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1 Timothy 2:1-8

Is There a Difference? Series

“What Are We Sharpening?”
     We have learned a couple of things in this series. 1 Timothy is one of a series of three books written by the Apostle Paul to two of his young protégées. We call them the pastoral letters. Someone has said that 1 and 2 Timothy are like bookends or two sides of the same coin. 1 Timothy describes the church that every preacher would like to pastor. 2 Timothy describes the pastor that every church would like to have. We also learned that 1 Timothy is set against the background of dangerous false teaching that threatened this church at Ephesus. Paul calls for a devotion to Scripture, to the message of the Gospel, to quality leaders, to the courage of convictions, and to right priorities about money and possessions.      

     It is important to note how chapter 2 fits into this. In chapter 1, he offers a bit of his own testimony and outlines the seriousness of the doctrinal challenges facing the church. Chapter 2 begins his instructions for how to handle the situation. “I urge, then, first of all,” he begins. What follows is the top priority, prayer! Let’s look at 1 Timothy 2:1-8, “ 1 I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people— 2 for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. 3 This is good, and pleases God our Savior, 4 who wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. 5 For there is one God and one mediator between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave himself as a ransom for all people. This has now been witnessed to at the proper time. 7 And for this purpose I was appointed a herald and an apostle—I am telling the truth, I am not lying—and a true and faithful teacher of the Gentiles.  8 Therefore I want the men everywhere to pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or disputing. 

