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5G: Going to God    Sunday, 10/9/22 

Last week, we were reminded that we have all been given gifts with which to serve 

others, gifts we may not even recognize that we have until we discover them in the process 

of serving others. If you haven’t yet completed your “Using My Gifts to Serve” inventory, 

please do so today, either online or with one of the paper forms we have for you in the 

church lobby. 

This week we’re taking a different look at an old topic, prayer. We all know that 

prayer is something we’re supposed to be doing as Christians. We know that it’s a primary 

way for us to be connected with God, and even that prayer connects us with other people 

more deeply. Despite all that, the experience of prayer remains mysterious and sometimes 

uncomfortable for us. It can be hard to pray alone without our minds wandering or our 

eyelids closing. It can be embarrassing to pray out loud in public, because we’re often so 

uncertain about what to say and how to say it. And when times are tough for us, when we 

most desperately feel a need for prayer, we often feel the least able to pray. For something so 

basic to the Christian life, most of us could benefit from some sustained growth in this 

experience: individually, in small groups, and even as a congregation. Instead of rattling off 

different styles or methods of prayer, we’re going to get to the heart of the matter today, 

which, it turns out, is our hearts. Growing in our connection with God and others through 

prayer has much less to do with what we know and say, and much more to do with the 

tuning of our hearts. 

That passage from Philippians 4 that we heard earlier is one of the most encouraging 

and corrective Scriptures in the Bible. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve gone to that 

passage to remind myself or others that directing our thoughts to true, honorable, right, pure, 

lovely, admirable, and excellent things, worthy of praise, is the healthiest choice for 

ourselves as well as the most God-honoring. But that’s much easier said than done, right? 

And so, as wonderful as this passage is, it’s also a little vexing, because it can at times seem 

so impossible to do. I feel like I’m violating the spirit of that scripture every time I look at or 

talk about the news. 

And don’t worry about anything? Raise your hand if you never worry about anything. 

No hands? I thought so. We are biologically hardwired to worry as a part of our need to 
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survive in an oftentimes hostile world. Our whole bodies get into the action of worry, 

flipping our stomachs inside out, elevating our heart rates, and refusing to let us think of 

anything other than the threat to our well-being. Am I the only one who occasionally tosses 

and turns at night, ruminating on something that happened the day before, or something 

coming up in the week ahead? Worry is something we all live with, so how can this 

Scripture help us to grow in our lives of prayer? 

First we need to differentiate between the kind of worry that we can learn to redirect, 

and the kind of worry that’s an illness. The National Institute of Mental Health lists a range 

of anxiety disorders that are diagnosed when the anxiety chronically interferes with daily life 

such as work, school, and relationships.1 These include Generalized Anxiety Disorder, Panic 

Disorder, Social Anxiety Disorder, and Phobia-Related Disorders. Well-meaning Christians 

sometimes use Philippians 4 to offer prayer as a simple prescription for someone suffering 

with an anxiety disorder. This isn’t the kind of anxiety the Apostle Paul is talking about. 

Now hear me, I’m not discounting the power of prayer. Anxiety disorders are exceedingly 

common and most can be treated very effectively with counseling and/or medications. 

Anxiety disorders will often go hand-in-hand with depression, which is a deadly 

combination. If you’re suffering from anxiety or depression and you are able to pray, go for 

it. And ask others to pray with and for you. But also see your family doctor or a therapist and 

don’t give up until you’re feeling better. It can take perseverance to get the right treatment, 

but it’s worth it. 

The Pattern of prayer that Paul describes in Philippians 4 is very uncomplicated, much 

simpler in fact than most of the models of prayer we teach in Sunday School. Tell God what 

you need and thank God for all that God has done. Even then, have you ever wondered why 

we should bother asking God for what we need when Jesus clearly taught that God already 

knows what we need before we even ask for it?2 Paul’s two-step prayer isn’t a magic 

formula for getting peace, or anything else we think we might need. In order to understand 

why Paul instructs us to pray, we have to look beyond the prayer itself and think about how 

anxiety relates to our relationship with God. 

