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Preface

“We do not know what is to come,
but we know who is to come.

Now, one to whom belongs the
last hour needs no longer to fear

the next minute.”
(Helmut Thielicke)1

This work is a theology of prayer, written with a wide Christian 
audience in mind, as I believe we should be well acquainted with 

the whys and hows of the things we should do as Christians. Stanley J. 
Grenz says cogently: “As we come to understand more fully what prayer 
is and how prayer brings its divinely intended results, we are assisted 
in the task of eliminating the intellectual and volitional roadblocks to 
the life of prayer.”2 I hope this study may help my fellow believers 
deepen their biblical-theological understanding of prayer, pray more 
confidently, and develop a stronger and more serene spirit.

Once my youngest son, Bruce Werner, asked me, “What difference 
can prayer make if God has, as it is said, foreordained everything?” 
He was fifteen years old. We had a lovely conversation about the issue, 
which led me to dedicate two chapters of this study (3 and 4) to questions 
about prayer that leave many Christians troubled. Two other chapters 
(15 and 16) are devoted to answering practical questions about prayer, 
but still from a theological perspective. Some of those questions deal 
with aspects of prayer that have been commonly treated in a legalistic 
or formalistic way.

The criticism of unbelievers or the remaining perplexity of believers 
about the alleged passivity of God—his “silence”—in face of so much 
suffering in the world naturally deserves a special place in this study. 
This has to do with two interrelated subjects. The first is that we have 
been spiritually saved by faith in Christ, but we are physically saved 
only “in hope.” The redemption of our bodies is reserved for Christ’s 
coming, so that suffering still belongs to our fallen physical existence. 
Our pains are not failures in God’s love and care. Hence—and this is the 
second subject—prayer naturally has logical limits in this “penultimate,” 
pre-glory dispensation in God’s redemptive plan. Fanatical Christians 



will abominate the idea that prayer has limits. But it obviously has a 
dispensational limit. It cannot anticipate what belongs to the new world.

If we are not to succumb to perplexity and unbelief, we must keep 
in mind that the deepest dramas of our existence will not be resolved 
universally and conclusively before the return of Christ. 

Accordingly, praying successfully is not merely getting whatsoever 
and everything you want, but, above all, enjoying faithful intimacy 
with God, whatever may happen (which is the message of Hebrews 
11)—if blessings, let us enjoy them and praise him; if hardness, let us 
hold his hand and go through it.

Another sensible issue that needs attention is the notion that nothing 
happens contrarily to God’s will. This is commonly affirmed by pious 
Christians to comfort fellow believers in their sorrows. But the comfort 
that can come from such a belief is artificial, as it is a clear distortion 
of the truth of Scripture.

The apostle James wrote that the prophet Elijah was a man with the 
same weaknesses as ours, but who had, notwithstanding, wonderful 
things happen through prayer. Therefore, we can likewise see wonders 
resulting from our faithful prayers to the Father—objective wonders, 
many times; subjective wonders, always; and all wonders, objective-
subjective, full and universal, on Christ’s arrival. This is the essential 
message of this work.

Be aware, however, that behind this work there is absolutely not a 
man of remarkable faith or a great man of prayer. I am a simple believer 
struggling with myself to let the Lord make me spiritually stronger 
and a better servant. Many times throughout this book, the theology 
scholar who speaks is the same simple Christian who hears.

I very much thank my wife, Ayle, for her love, support, and patience. 
She is truly a Proverbs 31 kind of woman, and I arise here to call her 
blessed and praise her. How committed she is to the work of the Lord! 
It is difficult to follow her in that respect. We have three grown children: 
Guillermo Hernando, Evelyn Glayle, and Bruce Werner. 

I am grateful to my parents, Oracy and Mariana, who instructed 
me in God’s ways. I am also grateful to my parents-in-law, Aylptom 
and Maria Leni, who helped me in many ways as well.

I must thankfully mention my theological father, Adrio König, former 
professor of Systematic Theology at the University of South Africa, the 
institution to which I owe my theological formation. His discernments, 
especially on God’s eschatological providence, have played a special 
role in who I am both as a believer and a thinker.



I should also express my thanks to my editor, Jeanette Morris, 
author of the inspiring and moving Christian novel Her Shining Eyes. 
Her language and style advice helped me make this work significantly 
better. Also, I was further encouraged every time she said how relevant 
an insight from this study was to her as a believer.

My highest gratitude goes naturally to God, Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who gave me the undeserved honor of writing this study. May 
he forgive me when I did not do as I should throughout. I also thank 
him for the life and work of the many authors who have instructed and 
inspired me regarding faith, prayer, and God’s providence. I refer to 
several of them in this study, some of whom with a clearly noticeable 
frequency.

Glauner da Silva Pereira
March 10, 2021
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Introduction

“A SILENT Heaven is the greatest mystery of our existence.”3 With 
this statement, Robert Anderson, a fruitful Irish Christian writer 

(who was also a respected police official at Scotland Yard), begins his 
work The Silence of God, published in 1897. He speaks about the inutile 
prayers of tortured Christian missionaries, who “in their terror and 
agony cried to Heaven for the succour which never came.”4

Anderson also alludes to those who died for their faith at the hands 
of the Roman authorities and in the Inquisition: “Torn by wild beasts 
in the arena, torn by men as merciless as wild beasts, and, far more 
hateful, in the torture chambers of the Inquisition, His people have 
died, with faces turned to heaven, and hearts upraised in prayer to 
God; but the heaven has seemed as hard as brass, and the God of their 
prayers as powerless as themselves or as callous as their persecutors!”5

While God declaredly does not hear prayers of those who still stand 
in rebellion against him, he promises that the prayers of those who, 
once redeemed by faith in Christ and made his children, will not fall to 
the ground. The Scriptures affirm everywhere the infinitude of God’s 
power and goodness, and extensively encourage believers to pray to 
him in their difficulties, because he is always willing to hear them. A 
completely favorable picture is revealed here in a few representative 
verses:

•	 “For nothing restrains the Lord from saving by many or by few.” 
(1 Sam. 14:6)

•	 “The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, and His ears are open 
to their cry.” (Ps. 34:15)

•	 “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.” 
(Ps. 46:1)

•	 “Call upon Me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you 
shall glorify Me.” (Ps. 50:15)

•	 “No good thing will He withhold from those who walk uprightly.” 
(Ps. 84:11)

•	 “The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the Lord, but 
the prayer of the upright is His delight.” (Prov. 15:8)
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•	 “Ah, Lord God! Behold, You have made the heavens and the earth 
by Your great power and outstretched arm. There is nothing too 
hard for You.” (Jer. 32:17)

•	 “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, 
and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and 
he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened.” 
(Matt. 7:7–8)

•	 “For with God nothing will be impossible.” (Luke 1:37)
•	 “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.” (James 

5:16 NIV)
•	 “For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, and His ears are 

open to their prayers; but the face of the Lord is against those 
who do evil.” (1 Pet. 3:12)

Accordingly, believers hear from a distinguished Christian thinker 
like Jonathan Edwards: “The more excellent the nature of any benefit 
is, which we stand in need of, the more ready God is to bestow it in 
answer to prayer.”6 And the honorable Martin Luther says that God 
“testifies by his Word, that our prayer is well-pleasing to him, and 
besides, that it shall be assuredly heard and granted,—lest we should 
slight or neglect it, or pray in uncertainty.”7 The Reformer goes further 
to asseverate that whoever does not believe the promise that we shall 
not be deceived in our prayers “should know that he provokes God to 
wrath, by dishonoring him in the highest degree, charging him with 
falsehood.”8 We should know, Luther says, that God “will not permit 
our prayer to be vain and ineffectual. For, if he were not pleased to 
hear you, he would not command you to pray, and he would not have 
enjoined it so strictly.”9 Lovely, convincing and comforting. Believers are 
urged to believe without any vacillation that God will never frustrate 
their prayers. What an amazing promise!

Yet, many Christians are puzzled by the fact that fatal diseases, for 
instance, will, in most cases, have a fatal outcome for them or their 
beloved ones, in spite of their cries to the Father. All those biblical 
verses about the efficacy of prayer end up viewed with perplexity. Many 
believers confess that sometimes they think that prayer is nothing else 
than this: We ask here, God disregards there, especially in the hardest 
circumstances, when we are most helpless and hopeless. Exactly as we 
read in Lamentations 3:8: “Even when I cry and shout, He shuts out 
my prayer.” Or in Psalms 39:12—the child feels like a stranger before 
God, who remains disturbingly silent:
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Hear my prayer, O Lord,
And give ear to my cry;
Do not be silent at my tears;
For I am a stranger with You,
A sojourner, as all my fathers were.

This is not fiction: “My tears have been my food day and night, while 
they continually say to me, ‘Where is your God?’” (Ps. 42:3).
Anderson did not write The Silence of God to criticize God. As he said, 
“The statement of these difficulties here is made with a view to their 
solution.”10 I likewise will present many disturbing questions in order 
to give occasion to answers that may constitute a consistent biblical 
account of evil in the world and of God’s way with it. Elihu said to Job 
and his three friends what I humbly repeat to you, dear reader and 
fellow believer: “Bear with me a little, and I will show you that there 
are yet words to speak on God’s behalf. . . . I will ascribe righteousness 
to my Maker” (Job 36:2–3).

Horatio G. Spafford, a distinguished and well-to-do lawyer, and his 
wife, Anna—dedicated, pious, and generous Christians—experienced 
a financial disaster caused by the Great Chicago Fire in 1871. Horatio 
had invested heavily in land, anticipating the growth of the city. But 
the investment failed because of the catastrophic fire. Anna’s health 
declined so that, taking the advice of the doctor in care of her, the 
family decided to take a trip to Europe.

However, just before they left Chicago, a man made an offer to 
buy part of the land in which Horatio had invested. The sale would 
relieve him of almost all his indebtedness brought by the failure of 
the investment. But the couple decided that the travel would not be 
postponed. Anna, their four daughters, and the French governess, 
Ms. Nicolet, would go as planned. Horatio would join them later in 
France. The little girls were Annie, Margaret Lee (Maggie), Elizabeth 
(Bessie), and Tanetta. 

But before the ship, Ville du Havre, departed, Horatio received a 
telegram with the disconcerting news of the sudden death of the man 
interested in buying part of his property. Anna was so fragile—and there 
was the additional stress of the imminence of her first travel without 
the husband—that Horatio put the telegram in his pocket, telling her 
nothing about the bad news, so as not to depress her still more.

Four French pastors were returning to their country on the same 
ship: Reverends Lorriaux, Weiss, Blanc, and Cook. Horatio asked Rev. 
Lorriaux, to look after his family. Mrs. Goodwin, a dear friend to Anna, 
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joined the group with her three children—Goertner, Julia, and Lulu. 
Anna also took with her Willie Culver, son of other friends, who would 
visit his grandparents in Germany.

It happened that about two o’clock the morning of November 22, 
1873, an iron sailing vessel, the Lochearn collided with the Ville du Havre. 
Anna, carrying Tanetta, more than two years old at the time, ran on 
deck with Ms. Nicolet and the other three girls. Reverend Lorriaux 
joined them. “Tanetta was heavy, and Annie put her shoulder under 
Mother’s elbow to help lift her weight.”11 What a lovely girl! A little 
servant. Then Reverend Weiss joined the group.

Mrs. Goodwin, her children, and Willie Culver were not able to reach 
the deck. Maggie, holding the hand of Rev. Weiss, looked up into his 
face and asked him to pray. Her sisters asked the same to their mother 
and Rev. Lorriaux. They prayed for God’s compassion. Rev. Weiss, 
who survived, told later in his book on the tragedy that the little girl, 
who was very frightened and agitated earlier, exclaimed: “Oh! All is 
well now.”12 She was now “calm, resolute.”

Annie urged Maggie and her mother, whom she was still helping 
to support Tanetta, not to be afraid, but to be confident in God’s care. 
The group sank together. The Ville du Havre sank only twelve minutes 
after the collision. Ms. Nicolet and the four Spafford girls perished. 
Anna and the four pastors were rescued, with other survivors, by the 
sailors of the Lochearn.

Pastor Lorriaux was not able to swim but clung to wreckage of 
the ship. Anna “had been rolled under and down, and as she rose 
unconscious to the surface, a plank floated under her, saving her life.”13 
It was estimated that she stayed in the sea for an hour.

She learned that two of her girls clung to the clothes of an American 
man, a good swimmer, who hoped to save them. But the smaller one 
disappeared and, as he was reaching a boat, the other sank as well. A 
nine-year-old girl who, clinging to a piece of wood, cried insistently 
that she did not want to drown, was the only child saved. By about 
four o’clock in the morning, nearly two hours after the shipwreck, no 
more survivors were found. Two hundred and twenty-six lives lost.

Three days after the shipwreck, but unaware of it, Horatio wrote a 
letter to Anna in which he said: “If the Lord keeps us, we hope before 
many months to be all together again, better understanding than ever 
before the greatness of His mercy in the many years of the past.”14 
Then he mentioned their daughters: “When you write, tell me all about 
the children. How thankful I am to God for them! May He make us 
faithful parents, having an eye single to His glory. Annie and Maggie 
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and Bessie and Tanetta—it is a sweet consolation even to write their 
names. May the dear Lord keep and sustain and strengthen you.”15 
Anna received the letter weeks later in France. 

Nearly a week after writing the letter, Horatio received the first news 
about his family. According to Bertha, her mother’s cable from Wales 
to her father consisted of two words: “Saved Alone.”16 But according 
to the cablegram conserved by the US Library of Congress, the full 
message is as follows: “Saved alone what shall I do. Mrs Goodwin 
children Willie Culver lost go with Lorriaux until answer reply”

Horatio sailed to meet his wife, accompanied by Mr. Goodwin, who 
had lost his wife and children. At a given moment, the captain called 
them into his private cabin and told them of his belief that they were 
passing the place of the shipwreck. This was the precise seedbed of the 
highly appreciated hymn “It Is Well with My Soul,” which Horatio so 
painfully gave the world.

About a month later, Anna wrote to a friend, on Christmas Eve:

Yes, Mary—all are gone Home—so early. How thankful I am 
that their little lives were so early dedicated to their Master. 
Now He has called them to Himself. I thought I was going, 
too, but my work is not yet finished. May the dear Lord give 
me strength to do His will. The dear children were so brave. 
They died praying. Annie said to Maggie and me just before 
we were swept off the steamer, ‘Don’t be frightened Maggie, 
God will take care of us, we can trust Him; and you know, 
Mama, ‘The sea is His and He made it.’ These were her last 
words. Maggie and Bessie prayed very sweetly. I have much 
to comfort me, Mary; they are not lost, only separated for a 
season. I will go to them—only a few years at the longest.17

Now, the puzzling questions that stories like this raise in our minds: 
How could Rev. Weiss possibly affirm afterward that “prayer works,” 
if it worked for him, who was saved, but not for Maggie, for example, 
who asked him to pray . . . and died? Why was his prayer answered as if 
he had said, “Help some of us”? Is God’s general protocol to deliberately 
choose who will be saved and who will perish in a tragedy?

God saved all four French pastors, one at least of whom, Rev. Lorriaux, 
could not swim. Anna rose unconscious to the surface and was saved 
by a plank that floated under her. She had no participation in her own 
salvation. It did not depend on her force or ability. She was unconscious. 
But why did God not provide other saving planks for her little daughters? 
In accordance with Rev. Weiss, a little baby was seen in a tub, which 
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the sea overturned before he could be reached.18 Did God not also save 
a little girl, the only child saved, using a piece of wood? Why not other 
children too?

According to Rev. Weiss, a young man had scandalized Anna’s 
eldest daughter, Annie, when she was reading a book of edification: 
“Oh! You are a pious little girl!”19 Having survived, he told the grieving 
mother that he had changed his mind. When he was sinking, he felt his 
knees bend against his will and a voice cried in his heart: “Oh, God! 
Save me! He heard me,” he added, “and now I believe in Him.” How 
would that young man make sense of the fact that Annie also believed 
in God, but died?

Bertha, born later to Horatio and Anna, reports that her four “little 
sisters” loved Mr. Dwight L. Moody, the great evangelist and a close 
friend of the family, and that he, having interviewed Annie and Maggie, 
when they expressed their wish to join the church, said to the minister: 
“These children know more than I do.”20 Bertha also tells that on the visits 
of the family to the nearby Marine Hospital, where Horatio conducted 
religious meetings under the auspices of YMCA, the little girls carried 
fruit and flowers. Why on earth should the lives of such children not 
be preserved? Did they not, beyond their value as “deeply religious 
little girls,”21 foreshadow women of influential spiritual character? 

The Lochearn rescued the survivors from the Ville du Havre. But it 
was damaged too. Another ship, the small Trimountain, was led by 
mysterious reasons to the place of the disaster. Captain Urquhart said: 
“I believe I was under some supernatural control that night.”22 Divine 
providence.

Forty-seven survivors from the Ville du Havre and Lochearn’s crew 
were transported to the Trimountain. Rev. Blanc, too ill, stayed behind. 
Rev. Cook stayed voluntarily with him. When the condition of the 
Lochearn become more critical, the few men who had remained on 
it were rescued by the vessel British Queen. Rev. Weiss wrote that an 
officer of this ship told that the storm forced him to change direction 
twice during the night. This led him unknowingly to the Lochearn. 
Rev. Cook replied: “It is absolutely natural, you had to come to our 
side.”23 Divine providence. Rev. Weiss added: “It is very fortunate 
that you have arrived so timely, because if we had to go down into the 
rowboats during the storm, we would be at the bottom of the sea for a 
long time.”24 Officers and several sailors from the Lochearn, who were 
rescued by the British Queen, said to Rev. Cook: “It is indeed thanks 
to your prayers that we are saved; God has answered your prayers.”25 
Divine providence.
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But would we attribute to God’s will the salvation of some that 
prayed and the death of others that also prayed. Those men considered 
their salvation a result of prayer, that is, of God’s will. This entails that 
the death of those who also supplicated for salvation was likewise of 
God’s will. Rev. Weiss told about Anna: “She cannot stop crying for her 
children, but she adds: ‘God gave me my four little daughters, it was 
he who took them back from me. He will make me understand and 
accept his will.’”26 Did God take them? Anna said that God “called” her 
daughters to himself. Was their agonizing death deliberately part of 
God’s way to call and take them? Was their agony his will? Or do we 
have here exactly the evidence that we are not dealing properly with 
his will, but rather with another factor? Is this not a world cursed by 
sin? Is it not ruled by the devil in usurpation?

Little Annie’s last words were a confident statement of faith: “God 
will take care of us, we can trust Him.” Might she have thought of God’s 
help more in spiritual terms than in terms of biblical stories of great 
deliverances, commonly told to children? Might she have thought, as 
she agonized in water, that God was caring for her? Yes, as they died, 
God took them home. But it is one thing that he rescued their souls 
once this fallen world killed them; another thing is that he willed their 
death and caused it so painfully. This is the subtle difference.

The Lochearn struck the Ville du Havre and rescued its survivors. The 
Trimountain appeared and rescued most people aboard the endangered 
Lochearn. A few men stayed behind, who were later rescued by the 
British Queen. Only divine providence could promote the Lochearn to 
be found by two saving ships in the vastness of the ocean. Now, which 
causative factor only could promote the tragic encounter of the Ville du 
Havre and the Lochearn in the same vastness of the ocean? Will we also 
speak of God’s will in this case? Why do we not ascribe good to God 
and evil to the devil? As to the remaining question, why does God not 
always save all of his children in distress, as in the case of the Ville du 
Havre and so many tragedies and diseases all the time, the necessary 
answer is that, as we insist, we still do not live in the new heaven and 
new earth; we still live in a world cursed, whose natural laws were 
vitiated by sin. We suffer because we are reached by the fragments of 
that bomb called sin, which exploded in Eden. 

In his letter to Anna, Horatio said that “if the Lord keeps us” they 
would be all together again, understanding better than ever before “the 
greatness of His mercy in the many years of the past.” He also wrote: 
“May the dear Lord keep and sustain and strengthen you.” Since the 
Lord did not keep all of them, should Horatio deduce that God was 
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merciless upon those who died? Horatio did not think so, nor do we. 
But how to make sense of it? Let us align six statements about the role 
of God in those deaths as well as in those survivals:

(a) God did not kill them;
(b) God did not will their deaths;
(c) They died because they lived in this world cursed by sin, made 

a chaos by its ruler, the devil;
(d) The idea of God’s mercilessness is emptied by this previous 

statement;
(e) The random fragments from the bomb of sin that exploded in the 

Eden were not lethal to all, so that a grouped survived. Nevertheless, 
those fragments will still affect them lethally sooner or later; and

(f) In spite of all this, we have no right not to be grateful to God 
when life goes on and have no authority to deny that he indeed acts 
miraculously for purposes that escape our comprehension.

Astonishment at the “strange” logic of prayer is expressed in a 
variety of questions and affirmations. Some reflect a sincere and humble 
doubt. Others reveal a great degree of perplexity. Still others come 
from completely incredulous and bitter hearts. Here are some of them:

•	 If many times we pray for something and nothing changes in 
the course of events, why should we believe, when something 
actually changes, that it was for the sake of prayer, instead of 
being merely a natural change, however “unnatural” it may be?

•	 Does prayer not seem but a struggle to persuade an intransigent 
God to act on our behalf?

•	 Should prayer not work in a simpler way, instead of by a set of 
delicate rules, hard to be fully acquainted and complied with?

•	 Prayer seems to have to go through a complex and slow “heavenly 
bureaucracy” before being finally answered, if answered at all.

•	 The impression we have is that the whole truth about “God-will-
assuredly-hear-your-prayers” lies in a note, lost among many, 
written with tiny fonts, almost imperceptible, at the bottom of 
the page. 

•	 If God has decreed from eternity everything that will come to 
pass, what difference can prayer make? And if I pray because I 
was foreordained to do so and I fail, for example, to have someone 
dear to me healed of an illness, is that not a “foreordination of 
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disgrace,” as if God predetermined that I should ask what he 
will deny?

•	 If we are to pray according to God’s will, is prayer not a “conformation 
play,” a mechanism of psychological adaptation, since what he wills 
is bound to happen anyway, whether we like it or not, whether 
we ask it or otherwise?

•	 If God knows our needs before we pray, what else makes praying 
necessary or meaningful? Why does he not, as a loving Father, 
care for us in our needs, not necessarily without our prayers, but 
at least by “really” answering them, especially those related to 
our bodily integrity, in which no vanity is implied?

•	 God is said to be “able to do exceedingly abundantly above all 
that we ask or think” (Eph. 3:20). However, it would be enough if 
he did at least, or even only, what we can imagine and earnestly 
pray for.

•	 Why do we have the sensation that God is far away, just when we 
feel most helpless, fearful, and hopeless? The hard requirement 
of faith exactly when we are weakest!

•	 How can we not think that prayer is a resource for basic or simple 
problems only, if the graver a situation is, and harder to revert, 
when we depend most on a heavenly intervention, the less we 
can seemingly hope for real results? Compare, for example, the 
number of believers in their thirties or forties with cancer who 
are and are not cured.

•	 Don’t we Christians sometimes consider it relatively understandable, 
from our prayer experience, that most people find it very difficult 
to believe that there is a God?

•	 Our dads do everything that is possible, here and there, day 
and night, to help us when it hurts. Now imagine if they were 
“almighty”! God is our heavenly Father. We are his children. 
Why does he not do like our dads? And he is the All Mighty!

Unbelievers question God’s power, love, modus operandi—his way 
of working— and even his existence. They contend that God should 
be more practical (less “theological”); that he should be more like a 
fireman that acts immediately and to the limit of his possibilities when 
someone is in danger. The truth is, however, that those who hold a 
critical attitude toward God implicitly say, absurdly, that they could 
better perform the divine role. Ultimately, they would like God to be 
God as they think he should be, as said in the poem “Carmen Deific” 
by Robert W. Buchanan:
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If I were a God like you, and you were a man like me,
And in the dark you prayed and wept and I could hear and see,
The sorrow of your broken heart would darken all my day,
And never peace or pride were mine, till it was smiled away,—
I’d clear my Heaven above your head till all was bright and 

blue,
If you were a man like me, and I were a God like you!27

The creatures can only ridiculously imagine themselves playing 
God’s role better than he does, since they failed to play their role, their 
human role: to acknowledge gratefully his unique divinity, sovereignty, 
and goodness. Indeed, their pretentious will to be like God, lords of 
themselves, is what their fall—sin!—is all about.

This is a study on prayer. But prayer is not an autonomous subject, a 
unit that can be isolated from the body of Christian tenets and studied 
independently. As Peter Baelz expressed it: “At the heart of all our 
difficulties concerning Christian prayer, both theoretical and practical, 
is the problem of understanding the being of God in general, and the 
relation of God to the world and to ourselves in particular.”28 Baelz 
also wrote: “Prayer is a touchstone of a man’s religious beliefs. What 
he believes about prayer is an indication of what he believes about 
God.”29 Prayers are statements of faith, the meeting point of all of our 
beliefs. Doubts about prayer are, to some extent, doubts about God—his 
wisdom, love, power, saving work, promises, etc. So, in order that we 
may gain a comprehensive view of what prayer is, presupposes, and 
implies, we must consider aspects of virtually all Christian doctrines. 
A theology of prayer is the entire theology viewed from a particular 
angle. The same applies to any other doctrine.

In order to understand prayer, we must understand the doctrine of 
divine providence, which is a point especially sensitive in the Christian 
truth. Simply, we find it hard to understand, and accept, the “silence” 
of God when it hurts. The essential problem here is that the common 
idea of providence misses this fundamental point: The full and final 
salvation of our bodies has not arrived yet. Only our higher bodies, 
remade from death on Christ’s coming, will no longer be subject to any 
evil. Then the degree of difficulty with the doctrine of providence is 
inversely proportional to the degree in which it is viewed in the light of 
the eschatological fulfillment. God’s acts today—both his wonders, which 
cannot be, in any event, definitive, and his “silence”—should be viewed 
with the glorious return of Christ in mind. Otherwise, we will succumb 
to perplexity and agony. God’s providence permeates history. How 
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many deliverances he has worked in our lives! Yet, we should be aware 
that he is conducting history in successive dispensations, each with its 
particularities, role, and characteristic mode of manifestation of his power. 
This present dispensation, which antecedes the eschatological climax, is 
the dispensation of faith and hope, not of generalized deliverances. We 
are already spiritually saved, but, as far as our bodies are concerned, 
we are saved in the hope of their future redemption (see Rom. 8:23–24). 
Therefore, as to the full solution for our pains, divine providence should 
be primarily understood in an eschatological sense. I will elaborate 
further on this subject.

And, as will be seen in further detail later, the truth that prayer is 
not an isolate doctrine means, in practice, that a particular prayer of a 
serious believer is not merely an incidental and insignificant point “lost” 
in history and in God’s great universe. Rather, it is a virtuous point in 
history which God enjoyed before history, and graciously grants to be 
of consequence not only for history, but also for the final fulfillment of 
history. Against this “eternal background,” we will find the answers—
possibly more than the usual—for the questions that many believers ask 
about prayer, the chief of which is: Why do we experience frustration 
with and become perplexed about prayer?
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Causes of Failure in Prayer (I)

There are several causes for the frustration and confusion many believers 
have with prayer. But those causes do not occur individually, rather 

combining in a variety of number and proportion in each person and 
situation. “They are, of course, to some extent mutually inclusive. They 
might, indeed, all be gathered up in one.”30 Yet theoretical fragmentation 
of an object of knowledge for study of its details, with a view to a better 
understanding of it as a whole, is both a human need and a natural 
requirement of complex objects.

All causes of frustration and confusion stand on the human side. All 
are human weaknesses. There is no such thing as apathy or injustice with 
God. If the Old Testament contains many instances of his indisposition 
to hear supplications from his people, the reason is not indifference on 
his part, but unrighteousness on theirs. As Moses declared in the canticle 
before his death about God: “He is the Rock, His work is perfect; for 
all His ways are justice, a God of truth and without injustice; righteous 
and upright is He” (Deut. 32:4). So if God said that he was to hide his 
face from his people (v. 20), the motive for such silence was not in 
him, but in them: “They have corrupted themselves” (v. 5). Though 
we should not question God’s justice explicitly, we customarily ask, 
when something goes wrong: “Why, Lord?” God could well reply, 
with an eye to the tragedy in Eden, the origin of all disgraces: “Why, 
creatures?”

One cause of frustration, especially in case of tragedies, is conceptual: 
we ignore, do not understand, do not accept, or simply forget that 
the time of universal physical redemption did not come with Christ’s 
first coming, but will be brought about when he comes back. We shall 
deal with this in a section of the next chapter, which is a continuation 
of this one. Together, these two chapters provide an overview of the 
causes of unsuccessful experiences with prayer, which will, then, be 
analyzed in detail in the chapters that follow.
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(a) A life unpleasing to God

The apostle John wrote in his account of the gospel: “Now we know 
that God does not hear sinners; but if anyone is a worshiper of God 
and does His will, He hears him” (John 9:31). The apostle Paul teaches 
that experiencing the perfect and pleasing will of God is for those who 
present their bodies as a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, and 
are not conformed to this world, being, rather, transformed by the 
renewing of their minds (see Rom. 12:1). Also, the author of the letter 
to the Hebrews wishes that God may make us “complete in every good 
work to do His will, working in you what is well pleasing in His sight, 
through Jesus Christ . . .” (Heb. 13:21). Scripture is clear that God does 
not honor the supplications of unredeemed sinners, those who are 
“lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God” (2 Tim. 3:4). “The Lord 
is far from the wicked, but He hears the prayer of the righteous” (Prov. 
15:29). “One who turns away his ear from hearing the law, even his 
prayer is an abomination” (Prov. 28:9). God’s ears are closed to those 
who have not yet been reconciled with him by faith in his Son.

The wicked say: “Who is the Almighty, that we should serve Him? 
And what profit do we have if we pray to Him?” (Job 21:15). Indeed, it 
is of no use that they pray to the God in whose divinity and power they 
do not believe. The result is the same as that of praying to something 
regarded as god, but not being anything:  none. “And the rest of it he 
makes into a god, his carved image. He falls down before it and worships 
it, prays to it and says, ‘Deliver me, for you are my god!’” (Isa. 44:17).

The prayer of salvation—“Save me by your grace and mercy. I’m a 
sinner but believe that your Son died for my sins and resurrected for 
my justification”— is the only prayer of unbelievers that God allows 
to enter his ears and that, as a key, opens his ears completely to all 
the other prayers they will address to him in the course of their life as 
believers. “The type of prayer that God desires from the person living 
in sin is not petition but confession” (Stanley J. Grenz).31

God stands for those who put themselves under the saving lordship 
of him in whom “dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily” (Col. 
2:9), Jesus Christ, and who live accordingly a life of devotion, holiness, 
love, and service. True and effective prayer is for those in whom Christ 
dwells: “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, you will ask 
what you desire, and it shall be done for you” (John 15:7). Obedience 
to the Lord indicates whether someone abides in him and his words 
abide in someone. Accordingly, the apostle John, who recorded those 
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words from Jesus, says elsewhere: “And whatever we ask we receive 
from Him, because we keep His commandments and do those things 
that are pleasing in His sight” (1 John 3:22).

We should not forget, however, that God may deny believers what 
they ask for, as the case may be, to show his dissatisfaction with their 
incidental profanity. The believer may ask (ignoring his or her unholy 
behavior): “Why does God not answer my prayers?” God might well 
answer, “Why should I?” Several times, he said to his disobedient Old 
Testament people that he would not hear their prayers:

•	 “When you spread out your hands, I will hide My eyes from 
you; even though you make many prayers, I will not hear. Your 
hands are full of blood.” (Isa. 1:15)

•	 “Behold, the Lord’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save; 
nor His ear heavy, that it cannot hear. But your iniquities have 
separated you from your God; and your sins have hidden His 
face from you, so that He will not hear.” (Isa. 59:1–2)

•	 “Therefore I also will act in fury. My eye will not spare nor will 
I have pity; and though they cry in My ears with a loud voice, I 
will not hear them.” (Ezek. 8:18)

•	 “Therefore do not pray for this people, nor lift up a cry or prayer 
for them, nor make intercession to Me; for I will not hear you.” 
(Jer. 7:16)

•	 “So do not pray for this people, or lift up a cry or prayer for 
them; for I will not hear them in the time that they cry out to Me 
because of their trouble.” (Jer. 11:14)

We learn from the last two verses that God is not willing even to 
hear intercessory prayers (of true believers) on behalf of someone else 
who is disobedient. God’s reason for his wrathful statement in the last 
verse is this: “They have turned back to the iniquities of their forefathers 
who refused to hear My words, and they have gone after other gods 
to serve them; the house of Israel and the house of Judah have broken 
My covenant which I made with their fathers”  (Jer. 11:10). And after 
announcing a time of calamity, God repeats: “. . . and though they cry 
out to Me, I will not listen to them” (v. 11).

In order that God may hear our voice in our sorrows, we must hear 
his when everything runs well: “I spoke to you in your prosperity, 
But you said, ‘I will not hear.’ This has been your manner from your 
youth, that you did not obey My voice” (Jer. 22:21). And, aware that 
God was punishing his people for the sake of apostasy, the author of 
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Lamentations cried: “You have covered Yourself with a cloud, that 
prayer should not pass through” (3:44). Jeannette Clift George says 
finely in her book Troubling Deaf Heaven: Assurance in the Silence of God: 
“Not all the silences of God are the result of sin, but it is dangerous to 
overlook its possibility.”32 She remarks that certain matters may need 
our critical attention because they, as sins. have blocked our contact 
with God.33

We should humbly admit our faults before God and appeal to his 
mercy: “O my God, incline Your ear and hear; open Your eyes and 
see our desolations, and the city which is called by Your name; for we 
do not present our supplications before You because of our righteous 
deeds, but because of Your great mercies” (Dan. 9:18). God forgives and 
restores us when we recognize our misdoings and accept his fatherly 
discipline, as in the case of Ephraim: “I have surely heard Ephraim 
bemoaning himself: ‘You have chastised me, and I was chastised, like 
an untrained bull; restore me, and I will return, for You are the Lord 
my God’” (Jer. 31:18).

