                                     7/17/05 Sermon:    “The Power of Prayer!”

                                  ( Texts:  Isaiah 44:6-8; Romans 8:26-27; Matthew 13:24-43 )

**************************************************************************************
     When I was attending Concordia College in St. Paul back in 1982, a fellow student told me about a recent discussion his class had during a theology course.  Simply put, the professor for that theology course wrote the following topic of discussion on the blackboard.  Here’s what he wrote:  “THERE IS NO POWER IN PRAYER!”

     So, what do you think of that assertion?  “THERE IS NO POWER IN PRAYER!”  I remember how I initially reacted:  “That professor doesn’t know what he’s talking about!  Of course there is power in prayer, isn’t there?”  However, I eventually discovered that this wise professor was actually right.  In one sense, there really is NO power in prayer.

     You see, there IS no power in prayer if we understand prayer that way most people do in this world.  For example, a popular slogan today is:  “PRAYER CHANGES THINGS.”  We think that we can changes things if we pray hard enough and long enough.  We also wrongly think that God is more likely to answer a certain prayer if many people are praying for the same thing – as though we can “gang up” on God somehow.

     I remember back in January of 2000 when my father was very sick.  I flew home from St. Louis because the doctor told me that my father would not last the night.  Of course, on the way I prayed to God that He might heal my father and allow him to live.

     When I arrived at the hospital in Grand Forks I found out that my father had experienced a sudden recovery and would most likely survive.  Well, my father is alive today and is doing well.

     However, I recall what a nurse said to us that night when it appeared that my father would live.  I’m sure she meant well, but she said:  “You know why your father got better, don’t you?  The power of prayer!  Your prayers saved him!”  

     I didn’t respond, but I remember thinking to myself:  “No!  Our prayers didn’t save my father.  There is no power in prayer.  God would have answered our prayers even if my father had died.”

     So, what’s my point?  So often we are deluded by an evil misunderstanding of the nature of prayer.  We think our prayers have power because they can somehow influence God to see things our way.  But there is a huge problem with that view of prayer.

     First, Jesus Himself taught us to pray “Thy will be done!”  Simply put, every Christian prayer must be offered with the understanding that God might have other plans.  We need to remember that God will always give us what we need, but He will not always give us what we want.  God knows what’s best for us.

     However, if we think that the power of prayer lies in the fact that we can manipulate God to see things our way, then we are really acting like a bunch of self-centered children who continually nag their parents until their parents give in and give them what they want.  When our prayers are nothing more than nagging God until He gives us what we want, we have then been misled by the evil one.

     Another reason this false view of prayer is so dangerous is that we either end up hating God or we end up doubting our salvation.  You see, if the power of prayer is that we nag God so that He will give us what we want, then what happens when God DOESN’T give us what we want?

     One response is that you end up being very angry at God because you didn’t get your way.  I’ve seen this a lot in my years as a pastor.  People say:  “I’m not going back to church because I’m mad at God.  He didn’t answer my prayer!”

     Another response is that you doubt your salvation.  Some TV preachers say that if you pray to God for healing you will be healed – unless you do not have enough faith.  So, when God doesn’t answer your prayer, it must be because you don’t have enough faith.  Maybe you don’t even have enough faith to be saved!  That’s how the devil likes us to think.

     But I’m here to tell you that there IS power in prayer – but the power of prayer does not lie in us.  The power of prayer is the Holy Spirit who moves us to pray through faith in Christ and according to God’s will.

     First, the Spirit moves us to pray through faith in Christ.  You see, God does not hear the prayers of unbelievers.  Why?  Even though unbelievers pray, they pray with evil motives.  

     Listen to this passage from James ch. 4:  “When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.”  In addition, hear what Jesus says about one type of sinful prayer in Matthew ch. 6:  “When you pray, do not keep babbling like the pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words.  Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask Him.”

     The devil wants us to pray with the attitude that God owes us one.  But the Spirit uses God’s Word to show us that we are sinners who deserve nothing from God.  Nevertheless, God invites us to pray to Him through faith in Jesus because through Jesus our sins are forgiven and we have new hearts that seek God’s will.

     That leads to the second thing the Spirit moves us to do.  In addition to praying with faith in Jesus, the Spirit also moves us to pray according to God’s will.  Listen to what God says to us about this in I John 5:14 – “This is the confidence we have in approaching God:  that is we ask anything according to His will, he hears us.”

      Jesus Himself taught us to pray “Thy will be done” in the Lord’s Prayer.  Also, when Jesus was in the Garden of Gethsemane He asked His Father to take away the suffering of the Cross – but then Jesus added:  “Not My Will, but Your Will be done.”  Jesus here shows us that God wants us to pray for specific things, as long as we also pray:  “Thy will be done!”

     Our Epistle reading from Romans begins with these words:  “In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness.”  Now, when Paul says “In the same way” he is pointing back to what he previously wrote.

     In last Sunday’s Epistle from Romans chapter 8 we learned that the hope of the resurrection and eternal life gives us comfort and strength when our present bodes get sick, grow old and eventually die because of our sin.

     Well, says Paul, “In the same way” the Spirit gives us strength when we don’t know how we should pray.  Listen to what Paul writes:  “We don’t know what we ought to pray for but the Spirit intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.”

     Have you ever had a time in your life when you didn’t know whether to turn left your right?  Sometimes we don’t know what is best and we struggle with the choices in our lives.  Other times we are caught in horrible circumstances beyond our control and we want some assurance that God has not forsaken us.

     Well, that’s when the power of prayer is so important.  You see, our prayer doesn’t change things.  But God’s gift of prayer changes US!  The Spirit moves us to pray through faith in Christ and according to God’s will, and the result is that we become new people who trust God and know that He has our best in mind – even when we do not understand His ways.

     Think about it.  When the Spirit moves you to pray through faith in Christ you know that God hears you for Jesus’ sake.  Christ has removed your guilt and has given you a new heart that pleases the Father.

     In addition, when the Spirit moves you to pray “Thy will be done” you can always be sure that God will answer your prayer.  God will either say “Yes”, “Wait” or “I’ve got something better for you.”  In any case, God is giving you what is best.

     When my father was sick I asked God to heal him – but I also prayed “Thy will be done!”  God chose to heal my father.  But what if God had allowed my father to die that night?  My prayer would still have been answered, because the Spirit moved me to pray “Thy will be done”.
     My friends, there IS power in prayer  -- and that power is the Holy Spirit who moves us to pray through faith in Christ and according to God’s will.  Such prayer changes US into people who seek God’s mercy in Christ and trust that His ways are best.

     So, the next time someone asks you:  “Do you think there is power in prayer?”  You can answer:  “Yes!  The Holy Spirit uses God’s gift of prayer to change US – and that is a powerful miracle indeed!”  Amen!

