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Prayer:  The Challenge of Trusting God

September 15, 2002

Last week, I spoke about how we need to believe and own the truth that God really is able to move those mountains that seem to block our way through life if we are going to be a praying people.

· And yet, there are other hindrances that keep us from coming to God in prayer.

· Once we truly digest the truth that “God is able”, there is still another hurdle we often face.
· That is, believing and owning the truth that God cares or that God is willing to intervene… that He really wants to move those mountains.

· We know what Peter says in 1 Peter 5:7, “Caste all your anxieties on Him b/c He cares for you.”

But here’s the problem.  If you believe not only that God is able but that He cares and wants to intervene… 

· and yet, you don’t find your situation any different than before… 

· you still aren’t pregnant; you still don’t have a job, 

· you still haven’t met that special someone; you’re still feeling depressed…

· Than where do you go?  How do you explain it?   Does God still care?  

· Sometimes, when we face difficult times, the first thing we do is to wonder whether God really is able or whether He really cares.

You see, if God is able, and if God is good (and that He cares) then what are you supposed to think or do when your circumstances don’t seem to be changing in spite of your prayer?

· At least for me, this is when I have to make a choice.  This isn’t a choice we are going to have to make only once in our lives.

· But whenever we struggle with reconciling God’s sovereignty and His goodness in light of the circumstances we are in.

· The choice is to trust in Him… to trust in His essential goodness in spite of the circumstances

Dan’s father was faced with this choice last week when he found out that he had cancer.  I sat with him just hours after his operation the other night where they removed a large tumor from his brain. 

· He asked me to read from the Psalms… how David trusted in God in spite of his circumstances.

· I realized in moments that I was with a man who deliberately trusting God he knew he was all-powerful and good.

In spite of his fear, we see David, in Psalm 56, faced with the choice of trusting God, or rejecting what He had always believed about God.

· As a great warrior, known as a man of courage, it couldn’t have been easy for David to so openly admit that he was afraid.

· In 1 Sam. 21:12, we learn just what it was that David was struggling with.

· It says that when the Philistines had captured him in Gath, David became very afraid of Achish, king of Gath.

· Yet, in spite of this fear, David said to God, “I will trust in you… I will not be afraid.”

· SARAH:  On her first day or preschool, Sarah was afraid.  

· Her teacher sat all the kids in a circle and started sharing with the kids.  Sarah, still a little afraid, shouted out, “The Lord is my helper, I will not be afraid!”

There have been times in my life where I’ve needed to trust God.  At times, I did, and at other times I chose to worry instead.

· I can tell you, that while I may have offered a prayer or two during those times I gave into worry I could never stay in persistent prayer..

· You will never remain in persevering prayer when you question whether God is able… and you will find that you can’t maintain prayer when you doubt whether God cares.

· So, when those challenges come your way, you will have to make a choice… to trust Him or to question Him… His motives, whether He cares, etc. 

I remember when Joyce, Rebecca, and I were caught in a torrential snowstorm at around 9500 feet.  Cars were sliding all over the place and no one was getting over.  

· The car we were in could not do it… it wasn’t heavy enough.  I went with another car that was doing better… and got close to the summit.  I started walking back down… and my pants and jacket were literally iced.  I have ice forming on my beard and was colder than I had ever been.  

· I really did start to worry… I hid behind some rocks to get out of the wind… but there wasn’t any place to hide.  

· So, I started to pray... and I thanked Him that I really could trust Him in this situation.  And with that choice, I found that my feelings caught up to my faith.

· 10 minutes later, I saw a bit tractor pulling a car up the hill… it was our car.  

I don’t share that to pat myself on the back… I have too many situations I could tell, which would describe just the opposite.  

· But the point is that when the stuff of life comes at us, we can choose to trust Him and realize that the feelings of calm and peace will follow.  

· Or we can give into fear and worry.

Because of the short amount of time we have left, what I’d like to do is to simply focus in on three things that can help us face the challenge of trusting God when He seems so silent…. Three things that can help us make the choice to trust Him.

1.  The good news of the gospel is not that God will provide a way to make life easier.  The good news of the gospel, for this life, is that He will make our lives better.

· I really believe that all of us, consciously or unconsciously, to whatever degree, have this belief (or hope) that God is here to simply make our lives easier.

· I think it comes from a struggle we, particularly as American (Western) believers have regarding our journey through life.

· We somehow have come to believe that things should always go well and that we deserve to always feel good.

· That our feeling good is always God’s greatest priority for us.

Even though we realize that believers in China are suffering while those in Africa go hungry, as American believers, we still have an expectation that things will… and should always go well.

