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September 27, 2014 Florida Hospital Seventh-day Adventist Church 
Matthew 6:9-13 Opening Our Hearts to God—Prayer by Andy 
McDonald 
 
How fast did this past month go by?  Four weeks ago we began our  
Twelve Months to Grow series.  Twelve Months to Grow from 
shallow, artificial, trivial…to deep, real, profound. 
 
For those of you who weren’t here last month or if you weren’t tuned in 
when we began this series, what we are doing is that once a month for 
12 months we are investigating the 12 primary ways, the 12 primary 
practices Christians have engaged in to become instruments of God’s 
peace in order to transform the world. 
 
These 12 practices are historically called the “Spiritual Disciplines.” 
And as a follower of Jesus they are ways to open ourselves to God. 
They help us become more aware of the many ways God speaks to us 
and they provide us with ways to respond to God. 
 
They are ways we can invest in growing deep into Christ, and hopefully 
as we investigate and practice each of these throughout this year, it 
won’t just be for us.  Not just so we can be deep and real and profound, 
but that we make this journey of growth so that we might be more 
useful for God’s kingdom.   
 
Knowing him better, having more confidence in God, increased 
openness for his will to be done in our lives will make us better lovers 
of all people everywhere whom we are seeking to love into a lifelong 
friendship with God. 
 
Last month as we began I said: Our journey into these 12 practices 
called the Spiritual Disciplines is by in large a journey into the inner 
work in our lives. What the Bible might call giving attention to our 
hearts. The ancients thought of the heart as the seat of the emotions, 
spirituality, the inner life. These practices are about means and methods 
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and practices of simply making decisions, on a continual basis, to give 
God access to our lives that he might work his grace in us. 
 
They don’t save us, we are saved by Jesus.  But they are ways we can 
come to know our savior, ways we can grow deep in him. 
 
We began with Meditation last month and while I haven’t had any of 
you share stories with me I really hope that you have waded into this 
valuable means of granting God access to you.  One more time let me 
remind you of what Christian meditation is: 
 
“Christian meditation, very simply, is the ability to hear God’s voice 
and obey his word. It is that simple. Foster writes, I wish I could make 
it more complicated for those who like things difficult. It involves no 
hidden mysteries, no secret mantras, no mental gymnastics, no esoteric 
flights into the cosmic consciousness.  The truth of the matter is that the 
Great God of the universe, the Creator of all things desires our 
fellowship.” 
 
If you’ve gotten off to a slow start in practicing these 12 ways to grow, 
it’s not too late.  In fact today we are looking at Prayer and so you can 
catch up by combining last month Meditation with Prayer.  To take a 
few minutes in quiet meditation on God and his word prior to your 
sharing with God your thoughts in prayer. In fact one of the types of 
prayer, listening prayer, is pretty much the same as meditation. 
 
The next 30 days, and we know how fast they go by so you’ve got to 
just plunge in—these next 30 days are the days we have chosen to 
especially practice the discipline of prayer. 
 
Part of the challenge of our probing into prayer is our unfamiliar 
familiarity with prayer. 
 
Many of you have memories of bedtime prayers as a child.  Mom or 
Dad tucking you in and saying prayers.  Maybe you repeated after your 
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parent.  Or maybe your tradition was to repeat a memorized prayer, 
some version of, “Now I lay me down to sleep.” 
For those of you who grew up in a Christian home you may not be able 
to remember meals without blessings. 
 
When our dog ran away or our cat was lost we prayed. 
  When we were headed out for a picnic or day at the beach we’d pray 
for good weather. 
    Leaving on vacation maybe the family would stop for a moment  
     before pulling out of the driveway to pray for a safe trip. 
    When grandma or grandpa had to go to the hospital we prayed for 
them to get well. 
       In school we may have prayed to have friends to be liked, and of 
course when it came test time we prayed to do well. 
 
Some of us pray about everything from dumb trivial details to major 
life altering stuff.  
 
Some only pray in crisis. Prayer life is sort of minimal when things are 
going well and then when some crisis comes it kicks us into a high gear 
of prayer, but once the crisis is past and we think we can handle life, we 
revert to a minimalistic prayer life. 
 
A Pew Research 2013 survey discovered that 55% of Americans claim 
to pray daily and 76% agreed with the statement, “prayer is an 
important part of my daily life.” Pew Research Center, “5 facts about prayer”, May 
1, 2014  
 
If we as Christians help push these numbers higher, if we increase the 
averages, there is likely a subtle assumption among us that we know 
how to pray.  You would think the same would have been true for the 
disciples. They prayed. Prayer was part of Jewish culture.  They 
weren’t without some model for and practice of praying, and yet in 
Luke 11:1 we find these words:  It happened that while Jesus 
was praying in a certain place, after He had finished, one of His 
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disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray just as John also taught 
his disciples.” 
 
