SERMON SERIES:

TALKING ABOUT THE THINGS

WE DON’T TALK ABOUT
“Prayer”
Proverbs 15:8 (The Message)
John 16:23-24 (The Message)

We’re in the midst of a sermon series titled “Talking About The Things We Don’t Talk About.”  The topics each week have come from suggestions I received on a survey I circulated in the spring.  There were a lot of topics on that survey and as I reviewed the results, I realized some would lend themselves to a series such as this.

The first Sunday we began with being in a spiritual desert. We’re in a spiritual desert when we feel distant from God.  Try as we might, we can’t seem to connect with him in prayer or through the Scriptures.  What used to bring us comfort, peace, joy and strength now barely moves our needle.  We may even find ourselves not wanting to pray anymore.  Or not wanting to go to church.


Last Sunday we focused on a major topic that comes with the territory of being a Christian: doubt.  We said we all experience doubt at different times, about different things related to our faith.  And yet we don’t talk about our doubts.  We’re reluctant, confused, afraid about having doubts, and we don’t want to be thought of as weak, or that we’re a bad Christian because we’re struggling.  You may remember there was a time when saying the word ‘sex’ in church was considered a no-no—or at least it was seen as improper.  I’ve always joked that the one word we don’t like to use in church isn’t ‘sex,’ but rather ‘change.’  But in reality I think the word we don’t use in church is ‘doubt.’

Let’s turn to the first Scripture reading we have today, Proverbs 15:8.  After you find that, go ahead and bookmark our second one, John 16:23-24.  Our topic this morning is another one we’re very familiar with, but with which we all struggle.  Like the subject of doubt, the subject of prayer is something we don’t talk about.

“Now hold on,” someone will say.  “We talk about prayer all the time.  We’re a very praying church.  We pray before meals and meetings, before the sermon and the sacraments; we pray for the sick, the dying, and for those we don’t even know.  How can you suggest we don’t talk about prayer in church?”


I know it sounds counter-intuitive—and yes, such sentiments are correct.  We do pray for many things.  I’m not saying that we don’t pray.  I’m saying that we don’t talk about the struggles we have with prayer.  Every church and every Christian will say ‘yes’ when asked to put someone on the prayer list, or lift a need before the Lord.  It’s just what we do.

But what we don’t do?

We don’t open our hearts with one another and confess that we have struggles, doubts, questions, about prayer.  We’re afraid to be honest when it comes to prayer because—as we’ve said throughout this series—we don’t want others to think less of us.  We don’t want to be thought of as a weak Christian.  We don’t want to admit to ourselves that we’re wrestling with one of the fundamental components of our faith.

Let’s look at Proverbs 15:8: God can’t stand pious poses, but he delights in genuine prayers.  Prayer is a part of every religion in the world.  From time immemorial, human beings have sought to connect with God, according to their own cultures and beliefs.  Prayer is the way we do that.  Prayer is the language of our faith; it’s the manner in which we communicate with God.  Proverbs 15:8 reminds pray-ers God can’t stand pious poses, but he delights in genuine prayers.  This sentiment was echoed by Jesus when he said 5“When you pray, don’t be like the hypocrites who love to pray publicly on street corners and in the synagogues where everyone can see them.  I tell you the truth, that is all the reward they will ever get” (Matthew 6:6).

We know that God isn’t impressed by our wordy, pompous prayers that seek to show how theologically astute we are, or how well we know the Scriptures, or so that people will think better of us.  Jesus said that’s all just a show, and if we’re looking for approval from other people that’s pretty much all we’ll ever get.  Instead, Jesus taught 6”But when you pray, go away by yourself, shut the door behind you, and pray to your Father in private.  Then your Father, who sees everything, will reward you” (Matthew 6:6).  So we strive to pray without pretense.  We can and do pray aloud when asked—in meetings or worship or before a meal—but we want to be authentic when we pray.  We don’t want to be fake.  We don’t want to put on appearances so others will think more highly of us.

But if you’re like me, you’ve got questions about prayer.  For example, Jesus said in Matthew 6:7, 7“When you pray, don’t babble on and on as the Gentiles do.  They think their prayers are answered merely by repeating their words again and again.”  So what qualifies as babbling on and on?  How many times can I repeat the same thing without it being viewed as babbling?  Am I only supposed to ask once and say nothing else about the request or need?  But what about Jesus’s encouragement to…always pray and never give up (Luke 18:1)?

ASK: What are some questions you’re aware of that center on the topic of prayer?  These don’t have to be your questions—they can be something you’ve heard others ask or wonder about.  What are some questions or struggles we’ve heard about regarding prayer?

These are all good questions.  And we rarely, if ever, draw them out into the open and talk about them.  I think one reason for that is because we don’t want anyone else to know that we sometimes find it difficult to connect with God in prayer.  When we’re in a spiritual desert, praying is hard to do.  We know we need to pray.  But it’s so hard to do when we hear nothing or feel nothing.  We may even get so frustrated or angry that we stop praying altogether.  We’re like a small child: “Okay God, fine.  If you don’t want to talk to me or answer my prayers, I just won’t pray anymore.  Take that!”  We may even stick our tongue out at God for good measure.
I’ll be honest: I don’t understand prayer.  I mean, I know its theological purpose and spiritual intent.  But I don’t get why some prayers are answered and others aren’t.  Again, I know it’s all about God’s will and his plan—but I’m at a loss to explain why a young man dies traumatically—unexpectedly--when who-knows-how many people were praying for him?  And I ask the same question that many others ask: why couldn’t God take a terrorist or a drug lord or a serial killer instead of the young man?

