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SC 98-99 “How Does God Use Prayer to Save You?”   November 17, 2013 

2 Chronicles 6 

Psalm 116 

Matthew 6 

 

Introduction: Prayer Saves Us (2 Chronicles 6) 
Over the last few weeks I’ve challenged you to think about the sacraments  

as things that God does. 

 God washes us in our baptism – 

  we are baptized by one Spirit into one body. 

 Christ feeds us in the Lord’s Supper. 

 

 The sacraments become effectual means of salvation… 

  by the blessing of Christ and the working of his Spirit 

  in those who receive the sacraments by faith. 

 

And so perhaps you will not be surprised to hear me say that prayer is also a means of salvation, 

 whereby God acts in prayer to save us! 

 

At first it may sound strange – 

 but that’s exactly what Solomon talks about in 2 Chronicles 6. 

 

Think about the refrain, 

 “And listen from heaven your dwelling place, and when you hear, forgive.” 

 “then hear from heaven and forgive the sin of your people Israel 

  and bring them again to the land that you gave to them and to their fathers.” 

 [and many other times!] 

 

Solomon asks that God would hear the prayers made toward the temple – 

 and that God would act upon the prayers made toward the temple – 

 that when the anointed King and his people prayed toward this house, 

  that God would hear, forgive, and maintain their cause. 

 

In other words, Solomon is convinced that prayer is a central means of Israel’s salvation! 

 

Paul is too. 

 In Philippians 1:19, Paul says, “I know that through your prayers  

and the help of the Spirit of Jesus Christ this will turn out for my salvation, 

as it is my eager expectation and hope that I will not be ashamed, 

but that with full courage now as always  

Christ will be honored in my body, whether by life or by death.” 

 Why do you think Paul prays the way he does for the churches? 

  He is convinced that prayer is an effectual means of salvation! 

 

Sing Psalm 116 
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Read Matthew 6 

 

In Matthew’s gospel, the Lord’s Prayer is part of the Sermon on the Mount. 

 Jesus is laying out his central teaching about the Kingdom of God. 

  And in Matthew 6, Jesus talks about how to give to the needy, 

   how to pray, how to fast,  

   and he warns against trying to serve both God and money. 

 

What are you anxious about? 

 Some of you are looking down the road and you’re going to need a job soon! 

 Some of you have children – and you are easily worried about what will happen to them. 

 Some of you want children – and you wonder if you ever will. 

 

Jesus says, the Gentiles are seeking all these things – 

 and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 

 

So seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, 

 and all these things will be added to you. 

 

Sometimes when we hear “seek first the kingdom of God,” 

 we think that it means that have to ignore all these things that we need. 

But that’s not what Jesus says. 

 When Jesus says “do not be anxious about your life,  

what you will eat or what you will drink,  

nor about your body, what you will put on,” (v25) 

 he is not saying that you should ignore these things. 

 

 Jesus does not expect you to run around in your pajamas! 

 

Rather, Jesus says “do not be anxious” about them. 

 Your life should not be devoted to running after these things. 

  

How do you know when you are being anxious about these things? 

 If you find that your mind keeps drifting to “these things” – 

 and you keep mulling them over and devoting your time and energy to “these things” – 

  that would indicate that you are anxious about the wrong things. 

 

Do you pray about “these things”? 

 Paul Miller rightly says that if there is something that you don’t pray about, 

  that suggests that you think that you don’t need God to help you with that! 

 If we are seeking the kingdom of God and his righteousness, 

  then that means that (at the very least) we should be praying about it. 

 

So,  

Q. 98. What is prayer? 
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A. Prayer is an offering up of our desires unto God, for things agreeable to his will, in the name 

of Christ, with confession of our sins, and thankful acknowledgment of his mercies. 

 

Q. 99. What rule has God given for our direction in prayer? 

A. The whole word of God is of use to direct us in prayer; but the special rule of direction is that 

form of prayer which Christ taught his disciples, commonly called the Lord's prayer. 

 

The catechism points us to Matthew 6 as the “special rule of direction” that Christ gave us. 

 Over the next several weeks, we’ll work through the Lord’s Prayer in detail. 

 But today I would like to start by looking at the context of the Lord’s Prayer 

  to help us see what Jesus is doing – 

  and what Jesus is teaching us about prayer. 

 

And to start, we need to see what prayer is not. 