My point here is that while we already can pray we can also be taught 
to pray! 
 
William Carey said, “Prayer—secret, fervent, believing prayer—lies at 
the root of all personal godliness.” 
 
If that is so, why?  Why and how is prayer this key this root connection 
to personal godliness? 
 
I don’t think we need to make this harder than necessary or more 
mysterious—the reality is that the people we visit with on a regular 
basis help shape our lives.  
  It was from being with your family members that imprinted you as a 
part of that family.  You eat many of the foods you eat, not because you 
consciously chose them but because it’s what your family ate. 
You think about politics, and money, and work ethic, and what is 
beautiful and ugly, and so much of how things, in your opinion, “ought 
to be” because of that familial influence. 
 
In school your parents were concerned about who you’d hang with 
because of influence. Hang with the slackers and you likely begin to 
adopt some of their ways.  Hang with the industrious doers and you 
likely begin to adopt some of their ways. 
 
In the workplace who mentored you, either directly with their 
awareness, or from a distance by your observation, but those “heroes” 
by your association rubbed off on you. 
 
Praying is a way of spending time with the Almighty, Loving, Creative, 
Wise God of the universe and to be in the presence of God is to change.  
To pray is to change and if we are not open to changing it is likely that 
prayer will slip from a central part of our lives to a perfunctory 
obligation engaged in only when absolutely necessary. 
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We see this aspect of prayer in the great definition of prayer in chapter 
in Steps to Christ, called “The Privilege of Prayer”  the second 
paragraph of this chapter says this: 
“Prayer is the opening of the heart to God as to a friend. Not that it is 
necessary, in order to make known to God what we are, but in order to 
enable us to receive Him. Prayer does not bring God down to us, but 
brings us up to Him.” 
 
Just like we all know how to open our heart to a friend, we can all pray. 
But this month isn’t about random moments of prayer. Sure it includes 
those and hopefully increases them.  But when we talk about prayer as 
one of the spiritual disciplines we are thinking about a set practice. 
 
There’s a difference from a casual conversation where we open our 
heart to a friend, and a set appointment with a friend who has agreed to 
be our mentor, coach, accountability partner.  It is the difference of 
random and planned.  And what I hope we will practice this month is 
some very very intentional concrete planned times of prayer. 
 
For this month I’d encourage you, only because I can’t demand or 
command you, so I strongly encourage you to set a prayer appointment 
on your calendar every day for this month. Maybe this is already your 
practice, and if it is then add another prayer appointment at a new time. 
 
Seriously, engage in prayer with intention. Ideally have a set time.  In a 
set place where you will have the fewest interruptions.  You get to have 
an audience with the God Almighty.  Good stuff happens 
serendipitously. Great stuff happens with intention. 
 
Important issues demand appointments.  There are some major issues 
that need consideration about our church and facilities and partnerships 
and what God might want to do in this place.  We can say to each other 
let’s get together and talk about that sometime, but sometime too often 
equals no time.   
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At the grocery store, you run into a friend you haven’t gotten together 
with in a long time, you stop and visit for a moment and as you leave 
you both say, “Let’s get together some time.  And you both agree.” 
And then a year goes by and you run into the same friend at the same 
store and you have the same conversation and you know, you know that 
with out clear concrete action some time will equal no time. 
 
That’s why we got that saying, “The pathway to hell is paved with 
good intentions!” 
 
Prayer is important enough to take action. I think variety is important in 
our spiritual development. I’m glad there are these 12 various 
disciplines. I’m glad we aren’t limited to Meditation and Prayer. There 
will be 10 more practices we will experiment with this year, but this 
month, between today and October 25 I want us to formalize and 
concretize prayer in our lives. 
 
One of the fascinating things we often don’t consider is that we aren’t 
initializing the conversation.  God, the one who loves us with a perfect 
love, our creator, redeemer, friend, has already made the first move. 
 
Revelation 3:20 describes the initializing of conversation.  Often when 
Vicki and I think about going out for a bite, we’ll say “Do you want to 
invite anyone to join us?” And if we do we have to pick up the phone 
and make a call.  Someone has to start the ball rolling if there’s going 
to be a shared get together.  Well good news God’s  taken on that role. 
In Revelation God says, “I stand at the door and knock.” I’m 
initializing.  I want to share life together.  I want intellectual 
intercourse. I want to hear your voice. I want us to be together.  So I 
stand at the door of you. Not a house or apartment or building.  I stand 
before you and knock at your proverbial door and if you’ll open the 
door we can eat together and visit and find fellowship. 
 
