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When God Doesn’t Want to Hear Your Prayer
A Study of Exodus 14:15
Characteristic of Completeness:  Faith
Big Idea:  Prayer is no substitute for faithful obedience.
Introduction:

A.
The title of my message this morning is  a little unsettling:  “When God Doesn’t Want to Hear Your Prayer.”  It’s unsettling because we’d like to think that God always wants to hear from us.  But, He doesn’t.  Not according to the Bible.
Imagine yourself crying out to God, saying, “Lord, bless me.  I’m in a jam.  I need your help,” and God interrupts saying, “I don’t want to hear it!”

B.
This idea seemed a little harsh to me, until I realized that, as a parent, there are times when my own children have come crying to me, and I’ve said, “I don’t want to hear it.”  Do I love them?  Yes.  Do I want the best for them?  Yes.  But, sometimes I just don’t want to hear it.
1.
If my son has had a school research paper assigned to him for weeks, and he has goofed off the whole time, and on the night before it’s due, he comes to me at 9 p.m. asking me to help him write it, I don’t want to hear it.

2.
If my daughter, after flitting about all day at the mall and the movies with her friends, she comes to me whining about having to do her fair share of the family chores around the house, I don’t want to hear it.
C.
Similarly, there are times when our heavenly Father doesn’t want to hear it from His children.  And, as His children, this gives us pause as we consider running to God with our requests.  What are the circumstances in which God doesn’t want to hear our prayer?  Why wouldn’t God want to hear from me?
D.
We’re given an example in  Exodus, Chapter 14 which sets the stage for our study this morning.  Exodus 14 gives the historical account of Moses and the people of Israel crossing the Red Sea.  Let me give you a summary of what’s going on.
1.
After God liberated the Israelites from bondage in Egypt, He led them to the Red Sea.   Here’s a map showing the exodus of the people from Egypt.  We don’t know their precise route, but I’m showing you a good guess.
2.
Pharaoh, the king of Egypt, changes his mind about letting the Israelites go.  He marshals the entire Egyptian army, and  chases the Israelites, trapping them against the Red Sea.
3.
 Exodus 14:10-12 records the response of the Israelites,
NAU Exodus 14:10 As Pharaoh drew near, the sons of Israel looked, and behold, the Egyptians were marching after them, and they became very frightened; so the sons of Israel cried out to the LORD.  11 Then they said to Moses, “Is it because there were no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness? Why have you dealt with us in this way, bringing us out of Egypt?  12 “Is this not the word that we spoke to you in Egypt, saying, ‘Leave us alone that we may serve the Egyptians ‘? For it would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness.”

4.
 As the leader, what does Moses do in response to the crying of the Israelites?  What Moses does sort of reminds me of a scene from an old, classic movie, titled, Airport.  Many of you baby-boomers have probably seen it.  A bomb has exploded in an airliner, and the plane is going down.  Here’s the clip.
 (Video clip plays here.  It’s very short.)
Just as the priest slaps the hysterical man, so Moses “slaps” the Israelites.   Verses 13 and 14 say,

NAU Exodus 14:13 But Moses said to the people, “Do not fear! Stand by and see the salvation of the LORD which He will accomplish for you today; for the Egyptians whom you have seen today, you will never see them again forever. 14 “The LORD will fight for you while you keep silent.”

That’s a nice way of saying, “Keep your mouth shut and your eyes open.  The Lord is going to save your unbelieving bacon.”
5.
Now, you may be thinking, “Aha, there’s the example of something God doesn’t want to hear:  whining unbelief in His promise to liberate His people.”

