
1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The A  of 
Our S  

Part 2 
Why Pray? 

John 17:1 (NASB)  
1 “Jesus spoke these things; and lifting 
up His eyes to heaven, He said, 
“Father, the hour has come; glorify 
Your Son, that the Son may glorify 
You.”  

 
     I should like to look once more at John 
17 in a more or less general sense, not so 
much from the standpoint from which we 
have just seen it, but rather as this teaching 
and this prayer have some lessons to teach 
us about the whole subject of prayer itself. I 
sometimes think that there is no subject, 
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the Rabbi Jesus is.”   

 Whoever claims to live in Him must walk as Jesus did. 1 John 2:6 (NIV)  
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perhaps, in connection with the Christian 
life, which causes so many people such 
perplexity as this one, I think we all un-
derstand very well the feelings of the dis-
ciples when they turned to our Lord on 
one occasion and said, ‘Lord, teach us 
to pray,’ because, for some peculiar rea-
son, prayer does tend to be a problem to 
people. I think any pastor of souls will 
agree with me when I say that this ques-
tion of prayer is one that is very fre-
quently brought to his notice. Anyone 
who takes the Christian life at all seri-
ously is probably concerned about his or 
her prayer life, and very great difficulties 
and perplexities often surround this ques-
tion. 
 

Now obviously in the space of one 
sermon I cannot hope to deal with all the 
problems, indeed, I am not proposing to 
go into it in detail—that would require a 
whole series of sermons on the subject of 
prayer as such. I am simply concerned to 
gather certain general lessons which 
seem to me at any rate to have taught us 
on the very surface of the prayer of our 
Lord which is recorded in this particular 
teaching. In order to concentrate atten-
tion on this, let me put it to you in this 
form. I think there are two main difficul-
ties that tend to present themselves to 
people as they contemplate this whole 
question of prayer, and these perplexities 
are generally due to two extreme posi-
tions which have been taken up by Chris-
tian people in the past and are still taken 
up by some today. 

 
First of all, there is the extreme posi-

tion of those who seem to have no diffi-
culty in prayer, the people who give the 
impression that there is nothing so easy 
or so simple. They are very fond of using 
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the phrase ‘prayer changes things’, and give us the 
impression that whatever their problem, the answer 
comes and all is well. They are sure that nobody 
should be in trouble about these matters, that prayer 
is the most natural thing in the world, involving no 
effort, no difficulty at all; they just do it so easily 
and talk so glibly about it. 

 
That, I think, is a position which does raise prob-

lems and queries in the minds of many other Chris-
tian people, who find it very difficult to reconcile 
that with some of the plain teaching of Scripture. 
Those friends who find prayer so easy seem to for-
get all the conditions that are attached to these 
promises and to these great offers. There are many 
souls who, having listened to such teaching and hav-
ing tried honestly and genuinely to put it into prac-
tice, have found that it does not work out like that 
with them. As a consequence, being disappointed, 
they begin to question the goodness of God. They 
question all the teaching of the Scriptures with re-
gard to the Fatherhood of God and with regard to 
the whole question of prayer. This perplexity arises 
from exaggerations on the part of that particular 
school which I have just described. 

 
But, on the other hand, there is another position 

which is taken up by some and which again leads to 
all sorts of difficulties and perplexities. It is the po-
sition of those who more or less deny the value and 
the point of prayer at all. Their argument is that God 
knows everything and that everything that happens, 
happens as the result of God’s will, and therefore, 
surely, there is no point in praying. God is omnisci-
ent, they say. He knows everything; he is the sover-
eign Lord of the universe; nothing does happen or 
can happen outside his will or control.  

 
And so, they question the purpose of prayer. 

This is the position which is sometimes described as 
determinism. It is an attitude which regards life and 
everything that happens in this world as being part 
of a rigid and closed process, and clearly, if that is 
true, there is no point in prayer. Furthermore, there 
are many people who have so exaggerated the doc-
trine of the sovereignty of God, or have drawn such 
wrong deductions from it, that they have rendered 
those who listen to their arguments and teaching al-
most incapable of praying with any sense of confi-
dence and assurance. 

 
There, then, are the main positions. I have cho-

sen these two simply because they are the two ex-
tremes, but many others are to be found between 
them. The question, therefore, arises as to how we 

approach all this. How do we try to arrive at the true 
position with regard to prayer, in the light of these two 
extreme positions that lead us to so many problems and 
perplexities? Well, I would lay it down as a principle at 
this point—and it is applicable not only to this question 
of prayer but to many other problems as well—that the 
one thing we have to do in a situation like this is to 
avoid becoming slaves to our own theories and ideas 
and to our own understanding of the truth.  

 
In avoiding that danger we should go to the Scrip-

tures, and look at the Bible’s plain and obvious teaching 
with as dispassionate and open a mind as we are capable 
of. We should do that, I say, not only with regard to this 
problem of prayer, but with regard to any other problem 
that may arise in our spiritual experience. There are cer-
tain doctrines taught in Scripture quite clearly, but then 
we come up against something that we cannot quite fit 
into our doctrinal pattern, and the danger at that point is 
to stand on our own doctrine and to try to explain away 
the Scripture.  

 
If ever we find a point that seems to conflict with 

our clear grasp of doctrine, it seems to me that, for the 
time being, the essence of wisdom is to leave our doc-
trine where it is. It is not that we deny it, we just leave it 
for the moment, we come back to Scripture and we note 
what Scripture has to say everywhere about this particu-
lar matter. Then having done that, we again attempt to 
relate this obvious and clear teaching of Scripture with 
the doctrine of which we are equally sure. 

 
Now that is the kind of thing which we must do with 

this whole question of prayer, and fortunately there is a 
great wealth of material in the Bible at our disposal. I 
am merely going to select certain points of which we 
can be absolutely sure, things which are beyond doubt 
and peradventure. I do not pretend I can solve every 
problem with regard to prayer; there are certain ultimate 
difficulties here, as there are with many other points 
touching our relationship to God, which perhaps we will 
never fully understand in this life and world. But it is 
our bounden duty to go as far as we can and to under-
stand the teaching as far as that is possible. 

