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How to Make the Best 
Use of This Issue

Whether you’re the teacher or a student—

1. Start early in the week before your class meets.

2. Overview the study. Review the table of contents and read the study 
introduction. Try to see how each lesson relates to the overall study. 

3. Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture pas-
sages for the lesson. (You’ll see that each writer has chosen a favorite 
translation for the lessons in this issue. You’re free to use the Bible 
translation you prefer and compare it with the translation chosen for 
that unit, of course.)

4. After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the 
writer’s comments. The comments are intended to be an aid to your 
study of the Bible. 

5. Read the small articles—“sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended 
to provide additional, enrichment information and inspiration and to 
encourage thought and application.

6. Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each lesson. 
They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, and 
they can also be used in the class session itself.

If you’re the teacher—

Do all the things just mentioned, of course. As you begin the study with your 
class, be sure to find a way to help your class know the date on which each 
lesson will be studied. Here are some suggestions to guide your lesson prepa-
ration: 
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A. In the first session of the study, briefly overview the study by iden-
tifying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied. 
Lead your class to write the date in the table of contents on pages 7-8 
and on the first page of each lesson.

•  Make and post a chart that indicates the date each lesson will be 
studied.

•  If all your class has e-mail, send them an e-mail with the dates the 
lessons will be studied.

•  Provide a bookmark with the lesson dates. You may want to include 
information about your church and then use the bookmark as an 
outreach tool, too. A model for a bookmark can be downloaded from 
www.gc2press.org under the “Teacher Helps” menu.

•  Develop a sticker with the lesson dates and place it on the table of 
contents or on the back cover.

B. Get a copy of the Teaching Guide, a companion piece to this Study 
Guide. The Teaching Guide contains additional Bible comments plus 
two teaching plans. The teaching plans in the Teaching Guide are 
intended to provide practical, easy-to-use teaching suggestions that 
will work in your class.

C. After you’ve studied the Bible passage, the lesson comments, and 
other material, use the teaching suggestions in the Teaching Guide 
to help you develop your plan for leading your class in studying each 
lesson.

D. Premium Commentary is now available for $20 at www.gc2press.org. 
This in-depth commentary is a great resource for teachers.

E. Teaching resource items for use as handouts are available for $10 at 
www.gc2press.org.

F. Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture 
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.

G. You can receive the lesson preview each week by signing up for the 
Baptist Standard weekly newsletter at no cost.
Sign up here. (www.baptiststandard.com/subscription/email).

4 PRAISE HIM IN THE STORM : When Life Falls Apart



Do you use a Kindle?

This Connect 360 Bible Study Guide, along with several other studies, is 

available in a Kindle edition. The easiest way to find these materials is 

to search for “GC2 Press” or “BaptistWay” on your Kindle or go to www.

amazon.com/kindle and do a search for “GC2 Press” or “Baptistway.” The 

Kindle edition can be studied not only on a Kindle but also on your smart-

phone or tablet using the Kindle app available free from amazon.com/

kindle.

How to Make the Best Use of This Issue 5 



Writers for this Study Guide
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pastor of the Mosheim Baptist Church located just west of Valley Mills, Tex-
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Introduction to GC2 Press

BWP has now become GC2 Press®. GC2 is a movement of God’s people 
to share Christ and show love. Our driving passion is to follow the Lord’s call 
to fulfill the Great Commission “to share Christ” and the Great Command-
ment “to show love.” The Great Commission and the Great Commandment 
form the two “GCs,” or GC2.

GC2 Press® will continue to publish the undated CONNECT 360 quar-
terly Bible study curriculum. Connect 360 has gained a reputation for solid 
biblical teaching and will continue to be published as an undated quarterly 
study available in book form and/or digital downloads. Connect 360 is cur-
rently being distributed in 38 states and 16 countries and has been translat-
ed into seven different languages.

For more information, please go to our website at www.gc2press.org.
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Introducing

Prayer That Moves Heaven
Power With Purpose

A STUDY OF PRAYER

The Importance of Prayer

Our study on prayer appropriately begins with the lesson entitled, “Battle 
Ready.” Prayer is not easy and necessitates that we put on the full armor of 
God. We suit up for spiritual warfare because our battle is not against one 
another. As we join the fight for the souls of people created and loved by 
God, we fill our minds with the things of God and His Word. We pray in the 
Spirit with all kinds of prayers. We earnestly lift each other up that we may 
be fearless and faithful to share about the mystery of God’s incredible love 
for us. We eagerly pray for unbelievers that they may have softened hearts to 
receive the gospel message and to embrace the love of Jesus. We serve as the 
ambassadors of Christ in the world so Jesus may advance His kingdom on 
earth and be glorified in all things. The victory is already won, but the battle 
for the eternal destiny of souls’ wages is on.

As you go into the world, be prayerful. Ask God to show you opportuni-
ties to share about the hope you have in Christ. Pray for those around you to 
be receptive to God’s call in their lives. Celebrate how God is moving in the 
world around you and give Him the glory for all He is doing. Our God is an 
awesome God!

Dr. Patrick Wilson
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Prayer in Our Day

The highest and holiest activity we will ever be involved in is when we com-
municate with the Creator of the universe. But does prayer come naturally?

Unfortunately, it does not. We must learn the skills of bold, persistent, 
and effective prayer.

Praying in faith is the key that will open a multitude of the blessings God 
has for us. God knows what we need before we ask, but when we ask, it is our 
way of acknowledging our total dependence on Him.  

There are many who think prayer is a way God has provided to make Him 
work for us. We have something we want done, something we find to be be-
yond our ability to handle with our own strength, so we rely on the promises 
of God. We come before Him and say, “You said you would do whatever I ask, 
and this is what I want You to do.” But that is to totally misunderstand the 
nature and purpose of prayer. No, prayer is God’s way of involving us in what 
He intends to do.

We should always pray with an open Bible and an open heart. The way to 
know with absolute certainty we are praying according to God’s will is to pray 
according to God’s Word. And that becomes a Prayer That Moves Heaven.

Prayer That Moves Heaven
Power With Purpose

A Study of Prayer

Lesson 1 Battle Ready Ephesians 6:17-20 
Lesson 2 Praying for Others 2 Thessalonians 3:1-5
Lesson 3 Devoted to Prayer Acts 2:42-47
Lesson 4 When We Don’t Know What to Pray Romans 8:26-27
Lesson 5 Faith That Does Not Quit Luke 11:5-13
Lesson 6 Never Give Up Luke 18:1-8
Lesson 7 Prayer That Moves Heaven Ephesians 3:14-21
Lesson 8 Jesus Prays for Us John 17:20-26
Lesson 9 The Miracle of Forgiveness Mark 11:22-25
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Lesson 10 Prayer and Fasting Nehemiah 1:1-11
Lesson 11 Lord, Teach Us to Pray Luke 11:1-4
Lesson 12 Prayer to Heal Our Land Daniel 9:1-23
Lesson 13 Praying With Confidence 1 John 5:14-15

Additional Resources for Studying 
Prayer That Moves Heaven

Bounds, E.M. The Complete Works of E.M. Bounds on Prayer. Ada, MI: Baker 
Books, 2004.

Chambers, Oswald. If You Will Ask: Reflections on the Power of Prayer (Signa-
ture Collection). Grand Rapids, MI: Our Daily Bread Publishing, 2020.

Evans, Tony. Tony Evans Speaks Out On Prayer. Chicago, IL: Moody Publish-
ers, 2000.

Hawkins, O.S. The Prayer Code: 40 Scripture Prayers Every Believer Should Pray 
(The Code Series). Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2021. 

Hunt, T. W. The Doctrine of Prayer. Nashville, TN: Convention Press, 1986.

Keller, Timothy. Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God. New York 
City, NY: Penquin Books, 2016.

Kendrick, Alex. The Battle Plan for Prayer: From Basic Training to Targeted Stat-
egies. Nashville, TN: B&H Books, 2015.

Lewis, C.S. How to Pray: Reflections and Essays. San Francisco, CA: Harper-
One, 2018.

Lotz, Ann Graham. The Daniel Prayer: Prayer That Moves Heaven and Changes 
Nations. Nashville, TN: Zondervan, 2018.

Shirer, Priscilla. Fervent: A Woman’s Battle Plan to Serious, Specific and Strate-
gic Prayer. Nashville, TN: B&H Books, 2015

Spurgeon, Charles. Prayer and Spiritual Warfare (6th Edition). New Kensing-
ton, PA: Whitaker House, 1998.

Stedman, Ray C. Talking With My Father: Jesus Teaches on Prayer. Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Our Daily Bread Publishing, 1997. 
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Terkeurst, Lysa. Forgiving What You Can’t Forget: Discover How to Move On, 
Make Peace with Painful Memories, and Create a Life That’s Beautiful Again. 
Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2020.  

Wesley, John. How to Pray: The Best of John Wesley on Prayer.  Uhrichsville, 
OH: Barbour Books, 2008.

Yancey, Philip. Prayer: Does It Make Any Difference? Nashville, TN: Zondervan, 
2008.

NOTES

1 Listing a book does not imply full agreement by the writer or GC2 Press with all its com-

ments.
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MAIN IDEA
Effective prayer is true, aggressive, war-
fare praying.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Are all my prayers effective?

STUDY AIM
To understand that praying in the Spirit is 
prayer that listens

QUICK READ
Your battles are fought and won on your 
face before the Lord in prayer.

lesson 1

FOCAL TEXT

Ephesians 6:17-20

BACKGROUND

James 5:13-16

Battle Ready
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Introduction

When I was a youth, I had a youth minister that showed me what prayer 
really was. When most people prayed during church, their prayers seemed 
remote and impersonal. Not so when the youth minister prayed. When she 
prayed, I knew she was talking with God, just as she would talk to me or any 
other person. I got the sense that she wasn’t only talking to God, but she was 
talking with Him.

In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, the apostle wanted us to be sure to pray 
confidently and continuously. Prayer equips us in our struggles against Satan 
and temptation. Prayer is also the way we support one another in life’s daily 
struggles. Prayer is as much listening to God as it is expressing our concerns 
to Him.

Ephesians 6:17-20

17 Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the 

word of God.
18 And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and 

requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the 

Lord’s people. 19 Pray also for me, that whenever I speak, words may be giv-

en me so that I will fearlessly make known the mystery of the gospel, 20 for 

which I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I may declare it fearlessly, 

as I should.

The Armor of Prayer (6:17)

Paul wrote his letter to the Ephesians to express his understanding of the 
Gospel. The focus is on God’s power and the mystery of God reconciling Jews 
and Gentiles into one new person, giving us access to the Father through the 
Holy Spirit (2:14-18). He concluded the letter by reminding us we are in a 
struggle against evil. The apostle told us that we are to “put on the full armor 
of God, so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes” (6:10). 
Paul then listed the armor of the common Roman soldier, connecting the 
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various pieces of armor with the spiritual attributes we need to stand strong 
in our struggles.

Having donned the armor, the soldier needs a helmet and sword. The 
Bible says we are to “take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, 
which is the word of God” (6:17).

Paul’s idea of the helmet of salvation is a reminder we are secure in our 
salvation. Earlier in Ephesians, Paul wrote “And you also were included in 
Christ when you heard the message of truth, the gospel of your salvation. 
When you believed, you were marked in Him with a seal, the promised Holy 
Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of 
those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory” (1:13-14). Our 
helmet is the reminder that we already have the promise of victory, the assur-
ance and security of our position in Christ because we are saved.

The sword is often used to describe God’s Word. The Word is God’s truth, 
and the Word is Jesus (John 1:1; John 14:6a). Just as the sword is used to 
pierce the enemy’s armor, so is the Word of God—“For the word of God is 
living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even 
to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and 
attitudes of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12).

Jesus’ use of Scripture in His temptation in the wilderness is an example 
of how we can use the Sword of the Spirit to thwart Satan and his efforts to 
lead us into sin. Jesus told us that one of the roles of the Holy Spirit was to 
teach us and remind us of all that Jesus said (John 14:26). Another role of 
the Holy Spirit is to lead us into all truth (John 16:13). By taking the Spirit’s 
sword, we are being equipped with the power not to only defend against Sa-
tan but also go on the attack against him. With the promises of these verses, 
we should have the confidence we need to pray forcefully.

Praying in the Spirit (6:18)

My wife likes to remind me that I don’t always get messages right. Several 
times, I have gotten a text from a friend or family member, and thought it 
said one thing, when it really said something else. Communication is import-
ant, and getting the communication right is very important.
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Keeping with the idea of a soldier dressed for battle, it is also essential for 
the soldier to keep in communication with headquarters. While the soldier is 
focused on his part of the battlefield, headquarters is looking at the overall 
picture of the battlefield. The command has to be able to get orders to the 
soldier quickly and accurately. That’s what prayer does for us as we pray in 
the Spirit.

Praying in the Spirit is giving ourselves over to Him, to let the Spirit work 
in us and through us. In writing to the Corinthians, Paul wrote about the im-
portance of living in the Spirit. In 1 Corinthians 2:10-13, the apostle lets us 
know that, because we have the Holy Spirit, we can know God’s will and what 
God has blessed us with. He concludes his idea with, “’For Who has known 
the mind of the Lord so as to instruct him?’ But we have the mind of Christ” 
(1 Corinthians 2:16). That’s why it is so important to pray in the Spirit.

Talking With and Listening to God

When we pray with an openness to God, He will speak to us. This may not 

happen every time we pray, but it is possible to hear the voice of God as we 

pray. Usually, God’s voice comes in the form of a thought that stops us in our 

tracks and forces us to rethink our prayer and our life. God has spoken to me 

several times while I was praying. These were times when I was asking God 

for a particular thing, and He spoke to me. He did this the day I accepted Christ 

as my Savior. He spoke to me on the day I learned my dad had died. I told God 

I felt completely alone in my grief. God reminded me that it was normal to feel 

the way I did. He then told me that I was not alone—He was with me. He re-

minded me of Matthew 28:20b: “And surely I am with you always, to the very 

end of the age.” God’s voice usually comes in the form of a thought, a thought 

that causes us to pause in our prayer and reconsider everything in a new way. 

Prayer is a conversation with the Father who loved us enough to have sent His 

Son to die for us and to give us eternal life.

And our prayers should be in all occasions, with all kinds of prayers and 
petitions. Prayer is not limited to mealtimes or to worship services. It is not 
limited to the beginning or the ending of the day. We can pray at any time. 
And we are not limited in how we can pray. Sometimes, our prayers may be 
intense and long, while other times our prayers may be joyful and light. We 
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can seek God’s direction, His intervention, His assurance. We can ask and 
expect to receive. Prayer is simply talking with God and listening to Him.

As we pray in the Spirit, we remain alert and pray for others. Going back 
to the beginning of Ephesians 6, Paul wants us to remember (“With this in 
mind,” 6:18) that each believer is in battle against Satan. Just as a soldier 
must always be on the alert for the enemy’s approach, so we must also be 
alert to temptation. And we need to be aware we are not alone in the strug-
gle. Though the circumstances of our spiritual warfare may differ, we all face 
the same enemy. We need each other, and we need to remember each other. 
Intercession is a vital part of our prayer life.

Pray Specifically (6:19-20)

When gift giving times come around, I almost always draw a blank when my 
wife or children ask me what I want for my birthday, Father’s Day, or Christ-
mas. It’s not that I don’t want things. I just don’t know at that time what I 
want. My younger daughter, though, never seems to have that problem. She’s 
got a list, complete with links to websites where we can order the items on 
her list. It shouldn’t be a surprise which of us is easier to shop for.

I think most of us are more like my daughter when it comes to praying. 
We almost always know what we want to ask God about. In that way, we’re 
similar to Paul as he neared the conclusion of his letter. The mention of pray-
ing for others reminded him that he, too, needs prayer.

Paul was in prison as he wrote this letter. We might expect his prayer to 
be delivered from his chains and set free to visit the various churches he had 
founded and to have opportunities to plant new churches.

Paul looked beyond the circumstances of his current place and instead 
asked for prayer to be effective while in prison. He wanted God to give him 
the words to speak in order to further the gospel message while in prison. He 
wanted to be fearless in his ministry while a prisoner.
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Ambassador

The role of an ambassador is to represent his nation and his government at 

the court of a foreign country. Ambassadors would be afforded certain cour-

tesies and be treated with respect. In modern times, ambassadors are exempt 

from the laws of the nation in which they reside. Whether this was true in 

Paul’s time, it was certainly true that an ambassador would be expected to be 

able to move about freely as he represented his kingdom or province in the 

center of the Roman Empire.

Paul pointedly referred to himself as “an ambassador in chains.” The apostle 

recognized that, even as a prisoner, he represented the kingdom of God. As 

an ambassador for God, Paul knew his place was to speak God’s truth to those 

who imprisoned him. Paul looked beyond the circumstances of his surround-

ing and looked to the reason God sent him to Rome.

The apostle recognized that he needed others to pray for him. His request 
was direct and bold. This is a reflection of Paul’s surrender to the Spirit and of 
his confidence that God would hear and answer the prayers of His children.

Implications and Actions

When in battle, it is vital that communication between the soldiers and their 
commander be clear and direct. Military history is filled with mangled orders 
resulting in defeat. If this is true in our world, it is particularly true in the 
spiritual warfare we deal with on a daily basis. In our prayer life, we need to 
have confidence and boldness. We can be bold in our prayers for the following 
reasons:

God empowers us to pray effectively and with power through the 
Holy Spirit. God inspired Paul to write to the Ephesians and to us through 
the power of the Holy Spirit. Effective, powerful prayer relies on the Spirit 
to guide us. Praying in the Spirit is a prayer of submission and a prayer of 
confidence that God not only hears our prayers, but He answers our prayers. 
Prayer is a discipline that allows us to hear God’s voice and draw closer to 
Him.
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God gives us access to Him through Christ. We can be bold in our 
prayers because we have access to God through the sacrifice and ministry of 
Jesus. The writer of Hebrews tells us that we can approach the throne of grace 
with confidence because Jesus is our high priest (Hebrews 4:14-16; Hebrews 
10:19-22).

Praying in faith is focused on God, not our circumstances. In James 
5:13-16, we are told to pray regardless of circumstances. Whether we’re trou-
bled or happy, sick or in need of repentance, the call is to pray. Philippians 
4:6-7 tells us not to worry about anything, but to pray about everything. 
Jesus tells us that if we ask anything in His name, it will be given to us (John 
14:12-14; Matthew 18:19-20). We can ask God for what we need with confi-
dence, believing He will do as we ask.

Faith tells us we have access to the greatest power and resource available 
in the universe—we have access to God through prayer. Let’s commit to nev-
er be afraid to talk with God about the things He places on our hearts.

Questions

1. Paul refers to our salvation as a helmet in his metaphor. Do you feel 
secure in your salvation?

2. Since the Sword of the Spirit is the Word of God, what Bible verses 
can you commit to memory to help you be bolder in your prayer 
life?
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3. How often do you pray for other people in your faith community? 
Do you know specific things to pray for?

4. Looking at Paul’s prayer request for himself in verses 19-20, do you 
find yourself asking God to change your circumstances or do you ask 
God to use you in your circumstances? 



BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 

MAIN IDEA
There is great power in intercession.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Do I pray generally or specifically?

STUDY AIM
To understand we need to show love to 
those in our family as well as those whom 
God places in our lives

QUICK READ
Asking for prayer is not a sign of weak-
ness. It is a mark of dependence.
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FOCAL TEXT

2 Thessalonians 3:1-5
BACKGROUND
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Praying for 
Others
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Introduction

If you grew up in a church-going family, you probably learned certain prayers 
as a child. One prayer for bedtime may have been “Now I lay me down to 
sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the 
Lord my soul to take. Amen.” The mealtime prayer may have sounded like 
this, “God is great. God is good. Let us thank Him for our food. Amen.”

As we got older, we may have listened to those who prayed in church. 
These prayers were more elaborate, but almost always included the phrase, 
“Forgive us of our sins,” in one form or another. There may be a “Be with the 
pastor as he preaches,” or some other phrases.

