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I invite you to turn in your Bibles to Matthew Chapter 26. We wrap up the Circle Maker series. We’ve been talking about prayer. We approach the end of our 21 day prayer challenge, so we’ll pray for a few more days and then stop praying. Ah, I sure hope not! I sure hope this has been about us establishing a prayer habit. Has it been easy? No! In fact, this season of prayer and fasting has been incredibly challenging. For me, I feel like I’ve experienced some spiritual warfare in a way that I haven’t in quite some time. And it’s been hard but, dream big, pray hard, here’s the thing about praying hard, what makes it hard is that it’s hard. You are not going to look back on your life when everything is said and done and look back on the day that you had nothing to do and did it and say, ‘Wow! That was awesome!’  No. You are going to look back on the hardest days, the biggest challenges, the things that were beyond your ability and those are going to be the things you look back on and say, ‘Look at what God did!’ 
I believe that praying hard is hard but we’ve got to cultivate a work ethic and a prayer ethic and I think we’ve been doing that. Now, even though I feel like I’ve stretched myself a little bit and the Lord maybe takes my prayer life and our prayer life from here to here, here is what I realize, when we think when we go from here to here that this is the new ceiling, but it’s not. This is the new baseline. So the question is – what does God want to do next? I think then He wants to build off of that baseline and create a new ceiling. He wants to keep stretching us and pushing us. So I’m already excited about Lent because we are going to leverage those 40 days. I’m already praying about what God might want me to fast and how He wants me to pray during that season. And when we are done with Lent and we celebrate Easter, then we enter into a season where we anticipate Pentecost. Remember the disciples gathered in the Upper Room and prayed for 10 days? We are going to do a 10 day Pentecost fast. So I’m excited about where we are headed, but this has been about cultivating that daily discipline, that daily prayer habit. So I believe this is just the beginning.

By the way, I’m excited about Tuesday night, gathering together and wrapping up the 21 day challenge. It’s a night of praying and praising the Lord at our Barracks Row campus. I invite you to come out and be part of that. I’m not going to lie, I can’t wait to eat meat! I don’t even care what it is. It could be a McDonald’s burger and it would taste gourmet at this point! So I’m looking forward to Tuesday for lots of reasons.

I want to look into a glimpse of Jesus’ prayer life. Remember we started this series with the question – Lord, teach us to pray. It’s what the disciples asked Jesus after hearing Him. He prayed in a way that they felt like they had never prayed before because his prayers were qualitatively different and this gives us a glimpse into what his prayer life was like.

Matthew 26:36

36 Then Jesus came with them to a place called Gethsemane, and said to His disciples, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” 37 And He took with Him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, and began to be grieved and distressed. 38 Then He said to them, “My soul is deeply grieved, to the point of death; remain here and keep watch with Me.” 
You are going to notice the word ‘watch’ repeated several times in this verse and that’s what I want to focus on.
39 And He went a little beyond them, and fell on His face and prayed, saying, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from Me; yet not as I will, but as You will.” 40 And He came to the disciples and found them sleeping, and said to Peter, “So, you men could not keep watch with Me for one hour? 41 Keep watching and praying that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 

42 He went away again a second time and prayed, saying, “My Father, if this cannot pass away unless I drink it, Your will be done.” 43 Again He came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. 44 And He left them again, and went away and prayed a third time, saying the same thing once more. 45 Then He came to the disciples and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and resting? Behold, the hour is at hand and the Son of Man is being betrayed into the hands of sinners. 46 Get up, let us be going; behold, the one who betrays Me is at hand!” 

This is recorded in all the gospels. The account in Luke says that being in agony, He prayed more earnestly and then his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground.
Let me asked you a question. When was the last time you prayed that way? When was the last time you found yourself in that place where you are wrestling with God, where your soul is in anguish, where you are pouring out your heart to God, where you are throwing yourself upon his mercy? When was the last time you prayed that way and with that kind of intensity and that kind of urgency? 
I’m not suggesting that every prayer we pray is like this, but there ought to be moments where it is blood, sweat and tears. 

