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9 His wife said, "Still holding on to your precious integrity, are you? Curse God and be done with it!"

10 He told her, "You're talking like an empty-headed fool. We take the good days from God—why not also the bad days?"
INTRODUCTION

One of life's everyday annoyances is a dropped cell phone call.  You're describing something in detail to a friend, when all of the sudden you realize you've been talking to yourself like an idiot for the past 5 minutes!


I was walking in downtown Harrisonburg one afternoon when someone behind me began shouting, "Hey!...Hey!...HEY!!!"  I turned around quite startled.


"What can I do for you?" I inquired, as I noticed he had one of those Bluetooth earpieces in his ear.  The guy sheepishly responded, "Oh, I'm sorry--thought I had lost my cell phone connection."


As we continue our sermon series Keeping Company with God, we are going to deal with a different sort of dropped call this morning--unanswered prayer.  


We often give grand and moving testimonies about the answered prayers we have received from God.  Let me ask you, "What has been your most heartwrenching, gutwrenching, faithwrenching unanswered prayer?"

THE DILEMMA OF DROPPED CALLS


Around the church it was simply known as "The Christmas Miracle."  


I received a call early one morning, 3 days before Christmas, frantically seeking my presence in the ICU of the hospital.  John, a very troubled young man with a lot of issues in his life had overdosed on alcohol and drugs.  It wasn't the first time, but this occasion he had really done himself in.  


None of the scans indicated any brain activity.  So the family made that horribly-brutal decision to remove life support.  


We and the church, prayed…committing him to God's hands.  When the ventilator was shut off, John continued breathing.  The attending physician said that this was not uncommon, and that John's vital organs would shut down one-by-one, and he would pass away in a matter of hours. 


With his family by his side, John continued to breathe throughout the night.  Early the next morning, he opened his eyes, and wondered where his breakfast was!   Three days later he was walking.  


And John is still alive to this day…he still battles the demon of addictions…but he works as a physical therapist.


It was indeed the Christmas miracle--one of two I have witnessed in my lifetime that completely defied any medical explanation.  


I must confess that in my experience, when it comes to praying for miracles of outright physical healing, John's wonderful outcome is the exception rather than the norm.   I do believe miracles happen--but they are extraordinary, not ordinary--otherwise they wouldn't be miraculous. 


Fast-forward four months after the Christmas miracle.  Early April.  I once again received a call seeking my presence in the ICU of a hospital.  A very bright, high achieving young man with a tremendous future--completing his junior year in college, lay connected to life support.  Adam had been critically-injured in an accident.  The neurologist indicated no brain activity, and no hope of recovery.  


We prayed and prayed for recovery, yet finally we arrived at the decision to cease life support.  Adam died peacefully, surrounded by his loving and quite devastated parents and grandparents.  


After 3 decades of ministry in many similar tragic circumstances, and after having experienced the personal loss of my grandparents, parents, brother and sister, I do feel qualified to speak honestly about prayer that appears unanswered.  


And, like many of you, I have wondered what kind of God who has the power to save a life or heal a disease would sit on the sidelines despite our urgent pleas for help?  I've asked God that question.  I've raged at God with that question.  And unlike Job, yes, I've cursed at God with that question. "Why, God?!  Why?"  


In the face of unanswered prayer, many Christians blame themselves with the faulty notion that it was their own lack of faith or some moral deficiency that somehow caused God to be deaf to their pleas.  Other Christians simply give up the faith all together, becoming bitter and reclusive, existing, not living, the remainder of their days.

DROPPED CALLS IN THE BIBLE


Yet, as I have experienced this quandary of unanswered prayer throughout my life, I've found that I share some pretty good company with folk in the Bible:


In Deuteronomy 31:1-2, we encounter Moses' hope that God would allow him to live long enough to enter the Promised Land with the people he had led for 40 long years in the Wilderness to the brink of that Promised Land.


His prayer is not answered.  


In 2 Samuel 12:15-18, we hear King David petitioning God to allow his gravely-ill newborn son to live.  
His prayer is not answered.


In 2 Corinthians 12:7, we see the Apostle Paul begging on 3 different occasions to be relieved of the "thorn in his flesh"--an excruciating chronic ailment that hounds him every second of every day.  


His prayer is not answered.


