I JUST CAN’T PRAY - NOW WHAT DO I DO?

 

Famed nineteenth century British preacher Charles Spurgeon said; "We should pray when we are in a praying mood, for it would be sinful to neglect so fair an opportunity. We should pray when we are not in a praying mood, for it would be dangerous to remain in so unhealthy a condition." 

 

Recently I received an email from a missionary from Eastern Europe who I spent time with while leading a prayer initiative in that city. He had taken the words of Spurgeon to heart and was now requesting prayer that the Lord would draw him into prayer. You see his problem, as he went onto explain, was that he just couldn't seem to get focused in the morning. What do you do if you don't feel like praying and you know you should? What if you can't seem to get focused or are too distracted?
 

Has that ever happened to you? It happens to me on a reoccurring basis. Well this missionary knew the key and the One who held it, God Himself. So he requested prayer, and I did and will continue to pray for him. But I also wrote back something I discovered and wanted to share because it has always helped me.

 

John Bunyan, author of Pilgrim's Progress said; "Our heart faces many difficulties in the time of prayer. No one knows how many by-ways and back-lanes our heart may use to slip away from the presence of God." I have to tell you, just knowing my own heart that is a true statement. So what are we to do? Does God just expect us to try a little harder till we can do it?

 

Bunyan also said; "My heart when I go to pray is disinclined to go to God; and when it is with Him, so disinclined to stay with Him, that many times I am forced in my prayers; first, to beg God to take my heart and set it upon Himself in Christ; and second, when it is there, that He would keep it there. Many times I know not what to pray for, I am so blind. At other times I know not how to pray, I am so ignorant."

 

I’ve discovered it is folly for me to approach any spiritual problem using fleshly means. Ephesians 6:18 says; "And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints." It is the work of the Holy Spirit that enables us to pray, as we ought. Luke 11:13 says; "If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!" Bunyan went on to say; "Christians ought to pray for the Holy Spirit; that is, they should pray for more of Him though God has provided them with Him already."

 

C.S. Lewis said something similar yet in a very different and insightful way. In Lewis's classic; "The Screwtape Letters" two demons conspire about how to trip up their patient (Christian). One demon, Screwtape, writes another demon, his nephew Wormwood. What follows is the advice one demon gives to another demon about just one of the tactics used to hinder God's people praying: "... you reveal what poor use you are making of it when you say that the whole question of distraction and the wandering mind has now become one of the chief subjects of his prayers. That means you have largely failed. When this or any other distraction crosses his mind, you ought to encourage him to thrust it away by sheer will power and to try to continue the normal prayer as if nothing happened; once he makes it the main theme of his prayers and his endeavors, then, so far from doing good, you have done harm. Anything, even a sin, which has the total effect of moving him close up to the Enemy (God) makes against us in the long run."
 

Let me give an example of one of the ways this works out in my life. Every first Saturday morning of the month (when I’m not traveling and I’m in St. Louis) I go down to the abortion clinic to walk around the block the building is on, and pray that God would supernaturally prevent women from going in to kill their babies. I pray that the Lord would use those who stand in front, holding signs 

                                                                                                                                 (over)

and giving flowers, Gospels of John, and other tracts and information, to convince and help the women who are going in to find a more life affirming and loving way (such as letting the Christians outside provide prenatal care for them, then if they so desire they can give the baby up for adoption). 

Last time I did this, as of this writing (November of 2002), one teenage girl was persuaded to do just that, and turned around on the spot and decided to not kill her baby but rather go through with her pregnancy. I also pray that as the Gospel goes out and tracts are given, that salvation would also be granted to these young women.

 

But I go down most months with a friend of mine named Graham. Every time the two of us first get there he'll say, "I don't think I can walk and pray for two hours. I just don't feel like praying." Every time I say; "Let's just walk for a few minutes and I'll ask God to give us a heart to pray. A heart for these young women, for their babies, and most of all, that God would give us a heart to want to seek Him and draw near to Him in prayer." He always says; "Okay", and God always answers that prayer (for the both of us) and then the next two hours we walk and pray! 

 

I’ve learned to not trust my own heart to always have the right desire to want to seek God. I know it won't. The hymn writer also knew this very well as they wrote the moving words; "Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, Prone to leave the God I love; Here's my heart, O take and seal it; Seal it for Thy courts above."

 

No, since the day of my conversion, I have always been dependant on God through the Holy Spirit to give me the right desires, and then through the Holy Spirit to give me the ability or power to carry them out. In regards to Luke 11:13, Charles Spurgeon said; "It appears plainly enough from the text that this Holy Spirit is to be given in answer to prayer. Did not we hear some time ago from certain wise brethren that we were never to pray for the Spirit? I think I heard it said often, 'We have the Holy Spirit, and therefore we are not to pray for it.' If we have life we are to pray that we have it more abundantly. If we have the Holy Spirit so that we are quickened, and saved, we do not ask for Him in that capacity, but we ask for His power in other directions, and for His grace in other forms." 

 

Spurgeon went on to say; "Oh, if any of you are but just Christians, and are not glorifying God, nor living near Him, nor mighty in prayer ... I beseech you remember, if you have not the Spirit it is because you do not seek Him persistently, do not seek Him with a deep sense of your need of Him."

 

So now whenever I find myself not in a praying mood or inclined to say; "I just can't pray, my hearts not in it, or I’m too distracted”, I remember there was a reason Christ said; "If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!" The reason was because the Spirit of God can. So I ask God for His help and His Spirit first. Then, I pray!
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