· God has the power to make it happen… so then, why wouldn’t He use that power?  He loves us, right?  

· Then, when dreams shatter and prayers go unanswered, we find often find ourselves drifting further and further away from God

· Not that we just turn away from God… but that we grow indifferent/apathetic.

· And why?  

· B/c on some level, we assume that the nature of our spiritual journey is such that God’s glory will be revealed in our prosperity… whether financial, relational, physical, or emotional.

To the degree that we believe that, to that degree will we struggle trusting God through the difficult times.

· Remember, no one will ever be blown away, with re to your relationship with God, through your prosperity.  

· Rather, like Uncle Dan, who just found out that he had four months to live, responded by saying, “Well, God has always been good to me” while a tech stood over his shoulder.

It is so natural for us to think at times that our relationship with Jesus has no greater purpose than to improve the quality of our journey through life…

· And, by quality, I mean a pleasurable life where things don’t go wrong (or at least too wrong) and when they do, they correct themselves.

· Marriages should be perfect, biopsies should come back benign, we should always succeed in ministry, etc.

· BUT if our dreams were never shattered, we would continue to walk thru life believing that lie, valuing only what God can do for us now.

· God is not committed to making our lives easier… but through the difficult times he allows from time to time, even devastating times, He is always working to make our lives better.

2.  When God seems most absent from us, He is doing His most important work in us.

· With all of my heart, I believe God’s words to us in Hebrews 13:5, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”

· And yet, He never promises that we will always sense His presence, even through the most difficult of times.

· In fact, I believe that these seasons are a normal part of our journey.  Those times when Heaven seems so silent are often the same times whereby God is doing some of His deepest work in us.

And yet, when God seems so distant and we have no sense of what He is doing in our lives, we tend to get sort of numb in our relationship with Him and shift into autopilot.

· we begin seeking relief wherever it seems most immediate and start getting mad at God.

· We often begin questioning what it is He feels toward us.

· Suffering becomes an obstacle to overcome… and because we fail to see that through it God is often doing His most important work in us, the power of these difficult times to create in us a brokenness & surrender to Him, is lost.

When God seems so silent, even in spite of our prayers, we don’t need to get mad at Him or question who He is or whether His opinions of us have changed.

· Rather, we need to understand that He, as Larry Crabb says, “vanished from our sight to do what He could not do if we could see Him.”

· St. John of the Cross’s “Dark Night of the Soul”

· Through these dark nights, when all fleshy zeal and pride is gone, God can do so much more.

· I can’t help but think of those three hours of darkness Jesus faced on the Cross.  He screamed in agony… “God, where are You?”

· And God said nothing in return.

· But it was during that exact moment that God was, through Jesus, reconciling humanity back to Himself.

· During those times when Heaven seems most silent, choose to trust that God is good and that He is doing something powerful in you.

3.  It isn’t always good to be blessed with the good things of life.  Bad times provide an opportunity to know God that blessings can never provide.

· It is normal to appreciate when good things happen in our lives.  I don’t want us to become like the ascetic monks who would flog themselves in order to get to know God better.

· When things go well, we can and should thank God.

· But when things go badly, should we then curse God?

· Or should we understand that the mix of those times of harvest with times of drought are, in fact, necessary if we are really going to grow into mature believers?

Remember, in the flesh we will always tend to buy the argument that our journey is about our feeling happy. 

· We’ve all experienced it… that when we go through seasons of blessing, we start thinking again that this was what life was for… for my pleasure!

· Our trials confront that lie.  

· Sometimes, only that “Silent Heaven” can expose our commitment to happiness over and above our passion for Him.

In a book by Larry Crabb, called Shattered Dreams, he shares about a friend of his who is right in the middle of learning these lessons.  This is a portion of the letter he wrote:

Faith, as I am growing to understand it more, is about looking beyond my circumstances to a person.  To have faith in better circumstances, even in God creating better circumstances, is not true faith.  I want to be the kind of man who can watch every dream go down in flames and still yearn to be intimately involved in kingdom living, intimately involved with my friend the King, and still be willing to take another risk just b/c it delights Him for me to do so. 

This man is starting to get it… that 

1.  The journey to deeper intimacy with God will always, at some point, take us through darkness where life seems to make no sense… even when life seems too painful to bear.

2.  Those times when heaven seems so silent can be a gift to embrace.  That during those seasons of silence He is doing His deepest work in us.

3.  The goal of our relationship with Jesus is not feeling good.  When we face the trials life will throw at us, we have the opportunity to find our way past the superficial things (the crumbs) to a kind of joy and intimacy we’ve never experienced before.
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