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A. I think I have spoken before about an odd experience I had in college. I went to my campus mailbox one day and found a note from a young woman I did not know. I was rather stunned to discover that she had admired me from a far and was pledging her undying love to me. When I looked at the envelope, I found that it was addressed to another “Brian” whose last name started with “J” and whose mailbox was just below mine. No wonder I was confused: I was reading someone else’s mail!

And when it comes to reading the Bible, we must always remember that to some extent we also are reading someone else’s mail. This is true everywhere, but most especially in the Old Testament. The Bible’s universal promises are for everyone. But the individual details may or may not pertain exactly as written. 


B. In King Solomon’s great prayer dedicating the temple, he was operating by the terms God had established through Moses with the nation of Israel. These included the promise of physical prosperity and blessings through obedience, and physical adversity and discipline through disobedience, especially through idolatry and the degradation that went with it. 


And this helps to explain the details of the seven petitions Solomon makes in this prayer. They conform well to the terms of the Old Covenant. But since that Old Covenant and its specific provisions are no longer in effect, and we have the New Covenant in Jesus, we should still read this text as the very Word of God. But since it was not written to us directly, we need to make some adjustments. And making these modifications, these petitions belong to us and are even more wonderful now than before. 


C. Since when reading the Bible we are, to some extent, reading someone else’s mail, there are three important questions we should ask of the text, the question of information, the question of interpretation, and then the question of application. We first ask what this text actually says, and what it would have meant to those who first received it, determining the author’s intent the best we can. But then we need to compare our own situation and translate the message for today. And once we have gained an understanding of what this portion of God’s Word says to our day, we must then ask how we are to respond, the question of application. 


So, Solomon’s seven petitions do have correspondence to the life of the church in our day, and we would do well to pay attention to these God-given priorities in prayer. There are seven petitions, and we will address each one briefly. 

I. WE PRAY FOR DIRECTION IN DISCIPLINE.


A. The situation in view in the first petition is seeking God’s wisdom in disputes that are not easily resolved. 31 “If a man sins against his neighbor and is made to take an oath and comes and swears his oath before your altar in this house, 32 then hear in heaven and act and judge your servants, condemning the guilty by bringing his conduct on his own head, and vindicating the righteous by rewarding him according to his righteousness. 


In this instance, a man approaches the authorities and complains that a neighbor has sinned against him. The neighbor is confronted and, in the presence of God in the temple, swears on oath to his innocence. But there are no other witnesses, one’s word against another. Now what? 


Solomon’s prayer is that in such cases, the Lord would make the truth known. You surely recall the famous case when two women came to Solomon each claiming to be the mother of the living child and that the other was the mother of the dead child. And Solomon wisely settled that dispute. But many more such disputes would be forthcoming. 


B. Now, of course, Old Testament Israel was a nation state. The religion and the government were unified. The church bore the power of the sword, we might say. That, of course, is not the case in the church. God has given spiritual authority to the church over those who belong to it, but has also given political authority to lawful government, the power of the sword. 


Yet the church must address matters of dispute between her members, and that may be very difficult. We seek to do right and uphold justice in the church. The Presbyterian form of church government lodges immediate authority in the court of the Session. If someone disagrees, they may appeal their concerns to the higher court of the Presbytery, and even to the higher court of the General Assembly. 


But remember, this is about prayer. And the point is that we must be praying for the wisdom of our church elders and for the honesty of the people.  

II. WE PRAY FOR RESCUE THROUGH REPENTANCE.


A. One of the provisions of the Old Covenant was that God would swiftly discipline his people imposing serious sanctions, one of which was defeat by enemies for their defection or disobedience. These covenant curses are recorded in Deuteronomy 28. Solomon knew that all were sinners, and so prayed that God would also rescue his people when they repented. “33 “When your people Israel are defeated before the enemy because they have sinned against you, and if they turn again to you and acknowledge your name and pray and plead with you in this house, 34 then hear in heaven and forgive the sin of your people Israel and bring them again to the land that you gave to their fathers.” 


B. And here’s where we must make another New Covenant adjustment. In the New Testament, Jesus calls us to love our enemies, not vanquish them in battle. He was not speaking to nations, to governments charged with protecting her people, but to the church. The “enemy,” the only enemy of the New Covenant people of God is our spiritual enemy, the devil and his demonic minions. These we pray against, asking God to destroy them utterly. But our fellow humans are always our target for loving evangelization. So, even though we must oppose and expose lies and schemes to do evil, we also love those who plan and carry out these wicked works. 

