Prayer Problems

God and Noah had a dialogue about starting the human race over again. 

God and Abraham had a covenant affecting all nations for eternity. 

God and Moses discussed dialogued about setting free an entire nation and affecting every other nation throughout history. 

God and Joshua dialogued about clearing the promised land of its inhabitants. God and Gideon had discussions about whittling down an army so that victory could be won. 

The list goes on. History is defined in moments of dialogue with God. Other defining moments in history that came about as a result of this kind of dialogue can be found with people like Samson, Samuel, David, Daniel, Hosea, Malachi, Peter, James, John, and Paul.

And one thing important to note about all these defining historical moments is that those dialogues always placed much more importance on what God had said than on what the one speaking to God had to say. Those moments of dialogue are what we typically call prayer. It's that kind of dialogue that alters life directions, births personal purpose, changes the destiny of nations and shapes the contours of global affairs.  And the dialogue was in some cases, costly, painful, awkward, demanding, and even hard to believe. But that's what dialogue with God is like. For many of us, prayer conjures up images of remote monasteries, silent monks wearing tunics living in concrete block cells, and wood planks for a bed. Many of us have grown up with a number of inadequate stereotypes about just what prayer is.

. For many of us, two way dialogues -- not just speaking, but listening to God -- is a tough enterprise because we secretly hold on to some doubts. Doubts that we might be reluctant to admit, verbalize, and share, but doubts so real nonetheless that until they're laid to rest, the entire enterprise of dialogue with God is in jeopardy.  After all, this seems to be a pretty tough and daunting task. God is invisible, he's spirit. He isn't in human form. God is God. And carrying on conversation with the creator of the universe sounds somewhat intimidating. And we throw into the mix impediments or doubts and we have a recipe for prayer not being practiced frequently and questioning the entire enterprise all together.

Does it even make a difference?
The corrosive doubts we're going to talk about today, if left unaddressed, will paralyze prayer and sideline your listening. This will rust up your prayer machinery quicker than just about anything else. Many Christ followers have ineffectual and impotent, lazy and tired lives of dialogue with God because the corrosive doubt "it doesn't really matter" is deeply held in your life. 

It goes on something like this: "I can pray, but if I pray, does the outcome of my circumstance and situation really change?" The rumination inside your head continues, "If I don't pray at all, isn't everything going to turn out just way as if I'd prayed?"  In other words, we may think at some level that prayer is really just a charade. God's going to do what God's going to do, no matter what I do. So given that, isn't prayer merely some sort of run-through-the-motions thing to make me feel a little closer to God? Friends, that couldn't be further from the truth.

Exodus 32: 8 "They have quickly turned aside from the way which I commanded them. (1) They have made for themselves a molten calf, and have worshiped it and (2) have sacrificed to it and said, 'This is your god, O Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt!'" 9 The LORD said to Moses, "I have seen this people, and behold, they are (5) an obstinate people. 10 "Now then let Me alone, that My anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them; and I will make of you a great nation." 11Then Moses entreated the LORD his God, and said, "O LORD, why does Your anger burn against Your people whom You have brought out from the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? 12 "Why should the Egyptians speak, saying, 'With evil intent He brought them out to kill them in the mountains and to destroy them from the face of the earth'? Turn from Your burning anger and change Your mind about doing harm to Your people. 13 "Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, Your servants to whom You swore by Yourself, and said to them, 'I will multiply your descendants as the stars of the heavens, and all this land of which I have spoken I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.'" 14 So the LORD changed His mind about the harm which He said He would do to His people. 

Here's a crystal clear example where God was willing to change his mind and Moses' disposition prevailed. There's another Old Testament scene in II Kings related to how Hezekiah had fallen mortally ill and his friend Isaiah the prophet comes with a word from God and says: you shall die and not live. In the face of this declared intention, Hezekiah does exactly what Moses did -- he cried out to God and wept bitterly and he reasoned with God on the basis of how he'd walked before him in truth. 

