The Prayer of a Child — Sunday, October 18, 2015
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It's really great to be asked to share this morning. My family and | have been attending since the first Sunday
of 2002. It's hard to believe that it's been more than thirteen years that we have called First Free our home and
you all our church family. I’'m especially happy to be part of this current series on prayer and particularly the
place that we come to in that series. (Slide with Circle Chart) In the last two weeks, Don has spoken on the
prayers that are offered by those that are “spiritually dead” and those that are “spiritual infants.” | like this chart
because we can each find ourselves along the progression that it shows. | also like it because just like our
physical development, as we move onto each subsequent stage, from infant to child to young adult to parent,
we build on each of the previous stages. This morning, we come to the question of how a spiritual child prays.
This includes each and every one of us if we’ve believed in Christ and have accepted the grace that He offers
to us.
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The Power of a Praying Child Z & 775

Now for me, as the father of five children, this topic is especially appropriate. One of the most exciting parts of
anticipating the arrival of a new son or daughter is the conversation between dad and mom about what to
name the child. My wife Pam and | have been through this a few times. | remember lying in bed and bouncing
possible names back and forth, we consulted baby name books, talked about the meanings of names, and
considered family names. When we were expecting our first child, Pam’s dad graciously told us that we
shouldn’t feel compelled to use the name Herman. We thanked him. During the naming process, | tended to
go with whatever sounded good to me, while Pam considered every aspect of possible names including what it
meant in ancient languages and how it fit in the sentence, “The honorable judge [blank] presiding.” As you can
imagine, most of the time Pam’s sensibility and wisdom prevailed. Our children are Robert, Lauren, Katherine,
Andrew and Lukas. Of those, | named Ryan and Julia. Let me explain: Ryan was my choice for our third child.
The ultrasound technician said that she wasn’t sure that she could tell what gender we should plan for, but |
pushed her for an answer. “Well,” she said, “if | had to make a call, I'd say it’s a boy.” That was enough for me,
and we settled on the name Ryan Daniel for our little guy, the name | chose. Of course Pam, who admittedly
was more closely connected to the baby during pregnancy than | was, claims to have had a sense all along
that the baby was in fact a girl. When the baby was born they moved it over to the other side of the delivery
room to give some urgent attention and Pam asked, and | quote, “Is she a boy?” Doctor Jewell said that the
delivery happened so fast and the neonatal team moved in so quickly that he hadn’t even looked to see. Then
a nurse said, “we only have a little girl over here.” Welcome Katherine. And, Katherine has been a wonderful
joy for nearly 16 years. Her love of music has been evident from the very beginning. In fact, here’s that hard-to-
read ultrasound picture that | told you about. | guess | can’t blame the technician for not being sure.
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The next time that we settled on my choice for a name was when we were expecting Julia. In the first years of
our marriage, we watched the amazing journey of friends who traveled to Romania to adopt twins out of the
desperate orphanages that had been featured on 60 Minutes, starting a growing movement of US families to
adopt internationally. Pam and | loved Ray and Jan’s heart and we agreed that we would adopt “someday.”

N A AR R A R A IA VIR R F R N . EFRATIIMISE S Hg IS e,  FRATFEFRAL” 60 704t “T5H BE
FIA A HERTAE S 5 R WHGRA) Lt B XURIIG, AT TR 1 36 B 5K e o [l Br ) L3 A AR o R ask A 3R W A4
HeL g, FAFEE, JAE “FH—KR” Halor.

After Rob and Lauren and Katherine came along, Pam came to me one day and said, “we’ve always known
that we would adopt some day, maybe we should start praying about when “someday” will be.” | agreed and
we prayed together and separately, not only about when but also about from where. We decided to pray about
which country to adopt from separately and seek God’s direction. Our family was delighted to find that God
placed China clearly on both of our hearts. We decided confidently to begin the adoption process from China. |
should say, mostly our family was delighted with the choice of China. One hold out was our oldest child, Rob.
He was excited about a new addition to the family, but was advocating as strongly as he could for adoption
from another country, Guatemala for instance. The reason, argued as brilliantly as any eleven year-old could
argue, was ‘| already have two sisters and if we adopt from China, I'll get another sister. | really want a
brother.” His logic was sound. At the time, 95% of international adoptions from China were little girls. The
chances of getting the hoped for brother were very low indeed.
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But we were sure that God was calling us to China, so we explained to Rob that we needed to follow where we
were being led. He said he understood, but said that he was going to pray for a boy. He asked us not to decide



