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  THIS BOOK IS NOT TO BE SOLD


  Foreword


  It must rate as one of the greatest wonders in the universe that we who are "but dust and ashes" are not only permitted, but encouraged and invited, to speak to God; that words spoken on earth are heard instantaneously in heaven and that our Father is willing to answer those prayers. Can it be that our feeble groanings can move the omnipotent arm of the Almighty? Only eternity will reveal how much was accomplished by the faithful, frequent and fervent prayers of God’s people in every generation: "The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much" Jms.5.16.


  Prayer engages the Almighty and harnesses the power of the Omnipotent and many a time we ask how we would ever manage "had suffering saints no mercy seat?" George Müller, who proved God’s unfailing faithfulness, said regarding prayer, "I went to my God and prayed diligently and I received what I needed." Prayer has been the common characteristic of all who have wrought exploits through the mighty power of God.


  In the present volume, quite rightly, emphasis will be placed on the prayer life of the Lord Jesus for He was the perfect Exemplar of prayer. It was an integral part of His life, a prominent feature of His unbroken communion with His Father; John chapter 17 comes to mind as a prime example of what featured daily in His experience here. Not only do we remember Him Who "in the days of His flesh … offered up prayers and supplications with strong crying and tears" Heb.5.7, but how reliant we are upon His unceasing intercession for us at the Father’s right hand.


  Again we feel indebted to all the authors who, at great personal cost, have laboured to bring us their profitable and valued exercise, reflecting hours of disciplined study and commitment. No one claims this to be an exhaustive treatise on the important subject of prayer but we send forth this volume with the earnest desire that we will all increasingly become men and women of prayer. May we come to understand with fresh enlightenment that God does hear prayer, Ps.65.2 and He is willing to answer; "… He is a rewarder of them that diligently seek Him" Heb.11.6


  
    	
      But there’s a power which faith can wield,

    


    	
      When mortal aid is vain,

    


    	
      That eye, that arm, that love to reach,

    


    	
      That listening ear to gain.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      That power is prayer, which soars on high,

    


    	
      Through Jesus to the throne,

    


    	
      And moves the hand which moves the world,

    


    	
      To bring deliverance down.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (James C. Wallace)

    

  


  Roy Reynolds, N. Ireland, September 2011


  PREFACE


  The reception given to the former books and the words of appreciation from many quarters have encouraged us to continue the publication of the "Glory" series. To decide which subject should be the focus of this latest book caused much exercise before the Lord and gave plenty of food for thought. It has been considered wise to deal with something that is an integral part of Christian life and is seemingly so much neglected, namely the subject of the Christian’s prayer life. The amount of helpful exposition freely available seems very limited. Many books collate experiences of godly saints who have had their prayers answered. While this can be most encouraging, we need to get beyond human experience and build our lives with God upon the solid rock of the Scriptures as understood by the enlightening power of the Holy Spirit.


  It is, once more, our desire that the saints will be challenged and edified as a result of this publication. We long that deeper communion and a more sincere life of dependence upon God will be the result of grasping the truths contained in the following pages.


  To keep the book within reasonable bounds it has been necessary to omit some prayers recorded in the Bible that may have highlighted an area of truth that a reader may deem to be extremely important. Among the many obvious omissions are the prayer of Jabez, the prayers of Elijah and of godly women, but we make no claim that this book is an exhaustive treatment of the subject. We beg forgiveness for the undoubted shortcomings of the book. We have sought to be selective so that the main truths requiring exposition will be covered and perhaps more than once. Since different authors, who do not read each other’s contributions, write each chapter, repetition is bound to occur but we do not think this is necessarily a fault.


  Once more we wish to thank all the authors who willingly gave of their valuable time to contribute to another book. Without their support these volumes would not be possible. The hours spent alone and the sacrifices of family and social life are generally unappreciated, but we know that every sacrifice for the Lord and His people will be fully rewarded at that soon coming day of review. Also, we acknowledge the practical fellowship received that enables these books to be published and freely distributed.


  Proof reading, grammatical corrections and consistency of presentation are matters that take hours of reading and real concentration. So we again express our thanks to our brother Roy Reynolds, who has the main burden of proof reading, our brother Walter Boyd and our sisters Ruth Nesbitt and Joanna Currie, who have been very diligent in ensuring that we present to our readers a book of which we need not be ashamed.


  Brian Currie, N. Ireland, June 2011.


  
    	1"Assembly Testimony" is a bi-monthly magazine which is available on request from William Neill, 109 Lurgan Road, Banbridge BT32 4NG, Co. Down, N. Ireland. His e-mail address is AT [at] wmneill.free-online.co.uk.

  


  CHAPTER 1 - THE INTRODUCTION


  by Brian Currie, N. Ireland


  PREAMBLE


  Praying to God is one of the marks of true conversion. We recall that it is said of Saul of Tarsus a short time after he was saved, "… behold, he prayeth" Acts 9.11. Perhaps prior to this he had said prayers and had words associated with liturgy but it is doubtful if he really prayed. It is true that we all commenced our spiritual life with an inner longing and a prayer that consisted of a cry for salvation. Such was the commencement of the spiritual life of the publican in Lk.18.10.


  Prayer is undoubtedly a Christian’s native air and yet it is something that is greatly neglected by many professing Christians. Others have come to appreciate the value of prayer. It was Alfred Lord Tennyson who wrote in the nineteenth century, "More things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of." E. M. Bounds, in the twentieth century records, "The more praying there is in the world, the better the world will be." Numerous quotations could be cited from the intervening period showing that many people from different walks of life had a grasp of the importance and power of prayer. In this chapter an attempt will be made to introduce the vast subject of prayer and lay a basis for the chapters that follow.


  PRIVILEGE OF PRAYER


  There are those who treat prayer somewhat flippantly. This can be gauged by the casual attitude adopted both in terms of irreverent language used and disrespectful postures. The fact that we approach "the High and Lofty One that inhabiteth eternity, Whose name is Holy" Isa.57.15, ought to regulate our manner of approach. In the Old Testament the privilege of priesthood that was granted to Israel nationally when they were redeemed from Egypt, Ex.19.6, was withdrawn and the tribe of Levi generally and the family of Aaron in particular were chosen to enjoy this privilege. It seems Aaron had access to God’s presence at any time but after the judgment of Nadab and Abihu, who "offered strange fire before the LORD" Lev.10.1, access was limited: "And the LORD spake unto Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron, when they offered before the LORD, and died; And the LORD said unto Moses, Speak unto Aaron thy brother, that he come not at all times into the holy place within the vail before the mercy seat, which is upon the ark; that he die not: for I will appear in the cloud upon the mercy seat" Lev.16.1,2. This highlights the reverential fear that is due to our God as well as the great privilege it is to approach Him.


  In this present Church age God has recovered for the Christians what the nation of Israel lost, and now every believer is a member of the "holy priesthood" that has the honour of approaching "to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ" 1Pet.2.5. All who have been born again are in this priesthood and there is no longer a distinction between those who may approach the throne and those who may not. The language is very clear and unambiguous, "For through Him we both [Jew and Gentile] have access by one Spirit unto the Father" Eph.2.18. It should be noted in that verse the whole of the triune Godhead is involved in opening access for us. Again, Heb.10.19,20,22, "Having therefore, brethren, boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way, which He hath consecrated for us, through the veil, that is to say, His flesh ... let us draw near." What an invitation; what a privilege!


  PURPOSE OF PRAYER


  The question may arise "Why should we pray?" In the life of a Christian there are two great influences, the Word of God and prayer. D. L. Moody said, "If we read the Word and do not pray, we may become puffed up with knowledge, without the love that buildeth up. If we pray without reading the Word, we shall be ignorant of the mind and will of God and become mystical and fanatical, and liable to be blown about with every wind of doctrine." Hence to have a balanced spiritual life we must have a place for both the Word and prayer and, in fact, in the Word we are constantly encouraged to pray. Paul makes it clear that prayer has to "be made" 1Tim.2.1. Thus prayer is not some day-dreaming, ethereal experience in which some airy-fairy notion is floated up to heaven. Prayer is intelligent communion with God in which we make "supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks" 1Tim.2.1. This demands concentration and it is necessary to maintain our spiritual focus and so to shut out every distraction is likely the reason why we usually close our eyes when praying.


  The Lord Jesus Exemplified Prayer


  He, Who is our great Example in all aspects of life, was marked throughout His life by prayer. If He needed to pray how much more do we need to be saturated in this holy exercise? To select a few of many examples in the Gospels. He prayed:


  
    at His baptism, "… it came to pass, that Jesus also being baptized, and praying, the heaven was opened …" Lk.3.21;


    at His transfiguration, "And as He prayed, the fashion of His countenance was altered, and His raiment was white and glistering" Lk.9.29;


    in Gethsemane, "And He went a little farther, and fell on His face, and prayed, saying, O My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from Me: nevertheless not as I will, but as Thou wilt" Matt.26.39.

  


  Thus, He left the example that there are times when we need to get alone to pray, "And when He had sent the multitudes away, He went up into a mountain apart to pray: and when the evening was come, He was there alone" Matt.14.23. He showed the validity of praying for an individual, "But I have prayed for thee, that thy faith fail not …" Lk.22.32. The prayer life of the Lord Jesus is further elucidated in chapters 10 and 11 of this book.


  The Lord Jesus Exhorted us to Pray


  "Men ought always to pray, and not to faint" Lk.18.1. This was the introductory comment for the parable of the widow who came to an unjust judge and received an answer because of her importunity: "Yet because this widow troubleth me, I will avenge her, lest by her continual coming she weary me" or, as translated by J.N.D., "at any rate because this widow annoys me I will avenge her, that she may not by perpetually coming completely harass me" Lk.18.5. Thus we are taught not to become weary in prayer.


  Is it not an amazing indication of His grace that the Lord desires to hear us pray to Him? "O my dove, that art in the clefts of the rock, in the secret places of the stairs, let me see thy countenance, let me hear thy voice; for sweet is thy voice, and thy countenance is comely" S of S.2.14.


  He taught His own to pray: "After this manner therefore pray ye …" Matt.6.9. He encouraged them to pray for labourers to enter the Lord’s work: "Pray ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, that He will send forth labourers into His harvest" Matt.9.38. They were instructed that it is necessary for successful service: "Howbeit this kind goeth not out but by prayer and fasting" Matt.17.21. They were to pray with faith: "And all things, whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive" Matt.21.22.


  The Father Expects Prayer


  All who have been born into the family of God can call God "Father". This is the address of those in proximity to and communion with God. The New Testament epistles never teach us to use the title "heavenly Father" in our approach to God. This is more suited to an earthly people, not to those who, in Divine purpose, are already seated in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, Eph.2.6.


  While with His own in the upper room the Lord Jesus taught, "Whatsoever ye shall ask the Father in My name, He will give it you" Jn.16.23. He also taught the woman of Samaria whom to address in worship, "But the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship Him" Jn.4.23. He frequently addressed His Father: "Father, glorify Thy name" Jn.12.28; "Father, the hour is come; glorify Thy Son, that Thy Son also may glorify Thee" Jn.17.1; "Father, if Thou be willing, remove this cup from Me: nevertheless not My will, but Thine, be done" Lk.22.42; "Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do …" Lk.23.34; "Father, into Thy hands I commend My spirit: and having said thus, He gave up the ghost" Lk.23.46.


  We can hardly go astray by following His example and so it is a trait of Christians to "call on the Father" 1Pet.1.17. Paul declared, "For this cause I bow my knees unto the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ" Eph.3.14, and then taught, "Giving thanks always for all things unto God and the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ" Eph.5.20.


  The Spirit Expedites Prayer


  Paul teaches us that when we received the Holy Spirit at the moment of salvation we became sons of God and a proof of this is "And because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of His Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father" Gal.4.6. This truth of the intimate cry of sonship is also taught in Rom.8.15: "For ye have not received the spirit of bondage again to fear; but ye have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, "Abba, Father"." Such indwelling of the Holy Spirit and His full knowledge of our need allows Him to intercede when we cannot give expression to our thoughts: "we know not what we should pray for as we ought: but the Spirit itself [Himself] maketh intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered" Rom.8.26.


  The Apostle Paul Encourages Prayer


  Many Scriptural references could be advanced to show that the apostle Paul encourages the believers to pray and shows this exercise to be an integral part of Christian experience. He enjoins us to "Be careful for nothing; but in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God" Phil.4.6; "… continuing instant in prayer" Rom.12.12; "Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, and watching thereunto with all perseverance and supplication for all saints" Eph.6.18; "Continue in prayer, and watch in the same with thanksgiving" Col.4.2; "Pray without ceasing" 1Thess.5.17. He brought this to the sphere of the assembly prayer meeting when he wrote, "I exhort therefore, that, first of all, supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be made for all men" 1Tim.2.1.


  Not only Paul but also James in Jms.5.13-18; Peter in 1Pet.3.7,12; 4.7; 5.7; John in 1Jn.1.9; 3.22; 5.14-16; Jude in v.20, encourage the saints in the matter of prayer.


  The Work of God Elicits Prayer


  Previously we have noted that the Lord Jesus required His disciples to "Pray ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, that He will send forth labourers into His harvest" Matt.9.38. This is reflected in the exercise of the apostles to know who ought to replace Judas: "… Thou, Lord, which knowest the hearts of all men, shew whether of these two Thou hast chosen" Acts 1.24. When persecuted, the resource of the saints was prayer: "And when they had prayed, the place was shaken where they were assembled together; and they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and they spake the word of God with boldness" Acts 4.31. It was a necessary accompaniment to the ministry of the Word, "… we will give ourselves continually to prayer, and to the ministry of the word" Acts 6.4. The apostle Paul acknowledged that the prayers of the Corinthians would be of help in the work of God, "… in Whom we trust that He will yet deliver us; ye also helping together by prayer for us …" 2Cor.1.10,11. Praying for the work of God in its various aspects can be seen throughout the Acts and chapter 12 of this book will expound this aspect of prayer more fully.


  Requests to God Explain Prayer


  As the prayers of the saints are considered they illuminate the whole issue of our prayer life and we can discern the following.


  Prayer is An Expression of Helplessness


  As we approach God it is incumbent on us that we acknowledge His greatness and our weakness. David knew that it was not his own power that delivered him from Saul, "In my distress I called upon the LORD, and cried unto my God: He heard my voice out of His temple, and my cry came before Him, even into His ears" Ps.18.6. Asaph wrote, "call upon Me in the day of trouble: I will deliver thee, and thou shalt glorify Me" Ps.50.15. This truth is readily detected in Jonathan’s prayer, "Come, and let us go over unto the garrison of these uncircumcised: it may be that the LORD will work for us: for there is no restraint to the LORD to save by many or by few" 1Sam.14.6. Asa caught the same spirit when he displayed his confidence in God, "LORD, it is nothing with Thee to help, whether with many, or with them that have no power: help us, O LORD our God; for we rest on Thee, and in Thy name we go against this multitude" 2Chron.14.11. It was so with Hezekiah, "With him is an arm of flesh; but with us is the LORD our God to help us, and to fight our battles" 2Chron.32.8. Isaiah encouraged the people when he wrote, "He giveth power to the faint; and to them that have no might He increaseth strength" 40.29. It is the same in the New Testament as Paul recorded the Lord’s words to him, "My grace is sufficient for thee: for My strength is made perfect in weakness ... for when I am weak, then am I strong" 2Cor.12.9,10.


  Prayer Expels Hypocrisy


  We can be hypocritical in preaching, teaching, in the display of good works; but not in prayer. In His presence we must be real and truthful. It is solemn to read, "all things are naked and opened unto the eyes of Him with Whom we have to do" Heb.4.13. David instructed Solomon, "the LORD searcheth all hearts, and understandeth all the imaginations of the thoughts …" 1Chron.28.9. The Lord said of Himself, "I the LORD search the heart, I try the reins" Jer.17.10.


  Prayer Exhibits Priesthood


  Sometimes men state that they cannot pray publicly because they are not as gifted as others nor can they express themselves so eloquently. This suggests that praying is a gift from God, as are teaching, evangelism etc. However, praying has nothing to do with gift; rather it is the birthright of all who are born again. As previously mentioned, the entire family of the redeemed has the right to address God as Father and enter His presence at all times and under all circumstances. Our only intermediary is the Lord Jesus Christ. He said, "… no man cometh unto the Father, but by Me" Jn.14.6. Apostolic teaching is clear, "Giving thanks always for all things unto God and the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ" Eph.5.20; "… do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God and the Father by Him" Col.3.17. Thus, in the present age, it is usual to address the Father through the Son and in the power of the Holy Spirit. We need neither men, nor saints, nor angels to give us access to the Father. Every believer has "boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus" Heb.10.19.


  Prayer Engenders Communion


  Robert Murray McCheyne (1813 - 1843) is quoted as saying that prayer is the link that connects earth with heaven. This link, which depicts communion, is perhaps one of the greatest blessings that flow from prayer. It is not so much to ensure that the Lord answers when we ask for a worry-free and pain-free life, but it brings us into a closer relationship with God so that we can appreciate His sovereign workings in a more spiritually intelligent way. It is through reading the Word of God and praying that we ascertain His will and can therefore pray acceptably by requesting what is in harmony with His will.


  Obviously, to enjoy God’s presence we must be in accord with His character and so holiness of life is demanded of all who will approach a thrice-holy God. This consideration will be expanded later in this chapter under the heading ‘Preclusions to Prayer’.


  PERSISTENCE IN PRAYER


  We are encouraged to show a degree of persistence when we pray. It is not a matter of asking once and never repeating that particular request.


  The Teaching of The Saviour


  The disciples came to the Lord Jesus with the request "Lord, teach us to pray …" Lk.11.1. He responded with the prayer, "Our Father Which art in heaven …". He then told a parable that contrasts the reluctant response of a man comfortably settled with his family in bed, with the response of a loving, gracious God. The children of God are encouraged by this to come with their requests and to persevere in coming. Thus the Lord Jesus said, "… Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you" v.9. Rotherham catches the tenses employed as he translates, "Be asking, and it shall be given to you, Be seeking, and ye shall find, - Be knocking, and it shall be opened unto you." Such an attitude brings the promise of good things. A human father would not give a stone, which is hard; or a serpent, which is harmful; or a scorpion, which is hurtful. In contrast to the human father is the superlative goodness of God to His children.


  Again, the Lord Jesus taught His own about the subject of prayerful persistence when He said, "And He spake a parable unto them to this end, that men ought always to pray, and not to faint…" Lk.18.1. This passage is about a widow who wanted vindication, "Avenge me of mine adversary" v.3. While this is not the attitude of saints in a day of grace, the principle is being taught that we need to be persistent in prayer. This judge was uncaring, unfeeling and unconcerned about the plight of the widow, but she obtained her request by her continual coming. If one of such callous character responded, then can we doubt the response of our God Who is a just Judge and Who takes special care of the widows and the oppressed?


  The Example of The Saviour


  It would be difficult to find a more heart-rending sight than that of the Saviour bowed in prayer in the garden of Gethsemane. Perhaps the best way to appreciate this scene is simply to read Matt.26.36-44 with a worshipful spirit. For the purpose of this paragraph, note v.44, "and He left them, and went away again, and prayed the third time, saying the same words".


  The Example of The Apostle Paul


  Paul was given a "thorn in the flesh" 2Cor.12.7. It is recorded, "For this thing I besought the Lord thrice, that it might depart from me" v.8. He received an answer, albeit hardly the one he wanted, "And He said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for My strength is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me" v.9. Paul persisted until his prayer was answered and when he was made aware of the mind of God in the matter, that seems to have closed the subject. His attitude is one of the considerations that indicates that there are circumstances in life when we learn that prayer does not change the circumstance, but changes my attitude in the circumstance. Sometimes it is said that prayer changes things but in a case like Paul’s we can say that prayer changes me.


  The Teaching of The Apostle Paul


  The following Scriptures have been quoted already on page 5, but appear here to emphasise the value of persistance in prayer: "… continuing instant in prayer" Rom.12.12; "Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit …" Eph.6.18; "Continue in prayer, and watch in the same with thanksgiving" Col.4.2; "Pray without ceasing" 1Thess.5.17.


  The Example of Saints


  We find that every person who has been in touch with God, whether in the Old Testament or the New Testament, had a consistent prayer life.


  In the Old Testament Samuel said, "God forbid that I should sin against the LORD in ceasing to pray for you" 1Sam.12.23. David wrote, "Evening, and morning, and at noon, will I pray, and cry aloud: and He shall hear my voice" Ps.55.17. It is written of Daniel "he kneeled upon his knees three times a day, and prayed, and gave thanks before his God …" Dan.6.10.


  In the New Testament continuance in prayer was indicative of Christian fellowship. The last time we read of Mary, the Lord’s mother, is in Acts 1.14, "These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication, with the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brethren". It marked the new converts, "Then they that gladly received his word were baptized … And they continued stedfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers" Acts 2.41,42. Paul stated, "For this cause we also, since the day we heard it, do not cease to pray for you" Col.1.9. He wrote of Epaphras, "… always labouring fervently for you in prayers" Col.4.12.


  Thus we can pray in the morning, "My voice shalt Thou hear in the morning, O LORD; in the morning will I direct my prayer unto Thee, and will look up" Ps.5.3: or at night, "at midnight Paul and Silas prayed, and sang praises unto God …" Acts.16.25: or at any time of the day, we can emulate these very practical examples.


  In those apostolic days the prayer meeting would never have been relegated to a gathering of lesser importance than other assembly gatherings. It is sad when the prayer meeting is the most poorly attended meeting of the assembly. If apostles, in days when God was working mightily, needed to pray; how much more do we need to lay hold on God in this, a day of small things?


  PEOPLE WHO PRAY


  Some give the impression that it is only the leaders, preachers, missionaries, Sunday School teachers and the like who need to pray. In the Scriptures we find the answer to the question, "Who prays?"


  The young pray; Samuel prayed, "… Speak; for Thy servant heareth" 1Sam.3.10. The old pray; Anna, "And she was a widow of about fourscore and four years, which departed not from the temple, but served God, with fastings and prayers night and day" Lk.2.37. Suffering men pray; "… at midnight Paul and Silas prayed, and sang praises unto God …" Act.16.25. Dying men pray; Stephen, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. And he kneeled down, and cried with a loud voice, Lord, lay not this sin to their charge. And when he had said this, he fell asleep" Acts 7.59. As shown above, both men and woman pray. Hannah is an outstanding example of a praying woman, "… she was in bitterness of soul, and prayed unto the LORD, and wept sore" 1Sam.1.10. Servants pray; "…O LORD God of my master Abraham, I pray Thee, send me good speed this day, and shew kindness unto my master Abraham" Gen.24.12. Leaders pray; Moses, "Now therefore, I pray Thee, if I have found grace in Thy sight, shew me now Thy way, that I may know Thee, that I may find grace in Thy sight …" Ex.33.13. Prophets pray; Elijah prayed, "And he stretched himself upon the child three times, and cried unto the LORD, and said, O LORD my God, I pray thee, let this child’s soul come into him again" 1Kgs.17.21; Elisha prayed "He went in therefore, and shut the door upon them twain, and prayed unto the LORD" 2Kgs.4.33.


  These are but samples to indicate that every member of faith’s household is expected to pray. The ensuing chapters will deal with these and many more Biblical prayers.


  PLACES OF PRAYER


  Prayer can be exercised anywhere. An earthly sanctuary or ‘consecrated ground’ are not required. God is always available as we enter the heavenly sanctuary and enjoy our position as part of that holy priesthood, 1Pet.2.5. Examples abound and the following is merely a representative sample. Jacob prayed in a field, Gen.28.20; 32.9; Elijah in a bedroom, 1Kgs.17.20 and on Mount Carmel, 1Kgs.18.36; Nehemiah in the King’s court, Neh.2.4: Jonah in the fish’s belly, Jonah 2.1; Habakkuk in a watchtower, Hab.2.1; 3.1; it seems that Nathanael worshipped under a fig tree, Jn.1.49; the disciples were in a boat, Matt.8.25; Peter from sinking in water, Matt.14.30 and on a housetop, Acts 10.9-16; Paul and Silas in prison, Acts 16.25.


  POSTURES IN PRAYER


  In the Scriptures many postures are adopted by praying people. The usual posture is kneeling as displayed by David, "O come, let us worship and bow down: let us kneel before the LORD our maker" Ps.95.6; Solomon was "kneeling on his knees" 1Kgs.8.54; Ezra said, "I fell upon my knees …" Ezra 9.5; Daniel "kneeled upon his knees three times a day …" Dan.6.10; Stephen, "kneeled down" Acts 7.60; Paul "kneeled down" Acts 20.36; the company "kneeled down on the shore, and prayed" Acts 21.5; Paul wrote, "… I bow my knees unto the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ" Eph.3.14. Then there is the Great Exemplar, The Lord Jesus Christ Who, "kneeled down, and prayed" Lk.22.41.


  There are others who stood. These include Hannah, "I am the woman that stood by thee here, praying unto the LORD" 1Sam.1.26; the Pharisee and the publican in Luke chapter 18, "The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself" v.11; "… the publican, standing afar off …" v.13. In a general way the Lord Jesus taught, "when ye stand praying, forgive …" Mk.11.25.


  Again there are those who prostrate themselves before God. Eliezer, "worshipped the LORD, bowing himself to the earth" Gen.24.52; Moses and Aaron, "they fell upon their faces" Num.16.22; a leper: "… fell down on his face at His feet" Lk.17.16; The Lord Jesus, "He went a little farther, and fell on His face, and prayed …" Matt.26.39.


  There is an occasion when David sat, "Then went king David in, and sat before the LORD" 2Sam.7.18.


  While there must always be a reverence in our approach to Deity, perhaps the attitude of heart is more important than the physical posture. Nevertheless, it will be recognised that the external stance is often an indication of the internal submission. However, situations may arise when we need to pray and it is not convenient nor would it be appropriate to adopt our usual praying posture.


  PETITIONS IN PRAYER


  There is no circumstance, no request, no problem that is too small or insignificant to bring to the attention of God. "Be careful [over anxious] for nothing; but in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God" Phil.4.6. We sometimes think that God is only to be consulted about the big trials of life but because He cares for us we can come with every anxiety. Peter encourages us with the statement, "Casting all your care [anxious, distressing care] upon Him; for He careth [with a loving, sympathetic care] for you" 1Pet.5.7. When we discover His will in the matter and hence appreciate the answer, then "In every thing give thanks …" 1Thess.5.18. A practical consideration is to understand that we ought not to be involved in any activity or association for which we cannot pray. Thus the "every thing" is limited to every thing that is honouring to Him.


  
    	
      Thou art coming to a King,

      Large petitions with thee bring;

      For His grace and power are such,

      None can ever ask too much.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (John Newton)

    

  


  The prayers of Elijah could have taken a chapter of this book but they were deliberately omitted, solely due to the lack of space. However, a brief consideration here will underline the variety and immensity of petitions we bring to God. It was through prayer that the rain stopped and then started again: "Elias … prayed earnestly that it might not rain: and it rained not on the earth by the space of three years and six months. And he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain, and the earth brought forth her fruit" Jms.5.17,18. It was through prayer that the dead was brought to life again: "And he stretched himself upon the child three times, and cried unto the LORD, and said, O LORD my God, I pray Thee, let this child’s soul come into him again. And the LORD heard the voice of Elijah; and the soul of the child came into him again, and he revived" 1Kgs.17.21,22. It was through prayer that the nation was recovered from Baal worship: "… Elijah the prophet came near, and said, LORD God of Abraham, Isaac, and of Israel, let it be known this day that Thou art God in Israel, and that I am Thy servant, and that I have done all these things at Thy word ... all the people … said, The LORD, He is the God; the LORD, He is the God" 1Kgs.18.36-39.


  PROHIBITIONS AND PRAYER


  Prayer is addressed to God and so is vertical. Prayer is not horizontal nor is it advanced by verbosity or eloquence. To use the occasion of addressing God as an opportunity to preach at someone in the audience is an indication of carnality. If there is an issue that needs to be addressed or a relationship that needs to be adjusted, such ought to be done in a personal, dignified manner and not by a hypocritical and cowardly prayer. That must be most grieving to the Lord and His Holy Spirit.


  Prayer is not an occasion for the suppliant to impress God, or the brethren, with his knowledge of the Bible; neither is it to display eloquence or articulation. Some of the richest prayers in the Bible are the shortest. David cried "purge me"; Peter’s cry was "save me"; the thief on the cross beside the Lord Jesus cried, "remember me". Perhaps the first prayer we ever uttered was not very long and yet that cry to God for salvation, coming from a repentant heart, has brought us into an eternal relationship with God. Multitudes have been saved by crying with repentance, "God be merciful to me a sinner" Lk.18.13, and with the publican, they received mercy on the basis of the sacrifice offered.


  Despite what was taught above regarding bringing every thing to God in prayer, there are matters for which we do not need to pray. We noted above, "the ‘every thing’ is limited to every thing that is honouring to Him". Many practical examples could be identified but a few will indicate that when a Divine principle has been revealed there is no need to pray about the matter; simple submission and obedience are required. For example, supposing a Christian meets a non-Christian and begins a friendship that may develop into something more serious in terms of a business partnership or marriage. There is no need to pray for guidance in this matter since the Scripture clearly states, "Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers" 2Cor.6.14. Again, a person gets saved and is confronted with the truth of baptism. They reply that they are praying about this matter. Obedience and not prayer is required, since the clearly revealed will of God is that He expects every believer to be baptised. Further examples involving the role of women in the church; the appointment and activity of elders; the acceptance of worldliness in the assembly etc. could be advanced, but it needs to be remembered that the Holy Spirit never guides contrary to the Scripture, and so in these matters prayer is unnecessary.


  PRECLUSIONS TO PRAYER


  A question that will have exercised the minds of many Christians is why prayers are not answered in the positive? The reasons given below are not intended to be exhaustive but may give a basis for further thought and exercise in His presence.


  Unbelief


  In his epistle James states, "If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not: and it shall be given him. But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering. For he that wavereth is like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed. For let not that man think that he shall receive any thing of the Lord" 1.5-7. The context is suffering and trial. This is not an open cheque to be used at any time. When we are in a trial we need wisdom to behave correctly and to find the will of God in the midst of it. Some would prefer guile to get out of the trial but the spiritual believer desires wisdom to go through it with God. The person continually comes to God and with a feeling of inadequacy and helplessness, begs God to give wisdom. He makes the request "in faith, nothing wavering" v.6. The Lord Jesus taught, "And all things, whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive" Matt.21.22. Paul records "Abraham staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief; but was strong in faith ..." Rom.4.20. The great chapter of faith declares, "But without faith it is impossible to please Him: for he that cometh to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of them that diligently seek Him" Heb.11.6.


  


  Unconfessed Sin


  The Psalmist expressed this thought negatively and the apostle Paul did so positively.


  Negatively: "If I regard iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me" Ps.66.18.


  If I constantly regard iniquity, that is to be absorbed with the wickedness that is deep seated in my being, in my heart, and I gaze at this so that it captivates me and dominates my thoughts, then prayer will not be answered. Instead of judging sin within my person I delight in it; "the Lord will not hear me".


  Positively: "I will therefore that men pray every where, lifting up holy hands, without wrath and doubting" 1Tim.2.8.


  It is important to appreciate that the apostle is here giving teaching about public prayer in the local assembly and he emphasises that ‘men’, aner, meaning the males in distinction to the females, pray publicly. The word anthropos meaning mankind has been used in this chapter in vv.1, 4, 5, indicating that aner has been used deliberately to highlight that public participation is the realm of the males only.


  Yet not all males have the moral right to pray. They must be able to lift "up holy hands, without wrath and doubting". Lifting "up holy hands" implies that they must be in a right state selfward as the hands are lifted to show to God that they are not stained with any defilement. This is more a moral qualification than a physical posture although physically it was adopted by Moses who "spread abroad his hands unto the LORD" Ex.9.33; the Psalmist, "Lift up your hands in the sanctuary, and bless the LORD" Ps.134.2; Solomon who "spread forth his hands toward heaven’ 1Kgs.8.22.


  The men who pray must also be "without wrath", which is their attitude manward. There is no thought in the mind of having wrath smouldering and looking for an opportunity to take revenge. Nor must "doubting" mark them; such shows their attitude Godward. They do not have any inward reasonings that attack faith and lead them to doubt that God can and will answer their prayers.


  Unforgiving Spirit


  The Lord Jesus touched the thoughts of doubting and wanting revenge in the context of prayer when He said, "What things soever ye desire, when ye pray, believe that ye receive them, and ye shall have them. And when ye stand praying, forgive …" Mk.11.24,25. Perhaps Peter thought he was being supremely forgiving when he said, "Lord, how oft shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? till seven times?" The answer of the Lord Jesus would have come as a surprise, "I say not unto thee, Until seven times: but, Until seventy times seven" Matt.18.21,22.


  We ought to display the character of God in the matter of forgiveness, "be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ's sake hath forgiven you" Eph.4.32. Our relationships with each other must be right to have our prayers answered: "if two of you shall agree on earth as touching any thing that they shall ask, it shall be done for them of My Father which is in heaven" Matt.18.19.


  Unacceptable Motives


  James wrote, "From whence come wars and fightings among you? come they not hence, even of your lusts that war in your members? Ye lust, and have not: ye kill, and desire to have, and cannot obtain: ye fight and war, yet ye have not, because ye ask not. Ye ask, and receive not, because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts" 4.1-3.


  According to v.1 there were divisions among the saints and these were as a result of the flesh being active. The consequences of this are highlighted in v.2, "Ye lust, and have not: ye kill, and desire to have, and cannot obtain: ye fight and war, yet ye have not, because ye ask not". This verse may be better punctuated as follows, to give a balanced structure of two causes and two effects: "ye lust and have not so ye kill, and ye desire to have and cannot obtain so ye fight and war." In this context of strife and division it appears that the saints prayed and the Holy Spirit states, "Ye ask, and receive not, because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts" v.3. Were they praying that their clique in the assembly would prevail? Their motive was purely selfish and had no thought for the glory of God. Such motivation means God will not grant the request.


  Uncontrolled by His Word


  John seems to give us a wonderful blank cheque for prayer when he wrote, "whatsoever we ask, we receive of Him" 1Jn.3.22. Some dear saints extract such a phrase and then become very discouraged when their prayer is not answered. We must read the whole verse, "whatsoever we ask, we receive of Him, because we keep His commandments, and do those things that are pleasing in His sight." There are two conditions set down for prayer to be answered. These are: i) "we keep His commandments"; and ii) we "do those things that are pleasing in His sight". These conditions are connected inextricably because if "we keep His commandments" we will "do those things that are pleasing in His sight". The converse is true that if we are disobedient we cannot be pleasing to Him and so our prayers will not be answered. The Lord Jesus taught the same truth: "If ye abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall be done unto you" Jn.15.7. This is echoed in Prov.28.9 "He that turneth away his ear from hearing the law, even his prayer shall be abomination." If we reject the standards that God sets out in His Word then our prayers are loathsome and disgusting to Him.


  Unsuited to His Will


  John gave further teaching about having prayers answered in 1Jn.5.14, "this is the confidence that we have in Him, that, if we ask any thing according to His will, He heareth us". This confidence is based on asking in His will absolutely and exclusively, which means that our will is totally excluded. God's Word defines God's will and so we are thrown back to the previous paragraph where we are controlled by His Word. Sometimes we would want to dictate the terms and have what we think is good for us, but He knows best. Even as helped by the Holy Spirit we learn that He "maketh intercession for the saints according to the will of God" Rom.8.27.


  Unseemly Quarrels


  In 1Peter chapter 3, Peter addresses the situation in home life. At the beginning of the chapter he envisages a divided home where there is a saved wife and an unsaved husband, the wife having been saved subsequent to her marriage. The aim of the wife is to win the husband and this she does by spiritual means not by worldly decoration.


  In v.7 he envisages a home in which both partners are saved and he addresses the husband: "ye husbands, dwell with them according to knowledge, giving honour unto the wife, as unto the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace of life; that your prayers be not hindered." The husband is to dwell with his wife. He is not merely to be a lodger who is seen at meal times and bedtime. A man’s best friend ought to be his wife. They share life together, they confide in each other and there is an atmosphere of grace in their lives living together. If it is not so and there is an environment of strife and bickering then our prayers will be hindered. We cannot pray together if we are not on speaking terms and are displaying animosity one to the other. To bow together in the presence of God is a great preservative in marriage.


  PROVISION FOR PRAYER


  The Lord Jesus has at least three offices that encourage us to pray. These are as our great High Priest, our Shepherd and our Advocate. Each of these has a different focus. As our Great High Priest He shows compassion for our struggles in the wilderness; as our Shepherd He cares for us in the midst of all life’s anxieties and as our Advocate He restores communion when we sin.


  Our Great High Priest: For Compassion


  Our Lord Jesus Christ as our Great High Priest is a major theme in the epistle to the Hebrews and would be far too large a subject for the space available in this chapter. However, when we come to Heb.10.19 we leave the doctrinal section of the epistle and enter the practical section and it is just here that we have a lovely invitation: "Having therefore, brethren, boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way, which He hath consecrated for us, through the veil, that is to say, His flesh; and having an high priest over the house of God; let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience, and our bodies washed with pure water" Heb.10.19-22. In these verses there are three possessions introduced by the word "having". Then in vv.22-24 there are three exhortations relating to faith, v.22, hope, v.23 and love, v.24. Each is introduced by the expression, "let us".


  The three possessions are:


  
    v.19: boldness to enter, "having therefore, brethren, boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus";


    v.21: a Great Priest, "And having an high [great] priest over the house of God;


    v.22: sprinkled hearts, "Let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience, and our bodies washed with pure water".

  


  The teaching is that because we have been born again, v.22, we have boldness to go to the other side of the vail, right into the "holiest". This boldness does not permit irreverence but, because our sins have been dealt with righteously, we have the liberty to approach with freedom of expression. The way is new, v.20, that is freshly slain, and since the mighty work accomplished on Calvary will always be fresh to God and the Great Priest is alive for evermore, it is a "living way" which means those who enter the holiest are not under the threat of death, as was the case in the Old Testament. In keeping with the type, our Great Priest can take us where no other priest ever could have taken us – right to the other side of the unrent vail of the tabernacle. It took His blood, v.19, and His flesh, v.20, to give us access. What a blessed privilege this is, but how little we use it!


  Shepherd: For Care


  The Psalmist David expressed the glorious and often repeated words, "The LORD is my shepherd" Ps.23.1, and this sentiment has been a tremendous encouragement to many through the generations. It is in the context of dealing with shepherds that Peter wrote, "Casting all your care upon Him; for He careth for you" 1Pet.5.7. It is important to note that two different words for ‘care’ are used. The first means an anxious, distracting care that pulls in different directions, leaving us in such a state that we do not know what to do. Obviously, the Lord is never in such a state of distraction and so the second word means a sympathetic, loving care, which He displays as He bears the anxieties of His own.


  Advocate: For Confession


  John wrote: "My little children, these things write I unto you, that ye sin not. And if any man sin, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous" 1Jn.2.1. It is important to notice that John wrote, "if any man sin", not "when any man sin". Had it been "when" it would have indicated that he expected Christians to sin, but the word "if" shows that for a Christian, sin ought to be a rare occurrence. However, there is a resource for this rare event and it is in the office of the Lord Jesus Christ as the Advocate. This is the Greek word parakletos meaning "one who calls alongside". Thus, if we sin He calls alongside us to make us aware of the fact of the sin and effect restoration. His work is "with", or better "towards" (pros) the Father, not God. The person who has sinned is still in the family and so it is not a sinner approaching God but a child coming to his Father and he comes to confess his sin and know the blessedness of restored communion.


  PERPLEXITY IN PRAYER


  A long-standing question with respect to prayer has been, "Does prayer make God change His mind?" This introduces the exceedingly large subject of God’s permissive will and His inviolable purpose. There are obviously matters that God, in His sovereignty, has predetermined and these are unchangeable. The predetermined events are often the subject of Divine prophecy in both Old and New Testaments. These prophetic revelations have been defined as history revealed beforehand. Such include the virgin birth of the Lord Jesus, His death and glorification, His Church, the Rapture of the Church, the Tribulation, the restoration of Israel, the millennial reign that rolls on into an eternal kingdom, and many more instances besides. Over these matters we may write His own testimony of Himself, "For I am the LORD, I change not" Mal.3.6. Balaam said, "God is not a man, that He should lie; neither the son of man, that He should repent: hath He said, and shall He not do it? or hath He spoken, and shall He not make it good?" Num.23.19. Samuel said to Saul, "… the Strength of Israel will not lie nor repent: for He is not a man, that He should repent" 1Sam.15.29. Paul reminds us that He, "worketh all things after the counsel of His own will" Eph.1.11. The wise man understood this, "The king’s heart is in the hand of the LORD, as the rivers of water: He turneth it whithersoever He will" Prov.21.1. Perhaps the immutability of God is the reason why He frequently is called the "Rock". The poet seemed to be in the good of this truth when he wrote,


  
    	
      Change and decay in all around I see;

      O Thou Who changest not, abide with me.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (Henry F. Lyte)

    

  


  However, there are indications that God changes His attitude towards mankind when they turn to Him in repentance. "If that nation, against whom I have pronounced, turn from their evil, I will repent of the evil that I thought to do unto them" Jer.18.8. As an example, Jeremiah chapter 26 seems to contradict the above quotation that "the Strength of Israel will not lie nor repent". Note "If so be they will hearken, and turn every man from his evil way, that I may repent Me of the evil, which I purpose to do unto them because of the evil of their doings ... Therefore now amend your ways and your doings, and obey the voice of the LORD your God; and the LORD will repent Him of the evil that He hath pronounced against you … did he [Hezekiah] not fear the LORD, and besought the LORD, and the LORD repented him of the evil which He had pronounced against them?" vv.3,13,19.


  Are these not indications that God acts according to His own character and they show the blending of Divine sovereignty and human responsibility? It may be that we find it difficult to unify these but that does not mean we reject either or both. Some, perhaps with an intellectual snobbery, desire to reduce God to the size of the human mind, but if we understood God, He would cease to be God. By faith we hold to the fact that He knows what He is doing and we trust in Him. James stated, "Known unto God are all His works from the beginning of the world" or as translated by J. N. Darby, "known from eternity" Acts15.18. We must never imply that God did not know what was to happen and was taken by surprise and so had to change His plans. The Scriptures quoted above from Jeremiah, show that in accord with His holiness God turns away from and indeed judges sin, but where there is true repentance, He will, in accord with His righteousness and love, forgive and restore.


  We conclude that prayer allows us to commune with God and as we become more intimate with Him we learn more of His will and so can pray in that sphere, which results in our prayers being acceptable to Him and so are answered positively. This provides precious encouragement to develop a deeper understanding of God and a closer intimacy with Him through prayer.


  CHAPTER 2 - THE PRAYERS OF ABRAHAM, ISAAC AND JACOB


  by David McAllister, Zambia


  INTRODUCTION


  Before considering the prayers of these three great patriarchs, it might be helpful to discuss the parameters used to determine what is meant by a "prayer", since it is not just as simple as it may appear. Does a one-line statement such as, "O that Ishmael might live before Thee" constitute a prayer? When Abraham enters into conversation with the Lord on behalf of the city of Sodom, continuing until the Lord states that He will not destroy Sodom for the sake of ten righteous people, could Abraham’s words be called a "prayer"? When Jacob speaks after his night at Bethel, it is clear that by the end of the chapter he is talking to God, but is it a prayer, and, if so, when does he start speaking to God during those verses?


  In writing this chapter, the following simple rule has been followed: "If in doubt, put it in". Thus, any instance in which a person speaks to God will be included, as will any case in which he makes a request for God to do something. As for passages in which it is not clear where the speaking to God begins, it will be taken that the person is speaking to God unless there is clear evidence to the contrary.


  As a result, there may be some material covered in this chapter of which a reader may say, "I wouldn’t really call that a prayer". If so, then the writer understands such reservations, and would offer only two points in defence: firstly, that when there is a doubt, it is better to make the mistake of including too much, than to err by leaving something out; and, secondly, that, whether all the material considered constitutes a prayer, or not, it is part of inspired Scripture, and so is for our profit, even if it does not come strictly within the confines of the topic!


  We could look at the prayers of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob from several different angles, but we shall have to content ourselves with one. For the purposes of this chapter, we will view them from the standpoint of considering on whose behalf those prayers were made. We shall see that there were prayers made for self, for a spouse, for a son, for one’s successors, for sufferers, and for sinners. We shall consider them in that order, as they represent a moving out: from oneself to one’s family, to one’s neighbours, to people largely unknown to the one who is praying.


  One final introductory point: not surprisingly, most references in this chapter will be from the book of Genesis. Only when a Scripture reference is not from Genesis will the book name be given. For example, "15.2" means "Genesis 15.2".


  SELF


  There are five prayers that could be considered to be primarily concerned with the personal circumstances of the person praying. These vary greatly, but all can provide instruction for us, in the varied situations of life that we face.


  A Problem – 15.2,3


  The background here is very interesting. In chapter 14, Abram has had interaction with a huge variety of people, and, without exception, he has behaved himself in an exemplary way. He has:


  
    	
      mobilised his household servants; fought to rescue people who were in captivity (not only his nephew Lot, but the wicked people of Sodom who were in captivity with him)

    


    	
      received blessing from the mighty Melchizedek

    


    	
      resisted the subtle advances of the king of Sodom.

    

  


  Now God comes to him in a vision, 15.1, and says, "Fear not, Abram: I am thy shield, and thy exceeding great reward." But Abram has a problem. He can muster three hundred and eighteen servants "born in his own house" to fight a battle, 14.14, but he has no son. His heir is "one born in my house" 15.3, for, as he says, "I go childless" v.2, and "to me Thou hast given no seed" v.3.


  A heartless observer would perhaps find fault with Abram. He might well say to him something like, "Abram, what is your problem? God has promised to make a great nation of you, 12.2, and that your seed will be as the dust of the earth, 13.16. You have just won a famous victory. You have plenty of helpful and like-minded people around you. You are rubbing shoulders with, and being honoured by, the aristocracy. And, best of all, God has just told you that He is all you need. Why make an issue over the fact that you have no child?"


  Yet, it is probable that just here many of us can identify with Abram. Yes, we have the blessed promises given to us in God’s Word. In addition, we have known spiritual victories, where God has proven His faithfulness to us. Moreover, we have enjoyed and benefited from the fellowship of other believers, the "aristocracy of heaven". Yet we have come home from it all, to face real problems that are personal to us, and which make us sad. Can we obtain any comfort from this passage in Genesis chapter 15?


  We can indeed, for the manner in which the Lord replies to Abram is most instructive. Note that he does not chide Abram for his statement. The hypothetical words of the "heartless observer" noted above are totally absent from the Divine response. "For He knoweth our frame; He remembereth that we are dust" Ps.103.14. We thank God that He is far more sympathetic than our fellow-men.


  Not only so, but God responds in the exact way that Abram needs. Abram has spoken of his "heir" as "one born in my house". God’s answer is right to the point. He mentions the "heir" as being, not the one whom Abram has mentioned (Eliezer), but "he that shall come forth out of thine own bowels" v.4. The answer is direct, clear, and unambiguous. It is just what Abram needs.


  Furthermore, God gives Abram an object lesson to reinforce His promise. He takes him out to observe the night sky, and challenges Abram to number the stars, v.5. Obviously, he cannot, and thus receives the promise that it will also be impossible for him to number his seed.


  Of course, this incident must not be taken out of context. God does not speak verbally to us today, nor does He take us outside to show us things. But we do have something that Abram did not have, namely the written Word of God, in which we do have plenty of evidence of His sympathetic character, His direct and appropriate answers to His people’s requests, and object lessons and illustrations which are a help to us. And, while our situations are mostly very different from that of Abram, nevertheless, the principles of this story still hold true. These are: God is sympathetic to the needs of His people; He does answer in the way that is best; and (in His Word) He provides us with the encouragements we need in order to rest on His promises.


  And so, just as Abram "believed in the LORD" v.6, so can we. The fact that this verse is quoted three times in the New Testament, Rom.4.3; Gal.3.6; Jms.2.23, is proof sufficient that its lesson is for us. No matter how big the problem, He knows, He cares, and He is able. We can trust in Him for every situation.


  A Place – 15.8


  God speaks to Abram again, reminding him, "I am the LORD that brought thee out of Ur of the Chaldees, to give thee this land to inherit it" v.7. But, as in the previous case, Abram needs a bit more, and so he responds, "Lord GOD, whereby shall I know that I shall inherit it?" v.8.


  Once again, we see the sympathy of our God. He does not scold Abram for such a request, nor express impatience that, having been given a clear indication that God will give him a son, he should surely be prepared at face value to accept God’s Word regarding the land. No – God deals with him gently and kindly.


  How does He respond to Abram’s question? By giving Abram His word, based on a solemn sacrifice, 15.9-21. He spells out exactly the geographical location of the land which Abram would receive, vv.18-21. Thus Abram is left in no doubt that God will keep His promise regarding the land, just as He will the promise regarding a seed.


  How can we apply the above to our situation today? God has promised a place to us. The Lord Jesus speaks of it in Jn.14.2: "I go to prepare a place for you". He then promises to come again to take us to be there with Him, v.3. When the Lord Jesus makes this promise to His disciples, Thomas responds with a question not unlike that which Abram asks in our passage: "How can we know the way?" v.5. What reassuring words the Lord gives in reply: "I am the way" v.6. And, as for Abram, the basis of this promise is a sacrifice, but not of animals, (as was the case for Abram), rather the sacrifice of Himself.


  Humanly speaking, there did not seem much likelihood of Abram and his descendants possessing the land. The many names of those in it at the time God spoke, vv.19-21, testify to that. But that in no way lessened God’s ability to do it. So it is for us today. The world in general will speak, perhaps in scoffing tones, of believers’ anticipation of heaven as looking for "pie in the sky". We should not be discouraged by such statements. Our trust is in a God Who keeps His Word, and Who is able to do as He has promised.


  And so, Abraham’s prayer, or, rather, God’s answer to it, should be an assurance to us. How can we know that God will bring us to the place He has promised to us? We have His Word for it, based on the sacrifice of Christ. And this principle is seen in illustration right in the first book of our Bible.


  A Promise – 28.20-22


  We now turn to Jacob, on his journey to his uncle Laban, having had to leave his home in great haste. He has just had an experience that he will never forget: God has spoken to him during the night, and has promised rich blessings to him.


  We read Jacob’s response in 28.20-22. At the beginning he speaks of God in the third person, but by the end he speaks of Him in the second person. So, when does he start speaking to God? We can reasonably take it that he is speaking to God right through. After all, the evidence is that he was alone, so he could not have been speaking to anyone else! Moreover, the whole statement is described as a "vow" v.20, which would have been made to God. So we will consider it as coming within the scope of the title of this chapter.


  The "If … then …" nature of this prayer has, inevitably, led some to accuse Jacob of displaying the bargaining trait which he has already used with his brother Esau, 25.29-34, and will employ later with his uncle Laban, 30.31-43. However, there is a danger of us being too hard on poor Jacob. Let us just give credit where it is due: he has accepted God’s words to him; he realises that God has been gracious to him, and he responds in an appropriate manner, promising that the Lord will be his God; that the place where he had spent the night would be the house of God, and that he would give to Him the tenth of all that God would give to him.


  The last part of his promise is very interesting. It was made long before tithing was instituted as a legal requirement by God. God had not demanded it of Jacob. Is this not evidence of a desire on Jacob’s part to give God His portion? Here, long before Paul wrote "God loveth a cheerful giver" 2Cor.9.7, we see the principle of a believer giving liberally to God, being practised. We can also ask from whence Jacob got this principle? A reasonable suggestion would surely be the example of his grandfather Abraham, who gave tithes to Melchizedek, 14.20. So Jacob is following the good example of his progenitor.


