PAGE  
5

When Prayers Get Lost
April 10th, 2005

While I was in California this past week, a student had asked me to share some of the more painful times Joyce and I experienced while living overseas.

· For me, the answer was easy to come by.  In our fourth year in Tajikistan, there was a girl living in a village next to ours... she was about 10 years old.

· She had slipped on the ice and broken her leg.  Her family was extremely poor... like most in this village.  So poor that a trip to a doctor was out of the question.

· Her leg didn’t heal properly... and eventually got infected.  By the time the family had found me and invited me to pray for her, she already had advance gangrene. Her leg was completely discolored and swollen.

· I tried to get them to the capital city where they could get some kind of attention... but they wouldn’t go.

· I prayed every day for her. In fact, most nights I climbed out onto the roof of the apartment building where we lived... and prayed again for her.  Soon our young Tajik church was praying for her as well.
· One day her father came to tell me that she had died.  

You know, we all love stories about answered prayer... stories of God miraculously intervening in people’s lives.

· And yet, at times our prayers seem to get lost. We begin to ask ourselves and God: “Is it worth it?” “Did I do something wrong?” “Do You even hear me?” “Do You care?”
· I want to show you a clip from Bruce Almighty.  Things are not going according to plan... and eventually begins questioning God’s love and goodness...

· [Bruce Almighty: “God Doesn’t Care” Clip]
People often share with me the things they are praying about… and sometimes they share their frustration over the fact that they aren’t seeing those prayers answered.

· My boss isn’t letting up on me, my relationship is still hurting, my finances are still a wreck… and, again, if what their experiencing isn’t painful enough... the confusion over why God seems so distant only adds to the pain.  
· I’m going to talk more about that next week... but understand... I’ve walked down that same road... and, like you, have wrestled with the question of unanswered prayer.
· But over time, I’ve come to understand more and more in my own life why my prayers aren’t always answered.  
· So, what I’d like to do this morning is to walk you through some of the things God has shown me as I’ve interacted with this question over the years.  [PRAYER]
1. The first thing we need we need to consider as we face unanswered prayer is the motivation behind these prayers.
· The Gospels are literally full of examples where the disciples, especially John and James, are making “wrong requests” to Jesus

· When the people in one Samaritan village told them that they wouldn’t be rolling out the red carpet when Jesus and the disciples were passing thru, James and John asked Jesus if He would destroy the village with fire from heaven!

· Now… if the disciples could come up with a prayer like that, certainly you and I can. 

Now, I doubt anyone here is going to go to God with the intention of making a wrong request.  Yet, there are some pretty standard prayers that do just that.

· Our most popular “wrong request” goes like this… “God, please change that person.”
· Wives pray this for their husbands, husbands for their wives.  
· Workers/Bosses, Students/Teachers.

· Needless to say, there are a lot of legitimate reasons to pray for others… for them to know Jesus, give up their addictions, softened hearts, etc.  
But when you pray for them, does your motivation come out of an authentic concern for that person?
· I might pray for someone to change... someone who is making my life difficult... and why?  So that my life can be easier!
· Truth is, the true intention of our prayers may really be: “I don’t want to face my own short-comings.  I don’t want to work on this relationship.  I don’t want to change at all!  Instead, I want the other person to accommodate all my needs, so I’m asking you to change him or her.”

So, while it’s fine to pray for that new, big account; while it is fine to pray while running down that field about to make what could be a game winning catch; while it is fine to pray that God would cause His church to grow…
· We always need to be mindful of what motivations lay beneath the surface.  

· Is it to show off all the other salesmen?  To get your picture on every sports magazine hoping for personal glory?  

· Or to show off to other pastors how your church is growing while theirs isn’t.?

· I’m not trying to get you to spend hours looking at the motivation of every prayer you make.  Just get in the habit of asking yourself,

· Would it bring Him or me glory?

· Would it advance His kingdom or my reputation?

· Would it really help others?

· Would it help me to grow spiritually or just make my life easier?

Of course, there are times when God answers our most sincere, most appropriate prayers with a “No.” 

