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The Goal of the Christian Life
Before we get into today’s text, I want to remind you that the end-goal of the Christian life is Christlikeness, not heaven (I John 3:1-3). We are, of course, citizens of heaven in the now. (Philippians 3:20). And we also long for our heavenly home to come. But as important, we ought to live as citizens of heaven, today. And this means the primary goal of the Christian life is to conform to the moral image of Christ. After all, conforming us to the image of His Son is God’s primary purpose for us, and therefore, ought to be our primary purpose as well (Romans 8:28-30). So, we are heaven bound, but only because we have been born of God, and made partakers in the divine nature (John 1:12-13; II Peter 1:4). 
You are destined for glory because you are in Him whom the Father has already glorified. Let me say it this way: the fact that the Father has raised and glorified Jesus, is your assurance that you too will be raised and glorified! And it is Christ in you—today—that is the hope of glory tomorrow (Colossians 1:27). The life of Jesus in you today is your assurance of eternal life in the age to come. 
 So then, because we are now true children of God, the new nature within us longs to become more like Jesus; indeed, the more we see of His true character taking form in us, the more motivated we are to purify ourselves of anything that is not Him (I John 3:1-3). What is more, the significance of this truth is universal, meaning it stands for all humanity. Simply put, Jesus is the standard by which God will one day judge all humanity (Acts 17:29-31). So then, if we are to know how to live the Christian life, we must look to Jesus. We must fix our eyes upon Him. For those who say they abide in Him, ought to walk just as He walked (I John 2:6). 

This brings us to today’s text: Luke 5:15-16. 

The Humanity of Jesus and Prayer 
Today I want to talk with you about the prayer life of Jesus as a model for our own. The more we are aware of the life of Christ in the Gospels, the better equipped we are to participate in the life of Christ in us, today. 
Our text tells us that although Jesus told the newly cleansed leper not to tell anyone except the temple priests of His cleansing, the report of Jesus went around the region with the result that great multitudes came to hear and be healed by Jesus. “So,” says our text, “He Himself often withdrew into the wilderness and prayed.”[footnoteRef:1] The energy and focus demanded of Jesus in carrying out His mission left Him drained, and in need of prayer to refresh, restore, and recharge.  [1:  Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture references are from The Holy Bible, New King James Version © 1982, Thomas Nelson. ] 

Remember, Jesus was fully God, and fully human. Undiminished deity robed in unblemished humanity. And His humanity meant He experienced the need for prayer. Don’t let anyone tell you Jesus was not quite as human as you. Such thinking is the basis of the ancient heresy of Apollinarism which taught, Jesus was almost fully human; He did not have a human mind or soul. 
Listen, please, if Jesus was not fully human, He cannot fully relate to you, and you cannot fully relate to Him. Neither can He stand in for you as your Redeemer. But the good news is, Jesus was “in all things . . . made like His brethren” (Hebrews 2:17). And this means He needed rest, which He found in solitary prayer. And note also, Jesus did not retreat to the temple or synagogue for prayer. He did not own a tent to hold meetings, nor did He own a home. Jesus retreated to the wilderness for prayer. Any place we pray becomes holy ground. 

