BLESSINGS(.INDEED!

Ephesians 1:3

Pentecost

I think it is amazing that this church is sending out three mission work teams in the next few months.  The Costa Rica team of 19 youth and adults is leaving on May 25.  The Romania Team consisting of 13 adults is leaving June 3.  And a second youth team of 41 youth and adults leaves on July 17 for Florida to work in areas hit by last year’s hurricanes.  Who would have thought two years ago that 73 people would be going out form this church to do mission work?  It is amazing.  And I think it is amazing that the newly established Soup Kitchen Ministry is taking meals to 150 people each week.  Who would have thought two years ago such a thing was possible for this congregation?  I also think it is amazing that so many people seem to be standing on tip toe waiting with great expectation for Todd Wilson, our newly hired full time Minister of Music, to arrive in mid July.  And here we are now five months into this year with our average worship attendance back up over 400 for the first time in a couple of years.  With the year not even half over, we have rejoiced to receive 52 new members.  Who would have thought two years ago that we would be standing in a position of such strength and filled with such hope for the future?

As I was sharing some of these things in a conversation this past week, the person with whom I was talking called someone’s name and suggested that this individual was largely responsible.  The fact that it was not my name being suggested had nothing to do with my immediate response.  “No,” I said, “the One responsible is the Holy Spirit!”   And it is so very true.  The only reason that we have come to the place where we are today is because of the way the Holy Spirit has been allowed to do things in our midst that we would have thought to be impossible.  

Since today is Pentecost, it is a great moment for celebrating what the Spirit is doing among us.  On Pentecost the Holy Spirit made Himself known among ordinary people in an extraordinary way.  It was such a moment of blessing that the writer of the story could only speak of things like the sound of rushing wind and tongues of fire.  It was a moment when the gift of language was bestowed upon a bunch of Hebrew speaking Jews so that people from a host of different nations heard the message of Jesus in their own language.  It was a moment when the church of Jesus Christ exploded upon the world in such a powerful way that the sounds and repercussions are still being heard today.

For over a month now I have had this day in view wondering what to preach. It is certainly not a day for a “oh-hum” attitude toward preaching.   I have gone from one thing to another without ever being able to settle on anything that seemed to be right.  However, in the past week  I have found myself being pulled toward a time of inviting  you to join me in a ministry of prayer for this church.  It has happened as I 
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have found myself running into the ministry of Bruce Wilkinson, the man who wrote the book entitled, The Prayer of Jabez.  Recently I heard him speaking on television about the way God responded to his thirty year prayer for a larger ministry by sending him and his family to Africa to help in an effort to stop the AIDS epidemic.  And in that moment of preaching he asked for 500 people to go to Africa at the own expense as short term missionaries to help him in this ministry.  There is such a spirit of boldness and vision that comes out of this man’s prayer life! And then I have been reading his most recent book called Beyond Jabez in which he seeks to rekindle the habit of praying the prayer of Jabez.  

For those not familiar with the Jabez prayer, it is found in I Chronicles 4:10.  It is a four part prayer.  The first part is “Lord, bless me a lot.”  The second is “Enlarge my sphere of influence for You.”  The third part is, “Anoint me with Your Spirit.”  And the fourth is, “Keep me from evil.”  It is a powerful prayer and Wilkinson has been praying it as a part of his daily prayer life for over thirty years.  Wilkinson’s story we know.  But, his is only one of many stories of about a life transformed by such a prayer.  But, the prayer is not just a prayer for each one of us an individual.  It can also be a powerful prayer for our church.  Imagine how it would be if we were praying together as one people, “Lord, bless our church a lot.  Enlarge its ministry. Anoint this church with Your Spirit.  Keep evil away from it.”  Who can imagine the spiritual blessings which God desires to give to us if we would only ask!

