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Practices of Lent:  Prayer Matt. 6:5-13; 26:36-46  3/16/14 

 This morning we are continuing a series of sermons designed to help 

enliven our spiritual lives during this season of Lent.  Since the devotions 

for this week in Don McKim’s book, Living Into Lent, which our small groups 

are using focus on prayer, we will too.  Here’s a morning prayer I found that 

you might like:  “Dear God, so far today, I have done all right.  I have not 

gossiped, and I have not lost my temper.  I have not been grumpy, nasty, 

or selfish, and I am glad of it!  But in a few minutes, Lord, I am going to get 

out of bed, and from then on, I am probably going to need some help.  

Thank you.  Amen.” 

 The problem with preaching on prayer is that there is so much that 

can be said about it, it’s hard to know where to start.  So, I’m just going to 

focus on two of the points that McKim lifts up in his book that I’ve found to 

be helpful. 

 The first has to do with the purpose of prayer.  We often think about 

prayer as a way to present our concerns to God in such a way that God will 

give us what we want.  And God does invite us to bring our concerns and 

requests to him.  Jesus said, “You don’t receive things from God, because 

you don’t ask for them.”  But prayer is more than just asking for what we 

want.  Listen to these quotes by people who know a lot more about prayer 

than I do.”  
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“Prayer is not asking.  Prayer is putting oneself in the hands of God, 

at his disposition, and listening to his voice in the depths of our hearts.”  

(Mother Teresa)   

“The purpose of prayer is not to have our own way but to bring our 

will into conformity with the will of God.”  (Donald Bloesch)   

“Prayer is finding out what God is doing and getting in on it.”  (Dr. 

David Jeremiah)   

All three quotes say much the same thing.  At least part of prayer is 

aligning our wills with what God wants.  

 That idea is certainly reflected in Jesus’ teaching about prayer.  When 

he taught the disciples how to pray, he gave them what we call the Lord’s 

Prayer as a model.  Listen to these words from that prayer, “Thy kingdom 

come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  (Matt. 6:10)  Here’s a 

little quiz:  What was the major theme of Jesus’ teaching?  If you read 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke’s gospels, it is very clear that the major theme of 

Jesus’ teaching was the kingdom of God.  There are more parables about 

the Kingdom of God than any other topic by far! 

 For Jesus, the kingdom of God is not a geographic, physical place.  

For Jesus, the Kingdom of God occurs wherever God is recognized and 

followed as king.  Wherever God’s will is actually done.  It can occur in 

individual hearts, in small groups of people, in churches, even in whole 

communities.  Heaven is one place where the Kingdom of God reigns, 
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where God’s will is done.  It’s a place where people treat one another with 

kindness and respect and compassion and justice.  It’s a place where 

everyone would like to be!  There will come a time in the future when the 

kingdom of God will be everywhere, and that’s part of what Jesus is praying 

for.  He prays that God’s will will be done here, just like it is in heaven. 

 So there’s a recognition in Jesus’ prayer that God is up to something 

very important- bringing his kingdom to bear here on earth- in our families, 

in our schools, in our workplaces, in our governments.  So we pray for 

God’s will to be done right here and now in our own lives, too.  And as we 

align our wills with God’s will, we are more likely to receive positive 

answers to our prayers. 

 I heard about a prayer experience this week during a small group I’m 

part of that illustrates this.  I asked permission to tell the story and the 

person who shared the story- we’ll call her Sally- gave it to me.  Sally was 

very concerned about an elderly couple she knows.  The wife has dementia 

and the husband, who is caring for her, has serious health issues, too.  

Family and friends have tried to work with them to get them more 

assistance, but the couple has resisted.  Sally continued to be in touch with 

them and became convinced that she needed to attempt another 

intervention with them very soon, but she was dreading it!  She prayed 

fervently for God’s help.  On the day she had decided to intervene with 

them, she returned home to find a message on her phone from the couples’ 
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daughter, who lives in another state.  Sally called back and the daughter 

expressed her concern for her parents and said she would try to come in 

another week or so to help them.  Sally told her what she had observed 

and encouraged her not to wait, but to come immediately.  The daughter 

arrived the next day and worked with her parents to come up with a plan.  

Everything isn’t settled yet, but there is definitely progress.  Sally found this 

answer to prayer to be a profound spiritual experience.  I think it is a good 

example of a prayer that was in accordance with God’s will- to alleviate 

unnecessary suffering, to care for the sick, to advocate for the helpless.  It’s 

aligning our will with God’s will.  How are you doing in aligning your prayers 

with God’s will? 

