Three Prayers and Their Answers 

Mark 5:1-20 They came to the other side of the sea, to the country of the Gerasenes. 2 And when Jesus had stepped out of the boat, immediately there met him out of the tombs a man with an unclean spirit. 3 He lived among the tombs. And no one could bind him anymore, not even with a chain, 4 for he had often been bound with shackles and chains, but he wrenched the chains apart, and he broke the shackles in pieces. No one had the strength to subdue him. 5 Night and day among the tombs and on the mountains he was always crying out and bruising himself with stones. 6 And when he saw Jesus from afar, he ran and fell down before him. 7 And crying out with a loud voice, he said, "What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I adjure you by God, do not torment me." 8 For he was saying to him, "Come out of the man, you unclean spirit!" 9 And Jesus asked him, "What is your name?" He replied, "My name is Legion, for we are many." 10 And he begged him earnestly not to send them out of the country. 11 Now a great herd of pigs was feeding there on the hillside, 12 and they begged him, saying, "Send us to the pigs; let us enter them." 13 So he gave them permission. And the unclean spirits came out, and entered the pigs, and the herd, numbering about two thousand, rushed down the steep bank into the sea and were drowned in the sea. 14 The herdsmen fled and told it in the city and in the country. And people came to see what it was that had happened. 15 And they came to Jesus and saw the demon-possessed man, the one who had had the legion, sitting there, clothed and in his right mind, and they were afraid. 16 And those who had seen it described to them what had happened to the demon-possessed man and to the pigs. 17 And they began to beg Jesus to depart from their region. 18 As he was getting into the boat, the man who had been possessed with demons begged him that he might be with him. 19 And he did not permit him but said to him, "Go home to your friends and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you." 20 And he went away and began to proclaim in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him, and everyone marveled. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

Is there anything that we could say about prayer that has not already been said before?  Over the last few thousands of years, there have been zillions of words written about prayer and yet I’m not sure if we really understand how it works still.  There is great power in prayer.  If we realized the power of it, then we would do it more.  But as one old preacher once said, “prayer is a lot like the weather; everybody talks about it but nobody ever seems to do something about it.”  Indeed, usually if you announce a prayer meeting and the attendance will be nothing like a softball game.  Although we did have a good turnout at our men’s prayer breakfast yesterday and it was a great event – definitely worth coming to and I left encouraged!

I think of Jesus’ statement to Simon Peter:

Luke 22:31-32 "Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, 32 but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers." ESV

How blessed and sure those words are, “but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail.”  And notice how much faith is in the power of prayer because Jesus did not then say, “If you make it through and turn again…” but “and when you have turned again.”  In other words, “you’re going to go through a low time, Peter, but you’re going to make it because I have prayed for you.  Jesus knew the power of prayer.  Jesus trusted and believed in the power of prayer.  He put a “when” where we put an “if’ because we don’t realize the great power of what we are doing.  

There are many times where people come to me with issues and I tell them that I will pray for them and I do.  I once a while ago had someone respond to that response with “I don’t need prayer, I need help.”  I knew that she was going to be a hard case because she didn’t realize the value of someone lifting you up before God.  She devalued the concept of prayer and lacked a true revelation of its power.  To say, “I’ll pray for you” and not do it is nothing, but to offer to pray for someone and follow up on it is something substantial.  As a pastor, I have often wrung my hands at what I should do to help certain people through the cycles that seem to inevitably come some people’s way.  Some people hit bottom every few weeks, or every few months, or every few years with the same issues and as a pastor who is male, I want to fix it.  But I’ve learned something over the last decade and that is if God cannot help them, then I cannot.  If they refuse the leading of God’s Spirit and Word, then what can I do?  And so more than extensive counseling where I present them a four-step plan that might would work, except nobody ever really seems to fully do what I ask them to do anyway, I’ve gone to another approach.  It’s the right approach.  I pray for them.  I earnestly put them in God’s hands.  I don’t have the ability or the know-how, but the Creator knows how to fix it.  He knows the truth and the root of the problem.  Prayer works.  Prayer sustains.  Oh that we would believe in the power of prayer as much as Jesus did!  Oh that we would realize the effectiveness of praying for others that Jesus knew!  Notice that Jesus didn’t tell Simon Peter to pray for himself.  Not that that’s bad, but I think Jesus knows that we all pray for our own well being naturally without being told.  But there is great power when someone else takes our needs to God.  Oh that we would get a revelation of prayer for each other!  The old song came to my mind this week and has been on my heart, though we haven’t sung it in years:

What a friend we have in Jesus, all our sins and grief to bear

What a privilege to carry, everything to God in prayer.