     Prayer is what we need to incorporate into our habits and lives in order to be truly different. For the church and for the Christian prayer is not a luxury, an option if we are not too busy, or what we do after we have tried everything else. It isn’t a default setting. It should be the basis of our operating system. 
     Some years ago, a young man approached a logging crew and asked for a job. The foreman asked for a demonstration of his skill. The young man quickly stepped forward and felled a selected tree. The foreman was impressed. “You can start Monday.” Monday came and the young man was sent out with a crew of veteran lumberjacks. He worked hard and thought he was doing well, Monday, Tuesday rolled by. Thursday afternoon, the foreman called the rookie in and told him to pick up his paycheck. He was being let go.
     He was puzzled and embarrassed. “I don’t understand. I thought I was doing OK.” “You were—at first,” the foreman replied. “Our charts show that you’ve dropped from first place on Monday to last place on Wednesday in the number of trees cut.” “But I’m a hard worker. I don’t understand. I arrive first, leave last, and even have worked through my coffee breaks!” The foreman then asked a telling question, “Have you been sharpening your ax?” To which the young man replied, “I’ve been working too hard to take the time.” The foreman then explained the difference between working hard and working smart. He pointed out that the sharpness of the ax is as important as the strength of your swing. Do you see the parable? What are we sharpening?
     Jesus knew that prayer was first. You need to simply read the Gospels to realize that he prayed often and before every critical juncture in his ministry and life. The early church considered prayer a priority. Nearly every important event in the apostolic church was preceded by prayer meetings. Did Jesus and his apostles know something that we need to know?
     Our text today uses four different terms for prayer. All four are related, but each has a different shade of meaning. We can learn something from each. Together they reveal the nature of prayer and the proper attitude of prayer. The first term is “requests” or “petitions.” This term would have been used for bringing needs or wants before a king or higher authority. The second is “prayers”—the most common term for praying. It simply means asking. These two words remind us that prayer is coming before the King of Heaven and asking. Prayer is not the same as talking to ourselves, thinking positive thoughts, or wishing real hard. It is asking of God. 
     The next two words in the list, “intercessions” and “thanksgivings” offer insight into the proper attitude of prayer. Intercession refers to asking in behalf of another. Serious prayer is unselfish prayer. The highest form of prayer is going before our God for others. “Thanksgiving” is always involved because unless we are grateful we likely don’t understand whom we are talking to. The very fact that our God offers us an audience before his throne is reason enough for thanksgiving. 
     Consider who we are to be doing this for. Next Paul provides a prayer list. Who do you pray for? Perhaps it might be easier to answer: who is on our prayer list as a church? Almost always a church’s prayer list reads like the admission list at the hospital. Hear me clearly; there is nothing wrong with praying for the sick, the shut-ins, and the sorrowing. That is good and important. We ought never to leave them out. But if that is the primary focus of our praying then we are missing a big part of what God has made available for us. Why is so much of praying focused on such things? Perhaps, for the most part because we know what to pray for in such cases. Secondly, there is often little else we can do. If my observations are anywhere near accurate, this says a lot about how limited our perspectives on prayer can be. Could it be that we understand so little about what God is doing and can do in so many areas of life? Could it be that we don’t appreciate how dependent we truly are on him in areas where we can do some things? 
     Note who Paul puts on our prayer list. First—everyone! It is the word for human beings—anthropos. Who are we to pray for? There is no limit. We can pray for people around the world. Prayer ought to be a big part of our philosophy of missions. As a church we should be praying regularly and fervently for every missionary we support. We should pray for the people the missionaries are trying to reach and the nations in which they serve. In recent years, many congregations have adopted a nation or people group to specifically pray for as their project. This doesn’t mean they don’t pray for other people or countries, but they intentionally target a specific nation to learn about, inform others about and pray for. 
     Paul says pray for all people. Is there any limit to that? We can certainly pray for our friends. We naturally pray for our families. But Jesus said to pray for our enemies as well. That puts a whole new slant on praying. Who might we put in this category? Who has been unfair to us? Maybe just unkind? Perhaps it goes all the way back to childhood. Someone lied about you, hurt you in some way, and you have never totally forgotten it. In our kind of society, many of us could pray for ex-family members due to divorce. Almost always there are plenty of hurts and pains and mistakes to pray for on that list. 
     Christ-like praying for one’s enemies would certainly not be a prayer for harm and suffering. We would pray that they might find forgiveness and a changed heart, that the Lord would do a mighty work in them. We should pray for opportunities for reconciliation and personal blessing on our enemies. We should pray for the courage to reach out to those enemies and offer forgiveness and healing. Just praying for adversaries and enemies opens many doorways to prayer.
     We can pray for all the people in this church. What would it mean to be praying regularly for every single person in this congregation—from the staff, elders, deacons, Sunday School teachers, the workers in various capacities, to young families and children, to older people and shut-ins? We certainly ought to be praying for our teenagers and young people who are at such vulnerable points in their lives. We should pray for college students away from home for the first time. We should be lifting up many from the congregation who are in the military or who have moved to other places to work. Obviously, we should pray for members who have fallen away for whatever reason. Of course, we should pray for new believers who are just taking those first baby steps of the Christian life. 
     Some congregations organize prayer agendas so that every member of the congregation is prayed for by others on regular basis. What would it mean to be part of a prayed for church? What would it mean to a new or prospective member if they knew that being part of this church meant they would be prayed for by name on a regular basis? What might it mean if when a person became a member of this church, they knew that they would be expected to pray for others on a regular basis?
     But note the specific topic for prayer that Paul calls for—for kings and those in authority. This is especially significant when you realize that Paul’s readers did not live in a Christian nation or anything that even came close. Almost all of their rulers were totally pagan unbelievers who often subjected Christians to horrible persecution. Now I ask you if Paul could say that to first century readers living in Ephesus, don’t you think American Christian Republicans should be praying for Barak Obama and Joe Biden, our president and vice-president? Shouldn’t American Christian Democrats be praying for our Governor Mitch Daniels or Speaker of the House, John Boehner? And I don’t mean praying—“Yeah, Lord—get him or them. Teach them a thing or two!” I mean praying for God’s blessing on their personal lives and their families’ lives. Praying that they will be effective and capable leaders. Praying that they will find deep personal satisfaction and joy in their work and enjoy health and long life. 
     This reminds me of a comment by Edward Everett Hale, U.S. Senate chaplain from 1903 to 1909. He was asked one day, “When you consider the condition of our country, is that what makes you pray for the senators, Dr. Hale?” Chaplain Hale responded. “No, I look at the Senators and pray for the country.” Politics aside, we have much to pray for in this country!
     Consider the reason Paul cites for such praying. We are to pray this way so that we can live peaceful and quiet lives in all holiness and godliness. The term peace refers to an inner tranquility, freedom from worry and concern. Quiet describes an outer peace, a calm that others can see. Godliness is reverent awe before God, a life lived in recognition of God’s presence. Holiness is not the typical word translated by this term. This one describes a seriousness or earnestness about the way we conduct ourselves. We want to be that kind of people and we know that kings and rulers can have a big effect on the issues of life that either add to or take away from those qualities.
     But note the connection Paul makes. This is connected with God’s passion for the lost. That is why we pray the way we do so that we can live the way we do. We are walking billboards for the greatness and goodness of our God. Eternity is at stake in our praying. And, as you have heard me say countless times, “I am not always sure that prayer changes things, but I am sure that prayer changes me.” If I want to be different, if you want to be different, if we begin with centering our lives on prayer like Paul outlines in 1 Timothy 2:1-8, we will be well on our way to being different, really different.

     Paul knew that if Timothy or the church was going to reach a world in need, a world in danger, they needed to be different. We end this series where we need to start, prayer.
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