 
The first obvious point is that a very prominent 

place is given in the Scriptures to prayer. According to 
Scripture, prayer is an important and essential element 
in the godly life. Indeed, the Scriptures actively teach us 
to pray, both by precept, and by example. We are ex-
horted to pray, our Lord himself exhorted people to do 
so. He said that men should always pray and not faint. 
He taught his disciples how to pray, and he urged them 
not to give up. You also find the same thing in the epis-
tles: ‘Keep steadfast in prayer’ is their argument, al-
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ways encouraging us to pray. Now whatever your 
view may be of the sovereignty of God and of man’s 
relationship to him, you have to reckon with this 
obvious, plain teaching of the Scriptures, so that 
prayer must be a very prominent part of the life of 
any godly person in this world. 

 
Furthermore, it is not only by precept that we are 

taught to pray. We are taught by example also. If 
you read the Old Testament you will find that the 
patriarchs talked with God and spoke to him—that 
is prayer. Look at the psalms, most of them are 
prayers. Consider, for instance, Psalm 74; that is 
typical of the psalmists and of how these men 
prayed to God. Then you find prayers in the pro-
phetic books, indeed you have them everywhere in 
the Old Testament. You also find the apostles pray-
ing, but above all, as we see in this great chapter, 
our Lord himself prayed, and all these facts urge us 
to pray. We see, then, that the Bible teaches us to 
pray, it urges us to pray, in a sense it pleads with us 
to pray. 

 
But I can draw a second deduction, which is also 

very plainly taught in the Scriptures: the more saint-
ly, the more godly a person, the more time he 
spends in prayer. Take any example you like in the 
Scriptures and you will find it absolutely invariable. 
Now if you and I had argued on general principles, 
we might have come to the opposite conclusion.  

 
We might have considered a man very saintly 

because his will was conforming to the will of God, 
and because he meditated about these things and 
because his supreme desire was to live to the glory 
of God. Well, you might say, such a man would 
have much less need of prayer than anybody else, 
but it is not the case. Look at the most outstanding 
godly men and women, how often they spent much 
more time in prayer than anybody else. They did not 
just passively wait for God’s will to be done, no, 
they, more than anybody else, went, rather, and 
talked to God.  

 
And as you proceed to read the history of the 

church throughout the centuries, you will find exact-
ly the same thing. Whether he belongs to the Roman 
Catholic Church or the Protestant Church, it is al-
ways the hallmark of a saint that he is a great man of 
prayer. John Wesley used to say that he had a very 
poor opinion of a Christian who did not spend at 
least four hours in prayer every day, and that is but a 
typical statement of God’s outstanding people in the 
church throughout the centuries. 

 

But, and this of course brings us directly to John 17, 
the most striking and important thing of all is the fact 
that prayer played such a prominent part in the life or 
our Lord himself. Now I wonder whether we have ever 
stopped to contemplate that? Of course, we all know 
that he prayed. We say that we have read our gospels 
and have known that since we were children.  

 
But I am not talking about an intellectual awareness 

of the fact, I am asking whether we have ever under-
stood that fact, and meditated upon it, because the more 
you stop to think about it, the more you see that one of 
the most astounding things in Scripture is the fact that 
the Lord Jesus Christ ever prayed at all. The fact is, 
however, that he did pray, and not merely that he 
prayed, but that he prayed constantly; indeed, you find 
that he prayed for very long periods. On one occasion, 
he spent the whole night in prayer—the Son of God 
praying right through the night! We are constantly told 
that he rose a great while before dawn and went up into 
a mountain somewhere to pray. 

 
Now his disciples always noticed that he was pray-

ing, and that was, in a sense, one of the things which 
prompted them to ask him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray.’ 
They felt that he was doing something which they did 
not quite understand; they wondered what the reason 
was for the delight and pleasure which he took in the act 
of prayer, and why it meant so much to him. They could 
not say they felt like that. But they knew that there was 
no one like him. They saw something in his face and 
demeanor, they saw his miracles and they said, Ah, 
there is something in that prayer life, oh that we might 
have that! 

 
They noticed especially the fact that he always 

prayed a great deal, and in an exceptional way, in times 
of crisis and in times of great importance. You remem-
ber it was before he chose his twelve disciples that he 
spent the whole night in prayer. This was a very im-
portant and a very vital decision to take, so he spent the 
whole night in prayer to God before he selected these 
men. There was another occasion when he prayed like 
this, we read about it in John 6. He had just fed the five 
thousand and some of the people were so deeply im-
pressed that they decided that he was the Messiah, and 
that they must take him up to Jerusalem and crown him 
king. But when our Lord saw that they were going to 
take him by force and make him a king, he went up into 
a mountain, himself alone, and there he communed with 
God, and prayed to him. It was one of the critical mo-
ments in his life and experience. Here was a great temp-
tation—he had already met it in the wilderness—to 
bring in his kingdom in a kind of human political sense, 
and the temptation was so strong that he went away 
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see him in his true character, the mediator, God-Man. 
And as we watch him in prayer we see him there as the 
appointed mediator, the One who has been sent by God 
to do certain work and to complete it here on earth for 
us.  

Therefore, to look at our Lord praying is perhaps 
one of the most wonderful doors of entry into the great 
mystery of his blessed person. I repeat, if there is any-
one in trouble about the person of Christ, about the God
-Man, oh, just watch him praying, and you have to in-
clude that in your doctrine of his person. So many think 
of him as God only, with a kind of clothing of flesh. 
That is wrong, because if he were God only, there 
would be no need for prayer. No, we must insist upon 
man also—God-Man. 

 
But next I want also to draw certain more general 

deductions about prayer itself, and I think we can draw 
them very definitely from the points I have established. 
Watch those patriarchs, watch King David, watch the 
prophets, all praying, and the more saintly they were the 
more they prayed. Watch the apostles praying, and 
above all, watch the Son of God praying. What, then, is 
prayer? What is the explanation of all this?  

