayer as His representative, prayer in accordance with His will and character, not ours. The Lord's allegory of the vine applies here. "I am the true vine...ye are the branches," He said: "He that abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing. If ye abide in me, and my words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall be done unto you." (John 15:1, 5, 7)
Thus, to pray in His name means/to abide in Him; to have as close a relationship with Him as a branch has to the main body of a vine. To abide in Him is to be faithful to Him as Savior and Lord; to draw one's life from Him, as a branch does from the vine. The ways of doing this are at hand. We abide in Him through corporate worship and prayer, through the sacraments and the reading and hearing of the scriptures, in private and family prayer, and by living by the standards of Christianity. In other words, we abide in Him by living a faithful Christian life, by His grace and help.
The Lord's Prayer has been suggested as our model and guide for prayer in Christ's name. As has been said, it's "the type and pattern of all Christian praying." We can guide our own prayers by the standards of the Lord's Prayer. 

In this connection, someone has pointed out that "The main object of our prayers must be spiritual things." So we are told to begin the Lord's Prayer by praying that God's name be hallowed and that His kingdom come. Apparently we are asking nothing for ourselves at this point, nor for others; but how different society would be if all people were trying to reverence the name of God by good and charitable lives!
There are similar teachings in these admonitions from the Sermon on the Mount about what should be of most importance in our lives: "Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works . . ." We can ask for what purpose they should be seen, and the Lord gives the answer: To "glorify your Father which is in heaven." (Matthew 5:16) He also said, "Seek ye first (God's) kingdom, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you." (Matthew 6:33) In other words, God is concerned about our having life's necessities; but the message of the Gospel is that there's something far more important that must not be neglected.
Christ taught us, "If ye then, being evil, know how to give good gifts unto your children, how much more shall your Father which is in heaven give good things to them that ask him?" (Matthew 7:11) But on another occasion, He ended this saying by asking how much more shall our heavenly Father "give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him?" (Luke 11:13) Of course we must not neglect the needs of this life, but we must also put first what is truly enduring; which is the way the Lord's Prayer begins, and that is certainly praying in Christ's name.
But Christ did teach us in His prayer to say, "Give us this day our daily bread" to make it possible for us to do God's work in the world, to meet our legitimate responsibilities in a charitable spirit. However, as someone has rightly noted, "Physical things can only be prayed for conditionally . . . Everything that is included in daily bread (God) finally denied to his own Son." Our heavenly Father is concerned about our need for such things as food, clothing, and shelter; however, the chief concern of our prayers must be for spiritual things. "Hallowed by thy Name."
It's easy to be cynical and say that prayer won't pay the bills – which do have to be paid. But along with that, are we giving attention to laying up treasures in heaven? When, so to speak, that final bill comes due, what will we have to show the Lord in the way of concern for what endures – for things such as the Holy Spirit in the lives of His people; life in the fellowship of His Church; and deeds of love and kindness? It's wonderful, for example, to have the latest outfit with all the accessories to wear to some fine social occasion, but we must always remember to look beyond such things to where true joys may be found, in this world and the next; and to pray for those spiritual benefits which it is God's chief concern to give us.
The Lord's Prayer teaches us that we must pray in the right ways. We can't expect forgiveness unless we forgive those who have offended us; or deliverance from temptation, if we deliberately put ourselves in the way of it.

The Lord's Prayer teaches us that to pray in Christ's name is to put God first, to pray that His name be reverenced and praised. It teaches us that we can go to God about the necessities of life, but that there's another dimension of existence that's far more important. When we think of God's name being reverenced and praised, it's difficult to conceive of anything better for all human beings than for all of them, in thought, word, and deed, to be hallowing the name of their heavenly Father, as He is made known in His Son, Jesus Christ.
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