2 Kings 20:11 In those days Hezekiah became ill and was at the point of death. The prophet Isaiah son of Amoz went to him and said, "This is what the LORD says: Put your house in order, because you are going to die; you will not recover." 2 Hezekiah turned his face to the wall and prayed to the LORD , 3 "Remember, O LORD , how I have walked before you faithfully and with wholehearted devotion and have done what is good in your eyes." And Hezekiah wept bitterly. 4 Before Isaiah had left the middle court, the word of the LORD came to him: 5 "Go back and tell Hezekiah, the leader of my people, 'This is what the LORD , the God of your father David, says: I have heard your prayer and seen your tears; I will heal you. On the third day from now you will go up to the temple of the LORD . 6 I will add fifteen years to your life. And I will deliver you and this city from the hand of the king of Assyria. I will defend this city for my sake and for the sake of my servant David.' "

Our prayers not only impact God, our prayers impact the outcome of things.

Scientific studies of prayer
Studies of the effects of praying have been around for quite come time. In the 1950's William Parker of Redlands University in California developed a program of prayer therapy groups. He did a tremendous amount of research on how healing can happen in these various groups. He wrote an entire book recounting the details of that study. But since the late 1980's, there have been more than 130 studies on the effects of prayer published in medical and other professional journals. Many of these have been set up under the most careful scientific controls. One of the most well known of these studies was done by Randolph Byrd at the University of California, San Francisco medical school. It was published in 1988. It dealt with 393 coronary care patients who had heart attacks or severe symptoms. It was a double blind study. That means neither the patients nor the medical staff caring for them knew who was being prayed for and who was not. The results of this were so impressive that every major TV network and newspaper in the United States reported them in some detail. Of the group prayed for significantly fewer died, fewer required the use of the most potent drugs, and not one had to be put on life support.

These results along with many other studies are discussed in great detail by Larry Dossey in his book Healing Words. Prayer doesn't only affect the heart and the mind of God, it actually impacts outcomes. The bottom line is that God really is responsive to our prayers and he really does care for his children.

There's a second corrosive doubt that lurks in the minds of many novices attempting to pick up the phone for a hot line to heaven, as well as those who have been Christians for some time. It might be phrased in the form of a question: 

Is God really willing and able?
This doubt addresses both the issue of God's goodness as well as God's power. At the same time it betrays the obvious fact that prayer is essentially about requests.

Prayer isn't specifically worship, it's not praise, and it's not even thanks. While all those things can be a part of dialogue with God, most of the time praying is about requesting and/or listening to responses for those requests.

Jesus made it very clear in the gospels that the request sits at the heart of prayer.

Corrosion on our prayer life happens when we begin to question God's goodness. Is God really willing? As a general theological tenet, most of us don't have a problem admitting that God is good. The problem is when we attempt to make personal application, when we're asking the question, "Will God be good to me? Does God really want to answer my prayer, address my question, and meet my need?"
The answer is yes, but we must come to really believe that about God.
Hebrews 11:6And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him. 

The antidote to this kind of corrosive rust out is coming to know and believe who God really is and what God's appraisal of you really is. The only reliable source I know to turn to is the Bible. The Bible says some very definite things about God's character and it seems that entering into discussions with anybody, not, just God, requires our willingness to disclose who we are, our willingness to share hurts and concerns, our willingness to be genuine and authentic.

Our ability to do those things is entirely dependent upon whether or not we trust that person's character. When we start to develop small groups here at Redemption Church this will be an ongoing conversation. To share openly about who we are or about our concerns, we have to come to a level of trust within our small groups. We know that. In fact, it's not overstated to say that the degree that we trust character is to the degree that we will enter into intimacy.
So on one front we have to be willing to trust God and believe that he's willing, and believe he's good. But it personal; I have to believe that he's willing to be good to me. That means listening to the picture that Scripture paints about who God is and his evaluation of me. 

Listen to some of these things that Scripture says about me and you: 

Jeremiah 31:3 The LORD appeared to us in the past, saying: "I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you with loving-kindness.

