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“And We Know”

Romans 8:26-28

July 24, 2005


You know, as I read these few verses from Paul I realized that they focus on two closely related subjects that cause a lot of us Christians some perplexity. I’m thinking about the subjects of prayer and knowing God’s will. Does anything really happen when we pray? Are our prayers of any real value other than to make us feel better? Do our prayers in any way change the outcome of things? Is God in any way changed by our prayers? Valuable and honest questions from a people who love God and trust God.


If God is omniscient, and we all believe he is, if God knows about everything, and we all believe he does, then what is it that God wants me to do. What is God’s will for my life and for the lives of people I might pray for? In verse 27 Paul says that the Holy Spirit intercedes for us in accordance with God’s will for us. How can we know God’s will? Surely he wants us to know his will. If we know his will for us we can do our best to make that holy will a human reality. Seems to me that knowing God’s will is pretty important.


We could pray about it, and maybe God would reveal his will. But why should he? Would my prayers stimulate God to do something that so far he hasn’t done? Would my prayers change God? Would my prayers persuade God to change his mind? Good questions, and maybe I have found some partial answers right there in God’s word in Romans.


Our scripture reading for today begins, “In the same way”. Many theologians believe Paul is referring us back to verses 15 and 16 where he tells us that we, because we are children of God adopted through our faith in Jesus Christ, should feel perfectly free to cry out to our Father expecting him to listen and respond. To pray. Human fathers and mothers are in many ways very like our Heavenly Father. At least we should be, we have all the potential to be. When our children cry out to us we respond. It is reasonable to believe that when we cry out to our Father in heaven he responds. When we cry out in pain he responds with concern. When we cry out in anger he listens. When we cry out in doubt and confusion our Father in Heaven offers us peace and sometimes even wisdom to understand. The Bible tells us in many places that God expects us to talk to him and never ignores our prayers.


A sizable chunk of our prayers are intercessions on behalf of others and requests for God’s help. Do our prayers in any way change God? How do we know the will of God? How do we know if our situation is God’s will? Important questions for each of us and important for us as we put our efforts together as the church.

Today, at the session’s instructions, I have begun contacting a group of people invited to be part of what could be a lengthy discernment process in search of God’s will for St. Timothy. For two months the leadership of your church has been praying for God’s wisdom in choosing these seekers on our behalf. I now have a list of people that includes young and old, some long time members, some new members, some people with good leadership track records and some people with little or no track record other than faithfulness to the church. I have until August 8th to recruit the task force. Then in late August we will begin meeting to try to understand God’s will for us and how best to carry out that will. I will give you weekly updates on our search and monthly recaps. During the process we will ask you for your input on many things. That input might help us know God’s will for St. Timothy. Knowing God’s will for the church and for ourselves individually is important.


Every so often my family has lunch at Jason’s Deli. There are so many of us that it is nice to have a broad selection of food. One thing we all like is the free ice cream. Their ice cream comes in three flavors, the traditional vanilla and chocolate and a swirl mix of the two. I think God’s will also comes in three forms.


God’s will can be all-inclusive. In other words God’s will can be for all people and for all circumstances, the BIG picture. God’s all inclusive will is God’s divine plan, and that divine plan includes you. It might be nice to know God’s all inclusive will but I doubt that any human being could ever understand this depth of God’s will. This is the kind of will that requires us to just trust God’s wisdom and goodness. To have faith that God’s all inclusive will for his creation is perfect and good. When we have that kind of trust then we can face each day with confidence. Ultimately God is in control. It might not seem that way sometime but faith tells us that God has a plan for all of his creation and nothing can alter that plan.


Then there is God’s general will. This is the will of God that is easiest to know. It is clearly stated in the Bible. This eighth chapter of Romans gives us several examples of God’s general will. For instance Romans 8:1-2 tells us that it is God’s will that there be no condemnation for those who place their faith in Jesus Christ. It is God’s will that we be set free from “the law of sin and death”. Romans 8:10-11 and other verses tell us that it is God’s will that we become increasingly more like Jesus. Romans clearly tells us that it has always been God’s will that we be justified to him through the blood of Jesus and sanctified through the work of the Holy Spirit.


