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Keeping Company With Our God
A study of God’s Word about Prayer

for a gwac small group …. (over five 60 minute sessions)
Many questions are asked about prayer – by people just like us – struggling to understand (as we never will, fully) God’s mind. 

Questions like:

· “If God foreknows what will come to be, and if, therefore, it must happen, is prayer, then, in vain?” 
· “If God knows what we need before we ask, why pray?” Matthew 6:8 “Do not be like them (babbling like pagans) for your father knows what you need before you ask him”  - this, then, is how you should pray ……….”
· “If everything happens according to God’s will – and if what he wills is fixed and none of the things he wills can be changed, is prayer, then, in vain?

· “Will we receive whatever we pray for?” (Matthew 21:21-22; James 4:8; John 16:24; James 5:13-20; 1 John 5:14-15) 

· “Why doesn’t God answer my prayers?”

· “How can we know whether something is ‘according to His will’?”

· “What does ‘according to your will’ mean?”
· “How can I develop a prayer habit in this busy life I lead?”
· “How should I pray?”
·  “Can I really live a ‘God-Centred life’ and still do what the world around me demands of me?” 
· “How can we and our fellow believers get really ‘caught up in prayer’ in obedience to God’s word?”
It’s questions like these that we will explore as we study His Word over the next five weeks. We are assured that God will bless us all with his presence as we meet and study together. (Matthew 18:20)
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 Study One … God’s Promises and His Answers to Prayer
God’s word is full of instances where it appears that God is promising us (today) that whatever we ask for in Jesus’ name will be granted to us. There is a recurring theme throughout the New Testament  about whether our prayers make a difference. 
Note the following:
· “ask and it will be given” (Matthew 7:7)  
· “ the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well” “the prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective” (James 5:15,16) 
· “he is attentive to prayer” (1 Peter 3:12) 
· “You do not have because you do not ask God” (James 4:2) 
· “Ask and you will receive” (John 16:24)  
· “This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. And if we know that he hears us – whatever we ask – we know that we have what we asked of him.” (1John 5:14-15)
Question 1. What are our expectations regarding answers to our prayers? 
A quote from “Prayer” by Philip Yancey:
“I once heard a theologian remark that in the Gospels, people approached Jesus with a question 183 times, whereas he replied with a direct answer only 3 times. Instead, he responded with a different question, a story or some other indirection. Evidently, Jesus wants us to work out answers on our own, using the principles that he taught and lived. Prayer, I find, often operates the same way. In the difficult and sometimes frustrating act of pursuing God changes occur in me that equip me to serve God. Maybe what I sense as abandonment is actually a form of empowerment.” (highlighting mine)
Question 2. Is God able to answer every prayer?     (Ephesians 3:20-21; Matthew 18:20) 

Question 3. Will we receive whatever we pray for?

Question 4. Was Jesus talking to us?
Question 5. What were the conditions attached to Jesus’ promise? 
(See also James 4:2; 1 Peter 3:7; 2 Corinthians 12:8-9; Philippians 4:6,7; James 1:5-8 for more conditions.) 
Question 6. Who has the better plan? God or people? (Isaiah 55:8-9)
Here are some examples of God saying “No” to us, or “Slow - Not yet”, or “You need to Grow a bit”, or “Yes, Go for it”. (Matthew 17:1-8; Matthew 20:20-23; Isaiah 55: 8-9; James 1:5-8; Numbers chapters 13,14; Micah 6:8; a Samuel 17; Malachi 3:10)
Question 7. Can you discern which are which? 

Question 8. Do we sometimes fail to recognise answers to prayer simply because they come in the form of human intervention? 

Question 9. Does “the enemy” play a role in apparently unanswered prayer? 

Question 10. (rhetorical) Who will have the final say? In his way, when we are ready.
Next week, Study Two … God’s Will Be Done
Study Two … God’s Will Be Done

Question 1. How can we know whether something is according to God’s will?

In his book, “Too Busy Not To Pray”,  Bill Hybels writes: 
“What is God’s Will For Us?   …. That we believe in his love and power; that we come to him in sincerity and trust; that we clear away barriers between us, including pre-occupation and excessive busyness; that we listen for his still, small voice and obey it when we hear it; that we live in his presence and enjoy him forever”. 

Question 2. Discuss the opinion above.
Question 3. What does “according to your will” mean? Does it mean being the person he wants us to be? Does it mean that our prayer needs to fit into a path he has predestined for us? Or something else?

Question 4. Let’s share the thoughts and feelings that this passage arouses in us? 