on a girls name, we did, Julia Meilynne. He asked us not to paint the room girly colors, on this point, we waited,
careful not to dismiss his prayers for a brother. This became a fairly regular topic of conversation in our family,
every time Pam would buy another frilly dress, he would object - respectfully of course. Rob was good
tempered about it, but was unrelenting in his desire for a brother and he was confident that his prayers would
be answered.
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Then, several months into the adoption process - a process that took a little over a year at the time - something
remarkable happened. One morning, Pam was praying for each of the kids, which she does often, and she felt
God ask her a very clear question: “what would it do for your young son’s faith if | answered his prayer for a
brother?” That question instantly changed her heart. From that moment, she began hoping that God would do
just that and give us a boy.
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The answer came one early Fall afternoon in 2004. Pam, with Katherine in tow, had just picked Rob up from
school when her cell phone rang. It’'s one of those kind gifts of God’s grace that Pam and Rob were together
when they got the news that we had been matched with a little one-year-old boy. Man do | wish | had a video
of the happy dance that they did right there in the livingroom! | offered the two of them the opportunity to come
up here this morning and recreate it, but they both declined.
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A few weeks later, Pam and | traveled to China and returned with Andrew Kevin, a name by the way that we let
Rob have a big say in choosing. And if you've ever doubted that God has a sense of humor, when they first
placed Andrew in our arms, he was wearing these. (I'll hold up a pair of small socks) | understand that you
can’t read what’s on these socks, so I'll tell you: “Property of the Chicago Cubs!” We promptly changed his
socks and gave him his first Cardinals cap. From that very first moment, Andrew has been a constant reminder
of God’s great love for us.
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It's been more than eleven years, but I've never gotten over that question that was put to Pam early one
morning: what would it do for his young faith if | answered his prayer? This question came rushing back to me



as | thought about the scripture that we come to today, and about how God uses prayer to build the faith of His
children.
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Jesus is wrapping up what we call the sermon on the mount. His discourse starts with the assurance of
blessings because the kingdom of heaven is at hand, in fact the kingdom of heaven is present in him. He tells
the crowd that even the poor in spirit, the mourners, the meek and those who are left longing for righteousness
will be blessed because they have access to the kingdom of heaven through him. Then he teaches them all
what the kingdom of heaven is like. As he’s finishing up, he begins to teach them about prayer.
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Turn with me to Matthew chapter 7, beginning with verse 7. You can find it on page 685 in the Bible in front of
you. If you don’t have a Bible of your own, then keep that one — go ahead and take it home. And, that’s not
just because | don’t work for the church, we really would be delighted if you needed a Bible and we could
provide it.
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Here’s what Jesus says, “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.”
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It's clear from Christ’s parables of the neighbor seeking bread at midnight in Luke 11, or the persistent widow
before the judge in Luke 18 that He isn’t saying, “ask once and drop it, seek for a little while and give up, knock
three times and go away.” Christ is saying, “ask and keep asking, seek and keep seeking, knock and keep
knocking.” This is how a child prays. | got to witness this type of persistence first hand in Rob’s prayers for a
brother.
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The Obstacle of Low Expectations fEATEEE /% 1/ERT

The thing in this passage that | find strange is that Jesus finds it necessary to convince those he’s teaching
that they should ask or seek or knock at all. | think it might be because they are so new to kingdom living that
even the thought of access to God is hard to conceive of. Their life outside of the kingdom, disconnected and
separated from God has resulted in what | would call deeply ingrained low expectations. These low
expectations are hard to overcome or even think beyond. They’re stuck in an old mindset and Christ is calling
them to a new way of living, inviting them to think differently, encouraging them to connect with Him and be
bold, or at least less timid about asking for His help in their areas of need.
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| have some experience with this. Shortly after we adopted Andrew, Lauren came to us and said, “My heart is
broken by the thought of all those orphans. | want to go to China and work in an orphanage and hold babies.”
Like all good parents, we said, “No.” Actually, what we said was “that’s a great thought honey, we love your
heart, but you’re only ten, maybe when you’re older.”