· Not every relationship gets better, not every biopsy comes back benign, and not every interview gets you the job you wanted.
· There are times when our prayers really are well-intentioned... when our hearts are sincere... and yet, for some reason, God has something else in mind.
· David prayed, “I would have despaired if it had not been for the goodness of God.”  
· In the absence of answers... we trust in the love and the good intention of a God who loves us without limit.

2.  The second thing we need to consider when facing unanswered prayer is the fact that God might be wanting us to “slow down.”
· One of the problems with that, of course, is that we don’t like to hear “slow down” or “not yet” much more than we like to hear “no”.

· We like things fast… from supermarket lines to computers... to answered prayer!
· But God is not some celestial vending machine (Hybels)… where we put our 85 cents in and get our candy bar in an instant.

· It’s embarrassing to say, but I can be like the proverbial kid who always asks, “Are we there yet?”  And God has to always say, “not yet Craig!”

We can kick or scream, but the truth is that God isn’t intimidated by our demands for instant gratification.  He cares about how we are feeling… but He will not cave in and give us all the chocolate we want just to keep us from complaining.

· I always think of that incredible interplay b/t God and Job in the last chapters of Job.  

· Was it you who created the heavens and the stars?  Did you form the deepest oceans and the highest peaks?

· Though it can be hard, we need to trust God… embracing the reality that He completely loves us… and while He is both all-powerful and good… that He knows better than we do… that His reasons are just and good.
· That when He says “not yet” or “slow down”, He is solely motivated by what is best for us. Its during these times where we simply need to surrender to God... to let go of the steering wheel of our lives and hand it over to a loving Father who “knows best.”

If you’ve seen Bruce Almighty, you know that “Surrender” is one of the central themes of the movie.

· Once Bruce is endowed with God’s powers for over a week, and has made a complete mess of his life, he realized that these powers only magnified his self-centeredness.  Finally, trying make amends, he listens in on the prayers of his girlfriend, Grace.

· This scene starts with her sister picking up her things from Bruce’s apartment.

· [Bruce Almighty, “Full-Surrender” Clip]
· If you’re in that place right now... of frustration b/c God isn’t answering your prayers the way you had hoped... will you choose to trust Him on this?  Will you surrender to Him?
You know, if we were to stop long enough to consider those prayers that seemingly went unanswered months or years ago, you may realize that what you thought was a “no” from Him was really a “later”.

· And that what He was doing was to prepare you for the very thing you were praying for. 

· We’ve prayed for our church to be a catalyst to bless the region… to be a healing church. I believe He is making us into that church.  But, if God gave us everything we’re asking for right now… I’m not sure if we could handle it. 
· Through these past few years, through some of the hardships (we were hoping to avoid), God has been building our character so that we can bear the additional weight that our answered prayers will one day put on our shoulders. 
Perhaps another reason he may have us wait is so that we could come to see that what you were praying for was just a crumb when what He really wanted you to have was a feast.

· For that ten year old girl... what I found out was that just the day before, a few women went to visit her... to read Bible stories to her and to sing worship songs.  Turns out the girl gave her life to Jesus.

· I prayed that God would heal her... He did.  In that moment she was running around the streets of heaven. God did more than heal her body... He saved her.

3.  The third thing we might want to consider when facing unanswered prayer is the state of our own walk with God.
· What if Bill needed a big favor from me? He is working on his house and wants to borrow my power tools… and so he comes to my house to ask me in person.

· He pulls up to the house and starts walking to the front door.  

· Along the way, not realizing I am watching him, he kicks the puppy (that we don’t have) out of his way and pushes Sarah off to the side.

· With Sarah and the puppy in tears, Bill looks up and sees me looking right at him.

· Is this the best time for Bill to ask me for my shiny... hardly-been-used-because-I-don’t-know-how-to-use-them... power tools?  Or is there something he needs to clear up before making his request?

· You see, God is always inviting us to ask Him for whatever is on our heart… offering us free access to all of his resources.

But some of us have a few things we need to clear up before taking Him up on his offer.  

· As I shared earlier, oftentimes, when prayers don’t get answered, our tendency is question God… Are you listening? Do you care? Are you able?
· It is a lot easier to blame God than to look in the mirror and admit that maybe we’re the problem… maybe we’re the obstacle that stands in the way of seeing that prayer answered. 
Let me share with you several reasons why I believe we don’t see more of our prayers answered...  