The thing about the prayers you and I learned as we grew up, they were 
general in their petitions. We may thank God for our food, but what exactly 
were we thanking Him for? We may ask Him to forgive our sins, but what sins 
are we referring to?

In today’s lesson, we will read about a specific prayer request and the 
need for intercessory prayer.

2 Thessalonians 3:1-5

1 As for other matters, brothers and sisters, pray for us that the mes-

sage of the Lord may spread rapidly and be honored, just as it was with 

you. 2 And pray that we may be delivered from wicked and evil people, for 

not everyone has faith. 3 But the Lord is faithful, and he will strengthen you 

and protect you from the evil one. 4 We have confidence in the Lord that 

you are doing and will continue to do the things we command. 5 May the 

Lord direct your hearts into God’s love and Christ’s perseverance.

When People Ask Us to Pray for Them (3:1-2)

A child had been acting up in church. The parents had tried to distract the 
little boy, but nothing seemed to work. Finally, the exasperated dad got up 
and started to take his son outside. As the father and son were leaving the 
worship center, the little boy called out, “Y’all need to pray for me.”
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When we find ourselves in crisis, we often reach out to our brothers and 
sisters in Christ to pray for us. We may just reach out to our inner circle of 
friends, or we may place our name and need on the church prayer list.

But what about the times we aren’t in crisis? Do we still need people to 
pray for us? Paul thought so. He believed that all God’s people needed prayer. 
That’s why his letters are filled with remarks on how he was praying for those 
who received his letters, and why he was willing to ask for prayer for himself.

In these verses, Paul’s prayer request was that God’s will be done through 
him. Specifically, he wanted prayer for God’s message to spread effectively 
where he was (he was writing from Corinth at the time). The center of Paul’s 
life was sharing the gospel with the people he met, and he wasn’t shy about 
asking others to join him in his ministry. That’s why he wanted their prayers.

Paul also asked for deliverance from “wicked and evil men.” Throughout 
Paul’s ministry, he was plagued by opposition to his ministry. Paul made a list 
of the opposition he received when he wrote to the Corinthians (2 Corinthi-
ans 11:21b-29). His letters demonstrated the other forms of opposition Paul 
experienced, whether from false prophets who spread a false gospel to the 
Galatians or from weak believers who pretended to be strong as in Corinth, 
the apostle struggled in his daily life in his care and concern for the Gospel 
and for the churches he helped found. Is it any wonder Paul would ask prayers 
to be delivered from wicked and evil people?

Just as Paul experienced opposition, so do we each day we try to walk in 
God’s ways. Romans 7:7-25 is a testimony from Paul about our daily struggle 
with temptation and sin. We are surrounded by men and women who are not 
seeking God’s kingdom, and they want us to abandon our commitment to 
Him for the expedience of doing it the “easy” way.

These two verses remind us that intercessory prayer is not only for times 
of crisis, but also for our daily living. Last week’s lesson reminded us that 
we are to “be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints” (Ephesians 
6:18b). When someone asks us to pray for them, we should consider it a priv-
ilege to go to the Father on their behalf.
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Why Paul Believed God Answers Prayers (3:3-4)

When I was a teenager, my friends and I would be talking about nothing and 
anything, just enjoying being in each other’s company. Sometimes, if the con-
versation had traveled for a time, we’d ask, “How did we get on this subject?” 
We’d trace back our conversation and be surprised and amazed at how one 
thing can lead to another until we go from topic A to topic Z.

Paul seemed to be following this route as he continued his letter. He end-
ed verse 2 with the statement, “...for not everyone has faith.” The idea of faith 
led the apostle to recall that the Lord is faithful.

When the Bible says God is faithful, it is telling us that God is faithful 
to Himself. He is consistent in His being and in His attributes. Because God 
is faithful to Himself, we can rely on Him to be true to His Word and to His 
promises (2 Corinthians 1:18-22).

The assurance of the Lord’s faithfulness led Paul to the assurance God 
will be faithful to His promise to strengthen and protect the Thessalonians 
from Satan. When Jesus died on the cross for us, He set us free from sin and 
its consequences, but He didn’t set us free from temptation. While the devil 
cannot make us sin, he is still very persuasive in urging us to sin. That’s temp-
tation. He is adept at speaking to us in just the right way to lure us away from 
God and His will for us. Satan appeals to our “own evil desire” (James 1:14b).

Paul knew how Satan worked in his life and in the lives of those like the 
Thessalonians. Paul also knew God’s faithfulness would provide the spiritual 
strength and awareness to stand firm against the devil.

This confidence extended to Paul’s confidence in the Lord that the Thes-
salonians were living out their faith in a consistent manner. Paul was about 
to remind the Thessalonians of some things the Lord expected of them. The 
remainder of this letter to them is about the command about idle and disobe-
dient brothers (vs. 6-15).

When we remember God is faithful, it gives us the assurance that God 
will not only hear our prayers, but He will be faithful to answer them in His 
time and in His way.
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A Testimony in Intercessory Prayer

My mother began to suffer memory loss that was becoming progressive-

ly worse. My mom was experiencing the onset of early Alzheimer’s, but we 

didn’t know it at the time.

I talked with a friend and fellow pastor who is my mentor. He told me his 

church prayed for a woman diagnosed with cancer. His church prayed that 

God would remove her cancer and restore her to the health she originally had. 

The woman went into the hospital in preparation for surgery. The doctors 

ordered a pre-operative X-ray to determine what they were dealing with. To 

their amazement, the cancer was completely gone. God had answered their 

prayer exactly as they had prayed.

I had this in mind one day as I was praying for my mother’s health. I asked 

God to remove the disease that was hindering Mom and restore her to her 

normal health.

In the midst of my prayer, God asked me, “Is that really what you want?” I 

stopped in my tracks. My first response was, “Of course, that’s what I want.” As 

I reflected on the question, I realized that what I really wanted was for God’s 

will to be done in Mom’s life. From that moment on, I asked God to restore 

Mom to the way she was before the memory loss began, but then added, 

“More importantly, Father, I ask that Your will be done in her life.”

I would like to tell you that Mom was healed, but she died of complications 

arising from her illness. To this day, I don’t know why God allowed my mother 

to die of Alzheimer’s, but I know that she was in His care. I know that God 

heard and answered my prayer, because I believe His will was done in her life.]

Paul’s Prayer for the Thessalonians (3:5)

When we believe in something, we usually want someone else to try it. Peo-
ple will share their diet plans with their family and friends who could stand to 
lose a few pounds. We’ll share our recipe for making a dish even better. When 
we believe in something, we are confident it will work for others, as well.
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Paul was a firm believer in intercessory prayer. He offered prayers to 
other churches (cf. Romans 1:8-10; Ephesians 1:15-19a; Philippians 1:9-11; 
Colossians 1:9-14; 2 Thessalonians 1:11-12), and he wasn’t afraid to ask for 
prayer for himself. So, it isn’t a surprise that Paul’s request for prayer for 
himself turned into a prayer also for the Thessalonians. Here and in 1 Thessa-
lonians 1, Paul’s prayer was that the Thessalonians be strong in the Lord and 
be used by God to continue to grow the message of the Gospel within their 
community.

Specifically, in this verse, the apostle asked two things. He wanted God to 
direct their hearts first into God’s love. This love is the very foundation of the 
Gospel. God sent His Son to die for us because of His great love (John 3:16), 
and because God is love (cf. 1 John 4:16), He wants us to love others as Christ 
loves us (John 13:34-35). God’s love is a way of living, not simply an emotion 
we feel. Paul wanted the Thessalonians to have a heart for God’s love.

He also wanted their hearts directed to Jesus’ perseverance. In Luke 9:51, 
the Bible tells us, “As the time approached for Him to be taken up to heav-
en, Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem.” In the King James Version, we 
are told Jesus “steadfastly set His face to go to Jerusalem.” Throughout His 
ministry, Jesus withstood the constant temptation from Satan to renounce 
God’s will for Him. Jesus never wavered from His purpose—to lay down His 
life for our sins, only to take it up again to give us eternal life. Paul wanted the 
Thessalonians to have this same kind of perseverance in their daily walk with 
Christ through the Holy Spirit.

This same prayer applies to us today. We need to have hearts directed 
to God’s love so we can see people through the eyes of the Father. We need 
hearts directed to Christ’s perseverance so we can stay true to our confidence 
in Him and in His calling. We need others to pray for us.

Implications and Actions

Prayer can be a powerful force in spreading the Gospel and in supporting 
each other in our walk with Christ. Jesus is our example of intercessory 
prayer (Hebrews 7:25; John 17:9-21). Peter was the beneficiary of interces-
sory prayer (Acts 12:5-12).
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Everybody needs prayer support. Jesus asked His disciples to pray 
with Him before His betrayal (Matthew 26:36-46). Paul often asked for 
prayer for himself (Romans 15:30-32; Ephesians 6:19-20; Colossians 4:3-4; 1 
Thessalonians 5:25). If they needed prayers, it stands to reason that you and 
I can use the prayers of others in our daily walk with the Lord.

Prayers should be specific. When my children were younger and want-
ed something from me, they didn’t use vague generalities for whatever it was 
they wanted. Usually, it was, “Dad, may I go to the movies?” “Dad, may I have 
$20?” As God’s children, why should we be less willing to ask Him for specif-
ics?

We should never be afraid to ask others to pray for us and with 
us. Asking for prayer is the realization we have a family in Christ that wants 
to help us in our daily walk and in meeting our needs. It gives others the 
opportunity to minister and share how they dealt with similar issues (2 Cor-
inthians 1:3-5).

Questions

1. Looking at Paul’s request for prayer, why do you think the apostle 
wanted the churches to pray for him?

2. What does “the Lord is faithful” mean to you? How does that affect 
the way you pray and ask others to pray for you?
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3. When you pray, do you pray specifically or generally? Why or why 
not? Are there times when one is preferred to the other?

4. Are you willing to let others pray for you? What are some of the 
reasons people are reluctant to ask for prayer for themselves?
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Introduction

Firsts are important parts of life. We celebrate our child’s first birthday; we 
celebrate the first day of school. We remember our first kiss, our first date. 
When we find that special someone and get married, we discover the joys 
(and the trials and tribulations) of joining two lives into one and all the firsts 
that go along with it.

In today’s passage, we have a description of the first church. It was an 
exciting time and, as Luke continues the story, one of trials and tribulations 
as well. Still, throughout the process, the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives 
of the believers helped them to establish practices and traditions that can be 
seen in our churches today.

This includes the wondrous works of God as we come to Him in prayer. 
Elisha prayed for God to open the eyes of his servant, and the servant saw the 
presence of God’s army surrounding and protecting Elisha and his household 
(2 Kings 6:8-17). Jesus prayed, and a child’s lunch of fish and bread fed 5,000 
people. Prayer can lead us to see the power and wonder of God at work in our 
world.

Acts 2:42-47

42 They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, 

to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 43 Everyone was filled with awe at 

the many wonders and signs performed by the apostles. 44 All the believers 

were together and had everything in common. 45 They sold property and 

possessions to give to anyone who had need. 46 Every day they continued 

to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes 

and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47 praising God and enjoying 

the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those 

who were being saved.

A Devoted Fellowship (2:42)

Imagine if your church suddenly exploded in membership in one Sunday. In 
an opinion piece for the Baptist Standard, it was noted that half of Amer-
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ican churches had less than 75 people, and 90% had less than 350 people 
(https://www.baptiststandard.com/opinion/voices/voices-church-size- 
matter/). How would we cope with the sudden addition of 25 times our nor-
mal membership?

That was the pleasant problem that arose in Jerusalem, when a group 
of believers numbering 120 (cf. Acts 1:15) added about 3,000 members to 
their fellowship on Pentecost (Acts 2:41). Add to the logistics that those who 
joined the new church were people from all over the Roman Empire.

How did the church respond? They responded with devotion.
They devoted themselves to God and to the fellowship. They demonstrat-

ed this devotion in four ways: First, they became students of what the apos-
tles had to say. Second, they were committed to the fellowship. Third, they 
shared meals together. Finally, they prayed together.

As the new church suddenly came together, they didn’t have the luxury 
of going out and buying new literature and Bibles. Instead, they had the tes-
timony of the apostles, who probably spent a great deal of time testifying to 
what Jesus had done and said. It was a rich source of material. In the Gospel 
According to John, the Bible tells us two things that let us know how rich and 
deep the lessons were being taught. Jesus had promised the disciples that the 
Holy Spirit would remind them of everything He had said (John 14:26) and 
that the gospels only shared a small portion of what Jesus had said and done 
(John 20:30). What better teachers could the new converts have than those 
who had lived and walked with Jesus for three years?

This disparate group of people had one thing in common: their commit-
ment to Christ. As the Holy Spirit entered into the 3,000, He brought them 
into a common identity that overcame any possible barriers that may have 
arisen. Out of their common experience of knowing Jesus, they discovered 
they had more in common than not, and they were no longer only a group of 
people but were part of the family of God.

There are those who believe the mention of the breaking of bread in this 
verse speaks to the observance of the Lord’s Supper. More likely, this is a 
reference to an agape meal. That was a meal shared with the church family, 
similar to a church-wide fellowship. In doing so, they got to know each other 
better and were able to share their faith walk with each other.
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They were also devoted to prayer. The new believers had been described 
as “God-fearing Jews” in Acts 2:5. This commitment grew out of their old 
practices but must have taken on a new life as their prayers were now assisted 
by the work of the Holy Spirit within them. They understood the need to be 
in communication with the Father through the Spirit in order to learn more 
about the Son. They understood the need to speak to God openly about their 
needs, their questions, and their concerns. They understood the need to lis-
ten to the voice of God through the Spirit as they continually sought to follow 
His ways in Christ.

Seeing God working in a church that is devoted to Him can open our eyes 
to see Him in new ways.

The Psalmist’s Prayer of Praise 
(Psalm 66:17-20) 

 Psalm 66 is a psalm of praise to God. It reflects on how God had taken care 

of the people of Israel, commenting on the exodus from Egypt (verse 5-6) and 

how God had “preserved our lives” (verses 9-12). Verses 17-20 are preceded 

by the statement, “Come and hear, all you who fear God; let me tell you what 

He has done for me.” 

 The psalmist stated that he prayed, and that God heard his prayers. He ad-

mited that God would not listen to the prayers of a person who harbored sin 

in their hearts. Perhaps you know someone who doesn’t feel worthy to pray 

because of their sin—they think they’re not good enough to talk with God. You 

may be that person.  

It’s true that sin hinders prayer, but it is also true that God is always responsive 

to a repentant prayer. God’s love is demonstrated in giving His Son for our 

sins while we were still sinners (cf. Romans 5:8). If God is willing to extend His 

redemption to sinners, then He will extend an ear to a sinner’s prayers.

Prayer is the way we talk with God. As He listens to us, we need to also be 

willing to listen to Him. He may speak to us by bringing to mind a particular 

Bible verse or by reminding us of something we need to do or not do.

Prayer changes things because God uses prayer to change us. 
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An Awe-Filled Fellowship (2:43)

I was born in Texas and spent almost all my growing up days in Texas. When 
my wife and I decided we wanted to travel, we decided to visit New England. 
We had friends living in Vestal, New York, so we planned to visit them first, 
then drive to Maine and stay a few days. The drive through upstate New York 
and into Maine still reminds me of the beauty of the scenery and of God’s 
creation.

Living in the creation of the new church had to be equally awe-inspiring. 
They were witnessing and taking part in “many wonders and miracles.” This 
was a time when Peter could tell a man handicapped since birth to stand up 
and walk, and it happened. God was doing amazing things in their midst, and 
how else can we respond to God working in our midst but to be in awe?

Luke’s reference to the wonders and miracles harkened back to the days 
when God was creating a new nation in Israel. They, too, were witnesses to 
God bringing calamity upon calamity upon Egypt and eating manna from 
heaven and water from rocks. They watched God part waters that would 
drown an Egyptian army and saw God in ways that you and I can only imag-
ine.

When Nicodemus came to Jesus in John 3, he acknowledged that Jesus 
was a teacher sent from God, because no one could do the miracles Jesus did 
unless God was with Him. One of the central parts of the Gospels is the mir-
acles Jesus did, demonstrating His divine nature.

It may be easy to say that those days of miracles and wonders are gone, 
but I would disagree. I can look back on my life and see how God acted in my 
life to bring me to where I am today. Some of the things He did can only be 
described as miraculous. I suspect that you, too, can look back on how God 
has worked in your life and see things that will fill you with awe.

A Sharing Fellowship (2:44-47a)

Teamwork can be a thing of beauty in sports. Watching a basketball team 
committed to winning the game, we can see players pass up open shots be-
cause a teammate has a better shot. They also help on defense, and, after 
a win, they are quick to give praise to their teammates for making the win 



Lesson 3: Devoted to Prayer 35

possible. Yes, someone is going to be the top scorer or the top rebounder, but 
that’s secondary to a group committed to the team. Teams share the load and 
share the glory.

As the new church came together in Jerusalem, there were all sorts of 
difficulties that could have destroyed the church before it began. Many of the 
3,000 who had joined on Pentecost had come from all parts of the Roman 
Empire. While they may have had skills, they didn’t have immediate jobs, 
or a clientele built up to give them ready sales for their craft. Housing may 
have been a problem, as well. Add to that the possibility that the religious 
leaders of the city could have exerted pressure to freeze out the Christians 
economically through a boycott, and there was a real concern for the logistics 
of tending to the physical needs of the congregation.

Here is where the Spirit of Christ came forward to bring relief. These 
dedicated members began to voluntarily sell their possessions and give the 
money to the church. The purpose was to provide for the needs of those who 
may have been suffering economically. The giving came from the heart, not 
from compulsion.

Not only did the church share their possessions, but they also shared 
themselves. They spent time each day going to the temple courts. Since there 
was no First Baptist Church of Jerusalem, this was the most convenient place 
to gather as a body of believers. They worshiped God as a community, rejoic-
ing in their new-found and growing faith.

And they found time to get to know one another in sharing meals togeth-
er. These meals were probably different from the agape meal in that these 
meals took place in people’s homes as opposed to a church setting. There was 
a joyfulness in these mealtimes because they “ate together with glad and sin-
cere hearts.”

As a church turns to God in prayer, we come to realize that what we have 
is not ours, but the Lord’s. We recognize we are stewards of His things, and 
we follow His direction in how to use what He has entrusted to us. If the 
Spirit leads us as we pray to give generously, we trust Him to provide, and we 
give willingly. This extends not only to our possessions, but of ourselves as 
we take the time to know each other in a personal way. Prayer can produce 
the miracle of sharing.
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A Growing Fellowship (2:47b)

People with glad hearts are fun to be around. The happy person is someone 
who has a good word to say, a cheerful way of seeing and celebrating life. A 
person with a glad heart given to God is a person who not only shares his or 
her life, but also shares Christ. Living and talking about Christ in a natural 
and pleasant way can open doors for people to respond. When the Spirit is 
moving in the lives of His people, the Spirit also reaches out to those around 
them.

The new church, even if it was opposed by the religious leaders, found fa-
vor with the everyday people. More and more of them wanted to be a part of 
this exciting new venture, and the Lord added to the number daily those who 
were being saved. The initial explosion of 3,000 new members was growing 
each day.

Implications and Actions

God uses people that are committed to Him. The new church in Jerusa-
lem was a church that was devoted to Him. They expressed their devotion in 
their commitment to learning more about Him, to spending time getting to 
know each other and in prayer. These are the marks of a church that is in the 
right place for God to use them.

God uses people that believe He is still active in our world. Have 
you ever heard someone say, “I wish I could go back to biblical times?” Guess 
what. We do live in biblical times. We are the continuation of the book of 
Acts. God is still working in our world. We need eyes and hearts to see it.

God uses people who recognize His Lordship over our possessions 
as well as our lives. When Christ died for our sins, He also died to create a 
new covenant, one of grace and love, not laws and regulations. We are free to 
give Him ourselves and our possessions, because we realize He is Lord of all.