 
I suggest that we must inevitably come to the con-

clusion that prayer, to the Christian, to God’s man, is 
something natural and almost instinctive; prayer is 
something which is expressive of the relationship be-
tween the child and the Father. Now I think that is a 
very important argument. You show me a man who 
does not pray very much and I will tell you the real 
problem of that man. It is that he does not know God, he 
does not know God as his Father. That is the trouble. 
The problem is not that he is not a moral man, or that he 
is not a good man. He can be highly moral, he may be 
very faithful in Christian church work, there may be 
nothing he is not prepared to do, but if he does not pray, 
I tell you that the essence of that man’s trouble is that he 
does not know God as his Father. For those who know 
God best are the ones who speak to him most of all. 

 
There is no need to prove a thing like this—the little 

child always speaks to his Father. Have you not often 
noticed how the child of some great man talks to him 
freely, while another man going into his presence is 
nervous. Not so the child; the child speaks freely, be-
cause he knows the relationship and so he speaks to his 
father. And that is why the most saintly people are the 
ones who pray most; that is why the Lord Jesus Christ 
prayed more than anybody else, because he knew God 
in a way nobody else knew him.  

 
That, then, is the way to approach this question of 

prayer. The whole trouble with people who get into dif-

alone to pray with God. 
 
You find him doing it, too, at the grave of Laza-

rus. This again was a momentous, tremendous occa-
sion—he was going to raise the dead—and so he 
prayed to God and thanked God that he knew that 
God had heard his voice and always heard it. Then 
you remember how he prayed just as he was going 
up to face the cross—you find it recorded in John 
12:27–28—and, too, you see him praying in the 
Garden of Gethsemane, praying to the Father in an 
agony that produced blood-stained sweat. Then here 
we have this great high priestly prayer, in his last 
hours with his disciples before he goes to finish the 
work upon the cross, and here he prays audibly in 
their presence. 

 
What, then, does all this teach us? We might 

very well spend much time in deducing certain 
things about the person of our Lord. We will not do 
that now, but at least we must note that it tells us a 
great deal about him. If ever you are in trouble about 
the incarnation this one prayer of our Lord’s prayer 
life in general ought at once to put you at rest and 
keep you at rest. He is truly man. It is not a case of 
God in a kind of phantom body, it is not a the-
ophany, it is the incarnation, the Word made flesh 
and dwelling among us. He is truly God, yes, but he 
is truly man. Here you begin to understand what 
Paul was talking about in Philippians 2, when he 
says, ‘He emptied himself’ (see the King James 
Version).  

 
What Paul meant is that while he was here on 

earth our Lord did not make use of his powers as 
God. And because he lived as a man, prayer was 
essential to him—even he could not go on without 
prayer. In other words, it teaches us what he said so 
often himself, that he was entirely dependent upon 
his Father. He said, ‘…The words that I say to you 
I do not speak on My own initiative, but the Fa-
ther abiding in Me does His works’ (John 14:10 
NASB). 

 
That is the astounding thing about our Lord’s 

life. Here he is, very Son of God and perfect man, 
and yet he does nothing of himself, he gets all his 
orders, as it were, from God. God gives him the 
words to speak, God tells him what to do, and gives 
him the power to do it—that is why he prayed be-
fore calling his disciples. He looked to God for light 
and guidance, perfect man but in utter dependence 
upon his Father. As God, there was no need for him 
to pray. As God, he was co-equal with God, he was 
omniscient and all powerful, but here on earth we 
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and its trials tend to shake our confidence in him and 
there is no better way of reminding ourselves of the 
power and the greatness of God, his ability and his read-
iness to help, than to go and talk to him; that is why the 
saints always fly to prayer. “The name of the LORD is 
a strong tower; The righteous runs into it and is 
safe” (Proverbs 18:10 NASB). In other words, the 
saint rushes to God in prayer and reminds himself of 
these things. 

 
Prayer, in many ways, is the supreme expression of 

our faith in God and our faith and confidence in the 
promises of God. There is nothing that a man ever does 
which so proclaims his faith as when he gets down on 
his knees and looks to God and talks to God. It is a tre-
mendous confession of faith. I mean by this that he is 
not just running with his requests and petitions, but if he 
really waits upon God, if he really looks to God, he is 
there saying, ‘Yes, I believe it all, I believe that you are 
a rewarder of them that diligently seek you, I believe 
you are the Creator of all things and all things are in 
your hands. I know there is nothing outside of your con-
trol. I come to you because you are in all this and I find 
peace and rest and quiet in your holy presence and I am 
praying to you because you are what you are.’ That is 
the whole approach to prayer that you find in the teach-
ing of Scripture. 

 
And finally, I can put it in this way, that the saints 

and our Lord clearly prayed to God in order that they 
might discover his will. They were much more con-
cerned about discovering his will than having their own 
way and will. ‘Ah,’ they said, ‘the one thing that matters 
at this juncture is that we may know what God’s will 
is’, so they went into his presence. If you read the mar-
velous prayers of the saints, as in Daniel 9, for instance, 
you will learn a great deal about how to pray. The 
prophet did not quite understand what God was doing. 
The whole thing was perplexing to him and he went to 
God and talked to God about it. He said various things 
to God of which he was certain and then he said, in ef-
fect, ‘I do not quite understand this, but I want to do 
your gracious will and you understand what you are do-
ing.’ 

 
Jeremiah did exactly the same thing. God told him 

to go and buy a particular field. Jeremiah’s first reaction 
was that it was impossible because God was also telling 
him that the Children of Israel were going to be carried 
into captivity. If this was going to happen, what was the 
point of buying a field? Then he reminded himself of 
the great character of God, and having done that he said, 
in effect, ‘Enlighten my perplexity, let me see what you 
are doing, explain your holy will to me.’ 

 

ficulties over prayer is that they start at the end in-
stead of at the beginning. You do not start with the 
desire for answers, you start with adoration, and it is 
because we forget this all-important matter that we 
tend to get into such perplexities. To pray is the ob-
vious, natural thing for a child to do and there is 
nothing that expresses more eloquently or more co-
gently the whole relationship of man to God as pray-
er. That is the first thing. So, then, I think that the 
saints and, supremely, our Lord himself, prayed to 
God, primarily, not to ask for things but to assure 
their own hearts and to maintain their contact with 
God and to make certain of their contact and com-
munion with him. 

