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This morning is the second of three sermons looking at prayer as part of the Christian life. Last week, Pastor Jim spoke about “The Importance of Prayer.” This week, we’re going to tackle the problem of prayer.


That seemed like a strange topic until I started thinking about my own prayer life. Prayer is not always easy, nor is it something that comes intuitively or naturally. Often, I wonder if I am doing it properly. I know I should pray and when I hear sermons on prayer it always generates a little guilty feeling in me; “yes, I know, I should be praying more.” Sigh.


Our text this morning shows that I am not a whole lot different than the disciples. They were not confident in their prayer lives either. They were with Jesus constantly, and constantly saw him praying, and knew that they were not praying nearly as often or seeing as significant results as was Jesus. So they ask him, “Teach us how to pray.” Here’s how it goes from Luke 11:1-13

“One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples.” 

He said to them, “When you pray, say: “‘Father, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread. Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who sins against us. And lead us not into temptation.’” 

Then he said to them, “Suppose one of you has a friend, and he goes to him at midnight and says, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread, because a friend of mine on a journey has come to me, and I have nothing to set before him.’ “Then the one inside answers, ‘Don’t bother me. The door is already locked, and my children are with me in bed. I can’t get up and give you anything.’ I tell you, though he will not get up and give him the bread because he is his friend, yet because of the man’s boldness he will get up and give him as much as he needs. 

“So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. 

“Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead? Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!””

(Luke 11:1-13, NIV)


Here, we get a glimpse of Jesus’ rabbinic style, his teaching methodology. In response to a question – in fact, a very good question – Jesus answers a different question. They ask him to “teach us to pray.” They want to know about their practice of prayer. He answers by telling them, “Trust God when you pray.” Instead of talking about them, he exhorts them to trust God.

He answers with an example, with a parable, and with proverbs. When we read this trilogy of responses, we need to hear Jesus’ summation in the rhetorical question “…how much more will your Father in heaven…”


In other words, Jesus tells the disciples to have confidence because “how much more will your Father in heaven…” respond than humans from whom we seek help. According to Jesus, what is the problem with our prayer lives? It is not our practice, it is our hearts. We do not trust God.


Not surprisingly, I think he is correct.


Jesus first encourages the disciples to have confidence in God by giving them an example of how to pray. We are not going to spend a lot of time analyzing the specifics of the Lord’s Prayer. You will remember that we say a version of the Lord’s Prayer – the one that matches more closely to the version in Matthew – at the end of our Prayers of the People. It is a prayer worth studying to see what Jesus identifies as important aspects of prayer; however, that’s different than our topic this morning.


The point of Jesus’ example is to give the disciples a way of praying in which they can have confidence in the one to whom they are praying. Trust God to be God. If you want to pray like I pray, he is telling them, pray like this. The Lord’s prayer is fully confident in God. There are no clarifiers about, “if you are able.” 

What is remarkable is that the prayer he gives them is very familiar to them. It is a prayer that would have been taught to children, to new believers, and would have been recited in the Temple or in the synagogues. There is nothing peculiarly Christian about the phrases he uses; in fact, it almost seems as if Jesus gives them a prayer that they already knew in order to say, “You’ve been taught to pray right all along. It is not about the words, it is not about you. It is all about trusting God. If you pray consistently and persistently, you will grow in confidence that you are communicating – talking with and listening to God. 


To make that point in a different way, Jesus tells this parable about the friend in need. Frankly, this does not count as Luke’s clearest reporting of Jesus’ words and there are some translation difficulties in the midst of this – particularly in verse 8. The entire parable is actually set up in question form; instead of “suppose”, it can also be translated “which of you would have a friend like this?” Read in that way, the rest of it falls into place. Here’s the example question, “which of you would have a friend who was like this?” Bob receives visitors for whom he is unprepared. Hospitality is a big deal, so he’s in a bind. He goes to Jim, who has already gone to bed. Jim refuses.” Which of you would have a friend like Jim? None of you. Of course not; Jim is not a friend.

Right, says, Jesus. Jim may be reluctant to help but Bob is his friend and Jim also is bound by the same rules of hospitality as is Bob. So, Jim will get up and help Bob. Jesus’ point is that friendship and the importance of hospitality make it likely that Jim will help. Implicit in this is the how much more than Jim will your Father in heaven help you in times of trouble when you call out to him.


Jesus the teacher realizes that the disciples sometimes do not understand the parables, so then he goes into a third form of teaching: proverb. Proverbs are a type of wisdom literature. Yes, Jesus uses very specific language: ask, and it will be given to you; seek and you will find. There is not much wiggle room if we are reading these as specific covenantal promises of Jesus. However, if we understand that he is speaking in proverbs within the context of answering the question, the point becomes much more clear: if your fathers on earth will give you good things, how much more so will your Father in heaven. 