Oh, what peace we often forfeit, 

Oh, what needless pain we bear,

All because we do not carry, everything to God in prayer!

And I would add to that, “all because we do not help each other carry everything to God in prayer!”  I felt a liberty in my prayers when I joined my voices in with these other men that I have not felt all week in private devotion.  There’s something to this!  Oh, that we would grasp just how powerful we could be!  We could keep each other from falling away; we could keep each other from and through faith crisis; we could make our church and families much stronger if we would pray for each other and lift each other up in prayer!  What some do when they get together is to dump on each other all of their troubles and tell them in the flesh all that’s going on and yet do very little praying about it.  Oh, that we would spend more time praying to God together for our issues than telling them to other people and hearing their advice!  

I picked up a copy a few months ago of a book whose title caught my eye, “Ten Prayers God Always Says Yes To.”  It’s a good book and was written by a guy named Anthony DeStefano.  In the introduction, he talks about scriptures like “ask and it shall be given you, seek and you shall find, knock and it shall be opened unto you.”  And yet he mentions about how that there are many prayers that God says “no” to and that we struggle with that sometimes.  God always answers prayers but not always in the way that we would like Him to.  We wish God were more like Wal-mart that if we pay the price and line up correctly and ask nicely that we always get what we want when we want it and how we want it.  But God is more like, well, God, rather than Wal-mart!  He’s our Heavenly Father who knows best and everything that He does has our best interest in mind.  He has our best interest over the long haul – like, eternity – in mind!        

I think that prayer is heaven’s knock, knock joke – not in the sense of heaven treating it frivolously but rather in the sense that the dialog works the same.  You’ve got to start it out by “knocking” and then God responds and then you have to respond to His response and yet in Heaven’s knock, knock version, God always has the last say in one final phrase.  We initiate it by praying and God immediately asks, “who’s there?” because your spiritual identity and what you want has much to do with how God responds and hears your prayer.  And so we give our answer as to our identity, and God responds with, “what is it that you need?”  And we give the punch line, the reason for the first “knock, knock” in the first place.  But then unlike normal knock knock jokes, God has the last say and says yes, no, or maybe later and “no, not right now.”      

What DeStefano says is that so many people get caught up in the prayers that God always says “no” to – which are many, and also they get caught up in the prayers that God says, “not right now,” – that they forget about the prayers to which God always says, “yes.”  And the key to blessing is being able to identify which prayers are which.  

_______________________________________________________________________

Our text might seem an unlikely story from which draw lessons of prayer from, but God would speak to us today from this crazy story.  Mark chapter 5 is the story of the deliverance of a demoniac – a man possessed with many devils – that took place on the southside of the Sea of Galilee during Jesus’ earthly ministry.  We know this man simply as “Legion” because of the names that the demons – a whole slew of them – gave him.  A “legion” was a unit in the Roman army.  The people of the area – Gadarenes or Gerasenes, depending upon which translation you use – had tried to bind this man up with chains and fetters many times, but the supernatural strength of the devils inside this man were able to always break off the bonds.  He was an outcast, living among the tombs and could be heard crying out night and day like a wild animal and hurting himself with stones and such.  This was an extreme situation.  But everything changed when Jesus showed up.  

When Jesus stepped off of the boat onto shore, this devil-possessed man was the first to greet Him – the devils knew of Jesus’ presence before anybody in the town did!  And the result was complete deliverance:  the devils were cast out and the Son of God did what the sons of men could not do for this man and he was found clothed and in his right mind sitting with Jesus.  A great work had been done!  Truly Jesus is able!  

