PRAYER AND HUMILITY

Martin opened the oven door and peered in again. He had to ad-
mit, the beef-stuffed bell peppers looked and smelled great! They
needed probably just ten more minutes. Elyse was due home in thir-
ty minutes.

Martin found himself a little excited about his dinner and was
pleased with himself. He usually only cooked when he felt like it,
and there were many times he did not. He cleaned up when he felt
like it. He paid attention to his appearance when he felt like it.

A year ago, Martin had given his heart to the Lord, a feat that Elyse
had been praying for over many years. Martin had begun praying
with some of the men in his church about their marriages—for God
to make them strong and stronger. “You have a good wife, Martin,”
one of the men had told him.

It was something that Martin had lost sight of a few years after
their marriage. Elyse was a good woman. She was a godly woman.
The more Martin prayed, the more he wanted to please the Lord.
He found that he began wanting to please his wife, as well. Martin
worked ten hours a week, providing physical therapy for residents
in a nearby nursing home. The couple didn’t need his salary to live
comfortably. He worked because he wanted to. “That is such a bless-
ing!” the same man had said.

It was a blessing. He was grateful to the Lord, and to Elyse. So why
hadn’t he shown it?

“Hey, babe,” Elyse said as she walked in. “What smells so great?
And look at this place. Ooh, and you look good today.”

1 Does prayer always lead us to make different decisions? Why, or
why not?

2 How bold can and should we be when we pray?
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Genesis 18:25—27 Genesis 18:25—27

25 That be far from thee to do after this
manner, to slay the righteous with the
wicked: and that the righteous should
be as the wicked, that be far from thee:
Shall not the Judge of all the earth do
right?

26 And the Lorbp said, If I find in Sod-
om fifty righteous within the city, then
I will spare all the place for their sakes.
27 And Abraham answered and said,
Behold now, I have taken upon me to
speak unto the Lord, which am but

25 “Far be it from you to do such a
thing—to kill the righteous with the
wicked, treating the righteous and
the wicked alike. Far be it from you!
Will not the Judge of all the earth do
right?”

26 The Lord said, “If I find fifty righ-
teous people in the city of Sodom, I will
spare the whole place for their sake.”
27 Then Abraham spoke up again: “Now
that I have been so bold as to speak to
the Lord, though I am nothing but dust

dust and ashes.

and ashes.

A Humble Negotiator

Abraham has just hosted mysterious servants of God for a meal,
which is when he first receives a promise that he and his wife will
have a son (Gen. 18:1-15). That was the good part of the visit! But
as the figures depart, they mention God’s intention to inspect re-
ports of unchecked wickedness from the city of Sodom. Reports of
the city’s wickedness have reached heaven, and God is sending His
representatives to find out more. News of this worries Abraham,
for he knows that his nephew and extended family has gone to live
there (Gen. 13:12).

Abraham approaches God, armed with humility and his knowl-
edge of God’s character. In Genesis 18:25, Abraham calls out what
he knows to be true of God: above all, God is just. He is an impartial
“Judge,” and He always does what is right. Abraham can say these
things because he has established a relationship with God; Abra-
ham knows God. Since the events of Genesis 12, he’s been listening
to Yahweh, walking with Him, and observing that God keeps His
word, despite any apparent obstacle.

Abraham knows that God is not like the false and unpredictable
gods who are worshiped by surrounding people. Abraham’s God
is near and has demonstrated faithfulness by entering a covenant
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relationship with Abraham and his family (Gen. 12:1-3; 15:18; 17:1-8).
Because of this existing relationship, Abraham feels able to approach
God with prayerful confidence. He knows that God does not treat
“the righteous” and “the wicked” alike, and he asks God to remain
consistent with His own faithful character (Gen 18:25).