A. The most common cause of unanswered prayer is the lack of prayer! You see, it is for this level of brilliant exposition that brings you here each week! 
· James 4:2 says that “we don’t have b/c we don’t ask.”
· Be honest… how often do you commit to pray for something or someone… adding it to whatever prayer list you have, and even though you think about what you are supposed to pray for, the reality is, you really aren’t praying about it at all?

· Addressing a need by reading books, going to counselors, claiming Bible promises, conversations with Christian friends, etc., are all good, but they are not the same as prayer.

· When you find yourself frustrated over not seeing a prayer answered, ask yourself, “Have I fervently and regularly prayed for this over a period of time?”
B. If we do manage to pray, sometimes our prayers aren’t really coming from our heart.
· God is a real God... and whenever we relate to Him, His heart is that we be real... that we express what is in our hearts with honesty and sincerity.

· After Bruce surrenders to God’s perfect will in the scene we just saw, He’s hit by that big old truck (which in itself demonstrates that we don’t always get what we ask for!). 

· Suddenly, he finds himself in heaven, getting a lesson in prayer from God...
· [ Bruce Almighty:  Show “Good Prayer” Clip]
When Bruce asks God, "What do you want me to do?" God responds, "I want you to pray." 
· A little startled by the request, Bruce attempts a standard prayer asking God to feed the hungry and bring peace to the world. When Bruce asks God for an evaluation, God says, "Great, if you want to be Miss America." 
· When you pray... are you praying from your heart? Its one thing to casually read a name off a prayer list... it’s another thing to seriously pray from your heart.
C. A third reason for unanswered pray is unresolved relational conflict.

· As committed as God is to seeing us walk in a healthy, vibrant relationship with Him, I don’t know if we will ever grasp, this side of heaven, how committed He is in seeing us walking in healthy relationship with one another.

· Matthew 5 says that if you are offering your gift at the altar, you need to first do all you can to resolve those issues b/t yourself and those you’ve hurt or those who have hurt you.

· If the other person chooses to remain embittered in spite of your attempts at reconciliation, than you have nonetheless done your part.

· So, if you are frustrated that your prayers don’t seem to be getting you very far… and yet, you know there is unresolved relational conflict, understand what you need to do.

· So, ask yourself... are there any unresolved conflicts you need to deal with?
D. Another reason for unanswered pray isn’t so much that it has gone unanswered, but that you weren’t listening for God’s reply.

· People often plead with God to speak to them... to answer them.  “God, show me what I’m supposed to do.”  The problem is that we are so focused on the question that we never really listen for the answer.

· After Bruce gets home from the horrible day... he ends up getting in a big fight with Grace.  In frustration, he leaves the house to go for a drive... asking God to speak to Him.  The only problem is... that he’s not listening!
· [Bruce Almighty, “Signs” Clip]

· When you pray... are you giving God the opportunity to respond?  How often have we asked God in complete frustration, “Where are You?” “What are You doing?” And yet, while asking that question, we are not at all listening for a reply.
· When you’re praying, are putting yourself in a place where you will hear what God has to say?
There are, of course, other obstacles we ourselves construct in our lives, which serve as hindrances to answered prayer.  But, I don’t think we need the unabridged version. 

· God loves each of us more than we could ever conceive.  Even in eternity I don’t believe we’ll be able to fully grasp it.

· Yet, there are times when the Father will need to say to us, “Before I give you what your praying for, I want you to grow...  
· Put away that sin… that attitude.  
· Put an end to that destructive pattern & get off that merry-go-round, 
· Reconcile that relationship & receive forgiveness.  

· Grow thru this, and I’ll throw open the floodgates of heaven.
There are times when God will say “No”.  There are times when God says “Slow”.  And, there are times, of course, when God will simply say, “GO!” 
· All of us, as we walk out our relationship with God, will experience a regular diet of all three.

· But regardless of God’s response... know that His response to our prayers always comes out of the heart of a Father who loves you with an everlasting love.
Video Clips from Bruce Almighty:
1. God Doesn’t Care

2. Surrender 

3. Good Prayer

4. Signs
