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INTRODUCTION

Jeff Rankin

What are you going to do after graduation? What do you
want to do with your life? Questions like these echo endlessly at
the end of every school year as students prepare to make decisions
about the direction of their lives. Maybe you have thought about
these same questions and wondered what answers you would give.
As important as these questions are, another question holds even
greater significance: what does God want you to do with the life he
has given you? This question represents what Christians refer to as
God’s calling. The basis for this question is the recognition that
God created you with a unique set of abilities and aptitudes to
equip you for the plan and purpose he has designed for your life. If
God is truly your Creator, and he is, then he must know what he
created you to do and who he created you to be. Yet, discovering
this calling presents a difficult challenge for most people.

The following pages will help you begin to think about the
question of God’s calling and where to seek the answer. A good
starting point for thinking about God’s calling relates to what some
people call spiritual formation. In other words, the pursuit of
knowing God and making him known begins with God’s Spirit
working in the lives of believers to shape them into the image of
himself and of his Son Jesus. This idea of shaping is a fundamental
part of the Christian life and involves several steps on the journey
to Christlikeness. Specifically, the word SHAPE itself can offer a
memorable pattern for these steps, where each letter represents

7



8

another step of the journey to knowing and following God's call.
The following chapters in this booklet make clear how God shapes
people to understand and respond to his calling for life and
ministry: Study God’s Word, Hear God’s Voice, Apply God’s
Truth, Pray God’s Will, Engage God’s World. In reading these
chapters and putting the truths they contain into practice, you will
be taking some of the first steps every person must take to find the
answers God has given to life’s most important questions.



STUDY GOD'S WORD

Jeff Rankin

What thoughts and feelings do you have when you hear the
word study? If you are like most people, you will have to confess
the word study brings to mind a variety of negative images and
emotions. Study done well requires an intense focus and an
unusual level of concentration that strains the mind, stiffens the
heart, and saps the strength. In a world where entertainment is not
only a ready remedy for the stresses of life but also an addictive
replacement for life’s disciplines, the prospect of sacrificing its
pleasures for the hard work of study is unattractive. Yet, if the
subject of one’s study has the potential to offer unlimited benefits,
the reward is surely worth the work required. God’s Word offers a
most incredible return on the believer’s investment of studys; it
offers answers to life’s most important questions. In this chapter,
the first step on the path to spiritual formation and to answering the
life-shaping question "What does God want me to do with my
life?" begins with the letter S, that is Study God’s Word.
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Why the Bible Is God’s Word

God has given people the Bible to help them answer the
most important questions about life; it is God’s instruction book for
living. This statement not only makes a bold claim about the Bible
but also identifies the Bible as the source of God’s Word. Since
studying God’s Word holds the answers to understanding God’s
calling, and the Bible is the source of God’s Word, those seeking
the knowledge of God’s calling should study the Bible. Not
everyone in the world, however, believes these claims about the
Bible are true. Maybe the best place to start in determining whether
the Bible is God’s Word or not is to consider what the Bible claims
about itself.

The history of the Bible is an interesting story. The books
that form the Bible were written thousands of years ago and
preserved by scribes who copied these texts carefully from the
beginning. Those scribes believed they were copying the very
words of God so that later generations would have God’s
instructions to guide their lives. But what led these ancient scribes
to believe such grand ideas about the Bible? In the part of the Bible
known as the New Testament, a letter from an early Christian
leader to his young apprentice gives insight into the importance
these writings hold for the world. The Apostle Paul encouraged his
young friend Timothy to endure the coming difficulties he would
face in the world by studying God’s Word. Why should Timothy
study the Bible? Paul gave the answer: "All Scripture is God-
breathed and useful for teaching, for refuting errors, for correcting
faults, for training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be
qualified, for every good work being made complete" (2 Tim 3:16-
17). Timothy would be able to handle any situation in life through
applying the truths of Scripture, a reference to what people call the
Old Testament, since God breathed out these instructions to the
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human authors who wrote them down in the Bible. In the same
way, studying this divine/human book offers us the promise of full
preparation for God’s plans and purposes.

Why is the Bible God’s Word? The first reason is because
God himself by his Spirit gave the Bible to people to help them
answer life’s most difficult questions. The second reason the Bible
is God’s Word comes from the message of another letter in the
New Testament, this time from the Apostle Peter. His second letter
to Christians experiencing persecution in the world because of
their belief in Jesus Christ emphasizes Jesus’ earliest followers
were eyewitnesses of his life, death, and resurrection, events
already announced beforehand by God’s messengers, the prophets
of the Old Testament. In this context, Peter exclaimed, "This first
of all knowing, that every prophecy of Scripture by one’s own
interpretation does not come about; for not by the will of a man
was prophecy brought into being, but, moved by the Holy Spirit,
men spoke from God" (2 Pet 1:20-21). What happened to Jesus,
and what was happening to Peter’s audience by their identification
with him, came about by the will of God, who by his Spirit spoke
through men who wrote down what he revealed. God inspired
these prophets to record the prophecies he revealed to them in the
Bible to make his plan of redemption known. So, why is the Bible
God’s Word? The second reason is because God by his Spirit gave
his Word to people to help them understand his purposes and plans
in Jesus’ death and resurrection. Those wanting to understand
God’s will for his people should study the Bible since it is God’s
Word.

What the Bible Offers as God’s Word
Now that the identity of the Bible as God’s Word is clear,
the next claim to consider in understanding why people should
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study God’s Word is what the Bible offers those who would take
this step to know and pursue the shaping work of spiritual
formation. To answer this question, the main storyline of the Bible
and its ultimate purpose also must become clear. Three aspects of
God’s purpose for the Bible help people see what the Bible offers
someone seeking the answers to life’s most important questions:
the Bible represents a revelation of God himself, it offers a
reflection of human rebellion, and it tells of a redemption of God’s
creation.

The pursuit of knowing God has challenged the greatest
minds in human learning. Many people have given up on the
search, concluding that God cannot be known or that God does not
want to be known. Modern scientists even claim that God does not
exist since they do not find convincing evidence of him in the
natural world. On the one hand, this lack of the knowledge of God
is not unusual. The Bible reveals that “God, no one has seen at any
time” (John 1:18) and that “God is Spirit” (John 4:24). On the
other hand, the Bible claims no one can say God does not exist
because he has revealed himself to all people through the creation
of the world, whether they acknowledge him or not (Rom 1:19-20).
The first words of the Bible testify to the existence of God and his
identity as Creator of all that is: “In the beginning, God created the
heavens and the earth” (Gen 1:1).