I would have you notice that there are three distinct prayers in this story, the prayer of the devils, the prayer of the people of the town and area and the prayer of the delivered and cleansed man.  There were three requests made to Jesus – let us think of them as prayer requests – and there were definitive answers given to each one.  And the answers were interesting:  The first prayer was completely granted and Jesus “said yes” to it.  The second prayer was granted but not because that was what Jesus wanted to do and the third prayer was denied and refused, which is to say, “Jesus said no.”  These three prayers and their answers speak to us today.  First let us consider:

1.  The prayer of the devils

Do devils pray?  Absolutely they make requests of God and commune with Him and that is the definition of prayer is it not?  If before this message I would have asked you “do you think God hears the prayers of devils?” most of you would have said, “no way.”  But He often does.  He did so in the story of our text.

I have often noted that devils have faith and knowledge that many humans need to get.  The devils knew fully who Jesus Christ was and is:  “Jesus, Son of the Most High God.”  They got that revelation before Simon Peter ever did.  And neither did they have any questions as to His ability or power.  They knew that Jesus’ arrival spelled the end of their time living in this man’s life and they just began to beg for choice of their next pad.  “Please don’t send us out of the country,” is what Mark tells us what they said; other Gospel accounts tell us that they also said, “please don’t send us into the abyss,” probably meaning the lake.  Devils hate going under water in the power of Jesus’ Name!  Or maybe they meant “hell and the lake of fire.”  Either way, they knew that Jesus was going to win and have the final say so in this situation even before He said anything to them.  Oh, that some human beings would have that sort of faith!  The devils know that there is only One God – James tells us and it produces action:  “they tremble.”
  Oh, that some people would get that revelation and move in response to it!  And if you think that just saying you believe something is what saves you, think again because the devils may believe and know and even confess but they are not saved because they do not have saving faith, which is faith that moves you to obey what God has commanded you to do as for the plan of salvation.  Beware of preachers that tell you are right with God just by confessing something and shaking a preachers hand because they are leaving much out!  Repentance and going in the water in His Name and receiving His Spirit and enduring to the end are still a part of it!  Even the devils know that!

The devils’ prayer request we read in our text:

Mark 5:11-13 Now a great herd of pigs was feeding there on the hillside, 12 and they begged him, saying, "Send us to the pigs; let us enter them." 13 So he gave them permission. And the unclean spirits came out, and entered the pigs, and the herd, numbering about two thousand, rushed down the steep bank into the sea and were drowned in the sea. ESV
Jesus answered their prayer and granted it just as they had asked!  And upon being possessed by the unclean spirits, the pigs promptly showed us that they are smarter than some humans who want unclean spirits and demonic forces in their lives and welcome such things!  This prayer indicates to us two prayers that God always answers “yes” to.  The first is that God always grants permission to the devils to go to where rebellion and disobedience is present.  Those were Jewish people raising those pigs and they were in direct rebellion to the Laws of Moses, which were still in effect at that time.  And so Jesus permitted the devils to go to where the rebellious were and for the disobedient to suffer loss.  The devil has to ask permission before he does anything to you – remember the story of Job?  And when you rebel and disobey against God’s commandments that you know you should be obeying, you become attractive to darkness.  And God will always answer the prayer of devils wanting to manifest themselves and destroy and bring hurt in the lives of those who have rebelled against His Words because He respects your opinion and allows you to exercise your will.  When you chose to disobey, you chose to give the devil permission in your life and so He will always allow you to find out the hard way, if that is the path that you choose.  He’d rather you not, now, but if that’s what you want, then He will oblige!  

But let us note another great truth, here, and that is this is the prayer of deliverance, because granting it would mean spiritual freedom for the man who knelt before Jesus.  And Jesus always – hear this preacher when I say always – says “yes” to the prayer of “I want to be free, please set me free!”  When this prayer is sincerely prayed, He will not refuse this request!  That is one of the main reasons why He camel  “to seek and save that which was lost, to set at liberty those that are captive…!”  What repentant soul did Jesus ever spurn?  What bound person did He ever refuse when they called out for help?  Even the thief on the cross, bound a Roman torture device found forgiveness and help when he admitted his need and called out to Jesus Christ.  You don’t have to wonder, “Would God forgive me?”  Why do you think He came?  You don’t have to wonder, “will God set me free from the bondage and the sin and the spiritual issues that have me living life in emotional shackles?”  The answer is yes; the answer is always yes!  God never says “no” to those who pray the prayer of deliverance!  I wish someone would receive and believe the Word of God right here right now! 

