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Bellaire Community United Methodist Church

September 4, 2016

“Prayer Makes The Difference”
Love to Pray, part 8 (based on a series by Al VanderGriend)

I Timothy 2:1-7
This picture was taken in Magdeburg, Germany, at a very special ice cream
café. This is in the city where I met my wife fifteen years ago. I actually invited
Katja to meet me here in 2001, to talk about our relationship. I was in a quandary
– as an American exchange student, I knew I had to go home eventually, and I
wasn’t even sure if it was a good idea for us to date. The reason I am showing you
this picture is because inside this café, I asked Katja to pray with me. Before we
made any decisions about our lives, I wanted to ask God what He wanted us to
do. So inside this small café, at this very table, we paused and prayed to God that
he would reveal his will for our lives. It was a very significant moment for us. Two
years ago, I took my children back there to show them where their parents had
begun praying for our family.
As I was thinking about the message this week, God brought this moment
back to my mind. This is a moment, at least in my own life, when I can specifically
explain how prayer made a difference. For the last two months, we have been
teaching about prayer – why we pray, how we pray – following Jesus’ example of
prayer. Without prayer, we cannot follow God’s will and be the church he wants
us to be. No one’s life will change unless someone prays. No person will be come
to know God’s love and the salvation of Jesus Christ without someone,
somewhere, praying for them.
So I wonder. What if? What would have happened to Katja’s and my
relationship if we hadn’t prayed? How would our family have turned out if we
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had not taken that moment to pray? No one is ever told what would have
happened, but I wonder. Would we still have gotten married? Would our
children have turned out differently? I don’t know the answer, but one thing I do
know: we started our relationship with prayer and have continued ever since.
Has there ever been a place or time in your life where you prayed over a
significant decision? Those of you who had a chance to see the movie “War
Room” last year – do you have a prayer closet? In your life, when you faced
anxiety or danger, or you were concerned for your family and loved ones, do you
remember a moment when you prayed? Did you ask God to reveal his will to
you?
It all comes down to our understanding of what God does through prayer.
In our scripture this morning, we read Paul’s words, where he said, “I urge, then,
first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all
people.” (I Timothy 2:1) He even mentions kings and people in authority.
I think most people would agree that praying for our nation is a good thing.
We need all the prayer we can get! Our nation was founded on religious
freedom, and many of our founding fathers were in fact Christian. So, from an
American point of view, this command from Paul makes sense. Pray for
everyone, pray for the country. Sounds good.
But I want to point out something you may not know. When this letter was
written, the king, or emperor, of Rome, was a man named Nero. If you’ve studied
any world history, you probably know him. He was a really, really, really bad
dude. He was probably insane. He set fire to Rome and blamed it on Christians.
Christians were despicable to him. They always went around worshipping God
and saying things like, “Jesus is Lord.” That was an affront to the Roman empire.
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They were supposed to worship the emperor! They were supposed to say,
“Caesar is Lord!” So Nero did things like round them up and send them to the
gladiators and the lions. Christians were killed by the scores in Nero’s reign,
including, eventually, Paul himself. And here is Paul saying: Prayer is so
important, make sure you also pray for Nero, too.
The apostle Paul knew that prayer made a difference. Paul wrote this letter
to his young trainee, Timothy, and his church, so that they would make prayer
their priority.
Again, I wonder – what if the church hadn’t offered prayers for Rome, and
for Nero? Would the persecution have been worse? Lasted longer? No one can
say, but I believe those prayers did make a difference, just like the prayers in my
family have.
The whole point of learning to love to pray is that we believe God acts in
the world through our prayers. We can do nothing, accomplish nothing, have no
positive impact on bringing God’s kingdom to this world unless we pray.
Many of you have children and grandchildren. Even if you don’t have any
family, you have friends. Neighbors. Coworkers. When we don’t pray, we miss
the opportunities that God has to change their lives. We need to pray, for them,
for our world, for our environment, because this is how scripture tells us God
chooses to act – through our prayers. It’s humbling.
Maybe you have never prayed for your family before. Maybe your attitude
has been, “Do I really have to? Why me? Why doesn’t someone body else pray?”
