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Sermon:  "Four Ways God Answers Prayers"

Scriptures:  Matthew 7:7-8 and 1John 5:13-15

Date:  January 25, 2009
Read Matthew 7:7-8  

Wouldn't it be great if these words of Jesus were true 100% of the time – that whenever we ASKED God for anything, we were given it?  A new car!  Sure.  A 50' yacht!  It's yours.  A Super Bowl ring!  No problem.  How about 6 of them?  That whenever we have SEEKED, (not really a word yet), or sought, for an answer, the answer came?  Like you're taking a test in math class.  Quick, Lord - what's 239 times 38?  9,082 of course!  Or you're on Jeopardy and need to know the capital of Mongolia?  [Look up.]   Ulan Bator, of course!.  Thank you, Jesus!  Or, wouldn't it be great if whenever we KNOCKED the door opened?  [Knock, knock, knock.]  "You'd like me to give you a job?  Come on in.  It's yours!

Wouldn't it great if prayer worked this way, the way it seems to work in these verses?


So many times, however, our prayers work like cell phones in the Church of the Sacred Heart, in Monterrey, Mexico.  Have you heard what this church did?  This is an important church in Monterrey, where many famous weddings are held.  And the reporters who cover these weddings began to notice that, whenever they tried to call their editors, their cell phones weren't working at the church.  They asked the priest.  Turns out, (after getting sick and tired of parishioners' cell phones going off during Mass), the church had installed these Israeli made cell phone jammers behind the statues in the sanctuary.  So now whenever someone tries to use their cell phone at this, and three other churches in Monterrey, all they get is dead air.


And isn't that how our prayers feel sometimes?  Like they're not getting through?  Not going anywhere!  Just dead air.


Jesus said all we have to do is ask and it will be given to us, seek and we'll find, knock and the door will be opened to us.  But we ask and pray for loved ones to be healed, and they don't always get better.  We seek out a husband, or wife, or a new job, or home, and we find nothing.  We knock and knock on the door of heaven and many times it feels like the door is shut in our face.  What gives?


What "gives" is that God is not like the drive through window at McDonalds.  Prayer isn't automatic, like whatever we "order" we'll get.


Our second scripture reading explains why.  


Read 1John 5:13-15


So, why aren't our prayers always answered the way we'd like them to be answered?  Simple.  Christians pray for God's will to be done.  Did you catch that in the reading from 1John?

This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. And if we know that he hears us--whatever we ask--we know that we have what we asked of him. 
(1John 5:14-15)

When our prayers aren't answered it's because, for reasons we usually understand later, the way we were praying wasn't God's will.


It was E. Stanley Jones, that world famous Methodist missionary to India, who wrote, "Prayer is surrender--surrender to the will of God and cooperation with that will."  (From Song of Ascents.)


He said imagine that you're in a boat some yards away from shore.  And you throw a hook from the boat that grabs into the ground onshore.  As you pull, he asks, will the shore move closer to the boat, or will the boat move closer to the shore?  God is the shore, he says, and the pulling of the rope is like prayer.  When we pray God doesn't move closer to us, closer to our will.  Instead, when we pray, when we pray correctly, we move closer to him, closer to his will, closer to shore.

 
"Prayer is surrender to the will of God."  


It's just as Jesus prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane.  The human side of Jesus did not want to go to the cross.  So he prayed a very human prayer.  He asked God to find another way to save the world from their sins:


"Oh God, let this cup pass from me."  


But this prayer couldn't be answered.  We were asked the question at this past Tuesday night's Alpha class, "Why Did Jesus Die?"  And here's the simple answer:  a price had to be paid for the sins of the world.  Like any good parent who punishes their children when they stay out past curfew, or when they steal something from a store, God's justice requires that our sins be punished.  A price has to be paid.  But because he loves us, God knew from the very beginning of time that one day he would offer his own Son to pay that price with his life.  That was God's eternal plan.  That's why Jesus died.  Out of love for us God punished his own Son for our sins, instead of us.  That was God's will, to lose his Son that you and I may live forever.  In the end, Jesus accepted God's will, and surrendered to it.  "Not my will, but yours be done," he prayed.  Jesus taught us in the Garden that:
 
"Prayer is surrender to the will of God" - pulling our boat closer to the shore.

But what is God's will when we pray?                                                                                


Anne Lewis writes that God can answer our prayers in one of four ways, revealing his will by how he answers.  

The first way that God answers prayer, the first expression of God's will, is this:  "No, not yet."


I know that it's not November.  But the story of the first Thanksgiving is really the story of prayers being answered by God saying, "No, not yet."


The Pilgrims' plan was to go to Virginia, where there were already Europeans living in colonies in the New World.  That was their prayer.  But God said to that prayer, "No, you won't be going to Virginia quite yet."  Two months after crossing the Atlantic the Pilgrim's rented boat, the Mayflower, finally landed – not in Virginia, but 1,000 miles north in Massachusetts, where there were no white men, only Indians.  It would be generations before any of the Pilgrims ever saw Virginia.  