Good observation.  There’s truth in that.  But that’s not what I had in mind.  The example comes in the very next verse, Verse 15.  It’s a shocker.  It  says,

NAU Exodus 14:15 Then the LORD said to Moses, “Why are you crying out to Me?  Tell the sons of Israel to go forward.”
The  “you” is singular.  God is singling out Moses.  Clearly, Moses has been crying out to God.  There’s nothing mysterious about the Hebrew term for,  “crying out.”  It just means to call out for help in time of need.  Moses was simply praying fervently to God.
 But, God says, “Why are you crying out to Me?”  The question is rhetorical.  God is not seeking information; He’s making a statement.  In effect, God is saying, “I don’t want to hear it.”
6.
Why doesn’t’ God want to hear it?  What did Moses do wrong?  Our text does not explain it.
7.
 Let’s look at some other parts of the Bible to see what they have to say about when God doesn’t want to hear our prayer.  That way, maybe we can gain some insight into what’s going on with Moses.  As I looked through the Bible, I found five things that seem to be important to God when we call out to Him.  They constitute a kind of mental checklist that we can use the next time we call out to God.   I’ve framed them in the form of questions that we can ask ourselves.  As it turns out,  the first letter of the keywords in each question form the acronym, “brush.”  So, before we talk to God, we should brush.
Let’s go through each of the questions.  I’m going take them in reverse order.
I.
Here’s the first question:  Am I  honoring?  That is, am I honoring God?  Do I respect Him in my heart?  Is He really important to me?  Or, am I just reciting a prayer to go through some religious motions.  This and all the other questions have to do with the heart, not some outward show.   Isaiah 29:13 says,
NAU Isaiah 29:13 Then the Lord said, “Because this people draw near with their words And honor Me with their lip service, But they remove their hearts far from Me, And their reverence for Me consists of tradition learned by rote, 14 Therefore . . . the wisdom of their wise men will perish . . .”
When we pray, if we honor God with our lips but not our hearts, God doesn’t want to heart it.
Does Moses honor God?  It’s difficult to judge motives, but it certainly appears that Moses honors God.  His pep talk to the people back in Exodus 14:13-14 is God-honoring.  So, Moses doesn’t appear to have a problem with honoring God.

II.
So, let’s go to the next question, which is related to the first:   Am I sincere?  Am I praying sincerely or hypocritically?  Am I praying with a genuine humility of heart, or am I just trying to impress people with how spiritual I am?  Jesus says in  Matthew 6:5,
NAU Matthew 6:5 “When you pray, you are not to be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and on the street corners so that they may be seen by men.”

So, if we pray as hypocrites to show off, God doesn’t want to hear it.

Is Moses sincere?  He seems to be.  At least we have no evidence to suggest otherwise.

III.
So, let’s go to the next question:   Am I unselfish?  Or am I viewing God as some kind of cosmic vending machine from which I get whatever I want?   James 4:3 says,
NAU James 4:3 You ask and do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, so that you may spend it on your pleasures.

If we come to God as a Sugar Daddy to be manipulated to get what we want, He doesn’t want to hear it.

Is Moses unselfish?  He seems to be unselfish.  At least we have no evidence to the contrary.

IV.
So, let’s go on to the next question:   Am I repentant?  Am I willing to confess my sin and turn from it?
A.
 First Peter 3:7 says,

NAU 1 Peter 3:7 You husbands in the same way, live with your wives in an understanding way, as with someone weaker, since she is a woman; and show her honor as a fellow heir of the grace of life, so that your prayers will not be hindered.

Husbands, if we’re calling out to God, while at the same time we’re unrepentantly dishonoring our wives, God doesn’t want to hear it.  He wants us to repent.

B.
In  Matthew 5:23-24, Jesus says that if we approach God while at the same time we’re refusing to deal with an unresolved and divisive conflict with another believer, better repent and deal with the conflict first.  Jesus  says,
NAU Matthew 5:23 “Therefore if you are presenting your offering at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, 24 leave your offering there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your offering.”
So, if we call out to God while at the same time stirring up disunity and division in the church, God doesn’t want to hear it.  He wants us to repent.
C.
Interestingly,  if we fast-forward in history from the time of Moses to the time of his successor, Joshua, we find an instance where God wants His people to repentantly deal with their sin instead of crying out to Him.