  What can we learn from this? Not that we must follow tithing, as a legalistic system. In this age, it is clear that each is to give "as the Lord hath prospered him" 1Cor.16.2. No, there is an even wider principle to follow, which is, when we look at the blessings we have received from God, we should acknowledge that He is deserving of our all. Not merely our material possessions, but all that we have in terms of our treasures, our talents, and our time. And, as for Jacob, it should come from a willing heart; a heart full of appreciation for Who He is and all He has done.


  Moreover, we also learn that, having made a promise to God, we need to keep it. We do not raise stone pillars, pour oil, or vow vows, in the manner that Jacob did, but when, in the light of God’s goodness to us, we tell Him what we will do for Him, how important it is that we keep our word, and that we allow nothing to stop us from keeping our promises to Him.


  A Peril – 32.9-12


  We now come to a different situation in the life of Jacob. In the case above, he was running away from his brother Esau; now, many years later, he is making the return journey, and is about to face the same Esau. Not surprisingly, he is very apprehensive, but he makes a most wise decision, by bringing the matter to God in prayer.


  Hopefully few of us will face circumstances quite as acute as those which Jacob faced. Yet who among us has not, at some time in our experience, faced a situation in which we were fearful of what the outcome would be? And, to be sure, if we are left in this world much longer, we will face such situations again. In such circumstances, we can follow Jacob’s example and bring the matter to God in prayer.


  Not only does Jacob’s action give us a good example to follow in general terms, but the specific points in his prayer are also exemplary. There are at least six aspects of his prayer that we would do well to emulate:


  Acknowledging of the Character of God


  He calls Him, "God of my father Abraham, and God of my father Isaac" v.9. The same God Whom they knew and Who was faithful to them, would also be so to him. We know God in an even more wonderful way, as "the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ" 2Cor.11.31; Eph.1.3; 1Pet.1.3. It is a good thing, before we move on to any requests, to approach God, as Jacob does here, in reverence, and in acknowledgment of the greatness of His Person.


  Claiming the Promises of God


  Jacob "reminds" God that He is the One Who has told him to "return unto thy country and to thy kindred" and that He has promised him, "I will deal well with thee" v.9. He knew that he was walking in obedience to what God had told him, and thus that he could claim God’s promises. If (but only if) we are walking in accordance with the Word of God, then we can have confidence to claim God’s blessing.


  Confessing His Own Unworthiness


  Jacob approaches God with humility: "I am not worthy of the least of all the mercies, and of all the truth, which Thou hast shewed unto Thy servant" v.10. He is not claiming anything as his "right". He freely acknowledges that anything he has, or asks for, is solely because of God’s mercy, and for such he pleads. How well we would do to follow this example too, because our hearts easily can swell up with pride. Like Jacob, we have no "right" to anything that God gives to us, or that we ask from Him. It is all of His mercy and grace.


  Stating God’s Blessings


  "For with my staff I passed over this Jordan; and now I am become two bands" v.10. Jacob now has such a big family, such a large household, and so many possessions that he has been able to split it into "two bands" v.7. What a contrast: one staff when leaving home; two bands when returning. But there is not a hint of any self-praise. He acknowledges that it is all of God. The lesson to be learned from Jacob is all that we have, material or spiritual, is of God, and we ought never to fail to express to Him our acknowledgment of all He has done for us.


  Asking For God’s Deliverance


  "Deliver me, I pray thee …" v.11. Jacob knows his situation is grave. Esau might take revenge, not only on him, but also on his family. But he comes to the right Person, to the Lord, Who is able to deliver him, and requests that He do so. How we need to do likewise! How many and varied are the difficult circumstances into which we come. The same God Who could come to Jacob’s aid is able to come to ours.


  Quoting God’s Word


  "And Thou saidst, I will surely do thee good, and make thy seed as the sand of the sea, which cannot be numbered for multitude" v.12. Jacob quotes what God has said; not that God needs to be told what He has said in the sense that we do, He knows it all, and will never forget, but nevertheless Jacob wisely bases his prayer on God’s unfailing Word. How good it is that we should read God’s Word, the Bible, and be able to quote the Scriptures to Him in prayer, bringing before Him what He has recorded. It ought not to be forgotten, however, that, while all of God’s Word is for us, not all of it is about us, and, in particular, not all the promises refer to us. When our children were young, they had a cassette tape with a chorus in it which began, "Every promise in the Book is mine; Every chapter, every verse, every line". It was an attractive little ditty, but it was not accurate! We do not have to go outside our current passage to see this. God has not promised each of us that our seed will be "as the sand of the sea"! But we have received from Him "exceeding great and precious promises" 2Pet.1.4, and we can certainly quote these in prayer, and rejoice that they are ours.


  A Plea – 32.26-29


  Before finally encountering his brother Esau, Jacob encounters "a man" v.24, with Whom he wrestles. We later read that it was "an angel" Hos.12.4, and Jacob says that he has seen God "face to face" v.30. So this is an encounter with God Himself (while a detailed discussion of this matter is beyond the scope of this chapter, we do believe that it was a "Christophany", and that the One Who appeared was the Lord Jesus Christ, in a pre-incarnate appearance). Having put Jacob’s thigh out of joint, the Lord wants to go, but before He does, Jacob says, "I will not let thee go, except thou bless me" v.26.


  God certainly wanted to bless Jacob. But before doing that, Jacob has to learn a lesson given physically and one given verbally.


  The lesson given physically was the disablement Jacob received, by the Lord touching him in his thigh, v.25. Doubtless this was a significant action in a number of aspects, but one of them must be that it was showing Jacob that he could not depend on his own strength. The Lord was merciful in dealing with him. Of course, He could have killed Jacob, or dealt him a much greater injury. However, what He did to him was a relatively minor thing, but enough to show him which of the two of them was the stronger, despite Jacob’s valiant struggle.


  The lesson given verbally comes in the question with which the Lord responds to Jacob’s request: "What is thy name?" v.27. The previous time (as far as the Biblical record is concerned) that Jacob was asked to identify himself by name was in 27.18,19, when his lying response was, "I am Esau". Did Jacob recall, with a sense of guilt, this incident, as he replied with the minimum of words, "Jacob". As so often in Scripture, the name denotes the nature. Jacob was the "Supplanter". He had to confess his true nature.


  God tells him that Jacob will no longer be his name; rather he will now be "Israel". This was a name that would not only be his, but that of the great nation that would come from him; a name denoting his dealings with God. What a privilege!


  Then Jacob asks the Stranger what His name is, v.29, but he is not told. Why does the Lord not reveal His name to him? We suggest that it is to show that, not only is the Lord greater than Jacob in strength (as the "thigh out of joint" incident shows), but that He is altogether different from him in nature also. If the Lord had told Jacob His name, it would have put the two of them on a similar level (that Jacob could demand and be told the Lord’s name, just as the Lord had demanded and been told his); by refusing, the Lord was showing that He is greater than Jacob in character.


  And then Jacob receives the blessing he requested, v.29. So his prayer has been answered, but on God’s terms, not his own. Blessing came when God’s strength was shown to be greater than his own, and when God’s character was shown to be different from his. And God will answer our prayers for His blessing upon us today. But, like Jacob, blessing is received on God’s terms, not ours, when we see ourselves as we really are, compared with His strength and holiness. In this knowledge, we will have no confidence in the flesh, Phil.3.3, and our sins will be confessed and dealt with, 1Jn.1.9.


  SPOUSE – 25.21


  On viewing the title of this chapter, the great and eloquent prayers of Abraham and Jacob come readily to mind – but is there anything written about Isaac? Does the Scripture record him as having prayed? Yes, it does, and a very precious prayer it is. It is found in 25.21: "And Isaac intreated the LORD for his wife, because she was barren".


  Each of these three patriarchs had a beloved wife who was barren, Sarah, 11.30; Rebekah, 25.21; Rachel, 29.31. A comparison of how each situation was handled is exceedingly instructive. In Abraham and Sarah’s case, the "solution" was to bring in another woman to bear a child for Abraham, 16.2; for Jacob and Rachel there was a heated argument, with a similar "solution", 30.1-4. In both cases, the matter was not handled according to faith, nor in a way that was sensitive to feelings, nor in accordance with the mind of God. And, in both cases, the consequences were far-reaching and negative.


  How refreshingly different is the response of Isaac to his wife’s barrenness. No scheming; no scolding; just supplicating. Isaac and Rebekah did not try to think of some carnal means of "solving" the problem. Nor did they resort to bitter argument and accusations. They simply brought the matter to God in prayer. And God answered. How long did they have to wait for the answer? We do not know. The prayer and the answer are both recorded in the same verse, and can be read in one breath. However, it is likely that the time gap was considerable. The birth of their twin sons was twenty years after their marriage, 25.20,26. In all probability, Rebekah’s barrenness was discovered early in their marriage, and thus it is likely that the praying went on for a long time. But they did not give up. They depended on God and waited patiently for Him to answer.


  Before continuing, we should note that God eventually removed the barrenness of both Sarah and Rachel. How much better it would have been for them and for their husbands if they had waited for God’s own time, as Rebekah did.


  Married couples can surely learn from the sweet example of Isaac and Rebekah; and the application goes far beyond the area of childbearing. For there are many difficult circumstances which couples face. How often such circumstances can lead to temptation to take actions that are contrary to Scripture, which have far-reaching and disastrous consequences. How often too such difficulties can lead to needless disagreement and bitterness. How much heartache and sorrow would be avoided if such things were to be taken to God in prayer, and left with Him, patiently waiting for Him to answer.


  The subject matter of this prayer of Isaac was very private and very personal. It mattered a lot to him, but would not have been regarded as very significant in the eyes of anyone else. But an ever-loving and sympathetic God was more than willing to hear and answer his cries: "the LORD was intreated of him, and Rebekah his wife conceived" 25.21. Truly we can take heart since all our concerns (however personal and insignificant in the sight of others they may be) are known to God, and He cares deeply.


  SON – 17.18


  We return to Abraham, now in chapter 17. He has a son, Ishmael, who is now thirteen years old, 17.25. The circumstances of his birth and of his early life have not been happy. He was born because of lack of faith and patience, 16.1-4. The whole matter brought a breakdown in relations between Sarai and Hagar, 16.4,6, and tensions between Abram and Sarai, 16.5,6. Future years would bring further trouble; so much so that Ishmael and his mother would have to leave, 21.9-21.


  God tells Abraham that Sarah is going to have a son, and he is the one in whom the promises of God to Abraham are going to be fulfilled, 17.16,19. In the midst of this, Abraham says, "O that Ishmael might live before Thee!" v.18.


  What are we to make of this cry regarding Ishmael? It is certainly possible to view it from a negative standpoint, and to state that Abraham is being slow to come to terms with God’s plan and purpose. While he is not denying God’s purposes regarding Isaac (indeed, the last few verses of Romans chapter 4 show that he fully believes them), there is perhaps the suggestion that Abraham is longing that God would have carried out His purposes through Ishmael (almost an "If only …" statement).


  However, while not denying this view, it is also possible to view Abraham’s statement in a more positive light. We suggest that, while Abraham realises and accepts that the covenant blessings are to be Isaac’s, nevertheless, he deeply loves his son Ishmael, and also desires blessing for him. Abraham knows very well that (as far as Ishmael’s birth is concerned) things have not been done as they should have been, but this in no way lessens his love for his son, nor does he try to "walk away" from him, and pretend that he does not exist. Although the future does not look promising as far as Ishmael is concerned, this does not stop Abraham from praying for him and earnestly seeking his blessing.


  We would do well to follow Abraham’s example in this. Many of us have children at the teenage stage (as was Ishmael), but whether younger or older, every stage has its difficulties and we wonder, with much concern, what the future holds for them. Like Abraham, our desire is that they would be men and women of God. Superficially, the prospects are often not encouraging, but this should never stop us from crying to God on their behalf.


  Is there encouragement for us in this? Yes, for God says to Abraham, "As for Ishmael, I have heard thee: Behold, I have blessed him" 17.20. No matter how discouraging the circumstances, we have a God Who hears and answers the prayers of His people for their families. We should never give up praying for them.


  SUCCESSORS – 48.15,16


  We now move from a prayer for a son to a prayer for grandsons. We are in chapter 48, and Joseph has brought his two sons to his father Jacob. In vv.15,16, Jacob prays for them. In this brief prayer, Jacob acknowledges God in three ways, namely:


  
    	
      He is the God before Whom his fathers Abraham and Isaac walked – a personal God.

    


    	
      He is the God Who fed him all his life long, right up to this day – a providing God.

    


    	
      He is the Angel Who redeemed him from all evil – a protecting God.

    

  


  Then he asks God for three things for the grandsons, namely: that God will bless them; that the name of himself, and of Abraham and Isaac, be named on them; that they would grow into a multitude.


  The parallels between his threefold acknowledgment and his threefold asking are not difficult to spot. In short, what God was to Abraham, Isaac and Israel, the grandfather requests that He would be to them: the protection and provision that he knew, he also wanted for them. His description of what God has done is the same as his desire for what God would do.


  Much is involved here, regarding God’s covenant relationship to the patriarchs, and the future of the tribes of Israel, with Ephraim and Manasseh taking their full place among the tribes. We will pass over all that, and go to a practical lesson for us today: how we should desire and pray for God’s rich blessing upon those who, if the Lord be not soon come, will continue to bear the name of Christ after we have gone home to heaven.


  In this connection, the case of Timothy comes to mind. Speaking to him, Paul, like Jacob, looks back to the past and looks forward to the future. He mentions those who have had a godly influence on this young man, both his literal ancestors, Lois and Eunice, 2Tim.1.5, and his spiritual father, Paul himself, 2Tim.1.2; 2.1. As he looks to a time when he will not be there, Paul tells Timothy that he is to commit the truths he has been taught to "faithful men" 2Tim.2.2. And the chain does not stop there, for they will "teach others also".


  How important it is that we ever seek to help and encourage and pray for those who are rising up among God’s people, and if the Lord be not come, who will bear testimony in days when we will not be there. Jacob and Paul are exemplary in this regard. Jacob prayed for people and circumstances that he knew he himself would not live to see; so should we. There is no thought of caring only for one’s own generation, and taking no interest in those who will follow. There is every thought of encouraging, teaching, and praying for those who will continue the work in days to come.


  The God before Whom we seek to walk; Who provides for us; Who protects and preserves us, right to this day, is the same God Who can do it for generations to come. May it ever be our prayer that He will do so, until the Lord Jesus Christ comes again.


  SUFFERERS – 20.17


  All prayers considered so far have been either for the person himself or for his family. We now move out, to consider a prayer for non-relatives.


  In chapter 20 the circumstances are sad. Abraham has said that Sarah is his sister, v.2, to avoid difficulty for himself, v.11, and so Abimelech (the king) has taken Sarah into his household, v.2. Because of this, God has made the members of the king’s household incapable of bearing children, v.18, and, in a dream, He tells Abimelech the true position, and warns him that he must return Sarah to Abraham, and that Abraham would pray for him. Moreover, if Abimelech fails to do so, then he and his household would die, vv.3-7. Abimelech responds in the right way, doing what God tells him, and chiding Abraham and Sarah for their duplicity, vv.8-10. Abraham does pray for him, and he and his family are healed, v.17.


  There are many lessons we can learn for ourselves from this story, such as:


  
    	
      the need to depend on God, not our own schemes;

    


    	
      the trouble we cause when we seek to deceive;

    


    	
      if a "half-truth" (Sarah was a "half-sister" of Abraham, v.12), is presented as the whole truth, it is an untruth;

    


    	
      that our wrongs affect not just ourselves, but many others;

    


    	
      that it is a sad thing when unbelievers behave in a more honourable way than believers, and when they have to point out our wrongs to us;

    


    	
      that we should learn from previous mistakes (a similar incident had already taken place in Abraham’s life, 12.14-20);

    


    	
      the bad influence that our mistakes can have on our family (Isaac made a similar mistake years later, 26.6-11).

    

  


  However, this chapter is about prayer, so we will not pursue any of these points.


  So what can we learn from this passage about prayer?


  Firstly, that true prayer to God can only be made by those who have a relationship with Him. God would answer Abraham’s prayer, "for he is a prophet" v.7. Abimelech seems to be an honourable man in many ways, yet he does not know God, and God does not tell him to pray for himself. Only the prayers of a righteous man will avail with the Lord. This is an important lesson for us. There are many respectable people in the world today, who may even conduct religious activities, but if they do not know God, then their prayers are of no value before Him. The privilege of true and effectual prayer to God is for those who know Him, and them alone.


  Secondly, those who desire that God would answer prayers for them ought to be obedient to Him. God’s promise to Abimelech: "He shall pray for thee, and thou shalt live" v.7, is conditional upon the previous instruction: "Now therefore restore the man his wife". If we are not being submissive to God’s Word, then we have no right to expect our prayers to be answered.


  Thirdly, that God is gracious; a God of restoration – failure does not have to be final. Abraham does not emerge from this story with full credit, but when he was shown his wrong he put matters right, and then God was willing to use him in prayer for the restoration of Abimelech’s household. How thankful we are that He is patient with us (despite our failures), that He delights to restore our communion with Him and deigns to use us in prayer, and in other aspects of service for Him.


  Fourthly, that there is no one who should be beyond the scope of our prayers. Here is Abraham, a pilgrim and a stranger, without a possession in the land, praying for the king of Gerar himself, and for his family and household. Few of us will "rub shoulders" with those in the topmost echelons of society, as Abraham did, yet we are exhorted to pray "for kings, and for all that are in authority" 1Tim.2.2. We can be very good at criticising those in authority, (and we may well feel that they deserve it), but we would be better employed in using that time and energy in praying for them.


  Finally, that our God is a God Who answers prayer. The impression obtained on reading v.17 is that the prayer was answered speedily, and fully. God delights to answer prayers that are in accordance with His Divine will.


  SINNERS – 18.23-33


  In our final case, we continue to look at Abraham. Now, he is not praying for himself, or his family, or those of his acquaintance, but for the sinners of Sodom, most of whom are probably not even known to him.


  As is observed in the introduction, this is not a typical "prayer" situation, such as we would experience today. Here Abraham is face to face with the Lord (a careful consideration of this whole chapter, right from the first verse to the last, points to that conclusion), and it is a two-way conversation, in which he receives audible replies to what he says. Nonetheless, in this intercession which Abraham makes on behalf of the people of Sodom, we are given timeless principles which are applicable to us.


  Firstly, one is immediately struck by the reverence with which Abraham approaches God. His language is full of respect. We would do well to note it, in a day when there is often a shocking disrespect in the way people speak of, and sometimes to, God.


  Related to this is the humility of Abraham in God’s presence. It goes beyond his language, to the very phrases he uses, such as, "I have taken upon me to speak unto the Lord, which am but dust and ashes" v.27, and a similar phrase in v.31. We know that we have access into the presence of God, and we need have no terror in approaching Him in prayer (as, doubtless, later chapters of this book will show), but we should never forget that we are "but dust and ashes", with no merit of our own, and that it ever behoves us to come before Him with humility.


  Another aspect of Abraham’s intercession which comes over clearly is his deep awareness of the righteous character of God. Verse 25 is particularly striking: "Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?" Abraham is pleading for God to take a certain course of action, and he is basing it, not upon his own whims, or sentimentality, but on God’s righteous character. This is also important for us to keep in mind in our day. In coming to God in prayer, we must ever remember that God will do righteously; He will not act out of character. Many in the world today try to accuse God of being unrighteous in His judgments and his actions. For such people, the problem is with themselves; not with God. He can be depended upon to do what is right.


  Another aspect of this prayer, which should be of encouragement to us, is that Abraham, while coming to God in complete sincerity, does not yet know the full picture. As far as he is concerned, God will either have to save everyone in Sodom, or destroy everyone. It does not seem to occur to him that God could separate the righteous from the wicked, and save the former, while destroying the latter. Abraham is not objecting to God’s righteous judgment of the wicked. But his big dilemma is, how can God punish all indiscriminately? As we see in the next chapter of Genesis, Abraham need not have worried on that matter. He provided an escape for the righteous Lot. And for us, while we cannot always see the full picture, we can trust God, Who can see it all, and Who is not bound by our limited knowledge and understanding. Indeed we could do no better here than to quote Peter’s commentary on this selfsame event: "The LORD knoweth how to deliver the godly out of temptations, and to reserve the unjust unto the day of judgment to be punished" 2Pet.2.9. What we do not fully know or understand, we can leave to Him, Who does know and understand all.


  Closely related to this point is another one we would benefit from considering, namely, God does not always answer prayers in the way we expect. Abraham’s primary concern was that the righteous would not be destroyed with the wicked. As Abraham viewed the smoke ascending from Sodom, 19.28, he may well have thought that God had not answered his prayer. But God had answered, in sparing the righteous, and doubtless, when Abraham came to know the true situation, he gave glory to God.


  Last, but by no means least, an obvious point, but an extremely important one: God does answer prayer. This is made abundantly clear in 19.29: "And it came to pass, when God destroyed the cities of the plain, that God remembered Abraham, and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow." The Holy Spirit is leaving us, the readers, in no doubt that Abraham was not wasting his time in making intercession to God.


  CONCLUSION


  As we consider the prayers of the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, we cannot fail to be impressed by their prayer life. Right from the first book of our Bible, principles of prayer are set before us, which are still applicable to us today. We have much to learn from them, and the goal of this chapter has been to try to bring out some of those lessons. May we, like Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, come to Him in prayer, in all our circumstances, Phil.4.6, at all times, 1Thess.5.17, and on behalf of all people, 1Tim.2.1, knowing that, like them, we come to a God Who hears and answers prayer.


  CHAPTER 3 - THE PRAYERS OF MOSES


  by Walter A. Boyd, N. Ireland


  INTRODUCTION


  It is not uncommon to hear someone speak about a person’s prayer life, referring to that part of their life which is set aside for speaking to God. When examining the life of Moses as recorded in the Pentateuch, it is immediately noticeable that Moses spoke often to God. Yet, at the same time, it is very difficult to separate a distinct section of his activities as his prayer life. That is simply because it appears that Moses lived his life in such close communion with heaven that he was continually conversing with his God. For Moses, prayer seemed to be the immediate action in every situation; whether in joy, sorrow, trial or triumph, he spoke with his God.


  As we examine the prayers of Moses we will find that he engages in every facet of prayer in his communion with God: at various times and in various places he is seen in personal supplication, Ex.4.1, or national intercession, Num.14.13, or spiritual exultation, Exodus chapter 15. There are occasions when his prayer is very detailed, Exodus chapter 33, and on other occasions he casts himself before God with a seeming inability to express the great burden that he carries, Ex.17.4. One of the most striking features of his prayers is the beautiful balance between his deep reverence for God and his intimate familiarity with God. Moses used simple yet expressive language to converse with God, yet he never became unduly familiar in how he addressed God. The deep reverence in his soul is clearly manifested in his attitude and approach to the Lord as he prayed.


  Another initial observation is that in the first eighty years of Moses’ life there is no record of any prayers! It may well be that there were some during his first forty years, certainly during his childhood days under the care of his mother he would have known the practice of family prayers before he was taken to the palace by Pharaoh’s daughter. If there were, we are not told. It is much more likely that there were prayers in his life during the second forty years, when he spent his time as a shepherd in the isolation of the wilderness. During those years in the wilderness he had plenty of time to ponder the mistake he had made in slaying the Egyptian, Ex.2.12. The third period of forty years commences with Moses in the presence of God at the bush that "burned with fire" Ex.3.2. God initiates the conversation by speaking in Divine grace to Moses, who had made such a great blunder in the service of God forty years beforehand. Similarly, that third forty-year period concludes with Moses in the presence of God and God initiates the conversation by speaking to Moses, but this time in Divine government, Deut.34.4. This shows us a two-fold lesson in life. Firstly, after a period of coldness there must be renewed dealings and conversation with God before further service, and secondly, the end of a life of useful service can be tinged with sadness as a result of past disobedience.


  We will examine a few of the significant highlights in the prayers of Moses chronologically, that is, the order in which they appear in the Holy Scriptures.


  EXODUS CHAPTERS 3 - 4


  In this well-known incident at the burning bush, God initiates a conversation with Moses in which we have not just the first recorded words of Moses in forty years but the first recorded prayer of his lifetime of eighty years! For Moses, it may well have been the first time in forty years that he had heard the voice of God.


  There are general features in this great event that we should not pass over quickly, since they are full of meaning to the believer who wants to know God better. The ‘ordinary’ very quickly becomes extraordinary when God intervenes in the affairs of life.


  We will pay attention to these ordinary things in this remarkable incident by noticing the significance of the place. This conversation that would shape the rest of his life and bring him into a life of service for God took place in a desert. He was far from the world’s hustle and bustle. Similarly, if we are to hear the voice of God and understand His claims on our lives we will need to get away from the rush and din of the world that clamours for our attention. This place was likely no different from any other area of the wilderness; just a flat uninteresting place whose only attraction was shelter or some little pasture for the flock. For Moses this was just his ordinary job in the ordinary place on an ordinary day, but for him it was about to become very interesting. God was about to change the mundane landscape of Moses’ life by making a few adjustments to the laws of nature. A bush was about to burst into flames and remain burning without being burnt up. A bush burning in the desert might at first sight appear to be a common occurrence. Moses turned aside to see why an insignificant desert scrub bush had burst into flames yet remained unconsumed, and in so doing he heard the voice of God. Moses learned an important lesson in this first encounter with God; he learned to notice the significance in the insignificant. In hearing the voice of God and discerning the will of God we need to have our spiritual eyes opened to detect the significance of Divine action in the insignificant affairs of life. Why did we get that ‘strange’ phone call? What was the significance in that ‘chance’ encounter? We should learn to examine everyday things for evidence of God behind them. Before Moses could grasp the significance of this event he had to stop, look and then listen. How seldom we take the time to examine the mundane things that take place around us, thus closing out the voice of God in circumstances.


  Notice the name. The mountain was called "Horeb", meaning dry or desolate. As far as men were concerned this was a dry, desolate and uninteresting place. It became the very opposite to Moses! Similarly, while those unaccustomed to spending time alone with God regard prayer as a boring waste of time; we should quickly learn by experience that the place in which time is spent in God’s presence is anything but dry or desolate.


  Notice the significance of the task. The little task in secular things is about to be overtaken by a great task in spiritual things. The man who is leading the flock of his father-in-law, Ex.3.1, is going to be commanded to lead the people of God ("My people"), Ex.3.7. God requires a man who can do three things to further His programme for Israel and bring about their liberty. He needs a man to declare His promise to Israel, Ex.3.13,14; the ancient covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob has not been forgotten by God! God needs a man to declare His programme to Pharaoh, Ex.5.1; the evil deeds of Pharaoh have not been ignored by God! God needs a man to display His power in Egypt, Ex.3.10; the mighty power of Egypt will not hinder God! In order to equip Moses to do these three things, God brought him to the burning bush to witness Divine power. While there, God spoke to Moses with assurance of the Divine purpose for Israel and to make him aware of the Divine programme in which he will be permitted to participate.


  We will now look beyond the general features of this incident and examine some of the particulars of the occasion.


  There is very clear evidence of the nearness of the relationship between God and Moses. Likely, until now Moses was not living in the good of that relationship but God wants to remind him of it by calling his name twice, "Moses, Moses". God did not do that because Moses was hard of hearing; it was done in eastern communities to manifest the special relationship between persons, in this case between God and Moses. Look at the double calls in the Bible and see that as the reason for God calling someone’s name twice. Moses was being reminded that all had not been lost. In spite of the awful wreckage in his life through a moment’s ill-thought action in Egypt when he slew the Egyptian, God had not thrown Moses on the scrap heap. Acts 7.25 makes it clear that Moses had been made aware of God’s design for him to be a leader of his people before he slew the Egyptian. This is very encouraging to any who feel they have missed the way or messed things up so badly that God can no longer use them. Forty years in the desert have taken their toll and Moses has by now lost his self-assertiveness and ambition. The isolation of the desert has smoothed the rough corners off him and he is now able to see things differently than when he was a prince in the Egyptian palace.


  The promptness of Moses’ reply is strikingly obvious. He had been drawn to this strange sight to examine why the bush was not consumed, then suddenly out of the bush God called "Moses, Moses", 3.4. Moses did not run away with fright nor was he startled into dumb silence: he promptly answers "here am I" 3.5. We could easily understand if Moses had been over-cautious and delayed in answering, but he immediately responds to the voice. The conversation between God and Moses in chapter 3 consists of two distinct parts: God’s revelation and Moses’ response.


  God’s Revelation


  The holiness of the ground is impressed upon Moses, 3.5. This initial lesson is quickly learned by Moses and will be seen in his life and service from then until his death. Moses is learning that where God is, the ground is holy. Very soon he would be tasked by God to superintend the building of a sanctuary for God, the tabernacle, which would reveal the same principle of holiness. The term "sanctuary" conveys the meaning of a holy place. Also, the structural layout of the tabernacle with a portion separated from the rest by a dividing curtain conveys the concept of holiness. A quick search in the concordance for the word "holy" in the Pentateuch will show that holiness is one of its major themes. The holiness of the immediate presence of God and holy ground, demand that Moses removes his shoes. The practical lesson is obvious: Moses must learn that the presence of his holy God has an effect upon him personally. It is not the plush and luxurious surroundings of a man made ‘sanctuary’ that affects Moses’ demeanour and dress; it is the presence of Jehovah, his God, in the most remote place in the desert. Similarly in our day, we ought never to lose sight of the fact that my reverence or otherwise for God is manifested in my dress and demeanour in His presence. In a day when casual dress and behaviour in the presence of God are becoming prevalent, we need to be reminded of the attitude of heart that Moses displayed.


  God then reminds Moses of His relationship with Moses’ forebears; "I am the God of thy father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob" v.6. This revelation of God as the God of his ancestors should have been a great encouragement to Moses. For no doubt he would have known of the promise made to Abraham by God hundreds of years earlier: that He would bring Israel out of the land of their affliction after four hundred years. The God Who made a covenant with Abraham is now beginning to move in fulfilment of that promise. And that same God is speaking personally to Moses! Any wonder Moses was afraid to look intently upon God, 3.6? However, Moses’ prayer life is going to develop in intimacy with God to such an extent that years later he is going to ask God, "shew me Thy glory" Ex.33.18. His communion with God started very small and weak in chapter 3 but develops to a level of maturity in chapter 33 that is seldom seen.


  Having established the principle of His holiness and relationship to Moses’ forebears, God then reveals to Moses His grand plan of deliverance for the nation of Israel. In giving Moses the details of that plan, God also reveals Himself in a three-fold way: His omniscience, His omnipresence, and His omnipotence.


  Omniscience is revealed in the fact that God has "surely seen the affliction" of His people which are in Egypt, 3.7. He had "heard their cry by reason of their taskmasters", and He says "I know their sorrows". What an encouragement for believers today: God sees our afflictions, God hears the cries wrung from the heart of a saint under pressure and God knows the bitter sorrows that those afflictions stir in the heart.


  Omnipresence is revealed in the assurance that God is "come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that land unto a good land and a large, unto a land flowing with milk and honey" 3.8. This ought to encourage Moses who is being sent into Egypt to lead the people out; he is not going alone, God has already come down before him and will be there to bring the people out. Moses is just going to be a human helper in the great Divine plan.


  Omnipotence is revealed in the purpose of God "to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that land unto a good land and a large, unto a land flowing with milk and honey" 3.8. Moses would have known the detailed inner working of the Egyptian government and the military forces available to Pharaoh to carry out his orders. How would thousands of prisoners who had known nothing other than total subjugation for their wholes lives, ever be able to overcome the mighty power of Egypt? God had answered that question before it even entered Moses’ head!


  At the start of the conversation, Moses is being assured that God is in total control and is able to retain that control throughout this project of deliverance. Had Moses really grasped the significance of this, he would have been saved many a heartache at what later seemed to be insurmountable obstacles in his leadership. For the first time, God describes Israel as "My people" 3.10. By this, Moses is reminded that God is in control of His treasured possession Israel in spite of how hopeless things until then had appeared.


  Moses’ Response


  As Moses responds to God he manifests a common human trait that is readily seen, even in our prayer lives. His attention is focussed on himself rather than on God. God has asked him to perform a great task and Moses is overwhelmed by the greatness of the task and his own littleness in comparison. "Who am I, that I should go unto Pharaoh, and that I should bring forth the children of Israel out of Egypt?" Ex.3.11. Notice that Moses still calls his kinsfolk "the children of Israel", whereas God has just called them "My people". Had Moses been listening carefully, he would have understood that since Israel were God’s people, God would be responsible for their safety, not Moses. That would have made it easier for Moses to accept the task in the knowledge that God would look after His own people. How often in our prayers we fail to listen accurately to what God says to us. God communicates His mind to us as we pray, by the Holy Spirit bringing to our minds the Holy Scriptures. When He does that, we should pay careful attention to what those Scriptures say, for they are conveying the mind of God for the matter about which we are praying.


  God’s Resources


  God reveals the certainty of His presence. In v.12, God immediately assures Moses that He will be with him, "certainly I will be with thee", and that He has sent him, "this shall be a token unto thee that I have sent thee". The token to assure Moses is that when he had "brought the people out of Egypt", he would "serve God upon this mountain". Notice that God still requires Moses to act in faith; the token is still ahead of him and will be granted after he has brought Israel out of Egypt.


  In vv.13,14 Moses is still doubtful and asks God what he will do when Israel asks him for the name of his God Who has sent him to lead the people? God then reveals the perpetuity of His person. "And God said unto Moses, "I AM that I AM:" and He said, "Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, ‘I AM hath sent me.’"


  Moses’ Remonstration


  Even though God gives Moses an extended assurance, Ex.3.15-21, he is still not satisfied. Moses speaks again to God and says that "they will not believe me" Ex.4.1. How often our prayers are like that of Moses! God speaks clearly and yet we either fail to hear or refuse to listen to what He tells us as we pray.


  In response to Moses’ remonstrations God gives him a two-fold sign involving his hand and his rod, Ex.4.2-9. Moses is still not convinced and comes back to God with what he sees and another problem; "O my LORD, I am not eloquent ... I am slow of speech and of a slow tongue" Ex.4.10. For a man who claimed to be "slow of speech" he had quite a lot to say.


  God responds yet again to Moses’ perceived difficulty by giving him Aaron his brother to help him, Ex.4.14. On later occasions when Aaron misbehaved and brought the judgment of God upon the nation, Moses would likely look back to his early remonstrations with God and wished that he had just done what God had said, without all his excuses. When we pray to God and He gives us assurances of His presence and power, we should accept those assurances immediately, rather than keep praying with continual and new requests to God concerning the matter that burdens us.


  Even though we have spent quite a lot of time and space on Moses’ first prayer without exhausting its lessons, we can see that Moses was at least exercised before God about what God said to him. We should not be too quick to blame Moses for lack of faith or submission to God’s plan. This is his first recorded experience with God for many years and subsequent prayers of his reveal that he matured and grew in his knowledge of, and intimacy with, God.


  EXODUS CHAPTERS 5 – 7


  At the beginning of chapter 5, Moses and Aaron go to Pharaoh and announce God’s audacious plan to have Israel released from bondage. Pharaoh refused to recognise God and dismissed them with an instruction to the taskmasters to increase the burden and hardship for Israel, 5.1-14. The leaders in Israel complained to Pharaoh and he tells them that it is their own fault for being idle and wanting to leave Egypt to worship their God, vv.15-18. Pharaoh is insinuating that their hardship is God’s fault.


  As a result, the leaders of Israel come to Moses and Aaron, 5.19-21, and blame them for their added hardship. What a shock for Moses. In trying to do the will of God and act in the light of what God had told him in prayer, Moses encountered further problems. But God was not finished: the story had only begun!


  Moses’ prayer at the end of chapter 5 was brief and very direct. He simply asked God to explain why He had done this to Israel, and why He had sent Moses to deliver them, 5.22,23. Moses then goes on to tell God that He had not delivered Israel (see 5.23). It almost appears that Moses is being disrespectful to God, and it certainly sounds as if he is upset at what he perceives to be God’s failure to keep His promise. Perhaps Moses’ inexperience was at play here. Sometimes we manifest the same impatience that betrays immaturity in our dealings with God.


  However, God is gracious and patient and gives Moses a further revelation of His greatness, 6.1-8. In the good of that renewed revelation of God’s greatness, Moses went to the people but "they hearkened not unto Moses for anguish of spirit, and for cruel bondage" 6.9. Poor Moses, he must have wondered where all this was going to end. He seemed to be going round in circles; the more he did God’s will the more difficulties piled in upon him. Don’t be discouraged when this happens in your life. Perhaps you have acted upon what you were certain was clear guidance from God as you prayed about a certain matter, and instead of it resolving the problem, it just added to it. God has a two-fold purpose in it all: to deepen your trust in Him and lessen your dependence upon yourself.


  In 6.13, God gave Moses and Aaron a further instruction to go to Pharaoh, which they did (see 7.6). One of the lessons Moses and Aaron were learning was that obedience to God’s Word is important. On this occasion Moses was given a further demonstration of God’s power, by his shepherd’s rod being turned into a serpent and back to a rod. Moses was then told to go to Pharaoh and cast his rod down before him. He did, and Pharaoh saw Moses’ rod turn into a serpent. However, far from being impressed, Pharaoh called in his magicians, who replicated the same act, whether by trickery or satanic power.


  EXODUS CHAPTERS 8 – 10


  In these chapters we have a series of instructions from God for Moses in relation to Moses’ repeated appearances before Pharaoh in an attempt to secure the release of Israel. Interspersed among the interviews that Moses had with Pharaoh were the plague-judgments that God poured upon Egypt as Moses lifted his hand and rod in obedience to God.


  During these plagues Pharaoh hardens his heart, and suggests various compromises to Moses to ease the disaster brought upon Egypt by the plagues. On occasions Moses entreats the Lord at Pharaoh’s request, 10.17,18, but the climactic events of chapter 12 are soon to take place. God is about to redeem Israel from bondage. Pharaoh has hardened his own heart and the entreaties of an able intercessor like Moses are not going to change Divine purpose. There are occasions like that in our lives. We genuinely pray for something, but God graciously does not answer our requests as they do not fit into His plan.


  EXODUS CHAPTER 15


  The amazing feat of Divine deliverance for Israel is now past; they had never known anything like it before in their history. Every Israelite that came out of Egypt under Moses’ leadership had only ever known bondage. Now upon release, Moses leads them in a song of praise. What an experience it must have been to stand with the millions that were there, and to hear them sing their praise to God.


  Their song was composed by Moses and commences with a look back at what they had just experienced: the overthrow of their enemies, 15.1-10. It continues with a look up at the greatness of their God, Jehovah, 15.11-13. The song concludes with a look forward to where God is going to bring them: "Thou shalt bring them in and plant them in the mountain of Thine inheritance, in the place, O LORD, which Thou hast made for Thee to dwell in, in the Sanctuary, O LORD, which Thy hands have established. The LORD shall reign for ever and ever" 15.17,18.


  Upon completion of their song, Israel moves out into the wilderness under the direction of Moses as he follows the cloud that signalled God’s abiding presence with them. They go only three days’ journey and find no water. They proceed a little further to a place called Marah where the water was bitter. In dire straits they react as they will always do in difficulty: they murmur against Moses. Moses sets a pattern in his reaction that he almost always follows when he is in difficulty from now on. He "cried unto the LORD", 15.25. We are not told the content of his prayer. The Lord graciously heard and provided the answer Moses needed, by showing him a tree. There are times when God does not answer our prayers by speaking to us, but instead He will show us something in life that we can use to alleviate the problem. Hence the need to remain alert when praying about any matter. Don’t just listen to what God says, but look at what He is showing you in the circumstances of life around you.


  EXODUS CHAPTER 17


  In Exodus chapter 16 we have the record of how God provided Israel with miraculous food called manna when they entered the wilderness of Sin. As before, Israel had murmured against Moses and Aaron, and God intervened to support their leadership by providing bread from heaven.


  Now in 17.1-7, Israel move from the wilderness of Sin at the commandment of God and come to Rephidim. Upon setting up camp they discover that there is no water, 17.1. True to form, the people murmur against Moses and demand water, 17.2. Their increasing thirst caused an increase in their complaining against Moses to such an extent that "Moses cried unto the LORD, saying, ‘What shall I do unto this people? They be almost ready to stone me’" 17.4. The seriousness of their grumbling is seen more clearly in 17.7, where it is identified as questioning the presence of God. God had promised to be with them and they are now questioning God’s honour, implying that God has not kept His word.


  Moses’ prayer comprises a very straightforward question; "What shall I do?" Moses is showing us again that when we are at a total loss as to what we should do, our immediate recourse should be to the Lord. God was not at a loss what to do as a result of Moses’ question, He knew exactly what to do and gave Moses a very precise instruction. Nor will God be beaten by any situation for which we cannot find the answer. The lesson from this prayer of Moses is two-fold: we should appeal immediately to God when a crisis arises; and we can have confidence that God has the solution to the problem we bring. And yet again, God demonstrates His great grace in a situation where we might think He would judge the unbelieving people. He bountifully meets their need for water by providing another miracle, 17.6,7.


  In 17.8-15 we have the first serious threat to Israel from without: the insidious enemy Amalek appeared and "fought with Israel" 17.8. While there is an abundance of practical teaching in the chapter, because of the remit of this chapter we will have to restrict our comments to Moses’ prayer.


  Moses’ actions as a leader are most instructive. He based his course of action upon what God had told him to do at Rephidim in vv.5,6. Moses is building upon previous experience with God. In the same way that he had taken his rod and stood upon the rock at Horeb, 17.6, so too in 17.9 he takes his rod and stands upon the mountain. As he stood above on the rock there were people in great need when Amalek attacked. Moses could neither meet the need of water in 17.1-4, nor the need of military power against Amalek in 17.8, but his God could!


  The picture presented by Moses on the top of the hill is beautifully instructive. He is seen as the intercessor for the nation in their need. Alongside Moses on the hill are Aaron and Hur, together presenting a picture of priestly intercession. The symbolism in Moses’ uplifted rod is that of imploring the provision of God and invoking His power. It was, after all, "the rod of God" 17.9. Moses is acting in priestly capacity as he intercedes for the people. The meanings of the names of the two men alongside Moses help to fill out the detail of their intercession. Aaron means "highly exalted," and Hur means "fine white linen". We can detect here a picture of the intercession of our Great High Priest, Who in all the perfection of His manhood is "highly exalted" Phil.2.5-9. The tribal affiliations of these two men also add to the picture. Aaron is from the tribe of Levi, and Hur from the tribe of Judah. This presents a picture of intercession that carries features that are priestly (Levi) and royal (Judah). Similarly, our Great High Priest is after the order of Melchisidec (royal) and according to the pattern of Aaron (priestly). When the enemy strikes we can avail of His intercessory work in heaven at the Father’s right hand.


  When dealing with types in the Old Testament, the maximum benefit is achieved by comparing and contrasting the type with Christ. In the previous paragraph we have been comparing the type of Moses on the hill, with Christ in the glory. When the type is contrasted with the anti-type, a lovely lesson is obtained. On the hill Moses needed the help of two men because, as he grew tired and his hands fell by his side, the power from heaven lessened; when he lifted them high, Israel was unstoppable in their conquest of the foe. The contrast is clear. Our Great High Priest never tires, and the availability of power from heaven against the flesh, as pictured in Amalek, is never diminished.


  The incident ends with Moses’ hands being "steady until the going down of the sun" 17.12. This is a very encouraging picture of the hands of our Intercessor that will never fall by his side before the battle ends or the day is over. There will be a battle with the flesh until the sun sets upon our dispensation, but we can be sure our Great High Priest will never tire in His intercession for us.


  EXODUS CHAPTER 32


  The serious events of making and worshipping a golden calf as recorded in vv.1-10 are very sad reading. For a people with such privileges as the abiding presence of Jehovah right in their midst, and the enduring provision of Jehovah in the manna, their sin is almost incredible. As in earlier incidents, we will have to leave the wealth of practical teaching in this incident and concentrate our thoughts on Moses’ prayers in vv.11-13 and then in vv.31,32.


  Verses 11–13 - The occasion of Israel’s greatest sin in this stage of the journey from Egypt to Canaan, results in Moses’ greatest prayer until now. In response to the people’s sin his prayer contains two questions and two requests for the Lord. As Moses records the story, he makes it clear that there is no doubt about his allegiance to Jehovah. "Moses besought the LORD his God" v.11. This is in contrast to the people who said that the calf was their god: "These be thy gods, O Israel, which brought thee up out of the land of Egypt" v.4.


  Before we examine Moses’ prayer, notice how God speaks to Moses in v.10: "Let Me alone, that My wrath may wax hot against them, and that I may consume them: and I will make of thee a great nation". God’s request for Moses to leave Him alone in His wrath indicates that even before Moses speaks to God about the problem, God knows how Moses will pray. Without diminishing God’s omniscience, this clearly indicates that God knows Moses will react as he always did in a crisis: he will pray about it. What a testimony to Moses as an intercessor. As soon as a problem arises, prayer will be his first recourse. God’s statement in v.10 also indicates a great temptation for Moses: the possibility of a great nation, with him at the head. However, Moses has no interest in personal gain from the people’s sin. His only aim is the maintenance of God’s glory and the furtherance of God’s purpose to bring them out of Egypt into Canaan. This unselfish and unpretentious attitude is one of the reasons he is recorded as being "very meek, above all the men which were upon the face of the earth" Num.12.3. It is also one of the reasons why his intercession on behalf of Israel was effective. He had no ulterior motives.


  Moses’ has two questions that go unanswered by God.


  
    	"LORD, why doth Thy wrath wax hot against Thy people, which Thou hast brought forth out of the land of Egypt with great power, and with a mighty hand?" v.11.


    	"Wherefore should the Egyptians speak, and say, ‘For mischief did He bring them out, to slay them in the mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth?’" v.12.

  


  Moses is not asking in a spirit of rebellion, nor is he trying to force God’s hand. These are genuine questions. They demonstrate the problem in Moses’ mind. If we know this kind of intimacy with God in prayer, there are times when we will ask questions of Him in our extremity that others, if they could hear, would think were impertinent. Never be afraid to express the deepest thoughts of your heart to God for He knows them anyway!


  Moses asks two requests from God which are granted.


  
    	"Turn from Thy fierce wrath and repent of this evil against Thy people" v.12. Theologians have debated for years as to whether God ever changes His mind. Without being simplistic, vv.12-14 make it hard not to conclude that on occasions He does change His mind. Moses asked God to "repent", (change His mind) and "the LORD repented (changed His mind) of the evil which He thought to do unto his people". This demonstrates that praying is a very practical thing to do in a crisis, and it is helpful to remind God of earlier promises He has made.


    	"Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, Thy servants, to whom Thou swarest by Thine own self, and saidst unto them, ‘I will multiply your seed as the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have spoken of will I give unto your seed, and they shall inherit it for ever" v.13. Here Moses is respectfully pointing out to God that to destroy Israel would mean a failure by Him to fulfil the promises He had made to the patriarch hundreds of years earlier. Moses is also reminding God that these people are His possession, "Thy people", v.12. Was Moses just stating the obvious to God? No, he was demonstrating in his prayer that he understood the Divine revelation given earlier, and that it had a bearing upon his request and God’s answer. We should learn from this how we can intelligently use Scripture in our prayers.

  


  Verses 31,32 - Moses’ second prayer in chapter 32 did not yield the same instant answer as the first, vv.11-13. There had been a purging of the dross in the slaying of those responsible: three thousand men were slain by the Levites, v.28. On the following day the enormity of the people’s sin seemed to hit Moses, for he announced to them, "Ye have sinned a great sin: and now I will go up unto the LORD; peradventure I shall make an atonement for your sin" v.30. Moses then goes into the presence of God, confesses the seriousness of their sin, and prays very directly for their forgiveness. However, Moses adds what seems to be a strange request: if God would not forgive them, He would "blot me, I pray thee, out of Thy book which Thou hast written" v.32. Whether or not we can ever fully understand this request, we can surely see that Moses’ request was not answered, and that an effective intercessor does not minimise sin. It was because he viewed their sin so seriously that he interceded so intensely on their behalf. Perhaps if we were to understand more clearly the dreadfulness of sin, we would be more effective in our prayers for the restoration of those who have fallen.


  EXODUS CHAPTER 33


  Chapter 33 forms a sequel to the tragic events of idolatry and the ensuing judgment of God upon the people recorded in chapter 32. God demonstrates the reality of His relationship with Moses by speaking with him "face to face, as a man speaketh unto his friend" 33.11. There was no doubt about the closeness of their intimacy. Moses then speaks to the Lord and makes a very specific request. In almost all of Moses’ prayers he asks for specific answers.


  In the prayer of vv.12,13, Moses asks the Lord to show him His way, so that he might know Him. Moses’ words are very instructive. In effect he says, "Let me get to know Thy way, so that I might get to know Thee." Moses understands that he can only get to know God by getting to know His plan for the future of the nation. When God reveals His plan for the future, He is, in effect, revealing Himself. For us this means that, as we get to know the plan God has for our lives through His Word, we are getting to know more about Him. There is no other way to know God experimentally than through the knowledge of His desires and obedience to His will for our lives.


  The answer to the prayer of vv.12,13 is in v.14 when God replied, "My presence shall go with thee, and I will give thee rest". God is telling Moses that he can be sure he knows God when he enjoys God’s presence with him. The same applies to us today: we can be sure we know God when we experience and enjoy His presence daily. The only indication of the will of God that Moses needed was the Divine presence. We might feel that we would be better Christians if we had more knowledge about God: that is, theology. But actually what we should seek is more knowledge of God. That knowledge of God is experienced in His presence and enjoyed by the power of the Holy Spirit. We should continually ask ourselves, is there anything about our lives that grieves the Holy Spirit? If there is we are not enjoying the presence of God, and therefore not developing in our knowledge of Him.


  In vv.15,16, Moses goes on to discuss with the Lord the importance of His presence; not just for the success of the journey but also as a testimony to the nations around of Israel’s separation unto the Lord. Moses understands that there is no point in him talking about being separated unto Jehovah if he is not enjoying the presence of Jehovah. Nor should we expect people to believe by our lives that we are a separated people if there is not the evidence of the presence of God to corroborate that claim. The one paramount manifestation of separation is the presence of God. That is a practical challenge!


  In vv.17,21-23, God grants Moses’ request, not because of his forceful reasoning but because Moses has demonstrated to the Lord that he understands the importance of the continuing presence of God. It appears that, by Moses' prayer-request and reasoning as he talked with God, he "found grace" in God’s eyes. Moses’ prayers were not some daily, ritual repetition; he manifested spiritual intelligence that pleased God. When God told him that he had found grace in His sight, Moses then made an advance on his earlier request; this time he said "shew me Thy glory" v.18. You will observe the close harmony between these three facets of God that Moses discussed in his prayer: the presence of God, the knowledge of God, and the glory of God. We should seek to emulate Moses’ intimacy and intelligence in prayer and desire that we would experience these three facets of our God. The glory of God is only ever seen in the presence of God, and the knowledge of God is only ever grasped in the presence of God.


  EXODUS CHAPTER 34


  God has granted Moses’ request and shown him His glory, 34.5-7. Moses immediately bowed towards the ground and worshipped. In his prayer he asks for the Lord to be among His people, grant forgiveness, and retain them as His inheritance. Even though God had graciously answered Moses’ earlier prayer, he takes nothing for granted. Such is the attitude of a reverent saint, even though he has spoken very plainly and intimately with the Lord, he dare not presume upon Divine grace. Neither should we. However often God answers our prayers, we should always approach Him in reverence and with recognition of His grace.


  The results of Moses’ prayer life become manifested in his countenance. When Moses descended the mountain in v.29, his face radiated the glory of God in Whose presence he had been, and he wasn’t even aware of it. The radiance was such that Moses had to veil his face when he talked with the people of Israel. His prayer life was manifested in his countenance. There is a challenge for us; is the time we spend in the presence of God revealed in our countenances, without saying anything about it?