For two whole weeks they stayed on board the Mayflower, praying all the time for God to protect them and keep them safe.  But even that prayer was answered, (for many of them), with, "No, not yet."  All told, half of the Pilgrims died that first winter of 1620.  At one point only 7 of them were well enough to care for the rest.  


Still, they kept their faith in God.  For the Pilgrims were mature Christians.  They knew that many times God answers prayer, "No, not yet."  And they trusted his will.  They trusted his timing, all through that rough winter.  The following Spring, an Indian named Squanto offered to help them.  He and his fellow Indians taught the Pilgrims how to plant corn, how to make corn meal, how to make maple syrup, how to grow pumpkins and make pumpkin bread.


After three years the Pilgrims grew to a whopping 50 people!  Still, that was enough to give them hope.  So, in 1623, three full years after stepping foot in Massachusetts, (not Virginia), their Governor declared that they should have a day of Thanksgiving.  It was the first Thanksgiving Day.  And to whom did they give thanks?  To God.  Even though God answered their prayers for travel, and safety and protection from sickness with, "No, not yet," they still trusted in his will.  And they gave thanks.


Now, we Americans today aren't much like the Pilgrims.  We don't like when people tell us, "No, not yet."  For six straight days this week I was on the phone with Time Warner, trying to get things right with the cable service in the parsonage.  I must have spoken with 10 Time Warner operators in those six days.  And when I asked them to give me the service that I wanted each one basically told me, "No, not yet."  And I so much wanted to ask them, "Say what?  WHY can't I have this now?"


We Americans don't like when people tell us, "No, not yet."  But, many times, this is how God answers our prayers.  Prayers for healing, for instance, are often answered in that way.  We may not receive healing the moment, or the day, that we ask for it.  God may need us, for some reason, to wait a few days, or a few weeks, months, or years, for the healing to come.  And that's hard.  But will you say it with me:


 "Prayer is surrender to the will of God." 
 
God knows best.  For some reason our timing isn't quite right – though we may not see it at the time.


We pray for a new job, or for a raise.  We pray earnestly.  But God says, "No, not yet."  And we don't understand it at the time.  But the job we eventually get, or the promotion we eventually get, sometimes years later, is so much better than the one we first asked for.  And then we'll pray, "Thank you, God, for delaying the answer to my prayer."


2nd – Anne Lewis writes that other times, God answers our prayers this way:  "No, I love you too much."


I was in WalMart the other day, and I got behind this mother and her little son.  And the son kept asking the mother, "Mom, what am I gonna get?  What's for me?  What am I gonna get?"  And to her credit, the mom told him, "We're not here to get you anything today."


What was she really telling him?  "No, son.  I'm not giving you something every time you ask for it.  I love you too much to do that."


I mean, do good parents give their kids pop and candy and cookies every time they ask for them?  No.  We love our children too much to do that.


God loves us in the same way.  Many times we ask for things that would actually harm us, though we don't know it.  But God knows it.  So, he tells us, "No, I love you too much."


We want a new car.  But we don't have enough money.  So, we pray about it.  And when we pray we sense God is telling us that it wouldn't be wise.  I mean, we could cut into our tithe, and give God less than the 10% he asks of us each Sunday.  Then we could afford the car payments.  But we love God more than that, so we make due with the old car we have.  We're bummed about it for a while.  But what we don't know until later is that if we had gotten the new car, we would have overextended our credit and gotten in BIG financial trouble.  It was so good that, when we prayed about it, God told us, "No, I love you too much to answer that prayer."


Remember the song that Garth Brooks used to sing?


"Sometimes I thank God, for unanswered prayers."

We can't see everything there is to see to make the perfect decisions in this world.  But God can.  

I think of the thousands of people who share their talent to sing in church.  And when you hear them sing you wonder, "Why aren't they recording CD's in New York, or Nashville?"  And many a church singer has asked themselves the same question.  And they've prayed for God to use their talent in bigger ways, out in the world, getting a recording contract, making the "big time".  But God told them, "No, I love you too much to do that."


Then I think of the church singers who DID get a recording contract, and ended up becoming famous recording artists – only to get sucked up in the world of drugs and loose living and mansions full of people who are using them; miserable with their fame; their only source of income now being to sell their celebrity on a lame reality show.  How far they have fallen, while countless other equally talented church singers stayed in the church, singing in choirs, singing the occasional solo.  Not famous.  But they're happy, and their salvation is still secure.  Why?  Because God answered their prayer for fame with, "No, I love you too much."


How many times has God said, "No," to our prayer requests because he knew that giving us what we were asking for would only hurt us in the end?  


3rd – At other times, God answers our prayers by saying, "Yes, I thought you'd never ask!"