 
Our whole idea of prayer is false. We think of 

prayer only as guidance and requests. Now if you 
were to put that into practice in human relationships 
you would regard it as insulting. No, the thing the 
saint wants to know above everything else is that all 
is well between his soul and the Father. There is 
nothing the saint delights in more than to know God 
as his Father. He likes to maintain the contact and 
communion, to assure his heart before God and in 
the presence of God. The saint is in this difficult 
world, there are temptations from the outside and 
the whole world is against us, and the saint is 
tried—sometimes he almost despairs. So, he goes to 
God immediately, not to ask this or that but just to 
make certain that all is well there, that the contact is 
unbroken and perfect, that he can assure his heart 
and know that all is well. 

 
That is what our Lord is doing here in John 17, 

and that is the thing which stands out most frequent-
ly in this prayer. Our Lord is assuring his own hu-
man heart in the presence of his Father. We saw ear-
lier how he did that when he was raising Lazarus 
from the dead; indeed, he puts it in words for us: 41 

“So they removed the stone. Then Jesus raised 
His eyes, and said, “Father, I thank You that You 
have heard Me.” 42 “I knew that You always hear 
Me; but because of the people standing around I 
said it, so that they may believe that You sent 
Me.” (John 11:41–42 NASB). He just turns to God. 
He knows all is well, but, he is assuring his heart in 
the presence of God. 

 
Let me put it like this: the saints always prayed to 
God, and our Lord supremely did so, because they 
believed in God’s power, because they believed in 
God’s ability to help, and, above all, because they 
believed in God’s willingness and readiness to help. 
That is tremendously important. They, of every-
body, knew the power of God, yes, but the world 
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And, finally, we can draw some wonderful practical 
conclusions from this teaching and especially from this 
teaching. The supreme object of prayer should be to 
glorify and magnify God and that is why we must al-
ways start by worshipping him. The model prayer does 
that: ‘Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be 
thy name. Thy kingdom come …’ Not, ‘Give me this 
little request …’ No, you start by worshipping. It is the 
personal relationship; you pray because you like the 
person, because you want to show your respect to the 
person, because you delight to be in the presence of the 
person—that is the essence of prayer. 

 
Then another thing we can draw as a practical de-

duction—and I am grateful for it—is that God delights 
to be told things he knows already. I am addressing cer-
tain intellectuals who are very fond of making fun of 
people who in their prayers tell God certain things. You 
will have heard the criticism. But to tell God what he 
knows is an essential part of prayer. Read the Bible and 
you will find John, for example, telling God things he 
knew already. The writers of the psalms did the same 
thing—why? It is because God is a Father. God is not a 
machine, if I may say it with reverence. He is our Fa-
ther, and as a Father he delights to be told these things 
by his children. He means us to tell him, so do not be 
afraid to tell God things he knows already. Do not say, 
‘God is omniscient and, because God knows everything, 
I must just wait silently in his presence.’ No, tell him 
these things, he likes to hear, he wants to be in com-
munion with you, he delights in fellowship with you. 

 
The next thing I would say is that our object in pray-

er should never be to change God’s heart or will. There 
is never any need to do that, for if you think you need to 
change God’s heart you are insulting him. God’s will is 
always perfect, and he is a loving Father. Rather, come 
to him to discover his will, to see that it is right and to 
rejoice in it—that is the object of prayer. But that does 
not mean that you do not take your requests to him.  

 
Again, as your Father, he is there waiting for you to 

do that and willing for you to do that; he is there ready 
to listen to our requests and petitions. So, tell him all 
about them. Do what these men did and what our Lord 
did in the Garden of Gethsemane— ‘If it be possible … 
nevertheless not as I will, but as thou wilt.’ Make 
your requests known, tell him your desires but always 
immediately say, ‘I am so small and finite, I do not un-
derstand. This is what I would like, but if it is not your 
will, well I do not ask, I am content with your will, 
whatever it may be’—an attitude of utter resignation.  

 
If you have started your prayer rightly, if you have 

started by glorifying God and saying, ‘Hallowed be thy 

We have now reached the point where we can 
draw certain general conclusions, and here they are. 
Whatever else I do not understand about prayer, I 
think I now understand this: that God has chosen to 
do his work in this world in that way, through pray-
ing people. He need not have done so, he could have 
done it without them, but it is perfectly clear that 
God has ordained and decreed to do his work in this 
world through men and women, like you and me, 
and through our prayers. He calls us to pray. He urg-
es us to do so and then he answers our prayers—
even though he could have done without our prayers 
at all. 

 
‘Ah,’ says someone, ‘that is what I want to 

know—why does he do it?’ 
 
My dear friends, who can answer such a ques-

tion? I cannot, but I thank God that he does it in that 
way. I do not know why he elected to do it, but I 
know he does it. That is his way and I accept it. And 
I am grateful for this reason: it is in this way that 
God reveals himself to us. Read about prayer in the 
Scriptures and especially watch these people pray-
ing, even our Lord himself, and I think you will find 
that as the result of prayer all these people come to 
know God better than they would have ever known 
him apart from this. It is in this way that God shows 
himself, and reveals his Fatherheart to us.  

 
For example, there is this difficult circumstance 

with which I am faced. I do not know what to do. I 
tend to become unhappy and miserable. But then I 
go to God and wait upon him and he begins to show 
himself and his purpose to me; he reveals himself to 
me. If you have not learnt more of God through 
prayer, there is something wrong with your spiritual 
life. It is there that he teaches us things and in this 
way, draws out our faith.  