In Matthew 26:39, on the night before he was to be tortured and nailed to an executioner's cross, we hear Jesus praying, "Father, let this cup of suffering pass from me!"   His prayer is so fervent, so intense, that the sweat pouring from his body becomes as drops of blood.  


His prayer is not answered.


Throughout the Bible we encounter many instances of dropped calls, where God has seemingly ignored the cries of his people.  What can we make of this?

COULD WE BE AT FAULT


On many occasions we deal with a dropped call, an unanswered prayer, from God because the prayer is simply frivolous.  What we ask for is very self-serving.


Praying for a sunny day at the Va. Tech football game when farmers in the area are suffering from drought.  A last ditch plea to make an A on a test when we haven't studied.  Football players in a high school locker room praying fervently for a victory over the opposing team.  


And we are all too quick to assume God really cares about our exploits.  Boxer Floyd Patterson said, after knocking out Archie Moore to win the World Heavyweight Championship, "I just hit him and the Lord did the rest!" 


When you stand back at look at them, some of our prayers are pretty silly…treating God as if he were some jolly ol' St. Nick.  


Just as we parents often ignore outrageous requests from our kids, so I believe God ignores the frivolous requests we make of him.


Some prayers also go unanswered because they are contradictory.  They simply cannot be fulfilled.  If a dozen persons are praying to be the head custodian at the new hospital, 11 of them are going to have to come to terms with unanswered prayer.  


If two armies, claiming to be "Christian" and praying for victory, go to war with each other, as did the Union and Confederate armies in the Civil War, one will walk away battered and devastated.  


Maybe that was why a wise Abraham Lincoln said we should never be so pretentious to pray that the Lord be on our side, but rather that we would be on the Lord's side.  His belief was that finite people can never fully know the will of an infinite God with absolute certainty.  And so our prayers need to be tempered with a huge dose of humility.


Some prayers go unanswered because, in the final picture, they will be curse, not a blessing.  


What would happen if God answered every prayer?  


Phil Yancey writes, "By answering every prayer, God would in effect abdicate, turning the world over to us to run.  History shows how we have handled the limited power granted to us:  we have fought wars, committed genocide, fouled the air and water, destroyed forests, established unjust political systems with grinding poverty.  What if God gave us automatic access to supernatural power?  What further havoc might we wreak?"  


[Philip Yancey, Prayer-Does It Make Any Difference, Grand Rapids, 


MI:Zondervan, 2006, p. 228]

Remember the movie Bruce Almighty? God gives Bruce dominion over Buffalo, NY for a couple of days--and Bruce totally fouls it up.  He answers "yes" to every prayer.  Among the hilarious chain of events that are unleashed, he answers yes to everyone who prays to win the lottery, thus creating 400,000 winners and diluting the grand prize to almost nothing and causing a riot.  


The country singer Garth Brooks had a hit song in which he recalls his impassioned prayers to God to melt the heart of a high school sweetheart--later he realized what a terrible mistake he would have made had that request been fulfilled:

Just because God doesn't answer doesn’t mean he don't 
care; 

Some of God's greatest gifts are unanswered prayers.  


Poor grammar…but great theology!  


I can certainly look back over my life and give God thanks for many prayers that he left unanswered…maybe you can also. 


Yes, sometimes we can make sense of a dropped call from God.  But other times we cannot…there are simply

SOME CONCLUSIONS WE HAVE TO LIVE WITH


The first is that God seldom gets in a hurry.  Our petulant, impatient, name it-claim it, gotta have it now mentality does not resonate with him.  God has all of eternity to work with.


Prophets longed for and sacrificed their lives hoping for a Messiah, but it was only centuries later that Jesus Christ was born in Bethlehem.  


Jesus told parables about dealing with delays in God's answering--like the widow who eventually wears down a judge with her persistence.


I remember praying some 28 long years for my brother John to find an awakened relationship with the Lord--it did not happen till 2 years before he died, at the age of 58.  


The prophet Isaiah discovered at the end of the day, "They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run and not be weary; and they shall walk and not faint."        

​- Isaiah 40:28-31


We must also realize there will always be mystery surrounding prayer.  God is God, and we are not.  He gladly hears our prayers, but we can never presume to know his ultimate purposes.  As Paul writes in his letter to the Corinthians:  For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known.