This week I read a wonderful book on prayer written about 70 years ago. This one tells the story of the Salvation Army, and incredibly evangelistic movement at its inception with the goal of sharing the gospel with those who are lost because they don’t know Jesus Christ. There was zeal to what they did. So William Booth, the founder, the general, so to speak, would send out his Salvation Army and one day he got a note back from a couple of his officers and they said, ‘We tried everything and nothing has worked, it doesn’t seem like God is moving,’ and he wrote back a two-word reply, ‘Try tears.’  

What would happen if we prayed the way Jesus prayed? What if we prayed with that kind of intensity and urgency? 

I want to talk about this passage and I want to stretch us a little bit this weekend. I think 90 percent of prayer is conversational prayer. It’s just like having a conversation with your best friend, maybe the way that I would talk with my wife over coffee, or talk with children or friends about important things. I think most of prayer falls into that category. God loves it when we speak to Him in a very conversational way. But I think there are also moments when we need to enter into something called intercession. Intercession is qualitatively different because intercession is when you finish up all of your needs and wants and desires and you get done praying for yourself. But the problem is many of us never get past praying for ourselves and we never reach that point where we are interceding for someone else. But we need to get to that point where we are interceding on someone else’s behalf. I think that’s what is happening here in the Garden of Gethsemane. Jesus is interceding. Now, He knows what He is about to go through and his soul is in anguish. And He prays this prayer.

Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me, nevertheless, not as I will but as You will.

How often do we talk about figuring out the will of God? All of us want to do the will of God. I think that’s our genuine desire. We want to do the will of God but the way that you discern the will of God is in prayer. Then what you need to do is, because the will of God has a lot to do with willpower, and I’ve found that if I am not in prayer, then not only is it difficult for me to discern the will of God, but I don’t even have the willpower to pull it off.   

I think it comes down to this; either we will cultivate a prayer habit or a sin habit. It really comes down to those two things. If you don’t establish a prayer habit, you will never break the sin habits in your life. I don’t think there is any way. In fact, isn’t that what Jesus is saying when He says, ‘Watch and pray lest you enter into temptation.’ And were ever truer words spoken when He said, ‘The spirit indeed is willing but the flesh is weak.’  What are we feeding? Are we feeding our spirits or are we feeding our flesh?  How do you feed your spirit? You get into God’s Word. You allow the Word of God to nourish and to feed your spirit.  But if you are watching more television than spending time in God’s Word, what is getting fed?  Don’t get me wrong, you could be watching a televangelist. If you are, there is a chance your spirit is being fed, and a chance that it is not! I don’t know. But we’ve got to get down to brass tax. I think that many of us have been struggling with sin for so long and it’s because we never established that prayer habit. And until you establish that prayer habit, you will not break the sin habit. 
I think fasting is one key as well. Why? Because it takes tremendous willpower to say no to food. Here’s what I’ve found, if you can say no to food, then you can say no to lots of other things.  By the way, have you found that physical disciplines and spiritual disciplines have a lot in common?  I think that when I am physically disciplined, when I’m going to the gym and taking care of my body that it is a lot easier for me to take care of my spirit and spiritual disciplines flow in the wake of those physical disciplines and vice versa. When I am more spiritually disciplined, I find myself being more physically disciplines. If we are going to walk in the victory that was won for us at Calvary, we are going to have to get into the Garden of Gethsemane and we are going to have some of these wrestling matches with the Heavenly Father and ultimately, prayer is not about us making sure that God knows our will for Him, it is about making sure that our will is completely surrendered to his. I think prayer is the place where ultimately you die to yourself.  It is painful and it involves a lot of anguish, some sweat that feels like you’re bleeding. But if we can get to that point and allow God to win that victory for us, then God can begin to do some pretty incredible things.

