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Sunday, January 4, 2015
Topic:

Prayer that Keeps Us Centered and Strong in a New Year
Scripture:
Mark 9:14-29
We have just finished another difficult year.  2014 presented some severe challenges to our world.  Most of us encountered difficulties that exercised our faith and our abilities to cope with life.  
We have entered another new year —2015.  What will we encounter? 
What’s going to keep us centered?

New Year’s Day provides an opportunity to define who we will be in 2015 . . . 
· To remember who we are:  “Saints…you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator” (Colossians 3:9-10, NIV).
· To renew our faith in Christ Jesus as the Lord of our lives.  “Do not be conformed to the world but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will prove God’s good, acceptable and perfect will for you” (Romans 12:2, NLT)

· To think about plans God has in store for you: “I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “…plans to give you hope and a future” (Jeremiah 29:11, NIV)
· To set some goals.  “Those who plan what is good find love and faithfulness” (Proverbs 14.22b)
All things being normal, we will encounter further challenges in 2015.  Any plans or dreams we have will encounter obstacles.  A proverb from the bible says: “Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may bring” (Proverbs 27:1).  I never would have dreamed of bladder cancer on January 1, 2014.  I puzzled the doctor because I didn’t have a history of any of the common causes of bladder tumors (smoking or job in chemical plants).
Our Scripture Reading told the story of a desperate father who brought a big challenge to some disciples of Jesus.   The story includes some instructions from Jesus that are important for us as we enter a new year.  It’s a story that illustrates how easy it is for us to lose sight of who we are and track of the resources we have to deal with the challenges that we will encounter in 2015.  Most important, it’s a call to prayer that keeps our faith centered in God.
Lessons from the story:

· Jesus diagnosed their inability to exorcise the demons as “lack of faith.”
· “You faithless people! How long must I be with you? How long must I put up with you? Bring the boy to me” (Mark 9:19; Mt. 17.17; Luke 9.41).
· They had been authorized by Jesus to cast out demons and heal diseases when he sent them out on mission trips to proclaim the arrival of the Kingdom of God.  

· Anything is possible if a person believes (Mark 9:23)
I tell you the truth, if you had faith even as small as a mustard seed, you could say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it would move. Nothing would be impossible (Matthew 17:20)
· Clarification: “Faith” in Scripture assumes faith in Jesus.  
· The disciples lost track of the resources Jesus had given them 

· It is not the strength of your faith but the object of your faith that actually saves you (Timothy Keller, American pastor, theologian & Christian apologist)
· We must make sure our faith is in Jesus.
INVITATION TO PRAYER: 

“This kind can be cast out only by prayer” (Mark 9:29) 

“THIS KIND,” particularly caught my attention this week.  
· Did Jesus recognize this to be a more difficult challenge?  

· Did the severe condition of the boy call for stronger faith?

· Is it possible that the disciples were distracted by debate with the opponents of Jesus and the crowd that was gathering around them?

We face situations that are extremely complex and difficult.  We are vulnerable to fatigue, limited knowledge and discouragement.  Disease, storm and evil pervade our world and intimidate us.  Faith in God gets diluted in fear, self-pity and a deep sense of inadequacy. 
I resonate with the father:

· Teacher, an evil spirit that won’t let him talk possesses him. And whenever this spirit seizes him, it throws him violently to the ground. Then he foams at the mouth and grinds his teeth and becomes rigid. So I asked your disciples to cast out the evil spirit, but they couldn’t do it
· Have mercy on us and help us, if you can.
· I do believe, but help me overcome my unbelief!
CHALLENGE FROM JESUS: “If I can? All things are possible for those who believe.”

Identify the Stumbling blocks and distractions that make you vulnerable to failure:

· INTIMIDATION by the world around us, family, job, finances, destructive habits
· PRIDE: Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall (Proverbs 16:18)

· BUSY SCHEDULE that crowds out prayer and spiritual disciplines

· ANGER at people 
· Truth, you will get angry at people and situations
· Be angry and sin not (Eph. 4:26-27; Psalms 4:4)
DANGER: UNDERESTIMATION OF THE POWER AND PRESENCE OF SATAN

· The evil spirits were not afraid of the disciples and they don’t fear us.  
· “Whenever the evil spirits saw Jesus, they fell down before him and cried out, ‘You are the Son of God’” (Mark 3:11). 

· They knew that when He spoke, they were doomed.  
St. Peter warns us: “Stay alert! Watch out for your great enemy, the devil. He prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour. Stand firm against him, and be strong in your faith” (1 Peter 5:8, NLT)
St. Paul instructs us: “Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on all of God’s armor so that you will be able to stand firm against all strategies of the devil (Ephesians 6:10-11, NLT).
Return to Jesus’ instruction: “this kind can be cast out only by prayer” (Mark 9:29).

· Prayer is a vital practice for our lives as disciples of Jesus in this world.
· Prayer is necessary to keep us centered and strong

Mark’s account of the life of Jesus illustrates the importance of prayer for our Lord:
· Submission to God and ordination by John for ministry ahead through his baptism (1.9-11)
· 40 days in the wilderness for intense, intentional prayer (1:12-13)
· Prayer following intense day of ministry to refocus on mission (1:35)
· Prayer following day of teaching and miracle multiplying small lunch to feed crowd (6:45-46).  

· Transfiguration Story (9:2-4) Jesus went up on a high mountain to prayer.  He took three disciples with him, but was met by Elijah and Moses.  It appears they were talking about the coming crucifixion and resurrection on mountain

Prayer centers our faith in Christ and cultivates our relationship with God

Christianity is not primarily a moral code but a grace-laden mystery;

it is not essentially a philosophy of love but a love affair;

it is not keeping rules with clenched fists but receiving a gift with open hands.
Brennan Manning (The Ragamuffin Gospel:

Good News for the Bedraggled, Beat-up, and Burnt Out)

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE CHALLENGES YOU FACE IN 2015?  
We can be called and gifted, prepared and ordained, to be the disciples of Jesus Christ but if we do not remain in constant contact with the source of our power, we will fail in crisis (The Communicator’s Commentary: Mark, David L. McKenna)
MAJOR CHALLENGES FOR NCCN IN 2015
· MAINTAIN FOCUS ON OUR MISSION TO INTRODUCE PEOPLE TO JESUS.
· PASTORAL LEADERSHIP TRANSITION
· BUILD ONE ANOTHER UP IN OUR FAITH IN CHRIST (Ephesians 4:11-13)
JESUS CALLS US TO PRAYER THAT KEEPS US CENTERED IN HIM THROUGH 2015:
· “This kind can be cast out only by prayer” Prayer is a key practice for being victorious
· “If you had faith even as small as a mustard seed, you could say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it would move. Nothing would be impossible.”

· “Anything is possible if you believe:”   Center your faith in Jesus daily