God uses people who share His story. We can share how God works in 
our lives by reminding ourselves He is at work in our lives and He wants His 
story to be told.

When God’s people pray, we can expect miracles, because the One we 
pray to is the Creator of all we are and see.
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Questions

1. On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the best, how do you see your-
self in your devotion to God? How eager are you not to only hear 
God’s Word, but do it? To spend time in fellowship with Him in 
prayer and in fellowship with His people?

2. Do you see God at work in our world? In your life? Take the time to 
consider how God “works in you to will and to act in accord to fulfill 
His good purpose” (Philippians 2:13).

3. How meaningful is church attendance/worship to you? Do you en-
ter into worship with a glad and sincere heart?

4. What are some of the reasons we are reluctant to share what God is 
doing in our lives? Do you believe prayer can help in sharing?
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Introduction

There is a scene from “I Love Lucy” where Ricky and Lucy are on a European 
vacation, and Lucy is involved in a problem at the French-Spanish border. 
Lucy only speaks English. The French border guard only speaks French. Ricky 
is there. He speaks English and Spanish. There is also a Spanish guard pres-
ent, and he speaks Spanish and French. In order for Lucy to find out what she 
did wrong, she has to ask Ricky, who asks the Spanish guard, who then asks 
the French guard. Of course, the entire conversation between Lucy and the 
French guard has to go through the Spanish guard and Ricky.

It can be frustrating knowing what we want to say, but not knowing how 
to say it in a way that the other person can understand. Sometimes, words 
are inadequate to fully express what we are thinking and feeling. Unfortu-
nately, there are no verbal emojis, and the written word cannot express our 
tone of voice.

Our prayer life can find that frustration level. There are times our hearts 
are so full, or our thoughts so jumbled, that we don’t really know how to talk 
to God about where we are at that point in our lives.

We are blessed that God already understands this, and He has given us 
the Holy Spirit to help us in our prayers.

Romans 8:26-27

26 In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know 

what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us through 

wordless groans. 27 And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the 

Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for God’s people in accordance with 

the will of God.

The Spirit Helps Us (8:26a)

I can never be a fireman. Neither can I become a pilot. Really, I can’t do any-
thing that requires 20/20 vision. My nearsightedness and astigmatism hav-
en’t really affected me too much, thanks to glasses, but there are some things 
I will not be able to do.
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When it comes to our relationship with God, we are weak. That doesn’t 
necessarily mean our faith isn’t strong, nor does it mean we aren’t growing 
in Him daily. It does mean our finite nature limits us in our relationship with 
the Father through the Son. God’s gift of the Holy Spirit is His way of helping 
us overcome our weaknesses.

God’s gift of the Holy Spirit not only allows us to know His mind (1 Corin-
thians 2:9-16), but the Spirit helps us in our weakness. He strengthens us by 
the fruits He imparts to us (Galatians 5:22-23; Ephesians 5:9) and the spir-
itual gifts that allow us to function as a part of the body of Christ (Romans 
12:1-8; 1 Corinthians 12:1-11). He guides us into truth (John 16:15-16) and 
brings to mind Jesus’ words (John 14:26). The Spirit gives us the words to say 
when we are to give account of what we believe and why (Matthew 10:18-20).

And the Holy Spirit helps us in our prayers.
The Spirit Interprets Our Message (8:26b)
When my younger daughter was around one year old, she would whisper 

in my ear as I carried her around. It was quite a thing to hear nonsense words 
being whispered to me, but it was clear she was trying to communicate with 
me even at that young age.

As she grew older, she would ask a question that seemed straight for-
ward. I would answer her question, and she would respond with, “No,” and 
then ask the same question again, only with different inflection. I would try 
to answer the question again but be met with the same response from her. It 
was a frustrating time for both of us, she asking questions, and me not really 
sure what she was asking.

The role of the Holy Spirit in our prayers is to take our unintelligible 
whispers and vague questions and put them into words before the Father.

The verse tells us that we don’t know what to pray for. When we pray, we 
often have an idea of what we want to say, and why we want to say it. The 
breakdown can come in the way we ask or the attitude of heart. It can also 
be that we think we want something, when in fact we really want something 
else. We can think we are asking God for one thing, when what we really are 
asking is for God to work in our lives to bring glory to Him. Jesus’ prayer at 
Gethsemane is a clear example.

On the night Jesus was betrayed, He struggled between doing God’s will 
and doing what He wanted. Jesus knew the cross awaited Him, but His prayer 
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was for another option to be made available. Jesus, who had always done the 
Father’s will and spoken the Father’s words, now came to the whole reason 
He had come to earth. The struggle wasn’t a question of whether or not Jesus 
would follow the Father’s will, but whether there was another alternative to 
pursue. Intellectually, He may have known God’s will, but emotionally, He 
had to struggle with all that lay ahead for Him—the religious leaders’ final 
rejection of Him, the torture at the hands of the Romans, and the horrific 
death that was the cross. Jesus spent a great deal of time in stressful prayer 
before the Father. His struggle was such that He sweat drops of blood (Luke 
22:44). During this time of struggle, God sent an angel to strengthen Jesus.

If Jesus can struggle with prayer, it should come as no surprise that you 
and I can struggle with prayer, too. The Holy Spirit takes our struggle, our 
inability to find the right words or the right meaning and puts them into the 
words that will reach God.

Jesus the Intercessor
When Job was explaining himself to his three friends, he said about God: “He 

is not a mere mortal like me that I might answer him, that we might con-

front each other in court. If only there were someone to mediate between us, 

someone to bring us together, someone to remove God’s rod from me, so that 

his terror would frighten me no more. Then I would speak up without fear of 

him, but as it now stands with me, I cannot” (Job 9:32-35).

There is good news for Job and for us. Jesus is that arbitrator, the go-between 

for us before God.

Hebrews 7:25 reads, “Therefore he is able to save completely those who come 

to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them.” The verse 

comes in the midst of the writer’s point that Jesus is the superior High Priest, 

“Because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood” (Hebrews 7:24). 

The writer of Hebrews has a lot to say about Jesus as our priest before God, 

but one of the ideas the Bible tells us is that Jesus intercedes for us before the 

Father. John writes, “But if anybody does sin, we have an advocate with the 

Father—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One” (1 John 2:1b). Because Jesus is one 

of us—fully human—and is also of God—being fully divine—Jesus is able to 

know where we are coming from and can express our concerns to the Father.
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God Searches Our Hearts (8:27)

One of the first questions of the Bible is found in Genesis 3. Adam and Eve 
had sinned and eaten the forbidden fruit. When they heard God approaching 
in the garden, they hid from Him. God asked Adam two questions: “Where 
are you?” (v. 9b) and “Who told you that you were naked?” (v. 11). In both 
instances, God didn’t need the answers. He already knew where Adam and 
Eve were and why they had hidden. He asked the questions because Adam 
and Eve needed to answer for themselves.

The exchange between God and Adam and Eve in Genesis 3 illustrates 
what Paul wrote in Romans 8:27. Paul wrote about God who “searches our 
hearts.” To really know someone, we need to know their heart. The heart is 
the center of what truly motivates us. God sees past the facades we build and 
the masks we put on. He not only sees our heart, but He searches it. There 
is the suggestion of an intense consideration of who and what we really are.

The same God who searches our hearts also knows the mind of the Spirit. 
This stands to reason because the Holy Spirit is part of the Godhead. It is the 
Spirit within us that reveals God’s will to us, and the same Spirit that trans-
lates our inadequate prayer into a clear message to the Father. The Spirit not 
only speaks our prayers for us, but He intercedes for us. He adds His own 
understanding to our prayers that He speaks to the Father about.

Notice also that all of this is according to God’s plan. In Ephesians 1:4-5, 
the Bible tells us, “For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to 
be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us for adoption to 
sonship through Jesus Christ, in accordance to His pleasure and will.” Think 
about it. Before Genesis 1, God had a plan in place to bring redemption to the 
lost sinner through Jesus Christ. Before He made us, He knew how He would 
save us and restore us into a right relationship with Him. Before we were 
even made, God knew He would need to save us from sin and reconcile us 
with Him. Knowing all this, God still created us with the free will to choose to 
reject Him in sin. Redemption through Christ, being made holy and blame-
less in His sight and having the Holy Spirit intercede for us was and is part of 
God’s plan, God’s will.
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When we consider all that God has done for us, we should find confidence 
and assurance that God has taken every step to ensure you and I can speak 
with Him as a child speaks to their Father.

Implications and Actions

We don’t have to be prayer warriors to be effective prayers. Prayer 
does not come naturally to us. The disciples asked Jesus to teach them how 
to pray (Luke 11:1). It takes time to learn how to pray. Even though prayer is 
simply talking with God, it is still not something that always comes easily to 
us. That’s one of the reasons God has given us the Holy Spirit to live in us and 
with us. He helps us to pray effectively.

Prayer isn’t performance art. Whether our prayers are made in pri-
vate or in public, the fact that the Holy Spirit is there to help us means we 
don’t have to “perform” for God. Knowing that the Spirit is going to take 
our feebleness in prayer and make it intelligible gives us the freedom to be 
ourselves in prayer. We can talk with God with the voice and words we always 
use in casual conversation with friends and family. Because God searches our 
hearts, we don’t have to pretend with Him, either. We can tell Him what we 
are really feeling at the time. If we’re angry, sad, confused, or any other feel-
ing, we can be honest with God and ourselves as we talk with Him.

We are never alone. The presence of the Holy Spirit within us helping 
us to pray lets us know we are never alone. Jesus promised us in Matthew 
28: 20b, “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” Some-
times, having a difficult thing to say is made easier when a friend is with us. 
As the hymn reminds us, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.” We have Jesus 
present with us because the Holy Spirit lives in us.

God has a plan. Knowing that the Holy Spirit’s intercession for us in 
prayer is part of God’s plan tells us that God wants us to pray to Him, and He 
wants us to be assured that He is helping us in our prayers.
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Questions

1. Do you believe you are good at prayer? Are there times when you 
know you need to pray, but don’t know what to pray or how?

2. How does it make you feel knowing that the Holy Spirit takes our 
prayers and “translates” them for God?

3. How does the statement, “And He who searches our hearts,” affect 
the way you will approach prayer in the future?

4. Do the statements about our weakness and not knowing what we 
ought to pray bring comfort to you? Why or why not?

5. Do you take comfort in knowing that the role of the Holy Spirit as 
intercessor is all part of God’s will? 
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Introduction

Have you ever heard someone say, “I’m tired of repeating myself?” Whether 
it was a parent to a child, words to a spouse, or a conversation between a 
supervisor and an employee, those words always have the same connotation. 
Someone desperately wants to know how many times they have to say some-
thing before they see what they said accomplished. That sentiment seems to 
follow us into our prayer lives.

Here in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus was teaching the disciples about prayer. 
Chapter eleven opened with the disciples asking Him how to pray, and He 
gave them a good sermon and a good story. The preaching was describing 
what they should pray for. We know this is as the model prayer or the Lord’s 
prayer. The story that follows was describing how they should pray.

Jesus wanted the disciples to understand there is a measure of faith 
needed in prayer. It is the type of faith that acts in opposition to conventional 
means. It is a faith that does not quit until it gets an answer. It is a faith that 
is willing to repeat itself.

Luke 11:5-13

5 Then Jesus said to them, “Suppose you have a friend, and you go to 

him at midnight and say, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread; 6 a friend of 

mine on a journey has come to me, and I have no food to offer him.’ 7 And 

suppose the one inside answers, ‘Don’t bother me. The door is already 

locked, and my children and I are in bed. I can’t get up and give you any-

thing.’ 8 I tell you, even though he will not get up and give you the bread 

because of friendship, yet because of your shameless audacity he will sure-

ly get up and give you as much as you need.
9 “So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; 

knock and the door will be opened to you. 10 For everyone who asks re-

ceives; the one who seeks finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will 

be opened.
11 “Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake 

instead? 12 Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? 13 If you then, 

though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how 
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much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who 

ask him!”

An Activation of Faith (11:5-6)

Jesus is the king of illustrations. He constantly used parables (fictional sto-
ries with principles or lessons attached), to drive a point home. His parables 
emphasized His counter-cultural teaching. To operate in the manner Jesus 
prefers, it will require us to often reject the customs and practices of the 
times.

Jesus began by describing a man who had an unexpected guest arrive at 
his home. We know the guest was unexpected because the man had no food 
to feed him (11:6). Hebrew culture was known to have an emphasis on hos-
pitality. It was a sign of good hospitality for this man to invite his friend into 
his home even if it was an unexpected visit. The Jews did not leave people 
outside to fend for themselves. In the Old Testament, when two angels ar-
rived in Sodom, Lot insisted that they not sleep in the town square. Not only 
did he invite them in, but he also encouraged them to wash their feet, pre-
pared a meal for them, and asked them to spend the night (Genesis 19:1-3).

It was customary to be prepared and take good care of house guests. The 
woman in Shunem prepared an entire room for the prophet Elisha whenever 
he was in town (2 Kings 4:8-10). So, for the man in Luke not to have food 
meant the guest was an unexpected problem for him.

It is often the moments we did not expect that activate our faith. If we 
were prepared for everything that was coming our way, we would not need to 
have faith in God. It is the moments we can’t always see coming that require 
us to believe in a God who sees everything. This man had to have faith to go 
ask for what he did not have or was prepared for. He had to have faith that 
someone else would be willing to provide for him what he needed in that 
moment.

It was need that activated the man’s faith. It was not selfish ambition 
that prompted him to ask his neighbor for bread. Jesus’ brother James teach-
es us, the motive of our hearts matter when we ask for something (James 
4:2-3). The man’s motive in this moment was to ensure his guest was taken 
care of. It was a selfless act of faith.
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The time of the day poses another problem for the man and his friend. 
It was midnight. Midnight signifies the darkest period of the evening. It is a 
dangerous time of night. There are approximately 13 passages of Scripture 
that take place at midnight. It is a time of great difficulty. Paul and Silas were 
in prison praying and singing at midnight (Acts 16:25). The faith of this man’s 
request to his neighbor is heightened by the time of evening in which he is 
willing to ask. At the most difficult and dangerous time, he had faith enough 
to request from his neighbor what he needed for his friend and himself.

The man visited his neighbor’s home with the belief that his neighbor 
possessed what he needed and would be willing to give it to him. There would 
have been no point in him going to his home if he did not have faith that the 
solution he needed could be found there.

An Audacity in Faith (11:5-10)

Luke recalled Jesus’ parable in a way that initially has you excited. We ap-
plaud the willingness of the man to invite his friend in his home. We cele-
brate the man ensuring he can be adequately hospitable to him while he is 
in his company. However, the story quickly takes a turn when the neighbor 
refuses to help this man (11:7).

Luke pens for us a juxtaposition of the faith of one man and the fear 
of another. Remember it was midnight. This neighbor seemingly has reason 
to refuse the man what he was requesting. He did not say the items being 
requested were out of stock in his home. He did not say, he was physically un-
able to assist the man. His refusal to help the man was based on his own fears 
and household codes that he abided by. In essence, the neighbor suggested 
the man picked the wrong time to need help. He said his door was locked, and 
his children were in bed.

On one hand the man who had allowed a guest into his home was show-
ing great faith. He was risking his own livelihood by bringing a guest into his 
home without food. He was motivated to travel outside his home at a danger-
ous hour and make a request of what he needed from his neighbor. On the 
other hand, the neighbor was expressing that inconvenience nor friendship 
was motivation enough to move on behalf of the person knocking on his 
door.
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Household Codes

The nature by which families and communities interacted were known as 

“household codes.” In a Greco-Roman society where imperialism was domi-

nant, and Jews were attempting to live as God intended, they developed codes 

for how people would interact with one another. These codes addressed re-

lationships between husbands and wives, servants and masters, and parents 

and children. These codes governed relationships in an effort to continue har-

mony in households.

As Jesus continued this parable, He said it would be audacity that would 
get the man to move. There was this lightbulb moment for the neighbor that 
said this man had a lot of nerve coming to me at this hour to ask me for 
bread. If he was audacious enough to get out of his bed, I guess I will get out 
of mine. Jesus said the audacity was shameless. It was an audacity that knew 
maybe he should have been better prepared for what was going on in his life. 
Maybe he should have been more keenly aware of the time of evening and the 
danger of his surroundings. However, with no shame, with great faith, and 
with an expected answer to his requests, he knocked on his neighbor’s door.

An Answer to Faith (11:9-13)

This parable is so relatable because it is audacity that gets the man an answer. 
It is audacity that gets the man what he needs for the guest in his home. 
The proper context of audacity in the parable is that the man’s perseverance 
caused his neighbor to want to preserve his good name. The neighbor knew, 
eventually the sun will come up, and everyone will go out to work. My friend 
and his guest will come outside as well. It will quickly spread that a guest is in 
town and had no bread for the evening. If I do not get up, my friend will sure-
ly say that he asked his neighbor for bread and received none. The neighbor 
understood his name in the community would be ruined for that. He had to 
preserve his good name.

The tense of the words ask, seek, and knock (11:9) are continual. The 
verse would be better translated into keep asking, keep seeking, and keep 
knocking. Keep repeating yourself until you get an answer. It is the under-
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standing that the man kept knocking on his neighbor’s door. He was going 
to keep knocking until he got bread. The neighbor had to keep listening to 
knocking until he realized his friend would not go away.

Jesus was rounding third base now and wanted to drive the point home. 
He addressed the disciples directly and asked them a few questions. He want-
ed to know how they would respond when approached with requests. He ac-
tually came even closer to them and transitioned from neighbor to father and 
said who gives their child a snake when they asked for a fish (11:11)? There 
is no answer to the questions Jesus asked. They are seemingly rhetorical. It is 
because we all know the answer. None of us would give our children scorpi-
ons instead of eggs (11:12). None of us would take our children’s needs and 
give them something that would harm them.

Applying the Parable

To apply the parable in your daily life:

• Take time to write down what you are believing God for.

• Assess if your list is simply for your benefit or God’s kingdom. Ask your-

self if your motives for prayer are selfless?

• Put a check mark by the things you have possibly stopped praying about 

or believing God for.

• Set a time to start praying again for the things you have put down.

• Explore ways to help others even as you wait for God to help you.

The best part is Jesus let them know as imperfect fathers they knew how 
to give good gifts, and as a perfect Father surely God knows how to give even 
better gifts. He finished His discourse on prayer letting them know to keep 
praying. You do not stop praying and believing, because if you can take care 
of your kids, I can also take care of mine. Jesus wanted the disciples to realize 
as much as they cared about their name in the community, He cares even 
more about His name in the earth. They need to know when they pray, don’t 
quit because His name does not fail.

The gifts God provides are infinitely better than the gifts fathers give to 
their children. Jesus said how much more will the Father give the Holy Spirit 
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to those who ask Him (11:13). More than bread, God provides the Spirit. It is 
the sense that God surpasses what we need. He is the God who gives exceed-
ingly and abundantly (Ephesians 3:20). Our faith should not quit because it 
is linked to a God who does not fail.

Implications and Actions

In this fast-paced microwave miracle society it is so easy to quit when things 
do not happen for us immediately. We live in a world of instant gratification. 
But Jesus wants us to have faith in an eternal God who never fails His chil-
dren. Even when things seem slow in happening or what God wants to do is 
different than what we expected, we have to remember what God will do is 
infinitely greater than what we could do ourselves.

Questions

1. As you reflect on the man with the unexpected guest, when have 
you been in his shoes, and how did you respond?

2. Considering the neighbor, would you say he was justified for how he 
handled his friend? Why or why not?

3. How can you practice selflessness with your neighbors and friends? 
In what way can you be the kind of neighbor you may one day need?