 
So, then, since this is one of God’s ways of re-

vealing himself to mankind and bringing his purpos-
es to pass, the whole problem and question of God’s 
omnipotence is removed. You should never be per-
plexed by it. God has chosen to do these things in 
this way, so his omniscience should never arise as a 
problem. And in the same way I can say that it in no 
way affects the sovereignty of God. It is one of 
God’s ways of displaying his sovereignty. There is 
no conflict between the sovereignty of God and 
prayer, for it is the sovereign God who has chosen to 
do his work in this world through praying men and 
women. Far from being contradictory, they work 
together. 
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name, thy kingdom come on earth, thy will be 
done,’ and so on, you have already been saying, 
‘God, my supreme desire is that your will be done in 
me as in the whole world.’ Therefore, you are very 
ready, when you bring your requests, to say, ‘If it be 
your will.’ I cannot understand the approach to pray-
er which says you should not add ‘If it be your will.’ 
I have the authority of the Son of God, the Lord Je-
sus Christ himself for saying that we must always 
say, ‘If it be your will.’ It is God’s will that has to 
be done, so make your requests and desires known 
but always submit utterly and absolutely to the will 
of God. 

 
And the last point I make is this, that pleas and 

arguments and requests are perfectly legitimate in 
prayer. Have you noticed these men of God pray-
ing? They knew God was omniscient, yes, so they 
not only made their requests known to him but also 
pleaded with him. And what I like above everything 
else is the way they argued with him. Moses, for 
example, did so.  

 
On one occasion, he came down from the Mount 

and found the people rebellious, and when he found 
God threatening to disown them and leave them to 
their own devices, Moses said to God, You cannot 
do this. Look too at the man in Psalm 74, who says, 
in effect, ‘Lord why do you allow men to do these 
things?’ I believe God as Father delights in listen-
ing to such pleas and reasoning’s and arguments. 
This flabby generation of Christians seems to have 
forgotten what our fathers used to delight in when 
they talked about ‘pleading the promises’. They did 
not regard that as offensive. They had no sort of 
mock humility but they felt they were entitled, ac-
cording to this teaching, to go to God as the psalmist 
did and remind him of his own promises. They said, 
‘Lord, I do not understand, I know it is my imper-
fection, but I am certain of these promises. Lord, 
help me to see how the promises are to be related to 
these perplexities.’ 

 
So, it is perfectly right to plead with God; our 

Lord pleaded with him. In this great prayer, he ar-
gued with God by bringing these requests. He re-
minded him of his own promises, and of his own 
character. I believe God delights in this as Father, 
and as we do these things in this way our hearts will 
be reassured before him and, oftentimes, we shall be 
amazed and astonished at the answers that we re-
ceive. Whatever happens, prayer will always bring 
us nearer and closer to God if we pray in the right 
and the true way. 

 

So, then, we have looked together at this great pray-
er and at some of the great lessons that are obvious on 
the very surface; God grant that we may learn them and 
implement them. My dear friends, think before you 
pray. Go into the presence of God realizing that he is in 
heaven and that you are upon the earth. Look at these 
great examples, and above all look at your blessed Lord 
himself. Remember that he suffered against himself the 
contradiction of sinners, that he resisted unto blood 
striving against sin and that he prayed with cries of ago-
ny and with sweat and was heard because of his rever-
ence and godly fear, though he was indeed the only be-
gotten Son of God. 

 

CORAM DEO 
(Before the face of God) 

 
R  O  I   
G  (Psalm 95:1-8) 
  

Psalm 95:7-8 (NASB)  
7 For He is our God, And we are the people of 
His pasture and the sheep of His hand. To-
day, if you would hear His voice,  
8 Do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah, 
As in the day of Massah in the wilderness,  

 
     LOSING AN INTIMATE SENSE of God’s pres-
ence is a sobering experience. Such a state may come as 
a result of flagrant rebellion, or it may be the culmina-
tion of many seemingly minor choices to resist God’s 
clear leadership. Whatever the cause, it is disturbing to 
sense in ourselves or others a growing hardness of heart 
and an accompanying helplessness to recover from it. 
 

Many believers are under the misconception that 
they can return to intimacy with the Lord whenever they 
want. They believe restored fellowship is solely a matter 
of their personal discretion, available at the drop of a 
hat. But in moments of deep searching and quiet desper-
ation they admit that even the willingness to will them-
selves back to God is missing. They come to the star-
tling revelation that we must come to Him on His terms 
and at His time or we will not come at all. 

 
The underlying plea of Psalm 95 is that we guard 

against the hardening of our hearts. To illustrate the na-
ture of such a dangerous spiritual state, the psalmist re-
fers to a critical moment in Israel’s history. While the 
people were camped at Kadesh Barnea, God instructed 
Moses to send spies into neighboring Canaan, the Prom-
ised Land (Num. 13). Their report was meant to encour-
age the recently delivered Israelites. 
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Savior (Ps. 95:1), your Sovereign (v. 7), your Sustainer 
(v. 4), your Source and Maker (vv. 5–6), and your Shep-
herd (v. 7). He has charged Himself with the responsi-
bility for your welfare. He is the One who calls you. 
Will you ignore His voice? 

 
I can remember years ago, a congressional hearing 

in which a lieutenant colonel in the Marines was asked 
how he would respond to any request the President of 
his country might make. He noted that his President was 
also his Commander-in-chief and that no request, how-
ever ridiculous it might seem, would be denied. He 
knew that in human terms the President holds ultimate 
authority for American citizens and soldiers. Here the 
psalmist is not referring to an earthly commander-in-
chief but to our Sovereign Lord, the God to whom we 
must all answer and who invites all His children to ap-
proach Him in prayer. 

 
Notice also the personal subject of this call. Fre-

quently when I speak at the different Covington Theo-
logical Seminary extensions around the world, I am 
asked how we can recognize the call of God. My re-
sponse is simple. Knowing is inherent in the call. You 
know God is speaking to you. God is a powerful com-
municator, and He speaks with distinction. 

 
When I was a child my mother would come to the 

window front of our apartment and call, “Come in and 
wash your hands! It’s time for supper!” Some things 
were obvious in that situation. This was my mother. She 
was calling me. I knew what she wanted. And I knew 
that as far as my mother was concerned, obedience was 
either immediate or it was not obedience. 

 
“Today, if you will hear His voice,” pleads the 

psalmist. When God speaks, you know He is speaking 
to you. And as far as He is concerned, obedience is 
either immediate or it is not obedience at all. 