 The second thing I’d like to say about prayer is found in Matt. 26:36-

46.  It takes place on Maundy Thursday, the night before Jesus goes to the 

cross. 

36Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to 

his disciples, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” 37He took with him 

Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, and began to be grieved and 

agitated. 38Then he said to them, “I am deeply grieved, even to death; 

remain here, and stay awake with me.” 39And going a little farther, he threw 

himself on the ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup 

pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want.” 40Then he came to 

the disciples and found them sleeping; and he said to Peter, “So, could you 
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not stay awake with me one hour?41(Watch) and pray that you may not 

come into the time of trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 

weak.” 42Again he went away for the second time and prayed, “My Father, if 

this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.” 43Again he came and 

found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. 44So leaving them again, 

he went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words. 45Then 

he came to the disciples and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking 

your rest? See, the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the 

hands of sinners. 46Get up, let us be going. See, my betrayer is at hand.” 

(Matt. 26:36-46) 

 Here we find Jesus submitting his will to the will of the Father as he 

prays, as we just talked about before.  “My Father, if it is possible, let this 

cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want,” he prays. He 

lets his Father know what he wants- that “this cup,” the cross, will be taken 

from him- but he recognizes that the will of the Father is more important 

than what he wants.  In addition, Jesus instructs his disciples to “watch and 

pray.”  This phrase is found in a number of hymns and praise songs, 

including the Edwin Hawkins spiritual, “O Happy Day,” one of my favorites.  

“He taught me how… to watch…watch and pray!” 

 I think we can learn to watch as we pray and to pray as we watch!  

We watch by paying attention to the world around us and noticing where 

individual people and groups need God’s help.  A family in need of 
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reconciliation.  A friend in need of healing.  A school where poor kids are 

failing.  Communities failing to care for those who are mentally ill.  Nations 

plagued by violence.  Then we bring those concerns to the Lord in our 

prayers.  We watch, and we pray. 

 But as we pray, we continue to watch for the ways God is already at 

work in the world.  Places of hope and healing and peace and 

reconciliation.  Places of security and wholeness and progress.  And we 

pray for those places and we pray about how we can become part of what 

God is already doing around us, rejoicing that God is at work!   

Here’s an example.  Our deacons noticed that some of our older  

members are having trouble getting to church, especially when the weather 

is a little threatening.  They have been praying about how to address this 

need.  Now they are beginning a transportation ministry that you’ll be 

hearing about next week.  Perhaps you could pray about how you could 

participate in something God is doing here to make it possible for all of our 

members to come to worship and fellowship.  As we watch and pray, pray 

and watch, perhaps part of what we pray for is that God would open our 

eyes so we can see what he’s up to!  

 One of the men who accompanied Lewis and Clark on their 

expedition was Toussaint Charbonneu.  He was hired as an interpreter 

because he knew multiple languages, but from time to time he had to fill 

other responsibilities.  One such time he was at the helm of a small sail 
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boat when a sudden squall came up and turned the boat.  Instead of 

turning the boat into the wind, he turned it the wrong way.  The wind hit the 

sail so hard that it pulled the rope out of the hand of the man who was 

holding it.  The boat heeled hard and almost turned over. 

 Some of the other explorers were standing on the shore.  They 

shouted and fired their weapons in the air to get the attention of those on 

board so they could give them instructions.  But no one heard them.  Why?  

Charbonneau, who should have been grabbing the rudder to correct their 

course, couldn’t hear them because he was screaming terrified prayers to 

God for mercy!  Only by God’s grace did they survive. 

 Prayer is important.  But we need to both watch and pray. 

 Did you know that there are many websites to which you can submit 

prayers?  I learned about one such site that promises to send your prayer 

directly to the last known location of God!  That’s right.  The designers of 

the site worked with NASA to try and figure out the most likely location of 

the “Big Bang” which launched the cosmos.  Since the theory says that 

everything was in that one place at the time of the explosion, they theorized 

that God must have been there, too!  The best guess for the location of the 

“Big Bang” is near star cluster M13, so this website broadcasts prayers 

toward that location.  A few years ago, they were transmitting about 50,000 

prayers a week!  I’m not kidding! 



 8
 Prayer is really not that hard!  You don’t need a sophisticated 

website to pray to God.  God has made it simple.  Just talk to God, working 

to align your requests with what you know about God’s priorities, watching 

what God is up to as you do so.  With that in mind, let’s pray! 


