A GODLY PRAYER

Text: 1 Chronicles 4:9-10
Readings: Psalm 67, 1 Chronicles 4:1-15
Theme: God answered the prayer of Jabez for blessing and increase which arose out of faith and confidence in God.
Purpose: To encourage you to pray for usefulness in God's kingdom with faith and confidence in God.


It may seem odd and even pointless to read a long list of names from the Bible, names that are difficult to pronounce, of people we have never heard of and know nothing about except that the wives of Ashur were Helah and Naarah (v 5) and that Othniel and Seraiah were the sons of Kenaz (v 13). 

There are 600 names recorded in the first nine chapters of this book. Most are listed without any comment on their lives or any description about who they were or what they did. What is the point of all these names and why are they recorded in the Bible?!

These people are mentioned by name because each one was a person, created in God’s image; they were also members of the covenant community and had a place among the people of God; each one was a person of significance with a role to play in the kingdom of God. 

That is true of us here today. Each one of us is a person, created in God’s image, a member of the church, God’s covenant community, with a part to play in God’s kingdom.

Context: These Chronicles of the history of Israel were written in the 4th century BC to encourage the exiles who had returned from Babylon. They were a small group of Jewish people, weak and oppressed by their more powerful neighbours, a feeble minority. They had many questions and doubts: “Who are we? Did we make the right decision coming back here? What will the future hold?” 

To answer these questions the writer begins with these genealogies – long lists of names – to remind them that God had been at work in history, in their nation and in the lives of individuals. If God has been busy with his people in the past he would also be busy with them in the future. They had a great past, and a great future lay before them. 
This is true of us as we look back over our lives and forward to what is to come; the God who has been with us in the past will also be with us in the future.

In these 600 names there are only a few about whom we are given a bit more information, more detail. One of these men is Jabez, a descendant of Judah, who probably lived around the time of the conquest of the land of Canaan under Joshua and the settlement of the land after that. 

Jabez had an unfortunate name.
All those who lived in biblical times had names with a meaning. They were named because of the circumstances of their birth, or because of what was happening in Israel at the time they were born, or because of who they were going to be.

Abraham means father of many; Issac mean he laughs; Jacob means, e grasps the heel. Samuel was named by his mother and his name means heard of God. Nabal means fool and his wife Abigail considered that he was appropriately named! Jesus means God saves; the angel instructed Joseph to give Mary’s child this name because he would save his people from their sins. 

The name Jabez sounds like the Hebrew word for pain. All mothers give birth to their children in pain, but the mother of Jabez must have experienced significant and unusual pain with the birth of this son. 

In Old Testament times names were believed to have a special power or influence over the lives of people, for good or bad; a person’s name could be a help or a handicap. 

You may or may not like the name you were given. Jabez did not like his name! Who wants a name that sounded like “pain”?! Imagine what the other kids around him could do with that! 

Jabez was convinced that his name would be a handicap in his life, so he turned to God in prayer, a prayer of faith, a believing prayer. The writer of Chronicles says that “Jabez was more honourable than his brothers.” In this he commends the prayer of this man. 

Jabez was in a difficult position, things were against him, but rather than simply struggle along on his own he prayed. 

Here is a lesson for us. As we look back all of us can think of times when we have been in difficulty, suffering with poor health, struggling with people at work, trying hard to make ends meet. Often we putter along on our own, trying to get through it by ourselves, in our own strength. 

Instead we must turn to God, we must pray, asking God for his guidance, his help, his strength; asking him to lead and guide us through these troubles. We must remember that God is all-powerful, he is in control of everything, he is in charge; he can work out all things for good for those who love him and are called according to his purpose (Rom 8:28).

Jabez was also earnest in prayer. He “cried out” to God. His prayer came from his heart, it was passionate. 

And he prayed knowing that God would hear him. He trusted in God, believed in him, relied on him. 

Let’s consider the content of his prayer. He made four specific requests.

1. First, he prayed for God's blessing

The word blessing means God's favour or kindness.
“Oh, that you would bless me!” The Hebrew literally reads, “Oh that blessing you would bless me!” The word bless is repeated for emphasis. The NASB translates it, “Oh that you would bless me indeed!”

He prayed this on basis of God's covenant promise to Abraham. God had promised Abraham, “I will surely bless you”; the Hebrew has the same grammatical construction as this prayer. Jabez, as a member of the covenant community and as an heir of the promises God had made to Abraham, cried out to the "God of Israel" and claimed his covenant blessing. 
 	
Today we are the covenant people of God, heirs of all the promises God made to Abraham and to all his people through all the ages. If you believe in Jesus and then you are part of the people of God and are a son and daughter in his family. You can and should ask for God's blessing on your own life and family and on this church. 
		