 
Finally, note the particular sound of this call. 

People often hide their disobedience behind the skirts of 
feigned ignorance. “I didn’t know what the Lord wanted 
me to do.” Our faith must come to the level of maturity 
that accepts that God holds us accountable for all our 
decisions. Sufficient knowledge of His will is always 
available so that we can respond appropriately. 

 
The “voice” to which the psalmist refers is not some 

muffled, indistinguishable sound. It is the clarion call of 
God. As a friend of mine once said, “There are times 
when I think God is speaking to me. But when God re-
ally speaks to me, I know it is God who is speaking!” 
Again, God is a clear communicator. 

 

But the spies brought discouragement instead. 
With Joshua and Caleb as notable exceptions, the 
spies acknowledged the land’s abundance but fo-
cused primarily on the giants, the sons of Anak, be-
fore whom the Israelites were like grasshoppers. 
Angry and terrified, the Jewish nation rejected the 
pleas of Moses, Joshua, and Caleb to do what God 
had told them to do. Their refusal to follow God 
brought His wrath, and the disobedient generation 
was sentenced to wander and ultimately die in the 
wilderness they had preferred over Canaan. 

 
After a night of reflection on God’s judgment, 

the children of Israel repented and returned to Mo-
ses, expressing a willingness to go in and conquer 
Canaan. “It is too late,” Moses warned them. But 
they refused to hear him and mounted a battle that 
cost the lives of many. The lesson was clear: God 
had opened a window of opportunity that they ne-
glected, and their refusal to immediately obey was 
costly. Their hardened hearts had cost them and 
their families dearly. God would give Canaan to an-
other generation of faith. 

 
God calls believers to prayer. He is calling 

you! He is calling me! Through prayer we are, fig-
uratively speaking, to occupy the land and enjoy the 
fruit of His promises—to accomplish whatever He 
intends and to step out by faith in Him. He is today 
the same God as Israel’s God, and the need for im-
mediate obedience is unchanged. Also unchanged 
are the consequences when we fail to obey. With 
every delay, opportunities are lost. 

 
A C  M  
     The call to prayer tests our comprehension of 
God. If we know Him, if we r ightly understand 
the truth about who He is and what He desires of us, 
prayer is a welcome invitation. Can we ignore His 
call? Can we substitute our own plans for God’s? 
Yes, but not without disastrous consequences. Is 
there anything God will accept in place of simple 
obedience to Him? No. Nothing at all. 
 

Notice the profound significance of this call. 
The urgency of our response to any voice is directly 
related to the personal significance of the one who is 
calling. Just watch a cluster of mothers visiting with 
one another around a picnic bench in a crowded 
park. Amid the clamor of playing children they sit 
calmly until one of them hears the voice of her 
child. That is a voice she knows, a call she will not 
disregard. 

 
The One who is calling you to prayer is your 
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Continued in next edition... 

Our Master is calling us to pray and to perse-
vere in prayer. He may be addressing other  is-
sues in our lives as well. Perhaps the issue is our 
devotional life—the necessity of spending time reg-
ularly in His presence. Maybe it has to do with some 
breach of personal or moral integrity. It could be 
that He is addressing the matter of our stewardship. 
Or He might be asking us to make adjustments in 
our relationships with others in our homes, in our 
neighborhoods, at church, or at work. Whatever the 
particular situation, the Master is calling us. Will we 
harden our hearts, or will we obey Him? 
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Introduction to 1 John  
Part 8 

 
I want to once again reiterate that 1 John is a letter writ-
ten to expose false teachers as well as those who have a 
mere profession of faith, but do not truly know Christ at 
all.  We saw that what John is doing in this letter is 
countering and refuting the false teaching concerning 
the person of Jesus Christ that had found its way into 
the churches.  In one way or another, John is constantly 
talking about these false teachers.  He never leaves that 
subject, he never lets up.  The most serious issue with 
false teachers is that they are deceivers.  They seduce 
people away from the truth.  They mislead people with 
their false doctrine, and generally that false doctrine re-
lates to two critical areas – Christ and salvation.  The 
gravest error is that they deceive people by convincing 
them that they can be made acceptable to God by some 
means other than the person of Jesus Christ.  It is always 
a salvation by works of some nature. 
 
Every committed follower of Christ is called on by God 
to fight what Paul calls the “good fight of faith”.  1 
Timothy 6:12 says, 
 

1Ti 6:12Fight the good fight of faith, lay hold on 
eternal life, to which you were also called and 
have confessed the good confession in the pres-
ence of many witnesses.  
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ry direction of many churches in today’s spiritual envi-
ronment.  It is the idea of what can God do for me to-
day, how can God meet all of my needs, what can I get 
from God, how can God make me happy, how can God 
help me get what I want, how can my church comple-
ment my lifestyle.  These are very fundamental and cul-
turally subtle ideas that make churches need based, man
-centered, consumer driven, and culturally defined.  Just 
out of curiosity, I researched the books that Joel Osteen 
has authored to look at the titles of the books.  His 
church and ministry style fits this first approach to a tee.  
This is the name of the various books he has authored in 
the past several years:  You Can, You Will; Break Out; 
Become a Better You; I Declare; Every Day a Friday; 
Your Best Life Now; It’s Your Time.  Just the titles 
should be a dead giveaway of the content – it is all 
about you and what God can do for you.  There is noth-
ing here about sacrifice, commitment, courage, Christ-
likeness, faithfulness, or any other meaningful biblical 
trait.  There is nothing here about taking up your cross 
and becoming a fully devoted follower of Jesus Christ, 
about going places no one else wants to go, about living 
sacrificially, or about doing what you do for the glory of 
God.  That kind of spiritual content simply does not ex-
ist in these books.  They are all man centered and not 
God centered. 
 