To claim that God cannot be known or does not want to be
known makes no sense. God by his Spirit breathed out the words
of Scripture to human authors who wrote down those very words
of God. Only in refusing to accept the testimony of the Bible can
anyone claim God remains unknown to the world. Even more, in
reading the first two chapters of the Bible, people can know what
God is like since he revealed many of his attributes or character
traits there. For example, through the several repeating phrases of
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Genesis 1, God revealed himself as a God of majesty, a God of
power, a God of order, and a God of wisdom. He is a divine person
who speaks, who sees, who acts, and who knows. Most
importantly, he is good, and everything he has made is good,
including the highest expression of his creativity, the humans he
created in his image. In Genesis 2, those humans become the focus
of the storyline, receiving from God life and breath and place and
purpose and calling and instructions for living in God’s world.
What more could God have done to make himself known that he
has not done?

That the knowledge of God revealed in creation finds
rejection in the minds and hearts of people is not surprising once
the reader studies the continuing story in Genesis 3. Despite God’s
goodness in creating and caring for the people made in his image,
humans rebelled against their Creator, ignoring his instructions and
receiving the just consequences of their sin. Before long, the first
two humans were covering themselves in shame, hiding from God
in fear, and blaming God and his creation for their problems. The
curse of sin begins to unravel the good order of God’s creation,
bringing struggle and loss of status into the world. Further, God
must expel the first humans from his presence and pronounce the
sentence of death in the loss of access to the Tree of Life. All these
results of rejecting God and his Word have continued in the world
until this day, so much so that people have forgotten what God
created humans to do and who he created them to be as his image.
Now, people wonder how they ought to live, whom they ought to
serve, and for what purposes they were designed. The Bible offers
this reflection of human rebellion as an explanation for the
condition of the fallen world, with its curse on creation, and the
lost knowledge of God among the people who populate its
boundaries. Only in a rescue mission led by God himself could
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God’s good creation find deliverance from the futility of
enslavement to sin and self.

Thankfully, by God’s grace, all is not lost. Here, the Bible
tells the story of redemption through the life, death, and
resurrection of the Son of God, Jesus the Messiah. God has given
both his written Word to instruct humans and his personal Word to
redeem them. The New Testament Gospel of John reveals: “In the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God. . . . And the Word became flesh and He lived
among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten
from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:1, 14). God
himself, the Creator of all that is, came to earth in the person of his
Son to give people an unmistakable picture of who he is and how
he is known: “God, no one has seen at any time; the only begotten
God, the one being in the bosom of the Father, that one has
revealed Him” (John 1:18).

Only a willful rejection of God’s Word leads people to
refuse the knowledge of God he has revealed in Jesus Christ.
Those who accept by faith this knowledge God has revealed,
trusting God’s story about Jesus and repenting of their sins, are
born from above by his Spirit and placed in Christ by his grace, no
longer experiencing the full effects of the curse of sin and death.
What is more, these believers, led by the Spirit of God in daily life,
have received from God the Father the Spirit of adoption and have
become children of God and fellow heirs with Christ Jesus of
God’s promises (Rom 8:14-17). Neither has God forgotten his
creation; the world he made, now groaning under the weight of
sin’s curse and its effects, will be set free, restored to its original
glory as the very good creation God saw at the beginning of all
time (Rom 8:18-25; Gen 1:31). This restoration will result in “a
new heaven and a new earth” and a “new Jerusalem . . . coming
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down from the heavens” where God will dwell with his people
forever in a renewed garden with access to the tree of life and the
river of life never to cease again (Revelation 21-22). Study of
God’s Word offers these glorious truths to all who will read and
hear, confessing Christ as Lord and believing in his resurrection as
proof of the saving power of his sacrificial death.

How the Bible Forms the Believer in God’s Word

Knowing what the Bible has to offer as God’s Word leads
to another question in the quest for spiritual formation: how does
the Bible form the believer in God’s Word? This question relates to
the heart of what it means to be shaped by the Spirit of God
through the Word of God. To answer this question, two passages
from the Bible, one from the Old Testament and one from the New,
will provide a model for the study of God’s Word and its life-
changing power for spiritual formation in addressing life’s most
important questions about calling and purpose.

The Old Testament book of Psalms represents a collection
of songs, inspired by God himself, to help people worship him
rightly. As with any literary work, the beginning of this collection
informs the way its readers will understand the truths contained in
its pages. Psalm 1 offers a lens through which the worship of God
may best be understood: the choice between enjoying a life of
wisdom or enduring one of foolishness. The song begins with a
picture of the “Blessed Man” who has chosen the path of wisdom.
Four characteristics of this wise believer describe the source of the
blessings he enjoys. First, the way he lives challenges the culture
that seeks to shape his life. The first verse of the psalm indicates
what this man has not done; he has not lived according to the
advice of wicked people, not lingered on the road with people who
make sinning a pathway for life, not settled down with skeptics
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who criticize God and his Word. This man does not look to the
world and its ways of understanding life for the answers he seeks.
Rather, second, he celebrates the wisdom of God’s Word and the
instructions God has given. The second verse of the song indicates
these instructions have become a source of delight for him that
counters the false and futile ways of the world. Third, as verse 2
also reveals, in his delight for God’s Word, he takes time to
contemplate its truths and enjoy its benefits, so much so that he
memorizes its phrases and speaks them quietly to himself morning,
noon, and night. God’s instructions form the basis of his
understanding of himself and others, a reflection of the goodness
of God’s creation and the order which he established in his world
from the beginning. Fourth, the third verse paints a beautiful
portrait of the blessing found in studying the Bible. As a result of
his choice to forsake the world’s foolishness and embrace God’s
wisdom, the man who studies God’s Word cultivates growth in the
lush garden of God’s provision, flourishing as a tree firmly planted,
abundantly watered, and wondrously fruitful. He has everything he
needs to prosper in his pursuit of knowing God and making him
known, nurtured and shaped by God’s Word in the image of his
Creator. Sadly, the psalm ends with a bleak picture of the wasted
life of those who follow the world’s patterns: a worthless,
weightless, wind-driven existence that ends in destruction. Those
who would learn these life lessons and apply them in the pursuit of
God’s calling, his purposes and plans for life, find themselves
blessed as God’s Word forms them in righteousness and truth and
enables them to live a life filled with meaning and eternal
significance.