How and When Jesus Prayed
Do you recall when we first read of Jesus praying in Luke’s Gospel? It was at His baptism. After being baptized, “and while He prayed, the heaven was opened. And the Holy Spirit descended in bodily form like a dove upon Him, and a voice came from heaven which said, “You are My beloved Son, in You I am well pleased” (Luke 3:21-22). Chapter four then begins with, “Then Jesus, being filled with the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit into the wilderness, being tempted for forty days” (4:1). After being baptized, Jesus prayed, and was filled with Holy Spirit. The life of prayer and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit are inseparable. 
The next reference is 4:42, where we read Jesus “went into a deserted place.” We now understand He did so in order to pray, as affirmed by today’s text. 
Then in Luke 6:12, we read, “Now it came to pass in those days that He went out to the mountain to pray, and continued to pray all night in prayer to God.” Now, make note: Jesus prayed to be restored, refreshed, and strengthened, but He also prayed in order to prepare for big events: and here in chapter six, we discover Jesus prayed all night just prior to choosing His twelve apostles (6:13-16). Think of the implications of choosing these men for the life and history of the Church, and their impact on the entire world! This was a big event, and Jesus chose to pray all night prior to it. 
I don’t believe I have ever prayed all night. I have done many other less profitable things all night. I have laid awake fretting. I have paced the floors. Before I was in Christ, I spent many all-nighters doing things I won’t mention here. But I cannot say I have ever prayed all night. Here Jesus is modeling for us that there are times in life when prayer is even more important than sleep. 
Let’s look at another big event. Jesus was once “praying alone” (Luke 9:18), and His disciples joined Him, and Jesus began engaging with His disciples about His identity. “Who do the crowds say that I am?” The disciples responded, “John the Baptist, but some say Elijah; and others say that one of the old prophets has risen again” (9:19). You see, the crowds had no idea who they had in front of them. The unaided human reason cannot know Jesus in truth, only in vain speculation. “No one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit,” says the apostle (I Corinthians 12:3). Oh, you can mouth the words, “Jesus is Lord,” but you cannot grasp the enormity and majesty of Jesus as Lord, apart from a work of the Spirit. And here, Jesus wants His disciples to have the blessing of this Spirit-revealed knowledge of Him. 
So, Jesus asks them, “But who do you say that I am?” (Luke 9:20). This is the all-important question. The world will have their opinions. Professors of theology and religion and other disciplines will debate as to the identity of Jesus. But the disciples, meaning, those charged by Jesus to follow Him and become like Him, must possess a Spirit-revealed experience of knowing Jesus. The disciples cannot develop into the men they must be if they do not get this correct. And Peter gets it. “The Christ of God,” announces this newly appointed fisher of men. It is clear this was a big event, the timing for which came to Jesus while He was praying, alone. 
I hope you can see the pattern here. After His baptism, Jesus’ was affirmed to be the Son of the Father, and He became a man filled with the Holy Spirit. But this was only the beginning of life in the Spirit for Jesus. It was not a one-time filling of the Spirit, but something that needed to be maintained and nurtured in His life, and this occurred through the discipline of prayer. Jesus was a man for whom prayer was a discipline.  

The Forgotten Discipline 
This, of course, ought not be a surprise to anyone. But the fact that Jesus exercised this spiritual discipline creates a lot of angst for many when told they must follow Him in this discipline. Many American evangelicals do not like the phrase, “spiritual disciplines.” Cultural Christianity is not concerned with discipline. Cultural Christians immediately associate “discipline” and “formation” with works righteousness and legalism. I have had people leave the church after accusing me of preaching works-salvation because I merely employed the phrases “spiritual discipline” and “spiritual formation.”
 In America, a disciplined life in the Spirit is simply not emphasized. And oh, how it shows! Moral decadence, greed (which is idolatry), hypocrisy, gluttony, people-pleasing, self-righteousness, hatred, addiction, adultery and fornication, serial divorce, all covered with thin veneer of religiosity. 
In most churches, Christian life is said to begin by saying a simple prayer, after which one is assured, “You are now saved,” they are told. There is no mention of repentance, no mention of godly sorrow, separation from the world, or working out into one’s daily life the salvation they now profess. Discipleship, spiritual disciplines, and conforming to the moral image of Christ are largely foreign concepts to American Christians. The truth be told, most professing Christians no longer have any idea what it means to be a Christian beyond going to church, financial giving, and assuming the proper stance on social and political issues. What is more, most Christian do not know how to the read the Bible they are told to read. And most Christians have no idea how to pray. The discipline of prayer is simply not taught. 