We ought to never forget that prayer is a gracious gift from God—a 
privilege—to believers, not a right of them. Therefore, the appropriate 
attitude is of humility and gratitude: “Hear me when I call, O God of 
my righteousness! You have relieved me in my distress; Have mercy 
on me, and hear my prayer” (Ps. 4:1). Here the psalmist mentions 
with gratitude a former benevolence of God and appeals confidently 
to the divine mercy for further blessings and deliverances. This is an 
excellent model for believers.

William Law wrote in his classic A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy 
Life that “unless the common course of our lives be according to the 
common spirit of our prayers, our prayers are so far from being a real 
or sufficient degree of devotion, that they become an empty lip-labour, 
or, what is worse, a notorious hypocrisy.”34 Law also made these quite 
wise and most finely written remarks:

As sure as it is our duty to look wholly unto God in our Prayers, 
so sure is it, that it is our duty to live wholly unto God in our 
lives. But we can no more be said to live unto God, unless 
we live unto him in all the ordinary actions of our life, unless 
he be the rule and measure of all our ways, that we can be 
said to pray unto God, unless our Prayers look wholly unto 
him. So that unreasonable and absurd ways of life, whether 
in labour or diversion, whether they consume our time, or our 
money, are like unreasonable and absurd Prayers, and are as 
truly an offence unto God.35
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Blessed and happy is the believer who, knowing the word of God 
and being spiritually zealous, sings: “I cried to Him with my mouth, 
and He was extolled with my tongue. If I regard iniquity in my heart, 
the Lord will not hear. But certainly God has heard me; He has attended 
to the voice of my prayer. Blessed be God, who has not turned away 
my prayer, nor His mercy from me!” (Ps. 66:17–20).

We shall see in the next chapter that we also displease God, making 
him unwilling to hear our prayers, when we are merciless toward those 
in need and when we leave conflicts with others open.

(b) Disinterest in prayer

The apostle James stated: “Yet you do not have because you do not 
ask” (James 4:2). If we pray for something, we (may) get it. If we do 
not pray, we will surely not get anything. Obviously, we cannot be 
shocked by prayers not answered, which were not made; but we do 
get shocked with negative results of our uncommitted prayers, which 
are not, for that matter, any different from not praying at all.

Many believers are so absorbed by the interests of this world and so 
unaware of the blessings from God, that they do not think of returning 
often to him in gratitude and for further supplication (as he is our 
fountain of everything—see Psalm 87:7). John Charles Ryle, from whom 
we will quote somewhat extensively in this study, wrote: “Faith is to 
the soul what life is to the body. Prayer is to faith what breath is to 
life. How a man can live and not breathe is past my comprehension, 
and how a man can believe and not pray is past my comprehension 
too.”36 Ryle makes a well-argued, strong, and very shocking comment 
on those who do not pray:

I believe that thousands never say a word of prayer at all. They 
eat; they drink; they sleep; they rise; they go forth to their 
labour; they return to their homes; they breathe God’s air; 
they see God’s sun; they walk on God’s earth; they enjoy 
God’s mercies; they have dying bodies; they have judgment 
and eternity before them. But they never speak to God! They 
live like the beasts that perish; they behave like creatures 
without souls; they have not a word to say to Him in whose 
hand are their life, and breath, and all things, and from whose 
mouth they must one day receive their everlasting sentence. 
How dreadful this seems! But if the secrets of men were only 
known, how common!37
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How can a believer expect to find grace in the eyes of God if, like 
an unbeliever, he or she lives as if God does not exist as far as prayer 
is concerned? We need to talk to God constantly. As Symon Patrick 
wrote, we should seek God in prayer and praises, “because we are 
weak, and in want” and “it is a most noble privilege to be admitted 
into God’s presence.”38 Patrick also recommends that you should do it 
frequently, because “you will be so much the more happy; by having 
him oft in your thoughts, and by being much in his Blessed presence; 
who is able to impart everlasting felicity to his devout and faithful 
Worshippers.”39

Christian life without prayer is dry, graceless, powerless, disoriented, 
unfruitful, and fearful. It could not be otherwise since the person loses 
the notion of the presence of God, hence does not draw from the One 
who is our source of life, grace, power, orientation, fruitfulness, and 
courage. John R. Mott, the great twentieth-century mission statesman 
and Nobel Prize winner (Peace, 1946), said at the close of an International 
Convention of the Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions: 
“. . . the students who do not know this habit of talking unhurriedly 
with God for some time every day lose their consciousness of His voice. 
They become unfamiliar with it. It ceases to move them deeply, and 
it does not command them. Therefore they are lost, in the true sense 
of that word. They do not find His will with reference to their own 
character, and their own duty.”40 And Ryle describes brilliantly the cold 
spiritual condition in which many Christians find themselves: “Partly 
from ignorance, partly from laziness, partly from fear of man, partly 
from secret love of the world, partly from some unmortified besetting 
sin, they are content with a little faith, and a little hope, and a little peace, 
and a little measure of holiness. And they live on all their lives in this 
condition—doubting, weak, halting, and bearing fruit only ‘thirty-fold’ 
to the very end of their days!”41

Praise, meditation on the Scriptures, prayer, service, and witness 
are together the exercise of our communion with God, hence of our 
spirituality. It is through these disciplines that we stay in his presence 
and do his will wherever we go. If we do not cultivate our communion 
with him regularly by praising him, learning from his written revelation, 
talking to him, serving the needy in his name, and witnessing of his 
Son, we will only find our occasional prayer feeble. “Disgruntled with 
God, I can so easily call my occasional prayer empty and grouse about 
its ineffectiveness” (James Long).42

Prayer energizes the soul. It is “the very pulse of the regenerated 
heart; it is the quickening of the Spirit in the new birth—the breath of 
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the life of God in the soul” (John. M. Hiffernan).43 For all that, it should 
be easy to pray. But how difficult we let it be! James Douglas analyzed 
the matter very well:

Of all things, prayer is the most easy and the most difficult. In 
its own nature, it is most easy. It is but raising up the heart to 
Him who is not far off from any one of us,—to Him in whom 
we live, and move, and have our being,—who is reconciled to 
us by the death of Christ,—who, having given us his beloved 
Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but 
have everlasting life, hath given us an infinite proof, that with 
Christ he will freely give us all things. And yet, to our fallen 
nature, prayer is most difficult. Here we have a strong proof 
how far human nature is alienated from God. We are carnal. 
Prayer, though an easy, is a spiritual exercise. It appeals to 
no visible object, and receives no audible answer.44

We must be aware that the devil is very committed to distract us 
and prevent us from praying. We must resist him consciously and 
deliberately all the time. Prayer itself plays a vital role here. Speaking 
more generally, we have to firmly remove all things that get between 
us and prayer, which impede us to be consistent in the practice of it. 
Edward Bickersteth spoke remarkably of the devil’s strategic interest 
in keeping the believer far from prayer and his strategic “suggestions” 
to achieve it:

There is a powerful spiritual adversary of man, “who goeth 
about as a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour.” Here 
is your great enemy. Other things are but his engines.—His 
object in other things is to keep you from or hinder you in 
prayer. “Be not ignorant of his devices.” He will suggest that 
prayer is a dull and gloomy service, or useless and vain. If 
these do not succeed, he will suggest the putting off the duty 
to another opportunity, on account of some other employment: 
some favourite book to be read, some letter perhaps to be 
written, or some other business which he will propose to your 
mind, important perhaps in itself, but not good for this time.45

It is alarming how prone we are not to do to our souls what we do to 
our bodies! We nourish our bodies quite regularly and with pleasure. 
When it comes to our souls, however, we tend to leave them hungry 
. . . then weak . . . then sick. Prayer, instructed by the Scriptures, is 
fundamental to our spiritual wellbeing. The more careless we are about 
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it, the more vulnerable we will be in this challenging world. Prayer is 
our main resource to endure and overcome adversities in this fallen 
world. Hiffernan wrote this about it:

But especially should we be impressed with the deep importance 
of this duty of continual prayer, to meet all the changes and 
chances of this mortal life. Everything here below—need I 
but to state the well known fact?—is imperfect, mutable, and 
transitory. Where is the man who has found that solid rock on 
which to base his happiness, that can resist the wasting hand 
of time, or the more sudden and violent shocks of adversity?46

(c) Syndrome of “second-class saint”

Many believers chronically deem themselves unable to become 
spiritually powerful. They think that really effective prayers are reserved 
for the great saints, not for common believers. So, they block their spiritual 
progress at the root. Ryle commented about this self-diminishment: “I 
have little doubt that many look on eminent holiness as a kind of special 
gift, which none but a few must pretend to aim at. They admire it at 
a distance, in books: they think it beautiful when they see an example 
near themselves. But as to its being a thing within the reach of any but a 
very few, such a notion never seems to enter their minds. In short, they 
consider it a kind of monopoly granted to a few favoured believers, but 
certainly [not] to all.”47 Ryle considers it a “most dangerous mistake” 
and rightly maintains that spiritual greatness “depends far more on the 
use of means within everybody’s reach, than on anything else.”48 In his 
opinion, whether a believer will become “eminently holy” or not depends 
mainly on his or her diligence in the use of the means appointed by 
God, the principal of which is exactly prayer—“diligent private prayer.”49

There are many Christians everywhere, but usually in the poorest 
regions of the world, who so believe in the very central truth of the 
gospel—Jesus is Lord—that, notwithstanding their lack of a more 
elaborated doctrinal body, they respond with a non-negotiable faith 
to anything they cannot understand. They “simply” believe. This may 
sound intellectually simplistic, but faith is not essentially and ultimately 
a rational matter. We may consider them ignorant, but they might 
in turn consider us too rational. They are, despite their simplicity, 
spiritually strong and have no complex of spiritual inferiority. It is 
doubtless beneficial to know the aspects of prayer in more detail. Yet those 
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“simple” Christians teach us that we should believe wholeheartedly 
in God no matter what happens and whatever be the measure of our 
understanding of what happens.

We shall see later why a faith that is able to work wonders is not 
a privilege of a few chosen believers, as many think, but rather, a 
possibility to which all believers are called.
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Causes of Failure in Prayer (II)

(d) A conflictive and unforgiving spirit

Our attitude toward other people bears sensibly on the acceptability 
supplications can go unheard if we cause conflicts and leave 

them open. The blessedness of peacemaking is an essential part of 
the identity of God’s children (see Matt. 5:9). Yet, many times, we are 
instead promoters of conflict! And we pray as if we were innocent—“I 
did nothing wrong.”

If we make someone sad or are in conflict with someone, we will 
not find ourselves in the appropriate condition to praise and pray. God 
spoke to the men of his Old Testament people through the prophet 
Malachi: “And this is the second thing you do: You cover the altar of 
the Lord with tears, with weeping and crying; so He does not regard 
the offering anymore, nor receive it with goodwill from your hands. Yet 
you say, ‘For what reason?’” (Mal. 2:13–14). To what did the prophet 
refer? He said: “Because the Lord has been witness between you and 
the wife of your youth, with whom you have dealt treacherously; 
yet she is your companion and your wife by covenant” (v. 14). Their 
worship was disqualified by their unfaithfulness to their wives. The 
apostle Peter similarly exhorted the believing married men: “Likewise 
you husbands, dwell with them with understanding, giving honor to 
the wife, as to the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the 
grace of life, that your prayers may not be hindered” (1 Pet. 3:7).50 And the 
Lord Jesus taught: “Therefore if you bring your gift to the altar, and 
there remember that your brother has something against you, leave 
your gift there before the altar, and go your way. First be reconciled to 
your brother, and then come and offer your gift” (Matt. 5:23–24). Note 
that the Lord begins with “therefore.” He is concluding a lesson. What 
is it about? He reminds his hearers of the prohibition to kill in the Old 
Testament law. Then he reveals to them the full meaning of “killing”: 
“But I say to you that whoever is angry with his brother without a 
cause shall be in danger of the judgment. And whoever says to his 
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brother, ‘Raca!’ shall be in danger of the council. But whoever says, 
‘You fool!’ shall be in danger of hell fire” (v. 22). The tongue as a tool of 
death—or life—had already been contemplated by the book of Proverbs: 
“Death and life are in the power of the tongue” (Prov. 18:21). Raca is an 
Aramaic term of verbal insult, meaning literally “empty,” used to call 
someone an idiot. For Jesus, killing means more than putting someone 
to death physically; it includes killing the person’s courage and sense 
of dignity. In a word, humiliation. This comprehensive meaning of 
killing must be integrated into the ethics of Christ’s disciples, whose 
justice is required to exceed the questionable justice of the scribes and 
Pharisees (see Matt. 5:20).

After taking the meaning of killing to its fullness, the Lord utters a 
practical guidance for those who want to approach God for worship or, 
for that matter, prayer: Do not do it before having a conflict settled. Prayer 
is idle if we have a dispute with somebody but attempt to approach God 
naturally, as if all were well. Unless—we can assume—prayer is exactly 
a preparation for reconciliation. True spirituality does everything to 
avoid conflicts and, when they take place, to resolve them promptly. 
Apostle Paul prescribes: “‘Be angry, and do not sin’: do not let the sun 
go down on your wrath, nor give place to the devil” (Eph. 4:26–27). 
This entails, on the one hand, humility to recognize our mistakes and 
plead for pardon, preferably without delay caused by whichever pride 
or shame, and, on the other hand, readiness to forgive.

(e) Superfluous petitions, unworthy of Jesus’ name

The apostle James described perfectly our most natural tendency 
concerning prayer: either we do not pray, or we pray unwisely. First, 
he affirms, as we have seen, that we do not have because we do not ask 
(see James 4:2). Then he adds that when we pray, we still do not receive 
because we ask with the wrong motive: to spend on our pleasures (v. 3). 
“Pleasures” here means luxury, superfluous amusements, “pleasures 
of life” (Luke 8:14). Unsaved sinners are enslaved by “all kinds of 
passions and pleasures” (Titus 3:13 NIV). This is not—or should not 
be—the case with believers. In any case, what Thomas Manton said 
applies: “Speaking to God may be prayer, if it come from zeal; it may 
be howling, if it come from lust . . .”51 Manton also said appropriately: 
“A carnal aim expressed, is but a supplication with a confutation; it 
is the nearest way to be denied.”52 Because of who God is, it is by 
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definition improper to ask vain things of him. God only gives things 
that are worthy of being offered to himself. Vanity is meaningless and 
meaninglessness cannot come from God or be offered to him. We should 
offer him everything we receive from him, by using it according to his 
truth and will. This means that the glory of God should be the end of 
our prayers. Manton expressed that well: “It is not enough to make God 
the object of the prayer, but the end also.”53 Accordingly, he instructs: 
“All pleasures, honours, profits, are to be refused or received, as they 
make us serviceable to the glory of God.”54

James and John, disciples of Jesus, once asked him that they might 
sit with him in his glory, one on his right hand and the other on his 
left (see Mark 10:37). The human passion for superiority and glory! 
The Lord rebuked them by asseverating that they did not know what 
they asked (v. 38). Glory is not something the believer asks for. Jesus 
added to his response to them that glory is not for those who want it, 
but “for those for whom it is prepared” (v. 40). Who are “those” for 
whom glory is reserved? The Lord taught that glory is for servants: 
“Whoever of you desires to be first shall be slave of all. For even the 
Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life 
a ransom for many” (vv. 44–45). Glory is given to the one who does 
not seek glory, who finds no grace in glory for glory’s sake, which is 
vainglory—vain glory. Glory is for those who are protected from vanity 
by humble and disinterested service.

We let ourselves be easily convinced, by way of rationalization, that 
something truly of secondary or still lesser importance is a necessity. 
And we pray accordingly. Jesus indeed promised his disciples that they 
would be heard in whatever they asked for. But “whatever” must refer 
to things for which the name of Jesus stands. They may be complex or 
simple, grave or not so much, but never futile.

 The apostle Paul qualified God’s will as “good, pleasing and 
perfect” (Rom. 12:2 NIV). If we think God is a wet blanket, this indicates 
how inadequately we know him and how strongly we are flesh driven. 
Before we were saved by God’s mercy, we lived “in the lusts of our 
flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind” (Eph. 2:3). “For 
all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and 
the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world” (1 John 2:16). 
“Because the carnal mind is enmity against God; for it is not subject to 
the law of God, nor indeed can be” (Rom. 8:7). But now that we have 
been reconciled to God by his grace, will we still live like the children 
of the darkness?
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(f) Arrogance in addressing God

The letter to the Hebrews invites: “Let us therefore come boldly to 
the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in 
time of need” (4:16). Only we cannot confuse boldness to approach God 
with arrogance. We cannot say to him: “Are you not seeing my problem? 
Don’t just stand there! Do something!” God is faithful to his promises, 
and we can fearlessly appeal to them. But this does not mean that we 
have our “rights” to reclaim before him. We depend on his grace, not 
on rights of our own. We rely on Christ’s merits and name, not on our 
own. There is no place for irreverence and presumption before God. 
He is love but is also the Sovereign. John Charles Ryle wrote:

Let us never forget what we are, and what a solemn thing it is 
to speak with God. Let us beware of rushing into His presence 
with carelessness and levity. Let us say to ourselves, “I am 
on holy ground. This is no other than the gate of heaven. If 
I do not mean what I say, I am trifling with God. If I regard 
iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me.”55

(g) Lack of openness to the will of God

Indisposition toward the will of God condemns a petition to failure. 
Likewise, the “Do it now, God!” kind of petition will fall to the ground 
for disregarding that God has his wise timing—his kairos, the Greek 
term for God’s appointed time for each thing. And indolence toward 
prayer easily develops if the believer fails to learn to never deem his 
or her will better than God’s.

We tend to fear the will of God. The reason seems to be the sensation, 
from our (fallen) observation of life, that his will represents a moralistic 
bent to less attractive and pleasing things. This could apply to everything 
from health to goods, from vocation to love. We worry that he may not 
pay attention to the car we would love to own, the kind of woman or man 
we would like to marry, the job we long for, the travel of our dreams, 
etc. As if God were a killjoy, a moralist, or a boring old man. Thus, we 
often resist saying: “Your will be done,” “Show me the way” or, as Saul 
of Tarsus did, “Lord, what do You want me to do?” (Acts 9:6). Once 
I said rhetorically to Christian teenagers: “It’s too risky to leave your 
lives entirely to God. Do you know why? Because, for example, God 
loves equally the most and the least beautiful people. So, he may cause 
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you to fall in love with, and be fully happy in the arms of, someone you 
would never consider ‘eligible’ to marry.” They all laughed, naturally. 
I went on: “God does not manipulate our hearts. But he can convince us 
by his Holy Spirit. If you are serious about seeking the will of God for 
any particular area of your life, you may eventually come to admit that 
he showed you important values where you did not find any before.” 
My young listeners were now pensive. I concluded my speech: “You 
may not inquire about the will of God, fearing surprises. But know 
that only his will can guarantee you happiness.”

Many missionaries have worked in dangerous and uncomfortable 
conditions. We admire them. We see them as heroes. But deep in our 
hearts we think that they have lost their lives, from the point of view 
of comfort, modernity, professional career, financial growth, safety, 
etc. We ask ourselves, “How can someone, who grew up in a city, 
spend most of his or her life in a forest, without practically anything?” 
Truth be told, it really is hard for us to understand how a man can say, 
“But none of these things [chains and tribulations, mentioned in the 
previous verse] move me; nor do I count my life dear to myself, so that 
I may finish my race with joy, and the ministry which I received from 
the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God” (Apostle 
Paul, Acts 20:24). We should learn as much as possible from believers 
who take the will of God seriously and experience exceeding joy in 
following it, whatever the circumstances. God is so pleased by their 
unconditional obedience that he will reward them accordingly—with 
exceeding glory and joy.

We often declare what we plan to do on the next day, week, month, 
or year. James teaches in this respect: “Instead you ought to say, ‘If 
the Lord wills, we shall live and do this or that’” (4:15). Paul wrote to 
the Corinthian believers: “But I will come to you shortly, if the Lord 
wills, and I will know, not the word of those who are puffed up, but 
the power” (1 Cor. 4:19). Fearless submission to God’s will is the ideal 
attitude of the believer in planning anything and praying for whatever. 
This, of course, requires faith.

(h) “Little faith”

The most common reason alleged for failure in prayer is lack or 
littleness of faith. Truly, if we doubt as we pray, we will get nothing. To 
have faith means not doubting. Jesus put the two together to reinforce 
his message: “if you have faith and do not doubt . . .” (Matt. 21:21). 
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This is indeed a most critical issue. How can a believer, any believer, 
not have faith like a mustard seed (see Matt. 17:20; Luke 17:6), which 
stands in Jesus’ analogy for the least faith, if he or she is a “believer”?

Sometimes, the believer says, when his or her prayer fails to attain 
the desired end: “I knew it would happen that way.” Or: “I was sure 
that my prayer would not change anything.” This attitude denounces 
the very incredulity that made prayer ineffective. Or it indicates the 
believer’s spiritual immaturity of not reaffirming trust and ultimate 
hope in God. In either case, a repentant believer can count on God’s 
mercy for pardon and help to grow stronger spiritually.

We have faith if we have believed in Jesus Christ for our salvation. 
Now, is faith for salvation any different from faith for wonders? Is the 
former “easier” than the later? What does faith consist of? Insistence? 
Mental force? Positive thinking? How do we augment our faith? Is 
faith a special spiritual gift conceded to some believers only, like any 
other gift, as 1 Corinthians 12:9 seems to teach? What makes the great 
men and women of faith such? We shall deal with these questions in 
the chapters devoted to the subject of faith.

(i) Ignorance about the nature of the dispensation in which we live

We live in a dispensation in which evil is still present and the redemption 
of our bodies has not been accomplished yet. We are naturally implicitly 
vulnerable to all sorts of sufferings. They are not flaws in our salvation, 
but rather the remaining consequences of the tragic fall in the beginning. 
Pete Greig points out, in God on Mute, that some prayers are not answered 
because creation is (still) “‘subjected to frustration’ and has not yet been 
fully ‘liberated from its bondage of decay’ (Rom. 8:20–21). Tragically, 
life in such an environment is inevitably going to be acutely difficult 
at times.”56 We are saved in hope (see Rom. 8:24), not “in reality,” as 
far as our physical existence is concerned. Now is not the time of the 
definitive solution for every imperfection in the world and in our lives. 
God’s will for us can only be wholly free from troubles in the “new 
earth” (Isa. 65:17; 66:22; 2 Pet. 3:13). Therefore, we cannot expect prayer 
to do what is not generally for the present age.

Wonderful things can exceptionally happen according to God’s 
wisdom. There is no limitation to his power. He can fix any problem in 
anything with the same creative power with which he originally made 
it. He created the donkey, didn’t he? And he could have created it as 
a speaking animal in the same way he could have created the parrot 
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without the ability for which it is especially known, couldn’t he? Why 
then could he not extraordinarily make a donkey speak, as reported in 
Numbers 22:28? Why could Jesus not make wine out of water, without 
any grapes and without any process, if all things were originally made 
through him (see John 1:3), including the grapes themselves, from 
nothing—a far greater doing? God can easily heal someone who has 
a lethal disease or who was born with a dysfunction—blindness from 
birth (see John 9:1–7), for instance. Healing miracles are not, however, 
the general rule for this preparatory dispensation. Just think of how 
many truly pious Christians are not healed from their illnesses.

The “day of all miracles,” when all evil will be conclusively banished 
from creation, is the day of Jesus’ glorious return. For this sake, “Come, 
Lord Jesus!” (Rev. 22:20) is the prayer of prayers. The supplication for 
Jesus’ coming is the supplication for the ultimate solution, the hope of 
which guards our life against despair when we cannot now be answered 
in the terms of our asking.

Another very important point is that a number of our supplications, 
which we may regard as unsuccessful from the viewpoint of their 
immediate objectives, will be answered when Jesus comes back. In fact, 
they will be, by the grace of God, instrumental in bringing about events 
on the day of the fulfillment of his promises. The book of Revelation has 
a say in this regard, as we will see in chapter 14, “The Eschatological 
Impact of Believers’ Prayers.”
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Doubts about Prayer (I)

I have observed that many believers have some doubts about prayer. 
Another observation is that, fortunately, most of them do not stop 

praying because of their doubts. Certainly, if we do not understand 
faith-related issues clearly, we should not suspend belief and devotion, 
giving place to skepticism, passivity, and discouragement. We ought, 
rather, to diligently and confidently seek the answers to our questions. 
Theologian A. Raymond George remarked: “Better to be a somewhat 
naïve man of prayer than a philosophic doubter who does not really 
pray at all.”57 Helmut Thielicke makes a similar comment: “It would 
be a mistake to allow ourselves to be so infected by our own questions 
and doubts that we should feel as if we were still on the ‘outside’ and 
not Christians ‘in the truest sense.’”58

Issues about prayer are discussed throughout this entire study. But 
some of them have been selected to be answered exclusively in this 
and the next chapter.

(a) Isn’t it possible that events attributed to prayer could have
happened naturally?

How can we be sure that an occurrence, even an extraordinary 
one, is an effect of prayer? The answer to this question pertains to the 
distinctive Christian interpretation of the universe and history, which is 
based on faith. The apostle Paul affirms that we are inexcusable before 
God, for “since the creation of the world His invisible attributes are 
clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even His 
eternal power and Godhead . . .” (Rom. 1:20). Also, nature speaks of 
God’s goodness. Every good in the world witnesses to his love: “Every 
good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and comes down from 
the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow of 
turning” (James 1:17). God “did not leave Himself without witness, 
in that He did good, gave us rain from heaven and fruitful seasons, 
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filling our hearts with food and gladness” (Acts 14:17). Today, if God’s 
creatures cannot perceive his attributes revealed in creation and his hand 
in every good, it is because they have lost, with sin, the capacity to see 
beyond matter—aka spiritual blindness. Once people are reconciled 
with God by faith in his Son, they can find God behind visible reality.

But how does spiritual vision work? By faith, “naturally.” Faith 
is defined, explained, and illustrated in chapter 11 of the letter to the 
Hebrews. It is “the evidence of things not seen” (v. 1). By faith we 
recognize that God “exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek 
him” (v. 6 NIV). By faith Moses endured persecution from the king of 
Egypt “as seeing Him who is invisible” (v. 27). By faith we “see” God 
and capture that the visible world was created by his creative word, 
an invisible power, not from any preexistent matter. “By faith we 
understand that the worlds were framed by the word of God, so that 
the things which are seen were not made of things which are visible” 
(v. 3). That is, that matter has an immaterial origin, the word of God. 
As phrased by A. B. Davidson, “it is the perception of the invisible 
cause, the word of God, producing the visible effect that makes the 
act of faith.”59 

But what is faith based on? The foundation of faith is God’s explicit 
witness to himself by extraordinary acts, of which we have authoritative 
records in the Scriptures. For example, He said to Moses: “. . . that 
you may tell in the hearing of your son and your son’s son the mighty 
things I have done in Egypt, and My signs which I have done among 
them, that you may know that I am the Lord” (Exod. 10:2).

Another example is the disputation between the prophet Elijah and 
the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel. Elijah said to the people of 
Israel: “I alone am left a prophet of the Lord; but Baal’s prophets are 
four hundred and fifty men. Therefore let them give us two bulls; and 
let them choose one bull for themselves, cut it in pieces, and lay it on 
the wood, but put no fire under it; and I will prepare the other bull, 
and lay it on the wood, but put no fire under it. Then you call on the 
name of your gods, and I will call on the name of the Lord; and the 
God who answers by fire, He is God” (1 Kings 18:22–24). It happened 
that the prophets of Baal “took the bull which was given them, and 
they prepared it, and called on the name of Baal from morning even 
till noon, saying, ‘O Baal, hear us!’ But there was no voice; no one 
answered. Then they leaped about the altar which they had made” (v. 
26). Elijah said to those prophets: “Cry aloud, for he is a god; either 
he is meditating, or he is busy, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is 
sleeping and must be awakened” (v. 27). They did accordingly: “So 
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they cried aloud, and cut themselves, as was their custom, with knives 
and lances, until the blood gushed out on them. And it was so, when 
midday was past, they prophesied until the time of the offering of the 
evening sacrifice. But there was no voice; no one answered, no one paid 
attention” (vv. 28–29). Elijah, in his turn, said: “Lord God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that You are God in Israel 
and I am Your servant, and that I have done all these things at Your 
word. Hear me, O Lord, hear me, that this people may know that You 
are the Lord God, and that You have turned their hearts back to You 
again” (vv. 36–37). Only God, the true and unique God, could answer 
Elijah’s prayer, as it really came to pass: “Then the fire of the Lord fell 
and consumed the burnt sacrifice, and the wood and the stones and 
the dust, and it licked up the water that was in the trench. Now when 
all the people saw it, they fell on their faces; and they said, ‘The Lord, 
He is God! The Lord, He is God!’” (vv. 38–39). By answering by a fire 
that emerged “from nothing,” God let it be known that he—and only 
he—is God.

Of course, God’s ultimate witness to himself was given by means of 
his Son. The apostle John wrote: “No one has seen God at any time. The 
only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared 
Him” (John 1:18). C. K. Barrett affirms that the meaning here of the 
Greek word translated as “declared” is publishing or explaining divine 
secrets.60 Barrett concludes: “The invisible God has now in Christ been 
manifested in his glory, grace, and truth.”61 And Jesus said: “He who 
believes in Me, believes not in Me but in Him who sent Me. And he 
who sees Me sees Him who sent Me” (John 12:44–45). The works of 
Jesus witnessed to God, because God himself, who dwelt in him, did 
the works: “Do you not believe that I am in the Father, and the Father in 
Me? The words that I speak to you I do not speak on My own authority; 
but the Father who dwells in Me does the works. Believe Me that I am 
in the Father and the Father in Me, or else believe Me for the sake of 
the works themselves” (John 14:10–11).

So, our faith does not lack objective basis, as critics contend. It is 
grounded on real actions of God in history, of which we have reliable 
accounts and interpretations. As Adrio König observes, “God did not 
merely act, but from earliest times appointed prophets to interpret the 
things that he had done and what was about to do.”62 Thus, we rely 
on God’s own Word. Peter Baelz sustains that “readiness to discern 
signs [of God’s activity] derives from a prior faith in the activity of God 
and some prior understanding of the character and direction of this 
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activity; it does not seek evidence which will prove that God is active. 
No such proof is possible.”63

Therefore, the Christian believes that things do not occur naturally 
in an absolute sense, that is, independently from God, especially when 
prayer is involved and, still more especially, in cases of extraordinary 
happenings. It is of the essence of being a believer not to doubt that 
prayer can change reality. God said, “When I shut up heaven and 
there is no rain, or command the locusts to devour the land, or send 
pestilence among My people, if My people who are called by My name 
will humble themselves, and pray and seek My face, and turn from their 
wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin 
and heal their land. Now My eyes will be open and My ears attentive 
to prayer made in this place” (2 Chron. 7:13–15). Here, phenomena in 
nature are caused by God and, in response to prayer, suspended by him. 
Accordingly, Jesus and the apostles teach and encourage Christians to 
pray, and this is not for nothing. Prayer acknowledges a power hidden 
in the naturalness of events, namely, God’s hand.

Better than surmising that we attribute more to prayer than is due is 
to give thanks to the Father for doing more for us than we can imagine 
and ask for. “Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly 
above all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in 
us, to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations, 
forever and ever. Amen” (Eph. 3:20–21).

(b) What difference can prayer make, if God has decreed
from eternity everything that will come to pass?

Nathaniel Vincent mentioned this objection of many people to prayer: 
“Why should we pray, since the God whom we have to do with is unchangeable? 
[C]an we work any alteration in him by our requests?”64 Even many 
pious Christians seem to have this doubt, but only as a curiosity of no 
consequence for their faith and life of prayer. Vincent began his answer 
so: “Prayer makes not a change in God, but a change in us: it does not make 
him more merciful and bountiful, but disposes us for the receiving of 
his mercy and grace.”65 Since God is immutable because he is perfect, 
so are his eternal decrees. Then, what can prayer really achieve? A 
logical answer is that prayer affects not God’s eternal decrees and acts, 
but the person who prays. Undeniably, prayer helps us align our will 
with God’s and prepares us to receive his blessings. But subjective 
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change is not the only possible effect of prayer. Definitely, prayer can, 
by God’s permission, make objective changes in reality. Cases abound 
in both the Old and New Testaments. For example, God heard the 
supplication of Joshua and “the sun stood still in the midst of heaven, 
and did not hasten to go down for about a whole day” (Josh.10:13). If 
God has defined from eternity everything to take place across history, 
in the minutest detail, this does not imply at all that, in the best of the 
hypotheses, prayer is a resignation program, and, in the worst, a fake. 
The answer on how the unchangeableness of God’s decrees fits with his 
answering our prayers can only be that he graciously chooses to let the 
prayers of his children play a role in the dynamic of the implementation 
of his decrees. This applies especially in the context of the fallen creation, 
when prayer affects not the divine decrees in themselves, but the reality 
distorted by sin, correcting it punctually to bless the children of God. 
For example, the healing of a disease of a believer by prayer (with 
or without medicines) does not change a divine decree, because the 
disease was not decreed by God since eternity. Rather, the disease is 
the person’s natural share in the fallen condition of creation.