 
1 https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/anxiety-disorders 
2 Matthew 6:32 
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Seth Scott hit the nail on the head when he wrote “anxiety is the residue of perceived 

or desired control when we have none.”3 What a great description of anxiety, as a residue, 

something undesirable that’s left behind to be cleaned up. And it accumulates in our lives 

whenever we’re faced with the relatively low level of control we actually have over most 

situations in life. Think for a moment about something that you’ve been anxious about. Is it 

something that happened in the past? There’s really nothing you can do to “undo” the past. 

Is it something about the future? We can do our best to prepare, but the only one who can 

clearly see the future is God. Is it something in the present? Go to God in prayer, because 

even the act of prayer makes things better by bringing us into God’s presence in a humble 

position of trust and need. 

What does prayer have to do with our anxiety? It gives us something constructive to 

do when we feel the grip of fear on our lives. It redirects our attention from our problems to 

God. It teaches us that although we don’t have much control over other people or situations, 

we do have a choice to put our trust in Jesus. We’re meant to experience prayer as a relief, 

because by calling on the creator of everything, we’re unburdening ourselves of control we 

can never really have.4 This is exactly what Peter meant when he wrote, “Give all your 

worries and cares to God, for he cares about you.”5  

There must be a catch, right, or else everyone would be doing this- running to God 

and leaving their anxiety behind in prayer. There is a catch, and it’s a whopper. Seth Scott 

put it this way: “the objects of our affection define the direction of our energy and our 

action.”6 In other words, we spend the most time, money, energy, and other resources 

pursuing the things we really love. The reason prayer brings us peace isn’t that God 

dispenses peace to us when we say the right prayers with the right frequency. No, peace 

comes to us when we pursue God as a priority, as our first love. So you see, our anxiety 

problem- assuming it’s not a clinical, organic anxiety that requires professional intervention- 

comes from a heart problem. If we’re chasing after popularity, wealth, security, pleasure, 

entertainment, or anything other than God, were bound to be frustrated when we don’t get it.  

 
3 https://www.crosswalk.com/faith/bible-study/how-can-i-be-anxious-for-nothing.html 
4 https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/you-can-be-anxious-about-nothing 
5 1Peter 5:7. New Living Translation (2nd Edition) 
6 https://www.crosswalk.com/faith/bible-study/how-can-i-be-anxious-for-nothing.html 
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By contrast, when God is our first love, we go to God in prayer, not to get what we 

want, but because, first and foremost, being with God is what we want! Prayer is not just the 

means to the end, but the end itself, time spent in the presence of our first love, God. In 

addition, Scott notes two more benefits of bringing our needs to God in prayer. “One, it 

supports the process of our conscious release of attempting to control and independently 

provide these needs for ourselves by relinquishing them to God’s care; And two, it provides 

the opportunity through dialogue in relationship with God to refine our perception of need 

want and desire with what God desires for us and sees as our needs.”7 We find our peace 

when we embrace surrendering to God in prayer. 

I’m afraid we’ve spent too much time in the Church emphasizing the right kinds of 

prayers and not enough time emphasizing the heart of prayer. The truth is that the words we 

say out loud or in our heads are far less important than we think. Listen to this amazing truth 

about prayer from the letter to the Romans. I’m reading in Chapter 8, beginning with verse 

26, in the New Living Translation. {Read Romans 8:26-30 NLT}  

When we can’t come up with the right words, “the Holy Spirit prays for us with 

groanings that cannot be expressed in words.”8 That’s amazing! Isn’t that a liberating 

revelation? It turns out that even in prayer, we have a lot less control than we may think we 

have. I suppose that might make you anxious, but why not embrace the truth that in all 

things, perhaps especially in prayer, we are utterly dependent on God? Since that’s true, 

what do we really have to be anxious about? As Jesus famously said, “Seek the Kingdom of 

God above all else, and live righteously, and [God] will give you everything you need.”9 

Seeking the Kingdom of God starts with seeking God in prayer, no matter how you go about 

doing it. And seeking God in prayer requires at least a spark of a desire to find God. The 

good news is that by God’s grace, we’ve all been given that spark, a longing somewhere 

within our souls that can only be satisfied by being in God’s presence. What we choose to do 

with that spark will determine whether we continue to toil with our anxious pursuits or we 

find peace in the presence of God. 

 
7 Ibid 
8 Romans 8:26. New Living Translation (2nd Edition) 
9 Matthew 6:33. Ibid 
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Please take some time now to quietly talk with God, and if you can’t find the right 

words, ask the Holy Spirit to pray for you. 
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