52 PRAYER THAT MOVES HEAVEN: A STUDY OF PRAYER

4. In what ways do you see the importance of faith and prayer being 
connected?

5. How will you approach God in prayer differently now based on your 
understanding of this parable? 
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Introduction

You may be familiar with the acronym P.U.S.H. It stands for pray until some-
thing happens. It is the sentiment that addresses the necessity to keep pray-
ing until things change. If you are not familiar with it, maybe you know what 
it is to have a child. If you have not had children, you know what it is to be 
a child. My child told me the other day as she requested McDonalds for the 
millionth time, “Daddy, I am going to keep asking you to take me to McDon-
alds, until you take me.” Even if there was no concept of P.U.S.H., there is the 
concept of K.I.D., keep irritating daddy.

Children quickly grasp that if they need something, they can ask their 
parents. Often, we discover they won’t stop asking until they get their way. 
My children understand that I have means, resources, and the ability to take 
care of their needs. They know I will see about their problems, and normal-
ly grant their requests. They have figured out if we ask daddy long enough, 
eventually he will submit to us. Between their level of irritation, and my ca-
pacity to love them, they know in the end, they will get their requests grant-
ed. It may not happen in the time they prefer, but it will happen.

Jesus, as He was teaching on prayer was conveying this same reality to 
His disciples. He is giving attention to the notion that everything may not 
happen when and how they want it, but it doesn’t mean God is not address-
ing it.

Luke 18:1-8

1 Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to show them that they should 

always pray and not give up. 2 He said: “In a certain town there was a judge 

who neither feared God nor cared what people thought. 3 And there was 

a widow in that town who kept coming to him with the plea, ‘Grant me 

justice against my adversary.
4 “For some time he refused. But finally he said to himself, ‘Even though 

I don’t fear God or care what people think, 5 yet because this widow keeps 

bothering me, I will see that she gets justice, so that she won’t eventually 

come and attack me!’”
6 And the Lord said, “Listen to what the unjust judge says. 7 And will not 

God bring about justice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and 
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night? Will he keep putting them off? 8 I tell you, he will see that they get 

justice, and quickly. However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find 

faith on the earth?”

Pray Expectantly (18:1-3)

Luke penned the bottom line before giving Jesus’ parable. He addressed our 
responsibility in prayer before the illustration begins. Luke wrote, “Then Je-
sus told his disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and 
not give up” (18:1). This line alone is a warning and a comfort.

It is a warning, because the writer of the gospel wants you to know there 
will be moments in time when it seems like you are praying, and nothing is 
happening. There will be times you pray and feel like God is ignoring you. 
There will be seasons of what feels like only suffering and silence. It may feel 
like you are praying to a wall. However, regardless of the reality and the valid-
ity of your feelings, keep praying.

This line in Luke’s gospel is also comfort because the gospel would not tell 
us to pray if there was not an understanding that prayer works. We should 
find comfort that we can’t give up before we give God time to show up. God 
never fails at revealing Himself in a way we need, even if it is not in the tim-
ing or way we want.

Jesus began to tell a parable. He began another fictional story with pow-
erful lessons to encourage our prayer life. Immediately, He lets us know there 
is an uphill battle at hand. The town had a judge who neither feared God nor 
cared what people think (18:2). He was like someone who will cut you off 
in traffic and not care that you blew your horn or had your child in the car. 
Before we know what the issue at hand is, we already know things will not be 
easy. Jesus wants us to grasp that our salvation does not erase suffering. Our 
relationship with the Father does not remove all opposition from our lives. 
Salvation definitely gives us a promise, but it does not eliminate pain.

There was a woman who had an issue with someone. She had an adver-
sary who had given her trouble. She would like to see justice in her situation. 
Whether or not the woman knew the reputation of the judge, did not mat-
ter to her, she went to him anyway. She knew she was hurting, and that he 
could rectify her issue. She went to him expecting a solution to her suffering. 
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There was a boldness in her approach to him because she said grant me justice 
(18:3). She does not ask if justice is permitted, approved, or necessary, she 
just demands it. She had a clear understanding of what had happened to her 
and what this judge could do, and she expected a remedy. This is immediate 
encouragement for us in this parable. We should expect an answer when we 
pray. Our posture when approaching God should be one of expectation of 
what we know God can do.

Justice

The world has many different ideas of what “justice” is. While the intentions of 

people are often admirable, we fall short at what God means by justice. Luke’s 

portrait of the gospel is very justice centered. Jesus cares a lot about the poor, 

the orphans, the widows, and the oppressed. Justice is derived from a Greek 

word that means vindicate or punish. It is the idea of God punishing the op-

pressor and raising up the oppressed. However, the idea of justice is not sim-

ply guilty or not guilty, but it is restoring people to a level of wholeness where 

they have everything they need for life. Justice is fulfilled when everyone is 

being seen and treated how God has always intended.

Pray Persistently (18:4-5)

The woman ran into a roadblock. She knew the judge had the power to ease 
her pain and deal with her problems, and he refused. Imagine repairing your 
credit, paying off all of your consumer debt, and saving thousands of dollars. 
You walk into the bank ready to purchase your first home, sit down with the 
lender, and they tell you your loan application is denied. They give no reason-
ing, explanation, or next steps, just a big red stamp on your application that 
says denied.

Sit with that for a second. This woman was refused with no explanation. 
As the reader we have inside information that the judge does not fear God 
or care what people think (18:2, 4). But all this woman knew is that she had 
an issue, and he wouldn’t fix it. This was a pivotal moment in her life. She 
could’ve easily walked away sad, given up, or even pursued vengeance as a 
replacement to justice. Instead, she chose to go back to the judge. There is 
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always a holy push for us as believers to go back. There is a conviction to go 
back to the Judge who can fix our situation.

Jesus said, she kept going. “…yet because this widow keeps bothering 
me...” (18:5). She was persistent. She persevered despite the posture of the 
judge. Everything around her opposed everything in her, but she kept going 
back. She did not let “no” stop her. In her mind, a “no” today, did not mean a 
“no” tomorrow. The pain was still there so the request could not stop.

The gospel says, “For some time he refused.” This wasn’t some momen-
tary affliction for this woman. I recently went to the dentist office for a rou-
tine cleaning. I sat in the lobby for 40 minutes past my appointment time 
before I was seen. When I left, I said to myself, “I see why doctors call it the 
‘waiting room.’” Maybe for you the “waiting room” of life has been weeks, 
months, or even years of suffering, injustice, or being without. You have to 
keep praying persistently. The woman in this parable would tell us to keep 
going back.

We also learn from another woman in Mark’s gospel. She had been 
plagued with an issue of blood for twelve long years. This woman would tell 
us after trying every doctor and prescription, and spending all of her money, 
keep going to Jesus (Mark 5:25-29).

Pray Passionately (18:5-6)

The woman in the parable not only continued to show up to the judge’s court, 
but she also showed up with the same request and the same demand she had 
to begin with. Her posture was unchanged. She was consistent but she was 
also passionate. She believed that what she was praying for was right. She 
knew in her heart what she was asking for was in the judge’s ability, and the 
right thing to do.

There is an assessment in our heart that has to happen to make sure we 
are maintaining the fire in our prayers. We have to have the belief that God 
has the power to grant our requests and be settled that what we are asking 
for matches His heart. It is a twofold process of honoring His power and 
humbling our posture.

The judge exposed how passionately she was praying when he said re-
gardless of the fact that I do not fear God or people (18:4), I have to grant 
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this woman’s request because she keeps bothering me (18:5). He told us, she 
asked so much, she made him step out of character and grant her request. 
How amazing that the persistence and passion of this woman caused the un-
just judge to give a righteous judgment!

The passion was there because a judge who did not care what people 
thought said he was scared she may attack him (18:5). The words from her 
mouth were so passionate, and persistent he began to fear his own livelihood 
if he did not come through. It was worth changing who he was in order to 
satisfy her.

Jesus told the disciples to pay attention to this judge. If this judge did 
this as an unjust judge, imagine what God will do as the righteous Judge. 
God will bring about justice quickly as the great and righteous Judge. He will 
move quickly. Quickly may not be your timing, but it will be in time. My 
grandmother would say, “He may not come when you want Him to, but He is 
always right on time.”

Applying the Parable

A young couple in central North Carolina after several years of trying, miscar-

rying, and trauma were told by 2 doctors that their ability to have a baby “of 

their own” was non-existent and were told to stop trying and consider other 

options. They both believe biological children are a part of God’s will for their 

marriage. What would your next steps be in response to this?

The opening line of this parable is the bottom line, but Jesus’ final words 
in this parable is the punchline. He exhorted them to always pray. After illus-
trating to them what consistent prayer looks like, He took a turn. He let them 
know God is infinitely better than this judge and will show up for those who 
call on His name. But as He closed, He asked a question. He said, “…when the 
Son of Man comes, will He find faith on the earth?” (18:8).

In other words, not only do you need to keep praying, but you also have to 
keep believing. They are twin principles. The prayer is not about “the thing,” 
prayer is to the person. Prayer is to the all-powerful God who says, “without 
faith it is impossible to please God” (Hebrews 11:6).
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Implications and Actions

Prayer requires us to trust God’s timing. There will be times when we hear not 
yet or hold on. We have a responsibility to keep communicating with the God 
of the universe. If we continue to pray expectantly, persistently, and passion-
ately, we will see God show up on our behalf in a way we may not have even 
imagined. Persistent prayer is not about getting God to do what we want but 
getting us to know the God who can do anything.

Questions

1. When you consider the woman in this parable, what things might 
she have believed to make her keep asking for justice?

2. When you reflect on the unjust judge, what could have been differ-
ent about this woman that would have moved him to change his 
mind?

3. How does passionate prayer display itself in your daily life?
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4. What tools and methods can you implement to ensure you are pray-
ing persistently?

5. Reflect on a situation where you kept praying about something, and 
God showed up for you. How can you encourage others through 
your testimony of persistent prayer?
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Introduction

It is borderline impossible for me to keep up with everything that my daugh-
ter asks me for. She asks for so much. The requests come in so fast and so 
often, I stopped trying to keep up. Don’t let it be near Christmas time or her 
birthday, it is exponentially higher.

However, what I do remember is the last time she looked at me in my 
eyes and told me she loved me. I remember the handwritten note left on my 
nightstand. It had been a long week and it was only Monday (you know how 
that is). I sat on the edge of my bed to plug my phone up before turning in, 
when a purple sticky note caught my attention. It was stuck to my lamp, and 
it read, “Dear daddy, hope you have a great day even though it’s tough. I love 
you.” I will forever remember that note.

If we’re honest we make a lot of requests to God. Unlike me, God is all 
knowing. He remembers and keeps track of every request. He responds in 
ways that are better than our expectations and our understanding. But what 
He hides in His heart is the “I love you daddy” notes and words from us. What 
God holds close to His celestial chest is the words of our worship. Prayer is 
not just the opportunity for petition, it is also an opportunity for praise.

Ephesians 3:14-21

14 For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom every family in 

heaven and on earth derives its name. 16 I pray that out of his glorious rich-

es he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner be-

ing, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that 

you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with 

all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is 

the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that 

you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God
20 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or 

imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, 21 to him be glory 

in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and 

ever! Amen.
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Prayer of Acceptance (3:14-16a)

Paul wrote this letter to the church in Ephesus to encourage their under-
standing of the great blessing and role of the church in God’s plan. In verse 
14, Paul said, “For this reason…” Whenever you see words like for or there-
fore, you need to ask, what is it there for? For what reason did you say this, 
Paul? Well, he had just spent 2 previous chapters talking about God’s grace, 
and how that grace saved him and subsequently saves us.

There had been an emphasis on the reality that we were underserving 
of a relationship with God, and yet He still sent Jesus to ensure we would 
have one anyway. Let that sink in. Jesus did not die for the innocent but 
for the guilty. Imagine if one of your children rebelled and left home. Later, 
they came back and robbed you of everything. They are arrested and given a 
trial. By the trials’ end they are obviously found guilty. In the courtroom, you 
stand before the judge to say I love them so much I will serve the sentence on 
their behalf. That’s what Paul was telling this church that Jesus did for him, 
them…and us!

Paul said they have been accepted, and for that reason kneel before the 
Father (3:14). The fact that Jesus accepts me when He doesn’t have to, makes 
me kneel. It makes me worship and praise God for giving me what I do not 
deserve.

Kneeling

To kneel is from a Greek word kampto. It means to bend or bow. It’s a sign of 

reverence. Kneeling was an act of worship. To kneel meant to honor. Howev-

er, kneeling at first glance seems like a sign of weakness but it is actually a sign 

of strength. Bent knees meant strong purpose. In the OT you didn’t find peo-

ple bowing to pray, because the worshipers of Baal would bend their knees. In 

the NT they began to bow as means of saying God was greater than any other 

god. The act of kneeling was a sign of honoring God’s strength.

Paul began to expound on how wide and far this acceptance goes. He said, 
“…the Father, from whom every family…derives its name.” (3:15). There is an 
emphasis that God isn’t just our Father, He is everyone’s Father; He is Cre-
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ator of all. Every family get its name from Him. Every family in heaven and 
on earth. That means not just Jewish families and Gentile families as Paul 
was speaking about prior, but also Asian families, African families. American 
families, European families, Hispanic families, etc. all get their name from 
God.

This isn’t simply a last name either. It is a title. It is a position. In oth-
er words, because of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross, I have God’s family name. 
When we pray, we are literally talking to Daddy. When we pray, we can honor 
Daddy for giving us His name. We communicate our gratefulness for God 
accepting us into His family.

As Paul continued, he encouraged strength in the inner being and the 
residence of the Holy Spirit on the inside of them (3:16). The acceptance 
moves from simply relational to residential. We do not communicate praise 
just because God took us back into the family, but also that He will live on the 
inside of us and strengthen us. Picture a spouse who has damaged their mar-
ital vows. They have been separated for a season and sit down for lunch one 
afternoon. With tears in their eyes, the spouse at fault begins to apologize 
again enthusiastically. In turn, they hear forgiveness from the lips of the one 
they hurt. They hear comfort, assurance, and blessing. When lunch is over, 
the bill is paid, and they stand up to walk away. Now, right when they think 
it’s over, imagine them hearing their spouse say, you can also come home.

The Spirit living on the inside of us gives strength (3:16). Paul was lit-
erally praying for God’s strength for them. It is a moment of worship and 
gratefulness that the Spirit of God provides strength for His family. The ac-
ceptance by God gives strength from God.

Prayer of Admiration (3:16b-19)

Some of the greatest moments in my marriage are when my wife will call my 
name, look in my eyes and pause long enough to make me nervous. Right 
when I want to panic and say I’m sorry for whatever I did wrong, she will say, 
“Sweetheart, I love you. I love the way you take care of our family.” Immedi-
ately I want to give her a big hug! There is something about being admired. 
Paul continued praying for these Ephesians by telling them to admire.
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He wanted them rooted and established in love…to grasp how deep and 
wide the Lord’s love is (3:17-18). Paul was constantly repeating himself. He 
said the words “I pray” over and over again throughout this letter. He was 
driving home the point that we should pray also. And in the moments of our 
prayer we should be overwhelmed with the love of God. We should grasp how 
deep and wide it is. Prayer should be leaving sticky notes on God’s lampstand. 
Prayer should be post-its He keeps close to Him because we want to tell Him 
we love Him. There should be moments where what we say is received and 
remains without the necessity for Him to respond.

The extent to which this love is admired should happen communally as 
well as individually. Paul said “…together with all of the Lord’s holy people” 
(3:18). Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 12:12-27 how we are one body in Christ. 
We are better together. This prayer elevates from an individual sound to a 
corporate sound of admiration. It is all of God’s people together praying to 
God and telling Him I love you. When Michael Jackson and the Beatles would 
go on tour and people would flock and scream and pass out with admiration 
for them. Paul wanted our admiration in prayer together to be that way for 
God.

Expressing God’s Love

Here are some ways we can tangibly show our appreciation of God’s love to 

us by loving others:

• Serve as a family at a food bank or shelter

• Partner with other families and participate in a community service proj-

ect

• Partner with the Red Cross and write letters to soldiers stationed away 

from home

• Leave an encouraging note for your next-door neighbor

• Pray for your waiter or waitress the next time you dine out

I love when I go to a restaurant, and I never have to ask for a refill on my 
drink. I am a self-proclaimed lemonade connoisseur. So, when I am dining 
and the lemonade is good, I don’t even want to ask for a re-fill. You can trust 
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me to drink it up, and I want to trust you to consistently fill my cup. This is 
what admiration to the Father does. Paul says when you pray and tell God you 
love Him, we receive the fullness of who He is; He fills us with Himself (3:19). 
Our cup is never empty, and we never have to ask God for a refill.

Prayer of Abundance (3:20-21)

Every year during the season when award shows come on, we see across our 
news and social media feeds the question of “who wore it better?” It is the 
debate of two celebrities who had on the same designer outfit, and the pub-
lic is now comparing and choosing between them. Even though the outfit is 
exactly the same, the public believes someone wore it better. Paul began to 
close this part of the letter letting us know that God wears it better. He said, 
“Now to him who is able” (3:20). The King James version says, “Now unto 
him, that is able…” (3:20). God wears ability better. Ability for us, determines 
if we can do something. Ability for God determines how much He can do 
something. Ability for us determines our limits. Ability for God displays His 
limitlessness.

He does exceedingly, abundantly, above all that we ask or think. Press 
pause right there. God’s ability is above our asking, our thinking, or imagi-
nation. Remember the moments in your life when you really wanted some-
thing, and were scared to ask the person who could get it for you? Whether it 
was a spouse, parent, friend, or supervisor, you hesitated. You used to think 
about it, dream of it, and see everyone else with it. When it comes to God, He 
can exceed that dream. Imagine if there was a car you wanted, and you built 
it online and picked out every feature you would love to have, God can exceed 
that dream.

The recognition and appreciation for God’s abundance moves heaven, be-
cause it is our submission to the reality that there is nothing we can think of, 
that is too big for God. Even more, it is realizing that there is nothing we can 
think or dream that is bigger than God Himself. Our time in prayer should be 
a moment of honoring the “bigness” of God.

The “bigness” of God, Paul said flows through us. We see the manifesta-
tion of how wonderful God is “to His power that is at work within us” (3:20). 
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Because the Spirit lives in us, the abundance of God flows through us. All of 
who He is, does some of His best work through who we are.

There’s a layer of icing that Paul added to this wonderful cake. That ic-
ing is glory. “Glory in the church and in Christ Jesus” (3:21). Simply, glory 
through the people of God to God. Glory in the finished work of His Son, and 
glory from the people who benefit from that work.

Several years ago, I led a children’s summer camp program. At the end 
of the day during free time, the kids would want to play a game where they 
would all jump and pile on top of the workers. There would be dozens of kids 
on each of us. The more kids that would pile on top, the heavier the pile be-
came, and eventually we would be on the floor covered in children. We could 
not get up because the pile was so heavy. There were moments we had trouble 
breathing because of the amount of weight on us. This is what glory means. 
It is weight. It is to pile on top of God all of the admiration and appreciation 
He deserves. It is to pile it on. Paul wants us to weigh God down. Heaven truly 
moving, is moving God to the floor covered in glory.

Implications and Actions

God wants to know how His children feel about Him. Our moments of prayer 
are gracious opportunities to praise the person of God and the works of 
His hands. Our time in conversation with the creator should be filled with 
thanksgiving more than requests. It is the idea of thanking God for the abili-
ty to pray and not just settling on getting something when we pray.

Questions

1. As you reflect on God being your Father, how does that change your 
perspective of your relationship with Him?
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2. To include kneeling, what other postures of worship and prayer do 
you find most rewarding or challenging and why?

3. What are some of the different benefits and challenges to individual 
prayer and prayer within a community?

4. How are you challenged to live daily knowing that the fullness of 
God is available on the inside of you?

5. How can you intentionally and consistently incorporate praise and 
worship more into your time of prayer?
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Do I long to be with Jesus like He longs to 
be with me?
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ty of the Spirit, be with Him to see His 
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Introduction

When is the last time you played “follow the leader?” The game was simple: do 
what the leader does, no matter how outlandish or difficult. At some point, 
we outgrew the game; but, so much of our adult life is spent interacting with 
those who want to lead or affect our lives. Though we may not give much 
thought to the childhood game, adults realize the impact that family, friends, 
and leaders have on our personal lives as well as on the bigger society of 
which we are a part.