Jesus said, ‘Watch and pray.’  The word ‘watch’ means to be alert for, to be on guard, to watch out, and it is both an offensive and a defensive word. In the defensive sense, the Bible says to not be unaware of the devil’s schemes. There is a very real tempter who wants to take you down and you’ve got to be aware of your weaknesses and be aware of the way that he comes against you so you can be on guard against the enemy and so that you do not fall into temptation. The flip side is true as well. I think if you are not praying, then you are probably not on the offensive, which means that you are neutralized and not really making a difference for God’s kingdom. You are holding ground but not advancing God’s territory. What we need to do is get into a place of prayer where we are watching and praying.

When I’m in prayer, what I’ve found is that my heart begins to get sensitized to the Holy Spirit. I don’t know how else to describe it, but when I begin my day in prayer, I see things that I wouldn’t otherwise see and I hear things that I wouldn’t otherwise hear. I hear the still, small voice of the Spirit, it speaks to me so clearly. And I see with spiritual eyes opportunities that are around me.

It was about a year and a half ago that I was speaking at Church of the Highlands in Birmingham, Alabama, a wonderful church and wonderful pastor. When I went there, they gave me a tour of their Dream Center. It is a ministry in the inner city of Birmingham and you name th need and they are meeting it. They are mentoring kids, kids who don’t have dads, they are giving food to the hungry and shelter to those who need it. You name the need, they are trying to meet it. One of the ministries they have is to some of the pimps and prostitutes that are in that part of town. The director of the Dream Center, one of their staff members, Lisa, was a former journalist and left a great job. She felt like she could make more of a difference in that context. So she took this job managing the Dream Center. She said, ‘One of the things I’ve discovered is that when you are surrounded by such raw need, you have to learn to live in total dependence upon God and you have to begin the day in prayer, because if you don’t, you are not going to have the resource to be able to meet those needs.’  She told me a story about one morning, she was in prayer and as she prayed for the challenges and opportunities of the day ahead, the Lord impressed on her something really strange. She felt like the Lord told her to put a pair of her wooly socks in her purse. She said it was one of the weirdest impressions she had ever received. But she decided to be obedient and she put them in her purse. She went down to the Dream Center and when she got there, one of the prostitutes that we minister to was passed out on the front steps. I called for help then took her inside and was holding her on the ground and praying for her, and as she regained consciousness, Lisa was loving her and caring for her and asked her, ‘What can I do for you? How can I help you?’ And out of this woman’s mouth comes the words, ‘I wish I had a pair of wooly socks.’  Lisa pulled out her pair of wooly socks and said, ‘Look at what I have.’ And this woman said, ‘They even match my outfit!’  Lisa told her that earlier that morning, the Lord had impressed her to put them in her purse and I want you to know that there is a God who is looking out for you and He loves you. God is great, not just because nothing is too big, but God is great because nothing is too small.
I believe that God cares about every little detail of our lives, that there is nothing that He doesn’t care for. There is nothing that is not important to Him. What we need to do is find ourselves in a place of prayer watching and praying and alert to his Holy Spirit so we can perceive those promptings and impressions that the Lord gives to us. I think prayer is not some mechanism whereby we just say a few words then we’re done and we have accomplished whatever it is the Lord wants to do. I think one of the big goals of prayer is getting to a place where we get what I would call prayer promptings. How many of you have ever been in prayer and you have felt like maybe the Lord has prompted you to do something or maybe some situation that He has given you wisdom? Let me see your hands. It doesn’t happen all the time, does it? But there are those moments when the Lord prompts us somehow. I think that if you are a person that gets to the point where you will obey those promptings, then there is no way in which God cannot use you.
I was so blessed a couple years ago when I got an email from an NCCer that said the strangest thing happened last night. The Lord woke me up in the middle of the night and I felt this unrelenting prompting that I needed to pray for you and your family. So I did. Then the prompting was so strong, I felt like I needed to drive over to your house and pray for you. And he said I actually woke my roommates up at 3:00 or 4:00 in the morning. By the way, this is when you want to make sure it is a prompting from the Lord! He and his roommates got up and drove across the Hill and parked in front of our house at about 4:00 a.m. and prayed for me and my family. I have no idea why. What’s interesting is that I was out of town. I don’t know. Did the Lord use them to somehow avert something that I will only be able to praise God when that curtain is pulled back and we are actually able to praise God for the things that didn’t happen because He intervened? I don’t know. But what I love was here’s a guy who was willing to obey that prompting from the Lord.  