 

1. What Prayer Is Not (Matthew 6:5-8) 

 a. Not about “Being Seen” by Others – but Seen by God (v5-6) 
First, it is not about “being seen” by others. 

 Jesus says that when you pray, 

 “you must not be like the hypocrites. 

  For they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, 

   that they may be seen by others.” (6:5) 

 

 We saw in Sunday school a few weeks ago that this is the one place in scripture 

  that speaks of prayer in the synagogue! 

 But, as you can see, this is not a worship service. 

  These are the private devotions of the “hypocrites.” 

  

Jesus says don’t make a big show of your piety. 

 “Truly I say to you, they have received their reward.” 

  What matters to them? 

  They want people to see them as pious and devout. 

  They have what they want. 

  Therefore God will give them nothing. 

 

“But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door  

and pray to your Father who is in secret.  

And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” 

 

Prayer is not about being seen by others. 

Prayer is about being seen by God. 

 

That may sound odd. 

 After all, one might expect prayer to focus primarily on being heard! 

 But Jesus says that the point is to be seen by God – who sees in secret. 
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This is part of a sequence here in Matthew 6. 

 6:4 – regarding giving to the poor secretly –  

  if you give publicly and openly, then you have your reward – the praise of men; 

  but if you give quietly and secretly,  

then “your Father who sees in secret will reward you” 

 6:18 – regarding fasting secretly – 

  if you disfigure your face and make a big show, then you have your reward; 

  but if you fast quietly and secretly, 

   then “your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” 

 

Whether giving alms to the poor, or praying, or fasting, 

 all these things should be done quietly. 

The point is not that people see you doing them. 

The point is that God sees you doing them! 

 

 b. Not about “Many Words” – because God Knows (v7-8) 

Verses 5-6 focus on the (Jewish) hypocrite who puts on a good show – 

 making it look like he thinks that God is important, 

  but actually he cares more about what people think. 

 

But then verses 7-8 turns to the Gentile. 

 “And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, 

  for they think that they will be heard for their many words.” 

 

 Of course, not all Gentiles were like this – 

  just like not all Jews were hypocrites! – 

  but Jesus’ point is to bring both Jew and Gentile together under judgment! 

 Flowery language does not impress God. 

  If you say it louder and longer, you will simply wear yourself out. 

  Simplicity is good. 

 

But notice the reason Jesus gives (in verse 8): 

 “Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.” 

 

I think this is really funny! 

 So often you hear someone ask, “If God knows everything, why pray?” 

  If God knows what you need, then why bother asking? 

 

 Some people try to get out of this by saying that God doesn’t really know everything – 

  but Jesus destroys this argument. 

 He says, right up front – your Father knows what you need before you ask him. 

 

But Jesus uses this as an argument for why you should pray – 

 but why you should pray simply. 
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God knows what you need before you ask. 

 So why bother asking? 

 Because God has ordained that prayer will be an effectual means of our salvation! 

 

This is why you shouldn’t get anxious about stuff and status (in 6:32) – 

 sure the Gentiles seek after all that stuff, 

  and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 

 

Jesus seems to think that this is therefore a reason to pray! 

 If your Father knows what you need before you ask, 

  then you can ask with great confidence, 

   because you can be certain that he will give you all that you need. 

 

So prayer is not about being seen by men – it’s about being seen by God. 

And prayer is not about many words – because God knows all that you need. 

 

 

2. What Prayer Is (Psalm 116) 

 

So, again, 

Q. 98. What is prayer? 

A. Prayer is an offering up of our desires unto God, for things agreeable to his will, in the name 

of Christ, with confession of our sins, and thankful acknowledgment of his mercies. 

 

The Shorter Catechism gives a decent definition, 

 but I think that the Heidelberg Catechism provides a little more help: 

 

117.   Q.  What belongs to a prayer which pleases God and is heard by Him? 

  A.  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. Second, we must thoroughly know our 

need and misery, so that we may humble ourselves before God. Third, we must rest on this firm 

foundation that, although we do not deserve it, God will certainly hear our prayer for the sake of 

Christ our Lord, as He has promised us in His Word. 

 

And these three points are at the heart of Psalm 116, which we sang earlier. 

 Please turn there in your Bibles. 

 

Psalm 116 is an example of a prayer which pleases God. 