  NUMBERS CHAPTER 11


  There are brief prayers at the end of chapter 10 and the start of chapter 11 that we will pass over. In 11.11-15 we have one of the longer prayers of Moses, and indeed one of the most intense. Israel had rejected the manna, vv.4-6, and God’s anger "was greatly kindled" v.10. Notice that the leader, who was in tune with God, "also was greatly displeased" v.10. A deep prayer life like that of Moses means that he is in complete harmony with the attitude of God against sin. One of the tell-tale signs that our prayer life is out of tune is when we begin to tolerate sin. Are you no longer shocked by sin? Do you not even raise an eyebrow when foul language is uttered in your presence, or sin is openly flaunted before you? If so, the reason is that you have lost your intimacy with God; your prayer life is on the wane.


  Moses’ prayer reveals the consternation of his soul. But notice in the words he expressed that he had lost sight of what God expected of him as a leader. "Wherefore hast Thou afflicted Thy servant?" v.11. The pressure of a complaining people had worn him down to the point where he felt that by their disobedience God was afflicting him! One of the early signs of discouragement is when you feel that the pressures of life are an affliction from the Lord. God was not responsible for Israel’s sin, nor for Moses’ afflictions.


  Moses goes even further in v.11, to ask "Wherefore have I not found favour in Thy sight that Thou layest all the burden of this people upon me?" Moses’ thoughts are in disarray. God had not laid the burden of the people upon him, for He had stated earlier that He would go with him, Ex.3.12 and 33.14. Secondly, God had told Moses, "thou hast found grace (favour) in My sight and I know thee by name" Ex.33.17. Yet the pressures of life and leadership had caused Moses to forget the plainly revealed mind of God. In vv.12,13 Moses expresses his deepest concerns, further demonstrating that his thinking has gone astray. In v.14 he states something that if he had acknowledged earlier, he would have saved himself a lot of mental turmoil: "I am not able to bear all this people alone, because it is too heavy for me." Of course he is not able. Of course they are too heavy for him. Why did he ever think otherwise? Sometimes we get the wrong idea of what God expects from us in His service, and the result is massive discouragement. The earlier experience that Moses had of the presence of God and the knowledge of God seems to have been lost, and discouragement develops into despair. That despair is expressed in a request that God would kill him right away: "Don’t delay, Lord, just get it over with. Much better if I wasn’t around." Poor Moses! He has got so far down that he asks the Lord to do something that he ought to know would not be in His will.


  How did God deal with His petulant servant? Notice the kind and gracious way in which God answered Moses’ prayer. Even though Moses was completely wrong in his petition, God deals very gently with the discouraged servant. The "God of all comfort Who comforteth us in all our tribulation" 2Cor.1.3,4, recognises the problem of His servant’s ‘burnout’ and provides the answer to his prayer in vv.16,17. Moses got the answer, but certainly not in the way he asked or expected. Even when God provided the answer in vv.16,17, Moses continued to remonstrate with Him in vv.21,22. Again God answered Moses’ request. This time God answered by simply reminding Moses of His power and intention to complete His purpose in delivering Israel. There may be times when discouragement causes us to utter things in the presence of God about which we are later embarrassed. The great encouragement is that God is patient and kind, and supplies comfort to deal with the cause of our impatience. He very wisely overlooks the extreme requests that we make. It is very fortunate for us that God does not answer all our prayers in the way we request. God is not just powerful; He is also patient.


  NUMBERS CHAPTER 12


  The interesting pattern in the book of Numbers is that most of Moses’ prayers are initiated by the sin of others. How much does the sin of others drive us to prayer? It is much better to discuss the wrongdoing of others with God in the secrecy of the private place of prayer, than to make them a matter of general gossip.


  Miriam and Aaron, the sister and brother of Moses, had openly criticised Moses and challenged his right to leadership. Even before Moses had time to say or do anything about it, God descended to the camp and called the three of them out from their tents to the door of the tabernacle, 12.1-5. There God made a very public announcement of His pleasure with Moses and His displeasure with Miriam and Aaron. Moses did not have to pray that God would come to his defence; God did it immediately without being asked. Upon God leaving them, Miriam was struck with leprosy. Aaron asked Moses not to "lay the sin upon them" v.11. In other words, Aaron asked Moses to relieve them of the burden of their sin’s consequences.


  How would we have responded to such a request? The natural reaction would have been for Moses to say that he could do nothing about it; it was now in the Lord’s hands. Moses might have said that he did not initiate the action. It was God Who had done it, therefore he could not influence it. However, he immediately "cried unto the LORD, saying, heal her now, O God, I beseech Thee" v.13. Notice that Moses does not address God here as Jehovah, but as El, "The Mighty One". This situation is going to require the power of God, and Moses addresses His God appropriately. God graciously answers Moses’ prayer, but not before discipline is exercised. Moses had learned enough of God to know not to try to negotiate a different response from Him in respect of how Miriam is to be brought back into the camp. A man who knows the mind of God will know when it is appropriate to make a further request, and when to accept the answer as final.


  NUMBERS CHAPTER 14


  Yet another occasion of sin by Israel causes Moses to pray to God. The well-known incident at Kadesh-Barnea, where the ten spies with an evil report persuaded the nation to refuse to enter the land, caused the Lord to be angry, 14.1-12.


  This is the second time that God threatens to destroy the nation and start all over again with Moses as the head of a new nation. It would take a very spiritual man to resist the temptation to tell the Lord to proceed! What an elevation that would have been for Moses. Notice how he expresses himself before the Lord in his prayer of vv.13-19. In a long protracted discourse, Moses points out (similar to what he did in Exodus chapter 32 at the sin of the golden calf) that the honour of the Lord will suffer if He wipes the nation out. He tells the Lord that the Egyptians will laugh, v.13, and the Egyptians will tell the Canaanites, v.14, and the testimony of Jehovah’s power will be tarnished, vv.15,16.


  Moses’ request in vv.17-19 is remarkable: "And now, I beseech Thee, let the power of my Lord be great, according as Thou hast spoken, saying, The LORD is longsuffering and of great mercy, forgiving iniquity and transgression ... Pardon I beseech Thee, the iniquity of this people according unto the greatness of Thy mercy, and as Thou hast forgiven this people from Egypt even until now." In effect, Moses is telling the Lord that the greatest demonstration of His power is manifested in His mercy. It would have been a clear manifestation of Divine power had God wiped them out in judgment; but what a greater manifestation to the nations around there would be in His pardon! Once again, God grants Moses’ request and tells him that the pardon is in direct response to what he has just said. "And the LORD said, I have pardoned according to thy word" v.20.


  This is another instance of the power of prevailing payer. "The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much" Jms.5.16. Never hesitate to pray about serious matters, and don’t be vague: make direct and specific request to God, based upon His earlier revealed plans and will.


  NUMBERS CHAPTER 16


  In v.15 we have yet another of Moses’ very brief and specific prayers, but this time with a noticeable difference. In this case Moses was not just angry but "very wroth". The cause of his anger was not simply because Korah, Dathan and Abiram challenged his leadership, but also because of their refusal to meet him and accept his counsel, v.12. In their refusal they demonstrated that their minds had become so twisted with sin that they had lost grip on reality. They likened Egypt, the land of their bondage and hardship, to the land of promise; "thou hast brought us up out of a land that floweth with milk and honey, to kill us in the wilderness ..." v.12. This is typical of how Satan distorts the thinking, and rebellion becomes irrational.


  It is clear from the wording of Moses’ prayer that he was deeply wounded by their allegations against him when he said to the Lord "I have not taken one ass from them, neither have I hurt one of them". The strong wording in his request reflects the depth of his hurt, "respect not Thou their offering". The tense he used indicates that he meant ‘don’t ever respect their offering.’


  However, while we may understand why Moses was so deeply affected by their criticism, and feel that it was hardly in order for him to direct God like that, his prayer language shows that he knew how God felt about their sin. God’s unreserved judgment against them demonstrates that He did exactly what Moses requested, see vv.28-33. God viewed their sin in the same way as Moses did. God didn’t have to make any adjustments in order to accede to Moses’ request. Moses and God were in harmony against the people’s sin. Here is yet another indication of the deep, spiritual maturity of Moses. His prayer life shows that he intimately knew the mind of God and was able to ask in accordance with the Divine will. Do we have such knowledge of His will in the things we pray for?


  NUMBERS CHAPTER 21


  The incident of the "fiery serpents" and the "serpent of brass" is very well known, even to Sunday School children. In this incident there is a prayer of Moses about which we have very little detail. We do not know how long or short it was, since it is tersely stated, "And Moses prayed for the people" v.7. What did he ask for? We are not told.


  Here we have a useful lesson for those involved in the spread of the gospel. Included in this incident are the three indispensable requirements for God’s blessing on those who have been struck down by the plague of sin.


  The Request presented by the bitten Israelite. A sinner will never get relief from the sting of sin if he does not ask to be saved. Sinners are not saved as automatons. The sinner must desire salvation. Hence the need when presenting the gospel to make clear that the unsaved are sinners and under the condemnation of God.


  The Request petitioned by Moses. A sinful people needed someone to make request to God on their behalf. The apostle Paul gives us an example of this in Rom.10.1: "Brethren, my heart’s desire and prayer [‘supplication’] to God for Israel is, that they might be saved." In our prayers for the unsaved we should be persistent and specific "that they might be saved".


  The Remedy prepared by the Lord. Immediately upon presenting his petition, v.7, "the LORD said unto Moses, "Make thee a fiery serpent and set it upon a pole ..."" v.8. God did not immediately save all the bitten Israelites. He did not delay in answering the supplication of Moses, but first of all the will of the needy victim had to be involved. A serpent of brass was to be placed on a pole, with the instruction "that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he beheld the serpent of brass, he lived" v.9. Nor will God delay in revealing the remedy of salvation in Christ to the sinner. When we pray for a person’s salvation and God answers by revealing to him or her the claims of the gospel through the work of the Holy Spirit, how the sinner responds to that revelation of the gospel determines whether or not they get saved. God will not save sinners against their will.


  NUMBERS CHAPTER 27


  Here we have the record of the final prayer of Moses. After a long and busy life of serving God as the leader of His people, Moses has been told that it is time to come home. He will not be permitted to enter the land of promise towards which he had marched for 40 years. There was no bitterness in Moses’ heart, another evidence of a man whose heart was in tune with God.


  If you were faced with a direct communication from heaven like this, how would you pray? Would your prayer be marked by recrimination and protest? Would you try to strike a deal with God to get Him to relent? The chief concern in Moses’ prayer is for the people of Israel. Yes, the people who had been such a bane to him throughout his service! He was praying for the same rebellious people who at times had driven him to the point of despair! As you read the prayer you can feel his pity and concern for the people of God.


  "Let the LORD, the God of the spirits of all flesh, set a man over the congregation, which may go out before them, and which may go in before them, and which may lead them out, and which may bring them in; that the congregation of the Lord be not as sheep which have no shepherd" vv.16,17. With discernment and experience Moses knew that if left to themselves the people of Israel would soon wander like sheep having no shepherd. His concern was that God would raise up a leader to look after them and provide spiritual guidance until they were safely in the land.


  How easy it would have been in those circumstances to make requests that focussed on himself. Not Moses; he was too meek for that sort of selfish behaviour.


  PSALM 90


  Even though this chapter of the book has exceeded the length suggested, we cannot close without a brief mention of this Psalm. It is important to our chapter because:


  
    
      	
        It is the only Psalm identified with Moses in its heading

      


      	
        It is the oldest psalm in the whole Psalter, and

      


      	
        Moses is described as "Moses, the man of God".

      

    

  


  The contents of the Psalm reflect many of the experiences of Moses during his lifetime of service for God.


  As the author of Genesis, Moses, by Divine inspiration, revealed the creation of the world. In Ps.90.2 he speaks of the mountains being "brought forth". Moses begins the Genesis record of creation by telling of a God Who was already there: "In the beginning God ..." Gen.1.1. He speaks of the Sovereign Lord in similar terms, "Even from everlasting to everlasting, Thou art God".


  As the leader of Israel in the wilderness Moses had seen God move in judgment to such an extent that the "children of men" v.3, were "carried away as with a flood" v.5. He had been with Israel when they confessed that they were "consumed by Thine anger and by Thy wrath are we troubled" v.7.


  As the earliest Psalmist, Moses writes in the oldest Psalm in the book, of his God Who transcended all time, "From everlasting to everlasting Thou art God" v.2.


  Moses, as "the man of God" (see the Psalm’s inscription) knew the intimacy of dwelling with God, v.1. The whole psalm reveals a man who was happy to speak to God. In speaking to Him, Moses was concerned with knowing the presence of God, v.13, and doing the will of God in a way that pleased Him, vv.16,17.


  These are all features of the prayer life of one who is designated by God as a "man of God". The definitive feature of every man of God is that he is a man of prayer.


  CHAPTER 4 - THE PRAYERS OF DAVID


  by James M. Flanigan, N. Ireland


  INTRODUCTION


  David was the eighth and youngest son of Jesse the Bethlehemite and as Alexander Maclaren remarks, "It was a prophetic instinct which made Jesse call his youngest boy by a name apparently before unused – David, Beloved" for down the ages the shepherd lad who became king has indeed been beloved by the people of God everywhere.


  It may seem a rather cold thing to try to analyse the prayers of the sweet psalmist of Israel and perhaps an in-depth consideration of this good man’s prayers would read almost like another commentary on his many psalms. Indeed so many of David’s psalms have the character of a prayer that it would be, in the space of this short meditation, a practical impossibility to consider them all. Yet, since so many of his prayers have been recorded in other places too, and preserved for us, there must be a reason. There must be some spiritual guidance and profit for us in the reading and consideration of David’s prayers so that we are surely justified in this present exercise.


  The expression which heads this article, "the prayers of David", is found only once in Scripture, in Ps.72.20, which, significantly, is not only the closing verse of this delightful millennial Psalm but also the closing verse of the Second Book of Psalms (Psalms 42-72). Psalm 72 is the ultimate, a companion to Psalm 24, a crescendo in which are foretold the glories of the coming reign of Messiah, the greater Son of David, and when the conditions here described are realised David has nothing more to pray for. The end of all his prayers is the enthronement and rule of the Son of David on the very earth in which He was once rejected and crucified. In anticipation, the Psalmist has sung of these days and when once they come to pass "the prayers of David the son of Jesse are ended". He can ask no more; he desires no more.


  THE SCOPE OF DAVID’S PRAYERS


  In a letter to Timothy, Paul writes "I exhort therefore, that, first of all, supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be made for all men" 1Tim.2.1. Most expositors will admit to a difficulty in defining any major difference between these four words, supplications, prayers, intercessions, giving of thanks. Perhaps there is an overlapping but they do intimate different aspects of prayer. "Supplication" suggests an earnest pleading in view of some particular need. "Prayers" appears to be a more general word signifying a communing with God concerning matters of all kinds. "Intercessions", as the prefix "inter" indicates, is a making of request on behalf of others, intervening for them in prayer. "Giving of thanks" needs no explanation.


  It has been helpfully suggested that prayer is a man upon his knees; supplication is a man upon his face; intercession is a man upon his feet with hands upraised to heaven; giving of thanks is a man seated, with head bowed in sincere gratitude before God. Some have seen in the four words a suggestion of the four ingredients of the holy incense of Ex.30.34, where galbanum, stacte, onycha and frankincense combine in a sweet fragrance for God’s pleasure.


  David knew all of these exercises, and more besides. Some of his prayers were personal, some were prophetical; some were practical, and some were devotional; others, sadly, had to be confessional or penitential, acknowledging shortcoming and sin. Some were for himself or his family, especially for Solomon, some were for his friends, and some for the nation. Then at times David’s prayers were, like some of his psalms, imprecatory, calling for judgment on his many enemies. The "man after God’s own heart" Acts 13.22, seemed to be constantly in communion with the Lord about some matter, anxious to do God’s will, and his psalms are permeated with his prayers. His prayers were not sporadic for as he says himself, "Evening, and morning, and at noon, will I pray, and cry aloud: and He shall hear my voice" Ps.55.17. How very like that other man of prayer, Daniel, of whom it is written, "his windows being open in his chamber toward Jerusalem, he kneeled upon his knees three times a day, and prayed, and gave thanks before his God" Dan.6.10. What examples!


  DAVID’S FIRST RECORDED PRAYER


  Perhaps it is not without significance that David’s earliest recorded prayers concern conflict with his enemies the Philistines. "Then they told David, saying, Behold, the Philistines fight against Keilah, and they rob the threshingfloors. Therefore David inquired of the LORD saying, Shall I go and smite these Philistines?" 1Sam.23.1,2. Two verses later we read "Then David inquired of the LORD yet again". David was indeed "a man of war" 1Sam.16.18, and sadly, while he fought so valiantly for Israel, it was this very thing that denied him the privilege of building the temple. As he himself records, "God said unto me, Thou shalt not build an house for My name, because thou hast been a man of war, and hast shed blood" 1Chron.28.3. Ever after, so many of David’s prayers have this character, asking for help and guidance in conflict. A similar prayer is recorded in 2Sam.5.19, "And David inquired of the LORD, saying, "Shall I go up to the Philistines? wilt Thou deliver them into mine hand?" And the LORD said unto David, "Go up: for I will doubtless deliver the Philistines into thine hand."" Again and again we read that David enquired of the LORD. At times he was answered immediately, and at times, as it is with ourselves, perhaps the answer was not what David expected, or wanted. When later the Philistines had come against him again we read, "When David inquired of the LORD, He said, "Thou shalt not go up; but fetch a compass behind them, and come upon them over against the mulberry trees"" 2Sam.5.23. How good to obey, even when the directions may seem strange to us.


  INTELLIGENCE AND REVERENCE


  Every exercised believer must surely desire to be both intelligent and reverent in drawing near to God, and such features are very evident in David’s address to Divine persons. His intelligent use of appropriate Divine titles does, in fact, indicate reverence and in our modern age we can certainly learn from David’s example in this respect.


  Elohim


  How often does he exclaim "O God" as he approaches in prayer. "God" is, in the Hebrew, Elohim. It is the first Divine name used in our Bible, Gen.1.1. It is a plural name signifying One Who is not only mighty but almighty, absolutely supreme in His might. More than one hundred and forty times in the Psalms does David employ this great name. How this should engender confidence in us, to know that in prayer we come to the supreme and all-powerful Elohim. Of course we know that He is our Father, and this brings Him very near to us, but nevertheless, our Father is the mighty Elohim, Creator of the universe. How we should trust Him, as David did. And then, again, David often exclaims "O my God". The personal pronoun "my" made Elohim very relevant to him and we can almost feel the pathos when he cries, again and again, "O my God [my Elohim]".


  Jehovah


  Whether David actually and literally pronounced the great name "Jehovah" we cannot tell. Today Jews regard it as the unpronounceable name. Neither will they even write it in its fullness, but certainly David did in some way use or imply the great name and he employs it several hundred times in his psalms. And again, as with Elohim, he at times prefixes the name with the pronoun and cries "O my Jehovah". As we contemplate David’s intelligent and reverent use of Divine titles in a past dispensation, how grateful we ought to be who sing, with greater light than David,


  
    	
      So near to God, so very near,

    


    	
      Nearer we cannot be,

    


    	
      For in the Person of His Son

    


    	
      We are as near as He.

    

  


   (C. Paget)


  For believers of the present age Elohim is not distant! Jehovah is not remote! Remembering our privilege, we draw near with boldness, but remembering Divine greatness we draw near with becoming reverence.


  Jehovah El


  This title emphasises David’s intelligence in his prayers when, again and again he appeals to, "LORD God", as for example in Ps.31.5. Here "LORD" is Jehovah and God is El (see Strong 410). This combination of titles conveys both the all-sufficiency and the strength of David’s God. We cannot believe that he used these titles indiscriminately, or at random, but with reverent intelligence, and it is touching to remember that the verse referred to above, Ps.31.5, was that used by the Lord Jesus in His last breath at Golgotha when He said "Father, into Thy hands I commend My spirit" Lk.23.46, and was it in the mind of Stephen too in the hour of his stoning, Acts 7.59? David did not know God as Father for that relationship came later with the resurrection of Christ and the coming of the indwelling Spirit. Calvary and Pentecost have made such a difference! Nevertheless, David did know a Fatherly care. He appreciated that but addressed His prayers to Jehovah, to Elohim, or to El.


  THE PRAYER OF THE PENITENT


  It is difficult to imagine a greater extreme than that between the prayers of the man of war and the prayers and confession of David the penitent. What a difference in the atmosphere, the language and the heartfelt appeal. David had sinned grievously. He had broken the tenth, the seventh, and the sixth commandments in that order. The man who had subdued Philistines, Syrians, Amalekites, Ammonites, Moabites, and Edomites, could not subdue his own passions. Idleness and sloth had led to covetousness, adultery, pretence, hypocrisy and murder. The man who had slain a lion, a bear, and a giant, had now been slain himself by his own unbridled lust. Poor David! The nation was singing his psalms but he was sobbing out his remorse. Let those who would be judgmental and critical of him first read Psalm 51 before voicing any cruel criticism. This is the sad prayer of a thoroughly repentant David and what an example for any believer with sin to confess.


  David unreservedly acknowledges his sin. He acknowledges too the enormity of it. Of course he had sinned against Uriah, against Bathsheba, against his family and against the nation, but such is the enormity of his sin that he exclaims, "Against Thee, Thee only, have I sinned" Ps.51.4. His sin was a deliberate transgression of Jehovah’s known law. It was not a sin of ignorance. It was rebellion and was therefore primarily a sin against God. If others were affected by his sin, and they were, that was grievous, but sinning against the God Whom he knew was the ultimate wrong. He uses the three great terms to describe his sin, calling it "my transgressions, my sin, my iniquity". His confession is completely unreserved.


  The prophet Nathan has reproved him and he bows to the reproof. He offers no excuse and makes no request for leniency. He desires deliverance from bloodguiltiness and pleads only the loving kindness and tender mercies of God as he asks "wash me; cleanse me; purge me". Notice the relative absence of Divine names and titles in the penitential Psalm 51. Only six times in nineteen verses does David use the title Elohim and once only he uses the title Adonai. This is simply "Lord", and is the title that Jews will use in their liturgies as a substitute for Jehovah. Do we sense an estrangement from his God here? How he dreads being left in his guilt. If the joy of salvation is not restored to him it will affect his testimony to sinners and will affect also the blessing of Zion. His only hope is in the magnanimity of the God of his salvation. If He in the great goodness of His heart would hear the confession of His servant and pardon his sin then all would be restored to what it had been.


  Note that David confesses "I was shapen in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me" Ps.51.5. He had been born in sin and had inherited a sinful nature but he does not use this as an excuse for what he had done. He had sinned wilfully and his sin weighed upon his conscience; it was ever before him. He pleads "Wash me; cleanse me; purge me" because he feels like an unclean leper or like a soiled garment. He was stained and broken, but he prays what the believer in this age cannot pray when he pleads, "Take not Thy Holy Spirit from me" v.11. We have an indwelling gracious Spirit Who will never leave us. Otherwise, what an example for us when we sin! Let us bring a full, frank and sincere acknowledgement of the wrong, casting ourselves unreservedly upon Him Who is not only faithful in His judgment of sin but faithful also in forgiving the true penitent. In the blessings of our salvation in this New Testament era we do not need to beg for forgiveness, for "If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness" 1Jn.1.9, and in the Lord Jesus we have an Advocate, a Comforter Who will assist us back into communion with the Father Whom we have grieved, 1Jn.2.1. But when we remember that the man after God’s own heart could sin so grievously how it behoves us to pray as he did, "Preserve me, O God: for in Thee do I put my trust" Ps.16.1.


  Psalm 32 is an associate Psalm with Psalm 51, believed to have been written after David’s restoration following his sin with Bathsheba. This is one of thirteen Maschil Psalms, which word means "instruction", and who better to give instruction regarding sin, confession and restoration than the man who has been there. David reminisces. He remembers the pain of those days subsequent to his sin and prior to his forgiveness. Alternatively he suffered in pained silence or else groaned aloud in anguish under the hand of God. Inwardly his conscience was heavily burdened and outwardly his very physical frame was affected. Day and night he suffered in deep conviction about what he had done, until, as he says, "I acknowledged my sin unto Thee, and mine iniquity have I not hid. I said, I will confess my transgressions unto the LORD; and Thou forgavest the iniquity of my sin" Ps.32.5. How sincere was his confession, for there followed immediately the "Selah". There was pardon, peace and praise and he cries "Thou art my hiding place". Now he can revel in the blessedness of forgiveness, for his transgression is forgiven and his sin is covered. This is blessedness indeed, true happiness. Now there are songs of deliverance and the psalm ends with shouts of joy.


  David would teach us, from painful experience, the cost of sinning against the Lord, and the foolishness, when we have sinned, of trying to conceal it, or of remaining in silence and in stubborn refusal to freely acknowledge our sin. Still today there is blessedness in that true confession which is the prelude to forgiveness and restoration into the joy of communion. How instructive are David’s prayers!


  THE PRAYERS OF THE FUGITIVE


  David had two periods in his life when he was an exile and a fugitive. He was of course a fugitive from the jealous Saul who lived in fear of David’s accession to the throne. Saul hunted David "as when one doth hunt a partridge in the mountains" 1Sam.26.20. David sojourned in the wilderness of Ziph, several miles south-east of Hebron, where on more than one occasion he spared Saul’s life when he could very easily have slain him. Most honourably he refused to harm him whom he called "the LORD’S anointed" v.11.


  But undoubtedly David’s most painful period of exile was when he had to flee Jerusalem from his own son Absalom. Absalom was a usurper, a rebel, assuming the throne which belonged to his father. With his life in danger David fled and with head covered and feet bare he crossed the brook Kidron over to the mount of Olives with some faithful followers. He sent the Ark of the Covenant back to Jerusalem and began his sad exile in the Judean wilderness. He was, as Maclaren says, a "discrowned King", and it was during this period that several of his psalms were born, incorporating in them some touching prayers of the fugitive.


  The first of these is Psalm 3, where the superscription distinctly tells us that it was composed "when he fled from Absalom his son". It commences with a heartfelt cry to Jehovah, "LORD, how are they increased that trouble me! Many are they that rise up against me." Absalom had, by guile, gathered so many around him and such was David’s position now that they said "There is no help for him in God". But in his lament there is hope too and he could exclaim "But Thou, O LORD, art a shield for me; my glory, and the lifter up of mine head". He confidently believed that the Lord would protect him like a shield, so that he would yet lift up his bowed head and be returned to his former glory. Confident that the Lord would both preserve and deliver him, he could lie down and sleep. He could not trust and fear at the same time so he says calmly, "I laid me down and slept; I awaked; for the LORD sustained me … I will not be afraid" Ps.3.5,6. Jehovah was mightier than his foes.


  Psalms 3 and 4 form a pair. Continuing his confession in Psalm 4 David now pleads "Hear me when I call", and his appeal is to Him Whom he calls "O God of my righteousness". He recognises his own unrighteousness. In his distress he freely acknowledges this and his plea is to the righteous One by Whom righteousness can be restored. David has been sore pressed by the remembrance of his sin and the trauma of his conviction and confession, and he now says, in Mr. Darby’s beautiful rendering of Ps.4.1, "In pressure Thou hast enlarged me". Pressure usually constricts and suppresses but the pressure of all that he has been through since the prophet Nathan challenged him has had the effect of enlarging David’s thoughts of God. He can only ask for mercy and grace but such is his confidence as to Jehovah’s mercy that he concludes his prayer saying, "Thou hast put gladness in my heart" and yet again he declares, "I will both lay me down in peace, and sleep: for Thou, LORD, only makest me dwell in safety" vv.7,8. Jehovah is his strength and in Him he can rest in confidence, and sleep in safety from those who hunt him.


  CONFESSION AND MEDITATION


  Although it is not specifically stated in the psalm it is generally believed that Psalm 25 is also related to David’s sin and confession. As in the great penitential Psalm 51, David again appeals to "the God of my salvation". He speaks of pardon and preservation, of tender mercies and loving kindnesses, and he asks for leading and guiding. He professes his trust in Him Who can deliver him from his enemies. There are many, he says, who hate him without a cause, and he appeals to his God for necessary help in his affliction. How fully submissive he is in his contrition as he appeals to Jehovah, "Show me … lead me … teach me … I trust in Thee". How relevant are these requests for present day believers. If, however, the requests are really genuine then the suppliant must be prepared to accept and act upon the Divine answers. Whatever He may show me; wherever He may lead me; whatever truth He may teach me, I must trust and be willing to accept His plan for me. It is the way to blessing and as believers often sing:


  
    	
      Trust and obey, for there’s no other way

    


    	
      To be happy in Jesus, but to trust and obey.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (J. H. Sammis)

    

  


  MY STRENGTH; MY SHIELD; MY SONG


  In Psalm 28 David’s plea continues and he now dreads the awful consequence if Jehovah does not answer. "Unto Thee will I cry, O LORD my rock". Already, in Psalm 18 David has used this great title of God, "My Rock", and associated with that title so many other titles of Jehovah, so comforting to a fugitive, as he then was, "The LORD is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer; my God, my strength, in Whom I will trust; my buckler, and the horn of my salvation, and my high tower." What strength is depicted in all of these reverent descriptions of God and what comfort for a fugitive.


  But what a tragedy if Jehovah failed to answer! "Be not silent to me: lest, if Thou be silent to me, I become like them that go down into the pit". What a tragedy indeed it would be for any saint if Jehovah remained silent and did not answer! David fears that in such circumstances he would become just like the masses. They are workers of iniquity who with their tongues speak peace but in their hearts devise mischief. It is pretence; it is hypocrisy, and he has had enough of that. He had behaved exactly as the workers of iniquity "which speak peace to their neighbours, but mischief is in their hearts" Ps.28.3. David had indeed spoken of peace to Uriah while at the same time he was devising mischief in his heart towards him. "Shalom", he had said to Uriah while plotting his death. "And when Uriah was come unto him, David demanded of him how Joab did (shalom), and how the people did (shalom), and how the war prospered (shalom)" 2Sam.11.7. It cost him the joy of his salvation and his usefulness as a testimony for God. David sinned in his weakness but the Lord was his strength and he will go to Him.


  Now, forgiven, David can sincerely pray for his people, whom he calls "Thy people, Thine inheritance". "Save them", he prays; "bless them; feed them; lift them up." "The LORD is my strength" he has just said, v.7, and now he says, "The LORD is their strength" v.8. Being now himself right with God, David’s concern is for the nation.


  THE FUGITIVE IN THE WILDERNESS


  Psalm 63 was born during David’s exile in the wilderness and his physical condition and surroundings were but a reflection of his inner feelings. Waking early in the morning in a dry and thirsty land he had strong desires and longings. Physically he must have yearned for water and for food but his physical desires were little compared with his longing to see the power and the glory of the sanctuary which now must have seemed so far away. But the loving kindness of the mighty Elohim was better than life itself and he would never cease to offer praise. While he lived he would daily bless the Lord. Early in the morning he would offer his praises and even upon his bed in the night watches he would meditate on the Lord. In spite of his unfavourable circumstances in this inhospitable wilderness he could say: "Because Thou hast been my help, therefore in the shadow of Thy wings will I rejoice." Like a little bird he could nestle in the shadow of Jehovah’s wings. There he was assured of safety and shelter, and there he could rest, protected, contented, and satisfied. What an exhilarating example David has left us. Most of us live in much better conditions than this poor fugitive, but even in our days of darkness and sorrow or in our seasons of loneliness we do well to imitate this good man and keep on praising.


  For a moment he thinks of his enemies. They will go into judgment. They will fall by the sword, but he will rejoice. He remembers, even in his imposed exile, that he is the king, and that the right hand of the Lord will uphold him. Let us, like David, fill our prayers with praises and keep on rejoicing.


  While many of David’s prayers have the kingdom, and the nation, in view, yet he also does pray much for himself. In Psalm 31 he speaks of "my trust; my trouble: my times". He recognises that his times are in the hand of the Lord, but even in such times, ordered by Jehovah, there are troubles, and in such troublous circumstances he must trust. "Be Thou my strong rock" he cries again, and once more he introduces a lovely title of his God saying, "Thou hast redeemed me, O LORD God of truth". Jehovah Elohim was indeed a God of truth. He could be trusted by His people. All that He planned for them, all that He did, all that He said, was in keeping with this character. There was nothing devious in Him and no vacillation. With this James concurs in the New Testament, calling Him "the Father of lights, with Whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning" Jms.1.17, and He had begotten His people by the Word of truth. So, like David of old, we can trust the Lord God of truth, and rest.


  PRAYERS OF THE SUFFERER


  It has been said that poets learn in suffering what they teach in song and this is certainly true of David. So many of those psalms of his which incorporate his prayers, have been conceived in suffering and are now greatly blessed in the comforting of other sufferers.


  Whether David was fully aware of it or not, some of his prayers, arising out of his sorrows, were anticipative and prophetic of the suffering Messiah and perhaps also of a persecuted remnant of a day to come. Of these, Psalms 22 and 69 are supreme examples.


  In Psalm 22, he compares himself to the hind of the dawn, for such is the meaning of the Hebrew words in the title Aijeleth-Shahar. The hind of the dawn, so called because as a gentle creature it was hunted even as it came to drink, and nibble grass by the water’s edge in the early morning. Only at dawn did it have any rest at all but soon after daybreak it was encompassed by enemies. David knew the experience and so it was too with our blessed Lord. Strong bulls and fierce dogs gathered about Him, proud Jewish leaders and merciless Gentile mercenaries. They gaped upon Him with their mouths and stared upon Him in His weakness. David could not have known the details of Christ’s sufferings but these are portrayed in Psalm 22. These details are now recorded in the gospels for His people’s wonder, and for their adoration and appreciation of One Who was indeed the Man of Sorrows.


  That faithful remnant of a coming day, suffering under the tyrannical reign of the man of sin will likely use the language of David’s Psalm 22 as they maintain a testimony to the Lord. Surrounded and hunted by enemies as He was, they may well take comfort in the language of this and other psalms of the sufferer.


  Psalm 69 is also a prayer of the sufferer. One commentator calls it a "Prayer of the Suffering Servant of God" (W. T. Davison). A Jewish writer calls it a "Prayer of the Persecuted" (Dr. Cohen). There are perhaps six references to reproach in the psalm. David cries, "Save me, O God", and at once proceeds to enlarge upon his deep suffering. Soon he will cry, "Deliver me", and more than once he cries, "Answer me, O Jehovah". He feels as if he is sinking in deep mire, and then compares his sorrow to floods of waters which threaten to overflow him.


  The entire burden and theme of Psalm 69 is suffering and the psalmist just longs for relief. It is, from beginning to end, a prayer for Divine intervention in his distress and yet, as in Psalm 22 there shines through at times that assurance that Jehovah does hear the cry of the needy and will indeed save. So there can be cause for praise, even in sorrow. "I will praise the name of God with a song" v.30.


  Then, in Ps.4.1, as has already been mentioned, David says to the God of righteousness, "In pressure Thou hast enlarged me"(J.N.D.). David has learned that the pressure of suffering will but enlarge him, not only in his thoughts of God but in his attitude and ministry to his fellow-men. So it is still, that suffering saints who understand that there is a reason for their suffering often exhibit a sweetness which many others do not have.


  LOVE AND TRUST


  Like all men, David had his faults and failings, some of them grave indeed, but there can be no doubt whatever of his deep love for Jehovah. In prayer, throughout his psalms he expresses this affection freely. Although Psalm 116 is anonymous yet the opening words "I LOVE the LORD" may well have been on David’s lips often and the psalm continues with a multitude of reasons for the psalmist’s love, to all of which David could have added a sincere and hearty "Amen". Jehovah was gracious and merciful; He inclined His ear to His people; He heard and answered their prayers and dealt bountifully with them; He saved them and kept them so that it all demanded a "Hallelujah" v.19.


  David’s love for the Lord engendered a corresponding trust in Him and this is expressed in many of his psalms. How beautiful in this respect is Ps.18.1,2 "I will love Thee, O LORD, my strength. The LORD is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer; my God, my strength, in Whom I will trust".


  It is at times difficult to disentangle the prayers and praises in David’s psalms. Sometimes he will make sincere and earnest request and then, almost immediately, burst into paeans of praise as if he already had the desired answer. This is love and trust combined. Love for Jehovah encourages him to come and make his request and trust enables him to believe that his prayer is heard and will indeed be answered. It is as though he lived in the enjoyment of that assurance written for a people of another age, "before they call, I will answer; and while they are yet speaking, I will hear" Isa.65.24.


  PRAYERS OF THE PILGRIM


  Although in his later years David knew much of opulence and wealth, with every creature comfort available to him, yet still he considered himself a pilgrim. His early years had perhaps been simple and frugal enough as he watched over his father’s few sheep in the wilderness, 1Sam.17.28, but he was destined to be called from the sheepcotes to the throne and that brought the luxury of those latter years. But in the spirit of his great predecessors he knew that this was all temporary. They "looked for a city which hath foundations, whose builder and maker is God" Heb.11.10.


  As a shepherd himself David knew the value, indeed the necessity, of being safely led along the way. There were many problems and dangers, both seen and unseen, and the shepherd’s rod and staff were a comfort for guidance, protection, and correction. How often David prayed for that guidance along his pilgrim pathway. Here is just a selection, from the Psalms, of his pleas for the Lord’s guidance that will be evidence of the sincerity and constancy of his desire to be led.


  
    	
      5.8, "Lead me, O LORD … make Thy way straight before my face";

    


    	
      25.5, "Lead me in Thy truth, and teach me";

    


    	
      27.11, "Lead me in a plain path, because of mine enemies";

    


    	
      31.3, "Lead me, and guide me";

    


    	
      61.2, "Lead me to the Rock that is higher than I";

    


    	
      139.24, "Lead me in the way everlasting";

    


    	
      143.10, "Lead me into the land of uprightness".

    

  


  Then, in testimony to Jehovah he can say, "He leadeth me beside the still waters … He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness" Ps.23.2,3. How applicable is all this to present-day pilgrims, who ever need to be encouraged along the way.


  PRAYERS THAT ARE PROPHETICAL


  As there were two psalms that were pre-eminently psalms of suffering, Psalms 22 and 69, so there are two psalms which stand out as psalms of coming Kingdom glory, Psalms 24 and 110. Psalm 110 concludes with the words quoted earlier in this paper, "The prayers of David the son of Jesse are ended". Prophetically David envisages the reign of the greater Son of David and when that comes to pass and the whole earth is filled with Messiah’s glory, David has nothing more to pray for. His prayers are ended.


  Psalm 24 is full of praise for the glory of the Creator but there is implicit in the psalm a spirit of prayerful anticipation. Historically the psalm is believed to have been composed for, and sung at, the bringing back of the holy Ark of the Covenant to Zion after its long exile. By interpretation, some commentators, including the respected Spurgeon, see in the psalm a picture of Christ’s ascension into the heavens after His resurrection. This might indeed be a fine application of the psalm but the ultimate true interpretation is of the entrance of the King of Glory through the gates and into the millennial Jerusalem. The King of Glory is none other than Jesus, Who with clean hands and a pure heart, strong and mighty in the battle of Armageddon, takes His rightful place on the throne.


  This psalm is a majestic and fitting prelude to Psalm 110 which, as has already been noted, is the great millennial psalm anticipating the glorious reign of Messiah, the Son of David. It may be objected that this psalm is not, essentially, a prayer, and yet several times in the psalm David does address the Lord and His Anointed, so that the spirit of prayer and praise does pervade the seven verses. The psalm is pure, poetic prophecy, unique in all literature, and even in the Psalter.


  PRAYERS OF THE WORSHIPPER


  David knew how to worship. It would not be possible or practical, in the bounds of one short paper, to refer to every instance of David’s worship. Intelligent worship requires some knowledge of, and experience with, the Lord, and it is evident that when David was but a shepherd boy he had a knowledge of God above many of his contemporaries. In his challenge to Goliath he could say "I come to thee in the name of the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel" 1Sam.17.45. Several times then he used the great name Jehovah (Strong 3068) as well as Elohim, (Strong 430) saying so confidently, "All this assembly shall know that the LORD saveth not with sword and spear: for the battle is the LORD’S, and He will give you into our hands" 1Sam.17.47. With such knowledge David indeed became a worshipper and this reveals itself in many of his psalms. One has said that "Worship is the honour and adoration rendered to God for what He is in Himself and for what He means to those who render it" (J.N.D.). All this was true of David.


  As early as the lovely eighth Psalm David’s worship is manifested. Psalm 8 both begins and ends with a rather majestic outburst of praise and worship. "O LORD our Lord, how excellent is Thy name in all the earth! Who hast set Thy glory above the heavens" Ps.8.1,9. Excellence in the earth and glory above the heavens demands worship! Expressions of worship are enclosed between the identical first and last verses of this psalm just as a jewel might be encased in golden clasps. David recognises the greatness of the Creator and worships. And again there is a spirit of prophecy in the psalm relating as it does to Messiah, the Man Who will one day rule and reign in the creation, Heb.2.6-8.


  Being a worshipper himself David many times exhorts others to worship too, saying "Give unto the LORD the glory due unto His name; worship the LORD in the beauty of holiness" Ps.29.2. "O come, let us worship and bow down: let us kneel before the LORD our Maker" Ps.95.6. And again, "O worship the LORD in the beauty of holiness" Ps.96.9. "Exalt ye the LORD our God, and worship at His footstool; for He is holy. Exalt the LORD our God, and worship at His holy hill; for the LORD our God is holy" Ps.99.5,9.


  David finds other reasons too to worship, apart from the creatorial power and glory of Jehovah, and in what is perhaps his last reference to worship in the Psalter he says, "I will worship toward Thy holy temple, and praise Thy name for Thy lovingkindness and for Thy truth: for Thou hast magnified Thy word above all Thy name" Ps.138.2. That the mighty Creator should show loving kindness, mercy, pity, toward His creatures was a cause for worship, as was His truth and the greatness of His Word. All this is true for present-day worshippers who have indeed more light than David had and an access into the Lord’s immediate presence which David never had. We may come boldly, but with becoming reverence, into that very presence with our prayers, and our expressions of praise and worship.


  THE MOURNER


  David had much in his life to make him a mourner but there were three occasions in particular when he shed bitter tears, in a sad mingling of prayer and lamentation. He wept at the deaths of Saul and Jonathan, at the treacherous death of Abner, and at the death of his son Absalom.


  In 2 Samuel chapter 1 the news came to David that Saul and Jonathan were both dead, slain on Mount Gilboa in a battle with the Philistines. "And they mourned, and wept, and fasted until even, for Saul, and for Jonathan his son." Saul had been an enemy of David in his jealousy. Jonathan had been a close companion and friend, but it is a testimony to the noble spirit of David that he lamented over both. His lament was both a prayer and an elegy as he said "The beauty of Israel is slain upon thy high places: how are the mighty fallen! Tell it not in Gath, publish it not in the streets of Askelon; lest the daughters of the Philistines rejoice, lest the daughters of the uncircumcised triumph. Ye mountains of Gilboa, let there be no dew, neither let there be rain, upon you, nor fields of offerings: for there the shield of the mighty is vilely cast away, the shield of Saul, as though he had not been anointed with oil. From the blood of the slain, from the fat of the mighty, the bow of Jonathan turned not back, and the sword of Saul returned not empty. Saul and Jonathan were lovely and pleasant in their lives, and in their death they were not divided: they were swifter than eagles, they were stronger than lions. Ye daughters of Israel, weep over Saul, who clothed you in scarlet, with other delights, who put on ornaments of gold upon your apparel. How are the mighty fallen in the midst of the battle! O Jonathan, thou wast slain in thine high places. I am distressed for thee, my brother Jonathan: very pleasant hast thou been unto me: thy love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women. How are the mighty fallen, and the weapons of war perished!" 2Sam.1.19-27. What a prayerful lamentation was this, recorded forever in the sacred record.


  Abner was Saul's uncle, and the general of his armies, 1Sam.14.50. For seven years after Saul's death, he was a supporter of Ish-bosheth; Saul’s son, in his assumption of the throne while David reigned at Hebron. But after a sharp disagreement with Ish-bosheth he then undertook to unite the whole kingdom under David. He was, however, treacherously slain by Joab, either to revenge the death of Asahel, Joab's brother, whom Abner had formerly killed, or perhaps more probably from jealousy. David abhorred this treacherous act, and composed an elegy on his death, 2Sam.2.8; 3.33.


  "And David said to Joab, and to all the people that were with him, Rend your clothes, and gird you with sackcloth, and mourn before Abner. And king David himself followed the bier. And they buried Abner in Hebron: and the king lifted up his voice, and wept at the grave of Abner; and all the people wept. And the king lamented over Abner. And they buried Abner in Hebron: and the king lifted up his voice, and wept at the grave of Abner; and all the people wept. And the king lamented over Abner, and said, Died Abner as a fool dieth? Thy hands were not bound, nor thy feet put into fetters: as a man falleth before wicked men, so fellest thou. And all the people wept again over him" 2Sam.3.32-34.


  In 2 Samuel chapter 15 David’s estranged son Absalom was crowned king in Hebron as a usurper. David knew that his own life and the lives of those who were faithful to him would be in danger and he decided that they must flee Jerusalem. It was with heavy hearts that they left the city to cross the Kidron valley to the mount of Olives and over to the wilderness. "And David went up by the ascent of mount Olivet, and wept as he went up, and had his head covered, and he went barefoot: and all the people that was with him covered every man his head, and they went up, weeping as they went up" 2Sam.15.30. It was a hard thing for him to have to flee from his own son and Psalm 3 records his prayers and feelings on the occasion. How sadly the psalm commences, "LORD, how are they increased that trouble me! Many are they that rise up against me. Many there be which say of my soul, There is no help for him in God". Yet, he can soon say that with confidence in Jehovah he can lie down and sleep, and awake sustained so that he need not fear though he be surrounded by tens of thousands of hostile people.


  It was but a short time after this that there was occasion again for David to mourn. News had come that his beloved but wayward son Absalom was dead. It wrings from his heart a pathetic dirge of a prayer. "And the king was much moved, and went up to the chamber over the gate, and wept: and as he went, thus he said, O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! would God I had died for thee, O Absalom, my son, my son!" 2Sam.18.33.


  LAST WORDS


  How touching the account is of the last words of David in 2 Samuel chapter 23. "Now these be the last words of David. David the son of Jesse said, and the man who was raised up on high, the anointed of the God of Jacob, and the sweet psalmist of Israel, The Spirit of the LORD spake by me, and His word was in my tongue. The God of Israel said, the Rock of Israel spake to me, he that ruleth over men must be just, ruling in the fear of God. And he shall be as the light of the morning, when the sun riseth, even a morning without clouds; as the tender grass springing out of the earth by clear shining after rain. Although my house be not so with God; yet He hath made with me an everlasting covenant, ordered in all things, and sure: for this is all my salvation, and all my desire" 2Sam.23.1-5.


  May the prayers of David, the shepherd, the king, the warrior, the worshipper, the sufferer, the pilgrim, the penitent and the mourner be an example to us all in our times of need, whether they be of joy, or of sorrow. David had disappointments in the nation, in his family, and in himself, but he was indeed a man after God’s own heart and we may well treasure his memory and follow his example. What a holy blending of prayer and praise, of suffering and solace, of worship and weeping, of remorse, restoration, and rejoicing, of tears, triumphs and tragedies.


  CHAPTER 5 - THE PRAYERS OF SOLOMON


  by James B. Currie, Japan


  The thoughts of the Lord’s people regarding prayer seldom rise as high as they should. When Divine help is required, when temporal or spiritual needs are pressing, prayer becomes an earnest and urgent activity in daily life. Happy is the believer who has a consistent prayer life, regardless of the exigencies faced. The essence of prayer carries the one who prays above and beyond mundane affairs, even though these latter are what often promote the degree of sincerity in our prayers. The Lord Jesus raised the standard of prayer to the ultimate when He said, "God is a Spirit: and they that worship Him must worship Him in spirit and in truth" Jn.4.24. While worship is not to be limited to the words of prayer, see Rom.12.1, yet the offering of worship in prayer is the believer’s highest occupation.


  An important but oft overlooked fact regarding prayer is that it tacitly acknowledges all the Divine attributes. Prayer is not merely a means of eliciting God’s intervention in time of need, although it is that. The believer is encouraged "to come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need" Heb.4.16. Nor is it simply an expression of thanks for blessings received. These both are, of course, distinctive features of prayer but as supplicants to the throne of God we are brought in prayer to a more perfect understanding of the God to Whom we pray.


  Nowhere is this more clearly seen than in the prayers of king Solomon, of which two are recorded in the Scriptures and each of them noted on two occasions. In spite of the fact that the king was quite young, a little more than twenty years of age, and having recently come to the throne when he uttered the first prayer, 1Kgs.3.6-9, and, perhaps, not yet thirty when his second prayer is documented, 1Kgs.8.23-53, together they constitute one of the shortest and one of the longest prayers in the Bible. They also portray a wonderfully humble attitude together with a most reverential vocabulary used by the king. We do well to take note of the fact that in our prayers we are privileged to speak to the God of the Universe, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.


  The prayers of Solomon are unique in that, while they are recorded twice, they were never to be repeated. The first took place at Gibeon, the "great high place" which in spite of the deceitful history of the inhabitants, Joshua chapter 9, God permitted its use as a place of sacrifice prior to the building of the temple. God appeared to Solomon in a dream by night inviting him to "ask what I shall give thee" 1Kgs.3.5, with a promise that it would be bestowed upon him.


  The shorter of Solomon’s two prayers as found first in 1Kgs 3.6-9 has a background which may be said to be threefold.


  Firstly, there is the political aspect. Solomon makes an alliance with the king of Egypt by marrying his daughter. Solomon already had a wife, "Naamah an Amonitess" who was the mother of Rehoboam, 1Kgs.14.21. While Solomon, during his lifetime had "700 wives, princesses and 300 concubines", 1Kgs.11.3, this lady, whom he married when in his twentieth year, is the only one whose name is given to us. In the same manner, we know nothing of any other of Solomon’s offspring, if such there were. But it is Pharaoh’s daughter who is given the prominent place in the turning of Solomon’s heart away from the Lord, 1Kgs.11.1-4, especially in his later days. Whatever political gain the young king may have hoped for in his Egyptian agreement it does not seem to have been too successful. Shishak, who appears to have been Solomon’s father-in-law, gave asylum to Jeroboam when he fled from Solomon’s wrath and, within 5 years of Solomon’s death this same Shishak invaded the land and stole much of the treasure that had been amassed for the building of God’s house, 1Kgs.11.40; 14.25.


  Secondly, Solomon, with large ambition, desired to build a magnificent house for himself and one for the God of Israel, commensurate with Jehovah’s glory. In the event it took 20 years, fabulous wealth and nearly 200,000 workers to accomplish what Solomon believed was the mind of God for him at the time. No doubt his affinity with Egypt on this occasion was to allow him time to gather up the necessary wealth needed for the stupendous project. The lesson to be learned is clear. Affiliation with the unbeliever may yield some benefits to begin with but, in the end, the outcome is spiritual ruin.


  Thirdly, and above all, Solomon as a young man "loved the LORD", 1Kgs.3.3. His devotion to the Lord is expressed by his "walking in the statutes of David his father" 1Kgs.3.4. In David’s last days he charged his son that he would walk in God’s ways "to keep His statutes, and His commandments, and His judgments, and His testimonies, as it is written in the law of Moses" 1Kgs.2.3.


  The commencement of Solomon’s reign indicated that he intended to follow his father’s advice. At this time the people "sacrificed in high places"; the reason for so doing is explained: "… there was no house built unto the name of the LORD, until those days" 1Kgs.3.2. There is, therefore, no criticism to be levelled at the king for his journey to Gibeon to offer sacrifices to the Lord. This was, at that time, the site of the tabernacle which Moses raised and where the brazen altar of sacrifice was located. It was here where the king’s tremendous act of worship took place as he offered one thousand burnt offerings, 1Kgs.3.4. When David danced before the Lord as the Ark of the Covenant was being removed from the house of Obed-edom to the tent David had prepared for it "in the city of David", Zadok and his brethren the priests were ministering "before the tabernacle of the LORD in the high place that was Gibeon" 1Chron.16.39.