You may recall, that God instructed the Israelites to overtake Jericho, but in doing so, they were not to plunder valuables for themselves.  But, a guy named Achan disobeyed.  He took some valuables from Jericho for himself.  As a result, Israel was defeated in their next battle.  So, Joshua cried out to the Lord.  Joshua 7:7  records,
NAU Joshua 7:7 Joshua said, “Alas, O Lord GOD, why did You ever bring this people over the Jordan, only to deliver us into the hand of the Amorites, to destroy us? . . .”

Look how God responds to Joshua in  Verses 10 and 11:

NAU Joshua 7:10 So the LORD said to Joshua, “Rise up! Why is it that you have fallen on your face? 11 “Israel has sinned . . .”

In effect, God is saying, “Quit crying out to Me; deal with the sin.  Repent.”

D.
In all this,  I’m not saying that you must get your life cleaned up before you can be adopted into God’s forever family.  We do that by faith alone.  But, once we are in the family, God expects us to repentantly deal with our sin, or our fellowship with Him will be broken.  Once we’re adopted, family membership is never at stake, but fellowship with the Father is.
If my son keeps asking me for money because he has spent all his between traffic school and the Fort McDowell casino, I don’t want to hear it.  I don’t kick him out of the family.  But his sin drives a wedge in our relationship, and I want to see some repentance.  So it is with God.

If you’re a believer, and your prayers feel like they’re bouncing back in your face like ping pong balls off the ceiling, it would be good to ask yourself the question, “Am I repentant?”  “Are there some things I’m not doing that I know I should do?”  “Conversely, are there some things that I am doing that I know I shouldn’t?”  Better get it right with God.

E.
Is Moses repentant in our situation in Exodus 14?  We have no evidence that he’s failed to deal with a particular sin.  In fact, it seems like he’s been following God rather faithfully to this point.
V.
So, here’s the last question:   Am I believing?  Am I believing in God and what He has said to me?
A.
When we cry out to God, God wants to know whether or not we believe in Jesus.  That’s important because God has set up belief in Jesus as a requirement for being adopted into God’s forever family.  That is, belief in Jesus is required for entering the kingdom of heaven in the future, and it’s required for enjoying the benefits of spiritual childhood and closeness with the Father right now.  Jesus says in  Matthew 7:21,
NAU Matthew 7:21 “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven . . .”
In the context, Jesus is talking about false prophets who call out to the Lord, but haven’t believed in Jesus.  They call out, saying “Lord, Lord,” but God doesn’t want to hear it, because they’ve rejected Jesus.  So, if you have never believed in Jesus, better do that now.  Jesus died and rose again to pay for your sins so that you might be saved from your sin, that you might become a child of God through faith, that you might receive eternal life.  Jesus says in  John 6:40,
NAU John 6:40 “For this is the will of My Father, that everyone who beholds the Son and believes in Him will have eternal life . . .”

B.
 Even after we’re part of God’s forever family, we can have trouble believing what God has said.  Remember, when the Israelites were backed up against the Red Sea, they called out in whining unbelief.  God had promised to liberate them.  But, they didn’t really believe it.

Is that the problem with Moses?   Does he not believe that God is going to rescue them?  That doesn’t seem to be the problem.  Moses seems to believe that God will save His people.  That’s what he says in  Exodus 14:13-14:
NAU Exodus 14:13 But Moses said to the people, “Do not fear! Stand by and see the salvation of the LORD which He will accomplish for you today; for the Egyptians whom you have seen today, you will never see them again forever. 14 “The LORD will fight for you while you keep silent.”

So, Moses seems to believe that God is going to save His people.
C.
So,  what’s the problem?  What was Moses crying about and why doesn’t God want to hear it?
Here’s what I think.  This a bit of sanctified speculation, but I think it’s reasonable and supported by the text.  I think Moses is tired and would like God to relieve him of his leadership responsibilities and just take over the whole rescue.  I think Moses may have cried out to God something like this:  “God, I believe you’re going to save us.  But, I don’t believe in myself.  I’m not the man you need to lead these people.  I’m so tired of their constant complaining about me.  Who am I?  I don’t have it in me to do your work.  I don’t believe You can use me.  So do it without me.”
Moses believes in God and he believes that God will save.  But, he doesn’t believe he is able to do what God is calling him to do.  He doesn’t believe in what God can do through him.

