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Church of Christ Toowoomba North  17 May 2020   Kate Wall 

The Prayer of Jabez 

1 Chronicles 4:9-10: Jabez was more honourable than his brothers. His mother had named him Jabez, saying, “I 
gave birth to him in pain.” Jabez cried out to the God of Israel, “Oh, that you would bless me and enlarge my 
territory! Let your hand be with me and keep me from harm so that I will be free from pain.” And God granted 
his request. 

Most of us have heard that when we seek to understand passages of Scripture, context is important. And this 
includes many considerations. Cultural background – what would first listeners of this passage have 
automatically understood that we don’t, thousands of years later? How do these verses fit within the wider 
portion and the book it’s situation in? Who is the author writing to and what key issues are they facing and how 
is the author seeking to address them? What style of writing is it? How does this book fit within the overarching 
story of Scripture, of God’s redemptive purposes? This morning we come to a couple of verses that drive home 
the point of how very important understanding context is.  

It’s so easy and so tempting to pluck these two verses concerning Jabez out of their 
context and draw all kinds of conclusions from them. And indeed, that’s what many 
people have done – and it’s easy to see why. 

On face value, we see a man cry out to God and say “God, bless me, give me more 
land!” – and God gives him what he wants. More land means greater ability to 
generate income, a standing amongst his peers and more influence. And he prays to 
God for it, and low and behold, God grants his request. Now we will all have prayed 

prayers that God’s hasn’t answered, perhaps even prayers asking for wealth or status or power. So the question 
is – why did God answer Jabez’s prayer? And we look back at verse 9 and see he was an honourable man. The 
logical conclusion to draw, then, is that God gave Jabez exactly what he wanted because he was a respectable 
guy. And so, we conclude that if we can be honourable like Jabez, God will answer our prayer for prosperity too. 
If we can tidy up our act and have faith, we too can name what we want, command God to bless us with it, and 
he will. And so we can wrap up our sermon there. Whatever the desires of our heart may be, whatever the 
compass of our heart points to, if we have enough faith and ask boldly, God will give it to us. The end.   

I trust that over the last couple of minutes, there’ve been alarm bells going off in your head. I also trust that 
none of you will quote me out of context on anything I’ve just said! Because there are very, very serious flaws 
with that popular interpretation of Jabez’s prayer. If we want to understand these two verses properly, we 
need to throw out any prosperity gospel type interpretation and start again from scratch.  

So let’s take a fresh look at Jabez, starting firstly with the book he’s 
situated in. And we’ll consider 1 and 2 Chronicles as a whole here. I 
think it’s safe to say that Chronicles is one of the most neglected 
books in the bible – firstly because it starts with 9 chapters’ worth of 
genealogies, which we might be tempted to think are dull and 
meaningless, and secondly, because after we’ve read through 
Samuel and Kings and hit Chronicles, we think ‘I’ve read all of this 
before’ and skip forward. And while it’s true that Chronicles goes 
over much territory that’s gone before, it has a very distinct purpose.  

See, Chronicles was written later, probably around the 4th century BC, to the Israelite community who lived 
after the return from exile. This was a group of people who’d returned to the land after 70 years in Babylon, 
and were trying to pick up the pieces, trying to rebuild their lives, all the while struggling with big questions like, 
“Are we still God’s people? Does he still care for us? Do his promises still stand?” And the author of Chronicles 
writes a history for them that highlights the depths of God’s love, mercy and faithfulness toward his people, 
showing them the continuity between them and the Israel of old, demonstrating how God’s promises are 
ongoing, even now and highlighting how important it is to trust and obeying him as they move forward. God is 
faithful. So trust & obey. 
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Even the first nine or so chapters, with genealogies we tend to skip over, are specially designed to show how 
this post exile community is linked with the Israel of old, in fact, even right back to Adam, and therefore, they 
demonstrate the faithfulness of God throughout history. One writer puts it this way “even those dull name lists 
are all about the binding together of the generations in the one gracious plan of the covenant keeping God”. 
The Israelites who first heard Chronicles read out would have heard how they were inextricably linked to the 
past, and how the past could give them hope for the future. God is faithful. So trust & obey. 

And it’s here, in a book conveying God’s enduring faithfulness, in genealogies that demonstrate his faithfulness, 
in the line of Judah, which is also the line of King David and the future messiah, again highlighting God’s 
faithfulness, it’s here that we come across Jabez.  