  In this same Gibeon, on the very night of the massive act of worship, God appeared to Solomon in a dream. When God said to him "Ask what I shall give thee" 1Kgs.3.5, it was no less real than had Solomon heard the voice of God while awake during daylight hours. God has chosen to speak to men, at times, by means of dreams of the night, Job 33.15. In Solomon’s case, speaking in a dream might be a Divine method of initial approach to someone who has not heard God’s voice heretofore, especially at this time of confusion in connection with the proliferation of the high places patiently permitted by God. In any case, the Lord’s invitation to Solomon at this "great high place" was, no doubt, the Divine answer to the king’s deepest desire.


  As indicated above, Solomon’s prayers are recorded twice. The first is found in 1Kgs.3.6-9 and 2Chron.1.8-10, and the account in Kings is more detailed than that in Chronicles.


  A PRAYER OF SUPPLICATION - 1Kgs.3.6-9


  This passage contains four elements that claim our attention:


  Remembering Divine Sovereignty


  In drawing near to God to worship at or petition His throne, Divine majesty as seen in His sovereign dealings with His creation, and especially with mankind, must ever be brought to mind. Solomon recalls the "great kindness" [steadfast love] with which God favoured his father David. Further to that, God also giving him a son to sit upon Israel’s throne in the person of Solomon himself. David reciprocated by walking before the Lord in righteousness and uprightness of heart but the great kindness shown David was given in unconditional grace.


  Realising Personal Inadequacy


  There is room for neither arrogance nor pride in the attitude of those who pray. The young king is painfully aware of his shortcomings. Having been given heaven’s mandate in the place of his father at twenty years of age, he knows and feels his own inadequacies very keenly. Thus his approach to God is marked by reverent humility. The words he uses of himself personally are "I am but a little child" v.7. Jeremiah expresses the same sentiment at the time of his commissioning, Jer.1.7. Both of them were approximately the same age and both fully cognisant of their complete lack of experience for the task to which they were being called. Solomon says, "I know not how to go out or come in" v.7. This shows a clear understanding of his lack of ability to discern right and wrong ways in governing such a nation as Israel had become. Such sensitivity is common among God’s servants. It is well summed up by Paul in 2Cor.2.16: "and who is sufficient for these things?" Nor is any other state of mind suitable to any who supplicate God in prayer, even in our day.


  Recognising Spiritual Responsibility


  Israel’s expansion under David’s rule had been remarkable. The governance of such a nation was, for Solomon, an onerous responsibility. God had promised Abraham that his seed would become as the dust of the earth for multitude, with none capable of numbering them, Gen.13.16. Solomon here acknowledges the fulfilment of that promise. God’s people, a great people chosen by Him whose numbers cannot be counted and in the midst of which Solomon is placed, not merely to reign in righteousness but, with a "hearing" or obedient heart to lead them in judgment that he and they might "discern between good and bad" 1Kgs.3.9. Solomon knows that such God-given ability was imperative for the spiritual well-being of his people. His consequent prayer pleased the Lord Who told him "I have done according to thy words" v.12.


  Requesting Practical Ability


  It is one thing to realise we need help but it is another to have the practical ability to use what help the Lord gives to us. Solomon realised this as he made request: "Give therefore Thy servant an understanding heart to judge Thy people, that I may discern between good and bad: for who is able to judge this Thy so great a people?" 1Kgs.3.9.


  A PRAYER OF EXPECTATION - 2Chron.1.8-10


  This is the same prayer as in 1Kgs.3.6-9 and uses almost identical terms. It is shorter and has one notable difference. Whereas in 1Kings chapter 3 what God has done for David’s family is seen to have been already accomplished in the enthronement of Solomon. In 1Chronicles Solomon is expecting that further promises will be fulfilled, perhaps in his own subsequent reign and those of his descendents or, more likely, pointing ahead to the fuller completion of God’s promise in "great David’s greater Son". Whatever the meaning, once again God’s pleasure in this first prayer of Solomon’s is expressed and He takes note that "it was in his heart" 1Chron.1.11. Solomon, with a unique opportunity granted to him, sought nothing for himself but prayed for a God given ability to rule and guide the nation of Israel in such a way as would please God. He sought the nation’s prosperity. In this, God’s pleasure was evident and His answer abundantly rich.


  Solomon’s second prayer is much longer than the first and is repeated in almost identical language but with some distinctions. Two main characteristics may be noticed in the repetition, namely, the first in 1Kings chapter 8 was an offertory given to God and the second in 2Chronicles chapter 6 is accompanied by confirming signs given from God.


  A PRAYER OF DEDICATION - 1Kgs.8.12- 61


  The chapter containing the dedicatory prayer has three sections. First, the Ark is brought from the house of Obed-edom and placed in "the oracle", that is, the innermost sanctuary prepared for it by Solomon, 1Kgs.8.6. The chief of the fathers, the elders and the whole congregation are gathered unto king Solomon in Jerusalem for this solemn occasion. After the ark of the covenant was placed underneath the cherubim and the priests had left the sanctuary, such was the magnificence of the glory of God filling the house the priests could no longer stand to minister, 1Kgs.8.10. Seven years in the building of it, 6.38, fabulous wealth expended, 7.47, and nearly 200,000 workers involved. Now the house is finished and furnished with vessels of gold and silver and precious stones, with the evidence of God’s presence in the house manifested. Verse 9 presents a problem, especially when set along side Heb.9.4. It has been suggested that neither the pot of manna nor the rod that budded were actually placed in the ark but merely before it. While this may give an apparent solution to the problem, it might be better if the translation of the verse in Hebrews read, "the ark of the covenant … to which pertained the golden pot that had the manna and Aaron’s rod that budded". This would suggest that the ark with the tables of stone, of apparently no monetary value, had been preserved but the golden pot and the rod had been lost at the hands of the marauding Philistines.


  In the second section of the chapter, vv.12-21, the king faces the sanctuary to praise the God of Israel before turning to speak to and bless the congregation, 1Kgs.8.14. In doing so he recalls some of Israel’s history, reminding all gathered of the covenant promises that God has fulfilled so faithfully in raising up a son to sit on David’s throne. In his Divine eulogy, Solomon twice brings to mind for those gathered, the deliverance Israel enjoyed at the commencement of their national existence.


  The larger part of the chapter now being considered, vv.22-53, constitutes the prayer of dedication. In v.28 Solomon designates it in three different ways. He speaks of it as "a prayer", as "supplication" and as "a cry". The nuance of meaning in each of these three words is not without significance in view of the lengthy prayer of which the words form part. "Prayer" is the general term often used for this activity but carries with it the thought of praise or thanksgiving. To "supplicate" is to give expression to entreaty when seeking help or assistance. The word "cry" may be related to outpourings of joy or, in keeping with the petitions contained in the prayer itself, an utterance of despair or dismay. Thoughts of both praise and entreaty are found in the prayer but it would seem more in keeping with the overall tone, to consider the "cry" as one of fear lest Israel forsake their God with the tragic consequences that would ensue. The word "cry" would then refer to the potential distress accompanying such departure.


  The character of the God to Whom this magnificent house is dedicated is clearly defined in Solomon’s prayer. At the very beginning three things are posited relating to the Divine essence.


  
    	
      God is, first of all, unique. In keeping with Israel’s confessional, God in His plurality of Persons, subsists in One: "Hear, O Israel; the LORD our God [plural] is one LORD" Deut.6.4.

    


    	
      He is transcendent in that "there is no God like Thee, in heaven above, or on earth beneath" v.23.

    


    	
      That God is also the faithful God of truth, is acknowledged by the king in the words "Who keepest covenant and mercy with Thy servants".

    

  


  The temple now being dedicated was in no way capable of housing the God of Israel, since He Who is omnipresent cannot be contained in "heaven or the heaven of heavens" v.27, let alone in a house built by men’s hands. God is also shown as being the "all knowing One" when Solomon prays, "give to every man according to his ways, whose heart Thou knowest; (for Thou, even Thou only, knowest the hearts of all the children of men:)" v.39. Thus does Solomon, in offering his prayer, give voice to his understanding of the greatness and majesty of Israel’s God.


  Again, it is of interest to note that in the thirty verses of which the prayer consists, Solomon uses the words "hear Thou in heaven Thy dwelling place", or words to similar effect, eight times. We are thereby enabled to ascertain the eight petitions found in the king’s prayer of dedication.


  Each of the requests he makes is made from the standpoint of "this house that I have builded". In other words, the place of God’s dwelling: "the place of which Thou hast said, ‘My name shall be there’" v.29. God’s presence is anticipated and the first petition is a general one for himself and for his people to the end that any who pray in this place of holiness, will be forgiven for trespasses and will find acceptance before God. Solomon’s building may have been without peer as "the house of the LORD" v.10,11, but the true house of God is something altogether different. So Solomon prays "hear Thou in heaven Thy dwelling place: and when Thou hearest, forgive" v.30. Confidence in our approach to God must ever be based on knowledge of true forgiveness.


  It is but natural that a right relationship to God should have as its outcome a proper involvement with one’s neighbours. One of the loveliest pictures of Christ’s work on behalf of His people in the Old Testament is that of the trespass offering required when a person defaulted with regard to some property entrusted to him. The principal had to be restored together with a fifth part added thereto, Lev.6.5; Num.5.7. Because of the redemptive work the Lord Jesus accomplished at Calvary He could say, "then I restored that which I took not away" Ps.69.4. What mankind had forfeited because of sin, the Lord restored to God with further glory added. But, in reality, when trespass occurred, the default could be denied by the offender. There was, in earlier times, a priestly means of determining the righteousness of claims made regarding such, the Urim and Thummim, but here, Solomon prays that the Lord would have His eye upon the house at all times so that right judgment would pertain between men, vv.29-32. The Gospel of Matthew chapter 18 shows that the basic principle remains the same to the present time.


  The third word of supplication has to do with the weakness of God’s people in the face of their enemies. The cause here is some specific sin, and with the nation it was a very literal defeat in war and exile with which they were threatened. Weakness is not always the result of specific sin but who can deny that it is often a contributing factor. At the very least, our own departure from the ways of the Lord is bound to bring spiritual poverty and the remedy is found right here in Solomon’s request: "when Thy people … have sinned against Thee, and shall turn again to Thee, and confess Thy name, and pray, and make supplication … then hear … and forgive Thy people … and bring them again unto the land" 1Kgs.8.33,34. The spiritual application of these words needs no explanation.


  The next petition of the young king concerns blessing withheld because of disobedience, 1Kgs.8.35,36. This situation calls for Divine instruction: "That Thou teach them the good way wherein they should walk". There is no excuse for disobedience. The apostle John has reminded us that "ye need not that any man teach you: but as the same anointing teacheth you of all things and is truth" 1Jn.2.27. The indwelling Holy Spirit has so moved in the hearts of all who are born of God that, innately, "the good way wherein we should walk" is clear to us. Peter spoke of some who were "wilfully ignorant" 2Pet.3.5. Sadly, we who confess the Lord’s Name can be, at times, wilfully disobedient.


  Centuries before the author of the Hebrew epistle penned his sagacious words, Solomon recognised that the God to Whom he prayed was, by the vehicle of His Word, the "discerner of the thoughts and intents of the [man’s] heart" and "neither is there any creature that is not manifest in His sight: but all things are naked and opened unto the eyes of Him with Whom we have to do" Heb.4.12,13. These very thoughts are expressed by the king in vv.38,39. "What prayer… be made by any man … forgive … and give to every man … for Thou, even Thou only, knowest the hearts of all the children of men." Solomon’s father, David, when speaking of the futile attempts to hide from the God of omniscience and omnipresence said, "… there is not a word in my tongue but, lo, O LORD, Thou knowest it altogether" Ps.139.4. Yet such a God is entreated by the king for "any man" and every man" that they might learn to fear God all the days of their lives, 1Kgs.8.40.


  Nor is God any respecter of persons. The "stranger" is also one for whom prayer is made. He is not "of Thy people Israel, but cometh out of a far country for Thy name’s sake" 1Kgs.8.41-43. Here there are suggestions of the words the apostle Paul wrote in his letter to the Romans. In New Testament language "the stranger" is one "who by patient continuance in well doing seek[s] for glory and honour and immortality". To such seekers eternal life is granted, "… for there is no respect of persons with God" Rom.2.7-11. Whether in Solomon’s day, or Paul’s, or our own, God grants to the seekers of light more light, and to those who refuse it, their portion is deeper darkness. The people of God are expected to be marked by the "fear of God" and thus a witness to the strangers of other lands so that they will come to know the name of the Lord and also be brought under the aegis of His fear.


  The seventh petition made by the king concerns going to war when they had been sent by God. In other words, this was a Divine mission upon which they entered. In such instances they may look for heavenly guidance: "they go out … whithersoever Thou shalt send them" and they would go forth as a dependent people: "and shalt pray towards the city which Thou hast chosen and towards the house" built for the name of the Lord. Under circumstances such as these their cause would be maintained, 1Kgs.8.44,45.


  The last stanza of the prayer contains a solemn warning concerning outright departure from the Lord and its inevitable result. The sin is against the Lord and because of it His anger is against them. All, without exception, are prone to this and the outcome of 70 years in Babylon followed by the many centuries of the diaspora are eloquent witness to what God thinks of departure from Himself by those related to the city and house which He has chosen, 1Kgs.8.46-49. At the beginning of Solomon’s reign a note of dire admonition is sounded which, sadly, being ignored, in due course brought about the tragic conditions hinted at here. Yet all is not lost. Grace immeasurable reigns. A means of recovery is proposed: "if they shall bethink themselves … saying, "we have sinned, and done perversely, we have committed wickedness and so return with all their heart and all their soul", Solomon supplicates thus, "then hear Thou their prayer … and forgive Thy people that have sinned". If the young king had known the words we often sing he surely would have included them here:


  
    	
      Great God of wonders! all Thy ways

    


    	
      Display Thine attributes Divine;

    


    	
      But the bright glories of Thy grace

    


    	
      Above Thine other wonders shine:

    


    	
      Who is a pardoning God like Thee?

    


    	
      Or Who has grace so rich and free?

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (S. Davies)

    

  


  The dedicatory prayer being ended, Solomon rises from off his knees to bless the congregation. He and the entire nation proceed to offer sacrifices to the Lord: 20,000 oxen and 120,000 sheep. The middle of the outer court of the house had to be hallowed as a place of sacrifice because the "brazen altar that was before the LORD was too little to receive the offerings" of dedication, 1Kgs.8.64.


  A PRAYER WITH CONFIRMATION - 2Chron.6.12-42


  In 2Chron.6.14-42 the prayer is repeated with certain differences. These distinctions are in keeping with the characteristics of the volumes themselves. The books First Samuel to Second Kings trace the history of the divided kingdom with the responsibility of the kings personally in view: whereas the two books of Chronicles, dealing with the same time span and events, portray, in general, the grace of God at work.


  The first specific difference is that the brazen scaffold upon which the king knelt to pray is mentioned. No doubt this was intended to show the whole congregation the humble attitude of the king as he offered his prayer to the Lord. It was upon this same scaffold that he stood to bless all the people who are included with the king in the prayer and in the sacrifices, 2Chron.7.4. The second distinction is the fact that, upon the prayer being ended, "fire came down from heaven, and consumed the burnt offering and the sacrifices" while the glory of the Lord filled the house, 2Chron.7.1. Confirmation of God’s pleasure with, and presence in, the house is thus given. All the people realised this and, bowing themselves to the ground, worshipping and praising the Lord said: "He is good; for His mercy endureth for ever" 2Chron.7.3.


  The final act in this awesome event was the keeping of the feast of tabernacles. Seven days it lasted, with a grand convocation on the eighth day. Seven days were occupied in re-dedicating the altar, probably preceding the feast of tabernacles, with the result that on the twenty-third day of the month the nation returned to their tents. They did so "merry in heart for the goodness that the LORD had showed unto David, and to Solomon, and to Israel his people" 2Chron.7.10.


  In the prayers of Solomon we are made aware of the priceless privilege we have in our liberty to approach God in prayer. They also show us what reverential fear ought to mark us in the exercise thereof. The words written by James Montgomery are suitably expressive with this in mind:


  
    	
      Prayer is the soul’s sincere desire,

    


    	
      Uttered or unexpressed,

    


    	
      The motion of a hidden fire

    


    	
      That trembles in the breast.

    


    	
      Prayer is the simplest form of speech

    


    	
      That infant lips can try;

    


    	
      Prayer, the sublimest strains that reach

    


    	
      The Majesty on high.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (J. Montgomery)

    

  


  CHAPTER 6 - THE PRAYERS OF EZRA


  by Samuel James McBride, England


  INTRODUCTION


  In Morrish’s Concise Bible Dictionary prayer is "described as the intercourse of a dependent one with God. It may take the form of communion in one brought nigh, or it may be the making of requests for oneself or for others."


  HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF EZRA


  All the events of Ezra are set in the period of the Persian empire. This corresponds with the second element of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream image, the silver phase of the world empire system. All four successive systems occupy the time frame known as "the times of the Gentiles".


  This time period has seen the demise of the Hebrew monarchy, the disappearance of the Ark of the Covenant, the Urim and Thummim, the visible Shekinah glory-cloud, and the Jewish nation being the "tail", as opposed to the "head", which is its future glorious destiny among the nations. Nevertheless, God in His grace saw fit to ensure that Divine testimony on earth continued throughout this period. When the seventy years of captivity prophesied by Jeremiah reached their conclusion, God fulfilled His Word and the restoration of the nation of Israel to their land commenced precisely on time. King Cyrus, having united under his rule the Medes and Persians, conquered Babylon, and within a year had issued a remarkable decree which triggered the return of the Jews to Judea to rebuild the temple, followed some years later by completion of the city walls under Nehemiah’s leadership, in the reign of a later emperor, Artaxerxes.


  Prayer is not explicitly mentioned frequently in the book of Ezra. There is only one prayer of Ezra’s that is explicitly recorded and that is in chapter 9. Other references may be inferred. However, in a book whose entire subject matter focuses on the rebuilding of the temple of God for the "God of Heaven", and that taking place in circumstances of such adversity, prayerful thought and action are not far from the surface in any section.


  The remnant who returned were subject to much disadvantage. It made no economic sense to return to Jerusalem. The taxation system was very harsh. While officially there was full religious liberty for the Jews, in practice the central authority of the imperial palace was some four months journey away (though expedited communications could proceed through official couriers at a much faster rate). Local officials could do much to render the imperial policy of permission for Jewish restoration efforts unenforceable. Well-placed lobbyists and opinion formers were hired to thwart the remnant’s progress in the rebuilding programme. No doubt such expenditure by local satraps was in itself a diversion of funds from their proper use. What was to be done? Was the remnant to respond in kind?


  Some decided to pause in their efforts and, naturally speaking, settled for the more rewarding task of building their own houses to as high a standard as possible, Hag.1.2. At least they might have argued they were maintaining their skills as builders for future use in God’s house when the time would be right. Perhaps a chronological mix-up was involved, with a tendency to compute the 70 years from the final desolation by Nebuchadnezzar rather than the start of the captivity in the reign of Jehoiakim, by which earlier reckoning the seventy years had already been fulfilled. Certainly they had overemphasised the final desolation by holding annual commemorative ceremonies that savoured more of self-pity than faith or devotion to the Lord. (See Zechariah chapter 7 for God’s critique of this practice.) The prophets Haggai and Zechariah both stirred up the people with a ministry of encouragement and admonition. It had the desired effect, for there was prompt resumption of the building of the temple, and it was duly finished in the 6th year of Darius.


  THE LAWS OF THE MEDES AND THE PERSIANS


  From the Scriptures we learn that the legal system of the Medes and Persians was characterised by unusual inflexibility. The laws once enacted could not be repealed. Surely it could have been argued that the decree of Cyrus was not subject to abrogation or reinterpretation by his successors? Yet that is what happened, and it caused the work to cease, Ezra chapter 4.


  The fact that the prophets Haggai and Zechariah stimulated the people to recommence the work prior to the favourable response of Darius, would be suggestive that the lapse in building was not legally necessary as far as the imperial law was concerned, and that a contradictory imperial decree of cessation, issued in ignorance of an earlier decree of permission ought not to stand.


  There is surely a lesson here for Christians today. In a country where religious liberty is assured by law, and where many Christian values remain embedded in the statutes and institutions of the country and its constitution, believers may face much obstruction by bureaucracy, whether from local government or quangos. If Christians today are minded to seek excuses for paralysis in promoting Divine testimony, many bureaucratic obstacles could be cited. Surely it is better for an assembly with dependent faith to proceed unobtrusively in the work of God, being mindful of His sovereignty and our blessed heritage of religious liberty in this land, rather than fearfully anticipating the caprice of an official agency. We can move quietly, while still being Scripturally subject to the powers that be and rendering to Caesar what is Caesar’s.


  WHAT IS THE HOUSE OF GOD TODAY?


  In reading Ezra, Nehemiah and the contemporary prophets, Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi we surely identify with the struggle of the remnant to build the house of God and maintain its testimony in spite of all the multi-faceted difficulties facing them. Throughout the course of Bible history, the house of God has always been characterised by a unique fact in its design and governance, i.e. that it is God’s house, hence its design is revealed to us, not synthesised by our wisdom, and its governance is revealed and set up on Divine principles, not the miry foundation of human expediency. Human responsibility in the construction of God’s house must always be "according to the pattern" Heb.8.5. This was true for the tabernacle and for the temple. The pattern was God’s, and He revealed it to men. Does this principle hold good in the present dispensation? Is there a Divine pattern for us with respect to the house of God in our day? If so, then we must strive to adhere to it. If not, then it becomes open season for human expediency, para-church committees, charitable foundations, pressure groups and the influence of academics, intellectuals and tycoons to deliver a culturally relevant notion of the house of God as they see it. Let the reader pause to reflect, "What is my conviction about the identity of the house of God today, and my responsibility to it?"


  For many associated with assemblies of Christians gathered to the Lord’s name the truth of God’s house is expressed in the local assembly, also known as "[the] church of [the] living God" 1Tim.3.15, and the pattern for it is revealed in the New Testament. How God’s people behave in relation to the truth of God’s house has sadly been characterised by episodes of failure and departure. As Scripture records these incidents we may study them profitably as they were written for our learning. This view was widely taught in earlier days in the 19th and 20th centuries and held dear among assemblies. One of the most notable stalwarts for this truth, John Ritchie stated, "But the pattern given by the Lord, according to which His saints are to be builded together, as His house, His dwelling-place, His assembly upon earth, remains unrepealed, and is the only guide for church organisation, fellowship, worship, ministry, and order, which is according to God." While deploring the fact that genuine children of God remain in the denominations, he pointed out "that it would be utterly impossible to give effect to the Word of the Lord in regard to the ordering of His house in any of the denominations. In most of them the world predominates, the unconverted rule, and their constitution provides that such shall be. It cannot be altered: the standards of the denomination are the rule, not the Word of God."


  A generation or so later, it had become acceptable in some quarters to deny this. "It has been assumed and by some indeed openly taught that the Scriptures lay down a pattern of church worship and order much as God showed Moses a pattern of the tabernacle and warned him ‘see that thou make all things according to the pattern showed thee in the Mount’. But is this so? Has God set forth a pattern of a Christian church?" The author of this excerpt went on to answer his questions in flat denial that a Divine pattern for assemblies is found in the New Testament and is incumbent on us to follow. Warming to his theme he propounded the theses that "The Scripture teaching concerning separation has been misapplied" and "The objections to association with the organized churches have been overstressed." The discourse was astonishingly deficient in Scripture to support his interdenominationalism, but bristled with sentimental rhetoric for example: "Were Luther, Bunyan, Wesley, Spurgeon and Moody wilfully disobedient or insincere?"


  A study of Ezra should be of keen interest for any who are interested in the reviving of collective testimony in connection with the local assembly in an age of adversity.


  Samuel Blow on Ezra chapter 2, stated it is "Typical of believers separating themselves from corrupt, professing Christendom and gathering together into the name of the Lord Jesus in obedience to the Word, Rev.18. 4,5; 2Tim.2.19-26; Matt.18.20."


  PRAYER FOR THE EMPEROR AND THE ROYAL FAMILY


  The letters from the Persian kings to Jerusalem show that the king wanted the religious leaders in Judea to pray regularly for the king and royal household. The letter from Darius to Tatnai in Ezra 6.3-12,promises imperial subsidy for the daily offerings, with the stipulation that there be prayer made for the king and his sons. Darius actually specifies a particular class of offering "that they may offer sacrifices of sweet savours unto the God of heaven, and pray for the life of the king and of his sons" Ezra 6.10. It is interesting that he mentions these offerings in language that indicates some familiarity with Levitical terminology. How would he have known about the "sweet savour offerings"? The presence of godly Jewish officials in the Persian court is well attested in Scripture. We have Daniel and Mordecai as two specific examples. The influence of such men (and indeed of queen Esther) must have been considerable, and the fact of God’s faithful witnesses in such special circumstances illustrates God’s "mysterious ways" in carrying out His sovereign purposes.


  In our own time, we are given clear instructions regarding prayer for the powers that be. "I exhort therefore, that, first of all, supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be made for all men; For kings, and for all that are in authority; that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and honesty." 1Tim.2.1,2. While we are in a different dispensation from the days of Ezra, in terms of global governance, the age known as "the times of the Gentiles" covers both, and the people of God then as now are subject to the ruling systems of gentile overlords. During the "times of the Gentiles" it is not the business of God’s people to involve themselves in seeking political place in the world system. The destiny of Nebuchadnezzar’s four-part image is to be smashed by the Stone cut out without hands. Knowing this, it is inappropriate for believers who are "in Christ" to seek to form part of the image, when we are linked with the Stone.


  EZRA THE MAN


  Ezra was a man of priestly family. He was the son of Seriah, who was the last High Priest of Jerusalem, slain upon the destruction of the Temple by Nebuchadnezzar. He was a ready scribe in the law of Moses. His formative years were spent in Babylonian exile, but he had not let the time go to waste. "For Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the law of the LORD, and to do it, and to teach in Israel statutes and judgments" 7.10. This was no self-projection into the limelight. The order in this verse is instructive. Seek; Do; Teach. If the opportunity to teach had never come along, Ezra was still going to seek the law of the LORD and do it. He was a man of life-long heartfelt preparation. When the opportunity to serve publicly came, he was ready. J. G. Bellett has well summarised Ezra’s career: "Service is, if done and rendered according to the written word, for the glory of the God of Israel, and in the spirit of worship and communion. It is but a sample of what service with us at this day might be, and, as we may add, ought to be. Ezra, throughout, does not listen to expediency, or yield to a difficulty, or refuse diligence and toil; he maintains principles, and carries the Word of God through every hindrance".


  Thirteen years before Nehemiah went up to Jerusalem to rebuild the city wall, Ezra went up, with full support from Artaxerxes the king and additional vessels and treasures for the temple. He had delegated authority from the king to use force to carry out his commission, but he did not utilise force, as we shall see.


  PRAYER FOR PROTECTION


  On the eve of Ezra’s journey to Jerusalem in chapter 8, he organised prayer and fasting for the protection of the group against the dangers of the long journey. Bearing in mind that he was perfectly aware of his entitlement to an armed escort of imperial cavalry, he chose to forego any such appeal to the king. He was very alert to the incongruous message that could be projected to the king and the imperial officials, and to the people of the lands included in the itinerary as well as the impression that would be made on the Jews already in and around Jerusalem.


  Ezra had earlier assured the king of God’s goodness towards those who seek Him, and the company of returnees were understood to fit the category of those benefiting from this Divine protection. Shame is a powerful motivator, and this is what Ezra felt as he thought over the inconsistency of asking the king for a military escort.


  This act of collective self-abasement before God in the context of fasting is not something that we see nowadays. Self-denial in order to concentrate on seeking God’s guidance and leading was proof that Ezra was not reliant upon fleshly wisdom or initiative. It may well be that the danger they felt for the forthcoming journey had worsened because of Ezra’s unscheduled delay as he waited for a group of Levites to join the original party. A large group of people laden with gold and other treasures would soon become common knowledge and of interest to bandits, and the longer they waited, the greater the concern about safety. The godly attitude of Ezra and his reluctance to involve the Gentile military to protect the sacred vessels of the Lord is challenging to our own often indifferent attitude to Divine things. Ezra preferred to wait to get Levites, than to call in the armed forces. This shows the prayerful and thankful nature of this man of faith.


  DOXOLOGY


  "Blessed be the LORD God of our fathers, which hath put such a thing as this in the king's heart, to beautify the house of the LORD which is in Jerusalem: and hath extended mercy unto me before the king, and his counsellors, and before all the king's mighty princes" 7.27,28. This short impromptu utterance is a doxology, in which there is not direct second person address to God, but it is an ascription of blessing and thankfulness to God for His remarkable intervention in granting Ezra such a rich portfolio of rights and privileges for using the Persian monarch’s power in the LORD’S service and for restoring the Divine testimony in Jerusalem.


  PRAYER FOR PUBLIC BIBLE STUDY


  A further example of Ezra’s recourse to prayer is found in Nehemiah chapter 8. This chapter narrates the great open-air meeting for Scripture reading when the law of God was publicly read and explained. "And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people; (for he was above all the people;) and when he opened it, all the people stood up: and Ezra blessed the LORD, the great God. And all the people answered, Amen, Amen, with lifting up their hands: and they bowed their heads, and worshipped the LORD with their faces to the ground" vv.5,6.


  Of note is the fact that in connection with the public handling of God’s Word, Ezra prayed and while we do not know the verbatim content of this prayer, it states "Ezra blessed the LORD, the great God". The effect of this prayer on the large audience was dramatic. It evoked an immediate outbreak of devout and profound worship. Surely it is appropriate to ask whether in our own experience the public prayer, which is associated with the reading of God’s Word in our meetings, has anything like this effect upon the audience. Would that it did!


  This single prayer of Ezra’s (how we wish that we had the exact words he spoke) illustrates powerfully the kind of man he was. A prayer of that impact could only come from a man who was thoroughly steeped in the Word, and whose entire mission in life was to bring it to bear on every facet of the remnant’s experience, both individual and community aspects. His worldview started with "the great God". His prayer was to God and about God’s greatness, and in blessing the Lord, the Triune God, Jehovah, he knew that true blessing was to found in a correct relationship to God. In our own day, we may think of our own blessings in the gospel as comprised in "the glorious gospel of the blessed God". As J. L. Harris put it, "the more it is known, the more must it be delighted in."


  Furthermore, the tone and atmosphere was reverential. This is apparent from the attitude of Ezra and his associates and the wider audience towards the Word of God. An attitude of humility and reverence to the Word of God in public gatherings of God’s people will be associated with reverential awe when it comes to public address to God in prayer. In our own era of sloppy thinking and casual attitudes, the example of Ezra shows how far we often fall short. The casual use of the theologically and grammatically unsound "you" rather than "thee" in address to God has become ever more widespread. In public prayer the brother addressing God audibly occupies a responsible position, for he leads the company, and the "amen" of all is expected. God is not addressed using plural pronouns in either the Old or New Testaments. In this, the Authorised Version and JND’s New Translation faithfully reflect the Hebrew and Greek text by rendering the singular pronoun as "Thou/Thee". The plural pronoun is "you". The essential unity of God is a core aspect of Old Testament theology, and its importance emphasised by the Lord Jesus Christ Himself in Mk.12.29: "The Lord thy God is One Lord". The singular pronoun "Thou" in addressing God is essential, to use the plural "you" betokens ignorance or irreverence inappropriate for any brother aspiring to lead the assembly in public prayer. We do not worship a plurality of gods, as do the heathen.


  In addition, practitioners of this casual approach to public prayer often infest it with the word "just" as a trivialising adverb, e.g. "we just ask that you would just help us" etc. Such language and demeanour conveys a whiff of insouciance and illustrates a lack of dignity, both as to the need for reverence in approaching "the great God", and in apprehension of the dignified position that is ours as sons of God in this dispensation. A heartfelt appreciation of who we are before God and the position of unique privilege that He has put us into throughout this dispensation of grace, would surely result in prayer that sounds vastly different from the vapid, shallow and theologically dubious content of many public prayers. To aspire to greater dignity and reverence in public prayer must not be misrepresented as lack of encouragement or nurturing of the new convert as he grows in grace, whose first public utterings in prayer will naturally lack maturity.


  THE RESPONSE TO A GREAT MORAL CRISIS


  Upon hearing of the intermingling of the remnant with the people of the land, Ezra was overcome with disappointment and humiliation before God at the magnitude of this departure from the Divine standard. Deeply imbued with Scripture as he was, no one had a better grasp of just how serious a threat this was to the whole existence of the post-exilic community in Judea, and how it made a mockery of the devout project to re-establish the house of God in Jerusalem. He sat down astonied. There he remained in deep heaviness of heart until the time of the evening sacrifice.


  Meantime, there assembled unto Ezra "every one that trembled at the words of the God of Israel, because of the transgression of those that had been carried away …". Had v.4 said that they "trembled at the Word of the God of Israel", that would have been quite appropriate. But the statement goes further than that. It emphasises the "words" of the God of Israel, i.e. the written revelation of God, and this is what is central to Ezra’s thoughts, and is prominent in his prayer.


  His heaviness would have been the more grievous as the transgressors consisted of "those that had been carried away". These would be the older generation, who when very young, had been carried off captive to Babylon. They had tasted at first hand the keen edge of God’s disciplinary dealings for this very same problem. Now, after all those years of captivity and exile, they were back in the land, thanks to God’s mercy and gracious dealings. It was inconceivable to Ezra how they could so rapidly revert to the age-old sin of amalgamation with the idolatrous peoples surrounding them.


  Not only so, but these elderly transgressors encouraged their sons to get involved as well. This would be especially hard for Ezra to bear. It is quite bad enough for a person who professes to be gathered to the Lord’s name, and who is professedly committed to the local assembly to transgress against God’s clear instructions regarding separation from moral and religious corruption in this world, but to compound the sin of personal transgression by encouraging the next generation to do likewise represents a new level of guilt. It is one thing to blame young Christians for various kinds of departure, but that they should be inveigled into it by older Christians is sad indeed. One thinks of the tragic career of the old prophet in 1Kings chapter 13.


  THE HOLY SEED


  Right at the core of Ezra’s concern in chapter 9, is the matter of the holy seed and the threat to its purity and continuance posed by the intermingling with the surrounding peoples. We are not told of any earlier reference by Ezra to the "holy seed", and it is noteworthy that the subject is broached by "lay" leaders (princes) of the Jewish community, i.e. neither priest, Levite nor prophet. These un-named persons were burdened and expressed their concern in theological language that is very interesting.


  The use of the term "holy seed" reveals these princes viewed the issue as of the greatest theological importance. Furthermore, they were exercised about their present situation in view of the prospect of a prophetic hope that depended on the integrity and propagation of this "holy seed". The intermingling was seen as an evil attack on the "holy seed". To make matters worse, it was not merely an external foe, but an outbreak of moral decay within the ranks of God’s people. The Scriptural history of the "holy seed" is an interesting study. The term is first used in Isa.6.13, when the Lord answers Isaiah’s question, "Lord, How long?" His answer likens the returning remnant thus: "as a teil tree, and as an oak, whose substance is in them, when they cast their leaves: so the holy seed shall be the substance thereof." It is encouraging to see how the princes had faith in God’s prophetic Word. The notion of "holy seed" though is not merely a throw-back to the days of Isaiah, but a vital link with the idea of a future restoration of the nation, of which the post-captivity return under the Persian monarchs was but a partial fulfilment. Malachi’s ministry is highly relevant to this. He speaks of a "godly seed", which is sought by God, despite the misbehaviour of the Judean community in his day, Mal.2.15. There is no doubt that the holy seed and the godly seed are similar ideas, and both carry forward the hope of Israel’s full, glorious restoration in the Messiah’s kingdom upon earth.


  The leaders evidenced a grasp, perhaps feeble, but vital nonetheless, that present behaviour must be governed by truth that linked their present age with the prophetic programme of God’s revealed will. In so phrasing their complaint to Ezra, they would have at once triggered within his memory a cascade of Scriptural associations and references to the history of the earthly vicissitudes of the promised seed down through the centuries and all the manifold attacks of Satan thereon. No wonder he sat astonied. The danger to Sarah and Rebecca from Pharaoh and Abimelech, the Egyptian attempt to drown the Hebrew male neonates, the malicious guile of Balaam’s doctrine of intermingling, the blood-soaked treachery of Athaliah, all this and more would have loomed before him as a panorama of weakness, failure and disaster, salvaged only by God’s supervening grace.


  EZRA’S PRAYER


  The timing of this prayer coincided with the evening sacrifice. This was a burnt offering, Lev.6.9; Ex.29.41-43, and was the Divine basis of God’s meeting with His people, and their acceptance. Elijah’s public sacrifice on mount Carmel took place at the time of the evening sacrifice, 1Kgs.18.36, when it was clear to all that with no answer forthcoming for the prophets of Baal by that time, there wasn’t going to be any. Daniel’s prayer was swiftly answered at the time of the evening sacrifice, Dan.9.21. Ezra no doubt had a lively appreciation of what the evening sacrifice meant, and was somewhat in the spiritual good of the burnt offering, albeit limited, as it anticipated the typological explanation in Eph.5.2: "Christ also hath loved us, and hath given Himself for us an offering and a sacrifice to God for a sweetsmelling savour." Paul did not merely value this doctrine as an abstract precious thought in pietistic isolation from real-life practical issues and crises, and it would appear that Ezra appreciated something of this practical import. Consider Eph.5.3, which has the very next phrase after "sweetsmelling savour" as "But fornication and all uncleanness, or covetousness, let it not be once named among you as becometh saints." This linkage of the burnt offering and acceptance in Christ with purity of life, is the basis for the separatist call to be not partakers with the children of disobedience, and to "have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness" vv.3-11. What can be more practical than this? Yet it is based not on party slogans, or Pharisaical self-righteousness, but on a heart-felt appreciation of the abiding and ever-fresh value of the great sacrifice of the Lord Jesus Christ for us, in Whom alone we are accepted by God. It seems the Jews of Ezra’s day did not appreciate the implications of holiness that the sacrifices demanded, or the departure in morals and separation would not have occurred. This coincides with the moral order of the issues dealt with by Malachi’s prophecy. The loss of appreciation for the value of the sacrifice in worship preceded the decay in personal and family morals. There is a great lesson here. Separation is not chiefly presented as a negative truth. Clearly the abnegation of evil and uncleanness is the negative aspect, and inescapable for saints in every age, but the attractive aspect of the doctrine of separation as linked with the truth of the altar of our worship and the local assembly is paramount, Heb.13.10-15.


  The tone and language of Ezra’s prayer have parallels with the great prayer of Daniel chapter 9. Indeed some of the phrases used by Ezra are the same, or very similar: for example, "confusion of face" for Israel, and forsaking "Thy commandments, which Thou hast commanded by Thy servants the prophets" and the reference to "our fathers" as equally burdened with guilt. It is with good reason therefore that Bishop Wordsworth in his Commentary in loco points to such evidence as demonstrating that Ezra was intimate with and influenced by Daniel’s prayer, and that the book of Ezra thus is an incidental testimony to the contemporaneous existence of the book of Daniel. This prayer shows great reverence for God and the Holy Scriptures. Ezra here showed a deep and fluent familiarity with Scripture in bringing together so many Scriptural allusions and quotations in a discourse to God as he expressed himself in a Scripture-saturated idiom. This is to be commended and looked up to as a most worthy example of public prayer in a time of departure.


  Sad to say, there are now those who would scorn this sort of public prayer. Over 30 years ago the late A.M.S. Gooding sounded the alarm concerning elements within assemblies gathered to the Lord’s name who seek to deconstruct every scriptural component of assembly function and worship. Concerning prayer and worship these avant-garde thinkers want to see the end of tradition and "no prayers steeped in the Levitical offerings or intricate typology or profound expositions of Scripture". You can be sure they would regard Ezra with a jaundiced eye.


  The whole emphasis of this prayer is that of confession to God and full acknowledgement of the extent of national guilt. The seriousness of the problem was compounded by the fact that God had so graciously restored them to the land, (though not to national sovereignty). Two key phrases from the concluding verse of his prayer are worth noting. "Thou art righteous" and "we cannot stand before Thee because of this". This is not a prayer for forgiveness. It is a full confession of guilt, as a prelude to action to root out the sin that has incurred God’s displeasure. The people cannot be justified (i.e. "stand") before God in His righteousness under these circumstances.


  ASSERTING HIS AUTHORITY


  Ezra, as we have noted, was furnished by the emperor with draconian powers to enforce observance of God’s law and the king’s rights. But he did not use these coercive measures, just as he had earlier declined to utilise a military escort on the long and dangerous journey to Jerusalem. Faced with the moral meltdown of chapter 9, we might have expected him to issue decrees and writs to end the intermingling with foreign women and punish those involved. But he did not do this. Rather, we find him rending his clothes, tearing his hair and sitting in overwhelming bewilderment and grief at the situation. Then at the time of the evening sacrifice, he arose and prayed his famous public prayer of confession and humiliation. After this the actions of those around him seem spontaneously to gain momentum and a great movement of recovery from the departure ensued.


  In this mode of approach he rather resembles the approach of the apostle Paul. Paul had special apostolic authority that he mentioned in his epistles, especially to the Corinthians. However, although he had such rights he refrained from using them. He felt that if he were to come to Corinth in person he would be obliged to use "the rod" with detrimental consequences for those in Corinth who had sinned. Therefore he avoided a visit, and even such a gracious gesture was misinterpreted by his adversaries, when they ought to have been thankful. Paul’s preferred method was to exercise the consciences of his audience by applying the Word of God to them, and appealing to them on the ground of their Christian blessings and privileges in Christ to behave in a way consistent with their profession and high calling.


  In our own day, this is the key to successful outcomes in matters requiring disciplinary action in an assembly. J.N. Darby, a man often depicted adversely by historians as an overbearing division-maker amongst assemblies in the 19th century, was predominantly concerned to arouse the conscience of an assembly and of individuals as to their loyalty to Christ and their responsibility to separate from moral and doctrinal evil out of love to Him, rather than coercing the saints by party feeling or the force of his remarkable personality. It is interesting to see the close parallels with the apostle Paul’s thought reflected repeatedly in J.N.D.’s letters concerning disciplinary issues. Perusal of these letters would yield much profitable food for thought in our own day when in relation to assembly order, it seems too often to be a case of "every man doing that which is right in his own eyes".


  UNANIMITY OF ACTION


  In the immediate aftermath of Ezra’s great prayer, a remarkable consensus emerged about the necessary course of action in dealing with the intermingling crisis. Hearts and consciences were evidently deeply moved. The very great congregation of men, women and children that assembled unto Ezra as he finished praying was impelled by the effect of God’s Word working in their conscience. They wept sore. Their thoughts were expressed by Shechaniah the son of Jehiel. Here was a man prepared to put principle beyond blood-ties. We find in v.26 of this chapter that his father was one of those who had taken strange wives. He was the one who urged Ezra into action. In spite of the dire situation, he had faith to say "Yet now there is hope in Israel concerning this thing" v.2. He suggested a covenant with God to put away the strange wives, something that should be done "according to the law" v.3. No doubt in acknowledging Ezra’s profound knowledge of the law, he said "This is incumbent upon thee" Ezra 10.4, J.N.D. Such an impact of Ezra’s prayer was not due to mere rhetoric or personal charisma. Decisions that might be viewed from the natural standpoint as hard and lacking in humanitarian sympathy were rapidly implemented in the fear of God. There is no doubt that there was personal cost involved, both emotional and probably economic, for those who complied with the Scriptural standard for Divine testimony. Yet the majority went through with it. In our own times such a restoration of God’s people from conditions of departure is often viewed as legalistic and hard-hearted. Such thinking appeals to an emotion-based attitude to Divine things. It is post-theological inasmuch as proponents of such views never appeal to "thus saith the Lord"; are not characterised by "they found it written" and rather strive to whip up empathy with evil; something that is tantamount to partaking with the perpetrators of what God’s Word identifies as evil.


  In spite of the great movement of repentance and restoration that followed Ezra’s prayer, it seems from 10.15 that there were a few who actively dissented. This opposition may be linked with vested interests. Meshullam is mentioned later in v.29 as one of those guilty of wrongful marriage. The minority dissent did not derail the progress of restoration, and Meshullam’s inclusion in v.29 would indicate his later compliance with the purging process, thus showing that he had soon been restored in this matter. Shabbethai the Levite also appears to have been restored, for he features in Nehemiah chapter 8 as one of Ezra’s helpers in the great public Bible reading, and he shared in the "oversight of the outward business of the house of God." The commonly heard plea of no action without unanimity in an assembly was not heeded in this Divinely empowered restoration. The clear instructions of God’s Word carried the day in the consciences of the many. "The insisting on the doctrine of unity to prevent the judging of evil, and that by the consciences of the saints, and assuming it into the hands of the rulers, is one of the very worst forms of evil" observed J.N. Darby perceptively in 1845.


  RESTORATION ACCOMPLISHED


  Even among the sons of the priests were found some who had taken strange wives. "The priests’ lips should keep knowledge" Mal.2.7, and it is serious when inconsistency of moral conduct by teachers among God’s people occurs. From Ezra chapter 10 we learn that a thorough and speedy investigation with repentance, and repentance in action, not just in word, leading to cessation of the anti-Scriptural relationship was required. In v.11 there are three key elements to Ezra’s instructions to the people:


  
    	
      Confess - "Make confession unto the Lord God of your Fathers"

    


    	
      Obey - "Do His pleasure"

    


    	
      Separate - "Separate yourselves from the people of the land. . .".

    

  


  There is clearly a moral and logical progression in the order of these three commands. It needs no elaboration. These three commands, if taken seriously by us today as assemblies of God’s people, would have striking results. Here is a challenge to every one of us, individually, and collectively.


  The process of restoration in Ezra chapter 10 was individual. The names recorded were of individuals. The collective response was real, but it was achieved at an individual level. How Ezra must have rejoiced when the congregation answered and said with a loud voice "As thou hast said, so must we do". There was no negotiating, or special pleading. How refreshing and God-honouring when such is the response of a Scripturally based challenge to a problem among God’s people. Perhaps above all other incidents in his life, this was the moment on this earth when he felt a sense of reward for all his long life of devoted study and self-disciplined dedication to God’s Word. In true priestly fashion, there was never a hint of self-aggrandisement in Ezra’s ministry. As closely as a man could, he behaved as one "ordained for men in things pertaining to God". May Ezra’s life and prayers be an example and encouragement to each of us.


  CHAPTER 7 - THE PRAYERS OF NEHEMIAH


  by Jack Palmer, N. Ireland


  SETTING


  The reign of Solomon was marked by outstanding power and prosperity. His time on the throne saw the building of the temple and the establishment of Jerusalem as the dwelling place of God. His fame travelled widely and it attracted a visit from the queen of Sheba to observe "the wisdom of Solomon, and the house that he had built" 2Chron.9.3. All of this was to change ever so quickly and following the decease of Solomon the kingdom was divided into ten northern tribes, known as Israel and the two southern tribes, known as Judah. Israel subsequently fell to the Assyrians and Judah to Babylonish captivity.


  The carrying away of Judah to Babylon, permitted by God, represented His judicial response to the failure that marked His people. Their disobedience, defilement and dismissive attitude to the messengers of the Lord, as recorded in detail in 2Chron.36.14-16, resulted in the desecration and destruction of the house of God that Solomon had built and the dismantling of the walls of Jerusalem. Many were taken captive and removed from their homeland to Babylon. It is most likely that Nehemiah’s father would have been numbered amongst the captives at that time and found himself several hundred miles from home and in strange, uncongenial circumstances. On the basis that the people of Judah were to be seventy years in captivity it would be fairly safe to conclude that Nehemiah was born in Babylon.


  By the time Nehemiah appears on the pages of our Bible, the Medes and the Persians had overthrown Babylon and under their rule the first group of exiles had been permitted to return to Jerusalem, in keeping with God’s programme communicated to Jeremiah. This group led by Zerubbabel and in partnership with Joshua, the High Priest, began work on the reconstruction of the temple. These initial steps of recovery came to a halt and the ministry of Haggai, the prophet, had a particular relevance to the difficulties encountered at that time.


  During the reign of Artaxerxes a further group of exiles, under the leadership of Ezra, returned and a detailed account of their activities is provided in Ezra chapters 7-10. Meanwhile, Nehemiah was engaged as the king’s cupbearer in Shushan the palace. His role embraced the responsible position of being the personal attendant to the king; he had obviously proved his personal integrity in terms of trustworthiness and dependability otherwise he would not have been allowed to serve in such a favoured capacity. He offers a most encouraging example of how to live in a strange land. Others such as Joseph, the little maid that waited upon Naaman’s wife and Daniel come readily to mind.


  Nehemiah’s role and responsibility in the palace meant that he had access to both king and queen. When he was so engaged we read in Neh.2.1, "it came to pass". The significance of this will be considered later. References to the month Chisleu and the twentieth year of the reign of king Artaxerxes, Neh.1.1, are also worthy of note and indicate that God is working out His purpose in His own time. While God can act independently of any, it is most encouraging to note that Nehemiah is to be permitted to have a vital role in the restoration work to be undertaken at Jerusalem. The record of Nehemiah offers a highly instructive example of what can be achieved for God in the most difficult and trying circumstances. It would be profitable to reflect on his many commendable qualities such as his perception of need, his practical competence and his ability to work in partnership with others but the specific purpose of this chapter is to consider his prayers. His prayers in many ways present a very pertinent insight into the spiritual life and motivation of the man himself and are very much in keeping with all that is expressed in his name, which means "the comfort of the Lord".


  SUMMARY


  Before considering the context and content of each of Nehemiah’s prayers some general observations are appropriate.


  The fact that he prayed so regularly and spontaneously demonstrates that he lived a life of communion with God and in this connection it is important to note the regard that he had for "the book of the law of Moses" Neh.8.1. This shows that communion with God through prayer and the Word of God were vital to his spiritual astuteness and advancement.


  His prayers were usually, Elijah-like, linked to specific needs or circumstances, giving a clear endorsement of the fact that our God has a deep interest in the everyday affairs of life.


  His prayers were brief and very much to the point; providing an excellent example in how to pray and what to pray for.


  His prayers arose from his heart in the most unusual places, verifying that he could bring God with him into all avenues of his life and activities and confirming that he was always in the habit of praying and so was continually in touch with God. In many ways he had characteristics similar to Paul who exhorted, "Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, and watching thereunto with all perseverance and supplication for all saints" Eph.6.18.


  While he was a practical man, full of energy and determination, his prayers reveal an underlying dependence on God. Again he manifests similar features to Paul who stated, "I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me" Phil.4.13.


  A reflection on the prayer life of Nehemiah offers a precious confirmation that God not only hears but answers prayer in His own perfect way and time.


  Nehemiah grants every available encouragement to engage regularly in prayer and to live a life of constant dependency on God.


  SPECIFIC PRAYERS


  There are some ten prayers of Nehemiah recorded in Scripture. Each holds a particular interest in terms of its circumstances and content and is full of valuable instruction. We shall deal with each prayer as we find them in the book of Nehemiah.


  Private Prayer


  As noted in the introduction to this chapter Nehemiah was a courtier with access to both the king and queen. While engaged in his daily affairs in the palace "in the month Chisleu, in the twentieth year … Hanani, one of my brethren, came, he and certain men of Judah; and I asked them concerning the Jews that had escaped, which were left of the captivity, and concerning Jerusalem" Neh.1.1,2. The request on the part of Nehemiah reveals that, though he had a responsible position and most likely a reasonable standard of living, he never overlooked his links with the land of his posterity nor the significance of Jerusalem to God or His people. His exercise about conditions is most commendable when it would have been much easier to disregard them. He could have been excused had he opted for a much easier way of life and had he slipped into the culture of blame and claimed that he was in no way responsible for the current state of things. Rather, he had a deep-seated concern about conditions and the need for recovery. The Scriptures offer many examples of God working following the exercises of His people about prevailing conditions and this is particularly relevant to the various stages of recovery enjoyed during the time of the Judges. It comes as a challenge to each of us and would cause us to question the extent to which we are burdened and exercised before God about present, spiritual conditions.


