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In his Sermon on the Mount Jesus said, “Ask and it will be given you; seek and you will find…for everyone who asks receives…”







  
Jesus seems to be saying if you really want something bad enough and pray long and hard enough, you’ll get it. 

But is that what Jesus really meant?

Some say, “Yes!” They’ve prayed for a good outcome and it came out just as they hoped it would, maybe even better.  


True story: there was a lady I knew whose doctor said her heart was so diseased that she should go home, retire and wait for the end. But she didn’t! 

She made her condition known to her family, friends and church. Everyone prayed for her.  She also attended the weekly healing service at her church and was always front and center for the laying on of hands.  

Six months later, her doctor gave her a clean bill of health.
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But, it doesn’t always work out that way, does it?  Case in point: Somewhere in the back of my mind there sticks the catch phrase, "Prayer Changes Things."  

If that’s the case, how do you explain this?

A teenager is in a car accident, her life was hanging by a thread. Her parents, friends and church offered up multiple prayers for her to live.  

Nevertheless, the girl died of her injuries. Why didn't their prayers change things?  

Next: A young man facing the crisis of his life kneels down and prays, "Father, I'm afraid. Save me from this terrible situation."  

Even so, the next day he was put to death on a cross.


To be sure, sometimes our prayers are answered and we get what we ask for.  

But of all people, why couldn't Jesus’ prayer change things?


I’ve known many good folk who lost their faith because they were told in Sunday School, "Ask and it will be given to you, seek and you will find, ask in my name and the door will we opened to you.”  
 

But even when they did everything they were told to do, their prayers still didn't change things, at least not for them. 

Can you blame them for becoming cynical?  They’ll tell you, "Prayer is a sham and people who pray are only kidding themselves.”


On the other hand, others will say, “Well, perhaps prayer's not a totally mindless exercise. When you pray you’re actually thinking your way through a problem. But let’s be realistic. Your thoughts go no higher than the ceiling… So, get off your knees and on your feet. If you really want to get through life, get going and make it happen."


I respect people who believe this way, after they think it through, and stick to their convictions. If you are an honest skeptic, I hope that somehow this sermon speaks to you.  But I also hope it speaks to you if prayer is a regular part of your day, even though things don’t play out the way you hoped.  

And I say that because all of us have experienced disappointment when our prayers weren’t answered the way we expected.


After hearing sermons on prayer from this and other pulpits, I realize you already understand the difference between prayers and wishes. You know that God isn’t a genie and all we need to do is rub our hands together to make our dreams come true. 

You also know selfish prayers like, "Bless me and my wife, my son John and his wife. Us four. No more. Amen,"are products of an unhealthy spirituality.


And yet, even the most courageous, spirit-filled saints can and do get confused when they pray because they didn’t pray for the right things. 


Case in point, the great Martin Luther who triggered the Protestant Reformation 500 years ago. He was distraught and confused by the multiple controversies surrounding his efforts to get Christianity back on track. Rising opposition and events spinning out of control, drove him into a deep funk.  

So, his wife Katy dressed all in black mourning clothes, darkened the house and sat in a corner.  Luther asked her, “Who died?”  She replied, "God must’ve died.  You’re so worried and distressed that God must be dead!"  

Is this the same Martin Luther who risked life and limb when he defied the Pope by refusing to recant his beliefs and declared, “Here I stand, I can do no other?”  

If Martin Luther was strong and sure when he faced down the powerful leaders of the Roman Church, it must’ve been because he was having a string of good prayer days that left him focused and in touch. 

But later, when he was confused and afraid, he must’ve been having a slew of bad prayer days. His prayers weren’t changing things, maybe because he was asking for the wrong things because he was off the beam and out of sync with God’s will.


I was kind of cheating when I alluded to Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane earlier. I rightly caught the essence of his prayer, "Father I'm afraid, I'm scared to death.  Save me from this terrible situation," but I purposely left off that last, most important petition that made all the difference, 

"Nevertheless, not my will, but thine be done."

You see, no prayer can ever bring satisfaction until we’re ready and willing to embrace that last critical request Jesus made to his father and then, be willing to accept the consequences, trusting that no matter what happens next, God is still making all things work together for our highest good.


So, if you pray to change things, maybe you're going about it backwards. Simply put, if you think prayer is all about moving "the arm of God," you’re in for a big disappointment. 

By the way, wasn’t that the pagan’s motive  for praying? Plead enough, bribe God enough by sacrificing your best cow, and God will finally break down and do your bidding.


But instead of us moving the arm of God, it’s the arm of God that should be moving us. 

God doesn't need to change. We need to change. Change into what? 

Human beings in sync with God’s will.

Don’t forget, Jesus’ promise, "If you ask anything in my name, I’ll do it," doesn't mean God automatically does whatever you want. 

Instead we receive whatever we need, at that given moment: those intangible blessings we can’t give ourselves, like the hope that overcomes despair, the inner peace that offsets the mounting chaos and the love that redeems and reforms our identities as God’s beloved children.


It all sounds reassuring, but don’t you still wonder why God doesn’t always change things to suit us?  

Don’t ask me because I really don't know. 