In the New Testament, Matthew’s Gospel records the story
of Israel’s Messiah and the world’s Savior, the man named Jesus.
Introduced by a family tree connecting him to Abraham, the father
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of God’s covenant people, and David, the great king of that
covenant nation, Jesus Christ accomplished what Israel never
could; he followed the instructions in God’s Word perfectly,
fulfilling God’s plan and purpose for the holy nation he called his
firstborn son (Exod 4:21-23). Throughout this gospel story, Jesus
models the image of an “Obedient Son,” formed by God’s Word
and led by God’s Spirit, who meets the challenges of life with the
truths of Scripture. For example, Matthew 4 narrates Jesus’
temptation in the wilderness by the devil, an experience not unlike
Israel’s forty-year journey in the desert. The account makes clear
not only Jesus’ knowledge of God’s Word gained in a lifetime of
the study of its wisdom but also three choices that testify to its
power to shape human responses to the tests that life in the world
brings. First, after refusing to eat during a fast of forty days and
nights, Jesus undergoes the devil’s temptation to use his power as
God’s Son to make stones into bread for a meal, a test of his
resolve to remain faithful to God’s call. Quoting Deuteronomy,
Jesus chooses to value Scripture and its spiritual nourishment over
the cravings of his physical body. Second, the devil offers him the
opportunity to prove his identity as the Son of God by testing
God’s promise of protection in Psalm 91. Standing on the pinnacle
of the temple, Jesus could cast himself down, as the devil suggests,
in confidence that God would fulfill his Word in commanding the
angels to catch him and lift him to safety. Again, quoting God’s
Word, Jesus chooses to avoid the spectacle of a miraculous rescue
by his faithful resolve to trust God rather than test him. Third,
when given the chance to receive the kingdoms of the world and
their glory as a reward for bowing in worship before the devil,
Jesus chooses to reject Satan and his worldly treasures in
obedience to God’s written command to worship and serve the
Lord God alone, a decision made long before in his commitment to



18

study God’s Word and its formative truths. In these three choices,
Jesus demonstrated the proper role of the Bible in the tests and
trials of life, the role of a spiritual weapon for spiritual warfare.
Only in the study of God’s Word can truths such as these prepare
the believer to face the challenges life in the world brings. Through
the examples of the “Blessed Man” and the “Obedient Son,”
believers find encouragement to let God’s Word shape them as
they pursue the answers to life’s most important questions,
including the question that frames this chapter: “What does God
want me to do with my life?” Take this encouragement to heart and
be rewarded by reading and hearing the Bible as you study God’s
Word and find yourself formed for ministry by the unlimited
benefits of its truths.
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HEAR GOD'S VOICE

Larry McDonald

In Rediscovering Holiness, J. I. Packer says that churches
have developed a “Peter Pan Culture,” in which spiritual
childishness is considered normal.* This same culture was found in
the Church at Corinth, where Paul warned its congregation, “I fed
you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for it” (1 Cor
3:2).2 But this “Peter Pan Syndrome” was not the norm for New
Testament Christians and should not be for 21° Century believers
either. In fact, the Bible calls for us to “grow up into salvation” (2
Pet 2:2) and “go on to maturity” (Heb 6:1).

How do Christians grow in their spiritual walk? Jesus
indicates that “my sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they
follow me” (John 10:27). Similarly, when Paul discusses the
spiritually mature believer, he speaks of a discernment that brings
the “mind of Christ” (1 Cor 2:16). Certainly, it seems that spiritual
growth is connected with hearing the voice of God and knowing
the mind of Christ.

19
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How does a believer “hear the voice of God?” There have
been many answers to this question. Some will talk about a “still
small voice,” an “impression in the heart,” or a “peace” that
indicates God is speaking. Others will emphasize the importance of
advice/counsel from other Christians, especially those in
leadership. In addition, some will talk about how God speaks
through the circumstances of one’s life. Some will even be bold
enough to say “God told me” with a few even saying that God
speaks to them in an audible voice.

Although each of these answers is worth considering, the
claim of this chapter is that the primary and most reliable way a
Christian hears the voice of God and thus develops the mind of
Christ is by saturating his life with the Word of God, especially
incorporating it into the deepest recesses of the mind and heart
through biblical meditation.

Four Disciplines

As noted in the previous chapter, the Bible is “breathed out
by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and
for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be
complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim 3:16-17). It is
through God’s Word that “a young man keeps his way pure” (Ps
119:9), as he stores it up in his heart that he might not sin (Ps
119:11). Scripture guides us as a “lamp to [our] feet and a light to
[our] path” (Ps 119:105).

In light of this, let’s consider the four basic disciplines
related to the Bible that provide the primary foundation for
spiritual maturity. In order to grow spiritually a believer must 1)
Read the Word; 2) Meditate on the Word; 3) Pray the Word; and 4)
Apply the Word. After briefly overviewing these four disciplines,
we will discuss in more detail meditating upon the Word of God.®
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First, one must regularly read the Bible in order to be
knowledgeable of its sections, genres, characters, teachings, and
overall message. This reading must be disciplined and intentional.
Haphazard reading will not bring about the foundational
understanding of the Bible that is needed for spiritual growth.
Many Bible reading plans are available to guide a believer in this
discipline.*

Second, after reading larger sections of the Bible, one must
then focus on smaller passages in order to meditate on them.
Meditation is “camping-out” on a few verses in order to deeply
ponder the meaning of the words and message. Having a time set
aside each day for the reading of God’s Word is both vital and
foundational. But to truly hear the voice of God and be changed by
it, we must go further. Meditation is not set aside simply for one
moment during the day. The believer must carry God’s Word
throughout all daily activities. More will be said about this practice
later in the chapter.

Third, prayer should flow from reading and meditating on
the Bible. One’s prayers should relate to the passages studied. In
order to “continue steadfastly in prayer” (Col 4:2), prayer must not
be separated from Bible study but must be overlapped with it. This
joining of prayer with Bible reading and meditation provides a
deep well of living water for the follower of Christ.>

Finally, it is not enough just to read, meditate on, and pray
the Bible. All of these should lead to applying the Bible to one’s
personal life. Jesus contrasts the house built on sand with the one
built on the rock. Both builders heard the Word, but only one
obeyed (Matt 7:24-27). Similarly, James encourages his audience
to “be doers of the word, and not hearers only” (Jas 1:22). Some
believers dangerously hear the Word only but do not allow it to
bring about a changed life.
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Biblical Meditation

What then is biblical meditation? How is it different from
reading the Bible? Donald Whitney identifies a distinction by
stating, “Reading is the exposure to Scripture, but meditation is the
absorption of Scripture. And it’s the absorption of Scripture that
leads to the transformation of our lives” (emphasis his).®

Following Moses’ death, God gave this charge to Joshua:
“This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you
shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do
according to all that is written in it. For then you will make your
way prosperous, and then you will have good success” (Josh 1:8).
Tim Keller in Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God
defines this meditation as “spiritually ‘tasting’ the Scripture—
delighting in it, sensing the sweetness of the teaching, feeling the
conviction of what it tells us about ourselves, and thanking God
and praising God for what it shows us about him.”’

