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-Contextual Prayer- 

Date:  April 18, 2021 (Easter 3) 

1.  Texts:  Acts 3:12-19; Ps. 4; 1 John 3:1-7; Luke 24:36b-48. 

2.  Subject:  prayer. 

3.  Topic:  contextualize prayer. 

4.  Aim:  guide, educate. 

5.  Proposition:  “The prayer of the faithful is prayer in reality and truth.” 
 

WE PRAY IN SINCERITY AND TRUTH 

 

 We all know that God doesn’t usually intervene physically in our lives.  We 

pray and pray, but the miracle we want doesn’t usually happen.  Just ask the 

families of our Covid victims or the cancer sufferers in our own families.  Think 

about the missing and murdered aboriginal girls and women.  Or think about the 

parents of those who have died because of an opioid overdose.  Or the victims of 

any of the modern genocides.  God does not physically intervene very often, no 

matter how much or how often we pray.  I wish that he did, but we don’t see 

evidence of it. 

 

Answer me when I call, O God of my right! 

   You gave me room when I was in distress. 

   Be gracious to me, and hear my prayer. 
 

How long, you people, shall my honour suffer shame? 

   How long will you love vain words, and seek after lies? 

But know that the Lord has set apart the faithful for himself; 

   the Lord hears when I call to him. 
 

When you are disturbed, do not sin; 

   ponder it on your beds, and be silent. 

Offer right sacrifices, 

   and put your trust in the Lord. 
 

There are many who say, ‘O that we might see some good! 

   Let the light of your face shine on us, O Lord!’ 

You have put gladness in my heart 

   more than when their grain and wine abound. 
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I will both lie down and sleep in peace; 

   for you alone, O Lord, make me lie down in safety.1 

 

 The author of Psalm 4 experienced this awkward truth.  There is a 

wistfulness in his writing, as he balanced his experience with his faith.  We might 

find ourselves in that same position.  We need to pray.  We want to pray.  But we 

have to pray in faith given our very real circumstances.   

 

 I suggest that we might have to start by redirecting our prayer.  St. James 

once suggested that most disciples aim their prayers at the wrong things.2  We 

might take his advice more seriously. 

 

 We usually pray about our circumstances.  We ask for things to improve 

our lives.  We pray that whatever is happening to us should change.  We pray 

that whatever is happening to other people will change.  Our prayers are usually 

about what is happening around us or what is happening to us.   

 

 It doesn’t seem that God places our circumstances first on his list.  He 

doesn’t usually get involved with what is happening around us or to us.  Our 

context is not his chief concern.  His first concern is our character.  His focus is 

neither around us or to us.  His focus is what is going on in us.  His concern is not 

“what” but “who”.  Who are we as human beings created in his image?  Who are 

we as disciples of the Christ?  Who are we as mirrors of Jesus? 

 

 Such questions seem to be more in line with what the psalmist wrote.  He 

was praying about trust in troubled times, while knowing that God doesn’t often 

physically intervene.  He’s praying not so much about his circumstances.  He’s 

praying about a shift in his character.  He wants to move to trusting God even 

without proof of protection.   

 

 This is a good shift of direction in our prayers.  We are to pray not about 

what is happening around or to us.  We are to pray about what is going on in us, 

 
1 Psalm 4. 
2 James 4:3. 
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in our hearts.  We pray about our character and identity, not about our 

circumstances.   

 

 Like the psalmist would have done, our prayers should be focussed through 

words like trust, courage, faithfulness and love.  When we pray about other 

people, we pray not about what is happening to them, but rather on how they are 

dealing with what is happening.  We’re praying not for healing, but for 

wholeness.  We seek God’s support in the midst of our circumstances, not for 

change of the circumstances.   

 

 It’s pretty obvious how that might work as we pray for people we know.  In 

the midst of their cancer, we pray for courage, faith and trust in God’s eternal 

love.  For the unemployed, we pray for imagination, inventiveness and 

encouragement.  As we struggle with the need to proclaim the gospel, we ask for 

God’s boldness and inspiration.  We pray for character.  We pray for 

transformation of the souls and spirits of people.   

 

 We pray that the perpetrators of violence will be healed of their need to 

control and dominate others.  We pray that racists and bigots will experience the 

love of God that forgives even their sins.  We pray that governments will take on 

a spirit of genuine servanthood.  We pray for the transformation of the souls and 

spirits of people and so for the transformation of the systems they represent.   

 

 We pray that victims will find peace, wholeness and restoration in Christ.  

We pray that the deceased will rise in glory and that the mourners will find peace 

in trusting God.  We pray that, in the midst of disaster, God’s people will find the 

strength to offer themselves to others.   

 

 The long and the short of it is that we pray about people, not about 

circumstances.  We pray for those who are suffering from pandemic isolation and 

Covid-19.  We pray for cancer sufferers and the victims of spousal violence.  We 

pray that racists and bigots will find wholeness in Christ.  We pray that God’s 

love will be real to the depressed and the handicapped.  People, not things.  

People, not circumstances.  We pray not about what is happening to us, but about 

what is going on in us.   
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 I think this refocussing of our prayers is more in keeping with the world 

and God as we experience them.  Ultimately, this renewed focus is about 

salvation, grace and forgiveness for which Christ lived and died, providing us 

with the chief example of Christian character and identity.  St. James would have 

approved of this refocus, and I think the same could have been true of the 

psalmist if he had experienced the Christ.   

 

 But now the real question for us is whether we can approve of this 

redirection of our traditional forms of praying.  Can we shift from praying about 

things and situations, and move to praying for the people in the midst of those 

circumstances?  Can we move from give so-and-so a job to praying, give so-and-

so the strength to deal with joblessness?  Can we turn from praying for healing of 

someone’s body to praying for healing of someone’s soul and spirit?   

 

 Such a shift might transform not only our prayer lives, but our lives.  Our 

circumstances might not change, but our people just might. 

 

 AMEN.   