Another common remark is that we have in the Scriptures cases 
of God acting differently, in response to prayer, from what he had 
previously foretold. One might ask how those changes relate to his 
perfect, immutable and eternal decrees. For instance, as we have read 
in 2 Chronicles 7:13–15, God promised to forgive the sin of his people 
and heal their land, if they humbled themselves, turned from their 
wicked ways and sought his face in prayer. He punishes disobedience 
but forgives those who repent and turn humbly to him. Another similar 
case is conveyed by Jeremiah 18:7–8: “The instant I speak concerning 
a nation and concerning a kingdom, to pluck up, to pull down, and 
to destroy it, if that nation against whom I have spoken turns from 
its evil, I will relent of the disaster that I thought to bring upon it.” 
Again, God speaks of his disposition to change his attitude toward a 
disobedient nation, if it repents from evil.

The very fact that, in response to petition, God often acted differently 
from the way he had said he would, answers decisively the question 
on whether prayer can change anything. We can also tell of Hezekiah, 
who “was sick and near death” (Isa. 38:1). The prophet Isaiah said to 
him: “Thus says the Lord: ‘Set your house in order, for you shall die 
and not live.’” But Hezekiah prayed to the Lord and “wept bitterly” 
(v. 3). Then the Lord commanded Isaiah to tell Hezekiah: “Thus says 
the Lord, the God of David your father: ‘I have heard your prayer, I 
have seen your tears; surely I will add to your days fifteen years’” (v. 
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5). Did God not say later differently from what he had said previously? 
The changing factor was the prayer of Hezekiah: “I have heard your 
prayer.” God’s oracle about the death of Hezekiah is the voice of his 
justice—the Old Testament that denounces sin—, while his word about 
his healing and continuing life is the voice of His mercy—the New 
Testament that brings salvation!

One last example is that of Nineveh. God said to Jonah: “Arise, go 
to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness 
has come up before Me” (Jonah 1:2). After a dramatic reluctance, Jonah 
went to that city and proclaimed: “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall 
be overthrown!” (3:4). God really intended to destroy that city. He 
was not bluffing, making a menace that would not be really fulfilled, 
just to impress. Fortunately, “the people of Nineveh believed God . 
. .” (v. 5). Did God keep his threat? No. “God saw their works, that 
they turned from their evil way; and God relented from the disaster 
that He had said He would bring upon them, and He did not do it” 
(v. 10). But is God not immutable? Do we not read in 1 Samuel 15:29 
and Numbers 23:19 that he does not change his mind? How can it be 
that he sometimes does unlike he had announced? The point is that 
his wrathful utterances are conditioned by and are a response to the 
evilness of the people. He is immutable to condemn the impenitent 
sinner as well as to forgive the repented sinner. He “changes,” within 
this immutable scheme, when his creatures change, in appropriate 
response to them, for either better or worse. Edward Bickersteth noticed 
brilliantly: “We do not say that prayer really changes the purpose of 
God, though it may be sometimes so expressed in condescension to 
our infirmities: but we say his course of dealing is quite different with 
those who pray and those who do not.”66 He added: “You cannot tell 
what the SECRET purposes of God are, but you know that God has 
appointed prayer as the means of obtaining good and averting evil. 
. . . Remember, then, that though there be no variableness nor shadow 
of turning with him, yet the means are ordained as well as the effect, 
and pray to gain that which God ordains to be obtained by prayer.”67

In the same fashion, George remarks: “. . . the statement that God 
has already decided what to do may be met by the reply that God has 
decided to do something through your prayer if you pray.”68 Therefore, 
as Thomas Aquinas put it, we “do not pray in order to change the decree 
of divine providence, rather we pray in order to acquire by petitionary 
prayer what God has determined would be obtained by our prayers.”69

William Edward Biederwolf wrote: “If God encourages us to pray, 
does it not seem reasonable to suppose that somehow in His eternal 
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planning He made allowance for it? . . . What if God so arranged the 
succession of events as to give due place and influence to prayer in 
bringing them about?”70 

The apostle James teaches, in a verse we have already mentioned 
to stress another point, that everything good comes from God, “with 
whom there is no variation or shadow of turning” (James 1:17). God’s 
invariability is spoken of in relation to his goodness and perfection. He 
is invariably good and perfect. He is unchangeably merciful, in keeping 
with Jonah’s prayer “. . . for I know that You are a gracious and merciful 
God, slow to anger and abundant in lovingkindness, One who relents 
from doing harm” (Jonah 4:2). Therefore, the unchangeableness of God 
is not the way he is Father but, conversely, being a loving Father is the 
way he is immutable.

God may have made provision in his eternal decrees for the petitions 
of his children before they were created and their prayers spoken. 
This would explain how the creative power of prayer fits with his 
unchangeable decrees. Augustus H. Strong proposed that the laws 
of the material universe and the events of history may have been so 
prearranged by God that answer to prayer, while an expression of 
his will, is granted through natural agencies.71 This is surprising and 
meaningful. We matter to God! Did he not create us for a relationship 
of love and a participative communion with him? Do fathers not many 
times allow for their children to have a say in a matter?  

Strong furthered his point: “Prayer and its answer, though having 
God’s immediate volition as their connecting bond, may yet be provided 
for in the original plan of the universe.”72 Strong still argues cogently 
to support that supposition: “The universe does not exist for itself, but 
for moral ends and moral beings, to reveal God and to furnish facilities 
of intercourse between God and intelligent creatures.”73 If so, then it 
makes sense that God may have history substantiated, in a sense and 
certain measure, according to the prayers of His obedient children. 
Strong still comments extensively about the matter:

When we remember that there is no true prayer which God 
does not inspire; that every true prayer is part of the plan of 
the universe linked in with all the rest and provided for at the 
beginning; that God is in nature and in mind, supervising all 
their movements and making all fulfill his will and reveal his 
personal care; that God can adjust the forces of nature to each 
other far more skillfully than can man when man produces 
effects which nature of herself could never accomplish; that 
God is not confined to nature or her forces, but can work by 
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his creative and omnipotent will where other means are not 
sufficient,—we need have no fear, either that natural law will 
bar God’s answers to prayer, or that these answers will cause 
a shock or jar in the system of the universe.74

God is the Lord of the universe, not the other way around. Augustus 
C. Thompson also wrote clearly and beautifully about prayer as part 
of the original plan of the universe:

A pitiable object is that minister who has not settled it among his 
deepest convictions that prayer avails to bring down blessings; 
that no law is more unalterably fixed than that God, in founding 
the moral world, ordained prayer as a condition precedent 
to certain results; that while he never changes his will he is 
ever ready to be moved by supplication; that prayer and its 
effects entered into the divine fore-ordination no less than 
other agencies with their train of consequences; that the fore-
knowledge of a petition does not neutralize its pertinence or 
its influence, any more than fore-knowledge concerning other 
spheres of human activity. . . . It was for him to determine 
through what channel certain benefits should flow, and it 
pleased him so to construct and administer the spiritual universe 
that devout desires of suppliants should have influence with 
him; and further, that this should come under the reign of law 
equally with every other arrangement. We repeat, the design 
of prayer is not to change the mind of God, but because he is 
unchangeably disposed to answer prayer, it avails.75

Thinking likewise, George affirms: “Even if it be asserted, in Calvinistic 
fashion, that He Himself ordains whether we perform or omit the prayer 
or other action, the point is not affected that petitionary prayer may 
be necessary for the receipt of a blessing. Nor does the consideration 
that God foreknows, or, more accurately, knows in eternity or in His 
transcendence of time whether we shall omit it or not substantially 
affect the issue.”76

Also C. S. Lewis made relevant comments about this subject: “. . . 
if our prayers are granted at all they are granted from the foundation 
of the world.”77 Right. Was not Jesus Christ, the Lamb, “slain from the 
foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8)? And if God did not spare his own 
Son, shall he not with him also give us all things (see Rom. 8:32) equally 
since the foundation of the world? Lewis also said: “I would rather say 
that from before all worlds His providential and creative act (for they 
are all one) takes into account all the situations produced by the acts 
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of His creatures. And if He takes our sins into account, why not our 
petitions?”78 Lewis reaffirmed his conviction later in his book: “. . . our 
prayers are granted, or not, in eternity. . . . Our prayers, and other free 
acts, are known to us only as we come to the moment of doing them. 
But they are eternally in the score of the great symphony.”79 Timothy 
Chester agrees: “From eternity he [God] has woven our prayers into 
the cause and effect of the universe.”80

Let consider three important statements made by Baelz about this 
subject, presented here in reverse order:

(1) “As God is the creative ground not only of this actual world but 
of all possible worlds, there is no possibility which might somehow 
have escaped his divine forethought.”81

(2) “We may say that God is com-present [in His eternity] with us 
in our decisions [in history]. He does not have to wait to discover how 
we have decided.”82

(3) “God knows our choices, our sins, our prayers from all eternity, 
and from all eternity he has met them with his grace and providence.”83

If God included prayer in his plan for the universe, the prayer that 
makes history is, however, that which is according to his will. This does 
not mean that prayer is a fake, for the true prayer is offered by those 
who recognize their dependence on God and the wisdom of his will, 
thus having an affirmative disposition toward it. And, on God’s side, 
“his purposes and his promises cannot be in opposition; and both are 
accomplished by his giving answers to prayer” (J. Thornton).84

Therefore, one does injustice to God’s graceful will by saying that 
a prayer cannot change that which “is written.” What “is written,” in 
the Scriptures, in this case, is that God’s ears are open to the cry of his 
righteous (see Ps. 34:15). Again, all this is not to mean that we make 
history. If our prayers can change the course of events, it is so because 
God graciously chose to let us participate. His wisdom, which feeds 
his will, is the ultimate criterion. He is the Sovereign.

There is a different approach, however. Process Theology, which 
interprets creation, and even God, as sharing in the process of “becoming” 
or “enriching,” denies that God provided for our prayers from eternity. 
Process-thinkers maintain that creation was not an act in the past but 
is an ongoing process. Norman Pittenger put it this way: “Perhaps 
the process of creation is a never-ending and also a never-beginning 
process; it is ‘always’ going on.”85 He believes that God first deals with 
the believer’s petition when it is made: “When earnest prayer is made 
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to God about this or that person or cause or situation, God then ‘takes 
account of it’.”86 In accordance with this view, the idea of provision 
made beforehand for prayers is senseless: “Classical theology has 
attempted to get out of this dilemma by saying that among the things 
which God in his nunc stans (timelessness) ‘knows’ is that we shall desire 
or ask for this and that. So those desires or askings have already been 
taken into account. What is overlooked is that prayer, in this way of 
seeing things, becomes merely a formal exercise without any effective 
significance.”87 However, Process Theology is more troublesome than 
classical theology (which, admittedly, is not perfect). The view on the 
subject that we find most satisfying is exactly that which Pittenger 
rejects, namely, that in his timelessness God knows what we shall ask 
for, so that our petitions have already been taken into account—“it 
was all there in God in the total simultaneity of his awareness.”88 It is 
wonderful that God takes our prayers—Spirit-driven prayers—into 
account when we pray. But even more amazing is the idea that he is 
well disposed toward them since before the foundation of the world, 
graciously incorporating their content in his plan. If our reasoning is 
right, the conclusion reached by Pittenger, that prayer in the classical 
view is reduced to a formal exercise without any effective significance, 
is not necessary. Divine foreknowledge of a petition and provision for 
it from eternity do not make it less causative when it is made in any 
point of history.

Let us sum up the three approaches to God’s relation to our prayers 
in time, the first two of which are one-sided and extremist:

(1) Eternity overestimated at the expense of history (radical pre-
determinism)—Everything has been defined by God in eternity, so 
that prayer is only the way to conformity or, more radically, is itself 
an act pre-determined to take place;

(2) History overestimated at the expense of eternity (Process Theology)—
Nothing has been defined in eternity; everything is decided here and 
now, answer to prayers included; and

(3) Eternity graciously embraces history—God knew that his creatures 
would sin, so that his loving provision for their redemption also antedates 
their fall and their very existence. Along with that, God provided from 
eternity for our needs, as we express them now in prayer. So, our 
petitions belong to his eternal decrees and, therefore, are not attempts 
to convince him to make changes in them. As we pray, we are not 
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informing him about something he is not aware of. We are instead 
asking him to do what he has prepared for our particular situations, 
as we experience them.
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Doubts about Prayer (II)

(c) Is prayer not merely a surrender of will, since God imposes his?

The apostle John teaches that the prayers that God answers are those 
aligned with his will: “Now this is the confidence that we have in 

Him, that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us” (1 
John 5:14). This affirmation might be misinterpreted to support the 
claim that the primary and proper purpose of prayer is not to cause 
changes in the course of events, but simply to help us to conform to 
them. In fact, for many people, the belief that divine will always prevails 
reduces prayer to just an idle practice, a make-believe that our wishes 
matter and will make any difference. However, we see that John is not 
complaining or regretting that God hears us “only” if we ask what he 
is willing to give. He is rather celebrating the “confidence that we have 
in Him,” that he hears us. It is of a great freedom that he is speaking, 
not of a limitation: God is open and willing to receive us in prayer!

At the moment of Jesus’ death, “the veil of the temple was torn in 
two from top to bottom . . .” (Matt. 27:51). Since that moment, we can 
freely approach God in the name of his Son, as by faith in him we were 
made children alike (see John 1:12). Thus, the letter to the Hebrews 
invites us: “Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence 
. . .” (4:16 NIV). The throne of the All Mighty is a “throne of grace”! 
God’s ears are open to our voices. What else could we want? That God 
adjust his will to ours? Are we omniscient and wiser than him?

John says that God answers our prayers if they echo his will. But 
he does not say, even implicitly, that our wish is ultimately of no 
importance. The point is, we can tell God what we wish, but we should 
finally relinquish our desires to his will, since our will, by definition, 
is never wiser and better than his. The apostle must be celebrating 
that God hears us, allowing his will, and the power that realizes it, to be 
set in motion by our petitions. God is not obliged to give us anything, 
much less anything that contradicts his will. The great point about his 
openness toward us is not simply that he hears our petitions, but that, 
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for our good, he does it in the exclusive terms of his wisdom. This is 
the message of John.

Are you wondering whether God imposes his will, which is sometimes 
painful? We can find a sufficient answer to this question in these words 
of Samuel Ogden: “It is enough, that we know so much of his thoughts 
and providence, that he is slow to anger, and of great kindness? condemns 
unwillingly, forgives with joy; punisheth us less than our iniquities deserve, 
and for a little service, or a light affliction, that is but for a moment, 
repays us with a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory?”89 Baelz 
proposes that prayer is “the conscious surrender of ourselves to God, 
come what may.”90 We surrender ourselves to God, come what may, 
because we know that he loves us and hates evil; because we know 
this: “Though He causes grief, yet He will show compassion according 
to the multitude of His mercies” (Lam. 3:32); and because we know 
our final destination: new heaven and new earth, when God will wipe 
away every tear from our eyes, for there shall be no more death, pain, 
sorrow, crying (see Rev. 21:4). “Does he [God] speak and then not act? 
Does he promise and not fulfill?” (Num. 23:19 NIV).

(d) If God knows our needs beforehand, why is prayer necessary?

Jesus stated: “. . . your Father knows the things you have need of 
before you ask Him” (Matt. 6:8). Why pray, then? Why does he condition 
his giving to prayer?

First, we say with A. Raymond George that “the man of prayer will 
not allow erroneous inferences from the omniscience of God to force 
his prayer into an unnatural silence; nor will he wait for the permission 
of the philosopher before he continues on his accustomed way.”91 
God’s omniscience accommodates prayer perfectly, exactly because 
praying is not to make him aware of something about which he is not. 
A second remark is that God’s fatherly provision is far greater than our 
perception of it (and our interest in learning to perceive it). For instance, 
even if we do not usually ask for sleep, unless we suffer of insomnia, 
“He gives His beloved sleep” (Ps. 127:2). But it has been alleged that 
the real message of the verse is that God gives his beloved all things 
while they sleep. The complete verse reads: “It is vain for you to rise 
up early, to sit up late, to eat the bread of sorrows; for so He gives 
His beloved sleep.” Verse 1 of Psalm 127 states that unless the Lord 
builds the house and guards the city, the builders work in vain and the 
guard stays awake idly. Accordingly, it makes sense that the message 
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of verse 2 is that working hard and extensively will be in vain if the 
Lord does not extend his creative hand and give us the production. 
This point, that our provision actually comes from God, is highlighted 
by the observation that while we sleep, he is making provision for 
our needs. William S. Plummer comments that God “shows his care 
for us by causing our crops to grow and our affairs to prosper, even 
while we sleep.”92 Whatever the fittest translation, the two truths are 
not mutually exclusive. They can coexist in peace. God gives us sleep 
because working heavily only, without his blessing, does not assure 
provision. And he provides for our needs while we enjoy the sleep 
that he gives us. He grants us most of the things necessary to our lives 
without us ever thinking of asking for them. However, that we may be 
aware of him, acknowledging his goodness and care, we are expected 
to take our needs to him, even for the daily bread. In asking for some 
basic things, we recognize his goodness in giving us everything else, 
so that we may say or sing accordingly: “All my fountains are in you” 
(Ps. 87:7 NIV). We pray not to inform God of anything, but to reaffirm 
our trust in him. And it is not for his sake, but for ours.

Bickersteth wrote: “Some neglect prayer, and this on various grounds. 
They say, GOD KNOWS WHAT I WANT WITHOUT MY ASKING, 
and he is too wise and too good to need my information in order to 
relieve me.”93 But he claims maturely that God’s omniscience “should 
be an argument to raise your faith and hope, and not to hinder your 
prayers. . . . God is indeed wise, infinitely wise, and, being so wise, 
he has in his word directed you to make known your wants unto him 
by prayer. His knowledge is one reason why you should pray to him, 
and his goodness another, why you may confidently apply to him.”94

Obviously, the point Jesus was making was not that since God 
knows beforehand our needs, praying is redundant and adds nothing; 
but, rather, that he is attentive to our lives. He cares. He made, loves, 
and maintains us. In the creation, he provided generally for our needs, 
especially because he created us as we are (less what sin added), with 
the characteristics and needs we have: “And out of the ground the Lord 
God made every tree grow that is pleasant to the sight and good for 
food” (Gen. 2:9).95 And, as our creator and maintainer, he knows our 
particular needs before we ask, not solely for knowing, but for making 
provision. Then David could say: “I have been young, and now am old; 
yet I have not seen the righteous forsaken, nor his descendants begging 
bread” (Ps. 37:25). Baelz reminds us that God does not wait to be asked 
for doing what is for our best, “in the sense of doing nothing, for his 
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activity is unceasing and his grace is prevenient.”96 So, in prayer we 
meet a God whose foreknowledge is simultaneous with his providence.

The apostle Paul exhorts us: “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything 
by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be 
made known to God” (Phil. 4:6). This seemingly contradicts what we 
have been saying, since we are taught here to make things known to God. 
However, it is not implied here that God can ignore facts about us before 
we tell him about them. Jesus’ saying in Matthew 6:8 explicitly denies 
this possibility: He foreknows everything. What purpose does prayer 
serve, then? Though prayer has undeniably the component of reverence 
and glorification owed by the creatures to God, the requirement that 
we make requests is not a tactic of power employed by him to keep 
us subjugated. It is rather an expedient of his love to keep us coming 
back to the source of life, goods, and happiness. And in so doing, we 
fulfill our role in the fellowship for which we were created: to be his 
people as he is our God. He created us for a communion defined in a 
formula repeated many times in the Bible: “I will be your/their God 
and you/they will be my people” (see, for example, Exod. 6:7; Jer. 
7:23; 11:4; 30:22; 31:33; 32:38; Rev. 21:3). As our God, he knows all our 
needs and caters to them. As his people we praise him and talk to him 
about our needs, dreams, fears, etc., with anticipated gratitude—the 
recommendation of Paul is that we present our requests to God “with 
thanksgiving.” Accordingly, the apostle says elsewhere: “Continue 
earnestly in prayer, being vigilant in it with thanksgiving” (Col. 4:2). 

God did not create us for a role merely passive, but instead, graciously 
allows for our participation. The fulfillment of his purpose, as Baelz put 
it, “may itself be conditional upon our approaching him in prayer and 
what is ultimately for the best itself dependent upon our praying.”97 
Once God was surprised to find that in Israel, being in a sad condition, 
“there was no intercessor,” so that “His own arm brought salvation for 
Him; and His own righteousness, it sustained Him” (Isa. 59:16). This 
verse seems to have a messianic meaning: God would be pointing out 
that there was no intermediary for expiation of sin between him and 
Israel, which, for that matter, represented the entire fallen humankind. 
Accordingly, he had to provide one, his Son. This agrees with verse 
20: “‘The Redeemer will come to Zion, and to those who turn from 
transgression in Jacob,’ says the Lord.” But the meaning commonly 
and understandably associated with this verse is that nobody was 
found who was dedicated to intercessory prayer, so that God himself 
did the work. This ascribes a well-defined role to prayer: it can really 
be effective; it can bring about salvation. However, if the people of 
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God are not committed to intercession, he may do without it what he 
would like to do in response to it. In this case, we could not say that, 
at least generally, if we do not pray, things will not happen. It may 
even be better that we do not believe so, since the Father does much 
more for us than we ask him to. However, prayer is not something 
so unimportant that, in the particular circumstances of our life, God 
will do everything for us, pray we or not. It is not because he so loved 
us when we were his enemies, providing atonement for our sins (see 
Rom. 5:8; John 3:16), that he will bless us significantly if we, already 
reconciled with him, neglect communion with him. Laziness toward 
prayer = an arid life.

George phrases the common question on the relevance of prayer 
thus: “But why does God withhold a blessing, which He surely longs 
to give, simply because a prayer is omitted?”98 He replies finely: “God’s 
way of ‘waiting’ till we do something is simply part of His dealings 
with our fallen world.”99 God is dealing with creatures that have come 
(back) from their godless condition, so that they must increasingly be 
aware of him and close to him. They must increasingly trust him and 
enjoy his promises. They must resist ever more firmly the appeal of 
the world. Prayer plays a crucial role in all these regards. In prayer we 
prepare to reverence, trust, love, and enjoy the will of God as we do 
with he himself. How can we love him and see his will with suspicion? 
In prayer we prepare to receive his will. God does not ask us to tell him 
our needs in order that he may know them, but, as Augustine wrote in 
his letter to Proba, that “our desire being exercised in prayers, we may 
be able to receive what He prepares to give”100 or, as Martin Luther 
put it, “that thereby our hearts may be encouraged the more earnestly 
to implore God, and to be prepared the better to receive his bountiful 
blessings.”101 In prayer we open our limited experience to the richness 
of God, the darkness of the circumstances to his glory, our illusory 
thinking to his divine wisdom.

Thielicke claimed that prayer helps us to realize the reality of existence102 
and that it “trains us, teaches us to distinguish what is really large and 
small, what is really important and unimportant. It develops our capability 
for discrimination.”103 He furthers his point: “Prayer can make clear 
to me the irrelevance of unimportant things. When I lose my sense of 
perspective to some momentary fascination, it can bring me back to the 
reality of what is large and what is small.”104 This naturally applies to 
superfluous or unreasonable petitions. It is not the case with a devoted 
Christian’s prayer in the case of pain and sorrow, which could not 
exactly be labeled a really small and unimportant thing by any measure 
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or represent a loss of the sense of perspective “to some momentary 
fascination.” We must repeatedly say that God’s final answer to our 
pain is promised for Christ’s return. So it is improper to complain that 
his omniscience does not move his will, which in turn does not set his 
omnipotence in motion, to save us from the catastrophes around us 
or within our bodies. 

Here we find the deepest meaning of Thielicke’s comment that 
prayer helps us to understand the reality of existence. By praying we 
get conscious of the nature of the time in which we live. It is not yet 
the time of glory. Therefore, the conscious believer will never think 
that God “does not always want” to save us from danger in all of its 
forms; rather he or she will understand and accept with serenity (some, 
at least) that “the day of all miracles” or “of all salvations,” as we have 
called it, is the day of Jesus’ glorious coming. A wise and trusting prayer 
formulated by Reinhold Niebuhr says: “O God, give us the serenity 
to accept what cannot be changed, the courage to change what can be 
changed, and the wisdom to know the one from the other.”105

More important than the fact that we must pray, as God already 
knows our needs, is the wonderful fact that in spite of his greatness 
and our littleness, his holiness and our bias for profanity, we can pray, 
as conceded by his grace. And the ideal prayer is the one in which our 
spirit, initially fearful, gets serene before God, whose will, whatever 
it may be, but presented against the scene of the final victory, is then 
confidently and even joyfully embraced. Our spirit comes out of such a 
prayer enabled to face any reality through him who gives us necessary 
and sufficient strength for such (see Phil. 4:13).

(e) Does Paul not say that the Holy Spirit compensates our
weak prayers?

The apostle Paul affirms in Romans 8:26–27: “Likewise the Spirit also 
helps in our weaknesses. For we do not know what we should pray 
for as we ought, but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with 
groanings which cannot be uttered. Now He who searches the hearts 
knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because He makes intercession 
for the saints according to the will of God.” Weakness here has nothing 
to do with lazy, uncommitted and doubtful prayer nor with little faith. 
The Spirit helps us by interceding for us according to the will of God, as 
we are not generally able to do it because of our fleshly inclination and 
our short knowledge of reality in all its dimensions and implications. 
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What we do that is pleasing to God is done by the operation of the 
Spirit of God in us. Verily, “no one can say that Jesus is Lord except 
by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:3). Thus, the help of the Spirit is not for 
the disinterested prayers of indolent believers, but for any prayer of 
all believers. That help is not needed only in special, crisis-producing 
situations of weakness, but is, rather, a general, structural need of the 
Christian experience.

So we may say that the Holy Spirit makes our prayers possible. We 
can pray to God because his Spirit is in us. He sanctifies us so that we 
and our prayers may be acceptable to God. As Paul also wrote, by means 
of the gospel, the Gentiles are made acceptable to God, sanctified by 
the Holy Spirit (see Rom. 15:16).

Therefore, Paul says nothing in those verses about the prayers of 
those who are convinced in themselves of what is best, but of those who 
groan before God, aware of their limitation in knowledge, yearning for 
direction from him. The Holy Spirit turns our sighs of sorrow, fear and 
hopelessness into prayers according to the wisdom of God.

(f) Is God embarrassingly limited by his own plan for this time,
full of pain?

If the glorious life that God promised us is for the coming time, yes, 
he is thereby limited—freely self-limited—as to what he can do in this 
dispensation. Be aware that this does not mean that he has any intrinsic 
limitation in his might. He can raise anyone again in this dispensation. 
We have records of some cases in the Scriptures. Jesus himself rose again, 
being “the firstborn from the dead” (Col. 1:18). Notwithstanding, the 
resurrection of dead believers is not a rule for this time. Therefore, we 
say that God is limited only in the sense that he follows the scheme of 
salvation of his betraying creatures, defined by his own wisdom, that 
both his justice and love might be fulfilled. The history of salvation could 
not be otherwise and better, since it was elaborated by the divine mind, 
which can simultaneously consider all variables of an issue, perceive 
completely and immediately all implications of them, and generate 
a solution perfect in all aspects. Hence God is not embarrassed or 
constrained by conducting history in the way he does. The final result, 
namely, the glorious eschatological fulfillment, will prove objectively 
the perfection of his plan as faith proves it subjectively now. Baelz wrote 
that “faith in God’s providence is the conviction that his love is doing 
and will do everything that it can, but that it is in a real sense limited 
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by the conditions of the world and of human freedom.”106 Of course, 
the creation does not have absolute freedom. We can only speak of a 
relative human freedom because it was conceded and will be judged by 
God. But it is appropriate to speak, for the very sake of that scheme, 
of God’s restriction to fully reward faithfulness before the appointed 
day. But his sovereignty is limited in nothing because such relative 
limitation is how he deals sovereignly with his fallen creatures. Baelz 
notes as well: “The fact that these limitations are themselves the result 
of his creative will and are conditions of his creative purpose does 
not make them any less limiting, although it removes their ultimacy. 
There is no fate that is more ultimate than God himself, and to which 
he himself is also subject. The conditions themselves derive from the 
divine will.”107

(g) Is there faith nowadays as in the past?

We get fascinated with the stories of faith in both the Old and the 
New Testaments. Joshua spoke to the Lord in the sight of Israel: “‘Sun, 
stand still over Gibeon; and Moon, in the Valley of Aijalon.’ So the sun 
stood still, and the moon stopped, till the people had revenge upon 
their enemies. Is this not written in the Book of Jasher? So the sun stood 
still in the midst of heaven, and did not hasten to go down for about a 
whole day” (Josh. 10:12–13). Notice the allusion to a previous record 
of that wonder. God fixed the natural laws and is their Lord, so that 
he is not impeded to “manipulate” them for special purposes. His only 
limitation is his own will. That pause in the cosmic movement was an 
event without parallel: “There has never been a day like it before or since, 
a day when the Lord listened to a man. Surely the Lord was fighting for 
Israel!” (v. 14 NIV). How amazing that God fights for his people! This 
is all we want: that he should fight for us, lest we succumb to enemies 
such as viruses, malignant cells, and cruel fellow-creatures. However, 
the verse tells about the day when the sun stopped (the earth actually 
stopped), and that there had never been a day like it before or since 
(to the time of the writing of the book), “when the Lord listened to a 
man.” Probably the author was stressing the dimension of the miracle, 
which was of universal implications, as that was not the only nature 
miracle in Israel’s history to that time. We can mention, for instance, 
the one in the Red Sea (see Exod. 14:15–29), which was, however, of 
local significance. Then the actual message of the verse in Joshua may 
be that only once did God hear a man’s prayer to interfere in the natural 
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movement of the cosmos as a whole. Surely the verse does not mean that 
only at that time God heard the prayer of a man. If wonders like that are 
no longer seen, the primary motive is not that there is no longer faith 
like Joshua’s, or that God no longer fights for his people; but that the 
key characteristic of the dispensation in which we live, which precedes 
the time of the final and conclusive victory over all evil, is the gospel 
for faith—faith, “the evidence of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1), comes 
not by seeing, but by hearing the gospel (see Rom. 10:17). This is the 
time for faith essentially through the gospel, not operation of miracles. 
Thus, so to speak, Joshua would not have that wonder done again if he 
lived and ministered today. We share the same faith but live in other 
moments of God’s strategic history of revelation/salvation.

The apostle James wrote about Elijah, that he “was a man with a 
nature like ours, and he prayed earnestly that it would not rain; and 
it did not rain on the land for three years and six months. And he 
prayed again, and the heaven gave rain, and the earth produced its 
fruit” (James 5:17–18). We tend to think that there is no longer faith 
like Elijah’s, Moses’ or Joshua’s, to name but a few. Moreover, we 
imagine that they were men of such a level of holiness that only spiritual 
thoughts populated their minds and pious desires their hearts; that 
they never had to struggle against indolence. Nevertheless, we need 
to learn that although those “heroes of faith” were generally people 
of special devotion, they had, as James tells of Elijah, a fragile nature 
like ours, and could experience the same instabilities as we do. Once 
Moses cried to the Lord: “Why have You afflicted Your servant? And 
why have I not found favor in Your sight, that You have laid the burden 
of all these people on me?” (Num. 11:11). And in 1 Kings 19:1–14 we 
find a depressed Elijah. He even wanted to die: “And he prayed that 
he might die, and said, ‘It is enough! Now, Lord, take my life, for I am 
no better than my fathers!’” (v. 4).

If they succeeded in having extraordinary things happen, so can 
we. It is a matter of intimate and consistent communion with our 
God. Yet, if faith nowadays is not necessarily “weaker” and of lesser 
possibilities than in their times, it is now called to fulfill other primary 
functions: to reconcile us with God, to sustain the eschatological hope, 
and empower us for our witnessing for Christ in a hostile world. This is 
the dispensation of the Holy Spirit, thus of Christian witness (see Acts 
1:8) and spiritual wonders, primarily: repentance of sin, reconciliation 
with God, sanctification in a world of immorality, compulsion for peace, 
serenity in adversity, loyalty to the Lord even under torture (the Lord 
help those in this situation at this moment everywhere in the world), 
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love for enemies, and subjective triumph over death (this, for now, on 
account of the assured hope of objective, physical, victory over it on the 
day of the general resurrection of the believers). Can faith have higher 
objects than these? And are they not achieved everywhere in the life 
of virtually all believers in one way or another? Seek attentively. Men 
and women, old and young, poor and rich, well or not educated, surely 
there are people of fruitful and inspiring faith around. You yourself 
may be–or become–one of them.
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What Praying in Jesus’ Name Means 
and Presupposes

Jesus, “being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be 
equal with God, but made Himself of no reputation, taking the form 

of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men. And being found 
in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient 
to the point of death, even the death of the cross” (Phil. 2:6–8). As a 
consequence of his humility and obedience, “God also has highly exalted 
Him and given Him the name which is above every name, that at the 
name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those in heaven, and of those 
on earth, and of those under the earth, and that every tongue should 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 
2:9–11). Apostle Peter preached: “To Him all the prophets witness that, 
through His name, whoever believes in Him will receive remission of 
sins” (Acts 10:43). Moreover, Paul assured that “whoever calls on the 
name of the LORD shall be saved” (Rom. 10:13; see also Acts 2:21). Jesus 
is a life-giving name: “. . . these are written that you may believe that 
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have 
life in His name” (John 20:31). How great and mighty is the name of 
the “King of kings and Lord of lords” (1 Tim. 6:15; see also Rev. 19:16; 
17:14), “Lord of all” (Acts 10:36), “Lord of glory” (1 Cor. 2:8; see also 
James 2:1). How amazing that we can use that most high, holy, and 
respectable name in order to make petitions to God! It is naturally a 
name to be used with reverence and propriety, not in connection with 
futile, unholy, and immoral desires.