The Scriptural demands of being a disciple of Jesus 
Christ are all encompassing and impact every area of a 
person’s life.  However, when you read Joel Osteen’s 
books there is nothing about presenting your life as a 
living sacrifice to the will and purposes of God.  There 
is nothing, absolutely nothing that even approximates 
any kind of biblical virtues whatsoever, yet he has the 
fastest growing and largest church in America.  His tele-
vision audience is as large as it gets for religious pro-
gramming.  Here is someone who has no gospel mes-
sage whatsoever, no biblical teaching, and no qualms 
about fleecing your wallet, but he has an audience sec-
ond to none in the religious culture.  No wonder John 
stated in 1 John 4:1, 
 

1Jn 4:1Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test 
the spirits, whether they are of God; because 
many false prophets have gone out into the world.  
 

2 Peter 2:1-3 is just as clear  in what it says, 
 

2Pe 2:1But there were also false prophets among the 
people, even as there will be false teachers among 
you, who will secretly bring in destructive here-
sies, even denying the Lord who bought them, and 
bring on themselves swift destruction.  2And many 
will follow their destructive ways, because of 
whom the way of truth will be blasphemed.  3By 

Paul told Timothy in 1 Timothy 1:18 that he had to 
“wage the good warfare”.  In that chapter Paul is 
totally preoccupied with the importance of maintain-
ing sound doctrine and refuting false doctrine.  
Make no mistake about it, but truth matters, the truth 
that God has revealed in His Word.  In 1 John 2:26, 
John warns the believers that there are those who 
will “deceive” them, who will lead them astray, and 
ultimately cause them to depart from the faith. 
 

1Jn 2:26These things I have written to you con-
cerning those who try to deceive you. 
 

I wonder how you personally would define some of 
these statements.  What would you say that they ac-
tually mean?  It seems clear that we are to defend 
the truth of God as found in the Scriptures against 
those who either deny it or distort it.  We know that 
whatever is taught has to be in agreement with the 
Word of God.  In fact, there cannot be any real one-
ness in a fellowship unless it is built on the founda-
tion of commonly believed truths.  We only have 
one criteria, only one standard by which to judge, 
and only one benchmark by which we can evaluate 
what is being taught – is it in accordance with the 
Scriptures, or is it simply the by-product of 
someone’s fertile imagination.  2 John 7 clarifies the 
issue even more for us when John stated, 
 

2Jn 1:7For many deceivers have gone out into 
the world who do not confess Jesus Christ as 
coming in the flesh. This is a deceiver and an 
antichrist.  
 

As a church, we would simply be naïve if for what-
ever reason we thought that we are immune from 
these kinds of things.  We are not.  The spiritual cul-
ture that surrounds us is inundated with false teach-
ing that does not conform to the truth of Scripture.  
At some point in its corporate life, every church 
comes to a crossroads and to a time of decision.  
Every church has to clearly decide between two al-
ternatives as to how they are going to approach the 
Word of God and the corporate life of that church.  
Every church has to decide what direction they are 
going to go in, what kind of church they are going to 
be, what kind of ministry outlook they are willing to 
invest their corporate life in.  This is really a very 
critical decision that cannot be understated.  Now, 
there are two basic approaches that govern and con-
trol the life of any church. 
 
The first approach is whether or not the church is 
going to be a need based, man-centered, consumer 
driven, culturally defined church.  This is the prima-
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covetousness they will exploit you with decep-
tive words; for a long time their judgment has 
not been idle, and their destruction does not 
slumber.  
 

The second approach is whether or not the church is going to 
be redemptively based, Christ centered, biblically defined, and 
scripturally prioritized.  This is the narrow path that Jesus iden-
tifies in Matthew 7.  This is the path less traveled, the way less 
desired, and unfortunately there are many churches which 
seem to have absolutely no idea as to what any of this even 
means.  The content and the direction of the church’s message 
has become so diluted by cultural preferences rather than bibli-
cal mandates that neither the church nor the leaders within the 
church even know that they have slowly divorced themselves 
from God’s biblical model.  Please understand that God will 
use His Word as the ONLY standard by which He will either 
commend or denounce our labors in His church.  Many years 
ago there was a man by the name of Harry Emerson Fosdick 
and he was the individual who popularized the false ministry 
philosophy that begins with man’s needs rather than God’s 
will.  Fosdick was a central figure in what was known as the 
“Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy” within the American 
Protestant church in the 1920s and 1930s and he was one of 
the most prominent liberal ministers of the early 20th 
century. 
 
As his false teaching and philosophy grew, it was 
adopted by people like Bill Hybels at the Willow 
Creek Community Church in Illinois.  The Willow 
Creek Community Church has become well known 
as the prototypical megachurch, with contemporary 
worship, drama, skits, felt-need sermons, and media 
driven presentations.  Pastor Hybels became well 
known for the seeker sensitive based philosophy 
called “churching the unchurched’.  I.e., you do not 
design your church services for the believer, but for 
the unbeliever.  Whatever will make them comforta-
ble in a spiritual environment is what you design 
your service around.  The problem with that ap-
proach is that it quickly promotes easy-believism 
and corresponding false conversions.  It is called the 
gospel of pragmatism, or if it seems to work, then it 
must be good and from God.  Unfortunately, there 
are many churches that have slowly migrated from 
the second approach to the first.  They are being cul-
turally manipulated by what they see and hear, and 
by what others are holding up as the model of suc-
cess for a church.  This is a monumental movement 
in the life of the American church, and its devastat-
ing effects cannot be measured in tangible terms. 

 
One of the most critical issues that any church has to 
define is what is the difference between being suc-
cessful or of being faithful, and the average church 
seems to be much more concerned with outward 
success than lasting biblical faithfulness.  At the 

heart beat level, the issue is one of convictions and 
whether or not we have any.  Biblical convictions are 
not merely beliefs and creeds that we hold to and con-
fess, but biblical convictions are those beliefs that actu-
ally hold us.  They drive us, they push us, and they sus-
tain us.  They are the very things for which we would be 
willing to die.  We are clearly called on to proclaim a 
gospel message that not only convicts the unbeliever of 
their need for Christ, but at the same time holds the be-
liever accountable to the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  The 
church age in which we live has clearly lost sight of 
both.  The Great Commission has become the Great 
Omission, and the lordship of Jesus Christ is just a con-
cept that has been overtaken by personal preferences 
and moral impurity.  I have taught you often that a per-
son’s morality dictates their theology.  What a person is 
willing to compromise morally will determine their lev-
el of commitment to the lordship of Jesus Christ, and 
ultimately will reveal whether they are truly a believer 
or a false believer – which is exactly one of the things 
that 1 John will define.  John’s definitions will be abso-
lute and will make many very uncomfortable.  1 John is 
designed to make us uncomfortable if our life is not 
wholly committed to the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  For 
instance, 1 John 3:10 makes this very strong statement, 
 

1Jn 3:10In this the children of God and the children 
of the devil are manifest: Whoever does not prac-
tice righteousness is not of God, nor is he who 
does not love his brother. 
 