 

 a. Calling upon God to Do What He Has Promised 

 

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. 
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This is the first point demonstrated in Psalm 116. 

 Psalm 116 is not a treatise on prayer. 

  It is a meditation on prayer. 

 It is not itself a prayer, 

  but rather a reflection on the importance of prayer – 

and how God has saved him through prayer. 

 

I love the LORD, because he has heard my voice and my pleas for mercy. 

 Because he inclined his ear to me,  

  therefore I will call on him as long as I live. 

 

Why do we pray? 

 We pray because we love God. 

 I love the LORD – and why do I love my God? 

  Because he has loved me – he has heard my voice – 

   and he has shown mercy to me! 

 

Solomon had said in 2 Chronicles 6 that God would hear the one who prayed toward this house. 

 In Psalm 116, we hear that this is precisely what has happened! 

 Because God has done what he has promised, 

  therefore we pray that God will continue to do as he has promised! 

 

The Shorter Catechism says that we should pray for things 

 “agreeable to his will” 

The Heidelberg Catechism says: 

“for all that He has commanded us to pray” 

 

Again, Solomon’s prayer is useful. 

 Solomon had said (2 Chron 6:29-30), 

  “whatever prayer, whatever plea is made by any man or by all your people Israel,  

   each knowing his own affliction and his own sorrow  

and stretching out his hands toward this house,  

then hear from heaven your dwelling place and forgive  

and render to each whose heart you know, according to all his ways,  

for you, you only, know the hearts of the children of mankind.”  

 

 God has commanded us to pray about everything! 

 Again, if there is something in your life that you are not praying about, 

  that is something that you think you can handle on your own! 

  

Why do you suppose that Jesus said, “do not be anxious about what you will eat or wear”? 

 He knows that we think that we can handle the “ordinary” day-to-day stuff. 

 We just want to pray about the big stuff – 

  and that’s where flowery, ornate prayers come from. 
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When you pray, remember who God is! 

 He is not your cosmic slot machine: 

  “let’s pull the prayer handle and see if God gives me what I want this time!” 

 

 How often do you pray that God would do what he has promised? 

 Far, far too often we spend our time praying that God would do what we want. 

 If you would be effective in your prayers, then start praying for what he wants! 

 

The groundskeeper at Westminster Theological Seminary keeps a record of all the prayers  

that God has answered. 

He was in the millions when I was in seminary. 

 Every day, as he went about his daily tasks, he would pray for the students, 

  and for the faculty, and for an ever-growing list of pastors and churches. 

 He would pray that Christ would bless his flock, 

  that pastors would preach the word faithfully, 

  that Christians would grow in grace and wisdom. 

 And every week he would add tally marks for all the sermons for which he had prayed, 

  all the Christians who had gone another day, another week, growing in grace. 

 The count went up by the hundreds daily. 

 

Do what you have promised, O God! 

 

Some might say, 

 But that’s cheating! 

 God has already promised to do that! 

 What is the point of praying for what God has already promised to do? 

 

Well, first of all, you are talking to God here. 

 If you cannot ask him to do what he has promised, 

  then there is not much that you can ask him, 

  because he has made so many promises!! 

 

And even more, think about how you relate to your children: 

 the baby needs the food; 

 you have promised to give him the food; 

 and yet, he still has to say “please.” 

 

Will you feed him, even if he doesn’t say please? 

 Yes – eventually! 

 But will he learn what he was supposed to learn? 

 No – you’ll have to try again later. 

 

Prayer is how God is teaching us to speak to him. 

 

I love the LORD, because he has heard my voice and my pleas for mercy. 
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Because he inclined his ear to me,  

 therefore I will call on him as long as I live. 

 

 When I pray to him, he saves me. 

 

 b. With Confession of Sin and Thankful Acknowledgment of His Mercy 

Second, we must thoroughly know our need and misery, 

 so that we may humble ourselves before God. 

 

This is the central point of Psalm 116. 

 “The snares of death encompassed me; the pangs of Sheol laid hold of me; 

  I suffered distress and anguish.” 

 

 You often hear people say that in good times it is easy to forget God. 

 That is why God does not leave us long in our blithe and perilous comfort. 

  Death is the only path to life. 

  The cross is the only way to glory. 

 It was true for Jesus. 

 It is true for us. 