And there are a number of very interesting things to point out here. 

Firstly, this little account breaks up a long line of names. There’s no connection between what’s come before or 
what comes after. And so, even though it’s so short, the story of Jabez is designed to catch our attention. The 
writer wants to teach us something here. Though there’s nothing given to indicate exactly were Jabez fits within 
the line of Judah, it would seem most likely that he’s one of the early occupants of the land, around the time of 
the first judges. 

Secondly, in what has largely been a record of father–son relationships, there’s no mention of Jabez’ father, 
which again catches our attention. Most scholars conclude that Jabez is fatherless, that his father is either dead 
or has left the family – though because we’re not told, we can’t be 100% sure. 

Thirdly, his name is significant. Jabez sounds similar to the Hebrew word for pain, and he’s named this because, 
as v9 says, his mother bore him ‘in pain’. And most mums out there will probably think this is stating the 
obvious, and so again there’s a hint that something else is going on - his name itself adds weight to speculation 
that Jabez’ background wasn’t a very happy one. If he were fatherless, that would place him at the bottom of 
society. God repeatedly implores Israel to look out for the orphan, the widow and the fatherless, and this is 
because they’re so very vulnerable - without safety or security, without a livelihood, and without an 
inheritance. It’s certainly possible that Jabez is in this situation. What we do know is that in the ancient world, 
names were incredibly important. People believed they were predictors of someone’s prospects in life. Names 
functioned a bit like an omen. So things don’t bode well for a child called ‘pain’. One scholar writes that “Jabez 
was irrevocably burdened with a name determined by his mother’s experience, and now determines his own 
fate.” Another adds ‘there was a fear that evil consequences would follow Jabez in life’. How awful to grow up 
with that hanging over you. To know that your lot in life would be nothing more than pain and suffering.  

The final thing to take note of from verse 9 is that Jabez is described as an honourable man, more honourable 
than his brothers, or contemporaries. Being honourable is a clear reference to his character and spiritual walk. 
This was an upright man who feared the Lord and sought to be obedient. Despite the hand he’d been dealt in 
life, Jabez loves and obeys his God. The compass of his heart points to God. 

So what does an honourable man do, who’s been dealt a miserable hand in life, with a name that hangs over 
him like a curse? He turns to the only one he knows can help and asks him to be faithful. Oh that you would 
bless me and enlarge my territory! Let your hand be with me and keep me from harm so that I will be free from 
pain. 

Jabez asks his God to bless him. And the blessing is two-fold: he asks God to provide for him, and he asks God to 
protect him.  

Oh that you would bless me and enlarge my territory! He asks God to give him a livelihood. Land to cultivate, to 
rear animals, to be able to eat and generate a viable life, to have a place amongst God’s people in the land and 
an inheritance to pass on. He asks for God’s provision. And he asks for protection: let your hand be with me and 
keep me from harm so that I might be free from pain. Protect me from evil, from pain and suffering. Protect me 
from the consequences of my name.  
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Jabez’s prayer shows us that he knows the only one who can help him. 
This is not an account of a man telling his tale of woe to anyone who 
would listen. It’s not an account someone despairing of life and 
plastering it on social media or burdening friends or blaming family. 
Nor is it an account of someone trying to overturn their lot through 
their own strength and wisdom. Jabez knows where his help comes 
from, and that’s exactly where he goes. He seeks the Lord, and honours 
God in doing so. 

Jabez’s prayer shows us too that he trusts that God is sovereign. A God 
who has power over all circumstances, whose power is immeasurably greater than the challenges of the past or 
present, and who has power to intervene in people’s lives and to forge a way where none exists. Jabez trusts 
that God has the power to help him. 

And Jabez’s prayer shows us a man calling on the God he trusts to be faithful to his promises. Before the 
Israelites entered into the promised land, Moses had outlined to them the importance of being faithful. If they 
loved God, if they stayed loyal to him and obeyed his word, he would bless them abundantly. We see this 
Deuteronomy 28. God promises that if they keep his commands and walk in his ways, they will be blessed with 
fruitfulness and prosperity and safety. If they don’t, if they forsake their God, they will be cursed. Now these 
were communal promises, for the people as a whole, but each and every one of them were called to live in 
obedience to their God, to love him and to walk in his ways. Jabez was a man who did just that. He was an 
honourable man. And he called on God to keep his promise of blessing those who love and obey him. He called 
on God to be faithful to the promise of provision and protection for those who walk in his ways.  

