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To my mom, Catherine Russell
I’m so glad God answered your prayers!
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INTRODUCTION

I’m honored that Howard Publishing asked me to write this book about answered prayer. On one hand, I can understand why they would ask me, because few pastors have witnessed more consistent, dramatic answers to prayer than I have. In four decades of ministry I’ve seen more lost people saved, sick people restored, threatened homes unified, worship services anointed, barren wombs opened, money raised, and buildings built than almost any other preacher I know.

But on the other hand, I feel like I’m the least likely person to talk about prayer, because I’m not very good at it. I believe in prayer, and I think my life reflects that. Every morning I have a devotional time when I kneel and pray, and I think I can even understand what Paul meant when he said we should pray without ceasing. I pray regularly, and I’ve witnessed many answers. But I still don’t consider myself an expert at prayer. I’m not gifted at prayer like some people are. The Bible commands everyone to sing, but some are more gifted singers than others. We are all commanded to evangelize, but some find it easy while others struggle. We’re all commanded to pray, but there are some people for whom prayer is as natural as breathing. It just flows out of them as a part of their Christian life.

My friend Russ Blowers is gifted to pray. I recently phoned Russ, a retired preacher who lives in Indianapolis. He wasn’t in, so I got his voice mail. The message wasn’t a greeting—it was a prayer! When you call Russ and get his voice mail, his recorded voice answers in an upbeat tone:

Heavenly Father, I thank you that when we call upon you, we never get an answering machine! But I pray for this person who is calling me. May this be one of the best days of his or her life! Help them to be patient with me, because I can hardly wait to call them back. In Jesus’ name, amen.

If I did something like that, it would sound corny. But coming from Russ, it’s natural and genuine. His upbeat tone is even more impressive when you know the difficult circumstances he is experiencing now. Russ’s wife is in the final stages of Alzheimer’s disease. Yet despite these circumstances, he is praying for other people—even on his voice mail! I hear his message and feel convicted. If you call my answering machine, you’ll get something like, “This is Bob. Leave a message, and keep it brief!”

Maybe you’re a prayer plodder like me. You do it because you believe in it, but it doesn’t come easily. You find yourself trying to remain vigilant, but you usually feel your prayer life is lacking. If so, I hope we can learn something together about prayer as we study God’s Word and listen to the testimonies of others.

If you are gifted at prayer, praise God! I hope this book will reinforce what you know to be true. I’m confident you will be inspired by the true stories of answered prayer. And I’m sure your faith will be strengthened by the authentic testimonies of those who have remained faithful to God despite unanswered prayers.

There are dozens of excellent books on how to pray. This is not another how-to-pray book. I believe that if I can convince you of prayer’s effectiveness, you will find a way to pray more efficiently. If I said to you, “I started going to a chiropractor, and it really helped my back pain,” I wouldn’t have to teach you how to find a chiropractor. All I have to do is convince you of the practitioner’s effectiveness, and you’ll find a way to talk to him or her. I hope this book convinces you that prayer works and motivates you to find a way to talk to the Great Physician yourself.

Maybe you read about a committed Christian named George Mueller who kept a journal of his prayers for more than fifty years. After he died, his children found boxes and boxes full of his journals. As they began to leaf through the journals, they saw that many of the sections had been underlined. They realized that the underscoring represented the many answered prayers he had witnessed. Mueller’s children were determined to count how many answered prayers their father had underlined, so each sibling took a number of the journals and agreed to return on a certain date to discuss what they had found.

When the family got back together, they discovered that George Mueller had underlined fifty thousand answers to prayer—that’s a thousand answers a year, almost three answers a day, for fifty years! What an incredible amount of faith he had! Most of us don’t even ask three different things of God each day, let alone record all his answers.

Jesus said, “When you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you” (Matthew 6:6). That’s the simple message of this book. Prayer works. When you talk to the Father, he rewards you. Even if it doesn’t come easily—even if some of your prayers are not answered the way you hoped they would be—God rewards sincere prayer. Prayer is the channel through which God pours out his blessings on us. You may never be as great a prayer warrior as George Mueller was. But I hope reading this book will inspire you to start believing in the power of prayer and begin to make your own prayer list with underlines.

May God answer your prayers!
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Chapter One
PRAYER CHANGES GOD’S MIND


God will do nothing on earth except in answer to believing prayer.

—John Wesley

God was angry. So angry that he was ready to destroy his chosen ones. “They are a stiff-necked people,” the Lord said to Moses. “Now leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them. Then I will make you into a great nation” (Exodus 32:9-10).

