Sermon 20 October 2019: Mrs Linda West LLM
To encourage persistent study of the Bible and prayer
Readings: 
2 Timothy 3.14-4.5, page 1196 Pew Bibles; 
Luke 18.1-8, page 1052 Pew Bibles.
Opening prayer: May I speak with the authority of Scripture, knowing that it is all God-breathed and there for our training in righteousness.  Amen.
How well do you know Aunty Mary?  Or Grandpa Peter?  Or Uncle Paul?  Or Cousin Timothy?
Who do you think I’m talking about?  Members of our congregation?  My relatives?
Can you guess?  Right, people in the Bible.  
I took this idea from Michael Baughen’s commentary on 2 Timothy which, although written back in 1986, is just as relevant today, and I’m grateful to him for much of the background on this morning’s sermon.  
I wonder just how well do we know our Bible characters?  Or the stories of Jesus?  Paul’s letters?  The Psalms? The writings of the prophets? And the whole host more that the Bible contains?  And how many of us can claim to have read every word from ‘In the beginning’ at the start of the Bible to ‘The grace of the Lord Jesus be with God’s people.  Amen.’ at the end?  
Well, if you don’t know much of this I wouldn’t seriously suggest just starting at the beginning of Genesis and working straight through.  I have found this well worth doing but only after I had spent 40 years approaching the Bible in simpler chunks first.  Amongst the most popular ways of approaching getting to know the Bible are daily readings with help of notes – those of us using New Daylight have learnt quite a lot about the prophet Elijah over the past few days; one of my favourite Bible characters and there is great drama in the story as well as great testimony of the life of faith.
Other ways are listening to sermons, attending House Groups, studying the life of particular Bible characters, perhaps with the help of a book about them, using study commentaries, or just picking a book such as the Psalms and reading through it, perhaps a chapter at a time.  I’m a bit of a technophobe but I know that there are many on-line ways of studying the Bible and the entire Bible is available on-line and it is easy to find out where a particular verse comes from by just typing it in – very useful for people like me who know that there is a verse somewhere which says something like but can’t remember whereabouts in the Bible it is.
And one of the best ways of learning much of what the Bible is about in paraphrase in our holy habits month of worship, is by singing hymns, as so many are based on passages from the Bible.  And over the last couple of weeks we have again taken up dwelling in the word during our services.  Although some of us found this uncomfortable at first, I think we have found out how beneficial this thinking about what really struck us about a passage is and the sharing of that finding with others.
But why is it important to know what is in the Bible anyway?  Our first reading was from Paul’s second letter to Timothy.  Paul was in prison in Rome and was writing to advise the young Timothy who was to carry on the work at Ephesus for him.  He is at pains to impart to Timothy how important the study of God’s word is and ‘that all scripture is God-breathed and useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.’  
Now this need for understanding the word of God applies not just to people like Timothy who are to preach, and not just to men – the reference applies equally to us women as well.  We all need to be equipped to do every good work.  
Timothy is told it is there to help him with the work of an evangelist.  But evangelists are not just people who are called to hold great rallies at which they preach and invite people to turn to Christ, or to people who go round knocking on doors and inviting people to read the Bible.  We are all called to be evangelists – Christ’s great commission to go into the world and preach the gospel wasn’t just addressed to the few disciples with him, or even to special people in the new testament, or people with special training.  It applies to each and every one of us.  
But in order to do this we need to be very familiar with the Bible so that we can answer the questions of those to whom we speak.   So daily study of just small bits of the Bible all mounts up and equips us for the task.  
But we are not alone in this and we don’t have to make a great thing about it.  The opportunities occur in our daily lives.  We are all familiar with the phrase ‘actions speak louder than words’ and it is in the way we live our daily lives, the acts of kindness we show, the friendships and the way we deal with the people we meet, through which people see Christ in our lives.  
But we do need to be equipped to speak about our faith if necessary and the greatest other tool we have is prayer.  Michael Baughen says in his book (p 177): ‘I have never found it easy to ‘force an opening; and to challenge a complete stranger ‘from cold’.  What I found to be the way for me, when in securlar employment, was to pray each morning, ‘Lord, if you will make an opening for me to speak today, I promise you I will speak’. Within a couple of days of praying like this I was astounded at the way conversation turned to the Bible at tea-time in the office, without my having done anything about it.’
A great example, and I’ve found that when opportunities do arise the best thing is to offer up a quick arrow prayer to God for the Holy Spirit’s guidance – it has had some amazing results.  
This brings us neatly onto our gospel reading where Christ is at pains to encourage us to be persistent in prayer with his parable of the persistent widow who was seeking justice.  The listeners would have been particularly aware that widows and orphans were to be the special recipients of charity under Jewish law.  Patella, in his commentary (page 117), suggests that this parable can be seen in two ways: 
· As an unjust judge grants a petition solely for self-serving purposes, how much more will a loving God grant the desires of his beloved petitioner, or 

· As persistent as a widow is to secure her rights, so is God in securing the rights of those petitioning him.  

Either way the important thing for us is that we must be persistent in prayer not just for our own needs and those of others, but about everything that God lays on our hearts.  And he really doesn’t mind if we come to him with the same request over and over again.   He is our loving father and likes us to bring all our needs to him.  I sometimes get people saying that something like their lost glasses is too trivial a matter for God, or that their cold is not important when there are others suffering so much more – but to God we can bring anything that is on our minds whether it is a small or large thing.  We really can bring everything to him and we can ask him again and again.  
God cares, even if the answer he gives us is not always an immediate ‘yes’ – when he says ‘wait’ or even ‘no’ we usually see the reason later – even years down the line.  Whatever our need he will sustain us through it and that is worth hanging on to – that is why we need to keep up the persistent prayer.  
This passage is about intercessory prayer, but it is important that we also include praise, thanksgiving and confession in our conversations with God.  
So what challenges shall we take from these passages this morning?  How about one on Bible study and one on prayer?
· How about trying one different way of studying the Bible, at least for one day this week?  

· How about picking one thing we want to bring to God and being persistent in our prayers and praying that prayer each day?  

And, if we feel really adventurous, we might even share the results over coffee next week!
May God bless us in our study of his word and make us persistent in prayer.  Amen.
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