Abraham receives an immediate response in Genesis 18:26. God
is willing to listen to Abraham—the man chosen to bring blessing
to the earth. Abraham and his descendants must learn the just and
right ways of God (Gen. 18:18-19). The Lord of heaven is not an-
gry with Abraham’s appeal. He will continue the conversation until
Abraham has secured a promise of God’s intention to spare Sodom,
even if there are only ten righteous residents (Gen. 18:32). Abraham
is accurate when he says that “the Judge of all the earth” will do what
is right (Gen. 18:25). The text does not list the total population of
Sodom, but fifty (or ten!) righteous souls would likely have been an
incredibly small percentage.

God has no desire to rain down fire and brimstone. From the be-
ginning in Genesis 1-3, death and destruction are not part of God’s
intentions for the world. Neither does God take the death of human
beings lightly (Gen. 9:5-6). But what God does desire is repentance
and righteousness.

Maybe Abraham is a bit shocked that God engages in this nego-
tiation at all. Abraham acknowledges his own boldness, admitting
that he is nothing but “dust and ashes” (Gen. 18:27). But because he
knows God’s character, Abraham is ideally placed to ask for more
mercy and more faithfulness from God. This is not a prayer that God
ignores.

1 Why do you think that Abraham is comfortable speaking to God
this way?

2 Why do you think that God is willing to spare Sodom for fifty
(later, ten) righteous people?

3 Have you ever had a prayer that felt like a back-and-forth con-
versation with God? When?
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Luke 18:9—14;

Luke 18:9—14;

9 And he spake this parable unto certain
which trusted in themselves that they
were righteous, and despised others:
10 Two men went up into the temple to
pray; the one a Pharisee, and the other
a publican. 11 The Pharisee stood and
prayed thus with himself, God, I thank
thee, that I am not as other men are, ex-
tortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even
as this publican. 12 I fast twice in the
week, I give tithes of all that I possess.
13 And the publican, standing afar off,
would not lift up so much as his eyes
unto heaven, but smote upon his breast,
saying, God be merciful to me a sinner.
147 tell you, this man went down to his
house justified rather than the other:
for every one that exalteth himself shall
be abased; and he that humbleth him-
self shall be exalted.

14 And this is the confidence that we
have in him, that, if we ask any thing
according to his will, he heareth us: 15
And if we know that he hear us, whatso-
ever we ask, we know that we have the
petitions that we desired of him.

Making Humble Prayers

9 To some who were confident of their
own righteousness and looked down
on everyone else, Jesus told this para-
ble: 10 “Two men went up to the temple
to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a
tax collector. 11 The Pharisee stood by
himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you
that I am not like other people—rob-
bers, evildoers, adulterers—or even
like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a
week and give a tenth of all I get.’

13 “But the tax collector stood at a dis-
tance. He would not even look up to
heaven, but beat his breast and said,
‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’
14“T tell you that this man, rather than
the other, went home justified before
God. For all those who exalt them-
selves will be humbled, and those who
humble themselves will be exalted.”

14 This is the confidence we have in
approaching God: that if we ask any-
thing according to his will, he hears
us. 15 And if we know that he hears
us—whatever we ask—we know that
we have what we asked of him.

Thousands of years after Abraham’s conversation, his descendants
are comfortable approaching God in prayer. The problem is that,
many of them lack the humility of Abraham—they no longer think
of themselves as simply dust and ashes (Gen. 18:27).

So, Jesus tells a parable especially for those who are confident of
their own righteousness (Luke 18:9). He uses the example of two
men who go up to the temple to pray—one a Pharisee and one a tax
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collector (Luke 18:10). Jesus’ listeners would have immediately as-
sumed the Pharisee is righteous. Pharisees were respected for their
knowledge of Scripture and desire to display purity before God. Tax
collectors, on the other hand, were considered traitors to the Jewish
people. They worked for the oppressive Roman government, and the
profession nearly always meant stealing from neighbors.

The Pharisee stands by himself and thanks God that he is not like
those who do evil (Luke 18:11). He boasts about fasting twice a week
and tithing a tenth of all he has (Luke 18:12). We are meant to un-
derstand that the Pharisee considers himself extremely righteous,
since he goes beyond the requirements of the Law to display out-
ward signs of righteousness.