WARXTM iy, RATBGRREE A, FoRLIANT, B OREIULEROHE. TEEPE, EIL
e TAE, BB L. “RArAREGRE, AT, 7 AT “HSE, AR SREN, XE—NMFER, &
MIEXRAREZ L, ERRE S, WSRO RATLEE,

I wish | had time to tell you more of this story. About Lauren never letting go of that desire that God had stirred
in her heart. About Pam and Lauren signing up with Visiting Orphans and taking a trip to an orphanage in
China nearly seven years later. About Lauren’t fears on that first day entering the orphanage, her obedience in
the midst of those fears, and how that night, back at the hotel, she laid her head on Pam’s lap and said, “best
day ever!” | wish | could tell you all about Lauren returning to the same orphanage with me a year after that.
About the many ways that God worked in my heart, even though | thought that our family was full and finished,
to begin another adoption and bring home a four-year-old boy (yes, another boy from China - talk about
abundant answers to a child’s prayer). Oh, and | could tell you about our whole family traveling to China to pick
him up. And the stranger who prayed every Thursday for more than two years for a little boy she’d met once on
a college trip to an orphanage, only to see that same boy in our family photos. | could go on and on about the
profound impact that has come from one ten-year-old asking her mommy and daddy if she could go to China
and hold babies in the orphanage. But | don’t have the time, and anyway, this is not a story of asking, it's a
story of not asking.
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A few months after we got Lukas Kevin home - that’s right, the two youngest boys share my name - we learned
something sad and deeply concerning. We learned that Lukas was going hungry and not telling us. At meals,
we would give him a normal size portion for a four year-old, and he would eat it. He never asked for seconds
and he never asked for snacks during the day - we didn’'t know he was hungry because he wouldn't tell us. The
first four years of his life, before joining his forever family, had resulted in some deeply ingrained low
expectations of the people that were caring for him, low expectations that were hard to overcome or even think
beyond. | can still hear Pam almost scolding, almost pleading with Luke, “you have to tell me when you want
something to eat, the rule is you can eat whenever you are hungry, please tell me.”
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Then after he had been home about a year, we found that he was having trouble going to sleep or staying
asleep. Instead of coming to our room for comfort, we learned that he was lying in his bed and crying because
he couldn’t sleep. We don’t know how long this went on. We only know that his old pre-adoption mindset kept
him in his bed, lonely, afraid and unconsoled. Now, parenting five kids over twenty-three years has come with
its share of heartaches, and certainly knowing that my beloved son was suffering and that he continued to
suffer instead of coming to me or his mom for comfort is among the most painful experiences that I've ever
had. And, as painful as it was, we’ve learned that this transitional struggle is extremely normal for children
moving from a pre-adoption reality to a forever family as they adjust to their new circumstances.
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Tonight when we put Luke to bed, if it’s like most nights, we’ll tuck him in and pray with him, we’ll give him
kisses and tell him how much we love him, we’ll turn out the light and go into the other room. Then, thud, the
sound of his feet hitting the ground as he jumps out of his bunk bed. “I'm thirsty,” or “I forgot my blanket,” or
“can | have another kiss?” And sometimes, even, “I’'m hungry, can | have a snack?” He’s learning.
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And so, when | read Christ’'s words, where he says: “Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a
stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake?”| can say with certainty, “Never! | will give my son all the
bread he needs and any fish he asks for, and all the Panda Express Orange Chicken too for that matter!”
Christ’'s words have landed on me and they’ve landed with weight. In fact, just like that first century audience,
he has me set up. Right where He wants me. Here comes the close: “If you, then, though you are evil, know
how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who
ask him!”
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So Why Don’t We Ask? HENTHfT4AHRK?



