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Jeremiah 33:14–16tc \l4 "Jeremiah 33:14–16
1 Thessalonians 3:9–13 tc \l4 "1 Thessalonians 3:9–13 
For what thanksgiving can we return to God for you, for all the joy that we feel for your sake before our God, as we pray most earnestly night and day that we may see you face to face and supply what is lacking in your faith? Now may our God and Father himself, and our Lord Jesus, direct our way to you, and may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, as we do for you, so that he may establish your hearts blameless in holiness before our God and Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints. 

Luke 19:28–40tc \l4 "Luke 19:28–40
.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
In the church, it’s Advent, the season of our Lord’s coming.  We contemplate our Lord’s coming, as he came in the flesh as a baby to mother Mary.  In Advent, the church approaches Christmas Day.

In Advent, we contemplate our Lord’s coming in the flesh in the Body and Blood of Holy Communion, making his Advent among his people on each Lord’s Day.

And in Advent, we contemplate our Lord’s coming in the flesh on the Last Day, to judge the living and the dead, the church awaiting her final vindication at the Lord’s final Advent among all men.

It’s Advent, season of waiting.  While we wait, what do we do?


We pray.

That’s easy enough to say.  Nobody, it seems, has anything bad to say about prayer.  Everyone is in favor of it, thinks it’s a good thing, and we should be doing more of it.  It can be strange, how prayer is presented to us in our culture.  Even the Congress gets in on the act, coming up with a so-called national day of prayer, just so that everyone will know to pray on that day—Congress says so!

But that should let us consider for a moment what prayer is.  A national day of prayer—just how would that work?  At the instruction of the government, all churches would be expected to pray, all Christians, but also all Jews?  All Muslims and Mormons?  All those who pray to the great spirit in the sky, and those praying to mother Earth?  They’re all praying.  How would that work?

They don’t pray to the same god, they don’t think of prayer as the same thing.  Some consider prayer a way to do a good work, others think of it as a way to be more spiritual, others as a way of showing your submission, then come along the poor Christians, thinking of prayer as none of those things, but as a simple conversation with the Lord, the heart of faith interceding to the God in repentance and thanksgiving, and always interceding in joyful confidence for family and for neighbor.

So how would that work when everyone is instructed to pray, to whatever god, with whatever understanding of what prayer is, but all praying together on a so-called national day of prayer?

We might think of different sports.  We could have an Olympic athlete accomplished in swimming; we could throw in basketball, and we could add in a championship skeet shooter.  All good sports.  Now let’s have a national day of sports, and instruct everyone to do it together.  What would that look like, with some athletes standing in a swimming pool with shot guns, throwing basketballs up into the air, seeing who could shoot the most?


For the church, the confusion is easily sorted out.  The church prays.  She doesn’t pray because any earthly government tells her to, and indeed, no earthly government can truly know what prayer is, for that is not why our Lord established the earthly governments.

The church prays because her Lord prays, Jesus stationed at the Throne in Heaven, interceding for us before the face of his Father.

And the church prays because Jesus, in setting the Words of his Gospel upon our lips, has given us to intercede to the Father in Heaven with the full confidence that we pray along with our Lord Jesus.

And the church prays because she has received this promise and instruction from the Lord’s Apostles.  1 Thessalonians 3:9:

as we pray most earnestly night and day that we may see you face to face and supply what is lacking in your faith? Now may our God and Father himself, and our Lord Jesus, direct our way to you, and may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, as we do for you, so that he may establish your hearts blameless in holiness before our God and Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints. 

The Lord’s Apostles show us how to pray.  Which makes sense, since Jesus has already instructed us to pray, and taught us to pray, giving us the Lord’s prayer.

That is really the simplicity of prayer: We pray because we are told to.  This simple recognition relieves us of any temptation to think that we should pray when we feel the strong need, or when we feel led by the Spirit, or because we feel worthy to, or because we’re told to by the Congress.  We are removed of all this, for we pray because our Lord has told us to.  There is a wonderful simplicity to that.

From the Large Catechism:

The first thing to know [about prayer] is this: It is our duty to pray because God has commanded it. We were told in the Second Commandment, “You shall not take God’s name in vain.” Thereby we are required to praise the holy name and pray or call upon it in every need. For to call upon it is nothing else than to pray. 6 Prayer, therefore, is as strictly and solemnly commanded as all the other commandments, such as having no other God, not killing, not stealing, etc. Let no one think that it makes no difference whether I pray or not, as vulgar people do who say in their delusion: “Why should I pray? Who knows whether God heeds my prayer or cares to hear it? If I do not pray, someone else will.” Thus they fall into the habit of never praying, alleging that since we reject false and hypocritical prayers we teach that there is no duty or need to pray . . . 8 To pray, as the Second Commandment teaches, is to call upon God in every need. This God requires of us; he has not left it to our choice. It is our duty and obligation to pray if we want to be Christians, just as it is our duty and obligation to obey our fathers and mothers and the civil authorities. By invocation and prayer the name of God is glorified and used to good purpose. This you should note above all, so that you may silence and repel any thoughts that would prevent or deter us from praying.

This recognition that we pray because of the Commandment, because our Lord has told us to, because our Lord has promised to hear our intercession, allows us to see what a gift prayer is.  

Rather than being something under the control of earthly governments, it is a gift from the Lord.  The church doesn’t pray for neighbor and for governing authorities according to a so-called national prayer day.  Much better, much more, the church prays for family and for neighbor and for nation and all those in authority every Sunday, as she gathers around her Lord’s Body and Blood and she speaks her intercession to him.  And the church prays for neighbor and nation each day, each night, as each Christian goes to sleep with the Lord’s prayer on the lips, interceding for all.


The Church prays.  Prays what?  

As Paul says, we pray with thanksgiving and joy, for the sake of all Christians, interceding before the face of our God. 


[1 Thessalonians 3:9]

We pray, night and day, for all Christians, that we may encourage them and build them up in the faith.


[1 Thessalonains 3:10]

The church prays that all Christians increase and abound in love and kindness toward one another and toward all people, that all men may hear the kindness and grace of the Lord Jesus.


[1 Thessalonians 3:12]

And, 1 Thessalonians 3:13, the church prays that the Lord would  establish your hearts blameless in holiness before our God and Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints.

In the Church, it’s Advent—we look for the coming of our Lord in the flesh. 

We rejoice in our Lord having made his  advent in the flesh at Bethlehem.  

We extol our Lord making his advent in the flesh among us in the Holy Supper for the forgiveness of our sins.  

We look forward, waiting for our Lord to make his advent in the flesh on the Last Day when he comes to gather his church home.

But as we wait, we pray.  

We pray in repentance, lamenting our failure to pray diligently for ourselves, our family, our neighbor, and for those in authority.

We pray in repentance, lamenting our sin of thinking we couldn’t pray, or shouldn’t pray, being too weighed down with our sins, forgetting that all our sin has been washed away by the blood of Jesus and our mouths have been sanctified by the words he has placed on them.

We pray in repentant joy, knowing that God waits upon our intercession, and our prayer is heard because it has been given us by our Lord to pray, and we are praying according to his instruction.

And we pray in joy, knowing that our every word on behalf of ourselves, our family, our neighbor, and our nation is heard, and God truly wants to bring his help and his kindness to all.

In the church, it is Advent.  We await our Lord’s final advent.  But while we wait, we pray.

Pray what?  We pray the words he has given us.  We pray for his Word of grace to build up our families.  We pray for his blessings to come to our neighbor.  We pray, knowing that, until he comes again, he hears our every word, for he has forgiven our sins and his words now sanctify our mouths.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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