What also applies, though, is that the compromise and complacency of God’s people does give the enemy, Satan, a foothold, personally, and in his church. So, as we pray for the defeat of the kingdom of darkness, we also pray for the purity and faithfulness of ourselves and our church. 

III. WE PRAY FOR RESTORATION THROUGH REPENTANCE.


A. Discipline for sin in the Old Covenant was not only in the form of defeat by enemies. It would also flow more directly from God’s rod of correction in the form of hardship, pestilence, famine, or disease. 35 “When heaven is shut up and there is no rain because they have sinned against you, if they pray toward this place and acknowledge your name and turn from their sin, when you afflict them, 36 then hear in heaven and forgive the sin of your servants, your people Israel, when you teach them the good way in which they should walk, and grant rain upon your land, which you have given to your people as an inheritance. 


B. So, similarly today, God lovingly disciplines his people. Not all hardship is directly related to personal sin, of course, but obviously some is. And that is a sobering truth and should be considered. James 5:13-16 makes this connection: “13 Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise. 14 Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. 16 Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working.” If we are wasteful in our spending, for example, and then find ourselves in financial difficulties, duh! If we neglect our family and then have a troubled marriage and disrespectful children, well, what did you think would happen? If we live an unhealthy life, no surprise when we are not well. 

But the focus, the prayer is again centered on repentance, and asking God to mute the consequences of our sin. 

IV. WE PRAY FOR SANCTIFICATION IN OUR SUFFERING.


A. And as we just noted, some suffering is not clearly caused by personal sin. Godly people contract serious illnesses, suffer grave accidents, become the target of hateful people, and have families that can unravel. Two of the most common and difficult questions in Scripture are “why do the wicked prosper?” and “why do the godly suffer?”

Note that in verses 37-40, there is no mention of the trouble arising due to sin. “37 “If there is famine in the land, if there is pestilence or blight or mildew or locust or caterpillar, if their enemy besieges them in the land at their gates, whatever plague, whatever sickness there is, 38 whatever prayer, whatever plea is made by any man or by all your people Israel, each knowing the affliction of his own heart and stretching out his hands toward this house, 39 then hear in heaven your dwelling place and forgive and act and render to each whose heart you know, according to all his ways (for you, you only, know the hearts of all the children of mankind), 40 that they may fear you all the days that they live in the land that you gave to our fathers.”

B. The payoff is in the last verse, verse 40: “that they may fear you all the days that they live in the land that you gave to our fathers.” Oh, so what this pestilence or whatever was all about was sanctification. There is not much of an adjustment to be made here between the lives of Old Covenant people and of Christians today. In her worst days, the Roman Church said that one could actually “buy” grace through indulgences. But you cannot buy the precious blessing of sanctification, of the Grace to walk closely with Christ in righteousness including a new heart of holiness. And, to be honest, prosperity, when things are all going well, does not often produce sanctification. No, hardship, pain, loss, suffering will tend to drive the dear believer to Christ, to a greater dependence, trust, and a new appreciation for holiness of life and character. 

Here’s the secret, Beloved: what you are really seeking, your heart’s desire, the best life possible. It is this: “that they may fear you all the days that they live in the land that you gave to our fathers.” And the painful trial that drives us to prayer is the fastest and surest route to it. 
V. WE PRAY FOR MULTIPLICATION THROUGH MISSIONS.


A. Here’s a helpful one, again, that doesn’t need much adjustment. When Jesus in his Sermon on the Mount spoke of his people, the new Israel, as the salt of the earth, the light of the world, and the city on the hill that could not be hidden, he was using Old Testament imagery. Old Israel was supposed to be all that, and for the most part utterly failed. But Solomon here in this prayer dedicating the temple in Jerusalem, the temple devoted to the God of Israel, specifically prays for foreigners, for Gentiles. 


41 “Likewise, when a foreigner, who is not of your people Israel, comes from a far country for your name’s sake 42 (for they shall hear of your great name and your mighty hand, and of your outstretched arm), when he comes and prays toward this house, 43 hear in heaven your dwelling place and do according to all for which the foreigner calls to you, in order that all the peoples of the earth may know your name and fear you, as do your people Israel, and that they may know that this house that I have built is called by your name.” 