This is a crisis of faith for Moses.   Faith is one of the characteristics we’ve identified as essential for becoming complete in Christ.  So, I’ll post the word,  “faith” on the screen as a reminder that faith is the key characteristic of completeness I’m talking about this morning.
Is there a shred of biblical evidence to support this crisis of faith for Moses?  I think so.
1.
Certainly, the people had been hard on Moses.  They had sarcastically derided his leadership.   Exodus 14:11-12 says,
NAU Exodus 14:11 Then they said to Moses, “Is it because there were no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness? Why have you dealt with us in this way, bringing us out of Egypt?  12 “Is this not the word that we spoke to you in Egypt, saying, ‘Leave us alone that we may serve the Egyptians’? For it would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness.”

2.
Also,  Moses has a history of lapsing into woe-is-me funks, and doubting his own abilities.  Let’s rewind history a little to see what I’m talking about.
a.
Back in Chapter 3, God has just finished telling Moses to do the impossible—to go back to Egypt and liberate His people.  The response of Moses comes in  Exodus 3:11:

NAU Exodus 3:11 But Moses said to God, “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh, and that I should bring the sons of Israel out of Egypt?”

In effect, Moses is saying, “Who am I?  I’m not capable of pulling this off.”

b.
 Then God reassures Moses.  But, despite God’s assurances, Moses continues to resist. In effect, he says, “I don’t know enough to pull this off.  I’m going to get all kinds of questions, and I just won’t know what to say.  I don’t know enough about You to convince anybody to do anything.  I don’t even know Your name or what You're all about.”   Exodus 3:13 records,

NAU Exodus 3:13 Then Moses said to God, “Behold, I am going to the sons of Israel, and I will say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you.’ Now they may say to me, ‘What is His name?’ What shall I say to them?”

c.
 Then God continues to reassure Moses.  But, despite God’s assurances, Moses continues to resist.  In blatant distrust of what God has already said, Moses says in  Exodus 4:1,

NAU Exodus 4:1 . . . “What if they will not believe me or listen to what I say? For they may say, ‘The LORD has not appeared to you.’”

d.
 Then God continues to reassures Moses.  But, despite God’s assurances, Moses continues to resist.   Exodus 4:10 records,

NAU Exodus 4:10 Then Moses said to the LORD, “Please, Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither recently nor in time past, nor since You have spoken to Your servant; for I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.”

e.
 Then God continues to reassure Moses.  But, despite God’s assurances, Moses continues to resist.  In  Exodus 4:13, Moses says,

NAU Exodus 4:13 . . . “Please, Lord, now send the message by whomever You will.”

This is his way of saying, “Find somebody else.  Anybody else.  Whomever you will.  Who am I?  I am not able to pull this off.”

You may recall that the Lord gets angry with Moses.  He doesn’t want to hear it anymore from Moses.  He wants Moses to obey.

I suspect this is the same kind of funk Moses lapses into when he cries out to the Lord at the Red Sea.
3.
This fits well with what God says to Moses in our text in  Exodus 14:15:
NAU Exodus 14:15 Then the LORD said to Moses, “Why are you crying out to Me?  Tell the sons of Israel to go forward.”

I can imagine that this might not be the first time God told Moses to tell the people to go forward.  I can imagine Moses responding with something like, “These people aren’t going to obey my command to move forward.  Move forward where?  Into the water?  They’re already on my case about bringing them here.”
But, God says, “Quit crying to me and tell them!”