If God granted deliverance to the prayer of devils, then don’t you think that He will hear and grant the same deliverance to you, His child for whom He gave His very life?  Jesus Christ was God manifested in flesh and was “God… shedding His own blood”
 to purchase a people.  That’s Bible.  You can take that to the bank.  It is not His will that any should perish but that all should come to repentance – that’s why He provided a way for His sacrifice to be able to be applied to your sin!  Don’t balk at what God has commanded you to do, but obey!  And don’t come praying for deliverance or repentance with doubt, wondering, “will God say ‘yes’?”  You are more precious to Him than the devils and He granted their reply!  Yes He will!  Yes He can save you!  Yes He can turn your situation around!  Yes, He can heal you emotionally and spiritually!  But you’ve got to ask Him!  Why is it sometimes that the people who need God the most and who claim that God has forsaken them are the ones who sit through service after service dry eyed and with no passion to call on Him?  The prayer of deliverance comes from you first knocking by initiating it!  But if you will ask and believe, the answer to the prayer of deliverance will always be a resounding yes!  This is a prayer that you don’t have to pray about to know what He’ll say!  

_______________________________________________________________________

Unfortunately, sometimes people are like those who prayed the second prayer request of our text.  The second was:

2.  The prayer of the people of the Gerasenes 

The people of the surrounding countryside who had come to witness the great miracle that Jesus had done in setting the demoniac free and putting him in his right mind prayed.  And their request I would hope that we find a bit unsettling:

Mark 5:14-17 The herdsmen fled and told it in the city and in the country. And people came to see what it was that had happened. 15 And they came to Jesus and saw the demon-possessed man, the one who had had the legion, sitting there, clothed and in his right mind, and they were afraid. 16 And those who had seen it described to them what had happened to the demon-possessed man and to the pigs. 17 And they began to beg Jesus to depart from their region. ESV
What a strange request!  What a horrible prayer request!  To my mind, in seeing the awesome power of Jesus displayed in this man now sitting normal before them, I would have requested that such a One come to my village, my countryside, and my home!  What they had tried to do for years, Jesus did in a few seconds!  Why would you not want someone such as this Jesus to come into your existence!  It’s real power!  It’s the Son of God, God come in flesh!  It’s your long awaited Messiah; the Anointed One, the Savior that you have heard so much about!  And yet their request – their prayer – was for Jesus to depart from their region.  They prayed that He might leave them alone.  And although that was not His will for their life and although He did not just come to heal one man, yet Jesus answered their request with a “yes” and immediately got back in the boat and headed back across the lake.

In the book by DeStefano, he says that one prayer that God always answers is the prayer of, “God show me that you are real.”  God doesn’t always answer it in a thunderclap or great supernatural miracle, but He will always answer it in a profound way.  It might be something as simple as a situation working out and you suddenly realize, “how did that turn around so quickly; wait a minute….” Or it might be someone with a word fitly spoken.  God, though, always answers the prayer “are you real?  Then show yourself to me.”  

In terms of our text story, we can say that the answer to, “can I know you, God?” is always answered with a “yes.”  Furthermore, the prayer of “Will you come to me?” is always answered with a “yes” also.  Is there anybody here that before you really knew God ever prayed, “God if you’re real, come to me so that I can know it?”  You’re here aren’t you?  Have you not felt His presence?  Is He not speaking to you even as these lips of clay move?  God always answers those prayers and always responds to invitation!  

And yet, the inverse is also true in that God always answers the prayer of, “be gone; depart from me.”  If you want God to leave, He will.  If you want Him to depart, He will depart.  That is neither His desire nor His inkling.  It is not His will that you would do life without His help and presence and power.  But if you request it, He will grant it because He wants you to choose Him because you want Him.  