  The report he received brought added intensity to his burden and concern. The report revealed three issues:


  "The remnant that are left of the captivity there in the province are in great affliction and reproach" Neh.1.3. "Affliction" (Strong 7471) suggests adversity, calamity, displeasure, distress and evil. "Great affliction" emphasises the severity of the hardship they encountered. "Reproach" (Strong 2781) speaks of disgrace, rebuke and shame.


  "The wall of Jerusalem also is broken down" Neh.1.3. E. Dennett explains that the wall is a symbol of separation and C. T. Lacey points out the wall "served the dual purpose of keeping the evil of the world out and the rightful inhabitants of the city safe within". When distinctiveness is lost, the purpose of God has been severely compromised. The teaching of the law and vow of the Nazarite as presented in Numbers chapter 6 would have much to teach us on the importance of separation.


  "The gates thereof are burned with fire" Neh.1.3. The gate was the place of public administration where matters of judgment and justice were executed transparently. The destruction of the gates therefore represented the loss of authority and administration.


  In every aspect the tidings that reached the ears of Nehemiah were bleak and most depressing. How did he react? His posture is most significant; he says, "I sat down" Neh.1.4. He reacted in a manner similar to Ezra when he, too, heard of the breakdown in separation. In Ezra 9.3, it is recorded, "And when I heard this thing, I rent my garments and my mantle, and plucked off the hair of my head and of my beard, and sat down astonied." His pathos is reflected in the fact that Nehemiah "wept, and mourned certain days and fasted" Neh.1.4. It would be very difficult not to be impressed by his heartfelt sorrow and self-denial. There was no question of him gloating in failure or talking loosely about conditions. The situation was much too serious for that kind of conduct.


  Nehemiah did not discuss his distress or inner longings with the king as he would have had opportunity so to do, but rather it is written of him that he "prayed before the God of heaven, … the great and terrible God that keepeth covenant and mercy for them that love Him and observe [keep R.V.] His commandments" Neh.1.4. To him, access to an earthly monarch was irrelevant when he had access to a heavenly throne. The words of Heb.4.16, "Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need", would seem to sum up the experience of Nehemiah. How precious to remember that we have access to the same throne.


  It is instructive to note in 1.4 that Nehemiah, in the circumstances he was facing, addressed God as Elohim (plural), Jehovah Elohim and El (singular) and so doing displayed an intelligent understanding of the greatness of God. Later, when in the palace and in the presence of an earthly king he will address the "God of heaven", or, according to Newberry and J.N.D., "the God of the heavens" Neh.2.4, once again showing that his approach to God is appropriate to the current circumstances.


  The content of his request to the God of heaven details his:


  Appeal to be Heard – He says, "Let Thine ear now be attentive, and Thine eyes open, that Thou mayest hear the prayer of Thy servant, which I pray before thee now, day and night …" Neh.1.6. Nehemiah discloses the character and consistency of his prayer, recognising his true position as a servant in the presence of One Who is infinitely superior.


  Acknowledgement of Sin – He mentions and confesses "the sins of the children of Israel" Neh.1.6. In this way he is not only open about the failures of the people but provides a clear indication that the nation, although divided at that time, had its place and will continue to have its place as Israel in the purpose of God.


  Association with Sin – He now goes beyond speaking about the sin of others and includes himself in association with their failure by stating, "… we have sinned against Thee: both I and my father’s house have sinned" Neh.1.6. In this way he shows his true spiritual stature and put himself on a par, for example with Moses, who repeatedly was not reluctant to associate himself with the sin and failure of those he was raised up of God to lead.


  Articulation of Failure – He mentions their defilement, "We have dealt very corruptly against Thee", and their disobedience "and have not kept the commandments, nor the statutes, nor the judgments, which Thou commandedst Thy servant Moses" Neh.1.7.


  Advancement of Scripture – He recognises the consequences of disobeying the commandments given to Moses by stating, "If ye transgress, I will scatter you abroad among the nations" Neh.1.8. On the other hand he is clear that "… if ye return unto Me and keep My commandments, and do them; though there were of you cast out unto the uttermost part of the heaven, yet will I gather them from thence, and will bring them unto the place that I have chosen to set My name there" Neh.1.9. Nehemiah confirms that prayer ought to be in keeping with and based upon the Word of God.


  Awareness of Divine Purpose and Power – Before concluding his prayer Nehemiah makes a further appeal. This recognises what the people, although wayward and disobedient, mean to God and in His presence he pleads, "Now these are Thy servants and Thy people, whom Thou hast redeemed by Thy power and by Thy strong hand" Neh.1.10. Nehemiah appreciates that God is slow to give up on His wayward people. Having been before the Lord, sorrowful of heart and supplicatory in spirit, he makes a specific request that he would find favour and "mercy in the sight of this man" Neh.1.11.


  Reflection on this prayer magnifies Nehemiah’s concern about conditions, his exercise about returning to Jerusalem to support the recovery and his total dependence upon God to create such an opportunity. The fact that the permission he needed was in the gift of an earthly monarch did not dilute his confidence in the true God.


  Palatial Prayer


  The report of the destruction at Jerusalem, received in the month Chisleu, Neh.1.1, had a big impact on Nehemiah. From then on, deeply burdened about the state of things there, he was continually in prayer to God. Up to four months later, from Chisleu to Nisan, we read the highly significant statement, "And it came to pass" Neh.2.1. On this particular day, when it is likely that the commencement of the Persian year was the cause of the celebrations in the palace, it would have been part of Nehemiah’s secular responsibilities to serve wine to king Artaxerxes. Being sad of countenance would not have been tolerated, neither had Nehemiah shown any previous outward indication of inner anguish or concern in the presence of the king. However, on this occasion his facial expression was such that the king said unto him "Why is thy countenance sad, seeing thou art not sick?" Neh.2.2. The king was sufficiently discerning to detect that "this is nothing else but sorrow of heart" Neh.2.2.


  Nehemiah’s response was quite remarkable and he was "…very sore afraid" Neh.2.2. Later he was to show outstanding courage and tenacity in the face of all the opposing enemies but now extreme fear gripped him. Perhaps this is understandable as he contemplated the possibility of missing out on the opportunity that God was about to present to him. Regardless of his fear he retained his composure, accorded the king his rightful place and asked, "… why should not my countenance be sad, when the city, the place of my fathers’ sepulchres, lieth waste and the gates thereof are consumed with fire?" Neh.2.3. In response the king said unto Nehemiah, "For what does thou make request?" Neh.2.4.


  Faced with the immediacy and pressure of that situation we read, "So I prayed to the God of heaven" Neh.2.5. The circumstances demanded that the prayer be brief, and Scripture is silent on its detail. The fact that Nehemiah instinctively prayed demonstrates his habit of being constantly in communion with God and that he was filled with a sense of his own inadequacy at such a critical moment. Guided and sustained by God, Nehemiah requested, "… that thou wouldest send me to Judah, unto the city of my fathers’ sepulchres, that I may build it" Neh.2.5. There was no fudging of the matter and the king was left in no doubt about what Nehemiah so much desired. His courage and clarity before the king are most commendable.


  With permission granted and the time of his absence agreed, Nehemiah makes further request of the king for letters of authority and for the materials necessary for the re-building work to commence. The king granted all these, along with captains and horsemen, but Nehemiah was swift to acknowledge that it was "according to the good hand of my God upon me" Neh.2.8. Surely this is a precious example of God exceeding our requirements and a clear reminder that we lose so much through failure in not spreading out before God in greater detail the various needs that we constantly meet.


  While this prayer from the palace reveals the importance of intimate communion with God, it also highlights that Nehemiah had the practical awareness to anticipate the journey to Jerusalem and the materials that he would need when he arrived there. This would teach us that sound practical judgements are not out of place in the overruling purposes of God. May we be preserved from turning to God asking Him to do for us what we could well do for ourselves.


  Persecution Prayer


  Scripture is silent on the journey to Jerusalem but the details of Nehemiah’s arrival and his night-time viewing of the destruction are most instructive in the context of the mountainous task that confronted him. While others were asleep he was out assessing, in dangerous and difficult circumstances, what needed to be done if progress was to be made in the vital matter of recovery. All this took place before the account of the restoration of the gates is given in much detail, but perhaps it is rather surprising that there is no mention of him or his fellow workers engaging in prayer during this phase of the work. It is inconceivable to think that they did not pray during this important stage of recovery, particularly as Nehemiah had been in the habit of praying "night and day" Neh.1.6, when burdened about the state of things at Jerusalem. The fact is that there is no record of his or the prayers of others during this specific period.


  News that the building of the wall had started provoked much anger and opposition. The opposition was led in the first instance by Sanballat, Tobiah and others but such opposition is not surprising as it has always been, and will be the case, that once a work for God is in hand the enemy will also begin to work. The enemy’s tactics in the first place were to rain mockery, scorn and derision upon "these feeble Jews" Neh.4.2. They also belittled the materials and dismissively suggested that "if a fox go up, he shall even breakdown the stone wall" Neh.4.3. Faced with this barrage of abuse and opposition Nehemiah and his fellow builders turned to the Lord. They prayed, "Hear, O our God: for we are despised: and turn their reproach upon their own head, and give them for a prey in the land of captivity: and cover not their iniquity, and let not their sin be blotted out from before Thee for they have provoked Thee to anger before the builders" Neh.4.4,5. As they prayed they continued to work. The Divine record is encouraging, "So built we the wall: and all the wall was joined together unto the half thereof: for the people had a mind to work" Neh.4.6.


  The tone and the specific request of this prayer have generated debate and indeed elements of surprise. Some will ask, if it was spiritually appropriate for Nehemiah to seek revenge and that the sin of those who opposed the building of the wall remain before God. In this connection the comments of Edward Dennett are helpful. He writes, "Two things should be remembered: first, the dispensation under which the people were, and secondly, that the enemies of Israel were the enemies of God. Sanballat and Tobiah were deliberately setting themselves in opposition to the work of the Spirit of God. And all may learn from this prayer, as Saul afterwards had to learn in another way, what a solemn thing it is to persecute God’s people, and to hinder His work. Thus the ground on which Nehemiah urges his petitions: "They have provoked Thee to anger before the builders". The cause of these despised builders was the cause of God: and it was in this confidence that Nehemiah found, as all believers who are in fellowship with the mind of God in their labours may find, encouragement to invoke His aid as against their foes."


  The evidence that Nehemiah and his workers were determined to build and the sight of the wall emerging led to more vigorous opposition in the shape of an evil conspiracy, drawing together "Sanballat, and Tobiah, and the Arabians, and the Ammonites, and the Ashdodites" Neh.4.7. At this stage the combined enemies were "very wroth" Neh.4.7, and equally determined "to hinder" the work, Neh.4.8.


  Nehemiah, confronted with such a conspiracy of evil and the threat of intensifying opposition, states "we made our prayer unto our God" Neh.4.9. It would appear that this prayer came, not only from Nehemiah and those directly involved in the building, but from the Jewish people more generally. They were undoubtedly following the example of Nehemiah but, faced with such adversity and hostility they were drawn together into dependence upon God. It is always helpful to note how God allows circumstances to arise to bring His people together in prayer and into dependence on Him.


  Not only did they come together in prayer but they "set a watch against them day and night" Neh.4.9. The remainder of chapter 4 sets out in impressive and instructive detail how prayer was complemented by watchfulness, labour and steadfastness. Space prohibits any detailed examination of these commendable features and activities but they provide a striking illustration of Paul’s exhortation in regard to "Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, and watching thereunto with all perseverance and supplication for all saints" Eph.6.18. How often the enemy strikes in that unguarded and unsuspecting moment and may we be marked with similar tenacity and watchfulness.


  Pastoral Prayer


  Nehemiah was one of those who led by personal example and refrained from asking others to do something he was not prepared to do himself. He was conscious of his role as the appointed governor, Neh.5.14, and in this capacity he met many and varied problems. Like many a godly leader, before him and since then, he had to contend with internal grumbling and discontent. Somehow external opposition is one thing and is in many ways to be expected but it must have hurt deeply when difficulties emerged from within.


  The opening verses of chapter 5 show that these difficulties were about land, possessions, money and relationships. The enemy still employs similar issues to create tensions and divisions. Paul warned against "the love of money" 1Tim.6.10, and could offer himself as a personal example when he informed the Ephesian elders, "I have coveted no man’s silver, or gold, or apparel … I have shewed you all things, how that so labouring ye ought to support the weak, and to remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how He said, It is more blessed to give than to receive" Acts 20.33-35.


  Nehemiah’s first reaction was one of understandable anger, but this he kept under control and instead of moving hastily in a spirit of revenge he took time to reflect on the situation. His response was measured having "consulted with myself" Neh.5.7. In these circumstances it is difficult to appreciate the awesome burden that he carried and at the same time commend him for the approach that he adopted. Leaders in local assemblies could learn much from Nehemiah by taking time and care to fully assess problems and move prayerfully before God.


  When Nehemiah moved to deal with the difficulties amongst the people he displayed outstanding leadership qualities. By going right to the heart of the matter with courage and conviction and by acting "because of the fear of God" Neh.5.15, the potentially dangerous issue was averted. It is quite remarkable that while he was sorting out these internal issues he "continued in the work of this wall" Neh.5.16. A lesser person would have allowed the problems that developed within the ranks to have diverted him from the main task of reconstructing the wall; something that Satan would love to have happened.


  Against such a backdrop Nehemiah again resorts to prayer and pleads, "Think upon me, my God, for good, according to all that I have done for this people" Neh.5.19. Some may well have thought that in making such a request he was being boastful but such a suggestion would be most unkind to a man whose interests lay solely in promoting the glory of God through the restoration of all that had been lost in departure at Jerusalem. There is certainly no record whatsoever of him ever having boasted before men of what he had done but rather, with honesty and humility he could speak to God about it. This prayer rather reveals the heart and hand of a true leader. Paul, like Nehemiah, was never afraid to call upon God to witness his labour and conduct in the work of the Lord. Paul wrote, "Ye are witnesses, and God also, how holily and justly and unblameably we behaved ourselves among you that believe" 1Thess.2.10.


  Power Prayer


  Having coped with the very real difficulties that emerged from within and having reached the stage where the building of the wall had been completed, although the gates had still to be hung, the scene was set for a fresh attack by the enemy. The attack will not now come in visible opposition but through craft and subtlety. The enemies remain the same and their objective has never changed but they are very skilful in adjusting their tactics. Nehemiah and his contemporaries will be tested through the diplomatic route with the suggestion of an offsite meeting in "some one of the villages in the plain of Ono" Neh.6.2. Nehemiah was quick to discern their evil intent and he repelled this approach "saying, I am doing a great work, so I cannot come down: why should the work cease, whilst I leave it, and come down to you" Neh.6.3. A similar approach was made four times and was met with the same resolute response.


  Following such a subtle approach, the next attack came in the guise of an open letter seeking to discredit Nehemiah by questioning his motives and suggesting that he was intent on making himself king. In other words, he was being accused of being in the business of pursuing his own advancement and that he was using the work of God to that end. The enemy is relentless but again Nehemiah stood firm by rejecting these allegations and proclaiming, "thou feignest them out of thine own heart" Neh.6.8. While these attacks were repulsed, they did have the undesirable impact of causing fear and weakening their hands in the work. It was at this point that Nehemiah turned to God, "Now therefore, O God, strengthen my hands" Neh.6.9. Some have thought that because the words "O God" are not in the original Hebrew text that this fell short of being a prayer but was rather a statement recognising the need for strengthening. The R.V. offers the alternative rendering, "I will strengthen my hands". It is most likely, given Nehemiah’s habitual dependence on God and the manner in which he responded to previous situations of great pressure that, on this occasion, he turned to God for the strengthening he so much needed. It is important to appreciate that we cannot face our foes in our own natural strength. We do well to learn from the example of David who went forth to fight against Goliath "in the name of the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel Whom thou hast defied" 1Sam.17.45. Peter discovered to his cost that he, in his own energy, was no match for "a certain maid" Lk.22.56. May we have the grace of Nehemiah and turn to God in such times of need.


  Perceptive Prayer


  The variety of methods engaged against Nehemiah is quite remarkable. They are clever and inventive but all designed to catch him off guard. The enemies viewed him as the main obstacle that stood in the way of the success of their evil intent. Their next approach will be through one who appeared to be a friend and who gave the distinct impression that he was concerned about Nehemiah’s safety. His name was Shemaiah and we read, "Afterward I came unto the house of Shemaiah the son of Delaiah the son of Mehetabeel" Neh.6.10. Little is known about this individual but it is clear that he had the confidence of Nehemiah who appeared to be at liberty to visit his home. At the time of the visit Shemaiah was confined to his house and gave Nehemiah to believe that they were both in danger. His evil scheme was that they should find safety in the temple, claiming that his enemies would come in the night with murderous intent. All of this was played out in the name of friendship and supposed concern for Nehemiah’s safety. How treacherous can the enemy be! Paul warned the saints at Corinth to be on the alert for "false apostles, deceitful workers, transforming themselves into apostles of Christ" 2Cor.11.13. Paul, in the same letter, counselled them not to be surprised about such a possibility "for Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light" 2Cor.11.14.


  It is well that Nehemiah was a man of courage and more importantly perception: "And, lo, I had perceived that God had not sent him: but that he pronounced this prophecy against me: for Tobiah and Sanballat had hired him" Neh.6.12. Nehemiah was equally satisfied that their aim was "that I should be sore afraid, and do so, and sin, that they might reproach me" Neh.6.13. The hurt desired, the damage intended and the deceitfulness attempted show how much we need to be on guard if we are to be preserved.


  Again this brings Nehemiah into the presence of God. It would seem that he is almost beyond making request and with unreserved trust cries out "My God, think Thou upon Tobiah and Sanballat according to these their works, and on the prophetess Noadiah, and the rest of the prophets, that would have put me in fear" Neh.6.14. How good it would be if we were marked by the discerning ability to "try the spirits whether they are of God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world" 1Jn.4.1.


  Pathological Prayer


  It must have filled the heart of Nehemiah with deep satisfaction and gratitude to have witnessed the dedication of the wall, to have reinstated the offices of the priests and Levites in keeping with the rediscovered book of the law of Moses and to have listened to the "songs of praise and thanksgiving unto God" Neh.12.46. With these precious memories filling his mind he returned to Babylon. It must not have been easy for him to go back but he had been given leave for a certain period and as a man of principle he honoured his commitment to the king. Although back in Babylon, there can be little doubt that his thoughts and desires were still towards Jerusalem, and we read "after certain days obtained I leave of the king: And I came to Jerusalem" Neh.13.6,7. It is not clear how long Nehemiah had been away from Jerusalem but his absence was of sufficient duration to allow the serious spiritual disease of departure to reoccur. On returning he discovered that Eliashib "the priest, having the oversight of the chamber of the house of our God, was allied unto Tobiah" Neh.13.4. Eliashib would have been well known to Nehemiah in his priestly capacity and to learn that he not only was in association with Tobiah, but had actually "prepared him a chamber in the courts of God" Neh.13.7, must have been a cause of tremendous grief and disappointment. The influence of a godly leader is often measured by what takes place during the time of his absence.


  Motivated by such grief and most likely an element of anger, Nehemiah moved quickly and "cast forth all the household stuff of Tobiah out of the chamber … and cleansed the chambers; and thither brought I again the vessels of the house of God, with the meat offering and the frankincense" Neh.13.8,9. In so acting Nehemiah foreshadowed the Lord Jesus when He, as recorded in Jn.2.13-17, purged the temple of evil merchandise.


  The corruption of the house of God also led to neglect in the support for "the Levites and the singers" Neh.13.10. One wrong step leads to another and once again Nehemiah was required to act quickly and decisively to arrest the departure and initiate recovery. When all of this was done Nehemiah turned to God in prayer, " Remember me, O my God, concerning this, and wipe not out my good deeds that I have done for the house of my God, and for the offices thereof" Neh.13.14. In asking God not to wipe out his good works he was not boasting in any sense but was before God in humility beseeching Him that the recovery granted would be preserved. Experience had taught Nehemiah how quickly departure can come and he was therefore looking to God that what he had seen in restoration would not be undone.


  Profanity Prayer


  The departure in relation to the house and its administration was compounded by a blatant disregard for the sabbath. When Nehemiah returned he observed "some treading wine presses on the sabbath, and bringing in sheaves, and lading asses: as also wine, grapes, and figs and all manner of burdens, which they brought into Jerusalem on the sabbath day" Neh.13.15. The outside world detected an opportunity and "There dwelt men of Tyre also therein, which brought fish, and all manner of ware; and sold on the sabbath unto the children of Judah, and in Jerusalem" Neh.13.16.


  Nehemiah was consistent in his stand against evil. His challenge was unforgiving and he contended with the nobles of Judah, and said unto them, "What evil thing is this that ye do, and profane the sabbath day? Did not your fathers thus, and did not our God bring all this evil upon us, and upon this city? Yet ye bring more wrath upon Israel by profaning the sabbath" Neh.13.17,18. He follows this by displaying fearless conduct when he controlled the opening and closure of the gates so that the commercial activity on the sabbath would be interrupted. He also commanded the Levites "that they should … come and keep the gates, to sanctify the sabbath day" Neh.13.22. The fact that these evil practices were brought to an end demonstrates the stature of Nehemiah and the authority that he so skilfully exercised.


  Once more Nehemiah brings everything to God in prayer. He is conscious that God was his God, as revealed by his request "Remember me, O my God, concerning this also, and spare me according to the greatness of Thy mercy" Neh.13.22. Again he is seeking the face of God, having dealt with the problem of the profanity of the sabbath, that he will not be called upon to deal with a similar situation in the future. It is good when we can act in keeping with God’s mind and we can ask His blessing upon our activities.


  Partition Prayer


  There does not appear to be any end to the difficulties that Nehemiah faced. No sooner had he dealt with the unhealthy alliance with Tobiah, the neglect of the Levites and the defamation of the sabbath when another significant problem arose. It must have been heart rending for him to see his people taking wives "of Ashdod, Ammon and of Moab" Neh.13.23. Such relationships were forbidden and were the cause of much grief. Similar grief had been brought to Ezra previously and now such a sinful practice was being repeated. Once more Nehemiah stood firmly against such practices and held up the example of Solomon so that they would learn from the consequences that ensued in his experiences. Above all he was forthright in making it clear that conduct of this kind was "to transgress against our God in marrying strange wives" Neh.13.27. Looking upon such departure and amalgamation Nehemiah yet again turns to God. He contended with the offenders and pronounced a curse upon them but now in the presence of God his plea is "Remember them, O my God, because they have defiled the priesthood and the covenant of the priesthood, and of the Levites" Neh.13.29. It would appear that he is telling God that he has done all that he could to stay the tide of evil and now he is leaving them in His hands. There is a very close parallel with the attitude of Paul to the elders at Ephesus when he could say to them, "And now, brethren, I commend you to God, and to the word of His grace, which is able to build you up, and to give you an inheritance among all them which are sanctified" Acts 20.32.


  Personal Prayer


  Having considered the prayers of Nehemiah, it is perhaps a little surprising that the concluding prayer makes no reference to the construction of the wall, the opposition faced from various quarters or the failures of so many of his contemporaries. On the other hand it is characteristic and appropriate that his last recorded words in the book of Nehemiah should be a short and personal prayer demonstrating his dependence on God at every stage of his life and labour. After stating that he had cleansed the priesthood and had made arrangements for the functioning of the altar and the offering of the firstfruits, Nehemiah draws near again to God with the simple but precious plea "Remember me, O my God, for good" Neh.13.31. He was a practical man to the end and it is highly significant that it is only in the book of Nehemiah that we twice read about "the wood offering" Neh.10.34, 13.31, demonstrating that he recognised the continual need for wood to service the altar.


  Earlier prayers had been about others and about the work in which he had been engaged but this final prayer is by far the most personal of them all. There is something telling about the expression "Remember me" and when Nehemiah addresses God as "O my God" he reveals a very clear indication of the intimate way he had come to know God. In his first prayer we noted that his language and tone were somewhat different. On that occasion he prayed, "I beseech Thee, O LORD God of heaven, the great and terrible God, that keepeth covenant and mercy for them that love Him and observe His commandments" Neh.1.5. How precious to learn that Nehemiah developed a much closer relationship with and an appreciation of God. May we too be marked with that same spirit of dependency and increasing awareness of God and all that is revealed of Him in His Word. This can only come through following the delightful example of Nehemiah, who without the slightest exaggeration can be rightly described as a man of prayer. It is impossible to have spent so much time in the presence of God and not become more godly in character just as Nehemiah did during his lifetime.


  
    	
      Beyond our utmost wants

    


    	
      His love and power can bless:

    


    	
      To praying souls He always grants

    


    	
      More than they can express.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (John Newton)

    

  


  CHAPTER 8 - THE PRAYERS OF DANIEL


  by James R. Baker, Scotland


  INTRODUCTION


  The dramatic circumstances in the early days of the Babylonian captivity brought great difficulty to the children of Israel. The impact that was made upon those who were taken down from Canaan to Babylon resulted in the various prayers which are recorded in the book of Daniel. These petitions were brought before God by persons who were cast upon Him for deliverance from torture and possible death. It should also be noted that there were those amongst the captive children of Israel whose lives were marked by the habit of regular and constant prayer. For them prayer was the normal response when problems arose. The actual prayers within the book of Daniel are either alluded to, or delineated in detail. They will be considered here in the chronological order of the four particular chapters that unfold the importance and result of prayer in times of trouble. Before those chapters are considered, varied references from chapter 1 are made regarding the initial difficulties that the early captives encountered.


  CHAPTER 1


  It is clear from this opening chapter that Daniel and his companions were in Babylon as captives and therefore were in a precarious position in respect of the prolific rules and regulations that were being brought to them from different levels of Babylon’s authority. Soon there were young Jews chosen by the Babylonians who changed the captives’ diet from that to which they were accustomed, and changed their names also. The obvious intention was to develop intellectually gifted young men so that they would easily assimilate, and blend into the ways and culture of Babylon, and thus be able to encourage many other Israelites to adjust peacefully into their new situation. Nebuchadnezzar was clearly intent on changing the attitude of these young men to their own nation and, more importantly, to God. The significance of the new names given to them lies in the fact that each of the original Hebrew names contained part of a Divine title of the God of Israel. Daniel and Mishael contained the suffix ‘el’ describing God as the Mighty One, and Hananiah and Azariah contained the suffix ‘ah’ telling of the Divine title Jehovah, the covenant-keeping God. The powers of Babylon obviously wanted to take God out of their lives and out of their thinking.


  From this there was an even greater significance, because each replacement name contained mention of the gods of idolatry which were well known and worshipped by the Chaldeans. Daniel, which in Hebrew means ‘God is my judge’, was changed to Belteshazzar meaning, ‘Bel’s treasurer or prince’. This new name contained the name of Nebuchadnezzar’s god, ‘Bel’ relating to Baal. Azariah, meaning ‘the help of the Lord’, was changed to Abed-nego meaning the ‘servant of Nego’ referring to the brightness, i.e. of the sun or of fire. Hananiah, meaning ‘beloved of the Lord’, was changed to Shadrach meaning ‘illuminated by the sun god’ and Mishael meaning ‘who is like unto God’ changed to Meshach meaning ‘who is like Venus’.


  The captives involved were now surrounded by idolatry of every sort, and the intention was to take every thought of Jehovah away from their minds which were to be conditioned to, and familiarised with, their new conditions in Babylon. It is salutary to remember that this old strategy of Satan is, under a different guise, still being used successfully to condition the people of God to every method and influence that can corrupt the mind from the simplicity which is in Christ. The bombardment of Christian homes and minds by atheistic philosophy, using various types of media presentation, have been particularly successful here.


  It should be noted that no mention is made of Daniel and his fellow captives praying about these matters. In the book of Daniel as it continues there are various contexts where prayer is either mentioned or described, but not in this chapter. It is the same in the present day when there are issues that demand obedience to the written Word of God. It is often said by some "I will pray about the matter", but when the Word of God is clear, it should be obeyed without delay. The only appropriate prayer required in such a matter is to ask for courage to do what God has commanded. It is good to see that although the internal conviction of Daniel was unambiguous, the manner in which he presented it to Ashpenaz was gentle and made in the form of a request, the reason of defilement still being made clear.


  CHAPTER 2


  This important chapter contains the record of a most remarkable dream that Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon had in the second year of his reign. The content of the dream contained momentous facts and prophetic matters that are of the most profound importance. It details the first of a number of sections in the book of Daniel, which together provide an outline of the dealings of God with the Gentile nations.


  Nebuchadnezzar was being taught that he, with his kingdom of Babylon, was the first of four imperial powers which were Divinely predicted to exist during the times of the Gentiles. Later in the present chapter it is made very clear that beyond the rule of men, with all its temporary greatness, there is to be a kingdom which will be everlasting and superior to all. The four Gentile world empires referred to will come to an end, but the fifth kingdom described, will be indestructible because it will be Divine in its origin and control.


  The Request of Nebuchadnezzar.


  It is not easy to decide what caused the emperor to be troubled in his spirit at this time, although there were already many reasons why he ought to have been. His life had been lived in cruelty and in the domination over others and, even though it was but an early stage of his reign, he was already responsible for the shedding of the blood of many hundreds of people. It appears that the dream of this chapter was not his first, from the words of v.1 of this chapter it was one of many; and his dreams troubled his spirit and caused him sleepless nights. There is a marked contrast between the sleep of this man and that of Peter who had been apprehended and put into prison by Herod the king: "and when Herod would have brought him forth, the same night Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains: and the keepers before the door kept the prison" Acts 12.6. Nebuchadnezzar could not sleep within the comfort of his palace, but Peter was complacent in sleep, even in the harsh environment of prison, during the night before he was to be brought before those who could have condemned him to death.


  The command of the king was to the magicians, astrologers, sorcerers and Chaldeans. These groups formed a conglomerate of those who made contact with the world of evil spirits and were the normal advisors to the king on all varied questions that came into his mind. On this occasion they listened to the king’s request and were keen to know from him the content of his dream, but Nebuchadnezzar was anxious for them to relate to him the actual details of the dream itself. This to them was a very difficult question to answer and one that tested their true ability to know the future. The only response these men could give was "O king, live for ever: tell thy servants the dream, and we will shew the interpretation". Whether the situation was contrived or not, the king had before him an opportunity to test the ability and integrity of his advisors and it is clear that they knew this also. From their point of view this matter became the most serious dilemma they had ever faced. Success in their answer would open to them a life and place of greatness before this Gentile potentate; but failure would mean death; this would be the supreme test. From the king’s point of view he knew that if they could give an accurate description of his dream then their interpretation of it would also be correct. He was in fact testing the ability and integrity of his advisors.


  The answer of the advisors revealed their inability to do what the king asked. God was teaching this cruel man about the weakness of human wisdom as well as the dangers of consulting the powers of darkness. The result of the king’s wrath was to destroy all the wise men of Babylon. He was possessed of ultimate power to do what he wished and his decision included the destruction of Daniel and his fellow-servants.


  The grace and wisdom of Daniel did not impede the directness with which he acted in times of need and extremity. His life was lived in fellowship with God and immediately after he heard the details from Arioch he went in to the king and asked for some time to be granted. The request was accompanied with the promise to shew the king the interpretation he wanted. This is further evidence of Daniel’s faith in, and intimacy with, God. Daniel’s fear of God was greater that his fear of any man.


  Immediately after leaving the king, Daniel went to his house and "made the thing known" to his three companions so that they might pray, 2.17. This was a prayer meeting with only four people present, but they were men who prayed to God from under the very shadow of death and their prayer was addressed to "the God of heaven" v.19. This is a Divine title that is specific to the period in which they lived and is used many times in this and other captivity books. The use of Divine titles in prayer at different times in the Bible, is worthy of careful attention.


  Their prayer contained two specific areas of request, first for the mercy of God to be shown to them in revealing the secret content of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. They were cast upon God for Divine revelation in this matter. It is significant to note that, although Daniel had promised the king the answer he required, this confidence did not impede earnest prayer being made for God to give the revelation. This is an important lesson for the people of God in any generation. All should believe in, and rest upon, the purpose of God but such belief should never take away the spiritual exercise of prayer. The inability to explain how prayer is heard and responded to by God should never discourage the constant exercise of fervent prayer.


  The second request was for their personal deliverance from the penalty they had been brought under through the failure of the wise men. These men had not been present when the interview took place between the king and the wise men, and they had not had the opportunity to make the promise which Daniel made later to Nebuchadnezzar. It was not a vain request to ask God for the preservation of their lives from perishing with the rest of the wise men in Babylon. It is very clear from a number of statements in this chapter, and in the book generally, that Daniel had every confidence that God was in control of the circumstances of himself, as well as of his fellows. It should here be noted that confidence in God did not in any way make him self-confident or careless in prayer. The reality of prayer in the life of a Christian is most essential. The believer should never take the view of the fatalist. God requires that His people pray regularly and individually and He will answer in His own good time and according to His will and purpose.


  The Thanksgiving and Praise of Daniel


  The secret was revealed to Daniel in a night vision and immediately the servant of God expressed his praise and thankfulness to God. He did not wait a moment longer to express his joy before the God of heaven and rejoiced that his confidence in God had been completely justified and his heart was full of joy and thanksgiving. And after the night of revelation and praise was over, his first approach was to Arioch to request the stay of judgment and to be brought into the presence of the king. Here we see the wisdom of Daniel which resulted in a further interview with Nebuchadnezzar whose first words to Daniel were "Art thou able to make known unto me the dream which I have seen …?" 2.26. The answer of Daniel commenced with an implied question, but without waiting for an answer, he stated clearly that the king’s problem was solved by the "God in heaven" v.28. The implied question was clearly intended to reveal to the king the difference between the response from the so-called wise men and that from himself. Theirs was to promote self and to deceive the king, but Daniel’s great desire was to introduce Nebuchadnezzar to the God of heaven.


  It is important to note in v.30 that the import of the particular experience described in this chapter is with a view to educating this cruel king and his associates in the whole matter of the power and wisdom of God in controlling the affairs of men.


  The Outcome of Daniel’s Prayer


  While it is not the purpose of this chapter to expound the details of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream image, it is encouraging to note that Daniel’s faith in, and faithfulness to God ended with the king acknowledging Daniel’s God and Daniel himself being promoted, vv.47,48. It is not difficult to see this as an illustration of 1Sam.2.30, "them that honour me I will honour".


  CHAPTER 6


  Daniel chapter 5 described the final day of the 25-year reign of Belshazzar. Chapter 6 describes a little of the commencement of the reign of Darius the Mede and includes the implementation of the new administrative organisation within the new empire. In association with these new senior appointments, it also describes a further very significant example of affliction for Daniel caused by his faithfulness in testimony for God. The incident of Daniel in the den of lions has possibly made this the best known chapter in the book.


  The early verses of the present chapter reveal the favour that Daniel had soon earned from his new captors, although he would have been about 83 years of age. Many believers have proved that the spiritual and moral requirements of an obedient, sanctified life have not impeded their advancement in their temporal employment. But there have been occasions when such godly features have stirred up the fleshly nature and attitude of their unconverted colleagues, but through humble endurance they have proved that "When a man’s ways please the LORD, He maketh even his enemies to be at peace with him" Prov.16.7. It is clear that there were those who envied Daniel, but they could not find occasion against his life, so they decided they would do it through his adherence to the law of his God, v.5. The incident now to be considered describes the well-known story of the den of lions.


  A simple reading of the chapter under consideration reveals the unrest of the many governing groups within the empire who were directly responsible to the emperor. These groups were utterly opposed to Daniel, but found it almost impossible to find grounds upon which they could act against him and thus remove him. The plan that was eventually devised was to prepare an edict that would develop into a royal statute signed by the king. It was to force every subject within the kingdom to refrain in total from addressing any god for any purpose except it was through the king of Persia. This prohibition was to last for a period of thirty days and any person who deviated was to be cast into a den of lions.


  Daniel’s Prayer Life


  "Now when Daniel knew that the writing was signed, he went into his house; and his windows being open in his chamber towards Jerusalem, he kneeled upon his knees three times a day, and prayed, and gave thanks before his God, as he did aforetime" v.10. The actions of Daniel were not done as acts of disobedience or rebellion; rather they were the continuation of lifetime devotion toward Jehovah the God of Israel.


  It should be noted from v.10 that regularity and humility marked the prayer life of this servant of God who kneeled down three times each day. Such times of being in the presence of God enabled him to enjoy constant communion with God and it should be carefully noted that thanksgiving formed a major part at every occasion of prayer. It should be remembered that these features were prominent in his prayer life before difficulties arose.


  Daniel had constantly engaged in the spiritual exercise of prayer; he was a man in touch with God although he lived in the midst of an idolatrous people. In the second chapter of the book of Daniel, in his youth, he has been seen as a man of prayer and through his contact with God had been used to reveal to Nebuchadnezzar the content of his dream. Here, approximately sixty two years later, the word "aforetime" indicates that, through the long years of his life, it had been his habit to pray at his window three times each day towards Jerusalem. Regularity in prayer was the practice of our Lord Jesus Christ and was seen in the life of so many of His servants in the New Testament. This new situation in Daniel’s life was but another item for him to place before God, as he continued "instant in prayer" Rom.12.12.


  "Then these men assembled, and found Daniel praying and making supplication before his God" v.11. Although the prayers of Daniel were as before; there was at this time the inclusion of supplication as he, no doubt, brought these specific matters before God. The wicked men, who had come to witness Daniel praying, did not appreciate that he was now invoking the hand of God upon himself against their evil actions. The cruel intention of the men who came is easily seen. They knew where to go to find Daniel at prayer. These facts are a great challenge to every Christian in the present day. The practice of prayer is so often neglected by those who profess the name of Christ. Just as Daniel had a place to pray and specific times for it, so should the saints of the present day. These men had seen Daniel kneeling before God in his private life and had witnessed the holiness of his public life, but they still wanted to have him removed. They knew they had obtained from the king an edict that to them was unchangeable and in this confidence they began, in the presence of the king, to reiterate the details of that edict. They were careful to repeat to him the terms of the decree, to which they had received his assent and further confirmed it again. It is clear that the king was grieved on behalf of Daniel, v.14, but was not able to deny his own words that forced him to enact the sentence. The accompanying words of the king confirm his confidence in the power of Daniel’s God to deliver His servant. The result of the miraculous deliverance of Daniel brought judgment to Daniel’s opponents and their families, v.24; issued in widespread testimony to the mighty power and sovereignty of God, vv.25-27; and prosperity to Daniel, who worshipped and trusted in Jehovah, the God of Israel.


  CHAPTER 9


  This chapter is well known but not easily understood. It commences with Daniel reading and considering books of inspired Scripture and concludes with a very important prophetic revelation from God through the angel Gabriel. The previous means by which Daniel had been instructed in the great themes of prophecy was through miraculous revelations from God. Here we can see there is clear evidence that Daniel was a careful student of the written revelations that had been recorded and at a later time incorporated into the Hebrew Scriptures of the Old Testament. This emphasises the important fact that Daniel was not only a man given to the regular habit of prayer but was also a consistent reader of the Word of God. There is no doubt that the twin functions of reading the Word of God and praying are two of the most vital spiritual exercises for all believers. But reading the Scriptures is not just to educate the mind and Daniel knew this. He had just been reading in the book of Jeremiah, which, no doubt, had stimulated his mind to consider and meditate upon it. It was not difficult for Daniel to compute the number of years that he had been in captivity and to realise that the accomplishment of the seventy years was just about to come.


  Daniel’s Prayer and Confession


  It is clear that reading the Word of God had a profound effect upon Daniel. His sensitivity to the Scriptures drew him into the presence of God and caused him to respond by prayer and supplication with fasting and contrition before God, v.3. Although he was very young at the beginning of the captivity and therefore not directly responsible for the failure of Israel at that time, yet he clearly made confession as one who had sinned. Daniel knew that God had used Nebuchadnezzar because of the backsliding of the nation of Israel and here the servant of God acknowledges the sin as iniquity and wickedness.


  It is most interesting to note the order of the prayer that Daniel set out before the Lord, having first confessed his sin and failure personally, then that of his people. As the prayer progresses he acknowledged the ways of God with His own people followed by his desire for the worship of God. Although Daniel had been absent from Jerusalem for well nigh 70 years he knew it was the city of God and that the temple was the dwelling place of God and that both were in reproach because God had withdrawn His presence. These desires of Daniel were right and pleasing to God. "Now therefore, O our God, hear the prayer of Thy servant, and his supplications, and cause Thy face to shine upon Thy sanctuary that is desolate, for the Lord’s sake" v.17. It is a wonderful tribute to the servant of God, that in spite of his many years of domicile in Gentile cities, his spiritual desires were centred upon Jerusalem, the house of God, the glory of God and the testimony of His people. His great spiritual desire was for the glory of God to shine from the sanctuary once again. This was the great burden of such a powerful and detailed prayer. And it was not for Daniel’s sake but rather for the Lord’s sake. This was prayer indeed.


  This prayer is described as one of the greatest in Holy Scripture and yet it has been opposed on the grounds that it is not a true part of inspired Scripture. The so-called higher critics have attacked this as part of their main argument, that the writing of the book of Daniel as a whole is a second century forgery.


  It is evident that over the many years of his isolation from Jerusalem, Daniel had learned to know God in a personal way and had also retained a love for "the place of the name" Isa.18.7, and for the people of God. He also knew that God was aware of all the desolations he spoke about but this did not diminish his pleadings with God for the city and the place that was dear to his heart. His pleadings were not focused upon his need, but rather were with a view to the glory of God. The closing stanzas reveal the holy intimacy and power with which Daniel pleaded and closed his prayer to God, "O Lord, hear; O Lord, forgive; O Lord, hearken and do; … O my God" v.19. The names of God were prominent in his prayer and it was for the glory and honour of the name of God that he pleaded and the subsequent verses reveal that such a prayer was honoured and answered.


  The earnestness and zeal with which Daniel prayed brought great honour and blessing to him. This is made clear in vv.20-23, where the angel Gabriel is seen to bring remarkable tidings to Daniel. This includes the skill and understanding to be given to the servant of God and to him would be conveyed the important information of the seventy weeks programme of prophecy. This wonderful chapter of prayer led to the great message of prophecy from God. In our present Christian experience, the only way to understand and enjoy the Word of God is by holding communion with God. It is then that His Word will become real to us and we will hear His voice.


  CHAPTER 10


  This chapter contains details of the commencement of the final vision in the book of Daniel. The vision referred to is very important and continues as one prophecy which proves to be the longest and most comprehensive of all the revelations given to the prophet. Its content continues through the last three chapters until the end of the book and of this Edward Dennett has observed, "It deals … with different eras and personages, traverses many spheres of action, but it does not proceed consecutively; for after reaching down to a certain point, with a historical description of machinations and conflicts between the king of the north and the king of the south, it suddenly passes on to the time of the end, and brings before us the wilful king, the antichrist with his wicked doings, 11.36, etc. and his conflicts with his adversaries."


  Chapter 10 begins with a further revelation to Daniel, which appeared to strongly affect him, and here he records some of the physical details as he passed through the three-week period when he deprived himself of normal conditions and facilities. Verse 12 makes clear that when the three-week period began with all its difficulties, Daniel also began to pray, and the words he used are referred to when, at the end of the period, he saw the heavenly messenger who came. It is not the object of this present chapter to define and expound the matters spoken of by the servant who had been Divinely sent, nor can we know all the words that Daniel had spoken in the three-week period. But it is thrilling to note that God heard all the words spoken by Daniel in his prayer and at the appropriate time Daniel was consoled by the message that eventually came. Of this Michael Browne has fittingly said, "As soon as a saint of God utters prayer from a burdened heart, that prayer is heard in heaven." "From the first day … thy words were heard" 10.12. A mighty angel was despatched to carry the reply, but for three weeks the powers of hell withstood the heavenly emissary, v.13. Still, today, there is constant spiritual warfare in the cosmic realm, in which we have a share, "For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places" Eph.6.12. Satanic opposition is never more evident than in hindering the believer’s prayers, but Daniel’s experience teaches us that we need not be defeated; we have every spiritual facility to be overcomers.


  CONCLUSION


  Daniel was a servant of God whose life and testimony bore witness to the keeping power of God through the darkest of circumstances. From youth to extreme old age he lived in consistent fellowship with God and the example of the righteousness of his life was used by Ezekiel the priest on at least three occasions, see Ezek.14.14,20; 28.3. His prayer life was regular and consistent throughout his life, and is a model that every believer should follow.


  CHAPTER 9 - THE PRAYER OF THE DISCIPLES’


  by Tom Wilson, Scotland


  It is often called the Lord’s Prayer, but it is a prayer the Lord never prayed, for reasons we shall note. It is the prayer He taught His disciples that they might understand how to approach the Father and how to frame their petitions. On many occasions the Lord underscored the need for prayer; and on at least three occasions the great Teacher set out for His disciples principles that were to mark their prayer exercises. Twice the evangelists record the Lord setting out the disciple’s prayer, Matthew chapter 6 and Luke chapter 11; and on the very eve of Calvary in the course of His upper room ministry, the third outline of underpinning principles was delivered, the record of which we have in Jn.16.23-27. Matthew records how during the first year of His public ministry somewhere in Galilee the Lord "went up into a mountain," and sat down to teach His disciples. Matthew calls it "the mountain," 5.1 (R.V.). To many who heard that teaching, it would always be "the mountain." How could they forget the mountain? Those disciples that followed Him up that mountain were amply rewarded, as the Lord began His teaching with a number of memorable beatitudes and concluded with His telling parabolic illustration of houses built on either sand or rock, 5.1-7; 7.24-27. In Matthew chapter 6, in the middle of that great sermon, we find the disciples’ prayer.


  Luke also records the Lord teaching His disciples to pray. During the Lord’s last journey to Jerusalem, the journey that began in Lk.9.1, the disciples, probably some who had been John’s disciples, having heard the Lord pray, asked that the Lord might teach them to pray. They recalled how John the Baptist had taught his disciples to pray. (Herod’s sword had ended that noble prophet’s life before this request had been made, Lk.9.9). In Lk.11.1-4, we find the account of that occasion, when for at least the second time, the disciples were taught to pray.


  This paper will consider mainly Matthew’s account of the disciples’ prayer. Matthew’s account is longer than Luke’s; in the Received (Greek) Text 73 words against Luke’s 60 words; in the A.V. 67 words against Luke’s 58 words.


  THE CONTEXT OF THE DISCIPLES’ PRAYER


  From the opening pages of his Gospel Matthew confronts his readers with the claims of Jesus Christ the son of David, the son of Abraham, 1.1. Clearly his task is to present One to Whom belongs the throne and the land. The remarkable acknowledgement of Gentile wise men and the immediate response of the Edomite king Herod to the birth of One "born King of the Jews" sets the stage for the forthcoming scenes of conflict. The following scenes feature John the Baptist and the penitents drawn to his ministry, a ministry endorsed by the Lord initially, although sinless, by being baptized of John and later by words of commendation, 11.7-15; 17.10-13. Not until Herod had arrested John and closed the public ministry of the great man, did the Lord Jesus begin to preach, using language men had heard from John’s lips: "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand". Our Lord was ad­dressing the nation on the very ground they claimed to occupy: that they were awaiting Messias and the kingdom. Soon they were to hear Him speak of seeking the kingdom, in stark contrast to the food and clothing that were the priorities of the Gentiles, 6.32,33. Seeking the kingdom was evidently part of their vocabulary in contradistinction to the Gentiles around them.


  The first great address the Lord delivered as recorded in Matthew’s Gospel was the Sermon on the Mount. That long sermon may have taken about 40 minutes to deliver initially, yet after many years the earnest among those first hearers would still be grappling with the radical teaching they had heard that day. For the first time, there was being unfolded many of the fundamental principles of His kingdom that they could never detect in Herod’s kingdom. The listeners heard of good in the presence of evil, indeed of persecution "for righteousness’ sake" 5.10,44, of enemies to be loved, 5.44, of swine and ravening wolves they would confront, 7.6,15. They heard too of their Father’s dealing with "the evil and the good … the just and … the unjust" 5.45. However, no mention was made of the mystery of iniquity or of the restraint and Restrainer that hindered its development, 2Thess. 2.6-8. Nonetheless, they were reminded that claims that Jews made to be guides to the blind, a light to them in darkness, instructors of the foolish and teachers of babes, Rom.2.19,20, laid upon them responsibilities to be salt and light in their generation, 5.13-15. Undoubtedly when the Wicked One is revealed of whom Paul wrote in 2Thessalonians chapter 2, Jewish saints in the period of the great tribulation will find both consolation and guidance in the Lord’s teaching and in the disciples’ prayer that He taught in a context with which they will be able to identify – one of conflict and corruption and compromise.


  The terms the Lord used were, in the main, particularly Jewish. They heard of respect for the law and the prophets, 5.17, of altar and God’s throne, 5.24,34; of judge, officer, prison and council, 5.22,25, and obligations to brother and neighbour, 5.22-24,43; 7.4; all of these they would interpret in the national context as no Gentile would. They also heard terms that are not to be found in the New Testament epistles: "inherit the earth"; "the kingdom of heaven" – not to be confused with "His heavenly kingdom" 2Tim.4.18; "Jerusalem … the city of the great king," which is not "Jerusalem, which is above … the mother of us all" Gal.4.26; and "your heavenly Father" 5.5,10,35; 6.14,26,32.


  Some of that teaching the Teacher’s own disciples would hear from His lips on other occasions; possibly 34 out of the 107 verses were later repeated by the Lord. The Evangelist tells us that there were three kinds of reaction to the Lord’s teaching that day: wonder, 7.28; an awakened awareness of His authority, 7.29; and of the distinctiveness of His teaching, 7.29. None of the scribes, the nation’s acknowledged teachers, taught as He did.


  Matthew chapter 6 begins with a simple imperative: "Take heed," v.1. That imperative is aimed in particular at those who had been carefully catechised by the scribes. They had been taught the importance of alms-giving, prayer and fasting. The Lord acknowledges the value of these practices, by saying: "when thou doest thine alms" vv.2,3; "when thou prayest" v.5, and "when thou fastest" v.17. He does not say, "if thou doest alms or prayest or fastest"! These were three important activities of Jewish piety, none of which our Lord undermines; indeed He deals with each of them in turn.


  In each case He shows how even the noblest of exercises could be debased; and identifies the characteristics of the defilers of those expressions of Jewish piety. They are hypocrites, vv.2,5,16. They are hypocrites because they glory in appearances, whether announced by trumpet blast, v.2, or the length of loud prayer in a public place, v.5, or the dismal countenance that could only point to prolonged fasting, v.6. True piety is not intended to make celebrities out of its practitioners; true piety is acclimatised only to an atmosphere the Lord describes as "in secret" vv.4,6,18. The Lord declares that both the hypocrites and the humble child of God receive reward for their exercises in alms-giving, prayer and fasting. The hypocrite’s reward is no more and no less than whatever he gains from being noticed by men, vv.2,5,16. The humble child of God is rewarded by his "Father Which seeth in secret" vv.4,6,18, the Father Who "is in secret" vv.6,18. The nature of that reward is individualised by the omniscient Father, as only He could. The Lord’s introductory imperative, "take heed" v.1, emphasises the care that has to be taken by every concerned soul in respect of alms-giving, prayer and fasting. Without great care, even worthy exercises could degenerate. The reinstatement of true piety in the secret place is the context in which the Lord teaches the disciples how to pray in Matthew’s Gospel.


  The event Luke describes in chapter 11 of his Gospel occurs as the Lord journeys to Jerusalem for the last time. Luke observes in the chapter characteristics of the Lord at this momentous time; we read:


  
    	
      v.1: "… as He was praying …"

    


    	
      v.14 (R.V. margin): "And He was casting out a demon …"

    


    	
      v.27: "… as He spake …"

    


    	
      v.37: "… as He spake …"

    

  


  Three exercises are noted by Luke: His praying, His destroying of the works of the devil and His willingness to set the truth of God before His hearers. Luke’s silence about the circumstances in which the Lord had been praying would lead to the conclusion that it was not a prayer occasioned by present or future circumstances like those the Lord later faced in Gethsemane. The disciples would have noted that habitual prayer was characteristic of the life of that dependent Man. As the disciples once more observed their Master in prayer, they thought of their own limited spiritual growth and asked: "Lord, teach us to pray" 11.1. They were aware that John the Baptist had taught his disciples to pray, and added: "as John also taught his disciples". They were really confessing that they were as needy as John’s disciples had been, when he taught them. They served a different Master from John’s disciples, but they had many similar needs.