- I Corinthians 13:12


A lot of my unanswered prayers have had to do with good, decent Christian folk who have suffered so terribly at the hands of random evil and insidious disease.  Joy Maynard's sister who was obliterated in the prime of her life in the North Tower of the World Trade Center on September 11.  A fellow teacher of my wife whose 21-year-old daughter succumbed to cancer.  My rational mind knows we live in a fallen world, but still I cry, "Why God?"  I have an entire laundry list of questions I plan to ask God one day, questions that keep me awake at nights.  


I often think about a mind-numbing perspective a wise, old Sunday School teacher and former college professor once shared with me years ago in my first church.  His name was Dr. Willard Whitesell, and he was 92-years-old.  


He said, "David, did you ever stop to think that our time upon this earth is not even the length of a hiccup in the grand scheme of God's eternity?  What seems to be such big tragedies to us will seem so very, very minute and insignificant one day when we reach that eternity beyond this life.  For that answered prayer of being with the Lord will most certainly overwhelm any unanswered prayers we may have endured in this life.  We will be swallowed up in joy everlasting!"  


I must admit I have a hard time grasping that…but it is true.  


Philip Yancey describes the plight of a missionary couple in Nigeria who had given their all in service to the Lord there, and yet had also lost a child to disease.  As they stood beside that mound of earth in a remote garden, Yancey says no logical explanation of unanswered prayer would suffice.  He writes, "They must place their faith in a God who has yet to fulfill the promise that good will overcome evil, that God's good purposes will, in the end, prevail.  To cling to that belief may represent the ultimate rationalization--or the ultimate act of faith."


It is indeed difficult to come to terms with the mystery surrounding prayer.


But one thing we can be assured of--God can make use of whatever happens in our life for his glory and our growth.  Indeed, as Paul stated to the Romans, "And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose."

Nothing is irredeemable.  I believe God cries alongside us when we hurt. And I believe God can take the shards of broken glass in our lives and make a beautiful stained-glass window.  Or as a carpenter once said quite profoundly, God can take the useless, discarded milk jugs of our lives and produce strong Trex lumber. Like a meandering river that changes course in the midst of a flood, he does create new beginnings out of the midst of tragedies.


Remember the young man Adam I spoke of earlier in this message who died shortly after life support was removed?  Since he was a very healthy young man, ICU doctors approached his family about harvesting his vital organs to be donated to persons awaiting transplants.  They agreed.


Then the doctors inquired if we knew of anyone personally who could possibly be a recipient.  I immediately thought of William, a 62-year-old man in our church who was dying of liver disease.  He was on the transplant list, but no match had been made.  He had only 6 weeks to live.  


I gave the physicians his name…and they cautioned me that the odds were astronomical that there would be a match.  But they thanked me.  


On the way home from that Pennsylvania home that afternoon, Valerie and I cried as we prayed for Adam's devastated family.  And then we cried again when the cell phone rang--it was William's wife, completely overcome with emotion--informing us that they had found a match for a liver transplant, and he was on his way to UVA for the surgery.  


God certainly had not caused Adam's death, and God had done all that was humanly possible through his physicians to bring healing to his damaged body, but in the end Adam went to be with God in his eternity.  In the midst of the horrific pain of that loss, though, God had worked for good to happen in another person's life.  


Each Sunday morning, I would look out and see Adam's parents and grandparents seated next to William and his wife, and I would notice the poignant bonds of deep friendship that had been forged out of hurt and hope between them.  And I would think to myself, God indeed works for good in the midst of all circumstances.  

CONCLUSION

A final thought in this meandering message--one thing I have observed about the dear seasoned saints I have been privileged to know in my life--folks such as our beloved George Lightner who entered God's glory at the age of 99--is that their prayer life was centered not on petition but rather companionship with God.  


In other words, they didn't spend a great deal of time frantically asking God for something and then questioning his answers or the lack thereof.


 Instead, they were content to simply live in close, quiet relationship with God.  They put each day in his hands, trusting him to handle the complicated complexities, and they lived in peace.  Theirs was a deep and abiding friendship with God, for they had learned through life's struggles he would never, ever forsake them.  And that was enough for them.  


And that is a most valuable lesson we all should learn.    The Apostle Paul came to grips with the unyielding pain of his chronic ailment as God spoke to him, "My grace is sufficient for thee."  May we embrace that same assurance when we deal with the questions of unanswered prayer.  

In the end, God's grace will be sufficient for us.  Amen.