By the exclusive means of faith in Christ’s vicarious, atoning death, 
we have access to God for salvation (John 14:6; Acts 4:12; Eph. 2:18) 
and for everything that belongs to it or for which it exists, like asking 
things in prayer. The whole doctrine of Jesus as the saving intermediary, 
the reconciler, the way to the Father, is implied in every single prayer. 
Herman Ridderbos wrote that “Ask in my name” means “something like 
‘ask with an appeal to me.’”108 In the same vein, Augustus C. Thompson 
affirmed: “When we intercede in his name it is Christ’s worth, Christ’s 
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blood, which pleads; and that voice is a mighty voice.”109 And Stanley J. 
Grenz says that using Jesus’ name in prayer is a privilege we have “to 
draw from his power in the presence of God” and that by appealing to 
his name “we are declaring that the prayer we are voicing is what Jesus 
would pray if he himself were speaking.”110 Asking God something in 
the name of Jesus means that Jesus himself is asking it to the Father 
on our behalf.

Praying in the Lord’s name is a function of living by and for his 
name. The weight of the name of Christ in our prayer is the weight of 
his name in our lives. Biederwolf put it this way: “It is the place which 
the Name has in my life that determines the power it is to have in my 
prayer.”111

Praying in the name of Christ means praying as his representatives, 
“but we are truly His representatives only when we pray in the spirit 
in which He prayed and for His purposes. We are to pray for the doing 
of His will and the coming of His kingdom.”112 Petitions in the king’s 
name should reflect “kingdom values.”113 Love to neighbors invariably 
meets that criterion. There is an important lesson in the fact that “the 
Lord restored Job’s losses when he prayed for his friends” (Job 42:10). 
When we pray sincerely for other people, in a true priestly spirit, even 
if they are our enemies, God takes care of us.

Praying in the name of Christ “means that prayer is to be in accordance 
with all that the name stands for. It is prayer proceeding from faith 
in Christ, prayer that gives expression to a unity with all that Christ 
stands for, prayer which seeks to set forward Christ Himself.”114 The 
expansion of God’s kingdom is an intrinsic kingdom value. Grenz 
asserts: “Each petition that we voice to God should be offered with a 
fervent desire that God be glorified and God’s kingdom expanded.”115 
Things related directly and indirectly to the proclamation of Jesus’ 
saving name to the world ought to have a special place in our prayers. 
William Edward Biederwolf wrote in this respect: “Having gone back 
to heaven Christ has committed to us the interests of His kingdom, 
with full power of attorney, so to speak, to use His Name in drawing 
supplies for the advancement of His business and in so far as our 
lives are yielded to the interests of the kingdom (and these interests 
are always ours if we only knew it), so far may we plead His Name 
trustingly and confidingly, for it will set open for us the very treasure 
house of heaven.”116

The name of the Lord is of no service in the mouth of unfruitful 
believers. In John 15:16 we find a relation between “bearing fruit” and 
having prayers in the name of the Lord answered: “I chose you and 
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appointed you that you should go and bear fruit, and that your fruit 
should remain, that whatever you ask the Father in My name He may 
give you.” The Lord appointed us that we “go and bear fruit.” Notice the 
emphasis on movement, reaching out, mission. Leon Morris commented 
about this verse: “It is possible that here the bearing of fruit includes 
the thought of service leading to the conversion of others (why else 
should they ‘go’?), as in 4:36.”117 Fruit that remains is fruit of eternal 
quality, not of consequences for this world only. Salvation by faith in 
Christ is surely implied. We should not expect God to be as generous 
toward his indolent children, who are not servants, as he is toward his 
more conscious, obedient, and involved ones. “And whatever we ask 
we receive from Him, because we keep His commandments and do 
those things that are pleasing in His sight” (1 John 3:22).

“In the name of Jesus” is not, therefore, merely a formal ending for 
prayers or a kind of magic formula that assures by itself a response to 
a request made to God. The words are meaningless and of no service 
apart from a spiritual intimacy with the owner of the name. Jesus 
warned: “Many will say to Me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not 
prophesied in Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and done 
many wonders in Your name?’ And then I will declare to them, ‘I 
never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness!’” 
(Matt. 7:22–23). Surely Jesus knew that these people existed. And he 
knew their hearts. The sense in which he did not know them was in 
affection. He did not recognize them as his. Only idly one calls Jesus 
“Lord” without living effectively under his lordship, doing his will: 
“But why do you call Me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do the things which 
I say?” (Luke 6:46).

Indeed, many people despise Jesus, but ask God, a God unknown 
to them, to relieve them from their sorrows and horrors. Jesus foretold 
what they will hear: “When once the Master of the house has risen up 
and shut the door, and you begin to stand outside and knock at the 
door, saying, ‘Lord, Lord, open for us,’ and He will answer and say 
to you, ‘I do not know you, where you are from’” (Luke 13:25). Then 
those people will claim: “We ate and drank in Your presence, and You 
taught in our streets” (v. 26). From Jesus’ reply, we see that they, who 
now try desperately to show appreciation of him, gave no credit to 
the preaching of the gospel: “I tell you I do not know you, where you 
are from. Depart from Me, all you workers of iniquity” (v. 27). They 
knew the name of Jesus but disregarded it. He now ignores them, as 
they ignored him.
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“Whatever” We Ask or the Will of 
God?

Psalm 37:4 reads: “Delight yourself also in the Lord, and He shall 
give you the desires of your heart.” Is this promise unrestricted? 

Will God fulfill any and all of our desires? And, Jesus said that his 
disciples can obtain anything they ask in his name. Can we receive 
literally anything we ask in prayer? The answer is that “anything” cannot 
be understood here in an absolute and independent sense, because it is 
relative to the Lord, who defines and limits it. Our will cannot exceed the 
limits of God’s. It would not be of any gain. In truth, outside his will we can 
only reap woes. So, “anything” that a believer can obtain through prayer 
excludes, by definition, superfluous, egocentric, and immoral wishes.

Psalm 37 gives indications of specific desires to which verse 4 appears 
to refer. As a whole, the psalm deals especially with the injustice of the 
wicked against the just: “The wicked plots against the just, and gnashes 
at him with his teeth” (v. 12). They cast down the poor and needy with 
violence, “to slay those who are of upright conduct” (v. 14). The desires 
of the believer’s heart, in the general context of this psalm, are the 
same as those of anyone facing like conditions of oppression: justice, 
deliverance, and peace. Oppression implies psychological terrorism, 
attempts against a person’s morale, and attack to physical integrity. Thus, 
we can sum up the desires of the believer’s heart in the comprehensive 
word salvation. 

The believer is recommended not to be anguished because of the 
unrighteousness of the evildoers (Ps. 37:1), for “they shall soon be cut 
down like the grass, and wither as the green herb” (v. 2). The believer 
should trust in the Lord and, distinctly from those who do evil, do good 
(v. 3). The just should trust in the Lord and delight in him, and “He 
shall bring it to pass” (v. 5). Injustice against the believer will not last 
forever: “He shall bring forth your righteousness as the light, and your 
justice as the noonday. Rest in the Lord, and wait patiently for Him” 
(vv. 6–7). The believer ought to trust firmly in God’s justice instead 
of cultivating anger: “Cease from anger, and forsake wrath; do not 
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fret—it only causes harm. For evildoers shall be cut off; but those who 
wait on the Lord, they shall inherit the earth. For yet a little while and 
the wicked shall be no more . . . But the meek shall inherit the earth, 
and shall delight themselves in the abundance of peace” (vv. 8–11). 
The servants of God “shall not be ashamed in the evil time, and in 
the days of famine they shall be satisfied” (v. 19). “For the Lord loves 
justice, and does not forsake His saints; they are preserved forever” 
(v. 28). Their salvation “is from the Lord; He is their strength in the 
time of trouble. And the Lord shall help them and deliver them; He 
shall deliver them from the wicked, and save them, because they trust 
in Him” (vv. 39–40).

Jean Calvin commented about the admonition “Delight yourself 
also in the Lord” and the consequential promise, “He shall give you 
the desires of your heart”:

[I]f we are contented with God alone, he will give us liberally 
whatsoever we shall wish. Not that the faithful do forthwith 
obtain whatsoever comes uppermost in their mind to crave; 
like as neither should it be to their profit for God to gratify 
their unhallowed desires; but David’s meaning was only this, 
that if we settle our thoughts upon God alone, while others 
gad after their own fantasies, all other things will come to us 
in their season.118

The promise in Psalm 37:4 has no commitment to ambitions such as 
excessive goods, distinguished social status, fame, power, or a physical 
appearance “to cause envy.” There is nothing wrong, of course, with 
wishes related to studies, employment, helpful goods, etc. Neither is it 
intrinsically wrong to desire and pray for prosperity and health. Note 
the words of the apostle John: “Beloved, I pray that you may prosper 
in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers” (3 John 1:2). 
Interesting enough, one’s spiritual progress precedes and is a parameter 
for growth in anything else. This coheres with Jesus’ admonition in 
Matthew 6:33, that as we seek first the kingdom and righteousness of 
God, all necessary things will be given to us.

In Psalm 20, the congregation wishes that God may fulfill all the 
king’s desires. Verse 4 says: “May He grant you according to your 
heart’s desire, and fulfill all your purpose.” And we read at the end of 
verse 5: “May the Lord fulfill all your petitions.” We learn from verses 
1 and 2—“May the Lord answer you in the day of trouble; may the 
name of the God of Jacob defend you; may He send you help from the 
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sanctuary, and strengthen you out of Zion”—that desire, purpose, and 
petitions relate especially to the grave situation of war. Strengthened 
by the congregation’s blessings, the king declares: “Now I know that 
the Lord saves His anointed; He will answer him from His holy heaven 
with the saving strength of His right hand” (v. 6). Verse 7 applies only 
to the critical circumstance of battle: “Some trust in chariots, and some 
in horses; but we will remember the name of the Lord our God.” Kidner 
holds that Psalm 20 is one of the most stirring psalms for being tensely 
aware of urgent, “life-and-death issues soon to be resolved.”119 Neither 
the congregation nor the king has futilities in mind, but the desire of 
salvation and peace from God.

Calvin wrote about Psalm 20:4: “Now as it were against reason to 
request God to grant vain and wicked desires, it is to be considered 
as a principle, that the king is here described not as given to his own 
ambition, not burning with covetousness, nor catching at everything 
according to his own lust, but wholly bent on the charge enjoined him, 
and devoted to the welfare of his whole realm, so that he requires nothing 
but by the inspiration of the Holy Ghost, and by the appointment of 
God’s own mouth.”120 The Holy Spirit inspires us to do that which is 
the best for us, which is precisely what pleases God, and vice-versa. 
“Our prayer comes to reflect God’s will because it is in fact the Spirit 
within us who moves us to pray. And the Spirit, who knows the mind 
of God, prompts us to pray in accordance with God’s mind.”121 Spiritual 
maturity is reached when the believer is ready and pleased to will what 
God wills. “Teach me to do Your will, for You are my God; Your Spirit 
is good. Lead me in the land of uprightness” (Ps. 143:10).

When we read 2 Kings 14:25–29, we have at first glance a good 
impression of Jeroboam II, the thirteenth king of Israel:

He restored the territory of Israel from the entrance of Hamath 
to the Sea of the Arabah, according to the word of the Lord 
God of Israel, which He had spoken through His servant 
Jonah the son of Amittai, the prophet who was from Gath 
Hepher. For the Lord saw that the affliction of Israel was 
very bitter; and whether bond or free, there was no helper for 
Israel. And the Lord did not say that He would blot out the 
name of Israel from under heaven; but He saved them by the 
hand of Jeroboam the son of Joash. Now the rest of the acts 
of Jeroboam, and all that he did—his might, how he made 
war, and how he recaptured for Israel, from Damascus and 
Hamath, what had belonged to Judah—are they not written 
in the book of the chronicles of the kings of Israel?
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Jeroboam, a mighty king, freed Israel from captivity and recovered 
some of its territory. He was truly a politically and militarily successful 
king. Moreover, he was used by God to give fulfillment to his prophecy. A 
“man used by God” or a “great servant of God,” as we speak. Everything 
seems to be well with him, doesn’t it? Nonetheless, the two previous 
verses, 23 and 24, give a different witness about him:

In the fifteenth year of Amaziah the son of Joash, king of 
Judah, Jeroboam the son of Joash, king of Israel, became king 
in Samaria, and reigned forty-one years. And he did evil in 
the sight of the Lord; he did not depart from all the sins of 
Jeroboam the son of Nebat, who had made Israel sin.

 
The euphoria for the military conquests may have led Jeroboam 

to forget that God was their author. No gratitude, no adoration was 
raised to heaven. Jeroboam sinned and the people, mislead, sinned as 
well. Amos uttered the following words of God against Jeroboam: “I 
will rise with the sword against the house of Jeroboam” (Amos 7:9). 
But evil so grassed in the kingdom that the prophet was accused of 
sedition: “Then Amaziah the priest of Bethel sent to Jeroboam king 
of Israel, saying, ‘Amos has conspired against you in the midst of the 
house of Israel. The land is not able to bear all his words. For thus 
Amos has said: “Jeroboam shall die by the sword, and Israel shall 
surely be led away captive from their own land”’” (vv. 10–11). What 
is the advantage of success in all areas of life—professional, financial, 
physical health, etc.—if spirituality, which God sees first, is left aside? 
Jesus asked: “For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, 
and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his 
soul?” (Matt. 16:26). And how can God be pleased by believers who 
are careful with their jobs, studies, etc., but seek lastly, “from time to 
time,” his kingdom and righteousness? Success, therefore, may be 
misleading. Jeroboam succumbed to it. He was used by God to save 
Israel, but sin so overtook his heart that no room was left in it for praise 
to the One who gave him the victory.  

We can also tell of Ahab, another king of Israel, who, visited by 
Jehoshaphat, king of Judah, “killed sheep and oxen in abundance 
for him and the people who were with him, and persuaded him to 
go up with him to Ramoth Gilead” (2 Chron. 18:2). The invitation 
to war came in these words: “Will you go with me against Ramoth 
Gilead?” (v.3). Jehoshaphat stated first: “I am as you are, and my 
people as your people; we will be with you in the war” (still v. 3). But 
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he added: “Please inquire for the word of the Lord today” (v. 4). Ahab 
inverted the things. He did first what he should have done later. This 
is a mistake we all make. We first make our decisions and elaborate 
plans; then we, possibly advised by someone else, inquire about the 
opinion of God, whom we expect to play only a confirming role. Ahab 
attended Jehoshaphat’s request. He “gathered the prophets together, 
four hundred men, and said to them, ‘Shall we go to war against Ramoth 
Gilead, or shall I refrain?’ So they said, ‘Go up, for God will deliver 
it into the king’s hand’” (v. 5). All is seemingly right. The support of 
the king of Judah was guaranteed and four hundred prophets assured 
that God would give victory to them. However, Jehoshaphat asked: 
“Is there not still a prophet of the Lord here, that we may inquire of 
Him?” (v. 6). Why ask whether there was still a prophet to inquire of 
about the war, if so many prophets were already unanimous about 
God’s approval? What difference could one more prophet make? And 
what if he gave a different witness? Jehoshaphat’s question is, at least, 
curious. Was it a natural question, only to ascertain that all prophets 
had been consulted? Or did it represent some undeclared intuition or 
suspicion? Might he have had some doubt about the real freedom and 
independency of those prophets to transmit the divine oracles? Or might 
he simply have seen so large a number of prophets as suggestive—if 
not a proof—of a religious distortion? Raymond B. Dillard remarks 
that a true prophet of the Old Testament was often recognized by the 
criterion that he stood alone in his preaching, running against popular 
expectation.122 An example can be found in the episode in which the 
people of Moab, Ammon, and another region came to battle against 
Jehoshaphat himself.

 He “feared, and set himself to seek the Lord, and proclaimed a fast 
throughout all Judah. So Judah gathered together to ask help from the 
Lord; and from all the cities of Judah they came to seek the Lord” (2 
Chron. 20:3–4). Jehoshaphat asked for God’s help before the assembly 
of Judah and Jerusalem. “Now all Judah, with their little ones, their 
wives, and their children, stood before the Lord” (v. 13), waiting for 
his response.

Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jahaziel . . . in the midst 
of the assembly. And he said, “Listen, all you of Judah and 
you inhabitants of Jerusalem, and you, King Jehoshaphat! 
Thus says the Lord to you: ‘Do not be afraid nor dismayed 
because of this great multitude, for the battle is not yours, but 
God’s. Tomorrow go down against them. They will surely 
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come up by the Ascent of Ziz, and you will find them at the 
end of the brook before the Wilderness of Jeruel. You will not 
need to fight in this battle. Position yourselves, stand still and 
see the salvation of the Lord, who is with you, O Judah and 
Jerusalem!’ Do not fear or be dismayed; tomorrow go out 
against them, for the Lord is with you (vv. 14–17).

Only one man was needed to communicate the divine utterance 
to Jehoshaphat and the whole people. Not that God did not in other 
situations use a group of prophets. In 2 Kings 21:10, for instance, we 
read: “And the Lord spoke by His servants the prophets, saying . . 
.” But the point is that the number of prophets alone adds nothing 
to the certainty that an utterance comes from God. He could speak 
through many or by one only. Indeed, he did speak through a single 
man, upon whom his Spirit came. Jehoshaphat felt so secure by the 
word of that single man, that he “bowed his head with his face to the 
ground, and all Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem bowed before 
the Lord, worshiping the Lord. Then the Levites of the children of the 
Kohathites and of the children of the Korahites stood up to praise the 
Lord God of Israel with voices loud and high” (2 Chron. 20: 18–19). 
What a beautiful and inspiring scene! It is not without reason that the 
war ended differently for the king(dom) of Judah than the king(dom) 
of Israel, as we shall soon see.

As a man of spiritual discernment, Jehoshaphat was not convinced 
that he had heard the voice of God yet. What did he really ask: whether 
there was “one more prophet of the Lord” or simply and exclusively 
“one prophet of the Lord”? The answer to this question does not seem 
difficult to find. Jehoshaphat heard the voice of four hundred prophets. 
If he regarded them as prophets of the Lord, what would the sense be 
of asking for one more prophet? Would it not be strange if he wanted to 
hear one more prophet of the Lord after hearing four hundred prophets 
who would also be “of the Lord”? For Jehoshaphat, one only prophet 
would suffice, if he were of the Lord.

Dillard argues that the agreement with popular opinion (and especially 
with the king’s expectation, we can add) rendered the answer of the four 
hundred prophets suspicious to Jehoshaphat, so that such suspicion 
seems to underlie his conviction that he was yet to hear the word of 
God.123 In fact, one prophet had been left aside. And it was exactly the 
“prophet of the Lord,” as Jehoshaphat had said. Ahab replied: “There 
is still one man by whom we may inquire of the Lord; but I hate him, 
because he never prophesies good concerning me, but always evil. He 
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is Micaiah the son of Imla” (v. 7). Aren’t we also inclined to avoid the 
persons who have the words that we really need to hear, because they 
are not the words we want to hear? How unfortunate is it that, when 
we are obstinate about something frivolous or improper, we close our 
ears to wise advice and follow blindly the insensate opinion of many. 
“You shall not follow a crowd to do evil; nor shall you testify in a 
dispute so as to turn aside after many to pervert justice” (Exod. 23:2).

Ahab hated Micaiah, who, by the way, was not the only prophet of 
the Lord he hated. Once the king of Israel said to the prophet Elijah: 
“Have you found me, O my enemy?” (1 Kings 21:20). Ahab hated 
Micaiah because his prophetical utterances were always unfavorable 
to him. And why was it so? Was Micaiah malicious? Who was evil in 
this case, constituting the real cause of the unfavorable oracles referred 
to: God, the prophet, or Ahab himself?

How easily we blame others for the problems brought to us by our 
own wrongdoings! Ahab “did evil in the sight of the Lord, more than 
all who were before him” (1 Kings 16:30); “and he went and served 
Baal and worshiped him” (v. 31); “he set up an altar for Baal in the 
temple of Baal, which he had built in Samaria” (v. 32); he “made a 
wooden image,” so that he “did more to provoke the Lord God of 
Israel to anger than all the kings of Israel who were before him” (v. 
33). Prophet Elijah said to Ahab that he had troubled Israel, in that he 
had forsaken the commandments of the Lord, following the Baals (1 
Kings 18:18). With such a curriculum vitae, he should not have found it 
strange that evil was consistently prophesied about him. The case was 
different with Jehoshaphat, about whom the chronicler gives a good 
witness: “Now the Lord was with Jehoshaphat, because he walked 
in the former ways of his father David; he did not seek the Baals, but 
sought the God of his father, and walked in His commandments and 
not according to the acts of Israel. Therefore the Lord established the 
kingdom in his hand; and all Judah gave presents to Jehoshaphat, and 
he had riches and honor in abundance. And his heart took delight in the 
ways of the LORD; moreover he removed the high places and wooden 
images from Judah” (2 Chron. 17:3–6). We are further told that he cared 
for the people’s education. He sent his leaders to teach in the cities of 
Judah, accompanied by some Levites and two priests (vv. 7–8). They 
“had the Book of the Law of the Lord with them” (v. 9).

Of course, Jehoshaphat was not perfect. Jehu, the son of Hanani, 
said to him: “Should you help the wicked and love those who hate the 
Lord? Therefore the wrath of the Lord is upon you” (2 Chron. 19:2). 
Yet the same man added: “Nevertheless good things are found in you, 
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in that you have removed the wooden images from the land, and have 
prepared your heart to seek God” (v. 3). We are further informed that 
Jehoshaphat “went out again among the people from Beersheba to the 
mountains of Ephraim, and brought them back to the Lord God of their 
fathers” (v. 4) and that he issued this command: “Thus you shall act in 
the fear of the Lord, faithfully and with a loyal heart” (v. 9).

In the same verse in which Ahab reveals the name of the hated 
prophet (18:8), we find the reaction of Jehoshaphat: “Let not the king say 
such things!” If we do not care, we also will be found in the lamentable 
condition of hating people who say the truth we are not disposed to 
hear or who prophesy the obvious: that evil will come from our evil 
acts. Jehoshaphat did not say any further word. Then Ahab commanded 
his officers to bring Micaiah quickly. In the meantime,  “[t]he king of 
Israel and Jehoshaphat king of Judah, clothed in their robes, sat each 
on his throne; and they sat at a threshing floor at the entrance of the 
gate of Samaria; and all the prophets prophesied before them” (v. 
9). They confirmed their previous advice: “Go up to Ramoth Gilead 
and prosper, for the Lord will deliver it into the king’s hand” (v. 11). 
Zedekiah, one of the prophets, “had made horns of iron for himself; 
and he said, ‘Thus says the Lord: “With these you shall gore the Syrians 
until they are destroyed”’” (v. 10). The horns made by Zedekiah were 
intended to represent and guarantee the active presence of God in the 
battle, as if goring the enemies until death. The idea of horns goring 
the nations is found in Deuteronomy 33:17, where Joseph is compared 
to a firstborn bull with whose horns he will gore the nations to the 
ends of the earth. Nevertheless, even if those horns were a legitimate 
symbol of divine company, to a king unpleasing to him, they would 
be as effective as a Bible taken to the hospital by a sick person who has 
no communion with the God to which it gives witness. The messenger 
sent to call Micaiah tried to convince him to say only words favorable 
to the king: “Now listen, the words of the prophets with one accord 
encourage the king. Therefore please let your word be like the word 
of one of them, and speak encouragement” (v. 12). The prophet was 
advised to reproduce the vox populi (people’s voice) at the expense of 
the vox dei (God’s voice), as if the former were the latter. He was instated 
to “follow the mass” of the prophets, who used to speak only things 
convenient to the king. Why? Why such an unanimity? Fear, seemingly. 
It is not hard to imagine them “prophesying” the known desires of the 
king. The response of Micaiah was: “As the Lord lives, whatever my 
God says, that I will speak” (v. 13). When he arrived, Ahab asked him: 
“Micaiah, shall we go to war against Ramoth Gilead, or shall I refrain?” 
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(v. 14). In the same verse we see, to the king’s surprise, that the prophet 
said: “Go and prosper, and they shall be delivered into your hand!”

As Dillard remarks, a prophet’s opposition to the vox populi—people’s 
voice—was a hallmark of the true prophet—see 36:16; 2 Kings 17:13–15; 
Neh. 9:26; Jer. 25:4; 26:4–5; 28; 29:24–32; Matt. 23:33–37.124 This is not 
so because the prophets were  wet blankets by definition, but simply 
that denouncing sin in the midst of God’s people and calling all to 
repentance was one of their main functions. “Yet He sent prophets to 
them, to bring them back to the Lord; and they testified against them, 
but they would not listen” (2 Chron. 24:19).

But, curiously enough, Micaiah confirmed what the four hundred 
prophets had said. Ahab could not believe it! The king found that 
strange, for, as he said, Micaiah always prophesied evil about him. 
Mistrusting, the king said: “How many times shall I make you swear 
that you tell me nothing but the truth in the name of the Lord?” (v. 
15). Had Ahab always been sincerely interested in listening to the 
word of God? From this rebuke, we see that he never accepted that 
the prophecies of Micaiah, which were unfavorable to him, came truly 
from God. Micaiah was to Ahab a bad, false prophet—a liar. Why did 
Ahab question Micaiah further? If he were sincerely convinced of the 
falsity of the prophet, so as to urge him to speak the truth, had the 
prophet said otherwise, would he have accepted it as the true will of 
God and not gone to war? In this hypothesis, would he disregard the 
four hundred prophets also? Be that as it may, Ahab had now four 
hundred and one prophets saying the same thing: he should go to war 
and would be victorious. Except, Micaiah had not yet spoken everything 
God had revealed to him. Urged by the king himself to tell the truth 
from God, the prophet told him that he would not come back from 
the battlefield: “I saw all Israel scattered on the mountains, as sheep 
that have no shepherd. And the Lord said, ‘These have no master. Let 
each return to his house in peace’” (v. 16). After hearing this, Ahab 
said to Jehoshaphat, the king of Judah, “Did I not tell you he would 
not prophesy good concerning me, but evil?” (v. 17). But Micaiah was 
still to reveal, to the king’s further displeasure, that God wanted to 
persuade him to go up, so that he might fall at Ramoth Gilead (v. 19), 
and how God was achieving that: “The Lord has put a lying spirit 
in the mouth of these prophets of yours, and the Lord has declared 
disaster against you” (v. 22). Jehoshaphat rightly missed “a prophet of 
the Lord” (v. 6), because, as Micaiah spoke, those four hundred were 
prophets of the king: “. . . these prophets of yours” (v. 22).125
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What is this strange situation, that God sends a “lying spirit”? It is 
a case of delusion as punishment for sin, as the apostle Paul wrote in 
2 Thessalonians 2:9–12: “The coming of the lawless one is according to 
the working of Satan, with all power, signs, and lying wonders, and 
with all unrighteous deception among those who perish, because they 
did not receive the love of the truth, that they might be saved. And 
for this reason God will send them strong delusion, that they should 
believe the lie, that they all may be condemned who did not believe 
the truth but had pleasure in unrighteousness.”

Sometimes we so insist on our disobedience to God that he lets us 
become convinced that what we want is the best. And we follow the 
ways dictated by our fallen reasoning, only to end up in deception 
and shame. This happened to a rich man’s son, in a parable told by 
Jesus, who asked his father for the part of goods that fell to him, and 
left home to live a supposedly freer life, but ended up in misery (Luke 
15:11–24). Fortunately, he repented and came back home. “There is a 
way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death” (Prov. 
14:12; also 16:25).

When Micaiah revealed that all those men prophesied as they did 
because God had put a lying spirit in their mouth, Zedekiah, the man 
of the horns of iron, “went near and struck Micaiah on the cheek, and 
said, ‘Which way did the spirit from the Lord go from me to speak to 
you?’” (v. 23). Micaiah replied: “Indeed you shall see on that day when 
you go into an inner chamber to hide!” (2 Chron. 18:24).

Then King Ahab issued this order: “Put this fellow in prison, and 
feed him with bread of affliction and water of affliction, until I return 
in peace” (v. 26).126 He did not believe in Micaiah’s prophecy that he 
would not survive the battle. Micaiah replied by proposing the logical 
test of prophetical authenticity: “If you ever return in peace, the Lord 
has not spoken by me” (v. 27).

Ahab went up to the battle but employed a ruse: “I will disguise 
myself and go into battle” (v. 29). What did he have in mind? To 
try to contour or evade the prophecy? To deceive God? Yes and yes, 
pathetically. A similar case of a king who disguised himself in an 
attempt to evade the fulfillment of a prophecy is found in 2 Chronicles 
35:22: “Nevertheless Josiah would not turn his face from him, but 
disguised himself so that he might fight with him, and did not heed 
the words of Necho from the mouth of God. So he came to fight in the 
Valley of Megiddo.” In today’s church culture, this is like a believer 
who gains money dishonestly but gives “faithfully” the tithe of it and 
even helps some poor brethren, as if to distract, deceive, or convince 
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God. A kind of spiritual money laundering. Romans 11:16, absolutely 
misunderstood, may even be used to justify such misbehavior: “For 
if the firstfruit is holy, the lump is also holy.” As if God sanctified the 
putrid whole because of the consecration of a portion of it.

We, sinners, are often inclined not to pray about something that we 
want wholeheartedly, but which is admittedly unpleasing to God, as 
though believing that, by not praying, his attention is not awakened, 
and we can go unperceived toward the fulfillment of our intentions. 
But this obviously does not work. We try to disguise, but God cannot 
be deceived. There is no sense and measure by which something may 
escape his observation. He always knows where we are and what goes 
on in our hearts. He sees that we do not pray and knows why. He knows 
each rationalization by which we sometimes convince ourselves that 
our unwise preferences and doings are just and good. He knows the 
masks we use to try to foil him.

Disguised, Ahab went into the battle. The king of Syria had commanded 
his captains to fight “with no one small or great, but only with the king 
of Israel” (v. 30), Ahab. The captains saw Jehoshaphat and thought he 
was the king of Israel. “Therefore they surrounded him to attack; but 
Jehoshaphat cried out, and the Lord helped him, and God diverted 
them from him” (v. 31). And what about Ahab? Nobody found him. 
But a “certain man drew a bow at random, and struck the king of Israel 
between the joints of his armor. So he said to the driver of his chariot, 
‘Turn around and take me out of the battle, for I am wounded.’ The 
battle increased that day, and the king of Israel propped himself up in 
his chariot facing the Syrians until evening; and about the time of sunset 
he died” (vv. 33–34). When self-confidence replaces God’s guidance, it 
can be struck by an arrow from a simple bow drawn “at random.” Ahab 
ignored God; God ignored him, letting him be killed “by chance.”

“I want because I want” will never work with God, as it many 
times does with parents who yield to pressure from their children. 
Prophet Malachi wrote: “Even though Edom has said, ‘We have been 
impoverished, but we will return and build the desolate places,’ thus 
says the Lord of hosts: ‘They may build, but I will throw down; they 
shall be called the Territory of Wickedness, and the people against 
whom the Lord will have indignation forever’” (Mal. 1:4). Unless God 
does something, we labor in vain in doing it (see Ps. 127:1). We may 
attempt to pursue our dreams to the default of the divine will, but we 
will not reach our true happiness that way.

Only people who know God intimately feel secure to accept his 
will. We are given to know “the deep things of God” (1 Cor. 2:10) and 
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this is possible because “we have received . . . the Spirit who is from 
God, that we might know the things that have been freely given to us 
by God” (v. 12). How overwhelming is that, as we commit ourselves 
to a spiritual and holy life, “we have the mind of Christ” (v. 16)! Then 
William D. Hyde defined prayer so: “Prayer is petition; but it is petition 
tempered by glad surrender to a will higher and better than one’s own. 
It is the presentation of the human will for inspection and orders to the 
divine Commander.”127 And as “the transformation of the human will 
consequent upon its having been brought humbly and reverently into 
the presence of the divine Will.”128 The Holy Spirit enables us to speak 
confidently to the Father: “Your will be done” (Matt. 6:10), “[Be it done] 
not as I will, but as You will” (Matt. 26:39). We are exhorted by Paul not 
to quench the Spirit (see 1 Thess. 5:19). Are our ears really open to his 
voice, if indeed “[we] are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the 
Spirit of God dwells in [us]” (Rom. 8:9)? Or do we minimize, almost 
extinguish, his influence upon us, living rather a life spiritually dry 
like a desert, without an alive and fresh communion with the Father?

What “whatever” typically means to mission-minded believers

When Christ arose from the grave, he commanded his disciples 
to evangelize the world and promised to be with them “to the end 
of the age” (Matt. 28:20). And the end will come exactly when world 
evangelization is completed. “And this gospel of the kingdom will 
be preached in all the world as a witness to all the nations, and then 
the end will come” (Matthew 24:14). World mission is the reason of 
history between the Lord’s resurrection/ascension and return. God 
wanted the whole world to hear the gospel and have the opportunity 
to believe in his Son. South African missiologist David J. Bosch wrote: 
“The new age has begun; the old has not yet ended. We live between 
the times, between Christ’s first and his second coming; this is the time 
of the Spirit, which means that it is the time for mission. As a matter 
of fact, mission is the most important characteristic of and activity 
during this interim period.”129 Our life in this gospel dispensation 
should accordingly be a life-in-mission. And our prayers ought to 
be especially concerned with the triumph of Christ over the devil in 
the life of more and more people. The advancement of the kingdom 
of God is a subject of prayer for which Jesus’ name stands especially. 
And using the name of Jesus in our prayers is nonsense if there is no 
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place in them—and in the believers’ hearts and agenda—for the work 
of calling people to salvation in him.