Question 5. Does this statement of love and command from Jesus (John 15 above) perhaps support the Bill Hybels definition of God’s will?
Question 6. What do we have to do to “live in God’s presence” (see definition above)? Discuss the following:

Why do some people seem to know Christ in ways that we don’t? Is it that some of us understand Jesus only as the forgiver of our sins?

Bill Hybels relates a lecturer’s explanation of John 15:15 in this way – “If Jesus were to explain this verse to you personally, this is what he might say: ‘I want to relate to you as your forgiver and Lord, but  I also want to be your friend. I want our conversations to bring you comfort. I’d like our dialogues to have some give and take. I’d like you to think about me during your day. I want you to know you’re never alone, to feel that wherever you go and whatever you do, there’s a companion by your side. I want you to discover my presence in you daily life.’”

Question 7. How can we be sure we are praying for things that are within the will of God?

· Would it bring glory to him?

· Would it advance his kingdom?

· Would it help others?

· Would it help me to grow spiritually?

· What other tests can you think of?
· Check out John 16: 13 
· What else?

· (A question for another day – “Might God change his mind/will when we ask?”)
Question 8. What changes do we need to make so that when God speaks to us through his Spirit, we will be able to hear him?

Perhaps check out Psalm 46:10 

What else?
Question 9. Can you recall times in your life when God has revealed his presence?

Question 10. What would it take to transform the times when you mow the lawns or wash the dishes, into a conversation or audience with God?

Question 11. What’s the best thing to do when we feel inadequate in prayer?
Next week, Study Three … The Habit of Prayer
Study Three … The Habit of Prayer

Bill Hybels was moved to write his book “Too Busy Not to Pray” as a result of a day when one of his staff members was a half-hour late for an important meeting. Bill was very angry. His colleague apologised profusely, admitting that he had “just got caught up in prayer”. Bill was staggered. He himself had never, ever, been “caught up in prayer”!

Question 1. Have you ever been “caught up in prayer” to this extent?

Question 2. What are your “prayer stoppers” or “prayer barriers”?

God wants us … Just as we are, … but  Honest! … Authentic! … No matter how “unworthy”. (Jesus commended the prayer of an unworthy tax collector above that of an upright Pharisee! Luke 18:9-14) 
So be honest now! 
Question 3. Hypothetically, if you had just fallen in love with someone, would any of those “stoppers” (above) prevent you from communicating (very effectively) with your new love?

Question 4. How might we start afresh, a new or renewed relationship, with faith that our love is reciprocated and we won’t be rejected. How might we overcome the distractions?
Remember that Satan is always ready to put distractions in our way. Pray that the Lord will keep him at bay.

Question 5. Is it harder for us in a more structured and industrialised, technology driven society to make space and time for prayer than it was for Jesus?

Question 6.  What, in your view, is the relationship between prayer and faith?

Question 7. What is the relationship between faith and doubt?

Question 8. How do you think of God when you pray? Does he seem near, far away, interested?

Question 9. If you were having difficulty with those prayer stoppers, barriers or distractions we talked about above, 

· would a loving father want you to talk to him about all of these things?

· would a loving father be patient and understanding if you mumbled and stumbled a bit (a lot)? – and even lost your train of thought occasionally (a lot)?

· would a loving father encourage you to keep trying and come back and seek his help?

Question 10. Would it be a good idea to keep going back to the source – to God’s Word itself?

PRIVATELY:

Look at yourself – (Psalm 51; Psalm 103:8-14; Psalm 141:1-4)
Look at yourself in relationship with others – (Matthew 5:23-24; Matthew 18:21-22; Romans 12:17-21)
Look at yourself and God – (Psalm 73:2-3; Psalm 73:21-26; Jonah 4; James 4:7-10)
Take heart from these passages (Hebrews 4:16; Psalm 139:1; Romans 8:26; and John 14:13-14 addressed specifically to Jesus’ disciples; Matthew 11:28-30; John 15:5b; James 4:7) and pray the Psalms widely.
And please look at the way Jesus himself modelled a prayer habit and made it a top priority. 
Matthew 5:43;Matthew 6:5;Matthew 21:22;Matthew 26:53;Matthew 27:46;Luke 23:34;Mark 14:36;Mark 12:40;

Mark 9:29;Luke 18:1;Mark 6:46;Matthew 19:13-15;Matthew 26:36 etc.;Luke 3:21-22; Luke 6:12;John 11:41-42;

Luke 21:41;Philippians 2:5-11;John 17;Luke 18:2-8;Paul added his teaching: Philippians 4:6;Romans 8:26;Acts 16:25

Question 11. Could we then, reset our priorities just as we reset them when we first fell in love in the hypothesis above?
Question 12. Where did Paul find his strength and determination to pray & praise – and where can we? 
Could you get excited about the concept of being “caught up in prayer”? Hold that thought for two more weeks and see how exciting it could actually be!!!!