Who could blame him? The people deserved it. Justice demanded it. How could they mock God after all he had done for them?

The Lord had etched the Ten Commandments on stone tablets, but before Moses could even deliver them, the first two had already been broken—big time—by every one of the Israelites as they rebelled against God. At the people’s request, Aaron had taken their gold and fashioned an idol—a calf, like one of the statues they’d seen the Egyptians worship. Then they mocked the holy name of God by daring to worship the golden calf. They even had the gall to say that this statue was responsible for their newfound freedom! How ungrateful they were! God’s anger boiled.

Moses was taken aback. He didn’t want to see his brother and all the people of Israel destroyed. But what could he do? The God of the universe had spoken.

Still, Moses couldn’t help himself. He prayed a desperate prayer of intercession on behalf of the Israelite people, hoping against hope that he could change God’s mind.

“O LORD,” he said, “why should your anger burn against your people, whom you brought out of Egypt with great power and a mighty hand? Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought them out, to kill them in the mountains and to wipe them off the face of the earth’? Turn from your fierce anger; relent and do not bring disaster on your people. Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac and Israel, to whom you swore by your own self: ‘I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and I will give your descendants all this land I promised them, and it will be their inheritance forever.’” (Exodus 32:11-13)

It was gutsy. Who was Moses to think he could alter the mind of God? But the Bible reports an amazing thing: Because of the prayer of Moses, God changed his mind. The next verse says it simply: “The LORD relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he had threatened” (Exodus 32:14).

The children of Israel still suffered severe consequences for their actions. Three thousand people died for their crimes against God. But tens of thousands escaped certain annihilation, and the children of Israel continued as a nation because Moses prayed that God would change his mind—and God answered.

CAN GOD’S MIND REALLY BE CHANGED?

This amazing story presents a challenge to those who believe that God predestines everything that happens. I don’t know exactly how to reconcile God’s foreknowledge with the free will of man, but the Bible says clearly that God changed his mind as a result of Moses’ prayer.

Some people would contend that God’s mind can’t really be changed if he knows and controls the future. They say this story about Moses may be real, but God only symbolically changed his mind in order to test Moses’ resolve to lead the people, or to test his faith in God’s goodness.

God is sovereign and certainly doesn’t have to change his mind, but the Bible says he did, and the Scripture is full of other examples of God’s changing his mind—with Abraham, Elijah, and Hezekiah, just to name a few. James tells us that the prayer of a righteous person is “powerful and effective” (James 5:16). It’s not just a mirage—prayer has real power.1

Theologians tend to go to one of two extremes to explain this. Some hyper-Calvinists want to explain away all the Scripture passages indicating that God allows the actions of man to change the future. But that would make us mere puppets in a robotic world created by a dictator, and that’s not at all what Scripture teaches.

Today, a new teaching at the opposite extreme is gaining popularity. These so-called open theists say that God possesses a progressive will—that he knows the present and can predict the future, but he doesn’t know the future for sure. This teaching allows for God’s mind to be changed by prayer, but it isn’t biblical. It’s a dangerous heresy.2 The Bible says that God knows and controls the future, but he allows the prayers of men to play a role in determining exactly what that future will be.

God doesn’t always change his mind just because we pray. God is sovereign: He knows and controls the future. But the Bible says that somehow—we don’t know how—God sometimes allows our prayers to affect future events.

GOD HAS MIDDLE KNOWLEDGE

In trying to understand these things, it’s helpful to consider that God has what some theologians have called “middle knowledge.” God not only knows the future, but he knows all possible futures. If God is all-powerful and all-knowing, then God can know both possible futures in Moses’ case. God knows what will happen if Moses appeals for leniency and what will happen if he doesn’t pray at all. And although God also knows which “possible future” is going to be the real one, this helps us understand how prayer can truly make a difference. God is so powerful that he can allow us to affect the future with our prayers, yet still work out his ultimate plan for this world because he not only knows the future, he knows all possible futures. It’s kind of dizzying, but the bottom line is, prayer works!

Let me see if I can illustrate this with a scene from the old movie Back to the Future, Part 2. In the film Doc Brown and Marty travel from their present (1985) to the future—the year 2015—to correct some problems with Marty’s kids. Unbeknownst to them, the antagonist, Biff (an old man in 2015), steals the time machine and returns to the 1950s to deliver a sports almanac to his younger self Then he returns to the future without anyone knowing what transpired.