Why did these people pray the prayer for Jesus to depart?  Why did they not want such a deliverer in their midst that could do such a great work as this?  The issue was that they had sin in their lives and didn’t want Jesus to come meddle with it.  They didn’t want to admit their need for Him.  They didn’t want to admit that just as it was with the man in the tomb, so was it with the issues of their heart:  their own might wasn’t enough and they needed supernatural help.  But they were too proud to admit this need.  That the pig farmers went and conversed with the town people is telling – they had too much of disobedience and doing what they wanted to do to invite Jesus to have free reign.  And they understood that if One with such a power were to be brought in, things would change and they would have to rely on Him and His power rather than their own blind groping through life.  And some people, frankly, would rather keep struggling with their struggles under their own power rather than admit that they need help and lean upon the Lord.  

And so if you and I do the same thing, we will get the same result, if we ask the Lord to depart or get lost.  How often we do this by not inviting Him through prayer in the first place.  And God hears that prayer and always answers with a “yes.”  It’s a reluctant “yes.”  But just remember that when you tell God and His Word to get lost, that He’s not the One who is lost, you are.  Much better to turn and say, “I need you Jesus!”  Much better to have the real power of God in your life, even if it means that I must humble myself and change some things and admit my faults and shortcomings than to face those things on my own!  Because I cannot make it on my own!  Oh, don’t ever pray the prayer of asking Jesus to depart!  But if you do, know that He will.  But just as sure, if you ask Him to come and get involved, He will!  Oh what power there is in our prayers!  It determines much of what we see God doing and what we don’t see God doing in our lives!  If you’re here and you don’t see God’s hand active and you have not been delivered, then realize the onus is on your side.  Have you asked?  Have you invited Him into every part of your life?  Have you sought Him with single mind and passion?  Have you swallowed your pride and thrown aside your self-reliance and chose to trust in Him and not lean on your own understanding?  If you will do so, He will come to you and will deliver you!  Oh, do so today!  Pray not the prayer of depart-ation, but rather the prayer of impartation!  I want an impartation of God’s power in my life!   

______________________________________________________________________

There is a final and third prayer here in this story:

3.  The prayer of the cleansed man

We find this request given as Jesus was getting back on the ship:

Mark 5:18-19 As he was getting into the boat, the man who had been possessed with demons begged him that he might be with him. 19 And he did not permit him but said to him, "Go home to your friends and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you." ESV

As Jesus was getting back on the boat to fulfill the request of the locals, the man who had been the demoniac begged to go with Jesus.  What a noble request!  What a great request!  What an honorable request!  And the answer to this great request to go with Jesus and accompany Him in His ministry was, “he did not permit him.”  Startlingly to our natural minds, the answer to this question was “no.”  

I think the cleansed man had great reasons why he was asking such a thing.  He was looking around at the deceitfulness and lack of faith and sinfulness of the people whom lived in this region and he didn’t want to live there among them.  How much better to go with the Master!  Why go home and live among sin and pride and disobedience?  Moreover, these people knew his past and remembered him as the crazy party animal who screamed at the tombs and who did all sorts of stupid things – it would be much easier not to face that and have to live that down day in and day out.  They would be watching from this point on to see if he really was changed or not and so better to go with the Master and get a fresh start and go somewhere where nobody remembered his old life.  And besides all of this, he wanted to see Jesus fully and really see His glory!  And the answer to all of this was “no.” 

This is a prayer that God almost always answers “no” in modern times also.  The prayer for us to see all of His glory immediately is always answered “no.”  We would not be able to handle it.  We cannot take seeing Him as He really is and in the fullness of His wisdom at once.  There is no substitute for someone growing in God.  There are no shortcuts in God.  There is no replacement for truth learned over years of living it out.  They were about to go into Jesus’ third year of ministry with its vicious enemy attacks and trials and the betrayal and the arrest and crucifixion.  This man, new to the faith, would have been destroyed and so Jesus wisely told him, “no.”  