What would be the sense of supplicating God’s favor without having 
any interest in telling others of his love for them in Christ? It is legitimate 
to ask for God’s blessings for our lives, but we commonly miss the 
necessary connection between being blessed by God and dispensing 
blessings to others. This connection is clearly set forth in Psalm 67:1–2. 
The first verse reads: “God be merciful to us and bless us, and cause 
His face to shine upon us. That Your way may be known on earth, Your 
salvation among all nations.” We are blessed to bless. Alexander Duff, a 
nineteenth Scottish missionary who served in India and was a professor 
of mission at New College, University of Edinburgh, Scotland, says 
about Psalm 67:1–2, in Missions the Chief End of the Christian Church:

How significant the connection here established between 
the obtainment and the distribution of evangelical favours! 
“God be merciful unto us, and bless us.”—Why? Only that 
we ourselves may be pardoned and sanctified, and thereby 
attain to true happiness? No. There is another grand end in 
view, to the accomplishment of which, our being blessed is 
but a means. “God be merciful unto us, and bless us, that so 
thy way may be known on earth,”—that so—that thus—that 
in this way—that by our instrumentality—that by our being 
blessed, and having the light of thy countenance shining upon 
us,—“thy way,”—thy way of justification through the atoning 
righteousness of the Redeemer,—thy way of sanctification 
by his holy Spirit,—“may be made known on earth, and thy 
saving health among all nations.”130

I am also appreciative of this statement of Walter Rauschenbusch: “I 
believe in prayer and meditation in the presence of God; in the conscious 
purging of the soul from fear, love of gain, and selfish ambition, through 
realizing God; in bringing the intellect into alignment with the mind 
of Christ; and in-reaffirming the allegiance of the will to the Kingdom 
of God. When a man goes up against hard work, conflict, loneliness, 
and the cross, it is his right to lean back on the Eternal and to draw 
from the silent reservoirs.”131 Then he adds: “But what we get thus is 
for use. Personal sanctification must serve the Kingdom of God.”132 If 
we are only “Psalm 67:1 believers,” that is, if we always hope to be 
blessed by God, but we are not servants, we have missed a fundamental 
point of our salvation, which is freedom from egoism (the fundamental 
sin), for serving. The apostle Paul said to the believers in Ephesus: “I 
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have shown you in every way, by laboring like this, that you must 
support the weak. And remember the words of the Lord Jesus, that 
He said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive’” (Acts 20:35).133 We 
should definitely be altruists, at least in the measure of our care for 
ourselves. Jesus responded so to a lawyer who asked what he should 
do to inherit eternal life: “You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, and with all your 
mind, and your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 10:27). Then, the lawyer 
asked: “And who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10:29). The Lord answered 
by telling a parable of a Samaritan who took full care of a man who 
was gravely wounded by thieves, after a priest and a Levite refused 
to do anything. At the end, he asked the lawyer: “So which of these 
three do you think was neighbor to him who fell among the thieves?” 
(v. 36) Notice that Jesus’ question inverts the roles. It is not about 
who was the Samaritan’s neighbor, but about who was neighbor to 
the wounded man. The question “Who is my neighbor?” puts myself 
in the center of the situation. Jesus’ question reserves that place for a 
person in need of help. The right question is: “To whom shall I be a 
neighbor, a helping neighbor?”

A reasonable balance should be kept between the spiritual energy 
we employ in supplications on our own behalf and on behalf of those 
who are still in the darkness of sin. All problems of our existence are 
resolved in Christ—the spiritual, in reality; the physical, in hope. But 
there are many people across the world, even entire ethnic groups, who 
have no knowledge of the Savior. We should ask the Father for our daily 
bread, but also, with the same earnestness, for disposition to take the 
“bread of life” to those who are spiritually hungry everywhere in the 
world. A sense of mission and our eschatological hope give meaning 
and strength to our life in this world of pain.

Once Jesus’ disciples were commanded by the religious authorities 
to stop teaching in the name of Jesus (see Acts 4:18). Peter and John 
replied: “Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you more 
than to God, you judge. For we cannot but speak the things which we 
have seen and heard” (vv. 19–20). Further threatened (v. 21) and

. . . being let go, they went to their own companions and 
reported all that the chief priests and elders had said to them. 
So when they heard that, they raised their voice to God with 
one accord and said: ‘Lord, You are God, who made heaven 
and earth and the sea, and all that is in them, who by the mouth 
of Your servant David have said: “Why did the nations rage, 
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and the people plot vain things? The kings of the earth took 
their stand, and the rulers were gathered together against 
the Lord and against His Christ.” For truly against Your 
holy Servant Jesus, whom You anointed, both Herod and 
Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles and the people of Israel, 
were gathered together to do whatever Your hand and Your 
purpose determined before to be done. Now, Lord, look on 
their threats, and grant to Your servants that with all boldness 
they may speak Your word, by stretching out Your hand to 
heal, and that signs and wonders may be done through the 
name of Your holy Servant Jesus. (Acts 4:23–30)

They did not address God this way: “Our Father, you have seen 
that we have done your will. What is more, we have done it in hard 
circumstances. Now bless us with whatever we ask, according to the 
promise of your Son. First, we would like a relaxing time. Second, 
we would like to be transferred to a less oppressive and dangerous 
mission field. Finally, there are some goods we have dreamed about…” 
Instead, their prayers focused primarily on their mission, which was 
their greatest passion, hard as it was. They believed wholeheartedly 
in the admonition of Jesus, which would be recorded in the gospel of 
Matthew: all of their needs would be catered to if only they sought 
first the kingdom and righteousness of God (see Matt. 6:31–33). They 
could ask God for “anything.” But the various aspects of their ministry 
were practically “everything” they asked for. They channeled their 
spiritual forces primarily to the furtherance of the Christian mission. 
The desire of their heart was essentially boldness to keep proclaiming 
the gospel. Herman Ridderbos wrote: “For in the fulfillment of their 
task as Jesus’ disciples the way to the Father lies open for them so that 
with an appeal to Jesus’ name they may ask of the Father everything 
he has commanded them.”134 Surely, they were not perfect people and 
had their weaknesses. But, to their credit, they were not interested in 
praying for anything unrelated to gospel work.

We should likewise pray that we may be powerfully used by the Holy 
Spirit in evangelization. “The wheels of all machinery for extending 
the Gospel are oiled by prayer.”135 Paul exhorted Timothy to “insist 
opportunely, inopportunely,” in the preaching of the word (2 Tim. 4:2), 
by which he simply means always, all the time.136 “Inopportunely” 
must not signify “inconveniently.” The believer, anointed by prayer, 
should act in so gentle a way that inopportune times, like a sterile soil 
duly fertilized, may be made propitious to the seeding of God’s Word.
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God’s Demonstrated Power:
The Historical Foundation of Faith

Christianity was always attacked for grounding faith on events 
deemed impossible. Extraordinary events such as Jesus’ miracles 

and resurrection are denied as they imply violation of the natural laws. 
But while the critics of the gospel feel confident in their reasoning, we 
know that the true explanation for their “certainties” lies elsewhere. 
“The natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for 
they are foolishness to him; nor can he know them, because they are 
spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14). Spiritual discernment is an attribute 
of faith. Unbelief is spiritual blindness.

Faith declares Jesus Christ the Lord of history and of the natural laws. 
“Genuine faith builds on something besides conjecture and probability, 
education, and civilization. It is staked on the veracity of One who 
cannot deceive nor be deceived. It ventures on God’s word simply 
and without hesitation; it ventures for Christ promptly and without 
reservation. It puts the crown on that head where it belongs.”137 Faith 
is secure because it is grounded on real events caused by God with a 
view to elicit faith among his creatures. Yet, apart from those events, 
and depending on human rationality only, it is groundless and insecure. 
Baelz said: “Faith is never logically secure.”138 Nonetheless, on the 
basis of those redemptive events witnessed to by the Scriptures, faith 
makes sense.

Many Christians seem unprepared to deal with the claim that faith 
is clinging to something abstract, uncertain, unproven. The common 
response is that believing in something abstract is the very nature of faith. 
But faith is not belief “in nothing.” It relies on God’s demonstration of 
power and the strict fulfillment of his promises, which attest to his divine 
identity. “Who is like You, O Lord, among the gods? Who is like You, 
glorious in holiness, Fearful in praises, doing wonders? (Exod. 15:11).

God should be acknowledged as God since he wonderfully liberated 
Israel from captivity in Egypt. This is constantly repeated in the Old 
Testament:
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(a) “Therefore say to the children of Israel: ‘I am the Lord; I will 
bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians, I will rescue 
you from their bondage, and I will redeem you with an outstretched 
arm and with great judgments. I will take you as My people, and I will 
be your God. Then you shall know that I am the Lord your God who 
brings you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians.’” (Exod. 6:6–7)

(b) “And the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord, when I stretch 
out My hand on Egypt and bring out the children of Israel from among 
them.” (Exod. 7:5)

(c) “Then the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord, when I have 
gained honor for Myself over Pharaoh, his chariots, and his horsemen.” 
(Exod. 14:18)

God also demonstrated himself to be God through the prophecies, 
since the facts took place exactly as he had foretold them. No alleged 
god of any religion can say or do anything. Jehovah challenges them 
through prophet Isaiah:

Present your case, says the Lord.
Bring forth your strong reasons, says the King of Jacob.
Let them bring forth and show us what will happen;
Let them show the former things, what they were,
That we may consider them,
And know the latter end of them;
Or declare to us things to come.
Show the things that are to come hereafter,
That we may know that you are gods;
Yes, do good or do evil,
That we may be dismayed and see it together.
Indeed you are nothing,
And your work is nothing;
He who chooses you is an abomination.
(Isaiah 41:21–24)

Prophecy is a divine prerogative. God is worth trusting because he 
knows the future and announces it beforehand. This provides faith 
with sound foundations.
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Remember the former things of old,
For I am God, and there is no other;
I am God, and there is none like Me,
Declaring the end from the beginning,
And from ancient times things that are not yet done,
Saying, “My counsel shall stand,
And I will do all My pleasure...”
(Isaiah 46:9–10)

In the Old Testament, the occurrence of something foretold by God 
attested his divine identity. Jesus states this logic of prophecy twice, 
both in the gospel of John: 

(a) “Now I tell you before it comes, that when it does come to pass, 
you may believe that I am He.” (John 13:19)

(b) “And now I have told you before it comes, that when it does 
come to pass, you may believe.” (John 14:29).

In the book of Revelation, Apostle John declares that “the testimony 
of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy” (Rev. 19:10). To give witness to Jesus’ 
identity is the spirit, the logic, of prophecy.

By means of his mighty acts and prophecy, God mercifully presents 
his divine credentials to his incredulous, fallen creatures. Nehemiah 
wrote: “You showed signs and wonders against Pharaoh, Against all 
his servants, And against all the people of his land. For You knew that 
they acted proudly against them. So You made a name for Yourself, 
as it is this day” (Neh. 9:10).

We are called to faith in a “God who does wonders,” who has 
declared his strength among the peoples (Ps. 77:14).

When some Pharisees asked Jesus for a sign, he told them: “An 
evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and no sign will 
be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.  For as Jonah was 
three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the 
Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” 
(Matt. 12:39–40). God’s revelation became complete in Jesus’ death 
and resurrection. God “has appointed a day on which He will judge 
the world in righteousness by the Man whom He has ordained. He 
has given assurance of this to all by raising Him from the dead” (Acts 
17:31). And the apostle Peter spoke of Jesus to the Jews as “a Man 
attested by God to you by miracles, wonders, and signs which God 
did through Him in your midst…” (Acts 2:22). It is ultimately for the 
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sake of Jesus’ miracles, attested by the apostles, that our faith is not 
a leap in the dark. His identity was extraordinarily attested by God, 
who gave confidence, assurance, and faith to all. Our faith in God is 
given us by him, who presented himself to us as having the power in 
which we are called to believe and live by. Then Jesus is “the author 
and finisher of our faith” (Heb. 12:2).

The devil believes that God exists (James 2:19). But this is belief as 
assensus—Latin for intellectual assent or acknowledgement. It must evolve 
to fiducia—Latin for appropriation of God’s mercy and providence, “the 
confident turning to God” (Wolfhart Pannenberg).139

Jesus “was delivered up because of our offenses and was raised 
because of our justification” (Rom. 4:25). Salvation comes from our 
believing in the heart that “God has raised Him from the dead” (Matt. 
10:9), that is, that God is mighty to do it and effectively did it.

The guarantee of faith is not itself, but God’s power as demonstrated 
in the history of revelation, whose summit was Jesus Christ. Wolfhart 
Pannenberg remarked: “Only so long as the reality of God and his 
historical revelation unequivocally precedes the subjectivity of faith, 
can believers be certain that they trust in God and not in themselves.”140

Thus, faith is not groundless, blind, senseless confidence. It has the 
soundest ground in God’s revelation of his power, which came to us by 
the recordings of the prophets and apostles. By raising Jesus from the 
dead, God substantiated our faith in the eschatological glory. So, we 
may be as assured regarding our glorious future as we are regarding 
his manifestations of power in the past. What else can make faith more 
robust? Human reasoning? 

Our final victory is not guaranteed by our own imagination, feelings 
and wishes, but by God. Faith is our affirmative reaction to his promises.
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Faith is Recognition of God’s 
Almightiness

In accordance with the letter to the Hebrews, faith is the hypostasis 
(Greek)—assurance, guarantee, foundation, evidence, substance—

of things that are not yet, and for which we hope (Heb. 11:1). God’s 
servants in the old dispensation “died in faith without having received 
the promises, but they saw and greeted them from a distance” (v. 
13). Faith is greeting joyfully God’s promises seen from afar—a beautiful 
image—in wholly confidence of their fulfillment.

The believers who will be alive when Christ comes back will not face 
death. Those who die before his return shall die in faith, seeing and 
greeting that promise from afar. God will not always heal our diseases, 
so that death will take place one day; but we see and welcome from a 
distance the glorious day when no one will ever say “I am sick” (Isa. 
33:24).

There is a rhetorical resource called prolepsis, in which future events 
are said to be already accomplished, so certain as their occurrence are. 
Jesus said, “Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal 
life, and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:54). Our eternal 
life is so certain that we have it proleptically. We are still subject to 
death, but it is irrevocable that the Lord will raise us up at the last day, 
so that he affirms that we have eternal life. We have it in the sense of 
certainty, but it is still, in fact, future. Then Jesus can say both that we 
have and, a few verses later, that we will have eternal life. Whoever eats 
the bread of his flesh “will live forever” (v. 58). Here Jesus did not use 
a prolepsis, “lives forever.”

Another example is God’s promise to Abraham that he would become 
a father of many nations. In Genesis 17:4, God says “you shall be a 
father of many nations;” but in the following verse, “I have made you 
a father of many nations”—a prolepsis. A promise made by God is so 
certain to be fulfilled that he refers to it as already fulfilled.

Faith, as the “substance” of what is not yet, is experientially a prolepsis, 
as it sees its object as a reality, since God guarantees it.
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Abraham, “contrary to hope, in hope believed” (Rom. 4:18), that is, 
he believed in God’s promise of a supernatural occurrence, contrary 
to what he might naturally hope for. As Leslie C. Allen comments, 
Abraham’s hope “based upon believing God’s promise cut right across 
the grain of natural expectation.”141

That extraordinary discourse on faith, Hebrews 11, in defining faith 
as certainty about a future event, illustrates it with the case of Noah: 
“By faith Noah, being divinely warned of things not yet seen, moved 
with godly fear, prepared an ark for the saving of his household, by 
which he condemned the world and became heir of the righteousness 
which is according to faith” (v. 7). He took for granted the future events 
announced by God, whom he deemed trustworthy.

Moses is another given example: “By faith Moses, when he became of 
age, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter,  choosing rather 
to suffer affliction with the people of God than to enjoy the passing 
pleasures of sin, esteeming the reproach of Christ greater riches than 
the treasures in Egypt; for he looked to the reward. By faith he forsook 
Egypt, not fearing the wrath of the king; for he endured as seeing Him 
who is invisible” (Heb. 11:24–27). Faith chooses to serve God and 
overcomes fear, just because it sees him, invisible to physical eyes, with 
the reward for our faithfulness and obedience in his hands.

We also take for granted all future events announced by the prophets, 
Jesus, and the apostles. This is what faith is all about. We believe that 
“the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the 
voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in 
Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught 
up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And 
thus we shall always be with the Lord” (1 Thess. 4:17, 18). We believe 
in God’s revelation of future facts through apostle John, who said: 
“And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes; there shall be no 
more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. There shall be no more pain, for 
the former things have passed away” (Rev. 21:4).

Faith sees beyond things sensorially perceived. We praise God and 
pray to him by faith, “for he who comes to God must believe that He 
is” (Heb. 11:6). By faith we are sure of his daily company and provision. 
By faith we also discern his extraordinary interventions in the course 
of the facts on our behalf—how many times! How many “mountains 
of problems” are removed from our way by prayer! John R. Mott, the 
distinguished twentieth-century mission statesman, wrote: “Time after 
time have we stood before walls of difficulty, opposition, and peril 
which were, so far as men could judge, insurmountable, and have 
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seen them fall to the ground in such a marvelous manner as would be 
totally inexplicable apart from the almighty unseen forces of the prayer 
kingdom which were being wielded on our behalf.”142 We cannot see 
God, but we see the outcomes of the “almighty unseen forces of the 
prayer kingdom which were being wielded on our behalf.”

Once the king of Syria sent a great army to capture the prophet 
Elisha. They surrounded the city by night. When the servant of the 
prophet “arose early and went out, there was an army, surrounding 
the city with horses and chariots. And his servant said to him, ‘Alas, 
my master! What shall we do?’” (2 Kings 6:15). Confidently and calmly, 
Elisha answered: “Do not fear, for those who are with us are more 
than those who are with them” (v. 16). The servant might have been 
wondering what the prophet meant when he said, “Those who are with 
us are more.” Who are they? Where are they? Elisha prayed, “Lord, 
I pray, open his eyes that he may see” (v. 17). The servant could not 
understand what all that meant. What was he not seeing? Was there 
anything to see other than the great enemy army? It happened, as 
Elisha prayed, that “the Lord opened the eyes of the young man, and 
he saw. And behold, the mountain was full of horses and chariots of 
fire all around Elisha.” The servant of the prophet was, like the prophet, 
protected by the chariots of fire—a resource from God that common 
eyes could not see, but he despaired because he could not see anything 
but the enemy. This episode helps us understand the articulation of 
God’s providence on our behalf, though we cannot see it because we 
are spiritually shortsighted. Without faith, the unseen things that are 
there will remain unseen, and we will remain insecure. Interestingly 
enough, the only thing that happened to the Syrian army was that 
they became blind following another prayer of Elisha’s. The horses 
and chariots of fire showed God’s active care to Elisha and only he. 
But because of his prayer, his servant could see that scene as well. But 
only they needed to see it. The others were there only to experience 
the effect of God’s hand. Long says, to be sure, that Elisha’s servant 
left the encounter questioning the reliability of his physical senses.143 
Indeed, human senses cannot capture anything beyond matter, yet much 
happens there. Faith sees God beyond and against matter and history.

“Have faith in God,” Jesus exhorted his disciples, adding that they 
would receive what they asked by believing that they would (Mark 
11:22–24). “To believe that what is asked will be given” works precisely 
because it means “to have faith in God,” that is, to believe that he is 
powerful to do it.
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Once two blind men supplicated for Jesus’ mercy. He asked them, 
“Do you believe that I am able to do this?” (Matt. 9:28). They answered 
“Yes, Lord,” and he said: “According to your faith let it be to you” 
(v. 29). To believe is to believe in his power to do something. This is 
exactly what Jesus asked those men: “Do you believe that I am able to 
do this?” “To have faith” means to believe that God is the Almighty.

When God promised a son to Abraham and Sarah, they were too 
old to generate a child, but he “did not waver at the promise of God 
through unbelief, but was strengthened in faith, giving glory to God, 
and being fully convinced that what He had promised He was also 
able to perform” (Rom. 4:19, 20). Abraham was strengthened in his 
faith, because he was completely persuaded about God’s power to do 
anything he may will.

(a) Incredulity laughs at God’s miraculous power

The whole story about Abraham and Sarah tells that they laughed 
when God told them that they would have a son. Yes, they did. God 
said to him: “As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her name Sarai, 
but Sarah shall be her name. And I will bless her and also give you a 
son by her; then I will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations; 
kings of peoples shall be from her” (Gen. 17:15–16). Abraham found 
it hilarious. He “fell on his face and laughed” (v. 17). Might he have 
thought that God was joking with him? Or testing him? He said nothing 
to God, but thought: “Shall a child be born to a man who is one hundred 
years old? And shall Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a child?” God 
still said, “Sarah your wife shall bear you a son…” (v. 19).

God repeated, “I will certainly return to you according to the time 
of life, and behold, Sarah your wife shall have a son” (18:10). Sarah, 
who “had passed the age of childbearing” (v. 11), heard those words 
and, like her husband, “laughed within herself, saying, ‘After I have 
grown old, shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?’” (v. 12).

However, God said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, saying, 
‘Shall I surely bear a child, since I am old?’ Is anything too hard for 
the Lord? At the appointed time I will return to you, according to the 
time of life, and Sarah shall have a son” (vv. 13–14). Sarah feared and 
denied that she had laughed: “I did not laugh” (v. 15). But God, to 
whom no thought is hidden and who cannot be deceived, belied her: 
“No, but you did laugh!”
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Incredulity laughs and mocks. Abraham and Sarah laughed because 
they looked for a moment at their physical condition instead of raising 
their eyes to contemplate the almightiness of God, who spoke to them. 
But they did not mock God. When their eyes turned from themselves 
to God, they believed. Then Apostle Paul could tell the happy end of 
the story: Abraham “did not waver at the promise of God through 
unbelief” (Rom. 4:20), because he was fully convinced that God was 
able to fulfill his promise.

Once Jesus said of a twelve-year-old girl, who had died, that she 
was not dead—no longer dead—but sleeping. People laughed at him 
and scorned him (Matt. 9:24; Mark 5:40; Luke 8:53). Nevertheless, he 
took her by the hand and commanded her to arise, which she did 
immediately (Mark 5:41–42).

(b) Doubt says: “Lord, if you can . . .”

Mark’s gospel narrates the case of a man who asked Jesus to heal 
his son, who had a mute spirit from childhood (Mark 9:17). He said, 
“But if You can do anything, have compassion on us and help us” (v. 
22). In the previous case, the petitioner (the leper) took for granted the 
power of Jesus to do the miracle and affirmed that it only depended on 
his will. Now, the petitioner does not take Jesus’ power for granted: 
“But if You can do anything…” The healing did not depend only on 
Jesus’ will, but first on whether he had the power to intervene. Instead 
of “if you want (since you can),” we find now “if you can.” He had no 
certainty about Jesus’ power.

Jean Calvin is quite right in his remark that “out of the fight, there 
is no one who does not confess that God is omnipotent; but as soon 
as anything shows up that prevents us from seeing the course of his 
promises, we throw down his virtue from its seat and degree.”144

What Jesus said in reply to that man puts the issue in the right 
perspective: “If you can believe, all things are possible to him who 
believes” (Mark 9:23). Wait a moment, man! Not if I can, but if YOU 
believe I can!” The question is not whether Jesus can do the miracle—
because he can—but whether the petitioner believes that he can. The Lord 
said to the centurion, according to Matthew, “Go your way, and as you 
have believed, so let it be done for you” (Matt. 8:13). Jesus spoke the 
same to two blind men who approached him, as told also by Matthew. 
They cried out, “Son of David, have mercy on us!” (Matt. 9:27). But Jesus 
asked them, “Do you believe that I am able to do this?” (v. 28). They 
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answered positively. “Then He touched their eyes, saying, ‘According 
to your faith let it be to you’” (v. 29).

(c) Faith says: “Lord, if you are willing, you can. . .”

Matthew tells of a leper who addressed Jesus thusly: “Lord, if You 
are willing, You can make me clean” (Matt. 8:2; see also Mark 1:39–41; 
Luke 5:11–13). Notice the detail “if You are willing.” To that man, 
everything depended on Jesus’ will, as his power was taken for granted. 
And how difficult it was for that man to approach Jesus! Leprosy was 
a term used for various skin diseases, including that which today 
is defined properly as leprosy, and has been renamed hanseniasis. 
People with leprosy were segregated, obliged to live alone, “outside 
the camp” (Lev. 13:46). If anyone approached, the leper had to cry out 
a warning: “Unclean! Unclean!” (v. 45). In approaching Jesus, the leper 
in Matthew’s gospel violated the Jewish societal law. He did not warn 
anybody about his condition, so he ran the risk of being humiliated 
by the multitude. But he found the risk worth running. In fact, he was 
sure that the Lord would accept and cure him.

In Luke 17, we have the story of ten lepers who did otherwise. In 
accordance with the law, they “stood afar off. And they lifted up their 
voices and said, ‘Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!’” (vv. 12–13). The 
Lord made no case of the law as law, for love is the fulfillment and 
perfection of the law and, as such, supersedes it. The apostle Paul 
taught that quite clearly: “he who loves another has fulfilled the law” 
(Rom. 13:8)—“love is the fulfillment of the law” (v.10); “all the law is 
fulfilled in one word, even in this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself’” (Gal. 5:14). Jesus’ answer to that faithful leper was, “I am 
willing; be cleansed” (Matt. 8:3). Very inspiring, is it not? The disciple 
is to say, “Lord, if you so want; because you can . . .”

A certain woman had a hemorrhage for twelve years and “had 
suffered many things from many physicians. She had spent all that she 
had and was no better, but rather grew worse. When she heard about 
Jesus, she came behind Him in the crowd and touched His garment. 
For she said, ‘If only I may touch His clothes, I shall be made well’” 
(Mark 5:26–28). She assumed that Jesus could cure her. It was not a 
supposition, but a certainty. This is what faith is all about.

Then, as she touched the Lord’s clothes, she immediately felt healed 
(v. 29). She hoped to touch Jesus’ garment, not for believing that it 
had a magic power, but because of her great faith in his power. He 
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immediately knew that “power had gone out of Him” (v. 30). He 
“turned around in the crowd and said, ‘Who touched My clothes?’” 
The disciples answered, “You see the multitude thronging You, and 
You say, ‘Who touched Me?’” (v. 31). Jesus “looked around to see her 
who had done this thing. The woman, fearing and trembling, knowing 
what had happened to her, came and fell down before him and told 
him the whole truth. He said to her, ‘Daughter, your faith has made 
you well. Go in peace, and be healed of your affliction’” (vv. 32–34).

A woman with a problem like hers was considered impure by the 
Law: “If a woman has a discharge of blood for many days, other than 
at the time of her customary impurity, or if it runs beyond her usual 
time of impurity, all the days of her unclean discharge shall be as the 
days of her customary impurity. She shall be unclean. Every bed on 
which she lies all the days of her discharge shall be to her as the bed 
of her impurity; and whatever she sits on shall be unclean, as the 
uncleanness of her impurity. Whoever touches those things shall be 
unclean; he shall wash his clothes and bathe in water, and be unclean 
until evening” (Lev. 15:25–27). If she touched someone, that person 
would become ceremonially impure. But she firmly believed that by 
touching Jesus’ clothes, he would not be made impure and she would be 
healed. To touch the clothes of a woman in that condition was enough 
for someone to become impure, according to the Law. But she believed 
that touching the Lord’s clothes was enough for her cure.

She “came behind” Jesus. She intended to come, get her blessing, 
and go unperceived. In the terms of the disciples’ comments, many 
people could and may have touched Jesus, but only one particular touch 
caused him to perceive that power had gone out of him. Many people 
may “touch” (address) Jesus with their prayers, but power does not 
come out of him to all of them. It only happens to those who do not 
doubt. So, her faith did not go unperceived by the Lord. She so believed 
in his power that she thought it to be enough to touch his clothes. The 
point is that, by faith, she accessed the power of the Lord. What should 
be highlighted is not the power his clothes might have by extension, 
but the faith of that woman, which even precluded a physical contact 
with Jesus’ body. It comes as no surprise that the woman thought it 
to be enough to touch his clothes. In another episode, a man believed 
that Jesus could heal from a great distance, sufficing that he issued a 
healing word.



78

HOLD GOD’S HAND AND GO!

Approaches to Jesus’ Power and Will

Wrong Right

Men’s Words

“If You can.”
(The man with 

hanseniasis, Matt. 
8:1–3)

“If You are willing,
You can.”

(The father of a 
possessed boy,
Mark. 9:17–25)

Jesus’ Answer “If you can believe.” “I am willing.”

Belief that God can do something extraordinary, so that we have 
only to inquire about his will, is what faith is all about. In a sense, the 
power of God that can effectively work on our behalf is such that we 
can view it through our faith either as a crack in the door, a window, 
or the open sky.

The Lord issued the general law of the prayer of faith: everything 
is possible to one who believes—to one who believes that nothing is 
impossible for God, that he is really the Almighty. “For every word 
will not be impossible with God” (Luke 1:37).145

A centurion of Capernaum pleaded with Jesus to heal his servant 
who was “lying at home paralyzed, dreadfully tormented” (Matt. 
8:6). Jesus replied, “I will come and heal him” (v. 7). But the centurion 
contended, “Lord, I am not worthy that You should come under my 
roof. But only speak a word, and my servant will be healed. For I also 
am a man under authority, having soldiers under me. And I say to this 
one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes; and to my 
servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it” (vv. 8–10). These words elicited Jesus’ 
praise of his faith: “Assuredly, I say to you, I have not found such great 
faith, not even in Israel!” (Matt. 8:10).146 The centurion deduced Jesus’ 
authority and power from his own military. It sufficed that Jesus issued 
a healing word, even from a distance. (Compare this with Martha’s 
and Mary’s saying to Jesus, in John 11:21, 32, that had he been at their 
home, their brother Lazarus, who was sick, would not have died.) 
The centurion addressed Jesus as “Lord,” and he really believed that 
he was the Lord of all things. In addition, he was a humble man who 
could say, “I am not worthy that You should come under my roof.” 
Jesus praised his faith and granted what he wished. “‘Go your way; 
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and as you have believed, so let it be done for you.’ And his servant 
was healed that same hour” (v. 13).

When there is no other reason for God not to grant something we ask 
in prayer, it will be done as we believe, according to our faith. This scares 
us, because we look to ourselves for the measure of our faith. But faith 
should inherit its “limits” from God’s almightiness, not from anything 
in us. Jesus said that it would be done as the centurion believed. And 
how did he believe? By taking for granted that the Lord could perform 
the miracle: “But only speak a word, and my servant will be healed.” 
Faith is the certainty that God can do something and the confidence 
to leave it to his wise and holy will.
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How Faith Can Be Strengthened – Let 
God Do It!

Our prayers will fail if we live in a way unpleasing to God. If we 
pray without concentration, consistency, and constancy, success 

is similarly unlikely. Moreover, while God does work wonders, if we, 
innocently or fanatically, do not take account of the “pre-glorious” 
nature of the dispensation in which we live and, overemphasizing 
miracles, expect now what cannot take place widely and deeply yet, 
we shall fall into frustration.

But the most emblematic reason for failure in prayer is little faith. 
And it seems that most of us feel somewhat insecure in this fundamental 
part of our Christian walk. Pete Greig made a confession that many of 
us could also make: “Sometimes I have used the ‘if it is your will’ clause 
as a sort of spiritual disclaimer—an excuse for my lack of faith.”147

What’s worse, sometimes we leave a matter to God’s will merely 
because we have little interest in what may happen—however insensitive 
or even immoral this may be—for instance, when we are asked to pray 
for someone not so near to us and we do it without any emotional 
engagement. At this point, however, the entire point of prayer has 
been missed.

Once the disciples of Jesus, unable to cast out a demon from a boy, 
asked him why they had failed—“Why could we not cast it out?” 
(Mark 9:28; Matt. 17:19). According to Mark’s account, Jesus answered, 
“This kind can come out by nothing but prayer and fasting” (9:29). But 
according to Matthew, Jesus response is more comprehensive: “Because 
of your unbelief; for assuredly, I say to you, if you have faith as a mustard 
seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it 
will move; and nothing will be impossible for you. However, this kind 
does not go out except by prayer and fasting” (Matt. 17:20–21). But the 
word used by Jesus, rendered in Greek by Matthew as oligopistia (from 
oligo, “little,” and pistis, “faith”), means “littleness of faith.”

However, the Lord also said that if they had “faith as a mustard 
seed,” they could move a mountain from its place. As Floyd V. Filson 
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remarked, “even a very small amount of faith, no larger than a mustard 
seed (supposed to be the smallest seed...), can work wonders.”148 In 
Mark 4:31, Jesus speaks of the mustard seed as “smaller than all the 
seeds on earth.” Thus, faith as a mustard seed signifies the minimal 
faith possible, but which, as faith, can already be very fruitful.