How is this biblical meditation different than what is taught
in eastern religions? Doug Mclntosh contrasts the two with the
following distinctions:

Eastern Religious Meditation
e Empties the Mind
Asks Participates to Repeat a Single Word, mantra
Aids in Self-fulfillment
Visualizes what you Desire
The Ultimate Resource is within the Person

Biblical Meditation
e Fills the Mind with God’s Word
e Asks Participants to Focus on Vital Content—God’s Word.
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e Aids in Honoring God
e Prays to God, Who Controls
e The Ultimate Resource and Power is God®

Certainly, it is clear that the Bible’s teaching on mediation differs
greatly from what is taught in eastern religions.

Four Main Elements of Biblical Meditation

First, Christian mediation should focus upon God’s Word.
The introductory Psalm lays the foundation for this as it states,
“Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,
nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers; but
his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates
day and night” (Ps 1:1-2). Psalm 119:9 reiterates the necessity of
focusing on God to keep our lives uncontaminated by sin as it
declares, “How can a young man keep his way pure? By guarding
it according to your word.”

Second, mediation should focus on God’s Character. The
Psalmist declares his confident expectation of God’s provision and
protection when he indicates, “My soul will be satisfied as with fat
and rich food, and my mouth will praise you with joyful lips, when
| remember you upon my bed, and meditate on you in the watches
of the night; for you have been my help, and in the shadow of your
wings [ will sing for joy” (Ps 63:5-7). The Psalmist finds complete
fulfillment and contentment in who God is.

Third, meditation should focus on God’s Work. Psalm 77
records a song of lament that portrays the people of God facing
challenges. Yet they still declared, “I will remember the deeds of
the LORD; yes, | will remember your wonders of old. I will ponder
all your work, and meditate on your mighty deeds” (Ps 77:11-12).
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In good times and in bad, we need to remember and consider what
God has done in our lives and throughout history.

Fourth, meditation should focus on God’s Creation. While
Scripture gives us the specific revelation of who God is, Psalm 19
talks about the general revelation of God in creation as it states,
“The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above
proclaims his handiwork. Day to day pours out speech, and night
to night reveals knowledge . . . Let the words of my mouth and the
meditation of my heart be acceptable in your sight, O LORD, my
rock and my redeemer” (Ps 19:1-2, 14). As we look at all God has
created, we cannot help but see the attributes of the Creator
himself.

Pictures of Biblical Meditation

“A picture is worth a thousand words” is a an old saying
that still rings true, even in today’s world. Let’s look at five
pictures of biblical meditation that help us grasp Scripture’s
meaning.

The first picture of biblical meditation is “eating” the book.
Jeremiah painted this picture when he said, “Your words were
found, and I ate them, and your words became to me a joy and the
delight of my heart” (Jer 15:16). This imagery is also used by
Ezekiel (Ezek 3:1-3) and John (Rev 10:9). Even Jesus spoke of this
idea as he stated, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every
word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matt 4:4). Biblical
meditation is eating and digesting the Bible.°

The second picture of biblical meditation is of a tree. The
Psalmist indicates that when one meditates on the law of the Lord
“He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in
its season, and its leaf does not wither” (Ps 1:3). Jeremiah also uses
the imagery of a tree planted by water where its roots draw
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nourishment from the stream (Jer 17:8). Meditating on the Bible
brings about deeply abiding spiritual roots that not only withstand
trials but also produce a spiritual flourishing.

The third picture of biblical mediation is of an animal
chewing the cud, especially a cow. Chewing the cud is part of the
cow’s digestive process as it continues to chew its food. This
includes swallowing, storing, regurgitating, and chewing again the
food as it travels through the four compartments of its stomach.
This chewing of the cud was used by John Bunyan and Richard
Baxter to portray the chewing and digestion of the Bible.°

The fourth picture of biblical meditation is of the brooding
hen. A hen broods when she incubates her eggs by sitting on them,
often for days if not weeks until the little chicks are born.
Following this example, Christians should ponder Scripture until
the passage is “hatched” in their heart and life. J. I. Packer and
Carolyn Nystrom believe this image illustrates biblical meditation:
“Christian brooding or meditation . . . ripens, stabilizes and
strengthens our renewed hearts. It is a vital, energizing element in
our communion with God . . . it is directional thinking, which is a
basic Christian discipline for all of our living.”**

The fifth picture of biblical meditation is the steeping tea
bag. Donald Whitney uses this analogy when he depicts the mind
as “hot water” and the tea bag as the intake of God’s Word. He
says, “Meditation . . . is like immersing the bag completely and
letting it steep until all the rich tea flavor has been extracted and
the hot water is thoroughly tinctured reddish brown. Meditation on
Scripture is letting the Bible brew in the brain . . . When we
meditate on Scripture it colors our thinking about God, about
God’s ways and His world, and about ourselves.”*?
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Practical Methods for Biblical Meditation

“Methods are many; principles are few. Methods change;
principles never do.” This old saying still rings true today.
Although the Bible clearly teaches the importance of biblical
meditation, it does not offer a road map of meditation methods.
Yet, there are excellent sources available with many ideas to help a
person, especially in the beginning stages of growth in this area.™

Let’s first look at some guiding thoughts and then consider
an example of how this approach could work. We have a tendency
to read large sections of Scripture, often times remembering few
details. Biblical meditation requires one to slow the process down,
reading and re-reading passages, focusing on key thoughts, and
even memorizing key verses. This allows a person to absorb and
digest biblical truth deeply as he examines his life in light of the
passage. It further drives the reader to respond to the passage in
prayer and practical application.

So how can this process be put into practice? Let’s say we
decide to focus for an entire month on the Book of Philippians.
The book has four chapters with 109 verses and can be read easily
in less than ten minutes. While | encourage reading the entire book
at least once a week, the primary focus for each week should be on
a different chapter. So, week one would be reading and re-reading
chapter 1, focusing on key thoughts and verses as you deeply
absorb and digest the passage. For me personally, verse 21 causes
me to pause as Paul states, “For me to live is Christ, and to die is
gain.” I need to understand this verse in its context, but I also want
to evaluate my own life in light of it, as it has far-reaching effects.
Memorizing this verse so that | can carry it with me throughout
every part of my day helps me to better apply it to my life and even
to discuss its impact with fellow believers. This should drive me to
prayer and a desire to live for Christ in every area of my life. Week
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two begins this process again by re-reading the entire book and
then focusing on chapter 2. By the time you have completed an
entire month in this book, your mind and heart will be saturated
with it. This saturation becomes a transformational part of your
daily walk with Christ.

