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"In Jesus' Name"
Amos 8:4-7 & 1Timothy 2:1-7
A few weeks ago I shared my mana‘o or thoughts with you about the way in which prayer is at the heart of our relationship with God.  This morning’s reading from The First Letter of Paul to Timothy focuses specifically on the universal nature of prayer.

The emphasis is in contrast to other teachings about prayer.  For example, in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus not only provides us with a model of prayer but words of caution that we not pray so that others will notice us praying (Matthew 6:5-15; Luke 18:10-14).  
To those unaccustomed to prayer, Jesus teaches the importance of asking, reassuring us that God will answer our requests (Luke 11:1-13).  Other passages in the Bible encourage prayer in any and all circumstances (Acts 2:42; Romans 12:12; Ephesians 6:18; Colossians 4:2; 1 Thessalonians 5:17).
In our reading Paul instructs Timothy on matters concerning prayer.  Paul first met Timothy in Lystra.  
Timothy was born to a father who was Greek and a mother who was Jewish.  From the days of his childhood he was instructed in the sacred writings of the Old Testament.

He was nurtured by his grandmother Lois and his mother Eunice (2 Timothy 1:5), who both became Christians.  In time Timothy also became a Christian and a leader of the Christian community in Ephesus.  It is to Ephesus that Paul sent his letter urging Timothy to be aware of the universal nature of prayer.

He begins by urging Timothy to pray for everyone.  Paul insists that God’s love is universal and that God wills the salvation of everyone (1 Timothy: 2:3; Romans 11:32; Titus 2:11; 2 Peter 3:9).  For Paul, the death of Jesus is seen as a ransom offered for everyone (1 Timothy 2:6; 2 Corinthians 5:15; Matthew 20:28; John 3:16).  And so it is only right and acceptable that all prayers be made for everyone.
What makes Paul’s words significant not only for Timothy but for us today is the realization that it is “all too easy for the church to turn in on itself” when we assume that our prayers are about only our own needs (Preaching Through the Christian Year – C, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1994, page 413).  Or as someone observed if we are not careful, “We can find ourselves praying only for people like ourselves, for those whom we know, even for those whom we love, like, or prefer” (Op. cit.)
Paul challenges Timothy and he challenges us to break open our understanding of what it means for us to pray as does Jesus when he says, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44; Leviticus 19:34; Romans 12:14; Luke 23:34; Acts 7:60; 1 Peter 3:9; Luke 6:35).  This is difficult for us to do because so often our prayers are for our own concerns, our own friends, acquaintances, and loved ones, and our own places.

The idea that we would consider praying for those whom we have been taught to fear and despise is difficult for us to fathom.  Yet we know our prayers should not be confined to who we are and where we are.
Paul challenges Timothy even further when he includes in his instructions prayers “for kings and all who are in high positions” – and although it is not said we would be right to assume that this would include presidents and prime ministers, dictators and despots.  This is also difficult for us to do because there is a tendency in the church for us to dismiss one another when we find ourselves disagreeing about any number of issues by simply saying, “Oh, he or she is just being political.”
What we find in Paul’s letter to Timothy is the reality that our lives cannot be put into separate compartments.  When Paul instructs Timothy of the need to pray “for kings and all who are in high positions,” he is posing a difficult question to those who find themselves living in the Roman Empire.  There is no doubt someone in the Christian community in Ephesus would have questioned Paul about praying for an emperor who was honored as a god, before whose statue incense was burned and oaths taken (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life/Pentecost 2, 2007, page 42).  

In times of persecution – yes, in times of war – Paul tells the people that they should pray for all political leaders.  The motive here is that all might live in peace.  The prayers offered are prayers of supplication; that is, they are made in behalf of all ruling authorities.  This does not mean that they must submit to such an authority because we cannot assume that Christians will always bow before any king or president; any dictator or despot with no questions asked.
Or as someone noted, “Being prayerful for political leaders is one thing, being blindly submissive to them is quite another” (Preaching through the Christian Year – C, page 414).  So we find ourselves as did those who were in the Christian community in Ephesus called upon to pray for all.  
As citizens of nation states and of God’s realm, we are called to pray for those in authority.  As brothers and sisters in Christ, we are called to pray in Jesus’ name for all.  We are called to pray for a life of peace knowing that it is God’s desire that everyone be saved.

Mahalo ke Akua!
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