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“Unbinding Your Heart with Prayer” Mt. 7:7-11; Mk. 1:35-39; 9:17-29 

2/24/13 

 We’re in the midst of a preaching series for Lent entitled, “Unbinding 

Your Heart” based on the book by Martha Grace Reese.  Our small groups 

are also studying this book, so there’s some buzz about it around here.  

Last week we began by noticing that the world has changed radically 

around us, as the church is no longer supported by the state and culture 

like it used to be.  Previously, the work of the church in teaching the faith to 

children and adults was supported by public schools, blue laws, and a 

general cultural acceptance of Protestant Christian teaching.  The NY 

Times used to run four pages of religious news, reprinting whole sermons 

from Presbyterian Churches in the city!  Those days are gone, leaving 

mainline churches like ours with some serious challenges.  One of the most 

important is to learn again how to share our faith with the many around us 

who have little church background, or who have had negative experiences 

with church.  If we don’t, our churches may become empty historic 

buildings devoid of purpose and devoid of the power of Jesus Christ. 

 And we begin this work with prayer.  In her book, Martha Reese 

points out an incident from one of the Anne of Green Gables books.  Anne 

overhears Miss Cornelia, a staunch Presbyterian, asking a friend about a 

certain woman’s health.  The friend replied that things were not looking at 

all good for her.  “I’m afraid she’s going to have to rely on the Lord now,” 
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she said.  To which Cornelia replied, “Oh, no!  Surely it isn’t as bad as all 

that?!”  Hmmm.  Is relying on the Lord really all that bad? 

 One positive thing about the dilemma in which we mainline 

Protestants find ourselves, is that since there is no obvious or simple 

solution, it forces us to rely on the Lord!  Throughout most of its history, and 

in many places around the world today, the Christian church has had to do 

exactly that- rely on the Lord- and it’s worked out pretty well, hasn’t it?  Our 

dilemma is not hopeless, but it drives us to pray for God’s help.  So prayer- 

asking for God’s help- is the focus of today’s sermon. 

 Now, I have to confess to you that I’m not great at prayer.  My wife 

and my mother are much better at it than I am, but let me share three 

things about prayer that I believe to be true.  First, some things only 

happen by the work of prayer.  In Mark chapter 9, a frustrated, desperate 

father, whose son the disciples had been unable to heal, confronts Jesus.  

Apparently, the son was afflicted with some kind of evil spirit, which sent 

him into convulsions.  Jesus cast the spirit out of him and the boy was 

healed.  Here’s the conversation that follows:  28When Jesus had entered 

the house, his disciples asked him privately, “Why could we not cast it out?” 

29He said to them, “This kind can come out only through prayer.” (Mark 

9:28,29) 

 Jesus constantly emphasized the importance of prayer in his ministry, 

commanding his followers to pray and teaching them how to do so- the 
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Lord’s Prayer was designed to teach us how to pray.  The other biblical 

writers concur, instructing us in the many dimensions of prayer and its 

importance.  In this story, we are reminded that God uses our prayers to 

accomplish certain things that will not be accomplished otherwise.  “This 

kind comes out only through prayer,” Jesus said. 

 Herb Miller tells this provocative little story in his book, Connecting 

with God.  When a nightclub opened on Main St. in a small town, the only 

church there was concerned about the negative impact it would have on 

their community.  So they organized an all-night prayer meeting.  Some of 

the members even prayed for God to burn down the new club!  Within a 

few minutes, lightning struck the club, and it burned to the ground.  The 

owner sued the church, which denied responsibility!  

  After hearing both sides, the judge said, “It seems that wherever the 

guilt may lie, the nightclub owner believes in prayer, while the church 

doesn’t!” 

 Now I don’t advocate praying for God to burn down establishments 

we don’t like, but I do wonder if we really believe in the power of prayer.  

Given the cultural currents in which we find ourselves, and given how 

difficult it is for churches to change and adapt, many believe it will take a 

miracle for mainline churches to survive.  Some things will only happen 

through prayer. 



 4
 Second, prayer deepens our relationship with God.  Hear these 

words from Jesus in Matt. 7, part of the Sermon on the Mount.  

7“Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the 

door will be opened for you. 8For everyone who asks receives, and 

everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will 

be opened. 9Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for bread, 

will give a stone? 10Or if the child asks for a fish, will give a snake? 11If you 

then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much 

more will your Father in heaven give good things to those who ask him! 

(Matt. 7:7-11) 

 These words emphasize again that God really does answer our 

prayers, but I’m interested in the end of the passage, which compares 

prayer to a child asking a good parent for something he or she needs.  You 

see, prayer deepens our relationship with our heavenly Father.  When a 

child asks a human parent for something it reminds them that they are 

dependent on that parent.  When the parent responds with love, the child’s 

trust grows for that parent.  When we ask God for something it reminds us 

that we are not self-sufficient, but that we, too, are dependent on our 

heavenly Father.  When God answers our prayer, it reminds us that God 

cares deeply for us and wants to give us good gifts. 

 And as prayer cements those attitudes of dependency and trust into 

our hearts and minds, we are better able to sense God’s presence with us.  
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If we want to deepen a human relationship, we spend time together in 

conversation, over a cup of coffee, or in the midst of doing an activity 

together.  We get to know the other person and become known by them.  In 

the same way, as we spend time in conversation with God, prayer helps to 

deepen our relationship with God. 

