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Lenten Series, “Learning to Pray”

Week 2:  “Whose Will?”

Matthew 26:36-46

     A few years ago we were having a church gathering with a meal.  We had this can out for donations.  It says, “Free Will Offering.”  A little while later one of the kids came up to me and asked very sincerely, “Why are we taking an offering for Will?  Is he ok?”

     I did my best to explain what ‘free will’ meant in this context.  I guess I did ok because their response was, “Oh, good.  I thought he might be in trouble or sick or something.”

     Free will means we get to choose.  In this case, we got to choose whether we would give anything to help cover the cost of the meal and if we gave anything, how much.  No one made us.  No one checked up to see what or if we had given anything.  Those providing the meal went on faith that somehow there would be enough to cover the costs.  

     We are created by God in God’s image.  Part of that image is the gift of having a will.  God gives us the ability to think and to make decisions.  God gives us the freedom to live out those decisions, to decide what we do and don’t do, how we will impact others, whether to follow God’s way, our way, or some other way.

     The most basic definition of will is “to have a wish or a desire.”  You write a will to share your final wishes after you die.

     When someone has strong willpower, they can control their reaction or behavior in certain challenging situations.  Many of you are doing this as you give up something during the season of Lent.  You will yourself to resist a particular object, food, or action.

     When someone is willful, they act in the opposite manner.  They use their will to get what they want at all cost.  

     David Timms reflects on willfulness as he considers the line of The Lord’s Prayer that we are focusing on this week, “Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  He writes:

 “The two year old thrives within me, despite the intervening decades.  At first, I learned some basic motor skills that let me control things…Before long I learned other skills that let me control people.  I got my way and I’ve enjoyed the feeling ever since.

     I’m much more subtle these days.  No crying fits and much less pouting.  I don’t make nearly as many scenes in shopping centers, and I rarely stomp my feet.  My wife won’t tolerate it.  But the two year old is alive and well within me—and possibly within you too.”  

     Our will includes the best and the worst of whom we are.  Jesus knows this about us and captures this as he teaches the disciples and us how to pray “your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”

     We’re pretty familiar with our own will—our wants, wishes, desires.  But if we’re going to pray this prayer with our whole heart, we have to become familiar with God’s will.  

     Jesus is our best glimpse into who God is and what God wants for us.  So we look to his example and we learn from him.  As he prays in the garden of Gethsemane, we see him struggle with his own will and then shift to seeking God’s will.

     As he prays, he fervently asks God to allow things to go a different way, “Father, take this cup from me.  But if it is not possible, then your will be done.  Not my will, but your will be done.”

     There are so many layers of will in this scene.  There are the disciples trying to stay awake and pray but falling short on that willpower.  Their spirit is willing, their body weak. 

     There is Jesus’ own will.  He does not want to suffer, to face the cross.  But he lays down his own will and trusts God’s will.  
     And then there is God’s will.  It makes us wonder.  Is it God’s will for Jesus to suffer?  

     But then we realize that this moment comes back around to our will, God’s gift of free will to us and God’s commitment to respect that free will.  That is the reason Jesus is there on the cross, because unlike him, we have repeatedly prayed and lived, “my will be done.  And there has been hurt and anger and violence and broken hearts because of it.  

     God’s will is that this cycle of fallout from our will would end.  And so God handles things differently than we would. 

     Willimon and Hauerwas put it this way, “Our wills and our relentless, murderous execution of them nailed Jesus to the cross.  God’s will and God’s determination to have his will done on earth as in heaven, appeared on the cross.  The cross was the ultimate determinative clash between our wills and God’s will:  In the cross of Christ, God met the principalities and powers and exposed and disarmed them.”

     This is why we can trust God’s will.  This is why Jesus teaches us to pray for and trust God’s will over our own.  Because in this cross we see that God can take even our most willful evil, individually and collectively, and redeem it.

     Regardless of our choices, of our will, God is patient with us and draws everything to his good, Kingdom end.

     When we work against God’s will, it takes longer.  It’s like paddling upstream.  You think you might be making progress, but it’s a lot of work and we get tired and wonder why it’s so hard and we realize we’re in the same place we started.

     But when we follow Jesus and learn to trust God’s will over our own, to trust that God’s will is the ideal, what is best for us and for all of us, then it’s like we finally turn that boat around and begin to float with God’s current.  That turning around is repentance.  When we do, it is so much easier.  Sometimes we have to paddle, but when we do, we get somewhere.  Suddenly our lives are in line with God’s will and God’s Kingdom good comes more quickly and easier.

     And then when more and more of God’s people seek God’s will over our own, that current begins to pick up and turn into a rushing river with great power and speed.  That’s what God’s Kingdom is like in heaven.  We pray to be a part of it now.  

     When we pray, “Your Kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” it reminds us that we have committed ourselves, and we are committing ourselves to something much more powerful than ourselves or our own will, we are a part of this stream that turns into the mighty river of God’s Kingdom.

     It has been said in more than one way by more than one wise person that we become what we desire.  This prayer reminds us of what we desire:  for God’s Kingdom and God’s will to be done in our lives.  This prayer pushes us to live into this.  To turn our wills over to God and to join Jesus in the work of God’s Kingdom, healing and redeeming work.

     Today, I invite you to do some life sorting.  First, think of those places where your will and God’s will are aligned.  Celebrate the goodness and mercy that is flowing in those places in your life.  Trust God that his will is good and will bring about Kingdom blessings in your life. 

     Then I invite you to think of those other places that don’t line up with God’s will.  Places where your spirit is willing but your body is weak.  Places where you just really want your will to be done, where there’s lots of me, mine, I.  Look at these places closely.  Realize that you’re working hard and not getting anywhere.  Take time to turn that boat around and to allow God’s current to help you.  Take time to pray, not my will but thy will be done.  Trust that God’s plan is an even better one and that God is drawing all things toward his Kingdom good.

     May this prayer be our desire, and may this desire be made real in our lives as we pray, “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”