All Christians are Disciples
Jesus called certain men to be His disciples, and He vested those men with unique authority as apostles. The New Testament is the summation of the evangelistic, instruction, and prophetic works of these men to the church. And He also called these men to go into all the world and “make disciples” (Matthew 28:16-20). To be a disciple literally means, to be a “disciplined one.” A person under the discipline of a master. To be a Christian, therefore, is to be a disciple following the discipline of Jesus. Peter referred to Jesus as “Master,” when he obeyed Jesus’ instruction to put out the boat for a catch of fish (Luke 5:5). 
Modern Christians don’t think of Jesus as “Master?” Why is this?
One reason discipleship is not taught is for nearly 200 years the prevailing system of theology in American, Dispensationalism, has taught that discipleship is something optional for the believer. The result is an easy-believism and “cheap grace” which focuses on getting people into heaven, and not on following in Jesus’ blood-stained footsteps. In the 1950’s, A. W. Tozer responded boldly to this teaching, saying, “I call it heresy!” And he was right. Yet, 70 years later, such teaching remains prevalent within American evangelicalism. But the New Testament teaching is that all Christians are disciples. And disciples are “made.” It is not a passive state. All believers are called to work (Ephesians 2:10), not for the sake of merit, but for the sake of love and obedience, and in order to bring the image and power of the living Christ to the world. And central to discipleship is the discipline of prayer. 



More from the Life and Ministry of Jesus
Let’s look at a few more examples from the life of Jesus. Apparently how Jesus prayed was of such a character that once, after He had ceased praying, His disciples asked, “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1). Jesus gave them an outline of how to pray, and also taught them of the importance of perseverance in prayer (11:5-12). And He told them the primary thing for which to persevere in prayer, is the gift of the Holy Spirit (11:13); a gift He assured His disciples the Father will freely provide. 
To paraphrase: “Here is an outline on how to pray; and be sure you exercise perseverance in prayer; and above all, seek the gift of the Spirit in prayer.” 
Isn’t that interesting? There are three core aspects of the life and ministry of Jesus that are grossly neglected in American Christianity: The kingdom of God, the New Covenant, and the work and Person of the Holy Spirit. It only follows that prayer would become a fourth. 
If you want to learn how to pray, make the gift of the Holy Spirit your first request. The answer to the request, “Teach me to pray,” then is “Ask for the gift of the Spirit; come to rely on the Holy Spirit. You cannot pray without the leading and guidance of the Spirit (Romans 8: 26-27). 
Then there was the Garden of Gethsemane (Luke 21:39-46). This event was the most agonizing time in Jesus’ prayer life, and it was the biggest of all the events of His earthly ministry. It is noteworthy, too, that Jesus withdrew a short distance from the disciples to pray that night. Many of us might have gathered closer to our friends as the shadow of death came over us. But Jesus prayed alone, “Father if it is Your will, take this cup away from Me; nevertheless, not My will, but yours be done.” This is the essence of Christian prayer: the subjection of our will to the will of God. And just as He received heavenly strength at the beginning that day at the waters of the Jordan, so also as He prayed at end His ministry, and received the necessary strength. “Then an angel appeared to Him from heaven and strengthened Him” (v. 43). 
And there is one more prayer we must note. This one Jesus voiced as He hung between heaven and earth, His flesh ripped, and His limbs driven through with iron stakes. “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they do” (Luke 23:34). All His life, Jesus prayed. And finally, He ended His life in prayer. This was perhaps the most disciplined of our Lord’s prayers, for it was for those who unjustly nailed Him to a cross. Nothing requires more discipline than to pray for one’s enemies, especially when we have been taught all our lives to resent and hate our enemies—even to wish them dead. But here again, Jesus stands apart from the status quo. Oh, that we too may stand apart, even as He did. 