2. He prayed for God's Kingdom: "Enlarge my territory", or, enlarge my border. 

This prayer specifies the blessing he sought. God had promised the people of Israel the land of Canaan and had given it to them during the conquest of that land under Joshua. Part of the reason for that conquest was to punish the nations of the land for their idolatry and great wickedness. The people of Israel were an instrument of God’s judgement on those pagan peoples. 

But the people of Israel did not complete that task and pockets of pagan people remained throughout the land, including the territory in Judah that Jabez lived in. So he wanted to enlarge his territory, he wanted to do what God had commanded them to do and drive out the pagan nations. He wanted the kingdom of God to expand and increase and he wanted to be part of this. 
He could have prayed a different prayer. He could have prayed, “Make my borders secure. Keep me comfortable in my plot of land.” 

Or he could have prayed for a transfer, an easier job, or a safer piece of ground! But he didn’t.

Rather he prayed that he would do his duty in his present situation and that God would give him the strength he needed to enlarge his allotted territory. He was prepared to face his situation and do his task.

Remember that this book was written for the post-exilic people of Israel. They had returned to this land after the Babylonian exile but they were discouraged and felt hopeless. Extending their border was the last thing on their minds; they were just trying to survive, to hold their own, to protect their borders! 

The writer wrote this account to encourage them, to spur them on, to give them a bigger picture, to enlarge their horizon, to help them look to the future.
Proverbs 29:18 says, “Where there is no vision the people perish.” These returned exiles needed a vision of what God could do through them.

This was also written for us. The Kingdom of God today is not physical or geographical, but rather spiritual – it is the Kingdom of Christ. 

Today, in NZ, in this pagan, secular and godless country, we must pray the prayer of Jabez; “Enlarge my territory. Extend the borders of your kingdom. May your kingdom come, may your will be done!” Enlarge your kingdom in my home, my office, my factory, my school, my farm, and my neighbourhood.

We need to pray this as a church: “Enlarge our territory in this community, in this town/city, in this region! May many who do not know Jesus come to know him and join this church!” May Jesus Christ rule and reign over this region and over this nation!

3. Jabez prayed for God’s blessing, his kingdom and for his power; "Let your hand be with me...."
		
God is a spirit and so does not have physical hands. His “hand” here means his power, his might, his strength.
There is a similar picture later in this book where we read David say about God, "In your hands are strength and power to exalt and give strength to all" (1 Chron 29:12).

When Jabez prayed that God would enlarge his territory he knew he could not do this on his own – he needed God’s help. So he prayed for the power of God to enlarge his territory and to do this task. 

We know that we can’t extend God’s kingdom in our own strength or using our own power; we to need the might and power of God to do this. So we too must pray, “Let your hand be with me... .”

4. Jabez prayed for God’s blessing, his kingdom and for his power and for his protection; "Keep me from harm so that I will be free from pain."

He prayed that his name would not be self-fulfilling, that he would not have a life in keeping with his name. He prayed that his name would not lay a curse on his life, that he would not live in paralyzing fear of his name. "Keep me from harm so that I will be free from pain."

The word “harm” can also be translated as “evil” and can refer to the moral and spiritual effects of evil. 
In the Lord’s Prayer Jesus taught us to pray, 
“And lead us not into temptation 
But deliver us from evil,
For yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory...”

We too need to pray that God will protect us and deliver us from evil, that we will not fall for temptation, that he will guard us from the destructive power of the Evil One, that he will keep us safe from spiritual harm.

The writer of this book concluded his brief account of Jabez by writing; "And God granted His request". 

How good is that?! God heard his prayer and gave him what he asked for!

This is not teaching a prosperity gospel; this is not a text that supports a health/wealth gospel; this is not a promise that God will give you whatever you ask for.

But it does assure us that God answers our prayers. When you ask for matters that are in keeping with the promises of God’s word then God will give you what you ask for.
When you pray as a covenant child of God and ask God to keep his covenant promises then he will certainly do that.

When you pray as a member of this church, or another Christian church, that Jesus will make you a useful and active member and enable you to use your gifts productively then he will put you to good use.

When you pray that Jesus will use you as a citizen of his kingdom to extend his rule and reign in this world then he will grant your request. 


These verses give us a little insight into this man Jabez, one of 600 people mentioned in these genealogies. 

But the Bible is not so much about these people as about how God was at work their lives; how God worked in them and through them to achieve his purposes. God is the chief character, he is the main actor. He was at work in the lives of the people of Israel in every stage of their history and in every circumstance of their lives. 

And he has been at work in our lives and will bless us and strengthen us with his power as we continue to serve in the church and seek to enlarge the territory of Christ’s kingdom.

Amen 