And God granted his request. That’s the first and last we hear of Jabez.  

You can see how this is a vastly different message than one I presented earlier. Jabez was not a greedy man, 
coveting wealth and treating God like a vending machine. He was a man of faith who loved the Lord his God, 
acknowledged him as God of his life, the one true Provider and Protector, and entrusted his concerns into God’s 
hands, knowing that God is faithful.  

So, remembering that the author of Chronicles wrote to a community trying to find its feet again after the exile, 
struggling with big questions about identity, God’s faithfulness, and whether his promises continued, what was 
the author trying to convey in this account?  

Firstly, it’s an encouragement for the Israelites to turn to God in prayer. This 
is the faithful response to the challenges of life. To turn to God.  

Secondly, it’s a reminder that God is sovereign over all circumstances, past, 
present and future. He is a God who is present and active, who can 
intervene in even the most difficult of situations. Just as the burden of 
Jabez’ name wasn’t the end of his story, the burden of the exile won’t be 
the end of Israel’s story either. God continued to be at work. 

Thirdly, God is faithful to his promises. He always has been faithful and 
always will be. He will protect and provide for those who turn to him and seek to honour him. Reminding God 
of his promises, asking him to act according to them, is a faithful way of prayer.  

Finally, God answers heartfelt prayer. We see this time and again in Chronicles. God hears prayers offered in 
faith and he answers. As people seek to honour God as Lord of their lives, as they acknowledge him, trust him, 
and call on him for help, God can be trusted to answer.   

And the message hasn’t changed. God is still sovereign over all things. He is still faithful to his promises. And he 
still answers prayer. There are so many applications from this account for us, but I want to draw out three 
challenges. 
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The first is this. Jabez was described as an honourable man. His example showed where his heart lay, and his 
story encouraged the Israelites to strive to honour God also.  

Can the same be said about us? When all else is stripped away, when it’s just us before God, our lives and 
hearts laid bare before him, could we be described as honourable? Do we truly desire to honour God with our 
lives, to see him made much of, to see him glorified? And praying to him is a big part of this. Each of our lives 
tells a story. The way we use our time, money, energy, talents. Our thoughts, our speech, our behaviour. What 
we prioritize and what we chase after. Whose opinions we care about. These things all tell a story. Is it a story 
that makes much of our God and King? Are we the salt of the earth and the light of the world? How might we 
all, with God’s help, seek to become people who can truly be called honourable? 

Secondly, does the story of our lives show us to be prayerful people? Where we turn & what we do in our trials 
speaks volumes. Jabez chose to turn to God. He believed that God had power over all things. He believed that 
God was faithful. And so, without knowing what the outcome of his prayer would be, he chose to turn to God 
and place his life in God’s hands. There was no seeking to manipulate God. There was no trying to strong-
arming God into giving him the outcome he wanted. His prayer was simply a faithful man honouring God by 
committing his life into his Father’s care and trusting God to act according to his promises, whatever that might 
mean. Do we honour God enough to take our concerns to him in the first instance – or does everyone else hear 
about them before him? And do we trust God enough to leave our lives and our cares in his hands, and allow 
him answer in accordance to his perfect wisdom and faithfulness?  

And this is the final challenge for us. It’s far too simplistic – and downright wrong - to think that God blessing us, 
God answering prayer faithfully, will always lead to material things, or to our comfort. There was another 
honourable man who, like Jabez, placed his cares into God’s hands and trusted him to answer faithfully. In the 
garden of Gethsemane, Jesus prayed My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me! Yet not what I will, 
but what you will. And did God not also answer in accordance to his perfect wisdom and faithfulness?  

I heard someone once describe our lives like a tapestry that God is weaving. He sees the front of it, he sees a 
clearly every joy and trial fits together and how it’s all being worked towards it’s perfect completion, a picture 
that glorifies him and brings our ultimate good. But as we go through life, we only see the back. A jumble of 
knots and dead ends, of patchy colours. Committing our lives to God in prayer is committing ourselves into the 
hands of the one who sees the full picture – and trusting him. As we walk through this life following after our 
Saviour, will we commit our cares and concerns to God in prayer? And as we do that, just as Jabez did, just as 
our Jesus did, will we trust our God, in his perfect wisdom and faithfulness, to be the master weaver of our 
lives? 

Let’s spend a moment in prayer together. 

 