  THE CONTENT OF THE DISCIPLES’ PRAYER


  As the Lord deals with the child of God at prayer, He is speaking of the individual’s personal exercise, not of collective prayer. Three times in the day the temple had its hour of prayer; we read of "the whole multitude of people … praying without at the time of incense" Lk.1.10; see also Acts 3.1. Paul also gives guidance on collective prayer in a local assembly, 1Tim.2.1-8. Here the Lord is dealing with the individual’s prayer-life. Its requirements He Himself will set out. They would be at least three:


  
    	
      Seclusion behind a closed door, v.6. In many homes only the storeroom had a door; there they should be found in prayer

    


    	
      The self-discipline that avoids much speaking, v.7

    


    	
      A submissive spirit in all who earnestly would pray the disciple’s prayer.

    

  


  The Lord was not forbidding public prayer. Our Lord prayed both in private and in public where His prayers could be heard. The problem was not praying aloud. France comments: "Just as even private reading in the ancient world was done aloud, so, too, people generally prayed audibly." The problem was not standing to pray (the normal Jewish stance, Mk.11.25; Lk.18.11,13) but standing to be seen; and praying loud and long to be seen and heard!


  The Lord is setting out a model from which His disciples would learn; it would unfold how they should pray, not what they should pray. The repetition of words the Lord taught was not to become "vain repetition" v.7. Nor did the Lord command them to recite this prayer, either as individuals or a congregation. On other occasions He would speak more of prayer, particularly as He anticipated His departure to be with the Father, from which point His disciples would ask in His name, Jn.16.23-27 constituting a notable aspect of a Christian’s prayer that dates from the moment of the Lord’s ascension. Asking in Christ’s name was not to be the immediate privilege of those disciples to whom the Lord first taught the disciples’ prayer.


  The disciples’ prayer is elegantly structured. In the A.V. it includes a closing doxology at v.13, which is omitted by J.N.D. and the R.V. The R.V. notes: "Many authorities, some ancient, but with variations, add, ‘For Thine is the kingdom, and the power and the glory, for ever, Amen’." It was common for Jewish prayers to end in a doxology.


  The Address "Our Father which art in heaven"


  The Petitions "Hallowed be Thy name"; "Thy kingdom come"; "Thy will be done"; "Give us this day our daily bread"; "Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors"; "Lead us not into temptation"; "Deliver us from evil".


  The Doxology "Thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen."


  The disciples’ prayer has rightly been commended for its "simplicity, comprehensiveness and brevity" (A. B. Bruce). Its language is a model of simplicity, offering assistance to any disciple, struggling to express himself before "our Father". The prayer is comprehensive: its scope embraces the worship of the Father and the needs, both of the individual praying and the needs of others; indeed its scope extends beyond the petitioner and others to take account of earth’s inarticulate cry for righteousness to reign. It is also strikingly short – 67 words in English, half a minute long if prayed aloud. Later the Lord pronounced "Woe" on scribes and Pharisees, who "for a pretence make long prayer" Matt. 23.14 et al. Ecclesiastes chapter 5 had earlier forbidden the Jew from being verbose in prayer: "… let thy words be few" Eccl.5.2, for the man using a "multitude of words" might be loose-tongued, and as a result, vow a vow he could not keep; "Be not rash with thy mouth … Suffer not thy mouth to cause thy flesh to sin" Eccl.5.2,6. Solomon, the preacher of Ecclesiastes forbad long prayers that committed a man or woman to a vow he could not keep; the "Greater than Solomon" condemned long prayers that spoke of a devotion the man had never intended to live up to. The disciple’s prayer is a model in brevity and relevance.


  What are the fundamental principles the Lord unfolds in this model prayer? They are at least four:


  
    	
      Unqualified reverence in approach to the Father:

    


    	
      
        	
          in their use of the name "Our Father;"

        


        	
          in the first petition, "Hallowed be thy name."

        

      

    


    	
      Due recognition of the primacy of His will:

    


    	
      
        	
          in the second petition, "Thy kingdom come;"

        


        	
          in the third petition, "Thy will be done;"

        

      

    


    	
      The immediate requirements of daily living:

    


    	
      
        	
          in the fourth petition, "Give us this day our daily bread;

        


        	
          in the fifth petition, "Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors;"

        


        	
          in the sixth petition, "Lead us not into temptation;"

        


        	
          in the seventh petition, "Deliver us from evil."

        

      

    


    	
      Fitting responsiveness in the light of His greatness:

    


    	
      
        	
          in the A.V.’s benediction, "Thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory for ever. Amen."

        

      

    

  


  As noted above, this is a prayer the Lord Jesus never prayed. He never said "our Father," when He addressed His Father, as the Gospels testify. He did hunger and thirst, for which needs He received daily bread as a dependent Man here below, but He never needed to ask His Father for forgiveness, as each of His followers does. With great care we guard the truth of His impeccability, so we discern that the sentiments of v.13 reflect only the disciple’s liability to fail. When the prince of this world did come, he found nothing in Christ to provide the foothold he had once found in Adam, Jn.14.30.


  HOW THE DISCIPLE ADDRESSES GOD


  Both in the language by which the disciple would enter the presence of God and the first petition he would utter there is evidence that the Lord of those disciples was conveying to them the need for unqualified reverence in their approach to "our Father".


  On that mountain the seated Lord Himself authorised the disciple to use the relational term "Father". Was such language normative among Jews at that time? Would other Jews address God as "Father"? Let us be reminded that in the Old Testament Scriptures the people of God do not normally address God as Father. The relationship of son and Father is never used in the Old Testament of an individual and God Himself. Only occasionally is their relationship as a nation with God described as that of a son whose Father was God. We recall:


  
    
      	
        Ex.4.22,23 - "Israel is My son, My firstborn … Let My son go that he may serve Me"

      


      	
        Deut.32.6 - "Is not he thy Father?"

      


      	
        Isa.63.16 - "Thou art our Father"

      


      	
        Jer.31.20 - Is Ephraim My dear son?"

      


      	
        Hos.11.1 - "When Israel was a child, then I loved him, and called My son out of Egypt"

      

    

  


  Who are these to whom the Lord speaks on that unnamed mountain? They are those who engage secretly in the pious exercises of righteous deeds, prayer and fasting. The Lord has also described them as those who love their enemies and bless them that curse them, that they "may be the children of your Father which is in heaven" 5.44,45. The Lord instructed those disciples to use the plural possessive pronoun and address God as "our Father". But He never included Himself in the pronoun "our" in respect of His relationship with the Father. When we pray, we never say, "my Father," because we gladly confess that grace has placed us on the same ground as every other saint; we say, "our Father". Although the place grace has given us allows us to share with Christ, we never stand where only He could stand, Who is the only begotten Son of God. What intimacy was in those simple words He alone could utter: "My Father", Matt.7.21; 10.32,33; 11.27; 12.50; 15.13; 16.27; 18.10,19,35; 20.23; 24.36; 25.34; 26.39,42,53 et al. Across the spirit of the saint of God, a sense of awe falls when we hear the Lord use that most intimate of names, "my Father". That phrase "my Father" separated Him then, and separates Him still, by an infinite interval from His own. It unfolded at once how distinct His Sonship was. To the Jew the way He addressed His Father was blasphemous; to the disciple it is the unveiling of His identity, that later Peter would articulate more fully as "the Christ, the Son of the living God" Matt.16.16. It is also the continuance of a communion that had no beginning.


  Here, too, "our Father" is appended by the relative clause "which art in heaven" 5.16,45,48; 6.1; 7.11,21. The phrase "our Father" draws us into the warmth shared by every child of God, but the qualifying clause cautions against the irreverent spirit that fails to realise that this One we approach is the self-existent One, as "art," the present tense of the verb "to be," declares. He is "in heaven": this One is transcendent: the Creator and not the creature, the fount of blessing and not one of those who come to drink from that fountain. He draws us to Himself, for He pities us as a father does his children, Ps.103.13; yet it is with awe that we approach One "glorious in holiness, fearful in praises, doing wonders" Ex. 15.11. We may whisper in His ear what we would not tell our nearest and dearest, but we need to guard against thinking we may address Him as if He was our natural kith and kin. Sometimes Christians are criticised for using language in prayer which some consider archaic. Where such language is deliberately chosen to guard the petitioner against careless familiarity that might engender inappropriate attitudes to a holy God, let the critics remain silent.


  The term "our Father" is only fitting on the lips of the redeemed. W. W. Fereday comments: "A moment’s reflection could convince us that it is perfectly shocking to teach a mixed multitude to say ‘our Father’." The disciple glories in his relationship with the Father; in the privacy of his room, he delights to utter that now-familiar term, "our Father". Prayers in the New Testament epistles do not append the relative clause, "… which art in heaven," nor include the term "Heavenly Father". The calling of the saints being addressed in those epistles was not that of Jews still bound in spirit to an earthly temple with its carnal sacrifices, before whom the Lord set out His Sermon on the Mount. Since the day of Pentecost, the child of God has received the indwelling Holy Spirit, "the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father" Rom.8.15. Unlike those first hearers, we are those who can pray "in the Holy Spirit," Jude 20. Clearly the disciple’s prayer opens with words of striking intimacy, "Our Father". Had the Lord Himself not authorised their use, the Christian would have feared to use them, lest with frequent usage intimacy became irreverence. Only on the lips of those who are Christ’s could such intimacy remain uncontaminated.


  We pause and note that the inestimable value of this prayer is based on "a relationship never before made known in its true character, between Him (the Father) and the true disciples of this blessed Teacher" (F. W. Grant). It is based on the unfolding, the declaration, of that name "Father". Later that Teacher will speak of why He revealed that name to His disciples and say: "that the love wherewith Thou hast loved Me may be in them, and I in them" Jn.17.26. To the Jew, God was the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob, the God of their fathers. To us He is known in more intimate terms than they ever knew. He is our Father, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory. It is not ours to use the language of the disciples’ prayer as we address the Father. Before the Lord came, men did not call this One "Father"; that could not be until the Son came. During His earthly sojourn He revealed the Father: "I have declared unto them Thy name" Jn.17.26. He added, "… and will declare it;" and in the epistles there are fresh revelations of the hallowed name.


  PETITION 1 - "Hallowed be Thy name"


  How easily one could forget the words of David the prophet, words we rightly associate with Calvary: "… Thou art holy, O Thou that inhabitest the praises of Israel," Ps.22.3. "He which has called you is holy" 1 Pet.1.15, Who has condescended in infinite grace to allow us to say, "our Father". The first petition recognises the need for reverence. The address that opens this model prayer owns the Father’s name to be holy. We should not restrict the meaning of the term "name" to the identifier "Father" or "God;" it carries the sense of all that He is by revelation through word and deed and the testimony of His servants. We recall that the Law demanded that none take God’s name in vain," Ex.20.7. Without a blush men use that hallowed name as an expletive, and speak lightly of His character and laws. God Himself reasserts the reverence due to His name: "Neither shall ye profane My holy name; but I will be hallowed among the children of Israel: I am the Lord which hallow you," Lev. 22.32 et al. The petition condemns all lawless conduct arising out of failure to reverence the Father.


  The Primacy of His will


  The pronoun "Thy" occurs three times in vv.9b,10, where the Father’s will is in view. How rarely that emphasis marks our personal prayers! Conscious of our needs and the needs of others, so often we give little place to the Father’s explicit will at the very outset of our prayers. The Lord taught the disciples to pray to the Father about the coming kingdom and its effects. The second and third petitions, "Thy kingdom come" and "Thy will be done" are inextricably linked in the prayer, and no doubt were in the consciousness of the listening disciples. Nonetheless, the disciple has also to acknowledge the will of God in his pathway here.


  Whilst Paul was at Caesarea on his last journey to Jerusalem, Agabus the prophet arrived from Judaea, Acts 21.10. Agabus’ actions on that occasion were like those of an Old Testament prophet, binding Paul’s hands to illustrate the peril that faced Paul; see, for example, 1Kgs.11.29 ff.; Isa.20.2; Ezek.4.1ff. He speaks of Paul being delivered into the hands of the Gentiles, language so very like that which our Lord Jesus used of His own arrest in Mk.10.33. Both Paul’s companions and the local Christians affirmed the danger was real that Agabus announced, and tried to deflect the great man of God from his purpose. Whether imprisonment or death, he was ready to face it, Acts 21.13. But Paul was not stoically unmoved. Outwardly there were tears but inwardly there was even greater unexpressed anguish, yet all were enabled to say: "The will of the Lord be done".


  PETITION 2 - "Thy kingdom come"


  "Davies and Allison point out that ‘kingdom of God’ is never the subject of the verb ‘come’ in Jewish writings or in the New Testament outside the Gospels," notes Morris. What did the disciples understand by this unusual sentence they had learned from the lips of the faithful and true Witness? The Lord had been announcing that the kingdom of heaven was "at hand" Matt.4.17, as had John Baptist, Matt.3.2. The Lord was speaking of the universal rule, initially to be seen in the millennial reign of Christ, and an eternal feature of the new heaven and the new earth. Adolph Saphir, a Christian Jew expressed his fear that this petition might not be taken literally by many professing Christians: "On earth, (the Lord will reign) where God has been denied and forgotten; where His honour has been disregarded and His commandments have been transgressed, where nations and kingdoms … have not bowed to His authority." F. W. Grant, however, looks beyond the millennial kingdom: "For this Kingdom of the Father we must look beyond all dispensations to the sabbath of God’s own rest. To confound it with the millennium would be an entire mistake, and necessarily lower its character terribly. The millennium with all its blessedness is but a step toward this glorious consummation". With the less-strident Darby we might comment: "Universal subjection to God in heaven and on earth will be, to a certain point, accomplished by the intervention of Christ in the millennium, and absolutely so when God shall be all in all."


  The first expression of the Father’s will in the disciple’s prayer is no mere echo of the prayers of the godly through many centuries. Men like David and Daniel yearned for Messiah and the blessings that He would bring, but never prayed explicitly, "Thy kingdom come" v.10. What light that prayer shed along the darkened pathway so many Jewish saints trod who were present, when the Lord opened His mouth and taught on the mountain, 5.2. Christians today expect the Rapture of our Lord Jesus before the Great Tribulation engulfs Israel, at the end of which period of unparalleled suffering the public kingdom of Christ will be established on earth. For that reason they do not pray: "Thy kingdom come;" they pray: "Even so, come Lord Jesus" Rev.22.20. They know that the Lord will reign in glory in the public vindication that will bring, but they look above in the conscious knowledge that:


  
    	
      There, made ready are the mansions

    


    	
      Glorious, bright and fair;

    


    	
      But the Bride the Father gave Him

    


    	
      Still is wanting there.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (Paul Gerhardt)

    

  


  PETITION 3 - "Thy will be done"


  Matthew loves to include references to the will of God. Six times he uses this noun "will," and 42 times the cognate verb. In the immediate context in which it is found, it may relate to the Father’s express will in respect of the kingdom, but need not be restricted to the kingdom. The Lord Who taught His disciples to pray, "Thy will be done," is the Lord Who, knowing all things, knew the end from the beginning. He knew He had come to do the will of God, Heb.10.7. He knew all the will of God would mean for Him; in particular He knew that in Gethsemane He would pray these very words: "… Thy will be done" Matt.26.42. The will of God for His disciples would be demanding and, perhaps at great cost, they would also be caused to say, "Thy will be done".


  The contrast of earth, as the Lord’s hearers knew it, and heaven, as they conceived of it, was stark. They knew that in heaven God’s "angels that excel in strength … do His commandments, hearkening unto the voice of His word" Ps.103.20. They also knew that, terrified by the voice they heard, their fathers had vowed that all that the Lord had said, they would "do, and be obedient" Ex.24.7. But, as they were embarking on that pathway of obedience to the God Whose thunderings terrified them, like the second son in the Lord’s parable, their fathers had said "I go, sir, but went not" Matt.21.30. Now, strengthened by the grace they have found in Christ, disciples are to say, "Thy will be done," and to do it.


  Requirements in Daily Living


  It is at this point in this wonderfully-complete prayer that the personal pronoun moves from "Thy" to "our" and "us." We note that it does not move to "me," "my" and "mine." The essential requirements we identify for daily living are likely to be those that others need, so in our prayers we can include others, eliminating the need for "me," "my" and "mine". Even in asking that our individual needs be met, we do so "in secret" in the clear understanding that there are other dear saints who have needs as urgent as ours. In our use of the plural they are not forgotten! Petitions 4-7 outline comprehensively the range of need a disciple might experience.


  PETITION 4 - "Give us this day our daily bread"


  The Lord emphasises that the disciple should have fresh exercises every day. He should take each day at a time, and on that day, pray for "daily bread". The word translated "daily" has to be considered carefully. It is an extremely rare word, which Origen and others think the Evangelists coined, notes Morris.


  Some take it to mean:


  
    
      	
        "… for the coming day" (A. T. Robertson)

      


      	
        " food … (for) the day in question" (I. M. Marshall)

      


      	
        "… that comes to it, i.e. that we need for today"

      


      	
        "... necessary for existence" (Origen)

      

    

  


  The day-labourer received a penny a day, often with no promise of work tomorrow. His precarious position is acknowledged in this petition: "Give us the coming day’s bread today!" We recall: "… feed me with food convenient" Prov.30.8 – "food that is needful for me" (R.V.), the food I need to see me through this coming day. At vv.26-31 the Lord elucidates the statement by considering the alternative to making that positive request: "Give us this day our daily bread." He cautions the listeners: if they do not ask for "daily bread," they might ask, "What shall we eat? or, "What shall we drink?" or "Wherewithal shall we be clothed?" Such murmuring led their fathers to challenge Moses and Aaron: "… ye have brought us forth into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger" Ex.16.3; to challenge Moses: "…thou hast brought us up out of Egypt to kill us and our children and our cattle" with thirst, Ex.17.3. Those were the reactions of their apostatising fathers, who did not pray for daily bread; these are not the terms of even the sorely-tried "children [sons] of your Father, which is in heaven," Matt.5.45.


  PETITION 5 - "Forgive us our debts"


  In Matthew’s record the request is for the forgiveness of debts, in Luke for the forgiveness of sins. Writing with the Jew in mind, Matthew uses the noun "debts", a concept that would be well understood by a people that had consciously put themselves under obligation to keep the Law. Later in his Gospel, Matthew records the Lord’s parable of the two debtors: one "which owed … ten thousand talents," the other "which owed … a hundred pence" 18.23-35. One had an obligation to the king he may not have met, the other to the king’s debtor. Both were debtors. Both needed mercy, and both should show mercy to others.


  The narrator in Charles Dickens’ Little Dorrit, comments disdainfully on how stern, graceless, loveless Mrs Clennam might have prayed: "‘Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors,’ was a prayer too poor in spirit for her. ‘Smite thou my debtors, Lord, wither them, crush them; do Thou as I would do, and Thou shalt have my worship’."


  He adds: "… this was the impious tower of stone she built up to scale heaven." No true disciple should build what such a professor built. We have been freely forgiven for Christ’s sake and we should readily forgive, Eph.4.32. Paul made it easy for Philemon to forgive Onesimus, but even where there is no such intervention, we are under obligation to forgive, because of how God forgave us.


  PETITION 6 – "Lead us not into temptation"


  Some see this expression the Lord put on human tongues, as a reference to the great end-times troubles the Lord Jesus described as "the hour of trial, that hour which is to come upon the whole world to try them that dwell upon the earth" Rev.3.10, (R.V.). The Revelation and other passages of Scripture in both Testaments testify to the severity of that hour: "... such as was not since the beginning of the world to this time, no, nor ever shall be" Matt.24.21; see also Dan.12.1; Joel 2.2. In the author’s view, the separation of this petition from the earlier petition, "Thy kingdom come" may imply that the primary import of this petition is not related to those end-times. More likely this petition takes account of the militant forces arrayed against God and Christ, and so against the children of God from that era until this present time. Its echo is clearly heard in the record of Gethsemane. Did not the Lord remonstrate gently with the weary disciples: "Watch and pray, that ye enter not into temptation" Matt.26.41? Until the Lord reigns supreme, disciples will need that word of exhortation.


  The word translated "to tempt" has many shades of meaning. It is used of our Lord’s temptation in the wilderness. It is used of our being tempted to sin. It might refer to "the trial of your faith" 1Pet.1.7. The Lord knew the disciples needed strengthened to withstand the pressures that commitment to Christ would bring. James leaves us in no doubt that God does not tempt us with evil, Jms.1.13,14. God tried Abraham’s faith. The tempter himself tried the Thessalonians, 1Thess.3.5. The disciple does not invite Divine testing, nor tempting with evil. Should he invite the Father to try his faith in other ways? The child of God owns the Father’s right to say to His child: "Prove Me now" Mal.3.10; but normally the child should not ask the Father to prove him! Certainly David "tired of the injustices of men" did appeal to Jehovah: "Examine me, O LORD and prove me" Ps.26.2. In his extremity he longed for a righteous verdict to be pronounced that would vindicate his character.


  Whoever would pray this prayer would do so with a true sense of his weakness. He would recall that the first man (after Adam) whose testing is revealed in detail was Job, a servant of God unequalled in the world at that time. It was as God tested him that Job learned his weakness. Later, Peter’s weakness would be exposed, as the evil one tempted him; he and others benefited from that humbling experience. We might look at Job and Peter and ask: Who can stand? There is One Who is able to keep us from falling, Jude 24. Paul declares that God will not allow temptation above that we are able to bear and that there is always a way of escape, 1Cor.10.13. Such trials are painful but always profitable. James wrote of the blessedness of being tried by God: "Blessed is the man that endureth temptation … when he is tried" Jms.1.12. Nonetheless, the Lord’s words caution against inviting trial. Knowing the weakness of the flesh, His disciples were to learn to pray: "Lead us not into temptation".


  PETITION 7 - "Deliver us from evil"


  The verse can also be translated: "from the evil one". Most translators recognise that both renderings are acceptable. Favouring the translation "from evil," F W Grant notes: "… the larger view includes the narrower, and is therefore more suitable." Both renderings are understandable to us. We recognise many features of "this present evil age" Gal.1.4, (R.V. margin); and that we have an evil adversary, well-experienced and ever-resourceful.


  Our adversary the devil is called "the wicked one" Matt.13.19; 1Jn.2.13,14; 3.12; 5.18. We know something of his mastery over all forms of evil and acknowledge that in his quiver is more than one arrow. Sometimes the arrowhead is sugarcoated that unsuspectingly we might be seduced into situations that could prove ruinous. Sometimes the arrowhead strikes with a force that shakes us to the core of our being, and yet we know we must resist, rather than cower in fear. Sometimes the evil one attacks our minds, sometimes our affections, but always we know his intent is evil.


  The definite article qualifying "evil" requires some attention, if the Lord is not referring to the personal devil, about whose existence Jewish believers had no doubts. It would refer to the evil of which they were very much aware, whether civil or religious. Some forms of evil we recognise – the grave moral sins, the specious intellectualism of the age, the easy compromise with Christless religion and with those no longer committed to upholding the truth revealed in the New Testament. We know something of these forms of evil, but with Paul we may boldly say: "… the Lord will deliver me from every evil work, and will preserve me unto His heavenly kingdom; to Whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen" 2Tim.4.18.


  Responsiveness in the Light of His Greatness


  The closing doxology is "lacking in the oldest MSS (in Luke and Matthew), though it has considerable early attestation." Devout souls may have uttered sincerely: "…Thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory, for ever. Amen." We, who yearn for the Rapture, saying: "Even so, come Lord Jesus" Rev.22.20, are well aware that "the earnest expectation of the creation waiteth for the revealing of the sons of God" Rom.8.19, (R.V.). Then "shall the righteous shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father" Matt.13.43. No longer will the faithful be companions "in tribulation and in the kingdom and patience of Jesus Christ" Rev.1.9, for the kingdom will be linked with "the power and the glory" and will redound to the glory of "our Father".


  AFTER THE LORD’S ASCENSION


  The record of the Acts of the Apostles from chapter 1 onwards identifies fervent prayer as one of the marks of those who "had been with Jesus" Acts 4.13. Indeed, every significant event in the Acts is preceded by prayer. There are in the book around thirty references to prayer, more than any other New Testament book. As already noted, on more than one occasion the Lord Jesus had taught His disciples to pray: "Our Father, Which art in heaven …". Just prior to His crucifixion, He had also instructed them to ask in His name: "Whatsoever ye shall ask the Father in My name, He will give it you. Hitherto have ye asked nothing in My name: ask and ye shall receive, that your joy may be full" Jn.16.23,24. The evidence Luke presents in the Acts of the Apostles leaves no doubt that the disciples prayed. Did their prayers reflect the disciple’s prayer the Lord had taught them?


  The prayer recorded in Acts 4.24-31 occurred after the confrontation at the Beautiful Gate of the temple in Jerusalem; and after Peter and John had spent a night in custody. Having been cautioned about their future conduct and let go, "they went to their own company". There they recounted the events and the assembled company engaged collectively in prayer, prayer that shook the place where they assembled, Acts 4.31. At the Beautiful Gate, they had acted in His name as the mighty deed showed; now they would ask in His name. The prayer was not a private prayer in the secret place, but a remarkable instance of collective prayer. Clearly, they prayed to the Father, as the three references to the Sovereign Lord’s "holy Servant Jesus" in Acts 4.26,27,30, make evident. They did not address Him as Father but used a more unusual word for "Lord" that carries the particular sense of "Master … in the sense of Sovereign Owner and disposer of all". Plainly at that point they had not all entered fully into the joy of knowing God as Father. We do not yet hear the lovely words "Abba Father," nor hear "our Father" described as "the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ". However, by the time the epistles were being penned, we find Peter and Paul and the other New Testament writers addressing "our Father" in prayer and thanksgiving, Rom.15.5,6; 2 Cor.1.3; Eph.1.3; Jms.1.17; 1Pet.1.3.


  But had they learned from the disciple’s prayer? The four fundamental principles the Lord unfolded in the disciple’s prayer are noteworthy in the incident:


  
    	
      Unqualified reverence in approach to the Father:

    


    	
      
        	
          in their confession: "Thou art God" Acts 4.24

        

      

    


    	
      Due recognition of the primacy of His will:

    


    	
      
        	
          in their recognising, "… whatsoever Thy hand and Thy counsel determined before to be done" Acts 4.28

        

      

    


    	
      The immediate requirements of daily living as known by His children when "the kings of the earth and the rulers" oppose

    


    	
      
        	
          "Thy holy child [Servant] Jesus Whom Thou hast anointed" Acts 4.25-27; as they ask, "… grant unto Thy servants … all boldness" Acts 4.29; as they seek power "that signs and wonders … be done" Acts 4.30

        

      

    


    	
      Fitting responsiveness in the light of His greatness:

    


    	
      
        	
          made manifest by the Father in the shaking of the place, their being filled with the Holy Spirit and the boldness of their testimony.

        

      

    

  


  Those early disciples had learned much from the Lord and those who were with Him "all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among [them] … beginning from the baptism of John unto that same day that He was taken up from [them]" Acts 1.21,22. They had learned to pray the disciple’s prayer.


  AN INCOMPARABLE PRAYER


  William Kelly remarked on the disciple’s prayer: "… there is not, nor ever was, a formula of prayer comparable" to that prayer the Lord taught His disciples. Kelly adds: "Nor is there, to my thinking, a single petition of that prayer which is not a model for the prayers of His followers ever since; but all remains true and applicable at all times – at least till our Father’s kingdom come." Let us learn at the feet of the same Lord Who first said: "… when thou prayest …" as He taught His own to pray. What liberty Christ opened up to His disciples of that day and, through His servants, to us who daily in the quiet routines of life and in times of great pressure, hourly or minute by minute, can say, "Our Father"!


  


  


  


  CHAPTER 10 - THE PRAYERS OF THE LORD IN LUKE'S GOSPEL


  by David E. West, England


  INTRODUCTION


  Luke, the beloved physician, writing his "former treatise" under Divine inspiration, presents the Lord Jesus as the Son of man; indeed he portrays Him as the perfect Man. David exhorts his readers to "mark the perfect man, and behold the upright" Ps.37.37, and this is what Luke does throughout his gospel. Yet, even here the Holy Spirit is careful to guard the Deity of the Lord Jesus, thus the word of the angel Gabriel to Mary was this, "therefore also that holy thing which shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God" Lk.1.35. Even the demons are recorded as saying to Him, "Thou art [the] Christ the Son of God" Lk.4.41. The members of the Sanhedrin say collectively to Him, "Art Thou then the Son of God?" and the Lord answered in the affirmative, "Ye say that I am" Lk.22.70. We bow in worship as we take upon our lips the words of the hymn writer,


  
    	
      "Verily God, yet become truly human"

    


    	
      (Henry d'Arcy Champney)

    

  


  The perfect Man of this Gospel was a dependent Man; this was a feature of His perfection. Luke's Gospel has been spoken of as the priestly Gospel; it commences with reference to a priest, Zacharias, executing "the priest's office before God in the order of his course" Lk.1.8; it ends with the Lord Jesus in His priestly character, as He is about to be carried up into heaven, and we are told that "He lifted up His hands and blessed them" Lk.24.50. Although the Lord Jesus did not officially become priest until He took His place at the Father's right hand where "He ever liveth to make intercession" Heb.7.25, nevertheless there were priestly features about Him when He was here upon earth.


  Thus, of the Gospel writers, it is Luke who draws attention to the prayer life of this dependent Man. There are eleven references to Him praying, nine of which are peculiar to this gospel. In six of these instances we are simply told he prayed or was praying, Lk.3.21,22; 5.16; 6.12; 9.18; 9.28,29; 11.1,2. We listen to His words of thanksgiving to the Father as He rejoiced in spirit, Lk.10.21,22. He tells Peter that He has prayed for him, Lk.22.31,32. He prayed on the mount of Olives prior to going on to Calvary; on this occasion we hear the substance of His prayer, Lk.22.41-45. Then finally the words are recorded which He spoke from the cross, again addressed to the Father, firstly asking for forgiveness for those who were crucifying Him, Lk.23.34, and then commending His spirit into the hands of the Father, Lk.23.46.


  PRAYING IN THE RIVER JORDAN


  "Now when all the people were baptized, it came to pass, that Jesus also being baptized, and praying, the heaven was opened, and the Holy Ghost descended in a bodily shape like a dove upon Him, and a voice came from heaven, which said, Thou art My beloved Son; in Thee I am well pleased" Lk.3.21,22.


  This is the first recorded instance in Luke's Gospel of the Lord Jesus praying. For the people, it was a baptism unto repentance; John the Baptist says to them, "I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance" Matt.3.11; the people confessed their sins, "they ... were all baptized of him in the river of Jordan, confessing their sins" Mk.1.5. The Lord had no sins to confess; there was no call to repentance as far as He was concerned. His baptism in Jordan with the people (note the word 'also') was a foreshadowing of His baptism of suffering at Calvary for the people; thus He later says, "I have a baptism to be baptized with; and how am I straitened [pained] till it be accomplished!" Lk.12.50.


  "Jesus also being baptized, and praying" - this deeply interesting touch is peculiar to Luke in his record. His praying here demonstrates a spirit of submission and dependence upon God right at the commencement of His public ministry. Heaven was a witness to all that was taking place. Indeed, the response from heaven shows that the Father heard the prayer of His Son; whenever He prayed, He was heard, "Father, I thank Thee that Thou hast heard Me. And I knew that Thou hearest Me always" Jn.11.41,42. Suddenly we find ourselves in the presence of Divine Persons, with the Lord Himself having been baptised, "the Holy Ghost descended in a bodily shape like a dove upon Him" and the voice of the Father was heard from heaven. Here, as in Mark's account, the word is addressed to the Son Himself, "Thou art My beloved Son; in Thee I am well pleased". Thus we have the Son speaking in prayer to the Father and the Father speaking in delight to His Son.


  PRAYING IN THE WILDERNESS


  "And He withdrew Himself into the wilderness, and prayed" Lk.5.16.


  Luke, in his Gospel, presents his material not necessarily in a chronological order, but in a spiritual or moral order, "It seemed good to me also, having had perfect understanding of all things from the very first, to write unto thee in order, most excellent Theophilus" Lk.1.3. So here, in chapter 5, the Lord's withdrawal into the wilderness to pray follows the report of His cleansing of the man who was "full of leprosy". Then we read, "But so much the more went there a fame abroad of Him: and great multitudes came to hear, and to be healed by Him of their infirmities" v.15.


  It was then that "He withdrew [retired quietly] into the wilderness, and prayed". The word "prayed" is in that tense which expresses continued or repeated action. Communion between the Father and the Son was continuous, but it is clear that at times He specifically resorted to praying to the Father. The Lord Jesus thus detached Himself from the crowds in a time of popularity and sought the solitude of the desert place.


  There are lessons here for us to learn. We need a secret place, to be alone with God; there is the principle of shutting "thy door" and praying "to thy Father which is in secret" Matt.6.6. The more we find ourselves in the public eye, the more we need to resort to the private place before God.


  PRAYING IN THE MOUNTAIN (1)


  "And it came to pass in those days, that He went out into a mountain to pray, and continued all night in prayer to God" Lk.6.12.


  We should take note of the phrase "in those days". In the context we are told that, "on another sabbath ... He entered into the synagogue and taught: and there was a man whose right hand was withered. And the scribes and Pharisees watched Him, whether He would heal on the sabbath day; that they might find an accusation against Him" vv.6,7. Controversy can be very wearying; these hypocritical religious leaders in Israel were ever spying upon the Lord and setting themselves in opposition to Him. So He left the scene of controversy and "went out into the mountain to pray" (J.N.D.), the use of the definite article suggesting a familiar place. The mountain is a place from which everything can be seen in its correct perspective.


  This is the one occasion where we read of the Lord Jesus spending the whole night in prayer. Again, Luke is the only evangelist who mentions this night of prayer. The object of this communion was also evidently connected with the choice that He was about to make, "when it was day" Lk.6.13. He would choose from among His disciples those men who were to be specially set apart, whom He would name apostles. Was the Lord praying for guidance as to whom He should choose? Surely, since He knew all things, He was praying for those whom He would choose.


  If He, as the Son of God, prior to making great decisions such as the choice of His apostles, would give Himself to earnest intercession, how much more do we need to do the same?


  PRAYING ALONE


  "And it came to pass, as He was alone praying, His disciples were with Him: and He asked them, saying, Whom say the people that I am?" Lk.9.18.


  The Lord had just miraculously fed "about five thousand men" v.14, as Luke puts it, with the apparently meagre supply of "five loaves and two fishes" v.16. Now from the multitude, He resorts to a place of solitude, "He was alone praying", though "His disciples were with Him". The disciples were evidently near at hand, but He was engaged in private prayer to His Father; indeed, the word "alone" may be rendered "in private".


  It is not recorded that the Lord Jesus ever prayed with His disciples. He prayed for them, He prayed in their presence and He taught them to pray, but His own prayer life was distinct. It should be noted that when He taught His disciples to "say, Our Father ..." Matt.6.9, He was not including Himself in the possessive pronoun "Our".


  Again, we are not told what He prayed, but that He prayed. Nevertheless, now He is about to disclose to His disciples the fact that He was to be slain, "The Son of man must suffer many things, and be rejected of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be slain, and be raised the third day" Lk 9.22. Did He pray for these disciples who were to publicly testify for Him?


  However, having spent time alone in prayer, He then asks His disciples, "Whom say the people that I am?" It ought to be carefully noted that when the Lord asks questions, it is not because He does not know the answers, for He Himself is omniscient. His purpose in posing such questions was invariably to draw out from His hearers their own thoughts and feelings. This is evident here, for the Lord Jesus then asks the disciples themselves, "But whom say ye that I am?" Lk.9.20. Peter confidently confesses Him to be "the Christ of God", the Anointed, the promised Messiah. We ourselves assuredly affirm, "Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God" Matt.16.16.


  PRAYING IN THE MOUNTAIN (2)


  "And it came to pass about an eight days after these sayings, He took Peter and John and James, and went up into a mountain to pray. And as He prayed, the fashion of His countenance was altered, and His raiment was white and glistering" Lk.9.28,29.


  The purpose for His ascending the mountain was that He might pray. On this occasion He took with Him those three favoured disciples, Peter, James and John. These disciples had already witnessed His raising of the daughter of Jairus from the dead, Lk.8.51-56; later, He was to take "with him Peter and James and John" further into the garden of Gethsemane, having left the eight, when He "began to be sore amazed, and to be very heavy" Mk.14.33.


  Once again we are not told the substance of the prayer of the Lord Jesus upon the mountain; however, bearing in mind that "there talked with Him two men, which were Moses and Elias" and that they "spake of His decease [or His exodus] which He should accomplish at Jerusalem" Lk.9.30,31, there can be little doubt that He was speaking to His Father about His pending sufferings at Calvary.


  It was "as He prayed, the fashion of His countenance was altered, and His raiment was white and glistering." His face is mentioned first and then His raiment. As Moses came down from mount Sinai, having talked with the Lord, we are told that "when Aaron and all the children of Israel saw Moses, behold, the skin of his face shone" Ex. 34.30. However, we must distinguish the reflected glory of God's presence in Moses' face from the personal, effulgent glory of the Lord Jesus Himself. We should bear in mind that the glory that was displayed on the mount of transfiguration was the manifestation not only of what He shall be, but also of what He intrinsically is. This radiant glory shone through His very garments; they became "white and glistering [dazzling, R.V.]". Peter, recalling this event, writes, we "were eyewitnesses of His majesty" 2Pet.1.16; whilst John, looking back, says, "we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father" Jn.1.14.


  It was as Christ prayed that "the fashion of His countenance was altered [lit. became other]". And what of ourselves? Paul writes, "But we all, with open face beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed into the same image from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord" 2Cor.3.18.


  THANKING THE FATHER


  "In that hour Jesus rejoiced in Spirit, and said, I thank Thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that Thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them unto babes: even so, Father; for so it seemed good in Thy sight. All things are delivered to Me of My Father: and no man knoweth Who the Son is, but the Father; and Who the Father is, but the Son, and he to whom the Son will reveal Him" Lk.10.21,22.


  Although Luke is the Gospel of the "Man of sorrows", yet it is a Gospel of joy and praise. In the circumstances of Jesus of Nazareth there were sorrows, however, in His spirit there was exultation. So here we read, "In that hour Jesus rejoiced in spirit"; timing is all-important in Luke's narrative of the movements of Christ. He had pronounced "Woe" upon those cities that had rejected Him. However, the Lord had appointed seventy disciples and He had "sent them ... before His face into every city and place, whither He Himself would come" Lk.10.1. The seventy had now "returned with joy"; they had experienced the power of the Lord's name, "Lord, even the devils [demons] are subject unto us through Thy name" Lk.10.17. The Lord rejoices with them.


  In this prayer of thanksgiving, He addresses the Father in an intimate way, but He also gives to Him the highest title of power and majesty in the universe, "Lord of heaven and earth". He gives thanks to the Father for those whose eyes had been opened to the values of the things which He taught. From the worldly-wise these things were hidden, "Thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent [intelligent]". But to "babes", those who in simplicity were willing to listen and to learn, His mysteries were unfolded, "and hast revealed them unto babes". The reason for this lay in the Father's sovereign will, "even so, Father; for so it seemed good in Thy sight".


  The rejoicing and thanksgiving to the Father continue in the following verse. The whole scope of the Divine purposes and plans has been committed into the hands of the Son, "All things are delivered to Me of My Father". Only the Father knows the Son, "no man knoweth Who the Son is, but the Father"; there are certain things concerning the Son that are inscrutable as far as we are concerned. It is wonderful to appreciate that out of the knowledge that the Son has of the Father, He is willing to reveal it to whomsoever He wills, "and Who the Father is, and he to whom the Son will reveal Him".


  PRAYING IN A CERTAIN PLACE


  "And it came to pass, that, as He was praying in a certain place, when He ceased, one of His disciples said unto Him, Lord, teach us to pray, as John also taught His disciples" Lk.11.1.


  The Lord Jesus "was praying in a certain place"; we are not told the specific location, but the words seem to imply that "Jesus ofttimes resorted thither" Jn.18.2. On this occasion, the content of His prayer is not recorded. "When He ceased"; this phrase suggests that the disciples waited until He had concluded His prayer. Who would interrupt such communion of the Son with the Father?


  The Lord Jesus is the supreme example of a Man of prayer, as He is of every virtue and grace. His praying prompted others to pray. The disciples felt their need to pray; they were also stirred to it by the fact that "John also taught his disciples" to pray. We have no other record of John the Baptist having taught his disciples to pray, but the evidence given here is all that is needed. John himself was evidently a man of prayer and his followers learned from his example.


  "His disciples said unto Him, Lord, teach us to pray"; they thus acknowledged His Lordship and at this time the disciples felt their need of prayer. They did not say, "Teach us how to pray"; the emphasis is not upon some method, nor upon a subject for prayer, nor, indeed, upon a form of words to be used, but rather upon the act of praying. It is possible to understand what the Scriptures teach concerning prayer and thus to know how to pray and yet not to be a praying man or woman.


  Although here, as has been acknowledged, the disciples said, "teach us to pray", nevertheless, the request, no doubt, included both the fact of praying and also the method. For the Lord graciously acceded to their request and gave them a pattern for prayer. As James M. Flanigan writes, "Generally there were certain features which should mark their prayers. There should be brevity with beauty, simplicity with sincerity, intimacy with dignity, intelligence with reverence, and all in a spirit of dependence with intentions of obedience".


  PRAYING FOR SIMON


  "And the Lord said, Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath desired to have you, that he may sift you as wheat: but I have prayed for thee, that thy faith fail not: and when thou art converted, strengthen thy brethren" Lk.22.31,32.


  It is "the Lord" Who gives the warning, "Simon, Simon, behold [arresting his attention], Satan hath desired to have you that he may sift you as wheat". The significant double use of his earlier, natural name is to be noted. Although the Lord addressed Simon, the word "you" is plural, suggesting that Satan's desires were after all the apostles at this time. The word "desired" is an intensified form of the verb "to ask" and may be rendered "demanded". There would shortly be a Satanic attack, so severe that the Lord describes it as a sifting. All of these disciples, failing though they were, were not chaff (Judas Iscariot was not present); they were Christ's genuine wheat. It should be understood that such sifting by Satan himself is an experience few believers will have encountered.


  It is a great comfort to know that Christ Himself is aware of such an attack before it takes place. He had already been interceding for Simon, "But I have prayed for thee, that thy faith fail not [i.e. fail not utterly, or finally]". The prayer of the Lord Jesus was a perfect plea before His Father that was answered. Simon did face Satan; he did not escape the trial. His courage failed, but not his faith.


  "Peter" (what he was according to the Divine calling), as he is addressed in v.34, was restored to fellowship with his Lord: as a disciple he was "converted" and through his oral teaching and written ministry, he was able to "strengthen" his brethren.


  We should greatly value the high priestly ministry of Christ, the One Who "ever liveth to make intercession for" us. Even when we are unaware of dangers that lie ahead, He foresees the need and makes provision in advance for our defence.


  PRAYING IN THE MOUNT OF OLIVES


  "And He was withdrawn from them about a stone's cast, and kneeled down, and prayed, saying, Father, if Thou be willing, remove this cup from Me: nevertheless, not My will, but Thine, be done. And there appeared an angel unto Him from heaven, strengthening Him. And being in an agony He prayed more earnestly: and His sweat was as it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground" Lk.22.41-44.


  Luke tells us that "He ... went, as He was wont, to the mount of Olives: and His disciples also followed Him" Lk.22.39; he does not mention, as do Matthew and Mark, "a place called [named] Gethsemane". Here we find ourselves on holy ground and we reverently tread with unshod feet. "He was withdrawn from them" [His disciples] or, more literally, "He was drawn away from them" and that by the intensity of His sorrow. It is only Luke who tells us that the distance to which He withdrew was "about a stone's cast". Then we read that He "kneeled down, and prayed"; Matthew records, "He ... fell on His face, and prayed" Matt.26.39, whilst Mark says, "He ... fell on the ground, and prayed" Mk.14.35.


  The Holy Spirit, through Luke, does not give us the detail of the three prayers of the Lord Jesus, as we find in Matthew's account, but rather a summary of all in one. "Father, if Thou be willing, remove this cup from Me" - these words reveal the sensitivity of His perfect heart shrinking from that which lay ahead. Yet, in facing the cross and all that that would entail, He would have no will of His own, "nevertheless not My will, but Thine, be done". The writer to the Hebrews tells of this experience, as follows, "Who in the days of His flesh, when He had offered up prayers and supplications with strong crying and tears unto Him that was able to save Him from [out of] death, and was heard in that He feared ..." Heb.5.7.


  Luke tells us of angelic ministration, "there appeared an angel unto Him from heaven, strengthening Him", which presumably refers to a physical strengthening. The same writer records that He agonised in prayer, "And being in an agony"; the thought being that of intense emotion, severe strain and anguish. Perspiring as He prayed, His sweat, as heavy as blood drops, fell down to the ground from His brow. What can be said about the fact that "He prayed more earnestly"? His prayers were always earnest; there was no relaxing in effort, no slacking in commitment. What fervency there was in the prayer life of the Lord Jesus!


  We could never enter into the extremities through which the Lord Himself passed. However, Paul says to the Colossian saints, "For I would that ye knew what great conflict [Gk. agon] I have for you, and for them at Laodicea, and for as many as have not seen my face in the flesh" Col.2.1. Then he makes the appeal to "all that be in Rome, beloved of God, called to be saints" Rom.1.7, "Now I beseech you, brethren ... that ye strive together with me [Gk. sunagonizomai] in your prayers to God for me" Rom.15.30.


  PRAYING ON THE CROSS (1)


  "Then said Jesus, Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do" Lk.23.34.


  This, the first of the seven sayings of the Lord Jesus from the cross, began with the same word of address, as did the last, "Father" Lk.23.46; this blessed Man could speak to God as His Father. The correct use of Divine names and titles is important; here the title "Father" is one of communion. The words "My God, my God" were used by Him when He was sustaining judgment in respect of sin.


  "Then said Jesus", at the time when man's sin in rejecting Him and crucifying Him had reached its highest; the verb "said" is in the imperfect tense, which indicates that He kept on saying these words while the soldiers were nailing Him to the cross. The Greek word rendered "forgive" has the meaning "let be", or "hold back"; He was asking the Father to hold back the wrath that His tormentors deserved. Cursing, retaliation and the desire for revenge are natural responses to sufferings wrongfully inflicted by others. However, without a trace of bitterness or the slightest recrimination, the Lord prayed for His executioners; consistent with His own command, "pray for them which despitefully use you" Matt.5.44, the Lord sought for forgiveness for those who were crucifying Him. The "them" and "they" of our verse seem to refer to the soldiers; He presents human ignorance as a consideration in forgiveness, "for they know not what they do". Christ thus fulfilled the prophetic word penned by Isaiah centuries before, "He ... made intercession for the transgressors" Isa.53.12.


  PRAYING ON THE CROSS (2)


  "And when Jesus had cried with a loud voice, He said, Father, into Thy hands I commend My spirit: and having said thus, He gave up the ghost" Lk.23.46.


  Luke records that the Lord Jesus uttered a loud cry before He commended His spirit to the Father. He concluded His words from the cross just as He had begun, by speaking to His Father. The Lord's last words before He died were taken from Ps.31.5, "Into Thine hand I commit my spirit: Thou hast redeemed me, O LORD God of truth", in which David expressed his unshaken trust in God. Yet the Saviour prefaced the quotation with a form of address which no psalmist would ever have presumed to use in speaking to God, "Father".


  The Lord's words were most appropriate. The quotation comprised part of the Jewish evening prayer and it appears to have been the time of evening prayer when the Saviour uttered these very words (cf. Acts 3.1). He calmly concluded His life on earth with the same words with which men concluded their day. Death for Him was entirely voluntary, "I lay down My life, that I might take it again. No man taketh it from Me, but I lay it down of Myself" Jn.10.17,18. The One Who had been "delivered into the hands of sinful men" Lk.24.7, now entrusted Himself into the "hands" of the Father.


  This word of calm trust has provided many with much comfort in the hour of death. A modification of these words was upon the lips of Stephen as he was being stoned to death, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit" Acts 7.59.


  CONCLUSION


  We have seen that Luke in his Gospel presents the Lord Jesus as the Son of man, indeed he portrays Him as the perfect Man. But the perfect Man of this Gospel was a dependent Man and Luke draws attention to His prayer life and we have noted that there are more references to the Lord praying in this Gospel than in any of the others.


  If the Lord Jesus needed to pray, then surely we need to pray, and the New Testament epistles constantly enjoin us so to do. Thus, we read, "continuing instant in prayer" Rom.12.12; "Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit" Eph.6.18; "… in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God" Phil.4.6; "Continue in prayer" Col.4.2; "Pray without ceasing" 1Thess.5.17. May we respond to these exhortations!


  CHAPTER 11 - THE PRAYER OF GOD’S SON IN JOHN 17


  by William M. Banks, Scotland


  INTRODUCTION


  David had the sacred honour of listening to communications between Divine persons in the Old Testament Scriptures: "The LORD said unto My Lord …" Ps.110.1. We have the same honour today. Here, in John chapter 17, is one of the most sacred chapters in the whole Bible. The Son is communicating with the Father and we are permitted to listen. He had been heard before, see Lk.11.1, and when He ceased praying one of the disciples was so entranced he said "Lord teach us to pray". The content of the Lord’s prayer is not divulged in that case but the Lord used the occasion to teach some basic principles associated with prayer. Indeed there are very few occasions when we can listen to the Lord praying. We know the content of the Gethsemane prayers but very few others; though some are anticipated in the Old Testament, see, for example, Psalm 22. Here we can listen for ourselves and be amazed at the unparalleled intimacy and manner of the communication.


  The context of the prayer is also of deep significance. He has just finished the "Upper Room Ministry" in chapters 13-16. On conclusion of this ministry He undertakes a time of deeply devotional prayer. Perhaps one reason why our ministry is not as effective as it might be is because of the lack of prayerful exercise after the ministry is delivered.


  It would be impossible in the space available to cover the prayer in detailed exposition. Full books have been written doing this, see for example Brown. The purpose here is to look at some of the main topics contained within it and thereby learn some doctrinal and practical truths.


  The following features will be examined:


  
    
      	
        The address used by the Son when speaking to the Father

      


      	
        The Son’s location identified

      


      	
        The subject of glory in the chapter

      


      	
        The several sevens

      


      	
        The threefold unity emphasised

      


      	
        The associations in glory

      

    

  


  THE ADDRESS USED BY THE SON WHEN SPEAKING TO THE FATHER


  There are three main sections to the prayer and in each the Father is addressed differently and, of course, appropriately to the theme. There is a scarcity in the use of Divine titles which we would do well to emulate. Only six times in the prayer is this undertaken as follows:


  
    
      	
        The Son and the Father, vv.1-5. The address used is "O Father", see v.5 but also v.1

      


      	
        The Son and the Disciples, vv.6-19. The address used is "Holy Father", see v.11

      


      	
        The Son and those who believe subsequent to Pentecost, vv.20-26. The address used is "Righteous Father", see v.25 but also vv.21,24

      

    

  


  It is clear that in each case the adjective is of significance. In the first section there is an ardent appeal, "O Father", for the resumption of the pre-incarnate glory "… which I had with Thee before the world was".


  In the second section the subject is focusing (among other things) on the sanctification of the disciples, see vv.17,19. The address "Holy" indicative of sacredness; separation and purity as well as majesty and veneration is entirely appropriate in this context.