The distinctive nature of faith is that we are followers of Jesus. When He 
called His first disciples, Jesus said “follow me.” That’s our call also. He is our 
leader. The author of Hebrews wrote, “fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer 
and perfecter of faith” (Hebrews 12:2). He is the object and subject of our 
faith. When we keep our focus fixed upon Him, we have His leadership by 
Word and example. Even in Jesus’ prayer life, we are encouraged to pray and 
live in ways that continue the ministry of Jesus.

John 17:20-26

20 “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe 

in me through their message, 21 that all of them may be one, Father, just as 

you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may 

believe that you have sent me. 22 I have given them the glory that you gave 

me, that they may be one as we are one— 23 I in them and you in me—so 

that they may be brought to complete unity. Then the world will know that 

you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me
24 “Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and 

to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before 

the creation of the world
25 “Righteous Father, though the world does not know you, I know 

you, and they know that you have sent me. 26 I have made you known to 

them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have 

for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them.”
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The High Priestly Prayer of Jesus (17:1-26)

Many scholars refer to John 17 as the high priestly prayer of Jesus. They also 
see three distinct segments in the prayer. In the first two segments, Jesus 
introduced ideas that make our focal passage for today (17:20-26) even more 
meaningful.

First, Jesus prayed about Himself (John 17:1-5). He looked upward, 
heavenly, and prayed, “Father, the hour has come.” He asked God to glori-
fy Him, which meant that He was ready to finish His mission. Jesus knew 
people were going to experience eternal life through Him. Jesus offered one 
definition of what “eternal life” meant: “that they know you, the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (John 17:3). Such knowledge is 
not casual acquaintance; instead, it involves a deep bonding of faith and love 
with the eternal God as your Heavenly Father and Jesus as your Savior and 
Lord. Jesus’ sense of purpose, introduced in John 1:12-13 and wonderfully 
stated in John 3:16, continued through the final hours of Jesus’ earthly life.

Jesus: The Ultimate High Priest

A priest was an important historical figure in almost every religion. That per-

son was looked upon as having authority with some supreme being. In the 

Old Testament, priests had a significant role. By the time Jesus arrived on the 

scene, the mediator role of the priest was common—the priest was a “go be-

tween” God and humanity. In Hebrews, chapters 7-10, Jesus was referred to 

as a priest, a great high priest, and “the mediator of a new covenant” (Hebrews 

9:15). He was superior to anything that religious people ever knew. As the 

ultimate high priest, Jesus’ prayer life reveals not only His relationship to God 

the Father and His love for His followers, but it also becomes a pattern for us 

to understand and model.

Then Jesus prayed for His disciples (John 17:6-19). He knew life would 
be hard for them. They had been with Jesus for three years, and soon He’d be 
gone. Jesus told them earlier (John 14:15-16) that God would provide them 
another companion and comforter (Holy Spirit). Though they did not yet 
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realize it, the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit would be the common 
denominator, the unifying presence and power among them and all believers.

Jesus prayed God would protect them and He would sanctify them for 
their experience with adversity but also for their ability to continue Christ’s 
mission in the world. A key prayer request occurs in the midst of this sec-
tion: “so that they may be one as we are one” (John 17:11). Jesus also prayed 
that His disciples would have “the full measure of my joy within them” (John 
17:13)—what a prayer thought less than 24 hours before His death. He 
closed the prayer by praying for all who would become believers, including 
you and me.

Jesus Prays for All Believers (17:20-26)

Praying for Others Who Get the Message. The third section of the priest-
ly prayer of John 17 reveals the confidence Jesus had that the gospel message 
will be shared with and accepted by others. Never underestimate the impor-
tance of believing in someone, for that can be the stimulus in a person’s abil-
ity to do the right thing. His first disciples were entrusted with continuing 
Jesus’ mission, and Jesus believed they could do it. To do that well, Jesus 
prayed that they be united in their focus on Jesus, their love for each other 
and their mission to continue what Jesus began with them. They kept the 
focus. The result was that others became believers, and that process has been 
repeated for over twenty centuries. Don’t forget—you and I were also prayed 
for by Jesus. He believed in us, and now it’s our turn to help others become 
devoted followers of Jesus. We can do it.

Praying for Unity Among Believers. Jesus knew people well enough 
to know that even His followers could be self-centered rather than other-di-
rected, even if they professed to be God-led. When the apostle Paul was en-
couraging the Philippians to let the “mind of Christ” be the dominant dispo-
sition of their lives, he wrote “in humility, value others above yourselves. not 
looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others” 
(Philippians 2:3-4). Later, Paul identified Euodia and Syntyche, two promi-
nent women in the church in Philippi, who were out of fellowship with each 
other (Philippians 4:2). Paul encouraged church leaders to work to restore the 
unity between them, truly understanding that disunity can be infectious to 
the ability of the body to function as well as it can.
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The burden of Jesus’ concern for new believers was unity. That’s a con-
stant theme in John 17 and is so apparent throughout Scripture. As the 
Psalmist wrote in Psalms 133:1, “How good and pleasant it is when God’s 
people live together in unity!” Jesus prayed for unity, and He referred again 
to the pattern of unity that existed between Himself the Son and God the 
Father. We might protest and say that’s not possible for us. True, but that is 
the goal. The opposite viewpoint is that we may do the work of Satan, who 
is described by John in Revelation 12:10 as “the accuser of our brothers and 
sisters.” Given these polar positions concerning unity, what will be your aim? 
Which is best manifested by your life and in your church?

God did not save us to fly solo through the universe but to fly in tandem. 
Being born again means that we enter into a family. John wrote in 1 John 
3:1: “we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” Thus we 
are brothers and sisters in Christ. That family is intentionally diverse, by the 
design of our Creator and by the grace of our Savior. This diversity is not a 
weakness but a seedbed for free and faithful believers to have the best pos-
sible life together under God’s guidance on earth and eventually in Heaven. 
By being united and diverse, the family is enhanced by fellow members who 
have differing gifts that are used for the common good of all (1 Corinthians 
12:7).

The fact that we are linked together is established by God; our issue is 
how to maintain and reveal that unity. Sometimes the practice of unity is 
difficult to retain or maintain; however, its difficulty is no excuse. God ex-
pects the process of moving from individual conversion to being a good fam-
ily member to go well. We should do all we can to make sure that happens 
(Romans 12:18; 1 Peter 3:11).

Praying With the Hope of Heaven. Jesus prayed for believers because 
He loved them. He loved the first century believers, and He will continue to 
love believers forever. In John 14:2-3, Jesus mentioned that He was going to 
heaven (“my Father’s house”) and would prepare of place for His disciples. 
Now, in this priestly prayer, He prayed again for all believers, acknowledging 
that He wants them to be with Him in eternity (John 17:24). That poses an 
interesting question for us, how much do we desire to be in Heaven with Je-
sus? Do we have a longing in our heart to be with Jesus? Amazingly, the God 
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of this universe has a home for us and wants us to be with Him forever. And 
our response is…?

Praying That Believers Manifest Godly Love. In the 21 chapters of 
the Gospel of John, five of them are devoted to this upper room experience 
that Jesus had with His disciples. This section of Scripture begins with John 
13:1, “Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the 
end.” That’s the Jesus way. He didn’t quit on love. He wanted all believers 
to have that love. He does not want us to dam up the flow of love to us and 
through us.

Jesus prayed that “the love you have for me may be in them” (John 17:26). 
One way God answered that prayer was through the indwelling Holy Spirit: 
“God’s love has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who 
has been given to us” (Romans 5:5). Thus, we find that we do not lose love by 
living it or giving it. We find that love is a renewable resource, and God never 
gets tired of His love being lived through our lives. If the message is shared, 
it is shared with love. If unity is embraced, it is done with love. If Heaven is 
our eternal home, the path is marked by love. Jesus was the perfect human 
manifestation of love, and His love should be obvious in our earthly lives 
until we get to our eternal home.

The New Testament mentions several ways that describe our interac-
tion with God as believers. All affirm that we are not left alone to accomplish 
God’s will in our lives. As a prior generation of Americans might have said, 
“we don’t pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps.” Or, we are not “self-made 
people.” God has a purpose and mission for us, and He promises to empower 
us to accomplish His will.

Jesus closed His prayer by saying about believers, “that I myself may be 
in them” (John 17:26). Earlier that evening, Jesus promised the coming of 
the Holy Spirit (John 14:26 and 16:5-15) whose indwelling presence would 
operate as a power generator for all believers. The same reality of God that 
was in the Father and the Son would be in the believer, making the presence 
of Jesus alive in them.
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Implications and Actions

Though Jesus knew His disciples would one day be in Heaven with Him, He 
did not pray they should be taken out of the world. The world was their are-
na, just as it is ours. The first century arena was not easy, and proof of that 
happened within hours of these upper room moments—Jesus was betrayed, 
wrongly convicted, and died on a cross. Our 21st century world is not easy 
either.

It’s a common question, “are you a part of the problem or part of the 
solution?” Certainly, we Christians desire to be part of the solution, but we 
still struggle with problems and solutions, politics and persons. Perhaps we 
need to approach life differently. Instead of priority one being “let’s make 
the world better,” what about priority one being “am I pleasing God with how 
I live?” (Hebrews 11:6). It is pleasing to God if we allowed Jesus’ prayer to 
impact the way we do evangelism, enjoy fellowship, keep hopeful about our 
future, and demonstrate that Godly love makes a worldly difference. And God 
can empower you to do that (Philippians 4:13, 19).

Doing Jesus’ Prayer

Are you praying for God’s will? Do you wonder where God is at work in the 

world? You may find answers by:

• Doing a more effective job of making sure people hear the message of 

Jesus.

• Being a more positive force for unity among believers.

• Helping others know the hope of Heaven for themselves,

• Disciplining yourself so Godly love motivates you and characterizes your 

behavior.

• Jesus prayed for you; He believed that you could continue His mission, 

perhaps even being an answer to someone else’s prayer.
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Questions

l. If you had been in the upper room with Jesus, how would you have 
reacted when you heard Jesus give the closing prayer?

2. Who among your Bible class or friends does the best job of building 
up the unity of the church? If these folks answered this question, 
would they think of you? Why or why not?

3. What affect does unity have on your church’s or class’s ability to 
attract new members?

4. Who helped you become a Christian and/or grow as a Christian? 
Who have you helped?

5. How can your prayers be shaped to include themes from Jesus’ 
prayer and how will you put feet to your prayers?
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Introduction

A pastor’s young adult daughter was undergoing counseling for severe emo-
tional and relational issues. After several sessions, she said, “my father 
abused me in my preteen age years.” After further counseling, the woman 
began to function better. She confided in a friend, who broke confidence. By 
the time church leaders heard the story, many others had also. Though her 
father denied it, he could no longer serve as a pastor. Broken, he sought em-
ployment elsewhere.

After some time, the daughter went back to the church, and asked the 
church to pray for her. She said, “When the therapist gave me a chance to 
blame my problems on someone else, I jumped at it. My father did no wrong. 
I lied. Please forgive me for putting the church through this difficult time. I 
am leaving here now to go ask my father to forgive me too.”

Four years later, her father said, “I’ve forgiven her. I’ve tried to act happy 
around her. But I just can’t let it go. It still gnaws on me.”

What about forgiveness? If forgiveness is genuine, is it a cure-all? Even if 
you understand God’s forgiveness for your sins or someone else’s, what then?

Mark 11:22-25

22 “Have faith in God,” Jesus answered. 23 “Truly I tell you, if anyone says 

to this mountain, ‘Go, throw yourself into the sea,’ and does not doubt in 

their heart but believes that what they say will happen, it will be done for 

them. 24 Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that 

you have received it, and it will be yours. 25 And when you stand praying, 

if you hold anything against anyone, forgive them, so that your Father in 

heaven may forgive you your sins.”

Understanding Forgiveness

A proper beginning point in understanding forgiveness is to look at what Je-
sus said and did. Early in Jesus’ public ministry, the disciples noticed Jesus’ 
praying and asked Jesus to teach them to pray. He gave them a model prayer, 
which is traditionally known as The Lord’s Prayer (Luke 11:1-4). The Matthew 
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version (Matthew 6:9-13) from the King James Version is the one most of-
ten prayed in public. Forgiveness is a key petition in The Lord’s Prayer. After 
Jesus healed a paralytic, He said to him, “Son, your sins are forgiven” (Mark 
2:3-7). His critics, the Pharisees, accused Him of blasphemy. They were in-
censed that Jesus claimed the ability to forgive sins. Jesus’ first words on the 
cross were “Father forgive them” (Luke 23:34). When Stephen was martyred, 
he echoed Jesus’ words by praying “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” 
(Acts 7:60). Listening to Jesus, we understand that prayer is important and 
forgiveness matters to God.

The Bible begins with five foundational words, “In the beginning, God 
created” (Genesis 1:1). Creation reached a peak when Adam and Eve were 
created and placed in an ideal environment, Eden. We do not know how long 
it took the bliss of Eden to be polluted, but Adam and Eve chose to disobey 
God. That is the origin of sin, but it also revealed new aspects of God’s efforts 
to have a continuing positive relationship with His creation. Thus, God be-
came the first practitioner of forgiveness; not that God needed to forgive, but 
Adam and Even needed forgiveness, entailing a new beginning.

Life was not Eden anymore, but God’s efforts to have a people for Him-
self would necessarily involve God providing a way for sinful humanity to 
relate well to Him. For that to happen, after centuries of working through 
sinful Israel, God’s ultimate effort was the coming of Jesus. His life, example, 
teaching, death, and resurrection provided the framework for a new begin-
ning through Christ and the Church, His people. The more complete story as 
it relates to forgiveness involves many concepts: sin, love, grace, atonement, 
reconciliation, and salvation (and many others).

The words that form the Hebrew and Greek background for “forgiveness” 
have several meanings: to take away; something being lifted and carried off; 
to dismiss something as if it never happened; the removal of a barrier that 
stood in the way but is now removed; and to no longer be angry toward some-
one who has offended you. The story of The Prodigal Son reveals another 
dimension of forgiveness: welcoming someone back into the family, without 
holding the past as an impediment (Luke 15:11-24).
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The Parable of the Fig Tree (Luke 13:6-9)

Today’s Scripture is introduced by Peter’s observation of a withered fig tree. 

On an earlier occasion, Jesus told a parable about another fig tree (Luke 

13:6-9). In that parable, a man had a fig tree that had not produced figs for 

three years. He wanted to cut it down. His gardener wanted to give it another 

chance, sparing it for a year. If then it is not fruitful, the tree will be cut down.

This parable in Luke was told after people asked Jesus if the tragic deaths of 

Galileans under the reign of Pilate were because they were sinners. Jesus said 

“no” to the implication that they died because they were sinful. Then He said, 

“Unless you repent, you too will all perish” (Luke 13:3). The point of the parable 

is also the lesson learned from the withered fig tree: judgment is coming on 

Israelite religion that failed to produce fruit, and it will be replaced as God’s 

instrument of salvation in the world.

A Word for Perplexed Disciples (11:22)

Holy Week began with Palm Sunday. Jesus and His disciples spent the night 
in Bethany. As they left Bethany the next morning, Jesus saw a fig tree that 
had no fruit and the disciples heard Him put a curse on it (Mark 11:14). That 
day included the cleansing of the Temple and Jesus’ disgust with what was 
happening there. The next day (Tuesday), they traveled the same route and 
Peter commented that the tree had died. Jesus responded: “Have faith in 
God.”

The disciples heard these words again later in Holy Week, in the upper 
room. He said “Do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God; believe 
also in me” (John 14:1). The word translated as “troubled” is the picture of a 
rope that becomes unbraided. Instead of being torn apart and losing focus, 
the disciples’ responsibility (and ours) is to keep trusting, to have faith. Peter 
and the other disciples may have wondered why Jesus put a curse on the fig 
tree. Jesus offered no explanation; just, have faith in God, keep on trusting 
Him.

“Have faith in God” is a good way to live. We can’t answer every ques-
tion, solve every problem, or deal perfectly with every issue. As we have faced 
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Covid-19 and its successors and as we have seen the disharmony in our world, 
it’s easy to be perplexed, seriously troubled. On the other hand, we can face 
the future with faith and trust. God is still in the business of providing daily 
bread (Matthew 6:11) and grace sufficient for each day (Philippians 4:19).

Expectant and Effective Prayer (11:23-24)

At first glance, it appears Jesus taught that people who trust God have a spe-
cial prayer line to God. This special relationship appears to offer believers 
a signed check for unlimited possibilities. Such an interpretation suggests 
that if you can conceive it and believe it without hesitation, God is bound to 
make it happen. The believer is capable of survival in the ocean and moving 
a mountain.

A basic principle of Bible interpretation is to recognize that the Bible 
communicates truth through various forms of expression: simple state-
ments, complex sentences, questions, parables, historical anecdotes, poetry, 
songs, allegories, similes, hyperboles, etc. Some of these may be applied liter-
ally, others are not. Jesus used various forms of speech.

In these verses, we have two examples of hyperbole. A hyperbole is an 
obvious overstatement, given to make sure that we get the point. An example 
of that was when Jesus said, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 
needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God” (Matthew 
19:24). Taken literally, it looks bad for all rich people. The truth is that rich 
people can also be believers, but the hyperbolic effect reminds us that wealth 
can become a competitor with God for the direction of your life.

A major point of these two verses is to encourage people to have a faith 
in God that is strong enough to pray expectantly over all the issues of life. We 
may not be able to move mountains, but God can help us deal with our per-
sonal mountains. We are to trust God, believing that He is involved in the big 
and little concerns of our life. He is not aloof and unmoved. God invites us to 
commune with Him, and He hears and responds to our prayer.

Another principle of Bible interpretation is that we interpret Scripture 
with Scripture. If these verses are a challenge to interpret, ask “what else 
does the Bible say about prayer?” Consider two boundaries for meaningful 
prayer, among many: Godly wisdom and the will of God. The Bible encourages 
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us to pray for wisdom (James 1:5) and it also encourages us to use wisdom in 
all that we do, which includes prayer. Jumping in the ocean and waiting for 
the mountain to follow you probably is not very wise! The Bible also teaches 
that if our prayer is within the will of God, it becomes a prayer that God can 
bless (I John 5:14-15).

Forgiveness: Experienced and Granted (11:25)

Forgiven persons have experienced God’s forgiveness. They are saved, chil-
dren of God, and indwelt by the Holy Spirit. Because of that, forgiven persons 
are forgiving of others. We nod approvingly of that, but we know that it does 
not always work out easily. Sometimes Christians experience bad things and 
seemingly never get over the bitterness. Though they can quote “vengeance is 
mine; I will repay, saith the Lord” (Romans 12:19, KJV), they would be happy 
to see or execute vengeance if possible. And yes, sometimes “they” becomes 
“I.”

Jesus warns us about harboring vengeful thoughts. The verse is clear: our 
forgiveness by God is dependent on our willingness to forgive those who do 
wrong against us. The door of forgiveness is hinged: it can stay shut, even to 
God, if we are not willing to be forgiving persons.

When we are a victim or have been hurt, Jesus’ words may seem unfair. 
When we list our “what if?” concerns, however, just remember what forgive-
ness is not. Forgiveness does not excuse the wrong doer. Forgiveness is not 
condoning evil, forgetting what happened, or denying that something bad 
was done to you. Forgiveness is not pardoning someone and going back into 
abusive relationships. Forgiveness may lead to reconciliation but that is not 
always possible or advisable. However you frame the “what if?,” forgiveness is 
not making excuses for sin or bad behavior that you have experienced.