I’m tired of business as usual. If church becomes a mechanical thing, it is probably counterproductive. If all we are doing is going through the motions, we do our songs, offering, announcements, message, closing song, and that’s all we’re doing, then what’s the point! If God cared about religiosity, He would have chosen the Pharisees to be his disciples. They looked good. They were obeying the letter of the law. But that isn’t what God is looking for.  I think what God is looking for is someone who has a raw enough spirit that they will be responsive when the Holy Spirit prompts them. 

On Thursday of this week, I had the strangest experience. I got up early and flew to Cleveland. I’m beginning to travel a little bit to share about The Circle Maker. By the way, it is exciting to see what the Lord is doing. The church I visited there has 38 Circle Maker groups that kick off in a week. There were about 125-150 pastors from maybe 35 or 40 different denominations that showed up hungry to pray and seek the Lord. So I got up early and flew into Cleveland and I had a couple of hours before they were going to pick me up. I got an early flight because it was a direct flight and I knew I would have a couple hours. So I was just sitting there reading my Bible and praying and preparing myself. I know it is going to be a long day of ministry and I know I need every ounce of energy that I’ve got, and as I’m sitting there reading my Bible and praying, I felt like the Holy Spirit impressed upon me that I needed to get down and kneel in prayer. I’m like, Lord, You are not serious! Tell me You are not serious! I thought to myself, what could that possibly accomplish? Other than some wacko in the Cleveland airport… But I didn’t care. Well, I did kind of look around me, like, Lord do You see where I am? Why here? What is interesting is that it was at the same hour we would have been having early morning prayer at Ebenezers, which I would have been at had I not been in Cleveland. So I felt like I was praying there as NCC was praying here. The Lord was like, Mark, I know exactly where you are. So I slipped down on my knees and spent a few moments in prayer. Do you know why? Because I’m hungry to see God work in my life in a fresh way and in a new way. I want God to know that I’m going to be someone that’s going to be responsive when He speaks to me, and that I’m not playing a game here. I’m going to press in and I’m going to keep getting on my knees and saying, ‘God use me, speak to me, speak through me.’

If we would simply put ourselves in that posture, I think we would be shocked at the way God would and could use us.

I think God uses most those who probably spend the most time in the Garden of Gethsemane, those who are willing to anguish and willing to pray through; who are willing to say not my will be done but Thy will be done. If this was me in the Garden, I can’t help but wonder if I wouldn’t have tried to pray this away. ‘Lord, certainly it can’t be your will that I would endure that kind of pain and suffering.’ But maybe it is. I don’t know. I don’t call the shots. And until I get to a place where I am in prayer and I have surrendered my will to the Lord, then I’m getting in the way of what God wants to do. And I don’t want that!

On January 30, 1930, Frank Laubach began a prayer experiment he called game with minutes. He was dissatisfied with his intimacy with God and decided to do something about it. He felt like his prayer life needed to go to another place. Some of you feel that way. He grappled with a question that he framed into a prayer experiment. Can we have contact with God all the time? ‘I choose to make the rest of my life an experiment in answering this question.’  I love that. We have a core value at National Community Church, everything is an experiment. I love the idea of experimenting with prayer and experimenting with fasting. That’s what Laubach did. He wanted to unlearn what he had learned. That’s exactly where I am. I felt like this week I was in prayer and I was like, ‘O God, I have so much to unlearn. There are so many things to unlearn. I’ve learned so much that’s it’s going to take a lifetime for me to unlearn this. God would You begin to deconstruct me?’  I am undone. 
This is going to be the worst sermon I’ve ever preached. It’s the weirdest thing. I don’t think I’ve ever had a better week of prayer and a worse week of sermon prep. I don’t really care! I just don’t think that my words are going to get it done. I don’t think, until we get to the end of ourselves and we feel helpless and so very weak, I feel so empty but I think that if I keep emptying myself that it might allow the Holy Spirit to fill me to a greater extent. I think that’s where Frank Laubach was.  He described it in these terms: 