Psalm 100:5 For the LORD is good and his love endures forever; his faithfulness continues through all generations. 
Revelation 3:14This is what you must write to the angel of the church in Laodicea: I am the one called Amen! [1] I am the faithful and true witness and the source [2] of God's creation. Listen to what I say. Footnotes: 1. 3.14 Amen: Meaning "Trustworthy."
Isaiah 49:8b Amplified Bible and I will preserve you and give you for a covenant to the people, to raise up and establish the land [from its present state of ruin] and to apportion and cause them to inherit the desolate [moral wastes of heathenism, their] heritages.
And the list could go on and on about the things Scripture says about what God is really like toward you. So friends, we must come to a place where we trust his goodness. Now that was just the first part of that question. 

The second part of that question is: is God even able? And I think for most of us that's a little easier to swallow. God is all powerful and holds all things in his hands. God is more than able to do anything. Because he's interested in even the mundane and loves us with an everlasting love, God isn't only able, he's also willing. And it's these two things -- God's ability and his willingness -- that are the foundation stones for us being able to enter into dialogue those are the prerequisites for out of this world communication.

Can I give you one more example of how a Biblical character addressed these couple issues of corrosive doubt? Abraham had been promised that all nations would be blessed through him and through is seed. There was a big problem however. Abraham and his wife Sarah didn't have a son. There was a second problem. They were both past child bearing age. Abraham 100 years old and Sarah around 90. God had promised Abraham something (a son) that was apparently physically impossible.  Now here's the 100,000 dollar question: does Abraham trust the physical conditions he's in more than the statement God has made to him that's based upon God's character? Or does he ignore his physical circumstances and trust God?  Friends, again this is an issue of God's willingness and his ability. If he made the promise to Abraham, apparently he's willing. But the physical circumstances seem to cry out that God isn't willing to do this for us.   So Abraham is faced with the same dilemma you and I are faced with. Will we trust him? It's one thing to acknowledge the character of God. It's an entirely different thing to go out on a limb and actually trust it.
So listen carefully:

Romans 4:18When everything was hopeless, Abraham believed anyway, deciding to live not on the basis of what he saw he couldn't do but on what God said he would do. And so he was made father of a multitude of peoples. God himself said to him, "You're going to have a big family, Abraham!" 19 Abraham didn't focus on his own impotence and say, "It's hopeless. This hundred-year-old body could never father a child." Nor did he survey Sarah's decades of infertility and give up. 2 0He didn't tiptoe around God's promise asking cautiously skeptical questions. He plunged into the promise and came up strong, ready for God, 

Let me give you that same verse Romans 4:20 (Phillips) it says: he drew strength from his faith and while giving the glory to God remained absolutely convinced that God was able to implement his own promise. 
I want you to notice two things: Abraham believed God was willing to do what he had promised. In other words, he trusted God's goodness. Also he knew God was able to do what he had promised; God's ability or power.  Abraham was giving thanks to God for what he had promised long before he had received what was promised. Abraham thanked God ahead of time, he was so convinced. Abraham was actively fighting those corrosive doubts.  

I want to ask you a question today. Will you identify those front end corrosive issues in your life that are preventing your prayer life from moving forward, that prevent you from entering into dynamic dialogue with God?

Can I ask you one more question about trust? Will you trust God once he brings about an answer? Many people, once they see an answer coming, allow doubt to creep in as well and they allow a rationalizing spirit to take over. Have you ever heard this one? "Well, I think I see an answer to prayer, but how do I know this wouldn't have happened even if I hadn't prayed? How did I know that this wasn't the outcome anyway?" This back end issue is just as corrosive as either of those front end issues we just discussed. 

C.S. Lewis said something I think is instructive in this regard concerning prayer: "Answers to prayer in God's activity are sufficiently clear that a believing heart will see them. But sufficiently unclear that a hardened heart will miss them."
What that means is that God is interested in a response of faith. He's interested in a response of trust. If we really believe that God is working out all things together for his purpose in our lives, then that is the least we can do.