The Challenge

Again, the premise of this chapter is that the primary and
most reliable way a Christian hears the voice of God and so
develops the mind of Christ is by saturating his life with the Word
of God, especially incorporating it into the deepest recesses of the
mind and heart through biblical meditation.

The Apostle Paul refused to settle for a shallow, lazy
relationship with his God. And he challenges us to “press on
toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ
Jesus” (Phil 3:14). At the end of his life, Paul declared, “I have
fought the good fight, I have finished the race, | have kept the
faith” (2 Tim. 4:7).

John Akhwari of Tanzania was an Olympic runner in the
1968 Summer Games. Despite severely injuring himself early in
the Mexico City race, Akhwari completed the marathon, finishing
one hour after the winner. When asked why he continued to run,
even with his injury and with no chance at winning the race,
Akhwari replied, “I don’t think you understand. My country did
not send me five thousand miles to start the race. They sent me five
thousand miles to finish the race.”*

As Christians, God did not save us to just begin the race.
Through the power of his Word, his Spirit in our lives, and the
fellowship of other believers, God intends for us to “run with
endurance the race that is set before us” (Heb 12:1). Endurance
means that the runner “keeps on” and withstands hardship and
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adversity, refusing to give up or quit. The only way we will be able
to complete this spiritual pilgrimage is by saturating our minds and
hearts with the very Word of God, meditating upon it day and
night.

Charles Spurgeon, in his autobiography, testified of how
John Bunyan modeled this practice. Spurgeon stated, Bunyan had
read the Bible “till his very soul was saturated with Scripture . . .
Why, this man is a living Bible! Prick him anywhere—his blood is
Bibline, the very essence of the Bible flows from him. He cannot
speak without quoting a text, for his very soul is full of the Word
of God. I commend his example to you, beloved.”® Let us also
through our study and meditation upon God’s Word so saturate our
hearts and minds with who God is and what God does. Let us
reject spiritual immaturity and instead “press on” and be satisfied
with nothing less than following the “upward call of God in Christ
Jesus (Phil 3:14).”

RECOMMENDED READING

DeYoung, Kevin. Just Do Something: A Liberating Approach to
Finding God’s Will. Chicago: Moody, 2014.

Keller, Timothy. Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with
God. London: Penguin, 2016.

Marshall, Glenna. Memorizing Scripture: The Basics, Blessings,
and Benefits of Meditating on God’s Word. Chicago:
Moody, 2023.

Mclntosh, Doug. God Up Close: How to Meditate on His Word.
Chicago: Moody, 1998.



29
Packer, J. . Knowing God. Wheaton: Crossway, 2023.

Packer, J. 1., and Carolyn Nystrom. Praying: Finding Our Way
Through Duty to Delight. Downers Grove: VP, 2009.

Peterson, Eugene H. Eat this Book: A Conversation in the Art of
Spiritual Reading. Spiritual Theology Series. Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006.

Whitney, Donald S. Praying the Bible. Wheaton: Crossway, 2015.

. Simplify Your Spiritual Life: Spiritual Disciplines for the
Overwhelmed. Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2003.

. Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life. Rev. ed.
Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2014.



APPLY GOD'S TRUTH

Frankie Melton

“Be ye doers of the word and not hearers only.” - James 1:19

When Augustine, the early church father, was thirty-two
years old, he was far from God. He lived a life of sin and despair.
One day while walking through a garden in Milan, he thought he
heard a group of children singing, “Tolle, lege,” which is Latin for
“take up and read.” He took this as a message from God to read the
Bible. He immediately found a copy of the Scriptures and began
reading. However, he did more than read, he began to obey what
he read. The result was a changed man and a changed world.
Similarly, when we read and apply God’s Word in our lives, we
will experience change and become a greater witness for the
gospel.

God’s Word contains information, but it is more than
information. It is a fruit tree that is always in season. The Bible
contains instructions on how to please God and live a life that

30
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brings God glory. Paul admonished the Corinthians, “Therefore,
whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of
God” (1 Cor 10:31). The only way we can “do all to the glory of
God™' is if we know what he requires and what pleases him. The
Puritan Thomas Watson said, “A medicine is best when applied.”
A bottle of pills will do an ailing patient no good if the pills are not
taken. Likewise, the Bible must be applied, it must be digested.

The good news is that God has revealed Himself in the
sixty-six books of the Old and New Testaments so that we can
know him and understand what brings him pleasure. In order to
please God, we must know and apply his Word to our lives.

How Can We Apply God’s Word
There are several categories for applying God’s Word in
our lives. These include Learning, Obeying, Claiming, and
Resting.

We Apply God’s Word by Learning Its Instructions

The Bible is a book of history. It records many historical
events. It contains truth about eternity, the origins of human life,
God’s design for the family, and his instruction on how to live a
good and godly life. One way we apply God’s Word is by learning
about the events, people, instructions, and culture of the Bible. By
learning the historical events of the Bible, we see what God has
done in the past. As we observe what God did in the past, we come
to an understanding of who God is and what he is like. The
intimate knowledge of God comes through Scripture. Historical
events like the Flood, the Tower of Babel, the call of Abram, the
parting of the Red Sea, and the Babylonian captivity (among
others) put God on full display. We especially learn more about the



32

character of God in the coming of Jesus into the world to die for
sinners. Simply put, we cannot apply what we do not know.

A follower of Jesus who does not read, study, meditate on,
hear, and memorize God’s Word is going to be at a significant
disadvantage when it comes to applying it in life. A recent report
indicated that there is over $70 billion of unclaimed money in state
treasuries around the country. Many people are simply unaware
that they have unclaimed money. That is stunning. However, what
IS more stunning is the joy, peace, and blessings of godly living
that are unclaimed and unknown by believers unaware of the Word
of God.

We Apply God’s Word by Obeying Its Commands

As we are reading, studying, and meditating on Scripture,
we must be on the lookout for commands from God that we should
obey. God is holy, and he calls his people to be holy. Peter wrote
in 1 Pet 1:14-16: ““As obedient children, do not be conformed to
the former lusts which were yours in your ignorance, but like the
Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your
behavior; because it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.””
We are called to holiness in our conduct, and the only way to live a
life pleasing to God is to apply his Word through obedience.