The command  to tell in Verse 15 is telling (.  In the original Hebrew language, the command from God is issued in something called the piel verb stem.  It’s an intensified form of the verb.  The intensified form emphasizes that God wants action.  He wants obedience, not prayer as a substitute for obedience.
4.
I’m not alone in my interpretation of our text, nor are these novel ideas.
a.
In considering this verse, the noted theologian of the 1800s,  Alfred Edersheim observes that “there are times when even prayer seems unbelief, and only to go forward in calm assurance is duty” (Bible History, Vol. II, 85).

b.
The famous British preacher of the 1800s,  Charles Spurgeon concurs, saying, “When duty is quite clear, why hesitate to perform it and make prayer an excuse for our delay?”

5.
This leads us to the big idea of this entire message.  Here’s  the big idea:  Prayer is no substitute for obedience.  There are times when our prayer is little more than sanctimonious stalling.  In those times, God doesn’t want to hear it.  He wants us to go forward.  Go forward.  Go forward.  Go forward!
D.
How does this apply to you?  Well, what is God calling you to do?  And are you going forward with it?
1.
If you have not trusted Jesus Christ as your Savior, God is calling you to go forward and believe in His Son.  You say, “Well, I’m praying about it.”  If that’s your stall tactic, God doesn’t want to hear it.  He wants you to believe.  Go forward!
2.
If you have believed in Jesus, God is calling you to do the most important job on earth.  Let me summarize God’s job description for you, using the words of Jesus from the gospel of Matthew:
 NAU Matthew 5:13 “You are the salt of the earth . . . 14 “You are the light of the world. . . .”
 NAU Matthew 28:19 “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations . . .”
God’s church is God’s only team, mobilized to change the world, to reach another generation for Jesus Christ.  Indeed the mission slogan of Moon Valley is “One Generation to Another.”  You are the salt of the earth.  You are the light of the world.  You have been commanded by God to make disciples.  Go forward!  Are you going forward?
a.
I can imagine some of you thinking, “I’m having a hard time believing that I’m the salt of the earth and I’m the light of the world.  Sounds a little grandiose.  I believe in Jesus and the importance of His church, but I don’t believe that I’m that big a deal.  I don’t have much to offer.  In fact, I’ve made so many mistakes I’m not sure I’m even qualified to contribute much to this church, much less change the world.  Better let the more qualified and talented people lead the way.”
If that’s what you’re thinking, I want you to listen to yourself.  Aren’t you sounding an awful lot like Moses?  God doesn’t want to hear it.  It’s unbelief.  Oh, you believe in God.  And you believe that God will save people and that God will change the world.  But, you don’t believe that God wants to use you to do it.

But, that’s God’s specialty—using ordinary people to do extraordinary things—using weak and wounded people to do His work in the world.  When we are weak, God is strong.  God gets the greatest glory when He works through the weakest people.

Think about it.  We’re here because a couple of thousand years ago, God called a handful of very ordinary, flawed, weak guys to be His disciples.  Perhaps the only different between you and them is that they said, “We’re going forward.”
b.
Where do you live?  Where do you work?  Where do you go to school?  Are you salt and light in those places?  Do they even know you’re a Christian?  As the Spirit leads are you sharing your faith and inviting people to come with you to church to see what God is doing?

You say, “Well, I’m praying about it.”  That’s nice.  But not as a substitute for going forward.  Go forward.
c.
Where do you go to church?  What are you doing to help your church change the world?  How much time and effort are you investing in becoming complete in Christ, equipping yourself to do God’s work in and through your church family?  To what extent are you personally reaching another generation through your church?
You say, “Well, I’m praying about getting more involved.”  That’s nice.  But not as a substitute for going forward.  Go forward!
d.
I am so excited about what God will do through Moon Valley.  Over the next couple of weeks, we will be unfolding a whole new roster of opportunities for you to get connected, to grow, and to reach another generation for Christ.  The task is enormous.  And enormously important.  What could be more important than being an instrumental part of leading people to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ and helping them grow to become complete in Christ?  What will it take reach all of Moon Valley?  It’s seems as impossible as parting the Red Sea.

God is ready and waiting to part the Red Sea for us.  But He won’t.  Not until we go forward.
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