So, what is Jesus’ point? Trust God when you pray.


Why are we not confident? There are a number of reasons; but they all boil down to this: we struggle in trusting God when we pray. How does that play out? We are going to briefly look at three ways we struggle in trusting God:

1. We struggle in trusting God because prayer is a communication between two, not a speech for one;

2. We struggle in trusting God because the results of prayer are not predictable; and,

3. We struggle in trusting God because the results of prayer are not entirely reviewable.

What can we notice about all three? They are our issues in trying to control God.

1, We struggle in trusting God because prayer is a communication between two, not a speech for one.

The disciples ask Jesus how to pray because they saw him praying. They ask, like we ask, because they find that they do not pray like Jesus prayed. “How can we make our prayers more effective? How can we get God to do what we want?” Sound familiar?

Communication in a relationship is a discipline to be learned and practiced. It seems like it should be more natural and easier, but it really does take some intention and discipline. And – communication requires us to be engaged with the other, to be attentive to the other.

Think about the relationships in your life. When you were a child, your parents and teachers spent time teaching you how to talk, to read, to write. Your communication at the beginning was a series of cries, grunts and other noises. They had to work hard to interpret what you were trying to communicate. It took years for them to be able to get you to the place you were able to communicate accurately and precisely. Over time, however, as we practice and work on it every day, it does get easier and we are more confident.

Think about your first romantic relationships. Dating is difficult for a lot of reasons; not the least of which is trying to figure out what the other person means. What does that look mean? What does that tone mean? Was that funny or was that serious? How do I express myself so that my intentions, feelings, and thoughts are clear? Over time, however, as we practice and work on it every day, it does get easier and we are more confident.

If you are married, think about how you communicate with your spouse. It is not always easy, natural, or smooth.  How does it go when you make a speech?

Picking our spots and being intentional about providing time to communicate is essential to the health of that marriage relationship. It takes a lot of work to learn about each other and become better able to be able to talk about the things we need, want, and how we can grow. Over time, however, as we practice and work on it every day, it does get easier and we get more confident.

That’s what Jesus is saying with the example of the Lord’s prayer and the parable about the friends. It takes work and time and effort. Over time, however, as we practice and work on it every day, prayer does get easier and we get more confident. Thus, Jesus is saying, pray. Pray often, pray regularly, pray consistently, pray urgently; but most importantly, pray. And, in praying like that, consider how much more than Friend #2 will God respond to your prayers.

Jesus is saying, “When you pray, pay more attention to trusting God than to perfecting your speech.”

2. Because the results of prayer are not predictable.

This is true and we all know it is true. We are not confident in our prayers because we cannot predict the outcome or God’s response to our prayers. It is not a “pray it forward” kind of system – in other words, simply because we pray for what we think is good, that does not obligate God to abide by our will. 

This seems to fly in the face of the proverbs that Jesus utters as part of his response to the disciples. Ask and it will be given? Seek and you will find? Knock and the door will be open?  We are to pray, nonetheless. The results of prayer are not predictable because God is not Santa Claus and prayers are not magical incantations. Prayers are simply that: prayers. 

Trusting God in prayer does not mean that we forego asking for the things we want. It means having a willingness to allow God to know better.

Sometimes, God’s “yes” comes after a long period of silence or perceived “no.” Biblical examples are abundant in this case: Sarah was barren and ninety years old when God answered “yes” and gave her Isaac. The slaves in Egypt cried out to God for deliverance; that did not happen immediately but God said “yes” in God’s time. Samuel’s mother, Hannah, spent years praying for a child before God said yes. 

A couple of more recent examples: Denny Clapp asked me yesterday about missionaries going into North Korea. We pray for Ben Torrey and the Fourth River Project the third Sunday of each month. Jill Simms and the folks at PRMI have been praying that God would open access to North Korea since the early 1990’s and, within the last 18 months, that access seems to have been granted. That’s more than a decade of praying before God apparently said, “yes.” 

Looking within the life of this congregation, it was not all that long ago that we had the experience of the liver transplant for Juli Sanyal. There were prayers offered for a donor to be found and – in God’s providence – a donor was found within our own congregation. Prayers were lifted for a safe and successful procedure and – in God’s providence – we witnessed a remarkable blessing of God’s healing as the transplant took place. When complications arose post-operatively, prayers were lifted for God’s healing to take place and today, both Juli and Michael are actively involved in the life of this congregation. Each step required some patience and persistence; and at no point were the results predictable.