These words in Mark about forgiveness were very similar to a comment 
that Jesus made on the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 6:14-15. In the previous 
chapter, Jesus said forgiveness is necessary for worship (Matthew 5:23-24). 
Jesus said we were to love not only our neighbor but also to pray for and love 
our enemy, praying even for those who persecute you (Matthew 5:43-44). 
Later, Peter asked Jesus about how often you should forgive people (Mat-
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thew 18:21-22). On the cross, Jesus prayed for God to forgive those who were 
involved with His crucifixion.

The Bible is filled with examples and exhortations concerning forgive-
ness. With all the abundance of Scripture, and the plain warning concerning 
an unforgiving spirit, when should we forgive people? The answer is simple: 
forgive people when they ask for forgiveness; forgive people also when they 
do not ask for forgiveness.

One practical effect of being a forgiving person is that it salvages and 
strengthens us. If we are unforgiving, we are trapped not only by someone’s 
sin against us but also by our own sin. Festering resentment poisons us, for-
giveness frees us. Most of us accumulate enough sinful behavior that we do 
not have to look for someone else to blame. We need God’s forgiveness as 
well. When we are forgiving persons, the doors remain open for God’s mercy 
and grace to bless us.

Another practical effect of being a forgiving person is that we may be 
able to salvage others. That may not always happen, but forgiveness may help 
someone else to become a better person. Our role is to be a forgiving person; 
the outcomes are not ours to control or predict, but don’t be surprised that 
God is able to accomplish something good through your being a forgiving 
person.

How we deal with victimization is not a focus of this study but practicing 
love and kindness can help us feel better. However, rather than just waiting 
until we feel better before we do the right things is often self-defeating and 
unproductive. Instead of feeling your way into new actions, you can act your 
way into new feelings. We also have many resource persons in pastors and 
health professionals who can help as well.

Forgiveness for Trespasses and Debts

In The Lord’s Prayer, Matthew 6, you may notice that in some translations we 

ask forgiveness for our “trespasses,” in others “debts.” Both relate to sin and 

forgiveness. Trespasses involve what we do. We commit sin, a failure to do 

rightly. We may aim to do good, but we often miss our target. Debts involve 

what we omit, what we do not do. We owe others a good “re-presentation” of 

Jesus through our lives. We owe others love, enough love to forgive. Pray the 

prayer and identify your trespasses and debts.
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Implications and Actions

Forgiveness means that the baggage of yesterday does not have to pollute to-
day or burden your tomorrows. It may not be easy to forget or move beyond 
your hurt, but God is in the enabling business. He can work things together 
for good (Romans 8:28). He is able to enable you to deal with whatever you 
face in your life (Philippians 4:13). Sometimes, wounds may not be complete-
ly healed until Heaven, but when God is at work in your life, miracles still can 
happen. Accept them, and/or accept the grace God gives to sustain you. His 
empowering presence and grace is a miracle too. Move on, knowing that God 
has good plans for your life (see Jeremiah 29:11).

I cannot remember not knowing some Bible verses. One of those is Ephe-
sians 4:32a: “Be ye kind, one to another, tenderhearted” (KJV). Practice that 
for it appears to be in short supply in our world today. As an adult, I learned 
to value of the rest of the verse: “forgiving each other, just as in Christ God 
forgave you.” Ephesians 4:32 is good medicine for the soul; take it daily.

Questions

1. How do I release someone who has hurt me?

2. Is there unfinished business in your relationships that require for-
giveness?
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3. How does “have faith in God” affect the way you deal with difficult 
issues or persons?

4. How can forgiveness enable someone to have a fresh start?

5. As a community of forgiven and forgiving sinners, how can your 
church provide practical help to those affected by drug or legal 
issues?
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Introduction

In a couple’s Sunday School class, a survey was taken about various subjects 
in the Bible. One question was “Have you ever practiced fasting?” A member 
asked a question for clarification, “Are you talking about getting a speeding 
ticket, driving fast?” Knowing him, the members did not know if he was se-
rious or joking. The leader said no, and cited the stories of Nehemiah and 
Daniel as examples of fasting. A vote was taken. Those who had fasted, zero. 
Those who had not, 15.

Where did this happen? Actually, it never happened but it could have 
happened in churches that I grew up in or in churches I served as a pastor. 
The results could be similar in many mainline Protestant churches. If a sur-
vey was taken in your class or church, what would the results be? Have you 
had any personal experience with fasting?

Nehemiah 1:1-11

1 The words of Nehemiah son of Hakaliah:

In the month of Kislev in the twentieth year, while I was in the citadel 

of Susa, 2 Hanani, one of my brothers, came from Judah with some other 

men, and I questioned them about the Jewish remnant that had survived 

the exile, and also about Jerusalem.
3 They said to me, “Those who survived the exile and are back in the 

province are in great trouble and disgrace. The wall of Jerusalem is broken 

down, and its gates have been burned with fire.
4 When I heard these things, I sat down and wept. For some days I 

mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven. 5 Then I said:

“Lord, the God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who keeps 

his covenant of love with those who love him and keep his command-

ments, 6 let your ear be attentive and your eyes open to hear the prayer your 

servant is praying before you day and night for your servants, the people 

of Israel. I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my father’s 

family, have committed against you. 7 We have acted very wickedly toward 

you. We have not obeyed the commands, decrees and laws you gave your 

servant Moses.
8 “Remember the instruction you gave your servant Moses, saying, ‘If 

you are unfaithful, I will scatter you among the nations, 9 but if you return 
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to me and obey my commands, then even if your exiled people are at the 

farthest horizon, I will gather them from there and bring them to the place 

I have chosen as a dwelling for my Name.’
10 “They are your servants and your people, whom you redeemed by 

your great strength and your mighty hand. 11 Lord, let your ear be atten-

tive to the prayer of this your servant and to the prayer of your servants 

who delight in revering your name. Give your servant success today by 

granting him favor in the presence of this man.” I was cupbearer to the 

king.

Nehemiah, the Man in the Book

Two major movements of people in the Old Testament had profound effects 
on the Jewish people. One was the exodus from Egypt and the settlement 
of the nation. The second was the period of exile in Babylon. The Babylonian 
captivity began around 587 B.C. when Nebuchadnezzar captured Jerusalem. 
The Temple and Jerusalem’s wall were destroyed. Judah was devastated. 
Many survivors were deported to Babylon. About 40 years later, Babylon was 
captured by the Persian leader Cyrus the Great. He then issued a decree that 
the exiled people could return to Jerusalem.

Nehemiah and Ezra are especially important in the resettlement and re-
building of Israel and Jerusalem. Like Daniel and others in exile, Nehemiah 
became a prominent official in government. In that position, he had influ-
ence with the authority figures, but he still knew the longing that many exiles 
had for their ancestral home. His role in government was as a “cupbearer” to 
the Persian King Artaxerxes around 445 B.C. With his close connection to the 
king, Nehemiah became wealthy, trusted, and influential. While Nehemiah 
was focused on rebuilding the wall and gates, Ezra’s focus was on rebuilding 
the Temple. Both were also devoted to building a nation that was spiritually 
in sync with God.

A Time for Tears, Fasting, and Prayer (1:1-11)

When Nehemiah heard how bad life was in his homeland, he was moved to 
tears. Many had gone back to Jerusalem over the years since Cyrus’ decree, 
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but they did not have the resources to do a major rebuilding. When Hanani 
and others gave such a negative report, Nehemiah’s response was character-
ized by tears, mourning, fasting, and praying “for some days…before the God 
of heaven” (Nehemiah 1:4).

Fasting Defined

Fasting is altering your diet, specifically food, for a period of time. A quick 

search of the Internet reveals a host of options concerning fasting. For in-

stance, we fast before we have a blood test, or some might consider a planned 

diet as a fast. When you narrow your search to fasting in a biblical context, the 

field narrows but is still substantial. Fasting in a biblical sense means that you 

usually change your food intake for a spiritual purpose. Biblical fasting is not 

dieting to lose weight but altering your food intake so you can devote yourself 

to God in prayer.

Fasting can be done in various ways. In Nehemiah’s case, two references are 

found for fasting. The second is in Nehemiah 9:1. The walls were essentially 

completed, and they gathered to celebrate their accomplishments, but then 

they had a day of fasting, praising God, and prayer. The prayer is long, but 

worth reading (Nehemiah 9:5-38). In chapter 10, the people recommitted 

themselves to being faithful to their God.

Nehemiah struggled with what to do in response to what he knew. He 
fasted, and while he did, he prayed with a broken heart. He would have been 
no stranger to fasting. Fasting had been part of Jewish religious practices for 
a long time. Moses fasted 40 days and nights while meeting with God and re-
ceiving The Ten Commandments (Exodus 34:28). Other times of fasting are 
recorded in the Old Testament historical books of Kings, Samuel, and Chron-
icles. Centuries earlier than Nehemiah, even the wicked King Ahab fasted (1 
Kings 21:27) after hearing Elijah’s rebuke and the judgment that would come 
to him, Jezebel, and his followers.

Nehemiah’s prayer begins similarly to a prayer I remember from of my 
childhood: “God is great and God is good” was the beginning of a prayer 
around the table. Those two great truths are in Nehemiah’s prayer (Nehemiah 
1:5, 10). Nehemiah also recognized and praised God for His nature: a loving 
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covenant maker and keeper; one who hears the prayers for and of His people; 
and one who can restore repentant people to their homeland.

His prayer included confessing of sin. Nehemiah did that on behalf of 
his people. He acknowledged that sin is ultimately a sin against God. He con-
fessed that they had acted wickedly and disobediently. His prayer reminds us 
of the teaching of Old Testament prophets who preached that unless people 
changed, God was going to judge and punish them. His prayer also confirmed 
a prophetic strain that the exile is Israel’s punishment for their sin.

Does it seem like Nehemiah is reminding God about who God is and what 
He has promised? Perhaps, but in asking God to remember what He has said, 
Nehemiah is confessing the faith upon which his prayer is made. God prom-
ised judgment, and He did indeed judge, but God also promised restoration, 
and now Nehemiah is asking God to do that. Nehemiah then offered himself 
as a vehicle to make restoration possible. His final petition is to ask God to 
bless him with success with a plan to rebuild Jerusalem.

Nehemiah had a privileged position. He was doing well. To follow through 
on his plan would require great sacrifice and effort, perhaps even costing him 
his life; however, he was ready to ask Artaxerxes to send him, along with 
resources and people, back to Jerusalem to rebuild the walls and help renew 
Israel. In short, Nehemiah’s plan worked. Artaxerxes blessed and enabled 
Nehemiah’s mission. Just think about it: it began with a burden that led to 
fasting and prayer.

The Practice of Fasting in the Old Testament

In addition to Old Testament verses previously cited, we find other referenc-
es to fasting during the Babylonian exile. Esther faced a difficult task when 
she approached King Xerxes with a life saving request for herself and her 
fellow Jews in exile. She called on her kinsmen to gather all the Jews in Susa 
and fast for three days. She said that she and her maidens would do the same 
(Esther 4:15-16). Another example is when Daniel fasted and eliminated cer-
tain foods for a 10 day period (Daniel 1:8). A contemporary of Nehemiah, 
Ezra faced opposition about returning to Jerusalem. He proclaimed a fast to 
determine what was right and “we fasted and petitioned our God about this, 
and He answered our prayer” (Ezra 8:23).



Lesson 10: Prayer and Fasting 97

Isaiah, chapter 58, offers a different slant on fasting, one that has some 
similarity to Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats, Matthew 25:31-46. In 
Isaiah’s day, the people were fasting but apparently it was an empty ritual. 
They were not drawn closer to God and they were not ethically treating one 
another and those less fortunate in ways that pleased God. The Lord says 
through Isaiah that the people sought Him daily but “on the day of your fast-
ing, you do as you please…your fasting ends in quarreling and strife…you 
cannot fast as you do today and expect your voice to be heard on high” (Isaiah 
58:3-4).

The rest of Isaiah 58 contains the kind of fast that God wants: to live just-
ly, set the oppressed free of oppression, provide food for the hungry, provide 
shelter for the homeless, clothes for those who need them, not turning away 
from your flesh and blood. Several “ifs” follow, indicating the blessings that 
were in store for them if their treatment of others measured up to God’s de-
sires. The chapter begins with God telling Isaiah to tell the people about their 
sins and rebellion (Isaiah 58:1). It closes by emphasizing that if they change 
their lives, “then you will find your joy in the Lord” (Isaiah 58:14). That’s 
truly a fast that matters to all concerned: God, others, and oneself.

The Practice of Fasting In New Testament Times

In the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew, chapters 5-7), Jesus mentioned alms 
(gifts), prayer, and fasting. In the big three of Pharisaical Judaism, evidently 
much of that was done for show. Jesus said “Be careful not to practice your 
righteousness in front of others to be seen by them” (Matthew 6:1). Later, he 
called these persons “hypocrites,” and encouraged them instead to do their 
acts of devotion in secret (Matthew 6:16-18). In its best form, fasting chang-
es the focus from you to God. Certainly you are blessed and benefitted, but 
that comes through your deeper and stronger relationship with Him, not be-
cause you are seeking the applause of others.

Later Jesus was questioned by disciples of John the Baptist, “How is it 
that we and the Pharisees fast often, but your disciples do not fast?” (Mat-
thew 9:14). Jesus used a wedding analogy to say that while He was with 
them, they should be joyous and did not need to fast, but when He would no 
longer be with them, then, they would fast. The question this raises is “Is this 
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a special word for the 12 disciples or for His followers throughout all gener-
ations?” Something to consider in answering this question is that fasting is 
not mentioned after two references in the book of Acts.

Jesus also told a story contrasting the prayers of a tax collector and a 
Pharisee (Luke 18:9-14). Their prayers are introduced by Jesus’ observation 
in verse 9 that some people are “confident of their own righteousness and 
looked down on everybody else.” The Pharisee bragged publicly about him-
self, saying “I am not like other people…I fast twice a week and give a tenth of 
all I get” (Luke 18:11-12). Evidently, fasting twice a week was typical.

If you use a concordance (a listing of Bible references to major words) to 
find New Testament passages that refers to fasting, you will find your list is 
short. The references begin when Mary and Joseph brought baby Jesus to 
the Temple and were met by Anna, a prophet who spent day and night in the 
temple, “fasting and praying” (Luke 2:37). Her insightful words concerning 
Jesus must have been confirming and inspirational ones to Mary and Joseph. 
A key event in Jesus’ early ministry occurred during the temptation (testing) 
experiences that Jesus had in the desert. Matthew recorded that Jesus fasted 
for 40 days and nights (Matthew 4:2). The devil tried to distract Him and de-
stroy His mission, but Jesus would not succumb to the tempter. Luke wrote 
that Jesus “ate nothing during those days, and at the end of them He was 
hungry” (Luke 4:2). His fast was over.

Multiple references to fasting in the gospels are identified when the same 
event or teaching is found in more than one gospel book. For instance, fast-
ing is mentioned in the Sermon on the Mount, also in the prayers of the tax 
collector and Pharisee. You also find it occurs when Jesus was asked why His 
disciples did not fast. In Acts, we find that after Paul’s Damascus road expe-
rience, he was blind for three days and did not eat or drink (Acts 9:9), In Acts 
13:2-3, Barnabas and Paul were endorsed for their missionary journey by the 
Holy Spirit, and “after they had fasted and prayed,” the church leaders “placed 
their hands on them and sent them off.” When Paul and Barnabas selected 
pastoral leaders for newly formed churches, that affirmation process includ-
ed “prayer and fasting” (Acts 14:23).

Some see Paul’s reference to “marital duty” (1 Corinthians 7:2-5) as an 
experience similar to a fast. “Do not deprive each other except perhaps by 
mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer.” 
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The principle is compatible with fasting: sacrifice something significant to 
deepen your relationship with God. Thankfully, “for a time” is probably not 
40 days and 40 nights! No other references to fasting are found in the New 
Testament, though concordances do not list every variance of every transla-
tion.

Implications and Actions

Our focus is on fasting from a biblical perspective. We find good and bad ex-
amples. We have seen fasting for different lengths and for differing purposes. 
If we fast, we do not have to pray continuously for 3, 10, or 40 days. Pray at 
the times we would normally eat. We could pray with an open Bible, reading 
Scripture, and praying through Scripture. The Bible itself has many prayers 
that we could pray. Two examples are Ephesians 1:16-19 and 3:14-21. We can 
buy books about prayer or search the internet for prayers. When someone 
else writes a prayer, if we see ourselves in it, pray it. We can keep a journal for 
our prayer concerns and celebrations.

Fasting deals with praying about significant issues. Fervency in prayer, 
sensitivity to the needs of others, actions on behalf of others, humility, sac-
rifice, self-denial, ethical living, faithfulness, spiritual growth, and yearning 
for a closer walk with God are all important. You do not have to fast to do 
these, but some form of fasting might make it possible for you to do these 
things with more meaningful and effective results.

Let’s Give it a Try

Prayer and fasting is for a spiritual purpose. Consider trying these:

• A seasonal fast. What can you add, alter, or abstain from during Advent, 

Lent, or any special occasion, such as a birthday, that brings you closer 

to God or to what God wants you to do? Don’t leave out prayer.

• A partial fast. Daniel abstained from certain foods and focused on healthy 

options, while having a prayer-filled approach for his life. A partial fast 

could mean fasting one day each week or one meal on specific days.
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Questions

l. Nehemiah agonized in prayer over the physical and spiritual condi-
tion of people. Do you?

2. If you wrote a devotional thought about Jesus’ beatitude “blessed 
are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be 
filled” (Matthew 5:6), what would you write?

3. How can you sacrifice or exhibit self-denial (give up or add) for the 
betterment of your church?

4. ACTS is an acronym that can focus your thoughts in prayer: how can 
adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication enrich your 
prayer relationship with God?
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5. Are we becoming so concerned with satisfying our physical appe-
tites that we ignore our spiritual needs?

6. Persons diagnosed with health issues and/or eating disorders might 
ask, “What can I add that is non-food related (such as, cell phone 
management, television, or acts of kindness) that achieves a spiritu-
al purpose?”
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Introduction

If you want to learn how to play golf, who would you want to teach you? What 
if you want to learn how to cook? Or dance? Or carve statues out of ice? Of 
course, you would want to learn from the best in that field. You would want 
to glean the experience and wisdom of someone who has become prolific in 
their particular area of expertise.

In today’s Scripture, the disciples wanted to learn how to pray, so they 
asked Jesus to teach them. Undoubtedly, they had seen Him withdraw to be 
alone and commune with His Father. They had likely heard Him recite the 
Jewish daily prayers, including the Shema, found in Deuteronomy 6:4. He 
had a deep and rich relationship with God, which was likely evident to those 
who were around Him. No wonder the disciples wanted to learn from Him!

As believers, we follow in the footsteps of the first followers of Jesus. We, 
too, can learn the basic elements of prayer and learn from the Master by im-
itating His prayer life. Our prayer life can become a life of prayer as we learn 
to connect to the Father the way Jesus did.

Luke 11:1-4

11 One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one 

of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his 

disciples.”
2 He said to them, “When you pray, say:

“‘Father, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come. 3 Give us each 

day our daily bread. 4 Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who 

sins against us. And lead us not into temptation.’”

Learning From the Master (11:1)

Both the gospel of Matthew and the gospel of Luke contain a record of the 
disciples asking Jesus to teach them to pray. While Matthew’s account (6:9-
13) is longer than Luke’s report of this event, Luke’s version covers the same 
basic elements. In fact, Luke provides the backstory, the reason why Jesus 
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gave them the prayer model. The disciples had asked Him to teach them to 
pray just like John the Baptist had taught his followers to pray.

Notice, the disciples did not ask Him how to pray. As devout Jews, they 
had learned how to pray in the synagogue and at home. They had learned the 
prescribed prayers from an early age. Rather, they wanted their communion 
and connection to God to be like their Teacher’s. This desire to pray like their 
Rabbi likely stemmed from being around Jesus when He prayed. Undoubted-
ly, they could sense the Spirit moving and working. They could see that Jesus 
had an unusual but powerful relationship with Yahweh. Perhaps you have ex-
perienced the same desire. Maybe you spent time with a person and felt the 
Spirit in their presence. That person seemed to have an unusually intimate 
connection with God. You might have asked the person to teach you to pray 
like they did.