James, the half-brother of Jesus, was rather blunt and
graphic in his assessment of those who know the Word but fail to
obey it. He declared, “Therefore lay aside all filthiness and
overflow of wickedness, and receive with meekness the implanted
word, which is able to save your souls. But be doers of the word,
and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. For if anyone is a
hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man observing his
natural face in a mirror; for he observes himself, goes away, and
immediately forgets what kind of man he was” (James 1:21-24).
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Obedience means turning away from filthiness. With this
word, James referred to the sin that defiles the believer’s life. He
elaborated by pointing to the flood of wickedness that
characterizes the lives of some. James urged his audience to obey
the Word of God. Likewise, applying God’s Word in our lives
means turning from sin and seeking to live a life pleasing to our
God and Savior.

We Apply God’s Word by Claiming Its Promises

God’s Word contains promises to the believer. When we
apply these promises, it brings tremendous comfort to our lives.
We apply the promises of the Bible by believing that God will do
what he said and trusting in him in such a way that we experience
comfort and joy. The promises of the Word are low-hanging fruit
for believers to pluck. When | was a kid, we had a well from which
we got our water. | can vividly remember looking into that well
and thinking that it was bottomless. In a similar way, the Bible is a
well that never runs dry. Its treasures are inexhaustible. Its wonders
never cease. One example is Heb 4:16. The writer of Hebrews
comforted believers when he wrote, “Let us therefore come boldly
to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to
help in time of need.” This verse contains several promises, but
one of special note is that God’s throne is a throne characterized by
grace. When we come to his throne, we will find grace, not wrath.

We Apply God’s Word by Resting in Its Truths
We can apply God’s Word by resting in it. We can rest in
the truthfulness of the claims of Scripture. We can rest in the
attributes of God. We can rest in God’s plan for the future. There
are many things in the Bible that bring comfort and rest. We can
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rest in the truths of Scripture when we fully embrace them and live
in such a way that we clearly believe them.

That You May Grow

The Bible is clear that spiritual growth comes through the
application of the Word of God. A steady diet of Scripture is an
essential part of the believer’s sanctification. The word
“sanctification” indicates the believer’s progressive growth in
godliness over the course of life. The Bible is the fertilizer that
makes for a healthy Christian. The Bible is our number one tool of
discipleship. The Psalmist declared, “Thy Word is a lamp unto my
feet and a light unto my path” (119:105). God’s Word is a guide
for life, and it shows us the way to honoring the Lord. Growing in
our faith requires more than a mere knowledge of the Word.

In Acts 20, Paul met with the elders of the Ephesian church
on the island of Miletus. After approximately three years of
ministry in the city of Ephesus, Paul was leaving for Jerusalem.
The elders of the church met him on Miletus to bid him farewell.
Acts 20 contains an extended farewell address Paul gave to the
elders. In it he reviewed his ministry in Ephesus and expressed his
intention of going to Jerusalem. He concluded the address to the
elders by challenging them to care for the church. He reminded
them that the church belonged to God. He warned,

Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock,
among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to
shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His
own blood. For I know this, that after my departure savage
wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock. Also
from among yourselves men will rise up, speaking perverse
things, to draw away the disciples after themselves.
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Therefore watch, and remember that for three years | did
not cease to warn everyone night and day with tears. So
now, brethren, I commend you to God and to the word of
His grace, which is able to build you up and give you an
inheritance among all those who are sanctified (Acts 20:28-
32).

In Paul’s farewell to the church, he left them in the hands of God
and “the word of His grace.” The number one weapon we have
against false teaching is the Word of God. It is this Word that will
“build you up.” The follower of Jesus who wants to grow in faith
and maturity will heed these words of Paul. The Bible makes a
mature believer.

We live in a time of extreme biblical illiteracy—even in the
Church. Christians, the very disciples (students) of Christ, do not
know the Bible. In order to apply God’s Word to our lives, we
must first know what it says. In that sense, every believer must
think seriously about investing time in learning what the Bible
actually contains. A plumber knows plumbing. A lawyer knows
the law. A farmer knows farming. A follower of Jesus ought to
know the Bible. The famous London preacher Charles Spurgeon
said about knowing God’s Word,

Oh, that you and I might get into the very heart of
the Word of God, and get that Word into ourselves! As |
have seen the silkworm eat into the leaf, and consume it, so
ought we to do with the Word of the Lord—not crawl over
its surface, but eat right into it till we have taken it into our
inmost parts. It is idle merely to let the eye glance over the
words, or to recollect the poetical expressions, or the
historic facts; but it is blessed to eat into the very soul of
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the Bible until, at last, you come to talk in Scriptural
language, and your very style is fashioned upon Scripture
models, and, what is better still, your spirit is flavored with
the words of the Lord.

| would quote John Bunyan as an instance of what |
mean. Read anything of his, and you will see that it is
almost like reading the Bible itself. He had read it till his
very soul was saturated with Scripture; and, though his
writings are charmingly full of poetry, yet he cannot give
us his Pilgrim’s Progress—that sweetest of all prose poems
— without continually making us feel and say, “Why, this
man is a living Bible!”” Prick him anywhere—his blood is
Bibline, the very essence of the Bible flows from him. He
cannot speak without quoting a text, for his very soul is full
of the Word of God.

| had a friend who immigrated to the United States from the
country of Moldova. Several years ago, after his arrival, he faced
an unusual situation. The village he is from in Moldova does not
have signs on the roads that indicate the speed at which drivers
should travel. Beyond that, the police do not have cars. The police
stand on the side of the road, and if it appears to them that
someone is speeding, they will hold out a stick. The extended stick
means that the driver should pull to the side of the road. When my
friend came to the United States, he was wholly unfamiliar with
our traffic laws. One day he was speeding, and a policeman
attempted to pull him over. When my friend saw the police car
behind him with lights and siren blaring, it meant nothing to him.
He just kept on driving. He had lived his entire life in a small
village, virtually cut off from the world. He didn’t know the traffic
laws.
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In the same way, when we don’t know God’s Word we
can’t apply it to our lives. Followers of Jesus who are serious about
pleasing God and applying his Word to their lives will first spend
time soaking in it. We must be walking Bibles. We must read it,
meditate on it, study it, memorize it, and hear it regularly.

Given the resources available to Christians on the internet,
what excuse will we have when we stand before God if we have
not loved his Word. Christians in persecuted countries long for just
one page of the Bible. Yet, we have the Word at our fingertips and
ignore it. D. L. Moody, the famous evangelist, said, “I never saw a
fruit-bearing Christian who was not a student of the Bible.”