But I do know this: If we pray like Jesus prayed in Gethsemane we will experience the willpower to face any crisis and overcome any obstacle. 

Only then, will our demand, “my will be done” give way to “never-the-less, not my will but thine be done… on earth as it is in heaven.”

There’s a shrine in France where people go to pray for healing.  A man, who lost his leg in an accident, hobbled his way down the road towards the shrine.  

Someone said loud enough for him to hear.  "Look at that silly man, does he think if he prays hard enough God will give him his leg back?”  

The man heard the remark, turned around and said, "Of course I don't expect God to give me back my leg.  I'm going to pray to God to help me live without it."


Having said that, let me offer a few suggestions to consider when you pray.


First, get into the habit of making time for God and you. Go off by yourself… silence yourself. Be still and offer yourself up to God’s presence. 

In the meantime, trust that God has been waiting for you. Since this is the case, you needn’t ask God to come to you because God’s already with you. So, ask God to draw you closer to him instead.


Second, be honest with God. Speak plainly. Say what’s on your mind and don't hold back. God already knows what you're thinking anyway. If you’re feeling guilty or filled with doubt, admit it. If you’re angry with someone or yourself, let it out.  Even if you’re angry with God, let him have it.  God can take it.


Third, never be afraid to pray for yourself.  I've talked to too many people who readily pray for others, but never themselves. 
Why? 

"Oh, God's too busy to listen to my puny problems” or even worse, “God doesn’t want anything to do with me because I only pray when I’m in trouble.”  

Don't fall for that lie from hell! God has plenty of time for everybody, even you, especially when you’re afraid you’ve worn out your welcome.

And finally, this is especially important, praying is just like any other conversation you have with your friends. You speak, then you listen.  And you listen because God talks back, not in words you can catch on tape, but in that same still small voice that reassured Elijah, speaking deep and reaffirming truths, especially during those untenable situations when all seems lost.  

You see, prayer isn't meant to be a monologue listing your petitions. That’s just the half of it. 

Prayer is meant to be a dialogue. You speak, then you listen hard to hear God’s voice. 

Now before you start wondering, “What’s he talking about? I’ve never heard God’s voice,” think again. Whether you realize it or not, you have heard God’s voice countless times.

Here’s how, whenever you were about to say or do something you shouldn’t say or do, didn’t you heard that silent voice saying, “Don’t do that!”


That’s not just your conscience speaking, it’s the voice of God speaking through your conscience. 

And here’s the good news: If you can hear that voice saying, “Don’t do that!” you can also hear that same voice saying, “Trust me and do this instead.” 


And if you listen some more, you can also hear that voice saying, “I love you more than you know. I’m here for you and I want the best for you. Trust your life to me.”

Like the prophet Elijah, if you listen hard, you can hear God’s still, small voice speaking through in the sheer silence. 

But don’t be surprised if at the same time, you inevitably start wondering, 

“Is God really talking to me or, am I making it up in my head?”


To answer that question, let’s reference a conversation between Harry Potter and Professor Dumbledore found in the last book in the Potter series, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hollows.

Harry finds himself in the company of Albus Dumbledore in a limbo-like setting somewhere between heaven and earth. Dumbledore had died the year before and Harry had just sacrificed his life by allowing Lord Voldemort to kill him. 

Towards the end of their talk, Dumbledore suggested it was time for Harry to return to the world of the living and put an end to Lord Voldemort’s reign of terror. Then suddenly, Dumbledore turned away from Harry and started “moving on” into the enveloping haze. 

“One more question, Professor,” Harry called out as he surveyed his mystical surroundings, “Is all of this in my head or is it real?”


Dumbledore answered, “Of course it’s all in your head, but who’s to say it isn’t real?”

Here’s my point, when God created us in God’s image, God  wired into our spiritual DNA the ability to hear God’s voice. Why? So we can become intimate friends with God who are fine with being utterly dependent on God.

And that in a nutshell is why we need to learn how to pray.  

A boy was watching a holy man praying on the banks of the Ganges River. "Sir, would you teach me to pray like you?"


The holy man studied him carefully before gripping the boy's head and forcefully plunging it under water. The boy struggled frantically until the holy man finally let him up for air. 

"Why did you do that for?" the boy demanded. 
The old man replied, "I just gave you your first lesson."  

"What do you mean?"  

"Son, when you realize you need to pray as much as you need to breathe, you’re finally ready to learn how to pray."

I’ve already said a lot this morning, maybe too much, but there’s still one more thing I need to say. 

It’s important to pray for ourselves but it’s equally important to pray for the least of Christ’s brothers and sisters. 

We are obligated to pray for the sick, the sad and for those without helpers. We are expected to pray for the forgotten ones, the poor, the homeless, victims of prejudice and violence and everyone being persecuted because of their race, religion or, sexual orientation. 

But we don’t just pray for these people, and this is essential, we put ourselves on the line for these people by asking God, 

“What should I be doing to bring God’s justice and peace to the broken people living in this broken world that God still loves?” 


Then when you’re done speaking, quiet yourself, until you can hear that still voice speaking through the sheer silence, “Who shall I send and who will go for me?”


And that’s your cue to say, “Here I am, Lord. Send me!” 
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