  In the third section the subject is a demonstration of glory in an unrighteous world which has "not known" the Father, v.25. A declaration of the significance of the name of the "righteous Father" v.25, is entirely fitting as shown in v.26, "I have declared unto them [the believers with a view to their declaring it further] Thy name …". They ought to portray His righteous character in this unrighteous world.


  Several further details emerge from the above. Firstly, Divine titles are used sparingly, reverently and appropriately. There is no vain repetition. Each reference has careful and deep significance.


  Secondly, the address used is "Father" not Jehovah. The term "Father" separates Christian and non-Christian whereas the term Jehovah separates Jew and Gentile. In addition the term Jehovah is particularly though not exclusively linked with the Old Testament whereas the term Father is very much a New Testament appellation with deep, homely and warm connotations.


  Thirdly, and importantly, the address uses the second person singular throughout: Thy, Thee, Thou. It should be noted that this is the language of the Bible; not of 1611 when the A.V. was translated. This is unambiguously seen when the preface to the A.V. of 1611 is consulted. No less than four times in the first paragraph alone King James is referred to as "Your" not "Thy". This would not have been the case if the normal form of address had been the second person singular. The conclusion is abundantly clear – if we are going to be Biblical in our address in prayer the second person singular will be our mode of address. The departure from this on spurious and unscriptural grounds is but another indication of the casual approach infiltrating every aspect of assembly life leading to the demise of assembly testimony. In my experience, the reason for the demise of assemblies lies at the door of those departing from the truth and introducing unscriptural practices. This is often linked to denominational ties, leading to the refusal of the acceptance of the uniqueness and distinctiveness of assembly testimony.


  Fourthly, the general occurrence of the word "name" in the prayer should be noted, vv.6,11,12,26. As we shall see, the significance of this lies in the fact that the word indicates the self-disclosure of the Person in the particular context being addressed. As noted above, for example in v.26, our Lord says, "I have declared unto them Thy name". In the context the name is that of "Righteous Father". In a world that did not know this quality and into which disciples were to be sent this was an altogether necessary disclosure.


  THE SON’S LOCATION IDENTIFIED


  The Lord Jesus uses language in this prayer that is quite staggering. The movement of location is to be noted.


  
    He is "in the world" physically, v.13. The purpose of His speaking here is clear: it is that his disciples "… might have My joy fulfilled in themselves". It is an amazing fact that He is cognisant of the desire for His disciples to be filled with joy as a result of His prayer even in circumstances where He Himself is about to enter into the deepest sorrow.


    He is "no more in the world" v.11. It is difficult for us to understand a statement like this. Some of the language used elsewhere in the prayer is of help in this regard. Note the movement indicated:


    
      He "lifted up His eyes to (eis = into) heaven" v.1


      Life now lived; work now "finished" v.4


      "Now come I to Thee" v.13 – see also v.11, "I come to Thee".

    


    He is with the Father – "where I am" v.24. The late Mr. Albert Leckie said, "At the end His Spirit has gone where His eyes had reached". The hour of His glorification, v.1, had come. A man on earth but already in heaven and with a consuming desire to have His own with Him: "I will that they also, whom Thou hast given Me, be with Me where I am." And the prospect is quite staggering, "that they may behold My glory". This is a glory that is incommunicable but which can be the basis of wonder and therefore of worship!

  


  THE SUBJECT OF GLORY IN THE CHAPTER


  The idea of glory appears at least eight times in the chapter, vv.1(twice), 4,5 (twice),10,22,24. There are different aspects emphasised. In vv.1,22,24 it is personal glory in a variety of aspects. In vv.4,10 it is manifested glory while in v.5 it is pre-creation glory. Glory has been defined by Brown (op cit) as "manifested excellence". This is a good indication of what is involved in the passages which follow. It does of course encapsulate all the varieties of excellence that can be anticipated: beauty, sinlessness, purity, loveliness, indeed all of the details associated with the "fruit of the Spirit" as enumerated in Galatians chapter 5.


  Personal Glory


  This personal glory has a variety of aspects.


  Prospective Personal Glory


  In v.1 the idea is that of the inauguration of the hour of His glorification by the Father. The idea of this "hour" has been mentioned seven times in the Gospel of John, see 2.4; 7.30; 8.20; 12.23; 12.27(twice); 13.1. It seems that the same hour is referred to on each occasion. It involves His death, His resurrection, His ascension and His current session. Each of these is evidence of His "manifested excellence". No one, for example, could die the death He died without outstanding qualifications of sinless perfection and absolute holiness such that the eternal throne of a righteous God could be fully satisfied and the basis laid for eternal redemption to be available to sinners in bondage.


  Communicated Personal Glory


  In v.22 the personal glory envisaged is that which will be communicated by the Son through His own people. As will be shown, this will take place in a millennial context that "the world may know that Thou hast sent Me, and hast loved them, as Thou hast loved Me" v.23.


  Incommunicable Personal Glory


  In v.24 the glory envisaged is such that it can no longer be communicated – it is for beholding! What a day awaits God’s people when they have the honour of simply enjoying the continuing unfolding of Divine glory throughout eternity. If the wonder of a lily cannot be fully explored, "Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these" Matt.6.29, and our Lord Jesus was its Creator. What countless wonders await God’s people in the unfolding eras of eternity.


  Manifested Glory


  In vv.4,10 the aspect of glory which is being addressed is that which has been manifested by the Lord Jesus to His own. When the Lord said "I have glorified Thee on the earth", He is referring to activity already undertaken which manifested that glory. It is a glory of which His disciples are aware. Twice at least there is reference to this in the gospel. In 2.11 we read "This beginning of miracles did Jesus in Cana of Galilee and manifested forth His glory". The result was that "His disciples believed on Him". In this case there was a revelation of His glory in the miracle performed. Of course, it was a little preview of the endless source of joy to be known in millennial conditions when there would be no possibility of a shortage of its supply; the source is unending, "Draw out now". It is still available! The second reference is in 11.4,40. "This sickness is not unto death, but for the glory of God, that the Son of God might be glorified thereby". Again a millennial setting is in view when death will be the exception; life will be the rule and resurrected and living saints will be enjoying each other’s company and the "manifested excellencies" of the Son will be pre-eminently displayed.


  Pre-creation Glory


  In v.5 the glory envisaged is that which the Lord knew prior to His entrance into the world: "… the glory which I had with [para = alongside, near] Thee before the world was". This is the glory that Isaiah saw, "these things said Esaias when he saw His glory, and spake of Him" Jn.12.41. According to Isaiah this glory was evidently manifested holiness as thrice the seraphim asserted the holiness of the One seated on the throne. The subject of glory is thus a major consideration in the prayer and indeed there are still "waters to swim in" when there is later consideration of the subject.


  THE SEVERAL SEVENS


  Throughout the chapter evidence of the number seven is seen time and again. Perhaps this should not surprise us as the stamp of absolute perfection must be seen in everything connected with the Son. There are at least three groups worth exploring.


  The Seven Gifts Given by the Father to the Son


  The first gift indicated is that of "power" (exousia, v.2). The word has in it the idea of "the right to act; used of God it is absolute, unrestricted … used of men authority is delegated". The power is "over all flesh", that is over every living creature, and in this context over all men. He is supreme in administration and supreme in sovereignty. This gives Him the authority to "give eternal life". The clear implication is that eternal life is a gift given by the Son but not dispensed universally but "… to as many as Thou hast given Him". Hence the initiative is taken by God in the first place and the eternal life thereafter given by the Son. This may well be the reason for the order given in v.3, "… this is life eternal, that they might know Thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ Whom Thou hast sent". Note the interesting contrast between "all flesh" and "as many". In the one case unrestricted, in the other only to "as many". What an honour to be among the "as many"!


  The second gift is that of the believer, "… as many as Thou hast given Him" v.2. It is not clear when this love gift was given. There are seven references to this gift in vv.2, 6(twice), 9,11,12,24. The details will be considered when the second series of sevens is examined.


  The third gift is the "… work which Thou gavest Me to do" v.4. Again this is a sevenfold completed work to be considered in detail later.


  The fourth gift is "… all things whatsoever Thou hast given Me" v.7. In His ministry the Lord had indicated clearly to the disciples that His supremacy and sovereignty had been sourced in the Father. In this Gospel there are another two references to the fact that the Father had given Him "all things". In 3.35 the context is that of the unlimited supply of the Spirit: "… God giveth not the Spirit by measure unto Him" v.34, permitting Him to communicate "… the words of God" 3.34, and to be the source of eternal life on the basis of believing, 3.36. In 13.3 the context is that of the sweep of His mission: "He was come from God, and went to God". It was in this awareness that He implemented the sevenfold movement (beginning with His rising from supper and laying aside His garments) to anticipate His work as an advocate. In the context this is to deal with the involuntary defilement that arose in feet that must necessarily tread the sands of time.


  The fifth gift is "the words" v.8. This is the daily communication which the Son received from the Father to which He then communicated to His own. Details are given under the third series of "sevens".


  The sixth gift is that of "glory" v.22. This is a gift of glory: the manifested excellencies of the Lord that can be shared with His own; "… I have given them". The purpose is that there might be an evidence of association between "them" and the Father and the Son. This demonstration of unbridled and loving unity has still to be manifested in all its fullness. The coming kingdom will give the opportunity for its display and result in the world knowing the uniqueness and fullness of Divine love, v.23.


  The seventh and final gift is again that of "glory" v.24. In this case however it is altogether unique. It is "My glory". To quote Mr. Leckie again "… there is a Man in heaven sharing equally with the Father all the glory of Deity and occupying a position that belongs exclusively to Deity yet still bearing in His body the marks of Calvary that will declare eternally that I am His and He is mine". It is an evidence of love that existed "… before the foundation of the world" v.24.


  The Seven References to Believers as the Father’s Love-Gift to the Son


  It is a thrilling thought that we as believers in the Lord Jesus have been given to Him as the Father’s love gift. Since we were "… chosen … in Him before the foundation of the world" Eph.1.4, it is likely that the love gift was given then as well. In this context it has been well said that "…God is seen to be moving for His own glory and the eternal satisfaction of His own heart … Election as taught in v.4 has to do with a sovereign God, is connected with the past and is related to persons; predestination as taught in v.5 has to do with the Father’s good pleasure, is connected with the future and is related to a position marked out for persons … Israel knew something of election and sonship, but with a difference: their election was as a nation, they were an elect race: their sonship was as a nation, "Israel My son". The election of this unique day of grace is individual as is also sonship." Thus the thought is that "… before the foundation of the world" we were as individuals, known intimately to the heart of God and without any merit of our own, given by Him to His Son as a love gift to share in the blessings of an eternal relationship and to have the opportunity of being associated with the display of His glory. In each case where this love gift is mentioned there is a different association.


  The first reference is in v.2. It should be noted that there are three gifts in this verse. The link for the believer here is that of eternal life. This is of course where life really begins for His own. If the love gift is to be related to Divine Persons then Divine life is essential. It should be noted that eternal life is seen as a gift to be received and enjoyed.


  The second reference is linked with the manifestation of the Father’s name, v.6. The idea in the word manifest (phaneroo) is to make visible what has been hidden, whether by teaching or deeds. The Lord Jesus did this in His ministry and miracles. He could say "… he that hath seen Me hath seen the Father" Jn.14.9. He thus disclosed the meaning of the "name". The Father’s love, joy, peace, gentleness but also antagonism to sin in all its forms were displayed in the lovely life and walk of the Lord Jesus.


  The third reference is also in v.6. In this case it is asserted that those who were given have "… kept Thy Word". It is lovely to think of the consideration of the Lord Jesus in relation to His own. He no doubt could have detailed occasions when problems had arisen and deviation had occurred. However, He looks at the generality of their behaviour and in the kindness of overall assessment says they have "… kept Thy Word". The listening disciples must have been thrilled at the assessment and been better fitted to face the problems about to arise in their experience.


  The fourth reference indicates that they are the subjects of the Son’s prayer. "… I pray for them" v.9. The reason given indicates a real intimacy "… for they are Thine. And all Mine are Thine, and Thine are Mine; and I am glorified in them". This undoubtedly was the only basis of their continuance – and ours as well! It was the reason for His conclusion in v.6, the keeping of the Word. The fact that He does not pray for the world does not mean a disinterest since He came to be the Saviour of the world, but indicates the particular focus of the prayer at this point in time. It is surely a lesson for us as well. Our prayers ought to be focused, particularly in public, rather than seeking to cover everything at once!


  The purpose of the fifth reference is to focus on apostolic unity; "… that they may be one as We are" v.11. This can only be possible by being "kept", "… Father, keep through [en = in] Thine own name". The preposition "in" indicates the only sphere in which the unity could be accomplished. By appreciating the significance of what the name implies they would be kept together and the features that marked the Father would then mark them. Full adherence to the revelation of the Father in His Word is the only basis of true unity today as well.


  The sixth reference indicates that while the Lord Jesus was in the world He had kept them. "… While I was with them in the world I kept them in Thy name" v.12. However, He was going back to the Father. He was leaving them and commending them into the care of His "Holy Father". Those who are thus kept, "in Thy name", will know also what it is to be kept "… from the evil [one]" v.15. The believer is not exempt from the influence of evil. There is a serious danger of being overwhelmed by the world’s value system. Care must always be exercised to ensure adherence to the value system of Scripture.


  The final reference to the believer as the love gift to the Son is in relation to glory, v.24. He wants us to be with Him that we may behold His glory. Thus for the believer it is from grace, v.2, to glory, v.24! What an amazing prospect, what a final step, something we could never have imagined but all made possible by a gift of love!


  The Seven Activities which have been Finished by the Son


  The statement in v.4 is clear "… I have finished the work which Thou gavest me to do". It may have a reference to Calvary but there is no doubt that in the context of the prayer itself the work is finished. The nature of that finished work is indicated in the seven references to "I have" in the subsequent details. These are as follows.


  The first is, "I have manifested Thy name" v.5. In this way the Lord revealed the significance of the Person behind the name. He unveiled the details expressive of His attributes including His authority, His majesty, His excellence and power. It was in effect a disclosure of the Father’s heart. The result was that "… they have kept Thy Word". The word "kept" has in it the idea of observing and guarding, even to hold fast. Thus a revelation of the true significance of the "name" led to an adherence to the Word. Surely an important lesson for us.


  The second is, "I have given unto them the words which Thou gavest Me" v.8. The idea in the "words" is that of sayings, utterances, and daily communications from the Father. We might wonder where and when the "words" were given. We’re not left in any doubt "… The Lord God hath given Me the tongue of the learned [‘instructed’, J.N.D.], that I should know how to speak a word in season to him that is weary: He wakeneth morning by morning, He wakeneth Mine ear to hear as the learned [‘instructed’ J.N.D.; ‘they that are taught’ R.V.; ‘disciples’ R.V. margin]. The Lord God hath opened Mine ear and I was not rebellious, neither turned away back" Isa.50.4,5. Again He said "… man shall not live by bread alone but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God" Matt.4.4. Thus we are left in no doubt as to the source of the words. Daily communion with the Father resulted in daily communications which were then "given" to His own. We could well learn the lesson as we sometimes sing "Lord speak to me that I may speak …". The result in the case of the disciples was dramatic "… they have received them", they "… have known surely", "… they have believed" v.8. Thus received, known and believed in order to be of use in the Master’s service. It would be good if ministry had such a dramatic effect today! There is a price to pay!


  The subjects which were known and believed are interesting. They knew that "… I came out from Thee", they believed that "… Thou didst send Me". Here encapsulated in two terse statements we have an assertion of, on the one hand the Deity of Christ, and on the other His humanity. One holy Personality: very God of very God, yet at the same time, truly human. He was sent. The subject of sending has a large place in the prayer, vv.3,8,18 (twice), 21,23,25, – seven times in all (another seven for study!). In six of the seven times the reference is to the sending of the Lord Jesus. This is most significant and a common theme in the Gospel by John. The true significance is seen in Rom.10.15 where the apostle Paul clearly states, "… how shall they preach, except they be sent?" This is one of the essentials for effective gospel witness. It may well be asked, "how do our gospel preachers and their message measure up to the Divine standard?"


  The third is, "I have kept … those that Thou gavest Me" v.12. It is evident that we are incapable of keeping ourselves. While our Lord was here He kept His own, but on His departure He communicates with the Father, vv.11,15, to do the keeping. In v.11 it is the "Holy Father" since sanctification (the root meaning of the word holy) is the essential mode of being kept in circumstances where the world seeks a hold. The result of our Lord’s keeping was that "… none of them was lost". The fragments were not to be lost in 6.12 and the further assertion of the safety of the disciples is made in 18.9, "… of them whom Thou gavest Me have I lost none". However, The Scripture was fulfilled in the case of the "son of perdition", who alone, of the disciples, knew ruin.


  The fourth is, "I have given them Thy Word" v.14. The fact that the term "Word" is in the singular in contrast to v.8 is of deep significance. The idea behind the term here is that of thought compiled in truth. It is Divine truth as a body. The Lord had introduced them to the full panoply of Divine doctrine, much of it indeed in the Upper Room Ministry just concluded. The result was that the world "hated them" because they were not of this world, they had been sanctified, v.17. The result of imbibing the Truth had separated them from a world that hated Christ and now hated them. There is therefore a very important connection between the "Word" and the "words". It is not only necessary to have a grasp of Divine truth in the "Word" but to be willing to have our ear open on a regular basis to hear the "words".


  The fifth is, "I have sent them into the world" v.18. There is a most important principle lying on the surface of the prayer at this point. The development is as follows. His own are seen as being:


  
    
      	
        "out of the world" v.6, as to electing provision

      


      	
        "in the world" v.11, as to physical location

      


      	
        "not of the world" vv.14,16, as to spiritual condition

      


      	
        sent "into the world" v.18, as to evangelical mission.

      

    

  


  The above order is altogether important. Those who are involved in evangelistic activity must be manifestly different from the world. We don’t become "like them to win them". It is the very opposite – our distinctiveness is our strength. A casual approach is not in keeping with the message we proclaim. The world’s methods are not ours! We must not compromise with a value system based on worldly thinking. We are not to console by our life but to condemn by our unworldliness.


  The sixth is, "I have given them … glory" v.22. This is a glory that is not yet manifested. It anticipates a day in the future when sharing in the coming reign of Christ there will be an unequivocal demonstration of oneness in glory. It will be the antitype of Joseph and Asenath: she never knew the pit or the prison but shared in the manifested glory of the palace. This will be expanded in the next section.


  The seventh is, "I have declared unto them Thy name" v.26. In this case the name that they are given to understand is that of "righteous Father". It is done with a twofold purpose:


  Firstly, that we might share in Divine affections: "…that the love wherewith Thou hast loved Me may be in them." Secondly, that we might have an experience of the Divine presence: "… I in them". For these purposes to be known, right conditions are needed and this can be implemented by an appreciation of a "righteous Father".


  THE THREEFOLD UNITY EMPHASISED


  The word "one" appears six times in the chapter: vv.11,21(twice), 22(twice), 23. These occurrences are linked to a threefold unity or oneness. It is inconceivable that the prayer of God’s Son would not be answered fully. Indeed, the very word used for prayer in the chapter is quite unique. It is found, for example, in v.9, "I pray [eratao] for them". The word used for "pray" here "suggests that the petitioner is on a footing of equality or familiarity with the person whom he requests" (Vine – op cit). This is in contradistinction to the more usual word for prayer (aiteo) which is used of an inferior making a request to a superior (see Trench for further elaboration). Indeed, the Lord says in this prayer "Father, I will" v.24, indicating His equality with the Father. The conclusion above therefore that we can be sure that the Lord’s intercession was answered in full must hold. Hence, when the Lord prays "…that they may be one" we can be assured that they were or will be and the context must be understood in this light. The suggestion made by some that because of current evidence of disunity the prayer has not been fully answered is untenable. We proceed on this basis.


  Apostolic Oneness - v.11


  The "they" referred to in the verse is undoubtedly the apostolic band. The oneness for which request is asked is a oneness in AIM: "… that they may be one as We". They were to have a common object or desire. This was fulfilled in the experience of the apostles in the early chapters of Acts, see for example 1.14; 2.1,14. It is also seen in the unity of purpose and doctrine in New Testament writings.


  Pentecostal Oneness - v.21


  The oneness here is a oneness in AFFECTION: "… that they all may be one as, Thou, Father art in Me, and I in Thee." The question arises as to the reference to "they". Who are they? We are left in no doubt as to this. The previous verse makes it clear, "… them also that shall believe on Me through their [the apostles’] word" v.20. Thus the believers in view are the pentecostal believers of early Acts who listened and responded to the apostolic preaching. That they were one in affection in answer to this prayer is abundantly clear from the reference in Acts 2.44. The objective in desiring this pentecostal oneness was that "… the world may believe". That thousands came to faith as a result of the demonstration of this oneness is clear again from Acts 4.4, for example.


  Millennial Oneness – vv.22,23


  The oneness here is a oneness in ASSOCIATION: "… that they may be one, even as We are one." To whom does the "they" refer to on this occasion? The whole Church is now in view. We have moved away from the apostles and the pentecostal blessings to a day which is yet future when glory can be manifested and there can be a oneness in glory. This is not for the present but must be implemented in the future. In that day the Church will be "… made perfect in [eis = into] one" or "… perfected into one" (J.N.D.). This will be in shared and manifested glory. "When Christ, Who is our life, shall appear, then shall ye also appear with Him in glory" Col.3.4; see also 2Thess.1.10. The purpose now is "… that the world may know" v.23, (contrast v.21 "… that the world may believe"). It is too late to believe now – that opportunity has passed! There are two things the world will know:


  Firstly, that the Father sent the Son: Secondly, that the Father loved us as He loved the Son.


  ASSOCIATIONS IN GLORY


  In conclusion to the study it is heart warming to ponder the associations we will have in glory. We are going to be:


  Like Him – v.22


  Note the link between "Me" and "them": "… the glory which Thou hast given Me I have given them". This is beautifully expanded in 1Jn.3.2, "… we shall be like Him". In the context of 1John, He is righteous, 2.29, He is pure, 3.3, He is sinless, 3.5, and we shall be like Him!


  With Him – v.24


  "I will that they also, whom Thou hast given Me, be with Me where I am". It has been said that heaven is heaven just to be with Him: "with Me" Lk.23.43); "with Christ" Phil.1.23; "with the Lord" 2Cor.5.8.


  Behold Him – v.24


  "That they may behold My glory." This verse has the last reference to the believer as the love-gift to Christ. It is surely fitting to link it with the opportunity and honour of beholding His glory. There is no possibility of sharing this glory, only beholding it.


  Note the three contrasts. In v.22 it is a glory that He shares, that the world will see and know and is related to the kingdom and appearing. In v.24 the glory is incommunicable, that the world will never see, and is related to the Father’s house, it is His glory alone!


  CONCLUSION


  As we examine this intercessory prayer of God’s Son we note that there are a variety of subjects covered. He prays for glorification for Himself; preservation, sanctification (both practically through the "Word" v.17, and powerfully "in truth" v.19, see J.N.D.’s footnote), association and glorification for His own. We are assured that every detail was and will be fully answered and look forward therefore to the glad prospect of sharing in the full display of His glory to a wondering world.


  CHAPTER 12 - THE PRAYERS IN THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES


  by James Paterson Jnr., Scotland


  PRAYER IN THE EARLY CHURCH


  One of the striking features of the early believers is their attention to prayer. The first reference to prayer in Acts is in 1.14, "These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication, with the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brethren". The lives of these early saints seemed to have been motivated and governed by prayer, both collectively and individually. While the early references to prayer in Acts would correspond to the believers following the Jewish prayer times, we cannot fault their attitude in continuing in the activity so fundamentally important to Christian continuation.


  Before we consider the subject of prayer in Acts, we should note a few introductory points. They "continued stedfastly [proskartereo] . . . in prayers" 2.42. This word means, ‘to be earnest towards, to attend assiduously, be instant in’. This they did! The words prayer, prayers, prayed, praying and pray are found 29 times in Acts 1.14,24; 2.42; 3.1; 4.31; 6.4,6; 8.15,22,24; 9.40; 10.2,4,9,30,31,48; 11.5; 12.5,12; 13.3; 14.23; 16.13,16,25; 20.36; 21.5; 22.17; 28.8. Among the many blessings that God has bestowed upon men, prayer is essential and unique, both in the nature of its function and more particularly in its outreach from man to God. Prayer is a gift from God to His saints, a line of direct communication between the Almighty and His children. Prayer is not a means whereby one attempts to pressurise God through persuasive speech into granting every request. Prayer is relational. Though God is the Giver, "Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with Whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning" Jms.1.17, and man is the recipient of those blessings, unlike any other gift it requires first that man asks. Through prayerful consideration of His word the saints apprehend the will and purpose of God. For man, prayer is an ever-present access to the source of his peace and the foundation of his being. To call out to God is to get an answer from God, even though the answer may not be what we want to hear, or because of unbelief we may not hear it. God’s line of communication is ever available. Prayer is the direct petition into the heart of God. A perusal of the Acts of the Apostles will reveal that early Christians engaged in prayer. From the very beginning of his book, Luke, the author, sheds light into the activities of those New Testament Christians. Central to that early church life was the role of supplication in prayer. Prayer wasn’t just a spiritual discipline that they practised when things weren’t going well or when someone was sick. It wasn’t a matter of enjoining some formal ritual. Rather, prayer was part of them, an underpinning of their faith in expression and devotion. They prayed consistently. This sort of dedicated passion for prayer is portrayed clearly in the formative life of the Church as recorded in the book of Acts, and should be equally true for Christians in every age.


  Luke, through Divine inspiration, emphatically and unequivocally relays to his readers that prayer is an essential ingredient in the Christian life. In order for the disciples to fulfil God’s Divine call, they would need guidance from God. This is a reflection of the emphasis on prayer found in Luke’s Gospel, where he seems to stress the importance of prayer in the life of the Lord Jesus. This subject is considered in detail in chapter 10 of this book. Luke’s further writing in Acts is a reflection of this prayer activity and an evidence of the instruction given by the Lord Jesus that, "men ought always to pray, and not to faint" Lk.18.1. In the Gospel, Luke writes of the Man of prayer, the Lord Jesus Christ, while in the Acts he shows how Christ’s example had an impact on the believers, for they followed Him in faithfulness and commitment, as a praying people, as men and women of prayer. The direction of the prayers of the early Church was to God: e.g. Acts 12.5 "prayer was made without ceasing of the church unto God for him [Peter]." In our day, much so-called prayer in public seems not to be to God. There is often very little thought of God in it. We think of the audience; we think of our need, but often there is not a deep sense that we have come into the presence of the all-Holy, Almighty God, and are laying hold upon Him for His help. This is one of the most frequent causes of failure in prayer. We do not really pray to God. As we consider prayer in this book of the early history of the Church and the churches, we will see that as the believers prayed, they seemed to dismiss from their minds, as far as possible, the thoughts of their surroundings, and allowed the Holy Spirit to write upon their minds the reality of the presence of God.


  In Acts, as in all Scripture, and indeed in our daily lives, the attitude of prayerfulness denotes dependence. Dependence is not merely an acknowledgement of our weakness and inability to proceed without assistance, but also a willingness to keep God’s commandments and act in obedience to His Word. Here we find one of the greatest secrets of prevailing prayer. If we listen obediently to God’s commandments, God will listen to our prayers. "Whatsoever we ask, we receive of Him, because we keep His commandments, and do those things that are pleasing in His sight" 1Jn.3.22, teaches that if we do what pleases Him, He will do what pleases us, since our requests will be controlled by His word and so be in accord with His will. The person who turns his ear from God’s voice cannot pray so that God will hear. To keep His commandments means more than being obedient to them, but rather means to hold and guard them as a precious possession. (This does not negate God’s sovereignty and His gracious lovingkindness).


  We learn in Acts that the early believers had vibrancy about their prayer life. It seems to be marked not only with direction, devotion and dependence, they knew of Whom they were asking: but also distinctiveness, deliberation and definition; they knew for what they were asking. They prayed rather than said prayers. We see that the early believers were God-centred in what they prayed for: praying for God’s purpose to be achieved; God’s people to be appointed and God’s power to be unleashed. As is recorded of Ambrose of Milan (339-397), "Prayer is the wing wherewith the soul flies to heaven and meditation the eye wherewith we see God".


  
    	
      Prayer was appointed to convey

    


    	
      The blessings God designs to give;

    


    	
      Long as they live, should Christians pray,

    


    	
      For only while they pray, they live.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      And wilt thou still in silence lie,

    


    	
      When God stands waiting for thy prayer?

    


    	
      My soul, thou hast a friend on high,

    


    	
      Arise, and try thine interest there.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      Tis prayer supports the soul that’s weak,

    


    	
      Though thought be broken, language lame;

    


    	
      Pray, if thou canst, or canst not speak,

    


    	
      And pray with faith in Jesus’ name.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      Depend on Him, thou canst not fail;

    


    	
      Make all thy wants and wishes known:

    


    	
      Fear not; His merits must prevail:

    


    	
      Ask, but in faith, it shall be done.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (Joseph Hart)

    

  


  PRAYER COLLECTIVE


  As the local church is a house of prayer because of the emphasis it gives to prayer, the Bible may be called God’s book of prayer for the same reason. The local church has always claimed to be a people of the Book. We plead that we do Bible things in Bible ways. We argue that each must go back to the Bible to be right and leave nothing out and add nothing in. However, if we are going to give more than lip-service to this claim, we must not only talk about prayer, we must practise it. The New Testament uses the words pray, prayed, prayers and praying one hundred and sixty three times (not counting synonyms such as ask, seek, knock and petition). By contrast it uses baptise, baptised and baptism seventy times. This does not mean that prayer is more important than baptism, but does suggest the emphasis prayer should receive in the local church. The local church in Acts prayed with persistency, intensity and unity. They prayed collectively as to their number, constantly as to their exercise, consistently as to the content, and prayed on the basis of God’s character.


  Pre-Pentecost - Upper Room


  Through the book there are times when the believers gathered together and engaged in the united exercise of prayer. While there are times when the subject matter of their prayer is recorded, there are other times when no subject is mentioned. In Acts 1.14, before the local church in Jerusalem was established, the group of about one hundred and twenty who gathered in the upper room display a lovely example of believers united in prayer. While the subject matter is initially unrecorded, the attitude of those who pray is clearly stated and can be taken as an example for present day exercise. In ten days time they would experience the life-changing occasion of Pentecostal blessing, but leading up to that point they continued in prayer. As no subject matter of their prayers is recorded we should not surmise the content. However, their attitude in prayer is worth noting. They persevered, "These all continued", just doing what they had been instructed to do, "wait for the promise of the Father" 1.4. They were purposeful in their persevering, "These all continued with one accord" 1.14. They were one, no dissent, no complaint, but united with harmony of purpose. "With the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus" 1.14, endorses the unity of the occasion. While there is no suggestion that the women were praying publicly, they were continuing in prayer as much as the rest who were gathered. It is critical for the furtherance of Christian life, assembly function and gospel witness that the women still gather to pray! Many assemblies and servants have been maintained and supported by praying women, so is there any need for single gender prayer meetings?


  Note the position of Mary. This is the last time we read of her. She is humbly praying with the others. She takes no lead, nor do others pray to her. Roman Catholic pretensions about Mary have no basis whatsoever in Scripture.


  During this period of prayer, one subject is eventually recorded; their request for guidance in appointing another to the group, "to be a witness with us of His resurrection" 1.22. That is the subject on their mind and the requirement of the moment, so that is the subject for which they prayed! They knew the men who were fitted for the position, but laid their concern before the Lord. Were they wrong to cast lots? Had they not besought the Lord to overrule the lot in the spirit of Prov.16.33, "The lot is cast into the lap; but the whole disposing thereof is of the LORD"? It is important to notice that when the answer was given, they accepted the mind of the Lord without further discussion.


  
    	
      The saints in prayer, appear as one

    


    	
      In word and deed and mind,

    


    	
      While with the Father and the Son

    


    	
      Sweet fellowship they find.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (James Montgomery)

    

  


  Post-Pentecost


  Persevering in Prayer


  One of the activities that engaged the lives of the Spirit-filled early believers was prayer, "And they continued stedfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers" 2.42. These new believers, guided no doubt by the ongoing activities and teaching of the apostles and others, and directed by the Holy Spirit, order their lives in such a way that they could be steadfast in their activities, including prayer. The primary reference to the prayers in which they participated is undoubtedly a reference to their own appointed times for united prayer, although we know that the apostles also attended the Jewish prayer services in the temple, "Now Peter and John went up together into the temple at the hour of prayer, being the ninth hour" 3.1. The prayers of the early Church may well have followed Jewish models, but their content would be enriched by the spiritual experience. No doubt the name of the Lord Jesus Christ opened up prayer opportunities never before known, for now there was instant access to the throne of grace, and they could therefore, " come boldly unto the throne of grace, that [they] may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need" Heb.4.16.


  Every aspect of individual and corporate life could then, and can be now, related to the throne and through the Great High Priest Who is at God’s right hand.


  Places of Prayer


  It is interesting in Acts to see the places where the believers prayed. We have seen that their first exercise was in the upper room, but we can also see that in the context of Paul’s instruction to Timothy, "I will therefore that men pray everywhere" 1Tim.2.8, the saints prayed in a variety of locations: e.g. Saul in a house in Damascus, 9.11; the church in Mary’s house, 12.12; Peter on a housetop, 10.9; beside a river near Philippi, 16.13; Paul and Silas in prison, 16.25; on a beach near Tyre, 21.5 and in a storm tossed boat, 27.35, showing that physical location is not the important thing, but rather praying souls come unhindered into the presence of their God and Father.


  Persecution brings Prayer


  What a lovely expression of fellowship, that on their release from the Sanhedrin, Peter and John "went to their own company" 4.23. It is not that the company belonged to the apostles as in ownership, but that the apostles belonged to the company, as in fellowship! The news of persecution now leads the church to united prayer. First their voices are lifted up in praise. Praise for God’s omnipotence, 4.24, and for His omniscience, 4.25-28. Then they speak in prayer. What would they ask for? The threats of the Sanhedrin were real. They had been warned by the Lord Jesus, "In the world ye shall have tribulation" Jn.16.33; a world that had crucified Him was not likely to coddle them. Would they, as seems to be common today, ask the Lord to remove the threat, or remove the men who threaten, or have the Government change the laws? Why, no, they ask the Lord, "that with all boldness they may speak Thy word" 4.29. The danger did not lie with the Sanhedrin but with self. The subject of their prayer was not the force of the enemy, but the fear that the believers had to overcome. They did not expect the power or the persecution of the Jews to go away, nor did they ask for some miraculous intervention to deal with the aggression of the foe. Nor did they pray for the conversion of the blind and guilty men. They simply asked God to give them courage to continue with the task of preaching the glad tidings of the gospel.


  It is important for us to learn from the example of God’s Word. These early believers acknowledged God’s sovereignty, His omnipotence and His omniscience; they knew Him, therefore they knew how and for what to request. They knew that the One Who had saved, gifted and commissioned them, would strengthen them for their service. Is it any wonder then that the answer to their prayer was instantaneous? The Holy Spirit’s power was evidenced in response to their prayer and "they spoke the Word of God with boldness" 4.31.


  Prayer Prior to Service


  In Acts chapter 6 there was a dispute between the Grecian Jews and the Hebraic Jews. The apostles weighed the matter and under the direction of the Holy Spirit determined to nominate seven men to handle the conflict in the church. Then the apostles remarked, "we will give ourselves continually to prayer, and to the ministry of the Word" 6.4. It is remarkable to witness the focus of the apostles. In order to complete the mission of the Lord, they had to have singularity of purpose. The ministry of the Word was associated with prayer. When the chosen men had been appointed and before the apostles’ identification with them by the laying on of hands, once again they prayed, 6.6. The action of prayer therefore is closely linked to service, whether in the "ministry of the Word" 6.4, or in the daily service to the saints, 6.6, teaching that all service is important whatever its type. This is also seen in chapter 13 at the commendation of Barnabas and Saul to, "the work whereunto I have called them", 13.3. Once again, before the church identifies with the servants and releases them to the work, prayer is made. "And when they had fasted and prayed, and laid their hands on them, they sent them away" 13.3. This is a model for all assembly activity and missionary outreach. The Holy Spirit directs a praying church that is obedient to Divine leadership, and this condition brings forth positive results in the activities of the servants commended. The activity is once again seen in chapter 14 when elders were ordained in "every church" 14.23. In these churches, prior to the elders being commended, they prayed together. These prayers were effectual since elders in the early churches were men of prayer.


  When Paul called a meeting of elders at Miletus, he warned the overseers of the Ephesian church that false teachers would arise "speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them" 20.30. Before parting, these men bowed to pray, 20.36. We are not told for what they prayed, but the context indicates they prayed for Paul and the trouble he faced, and for the local church and the trouble it faced. Are you an elder? If so, are you a man of prayer? Do you pray that the local church may be spared the destruction of false teaching? Do you pray for the straying sheep under your care? Elders need to say more often, "let’s have a word of prayer." So it is evident from these passages that the early believers understood the necessity of prayer before any assembly activity would be undertaken.


  Prayer for the Prisoner


  James had been martyred at the hand of Herod, and now the evil king had turned his attention to Peter and committed him to prison. While Peter sleeps on the dungeon floor chained on either side to a soldier, with his guard quadrupled around him, the local church prays. Luke says that prayer was made "without ceasing", 12.5. The word is ektenes meaning intense, showing not only the volume of prayer but its earnest exercise. "The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much" Jms.5.16.


  Once again there is no record of the request made by the local church. Did they pray for Peter’s release, or based on the death of James, that he might receive the grace of God to face the unknown future, and that the will of God be done in the circumstance? This is an area that has caused much consideration for the Lord’s people; asking for the right thing, and not asking for that which, while being the desire of our heart, may be in opposition to His will. It is worth noting that, "prayer was made without ceasing of the church unto God for him" 12.5. Many times in our prayer meetings we seem to have lost the art of specific prayer and speak in broad brush strokes. We use terms like, "those preaching the gospel"; "all those who are ill"; "the folks in the village", and while it may seem that we are praying for everyone, we actually pray for no one! Scriptural prayer is specific and although Paul, for example, speaks about praying for "you all" Phil.1.4; 1Thess.1.2, the meaning of the statement is "each individual one of you". Specific prayer denotes a burdened heart.


  However, the attitude and intensity of the local church in prayer through the night is the subject matter, and there is a blessing associated with their diligence. "Behold, bless ye the LORD, all ye servants of the LORD which by night stand in the house of the LORD. Lift up your hands in the sanctuary, and bless the LORD. The LORD that made heaven and earth bless thee out of Zion" Ps.134.1-3.


  While they were continuing in prayer, Peter appears at their door, and no matter what they had been requesting, they understood the truth of the statement, "thy prayer is heard" Lk.1.13.


  
    	
      From every stormy wind that blows,

    


    	
      From every swelling tide of woes,

    


    	
      There is a calm, a safe retreat—

    


    	
      ‘Tis found beneath the mercy-seat.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      Ah! Whither could we flee for aid

    


    	
      When tempted, desolate, dismayed,

    


    	
      Or how the hosts of hell defeat,

    


    	
      Had suffering saints no mercy-seat?

    


    	
      

    


    	
      There we on eagles’ wings would soar,

    


    	
      When time and sense are all no more;

    


    	
      There heavenly joys our spirits greet,

    


    	
      For glory crowns the mercy-seat.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (Hugh Stowell)

    

  


  Prayer Meeting Power


  In addition to the powerful results of communal prayers as mentioned above, it is interesting to see that before there was a local church in Philippi there was a prayer meeting. Paul and the group that was with him sought this out and attended on the sabbath. This was the place and time of a regular meeting to pray: "where prayer was wont [accustomed] to be made" 16.13. This prayer meeting developed into a gospel meeting and Lydia received the blessing of salvation, "whose heart the Lord opened" 16.14, was baptised and enjoyed fellowship with Paul’s group. It is remarkable that Paul’s first preaching of the gospel in Europe is at this prayer meeting.


  Within a few days Paul and Silas, while once again on their way to a prayer meeting, are accosted by a demon-possessed woman, the result of which, while bringing liberation to the woman, leads to their imprisonment. It is while in prison that perhaps the smallest communal prayer meeting takes place. Paul and Silas "prayed and sang praises to God: and the prisoners heard them" 16.25. The attitude of these two servants is remarkable. They are in the inner prison; dark and deadly. They have been severely and painfully scourged, their feet fast in the stocks, but we find them under these unfavourable and suffering conditions engaged in their habitual pursuit. They prayed and sang praises unto God. Once again, no mention is made regarding the content of the prayer, but the hand of God is seen. It would seem that the praying in the prison was not subdued because of the presence of the others, but clear enough for the others to hear! So there is the witness and testimony of praying believers.


  What blessing followed the simple prayer meetings in Philippi. The power of God is evidenced in the illumination of Lydia, the emancipation of the woman, and the transformation of the jailor. So the gospel activity expands through Europe and on into the then unknown parts of the world, all from the humble beginning of a prayer meeting at a riverside in Philippi. A few praying souls are enough to power a work for God.


  Often we underestimate the power of prayer. It is recorded of Mary Queen of Scots who, when speaking of the great Scottish reformer, John Knox, said, "I fear his prayers more than all the assembled armies of Europe".


  Is it too simple to stress again the blessing associated in meeting to pray? As we see from the above records of communal prayer, there is something precious to meet with the Lord’s people in His presence with singleness of heart and purpose, as we engage to pray. Conversely, it may be that like those of the church of the Laodiceans, and evidenced by our attitude and absence we really say, "I am rich ... and have need of nothing" Rev.3.17.


  
    	
      Now may we prove the power of prayer

    


    	
      To strengthen faith and banish care;

    


    	
      To teach our faint desires to rise,

    


    	
      And bring all heaven before our eyes.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (William Cowper)

    

  


  PRAYER PERSONAL


  We have seen clearly in Acts the necessity of prayer in assembly life, including the need for elders to pray. In this section we shall see the exercise of servants to pray. Just as an assembly cannot function without collective prayer, or a leader lead without prayer, so a servant should not be serving if his life is not a life of prayer. Luke records for us in Acts, the example of godly men who prayed. As we read of the prayers of these believers we understand something of the intensity of an active prayer life, not just saying prayers as those of whom it is recorded by the Lord: "And when thou prayest, thou shalt not be as the hypocrites are: for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and in the corners of the streets, that they may be seen of men. Verily I say unto you, they have their reward. But thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to thy Father which is in secret; and thy Father which seeth in secret shall reward thee openly" Matt.6.6,7. As A.W. Tozer wrote, "When we become too glib in prayer we are most surely talking to ourselves. When the calm listing of requests takes the place of the burdened prayer that finds utterance difficult, we should be aware the next step, for the direction is surely down whether we know it or not."


  Stephen


  While we read more of Stephen’s preaching than his prayer, what is written of his prayer at the end of his life is significant and an encouragement in many ways. The Holy Spirit’s description of Stephen is significant in Acts, and while there is not a great deal written about him, what is said is weighty. "Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Ghost" 6.5. "Stephen, full of faith and power, did great wonders and miracles among the people" 6.8. This is the character of the man who, in his prayer at the point of death, left such an impression on Saul that he would never forget, and would later say, "And when the blood of Thy martyr Stephen was shed, I also was standing by, and consenting unto his death, and kept the raiment of them that slew him" 22.20.


  Some may claim that his action in Acts 7.59,60 can hardly be classed as a prayer. However, looking at the language it would seem otherwise! Others are helpful in this respect with regard to the verb "calling upon" 7.59. Wm. Mounce gives the meaning as "prayer"; A. Campbell translates it "invocation"; J.H. Thayer emphasises the intensity of personal need when translating it "to call upon for one’s self".


  It is no wonder that Saul was impressed and no doubt Stephen’s words were used by the Holy Spirit in the work of conviction. Stephen, in his last words, proclaimed the Deity of the Lord Jesus. When the Lord Jesus died He said, "Father, into Thy hands I commend my Spirit" Lk.23.46, when Stephen died he said, "Lord Jesus receive my spirit" 7.59, and so confessed the fact that the Lord Jesus is co-equal with the Father. Such was the effect of listening to Stephen’s prayer, that Paul would later write that death for a believer meant "to be absent from the body, and to be present with the Lord" 2Cor.5.8. Stephen’s prayer was not only a mark of Christian faith, and a declaration of the Deity of Christ, but also a demonstration in v.60 of his adherence to the instruction given by the Lord Jesus in the sermon on the mount, "But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you" Matt.5.44.


  And so a praying Stephen, on his knees, after commending himself to the Lord, falls asleep. No doubt this example has been the experience of many the Lord’s people in death. To be translated from the spiritual presence of the Lord into His actual physical presence.


  
    	
      Prayer is the Christian’s vital breath,

    


    	
      The Christian’s native air;

    


    	
      His watchword at the gates of death;

    


    	
      He enters heaven with prayer.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (James Montgomery)

    

  


  Peter


  We have alluded to the times that Peter "went to pray" in Acts chapters 3 and 4, but will now look at further references to him engaging in prayer as recorded in Acts.


  The occasion of Peter and John praying for the Holy Spirit to indwell the early believers from Samaria, is unique in the history of the church, and such an act has no further precedent to this day. It was a particular apostolic act, and the seriousness of the matter is seen in Peter’s attitude to Simon and his unrighteous, mercenary request. Interestingly, there is no record of Peter ever granting Simon’s request that they pray for him.


  Peter is soon again involved in particular apostolic service when he steps into the house in Joppa where Dorcas has recently died, 9.36-41. Peter’s actions seem to be modelled on what the Lord Jesus did when He raised Jairus’ daughter from the dead, Mk.5.35-43, with one important difference; Peter prayed. While the Lord of Life had the absolute ability and authority to restore that which He had created, Peter had not. He acknowledges his dependency and from his knees alone in the death chamber, he prays. Once again the subject matter of the prayer is not recorded, but no doubt Peter’s attitude is an acknowledgement of his helplessness and total dependence on God. The similarity to the words of the Lord Jesus is interesting. He had said, "Talitha cumi" Mk.5.41, Peter, still on his knees it would seem, turns to the body and says, "Tabitha cumi" 9.40, and Dorcas was restored to life.


  Joppa was a milestone in the life of Peter. Not only for the fact of the raising of Dorcas, but the fundamental truth that God would bless both Jew and Gentile with salvation. At the end of the events surrounding the conversion of Cornelius, Peter recounts the happenings to the church in Jerusalem and he sums up his report by saying, "What was I, that I could withstand God?" 11.17.


  While we will think about Cornelius shortly, it is lovely to see that where there was a praying sinner, there was a servant being prepared through his participation in prayer. This would continue to be the pattern of God’s work in the salvation of a soul. Peter in the solitude of the housetop is engaged in prayer when the Lord speaks to him directly and dramatically. Noon was not one of the Jewish prayer times, but it is possible that pious Jews like Daniel, Dan.6.10, who prayed three times a day may have prayed at this time, as detailed by the Psalmist, " Evening, and morning, and at noon, will I pray, and cry aloud: and He shall hear my voice" Ps.55.17. Peter will learn during this Divine communication and the subsequent conversion of Cornelius that it is impossible for the servant to use the words, "not so" and "Lord" in the same sentence, 10.14! Peter will arise and go to Cornelius after this revelation from God was further expounded by the Spirit. The pattern remains; Peter is undecided as to the meaning of the communication from God, "Now while Peter doubted in himself what this vision which he had seen should mean…" 10.17, but the Spirit continues the revelation and instructs the servant: "While Peter thought on the vision, the Spirit said unto him, Behold, three men seek thee. Arise therefore, and get thee down, and go with them, doubting nothing: for I have sent them" 10.19,20. So today, as we commune in prayer and God reveals His mind for us through His Word, the Holy Spirit unfolds the mind of God to us and reveals the detail of how we should act to implement what we have been instructed.


  Cornelius


  Does God hear the prayers of the sinner? The story of this devout, God-fearing man gives the answer. We notice the four points used by the Spirit to describe Cornelius in chapter 10.2, "devout", meaning pious, godly: "feared God", indicating a fear of God’s revenge: "gave much alms", emphasising his largess: "prayed to God always", denoting constant petition, beseeching.


  The three verbs; "feared", "gave" and "prayed", are present participles, showing that he was engaged in these activities continually or repeatedly, so really his manner of life is clearly expressed in the verse. This is the type of sinner whom God hears. One who has a genuine interest in Him and in His Son. Not the religious person who believes his soul is secured by the vain repetition of prayers, said by rote for the satisfaction and appeasement of conscience and not in penitent faith. It was while he was praying at the ninth hour, which was one of the Jewish prayer times, that he had his revelation about Peter. While we have no record as to the requests made by Cornelius, the answer to his prayers was the arrival of Peter, who brought before him the truth of the person of Jesus Christ. Peter’s audience was attentive and well prepared by the Holy Spirit: "Now therefore are we all here present before God, to hear all things that are commanded thee of God" 10.33. To such an audience Peter begins to preach the gospel, 10.34-43, and the resulting blessing of salvation and baptism gives evidence to the answer to the above question, when in v.3, the man in "bright clothing" says, "Cornelius, thy prayer is heard". It is the prayer made in faith from the unbeliever that God hears.


  Paul


  While the next chapter of this publication will develop the complete record of the prayer life of Paul, we will look briefly at his prayers in Acts. Paul’s evaluation of prayer is seen in the fact that he was a man of prayer. His prayer at conversion shows his willingness to serve when he asks the question, "Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?" 9.6. There from the dust of the Damascus road, he begins a lifelong dialogue with heaven. It would seem that his posture before God never changed in a lifetime. From his first conversation with heaven, on his knees, he seems to remain in that attitude through the record of Acts until at Tyre, "we kneeled down on the shore and prayed" 21.5. Kneeling to pray was a position often engaged by Paul; it is the fitting posture for an earnest, humble supplicant. Humility and intensity are evidenced in such a position before Almighty God. It is the correct attitude of a man before his God, a sinner before his Saviour and of a supplicant before his Benefactor. However, while we should always pray ‘kneeling’ with regard to our attitude before God, a Christian who only prays on his knees does not pray enough! We should note however, that in Acts prayer is often carried out when the person praying is kneeling, e.g. 7.60; 9.40; 20.36; 21.5.


  One thing noticeable as we read the full prayer life of Paul through the New Testament is that while Paul was in the habit of praying, he prayed not merely by force of habit! Man is such a creature of habit that there is always the danger of doing things simply in a routine, perfunctory manner. While we must guard against this, Paul’s habit was regular and from the heart.


  He began his Christian life engaged in prayer: "behold he prayeth" 9.11. He had been led to Damascus, blinded by the brightness of the revelation of Jesus Christ, and although eating nothing for three days, he was engaging in prayer. This was the encouragement given to Ananias who expressed his fear of Saul: that a man who had, no doubt, spent his life saying prayers, was now praying. This is used by the Lord to Ananias as an indication of conversion and a sign of Divine life. This fact has never changed; those who know God speak with Him. Prayer is the beginning of many spiritual exercises expressed after conversion and it is expected that every true believer engages in prayer. How else can we know the will of God for our future life if we do not, or will not ask? On this point, there is much confusion today concerning God’s will for the individual believer. Rather than have a perception of what we feel God’s will for us should be, the idea of which is foreign to the Word of God, God will reveal His will for us from His Word, if we ask. "And all things, whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive" Matt.21.22.


  In 22.17, Paul, as he addresses the Jews in Jerusalem, reminds them of his prayer life, "while I prayed in the temple, I was in a trance". It was while he was in this condition that he received his commission from the Lord which would take him far and wide with the gospel, "Depart: for I will send thee far hence unto the Gentiles" 22.21. He states his credentials for preaching to the Gentile nations. This was early in his Christian life although he does not mention it until near the end, but again he shows that as a new believer he had confidence in the presence of the Lord.


  We have considered Paul’s activity in prayers with others, but the record of his praying continues to the end of Acts.