On the other hand, the little faith of the disciples was functionally 
as unproductive as unbelief itself (in Greek, apistia, from a, “without,” 
and pistia, “faith”), working as a technical term for it. Apostle Paul 
spoke that Abraham, “not being weak in faith … did not waver at the 
promise of God through unbelief” (Rom. 4:20). Here, a weak faith is 
comparable to unbelief. Faith as a mustard seed and “little faith” are 
not comparable. They are concepts that work independently.

 Little faith cannot move mountains. It is lesser than a mustard 
seed faith, so that it practically equals unbelief. Jesus did not use words 
carelessly; they were precise and to the point. He spoke of his disciples, 
or inclusive of them, as a faithless generation (Matt. 17:17).

Part of Jesus’ answer on why they could not cast out the demon, in 
both Matthew and Mark, requires some comments of textual criticism:

(1) Verse 21 of Matthew 17—“However, this kind does not go out except 
by prayer and fasting”—does not appear in the earliest manuscripts. 
R. T. France asseverates that it “was clearly not originally a part of 
Matthew.”149 It is a good practice for the versions of the Bible that 
include this verse to inform the readers that it appears consistently 
only in later manuscripts. The New International Version puts it in a 
footnote, not in the main text.

(2) In Mark’s text—“This kind can come out by nothing but prayer 
and fasting”— “and fasting” is not considered original either.

This is not a fortuitous effort to minimize the importance of fasting, 
but an honest textual criticism according to which the importance of 
fasting must be stated elsewhere.

Therefore, in response to the inquiry “Why could we not cast it 
out?”, the following are the words of Jesus, as they appear to be in the 
original (without the additions about fasting, in Mark, and prayer and 
fasting, in Matthew):

(1) “This kind can come out by nothing but prayer.” (Mark 9:29)
(2) “Because of your unbelief.” (Matthew 17:20)
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Thus, Jesus’ explanation for the failure of his disciples in Mark 
and Matthew are different. One speaks of lack of prayer; the other, 
of lack of faith. And this may have motivated the later, improper, 
addition of the Markan answer to the Matthean one, in order to solve 
the seeming problem of discrepancy in the Scriptures. But which was 
Jesus’ actual answer: the one recorded by Mark or by Matthew? This 
may not be precisely a problem, if we consider that prayer (Mark) and 
faith (Matthew) belong together—faith works through prayer (so that 
faithless prayer is a lifeless and inutile mass), so that Jesus’ ipsissima 
verba—his exact words—probably allow for either emphasis or both.

But we must consider that, elsewhere, Mark records a speech of 
Jesus in which prayer and faith are together. Peter inquired of the Lord 
about the fig tree, which, cursed by him, dried up from the roots. Jesus 
answered, “Have faith in God.  For assuredly, I say to you, whoever 
says to this mountain, ‘Be removed and be cast into the sea,’ and does 
not doubt in his heart, but believes that those things he says will be 
done, he will have whatever he says. Therefore I say to you, whatever 
things you ask when you pray, believe that you receive them, and you 
will have them” (Mark 11:22–24).

In these terms, the disciples failed to cast out the demon because they 
lacked faith, hence they lacked true prayer. Jesus says the same thing 
twice: Faith is for saying something will happen, without doubting 
that it might happen, and prayer is to ask something, believing that it 
will be received, that it may be effectively received.

Apostle James advised, “But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, 
for he who doubts is like a wave of the sea driven and tossed by the 
wind” (James 1:6).

The disciples asked Jesus: “Increase our faith” (Luke 17:5). He answered 
that if they had faith as a mustard seed—the least possible faith—they 
could move a mulberry tree to the sea (v. 6). Their real need was not 
to evolve from a lesser to a greater faith, but from unbelief to belief. 
In any case...

(a) If you are truly a believer, you should have faith as a mustard seed

Why do the majority of believers, possibly, not consider themselves 
capable of powerful prayers? The petition of a righteous person is 
powerful and working, wrote the apostle James (5:16). Are their prayers 
not prayers of righteous ones—people justified by God? Yes, they are. 
Did Jesus not teach that faith as a mustard seed, which is necessarily the 



83

GLAUNER DA SILVA PEREIRA

faith of any true believer, has great power? Yes, he did. And did he not 
also teach that the faith that confesses him as Lord for salvation and the 
faith that works wonders are one and the same? Then, what’s wrong?

First, believers seem to regard the faith that works wonders as 
different from that whereby they were saved by the Lord Jesus. If not 
of another kind, of a higher level, more difficult to attain. But the faith 
that saves the soul is the same that heals the body or promotes other 
wonders in reality.

Once Jesus was in a house in the city of Capernaum, and many people 
gathered together “so that there was no longer room to receive them, 
not even near the door” (Mark 2:2). Four men brought a paralytic, but 
they could not get near Jesus because of the crowd. Then they uncovered 
the roof and, having broken through, “let down the bed on which the 
paralytic was lying” (v. 4). A moving story. “When Jesus saw their 
faith, He said to the paralytic, ‘Son, your sins are forgiven you’” (v. 5).

We are not told whether the paralytic became frustrated, fearing 
that he would only be saved spiritually. Helmut Thielicke commented 
that everybody may well have looked at the Lord, expecting him to 
relieve the sick man of his problem, so that his attitude certainly caused 
a general disappointment.150 The paralytic, as Thielicke put it, “had 
to undergo an experience with prayer to which all of us have been 
subjected and which we were promised that we would have. This is 
the experience of finding that God apparently does not answer our 
actual petition at all (a petition, for example, that he may free us from 
an illness), and then helpfully intervenes at some other point quite 
different from what we expected or even desired.”151 Jean Calvin also 
wrote about this experience of getting a “different” response from 
God: “God often hears our prayers, even when that is in no way made 
evident. For though it belongs not to us to prescribe to him as it were 
a fixed rule, nor does it become him to grant whatsoever requests we 
may conceive in our minds or express with our tongues, yet he shews 
that he grants our prayers in everything necessary for our salvation. 
So when we seem apparently to be repulsed, we obtain far more than 
if he fully granted our requests.”152 Jesus’ first words may have caused 
some frustration to the paralytic, but what Jesus gave him first was the 
highest good: forgiveness of sins and eternal life. In the hypothesis that 
Jesus would bless him in one way only, it would be much worse if his 
paralysis had been cured, but his soul remained lost.

Held observes well regarding the four men who carried the paralytic 
to Jesus as well as the blind Bartimaeus (Mark 10:46–52): “What in all 
these cases is designated as faith is the actions by which the people 
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create for themselves a meeting with Jesus.”153 Their efforts expressed 
the faith that powered them. Jesus sees the person’s faith and acts 
accordingly. However, whereas the paralytic approached Jesus with 
a view to being cured of his bodily limitation, the Lord went beyond 
and addressed his spiritual condition: “Your sins are forgiven you.” 
The faith that healed him (“I say to you, arise”) was the same that 
saved him for eternity.

In the same episode, some scribes, among themselves, accused 
Jesus of blasphemy for claiming authority to forgive sins. Knowing 
their thoughts, the Lord said to them, “‘Why do you think evil in your 
hearts? For which is easier, to say, “Your sins are forgiven you,” or to 
say, “Arise and walk”? But that you may know that the Son of Man has 
power on earth to forgive sins’—then He said to the paralytic, ‘Arise, 
take up your bed, and go to your house.’ And he arose and departed 
to his house’” (Matt. 9:4–7). Jesus’ point was that if he could do what is 
more difficult (to human eyes), namely, to heal the body, obviously he 
had the power to do what is easier also, to forgive sins.154 The former 
implies the latter. Yet, some might claim that in this passage Jesus 
affirms indirectly that gaining salvation by faith, which happens in the 
spiritual sphere, is for this sake easier than having a physical miracle 
take place. To this we answer that if Jesus healed the body (“more 
difficult”) in order to show that he can heal the soul (“easier”), forgiveness 
of sin is thereby shown to be the more important thing, the ultimate 
concern. The salvation of the body, historical or eschatological, belongs 
to spiritual salvation.

The teachers of the law affirmed that only God can forgive sins (see 
Mark 2:7). They were right. But since Jesus claimed to have authority 
for such, they failed to reach the natural conclusion: Jesus is divine. 
And working healing miracles is likewise a divine prerogative. Once 
Paul, accompanied by Barnabas, healed in Lystra a man crippled in his 
feet, who had never walked. “Now when the people saw what Paul had 
done, they raised their voices, saying in the Lycaonian language, ‘The 
gods have come down to us in the likeness of men!’ And Barnabas they 
called Zeus, and Paul, Hermes, because he was the chief speaker. Then 
the priest of Zeus, whose temple was in front of their city, brought oxen 
and garlands to the gates, intending to sacrifice with the multitudes” 
(Acts 14:11–13). The pagan multitude did not know the true God but 
acknowledged that miracles are divine work. The teachers of the Law, 
in the Capernaum episode, could have recognized Jesus’ identity from 
his healing of the paralytic man and, also for the same reason, his power 
to forgive sins. But they did not, unlike the multitudes around them, 
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which, seeing the paralytic walking, “all were amazed and glorified 
God, saying, ‘We never saw anything like this!’” (Mark 2:12). Matthew 
tells, “…they were filled with awe; and they praised God, who had 
given such authority to men” (9:8 NIV).

Secondly, when we say that a true believer has, by definition, faith 
as a mustard seed, the least faith possible, which is potentially very 
powerful, we are speaking of a concept, not of mathematic precision. 
True believers do many times feel weak in their faith. They have no 
doubt about their salvation by faith in Jesus Christ, yet they consider 
their faith little, fragile, when it comes to praying for a miracle or even 
less than that. While the little faith of a true believer may be functionally 
tantamount to unbelief, it is not essentially unbelief. Heinz Joachim 
Held defines little faith as a broken form of faith, but also a broken 
form of unbelief, as it does not mean a fundamental rejection of Jesus.155 
And Günther Bornkamm rightly remarked that oligopistia, littleness 
of faith, is a term favorite to Matthew, meaning a faith “paralysed in 
the storm (8.26; 14.31) and in anxiety (6.30; 16.8), and thus is exposed 
as an appearance of faith (17.20) which is not sufficiently mature to 
withstand the pressure of demonic powers.”156

It is better to think of faith, not as a point, but a circle within which 
we are and move. Outside it, unbelief. How difficult it is to stand in 
the very center of the circle, which means the greatest intimacy with 
God and the strongest faith. The farther we go from that center, the 
nearer we get to its boundaries with unbelief and the weakest of our 
faith. Run away from a marginal faith! The strengthening of faith is a 
function of the intensification of our communion with God.

(b) Sanctification and intimacy with God – The matrix of faith

 
We must pursue holiness “without which no one will see the Lord” 

(Heb. 12:14) and without which nobody can see extraordinary things: 
“Sanctify yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will do wonders among 
you” (Josh. 3:5). As Job said, “a hypocrite could not come before Him” 
(Job 13:16).

Jacob’s story brings us many precious lessons. He was attacked by 
God! He fought with God! The overall lesson is that blessings come 
from humility, repentance, and change of attitude.

God appeared to Jacob as a man. This phenomenon is called theophany 
(from the Greek theophaneia, “appearance of God”), which is a divine 
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appearing to a human, mediated by a physical element. Genesis 32:24–32 
tells the story:

Then Jacob was left alone; and a Man wrestled with him 
until the breaking of day. Now when He saw that He did 
not prevail against him, He touched the socket of his hip; 
and the socket of Jacob’s hip was out of joint as He wrestled 
with him. And He said, “Let Me go, for the day breaks.” But 
he said, “I will not let You go unless You bless me!” So He 
said to him, “What is your name?” He said, “Jacob.” And 
He said, “Your name shall no longer be called Jacob, but 
Israel; for you have struggled with God and with men, and 
have prevailed.” Then Jacob asked, saying, “Tell me Your 
name, I pray.” And He said, “Why is it that you ask about 
My name?” And He blessed him there. So Jacob called the 
name of the place Peniel: “For I have seen God face to face, 
and my life is preserved.” Just as he crossed over Penuel the 
sun rose on him, and he limped on his hip. Therefore to this 
day the children of Israel do not eat the muscle that shrank, 
which is on the hip socket, because He touched the socket of 
Jacob’s hip in the muscle that shrank.

 
Why did God attack Jacob? In order to understand this, we need 

look at both what precedes and what succeeds this meeting.
Jacob deceived his father, who could no longer see, presenting 

himself to him as if he were his brother, thus receiving unduly the 
blessing promised by Isaac to Esau (Gen. 27:1–29). When Esau found 
out what had happened from his father, “he cried with an exceedingly 
great and bitter cry, and said to his father, ‘Bless me—me also, O my 
father!’” (Gen. 27:34). But Isaac replied: “Your brother came with deceit 
and has taken away your blessing” (v. 35). Then Esau spoke: “Is he 
not rightly named Jacob? For he has supplanted me these two times. 
He took away my birthright, and now look, he has taken away my 
blessing!” (v. 36). He insisted before his father: “Have you not reserved 
a blessing for me?” Isaac answered that he had made Esau a servant 
of Jacob. “And Esau lifted up his voice and wept” (v. 38). Isaac’s last 
words were that Esau would live by his sword and serve his brother, 
although it should come to pass that when he “become restless,” he 
should break Jacob’s yoke from his neck. However Jacob enjoyed the 
blessings of the robbed birthright, he should fear the prophesized end, 
of Esau breaking the yoke of his neck.
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The narrative tells us that Esau hated Jacob and planned to kill him 
after the death of their father. Rebekah, their mother, who incited Jacob 
to deceive his father, knew of Esau’s plan of vengeance. So, she called 
Jacob and advised him to flee to the house of her brother, Laban, refuging 
there for a few days—“until your brother’s fury turns away, until your 
brother’s anger turns away from you, and he forgets what you have 
done to him” (vv. 44–45), she said. The lord has to flee from his servant 
immediately after his inauguration! What a humiliation!

After living with and working for his uncle for twenty years (see 
Gen. 31:38, 41), Jacob decides to leave and return to his father’s house. 
However, it was the reencounter with his brother that occupied his 
mind. He sent messengers to speak to brother Esau: “Thus your servant 
Jacob says: ‘I have dwelt with Laban and stayed there until now. I have 
oxen, donkeys, flocks, and male and female servants; and I have sent 
to tell my lord, that I may find favor in your sight’” (Gen. 32:4–5). The 
messengers did it and returned to Jacob with the news that Esau was 
coming to meet him, accompanied with four hundred men. Jacob could 
only become very distressed with the news. In his mind, the day of his 
brother’s vengeance had arrived.

He divided his company into two groups, in order that the second 
might escape if Esau attacked the first one. Then he prayed to God: “I 
am not worthy of the least of all the mercies and of all the truth which 
You have shown Your servant; for I crossed over this Jordan with my 
staff, and now I have become two companies. Deliver me, I pray, from 
the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau; for I fear him, lest he 
come and attack me and the mother with the children.  For You said, ‘I 
will surely treat you well, and make your descendants as the sand of 
the sea, which cannot be numbered for multitude’” (vv. 10–12).

Jacob sent ahead to Esau, as a gift, over five hundred animals, in 
order to appease him. And as he was finally alone that night, he was 
surprised by a man who attacked him and with whom he entered into 
a fight. If he initially thought to be simply wrestling with a man, he 
eventually perceived that his opponent represented a supernatural 
power. Thus, he said of that encounter that he had seen God face to face.

Why did God attack him though that male figure? He had prayed 
that God would deliver him from his brother, so that God comes 
to settle first the issue still open: his sin against Esau. Gerhard von 
Rad remarks: “The interpretation of the story must proceed from its 
position in the entire Jacob narrative, for its relation to the story of 
deception is unmistakable.”157 Then, that abrupt interruption in Jacob’s 
preparation for meeting his brother is an answer to his prayer. God came 
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to prepare him for the blessing of forgiveness. “Jacob had become numb 
at the thought of meeting Esau; this impending event had occupied 
all his thoughts. And then this other, quite different encounter had 
occurred, one much more dangerous for Jacob and one for which he 
was completely unprepared.”158 Jacob feared his brother, but much 
more should he fear God’s hand!

However, at a certain point of the fight, the man saw that he would 
not prevail against Jacob. But how can it be that God visits a sinner, 
who deserves nothing but destruction, and ends up dominated by 
him? This is but the wonder of God’s mercy and grace. And this refers 
us to Jesus, the divine Word that “became flesh and dwelt among us” 
(John 1:14), who was likewise dominated by human hands, granting 
the blessing of pardon of sins instead of the punishing them with 
death. Yet, as Jesus was permissively dominated, so with the man that 
attacked Jacob. If it were not for God’s grace, the attack on Jacob would 
have been immediately fatal. As God himself said through the prophet 
Isaiah, “And there is no one who can deliver out of My hand; I work, 
and who will reverse it?” (43:13). God did not attack Jacob in order to 
kill him, but to cause a turning point in his life. The man could have 
prevailed against Jacob, “if his orders had not been to let Jacob have 
the better,” as Simon Patrick commented.159

But when the man saw that he did not prevail in the fight, he touched 
the socket of Jacob’s hip, putting it out of joint. Patrick went on to 
explain that the man  “gave over the combat; but made him know, by 
this light touch, what he could have done, if he had pleased, i.e., quite 
overthrown him, as easily as he made him go limping. This discovered 
to Jacob that he was more than a man, who wrestled with him.”160 The 
disarticulation of his leg, a pillar, became a permanent reminder that 
he ought not to trust more in himself than in God. James G. Murphy 
remarks that the prominent feature of Jacob’s character was a strong 
and firm reliance on himself, but which was not duly subordinated yet 
to the absolute reliance that should be placed in God.161 “He is now to 
learn the lesson of unreserved reliance on God.”162

Then the man pleaded to be released, because the day was breaking. 
Why did he have to go away? According to Patrick, the man was 
indicating that it was time for Jacob to follow his family.163 But it seems 
that the reason for him to go away had to do with himself, not with 
Jacob. For Murphy, it meant generally that the time for other avocations 
has come.164

Seemingly, Jacob had by now understood that his visitor was not 
merely a man. Thus, he refused to release the man before being blessed 
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by him. Then the man asked Jacob’s name, not to know it, but to make 
Jacob say it. This was the key point of that encounter, intending to make 
Jacob reflect on his defective character, thus making it possible that it 
be changed. “Jacob” means “supplanter.” When Esau was born, the 
hand of his twin brother took hold of his heel, who was then called 
Jacob (see Gen. 25:26). After hearing Jacob’s name, the man stated that 
he should afterward be called “Israel,” no longer “Jacob,” for he had 
struggled with God and with men, and had prevailed. If he wanted to 
be blessed by God, he first had to examine himself. Spiritual and moral 
self-examination ought to precede prayer. Our petitions will be idle if 
they do not go hand in hand with repentance for the impropriety of 
our thoughts and acts. 

Now, it is Jacob who asks his opponent’s name. But the man did not 
declare it, but only asked why Jacob wanted to know it. There was no 
point in stating his name, as in the case of Jacob, who had to be prepared 
for God’s blessing by leaving behind his cheating nature, represented 
by his name. It was for a purpose, not merely out of curiosity, that he 
made Jacob say his name. Then, he blessed Jacob and left.165 

“These words,” Patrick wrote, “explain the end and intention of this 
combat; which was to show, that he having such power with God, as to 
prevail over one of his ministers, needed not fear his brother Esau.”166

Jacob gave that place the name Peniel—“For I have seen God face 
to face, and my life is preserved,” he said (Gen. 32:30). But he not only 
“saw” God; he fought (wrestled) with him and prevailed. How can 
it be? This only was possible because God wanted it so for a didactic 
purpose. Jacob could never have prevailed over the figure sent by God 
if God did not allow it. Gerhard von Rad put it very well: “Jacob was 
victorious in the sense of the present narrative because it pleased God 
to heed his importunity, his anaidia (Luke 11.8), and to tie his plan for 
history to Jacob, Israel. If one wishes to speak here of Jacob’s faith, 
this faith is closely related both to despair and to confidence in God. 
But it is exceedingly doubtful that the narrator intends to interest us 
in Jacob’s inner experience. Perhaps the nocturnal event ought really 
to designate an inner purification in Jacob. [. . .] The entire emphasis is 
on God’s activity, his destructive attack and his justification.”167 

Jacob was now prepared to meet his brother. When he saw Esau 
coming with four hundred men, as announced, “he crossed over before 
them and bowed himself to the ground seven times, until he came near 
to his brother” (Gen. 33:3). And Esau’s attitude surely surprised him: 
“But Esau ran to meet him, and embraced him, and fell on his neck and 
kissed him, and they wept” (v. 4). Jacob referred to himself as “your 
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servant” (v. 5). Esau asked: “What do you mean by all this company 
which I met?” (v. 8). Jacob answered: “These are to find favor in the 
sight of my lord.” Esau did not accept the offering, but Jacob insisted: 
“No, please, if I have now found favor in your sight, then receive my 
present from my hand, inasmuch as I have seen your face as though I 
had seen the face of God, and you were pleased with me. Please, take 
my blessing that is brought to you, because God has dealt graciously 
with me, and because I have enough” (vv. 10–11). Being received 
peacefully by his brother and being forgiven by him was so great a 
blessing to Jacob that he compared seeing his face to seeing the face of 
God himself. “There is a mysterious correspondence in the brothers’ 
meeting to Jacob’s nocturnal encounter with God, both with respect to 
the mortal threat to Jacob and his anxiety and also with respect to his 
amazement at the kindness he received. This strange parallel becomes 
clearest in Jacob’s statement that seeing Esau’s face was like “seeing 
the face of God” (v. 10), which is precisely an allusion to Penuel.” And 
as Jacob named the place of his nocturnal fight Peniel, because there 
he saw God face to face and survived, now he likewise could speak 
that he saw his brother face to face and his life was preserved alike.

Great blessings require repentance from our sins and sanctification. 
After his struggle with God, Jacob’s relationship to his brother was 
settled. Why did Esau change his mind and his heart regarding his 
brother? It is suspecting that the change took place not before he moved 
with his men, but when he saw Jacob’s company.

(c) How Abraham’s faith was strengthened

Apostle Paul wrote that Abraham, “not being weak in faith, he 
did not consider his own body, already dead (since he was about a 
hundred years old), and the deadness of Sarah’s womb. He did not 
waver at the promise of God through unbelief, but was strengthened 
in faith, giving glory to God, and being fully convinced that what He 
had promised He was also able to perform” (Rom. 4:19, 20). This is a 
rich text about the meaning of faith.

“Not being weak in faith,” Abraham did not consider his old body 
and the long-gone fertility of Sarah as decisive factors that they did 
not have a son. “Not being weak in faith,” he “did not waver at the 
promise of God through unbelief.” Unbelief vacillates; faith does not. 
Abraham was not weak in faith because he was “strengthened in faith.” 
But how was he strengthened in faith? Apostle Paul answers: Abraham 
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was “fully convinced that what He had promised He was also able to 
perform.” Faith is belief in God’s omnipotence.

Moses Stuart explains that “being fully persuaded” is a repetition 
or epexegesis (addition for further explanation) of “being strong in 
faith.”168 Abraham became strong in his faith because he was completely 
convinced about the unlimited power of God. Then he worshipped God. 
Put a little differently, Abraham gave glory to God as he recognized 
God’s power to fulfill his promise, that is, his faith was strengthened.

(d) Learn from a simple father in despair: “Lord, I believe;
help my unbelief”

As we have seen, the afflicted father spoke to Jesus: “If you can do 
anything…” The Lord corrected him: “If you can believe!”

The condition of that man was dramatic. He knew that Jesus’ own 
disciples failed in believing for the healing of his son. He himself 
reported it to the Lord: “I spoke to Your disciples, that they should cast 
it out, but they could not” (Mark 9:18). We can imagine the burden on 
his shoulders now. Standing before the Lord, who stated the criterion 
for the miracle to take place, he could see both his son, whose suffering 
represented a great challenge, and the men who were nothing less than 
the trainees of the Lord, who represented the difficulty of believing.

He could have succumbed, by thinking and possibly saying that if 
the disciples did not believe enough, how much could he! He could 
also ask the Lord to simply help his son unconditionally. The point 
is, however, that the Redeemer of humankind is invoking belief in his 
identity and power. He came to restore our relationship with God, and 
it is by believing in him that we can be saved. The man said to Jesus, 
“If you can do anything.” Jesus replied, “If you can believe,” which 
means “If you believe that I can.” It is about acknowledgement of his 
identity that Jesus was speaking.

“Immediately the father of the child cried out and said with tears, 
‘Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!’” (Mark 9:24). What is the point of 
saying “I believe” and “my unbelief”? Did he believe or not? Did he 
say he believed but immediately confessed that he didn’t actually? This 
does not need to be precisely the case. The destiny of his son was in his 
own hands. What if he did not believe enough? Pete Greig experienced 
a similar worry when his wife was sick. “I was also scared that Samie 
might die if I didn’t pray enough, or if I didn’t have enough faith, or 
if I didn’t fast enough . . .”169 
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We know that Jesus did not yield to those who conditioned belief in 
him to wonders that he might work. The case of that man was different 
in that he showed a sincere desire to believe. He did not ask for the 
miracle rationally, that he might be convinced to believe. Rather, he 
wanted wholeheartedly to believe but needed help to overcome his 
incredulity.

The man said he believed, but fearing not to believe enough, he 
asked the Lord to help overcome his fragile faith, which he even calls 
“unbelief” (apistia, lack of faith). David Brown comments beautifully 
on what that afflicted father meant with “Help my unbelief”: “It is 
useless concealing from Thee, O Thou mysterious, mighty Healer, the 
unbelief that still struggles in this heart of mine; but that heart bears me 
witness that I do believe in Thee; and if distrust still remains, I disown 
it, I wrestle with it, I seek help from Thee against it.”170

John C. Ryle instructs us: “What shall we do with our unbelief? 
We must resist it, and pray against it. We must not allow it to keep us 
back from Christ. We must take it to Christ, as we take all other sins 
and infirmities, and cry to Him for deliverance. Like the man before 
us, we must cry, ‘Lord, help mine unbelief.’”171

What did Jesus do in response to that man’s supplication? What 
was his verdict? He “rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it, ‘Deaf and 
dumb spirit, I command you, come out of him and enter him no more!’ 
Then the spirit cried out, convulsed him greatly, and came out of him. 
And he became as one dead, so that many said, ‘He is dead.’ But Jesus 
took him by the hand and lifted him up, and he arose” (vv. 25–27).

That afflicted man did not ask Jesus for a sign in order to believe, 
nor that the Lord helped him even in his unbelief. He declared his 
faith in the Lord but added a sincere and moving wish to be helped, 
that he might overcome his remaining unbelief. A sincere, humble, 
and wise supplication.

(e) Keep praying: perseverance is an expression of faith

When the disciples of Jesus failed to cast out a demon of a man’s 
son, they asked the Lord the reason for their failure. He pointed out 
their inexpressive faith, adding that a demon does not go out but by 
prayer and fasting (or fasting prayer). Why did they fail? Because of 
their little faith or because they did not pray fervently? Both. Faith is 
cultivated in prayer.
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If you are a believer, you have faith. Value it! Don’t underestimate it! 
Consciously and in a disciplined way, pray! Intercede for the sick, the 
needy, the missionaries, and common Christians under persecution, a 
friend you would like to evangelize, your difficulties (including your 
bias to unbelief), etc. So concentrate in vigorous prayer that you “forget” 
for a while that you have a body that needs food, rest, etc. When this 
happens naturally, you have explained for yourself the true meaning 
of fasting in the Christian dispensation.

Of course, the more you know God and the Lord Jesus, the easier 
it is to believe in them. Therefore, also commit yourself to the study of 
the Scriptures and to hearing their exposition as often as possible. If 
grace and peace—and faith!—are to be multiplied to us, it will be “in 
the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord” (2 Pet. 1:2).

It worthwhile to meditate on what James Douglas wrote about 
dedication to prayer and the progress of faith: “By repeated acts of 
believing, however feeble at first, and by continuance in belief, a strong 
faith and a constant reliance are obtained; and by prayers, however 
wandering and broken at their commencement, the spirit, at last, of 
fervent and effectual prayer is poured out upon us from on high, 
of prayer which, uniting experience to faith, joins thanksgivings for 
former mercies to the unwavering expectation of future benefits. Thus 
it is in the nature of prayer, to spread out in its progress, continually 
enlarging as it proceeds; former prayers obtaining more of the spirit of 
prayer, and the Divine Spirit urging and bearing forward our spirits into 
increased supplications for larger discoveries of the Divine Goodness, 
and new confirmations of the Divine promises.”172 Douglas also writes 
on the progress in prayer: “The difficulty we find in prayer can only 
be overcome by prayer, as the remains of unbelief in the heart are only 
overcome by perseverance in believing. . . . The free and infinite love 
of God not only bestows on us grace for grace, but makes each degree 
of grace a step for ascending to a larger measure.”173

Once a woman of Canaan came to Jesus crying out, “Have mercy on 
me, O Lord, Son of David! My daughter is severely demon-possessed” 
(Matt. 15:22). The Lord did not say anything to her. (Sometimes we have 
the impression that God keeps silent before our prayers, don’t we?) His 
disciples mistakenly interpreted this silence as Christ’s unwillingness 
to do anything on behalf of that Gentile woman—she was a Canaanite. 
They even suggested to Him to dismiss her. “Send her away, for she 
cries out after us” (v. 23). They, as Jews, could not accept yet that the 
Messiah came for all people, despite the prophecies in this regard, 
which they consistently ignored. The gospel according to Matthew 



94

HOLD GOD’S HAND AND GO!

was written for the special purpose of instructing Christians converted 
from Judaism about the universality of the gospel. Accordingly, the 
last words of Jesus are a mandate to disciple all nations (28:19).

At a first glance, Jesus did as they urged him to do, and worse, 
apparently with the same religious ethnocentric motivation. He said 
to her, “I was not sent except to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” 
(v. 24). His disciples must have liked that.

What did the woman do? Did she go home shocked and frustrated 
at such great mercilessness? Not at all. She had asked for the Lord’s 
mercy because she believed that He could operate the miracle. Instead 
of feeling rejected, she, full of faith, “came and worshiped Him, saying, 
‘Lord, help me!’” (v. 25). Jesus “despised” her—this is how the onlookers 
saw it; but she worshipped him in response and kept firm in the pursuit 
of the blessing she needed. And as she insisted, Jesus addressed her 
in a harder and stranger way. “It is not good to take the children’s 
bread and throw it to the little dogs” (v. 26). The disciples probably 
approved of this reply from the Lord even more. However, the woman, 
instead of feeling offended, answered in a still more surprising way 
(except to Jesus, of course, who knew her heart). “True, Lord, yet even 
the little dogs eat the crumbs which fall from their masters’ table” (v. 
27). She responded by using the same metaphor used by Jesus. She 
made no case of being represented as a dog in his analogy. Nothing 
else mattered as long as she received the blessing for her daughter. 
Also notice that her claim “little dogs eat the crumbs which fall from 
their masters’ table” represents the claim of the Gentile world to have 
a share in the Messiah’s blessing. In this sense, she played a revealing 
role about God’s history of salvation, more than the disciples of Jesus 
could imagine and accept. Accordingly, Jesus should state later in the 
gospel according to Matthew that the primacy in the kingdom of God 
would be taken from the impenitent Israel, to be given to the responsive 
Gentiles. “Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be taken 
from you and given to a nation bearing the fruits of it” (Matt. 21:43).

Next, “Jesus answered and said to her, ‘O woman, great is your 
faith! Let it be to you as you desire.’ And her daughter was healed 
from that very hour” (15:28). Jesus did as he did because he knew the 
devout and faithful heart of that woman. He led her to exert her faith 
in him at the same time that he taught his ethnocentric Jewish disciples 
a lesson about the universal extension of God’s love.
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(f) A great faith keeps faithful to God whatever happens

We have already dealt with the issue of the “unanswered” prayers. 
We shall see ahead the natural limits of prayer in this dispensation. 
But as we are considering what increasing faith means and implies, it 
is necessary to have before our eyes that the outcome of a great faith is 
not always change in a grave situation. Faith can save ill people. But, 
as Hebrews 11 says, many died not merely “despite” their faith, but 
precisely because of it. The most sublime and mature goal for willing 
an increased faith is not the ability to have miracles happen but to keep 
believing in God’s ultimate promise of glory.

 We read that “others had trial of mockings and scourgings, yes, 
and of chains and imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn in 
two, were tempted, were slain with the sword. They wandered about 
in sheepskins and goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, tormented—
of whom the world was not worthy. They wandered in deserts and 
mountains, in dens and caves of the Earth” (Heb. 11:36–38). Notice, 
however, that “all these, having obtained a good testimony through 
faith, did not receive the promise…” (v. 39). They didn’t reach the 
coming of the Messiah, nor were they delivered from their enemies. 
They received a good testimony because, by their faith, they kept 
faithful to God, even enduring cruel torture.

By faith, Enoch “had this testimony, that he pleased God” (v. 5). 
What happened finally to him? He “was taken away so that he did not 
see death, ‘and was not found, because God had taken him.’” What a 
glorious end!

But the faithful Abel was killed by his envious brother. By faith, he 
was not saved from his brother, but gloriously “obtained witness that 
he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts” (v. 4).

By faith, Rahab, a harlot, “did not perish with those who did not 
believe, when she had received the spies with peace” (v. 31). Faith is 
not a prerogative of eminent people. It can do wonders in the life of 
any humble and true believer. Let’s align with those who, by faith, 
“out of weakness were made strong” (v. 34).