Next week, Study Four … A God-Centred Life
Study Four … A God-Centred Life

We need to focus on GOD – offering Him our praise, adoration and thanks – rather than putting the focus on our problems (our “mountains”). That’s how mountain-moving prayer works!
One of the reasons we pray to our awesome God is that we need to acknowledge our utter dependence on God (John 15:5b) and that we need help to be the people he wants us to be. So we pray as the psalmists did – Psalm 130:6 “my soul waits for the Lord more than watchmen wait for the morning; Psalm 119:82 “my eyes fail, looking for the promise; I say ‘when will you comfort me?’”; Psalm 23:4 “even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me, your rod and your staff comfort me”;

Question 1. What are other reasons you can think of for praying?

Check out one other reason at:

Luke 23:34 ; Acts 7:60 ; and Matthew 5:43-45 

And maybe the main reason:

Check out Ephesians, Chapter 1
Question 2. Is prayer inextricably linked up with the way we live our lives as people made in God’s image and subsequently saved by His grace, or not?
Question 3. Does God want us to live lives centred on him? Has he issued the most inviting invitation we’re ever likely to get? Can we refuse it? (“sorry, got an important prior engagement”)
Question 4. What privilege was given to the branches that remain on the vine (i.e. lead a God-centred life)?

Question 5. What was Paul’s attitude to living this God-Centred life?

Question 6. What was the ultimate test that Abraham passed to prove his faith?  Why would he have taken that risk? 
Is this not what God wants of us? Genesis 22:1-18

Question 7. What is the ultimate promise if we indulge ourselves in God’s presence now?
Next week, Study Five … Getting “Caught Up In Prayer” at gwac

And don’t forget to pre-read the intro to study 5
Study Five … Getting “Caught Up In Prayer” at gwac

Introduction (pre-reading for study five)
Everything in Studies 1-4 applies to all believers! What better place could there be - than in Small Groups - to begin a roll out of new commitment, new habits, and a renewal of Living in God’s presence (a God-Centred Life) throughout gwac. The ultimate result when enough small groups** do that? … A prayerful and praying church community that truly opens itself to God’s leading in a “corporate“ way and a church that can therefore take giant strides towards fulfilling Jesus’ great commission (Matthew 28:18-20) and whose members can be in no doubt about God being able to say to each and every one of them “Well done, good and faithful servant”.
** From one of the leading small group websites (smallgroups.com … Rick Howerton):
“Thirty minutes or so of face to face prayer is essential to a small group becoming a Christian community. Prayer is the primary activity that sets Christian small groups apart from all other groups. When small groups cry out to God, miracles occur (Acts 12:5-16), individuals overcome sin addictions (James 5:16), God reveals future leaders (Acts 1:21-26), members of the group are filled with the Holy Spirit and boldly tell others about Jesus (Acts 4:23-31), needs are revealed, and new levels of connection and intimacy are experienced.” 

So it is, or can be, when the members of those small groups combine to form a cohesive corporate faith community on a mission for God!
##################################################################################################
No doubt some of us have probably struggled to know what to pray for, how to pray, what to reasonably expect of God and/or how to cement healthy prayer habits into your life. Perhaps over the past four weeks some may have made progress towards a renewed commitment to “Keeping Company With God” and therefore may have become more confident in His promise to be with you “until the end of the age”. 
Some may have found, over time, that your small group participation has been the ideal, intimate environment in which to practice allowing the Holy Spirit to help you to pray meaningful prayers (Romans 8:26) and to not be so shy about letting others know of your love for your Saviour and your firm faith in the power of the cross of Jesus (1 Peter 3:15).
If that’s the case, maybe now’s the time to consider not only your new or renewed commitment to regular personal conversation with God, but also a new or renewed personal commitment to building the effectiveness of the entire body of Christ (here at gwac). How? By resolving to not let anything except illness, baby sitting or out-of-town-ness stand in your way of attending all (corporate) prayer nights and prayer vigils. There is nothing that could stop the steady advance of the gospel in our wider community if we as a faith community were to pray together in the numbers that we already attract to regular worship services, picnics, dinners, camps & conferences.  We see the power of prayer in “prayer chains” when individual needs arise and the word goes around. God is faithful to his faithful people. We will also see the same faithfulness when we all gather together regularly and seek, with one voice, God’s hand and blessing on the great kingdom-building initiatives that can flow from implementation of gwac’s strategic plan – putting into action the Biblical Mandate on which our Strategic Plans are built – To Bring Glory to God, To reach people with the Gospel of Jesus Christ and To Build and Maintain a Loving, Serving and Healing Community of Believers who openly welcome people so that together we may live and love as God’s people.

