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I can't help it. Every time, without fail, it happens. It's one of those thoughts that just comes unbidden. It could be survival instinct, I guess. It's probably driven by selfish motivation or self preservation. Sometimes, it's just a thought. Other times, I might say it out loud, accompanied with a nervous chuckle. Either way, I can't seem to do much to stop it.


“Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do. . . If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.” And there it comes again. That thought. That same prayer I always think of, spoken or thought about. I know the Father hears the prayers of those who live by faith in Jesus. So, I know He heard it. Although I'm not sure I want him to hear it. Too late, though. Once again, I thought it, prayed it, spoke it, wished it.


I'll bet you can't help it either. I'll bet you think it or speak maybe as often as I. Probably with a chuckle because just like me, you're pretty sure it's going to be turned down, like it has every time before. Yet you still pray it. 


“Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do. . . If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.” What is it I pray? You know. Lord, how about a million dollars? Oh yea. Please. In Jesus' name, too. Amen. 


Right? You've prayed that, haven't you? Maybe the figure was different for you, higher or lower. Though a million is a nice round number, an amount that fits in between not enough and too much. Enough to get us out of debt and into a worry-free life; and not too much that we spend frivolously or forget what it means to trust in God for all things. Though the way things are going, we're going to have to seriously consider an adjustment to that amount, based upon inflation and rising prices, you know.  


You can't help it, can you? It just sort of comes out, doesn't it? We might say it with a sort of qualifier, like, just thinkin' out loud, Lord. We might pray it in sort of a nonchalant way, like God's not really listening anyway. Or we say it, pretty sure that it's one of those prayers that has an automatic “No” response, like some automated telephone answering system.


But you at least thought about it, didn't you? You've probably thought, just like me, that it can't hurt to try, right? Jesus did say, “Whatever.” And “anything.” What's the worst that would happen? He would say no? Already got that answer, too many times, to our way of thinking anyway. But you never know, God may be in a good mood or have a quota to fill. He's gotta say yes once in a while, doesn't He, otherwise, we'll all quit praying.   


And after it slips out, then what? Immediately we slide into another rousing round of self-incrimination and head banging against the nearest solid object. Which is usually accompanied by our good friend and ever faithful companion - guilt. Lots of guilt. And a heaping cup of shame. Which when mixed well together produces repeated apologies to God. Maybe with a few“I didn't really mean it” for good measure, although we really did mean it. Or we'll toss in a “Just kiddin', God” because we're pretty uncomfortable that we even prayed like that. But we weren't kidding. Just in case God really meant what He said about whatever and anything. 


See what I mean? We just can't seem to help it. It's like God just handed us a blank check, signed by Jesus. Well, maybe it wasn't a million dollars you thought about. Maybe you thought about  an all-round general fix. Or a one-size-fits-all healing. Or how about you just make things all better, Lord. Whatever usually ends up being whatever we want, though. Ever pray “Whatever you want, Lord”? There's a dangerous prayer for ya. 


Besides, is there really anything wrong with praying for our selves? If we don't, who will? In this age, this what, millennium of me, me ME, is there anyone out there praying for me? Unless I specifically ask for something or send an email to someone and tell them I need prayers, probably no one. 


The Lord did say He wants to hear the desires of our hearts, right? “Cast your cares on Him, for He cares for you.” Remember that parable Jesus told about an unjust judge and a widow? St. Luke introduced that parable with these words: “And He told them a parable to the effect that they ought to always pray and not lose heart.” 


And this isn't the only time Jesus mentioned what appears to be carte blanche prayers. Next chapter, Jesus again, “I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide, so that whatever you ask the Father in my name, He may give it to you.” One chapter later, again, Jesus again, “Truly, truly, I say to you, whatever (There's that word again!) you ask the Father in my name, He will give it to you. Ask, and you shall receive, that your joy may be full.”


Whatever you ask! If you ask anything! Ask and you shall receive. It sure sounds like God is saying, “Gimme your Christmas list and stand back!” Or “Whatever your little heart desires. Your wish is my command.” How about a million five, Lord, and I'll make sure the church gets the five.  


Maybe you're better at this than I am. Maybe you can better control and stifle that urge, that instinctual prayer, so that it doesn't get out. But I'll bet you're just as tempted as me or any of the rest of us to ask for some really wide open stuff when you hear these words of Jesus.  