2 John 9 says something similar , 
 

2Jn 1:9Whoever transgresses and does not abide in 
the doctrine of Christ does not have God. He who 
abides in the doctrine of Christ has both the Fa-
ther and the Son. 
 

John makes no apologies for stating that someone who 
does not “practice righteousness” as a habit of their 
life “is not of God” or someone who “does not abide 
in the doctrine of Christ does not have God”!  These 
are dividing line truths.  These are statements that will 
not let us get away with spiritual mediocrity. 
 
We can never forget that Christianity is founded on cer-
tain non-negotiable truths, and what makes Christianity 
meaningful and biblical is that those truths become 
translated into beliefs and convictions.  It is those things 
that we live for, those things that we are willing to die 
for, those things to which we are fully and totally com-
mitted.  We believe the gospel – we believe it.  We give 
our lives for its proclamation and its advancement.  We 
design all that we do around the furtherance of God’s 
kingdom, not our local success.  We have faith in Christ 
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As we leave this general overview of 1 John and enter 
into its chapter by chapter overview, I want it to be 
crystal clear that John will speak in absolutes.  He is 
intent on drawing a dividing line and wrestling his audi-
ence away from their propensity to simply believe 
something because someone says it.  Please do not for-
get that it is the absolute nature of this letter that will 
either develop deep conviction within a believer or 
make them incredibly uncomfortable because of their 
mediocre, nonchalant approach to Christ, His Word, and 
His church.  My task as a pastor is to challenge any spir-
itual mediocrity or indifference that may exist in the life 
of the church I pastor.  The only reliable evidence of a 
person having been saved is NOT a past experience they 
may have had of receiving Christ, but a present life that 
fully reflects Christ through unapologetic obedience to 
His transcendent Word! 
 
I am convinced that people’s ignorance of God and their 
continued disobedience to His Word is not due to a lack 
of opportunity to know Him, but to their deliberate re-
fusal to come to Him on His terms.  They prefer other 
things to the knowledge of God.  In their minds, indul-
gence in personal pleasures far outweighs simple obedi-
ence to Christ.  They prefer their personal whims and 
fancies and their personal lifestyle agendas to a deeply 
rooted commitment to Christ and spiritual courage in a 
world opposed to God’s values.  For us as Christians, 
spiritual growth and development of meaningful convic-
tions does not always involve learning something new, 
but rather standing on truth we have already heard. 
 
If you had to make a transparent personal assessment of 
your life today, if you knew that by the end of the day 
that you would be standing before the Judgment Seat of 
Christ and giving an account of your life, I wonder what 
you think would be His assessment of how you have 
followed Him.  One of the real tests of a person’s char-
acter is what it takes to stop them from doing what they 
know is the right thing.  What does it take to stop him 
from being fully devoted to Jesus Christ?  What does it 
take to stop you – an untimely criticism, a financial 
hardship, a can of beer, an R-rated movie, some vulgar 
country music song, a pornographic web site, or church 
being an inconvenience to your personal priorities?  
What does it take to cause you to live without deep, 
heartfelt convictions?  How easy is it to persuade you to 
be nominal in your walk with Christ? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

and are willing to totally and willingly surrender our 
life to Him.  That is real Christianity - not this pseu-
do “go to church” Christianity that dominates the 
religious landscape in which we live.  These kinds 
of convictions are absolutely imperative in order to 
faithfully live out the Christian life. 
 
In the day and culture in which we live, standing up 
for historic Christian principles will get you into 
trouble, not just with non-Christians who hate the 
moral truths of God’s Word, but it will also get you 
in trouble with those who are merely professing 
Christians and have no real biblical convictions oth-
er than the fact that they believe they can live any 
way they please and still go to heaven.  Within 
many churches any belief or practice that conforms 
to the Scriptures will certainly contradict what peo-
ple want and it will threaten their spiritual comfort 
zone that they have casually, but unbiblically devel-
oped for their own personal agendas.  The result is 
that they will both criticize and oppose the work of 
God.  As your pastor, I stand in utter opposition to 
that damning persuasion that so prevalently exists in 
many segments of the church today.  My convic-
tions are deeply rooted in the all sufficient words of 
Scripture and I have no intention of departing from 
them – not for family, not for friends, not for ene-
mies, and not for the spiritually faint of heart.  Un-
fortunately the church has embraced a very unbibli-
cal, non-demanding, and nominal kind of Christiani-
ty, and inevitably it finds itself in a quagmire of 
spiritual quicksand for which it seems to have no 
answers or convictions. 
 
One of my greatest fears as a pastor is that somehow 
I may have failed to embed this convictional truth 
and life-changing message into my church’s life and 
into their spiritual DNA.  For those of you who are 
parents and still engaged in raising your children or 
grandchildren in the nurture and admonition of the 
Lord, please be reminded that nothing of signifi-
cance is ever passed on without this kind of deep 
conviction.  It may be time for a re-assessment of 
what you truly and passionately believe.  Passion is 
a direct by-product of what we believe, and what we 
believe must be drawn from the Bible if it is ever to 
make an impact in the lives of other people.  Too 
often for many people who claim to be Christians, 
their life clearly contradicts the Bible’s teaching 
about what is simple, ordinary Christian disciple-
ship.  The Lordship of Christ has been abandoned 
for personal agendas and the call to discipleship has 
been so watered down that now everyone is consid-
ered a disciple – but without any measurable biblical 
evidence. 
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