 

And so it is in the midst of our suffering – in the midst of our misery – 

 that we cry out to God: 

 Then I called on the name of the LORD: ‘O LORD, I pray, deliver my soul!’ 

 

If you do not know your misery, 

 then you will not see any reason to cry out to God! 

 

The Psalmist doesn’t specify the cause of his misery. 

 Sometimes your own sin will get you in trouble. 

 Other times it will be someone else. 

 But as we come to God in prayer, we come as those who know that we need a Savior. 

  “O LORD I pray, deliver my soul!” 

 

We cannot save ourselves. 

No one can redeem a life from the pit – 

 not without dying! 

 

How often do you confess your sins to God? 

 We have a weekly prayer of confession as a way to encourage regular confession. 

 And likewise, our prayers of thanksgiving are designed to train you in gratitude. 

 

Jesus says in Matthew 6 that this prayer for forgiveness depends on our own forgiving of others. 

 “For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, 

  but if you do not forgive others their trespasses,  

neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.” 
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 God will forgive you in the same way that you forgive others! 

  Do you say, “Yes, I forgive you” – and then hold it against them anyway? 

  If so, then you are asking God to hold your sin against you as well! 

 

 You might say, “he doesn’t deserve mercy!” 

  And you’re right. 

  He doesn’t. 

  No one deserves mercy. 

  Mercy is what God gives us – in spite of what we deserve! 

  

 If you give to others “what they deserve” – 

  then you can expect God to give to you “what you deserve”! 

 

 c. In the Name of Christ 

And that is why, thirdly, 

we must rest on this firm foundation, that, although we do not deserve it,  

 God will certainly hear our prayer for the sake of Christ our Lord, 

  as he has promised us in his word. 

 

Verses 5-6 of Psalm 116 show us this: 

 

Gracious is the LORD, and righteous; our God is merciful. 

 The LORD preserves the simple; when I was brought low, he saved me. (v5-6) 

 

God is merciful. 

 The whole point of mercy is that it is undeserved! 

 In spite of our sin and rebellion, 

  God saved us. 

He hears our prayers – not because we are so great, 

 but because he is so gracious. 

 

Return, O my soul, to your rest; for the LORD has dealt bountifully with you. 

For you have delivered my soul from death, my eyes from tears, my feet from stumbling; 

 I will walk before the LORD in the land of the living. (v7-9) 

 

This confidence in God’s word and God’s hearing 

 is contrasted with the Psalmist’s profound lack of confidence in man! 

 

I believed, even when I spoke, ‘I am greatly afflicted’; 

I said in my alarm, ‘All mankind are liars.’ 

 

Whose promises do you trust? 

Whose word do you listen to? 
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Prayer is a response to what God has said. 

 

If you spend much time around sports fans you can see what this means. 

 They have heard the words of promise: 

  “I will turn this team around!” 

 Or politicians: 

  “I will turn this country (or city, or state) around!” 

 

And so the blogosphere is jammed with the prayers of the faithful, 

 from their hearts calling on their (false) gods  

who have revealed themselves by their (empty) words 

 knowing their need and misery 

  because they haven’t won a championship in years… 

  or this politician will make everything right… 

 and trusting that this time all the promises will come true. 

 

When the sports fan jumps up and down in front of a TV (or in the arena) 

 or when the political junkie gets fired up “for the cause” 

 they are praying to their gods. 

 

But as the Psalmist points out, 

 “all mankind are liars.” 

 

Only God is true. 

 

Psalm 116 then turns to how we should respond to God’s mercy in hearing our prayers: 

 What shall I render to the LORD for all his benefits to me? 

 I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the LORD. 

 I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people. (v12-14) 

 

The language of paying vows suggests that the Psalmist had said, 

 “If you will deliver me, then I will offer X.” 

Because in verse 17, the Psalmist says that because God has loosed his bonds, 

 I will offer to you the sacrifice of thanksgiving and call on the name of the LORD. 

 I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people, 

  in the courts of the house of the LORD, in your midst, O Jerusalem. 

 Praise the LORD! 

 

When you think about Jesus as the singer of this Psalm, 

Psalm 116 is a celebration of the resurrection. 

God has raised up Jesus, 

 and now Jesus stands in the courts of the house of the LORD, 

 in the midst of the heavenly Jerusalem, 

and he gathers in the presence of all his people, 

 and he calls upon the name of the LORD. 