Then, this week, right in the middle of my two-week, all expense paid guilt trip, after the prayer I can't seem to help saying had been said, and right after I had issued the “Ignore the previous request, God,” I thought of something. Which sent me on another guilt trip. And it probably will you as well. Just warning you. 


Why isn't that first request to come unbidden into our minds and the first words springing out of our mouth something like, “Lord, I want a million dollars FOR MY NEIGHBOR.” Whatever, right, Lord? Anything, you said, correct? Give my neighbor a million bucks. Oh, make it two, maybe he'll share with me when he finds out I was the one that asked God for it. Lord, give my friend, my relative, oh my, my enemy, pennies from heaven. Anything they need, Lord. Oh yea, in Jesus' name. Amen and amen. 


Sure, we'd get around to that, eventually, because we all pray for others. A lot, I'll bet, especially when they are in great need or suffering great pain or have had a tragedy befall them. We do it here every Sunday. But do we pray with the same frequency and fervor as we pray for our own predicaments and sufferings and needs?  


Isn't that a grand and fascinating concept to consider? That we could hold Jesus to His Word and beseech the Lord with the same fervency for our neighbors and co-workers and family and enemies that we do for ourselves? 


Well, come on now. Look, there are no conditions mentioned here. Jesus has put no restrictions on the “whatever” and “anything.” Though there is one phrase that could be construed as a kind of stipulation. “That the Father may be glorified in the Son.” 


What does that mean? God is glorified when we, His children whom He has called to faith and redeemed by the blood of Jesus, live lives so radically different that people say things like, “They're Christians.” God receives glory when we act like Jesus and we talk like Jesus and we talk about Jesus. Then, the Father is glorified in the Son.


Jesus told the rulers one day that He had come to do the works of His Father. Jesus told his disciples right here in this text that if they weren't going to believe that He and the Father are one, then at least believe on account of the works themselves. His works. His works that showed them the Father.


Especially one very specific work in one very specific place on one day. On a hill we call Calvary. On Good Friday. On the cross. God's glory is magnificently displayed on that horrendous hill. There, the Father is most clearly seen in the Son's suffering and death. To know the Son and His sacrificial love is to know the Father and his sacrificial grace. And the Son is glorified by the Father in His death and resurrection, which glorifies the Father. 


All this glory, all this fantastic dying and glorious rising to life is the “whatever” that the Father does, even without our asking. His “anything” is found in the forgiveness of any and all of your sins. Not only yours. But hers and his and theirs out there. Any and all. Whatever they have done, whether in thought, word or deed, is paid for by Jesus' suffering. Any sin that has been committed is laid on Jesus, the spotless Lamb of God. 


This is the one in whose name the disciples and us pray and it is also the name to whom we are to pray. It is the name of the One and Only God who will himself answer our prayers. This is the name that is above all names, at which every knee shall bow in heaven and on earth. This is the name by which all things were created. This is the only name by which we shall be saved. This is the name that gives power to the prayers of the righteous, for without that name, no prayer is powerful. Prayer works because Jesus is the one to whom we pray and the one who has the authority and glory to answer prayers. This is the holy name that was given us by the Father in baptism. It is the name of Jesus, the one who intercedes for us to the Father, who grants us all things because we ask in Jesus' name.


The whatever and the anything Jesus talks about, then, is whatever will bring the Father glory and honor and praise and thanksgiving. While the Lord has commanded us to lay upon Him all the wants and cares and concerns of our hearts, our prayers are always in Jesus' name, and with the faith-filled understanding that all things happen according to God's good and gracious will. 


To end a prayer in Jesus' name is to proclaim by faith that God's way is the best way. Jesus promises that every prayer we utter in His name He will hear and answer. Not a one goes unnoticed or ignored or cast aside as unworthy or incorrect. We can, if we choose, pray for a million dollars. Jesus hears that prayer and will answer it with His love and wisdom, which will always bring glory to the Father. 


What an awesome privilege we have been given by God to pray for others' needs. What a privilege it is to carry everything to God in prayer, we sang last week. Everything includes the whatever of our neighbor's needs, the anything our friends, family and enemies' need. And yes, our needs as well.  


In order for others to pray for us, though, we need to share with them our needs, our worries, our wants, our heartaches, our troubles and our anguish. That allows them the privilege and joy of asking the Father for anything FOR YOU, in the name of the Son. This is how prayer works. Amen. 

