NAVS Discipleship materials

Prayer Part II – What to pray

Aim – To enable our prayer lives to be shaped by God’s word and by godly priorities. To help us to pray Biblically by examining the way that Paul prayed and the things that Paul prayed for. 

Introduction – For many of us praying is often a struggle. We struggle to even pray, let alone to know what to pray for. Much of how and what we pray for is influenced by the way other people pray. We can also learn much about prayer by looking at the prayers recorded for us in the Bible. A close examination of some of the prayers in scripture should lead to a reformation in our prayer lives. Paul’s prayers can teach us afresh how to pray, what to pray for, what themes we should focus on, the passion we should have for people, how to maintain the centrality of God to our prayers and how our prayers fit into a much larger Christian vision. I wonder what differences there are between our prayers and Paul’s prayers! What are the things that we pray for?
What does Paul give thanks for in 2 Thessalonians 1:3-12? What do we give thanks to God for? What should lead us to give thanks for others? How does Paul’s anticipation of Jesus’ return shape his prayers? What is Paul praying here for the Thessalonians? What does it mean to pray that God might count Christians worthy of God’s calling?

· Paul’s prayer in verses 11-12 is based on the framework of thought he has laid out in verses 3-10. Paul gives thanks to God that the Thessalonians’ faith is growing, that their love is increasing and that they are persevering under trial. The things that we give thanks to God for are an indication of the things that we most highly value. The things which Paul gives thanks for lead him to a confidence that the Thessalonians will be counted worthy of the Kingdom. For believers there will be vindication but for unbelievers there will be retribution. 

· Paul’s gratitude for what God was doing in the Thessalonians lives and the anticipation of the return of Jesus Christ were central both to his thinking and to his praying. Paul prays that God would count them worthy of their calling and that God by his power might bring to fruition each of their good, faith-prompted purposes. Paul prays these things for the glory of Christ and the glory of these believers (2 Corinthians 3:18). 

· We need a vision of what God is doing in us and through us – a vision of being transformed into the likeness of Christ and of heading towards an eternity with him. That vision should shape our prayers and help us to persevere in our praying throughout our lives. It is unsurprising that as many of us struggle to have this vision, we struggle to persevere in our praying.

How does Paul’s prayer in 1 Thessalonians 3:9-13 show Paul’s passion for people? Do we have that kind of passion for people? If our answer is no, then how can we develop that kind of passion for people? What was the source of Paul’s joy? How is our source of joy likely to be related to what we pray for? What blessings can there be from sharing with one another that we are praying for them? 

· This prayer shows Paul’s profound concern for the Thessalonians. This concern arises out of his intense longing to be with them and is shown by his commitment to praying for them. Paul is constantly involved in the lives of people, that is why he has a passionate concern for their good, and a desire to supply what is lacking in their faith. Paul is certainly not looking for praise or acceptance from them – Paul has the Thessalonians interests at heart not his own. So often we seem to lack this kind of genuine concern and passion for people. Perhaps it is because our relationships are superficial that our praying can often be so self-centred and shallow. Paul’s praying was genuine and it cam from his heart – it sprang from who he was.

· Paul’s prayer is the overflow of his love for his brothers and sisters in Christ. To deepen our praying we must first strengthen our loving – the more we love people, the more we will want to intercede in prayer for them. Thanksgiving is a regular theme in Paul’s prayers, but that is no always the case for us. Our student groups and churches would be greatly transformed if we all made it a practice to thank God for others and then to tell them about it. 

· Paul does not just pray for their good but he prays that God might use him to bring about that good in them. Paul intertwines intercessory prayer with his own service. Our prayers for somebody should go hand in hand with an active commitment to helping them in their faith. Paul also prays that there might be an overflow of love among them and that they will be so strengthened in heart that they will be blameless and holy when the end comes.

In Colossians 1:9-14 what things does Paul pray for? How does the content of our prayers compare with the things that Paul prays for? Who exactly is Paul praying for here? Is our prayer life characterised by the persistent and unceasing nature that Paul’s was? Does God’s work in the lives of the Colossians lead Paul to pray more or less for them?