When Doc and Marty return to 1985, the world is in chaos. Riots and shootings are everywhere. Biff, who in 1956 had become “the luckiest man ever” (because he possessed a sports almanac from the future, telling him the results of every major sporting event), has taken over the town, legalized gambling, and erected monuments to himself Marty asks Doc what happened.

“Obviously, the time continuum has been disrupted, creating this now temporal events sequence, resulting in this alternate reality,” Doc says.

“English, Doc!” Marty demands.

“Here, let me illustrate,” Doc says as he reaches for a blackboard. “Imagine that this line represents time.” He draws a line across the board. “Here’s the present—1985—Future—Past.” He draws 1985 in the middle and the word “Future” at the right end, “Past” at the left end. “Prior to this point in time [Doc points to the present], somewhere in the past, the time line skewed into this tangent, creating an alternate 1985.” Doc then draws another time line, jutting out from the past. He explains that the alternate time line is “alternate to you, me, and Einstein [his dog], but reality to everyone else.”

After a little research, they discover that Biff had stolen the sports almanac and the time machine while they were in the future and had given the almanac to the young Biff somewhere in the past. “OK, Doc,” Marty says. “We go back to the future, and we stop Biff from stealing the time machine.”

An animated Doc Brown responds:

We can’t! Because if we travel into the future from this point in time [he points to the “1985” on the alternate time line], it will be the future of this reality [underlines the alternate time line]—in which Biff is corrupt and powerful and married to your mother!…No, our only chance to repair the present is in the past, at the point where the time line skewed into this tangent. In order to put the universe back as we remember it and get back to our reality, we have to find out the exact date and the specific circumstances of how, where, and when young Biff got his hands on that sports almanac.3

One of the lessons in the Back to the Future series is that every little change in the past affects the future. Each decision, each action, creates an “alternate time line” in addition to the one that would have existed had another action been taken.

God knows all possible time lines. In determining which time line he will allow to be the real one, he considers the prayers that we offer.

In case you’re now totally confused, let me try one more analogy: Twenty-eight-year-old Vladimir Kramnik from Russia is the greatest chess player in the world. He recently beat a computer named Deep Fritz that was programmed to consider all possible moves, up to more than twenty moves out. Can you fathom how many possible moves and counter-moves that is? But Kramnik beat the computer! That means he was able to picture each possible response the computer would give to his move, then each possible move he might make to each of those, then each possible move the computer would make to each of those possibilities, and so on, even better than the computer could.

Kramnik was impressed at least once, however, by the computer’s genius. “I never imagined [the twenty-seventh move] and the tactics that followed,” he said. “Only a computer would find and play something like that. I was completely shocked.”4 Kramnick was shocked by the twenty-seventh move. That’s amazing to me, because when I play chess, I’m never able to plan past the twenty-sixth move! Truthfully, I usually can’t even picture all my opponent’s possibilities on the next move!

Now, if Vladimir Kramnik can consider every possibility in a game of chess, up to twenty-six moves away, don’t you think the infinite, all-powerful, all-knowing God can consider all possible “moves” in this finite world he has created? What’s more, God knows which move will be the actual one every time; and he moves accordingly, to make sure his will is accomplished. He allows us the freedom in this world to make moves and countermoves, and those decisions really matter to God. But God is never shocked, and he always wins.

C. S. Lewis explained how this principle applies to prayer:

When we are praying the thought will often cross our minds that (if we only knew it) the event is already decided one way or the other. I believe this to be no good reason for ceasing our prayers, though the event certainly has been decided in a sense—it was decided “before all worlds.” But one of the things that really caused it to happen may be this very prayer that we are now offering.5

The Bible says plainly that God changed his mind because of Moses’ prayer. Moses’ simple, heartfelt prayer—that you can read aloud in thirty seconds—dramatically changed the course of Jewish history.

PRAYER IS NOT DICTATION

Some people who accept that God can answer our prayers get the mistaken idea that prayer is therefore some kind of dictation to God. When they pray, they act as if they’re telling God what to do, and he is supposed to do it. I heard a man say he was working to fix an electric light and couldn’t get the lamp to work. He got frustrated, then said, “Lord, you made the electricity. You know more about it than I do. Fix it!” He flipped the switch, and it worked. I believe God can do anything (he created the light of the sun, so he can surely fix a lamp), but does he operate that way? Does he respond to a man’s command to fix a lamp but not respond to a plea to heal a dying child or stop an out-of-control plane from crashing?