Trust God’s Word

In Genesis 3, Adam and Eve were confronted with a
choice. Out of nowhere, the Serpent appears in Gen 3:1. The
talking snake, whom John the Apostle tells us was Satan,
immediately attacked and undermined God’s Word. Satan denied,
contradicted, and scoffed at God’s Word. Adam and Eve faced a
pivotal moment. They could reject Satan’s lies and trust God’s
Word or they could reject God and trust Satan. It’s one thing to
know God’s Word and believe it, but it’s another thing to trust it.
Many believers will say they believe God’s Word, but their actions
betray their words. People don’t just believe their teachers, they
trust them. In the same way, we must trust that God’s Word is not
only true but that it is best.

Many people trust their medical doctor without hesitation.
Assuming a proper interpretation of God’s Word, we should trust
the Living God’s wisdom above the wisdom of this world. When
the reasoning of this world contradicts the truth of God, we must
always follow the Lord.
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Steps to Applying God’s Word

. Begin each day in God’s Word. Resist the temptation to
reach for your “smart phone” first thing in the morning.
Instead, reach for the Word of God. Robert Murry
McCheyne, the Scottish preacher, resolved to never read
anything until he had read God’s Word and to never see the
face of man until he had seen the face of God in prayer.
When the Lord is first in our day, He will often be first in
every other way.

Read slowly, thoughtfully. Reflect and think about what
you have read. Assault the text with questions. Take notes
as you read.

. Create a prayer using the passage you are studying. Pray
God’s Word as your own personal prayer. Ask God to
enable you to live out His Word.

. Probe the text with questions. Ask, “What does this mean
for my life?” or “What is God requiring of me as a result of
this text?”

Reflect on the passage throughout the day. Do your best to
commit it to memory.

. Apply the Scripture by learning, obeying, claiming, and
resting in it.

Look for ways naturally to interject the Scripture you have
studied for the day in your conversations throughout the
day.

. At the end of the day, take up God’s Word once more.
Read, think, and pray through a chapter. Zero in on a verse
or phrase and meditate on it as you are drifting off to sleep.
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PRAY GOD'S WILL

Steve Crouse

Prayer is a powerful privilege that is available to all
believers. Unfortunately, it is a privilege neglected by many
Christians. The noted British scholar and pastor John Stott
confessed that prayer was his greatest struggle in following the
Lord. Some church leaders have expressed concern that the
evangelical church is slowly but surely giving up on prayer.*® This
chapter is a call for the recovery of prayer as an act of obedience to
God and a central spiritual discipline that is expected of all
believers. It will define prayer, discuss reasons people do not pray,
examine growth in the privilege and discipline of prayer, address
the personal prayer life practices of the Lord, and explore how to
pray God’s will. The chapter concludes with practical applications
for praying God’s will.

40
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What Is Prayer?

Prayer has been defined as “an offering up of our desires
unto God for things agreeable to his will, in the name of Christ,
with confession of our sins, and thankful acknowledgement of his
mercies.”!” This definition of prayer is broad. Prayer is “personal
communication with God.”*® It is a complex subject. Believers are
to pray for themselves and others in obedience to God’s Word.
Prayer has been called the most central of all the spiritual
disciplines because it brings us into continuous communion with
the Father.!® It expresses Christians’ trust in God and is a means
through which our faith can increase.?° In prayer, Christians
recognize their dependence upon God. Praying in humble
obedience before God demonstrates the faith of believers by which
they rehearse their perceptions of God as well as his affection,
supremacy, and goodness. It involves communication with God in
an effort to know and follow his will.

Communication with God consists of both speaking and
listening to him. Intimacy grows as believers listen closely to God
and are open and available to him. The most consistent and reliable
way to hear God’s voice is through his Word. Believers often pray
with their Bibles open, reading a section of Scripture and asking
God to reveal how he wants to speak to them from the Word.
Believers pray as God speaks to them. Some writers stated, “By
listening to the voice of God and by opening your heart to him, the
Christian can maximize experiential intimacy with Christ.”?
Prayer is personal, intimate communion with the living God.??
Through prayer believers express their adoration, thanksgiving,
requests, and confession and repentance of sin. They receive God’s
grace to release their frustrations, fears, and burdens. The prayers
of the saints are ruled by genuineness, reality, and honesty with the
Lord. With roots in both the Old Testament and the New
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Testament, prayer plays a significant role in the heritage of the
Israelites and the history of the early church.

In Exod 32:9, the Lord’s anger with the Israelites because
of their constant complaining and rebellion led him to declare he
would wipe Israel off the face of the earth and raise up a new
nation from the descendants of Moses. However, Moses asked God
to put an end to this plan and protect his holy name instead. He
appealed to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, servants of the
Lord, to remember his promises to them. The Lord listened to
Moses’ prayer and turned away from the disaster that he had
spoken of concerning his people (Exod 32:14). This passage
demonstrates how God interacts with his people in prayer. God has
called his followers to be holy as he is holy. Prayer lies at the root
of all personal holiness.

Reasons People Do Not Pray

A primary reason that people do not pray is a lack of
obedience to God. Christ followers have a powerful spiritual
enemy. He seeks to steal, kill, and destroy all people who follow
Christ in obedience (John 10:10). The devil is identified as the
thief who hates life and seeks to destroy it. Jesus came to give life
abundantly to all believers. Although the devil cannot take eternal
life away from Christians, he seeks to destroy their testimonies,
reputations, families, and ministries. Isaiah 59:1-2 states, “Behold,
the Lord’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save, or his ear dull,
that it cannot hear; but your iniquities have made a separation
between you and your God, and your sins have hidden his face
from you so that he does not hear.” % It is not that the Lord cannot
act, but rather God is unwilling to hear the prayers of people who
are living in rebellion and sin.?* This is why the confession of sin
and the act of repentance, shown by a change of heart and mind
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moving sinners away from rebellion and toward God, should be
the normal posture of prayer.

Many American believers fall into sin because life is too
easy for those who live in the Western world. Often these Western
believers think they do not need to pray. Too often Christians tend
to trust in their education, charisma, personality, and ability as the
underlying foundations of their ministry. Some have noted that
many Christ followers have abandoned their concern for the lost
(unbelievers), which leads to the sin of prayerlessness.?
Historically, Christians have been most likely to pray when they
are desperate. They may be suffering persecution or concerned
about the basic needs of life. When Christians find themselves in
desperate situations, they tend to pray.

Many believers today are incredibly distracted and busy.
These mindsets are enemies of prayer.?® Prayerlessness is an act of
rebellion against God’s expectation that his disciples would pray.
Many times, people do not pray because of a lack of discipline.
They are distracted and too busy to pray. They fail to pray because
no one intentionally taught them to pray. Some Christians fail to
pray because they do not believe that anything will happen because
of their prayers. Others argue that they have tried prayer, but it did
not work. These reasons are not exhaustive but are descriptive of
the church’s disobedience to pray. Christ followers pray much less
than they once prayed. There is more talk about prayer than there
are people who actually pray.?’