And then a second way I have come to know that today is a day to invite you to partner with me in prayer for our church has come through God calling me to pray for our worship each Sunday morning at 5:00 AM.  This has been my practice now for over five years.  I went to preach a revival in Colquitt in the Spring of 2000 and found myself with two men who made strong witnesses to me about the value in  rising early in the morning to pray.  I went to bring renewal and found renewal.  What I have come to know in my heart is that this hour of early morning Sunday prayer belongs as much to God as does the hour of worship which follows in the sanctuary.  There have been times I have wanted to stop, times I have stopped, but I know that obedience requires giving that hour to God.  As I have invited others to join in making such a commitment, some have asked about giving the six o’clock hour or the eight o’clock hour.  I have come to understand that for me the 5AM hour is not the convenient hour, it is not the hour of my choosing, but it is when God has asked me to pray for our worship to be filled with spiritual blessings.  It is the time when faithfulness requires rising to pray for the growth and the life of the church.  

There can be no doubt that God desires to bless His Church.  In our Epistle lesson for the day from Ephesians, we hear the Word of God saying,


Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus



Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every 



spiritual blessing in the heavenly places…
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It is a wonderful word.  And then it goes on to talk about different blessings such as being chosen by God, being adopted by God as His children, receiving grace and mercy, a divine inheritance, and being marked with seal of the Holy Spirit.  The which follows verse 3 is so rich as it describes the spiritual blessings God has for us that it goes beyond the realm of comprehension.  Such is how God desires to bring blessings to His Church in this day.  What He desires is far beyond our ability to imagine or ask.  Bruce Wilkinson has it right when he leads us through the Jabez prayer to pray for ourselves, “God, bless me a lot…” or for our church, “God, bless our church a lot…”  As God calls us to pray, we are invited to ask God to pour out blessings upon us and His Church in ways which we would not even think to ask.  
So often it must be true, that we have not because we ask not.  So often it must be true, that the church struggles because we do not ask God for extraordinary blessings.  Surely it is true that we have come to a place of being content with a little when God want to give so much.  If only we were seeking Him and asking for those blessings He desires to give, how different our life and the life of the church would be!

Over two hundred years ago John Wesley, the father of Methodism, wrote, “Give me one hundred preachers who fear nothing but sin, and desire nothing but God, and I care not a straw whether they be clergymen or laymen; such alone will shake the gates of hell and set up the kingdom of heaven on earth.  God does nothing but in answer to prayer.”   I have often read this quote of Wesley and wondered about myself. I have often read this quote of Wesley and wondered about the church of today.  I have often wondered what would happen if there were one hundred people in the church who would let nothing stand in the way of praying for the growth and the life of the church.  I have even wondered what would happen if there were fifty people in the church who would let nothing stand in the way of praying for the growth and the life of the church.  I have often wondered how richly blessings would be poured out upon a people who were asking and eager to receive whatever spiritual blessings God desired to give.
How about you?  Have you ever wondered?  Have you ever wondered what God could do with your life if you truly made it available to Him.?  Have you ever wondered what difference it would make if you made a decision to put your life completely in the hands of God for Him to do whatever it was that pleased Him?

Have you ever wondered what difference it would make if we truly prayed for the blessings of God? 

I am looking for some folks who want to find out.  There are three ways to respond.  You find them on the bulletin enclosure.  Will you be a Daily Prayer Partner committing yourself to pray for this church every day for the next 100 days?  Or will you be a Jabez Prayer Partner committing yourself to daily pray this simple prayer of Jabez for the church for the next 100 days?  Or will you be an 0500 Prayer 
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Partner committing yourself to rise each Sunday at 5AM to pray for the church for the next 100 days?  This church is in need of people who will pray.  Will you be one of them?
(Below is a copy of the bulletin enclosure used this past Sunday.  It will enable each person who reads the sermon to respond as did those gathered here on Pentecost Sunday.)
This sermon preached by the Rev. Bill Strickland at the Richmond Hill United Methodist Church in Richmond Hill, Georgia on May 15, 2005.