Jewish Prayers

By the time Jesus began His public ministry, the Jewish practice of daily 

prayer included praying three times a day (at least). Morning prayer included 

two parts: the Shema (taken from Deuteronomy 6:4-7) and the Tephilla, which 

was a hymn made up of a series of benedictions and included the phrase 

“blessed art thou.” Afternoon prayer involved just the Tephilla. The third prayer 

was evening prayer, which included both the Shema and Tephilla again. Pri-

vate petitions to Yahweh could be added at the end of the prescribed prayers.

In addition to these times of prayer, Jews prayed before and after each meal. 

They also had special prayers for Sabbath and Passover, as well as corporate 

prayers that took place as a part of the regular Sabbath worship in the syna-

gogue.

By the end of the first century, believers had replaced traditional Jewish 

prayers with the Lord’s Prayer. Yet, they continued the practice of praying 

three times a day.

What Jesus offered them (and us) was not a formula. Rather, it was a 
model of what should be at the heart of a person’s prayer, as well as the at-
titude and posture of the person praying. Some of Jesus’ harshest criticism 
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was aimed at the religious leaders who prayed elaborately, but their hearts 
were in the wrong place. They weren’t seeking intimacy with God—they just 
wanted to look and sound good. In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus said, “When you 
pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the syn-
agogues and on the street corners to be seen by others” (Matthew 6:5). Je-
sus was focused on the heart, and the same applies for believers today. Rote, 
empty prayer does not please God.

The Hallowed Father and His Kingdom (11:2)

Prayer begins with relationship. Jesus highlighted this when He told the 
disciples to say, “Father.” This term would have been revolutionary for the 
disciples. It would have been considered too affectionate and intimate. And 
yet, this is how Jesus encouraged the disciples to approach God. They could 
come to God as a child would run into their Father’s arms. Because of Jesus, 
believers have a privileged relationship with God and can “approach God’s 
throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace 
to help us in our time of need” (Hebrews 4:16). After the death of Jesus, the 
Temple curtain tore in two from top to bottom (Matthew 27:51) symbolizing 
the unfettered access believers have to their Abba.

Jesus also taught the disciples to hallow God’s name. Today’s culture 
doesn’t use the term hallowed, so it might be unfamiliar to some people. The 
word means “holy” or “set apart.” This speaks to the transcendence of God, 
whereas “Father” speaks to the immanence of God. Jesus said God’s name 
was to be hallowed or honored as holy. In Jesus’ day, a person’s name was 
equivalent to their character. In other words, God is holy—Wholly Other. 
Using these terms together (Father and hallowed) showed the disciples that 
God wanted an intimate relationship with Him. At the same time, God’s do-
minion and power are above all, and He is to be revered.

Jesus also spoke of God’s kingdom, a concept every Jew would under-
stand. Prior to Jesus’ arrival, the Jewish people had suffered under the heavy 
hand of Roman rule. The Romans had taken over the Holy Land (Israel) and 
levied heavy taxes on the Jews, who were mostly daily laborers. The Jews be-
lieved a messiah would come, take back control of the country, and re-estab-
lish Jewish rule over the country. So, when Jesus prayed for God’s kingdom 
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to come, the disciples did not understand the nature of Jesus’ kingdom or His 
mission to establish an eternal kingdom not made with human hands. Many 
Jews then (and now) did not accept that Jesus was the Messiah because He 
was not a political Deliverer but a spiritual one.

Believers today also look forward to God’s kingdom rule and reign but 
understand it in terms of both a future event and a present reality. Because 
Jesus is Lord in the hearts of Christians, He reigns and rules in the lives of 
believers, so His kingdom is at hand (Mark 1:14-15). Yet, His kingdom will 
not be fully established until He returns at the end of time. It is now here and 
yet not here fully.

Learning Dependence on the Father (11:3)

Jesus also directed the disciples to pray that God would “Give us each day our 
daily bread.” Early theologians wrestled with Jesus telling His followers to 
ask God for such everyday, minor things like bread in such a powerful prayer. 
But physical bread is exactly what Jesus had in mind. God cares about every 
aspect of our lives. God sees and knows our needs and invites us to trust 
Him for those needs. This is reflected in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount when 
He said, “Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away 
in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more 
valuable than they?” (Matthew 6:26). And their Heavenly Father was a good 
Father. In the next chapter, Jesus said, “Which of you, if your son asks for 
bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake? If 
you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, 
how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask 
him!” (Matthew 7:9-11).

At the same time, Jesus told the disciples to pray for daily bread, not an 
abundance of it. Surely, these first-century Jews would recall the story of 
the Israelites in the wilderness when God provided manna as their food. The 
Israelites were commanded to “gather enough for that day” (Exodus 16:4). 
However, some of the Israelites did not trust God so they kept some over-
night—and it turned to maggots (Exodus 16:20). Like a child trusts their 
father to be good and provide what they need, God wants believers to trust 
Him as their Father and provide for their needs.
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Today, most Americans live in such abundance that we forget the source 
of our provision. Most of us don’t know the feeling of true scarcity, of not 
knowing where our next meal will come from. But the Jews to whom Jesus 
spoke were day laborers, and they got paid daily; a few days’ illness could 
mean devastation. They were always aware of their dependence on God as the 
provider of all things.

On Forgiveness and Temptation (11:4)

In verse 4, Jesus said, “Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who 
sins against us.” Why would Jesus emphasize forgiveness? He could have told 
the disciples to pray for other things. He could have emphasized the need for 
God’s mercy in the world. Or He could have told them to pray about their 
relationships with family and friends. Or they could have prayed about the 
needs of the sick. Instead, Jesus emphasized forgiveness. Why?

Because like the body needs food, the soul needs forgiveness—both to 
give it and to receive it. Forgiveness is a human being’s biggest need. Jesus 
understood that a person remains under the wrath of God until God forgives 
that person through the personal sacrifice of Jesus. And Jesus understood 
what happens to a person who harbors unforgiveness in their heart. They 
become bitter and decay from the inside out.

To illustrate the idea of sin, Jesus used the idea of being indebted. The 
human debt of sin is incalculable, as Jesus pointed out in Matthew 18:21-35, 
which has been labeled the parable of the unmerciful (or unforgiving) ser-
vant. In it, a man is forgiven of a massive debt, one that could never be paid 
off in one’s lifetime. But that same man was unwilling to forgive a small debt 
owed to him.

The last thing Jesus mentioned was being delivered from temptation. 
The word temptation carries the idea of a trial because God does not tempt 
people (James 1:13). However, God does allow His children to go through 
trials. Many biblical characters underwent testing, such a Job and Abraham. 
He is not being mean or vindictive in allowing difficulty. Rather, trials devel-
op our faith and our perseverance (James 1:3). They mature us in our faith 
(James 1:4) and they mold us more into the character of Christ.
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Applying the Scripture

To apply this Scripture in your daily life:

• Reflect on ways God has provided for you.

• Use this prayer as a model for talking with God this week.

• Seek forgiveness from someone you have wronged.

• Ask the Holy Spirit to reveal any unforgiveness you may be harboring.

• Think back to a trial you have experienced and identify ways you grew 

or changed because of that trial. Thank God for His work in your life.

Implications and Actions

The prayer Jesus taught His disciples has become the most famous prayer 
in Scripture, known as “The Lord’s Prayer.” Countless believers over the past 
two thousand years have uttered its words. All over the world. Young and old. 
People in prisons. On their deathbed. People desperately in need of forgive-
ness and provision. People lost for words and unable to formulate their own 
prayer. It is remarkable in its simplicity, yet powerful in its truth. It offers a 
way to approach God with humble dependence and yet expectation because 
God is a good Father. The wisest theologian and the youngest child can follow 
its pattern to draw themselves closer to the heart of God. All that is required 
is to go to God in honesty and earnestness. He will answer.

Unfortunately, prayer is often a last resort instead of a first instinct. 
People often try to solve their own problems, meet their own needs, seek 
their own kingdoms, and follow their own will without giving God a second 
thought. But those who turn to Him, yield to His will and His reign, and seek 
Him out will encounter a mighty God who loves to bless His children.
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Questions

1. Which aspects of this prayer model are most challenging for you?

2. Why do you think Jesus included forgiveness as an aspect of prayer?

3. What do you imagine when you hear the phrase, “your kingdom 
come”?

4. What sources of temptation could you cut out of your life?

5. How has this discussion changed the way you think about prayer? 
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Introduction

If you have ever been around a parent or grandparent, you’ve likely heard 
the statement (or something like it), “If you do that one more time, I will….” 
What follows is the promise of discipline if the child misbehaves again. Some 
children heed the warning and change their behavior. Others dismiss it and 
keep doing the same thing, and they suffer the consequences.

In today’s story, Daniel begs God for mercy. The people of Israel had re-
belled against God. The Lord had offered warning after warning, but the Isra-
elites refused to repent. Finally, God poured out His judgment on the country 
and the Babylonians conquered Judah. As a result, many Israelites, including 
Daniel were sent into exile in Babylon.

Chapter 9 opens as Daniel prayed for God to have mercy on his nation. 
His humility before God and his intercession for his people are a model for 
believers today. While the circumstances may be slightly different, the world 
is still in rebellion against God. Like Daniel, believers can pray, seeking God’s 
mercy and grace while also asking Him to change the hearts of people so they 
will repent and turn to Him.

Daniel 9:1-23

9 In the first year of Darius son of Xerxes (a Mede by descent), who 

was made ruler over the Babylonian kingdom— 2 in the first year of his 

reign, I, Daniel, understood from the Scriptures, according to the word of 

the Lord given to Jeremiah the prophet, that the desolation of Jerusalem 

would last seventy years. 3 So I turned to the Lord God and pleaded with 

him in prayer and petition, in fasting, and in sackcloth and ashes.
4 I prayed to the Lord my God and confessed: “Lord, the great and 

awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love with those who love him 

and keep his commandments, 5 we have sinned and done wrong. We have 

been wicked and have rebelled; we have turned away from your com-

mands and laws. 6 We have not listened to your servants the prophets, who 

spoke in your name to our kings, our princes and our ancestors, and to all 

the people of the land.
7 “Lord, you are righteous, but this day we are covered with shame—the 

people of Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem and all Israel, both near 
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and far, in all the countries where you have scattered us because of our un-

faithfulness to you. 8 We and our kings, our princes and our ancestors are 

covered with shame, Lord, because we have sinned against you. 9 The Lord 

our God is merciful and forgiving, even though we have rebelled against 

him; 10 we have not obeyed the Lord our God or kept the laws he gave 

us through his servants the prophets. 11 All Israel has transgressed your 

law and turned away, refusing to obey you.

“Therefore the curses and sworn judgments written in the Law of Mo-

ses, the servant of God, have been poured out on us, because we have 

sinned against you. 12 You have fulfilled the words spoken against us and 

against our rulers by bringing on us great disaster. Under the whole heaven 

nothing has ever been done like what has been done to Jerusalem. 13 Just 

as it is written in the Law of Moses, all this disaster has come on us, yet we 

have not sought the favor of the Lord our God by turning from our sins 

and giving attention to your truth. 14 The Lord did not hesitate to bring the 

disaster on us, for the Lord our God is righteous in everything he does; yet 

we have not obeyed him.
15 “Now, Lord our God, who brought your people out of Egypt with a 

mighty hand and who made for yourself a name that endures to this day, 

we have sinned, we have done wrong. 16 Lord, in keeping with all your 

righteous acts, turn away your anger and your wrath from Jerusalem, your 

city, your holy hill. Our sins and the iniquities of our ancestors have made 

Jerusalem and your people an object of scorn to all those around us.
17 “Now, our God, hear the prayers and petitions of your servant. For your 

sake, Lord, look with favor on your desolate sanctuary. 18 Give ear, our God, 

and hear; open your eyes and see the desolation of the city that bears your 

Name. We do not make requests of you because we are righteous, but be-

cause of your great mercy. 19 Lord, listen! Lord, forgive! Lord, hear and act! 

For your sake, my God, do not delay, because your city and your people 

bear your Name.”
20 While I was speaking and praying, confessing my sin and the sin of 

my people Israel and making my request to the Lord my God for his holy 

hill— 21 while I was still in prayer, Gabriel, the man I had seen in the earlier vi-

sion, came to me in swift flight about the time of the evening sacrifice. 22 He 

instructed me and said to me, “Daniel, I have now come to give you in-

sight and understanding. 23 As soon as you began to pray, a word went 

out, which I have come to tell you, for you are highly esteemed. Therefore, 

consider the word and understand the vision:
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The Setup (9:1-3)

The chapter opens with a historical reference that provides context. Verse 1 
says, “In the first year of Darius son of Xerxes.” The Bible references the name 
Darius in the book of Daniel; Ezra 4; and Nehemiah 12:22. Darius the Mede, 
mentioned in Daniel 9, ruled for only two years (538-536 B.C.). He is best 
known for promoting Daniel as a high ruler in the kingdom of Babylon.

In the opening three verses, Daniel explained his understanding of God’s 
prophecy about the numbers of years (70) the people of Israel would suffer 
under the king of Babylon. This number is prophesied and referenced in Jere-
miah 25:11-13 and Jeremiah 29:10. Daniel’s understanding of this prophecy 
shows that Daniel had not forsaken Yahweh God. He knew what the proph-
ecy meant as well. The fact that Daniel applied his understanding of the pro-
phetic word is a reminder that God wants to communicate to His people. 
Prophecy may be confusing for people at a later time who do not understand 
the historical context, but for those who take the time to read and study, 
Scripture—even the prophetic passages—contains a wealth of wisdom.

In verse 3, Daniel explained that in light of the desolation his homeland 
had experienced, he would plead to God “in prayer and petition, in fasting, 
and in sackcloth and ashes.” It would be several years before the time of exile 
would end, but he began to pray for his nation and his people. Even though 
he was a high government official, and he likely had a busy and hectic sched-
ule, Daniel took the time and energy to pray. Daniel’s actions serve as an 
example for all believers to take time out to talk with God.

Also in verse 3, Daniel explained that he turned to the Lord God to pray 
for God’s people. This carries the idea of setting one’s face toward God in de-
termination. Like Jesus, who set his face toward Jerusalem and the impend-
ing crucifixion (Luke 9:51), Daniel was determined to intercede for his people 
and his nation. He would not be deterred. His prayer was not a selfish one; 
rather, he was asking according to the will of God because God had promised 
to relent and deliver Judah from the Babylonians. He was asking God to keep 
His promises.

Daniel said he turned to God in prayer, in fasting, and in sackcloth and 
ashes (verse 3). In biblical times, especially the Old Testament, those ele-
ments were symbols of humiliation and mourning. Daniel was broken over 
the actions of his fellow Israelites.
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Many believers today are broken over the actions of their fellow citizens. 
Like Daniel, believers can cry out to God on behalf of their nation, whether 
the U.S. or China or South Sudan. Believers who love their country want its 
citizens to turn to God.

The Book of Daniel

The book of Daniel records the story of Daniel and his time in Babylon as a 

Jewish exile from Judah. He was sent to the foreign city in the first depor-

tation of Jews (605 B.C.) after the country of Babylon conquered Judah and 

the city of Jerusalem. There would be two other invasions and deportations, 

in 597 and 586 B.C. Moving young people and influential leaders (and their 

families) to far off areas decreased or eliminated the possibility of the people 

coming together to rebel and retake their homeland.

Once in Babylon, Daniel was renamed Belteshazzar. This was done to further 

disconnect him from his heritage and identity as an Israelite. Because he was 

young and healthy and strong, he was chosen to serve in the king’s palace. 

Before he served, however, he would be trained for three years, which includ-

ed Babylonian education. The purpose was total indoctrination so young men 

would forget their Hebrew God and their culture. The first chapter of Daniel 

tells us how he and his friends (who are better known as Shadrach, Meshach, 

and Abednego) stayed faithful to Yahweh.

Daniel’s Confession (9:4-14)

The bulk of this chapter is a record of Daniel’s prayer to God. He began by 
acknowledging God as awesome and powerful but also loving and gracious. 
This is a good model for believers to follow. Those who come to God do so 
both with intimacy and reverence, understanding both the goodness of God 
and the awesome nature of His character. A lack of reverence leads to seeing 
God as a buddy or “the man upstairs.” A lack of intimacy leads to fearing God 
from a distance. A balance of both his nearness and his vast greatness leads 
to a healthy view of God.

With humility, Daniel confessed the sin of his nation. He used the pro-
noun “we” in several statements rather than the pronoun “they.” He saw his 
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own sin as equal to that of his fellow Israelites. He knew he was just as much 
in need of God’s grace and forgiveness as the rest of the nation. Daniel didn’t 
complain about the people. Instead, he identified with them.

In verse 7-11, Daniel compared the sinful Israelites to a perfect and righ-
teous God. Israel and its leaders were covered in shame because of their re-
bellion, but the Lord God was merciful and loving. And because of Israel’s 
sin, Daniel said, God’s judgment had been poured out on the people. God had 
done what He had sworn he would do. Daniel understood the reason the peo-
ple of Israel had been scattered to other countries. From the ordinary citizen 
to the kings and princes, generations of Israelites had sinned against God.

The description of the Israelites’ behavior in these verses could be applied 
to the United States today. From the government leadership to religious lead-
ership, the nation has rebelled against God for generations. No one in the 
U.S.—or any other nation—is free from sin and rebellion. Scripture says all 
have sinned (Romans 3:23). What is different today is a lack of shame. In a 
world where anything goes, shame has no place because no one regrets their 
actions—at least not outwardly. The idea of turning from sin and giving at-
tention to God is a long-forgotten concept because sin is a long-forgotten 
concept, too.

Daniel’s Request (9:15-19)

After laying out the sin of the people from generation to generation, Daniel 
began to plead before God, not because of any good deeds the nation of Is-
rael had done, but because God had promised He would eventually end the 
exile and restore the people of Israel. Daniel reminded God (as if He needed 
reminding) of how God’s name and character had been connected with the 
Hebrew people during the Exodus. By using the reference to Egypt, Daniel 
was linking the current generation with Abraham’s generation and his de-
scendants, whom God had promised to make as abundant as the stars in the 
sky. If God didn’t act, the people of Israel would die out as they would be 
assimilated by other nations, and the God of Israel would be breaking His 
promise.

In addition, Daniel pleaded for God to glorify His own name by being 
merciful and turning away His anger and wrath. If God allowed His nation 
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and His Temple to remain in ruins, then the surrounding nations would not 
see Yahweh God as Sovereign over the universe. This was the theme of Dan-
iel’s plea—for God to show His glory by acting on behalf of the people and 
nation He claimed for Himself. He wanted God to act, not because the people 
of Judah had done anything good, but because Jerusalem bore the name of 
Yahweh, a good, just, righteous, and forgiving God.

When believers pray for their nation, they do not pray on the basis of 
anything good the nation has done. Every person, tribe, and nation has 
sinned against God. The world history books bear this out. Rather, believers 
pray for their nation on the basis of God’s mercy and grace.

God’s Response (9:20-23)

Even while Daniel was still “speaking and praying,” (verse 20) God began to 
answer. Daniel was a sinner, but God still heard him, which should be an 
encouragement to all believers. We can come to God with our cries for help. 
When we confess our sins, He is faithful to forgive (1 John 1:9). When people 
pray and repent, seeking His face, God heals nations (2 Chronicles 7:14).

Daniel said Gabriel, the “the man I had seen in the earlier vision,” came 
to him. This is a reference to Daniel 8:16, where Gabriel explained the vision 
Daniel had seen of a goat conquering a ram. Gabriel is later mentioned in 
Luke 1:19 when he told of John’s the Baptist’s arrival, and then again in Luke 
1:26-27, when he spoke to Mary about the birth of Jesus. Here, however, 
Gabriel came to Daniel to instruct him and give him “insight and understand-
ing” (Daniel 9:22). Gabriel came in swift flight, which is one of the few places 
in Scripture referring to angels in flight.

