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Prayer

Purpose: To increase our ability and facility to pray by mimicking various features of wise prayers.

Question 3 cannot be adequately answered apart from the New Testament revelation about the person and work of Jesus Christ. If the group consists of Christians and non-Christians, take care that the Christian message is not “assumed” so glibly that it sails over the heads of those who may not know much about it.

The Lord detests the sacrifice of the wicked,
but the prayer of the upright pleases him. Prov 15:8
The Lord is far from the wicked
but he hears the prayer of the righteous. Prov 15:29
Commit to the Lord whatever you do,
and your plans will succeed. Prov 16:3
It is a trap for a man to dedicate something rashly
and only later to consider his vows. Prov 20:25
If anyone turns a deaf ear to the law,
even his prayers are detestable. Prov 28:9
He who conceals his sins does not prosper,
but whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy. Prov 28:13
If you surveyed books on prayer in a Christian bookstore, you'd find varied and often conflicting advice. Some authorities insist that successful prayer is scheduled; others favor impromptu prayer. One writer says fasting should accompany prayer, but another tells us to pray in any circumstance. Still another says that prayer is best done when alone, though someone else urges us to join with others. Some claim that prayer requires careful preparation and thought, while a conflicting authority says prayer should flow spontaneously from our hearts.

Wisdom is needed as much for prayer as for any other area of human living. The proverbs in this study furnish us wisdom for bringing our requests to God as we seek to live wisely.

1.  Which of the following do your prayers most closely resemble? (Several may be correct.)

a. A wish made when throwing a coin in a fountain.

b. A shrewdly crafted proposition to your spouse when you're unsure if he or she'll agree.

c. A distant hope a child experiences when daydreaming of something he or she wants to have.

d. Some candid advice offered to a boss who needs to make certain changes for everyone's benefit.

e. A desperate plea made in the face of imminent disaster.

Question 1. If personal examples are not forthcoming, turn the question to prayers that members of the group have heard—from pastors, from Christians praying in public, from books, from the Psalms and so on.

2.  Read the proverbs on the facing page. In contrast to many books on prayer, Proverbs 15:8 and 15:29 ignore the context and style of praying to focus on another factor. What is it?

Why is this factor sufficient by itself to account for whether God hears our prayers or not?

Question 2. In both proverbs, it is the upright whose prayers delight God so that he hears them; conversely, it is the wicked whose sacrifice (a “full dress” sort of praying in ancient Israel) is so detestable that God distances himself. The single factor, then, that determines whether God hears our prayers or not is our own likeness to him, our own resemblance to his character, the estimation which he has of us before our prayers are spoken.

Like any parent, God's concern for his children's character is greater than his interest in granting their requests. Like any boss, he primarily desires faithfulness in an employee's work before granting private requests. Like any kind of leader, he willingly hears requests made by genuine followers whose loyalty is constant and sure. The apostle John said, “We receive from him anything we ask, because we obey his commands and do what pleases him” (1 Jn 3:22).

3.  Proverbs 28:13 assumes that sin is present in everyone. How, then, can we ever be called “upright” or “righteous” in the sense of Proverbs 15:8 or 15:29?

Question 3. Clearly, upright cannot mean sinless. And it would be faulty to suppose the upright are less sinful than the wicked; for while this may be so in merely relative terms, it invites the idea that righteousness is a relative matter.

Proverbs 28:13 suggests that the essential difference between the upright and the wicked lies in what they do with the sin in their lives. The wicked conceal it, evidently so that they may persist in it. The upright, on the other hand, acknowledge their sin and renounce it. The two attitudes are displayed in Jesus' parable in Luke 18:9–14. Otherwise, the New Testament reveals that even sinners, by faith in Jesus Christ, are accounted to be fully righteous (Rom 4:1–8).

4.  What does it mean to commit something to the Lord (Prov 16:3)?

What part do you think prayer plays in committing whatever you do to the Lord?

Question 4. Prayer is the chief way we commit what we do to the Lord. We ask for understanding as we consult God's Word concerning his purposes, plans and values. To know these is paramount if our plans are to succeed. We ask him to lead us to information or to wise men and women who can advise us. Finally, we ask him to do those things we cannot do so our plans will succeed.

5.  Proverbs 16:3 seems to promise unqualified success to those who commit their plans to the Lord. If this is not a “blank check” (and it's probably not), what is presupposed about our plans here?

Question 5. God's will is the ultimate limit to all our plans, even the good and righteous ones. If our plans conflict with something he's determined to do, they will fail.

6.  The background of Proverbs 20:25 is a person's vow to God—“If you do thus and so, God, I'll do this and that.” In what situations might we be tempted to make a vow rashly?

Questions 6–7. Depending on your background and experience, personal examples may be lacking. In this case, note that vows are not prohibited in the Bible (as some suppose), but rather rash vows. Such vows are a trap in the same way that any hastily conceived plan is a trap—knowledge and wisdom which we do not have and circumstances which we cannot control can easily render us incapable of doing our part.

7.  Why do rash vows become a trap?

8.  Proverbs 28:9 is something like a Golden Rule for prayer—if we want God to hear us, we must hear him. Suppose an unmarried friend asks you to pray for the Lord to bring him or her a spouse. Where in Scripture might you direct your friend to what God has already said about marriage?

Question 8. The law in Proverbs 28:9 means teaching, guidance, instruction, and includes not only Mosaic books but all other prophetic and wisdom teaching in the Scriptures.

For marriage, the standards are these—we may not marry someone of the same sex (Gen 1–3; Mt 19:4), we may not marry someone too closely related to us by blood (Lev 18), we may not marry someone already married (Mt 5:31–32; 19:8–9), and we may not marry those outside the faith (1 Cor 7:39; 2 Cor 6:14). For some, it would be best not to marry at all (1 Cor 7). Some may not be able to cite all the Bible references, and they may disagree on the standards. But emphasize this: before bringing our requests to God on a matter, we should first know what God has already declared on the subject, and so avoid asking things contrary to his will.

9.  Based on the proverbs in this study, how would you summarize what it means to pray with wisdom?

10.  Think a moment about your own prayers. How might you begin praying more wisely?

11.  What have you enjoyed most about your study of the book of Proverbs?

What has been most challenging to you?
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