Each verse of God’s Word should be taken in context with the rest of Scripture. When we study the Bible as a whole, we discover that prayer has some contingencies: We are to ask in Jesus’ name (see John 14:13); we are to be in a state of obedience (see John 15:7); we must ask in faith (see James 1:5-7); we are to have the right motives (see James 4:3); and we are to ask “according to his will” (1 John 5:14).

God is not a genie to whom we go for hocus-pocus solutions. John Stott, author and former chaplain to the queen of England, said, “Prayer would place an impossible strain on every sensitive Christian, if he knew he was certain to get everything he asked for.” Imagine the burden you would carry if every prayer you uttered was answered by God immediately! Imagine the ridiculous nature of our world if God granted every request. You would hate such a world. For our own good, we need to live in a world governed by certain basic scientific laws that are only interrupted on rare occasions, and then by a God who sees all, knows all, and cares about his children.

Yogi Berra was once catching in an important game for the Yankees. The score was tied in the bottom of the ninth inning. The pitcher crossed himself, then the batter stepped into the batter’s box and crossed himself. Both were obviously seeking divine intervention for the next pitch to go their way. Yogi Berra quipped to the batter, “How about we just let God watch this one?”

It’s impossible for God to give us everything we ask for. “Lord, help me strike him out,” the pitcher might pray, while the batter is praying, “Lord, let me get a hit.” Or, “Lord, we need rain for the crops,” the farmer might pray, while the preacher says, “Lord, we need good weather for the church picnic.”

My grandson Charlie is eight years old. He has two younger siblings—Tommy and Kimberly—who both are still in diapers and cry a lot. When he says his prayers before bed, Charlie often prays, “Please help Tommy and Kimberly to not cry their whole lives.” I’m praying, “Lord, don’t answer that prayer literally!” If Tommy gets hurt, I want him to be able to cry and let everybody know. If Kimberly is hungry, she only knows one way to tell her mom and dad—and that’s to cry. And I hope when they get older they’ll have soft hearts and be able to cry tears of joy and to weep at sad movies and shed tears of remorse when they sin.

But I don’t worry about God answering that prayer. I know that God understands Charlie’s immaturity and takes that into account. Don’t you think the same is true for you and me? If God is all-powerful and all-knowing, and if God is a God of love, he’s not going to give us everything we ask for. He will take into account our immaturity and limitations. No matter how much we think we know what’s good for us, God sees the bigger picture and is interested in what is best for us. God’s Word says, “In all things God works for the good of those who love him” (Romans 8:28).

When Jesus said, ask for whatever you want and it will be given to you (see John 15:7), he knew people would understand the context—that God only gives us good gifts and that we, in our immaturity, sometimes don’t know what to ask for; so we can trust that God, our loving Father, will give us what’s best for us. Jesus himself was not a dictator in his prayers. In the Garden of Gethsemane he prayed, “Not my will, but yours be done” (Luke 22:42). Prayer is not meant to be dictation.

PRAYER IS NOT SIMPLY SUBMISSION

Others go to the opposite extreme and contend that God already has everything mapped out in advance, so prayer is simply meant to be submission of your personal will to his predetermined plan. These people pray, “Lord, if it is your will for my sick loved one to get well, help me to be grateful. If it is your will for her to die, help her—and me—to be ready.” Or, “Lord, I’m without work. If it is in your plan that I find a job, help me to accept it and do my best at the job. If it is not in your plan, help me not to be resentful or envious.”

Members of some denominations take this so far that if their child gets injured or sick, they’ll pray for healing but refuse to go to the doctor out of an effort to be submissive to God’s predetermined will. These people might say, “Who are we to dictate to God how his world is to be run? It’s already predetermined—prayer is just getting in tune with God’s will.”

God does see and control the future, but at the same time, as we’ve discussed, we’re not puppets on strings. The Bible assures us that prayer changes things. God doesn’t have everything about this world preprogrammed. God is sovereign, but that doesn’t mean God rules over every detail to the extent that we are helpless. (If you believe God does have everything predestined, don’t get upset with me. If it’s true that God causes everything that happens, then he’s causing me to disagree with you, so I must be within his will to say you are wrong!)

Some things are predetermined. The Bible makes it clear that God predetermined the time and place where you would live (see Acts 17:26), the plan for your redemption (see 1 Corinthians 2:7; Galatians 4:2-5; 2 Timothy 1:9), the time of Christ’s return (see 2 Thessalonians 2:6), and many other significant events. But prayer can dramatically change a multitude of daily events and circumstances.