Many evangelicals no longer look to the power of God but
focus instead on their own power. This is nothing less than spiritual
insurrection. The Holy Spirit empowers prayer, witnessing, and
ministry (Acts 1:8). Without the Holy Spirit’s presence, Christians
may plan and lead worship services and ministries, but they are
ultimately self-centered, devoid of the presence and power of
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Christ. Believers can do nothing apart from Jesus (John 15:5). He
invests in his disciples to lead their ministries in the Holy Spirit’s
power. Prayerlessness leads to powerlessness. Prayerlessness has
been compared to spiritual suicide for believers.?®

Growth in the Privilege and Discipline of Prayer

Before disciples can pray for God’s direction, leadership,
and will, they must first develop and grow in the privilege and
discipline of prayer. Prayer requires discipline and focus. It does
not occur naturally. The best way to pray is for believers to meet
with God in honesty and openness and express their needs to him.
The most direct and reliable way that Christians hear from God is
through the Bible. They need to listen to God’s voice and respond
to his promptings as they read the Scriptures and pray.

Before the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost after
Christ’s resurrection, the Lord’s people had to go through an
intercessor who would mediate with God on behalf of their sins.
When Christ came in the flesh (John 1:14), he interceded for
Christians through his sinless life, death, burial, and resurrection.
He took all believers’ sins on his body at the cross, dying in their
place so that they could be reconciled to God. According to 2 Cor
4:14-15, Paul wrote, “The love of Christ controls us, because we
have concluded this: that one has died for all, therefore all have
died; and he died for all, that those who live might no longer live
for themselves but for him who for their sakes died and was
raised.” God’s reconciliation through Christ’s submissive
obedience gave believers the ministry of reconciliation. They are
commissioned to share their faith with others, leading them to be
reconciled with God through Christ. Paul concluded in 2 Cor 5:21,
“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in
him we might become the righteousness of God.” This is the
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Lord’s great exchange. Jesus took the sins of believers, all of them,
past, present, and future, on his body at the cross. When God looks
at those who are in Christ, he no longer sees their sins, but rather
the righteousness of Jesus, the sinless one.

In worship at the temple, the Jews revered the Lord in the
Holy Place, which was separated from the Holy of Holies where
they felt that God’s presence abided. A thick curtain separated the
two. Only the high priest could enter the Holy of Holies and then
just once a year. When Jesus died, the temple curtain was ripped
from the top to the bottom, symbolizing that all worshippers had
been given free, unobstructed access to God’s presence. Post-
resurrection Christians may “with confidence draw near to the
throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help
in time of need” (Heb 4:16). Through prayer, believers resist
distractions of every kind to give their undivided attention to Christ
in obedience.

Jesus’ Practice of Prayer

Jesus is a consistent model of prayer and the master teacher
on communion with God, demonstrating intimacy with the Father.
In Luke’s gospel, the Lord prays at important moments in his
ministry such as his baptism (3:21), the calling of the Twelve
(6:12), the transfiguration (9:29), the garden of Gethsemane
(22:39-46), and the crucifixion (23:46). Mark 1:35 indicates that
Jesus prayed regularly: “And rising very early in the morning,
while it was still dark, [Jesus] departed and went out to a desolate
place, and there he prayed.”

The disciples recognized that prayer is a learned discipline.
They asked Jesus to teach them to pray in Luke 11:2. Surely the
disciples had witnessed many people praying, but they had not
seen the authority that the prayers of the Lord commanded. The
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disciples had practiced prayer all their lives, yet the authority and
intimacy they witnessed in Jesus’ prayers caused them to see how
little they knew about prayer. There was a qualitative difference in
Christ’s prayers. In biblical prayer, followers of Christ encounter
the living Word of God (Jesus) through the study of the written
Word of God (the Bible) and learn to think God’s thoughts, to
desire what he desires, to love the things he loves, and to yearn for
the things that are his will in prayer.

Jesus did not teach “if you pray.” Rather, he stated “when
you pray” (Matt 6:5). Prayer is expected of believers. One writer
stated, “Those who have been brought under the authority of Christ
and the Bible, however, know that the will of God is for us to
pray.”?® God’s Word makes it clear that he had an expectation that
believers would pray. In 1 Thess 5:17, the Lord reveals that
Christians are to pray without ceasing, an expression of an
unbroken relationship with the Lord through prayer. It is God’s
will for his people to spend regular time in prayer.

Several spiritual disciplines have contributed to the lives of
believers across the history of the church. However, Bible intake
and prayer rise above the other disciplines and are consistently
practiced by faithful disciples of the Lord in the pages of Scripture
and throughout the history of the church. One writer referred to
prayer as a central spiritual discipline that God uses to transform
the lives of his followers. He stated, “If we are unwilling to
change, we will abandon prayer as a noticeable characteristic of
our lives. The closer we come to the heartbeat of God the more we
see our need and the more we desire to be conformed to Christ.”*°

The Father hears the prayers of believers who walk by faith
and in fellowship with the risen Lord. His answers, however, are
not always what believers expect. God answers prayer in one of
three ways. Sometimes his answer is yes, responding positively to
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the prayers of believers. At other times, the answer is no, denying
the request. His field of vision is always greater than the view of
his followers. When God says no, he does so to protect, guide, and
provide for believers. The third response from God is wait. In these
cases, the timing of the prayer may not be aligned with God’s
timing. God may delay his answer to prayer to teach his children
patience, courage, or dependence on God’s provision. Followers of
Christ know they can rely on God to answer their prayers.

God genuinely responds to the prayers of his people. The
prayers of believers impact the way God relates to his people and
the world.3! According to James 4:2b, “You do not have because
you do not ask.” In this case, believers have failed to practice
faithful prayer. James also reminds believers that God cares about
their motives in prayer. He stated, “You ask and do not receive,
because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions” (James
4:3). The motives of believers matter to God.

Christians should avoid the temptation of making prayer
too complicated. Jesus taught the disciples to come to him as little
ones go to their father. Children come to their father in openness,
honesty, and trust. These characteristics should mark the disciples’
communication with God. Christian disciples hear from God, know
his will, and obey his passions. Since disobedience is a
fundamental reason that prayer is ineffective, followers of Christ
must hear from God and obey as they enthusiastically follow the
Father’s desires.

Pray God’s Will
Considering the previous discussion, disciples of the Lord
need to pray God’s will. Prayer is the recovery of intimacy with
God. Following the Lord and responding to his will 