A great faith can change reality or can keep us trusting God’s promise 
of glory, when reality cannot be changed. “[T]he Christian, naturally 
weak, by prayer connects himself with the Almighty, and the more 
dangers and difficulties beset him, the more closely they unite him to 
his God, he reaches towards and leans upon, and clings to him, and is 
strengthened with divine strength.”174
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We can exercise our faith by saying to God, “May the Holy Spirit 
give us serenity in adversity, so that we may wait in peace for your 
salvation, whenever it comes, and in any form. For we believe that 
you never fail us or leave a promise of yours unfulfilled. Help us see 
more clearly the ultimate glory that gives full meaning to the truth 
that ‘all things work together for good to those who love God’ (Rom. 
8:28). ‘Deliver us from the evil one’ (Matt. 6:13), so that, in opposition 
to his insinuation that we should curse you, we may firmly praise you 
before people.”

Prayer is primarily communion with God, not a tool that “works” 
in obtaining things. So, the greatest gain from the prayer of faith is the 
reaffirmation of faith in the Father; this keeps the believer connected 
with him and spiritually strong. In this way, the believer can follow 
courageously on the way to the New Jerusalem, with or without miracles.

Let’s follow the way of God’s ancient servants, who, by faith, “gained 
approval” (v. 2 NASB). Let’s pursue the same sublime goal of receiving 
a good testimony from God, that we lived and died in faith.
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The Will of God and Our Pain

Are we really required to give thanks for everything, good or bad? 
The apostle Paul instructs us: “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, 

in everything give thanks; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus 
for you” (1 Thess. 5:16–18). Some people press to say, based on this 
verse, that we are not expected to thank God for everything, bad things 
included, but in everything, which is a right rendering of the Greek 
preposition used. Being thankful to God in our difficulties means 
recognizing his care for us, in one way or another, in the timeframe 
we want or, if they do not coincide, in his time, which is perfect by 
definition; whether in a moment in our present history or in the most 
wonderful world to come. It is not for nothing, but to take care for us 
now and forever, that he “has sealed us and given us the Spirit in our 
hearts as a guarantee” (2 Cor. 1:2).

The three things mentioned in Paul’s instructions—rejoicing, praying, 
and giving thanks—are intertwined, so that we agree with Peter E. 
Cousins that they are in conjunction referred to as “this,” which is the 
will of God: “Thanksgiving [we could say ‘rejoicing and thanksgiving’] 
will result from the realization gained in prayer that God’s purpose is 
behind all circumstances. Although this is singular, it must refer to all 
three, prayer, rejoicing and thanksgiving.”175 Believers can find joy in 
everything, first and foremost because they are saved for eternity. They 
are absolutely secure and will lose nothing. Second, because they can, 
in the power of the Holy Spirit, make a stepstool or platform of their 
problems, onto which they rise and, like Job, to the disgust of evil, give 
a louder and more penetrating witness of God’s love. We feel compelled 
to live a life of unceasing grateful prayer, for no circumstance is left in 
which “at least some” spiritual joy cannot be found.

When his baby died, King David “arose from the ground, washed 
and anointed himself, and changed his clothes; and he went into the 
house of the Lord and worshiped” (2 Sam. 12:20). He did not worship 
God because he must be praised for bad things, but because he knew, 
on the one side, that what happened did not happen because it escaped 
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God’s control and, on the other side, that he would someday meet 
the baby again: “I shall go to him . . .” (v. 23). Firmly believing in the 
glorious restoration to come, we can say, with the apostle Paul, that 
“in all things God works for the good of those who love him” (Rom. 
8:28); that whether in trouble, hardship, persecution, famine, nakedness, 
danger, sword, “we are more than conquerors through him who loved 
us” (v. 37); and that “neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, 
neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor 
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from 
the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (v. 38). This confidence, 
by which we can rejoice always, is nurtured by prayer (especially in 
the context of the believers’ communion).

Yet, in Ephesians 5:20 Paul instates believers to give thanks always 
for (also rightly translated from the Greek) all things. In any case, it 
is doubtful that, by this admonition, the apostle is teaching that we 
should also give thanks for bad things. It may simply be an exhortation 
to a state of general alertness to God’s blessings, for the corresponding 
gratitude, rather than having a lukewarm, distracted and ingrate spirit. 
If we ought to give thanks for all things, it makes more sense, as far as 
our problems are concerned, that thanks be given, not for the problems 
themselves, but for the consolations we receive from the Father, as we 
experience them.

Prayers are often raised to heaven with tears, in the hope that something 
tragic may not happen. But it happens anyhow, seeming to indicate 
that God, for whom nothing is impossible (see Luke 1:37), is not always 
willing to do a miracle to save us. However, the true explanation of 
“God’s silence” is not his indifference toward us, but, again and again, 
that the time when diseases and accidents will no longer kill anybody 
has not arrived. It belongs to the next dispensation. We cannot, in this 
dispensation, expect a miracle for each dangerous situation. Hebrews 
10:36 reads: “For you have need of endurance, so that after you have 
done the will of God, you may receive the promise.” The age of the 
rewarding glory is future. We are still to endure the hardships of life, 
doing the will of God in holiness, love, and witness.

Thus, prayer has, in a sense, logical limits. But such limits do not 
contradict the all-inclusive promise of the Lord. Instead, they define 
its contour and scope in this pre-glorious dispensation. But, if there 
is a natural limitation to what prayer can do, as far as our physical 
reality is concerned, there is no limitation as to what it can achieve 
in us spiritually. Prayer is powerful to give us, by the Holy Spirit, 
serenity in difficult times. In addition, a calm witness for Christ, which 
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we may issue in our more nebulous days, is surely more impressive 
and inspiring to both fellow believers and unbelievers than a witness 
when everything is running well with us.

Apostle Paul wrote, “But when we are judged, we are chastened 
by the Lord, that we may not be condemned with the world” (1 Cor. 
11:32). The apostle says, in another letter, about godly sorrow: “Now 
I rejoice, not that you were made sorry, but that your sorrow led to 
repentance. For you were made sorry in a godly manner, that you might 
suffer loss from us in nothing. For godly sorrow produces repentance 
leading to salvation, not to be regretted; but the sorrow of the world 
produces death. For observe this very thing, that you sorrowed in a 
godly manner: What diligence it produced in you, what clearing of 
yourselves, what indignation, what fear, what vehement desire, what 
zeal, what vindication! In all things you proved yourselves to be clear 
in this matter” (2 Cor. 7:9–11). However, suffering is natural in our 
existence deformed by sin, whereby the will of God for us does not 
include pain that does not pertain already to this fallen world, even 
when he “disciplines those he loves” (Heb. 12:6 NIV). Then, God 
can only be said to create evil in a secondary and relative sense. Our 
sorrows are so much of his relative will, since they are, in an absolute 
sense, natural fruits of a damaged creation, that he “does not afflict 
willingly, nor grieve the children of men” (Lam. 3:33).

Now, how should the believer deal with pain? Essentially, through 
prayer. Jesus gave us his own example, and in the hardest situation 
possible, the imminence of a most painful death.

As the Lord’s crucifixion was getting near, he took Peter, James, 
and John with him to a place called Gethsemane, “and He began to 
be sorrowful and deeply distressed. Then He said to them, ‘My soul is 
exceedingly sorrowful, even to death. Stay here and watch with Me’” 
(Matt. 26:37–38). A little farther from them, he “fell on His face, and 
prayed, saying, ‘O My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from 
Me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as You will’” (v. 39). He went away 
again and prayed so: “O My Father, if this cup cannot pass away from 
Me unless I drink it, Your will be done” (v. 42).

But did Jesus not know that he came for an atoning death? Yes, 
he did. He was never ignorant about that. He said, for instance: “The 
Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men, and be 
crucified, and the third day rise again” (Luke 24:7). He had always 
been aware of the prophecies about him: “Then He said to them, ‘O 
foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe in all that the prophets have 
spoken! Ought not the Christ to have suffered these things and to 
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enter into his glory?’” (vv. 25–26). But it is one thing to be conscious 
of the reality of death; another is the moment of facing it, especially 
with pain, and, still more especially, under torture. We all know that 
we will die someday. However, when we have reason to think that 
the day of our death may not be far away, we tend to get sorrowful. 
Our aversion to death is natural, for we were not created to die. The 
message of resurrection says exactly that. Jesus knew that God could 
change the course of history at that moment—he “was able to save 
Him from death.” But, if he indeed expressed repulsion of death, he 
did not insist that the plans of the Father should be changed.

R. T. France perceptively remarks: “The only issue that matters is 
what are the limits of the will of God. Jesus’ prayer is an exploration 
of those limits, but never attempts to break outside them.”176 France 
noticed that Jesus’ second prayer in Gethsemane “is an ‘advance’ on the 
first; the ‘if it be possible’ of v. 39 is now resolved, and so the tentative 
request gives way to a firm thy will be done. This direct echo of 6:10 is 
the third echo in Jesus’ Gethsemane prayer of the Lord’s Prayer (cf. 
‘Father,’ v. 39, with 6:9; and v. 41 with 6:13) – Jesus practices what he 
had preached to his disciples!”177 Let us view the comparison in a table:

Jesus on Prayer in the Gospel of Matthew

His Teaching His Practice

1. “In this manner, therefore, 
pray: Our Father . . .” (6:9)

1. “O My Father . . .” (26:39)

2. “Your kingdom come. Your 
will be done on earth as it is in 
heaven.” (6:10)

3. “Your will be done.” (26:42)

3. “And do not lead us into 
temptation, but deliver us 
from the evil one.” (6:13)

2. “Watch and pray, lest you 
enter into temptation. The 
spirit indeed is willing, but the 
flesh is weak.” (26:41)

Perseverance in prayer, with an open heart, is the way for the Holy 
Spirit to lead us from strength to strength, until we feel secure in the 
tribulation. After praying for a third time, Jesus came back to the three 
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disciples and said firmly: “Behold, the hour is at hand, and the Son of 
Man is being betrayed into the hands of sinners. Rise, let us be going. 
See, he who betrays Me is at hand” (Matt. 26:45–46). He was ready. 
A. Raymond George rightly notes that Jesus’ submission to the will 
of God in this prayer “cannot be called sad or reluctant resignation; it 
breathes the spirit of confidence.”178 Likewise, the highest stage of a 
believer’s spirituality is when he or she can confidently say: “Let the 
Father do His will” or to paraphrase Jesus, “Let’s go!”

Jesus experienced a real horror of death, but he was not assaulted 
by a sudden spiritual doubt. Jean Calvin wrote about it: “For in this 
contest the Son of God had to engage, not because he was tried by 
unbelief, the source of all our fears, but because he sustained as a man 
in our flesh the judgment of God, the terror of which could not have 
been overcome without an arduous effort.”179 Nor did he suddenly 
begun to think on what might happen after death. Surely, he had no 
doubts as to what happens after death, which terrifies so many people 
not acquainted with the Scriptures. He did not fear “the unknown.” 
He knew and taught that the just will not even see what death is like: 
“Most assuredly, I say to you, if anyone keeps My word he shall never 
see death” (John 8:51). He answered to the repented criminal beside 
him on the cross: “I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise” 
(Luke 23:43). They were not to enter a dark and silent place somewhere 
in the cosmos, where anguished souls cry, “Is there anyone there?” They 
went together to Paradise on that very day. The other criminal challenged 
the Lord: “If You are the Christ, save Yourself and us” (v. 39). He had 
no idea of the true identity of the one who hung beside him. “If” was 
his fatal mistake. Moreover, Christ “would be” Christ only for him to 
be saved from physical death. To that man, either there was nothing 
beyond corporeal death, or spiritual salvation was of lesser importance 
than physical wellbeing. It is relatively common for a sick believer to 
say: “I’m sure God will heal me.” We would not deny that God can heal 
someone who, by faith, was certain of it. Yet, most times, “I’m sure” 
is more an expression of strong wish, which works more or less well 
psychologically, than a conviction of faith that arises from a special 
spiritual perception. Furthermore, it may be that, in many cases, “I’m 
sure” has behind it a believer not spiritually secure should events take 
another direction than the desired. The man who made his confession 
of faith on the cross rebuked the doubter for not fearing God (v. 40) 
and, death being imminent, did not claim that Christ should deliver 
him from death, but that the Lord would remember him when he came 
into his kingdom (v. 2). He showed awareness that salvation extends 
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beyond death. “When You come into Your kingdom.” When after their 
deaths would that happen? Jesus answered, “Today.”

Participating in the flesh with us, Jesus naturally experienced fear 
of pain and death as we do—“The flesh is weak,” he declared (Matt. 
26:41; also Mark 14:38). According to the short but dramatic account 
in Hebrews 5:7, he “had offered up prayers and supplications, with 
vehement cries and tears to Him who was able to save Him from death.” 
And what did he get? The verse ends: “and was heard because of His 
godly fear.” His prayer was really in the direction of being freed from 
death—he addressed the Father, identified as the One who could save 
him from death.

Neil R. Lightfoot comments: “The language implies that Jesus prayed 
for His physical deliverance . . . and also that His prayer for physical 
deliverance was not heard. If not, why would the author emphasize 
that God was able to grant His request?”180 What, then, does it mean 
that his prayer was heard, if he was killed? Or, as Lightfoot put the 
question: “But how, or in what way, since the cup of suffering was 
not withdrawn?”181

We can begin to construct the response from Jesus’ own declaration: 
“. . . if this cup cannot pass away from Me unless I drink it, Your will 
be done” (Matt. 26:42). In fact, the cup of death could “pass away” only 
by his drinking it. At first glance, this sounds senseless. Experiencing a 
tragedy as the way to escape from it? Being freed from death by dying? 
It can only be that Jesus did not experience death “completely,” being, 
rather subjectively freed from (the fear of) it. His prayer was answered 
“because of His godly fear,” “because of His piety” (NASB). In the 
Portuguese translation by João Ferreira de Almeida, in its reviewed 
and corrected edition, the verse says that Jesus was heard “as to what 
he feared.”182 This makes sense. It provides a solution to the problem: 
Jesus was heard as to his fear. He could, then, face death fearlessly 
(though not without pain). This is the point of view sustained, among 
others, by Calvin, who assumed to differ from those who render it “on 
account of his reverence.”183 He argues finely: “In the first place he puts 
the word alone eulabeias, without the possessive ‘his;’ and then there 
is the preposition apo, ‘from,’ not hyper, ‘on account of,’ or any other 
signifying a cause or a reason. As, then, eulabeia means for the most 
part fear or anxiety, I doubt not but that the Apostle means that Christ 
was heard from that which he feared, so that he was not overwhelmed 
by his evils or swallowed up by death.”184

Calvin also refers to others who render it “piety,” contending: “But 
the explanation I have given is much more suitable, and requires no 
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long arguments in its favour.”185 However, the claim that eulabeias is not 
presented as “his” does not appear to be of relevance. It would make 
no difference in either interpretation. That Jesus was heard because of 
fear or piety, whichever the case, without the possessive pronoun, does 
not imply that fear or piety was not of him. Moreover, “from” (apo, in 
Greek) is admittedly used to signify cause or reason, as we can see in 
these examples: “because of the crowd” (Luke 19:3), “because of the 
persecution” (Acts 11:19 NASB), and “because of the brightness of the 
light” (Acts 22:11 NASB).

The more appropriate way to infer the meaning of eulabeia is to 
observe its use in the New Testament and, especially, in the letter to the 
Hebrews, only to find that it consistently means devoutness, piety, and 
the like.186 Fear would be more precisely expressed by the word phobos 
(from whence the word phobia). Neil R. Lightfoot argues: “In the New 
Testament the term eulabeia seems always to denote ‘fear of God,’ ‘awe,’ 
reverence . . . The term even suggests cautious reverence. The thought 
is that Jesus prayed out of great reverence and submission to God—He 
did not wish to oppose God’s will or prevail upon Him.”187 Lightfoot 
insists: “But in the New Testament, and in Hebrews in particular, 
eulabeia consistently denotes reverence for God.”188 This interpretation 
is adopted by the ancient Greek commentators Chrysostom, Photius, 
Oecumenius, and Theophylact, nearly all medieval writers, and most 
modern scholars.189 To A. B. Davidson, the term does not seem applicable 
to a terror such as that inspired by death, so that the interpretation 
that Jesus was freed from his mental terror seems inadmissible from 
the language.190

Be that as it may, if Jesus’ piety was the cause of him being heard, the 
answer he received addressed his fear, at any rate. His deep anguish—
“My soul is exceedingly sorrowful, even to death” (Matt. 26:38, also 
Mark 14:34)—was replaced with confident readiness. And the “fear 
of death” (the Greek word used for fear here, in the same letter to the 
Hebrews, is phobo), from which he liberates us by dethroning the devil, 
who had the “power of death,” was the same fear he felt and overcame. 
Calvin phrased the question he is committed to answer thusly: “But 
how was Christ heard from what he feared, as he underwent the death 
which he dreaded?”191 If from the New Testament vocabulary we have 
that Jesus was heard because of his devoutness, from the answer he 
effectively got to his prayer, we can infer that he was freed from fear. 
Then we can say with Calvin, albeit he does it from a questionable 
linguistic analysis, instead of logic:
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To this I reply, that we must consider what it was that he 
feared; why was it that he dreaded death except that he saw 
in it the curse of God, and that he had to wrestle with the 
guilt of all iniquities, and also with hell itself? Hence was 
his trepidation and anxiety; for extremely terrible is God’s 
judgment. He then obtained what he prayed for, when he 
came forth a conqueror from the pains of death, when he 
was sustained by the saving hand of the Father, when after 
a short conflict he gained a glorious victory over Satan, sin, 
and hell. Thus it often happens that we ask this or that, but 
not for a right end; yet God, not granting what we ask, at the 
same time finds out himself a way to succour us.192

Lightfoot contends that Jesus asked to be delivered from death, not 
from fear of death.193 Then he cogitates: “Is the author’s meaning that 
Jesus was delivered from the fear of death and so is able to identify 
Himself sympathetically with humanity?”194 In fact, how else could 
Jesus help us, from what he experienced, if not by teaching us to expect 
from God deliverance from the fear of death? Does Hebrews 2:14–15 
not say that he shared in our flesh and blood, that by his death he 
might destroy the devil and release us who, by the fear of death were 
subject to bondage? Lightfoot contended that if Jesus’ petition that the 
cup of death be withdrawn had been heard, “He would not have been 
like His brothers in all respects.”195 The most we can concede is that 
the Lord’s prayer was heard as it stood: “If this is possible, concede it. 
If not, be as You will.” Lightfoot remarks rather well: “This was His 
eulabeia—the godly fear that was willing to turn everything over to 
God. Because of this eulabeia His prayer was heard.”196

Luke uniquely tells in his gospel that as Jesus prayed, “Father, if 
it is Your will, take this cup away from Me; nevertheless not My will, 
but Yours, be done” (22:42), “an angel appeared to Him from heaven, 
strengthening Him” (v. 43). Whatever explanation for the way Jesus’ 
prayer was answered must include the intervention of this angel. It is 
true that after informing us of the supporting work of the angel, Luke 
adds that Jesus, (still) in agony, “prayed more earnestly” (v. 44). This 
does not mean that the angel did not succeed in fulfilling his task; 
the verse states clearly that he strengthened Jesus. But so great was 
the agony of Jesus that further praying was necessary and further, 
successful, intervention of the angel can be taken for granted.

Hebrews 5:8 notes that Jesus “learned obedience from what he 
suffered” (NIV). This does not have anything to do with learning to obey 
by discipline, from disobedience—learning by evil, since not by good. 
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Rather, it alludes to his very experience of what it is to be human, which 
implied learning to acquiesce to the Father’s will. Gerald F. Hawthorne 
observed that if Jesus’ sufferings and temptations were genuine, his 
obedience could have been attained only though struggle.197 Jesus’ 
devoutness, for the sake of which he was heard in his petition, is not 
something different from his obedience. Then we ask: was he heard 
because of his obedience, or did he learn obedience from suffering? 
He obeyed the Father throughout his life. Once he said to his disciples: 
“My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me, and to finish His work” 
(John 4:34). If he was constant and consistent in his commitment to the 
will of God, now he takes his obedience to its zenith in accepting the 
costly will of the Father—the cross— from which the author of the letter 
to Hebrews says he “learned obedience from what He suffered.” In 
his torments, which were a new experience and demanded a degree of 
submission harder to attain, he succeeded in obeying correspondingly. 
He attained—or learned—further obedience. The apostle Paul sums it 
up in affirming that Jesus “became obedient to the point of death, even 
the death of the cross” (Phil. 2:8). “To the point” implies growth. Then, 
Hebrews 5:9 affirms that “having been perfected” (by obeying in pain), 
the Lord “became the author of eternal salvation to all who obey Him.”

Jesus’ piety was both the reason he was heard and the very source 
of the answer he got from God, for it was anchored in the knowledge 
of God—his love, power, and promises. He drew from it in the dark 
hour, but it was not a last-time piety, cultivated hastily and desperately. 
It may be very difficult to reach spiritual serenity while in a condition 
of emotional disequilibrium, if the person has no intimacy with God. 
Closeness to him and the consequent peace of spirit increase with 
growth in the knowledge of him. This demands time and engagement. 
As a matter of principle, great things are not built from one hour to the 
other. Rome was not built in one day.

Faith in the Lord of glory is how we conquer our tribulations. He 
did not call us for humiliation in history, but to the future glory, for 
which we should hope in faith and humility. And, our afflictions, which 
so many times end up killing human hope, are not only subdued by 
Christian hope. They are, in an extraordinary reversal of possibilities, 
obliged to nourish it. The apostle Paul analyzed and explained how 
it works: tribulation produces perseverance, which in turn produces 
an ever more solid spiritual character, which in turn produces an ever 
more robust hope (see Rom. 5:3–4). Leslie C. Allen speaks of a chain 
reaction by which suffering produces the virtues of constancy, sterling 
character, and convinced hope.198 Summing it up, the tribulations of a 
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believer who is in an intimate communion with God strengthen that 
which they would otherwise kill: hope.

Jesus’ certainty of the resurrection and the coming glory surely 
comforted him. He, “for the joy that was set before Him endured the 
cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the 
throne of God” (Heb. 12:2). As we face sorrows and death, we ought to 
look by faith at the joy set before us, of living gloriously forever with 
the Lord Jesus and God. We may fear pain; the sudden, frightening, 
and tragic happenings; and agony, but not death itself; for death is 
not, for the believer, a final “un-being.” Of course, our bodies will be 
undone at death. But our spirits will be with God while we expect the 
day of resurrection, when we will receive back our new bodies—remade 
indestructible. Apostle John tells: “I saw under the altar the souls of 
those who had been slain for the word of God and for the testimony 
which they held. And they cried with a loud voice, saying, ‘How long, 
O Lord, holy and true, until You judge and avenge our blood on those 
who dwell on the earth?’ Then a white robe was given to each of them; 
and it was said to them that they should rest a little while longer, until 
both the number of their fellow servants and their brethren, who would 
be killed as they were, was completed” (Rev. 6:9–11). This is the same 
as saying that the promise will be fulfilled after world evangelization 
is completed (see Matt. 24:14). And when the present corruptibility of 
our bodies is eventually replaced with the promised incorruptibility 
“and this mortal has put on immortality, then shall be brought to 
pass the saying that is written: ‘Death is swallowed up in victory.’ O 
Death, where is your sting?” (1 Cor. 15:54–55). Trust in this promise 
of objective, material victory over death is primarily what makes us 
able to conquer it subjectively now. And, at least regarding, and in 
the proportion of, this subjective, spiritual victory, we can even now 
firmly ask death where its sting is.

Therefore, the believer does not experience death or, for that matter, 
any problem, to its full extent, as does the unbeliever. Faith, which 
nurtures hope, makes the difference. And our hope is anchored in 
Jesus’ victory over death—not by his escaping it, but by experiencing 
it and rising again. He grieved as he was to be sacrificed; but he saw 
beyond death.

The worst thing that can happen to anyone is to see death as the last 
horizon. The Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa wrote, in his dramatic 
poem First Faust, Fourth Theme, “Fear of Death”:
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Fear of death, not; horror to death!
Horror for it being, for what it is
And for the inevitable.199

Pessoa also refers to death thusly: “Horror that kills the thought!”200 
The believer must not succumb to this horror. Jesus participated in our 
flesh, “that through death He might destroy him who had the power 
of death, that is, the devil, and release those who through fear of death 
were all their lifetime subject to bondage” (Heb. 2:14–15).

Finally, if sorrows are unavoidable, “it is better, if it is the will of 
God, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil,” the apostle Peter 
teaches (1 Pet. 3:17). “Therefore,” he concludes, “let those who suffer 
according to the will of God commit their souls to Him in doing good, 
as to a faithful Creator” (4:19). Suffering for doing evil makes sense; but 
God will reward those who suffer for doing good, which is unjust, and 
who do good while suffering, which is sublime. Inclusive, as Albrecht 
Ritschl observes, patience under suffering, “drawn from the acquired 
conviction of God’s love, is exercised most surely when it is supported by 
labour in our vocation.”201 Our sense of mission and the corresponding 
good we do may not diminish our pain objectively, but can overcome 
it subjectively, that is, spiritually, morally, and psychologically.

Acquainted with and strengthened by all this knowledge, we can 
say with the apostle Paul: “We are hard pressed on every side, yet not 
crushed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not 
forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed—always carrying about in 
the body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life of Jesus also may 
be manifested in our body. For we who live are always delivered to 
death for Jesus’ sake, that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in 
our mortal flesh” (2 Cor. 4:8–11).

When the sky darkens, the believer ought to, like Jesus did before 
his death, trustingly invoke God’s will, because, as Helmut Thielicke 
remarked, we know to whom we are speaking when we ask God 
to fulfill his will and so to shape our own.202 And if deep sorrow or 
strong pain impedes you to speak, pray in your heart. Hannah More 
wrote in this respect: “If disqualifying pain, or distressing languor, 
prevent the utterance of supplication, patience is itself a prayer, and 
a prayer which will not fail to be heard. We have a striking instance 
of an answer to silent prayer, in the case of Moses. In a situation of 
extreme distress, when he had not uttered a word, ‘the Lord said unto 
him, I have heard thy crying.’”203 Also: “If, however, in the conduct 
of this nightly watching, and this nightly prayer, your own stock of 
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thought or expression is absolutely deficient, prophets and apostles 
will not only afford you the most encouraging examples, but most 
profitable assistance. More especially the royal treasury of king David 
lies open to you; and whatever are your wants, there your resources 
are inexhaustible.”204 Do not hesitate to turn to the Psalms in your 
supplications to the Father. Cry, for example:

O Lord, do not rebuke me in Your anger,
Nor chasten me in Your hot displeasure.
Have mercy on me, O Lord, for I am weak;
O Lord, heal me, for my bones are troubled.
My soul also is greatly troubled;
But You, O Lord—how long? (6:1–3)
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Anxiety, Depression, and Prayer

The time when the humans will no longer experience disease, pain, 
and death lies still in the future. The redemption of our bodies 

waits for Christ’s coming. In this dispensation in God’s economy of 
salvation, we are not always healed from our diseases. Either they kill 
us, or we live with their effects. Fundamentally, this applies inclusive 
of mental disorders. They, like any other diseases, are fragments of 
the bomb that exploded in the Eden and belong to this fallen world.

But this does not mean that God does not help children in the 
agony of their mental diseases—panic disorder, generalized anxiety 
syndrome, depression, bipolar disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, 
etc. Many believers in Christ, myself included, struggle with one or 
more of these morbidities. They take medicines regularly. Yet, many 
of them experience lingering instability.  

Regarding prayer, the best I can say to them, to us, is this: keep a life 
of prayer. Pray always and deeply. In the imminency of his death, Jesus 
agonized in prayer before God. It is amazing that “an angel appeared 
to Him from heaven, strengthening Him” (Lk. 22:43). Despite this, the 
following verse tells that “being in agony, He prayed more earnestly.” 

We can deduce that one angel came to strengthen Jesus, not two, ten 
or fifty, because one could not do less than many. But even with such 
a heavenly assistance, Jesus still agonized. He, fully experiencing the 
human vulnerability, prayed, but felt the need to go further, praying 
“more earnestly” (ektenesteron, in transliterated Greek) – more intently, 
more fervently.

The continuing help of the angel can be presumed. One and the 
same angel. No reinforcement from heaven was necessary. Thus, the 
only difference was in Jesus himself, who felt it necessary to pray again 
and more earnestly, that he might effectively take heavenly succor. 
To pray more earnestly; praying in agony, agonizing in prayer. Jesus 
prayed with vehement cries and tears. His fear was replaced with a 
confident readiness, courage, and force.
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Do not pray and leave. Pray, pray again, pray again more fervently, 
go further and stay there, nearer God. 

J. Thornton wrote about the power of anxiety in hard circumstances:

In trying circumstances, it is difficult to keep the heart free 
from anxiety; and anxiety, if long entertained, will claim 
a right to perpetual residence. This gloomy inmate, with 
sullen dolorous voice, is always proclaiming bad news, and 
prognosticating dreadful times. Her countenance bespeaks 
famine and plague, and her hands one while plant briars 
and thorns, and another conjure up, as with the waving of a 
magic wand, fiends and furies, in all places and situations.205

Then Thornton speaks of the power of prayer to overcome anxiety 
and give the believer spiritual peace:

The readiest way to get rid of this pest, is to fly immediately 
to a throne of grace. Anxiety seldom accompanies us there, 
or, at any rate, cannot stay long. Instead of her, comes, mild 
as a morning without clouds after a stormy night, the soft and 
placid grace of resignation. Then, without repining over the 
past, or peevishly predicting the future, we shall be able to 
address the Father of mercies, and say, “Thy will be done on 
earth as it is done in heaven.”206

Prayer can definitively help us. We can ask God to calm down our 
feelings as Jesus did to the sea storm. We can ask him to drive out the 
demons of anxiety that oppress us.

Don’t waste your tears in fear and sadness; present them as prayers 
to the Father. Cry before him. Whenever anguish comes, run into his 
presence. As we, as children, run into our mothers’ arms, when fear 
comes, let us run into God’s arms when we are assaulted by sorrows, 
grief, agony. Pray! Keep praying! Never leave the Father’s presence 
while agony does not leave you.

We can say to the Father words of prayer like these: “My Father, 
let me stay in your presence. Please, help me in my misery. I am very 
anxious. Panic is near. Have mercy on me and alleviate my disturbed 
mind. Make the medication work or do what it cannot. Do not let me 
be troubled by its adverse effects. I do not deserve anything, Father. 
I rely on your grace and mercy. So, I beg your succor in the name of 
your Son, my Lord Jesus Christ.”

We can also say to him, from the Psalms:
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Have mercy on me, O Lord, for I am weak;
O Lord, heal me, for my bones are troubled.
My soul also is greatly troubled;
But You, O Lord—how long?
Return, O Lord, deliver me!
Oh, save me for Your mercies’ sake!
(6:2–4)

Have mercy on me, O Lord, for I am in trouble;
My eye wastes away with grief,
Yes, my soul and my body!
(31:9)

Hear my prayer, O Lord,
And let my cry come to You.
Do not hide Your face from me in the day of my trouble;
Incline Your ear to me;
In the day that I call, answer me speedily.
(102:1–2)

Answer me speedily, O Lord; my spirit fails!
(143:7)

Also, you can say to God the lyrics of the gospel song “Stand by 
Me” (1905), written by reverend Charles Albert Tindley (1851–1933):

When the storms of life are raging,
stand by me;
when the storms of life are raging,
stand by me.
When the world is tossing me
like a ship upon the sea,
thou who rulest wind and water,
stand by me.

In the midst of tribulation,
stand by me;
in the midst of tribulation,
stand by me.
When the hosts of hell assail,
and my strength begins to fail,
thou who never lost a battle,
stand by me.
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[…]

In the midst of persecution,
stand by me;
in the midst of persecution,
stand by me.
When my foes in war array
undertake to stop my way,
thou who rescued Paul and Silas,
stand by me.

[…]
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Dealing with “Unanswered” Prayers

Pete Greig wrote: “It’s precisely because we believe so passionately 
in the power of prayer that we must also make sense of unanswered 

prayer.”207

It is always very difficult to accept that God will not remove our 
suffering or fulfill a dream of ours. However, when he denied exactly 
what Moses, David, and Paul asked of him, they trusted unreservedly in 
him, and from the heights of their spiritual maturity, worshipped him.

Let us examine and learn from these three cases.

(a) Moses

Moses led the people of Israel out of captivity in Egypt and in their 
journey across the wilderness toward the Promised Land. But God 
eventually let him know that he would not be allowed to get there. 
“Because of you,” Moses said to the people, “the Lord became angry 
with me also and said, ‘You shall not enter it [the promised land], either’” 
(Deut. 1:37). God become angry with Moses because of a public act of 
arrogant unbelief of him: “Because you did not believe Me, to hallow 
Me in the eyes of the children of Israel, therefore you shall not bring 
this assembly into the land which I have given them” (Num. 20:12).

The people were thirsty and there was no water around to drink—
indeed within a distance possible to walk in time—so they contended 
against Moses: “Why have you brought up the assembly of the Lord 
into this wilderness, that we and our animals should die here? And 
why have you made us come up out of Egypt, to bring us to this evil 
place? It is not a place of grain or figs or vines or pomegranates; nor 
is there any water to drink” (Num. 20:4–5). “Then the Lord spoke to 
Moses, saying, ‘Take the rod; you and your brother Aaron gather the 
congregation together. Speak to the rock before their eyes, and it will 
yield its water; thus you shall bring water for them out of the rock, and 
give drink to the congregation and their animals’” (Num. 20:7–8). It 
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may not be a mere matter of fact that instead of speaking to the rock, 
as God commanded him to do, Moses spoke to the people: “Hear now, 
you rebels! Must we bring water for you out of this rock?” (Num. 
20:10). In Psalm 106:32, we find that the people angered Moses, “so 
that it went ill with Moses on account of them” (see also Exod. 17:3). 
The next verse (v. 33) tells that because of the people’s rebellion, “rash 
words came from Moses’ lips” (NIV).