We try to call to mind at least one second of each minute. We do not need to forget other things or stop our work, but we invite Him to share everything we do or say or think. Hundreds of us have experimented until we found ways to let Him share every minute of our waking hours.

Isn’t this intriguing? Doesn’t it tug at your heart a little bit? I think so many of us wonder why we don’t feel an intimacy with the Lord when we are going to church every week. I don’t know, if I talked to my wife once a week, I bet there wouldn’t be a high level of intimacy there. God doesn’t want a weekly relationship with us. He wants a daily relationship with us. In fact, He wants more than that. He wants us to pray without ceasing. How is that even possible? Well, I think one of the things I’m doing is praying through my calendar and I’ve found that when I pray through my calendar, it turns appointments into divine appointments. I don’t know how else to describe it. My meetings over these 21 days have been anything but ordinary. I mean, the conversations and the things the Lord is speaking to me and the insight that He is giving to me to speak into other people’s lives, makes me want to say what was I doing before? 

We are sound asleep with our eyes wide open. Almost like Jacob who had this encounter, this is the gate of heaven, you were here, God is in this place but I was unaware of it. We need the Lord to open our eyes. 

One of the things Frank Laubach did in his game with minutes was he shocked people with prayer. I love this. Some people would walk by without any reaction but some people would do a sudden about face and smile at him for no apparent reason. Sometimes a person’s entire demeanor would change. Six months into his experiment, Laubach wrote these words in his prayer journal:

Last Monday was the most completely successful day of my life to date so far as giving my life in complete and continuous surrender where God is concerned. I remember how I looked at people with a love God gave and they looked back and acted as though they wanted to go with me. I saw a little of that marvelous pull that Jesus had as He walked along the road day after day, God-intoxicated and radiant with the endless communion of his soul with God.

See, we hear that and it almost sounds too spiritual. I just wonder if our experience is so subnormal that what is normal seems abnormal. I just think one of these days we have got to read the Bible like we believe it.  I have such a hunger to see God move the way I read the Scripture. I’m reading Acts 13 and here we are, last year we give $1, 384,000 to missions, we take a dozen mission trips and we’ve got NCCers going all over tarnation. We are all about missions. But then I was reading Acts 13 and it says they were worshipping and fasting the Lord and the Lord said set apart Paul and Barnabas. And they didn’t have a missions convention or a one-year strategy, they were just worshipping and fasting, in the presence of God, and as they were praying and seeking the Lord, shocker! God gives them marching orders. By the way, you can’t substantiate this but there is this tradition among commentators and scholars and I don’t know if it can actually be proven that Paul was 4 feet 6 inches tall. And he turns the world upside down. He goes on these three missionary journeys. How many churches would say let’s take the ex-con. Paul wouldn’t even be allowed to serve in our children’s ministry! There is no way he would pass the background check that we do.  But somehow, I’m just concerned that we have lowered our theology to the level of our experience and called it normal. If we could wake up and say, you know what, maybe I need to look at my experience and get it up to the level of theology, maybe I need a new normal.