The Central Lesson 
The goal of the Christian life is Christlikeness. And it is clear, Jesus was a man of prayer. His prayers may have taken many forms, but the Gospel narrative presents Jesus exercising prayer as a discipline. Prayer is therefore to be a discipline in our lives also. This is the central lesson in today’s text.
And we see from the life of Jesus that prayer is more than a wish turned heavenward. Prayer is the essential discipline whereby we experience fellowship with the Father and the Son, by the Holy Spirit. Prayer is where we move from concept to genuine experience. Prayer is also the place where we work out the priority of God’s will over our own. In a life of disciplined prayer, we can also find the solution to our abiding fears, guilt, and even depression. “God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power, and of love, of and a sound mind” (II Timothy 1:7). The New American Standard reads, “but of power and love and discipline.” There is that word again, discipline. One has to wonder what common ills among even the people of God, could be addressed and overcome by a disciplined prayer life. In the Lord’s presence there is no need. Prayer for us becomes the place where we are reminded everything is okay. God really is in charge. 
There is, of course, the ever-present haunting of legalism. We ought therefore never attempt to define disciplined prayer for anyone. One may pray 10 minutes in great discipline; another may take hours in prayer. We dare not act like the hypocrites who place emphasis upon quantity, versus quality of prayer. The goal of prayer is fellowship, guidance, refreshment, and worship—and the power to minister to others. I have no need to tell anyone how much I pray, nor have I any need to know how much you pray. 
The point here is to pray, and make it a regular discipline. For it is by this means we develop intimacy with the Trinity; we sensitize our hearts to the voice of the Spirit (after listening to so many other voices all our lives); and, like Jesus, we pray to stay empowered to minister to others.  

Obstacles to Prayer
Finally, let me add there are obstacles to an effective prayer life. Chief among these obstacles is resentment. Resentment is a spiritual disease like no other, especially when it involves our closest relationships. Another is compulsive activity. It is okay to stop from time to time. It is okay to relax and center upon your fellowship with the Lord. The world will not end without you for a brief period. Prayer provides us the opportunity to “get away from it all,” in a healthy manner. You can always go back to world-management after your pray; but then, once you’ve prayed, you may not feel the need to do so. 
And finally, another major obstacle is intoxication. Alcohol and other drugs can prove a great block to prayer. I am not speaking of the occasional glass of wine or beer (unless, of course, you are alcoholic). I am speaking of using alcohol and other drugs to manage your life. I am speaking of seeking comfort in something other than the Comforter Himself. Addiction is a form of spirituality, a very deadly form, but a form of spirituality nonetheless. In the end, addiction is our modern idolatry. People abuse alcohol, drugs, sex, food, television, even exercise, in an attempt to gain what only a disciplined life of prayer in the Spirit will do for them. There is a reason the old bars and stores used to refer to hard liquor as “Spirits.”
 “No one ever took a drink and became smarter for doing so,” says an old pastor friend of mine. 
And in these days in which prescription pain-killers and sedatives are handed out like candy by doctors, it is wise to avoid them if at all possible. That is not to say taking a pain-killer for a legitimate event is wrong. But taking pain-killers as a lifestyle is strong evidence something is indeed, terribly wrong. The headlines today tell us of an opioid addiction crisis. 
But I am speaking here in general terms. I am only saying intoxication is a block to a life of disciplined prayer. So take care of your body, eat well, get enough rest, exercise moderately, avoid stress; your body is the temple of the living God—and learn to pray as a daily discipline. 

Conclusion
From the moment we are born of the Spirit, we embark on a glorious journey of growing in Christlikeness. I am convinced becoming like Jesus in thought, word, and deed is the greatest privilege and blessing God has ever bestowed on humanity. And while we enter this spiritual life due to a sovereign work of grace, through the regenerating work of the Spirit, the life in the Spirit that follows is anything but passive. True grace is a motivating force in our lives. Grace moves us to leave the things of this world and be transformed by the renewing of our minds—and this means walking in the mind of Christ. To think like Christ. To act like Christ. And as we have learned in this lesson, to pray like Christ. It is my prayer that you will let go of any resistance to the call to disciplined prayer, for I know you will find, in the end, the call to discipline is truly, a call to freedom. AMEN.
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