B. We must not ever discount the power of godly living as a beacon of hope to the unsaved of the world. When Roman pagans conquered Jerusalem in 63 B.C., they stationed their representatives throughout the land. And some of them were amazed. Their pagan lives were degraded, their families disordered, their religion was crass superstition. But when they witnessed among the Jews their upright lives, their ordered, loving families, and their faith that called them to a vastly superior life, some of those Roman pagans began to adopt the customs and beliefs of the Jews. They were only repeating what had happened in Solomon’s day, as we will see in the coming weeks. The nations rushed to hear Solomon’s wisdom, which was not so much a collection of clever observations on life, but the very Word of the living God. They came because their way was not working, when the Lord God’s way clearly was. 


Oh, this speaks so powerfully to the church as well. We must speak the gospel truth, of course. The gospel is not a lifestyle, but a message, good news. But, Beloved, the gospel produces new people, morally humble, loving, godly people. Much of the “news” we receive through the media features the weirdest and the wickedest. We must not let that discourage us. We should expect vile sinners to live vile lives. Hey, without Jesus, we would be right there with them. 


What a contrast, though, when husbands and wives love each other and devote themselves to raising their children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord! 


The first Roman emperor to confess Christ was Constantine, 300 years after Christ. But not long after his day, another Roman Emperor called Julian the Apostate worked to overturn the Christian faith and to restore paganism. Now you would think that paganism and its focus on sensual pleasure and freedom would have been gladly accepted and would have easily won the day. 


But Julian had a problem. Everyone saw that the Christians loved one another, and that they even loved and cared for non-Christians. They respectfully cared for the bodies of their dead. And they even did the same for the bodies of unbelievers. This was impressive evidence of the reality of the Christian teaching. Julian saw this as a serious impediment to his agenda, and attempted to create his own pagan cult that imitated Christian generosity, but failed utterly. His reign lasted only two years. And he died, according to tradition, admitting defeat. 

VI. WE PRAY FOR SUCCESS IN SPIRITUAL WARFARE.


A. We have already touched on this point, so we will not elaborate. 44 “If your people go out to battle against their enemy, by whatever way you shall send them, and they pray to the Lord toward the city that you have chosen and the house that I have built for your name, 45 then hear in heaven their prayer and their plea, and maintain their cause.” 


Here is a simple reminder that in all of our spiritual endeavors, we are actually going out to battle against the world, the flesh, and the devil. And so, every endeavor, even if it seems routine and easy, should be the object of prayer, for it is only God’s power that will prevail. 

VII. WE PRAY FOR WINNING BACK THE WAYWARD. 


A. And finally, Solomon prays for God to hear when the unthinkable might happen. It was not beyond possibility in his mind that God’s people should stray so far and so obstinately that the Lord would have to exile them from the Promised Land. His covenant with Israel certainly covered this potentiality. So, Solomon prays for God to hear even in this worst-case scenario. 

46 “If they sin against you—for there is no one who does not sin—and you are angry with them and give them to an enemy, so that they are carried away captive to the land of the enemy, far off or near, 47 yet if they turn their heart in the land to which they have been carried captive, and repent and plead with you in the land of their captors, saying, ‘We have sinned and have acted perversely and wickedly,’ 48 if they repent with all their heart and with all their soul in the land of their enemies, who carried them captive, and pray to you toward their land, which you gave to their fathers, the city that you have chosen, and the house that I have built for your name, 49 then hear in heaven your dwelling place their prayer and their plea, and maintain their cause 50 and forgive your people who have sinned against you, and all their transgressions that they have committed against you, and grant them compassion in the sight of those who carried them captive, that they may have compassion on them 51 (for they are your people, and your heritage, which you brought out of Egypt, from the midst of the iron furnace).

The Lord had claimed them and rescued them from captivity once. Solomon prayed and asked that he might do it again. 

B. What does this say to our day? Much, much! You are probably like me and have loved ones who have gone into exile. They are wayward. They have left the faith (if they ever belonged to it). Is there any hope for winning them back? Well, according to this text, our chief resource is prayer. 


This applies, I think, even to whole churches that are wandering or have wandered and slipped. We’re out of time, but again, prayer is our first line of outreach, and for those churches yet faithful, our first line of defense. 


I think that our Lord’s words to Peter on the night he was betrayed apply to every believer and to every godly church. (Luke 22:31-32) “Simon, Simon,

behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, 32 but I have prayed for 

you that your faith may not fail.” 

CONCLUSION


Satan is demanding to have you, to have your family, to have your church. I don’t want to be alarmist, but to sound a real alarm, and to plead with you to recognize our complete dependency on the grace of God and to make prayer our practice. J
____________________________________________________________________________________________