This too, is a prayer that God almost always answers “no” – the prayer of not having to face my past.  How often we are delivered and we pray, “God let me move to a place where I don’t have to face who I used to be and take all of the consequences of my past from my earthly life.  I don’t want to have live under the scrutiny of people saying, ‘has he really changed?’  I don’t want to have to endure persecution from the people who knew me as the animal before and who now are convicted of their own sins by the work that they see in me.  I don’t want to try to live holy and right while surrounded by evil influences and temptations and bad attitudes and people who are openly disobeying your word.  Lord, deliver me from them – make it so that I don’t have to see them or hear them or live among them.”  And the answer is almost always “no.”  The answer is that He wants you to go back and live among them and live the change that they have seen.  Prove to them over the long term that the change is real.  Learn to endure under persecution.  Learn to live righteously amidst a people who are ungodly.  It is in the darkest places that you shine the best.  And so God doesn’t just beam us out and keep us from facing tests of endurance and a sinful world, but rather sends us back out to shine for Him.  The kingdom of God is a series of paradoxes.  The last shall be first.  The least shall be greater.  You’ve got to lose your life to find it.  And to be delivered you’ve first got to separate and distance yourself from your past and then to continue to do God’s will, you’ve got to come back to it and shine in it!  

And it’s really better this way!  It’s a lot easier to trust God in a moment of time rather than over several seasons and yet the greatest testimony to the unbelieving is not what they can see God do quickly, but what God does consistently over the long haul.  The quick conversion is one thing, the lasting power to keep you changing to be more like Him over the years is a greater thing!  And so God says, “no” to our prayer of “keep from having to go through some of this” because the plan is to use you in a great way!  

In the story of our text, the cleansed man did as Jesus told him:

Mark 5:20 And he went away and began to proclaim in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him, and everyone marveled. ESV

The Decapolis was the name of the region and we find that there was a plan in all of this.  Flip the pages of your Bible over to Mark 7 and at the end you will find Jesus returns to this region of Decapolis and this time He is received enthusiastically by the local people.  This time, He does great miracles; this time He heals and blesses; this time they say, “He has done all things well!”
  What a change!  And yet it was the direct work of a cleansed man who had been delivered that didn’t get mad and upset when his request for an easier way was denied and who turned into the darkness and shone with truth and love all the more for Jesus Christ! 

When Jesus tells us “no” it is always the greatest answer!  It is for a reason!  It is so that you can shine all the more!  And so these three prayers and their answers speak greatly to us today!  If you have not been delivered from your bondage, then by all means pray for it today – the answer to that is always, “yes!”  Whatever you do, don’t pray for Him to depart, but pray for Him to come to you and for more of Him to be manifest in your life!  And if you have been seeking and seeking for Him to take away all of the darkness that surrounds you and to deliver you from having to hear the scoffers and the naysayers and the sinful and the ungodly and from having to deal with the issues created from your past decisions, realize that the reason that it seems that He is not answering is because He’s saying, “no.”  He’ll deliver you from your sins and your bondage, but it is His will for you to face the circumstances of the past and to live for Him in an ungodly world so that you can shine all the brighter!  He is not finished with your old friends.  He is not finished His work in you.  He is not finished in this region of His kingdom.  He will be back and whether or not whole families and towns receive Him or reject Him is dependent upon you not bowing and not giving in and instead taking your orders and obeying in a land that does not obey!  The greater the darkness, the greater the light that shines!  Live out the change that has been wrought in you day in and day out faithfully because others are watching you – and if they see a consistent witness even as you face less-than-perfect situations in your life, they will be changed to be open to the Master where they never were open before.  Oh, someone respond to the charge of Jesus Christ today!  

There is power when we pray for each other.  I’m asking you to step out from where you are and find two or three other people to pray for.  Pray for them.  If you need deliverance from bondage, addiction, or sin, you are not praying for other people, but you are praying for yourself.  If you have been set free, then you are praying for someone else.  Be light to them!  Shine into their life.  Let these three prayers of deliverance, invitation, and ministry speak to you today.  Let it be put into action.  Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.  He still answers these prayers the same way.  Respond to Him!  Don’t pray for Him to depart!  Get Him involved!  Deliverance and ministry is loosed here!      
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