Prayer as Waiting: Soul Surrender				Memory Verse: Psalm 27:14 (NIV)
Jan. 11th, 2026							Scripture Reading: Isaiah 40:26-31
[SLIDE 1]
	When I was a freshly minted as a youth pastor, I decided it would be fun to take our youth to a Christian music festival held out in South Dakota.  It was quite the undertaking and included everyone involved camping out for the duration of this three-day festival. In the course of the planning, I managed to snag a few more students to join us. They attended the Sudanese church that met in our church building.  It was a great opportunity to have kids from both congregations come together for a fun trip. I remember sitting in the church parking lot on the day of our departure.  My minivan was overloaded with supplies and I was anxious to get the many miles we had to travel behind us. As I waited, sure enough, parents began to show up to drop off their students.  I had my checklist in hand and crossed off each name as they arrived. Everyone was on time and ready to go.  Everyone that is except our new Sudanese friends.  I was not very familiar with these students or their parents.  I had one cell phone number that I repeatedly called and on which I repeatedly left messages. I was told that they were coming, I had confirmed that they were coming, and so I waited.
	The sun was swelteringly hot. The shadows started to grow long. The others were getting extremely impatient.  I was thankful we were not trying to make a flight at the airport.  I wondered if something bad had happened.  I checked and double checked my communications with them…all the dates seemed to be right.  All the times were clear.  What could have happened? Did they just forget?  I held on to faith.  I was sure they were coming, at least pretty sure. So, I continued to wait.    
It was a full two hours before these other students arrived.  When they did, they were eager to join us.  It turns out, nothing bad had happened, no accidents or traffic jams. No illness or car issues.  I had just learned a lesson in the drastic differences that exist between cultures.  I was used to functioning under the guidance of the clock.  Whatever time it says dictated for me where I had to be.  Time is not treated in the same manner in Sudan. These folks were not trying to delay us, they were not trying to cause me anxiety, they were just living life and showing up when they would get there.  They thought of time in a much different way than I did.  
It was a learning experience to be sure and I was glad that I had waited. The trip ended up being a lot of fun even after figuring out what the terms “camping” and “packing” meant to a Sudanese family. We were able to enjoy the festival, and we all came back in one piece none the worse for the wear. 
But, we all know that waiting [SLIDE 2] is not easy.  When it comes to receiving answers to our prayers, it becomes pretty clear, pretty quickly that God treats time in a much different way than we do.  For us, time is scarce, it is always fleeting.  We are always conscious of time ticking away when we are stuck waiting. We have things to do and places to be.  Waiting feels like a waste. 
But the challenge for us today is to take our times of waiting, as inconvenient and wasteful as they may seem, and use them as a tool for surrender. [SLIDE 3] Waiting is a time of soul surrender.  God is not watching the clock like we are. He exists out of time.  His plans do not unfurl according to our timetable and so the effect that we experience is…waiting. 
So what do we do while we wait?  We can worry as I did when those students did not show up on time.  I was scrambling to figure out a way to get them there faster.  I was making calls and checking emails and mumbling to myself.  I wanted to control what was happening, so I became anxious and I set myself to doing whatever I could to change the circumstances.  But in reality my efforts did not change anything.  Those students arrived when they were going to arrive. I failed to adhere to the advice and wisdom of Jesus. He said, [SLIDE 4] “What can you add to your life by worrying?”  In the same breath Jesus says outright, “Do not worry.” Our worry is connected to that sense of control. I do not tend to worry about the things that exist outside my sphere of influence.  I mostly worry about my kids, my marriage, my church, my neighborhood, my house, my vehicles. I wonder if I am making the right decisions regarding these things and I wonder what I could do better and in what ways I am dropping the ball. I want to do the right thing, the best thing, but I worry that I am not.  I worry that I am not exerting my influence in the best way. So, I take these things to God.  I ask for his plan to play out, for his will to be done.  I ask for his blessing and protection and that nothing would go wrong.  In other words, in my prayers, I ask God to take control. Then, I say “Amen” and sometimes, I go right on worrying.  Sometimes I say “Amen” and then go on to continue to think of ways I can control the situation.  I say “Amen” and then continue to worry. I snatch back from God the very thing I just placed in his hands.   
Other things we might do while we wait…We might easily become distracted. [SLIDE 5]  Sometimes the request we are bringing to the Lord becomes obscured by other concerns.  We lose track of the thing we thought we so desperately needed. Other matters seem to be more pressing and we sort of forget the things we had once requested.    
Still another option we can take while waiting is to simply give up. [SLIDE 6] There is no answer and so there is not point.  Waiting is hard and discouraging, and so we decide that prayer does not work, at least not in this case. It seems that somehow, we are doing it wrong. And we fold up shop and walk away. Most probably we do not abandon faith altogether, but we leave aside this particular prayer and chalk it up as another failed attempt, another request tossed on top of the bin of other rejects.  And as we do that our walk with God takes a ding, and our confidence in prayer and God’s ability to hear us wavers just a little bit more.                       