PRAYER IS COOPERATION WITH GOD

Instead of dictation or simple submission, prayer is our teaming up with God, joining our strength with his power. God operates this world by certain physical and spiritual laws. One of his spiritual laws is that his power is released through prayer. When we pray, we make it possible for his power to be released for our benefit. When we fail to pray, we limit God’s blessing by our own weaknesses. James said, “You do not have, because you do not ask God” (James 4:2).

Pastor Tim Timmons said, “One of the deepest truths in life is that everything works better plugged in!” That doesn’t mean God’s power will be directed in exactly the way we dictate. But his power will flow through us to accomplish his will in a greater way.

In his book The Prayer of Jabez, Bruce Wilkinson tells about taking his preschooler, David, to the park. David watched some older children sliding down a huge slide and having a great time. Finally he mustered up the courage and began climbing that ladder. A third of the way up, he froze. One of the older kids yelled, “Get going!” But David was frozen with fear and couldn’t go up or down. Wilkinson rushed over and hollered, “David, are you OK?” David, shaking and clinging to that ladder, asked his dad a predictable question: “Dad, will you go down the slide with me?”

Wilkinson called up to David, “Why, son?”

“I can’t do it without you, Dad!” David called back, still trembling. “It’s too big for me!”

Wilkinson says, “We climbed that long ladder up to the clouds together. At the top, I put my son between my legs and wrapped my arms around him. Then we went zipping down the slide together, laughing all the way.”6

Prayer is saying, “Father, will you do this with me? I can’t do it alone! It’s too big for me!” Then, when you step out in faith, you discover that with your heavenly Father beside you, the sky’s the limit!

WHY PRAYER MAKES A DIFFERENCE

Prayer changes God’s mind because he loves us. God did not create us solely to be his servants. He created us to be his children. He wants a fatherly relationship with us, and he communicates as much when he allows us the power to change his mind.

A person’s title can tell us a lot about him. If you asked me, “Who is Judy Russell?” I might say, “Well, she’s been different things to me over the years. At first she was Good-Looking College Girl, then she was Friend, then Date, then Fiancée, then Wife. Now she is also Confidante, Lifelong Partner, and Boss!” All those titles help you understand who she is. There were a lot of names for God in the Old Testament, but Jesus introduced a revolutionary, more intimate concept of God. He said, “When you pray, say: ‘Father’” (Luke 11:2).

We know God loves this name because it’s the one Jesus used the most. More than two hundred times the gospel writers recorded Jesus’ referring to God as “Father.” In fact, the first recorded words of Jesus were, “Did you not know that I must be about My Father’s business?” (Luke 2:49 NKJV). And his last words were, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 23:46).

GOD IS A LOVING FATHER

Jesus wants you to understand that when you come to God with a need, you are petitioning a loving father. Let’s say you are a father, and you plan a week’s vacation for your family in the Smoky Mountains in Tennessee. You pile the kids in the car and head for Gatlinburg. If you were traveling from our city—Louisville, Kentucky—then you would probably think, We’ll make a pit stop at Berea, Kentucky. That’s about a third of the way. Then well stop again just outside Knoxville, Tennessee, to fill up with gas, and well eat lunch there. That way we can get to Gatlinburg in about five hours.

Suppose you get a half-hour from home and your fourteen-year-old son makes a request: “I’ve got some friends who are going to Cancun for vacation. I don’t want to go to the Smoky Mountains,” he whines. “Let’s go to Cancun!” That request is not going to be answered affirmatively no matter how long he pleads or how hard he begs. Going to Cancun is not in his best interest and probably not in your budget! Someone said that God answers prayers one of four ways: “Yes,” “No,” “Wait,” and “You’ve gotta be kidding!” Some of our prayer requests seem as silly to God as a fourteen-year-old wanting to drive to Cancun. If we got what we asked for, it would be detrimental to us. James 4:3 says, “When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.”

But let’s say that during your drive you get about an hour down the road, and just outside Lexington, Kentucky, your five-year-old says, “Daddy, I need to go to the bathroom.” You say, “We’re going to stop in about a half-hour, if you can wait.” But he insists, “Dad, I really need to go to the bathroom. ” If you are a reasonable, loving father, you alter your plans in favor of a reasonable request from the child you love, whom you want to be happy and comfortable.

Jesus said in Matthew 7:7-11:

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.


OEBPS/images/9781451605082_ci_std.jpg
PRAYER ;

BOB RUSSELL

WITH RUSTY RUSSELL
S HOWARD