Interestingly, Daniel did not ask for understanding. He asked for mer-
cy. God would give him both. This is an encouragement for believers today. 
When we seek God’s face with determination and passion, we often receive 
more than we asked or expected.

Also interesting is Gabriel’s explanation for why he had come: Daniel was 
“highly esteemed.” This phrase carries the idea of being precious, of great 
value, or of being greatly loved by God. It is used to describe Daniel in three 
places—Daniel 9:23, 10:11, and 10:19. Both Daniel and John (the disciple) 
were noted for being God’s beloved (John 13:23). And, remarkably, both re-
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ceived prophetic messages, as John received the prophetic message about the 
end of time, which was written down as the Book of Revelation.

The mention of God’s love for Daniel should not be seen as a quid pro quo 
relationship, in which service for God merits God’s love. God offers His love 
to all, demonstrated by the gift of His Son. Most people reject His love be-
cause they reject Jesus as their Savior. However, those who receive God’s love 
will experience that love in deeper and deeper ways as they continually seek 
Him. While Daniel did not write about this love explicitly, he demonstrated 
it in his actions. Many accounts in the Book of Daniel show Daniel’s commit-
ment to and love for Yahweh.

Applying the Lesson

To apply this Scripture in your daily life:

Thank God for being rich in mercy and forgiveness.

Pray for your nation to repent and return to God.

Ask God’s forgiveness for any areas of rebellion in your heart and life.

Consider ways you could influence your community, such as volunteering 

your time. Ask God to help you be salt and light in a dark world.

Write a word of encouragement to a political leader, encouraging them to 

humble themselves and pray for God’s wisdom.

Implications and Actions

Daniel is a remarkable character in the Bible. Even as a teenager, he refused 
to defile himself while in exile in Babylon (Daniel 1). He prayed daily. He 
recognized his own sin and the sin of the nation of Judah. Its people had 
turned away from God and experienced the consequences. And he prayed for 
his homeland. Despite the sin of the people, Daniel understood that God will 
act on behalf of just one righteous person (Genesis 18:23-33).

Daniel’s commitment to intercede for his nation is a model for Christians 
even in this generation. The world desperately needs people who will stand 
in the gap and pray fervently for their nation, assured of God’s promises and 
His willingness to offer grace to those who ask for it. Daniel loved his country 
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and he loved Yahweh. This is the fuel that lit his passion to pray. Believers 
today need this tenacity and commitment to pray for their nation.

Questions

1. What similarities do you see between Daniel’s culture and modern 
culture? What differences do you see?

2. How do you think your life would be different if you prayed like 
Daniel did?

3. What attitudes or behaviors hinder you from praying for our na-
tion?

4. Think of a time when God answered your prayer quickly. Thank 
Him.

5. How can you pray specifically for the political leaders in your town?
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Introduction

True or false: If you hear a lie over and over, you will begin to believe it is true.
Scientists at Vanderbilt University tested this theory with an experiment. 

The results showed repetition of a statement made the statement seem more 
believable. This is one of the reasons people believe lies. If you hear some-
thing over and over—even a lie—you begin to believe it is true.

John, the disciple whom Jesus loved (John 20:2), wrote the gospel that 
bears his name, and likely the author of three other books of the New Tes-
tament, 1-3 John. In 1 John, he penned a letter to an audience whose con-
fidence in their knowledge and faith in Christ was beginning to wane. False 
teachers had infiltrated the church and spoke heresies. They had been told 
lies over and over again, and the lies began to sound true.

To combat this, John the apostle wrote to his audience so they could 
know the truth. In fact, he used the word “know” (or its synonyms) close to 
40 times in 1 John. God wants to be known! In addition, John wanted his 
readers to know their prayers mattered to God and He would answer them. 
Today’s study reminds believers of God’s faithfulness to answer prayer that 
aligns with His will.

1 John 5:14-15

14 This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask 

anything according to his will, he hears us. 15 And if we know that he hears 

us—whatever we ask—we know that we have what we asked of him.

Confidence in Approaching God (5:14)

First John 5, especially the latter verses, contain the final comments John 
wrote to his readers. Like a parent who wants to give a child last-minute in-
structions and insight, John used Chapter 5 to circle back to concepts he had 
addressed in the first four chapters. He wanted them to be certain of what 
they knew. He wanted his readers to walk in confidence or boldness (1 John 
4:17). In this context, the word “confidence” carries the idea of freedom, 
speaking openly without fear and with courage, and boldness. John did not 
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want his readers to shrink back or cower in fear, unwilling to approach God 
with their needs. Instead, he wanted them to “approach the throne of grace 
with confidence” (Hebrews 4:16).

Overview of 1 John

From the earliest days of Christianity, many believers and scholars alike have 

asserted that the apostle John, one of the disciples and one of the “Sons of 

Thunder” (Mark 3:17), likely wrote the letter of 1 John, although he never iden-

tifies himself. Based on the content of the letters, including heresy and crisis 

of church leadership among other issues, 1 John was likely written around 

60-100 A.D., as the church was continuing to form and establish its belief 

and theology. The first generation of followers, including the disciples and 

apostles, had been martyred or had died (or were dying) and left a vacuum of 

leadership and knowledge.

In 1 John, the writer explained the reasons for the letter: 1) so its reader could 

have fellowship with God through His Son and fellowship with other believers 

(1 John 1:3); 2) so believers would not fall into sin (1 John 2:1); and 3) so the 

readers could know they have eternal life (5:13). In a culture of heresy and 

fake doctrine, John wanted his readers to be confident in their relationship 

with Jesus.

The source of this boldness, this confidence is found in the previous verse: 
knowing we have eternal life (verse 13). Believing in Jesus as the sacrificial 
Lamb who takes away the sins of the world (John 1:29) is the key. Jesus tore 
down the barrier between God and humanity when He died on the cross to 
turn away the wrath of God. This barrier was illustrated in the Temple by the 
curtain separating the Most Holy Place (Hebrews 9:2-3) from the rest of the 
temple. Only a priest could enter this holiest place and only once a year to 
offer a sacrifice for his sins and the sins of the people. But when Jesus died, 
the curtain separating God from humanity’s sin was split in two from top to 
bottom (Matthew 27:51; Mark 15:38; Luke 23:45). Why? Because God and 
humanity had been reconciled and people could now have direct access to 
God. No more priests were needed for annual sacrifice.
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Like a prince or princess who has full access to their father the king, be-
lievers today have full rights to approach the King of Kings and Lord of Lords 
as their Heavenly Father. There is no need for an intermediary to intercede 
on anyone’s behalf. There is no reason to fear entering the King’s presence 
without permission. God granted permission when He tore the curtain in 
two from top to bottom. Only God could accomplish such a feat. Only God 
could declare that a sinful humanity could come directly to Him. But remark-
ably, this intimate relationship with God Almighty is available to anyone who 
“believe in the name of the Son of God” (1 John 5:13).

Asking According to His Will (5:14)

Believers can have confidence in God answering their prayers—on one con-
dition. They must ask according to God’s will, or in a way that aligns with His 
will. And aligning with His will comes from abiding in Him or staying close to 
Him. In John 15:7, Jesus said, “If you remain in me and my words remain in 
you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.” In other words, the 
closer believers cling to God, the more their desires will begin to match the 
desires of God.

Aligning with the will of God echoes Jesus’ statement in the Lord’s Prayer 
when He said, “Your will be done” (Matthew 6:10; Luke 11:2). While He was 
on earth, Jesus lived out God’s will by doing only what the Father wanted. In 
John 6:38, He said he had come from heaven not to do His own will, “but…
the will of him who sent Me.” He also said His food (that which sustained 
Him) was to “do the will of Him who sent Me” (John 4:34). Even Jesus said, 
“not my will, but yours be done” (Luke 22:42). Jesus’ entire life and ministry 
was to do what His Father wanted.

Unfortunately, many people do not see their prayers answered because 
they do not ask God. Even when they do ask, God does not answer their 
prayer because they “ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you 
get on your pleasures” (James 4:3). Some prayers are not answered because 
God has the bigger picture and is accomplishing His will on a cosmic scale. 
But other times, prayers go unanswered because they are sinful, selfish, and 
do not honor God.
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One of the difficulties in following God’s will is knowing what He desires. 
While the Bible is clear on some issues, such as sharing the gospel or loving 
one’s neighbor, Scripture may not speak to other issues. Where should I go to 
college? Should I take this job? How do I speak with this coworker? In those 
instances, some believers—especially those who are young in the faith—
worry they will miss out on God’s will and somehow make an irreparable 
mistake. However, in the areas where Scripture doesn’t give overt directions, 
believers can still follow the will of God. They can seek the basic principles of 
Scripture (speaking the truth in love, for example) as a guide. They can also 
glean from the wisdom of other believers. And they can also listen for the 
Holy Spirit to speak. Jesus promised the Spirit would guide believers into all 
truth (John 16:13). The combination of Scripture, the faith community, and 
the Spirit can be a good guide for making decisions within the will of God.

God Hears Us (5:14-15)

John assured his readers that God hears prayers. In Isaiah 59:1, the prophet 
wrote, “Surely the arm of the Lord is not too short to save, nor his ear too 
dull to hear.” While this was written long before Jesus and long before John 
the disciple wrote his letters, the truth in it stands even today. God hears the 
prayers of every person who ever utters a petition to Him. He is not deaf to 
our cries. He listens intently. He considers what we say. Even when believers 
can only offer groanings in the midst of present suffering (Romans 8:23) be-
cause no words will come, God hears. God knows. He cares about the things 
believers care about. But He also wants believers to care about the things He 
cares about. Prayer can be a tool to draw believers closer to Him.

On the other hand, God is not a vending machine. Nor does He answer 
every prayer—even if it is offered in faith. Unfortunately, many false teachers 
preach an inaccurate theology of prayer. God does not answer prayer because 
a person believes enough. A person can believe God wants them to win the 
lottery, but their believing doesn’t make it so. Nor does God deny an answer 
to prayer because the person didn’t have enough faith. Belief does not guar-
antee results, especially when belief is used as a weapon to force God’s hand. 
God is Sovereign and He will act according to His divine, perfect will, not the 
whims of sinful people. As the psalmist wrote, “Our God is in heaven; He does 



124 PRAYER THAT MOVES HEAVEN: A STUDY OF PRAYER

whatever pleases Him” (Psalm 115:3). Perhaps the best approach comes from 
Solomon: “Do not be quick with your mouth, do not be hasty in your heart to 
utter anything before God. God is in heaven, and you are on earth, so let your 
words be few” (Ecclesiastes 5:2).

God Answers Prayer (5:15)

When believers ask according to God’s will, they can stand confident in know-
ing God will answer. However, the answer may not match up to a believer’s 
expectations of how God will answer. These expectations of God can lead to 
disappointment if a person is unwilling to let go of those preconceived no-
tions. Unfortunately, many people have turned away from God because He 
didn’t answer their prayer in the way they wanted or as quickly as they want-
ed. The truth is, God will act according to His sovereign and wise will, but 
believers don’t have the vision to see the bigger picture of what God is doing 
in human history. What we think looks like the perfect solution may actually 
be the worst solution in the long-term. Believers can rest in the assurance 
that God is their Heavenly Father and will do what is best for their good and 
His glory. His wisdom has no end (Psalm 147:5; Romans 11:33).

Sometimes believers miss out on seeing prayer answered because they 
are not looking for the answer. They offer a quick prayer as a last-ditch effort 
to fix a problem, so when God answers, they are surprised to see God provide! 
Some might say, “I prayed for this, but I never really believed God would do 
this for me.” Such an attitude means that either the person doesn’t believe 
God can do anything, or they believe God wouldn’t answer their prayer. Some 
people lack faith in God’s ability to perform the miraculous, or they don’t 
believe God cares about them specifically: “God’s too busy to care about my 
problems.” Such a belief reflects a small view of God and/or a small view of 
self. A healthy view of both God and self allows for the miraculous because 
God values every single person, and nothing is too difficult for Him (Jeremi-
ah 32:17). On the other hand, a healthy view of God does not demand from 
Him, but rather petitions Him in humble trust, knowing His will is best.
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Applying the Lesson

To apply the Scripture in your daily walk:

• Evaluate whether you pray in confidence.

• Thank God for the ability to approach Him with boldness.

• Reflect on your prayer life lately to see whether you were praying ac-

cording to God’s will or according to your own desires.

• Write down recent answers to prayer. Thank God for them.

• Determine to continue to follow biblical truth and not cultural ideas 

about God that can lead you astray.

Implications and Actions

God wants to be known. He wants to be in a relationship with His creation. 
He wants to bless those who seek Him, and He has promised to guide be-
lievers. He is not sitting on the edge of Heaven waiting to punish those who 
step their toe over an invisible line of His will. These basic truths about God 
give believers a solid foundation on which to pray with confidence. When 
believers develop an ongoing, deeper relationship with God, believers can be 
confident in praying God’s will because they will be conformed to the image 
of His Son (Romans 8:29). However, being conformed means surrendering 
to Him, which many people are unwilling to do. But those who do can know 
God answers when they pray, “not my will, but yours be done” (Luke 22:42).

Questions

1. Would you describe yourself as confident before God? Why or why 
not?
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2. How does this passage speak to the prosperity (name it, claim it) 
theology in our culture?

3. Name a time when you were confident you were praying in line with 
God’s will.

4. How do you determine and pray for God’s will when Scripture does 
not provide specific instruction or guidance?

5. What might increase your confidence in praying? 
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Prayer for this Study

Privilege and Power of Prayer
 “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, 
let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all com-
prehension, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:6-7, 
NKJV).

Father,

Thank you for the great privilege You have given me to humbly come before You, a Holy 
God and bring my prayers and petitions to You. I am grateful and in awe that because Jesus 
died for me and bore my iniquities, I am righteous before You, a mighty, all powerful, and 
Holy God. I can come to You, the eternal, sovereign, and all-powerful God of the universe, 
through the blood of Jesus.

In the book of James, you tell me that the prayer of a righteous man is powerful and ef-
fective. Lord, you have called me to be a prayer warrior, praying continually, specifically, 
earnestly, and fervently. Lord, may I be armed with the Sword of the Spirit (Word of God), 
and ready to go into battle in prayer, praying Your Word and believing Your promises. May 
I worship You alone, Oh God, as I humbly kneel before You, laying my requests before You. 
Lord, help me to never forget the many times my prayers have been my preservation, how 
praying strengthened me and grew my faith during some lonely and challenging times in 
my life. Lord, Your Word tells me to keep asking, seeking, and knocking, to keep praying 
with passion and perseverance. Thank You, Lord, for using my prayers to develop in me a 
trust in You as I wait for Your perfect timing. Oh God, give me a steadfast spirit within 
never to give up, but seek Your face as I surrender to You in prayer.

Lord, may I always be diligent in praying for others and their needs, lifting them up before 
Your mighty throne. Lord, like Paul, may I never cease loving and praying for others, and 
may I show Your love to others by helping them in tangible ways.

Lord, kindle in me a desire to be a prayer warrior, to bow before You each day, with com-
mitment and diligent work, digging into Your Holy Word, listening to You, and hiding 
Your Word in my heart. Instill in me a boldness, confidence, and a grateful heart as I come 
before Your throne, pouring out my heart in prayer and trusting You with every matter 
and season of life.

Lord, I thank You for how prayer deepens my relationship with You. When I bow in wor-
ship and bring my heartfelt request before You, I experience You in a real and personal way. 
I can trust You in all circumstances, no matter the outcome, because Your providence is 
at work in my life for Your glory. I am grateful You give me what I need, not always what 
I want. May my desires be Your desires, Oh Lord. When Jesus prayed in the garden of 
Gethsemane, He went from, “let this cup pass from me;” to “yet not as I will, but as you 
will.” Lord, help me to abandon my pride and self-sufficiency and completely trust in You.

In the strong name of Jesus,

Amen

DLB
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Our Next New Study
(Available to use beginning September 2022)

Hunger for Holiness
Living Pure in an Impure World

A Study of 1 Peter

The word “holy” is one of the most common words in the Bible, and yet is 
one of the most misunderstood words in our language. God has called us to 
be holy, but how many people want to be described that way? 

There are many Bible words that describe the character and nature of 
God. We read that: God is Light…God is Love…God is Merciful…God is our 
Shepherd…God is our Provider…God is our Healer…God is the Almighty 
One…And many more.

And then there is one word that describes the character and nature of 
God more than any other in the Bible:  

God is HOLY.
Holiness is the primary attribute of God.
Holiness is conforming to the Character of God.
Holiness is essential for living as a stranger in a strange land.
Holiness is the absolute key to living Pure in an Impure World.

Lesson 1 Hope That Lives 1 Peter 1:1-9

Lesson 2 The Pursuit of Holiness 1 Peter 1:10-17

Lesson 3 The World’s Greatest Quartet 1 Peter 1:18-25

Lesson 4 The Living Cornerstone 1 Peter 2:1-10

Lesson 5 Christian Citizenship 1 Peter 2:11-17

Lesson 6 The Ministry of Suffering 1 Peter 2:18-25

connect 360
ALL THE BIBLE FOR ALL OF LIFE
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Lesson 7 Marriage Made in Heaven 1 Peter 3:1-7

Lesson 8 Hope When Life Is Unfair 1 Peter 3:8-17

Lesson 9 The Just for the Unjust 1 Peter 3:18-22

Lesson 10 Love Covers It All 1 Peter 4:1-11

Lesson 11 Rejoice in Suffering 1 Peter 4:12-19

Lesson 12 Dress for Success 1 Peter 5:1-6

Lesson 13 Standing Firm in the Faith 1 Peter 5:7-14
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The reMARKable Journey Begins—Teaching Guide (BWP001304) $6.25  __________   ____________

Jesus Storyteller (Luke)—Study Guide (GC2001327) $5.50  __________   ____________

Jesus Storyteller (Luke)—Large Print (GC2001328) $5.75  __________   ____________

Jesus Storyteller (Luke)—Teaching Guide (GC2001329) $6.25  __________   ____________

Pure Joy (Philippians)—Study Guide (BWP001302) $5.50  __________   ____________

Pure Joy (Philippians)—Large Print Study Guide (BWP001303) $5.75  __________   ____________

Pure Joy (Philippians)—Teaching Guide (BWP001304) $6.25  __________   ____________

The Fullness of Christ (Colossians)–Study Guide (BWP001282) $5.50  __________   ____________

The Fullness of Christ (Colossians)—Large Print Study Guide (BWP001283) $5.75  __________   ____________

The Fullness of Christ (Colossians)—Teaching Guide (BWP001284) $6.25  __________   ____________



 131

The Making of Authentic Faith (James)—Study Guide (GC2001322) $5.50  __________   ____________

The Making of Authentic Faith (James)—Large Print Study Guide (GC2001323) $5.75  __________   ____________

The Making of Authentic Faith (James)—Teaching Guide (GC2001324) $6.25  __________   ____________

Coming for use beginning September 2022  

Hunger for Holiness (1 Peter)—Study Guide (GC2001344) $5.50  __________   ____________

Hunger for Holiness (1 Peter)—Large Print Study Guide(GC2001345) $5.75  __________   ____________

Hunger for Holiness (1 Peter)—Teaching Guide (GC2001346) $6.25  __________   ____________

PLEASE NOTE

In addition to these Bible studies, which are available in both print and digital formats, we have several studies 
available in a digital-only format. See www.gc2press.org for a complete listing of these studies. PRICES ARE 
SUBJECT TO CHANGE.

CALL your order toll-free: 1-866-249-1799  
(Monday—Thursday 8:30 a.m.–5:00 p.m. central time 

Friday 8:30 a.m.–12:00 noon central time).

OR, E-MAIL your order to: gc2press@txb.org.

OR, ORDER ONLINE at www.gc2press.org. 

We look forward to receiving your order! Thank you!
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