John 15:15 Jesus calls all of us … as friends … to … love each other. 
If we could get all small groups “caught up in prayer” – we’ve got a whole church “caught up in prayer”.

Study 5

As members of Christ’s body, we are exhorted consistently by God, to love and support one another (and that’s demonstrated in God’s word as being active- not paying “lip service”). 
Question 1. If we believe in the need for prayer as God’s command, and in the power of prayer, would we not want to help others to share these beliefs and join us in prayer constantly?
Question 2. How far does the “one another” extend? To our close friends in the church?
Question 3. Who is given the responsibility to love, encourage, build up and support one another in living out faith?
Question 4. What about the people who, for good reason, may be outside the small groups network?  How frequently could they join us or help us?   How frequently could they pray for us?

Question 5. What is Jesus saying to us about our responsibility and accountability to be a praying church?

Question 6. As a church, what does the core ministry value we’ve adopted “Expressing dependence on God through persevering prayer” really mean? (See Strategic plan and Newcomers Booklet)
Question 7.  What does it really take to “get caught up in prayer” and how can we support one another (all of us at gwac) in meeting God’s clear will for us in this regard?

Let’s start by praying! (We can do nothing without Jesus Christ, but we can do everything through Jesus Christ who gives us strength)
Brainstorm how this small group can bring about Body Life Change through Jesus and the power of the cross!
Let’s read Matthew 21:21-22





Let’s read John 15: 1-17





Let’s read Hebrews 11:1








Let’s read these verses:


John 3:16; “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son ……”


Matthew 1:23; “they will call him Emmanuel – which means “God with us” 


John 1:14; “the word  became flesh” 


John 15:5-8; “I am the vine …..”


John 14:16-17; “and I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counsellor”


Acts 4:13; “unschooled, ordinary men ….. these men had been with Jesus”


Hebrews 4:15; “we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathise with our weaknesses …”


Psalm 121:3; “He will not let your foot slip”


1 John 4:8; “Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love”


2 Peter 1:5-8; “Make every effort to add to your faith, goodness, ………………”


Matthew 6:10; pray this way – “Your Kingdom come, ..”


Revelation 5:12-13; “To Him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb ….”


1 Thessalonians 5:16-17; Be joyful always ….”





Read Philippians 3:12-14





Read Revelation 21:1-4





Let’s look, together, at the following passages as examples:


John 13:34-35  ………..a new command I give you: Love one another


John 15:12,17  ……..my command is this: Love one other as I have loved you;  This is my command: Love one another


Romans 12:5,10,16  ……in Christ we who are many form one body and each member belongs to all the others; be devoted to one another in brotherly love; honour one another above yourselves; Live in harmony with one another


Romans 15:14  ……..you, yourselves are full of goodness, complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another


1 Corinthians 12:25  ………so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other


1 Peter 1:22  ……Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart


Galatians 5:13  …..serve one another in love


Philippians 2:2  ……then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose


Ephesians 5:21  …….submit to one another out of reverence for Christ


1 Thessalonians 4:9  …..you yourselves have been taught by God to love each other


Hebrews 3:13  …..encourage one another daily


Hebrews 10:24,25  ……and let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another – and all the more as you see the Day approaching


1 John 3: 23  …And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us


1 John 4:11  …..Dear friends, since God so loved us, we ought to also love one another





Let’s refresh our memories:


Matthew 24:45-46 Parable of the faithful and wise servant


Matthew 25:14-30 Parable of the talents





Ephesians 4:14-21 ….  whole body formed and held together


John 15:5-8 …… vine and branches


Acts 6:4  …..get a few to do all the admin .. so the bulk of the believers can … give their attention to prayer and the ministry of the word


Phil 4:6  …..Do not be anxious …pray … to all in the church at Philippi


Matthew 21:13 ……It is written “My house will be called a house of prayer”


John 17:9  …..I pray for them. I am not praying for the world, but for those you have given me, for they are yours


Ephesians 6:18  …..and pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints
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