Pastor Andrew Murray, who worked and preached in the 1800’s admonishes us, “Do not be impatient or discouraged if the answer does not come…Keep on praying….God puts us into the practicing school of persevering prayer so that our weak faith may be strengthened.” That sounds good. It sounds like a good quote to add to a sermon about prayer. But [SLIDE 7] how does waiting strengthen our faith? Well, as Murray says, we must keep on praying.  Our faith will never be strengthened by making a request and leaving it in limbo.  We are not dealing with a vending machine.  Prayer is not a transaction.  So if we find our prayers are not being answered, we must wait, but as we wait, we must continue to pray. 
[SLIDE 8] ((Think of the action of prayer like lifting weights.  This last Christmas we got our son an adjustable dumbbell.  You can make it heavier or lighter based on the setting you choose. But he will not become stronger simply by having a weight set sit in his room.  The weight is only good and has effect if and when it is put to use. If he wants results, that is stronger arms and bigger muscles, then we will have to use the weight and not just periodically.  It will require sustained and purposeful and repeated use of the dumbbell in order to see any results. He will grow stronger through use of the weight.  In the same way, our faith will grow stronger through the gift of prayer.)) It is not [SLIDE 9] transactional, it is relational. It’s not immediate…it is slow progress.  But if we keep at it and put the gift to use every day, we will see results. Isaiah 40:31 famously reminds us that when we wait upon the Lord, our strength is actually renewed! [SLIDE 10]  “They will mount up with wings like eagles. They shall run and not grow weary.  They shall walk and not grow faint.” That sounds like strength to me!          
And just as God is not so interested in our timing, he also might not find the answers to our prayers to be the highest priority.  Murray writes, “When our prayers are not answered we learn that the fellowship and love of God are more to us than the answers of our requests.” [SLIDE 11] A vending machine is made to deliver results, and our God is not a vending machine.  His priority is our relationship with him. In our waiting, we can rejoice, not because we got the answer, but because we are living in fellowship with almighty God. We can wait because we know who God is and we are continually growing to know him better and better. I think the main question that comes to those of us who wait is this: [SLIDE 12] Can our love for God eclipse our need for an answer? Can our love for God, eclipse our need for an answer?
Certainly this is true in our relationships with other people.  My wife and I don’t always agree on everything.  If I want a certain answer from her, she may not be willing to give it.  She may insist on a different direction or a different conclusion. But in that disagreement, I do not choose to disown her or shut her out.  I would rather be with her than get all the answers I want.  I would rather know her than call it off over a certain answer she does not want to give.  I love my wife more than I love her positive answers to me. Now understand, in the vast majority of cases, my wife wants to be in agreement with me.  Most of the time she is going to try to get behind the answer that I prefer, most of the we strive to be on the same page, but the overall point here is, when push comes to shove, when an amicable answer cannot be reached, do I love my wife more for who she is, or do I love her answers to me? In the same way, can my love for God eclipse my need for an answer?
In our waiting, we can still rejoice to know that we live and move in fellowship with God. [SLIDE 13] This is our greatest joy!  Life can take it’s turns and dole out it’s challenges, but I know the living God and I pray to him, and even when I have to wait on an answer, I can still rejoice because I value that relationship more than results. Job 1:21declares “The Lord gives and the Lord takes away.  Blessed be the name of the Lord!” Whether or not we receive what we have requested, whether or not he gives or takes away, we ought to praise the name of the Lord. He is not a vending machine, he is our good God.
Waiting affords us the opportunity to surrender. [SLIDE 14] Surrender is a tough concept.  Surrender specifically attacks our desire to control.  To our ears surrender means defeat. It’s raising your hands and waving the white flag. Defeat is never a good thing right? Well, it all depends on who is defeating you. If we are surrendering out souls to our Heavenly Father who created us, if we are surrendering our souls in order to let Christ be our all in all, then our surrender is victory! If the Holy Spirit is the one defeating our souls, then we live in victory.  And our prayers may not always have an immediate answer, but yet, our souls belong to God. 
And according to scripture, those who wait on the Lord, find themselves in good company. Psalm 130 “I will wait for the Lord, more than a watchmen waits for morning.” Psalm 37:7 says “Be still before the LORD, and wait for him. Don’t get upset when someone gets ahead.” Isaiah 30:18 says “The Lord is a God of justice; blessed are all those who wait for him.” Even from a gut-wrenching book like Lamentations we see the blessedness of waiting. Lamentations 3:25, “The LORD is good to those who wait for him, to the soul who seeks him.” 
When we find ourselves in the waiting room, do not fret or worry, do not allow yourself to be distracted and above all, do not give up!
There are times when I fancy myself a poet, and I thought I would share with you a little original.  I want to ask you to repeat after me and let this serve as a motto for your own prayer life:
[SLIDE 15] Do not despair in unanswered prayer, maintain your voice and rejoice! 
This is the refrain of the surrendered soul. Amen.
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