“Come” to Ask (for His Kingdom)


We now come to the most commonly used expression of coming to God—the request. And from my observation, it’s the least understood and inappropriately used expression of them all. The reason I say this is that typical requests are some of the most self-centered, self-glorifying experiences in the Christian life.


Consider these words from A. W. Tozer, a leader in the Christian and Missionary Alliance Church in the first half of the last century: “Many prayer meetings are being called these days. And no wonder, for the need is great. But if my observation is correct, much effort is wasted; very little comes from them. The reason is that motives are not sound. Too many praying persons seek to use prayer as a means to ends that are not wholly pure. Prayer is conceived to be little more than a technique for self-advancement, a heavenly method of achieving earthly success. . . The problem is self. Selfishness is never so exquisitely selfish as when it is on its knees.”


Now this is a problem. If “asking prayer” is the most common way Christians tend to come to God, and if it is, in practice, predominantly selfish, than our communication with God has become quite twisted! We have forgotten that “not to us, O Lord, but to your name be the glory!”


Jesus makes this clear in John 14:13:

“And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father.”

Here we have the purpose of prayer. Every request we make must ultimately be to “bring glory to the Father.” Not our glory, but his. Not our selfish pleasure but his righteous pleasure.


But, we ask, wouldn’t God be glorified if every person we invited to church came and surrendered their lives to Christ? Wouldn’t God be glorified if he answered every prayer of ours for healing? And wouldn’t God be glorified if all the Christians in school would pray and get perfect scores in tests, and all Christians excelled in every sport because they prayed?


I played lacrosse in college and during an indoor winter practice a big defenseman body-checked my 140 pound body and it hit the gym floor with a thud. And broke my collar bone. I figured this would be a great time for God to glorify himself by healing me really quickly. I would be sure to give God all the glory. 


So I asked. A number of times. (I had wonderful ideas for God!) “Unfortunately” he had the final say and it was a “no.” In fact it took longer to heal than the doctor thought it would. (Along these same lines I also thought it would be really cool if I was a star player on the team and I could give God glory for everything I would accomplish. God and I didn’t connect on this one, either!)


So what’s God up to? I believe our problem is that we typically conceive of God’s glory as outward displays of power. We want the healings, the church numbers, the easy friendships, the compliant kids—the works! And certainly God has a track record of doing some amazing things throughout history.


But outward displays of power are not the only—or primary—ways in which God seeks glory. He is mostly concerned about inner power. Like bringing peace to the worrying mother. Self-control to the addictive man. Humility to that athlete. A heart of sacrificial love to that husband. 


So not only do we often have a faulty understanding of power, but we have a faulty understanding of glory. It’s not just God’s power that shows him to be great, but his other characteristics as well—like his love, his holiness, his truth and his justice. These all must be part of our prayer requests if we are to know and show his greatness! 


And here, again, we come face to face with the reality that God’s glory is most displayed not when we are strong and in control, but when we are weak and life is out of our control. So if we’re going to pray for God’s glory, we can’t pray against all trials (“Lord, give me a close parking place in this rain”), for trial are opportunities to make much of God!


The apostle Paul describes some near-death experiences and trials and then concludes, 

“But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead.” (2 Corinthians 1:9)
And he accepts his “thorn in the flesh” (after asking for it to be removed three times!) so that “Christ’s power may rest on me” (2 Corinthians 12:9). Strong people have their own glory. Weak people know they need God’s!  


What should we pray for when we come to God for his glory?
· Pray that God will receive glory in satisfying your needs anyway he chooses (2 Corinthians 9:8)/

· Make your spiritual needs a higher priority in prayer than your physical needs (John 15:7‑8; James 4:3).

· Pray for renewed spiritual taste buds—increasing dissatisfaction with worldly pleasures and a greater thirst for and joy in spiritual blessings (Isaiah 55:1‑3; Jeremiah 2:11-13)

· Look behind every emotional need for a spiritual need of trust, sanctification and obedience (James 4:1-10).
· Don’t pray to be released from all trials because they’re often necessary to reveal his glory in us (2 Corinthians 1:8-9; 12:7-10).

· When burdened about physical needs (or other desires that he has not promised to satisfy here on this earth), simply ask him for help—but do so with undemanding humility and faith (believing he can do it if he chooses to do it, but your greatest longing is for his “will to be done”) (1 Peter 5:6‑7; Luke 22:42; Daniel 3:17-18).

· Pray for the spiritual needs of the church, not just your own, because that is where he is most fully glorified to the world (Ephesians 3:20‑21; Romans 15:5‑6).


Ole Hallesby writes, “To pray is to let Jesus glorify his name in the midst of our needs.”
 This is why the psalmist tells us to “Delight yourself in the LORD and he will give you the desires of your heart” (Psalm 37:4). Delighting in God comes before receiving the desires of our heart. That’s the proper order. Otherwise we’ll not be able to trust the desires of our heart because they will be purely self-focused rather than God-focused. But when we delight in God, then our desires become the things he desires and those are precisely the prayers he answers!
Learn to delight in the things God values most.  We have already examined the difference between needs and wants in the previous chapter. God only promises to meet our needs—and this is a problem for many American Christians. We have been trained by our culture to feel we need certain medical care and a certain life expectancy and a certain financial security and freedom. So we expect God to grant these, even though these things are not given to Christians living in most underdeveloped countries (and they don’t expect them from God!) We must learn to be content with what he has actually promised—and that may, at times, be very little in the physical realm (Philippians 4:11‑12). Our greatest needs are spiritual.


We must identify the needs that God wants to satisfy apart from prayer.  Prayer is not the only means by which God meets our needs. Some needs he meets through his created universe, like giving us rain, air and food (Matthew 5:45). Some needs he meets through the society we live in, using governments and family relationships (Romans 13). Some needs he meets through the body of Christ (Acts 2:42-47). And some needs he meets through our fellowship with him and our obedience (John 15:7).


So as we present our requests to God—for health concerns, spiritual conversions of friends, personal wisdom in decision-making, safety for our children, wisdom for government leaders, missionaries’ success, etc.—we do so realizing that our prayers may not always be the means he is intending to use to accomplish his will on earth. To know the mind of God and his ways is not our full privilege. Prayer may or may not be necessary for God to accomplish his purposes in us and the world around us. But, since we never really know what his ways are tied to here on earth, it’s wise to simply ask, for this we know: God delights in our humble, trusting participation in his rule. 


The fact is, there is no power in prayer—the power is in God. Prayer may be useful for unleashing his power, but there also may be other unfulfilled criteria God is waiting for—like the holiness and motives of the one who asks (James 4:3; 5:16), or the desire to work something deeper in us through suffering. Or, as we saw earlier in this chapter, we must accept the reality of the “groaning” world we live in and that all things are not as they will be one day.


But the reality remains: some things will only come if prayer occurs. As James 4:2 says, “You do not have, because you do not ask God.”
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