Or maybe your prayer has been shallow, reluctant, trite.
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We need to change that. Our prayers, my prayers, your prayers, need to be
bolder. More passionate. More urgent. We need to get it in our heads and
hearts that our prayers are crucial to God’s plan.
Even on Sunday morning, when we have the “prayers of the people” in our
order of worship, it needs to truly be the prayers of all the people – not just the
prayers of the three people that are comfortable praying out loud. I know that is
a challenging statement – it might make you uncomfortable to pray out loud. It
might make you uncomfortable to share deeply from your life in small or large
groups. But I have to ask you, what is better? Being uncomfortable because we
are asking God’s will to be done, or watching the world suffer in sin and pain
because we don’t pray? Would you rather open your mouth and watch God save
someone’s life, someone’s marriage, someone’s child…or be silent in your pew
and try to ignore what is happening before your own eyes? It’s a question we
must all answer, for God is depending on us and on our prayers.
There are a lot of thing I want this church to be: healthy, full of joy, full of
worship, full of music and life and love and energy. Full of people, young and old
and in between. I want us to be a church that serves and grows. But if I had to
choose the one thing that our church could be known for, it would be that we
would be a praying church. I don’t mean that we would say the Lord’s prayer
every Sunday. I mean, when someone talks to us in the store or the restaurant or
the beach, and they find out that we belong to the “church with the white
steeple across the river,” the United Methodist Church, the very next words out
of their mouth would be, “Would you pray for me?”
What would it take for us to become known as a church that prays? How
can we become the church that prays for everyone?
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It starts with acknowledging what Paul says in verses 3 and 4. Prayer
pleases God, and God wants everyone to be saved. People matter to God. He
wants all people to be saved. Not just a few. Not just the ones that we get along
with. Everyone. But no one will be saved unless someone else prays for them.
We can never forget that as a church.
God wants us to grow our relationships with him through constant, urgent,
passionate prayer. He wants to reveal his will to us. He wants to act. He wants
to do miracles. He wants every one of us to believe that our prayers matter,
because they do.
I’ll bet you have some pretty significant things going on in your life. Your
health. Your finances. Your marriage. Your children. Your parents. I bet there
are a million significant decisions you have to make, and you would love to know
God’s will for all of them.
Jesus spent time asking God to reveal his will. This week I joined the small
group at Ciganick’s, and while we were watching the Love To Pray video, the
speaker, Henry Blackaby, mentioned that the night before Jesus chose his twelve
disciples, he prayed all night. Honestly, I’ve never prayed from 10 PM to 6 AM
before. I’m challenged by Jesus’ prayer life. But you know that Jesus needed
time to understand God’s will. Because when he came down from the mountain
the next morning, he chose the twelve, including Judas Iscariot, who would betray
him. No wonder he needed to pray all night!
“What is your will, God? What are you saying to me, God?” Can we all
agree that we will always start our prayers that way? When Paul urged Timothy
and his church to pray for everyone, Paul didn’t expect them to say, “Well, we’ll
put that in our bulletin.” Timothy’s church didn’t say, “We’ll ask the three people
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on the prayer chain to do it.” The early Christian church didn’t say, “That’s too
uncomfortable. We’ll just do our 30-second prayer, say our table grace, or we’ll
just say the Lord’s Prayer once a week on Sunday and call it good.”
If the early church hadn’t prayed, none of us would be here today. We
need to follow their example and pray for everyone. God wants all people to be
saved. He wants our world to be whole. He wants our government to be wise
and peaceful. He wants his people to be holy. He wants the world to know that
Jesus Christ came to save us.
You have the opportunity to respond to this call to a life of prayer. We are
going to reaffirm our baptismal covenant with one another and share Holy
Communion with each other. As we say these words and read these prayers, I
hope and pray that you will help us be known as a church that prays for everyone.

Memory verse
I Timothy 2:1 – “I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and
thanksgiving be made for all people.”

Reflection questions
1. Whom do you pray for? How often?
2. Do you ever think about the fact that God wants everyone to be saved?
What are you going to do about it?
3. When in your life have you spent a significant time in prayer?
4. What does our church need to do to become a better house of prayer?