· Paul’s prayers can help us to identify what to pray for, how to approach God and the proper grounds for our petitions. We spend much time praying for health, safety, career, success in exams and so on. Paul was of course praying for these things to, but here he prays for things of greater value and greater importance as well. It is certainly not wrong to pray for everyday things, indeed we should be encouraged to do so. Yet when we look at Paul’s prayers, we cannot fail to notice that Paul is praying for things like faith, knowledge, wisdom, endurance and fruit bearing. 

· Carson describes the flow, purpose and content of Paul’s prayer as follows; “Paul prays constantly that these Christians will be filled with the knowledge of God’s will. Then he tells them the purpose of his prayer: he wants them to live a life worthy of the Lord, utterly pleasing to him, and Paul assumes that such a life is utterly impossible unless there is a growing and spiritual grasp of what God’s will is. Finally, unwilling to leave undefined such expressions as ‘worthy of the Lord’ and ‘please him in every way’, he fleshes them out with some concrete characteristics of Christians who live this way. His list is not meant to be exhaustive, merely typical but is no less revolutionary for that. Christians, he says, bear fruit in every good work. They grow in the knowledge of God, they are strengthened by God’s power so as to display great endurance and patience, and they joyfully give thanks to the Father for the astonishing salvation he has granted them through the Son he loves, Jesus Christ. That sublime thought elicits a burst of praise for Jesus himself in verses 15-20” (pg. 110).

· Paul is praying for people whom he does not even know, people from outside of his sphere of influence. Much of our praying is centred largely on our own circle of influence. We need to enlarge our horizons and begin to pray for those who perhaps we may not have even met. There are so many people around us as well as all over the world that need our prayers. 

· Paul implies that there are some things that we need to be praying for continually. For the Thessalonians Paul exhorts them to “be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 5:25). However we are not to conclude that Paul was praying constantly for 24 hours a day. Rather we should conclude that Paul had set times to pray (Romans 1:9-10) and that he maintained a spirit of prayer as he went about his day. Since Paul heard about what had been going on at Colossi he had constantly remembered them in his set prayer times. We too should actively make time to pray for such things.

· Paul prays with urgency for ongoing concerns, but so often we will only pray with that kind of urgency when things are going badly. Thanksgiving for what God is doing in someone or in some situation leads Paul to pray for more of the same. God’s work in the Colossians lives is an incentive for him to keep praying for the Colossians.

How did we learn to pray? What are the petitions that Paul prays for the Ephesians in 3:14-21? What are the purposes of these petitions? What are the grounds for Paul’s prayer? What grounds or reasons lie behind our prayers? What is the foundational conviction behind all the things that Paul prays for in Ephesians 1:15-23? How practically can we make the glory to God central to our praying? 

· There are two central petitions in Paul’s prayer for the Ephesians. Firstly Paul prays that out of his glorious riches God might strengthen the Ephesians with power through His Spirit in our inner being so that Christ may dwell in their hearts through faith. Secondly Paul prays that they might have power to grasp the limitless dimensions of the love of Christ. 

· Paul’s prayer begins with the words ‘for this reason’, it refers back to the earlier part of the chapter when Paul considers God’s purposes. This prayer is entirely in line with God’s purposes – it was those purposes that led him to bring these petitions to God. Paul prays in line with what he knows of God’s will. In knowing the purposes of God we should be encouraged to pray in line with them as Paul does here. 

· Paul addresses his prayers to God because he knows God to be a good God and his heavenly Father (Matthew 7:7-11). The nature and character of God are important grounds for our praying. For example in Ephesians 1:15-23, the assumption behind all that Paul prays for is God’s sovereignty. This is what Paul is talking about in verses 3-14 and it is the foundation for his whole prayer. Because God is sovereign, Paul thanks God for His intervening and sovereign grace in their lives, because God is sovereign Paul prays that God’s purposes of salvation might be accomplished in their lives and because of God’s sovereignty Paul is able to describe God’s power. Time and time again Biblical prayers are rooted in the character of God, in His very nature and will. Perhaps it is because we do not really know God very well, that our praying is so concerned with ourselves rather than God’s nature and will. 