  From Miletus he calls the elders of the church at Ephesus to meet with him for the final time. He knows that they will very soon have to face great difficulty from within the assembly which will in time result in them being censured by Christ, Who said, "thou hast left thy first love" Rev.2.4. Paul’s deep affection for this church is seen in his two prayers for them recorded in Eph.1.15-23 and 3.14-21, where he prays firstly that they may experience Divine light and in the second prayer that they may experience Divine love. Here in Acts chapter 20 as he is about to take his leave from these beloved saints, "he kneeled down, and prayed with them all" 20.36. There is no record of the content of his prayers, but in the light of his ministry to them and the warnings that he has just given, his heart must have been filled with concern for their pending difficulties, and so with weeping and affection (even after his ministry to them) the Ephesian elders accompany Paul to the ship, no doubt with his prayers on their behalf still in their minds. What a memory to have of the apostle, whom they would never see again in this life, not only his preaching, but his final prayer for them.


  There is a similar situation at Tyre when the apostle spends seven days with the disciples there. It is interesting that the words "finding disciples" 21.4, gives the idea of searching them out. This is an expression of Paul’s wish to be with the Lord’s people, even when travelling. At the end of his time with the saints there is a lovely expression of fellowship when, "they all brought us on our way, with wives and children, till we were out of the city" 21.5. This is a display of the affection that the Christians felt for the apostle. It is quite possible that the believers in Tyre had never met Paul or any of his party, yet the bonds of Christian fellowship are evident. Once again, as with the Ephesian elders, there is a time of prayer with the believers on the shore, "and we kneeled down on the shore, and prayed" 21.5. What a testimony in a busy seaport to have a public prayer meeting!


  The public testimony of the apostle is again evidenced on the ship en route to Italy when he took bread and, "gave thanks to God in presence of them all" 27.35. He had just assured them of their safety in the storm and shows his gratitude to God for the provision of the food. Here he sets an example of freedom from fear by his trust in God to bring them alive through the storm and subsequent shipwreck.


  The final reference to the prayer life of Paul in Acts is on the island of Malta when the father of Publius, the chief man of the island, was sick. Bearing in mind that Luke was with the group on the island, it would seem that the medical problem was of a severe nature and beyond the medical cures of the day. Paul, in the presence of the sick man, prays, lays his hands on him and the cure is effected. The cure is instantaneous and complete; not by Paul’s power but by the power of God, through prayer. This is another unique example of apostolic power, which was for the occasion and has no precedent today.


  While Paul would in many occasions in his life be bound and imprisoned, the enemies of the gospel could never bind his prayers, and so from the house of Judas in a street called Straight in Damascus until his last recorded words before his death, his confidence in his God is evident. First in his attitude as a new believer speaking in prayer to a God that he had, until the moment of conversion, never known, and ultimately as a faithful servant about to be slain when he could say, "Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge shall give me at that day" 2Tim.4.8. His confidence in his God was born from a relationship that developed over years of Paul continually accessing God’s Holy presence and having dialogue with God.


  While we consider Paul’s prayers in Acts, we note that all were answered, howbeit at times in ways that may not have been expected.


  Ananias


  It may be argued that the word "prayer" is not used in the conversation between Ananias and the Lord with regard to Saul. However, we note that Ananias was comfortable in speaking to the Lord, which would point to the fact that this type of communication was not extraordinary for him.


  God has his servants everywhere. Here at Damascus was a quiet, unsung believer of whom we would never have heard, had it not been for the fact that he was used to being in the presence of the Lord. He comes onto the page, carries out his Divine instruction, and leaves the page never to be heard of again. He is ready for service, "Behold, I am here, Lord" 9.10, albeit rather reticent when he knows to whom he must go. However, he has confidence in his Lord and moves as instructed, "And Ananias went his way" 9.17, and so the blessing starts to flow. It is interesting to see the overseeing hand of God in His work, which is evident again in this situation. As in the experience of Peter and Cornelius, God is in conversation with Ananias at the same time as Saul is praying, so both the attitude and the circumstances of both parties are such that they come together as ordered by God.


  One point to take from this record is the obedience of the servant. This endorses the claim that Ananias was a man in touch with God. While somewhat fearful because of the reputation of Saul of Tarsus, and the possibility that he himself was one of the targets of Saul’s visit to Damascus, he obeys the instruction of the Lord. He goes, even though his journey would have been at the farthest, just across the city! Nothing spectacular for him; another was going to "bear My Name before the Gentiles" 9.15, but willingly he serves.


  
    	
      Lord of every thought and action,

    


    	
      Lord to send and Lord to stay;

    


    	
      Lord in speaking, writing, giving,

    


    	
      Lord in all things to obey.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (Author unknown)

    

  


  CONCLUSION


  We have seen that the Church of the living God, started with prayer, and continued in this dependence on Christ throughout the period described in Acts. The only recorded prayer in Acts that was not answered was Simon the sorcerer’s request to Peter to pray for him. Therefore we learn the importance of prayer in the life of the early believers forming the local church in their particular areas. We in our day cannot belittle the need to continue to pray. The only spiritual difference we have from the early Church days is that we have the complete record of Holy Scripture, which they did not have.


  This only makes us more responsible to be obedient to the Word of God. As we study the Scripture we know that God commands us to pray; we have no choice in the matter. God is our Father so shouldn’t we be in regular conversation? Prayer is miraculous. Mortal, finite men being able to speak with the Almighty God, and be heard by Him while at the same time there are thousands of praying fellow-believers making their requests known! Like those in Acts, we need to learn that praying is a way of life. While we do pray in emergency situations, and on occasions have long requests that we present, an active prayer life is more than these things. Prayer has always sustained Christians. They have always recognised prayer to be as important as the air that they breathe. Without prayer, spiritual life withers and dies and no relationship with God can be considered possible without an active regular prayer fellowship. Martin Luther wrote, "Though I am sinful and unworthy, still I have the commandment of God, telling me to pray, and His promise, that He will graciously hear me, not on account of my worthiness, but on account of the Lord Jesus Christ."


  There have always been questions, difficulties and trials to challenge the saints as they try to pray. Sometimes we find the greatness of God hard to grasp, but prayer is real and marvellous as we commune with the Almighty God Who is available to hear our cries. We must never forget this and try to bring God into our own system of thought, as though He was a man.


  We need the spirit of prayer today. Spiritual vitality only comes through persistent prayer, like it was in the days of Acts. Pray with confidence and assurance, making our petitions for others and ourselves, because we know of Whom we ask. Coming in faith to God through our Lord Jesus Christ we will be heard. However, in our day should we be asking, as did the disciples, "Lord, teach us to pray" Lk.11.1?


  
    	
      What various hindrances we meet

    


    	
      In coming to the mercy seat!

    


    	
      Yet who that knows the worth of prayer,

    


    	
      But wishes to be often there?

    


    	
      

    


    	
      Prayer makes the darken’d cloud withdraw,

    


    	
      Prayer climbs the ladder Jacob saw,

    


    	
      Gives exercise to faith and love,

    


    	
      Brings every blessing from above.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      Restraining prayer, we cease to fight;

    


    	
      Prayer makes the Christian’s armour bright;

    


    	
      And Satan trembles when he sees

    


    	
      The weakest saint upon his knees.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      While Moses stood with arms spread wide,

    


    	
      Success was found on Israel’s side;

    


    	
      But when through weariness they fail’d,

    


    	
      That moment Amalek prevailed.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      Have you no words? Ah, think again,

    


    	
      Words flow apace when you complain,

    


    	
      And fill your fellow-creature’s ear

    


    	
      With the sad tale of all your care.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      Were half the breath thus vainly spent

    


    	
      To heaven in supplication sent,

    


    	
      Your cheerful song would oftener be,

    


    	
      Hear what the Lord has done for me.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (William Cowper)

    

  


  CHAPTER 13 - THE PRAYERS OF PAUL


  by John M. Riddle, England


  INTRODUCTION


  Having been "led … by the hand" into Damascus, the newly-converted Saul of Tarsus evidently gave himself quickly to prayer, so much so that in instructing Ananias the Lord said: "Arise, and go into the street which is called Straight, and enquire in the house of Judas for one called Saul, of Tarsus: for, behold, he prayeth" Acts 9.11. This was the beginning of a lifetime of prayer encompassing both assemblies and individuals. He prayed, for example, "night and day" for the assembly at Thessalonica, 1Thess.3.10, and "night and day" for Timothy, 2Tim.1.3.


  Since Paul prayed in a wide variety of circumstances, and in a wide variety of ways, this particular chapter is far from comprehensive in dealing with the subject. Bearing in mind the constraints of space, attention will therefore be confined to Paul’s two prayers for the believers at Ephesus, Eph.1.15-23; 3.14-21, together with his prayers for the believers at Philippi, Phil.1.9-11, and Colosse, Col.1.9-14.


  PAUL’S FIRST PRAYER FOR THE EPHESIANS – Eph.1.15-23


  It could be said that in his first prayer for the believers at Ephesus, Paul prays for the enlightenment of their understanding: "the eyes of your understanding being enlightened" 1.18, and that in the second he prays for the enrichment of their appreciation of Divine love: "to know the love of Christ, which passeth knowledge" 3.19. Turning now to the first of these, we should notice the:


  
    
      	
        Context of his prayer, v.15

      


      	
        Consistency of his prayers, v.16

      


      	
        Content of his prayer, vv.17-23.

      

    

  


  The Context of His Prayer - v.15


  "Wherefore I also, after I heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus, and love unto all the saints …". Attention is drawn particularly to the fact that the excellent qualities of the believers at Ephesus engendered prayer for further progress. The situation at Corinth was quite different, and necessitated corrective teaching. Spiritual progress can only be made when right conditions exist. The same lesson is discernible in Paul’s prayers for the believers at Philippi and Colosse: "I thank my God upon every remembrance of you … And this I pray, that your love may abound yet more and more in knowledge and in all judgment" Phil.1.3,9; "We give thanks to God … since we heard of your faith in Christ Jesus, and of the love which ye have to all the saints, … we do not cease to pray for you, and to desire that ye might be filled with the knowledge of His will" Col.1.3,4,9. Paul not only taught the believers at Ephesus, 1.1-14, but also prayed that his teaching might be understood and become effective in their lives, 1.15-23. His example must be emulated today. Far more is required of a Bible teacher than delivering an address.


  The Consistency of His Prayers - v.16


  "I … cease not to give thanks for you, making mention of you in my prayers." Far from meaning a fleeting reference, the words "making mention" convey the idea of constant remembrance, and this is well-explained elsewhere in the New Testament: "We give thanks to God always for you all, making mention of you in our prayers; remembering without ceasing your work of faith, and labour of love, and patience of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ" 1Thess.1.2,3. Information should lead to intercession. The regularity of Paul’s prayers, "cease not", is all the more remarkable bearing in mind his imprisonment. He might well have concentrated on his personal circumstances!


  Paul’s prayer here includes both praise, "cease not to give thanks for you", and petition, "making mention of you in my prayers". He evidently practised his own ministry: "Continue in prayer, and watch in the same with thanksgiving" Col.4.2. It is worth noticing that Paul commences with thanksgiving, whereas we are often all too quick to begin with petitions! Paul urged the believers at Philippi to be "careful for nothing; but in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God" Phil.4.6. How necessary for the Lord’s people to be consistent and regular in their thanksgiving and prayers, even in adverse circumstances!


  The Content of His Prayer - vv.17-23


  Paul prays for their spiritual progress generally, v.17, and in specific subjects, vv.18-23, reminding us of the hymnwriter’s words:


  
    	
      Have you on the Lord believed?

    


    	
      Still there’s more to follow:

    


    	
      Of His grace have you received?

    


    	
      Still there’s more to follow.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (Philip P. Bliss)

    

  


  Their Spiritual Progress Generally - v.17


  "That the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give unto you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of Him." It has been nicely said that as God, He undertakes, and as Father, He understands. In the Old Testament, prayer was often addressed to the "God of Abraham", the "God of Jacob" and "the God of Israel", but Paul now speaks of Him as "the God of our Lord Jesus Christ", for "through Him [the Lord Jesus] we both [Jew and Gentile] have access by one Spirit unto the Father" Eph.2.18. He is called "the Father of glory", not only because He is the source of all glory, but because His glory is the object of His intentions for His redeemed people, Eph.1.6,12,14,18.


  Paul prays that God would give them "the Spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of Him" or "a spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of Him" (R.V.). While this is evidently not a direct reference to the Holy Spirit, since the Ephesians had already received Him, 1.13, it remains that "wisdom and revelation" cannot be possessed apart from the Spirit of God, 1Cor.2.10-13. "Wisdom" is Divinely given ability. It is intensely practical: "the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy" Jms.3.17. "Revelation" is Divinely given truth. According to W.E. Vine, it is "the communication of the knowledge of God to the soul". Paul therefore prays, not only that the saints might be depositaries of Divine information, but that they might have the ability to use it. These spiritual commodities are communicated "in the knowledge of Him". By using the word "knowledge" (epignosis), that is, the experimental knowledge of God, we learn that their possession involves communion and fellowship with Him. This leads to:


  Their Spiritual Progress Specifically - vv.18-23


  Paul continues: "the eyes of your understanding being enlightened" or "having the eyes of your heart enlightened" (R.V.). This stands in direct contrast to unregenerate men and women who have "the understanding darkened" Eph.4.18. Paul refers here to inward vision. The heart is used figuratively in Scripture to convey a person’s inner life, Prov.4.23; 23.7, and its usage here suggests spiritual appreciation as opposed to intellectual assent. Divine enlightenment will enable the Lord’s people to "know (oida, to know fully) what is the hope of His calling, and what the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints, and what is the exceeding greatness of His power to us-ward who believe" vv.18,19.


  "What is the hope of His calling" v.18.Paul prays here for their encouragement. "In one sense the hope and the calling are indivisible. His calling, in a broad sense, would be the sum total of our privileges and prospects in Him, and would seem to embrace every blessing from conversion to glorification. The hope would include the anticipation and expectation of all that we believe. In another way, the hope is distinct from the calling: it is the inspiration which contemplation of the calling affords" (A.G. Muir). The calling is defined in this very chapter: "According as He hath chosen us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before Him in love: having predestinated us unto the adoption of children by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His will, to the praise of the glory of His grace, wherein He hath made us accepted in the Beloved" vv.4-6. The "hope of his calling" is beautifully described by the apostle in the epistle to the Romans: "whom He did foreknow, He also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of His Son … Moreover whom He did predestinate, them He also called: and whom He called, them He also justified: and whom He justified, them He also glorified" (Rom.8.29,30).


  
    	
      And is I so? we shall be like thy Son!

    


    	
      Is this the grace which He for us hath won?

    


    	
      Father of glory, thought beyond all thought

    


    	
      In glory, to His own blest likeness brought.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (J. N. Darby)

    

  


  "What the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints" v.18. Paul prays here for their enrichment. This chapter deals with the idea of inheritance in a twofold way. Firstly, as believers, we have an inheritance: "that Holy Spirit of promise, which is the earnest of our inheritance" v.14. In the Old Testament, the Levites had a unique inheritance: "The priests the Levites, and all the tribe of Levi, shall have no part nor inheritance with Israel … the LORD is their inheritance, as He said unto them" Deut.18.1,2. Secondly, and this is emphasised here, God has an inheritance in us. Paul refers now, not to "our inheritance", but to "His inheritance". He has already made this point in the chapter: "in Whom also we have obtained an inheritance [‘in Whom we were made a heritage’, R.V.]" v.11. The Lord looked at His people in the Old Testament in the same way: "But the LORD hath taken you … to be unto Him a people of inheritance, as ye are this day" Deut.4.20. See also Deut.32.9; Ps.33.12. The words, "the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints", may well allude to Ex.19.5, "ye shall be a peculiar treasure unto Me above all people", and convey the value and preciousness of the Church to God. One aspect of the "riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints" is emphasised later in the epistle, where the Church is viewed as a demonstration to the universe of the manifold wisdom of God, particularly in the dissolution of the barrier between Jew and Gentile, Eph.3.10. As God looks now upon His heavenly inheritance, He should see a people who act in a manner worthy of such a privilege. This stupendous fact should give depth to Christian worship, incentive to Christian service, and dignity to Christian living.


  "What is the exceeding greatness of His power to us-ward who believe" v.19.Paul prays here for their enabling. It has been observed that he summons all the resources of his vocabulary to describe the power available to the believer, and does so in view of the supreme demonstration of that power in the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, vv.19,20. It has been nicely said that Paul’s prayer for their spiritual enlightenment "challenges his readers to action. Prayer is not a sedative, but a stimulant" (W.K. Morrison). F.F. Bruce is worth quoting in extenso here: "But when he (Paul) thinks of the power of God, he presses all the terms for power in his vocabulary into service in order to convey something of its all-surpassing character. Paul is the only New Testament writer to use the participle rendered "exceeding" (Gk. hyperballon), and does so in five places altogether … But not content with this superlative word, he piles synonym on synonym as he describes how God’s power (dynamis) operates according to the in-working (energeia) of the strength (kratos) of His might (ischys). Why this attempt to exhaust the resources of the greatness of God’s power? Because he is thinking of one supreme occasion when that power was exerted … If the death of Christ is the chief demonstration of the love of God, the chief demonstration of His power is the resurrection of Christ."


  Paul consistently describes the spiritual power of the believer with reference, not to creation, but to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. The following examples should be noted: "Therefore we are buried with Him by baptism into death: that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life" Rom.6.4; "I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me" Gal.2.20; "That I may know Him, and the power of His resurrection" Phil.3.10. Moreover, the power that was exerted in His resurrection continued its manifestation in His exaltation, Eph.1.20,21. Paul prayed that the Ephesian believers "may know … what is the exceeding greatness of His power to us-ward who believe … which He wrought in Christ, when He raised him from the dead, and set Him at His own right hand in the heavenly places".


  Having ascended, the Lord Jesus is above all angelic and spiritual forces. He is set "far above all principality, and power, and might, and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this world, but also in that which is to come" Eph.1.21, and therefore above the spiritual powers arraigned against the children of God, Eph.6.12. He is not only above them, v.21, but has dominion over them: "and hath put all things under His feet" v.22. All things were placed beneath Adam’s feet on earth, Ps.8.6, and all things are placed beneath Christ’s feet in heaven and earth. Principalities and powers are seen in connection with the feet of the Lord Jesus: the Church is seen in relation to Him as its glorified Head. The Church enjoys a unique relationship with Him: in His resurrection and ascension, God "gave Him to be the head over all things to the church, which is His body, the fulness of Him that filleth all in all" Eph.1.22,23. The word "fulness" means ‘the complement’. Adam was incomplete without Eve. The words, "that filleth all in all" refer to the fact that Christ fills the entire universe, and emphasise the dignity of the position accorded to the Church, which is to complement Christ. This is nothing less than breathtaking when we remember that the Lord Jesus has dominion over all things, vv.21,22, that He is head over all things to the church, v.22, and that He fills the entire universe, v.23.


  PAUL’S SECOND PRAYER FOR THE EPHESIANS – Eph.3.14-21


  As already noted, the second of Paul’s two recorded prayers for the Christians at Ephesus has in view the enrichment of their appreciation of Divine love: "to know the love of Christ which passeth knowledge." The deepening of their appreciation of the love of Christ flows out of their deepening appreciation of the immense blessings into which He has brought them, vv.18,19. We should notice:


  
    
      	
        Context of his prayer - v.14a

      


      	
        Competence of the Father - vv.14b-16a

      


      	
        Content of his prayer - vv.16b-19

      


      	
        Doxology - vv.20,21.

      

    

  


  The Context of His Prayer - v.14a


  The context of his prayer is, of course, vv.1-12, in which he discusses "the mystery … which in other ages was not made known unto the sons of men, as it is now revealed unto His holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit … the mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, Who created all things by Jesus Christ." That Divine "mystery" is the Church in which Jew and Gentile, representing the deepest of all human divisions, are made "one new man". The Gentiles have been made "fellowheirs, and of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ by the gospel" 3.6.


  This leads to two requests. The first is addressed to the Ephesians: "Wherefore I desire that ye faint not at my tribulations for you, which is your glory" v.13. The second is addressed to God. "For this cause I bow my knees unto the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ … that He would grant you …" vv.14-21.


  The context of the prayer can therefore be summed up as follows:


  
    
      	
        The "mystery" revealed to Paul, vv.2-6: "He made known unto me the mystery" v.3

      


      	
        The "mystery" revealed by Paul, vv.7-13: "to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery" v.9

      


      	
        This leads to the "mystery" understood by the Ephesians, vv.14-21: "that ye may be able to comprehend with all saints" v.18

      


      	
        It also leads to his prayer for them: "For this cause I bow my knees unto the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ". We should take due note of Paul’s reverent posture.

      

    

  


  As already noted, Paul both teaches and prays that his readers might understand the teaching of his epistle. We must add that Paul does not only pray that they might understand his teaching, but that they might come to appreciate the Divine love which it expresses. Hence, "that ye may be able to comprehend with all saints what is the breadth, and length, and depth, and height, and to know the love of Christ, which passeth knowledge" vv.18,19. We must remember that Bible doctrine is intended, not only to inform the mind, but also to touch the heart.


  The Competence of the Father - vv.14b-16a


  Paul directs his prayer to "the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ", and the opinion of most authorities that the words "of our Lord Jesus Christ" should be omitted (J.N.D. is not altogether convinced) does not alter the emphasis upon His love as Father of "every family in heaven and earth" (R.V.). It is tempting to think that this alludes to the Old Testament statement, "you only have I known of all the families of the earth" Amos 3.2, and that the words "every family" indicate, in view of previous teaching, that Gentiles are now, with Jews, "fellowheirs, and of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ by the gospel" Eph.3.6. With this evidently in mind, W. Hendriksen asserts that the A.V. ("of Whom the whole family in heaven and earth is named") reads properly, with reference to the context, and that the whole emphasis of the passage is on the unity of the Church, rather than a series of families. It has to be said that this is not the usual interpretation, and that in the opinion of most commentators the passage refers, not to one family, some of whom are in heaven and some on earth, but rather to different families.


  This is not the place, however, for a technical discussion, but rather to note Paul’s prayer that the Father, out of His infinite resources, will strengthen the inner life of the Ephesian believers, so that they can comprehend what he has taught them, together with the love that has brought it about, vv.18,19. Those resources are described as "the riches of His glory". Divine wealth is liberally scattered in Ephesians chapters 1-3: "the riches of His grace" 1.7; "rich in mercy" 2.4; "the riches of His glory" 3.16.


  Amongst other things, the glory of God is the perfect blending of every Divine attribute. In answering Moses’ request, "I beseech Thee, shew me Thy glory" Ex.33.18, the "LORD passed by before him, and proclaimed, The LORD, the LORD God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, and that will by no means clear the guilty" Ex.34.6,7. In this connection, it is significant that in testifying of the Lord Jesus, John writes, "and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father", and continues by saying, "full of grace and truth" Jn.1.14. There is no inadequacy with God. He delights to bless His people out of His infinite resources: "my God shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus" Phil.4.19; "strengthened with all might, according to His glorious power (‘the might of His glory’, R.V.)" Col.1.11.


  The Content of His Prayer - vv.16b-19


  Attention is drawn to the way in which one part of the prayer merges perfectly with the next until it reaches its climax in the words, "that ye might be filled with all the fulness of God." With this in mind, the usage of the conjunction "that" should be noted. W. Hendriksen likens the parts of the prayer to the rungs of a ladder, leading progressively upward.


  The Strengthening of the Spirit – v.16b


  Amongst God’s infinite resources is the ability to strengthen His people. Hence Paul prays that "according to the riches of His glory", the Ephesian believers would "be strengthened with might by His Spirit in the inner man". This does not refer to spiritual power for service (as, for example, in Acts 1.8), but to the strengthening of their understanding. In the context of his prayer, Paul has in mind here spiritual ability to understand the "mystery" of which he has written in vv.1-11. There is no question at this point in the epistle of the exercise of gifts in the assembly, a subject developed later. Such understanding comes, not by secular education, logical reasoning, or natural genius, but "by His Spirit in the inner man".


  The presence and power of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer, wonderful as it is, is not an end in itself. It brings us into the enjoyment of:


  The Indwelling of Christ - v.17a


  "That Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith." The Lord Jesus said, "And I will pray the Father, and He shall give you another Comforter, that He may abide with you for ever; … but ye know Him; for He dwelleth with you, and shall be in you. I will not leave you comfortless: I will come to you" Jn.14.16-18. The Holy Spirit did not come to replace Christ, but to make it marvellously possible for believers to enjoy His presence in their hearts and lives. As A. Leckie points out, "That Christ is in every believer is true (Jn.14.20; 2Cor.13.5), but here is something in advance of that." The verb rendered dwell (katoikeo) "properly signifies to settle down in a dwelling, to dwell fixedly in a place … it is used of the indwelling of Christ in the hearts of believers (‘may make a home in your hearts’)" (W.E. Vine). F.F. Bruce points out that the tense of the verb ‘to dwell’ is aorist, and that the words might therefore be rendered, that "Christ may take up His abode in your hearts". This should be compared with Jn.14.23. One Who makes a home in our hearts cannot be a stranger. This happy situation is not achieved by effort on the part of the believer, but by joyful acceptance of the fact by faith.


  This leads to:


  The Progress of the Saints - v.17b


  "That ye, being rooted and grounded in love …". The experimental knowledge of Christ in our hearts leads to ongoing spiritual progress. Paul uses the figures of a plant healthily rooted and a building solidly founded. The presence of the "Son of God’s love" in the hearts of His people cannot do otherwise than promote love for Him, and love for each other. There cannot be better soil for promoting spiritual growth, or a better foundation for spiritual stability. To be "rooted … in love" leads to "forbearing one another in love" Eph.4.2, and "speaking the truth in love" Eph.4.2,15, and therefore displaying the practical love that should flow out of His love for us: "as I have loved you, that ye also love one another" Jn.13.34. To be "grounded … in love" suggests stability, and the believer who builds on such a foundation will not be easily shaken by the onslaughts of Satan. This leads to the next part of Paul’s prayer. Having prayed that they will be strengthened by the Spirit in the inner man, v.16, and know the reality of Christ dwelling in their hearts by faith, with resultant spiritual progress, v.17, the apostle now explains that this will put them in a position to appreciate the grandeur of their position as participants in "the mystery … which in other ages was not made known unto the sons of men" Eph.3.5.


  The Understanding of the Saints - v.18


  "That ye … may be able to comprehend with all saints what is the breadth, and length, and depth, and height …". The word rendered "comprehend" (katalambano) actually means ‘to apprehend’, that is, "to lay hold of; then, to lay hold of so as to possess as one’s own, to appropriate" (W.E. Vine). A. Leckie points out that "by leaving the sentence unfinished the apostle states no object. The object is not "the love of Christ" v.19, for the simple reason that v.19 is another sentence". He continues, "It would appear that the apostle is thinking of the mystery which in its breadth and length embraces such opposing elements as Jew and Gentile, and in its depth meets the need of both, and in its height glorifies God."


  Progress in Divine things involves fellowship: it can only take place "with all saints". A believer who has little appetite for fellowship can hardly be anxious to make progress in the things of God, and can hardly expect to apprehend "what is the breadth, and length, and depth, and height" of, evidently, the "mystery now revealed unto His holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit". These ‘dimensions’ reflect teaching already imparted, and attention is drawn to the following:


  "The breadth." This is the subject of earlier teaching in which the grand truth of the union of Jew and Gentile in Christ is developed. What breadth of purpose in the words, "hath broken down the middle wall of partition between us!" 2.14. Moreover, the "breadth" of the mystery can be understood from this very chapter: "that the Gentiles should be fellowheirs, and of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ by the gospel" v.6. That God would ultimately bless Gentile nations at large had long been understood by the Hebrew prophets, but there was no suggestion that they would lose their identity under the beneficent reign of Israel’s Messiah, whereas at the present time Jew and Gentile participate in one body, the Church. Christ has made "in Himself of twain one new man, so making peace; and that He might reconcile both unto God in one body by the cross" Eph.2.15,16. Paul delighted not only in the sublime truth of the Church, but in the fact that to him was given the privilege of preaching "among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ; and to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery …" 3.8,9.


  "The length." This too recalls earlier teaching in the epistle. The Church, incorporating both Jew and Gentile in one body, was a "mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God" 3.9. Moreover, the Church displays "the manifold wisdom of God", and does so "according to the eternal purpose which He purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord" 3.10,11. Any calculation of the ‘length’ of the "mystery" must therefore begin in eternity! But that is not all, it must continue in eternity! "That in the ages to come, He might shew the exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness toward us by Christ Jesus" 2.7. Such is its length.


  "The depth."All who participate in the rich blessings of the present dispensation, whether Jew or Gentile, were once "dead in trespasses and sins" and "children of disobedience: among whom also we all had our conversation in times past in the lusts of our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh, and of the mind; and were by nature the children of wrath, even as others". But in His mercy and love, God reached down to us, and "even when we were dead in sins hath quickened us together with Christ" 2.1-5. The basis on which He has done this is made clear: "In whom we have redemption through His blood" 1.7; "made nigh by the blood of Christ" 2.13.


  
    	
      Down from the splendour of His everlasting throne

    


    	
      Came the Lord of glory, for our guilt to atone;

    


    	
      Son of God eternal, He the sinner’s surety stood,

    


    	
      Paid the sinner’s ransom in His precious blood.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (Anonymous)

    

  


  "The height."If God in Divine mercy and love has reached down to us in Christ, then He has also "raised us up together, and made us sit together in heavenly places in Christ Jesus: that in the ages to come He might shew the exceeding riches of His grace toward us through Christ Jesus" 2.6,7. Believers today can thoroughly concur with Hannah: "He raiseth up the poor out of the dust, and lifteth up the beggar from the dunghill, to set them among princes, and to make them inherit the throne of glory" 1Sam.2.8.


  But all this is not a technicality. In understanding the dimensions of the mystery we can appreciate more and more "the love of Christ that passeth knowledge". This brings us to:


  The Love of Christ - v.19


  Paul prayed further that their understanding of the "mystery which in other ages was not made known unto the sons of men" 3.5, would deepen and enrich their appreciation of "the love of Christ, which passeth knowledge". Paul uses the word for knowledge (ginosko) "which frequently suggests inception or progress in knowledge" (W.E. Vine). This is knowledge of a different order and involves, not merely assent to facts, but an appreciation which transcends the ordinary processes of intellectual comprehension.


  A. Leckie suggests that "the love of Christ" in this epistle "is His love to the church, 5.25-27. If the breadth, length, depth and height of v.18 may be apprehended, the love of Christ surpasses knowledge (huperballousan, surpassing); yet it is not unknowable". It is a salutary lesson to recall that in later years, the Lord Jesus Himself had to say to this very church, "Thou hast left thy first love" Rev.2.4.


  But even knowing "the love of Christ which passeth knowledge" is not an end in itself. Rightly understood, it will have a transforming effect in the lives of His people. This brings us to:


  The Fulness of God - v.19


  "That ye might be filled with all the fulness of God" or "that ye may be filled [even] to all the fulness of God" (J.N.D.). With this, the apostle reaches the height of his request.


  As A. Leckie states, "this cannot be "the fulness of the Godhead" Col.2.9, for this is incommunicable. Whatever this fulness might be, no-one could contain it. The fulness of God must relate to what of God is communicable to the saints: "filled with the knowledge of His will" Col.1.9; "fill you with all joy and peace in believing" Rom.15.13; "partakers of the Divine nature" 2Pet.1.4; and "of His fulness have all we received, and grace for grace" Jn.1.16."


  The Doxology - vv.20,21


  "Now unto Him that is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that worketh in us, unto Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages, world without end. Amen." We should notice the expressions "unto Him that is able" v.20; and "unto Him be glory" v.21.


  Unto Him That is Able - v.20


  Paul does not say ‘above all that we can ask or think’, but "above all that we ask or think". He is thinking of the requests in his prayer! God is able to more than answer these petitions ("exceeding abundantly" means ‘in over abundance, beyond all measure). In the immediate context of the doxology, He is more than able to enable His people to grasp the sublime character of those truths "now revealed … by the Spirit" 3.5, but it is surely legitimate to add that God is able to "do exceedingly above all that we ask or think"! The power to know and enjoy this resource is resident in every believer: it is "the power that worketh in us".


  Unto Him be Glory - v.21


  The words, "throughout all ages, world without end" or "unto all generations of the age of ages" (J.N.D.) evidently refer to the millennial reign of the Lord Jesus. In this connection, A. Leckie observes that "If the age of the ages be the coming millennium, as I judge it to be, then the church in its peculiar and unique relationship to Christ will be seen by generations to the glory of the Father. The church on earth today displays to angelic beings in the heavenlies the multi-varied wisdom of God, v.10. In the age of the ages it shall display from its place in the heavenlies with Christ Jesus, glory to the Father to generations of men on the earth."


  
    	
      It passeth knowledge, that dear love of Thine,

    


    	
      My Jesus, Saviour; yet this soul of mine

    


    	
      Would of Thy love, in all its breadth and length,

    


    	
      Its height and depth, its everlasting strength,

    


    	
      Know more and more.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      And when my Jesus face to face I see,

    


    	
      When at His lofty throne I bow the knee,

    


    	
      Then of His love, in all its breadth and length,

    


    	
      Its height and depth, its everlasting strength,

    


    	
      My soul shall sing.

    


    	
      

    


    	
       (M. Shekleton)

    

  


  PAUL’S PRAYER FOR THE PHILIPPIANS – Phil.1.9-11


  The atmosphere in which he prayed for them is described in the earlier verses of the chapter: "I thank my God upon every remembrance of you, always in every prayer of mine for you all making request with joy … For God is my record how greatly I long after you all in the bowels of Jesus Christ" vv.3,4,8. Paul's prayer for the Philippians flows out of his deep love for them. We should notice that although he is in prison, his first concern is for the spiritual growth of his dear brethren at Philippi. His personal situation is relegated to second place! His own interests are subordinated to the interests of other people, and this occurs time and time again in the epistle. Paul was an example of his own ministry when he said, "Look not every man on his own things, but every man also on the things of others" 2.4. But, and this is even more important, he displayed the very character of the Lord Jesus Himself, Who certainly did not look "on His own things, but … on the things of others", as the following verses, 2.5-8, illustrate so clearly. The ‘mind of Christ’ lies at the heart of Paul's teaching in this epistle. R. McPike puts it like this: "In living close to God we are made aware of His interest in others … this inevitably leads the soul to intercession with Him for those who are the objects of Divine affection … Too seldom is this spirit of unselfishness manifest amongst us today. How much we lose in our utter unconcern for those who are bound up with us in bonds eternal!"


  To summarise, Paul's prayer for the believers at Philippi was thankful, "I thank my God", v.4; consistent, "always in every prayer of mine", v.4; comprehensive, "for you all", v.4; joyful, "making request with joy", v.4; confident, "being confident of this one thing", v.6; and purposeful, "and this I pray", v.9. The progression in the actual prayer should be noted: "And this I pray, that … that ye … that ye …" A.G. Muir comments as follows: "Paul's ultimate design is now about to be stated. Line upon line as a master-builder he has set forth his plea: his prayers make sense; he understands spiritual processes; his own tidy mind and the orderliness and reasonableness of his requests would be impressive at the ‘throne of grace’. He knew God's will, and adjusted his prayer to coincide." Paul's prayer contains three requests which can be summarised in the following way:


  
    
      	
        Increasing love - v.9

      


      	
        Intelligent choice - v.10a

      


      	
        Integrity of character - vv.10b,11.

      

    

  


  Increasing Love - v.9


  "And this I pray, that your love may abound yet more and more in knowledge and in all judgment". He prays for increasing depth in their love, and increasing discernment in their love.


  Increasing in Depth. "And this I pray (proseuchomai: the scholars call this the ‘durative present’, meaning, ‘I keep on praying’), that your love may abound yet more and more." It is very wonderful to notice that Paul uses the word for Divine love (agape) here, reminding us that "the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit Which is given unto us" Rom.5.5. The existence of that love in the hearts of God's people dates from their conversion: "We know that we have passed from death unto life, because we love the brethren" 1Jn.3.14.


  But the existence of that love in the hearts of the Philippians was not enough for Paul. He prays that it will "abound yet more and more"! This should be compared with his exhortation to the believers at Thessalonica: "But as touching brotherly love (philadelphia) ye need not that I write unto you: for ye yourselves are taught of God to love one another. And indeed ye do it toward all the brethren which are in all Macedonia: but we beseech you, brethren, that ye increase more and more" 1Thess.4.9,10. Paul did not expect God's people to ‘stand still’ or ‘mark time’ when it came to Christian love! In fact, he expected them to be ‘on the move’ in every way, 1Thess.4.1!


  But for whom is their love to "abound yet more and more"? This is not stated, neither is it necessary to know. Love for God, and love for His people, cannot be disassociated: "Every one that loveth Him that begat, loveth Him also that is begotten of Him. By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and keep His commandments" 1Jn.5.1,2.


  Increasing in Discernment. But love is to "abound yet more and more in knowledge and in all judgment." The necessity for these qualities is stressed in Prov.1.4; 2.11. Christian love is not just emotion, and it is not without principle: it is an intelligent love. Our love for God will be marked by an increasing desire to please Him by understanding and practising His will. The Lord Jesus said, "If ye love Me, keep My commandments" Jn.14.15. As A.G. Muir observes, such abounding love will be subject to the "governing, mellowing, enhancing values of knowledge and judgement". An example occurs in this very epistle: "Beware of dogs, beware of evil workers, beware of the concision" 3.2. We know that "love rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth" 1Cor.13.6.


  The word "knowledge" translates the Greek word epignosis, and we can do no better than quote W.E. Vine here: "Epignosis, like the simpler form, gnosis, is always acquired or experimental knowledge. Gnosis is knowledge, true or false, 1Tim.6.20 (A.V. ‘science’). Epignosis is always true knowledge; it may be either full knowledge or increasing knowledge, but it is always knowledge in the spiritual sphere. God's knowledge, mentioned but twice in the New Testament, Rom.11.33; Col.2.3, is gnosis, not epignosis, for there are no gradations in it: it is absolute. Compare Ps.139.6." The word "judgment" means ‘discernment’ or ‘perception’, and W.E. Vine helps us again: "Not intellectual acuteness, but moral sensitiveness seems to be the meaning. This is confirmed by the use of the verb in Lk.9.45, "they perceived it not", and of a cognate noun in Heb.5.14, "having their senses exercised"." J.B. Lightfoot suggests that "while ‘knowledge’ deals with general principles, ‘judgment’ is concerned with practical applications."


  Intelligent Choice - v.10a


  Such intelligent love, which desires to know and practise God's will, puts us in a position to "approve things that are excellent". W.E. Vine explains this with clarity: "… love (the denial of self-interest) and knowledge (full acquaintance with what God has revealed of His will and His ways in working out His will) and discernment (sensitiveness to moral values) must each be in exercise if the Christian is to perceive the difference between what pleases God and what pleases Him not, and if he is to be "filled with the fruits of righteousness"."


  The word "approve" (dokimazo) "always includes the idea of proving whether a thing is worthy to be received" (R.C. Trench). It occurs in Rom.12.1 with reference to the will of God. That is, to approve after trial. The word is used, for example, of proving the five yoke of oxen, Lk.14.19, and of examining ourselves in view of the Lord's supper, 1Cor.11.28. The word "excellent" (diaphero) is, literally, ‘to differ or to be different from’, and is used of the stars in 1Cor.15.41, and of a child under age in comparison with a servant in Gal.4.1. The Lord’s people, faced with so many options, so many alternatives, so many views, and so many suggestions, can only distinguish between them with reference to God's Word. It is only there that we can discover His will.


  The words, "that ye may approve things that are excellent", are also found in Rom.2.18, "And approvest the things that are more excellent". Compare 1Thess.5.21, "Prove (dokimazo) all things; hold fast that which is good." J.A. Bengel suggests that Rom.2.18 refers to the ability to discern supreme things: "prove and embrace not merely good in preference to bad, but the best things among those which are good". Some of the "more excellent things" are listed in Phil.4.8,9: "Whatsoever things are true ... honest ... just ... pure … lovely … of good report". Paul also lists things which are not "excellent", Phil.3.5-8. The ability to "approve things that are excellent" leads to:


  Integrity of Character - vv.10a,11


  "That ye may be sincere and without offence till the day of Christ; being filled with the fruits of righteousness, which are by Jesus Christ, unto the glory and praise of God". We should notice the following:


  Its Characteristics. First of all, positively: "sincere" (eilikrines), meaning ‘unalloyed’ or ‘unmixed’: literally, ‘tested by sunlight’. It is said that market traders were in the habit of disguising broken vases by filling the cracks with white wax, and that the only way to find out whether the wares had hidden defects was to hold them up to the sunlight. The sun would show the existence or otherwise of the wax! (The English word sincere derives from the Latin, sin serum, meaning ‘without wax’). The word sincere refers to "internal disposition, the absence of impure motives" (S. Maxwell). The sincere believer will have no time for sharp practice or for spiritual manoeuvring. Secondly, negatively: "without offence", meaning, no occasion of stumbling, possibly in the passive sense, i.e. not being stumbled. But see 1Cor.10.32, "Give none offence, neither to the Jews, nor to the Gentiles, nor to the church of God": 2Cor.6.3, "giving no offence (occasion of stumbling) in anything, that the ministry be not blamed". As to ourselves, we must be "sincere": as to others, we must be "without offence".


  Its Continuity. Paul prays that they will be "sincere and without offence till the day of Christ". That is, until the Lord Jesus returns, and we "appear before the judgment seat of Christ; that every one may receive the things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad" 2Cor.5.10. In other words, we are expected to live in this way consistently until the Saviour comes to take us home to heaven.


  Its Climax. "Being filled with the fruits (singular, ‘fruit’) of righteousness, which are by Jesus Christ, unto the glory and praise of God" or "Being complete as regards the fruit of righteousness" (J.N.D.). S. Maxwell indicates the contrast in vv.10,11: "In v.10 they are to be without alloy and without offence. In v.11, they are to be filled with the "fruit of righteousness". As A.G. Muir observes: "All spiritual teaching resolves itself into a test of character and of conduct. Exposition evaporates if it is not exemplified: Christianity cannot be theoretical or detached." These are weighty words. The Lord Jesus censured the religious hierarchy that "sat in Moses' seat", because "they say and do not" Matt.23.3.


  We should notice the fruit: "righteousness". That is the character of the fruit: it is practical righteousness. Paul names its source: it is "by Jesus Christ": He produces the fruit. See Jn.15.4,5. He also names its object: "unto the glory and praise of God". In the words of H.C.G. Moule: "This is the true goal and issue of the whole work of grace. To Him are all things, to ‘Whom be glory for ever. Amen’ Rom.11.36". The great object of Paul's prayer is the glory of God. This is its grand finale.


  PAUL’S PRAYER FOR THE COLOSSIANS – Col.1.9-14


  Paul was particularly concerned for the spiritual well-being of the believers at Colosse in view of the danger posed by Judaisers on one hand, and Gnostics on the other. Hence his warnings: "Let no man therefore judge you in meat, or in drink … or of sabbath days … Let no man beguile of your reward in a voluntary humility and worshipping of angels, intruding into those things which he hath not seen, vainly puffed up by his fleshly mind" 2.16-18. They had already been told, "Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after Christ" 2.8. It is not therefore surprising that in praying for them, Paul had particularly in mind their progress in Christ.


  It is worth noticing that there was no ‘half-heartedness’ or ‘half-measures’ in Paul's prayer for these believers. There was certainly no ‘half-heartedness’ in his words, "praying always for you" v.3, and "For this cause we also, since the day we heard it, do not cease to pray for you (‘do not cease praying and asking for you’, J.N.D.)" v.9. He was persistent. J.N. Darby's translation emphasises Paul's definite requests. Compare 1Thess.3.10, "Night and day praying exceedingly". There were certainly no half-measures in his prayer. Paul prayed that they might be "filled with the knowledge of His will in all wisdom and spiritual understanding; that ye might walk worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing, being fruitful in every good work, and increasing in the knowledge of God; strengthened with all might, according to His glorious power, unto all patience and longsuffering with joyfulness." Epaphras prayed similarly, 4.12.


  There are three sections to Paul's prayer in vv.9-11, and this is followed by thanksgiving, vv.12-14. He desires:


  
    
      	
        That they might enjoy God's provision - v.9

      


      	
        That they might achieve God's purpose - v.10

      


      	
        That they might experience God's power - v.11.

      

    

  


  God’s Provision - v.9


  "That ye might be filled with the knowledge of His will in all wisdom and spiritual understanding." Since inspiration extends to the very words of Scripture, detailed study cannot be otherwise than profitable, and this is certainly the case here.


  "That ye might be filled with the knowledge of His will." This was the desire of David: "Teach me to do Thy will; for Thou art my God; Thy Spirit is good; lead me into the land of uprightness" Ps.143.10. It is one thing to recognise the will of God theoretically, but something entirely different to make the will of God the supreme desire of our lives. Paul speaks about the "knowledge" of God's will here. He speaks about "understanding" His will in Eph.5.17, and "doing" His will in Eph. 6.6.


  "That ye might be filled with the knowledge of His will." Paul employs the word epignosis here. It "denotes exact or full knowledge, discernment, recognition, and is a strengthened form of gnosis, expressing a fuller or full knowledge, a greater participation in the object known, thus more powerfully influencing him". The Gnostics prided themselves in their gnosis, but Christians enjoy epignosis! Paul wanted the very best for his brethren at Colosse!


  "That ye might be filled with the knowledge of His will." Nothing can be more important. The philosophers at Colosse endeavoured to divert the believers from pursuing the "knowledge of His will". See 2.8,18. The Judaisers endeavoured to do the same. See 2.20-23. Rightly understood, "the knowledge of His will" will preserve us from all error. However, it is more than mere acquaintance with the facts of God's will. This follows:


  "That ye might be filled with the knowledge of His will in all wisdom and spiritual understanding", or "spiritual wisdom and understanding" (R.V.). This describes an intelligent grasp of God's will. It has been suggested that "wisdom" will save us from foolish conduct, and "spiritual understanding" will save us from false teaching. "Wisdom" is the application of God's will, and "spiritual understanding" is the appreciation of God's will.


  "Wisdom" is spiritual skill. It is the acquired skill of Christian maturity. It is the ability to implement the will of God, both amongst believers, see 3.16, and unbelievers, see 4.5. It involves meeting "enticing words", with the "treasures of wisdom and knowledge" found in Christ, 2.3,4. It involves meeting "a show of wisdom (‘an appearance of wisdom’, J.N.D.) in will [voluntary] worship", with sound teaching, 2.20-23. The very way in which Paul deals with the problems at Colosse demonstrates ‘spiritual wisdom and understanding’ (R.V.). Instead of launching an immediate attack on the false teachers, he first sets out the unique glories of Christ, and the immense blessings of all who belong to Him. "Spiritual understanding" describes the way in which we discern God's will. 1Cor.2.12-16 should be carefully read in this connection. "Spiritual understanding" is not acquired by listening to "the words which man's wisdom teacheth, but which the Holy Ghost teacheth".


  God’s Purpose - v.10


  "That ye might walk worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing, being fruitful in every good work, and increasing in the knowledge of God." Compare 1Thess.2.12. This emphasises the practical results which flow from v.9. Whilst "wisdom and spiritual understanding" are not tangible things, they certainly produce tangible results! Once again, every word is important:


  "That ye might walk worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing." That is, just like Enoch, the man who "walked with God" Gen.5.22, and who "before his translation … had this testimony, that he pleased God" Heb.11.5. 1Thessalonians chapter 4, which has been called the Enoch chapter, commences with Paul's urgent request that "as ye have received of us how ye ought to walk and to please God, so ye would abound more and more" v.1. The believer’s business in life is not to please himself, nor to please others, but to please the Lord. This should be the spiritual ambition of every child of God. See 2Cor.5.9, (R.V.). We must make it our aim to be well-pleasing to Him in walk, Col.1.10; in worship, Heb.13.15,16; in warfare, 2Tim.2.4; and in witness, 1Thess.2.4.


  "Being fruitful in every good work." This is the result of the gospel, Col.1.6, the evidence of salvation, Acts 9.36, where Dorcas was "full of good works", and the purpose of God, Eph.2.10; Titus 2.14. Such fruit in the lives of the Lord’s people can only be produced as they abide in Him, Jn.15.4,5.


  "And increasing in [‘by’, J.N.D.] the knowledge (epignosis) of God." The development in the chapter should be noticed: Paul refers to the knowledge of God's grace in v.6, the knowledge of God's will in v.9 and, now, the knowledge of God Himself. Spiritual development can only be nurtured and sustained through personal communion with God.


  God’s Power - v.11


  "Strengthened with all might, according to His glorious power, unto all patience and longsuffering with joyfulness." Paul prays that they would be strengthened, not according to their need, but "according to His glorious power"! Paul therefore concludes his prayer for the Colossians by asking that they may be continually strengthened with all power "according to the might of His glory" (J.N.D.). This expression is probably best understood with reference to the Lord's resurrection. See Rom.6.4: "Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father." Compare Eph.1.19. Hence Paul prays that they may be empowered with the same might by which Christ was raised from the dead. This does not conflict with Paul’s prayer that the believers at Ephesus might be "strengthened with might by His Spirit in the inner man" Eph.3.16. Peter, referring to the Lord’s resurrection, reminds his readers that Christ was "put to death in the flesh, but quickened by the Spirit" 1Pet.3.18.


  The purpose of this power follows: not spectacular miracles and brilliant oratory, but "unto all patience and longsuffering with joyfulness". "Patience" (hupomone) is "the quality that does not surrender to circumstances, or succumb under trial". "Longsuffering" (makrothumia) is self-restraint in the face of provocation. The former is used in connection with circumstances: the latter is used in connection with people. But neither should be exercised with stoicism and gloom. Hence Paul adds, "with joyfulness". He had the moral right to say this: see Acts 16.25. It has been nicely summarised as follows: no giving up ("patience"); no giving back ("longsuffering"); no giving in ("joyfulness").


  Paul counselled the believers at Philippi to "Be careful for nothing; but in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God" Phil.4.6. Following his own guidelines, Paul’s prayer for the believers at Colosse now merges with thanksgiving, vv.12-14. His thanksgiving centres on three changes that take place when men and women become Christians. In Christ they enjoy a new quality, v.12, a new authority, v.13, and a new liberty, v.14.


  A new quality - v.12. "Giving thanks unto the Father, which hath made us meet (fit) to be partakers of the inheritance of the saints in light." Believers were once in "darkness" v.13, and totally unworthy of Divine blessing. What we could never accomplish by personal merit, God has accomplished for us. He has made us fit for His presence, both now and in eternity. The words "in light" refer to the location of our inheritance. It is in the presence of God, and "God is light". It is "reserved in heaven" 1Pet.1.4.


  A new authority - v.13. "Who hath delivered us from the power [exousia, meaning ‘authority’] of darkness, and hath translated us into the kingdom of His dear Son [‘the Son of His love, J.N.D.]." The word "delivered" (rhuomai) means ‘to rescue’, and the word "translate" means to ‘transfer to another place’. (The word used of Enoch is very similar: Heb.11.5). There has been a change of authority in our lives. We were once subject to the ‘authority of darkness’ (compare Eph.2.2), but now we are subjects of the "kingdom of God's dear Son". The very word "kingdom", implies reign and authority. People should, of course, be able to see the change of authority in our lives.


  A new liberty - v.14. "In whom we have redemption through His blood, even the forgiveness of sins." The word "redemption" (apolutrosis) means ‘to release on payment of a ransom’. Once we were in bondage to sin, but now we are free. The price has been paid. The blood of Christ provides for the removal of all our sins. The word "forgiveness" (aphesis) means ‘dismissal’ or ‘release’ (W.E. Vine).


  Assembly prayer meetings would be transformed if the Lord’s people prayed for each other after the fashion of these four prayers, as would our daily personal and private prayers. There is, surely, no reason why we should not pray in this way. In view of such possibilities in prayer, it would be delightful if it could be said of us increasingly, as it was said of Paul himself, "behold, he prayeth" Acts 9.11.
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