Of course, we know that life isn’t fair.  It’s infected with sin, and we all make choices that are sinful, and those choices have consequences.  But aren’t our prayers for someone else supposed to help them?  Don’t we pray because we believe God will intervene?


In my previous appointment I desperately sought God’s guidance in leading the church.  I saw the problems and knew the underlying causes.  I’d carefully made leadership moves to transition the administrative committees into more positive, kingdom-oriented groups.  I knew that God had a plan for that church.  It just needed to be turned around so it could fulfill its potential.


I prayed incessantly for breakthroughs.  I prayed for hearts to be opened and transformed.  I prayed for worship services and outreach events, for new members to join us, and for old members who fought against everything we did.  And you know what?  The church didn’t turn around.  It didn’t become healthier.  In fact, it regressed to the same place it had been before I went there.  The positive, supportive people all left to find other church homes.

And I was angry at God.  “This is your church, God!” I said. “It’s not mine.  I’m trying to do my best but it seems like you don’t even care whether this church gets better.  Because if you did, shouldn’t you be more involved in making it better?”  Did I mention that I was angry at God?


Why would God want a poisonous, negative church that had a terrible reputation in the community for bullying, greed and spitefulness?  Wouldn’t it be better for the kingdom if the church were healthy, growing, reaching the community?  I thought so.  And to this day I still don’t understand what went wrong.  It felt like all my praying was for naught.

Now I know that God doesn’t force anything on us.  And a number of people in that congregation refused to yield their hearts to the Lord.  So I can see why the church was in such a state.  I just don’t see why God let it continue when there was so much potential.


Let’s turn to John 16:23-24.

On the night of the Passover feast, and the last meal Jesus shared with his disciples, he taught them some difficult things about his immanent death.  He cautioned them about how hard it was going to be for them when he was gone—that they would be persecuted and thrown out of the synagogues.  He promised them that he’d send the Holy Spirit to comfort and guide them.  And he promised that their sorrow would eventually turn to joy.  And then Jesus said 23-24“This is what I want you to do: Ask the Father for whatever is in keeping with the things I’ve revealed to you.  Ask in my name, according to my will, and he’ll most certainly give it to you.  Your joy will be a river overflowing its banks!”

We refer to this as praying in the will of God—praying for things that align with God’s will.  But isn’t the growth and mission of the church in God’s will?  If so, why were my prayers unanswered in my last appointment?  Isn’t reaching the least, last and lost in God’s will?  Then why was that church allowed to remain broken and ineffective when it had such great potential?  I don’t know.  In fact, when it comes to prayer it seems that the more I learn, the less I actually know!

Prayer is one of those things that we must do.  But it isn’t easy.  It’s not like talking to a spouse or co-worker, whom we can see and hear.  It’s entering into a spiritual communion with a Being whose thoughts are not our thoughts, and whose mind is unlike our mind--yet who has chosen to reveal something of himself in Jesus Christ.
As we said last week, it takes a lot of strength and courage to pray when we only hear our own voice hit the ceiling and fall back to the floor.  It’s hard to know when we’ve said enough in prayer and when we haven’t said enough.  It’s difficult to grasp how the Holy Spirit can pray for us, and if the Holy Spirit—who is God—is praying for us, why do we even need to pray?  Jesus said…”your Father knows exactly what you need even before you ask him” (Matthew 6:8).  So why do we keep doing it?
Because prayer keeps us connected to God.  Even when we don’t hear or get the answer we want, we’re still in intimate communion with God.  We’re bowing our hearts, recognizing that he is God and we are not.  We’re acknowledging that we’re dependent on his grace, his power, his provision every day.  We’re humbling ourselves so that we can be changed and transformed.  We’re talking to our Father the way a child talks to her earthly father.  And just like an earthly father knows what his daughter needs, so does the heavenly Father know what we need.

All of our questions about prayer won’t be answered.  Our understanding on this side of eternity is limited.  We can choose to let the questions call the shots.  I can continue to gripe and fuss about not understanding why God didn’t answer my prayers.  Or we can acknowledge our imperfect minds—that prayer, like other aspects of our faith, is a mystery—and keep on praying.  Since I’ve seen prayer work—as I know all of you have—and despite my questions, I know which one I will choose.

Let us pray:

Jesus, we’re only human.  Our minds raise questions we cannot answer.  Our experiences can lead us to anger or frustration or apathy.  We can wrongly assume that prayer is all about getting what I want.  We can struggle to understand why some prayers are answered and others appear to go unanswered.  But at the end of the day prayer is all we have.  It’s our channel to your heart.  It’s our lifeline.
We give you thanks for the answered prayers we have witnessed, and which we ourselves have personally experienced.  We know that in all things you work for the good of those who love you.

We would be better pray-ers, Jesus.  Strengthen our resolve to pray more sincerely, more deeply, more faithfully.  Lessen our questions and doubts, and open our eyes to the countless ways you respond to us every day.  Forgive our unfaithfulness and our sins so that nothing may hinder our prayers.  All this we ask in accordance with your will, through the name of Jesus Christ.  Amen.
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