We need a new normal. We need a new normal. I don’t even know if we in the American church even know what the word ‘sacrifice’ even means. Our generation needs to rediscover what it means to pray through, to prevail in prayer.  We need to rediscover what it means to press into the presence of God. Some of us are so content in the outer court. The outer courts are awful! We live in this in-between place. We need to spend some time in the Garden of Gethsemane. And until we do, I’m concerned that we’ve got one foot in the church and one foot outside, one foot in Christ and one foot out. Then we wonder why we aren’t really enjoying it. We are miserable on two counts, too Christian to enjoy the world and too worldly to enjoy being a Christian. And until we sell out and completely surrender ourselves to the Lord Jesus, and that happens in the Garden of Gethsemane. Not my will but Thy will be done. I’m not going to do some song and dance. I want to go first and confess how far short I have fallen and how easily I have been satisfied. But it’s a new day.
So without any fan fair, let’s pray.

God, we don’t want to be a people that worships You with words that someone else has written and projected on a screen. We want to worship You in spirit and in truth. God, we don’t want to be a people that pray clichés that long ago lost any meaning whatsoever. God, we don’t want to be a people who look good but are dying on the inside. We want your Spirit to come and fill us so the fruit of the Spirit is growing inside of us and then love and joy and peace and patience and kindness and goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self-control just come out because it’s what is in us. God forgive us for being sober instead of being drunk with your Spirit. Forgive us for being so very concerned about what people think and not caring what You think. God forgive us for, like the disciples, it was crazy, the one moment You needed them, the only moment, as the Son of God, You actually needed them to be praying for You and what do they do? They fall asleep. God, we confess we have fallen asleep. Forgive us for the lack of urgency. God, forgive us for the lack of intensity. We are so sorry that our hearts don’t anguish, that we’ve become numb. God we refuse to put a Band-Aid on something that needs surgery. We refuse to pretend that we are even ok, but a broken spirit You will not despise; a contrite heart you will not reject. Lord, thank You that all we have to do is humble ourselves before You. That’s all we have to do and it’s all we can do. We don’t have to impress You. We don’t have to get our act together. We are sinners saved by grace and your grace is sufficient. We believe that where sin abounds, grace does much more abound. God, I pray that your Holy Spirit would come right now and just begin to create new capacities in our hearts to feel what You feel and create new capacities in our minds to think what You think, to have the mind of Christ. God, we pray for those rivers of living water to come and flow through us. God, we so desperately need your purging and cleansing. Right now, we remind the enemy that there is no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus. If you confess your sin, He is faithful and just to forgive you your sin and cleanse you from all unrighteousness. Lord I think what we need is a good purging to bring us back to spiritual health. We need a good emptying so You can fill us. We need to get to the end of ourselves so we can find You. We need to be broken so we can be healed. We need to be weak so that we can be strong. And we need to die to self so You can come alive in us. If I have died to self, I no longer live, Christ lives in me. The hope of glory! Lord Jesus, would You come and shape and form our hearts? Would You not let us walk out this weekend and go back to business as usual? God, I pray for raw spirits and for raw hunger and raw dependence upon You. God, I can’t do that for myself and I can’t do it for anybody else. We give you permission. Behold I stand at the door and knock and if any man would open the door to his heart, I would come in. Would you allow the spirit of God to invade your heart and your mind right now? Would you open the door to your heart just a little bit wider right now and say come in. Come in! Jesus said, ‘Come to Me all you who are weary and heavy laden and I will give you rest.’
Lord, right now, we throw ourselves upon your mercy and we throw ourselves upon your mercy O Lord.  God, we declare, we determine, we resolve that we will seek your face. Lord, like Honi who drew that circle and said, ‘I’m not coming out!’ ‘I will not leave this circle until You have mercy upon your children.’ We don’t need rain but we need your mercy. So God we get inside that prayer circle and we invite your mercy. We invite your mercy to fall fresh on us. Have mercy upon us. Forgive us for being in such a hurry. Some of us have never prayed as long as You hung on that cross. Lord, You spent nights in the Garden, help us seek You the way You have sought us. Rebuke us, convict us, save us. Save us from our sin. Save us from ourselves O God. God, save us from our self-righteousness. Save us from our pride. Lord, save us from our intelligence. Wake us up to the reality, Lord like You woke up those disciples on that night, wake us up. We offer ourselves to You, in Jesus name, Amen. 
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