God’s general will is quickly revealed in Genesis as we read about his interaction and will for Adam and Eve. In Exodus God gives us his will in the Ten Commandments. Jesus expanded on the Ten Commandments when he told us that above all it is God’s will that we love each other. (John 15) In I Thessalonians Paul tells us it is God’s will that we “be holy” and “Be joyful always, pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus”. God’s general will for us is right there in black and white.


There is a third kind of God’s will and that’s his specific will. This is probably the will of God that we most often are trying to understand and address when we make our intercessions and supplications in prayer. The problem here is that God’s specific will for our individual lives may not be clearly revealed in the Bible. For instance, God’s general will won’t tell us if we should take this job offer. God’s general will won’t tell us if this person or that person is right for us. God’s general will won’t tell us if he is going to honor our prayers for healing.

That doesn’t mean that we can’t ever know God’s specific will for us but it does mean that the only way we can know these parts of God’s will is if he decides to reveal them to us. If his specific will is not incorporated in God’s general moral will in the Bible then their discovery is beyond our human ability.


But again, this shouldn’t discourage us. For one thing God has given us is his Holy Spirit who dwells within our hearts and minds and the Holy Spirit does know exactly what God’s will for us is in every situation and is praying for us in these areas in accordance with God’s will, before the throne of God. That is precisely what Romans 8:26 is saying. The Spirit knows our limitations and is helping us.


Secondly, since we don’t generally know God’s will for our lives in areas not covered by the Bible’s moral directives, (and don’t really need to know), God has gifted us with the ability to make wise decisions confident that God wants us to do that. God gives us the ability to recognize open doors of opportunity. He has blessed us with personal likes and dislikes that help us make decisions for ourselves. We have unique desires and impressions, and even hunches about things. Are these from God? Maybe, indirectly. It is hard to know. My own experience has been that when God wants me to go in some direction or take some action, or make some particular decision he opens the door and gives me confirmation. That confirmation may come from others or it may be a gut feeling that this is right and good. But I think it is very important to realize that God can alter things redirecting our plans. Whatever happens we need to make up our minds to be submissive to God if and when he does reveal his will.


But now listen, above all we need to remember that we can’t put God in some neat and tidy box. We can know from scripture what God has done in the past and pretty well predict what God might do today because scripture tells us that God never changes. But we also know that God is constantly doing new things and is quite capable of acting in unusual and very specific ways. We cannot coerce God to reveal his will but when he does reveal it we must be quick to respond. If we misread his will he will get us back on track. When God shouts “FROG” the first thing we must do is start jumping and then ask “how high Lord?”


Now, let me briefly apply this to our prayers. The Bible tells us that we are expected to pray. Romans 8:26-27 assumes that we regularly pray. I Thessalonians 4:17 commands us to “pray continually”. Prayer is not an option!


Secondly, prayer is never going to be easy. Is anything in the Christian life really easy? I don’t think so. Why? Because we are in a life and death struggle with the devil. That struggle began when we were born and will not stop until we die. The devil has lost our souls to God but he can still do a lot of tremendous damage to our lives here and now, and cause us to do damage to others who may not yet have our salvation. Prayer is our com line to God. The devil will do everything he can to disrupt that communication. That is why everything in the world gets in the way of prayer.


Sometimes we will feel good about our prayer life and sometimes we won’t. Feeling good about prayer is optional, doing it isn’t! We may not see any results from our prayers. Results are optional, prayer isn’t. The bottom line is that out of our prayer struggles will come blessings. Somehow, some way, God will bless your commitment to pray.


Do our prayers change God’s mind? No! I would hate to think that God’s plans are somehow imperfect and our prayers can make him see the error of his thinking. When we pray we need to remind ourselves that we are addressing the Great Sovereign God of all Creation. The One and Only God who is even now in the past and right here and in our future, and is listening.


Do our prayers change things? Absolutely! For you see God has ordained all the means and all the ends. God has ordained prayer as a means to those ends. Prayer is effective because God has ordained that it be effective. Prayer is powerful because God has ordained it to be powerful. Prayer doesn’t change God one iota but it does change things, because God says it should.

Jesus told us that God expects us to pray and answers our prayers. James echoed Jesus words when he declared that “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective”. Proper prayer always begins with confession. Confession cleans the slate making us righteous before our God and our prayers become powerful in the will of God. Pray, seek after God’s will and he will bless your efforts. Amen.