 Finally, prayer can help to guide us, to help us discern what God 

would have us to do.  This last story about Jesus takes place early in his 

ministry, in the town of Capernaum, after a long, exhausting day and night 

of teaching and healing. 

35In the morning, while it was still very dark, Jesus got up and went out to a 

deserted place, and there he prayed. 36And Simon and his companions 

hunted for him. 37When they found him, they said to him, “Everyone is 

searching for you.” 38He answered, “Let us go on to the neighboring towns, 

so that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I came out 

to do.” 39And he went throughout Galilee, proclaiming the message in their 

synagogues and casting out demons.  (Mark 1:35-39) 

 I’m going to ask you to use a little holy imagination here.  The 

disciples have just begun their time with Jesus.  They have started in the 

wealthy hometown of Simon Peter, right by the Sea of Galilee with its 

abundant fishing.  The previous day Jesus taught in the synagogue and the 

people were astounded at his teaching.  He cast a demon out of a deeply 

troubled man.  He healed Peter’s mother-in-law (always good for family 
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relations!) and then he stayed up until dark healing everyone in town who 

came to him. 

 It doesn’t take a whole lot of imagination to picture the disciples 

thinking, “This Jesus thing is on a roll!  Let’s set up our headquarters here 

in our comfortable hometown and watch things expand!  Let’s tell all our 

friends.  Jesus is a better preacher than any of the other rabbis, and he 

even heals people right on the spot.  Maybe we can build ourselves a 

megachurch that will serve the whole region!” 

 Meanwhile, Jesus gets up early the next morning to pray.  The text 

doesn’t tell us what he prayed about, but from what happens next we can 

figure it out.  The disciples come with great news- everyone is looking for 

him.  His popularity is at a peak.  There are many more opportunities for 

ministry in Capernaum.  But Jesus replies, “Let us go on to the neighboring 

towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I 

came to do.”  And that’s what they did. 

 Clearly, Jesus had been praying for God’s guidance in that time of 

prayer and he received it.  He was reminded that his mission was to go all 

around Galilee and proclaim the good news of God’s coming Kingdom 

everywhere- not stay put and set up an institution!  God guided Jesus 

through prayer, and he can guide us through prayer, too.  

 About ten years ago the mid-Atlantic was being terrorized by random 

sniper shootings.  You may remember them.  I remember people in Virginia 
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crouching down by their cars when they filled up with gasoline, because 

some of the shootings happened at gas stations.  It was a terrifying time.  

On Oct. 13, 2002, Ron Lantz, a truck driver with 35 years of experience, 

was driving west on I70, thinking about the shootings.  A strong Christian, 

Lantz believed in the power of prayer.  So he got on his radio and invited 

other truckers to join him for prayer at a rest stop in Maryland.  Sixty to 

seventy people joined him in a large prayer circle for about an hour. 

 Ten days later, Lantz found himself making his I70 run a day late due 

to a loading dock delay.  He called his pastor to express his regret that he 

would be unable to make the Wednesday night prayer meeting at his 

church.  His pastor assured him that they would be praying for him.  Due to 

several other delays, he was still driving after midnight.  He heard on the 

radio that police were now looking for the two snipers in a blue Chevy 

Caprice with NJ tags, not in the white van that had previously been 

reported.  

 Needing a break, Lantz pulled in to a rest stop in Myersville, MD, 

about 35 miles from here.  All the truck spaces were full, so he pulled into 

the car lot where he spotted a blue Chevy Caprice with two men asleep 

inside.  The car had New Jersey tags.  He called the police and then 

blocked the exit ramp with his truck.  Police swarmed in and Lee Boyd 

Malvo and John Allen Muhammed were arrested.  The killings stopped.  
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Lantz believed that God had answered the prayers of many people and 

brought him to that truck stop at just the right time.  I do, too. 

 We Christians say we believe that God answers prayer and can guide 

us through our prayer.  Do we really believe it?  As we’ve seen this 

morning, through prayer, some things will happen that just won’t get done 

otherwise.  Through prayer, we grow in our relationship with God.  Through 

prayer God can guide us. 

 During Lent we’re doing a little experiment with prayer during 

worship, leaving times of silence for each of us to pray our own prayers.  

How is that working for you?  Are you able to pray that whole time?  Does 

your mind wander in other directions?  Or, do you struggle to know what to 

say to God?  Prayer is something that we learn through practice.  If you’re 

struggling with it, ask another Christian with more experience to help you.  

Written prayers can be a good aid.  I sometimes use the prayers in the 

Episcopal Book of Common Prayer.  The Psalms can be used for prayer.  

Those participating in our small groups are being challenged to pray 

intentionally each day of Lent.  I extend that challenge to you.  Also, at its 

retreat yesterday, our Session came up with another opportunity for prayer.  

We will be recruiting seven people- one for each day of the week- to pray 

for each of our committees and ministry teams.  We’ll need about 100 

people in all.  Watch your newsletter for information on how you can be a 

part of that.  We need prayer for a variety of reasons, and especially as we 
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continue to grow in our ability to share our faith with others, which we’ll 

talk more about next Sunday. 


