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Prayer:  The God Who Moves Mountains

September 8, 2002

Just recently, one of my friends asked me what I enjoyed most about pastoring.  It didn’t take much thought to say that just hanging out with people… just talking with you guys… about anything, whether it has anything to do with spiritual things or not… is what I enjoy most.

· And while we all may have a hobby we’d love to do more of, from golf to scuba diving, for most people, simply being with someone they trust, can be a real blessing.

· We can share ideas about anything from politics to favorite recipes!

· And yet, sitting down to interact with God through prayer can seem so foreign to us.

I realize that there are a number of reasons why we as Christians struggle even at bringing our deepest needs to Jesus.

· Even when we begin to pray, we often find our minds wandering while the words we are speaking seem to be falling to the ground.

· And while I try to make prayer a regular part of my daily walk with God, there are times when I just look up at the four walls and wonder if anyone is listening.

· Have you ever felt that way?

You know the Father is so near… extending His loving arms toward us.  And yet, we still choose to face the challenges in our lives in our own power… b/c at some very basic and perhaps unconscious level, we doubt if God really can make a difference in the problems we are facing.

· So, while its great to believe that God loves you and wants to help you, one of the questions that remains is, “is He able to help you?” 

· Several years ago I read a well-known book by Rabbi Kushner called, “When Bad Things Happen to Good People.”  

· In that book, Kushner asserts that while God really is good, He is not sovereign.

· Another writer, in explaining her suffering, said that she found relief in her strong belief that God was indeed frustrated about her pain, shedding tears with her, even as a mother may week at the suffering of her child.

· Like Kushner, she finds comfort in the fact that God is good… and that He cares.  And, if He could do something about her suffering, He would… but He simply isn’t able.

And yet, central to all that we believe as Christians is the simple truth that God is both good and powerful.

· And while we do have to admit that at times we are not able to reconcile God’s sovereignty and goodness in the face of widespread tragedy (like 9/11) or personal adversity (sickness, etc), we, nevertheless understand that while we just don’t have the answers we are looking for, He is All-Powerful, and All-Loving.

· It is so vital for us that we not only agree with the doctrine of God’s omnipotence but that we also embrace it… and own it till we are transformed by it.

· And I think one of the things that will reflect how much we own it is how much we pray.

Right now, there are a whole lot of issues in the world that need solving. 

· The nation is slipping back into debt;  The stock market is dismal

· The gap b/t the wealthy and poor continues to widen;  Urban poverty is worsening

· Some kind of attack on Iraq is likely…

· And yet, no one has called me to do anything about it.  And there is a good reason why they haven’t called me.  Because even if I had a solution, I don’t have the power to effect a chance in national policy that would solve our economic/political woes

The point Bill Hybel makes in his book, Too Busy Not to Pray, is this.  That in spite of the pressing personal needs and problems that come at us, we typically do not ask God for help b/c “somewhere, well beneath our surface layer of faith and trust, we don’t believe God has the power to do anything about them.”

· But the fact is, as we know that God is capable of handing any problem we could bring Him.  Creating planets and stars took no more than a thought.  Nothing is too difficult for Him.

· I know for me, I would blame my busy schedule for not praying more… but the one of the reasons my prayers were weak was that my faith was weak.

· I believed in my head in God’s omnipotence… but that belief did not always register where it really counts… in my heart!

· Those 18 inches from your head to your heart are so vital to seeing those things we believe actually effect how we live.

When I was away at the lake last month, I spent a lot of time meditating on who God is… in fact, I write more about aspects of who God is than anything else in my journaling.

· As I stood on the deck in the midst of that incredible thunderstorm, what I believed in my head about God’s power over nature reached down into my heart.
· When Moses was utterly frustrated over the thirst his people were experiencing (Ex. 17), he brought their need for water to God.

· God said, “see that rock?”  Moses must have said, “yeh, but we don’t need rocks, we need water!  Is there any wells around here God?”

· God said, “No, I don’t want the people to think that you just stumbled on a well.  I want you to know who has power over nature.  I’m going to send you water right out of the side of this big, dry rock.”  And He did!

When I was sitting on that lake at night praying for Tajikistan, what I believed about God’s power over circumstances reached down into my heart again.

· In 92’ when I went there for the first time, there was only 1 known believer.  Today there are hundreds of committed believers.

· God took a nation in civil war and is growing His church.

· When Peter was through into prison by Herod with 16 soldiers to guard him, one chained to his left wrist and the other to his right.  

· No one planned an escape… it would have been impossible.

· And so he remained in jail, waiting for his trial date.

· The night before the scheduled trial, a bunch of Christians met in the home of Mary and together they spent the night in prayer.

· Suddenly, an angel appeared in Peter’s cell… telling him to get up.  His chains fell off his wrists… and followed the angel out of the prison.  When he finally passed through the city gates, the angel left him. (Acts 12)

· In vs 15-16 we read about he the Christians were blown away that their prayers were answered… that God really did have power over circumstances! 

And through that time, seeking the Lord at the Lake, I was reminded that God has power over our hearts as well.

· You can certainly see this in the life of Peter… we know that he wasn’t always as courageous and full of faith as he was while in that prison cell.

· In Luke 22, on the night of His arrest and trial, Jesus says to Peter, “Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat, but I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail.”