So, why don’t we ask? | want to propose three possible reasons that come directly from scripture - and since
this is my first, and possibly only time to speak in “big church”, sticking close to scripture seems like a good
idea.
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The first possible reason is that we haven’t yet entered into God’s family, we’re still living our pre-adoption life.
If this is the case, then scripture is full of invitation. One of my favorites is John 1 verses 12 and 13, “Yet to all
who did receive him, to those who believed in his name,he gave the right to become children of God— children
born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.” Today would be a
wonderful day for you to make that decision. | hope you'll hear that invitation and respond.
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But what about those of us who have received Him, who have believed in his name, who have been given the
right to become children of God? What about us who as Christians share Christ's name? Why don't we ask?
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The second reason that we don't ask is that our pre-adoption life has produced some deeply ingrained low
expectations that are hard to overcome or even think beyond. In Ephesians, chapter 1 verses five and six, Paul
says, “Long, long ago he [God] decided to adopt us into his family through Jesus Christ. (What pleasure he
took in planning this!) He wanted us to enter into the celebration of his lavish gift-giving by the hand of his
beloved Son.” Ephesians 1:5-6 MSG. But as God’s children, we're still learning the habits of asking and
trusting and depending. Too often, instead of asking and seeking and knocking, we find ourselves lying in our
beds alone and afraid and uncomforted.
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The third reason that we don’t ask is that we’'ve convinced ourselves that we’re not good enough. Christ hits
this head on when he says, “if you, then, though you are evil...” Remember that this is the same sermon where
he reminded those listening of just how evil their hearts truly were, by going beyond the fact that they may not
have committed murder or adultery or had a divorce. Instead he calls out the hate and lust and contempt that
fill their hearts and shows them that these are just as evil. They know they’re evil. They’ve been reminded that
they’re evil. But think for a moment about how Christ doesn’t finish this sentence. He doesn’t say, “...how much
more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who stop being evil.” He says in almost the same
breath, | know you are evil and | know that your Father in Heaven will give good gifts to those who ask him.”
He knows that you and | are not perfect, that’s no surprise to him. And still he says to us, “...everyone who
asks receives....”
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https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians+1%3A4-6%2CEphesians+1%3A5-6&version=MSG
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| can hear one objection rising up — I've asked, you say, and God hasn’t answered. How can | believe Christ’s
invitation to keep asking if | haven’t seen the answers I've already asked for?
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James addresses this issue in chapter 4 verse 3 when he says, “When you ask, you do not receive, because
you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.” | think that, for me at least,
this is a significant issue. At my core, there is still a selfish streak - a remnant perhaps from my childhood. God
knows this, too. He won’t give me things that are bad for me or that might weaken my faith and dependence
instead of strengthening it. | like how CS Lewis addresses this question. In his response he captures the image
of children like you and me being given access to the unlimited power of God. Here’s what Lewis says;
“Prayers are not always - in the crude, factual sense of the word -'granted'. This is not because prayer is a
weaker kind of causality, but because it is a stronger kind. When it "works' at all it works unlimited by space
and time. That is why God has retained a discretionary power of granting or refusing it; except on that condition
prayer would destroy us.” God certainly doesn’t want to destroy us. Just one more thought on this point. Henry
Blackaby says that instead of praying that God would bless what we’re doing, we should look for what God is
blessing and start doing that. | really feel that one of the reasons that we’ve experienced so many answers to
prayers during the course of our two adoptions is because we’ve actually started doing what we had already
seen God blessing in others.
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Okay, We Should Ask, But What Should We Ask For? Z7IE, ZefTEHrR, (HERF-LHE?

So, what do we ask for? In The Divine Conspiracy, one of my favorite books of all time, author Dallas Willard
says, “Prayer is Basically Request.” He looks at the Lord’s Prayer in both Matthew and Luke, and breaks it into
six sections: the first section being a respectful address, “Our Father, the one in the heavens.” This respectful
address begins the prayer by putting us in proper relation to God as our Father and we as his dependent
children. This address is followed by five different requests.
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The first request in the Lord’s Prayer is that the name of God would be regarded with the utmost possible
respect and endearment. Willard says, “This request is based upon the deepest need of the human world.
Human life is not about human life. Nothing will go right in it until the greatness and goodness of its source and
governor is adequately grasped. His very name is then held in the highest possible regard. Until that is so, the
human compass will always be pointing in the wrong direction, and individual lives as well as history as a
whole will suffer from constant and fluctuating disorientation. Candidly, that is exactly the condition we find
ourselves in.”
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The second request is also for the whole world, specifically that his kingdom would fully come on earth. This
request reflects the child’s confidence that the best possible situation would be the one in which God’s
kingdom would be fully realized in every home, playground, city street, workplace, school, etc. But, also in
every heart.

AR W R VBT, Rt 0 [ B A AR XA B XK R T T RIE S, R
R MEMPEEMES—AFE, B b, WilisE, TESR, 98, SSa3RMME. (B2, WHEEE
RPN,

The requests then become more personal, with the final three being: That our needs for today be met today;
That our sins be forgiven, not held against us; And, that we not be permitted to come under trial or to have bad
things happen to us.
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It's these personal requests that can sometimes make us feel uncomfortable. Willard tells about a couple who
were shocked when he asked them how they were praying about a business matter. It seemed to them too
practical, too day-to-day, even too self-serving. But he goes on to warn, “Prayer simply dies from efforts to pray
about “good things” that honestly do not matter to us. The way to get to meaningful prayer for those good
things is to start praying for what we are truly interested in. The circle of our interests will inevitably grow in the
largeness of God'’s love.” In other words, start where you are. Pray, asking for what is important to you today,
and as you grow up in Christ, what’s important to you today will grow bigger too. If you think back to our circle,
you see that as we mature spiritually, our prayers will mature as well.
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So, friends, how will we respond to Christ’s encouragement and invitation? What do we do with his promises
that, “all who ask will receive, all who seek with find, and to all who knock the door will be opened?” How does
His assurance that our “Father in heaven will give good gifts to those who ask,” make a difference in our lives?
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What would it do for our young faith, yours and mine, if God were to answer our prayers?
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