Why in the world don’t we pray more?   
Here is the one who loves us more than any other any where.   
Here is the one who wishes our success more than we wish it ourselves 
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Here is the one who can carry all of our sorrow and care and not be 
burdened or tired 
Here is the one who is the source of life, and joy, and peace. 
 
Why in the world would we try and conquer our doubts, and face our 
fears, and solve our perplexities before coming to God in prayer? 
Why do we seek self-sufficiency and independence when, if we would 
just come to God helpless and dependent as we really are, and in 
humble trust tell him all our longings, our secrets, our dreams. Because 
he is the one who will hear us and not reject, or look down but will 
bring light and lightness into our lives. 
 
He is the one whose yoke is easy and whose burden is light.   
 
So this month, every day I want us to respond to his knock and take 
some intentional, scheduled, locked in time with God in prayer. 
 
“Keep your wants, your joys, hour sorrows, your cares, and your fears, 
before God. You can not burden Him;  you cannot wary Him.  He who 
numbers the hairs of your head is not indifferent to the wants of His 
children.” SC p.104-105 
 
Experiment with some forms of prayer this month. 

• Read through the Lord’s prayer, recite it, break it apart and look 
at each line expanding it and applying it to you. 

• Remind God of what you know about him, all his traits his 
character.  Maybe just say “Come in” and then try and flatter 
the one who is un-flatterable because it is all true. 

• Make a prayer list 
• Pray for a different subset in your life each day. 
• Read prayers in the Bible or a book of prayers 
• Pray the prayer of relinquishment-Not my will but yours 
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• Maybe take one day in the week for a listening prayer, just the 
“Come on in” and then leave some space for God to speak into 
your life. 

• Write out your prayer so you can compare today’s prayer with 
tomorrow and reduce the rerun factor. 

Basically just come like a child to a parent in openness, honesty and 
trust. 
 
 
Come like two lovers who’ve been apart.  Often I get to hear stories 
from couples preparing for marriage about how they clicked. Friends 
introduced us and we started talking and before we realized it we’d 
been visiting for 4 hours. We haven’t stopped talking since.  It is that 
conversation and shared life that builds a depth of intimacy with each 
other and it builds a depth of intimacy with God. 
   
Last week after church I was visiting with Edwin and he was sharing 
about his prayer journey and I asked him to email me the story. Here’s 
his testimony. 
 
My prayer life was random at best.  My prayers had become generic; 
you know, God knows everything in advance, so what's to pray for?  
My prayers were sort of like, "Dear God, please help me...with 
whatever is your will.  May your spirit...work in my life; however.  Do 
what you think is best in my life.  I ask these things if it is your will.  
Amen." 

I had never written my prayers in a prayer journal before.  I had always 
thought it was somewhat an artificial thing to do.  Then I thought, 
"Well, my prayer life is not working out anyway, so why not try it."  I 
began to jot down prayer requests, but not just everything.  I only 
included requests that I was especially impressed to pray for.   Whether 
it was "life-shaking" need or just a small request, I only wrote it in my 
prayer journal if I was especially impressed to do so.  It was a real 
relief to record only those things I was especially impressed about 
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rather than feeling a requirement to pray for everything that might be 
the "correct" things to pray about. 

I immediately began to note that prayers were being answered.  
Specific prayer after specific prayer received a specific answer.  My 
faith began to spark and grow, but still I only wrote prayers that I felt 
especially impressed to write.  The more prayers I wrote, the more 
requests were fulfilled.  I got almost amused as I felt responsible for the 
prayers that got answered, but, of course, I knew I was not responsible 
for the answers to prayers.   

I have continued my prayer journal and it continues to be a real faith 
building experience.  Especially challenging is Mrs. White's comment 
in Desire of Ages that I really love: "Not because we see or feel that 
God hears us are we to believe.  We are to trust His promises.  When 
we have asked for His blessing, we should believe that we receive it, 
AND THANK HIM THAT WE HAVE RECEIVED IT."  Then we are 
to go about our duties, assured that the blessing will be realized when 
we need it most." 
 
Listen as you invest some extra energy in prayer this month remember 
real prayer doesn’t come from gritting our teeth but it comes from 
falling in love.  As you spend time together your love for God grows 
and as love deepens you want to share more and it just gets better and 
better.  
 
We haven’t dealt with a whole list of prayer issues: unanswered prayer, 
what to do when you don’t feel like praying, why God responds to 
prayer,  How prayer works,  all the types and schools of prayer, etc.  
There could be numerous series on prayer. 
 
Here’s what we are saying today.  Prayer is important. Prayer changes 
us.  So this month make a daily prayer appointment, Keep the 
appointment and let’s see what happens as we give God greater access. 