The tax collector, however, stands at a distance from the place
of God’s presence—with his eyes lowered in prayer. He beats his
breast as a sign of repentance and humbly asks for God’s mercy
(Luke 18:13).

Jesus concludes His parable by pointing out a reversal of expecta-
tions. The tax collector, not the Pharisee, is the righteous one. He is
the one who comes before God in humility, recognizing his position
as a sinner in need of grace. The Pharisee’s prayer isn’t shaped by a
desire to know God’s will. He wants to be heard and exalted before
others.

This same point appears in 1 John 5. Believers can approach God
in humble confidence, just like Abraham did. At the same time, we
are able to acknowledge God’s character when we bring requests
that conform to His will (1 John 5:14). This does not mean that God
replies with a yes to every request. But when we go before God, we
know for certain that one request is granted: we are heard (v. 15).
And the faithful God does not leave His people lacking anything to
complete their mission for the kingdom.

1 Do you think that God listens to each prayer in the same way?
Why or why not?

2 What does it look like to pray with humility?

3 What would you say to a friend who is frustrated that God is not
answering his or her prayer?
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Take It to the Lord in Prayer

One of the gifts I gave to family and friends last Christmas was a
hymn calendar. Each month has a portion of an old hymn—some
familiar and some lesser known. I hung mine up, and I made my-
self a playlist of all of the hymns so I could meditate on the lyrics
throughout the year. This month’s hymn is “What a Friend We Have
in Jesus,” and I've been playing Aretha Franklin’s version on repeat.
My favorite part goes like this:

O what peace we often forfeit,

O what needless pain we bear,

all because we do not carry

everything to God in prayer!

Abraham had questions for God about the fate of Sodom. Instead
of ruminating in his doubts, he humbly approached God and entered
into conversation with Him. I think about how often I go through
my day trying to “power my way through” in self-sufficiency. What
needless pain I bear, when I fail to go to God with my questions and
needs.

Everything—our questions, joys, thanksgiving, complaints, strug-
gles, reliefs, failures, requests—all of it can be brought to Him. Like
God did for Abraham, God has invited us into relationship with Him,
which is incredibly humbling. The Creator of all things—the source
of all wisdom and understanding—allows us to ask for help, mercy,
and grace.

And He listens to us! Because of Christ’s death and resurrection,
our relationship with God can be restored. As 1 John 5:14 tells us, we
can come before Him with confidence. When our prayers agree with
His will, He grants those requests. The real question is, in the words
of the hymn, Do I remember what a privilege this is?

1 What kinds of struggles or successes have you had in your daily
prayer life?

2 How can we express our confidence before God, through prayer?

3 How can we express our gratitude before God, through prayer?
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Conversations with God

God invites us into conversation with Him, the God who hears our
prayers. It is easy to struggle with displaying boldness, confidence,
and humility, even though these are all appropriate to prayer.

Which of the following characteristics feels the hardest for you to
show in prayer?

Boldness in your requests
Confidence that God hears
Humility before the Creator

How might you emphasize this in your prayers in the week ahead?

Key Text

I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than
the other: for every one that exalteth himself shall be abased; and
he that humbleth himself shall be exalted. —Luke 18:14 K]V

“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justi-
fied before God. For all those who exalt themselves will be hum-
bled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”

—Luke 18:14 NIV

Quiet Hour’ and Cross Daily Bible Readings

Week of January 19 through January 24

Mon. Matthew 4:18—22—Grow by Following Jesus.

Tue. Deuteronomy 7:7—11—Grow in Love for God.

Wed. Colossians 1:3—6, 11-12—Grow in Spiritual Wisdom.
Thu. Proverbs 1:2—7—Grow in the Fear of the Lord.

Fri. Proverbs 1:8—12—Grow in Discerning Good from Evil.
Sat.  Philippians 3:10-16—Keep on Growing.

Next Week: Matthew 4:18—20; 16:16—18; John 21:15—18; 2 Peter 3:14-15, 18
We will be emphasizing the growth of one of Jesus’ disciples, Peter. This
week, do you notice in yourself or others any evidence of growth and
maturity in faith?
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