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In continuing the series on prayer, I want to talk about a category of prayer not often mentioned: extraordinary prayer. Seasons of spiritual renewal often begin when a handful of people begin to pray for God’s glory in the church and city in an extraordinary, prevailing way.

Extraordinary Prayer

First, extraordinary prayer. This is prayer beyond what is done in only the ordinary ways—daily devotions, worship, small group prayer. Extraordinary prayer launches out into deeper waters with special prayer groups, prayer walks, prayer vigils, new prayer meetings, and round-the-clock prayer.

Jeremiah Calvin Lanphier was a layman at the North Dutch Reformed Church in the 19th century. He decided to hold a prayer meeting at noon on Wednesdays for businessmen who worked in offices near Fulton Street. The first meeting was held on the September 23, 1857. Within months, there were so many meetings in the city (what we’d now call ‘downtown,’) that newspaper estimates were that 10,000 were gathering every noon to pray. By May of 1858, about 50,000 new people had joined the churches out of a city population of about 800,000. It started with one small group who wanted to pray.

In the early 1900’s Christianity in Korea was still miniscule. In 1906 a Korean student named Sun Joo Kil organized an early morning prayer meeting which met at 4:30AM.This custom, as well as the all night prayer vigil, became vital to the spiritual life of the Korean churches. But at the time it was quite exceptional and extraordinary. At a Bible conference held on January 17, 1907, in the city of Pyongyang, 1,500 people (a huge crowd at the time) gathered.The preacher concluded the sermon and called for prayer, encouraging them to pray aloud if they wished. The whole audience began to pray out loud and in unison. Suddenly they burst into a roar of prayer as people were feeling a strong urge to pray.The prayer that sounded like the falling of many waters captivated the whole congregation.William Blair, a Presbyterian missionary, was present and later described the scene:
“The whole audience would break out into audible prayer, and the effect…was something indescribable. Again, after another confession, they would break out into uncontrollable weeping and we would all weep together.We couldn’t help it. And so the meeting went on until 2 a.m., with confession and weeping and praying....We had prayed to God for an outpouring of His Holy Spirit upon the People and it had come.” (Young-Hoon Lee,“Korean Pentecost:The Great Revival of 1907,” Asia Journal of Pentecostal Studies 4/1 (2001) pp.73-83) Subsequent evening prayer meetings the rest of the week were just as powerful.This began the incoming tide of Christianity through Korean society over the last 100 years, until today Christians comprise nearly 50% of the population.
What is the lesson? D.M. Lloyd-Jones says that revivals start when we begin to pray “outside the ordinary.We have to go out of our way. Now this is the question that I want to impress upon your minds…. Are you just content to come to services and do routine things? Or have you felt that you are called to exceptional [prayer]? Are you willing to go out, to take some deliberate action, that in a way separates you?.... No revival that has ever been experienced in the long history of the Church has ever been an official movement in the Church…. Believe me, my friends, when the next revival comes, it will come as a surprise to everybody, and especially to those who have been trying to organize it.” (D.M. Lloyd-Jones, Revival, p.166, 170.)
Prevailing Prayer

Second, prevailing prayer.This is prayer that calls out to God repeatedly, in a sustained way. Isaiah says: You who call on the LORD, give yourselves no rest, and give him no rest till he establishes Jerusalem and makes her the praise of the earth. (62:6-7)
As Lloyd-Jones so vividly says it,“Give him no rest. Give yourself no rest. Keep on. Bombard God. Bombard heaven until the answers come.” (Lloyd-Jones, Revival, p. 261.) These words are startling when you realize Lloyd-Jones was a traditional, conservative man and a staunch Calvinist. But he knew the Bible—he knew its language and its spirit, and he calls us to pray as the Bible calls us to pray. But it fits in with a very similar message from Jesus himself, in which he tells the parable of a woman who nags and bothers a judge to give her justice—and then says that we should cry out to God in prayer like she did! (Luke 18:1-8.) And it fits in to the way the Psalmists often pray. They remind God about his promises, they keep telling him about what he has done and what he says he will do.
Jonathan Edwards has a remarkable sermon on Genesis 32:26-29, entitled “The Way to Obtain the Blessing of God is Not to Let Him Go Except He Bless Us.” In the sermon he notices how often the Bible urges us to pray to God in a sustained, repeated way for his blessing. But why would this be necessary? Edwards proposes the following reasons:
First, God wants us to do it this way so our hearts lose their self-sufficiency. If God’s blessings just came upon us without a lot of prayer, we would be hard-hearted and proud, assuming that a good and comfortable life is simply ‘the right of all sensible folk.’

Second, God wants us to do it so our hearts will be prepared to rejoice in him as the author of all blessings. If God’s blessings just came upon us without a lot of prayer, we would not perceive him as the source of everything we need.When we don’t pray we are robbing ourselves of our joy.

Third, when we do prevailing prayer corporately then the attainment of blessing creates community, knitting our hearts together.When we pray together for some individual’s blessing that person feels a support and solidarity that cannot be given in any other way.

In short, God asks us to do prevailing prayer because he knows that it is very dangerous to give us good things unless our heart and spiritual vision are prepared through much prayer. What is the lesson? Again, a word from Lloyd-Jones: “I commend to you the reading of biographies of those who have been used by God in the church throughout the centuries, especially in revival. And you will find this same holy boldness, this arguing, this reasoning, this putting the case to God, pleading his own promises. Oh, that is the whole secret of prayer, I sometimes think.Thomas Goodwin uses a wonderful term. He says, “Sue him for it, sue him for it.” Do not leave him alone. Pester him, as it were, with his own promise. Quote the Scripture to him.And, you know, God delights to hear us doing it, as father likes to see this element in his own child who has obviously been listening to what his father has been saying.” (from Revival, p. 209) 

Shall we pester God? Shall we nag him? Shall we remind him of his promises? Only if we are obedient.