· And yet what happened?  After Jesus went to Calvary, Peter found himself a broken man.  This is actually a good study on prayer in itself.  B/c Jesus prayed that Peter’s faith would not fail… and yet, look at how he ended up.  

· The problem is, we stop looking after he denied Jesus three times.  If you look just after that, you see more faith in Peter than ever before. 

· You see, while Jesus prays for Peter’s heart to change, He knows that there is a necessary process to get us there.

· Through all that happen, Peter’s heart changed from one of fear to one of courage.

In just those few days away last month, I was reminded again that God really does have power over nature, circumstances, over hearts.  

· And when I thought not just about how God has done things like this in history but in my own life, I began owning that truth a little more.

· B/c, until you own it for yourself, you will find yourself struggling in prayer.

· And almost for certain, while you may offer up a prayer regarding your situation, you will struggle to persevere in prayer… until you come to believe in your heart that God is able.

· We often use the expression, “prayer warrior”.  Well, a prayer warrior is simply a person who is convinced that God is omnipotent… that God has the power to do anything, to change anyone, and to intervene in any situation.

Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, if you have faith and do not doubt… you can say to this mountain, “Go, throw yourself into the sea,” and it will be done.

· As you know, Jesus wasn’t in the excavation business.  He wasn’t interested in moving piles of rock from one place to another.

· He was using the term mountain figuratively.

· Whatever mountain stands in your path, whatever obstacles block your way, whatever difficulty immobilizes you… your prayers, spoken in faith, can remove them.

· Just remember whom the object of your faith is.  You aren’t supposed to have faith in your faith or faith in your prayers, but faith in a God who is able!

So, how do you build that kind of faith?  Let me share just two things.

1.  First, Faith comes from looking at God as we abide in His presence.  For faith to developed we need to set our gaze on God, not on the mountain.

· We all know the story of David and Goliath.  What was the difference b/t David and the rest of the Israelite soldiers including Saul?

· They were looking at their mountain, not at their God.

· When David came to deliver food to his brothers on that battle-line and saw Goliath, he didn’t see how big he was or how long his sword was, he only saw how big His God was.

· And so, keeping his sight on God, Goliath was taken down and the Israelites were saved from slavery.

One of the greatest challenges I have faced in ministry was in the north of Tajikistan.  One of my key leaders gave in to the pressures from local mullahs and KGB and gave them a list of who the believers were in town.

· Just before then, the only other foreigners in that part of the country, left the country for a while.  

· Not too long before that, our apartment was broken into by someone who claimed to be a believer…

· And then, I was told that someone paid a local gang some money to have me beat up.

· It was a bit much… and that mountain of obstacles seemed pretty big… and all I could see was my inability to move it.

For a few days I struggled to get my focus off my inadequacy and on to God’s adequacy.

· And as soon as I purposed to do that, I felt a wave of life and strength.   

· When I began to focus on God instead of the mountain, he was able to begin working through me more effectively.

· So, the first thing we need to remember is that Faith comes from looking at God rather than our mountains.

2.  Secondly, we always need to remember that God gives us faith as we walk with Him.

· In Joshua 3, we find the Israelites are camped out on the bank of the Jordon River… and now, with the Promised Land in sight, they are faced with a major obstacle… a fast river in flood season.

· God could have had Joshua spread out his arms calling on Him to part the river as Moses had done a generation earlier.

· Instead, he does 3 things.  

· He tells his officers to make sure everyone keeps their eyes on the Ark of the Covenant. 

· Then Joshua tells the people to expect amazing things to happen

· Then, he commands the priests to pick up the Ark and stand with it in the river.

· These guys have spend their lives in the wilderness… they weren’t exactly swimmers.  And with several thousand Israelites watching them, they must have been pretty scared.

· And yet, they had the faith to walk with God… and as soon as the priests carried the ark into the Jordan, the water from upstream stopped flowing… and the whole nation cross through the Jordan on dry ground!

God didn’t repeat His promise to them to part the water.  In fact, He did nothing till they put their feet in the water.

· In the same way, the faith to see those mountains moved will be given to us as we step out and follow the Lord’s direction… as we keep our eyes on Him.

· And the more you walk in obedience and make His presence your home, the more your faith will grow.

· Remember that when they were “stuck” at the river’s edge, 12 spies are sent out to survey the Land.  

· 10 come back focusing on the size of the mountain

· 2 come back having seen only the size and sufficiency of the One who moves mountains with a breath. (Numbers 13)

We need to shift our focus from the size of your own mountain to the sufficiency of the One who can move mountains with a thought.

· and then, like the priests at the river’s edge, we need to step out in faith, trusting in a God who is able to do anything.

All of us stand in the shadow of at least one mountain that will just not move…

· a destructive habit, character issue, difficult marriage or relationship, financial problem, physical disabilities..

· What is your mountain in your life right now?  

· Have you stood in its shadow so long that you’ve grown accustomed to it.  Or have you failed in your own attempt to move it yourself that you’ve just let it win?

· I want to challenge you to shift the focus of prayer from your mountain to, as Bill Hybel calls Him, the mountain mover.

· Don’t spend lots of time describing your mountain to Him… He already knows all about  it.  

· Instead, turn your attention to Him… His power, His goodness, His faithfulness.

· And then start walking in faith as He leads… and you will see those mountains step aside.

Acknowledgement:  The heart of this message comes from Bill Hybel’s book, “Too Busy Not to Pray.”  
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