· Paul puts the extraordinary value of his petitions into perspective by stressing that the God to whom he is asking is able to do immeasurable more than all we ask or imagine. Ultimately the purpose of Paul’s prayer is that there be glory to God in the church and in Christ. So often much of our praying has little to do with God’s glory and more to do with our own interests and ambitions. Our praying needs to be turned on its head to become God centred, rather than us centred!

Conclusion – Much of our praying is very different from that of the Apostle Paul. The content of our prayers, the passion we have for people, the grounds and reasons behind our praying and the line of thinking behind our prayers are often very different to the prayers of Paul that we have in the New Testament. We need to learn to pray Biblically. If we want to pray Biblically, then we need to fill our minds with scripture – we need to learn about God’s purposes and about the nature of God. These things are challenging and it’s easy to make hasty promises to reform our prayer lives. Yet unless we make some kind of firm commitment and stick to it, we will probably go on praying in much the same way that we are already doing. 
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2 Thessalonians 1:3-12 “We ought always to thank God for you, brothers, and rightly so, because your faith is growing more and more, and the love every one of you has for each other is increasing. Therefore, among God's churches we boast about your perseverance and faith in all the persecutions and trials you are enduring. All this is evidence that God's judgement is right, and as a result you will be counted worthy of the kingdom of God, for which you are suffering. God is just: He will pay back trouble to those who trouble you and give relief to you who are troubled, and to us as well. This will happen when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels. He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power on the day he comes to be glorified in his holy people and to be marvelled at among all those who have believed. This includes you, because you believed our testimony to you. With this in mind, we constantly pray for you, that our God may count you worthy of his calling, and that by his power he may fulfil every good purpose of yours and every act prompted by your faith. We pray this so that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.”

1 Thessalonians 3:1-5, 9-13 “So when we could stand it no longer, we thought it best to be left by ourselves in Athens. We sent Timothy, who is our brother and God's fellow worker in spreading the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you in your faith, so that no one would be unsettled by these trials. You know quite well that we were destined for them. In fact, when we were with you, we kept telling you that we would be persecuted. And it turned out that way, as you well know. For this reason, when I could stand it no longer, I sent to find out about your faith. I was afraid that in some way the tempter might have tempted you and our efforts might have been useless…How can we thank God enough for you in return for all the joy we have in the presence of our God because of you? Night and day we pray most earnestly that we may see you again and supply what is lacking in your faith. Now may our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus clear the way for us to come to you. May the Lord make your love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else, just as ours does for you. May he strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones.”

Colossians 1:3-14 “We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all the saints-- the faith and love that spring from the hope that is stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel that has come to you. All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God's grace in all its truth. You learned it from Epaphras, our dear fellow servant, who is a faithful minister of Christ on our behalf, and who also told us of your love in the Spirit. For this reason, since the day we heard about you, we have not stopped praying for you and asking God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding. And we pray this in order that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, being strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience, and joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light. For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”

Romans 1:9-10 “God, whom I serve with my whole heart in preaching the gospel of his Son, is my witness how constantly I remember you in my prayers at all times.”

Ephesians 3:1-21 “For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles-- Surely you have heard about the administration of God's grace that was given to me for you, that is, the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already written briefly. In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God's holy apostles and prophets. This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus. I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God's grace given me through the working of his power. Although I am less than the least of all God's people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make plain to everyone the administration of this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things. His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord. In him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence. I ask you, therefore, not to be discouraged because of my sufferings for you, which are your glory. 

For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge--that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. 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, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.”

Matthew 7:7-11 “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. Which of you, if his 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!”

Ephesians 1:15-23 “For this reason, ever since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints, I have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers. I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better. I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength, which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way.”
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