Shortly after it was founded, in 1924, Dallas Seminary was in serious financial trouble.  All of the creditors were going to foreclose on it one day at noon.  That day came, and the money still hadn't come in.  The creditors met with the President of the seminary, Dr. Chafer.  They prayed right then and there for God to miraculously provide the funding that day.  


In that meeting was a Bible scholar and teacher, named Harry Ironside, author of 80 books.  When it was his turn to pray, he prayed these words, "Lord, we know that the cattle on a thousand hills are Thine.  (Quoting Psalm 50:10)  Please sell some of them and send us the money!"


The rest of the men at the meeting took their turns praying.  While they were praying a tall Texan with boots and a cowboy hat stepped in to the business office of the seminary.  


"I just sold two carloads of cattle in Ft. Worth," he told the secretary.  "I've been trying to make a business deal, but it fell through, and I feel compelled to give the money to the Seminary.  I don't know if you need it, or not, but here's the check!"


The secretary took the check and handed it to Dr. Chafer.  He took one look at it, realized that the seminary had been saved, and said, "Harry, God sold the cattle!"


Isn't that amazing?  


"Ask, and it will be given to you," Jesus said.  


"If we ask anything according to his will, he hears us," John wrote.


And, thank God, many times it is God's will when we pray to tell us, "Yes!  I thought you'd never ask."  That's why we take the time every Sunday to voice our prayer needs, and to lift them up to the Lord.

Finally, at other times God answers our prayers by saying, "Yes, and here's more!"


Rhonda Schroeder, of Eustis, Nebraska, writes in the Guideposts magazine of the day when she was driving in the fog and hydroplaned her car over an embankment and directly into a green, murky, pond, turning completely upside down.  She instantly prayed, as water began to fill the car, "Lord, help me!"


Green, cold, water splashed across her face.  She knew that even if she could free herself from her seatbelt and open the door it'd be nearly impossible for her to swim up to the surface.  "There's no one to save me," she said.  "God, don't let me die!  I have to get out!  I want to live!"


She struggled to unlatch the seatbelt, gasping for air, as the water level rose higher and higher.  She finally unlatched it and floated to the top of the upside down car, finding an air bubble.  She took a breath and went under the water, searching for the door handle.  She couldn't find it, in the cold darkness.  She knew her air was running out.  She felt it was her time to die.  But she also felt a strange peace fall over her.  Facing death head-on, she was ready.

Suddenly, the passenger door flew open.  A hand reached inside and grabbed her.
  It jerked her from the car.  The hand carried her to the surface.  Turns out that some hunters had spotted her taillights shining in the middle of the pond and stopped to rescue her.


The men called 911 and a policeman asked if she wanted to go to the hospital.  "No, I'm not hurt," she said.  "I just want to go home."  She turned to thank the hunters, but they were gone.


Days later, one image of that night kept burning in her mind:  The hand, the mysterious hand that rescued her.  Whose was it?  How did that man find her?


She thought the hunter had told her that his last name was Johnson.  Maybe someone at the restaurant where she worked would know who it was.  So, her husband drove her there.  


"What are you doing here?" one of the other waitresses asked her.  


"I'm fine," she said.  But she knew she wasn't fine.  She kept thinking about the hand in the water that had pulled her from the car.  She asked people if they knew a man, a local hunter, by the name of Johnson.  


"It might be Marlin Johnson," said one of them.  


She raced to the phone.  Sure enough, it was him.  She invited him and all of his friends to the restaurant for a thank you dinner.  


At the dinner, Marlin Johnson explained, "You know, the only reason we were there to save you was because we got a late start that day.  I was late getting ready.  Thank God I threw the whole bunch of us off schedule."


She asked them, "Which one of you grabbed my hand and pulled me from the car?"


Marlin, the man who rescued her, said, "I never grabbed you.  I opened the door and you just flew out on your own.  I never had a hand on you until you were out of the car."


"But that can't be," she insisted.  "I would have drowned (in there) without someone's help."


She writes:


Then I thought of that feeling I'd had in the green muck.  A sense of peace and safety, that even when the worse thing happened and I had to face my deepest fears, a power greater than my troubles was right there.  I felt its grip, and rose to safety.  (Guideposts, November 2005, pp. 54-57.)

She had prayed to be rescued.  God answered that prayer, and gave her even more.  How many people can say that they've actually held the hand of God?


Let us pray – 

Thank you, Lord, that you always answer prayer.  Sometimes (as with the Pilgrims) your answer is "No, not yet."  And other times (as with talented church singers who never "make it big") your answer is, "No, I love you too much." You know best, Lord.  For you see the big picture, while we only see a part.  Help us to believe that, so that (when we pray) we may joyfully surrender our will to yours, as Jesus did. 

And thank you for the times when your answer is, "Yes, I thought you'd never ask!" or "Yes, and here's even more than you asked for." 


Amen.