Further, all answers are not “yes” from our point of view. Most poignantly, Jesus experienced this in Gesthemene. “If it be your will, let this cup pass from me…” Three times Jesus prays that the cup would pass. Three times, God said, no. 

That is, God said that letting the cup pass from Jesus was not in line with his will. Why is that a big deal? Because Jesus’ prayer was that he would conform to God’s will; that the “no” to letting the cup pass was accompanied by God’s “yes” to sustaining Jesus through the trials, torture and the cross. Paul gives us the great Christ hymn in Philippians 2:

“And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death— even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

There is God’s yes. Praying to be conformed to God’s will often will not yield results that are comfortable, comforting, or even safe for us; yet the truth of the matter is that asking to be conformed to God’s will is often difficult and painful.

In recent days, C.S. Lewis’ has been in our public attention. The movie Shadowlands portrays the joy and pain of the relationship between C. S. Lewis and American writer Joy Gresham. A growing friendship led to a marriage of convenience. The Oxford professor wed the single mother in a secret, civil ceremony so that Joy could gain English citizenship. Eventually it was discovered that Joy had terminal cancer, and Lewis realized his love for her.

Joy's cancer went into temporary remission, and for a season she and Lewis experienced the depth of committed Christian love. During this time, an Anglican priest talked with Lewis about prayer. In their conversation, we hear a mature description of how prayer works.

The Priest said, "I know how hard you've been praying. And now God is answering your prayer."

Lewis responded, "That's not why I pray, Harry. I pray because I can't help myself. I pray because I'm helpless. I pray…I pray because the need flows out of me all the time…waking and sleeping. It doesn't change God, it changes me."


I am helpless so I have to trust God.
Again, looking within our own congregation, we see the Finneys. For those of you who know Gail, you know that getting on a plane is the last thing that she would volunteer to do; yet, God has granted her the strength in order to fulfill the call He has placed on their hearts to adopt these girls. Although it is not quite the same thing, it is not hard to imagine Jesus’ language in Gail’s mouth, “Lord, if there is any way that we can do this thing without having to get on a plane…”

We cannot predict the details of how God will answer our prayers. This makes us tentative in praying. Yet, Jesus urges the disciples to have confidence when praying because, in asking to be conformed to God’s will, “how much more” will our Father in heaven grant us strength to do the unthinkable, to endure the unimaginable, to have eyes to see the unknowable. 

3. We struggle trusting God because the results of prayer are not entirely reviewable.

Not only are we not particularly confident in our ability to predict the results of prayer, we are not particularly confident in our ability to review the results of prayer. On the one hand, we would like to be able to attribute all results we consider good to God and bad results to us. “Well,” we think, “that did not turn out as I wished; therefore, I must have done something bad because God said no.” 

I am particularly guilty of this one. 

The truth of it is much more complicated than a simple, “I prayed, this resulted” kind of faith life. Certainly there are times when we can see and identify the hand of God moving in a particular situation – and in those times we can rejoice. It is in the long-standing, deep cries of our hearts that seem to linger on; those are the times when we have difficulty understanding how God is answering our prayers.

But when things go badly, we struggle to trust God. Consider the book of Job in the Old Testament. Disaster strikes this man; he loses everything. He rejects his friends’ simplistic explanation that he must have done something to deserve his fate. But Job struggles to understand.  He demands his day in court against God, demands to understand. God’s response from the whirlwind does not specifically address Job’s complaints, but it can be summed up as “Trust me to be God, Job.”

Here is where Jesus’ words to the disciples is most comforting. “If you know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”

Often times, the suffering we experience and the prayers that seem to go unanswered (those that cause us to lose confidence and wonder if God really cares) are times when God is using us to bear witness to someone else. There are so many times when you and I are lost in our own stuff and completely unaware that someone else is watching to see how we deal with the situation in which we find ourselves. I know that I have taken inspiration and encouragement from people whose names I do not know – I have simply witnessed a moment in time where they made faithful and God-glorifying choices in difficult times.  

In other words, when we pray that God would conform us to His will, we can have confidence that God will give the Holy Spirit to us: to guide us, to sustain us, to intercede for us (see Romans 8) with sighs too deep for words, to encourage us and to keep us. That does not mean that things will go great for us from a human perspective. But we do not look at results from a human perspective; we look at results from an eternal perspective – even in the mystery of not knowing how, “we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” (Romans 8:28)

The disciples ask Jesus, “Teach us to pray.” With an example, with a parable, with proverbs, Jesus says, “Have confidence when you pray: have confidence that God will hear and respond to your cry for help much more than any human friend; that God will respond to your requests to be conformed to his will; that God will give you the Holy Spirit to build you up in all righteousness.” 

The problem with prayer? Lack of confidence. Jesus’ response? It is not about you. Trust God.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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