Moses was instructed to speak to the rock to yield water, but the 
narrative tells that he, instead, “lifted his hand and struck the rock 
twice with his rod” (Num. 20:11). That rock prefigured the Messiah, the 
savior of the fallen creation. The apostle Paul wrote that the Christians’ 
forefathers “drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and 
that rock was Christ” (1 Cor. 10:4 NIV).

In the Exodus narrative of the same event, Moses was differently 
commanded by God to strike the rock: “Go on before the people, and 
take with you some of the elders of Israel. Also take in your hand 
your rod with which you struck the river, and go. Behold, I will stand 
before you there on the rock in Horeb; and you shall strike the rock, 
and water will come out of it, that the people may drink. And Moses 
did so in the sight of the elders of Israel” (Exod. 17:5–6). How to explain 
the difference between Exodus and Numbers? Did God command 
Moses to strike the rock or to speak to it? If, in Exodus, God commands 
Moses to strike the rock with the rod and there is no mention of a sin 
of Moses, could it not be that, in Numbers, God’s command for Moses 
to speak to the rock does not necessarily mean that the rod was not 
to be used (in the same way that the command to speak to the rock is 
not present in Exodus)? In this case, Moses’ sin was not that he struck 
the rock, instead of simply speaking to it; but that he spoke angrily to 
the people and angrily struck the rock, and twice. His sin was anger.

Moses performed a public act of unbelief and disrespect toward 
God, whereby God decided to forbid him to enter the Promise Land. 
In the work The Sin of Moses and the Staff of God: A Narrative Approach, 
Johnson Lim Teng Kok comments that by striking the rock twice, 
Moses “inadvertently demonstrated that it was human exertion and not 
divine power alone which could produce the water miracle.”208 Also, 
that “[t]hrough his words and works, Moses slips into the foreground 
and invariably pushes YHWH into the background, thus obstructing 
the people’s view of YHWH.”209 The people assembled to witness God 
being hallowed by a human act of faith of the leader of his people, but 
witnessed instead a lamentable spectacle of human abuse.
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Moses insisted with God to be granted to reach the land: “O Lord 
God, You have begun to show Your servant Your greatness and Your 
mighty hand, for what god is there in heaven or on earth who can 
do anything like Your works and Your mighty deeds? I pray, let me 
cross over and see the good land beyond the Jordan, those pleasant 
mountains, and Lebanon” (Deut. 3:24–25). But he says to the people 
that not only his supplication failed, but also that God prohibited him 
to talk again on that matter: “But the Lord was angry with me on your 
account, and would not listen to me. So the Lord said to me: ‘Enough 
of that! Speak no more to Me of this matter’” (v. 26).

As Duane L. Christensen observed, the commandment “Do not 
continue speaking to me” indicates that Moses had been insistent in 
his request.210 But is insistence not a recommended attitude in prayer 
(for our sake, not God’s)? Certainly, the believer should never think 
that his or her prayer is irritating God so much that his answer may be 
a resounding “Speak no more to Me of this matter.” God’s answer to 
Moses says nothing about God’s general attitude toward our prayers. 
Rather, it pertains to a specific situation of his displeasure with Moses. 

The most Moses was granted was to see the Promised Land from 
a distance: “Go up to the top of Pisgah, and lift your eyes toward the 
west, the north, the south, and the east; behold it with your eyes, for 
you shall not cross over this Jordan” (Deut. 3:27). What is more, God 
commands Moses to prepare his substitute in the leadership of the 
people: “But command Joshua, and encourage him and strengthen 
him; for he shall go over before this people, and he shall cause them 
to inherit the land which you will [only] see” (Deut. 3:28).

God’s sentence for Moses reappears at the end of Deuteronomy: 
“Go up this mountain of the Abarim, Mount Nebo, which is in the 
land of Moab, across from Jericho; view the land of Canaan, which I 
give to the children of Israel as a possession; and die on the mountain 
which you ascend, and be gathered to your people, just as Aaron your 
brother died on Mount Hor and was gathered to his people; because 
you trespassed against Me among the children of Israel at the waters 
of Meribah Kadesh, in the Wilderness of Zin, because you did not 
hallow Me in the midst of the children of Israel. Yet you shall see the 
land before you, though you shall not go there, into the land which I 
am giving to the children of Israel” (32:49–52). Moses was commanded 
to go up the mountain and view the land of Canaan, to die next. He 
implored to see the land from within: “I pray, let me cross over and 
see the good land beyond the Jordan”—but he was only allowed to 
do it from a distance.
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What was Moses’ reaction? Did he curse God? No. Did he question 
the divine love and justice? No. Did he become disgusted with life and 
give up everything? No. He humbly and nobly instructed those who, 
differently from himself, would reach their dream land: “Now, O Israel, 
listen to the statutes and the judgments which I teach you to observe, 
that you may live, and go in and possess the land which the Lord God 
of your fathers is giving you” (Deut. 4:1). No resentment is involved. 
Moses urges the people to observe his teachings, so that they may 
live and receive the promise, two things of which he is now deprived. 
Furthermore, he admirably admonishes the people to acknowledge 
the perfection of God’s work and the justice of his ways: “Let my 
teaching drop as the rain, my speech distill as the dew, as raindrops 
on the tender herb, and as showers on the grass. For I proclaim the 
name of the Lord: Ascribe greatness to our God. He is the Rock, His 
work is perfect; for all His ways are justice, a God of truth and without 
injustice; righteous and upright is He” (Deut. 32:2–4).

As God announced, so it came to pass:

Then Moses went up from the plains of Moab to Mount 
Nebo, to the top of Pisgah, which is across from Jericho. And 
the Lord showed him all the land of Gilead as far as Dan, all 
Naphtali and the land of Ephraim and Manasseh, all the 
land of Judah as far as the Western Sea, the South, and the 
plain of the Valley of Jericho, the city of palm trees, as far as 
Zoar. Then the Lord said to him, “This is the land of which I 
swore to give Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, saying, ‘I will give 
it to your descendants.’ I have caused you to see it with your 
eyes, but you shall not cross over there.” So Moses the servant 
of the Lord died there in the land of Moab, according to the 
word of the Lord. (Deut. 34:1–5)

Knowledge that God will not grant us something is disturbing, 
especially a healing, the absence of which may mean a physical limitation 
or even death. If Moses became sad by having his petition denied and, 
moreover, being told that he would die, this does not stand out in the 
narrative. The emphasis falls entirely on his expressive encouragement 
of the people to trust completely in God: “Be strong and of good 
courage, do not fear nor be afraid of them; for the Lord your God, 
He is the One who goes with you. He will not leave you nor forsake 
you” (Deut. 31:6). He blessed each of the tribes of Israel (see Deut. 33), 
stating inclusively, “Yes, He loves the people” (v. 3).
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Moses is a great example of spiritual maturity in the face of a prayer not 
answered as he wanted. He remained faithful to God and completed his 
mission with dignity, thereby finding contentment in spite of everything 
(we can assume) until he was “gathered to his people.”

(b) David

A baby of King David became severely sick. The disconcerted father 
“pleaded with God for the child” and “fasted and went in and lay all 
night on the ground” (2 Sam. 12:16). The elders of the king’s house 
tried to raise him up from the ground, but he refused to hear them, 
“nor did he eat food with them” (v. 17). However, in spite of his deep 
prayers, the child died.

How did David react to not having his supplications heard? Before 
answering this question, let us take a look at the dramatic story behind 
the death of the little boy. As in Moses’ case, sin most regrettably played 
a decisive role.

One evening, David “arose from his bed and walked on the roof of 
the king’s house. And from the roof he saw a woman bathing, and the 
woman was very beautiful to behold. So David sent and inquired about 
the woman. And someone said, ‘Is this not Bathsheba, the daughter 
of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite?’ Then David sent messengers, 
and took her; and she came to him, and he lay with her, for she was 
cleansed from her impurity; and she returned to her house. And the 
woman conceived; so she sent and told David, and said, ‘I am with 
child’” (2 Sam. 11:2–5). 

What did David do? Did he call her husband, a warrior who was 
in combat, to confess his sin? Well, David did call him back from war, 
but not to tell him in contrition what had happened. Rather, he tried 
to deceive him. He commanded Joab to send Uriah back. When he 
arrived, the king asked him “how Joab was doing, and how the people 
were doing, and how the war prospered” (v. 7). Certainly, Uriah, one 
of David’s best soldiers—“thirty-seven in all” (2 Sam. 23:39)—was 
curious about the king’s purpose in calling him back. The reason—the 
false reason—was to inquire about their military campaign. David’s 
true intention was that Uriah would have sex with his wife, in order 
that he might appear to be the father of the expected child. So, after 
Uriah informed the king about everything, he was commanded to go 
home: “Go down to your house and wash your feet” (2 Sam. 11:8). 
“Wash your feet” means “make yourself comfortable; rest.” Uriah 
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left the king’s house and “a gift of food from the king followed him.” 
The food from the king intended to promote a good time for Uriah at 
his home, with his wife; “to put Uriah in a suitable frame of mind.”211

Surprisingly, however, and to the king’s despair, Uriah did not go 
home. Rather, he “slept at the door of the king’s house with all the 
servants of his lord” (2 Sam 11:9). Why did he not go? We do not know 
how much time had elapsed between his departure for war and the 
king’s possession of Bathsheba. But several weeks must have passed 
between having intercourse with King David and her being aware of 
a pregnancy. At least for this period, but possibly for a much longer 
time, Uriah did not see his wife. Would he not be eager to see her? 
Yes, most likely. And the king asked him: “Did you not come from 
a journey? Why did you not go down to your house?” (v. 10). Uriah 
could have thought of taking advantage of this proximity with the king, 
inclusive to escape the war. But he was a worthy warrior, who did not 
put his personal interests above the national interests, even being a 
foreigner, a Hittite, in origin. He replies: “The ark and Israel and Judah 
are dwelling in tents, and my lord Joab and the servants of my lord are 
encamped in the open fields. Shall I then go to my house to eat and 
drink, and to lie with my wife? As you live, and as your soul lives, I 
will not do this thing” (v. 11). To him, enjoying his home and—to the 
king’s further despair—lying with his wife, while his fellow soldiers 
were in the battlefield, was an immoral attitude.

Then David said to him: “Wait here today also, and tomorrow I will 
let you depart” (2 Sam. 11:12). On the next day, “when David called 
him, he ate and drank before him; and he made him drunk” (v. 13). 
Uriah was now ready to be sent home. But, even drunk, he did not 
go home. Then David saw only one way out, which was not, again, to 
confess his sin: “Uriah must disappear.”212

Uriah returned to war, taking with himself a letter from the king 
to Joab, without knowing, however, that it contained a plot for his 
own death: “Set Uriah in the forefront of the hottest battle, and retreat 
from him, that he may be struck down and die” (2 Sam. 11:15). David 
first took the wife of Uriah and then, in a cowardly action, takes his 
life. “But the thing that David had done displeased the Lord” (v. 27). 
By taking Bathsheba, he affected God, who said to him, “You have 
despised Me, and have taken the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your 
wife” (2 Sam. 12:10).

God sent the prophet Nathan to David, who ingeniously told the 
king the story of a rich man, who had many flocks and herds, but who, 
notwithstanding, took the only lamb of a poor man and prepared it 
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for a visitor (see 2 Sam. 12:1–4). “David’s anger was greatly aroused 
against the man, and he said to Nathan, ‘As the Lord lives, the man 
who has done this shall surely die! And he shall restore fourfold for the 
lamb, because he did this thing and because he had no pity’” (vv. 5–6).

David was the person we are sometimes. How easy it is for us to 
condemn the sins of others and not to see ours own. And we are not as 
merciful toward others as we expect others to be toward us. This is our 
rule: “Mercy for me, the law for others.” But Jesus warns us: “For with 
what judgment you judge, you will be judged; and with the measure 
you use, it will be measured back to you. And why do you look at the 
speck in your brother’s eye, but do not consider the plank in your own 
eye? Or how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me remove the speck 
from your eye’; and look, a plank is in your own eye?” (Matt. 7:2–4).

David fiercely condemned the rich man of the story to death. But 
he must have been speechless when Nathan said: “You are the man!” 
(2 Sam. 12:7). He was the man who had many women but took the 
wife of another man. He was the man who abused his power against 
a helpless man, serving his personal and sinful interests. He was the 
man who had no pity on Uriah from beginning to end.

God’s anger was greatly aroused against David in the same way that 
David’s anger was greatly aroused against the rich man of Nathan’s 
story. “As the Lord lives,” David should die, as he asseverated that 
the man of the story should. He was the author of the severity of his 
own judgment. How shocked he was to learn that he, not any other, 
was the man. It is really hard for us to confess, “I am the man who 
has sinned”; “I am the woman who has been unholy.” “David’s own 
Torah-violating behavior had not robbed him of his commitment to 
impose the requirements of the Torah on others!”213 Our common but 
immoral philosophy of justice is “the grace for me, the law for the other.”

Then David said what he should have said much earlier—but better 
late than never: “I have sinned against the Lord” (2 Sam. 12:13). What 
should happen now? These words must have echoed in David’s mind: 
“I will raise up adversity against you.” Should he die, as he thought 
the rich man of Nathan’s story should? No. God was merciful toward 
him as he would not be to his neighbor. The prophet spoke to him: 
“The Lord also has put away your sin; you shall not die.” But that good 
news was not all. Nathan added: “However, because by this deed you 
have given great occasion to the enemies of the Lord to blaspheme, 
the child also who is born to you shall surely die” (v. 14).

The death of a child is shocking to any parent. Now, imagine the 
emotional earthquake of a father for whose sin his child will die!
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But why should God kill an innocent child? This question is put 
forth by many people. Even Christians, who hold to God’s justice, 
find it odd that a baby should die for the sake of his dad’s sin. What 
is, then, the point of this act of God? We know that, in an absolute 
sense, nobody is innocent regarding sin; for “just as through one man 
sin entered the world, and death through sin, and thus death spread 
to all men, because all sinned” (Rom. 5:12). Hence, David’s little boy 
had his share in the tragic effects of sin. And, in reality, he would die 
someday as we all will. But the issue revolves around the justice and 
morality of the baby’s death because of the explicit and immediate 
reason of his dad’s sin, apart from which he could have lived longer. 
How do we resolve this?

God is reported to say, in Exodus 20:5: “For I, the Lord your God, am a 
jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to 
the third and fourth generations of those who hate Me.” The word 
“generations” is not actually present in the Hebrew text of any verse 
that contains the expressions “to the third and fourth” (Exod. 20:5; 34:7; 
Num. 14:18; and Deut. 5:9). But it is assumed as implicit and natural. 
We promptly find it strange that descendants suffer for their ancestors’ 
sins. How can this be morally accounted for?

First and foremost, we are dealing with a divine expedient pertaining 
to the Old Testament dispensation, when God was setting the historical 
and logical basis for the dispensation of grace in Jesus Christ. He 
was preparing the way to human salvation by teaching the character, 
contours, and consequences of sin. And, by “visiting the iniquity of 
the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth generations,” 
God taught that sin will never triumph and, more specifically, that 
his hand can reach anything pertaining to a sinner, nothing excluded, 
even children: “Our fathers sinned and are no more, but we bear their 
iniquities” (Lam. 5:7). Have sin and death not spread from Adam to 
all of us? We question God’s ways, but we know that, in the human 
plan, many children have their lives disgraced by the wrongdoings of 
their parents.

Second, we love the idea that the blessings for our virtues flow 
down through our offspring—the more, the better—that the fruits of 
our work help our children and grandchildren to have a worthy life. 
But we abominate that the effects of our sins reach them alike—the 
less, the better. Now, are these not exactly the feelings of God, who 
takes much more pleasure in blessing than in punishing? If, in Exodus 
20:5, he says to visit the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to 
the third and fourth generations, he also says, “but showing mercy to 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Lamentations+5:7&version=NKJV
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thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments.” The 
word “generations” is again not present in the Hebrew text, but it is 
presumed here too, especially in view of Deuteronomy 7:9, where the 
word “generation” is actually present, in the very same reference to the 
reach of God’s visitation on the sinners’ offspring. Then, we are told that 
“whereas Yahweh’s commitment extends for thousands of generations, 
Yahweh’s punishing extends only to three or four, the number that 
live together.”214 Michael Widmer observes well, “on any reckoning 
the proportion between YHWH’s gracious covenant commitment to 
thousands of generations and His visitation of the fathers’ iniquities 
to the third and four generation is at least 250 to 1 (more likely 500 to 
1).”215 The numbers represent the qualitative truth that God’s greatest 
delight is to bless his creatures, although many think first of him as 
holding a whip. So, if we find it immoral that children suffer for their 
parents’ sins, will we also question the morality of God’s willingness 
to bless, in the parents, thousands of generations of their offspring?

Our acts should be worthy to inspire ungodly people to respect 
and seek God. David’s sin, instead, gave occasion to God’s enemies 
to ridicule him. Then, God had to show, as the apostle Paul should 
write later, that death is the wage of sin (see Rom. 6:23). Hertzberg 
remarked, “the death of the child is to show how God feels about the 
clear transgression of his commandments and to stop the mouths of 
all those who might think to forge evidence against him from such an 
instance.”216

Then, “the Lord struck the child that Uriah’s wife bore to David, 
and it became ill” (2 Sam. 12:15). “The sober reality that this child was 
the product of a sinful union is highlighted by the fact that his mother 
was referred to as ‘Uriah’s wife.’”217 

David pleaded for the life of his child, hopeful that God might not 
fulfill the deadly prophecy, but rather heal the child: “While the child 
was alive, I fasted and wept; for I said, ‘Who can tell whether the Lord 
will be gracious to me, that the child may live?’” (v. 22). But, as you 
know already, the baby died, as God had foretold it would happen.

The pain of the loss of a child is indescribable. What did David do? 
Did he question God’s excessive, “unnecessary,” rigor? No. Did he 
speak about the injustice done to an innocent baby? No. Did he complain 
that God was merciless and that prayer, however sincere and intense 
it may be, is idle? No. Did he give up his faith? No. He “arose from 
the ground, washed and anointed himself, and changed his clothes; 
and he went into the house of the Lord and worshiped” (v. 20). He 
worshipped God, believing that death was not to be God’s very last 
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word about his baby—he looked forward to meeting him someday: 
“I shall go to him . . .” (v. 23). We should believe wholeheartedly that 
“the Lord will not cast off forever. Though He causes grief, yet He 
will show compassion according to the multitude of His mercies. For 
He does not afflict willingly, nor grieve the children of men” (Lam. 
3:31–33). And as for our beloved who have died in the Lord, we shall 
go to them also.

(c) Paul

The apostle Paul wrote to the Corinthian Christians that lest he raised 
himself up over others, because of the abundance of revelations, “a 
thorn in the flesh” was given to him, “a messenger of Satan” to buffet 
him (2 Cor. 12:7). Full of supernatural experiences, very eloquent, and 
highly energetic as he was, Paul could have misconstrued his apostolic 
calling, welcoming glory and cultivating power. Paul affirms that a 
“thorn in the flesh” protected him from a self-promotion attitude. 

The Greek word used by Paul for self-aggrandizing, hyperairomai, 
appears only once more in his writings, indeed in the whole New 
Testament, referring to “the man of lawlessness,” who “exalts himself 
[hyperairomenos] above every so-called god or object of worship” (2 
Thess. 2:3–4 NASB). The very same error from which Paul says he is 
protected by a thorn in his body.

But what was that thorn? Paul describes it as “a messenger of Satan” 
to buffet him. Surely, he was not being hurt by a literal emissary of 
Satan. Anything evil can be such. Once, Jesus met a woman who was, 
for eighteen years, bent over and could not raise herself up. He said to 
her: “Woman, you are loosed from your infirmity” (Luke 13:12). Luke, 
as a Christian physician, introduces the narrative by affirming that she 
had a “spirit of infirmity” (v. 11). He is not denying that the woman 
had a physical disease, but assuming, as a Christian physician, that 
diseases and, for that matter, any evil, has “someone” behind them. 
Personification of a problem as a “messenger (of Satan)” or a “spirit of 
infirmity” carries the truth that Satan, the destroyer, is the source of all 
disgraces in the universe. David J. A. Clines affirms: “The messenger of 
Satan is the thorn in the flesh, not a personal enemy. Like Job’s calamities, 
the thorn was inflicted by Satan, though permitted by God.”218

Was the thorn in Paul’s flesh a physical problem? There are more 
reasons to think that he used the expression literally, in reference to 
a problem in his body, not in a metaphorical sense. An infirmity is 
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seemingly the most plausible possibility. Clines argued insightfully: “In 
spite of views that the thorn in the flesh was suffering in persecution 
(was this a thorn only for Paul?), or doubts or temptations to evil (if so, 
why should the Lord tell him not to pray for its removal?), the most natural 
interpretation is that it is physical ailment.”219 Clines goes on: “If it is 
the same thing as the ‘weakness in the flesh’ of Gal. 4:13ff (as seems 
probable, but cannot be proved), we can define the malady as being 
of a repulsive nature (cf. ‘you did not despise me’, lit. ‘did not spit me 
out’), as well as acute (‘thorn’) and recurrent (‘three times’, ‘harass’). 
The most probable conjectures are ophtalmia (cf. Gal. 4:15; 6:11; Ac. 
23:5) and malarial fever (perhaps contracted at Perga [Ac. 13:13], and 
the cause of his journey to the healthier climate of Galatia [Gal. 4:13]).”220

In Galatians 4:15 Paul says: “For I bear you witness that, if possible, 
you would have plucked out your own eyes and given them to me” 
(v. 15). Why else would the Galatian believers be willing to remove 
their own eyes and give them to Paul, if he did not have a serious 
problem in his eyes? That could simply be a proverbial illustration of 
the Galatians’ goodness. But the likeliest possibility is that Paul had 
problem in his eyes, which could be his “thorn in the flesh.” He wrote 
in the same letter: “See with what large letters I have written to you 
with my own hand!” (6:11). This seems an indication of an ophthalmic 
problem. It is improbable that writing with large letters would be for 
the reason of emphasis or otherwise.

Paul prayed that his “thorn” might be removed: “Concerning this 
thing I pleaded with the Lord three times that it might depart from me” 
(2 Cor. 12:8). Although he recognized that the thorn played a positive, 
protective role in his life—preventing him from boasting his richness of 
revelations—it was, anyway, a thorn, which, as such, disturbed him. He 
pleaded with the Lord three times that it might depart from him. And 
what was the answer he received from the Lord? This one: “My grace 
is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness” (v. 9 NASB). 
The saying “My grace is sufficient for you” was a “no” to Paul’s desire 
to have the thorn removed. But the Lord did not say anything in the 
spirit of “It’s okay for you” or “For whom it is, it’s fine.”

There was a time when cod was so cheap in Portugal that it became 
the food of poor people. Consequently, this proverb arose: “For whom 
it is, cod suffices” (Para quem é, bacalhau basta). It means that anything 
is fine for a person considered insignificant by another. But there 
is nothing of this idea in the Lord’s answer to Paul; for neither is 
the Lord granting something insignificant to Paul, nor is the apostle 
being considered an insignificant person. What the Lord says to be 
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enough for Paul is nothing less than his grace, the greatest good a 
human being can receive. “My grace is sufficient for you” may sound 
negative to some ears, but it is a quite positive message from the 
Lord to Paul: “My grace is all you need to overcome that thorn.” 
Accordingly, Paul says, in 1 Timothy 1:14, that the grace of our Lord 
“superabounded” (hyperpleonasen), making of him a minister, he who 
had been a blasphemer and persecutor of Christians (vv. 12–13). And 
in Romans 5:20, he affirms that where sin abounded (epleonasen), grace 
“superabounded” or “abounded exceedingly” (hypereperisseusen). God’s 
grace overcomes all disgraces. It obliges evil to serve, in one way or 
another, his good purposes for his children.

Now, how can grace beat our problems, while not removing them? 
When the Lord said that his grace was sufficient to Paul, he said 
immediately why: Power is perfected in weakness. The power of the 
Lord, for all its purposes, becomes fuller in me, as I become humbler 
in my weaknesses and recognize my dependence on him. When I am 
weak, emptied of human pride, I become spiritually strong, because I 
recur to God and share his power.

Then Paul wrote: “Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my 
infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me” (2 Cor. 12:9). He 
repeats, expands, and concludes proverbially: “Therefore I take pleasure 
in infirmities, in reproaches, in needs, in persecutions, in distresses, for 
Christ’s sake. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (v. 10). It is only 
by Christ’s power and for his glory that one can overcome suffering, 
even to the point of “most gladly” boasting and “taking pleasure” in 
it. And we must repeatedly say that the removal of all our thorns will 
take place on Christ’s return. God’s grace is leading us toward this 
horizon and against it we see should see our sorrows.

Paul inspires us with his example of loyalty to God in the midst of 
many afflictions. He experienced all sort of hardships in his ministry:

. . . in labors more abundant, in stripes above measure, in 
prisons more frequently, in deaths often. From the Jews 
five times I received forty stripes minus one. Three times I 
was beaten with rods; once I was stoned; three times I was 
shipwrecked; a night and a day I have been in the deep; in 
journeys often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in 
perils of my own countrymen, in perils of the Gentiles, in 
perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils in the 
sea, in perils among false brethren; in weariness and toil, in 
sleeplessness often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in 
cold and nakedness—besides the other things, what comes 
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upon me daily: my deep concern for all the churches. Who 
is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to stumble, and I 
do not burn with indignation? If I must boast, I will boast in 
the things which concern my infirmity. The God and Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, who is blessed forever, knows that 
I am not lying. In Damascus the governor, under Aretas the 
king, was guarding the city of the Damascenes with a garrison, 
desiring to apprehend me; but I was let down in a basket 
through a window in the wall, and escaped from his hands. 
(2 Cor. 11:23–33)

 
We would ask in a less spiritual moment: “How could a man living 

as Paul did be happy—entirely happy?” Dallas C. Baer wrote about the 
apostle in The Secret of a Beautiful Life: “Paul had none of the things men 
usually esteem as calculated to bring happiness. Silver and gold had 
he none. He had neither wife nor children, yet he was happy without 
a home. He had no applause of multitudes to cheer him, yet he went 
his lonely way with a song on his lips and in his heart. He had hope 
in his breast that brought him joy. Things present and also things to 
come belonged to him.”221

Paul’s usual manner of introducing himself in his letters—“called 
to be an apostle of Jesus Christ through the will of God” (1 Cor. 1:1) 
or “an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God” (2 Cor. 1:1; Eph. 
1:1; Col. 1:1; 2 Tim. 1:1)—highlights God’s sovereign will, but not to 
say that he was an apostle “in spite of his own will.” The apostleship 
was to him a privilege, a blessing accompanying the grace: “Through 
Him we have received grace and apostleship for obedience to the faith 
among all nations for His name” (Rom 1:5). He put the value of his life 
on his mission, even if it implied sufferings: “And see, now I go bound 
in the spirit to Jerusalem, not knowing the things that will happen to 
me there, except that the Holy Spirit testifies in every city, saying that 
chains and tribulations await me. But none of these things move me; 
nor do I count my life dear to myself, so that I may finish my race with 
joy, and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify 
to the gospel of the grace of God” (Acts 20:22–24).

Paul did not complain that God called him to a painful ministry. He 
instead ran his race with joy, despite all tribulations he faced. But he 
did not endure all hardships for nothing. He embraced a great reason to 
speak so joyfully of the will of God, in the doing of which he suffered so 
much, namely, the final hope: “And why do we stand in jeopardy every 
hour [if there is no resurrection]? I affirm, by the boasting in you which 
I have in Christ Jesus our Lord, I die daily. If, in the manner of men, 
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I have fought with beasts at Ephesus, what advantage is it to me?” (1 
Cor. 15:30–32). And he admonishes all believers on the grounds of that 
reasoning: “Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, 
always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your labor 
is not in vain in the Lord” (v. 58).

A sister in our church had brain surgery and some residual effects 
followed. Praying on her behalf at a church meeting, my mother-in-law, 
Maria Leni, said, “Our God, we ask you to make her happy.” 

This petition impressed me deeply. When we ask the Father to heal 
a sick person and we add “but your will be done,” we are accepting the 
possibility of healing not taking place. But what if it does not actually 
take place? The wisdom in the prayer of sister Maria Leni lies in that it 
asked God, not exactly for healing of our ill sister, but happiness, which 
could be with or, most wonderfully, without her physical healing. The 
focus was on happiness, only on happiness. The direction the problem 
was to take was made subservient to the wellbeing of one of God’s 
children. This was one of the highest lessons on prayer I, and others, 
have ever learned. And what we saw was really a woman who did 
not recover some physical functions but was nonetheless remarkably 
happy and inspiring.

The believer should learn the art of contentment. It is about resignation, 
but not about negative, anguished, painful resignation. We speak of 
positive, affirmative, confident, hopeful resignation, as far as we can. 
It is resignation with the eyes on the coming glory. The apostle Paul 
said: “I have learned in whatever state I am, to be content” (Phil. 4:11). 
The secret is to be in Christ, sharing his power under his lordship: “I 
can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” (v. 13).

Pollyanna, in the homonymous novel by American author Eleanor 
H. Porter, was eleven when she, an orphan, went to live with an aunty. 
The girl was extremely cheerful, sweet and optimistic in adversity. She 
had learned with her father, a pastor, the “just being glad” game, which 
means always finding something about everything to be glad about. 
What is the origin of the idea? Specifically, the “rejoicing texts” found 
in the Bible, that is, the hundreds of texts that instate us to be glad, to 
rejoice, in the Lord. Pollyanna changed the life of a whole community 
by teaching all to play the game: “The whole town is playing the game, 
and the whole town is wonderfully happier—and all because of one 
little girl who taught the people a new game, and how to play it.” Every 
one of us should strive to be a “Pollyanna believer.”
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The Eschatological Glory: The Ultimate 
Purpose of Faith and Prayer

Hebrews 11:13 says this about God’s servants from the old covenant: 
“These all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having 

seen them afar off were assured of them, embraced them and confessed 
that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth.” How inspiring 
is their faith, by which they saw from afar the promises fulfilled. The 
promised Messiah did not come in their days, but they died without 
losing faith in his coming.

Jesus came, announced the arrival of God’s kingdom, did many 
miracles, was crucified, rose again and ascended to the Father. We believe 
in him and are thereby spiritually saved, but not corporeally saved yet. 
We will be not always cured from our diseases, and death will remain 
in our way. Suffering and death will be definitively removed from our 
existence only on the Lord’s return. God continues blessing his people 
with miracles. But they are not explicit, nor of generalized occurrence (as 
they will be when Christ comes back), do not aim at proving anything 
to people in general, and only by faith can be recognized as such. 
Supernatural deliverances in this life, from diseases or dangers, are 
exceptional and, in any case, provisory, not final and definitive. As 
such, miracles are of secondary importance, however much we yearn 
for them, which is natural and understandable. The ultimate purpose 
of faith is not the operation of miracles, but to keep us firm in the hope 
of the eschatological promises. In the midst of today’s temptations and 
tribulations, faith keeps us looking firmly and joyfully at “that Day” (2 
Tim. 1:12). Our destiny is the glory, whatever may happen on the road.

Jesus said: “And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the 
soul” (Matt. 10:28). Evil people, bacteria, viruses, tumors, degeneration, 
deformation, mutilation, etc., can affect our bodies, but cannot touch 
our soul. But the Lord added: “But rather fear Him who is able to 
destroy both soul and body in hell.” In the version recorded by Luke, 
he speaks of those who can kill the body but, after that, “have no more 
that they can do” (12:4). Then the Lord emphatically said in Matthew’s 
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account: “But I will show you whom you should fear: Fear Him who, 
after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into hell; yes, I 
tell you, fear Him” (v. 5). It is our spirit saved by faith in Christ that 
assures the recovering of our bodies on his coming; for our spirit keeps 
the code of whom each of us is. Otherwise, the spirit lost in incredulity 
will perish together with the body.

The motivation of Paul to continuously run risks in his ministry 
did not come from the certainty that the Lord would always save him 
in extraordinary ways. Indeed, salvation from persecution did not 
always take place. His confidence in the resurrection—together with 
his sense of obedience to God, compassion for the lost, and love for the 
churches— kept him firm on the rough road of service. He so looked 
to the future resurrection of the believers that even the possibility of 
dying in the hands of his persecutors lost its paralyzing power. If the 
dead do not rise, he asked, “why do we stand in jeopardy every hour?” 
(1 Cor. 15:30). He furthers his argument: “If, in the manner of men, I 
have fought with beasts at Ephesus, what advantage is it to me? If the 
dead do not rise, ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die!’” (v. 32).

Once Paul said that “chains and tribulations” awaited him (Acts 
20:23). How should he feel about it? His answer was: “But none of 
these things move me; nor do I count my life dear to myself, so that I 
may finish my race with joy, and the ministry which I received from 
the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God” (v. 24). 
He believed that the Lord whom he served was the Lord who saved 
him from sin and hell for a wonderful eternity, so that all sorrows in 
the discharge of his mission are nothing if compared with the reward 
waiting for him: “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time 
are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed 
in us” (Rom. 8:18). 

The coming of the Lord is the event that will bring definitive solutions 
to all problems of the world. Adrio König reminds us: “Lazarus’s return 
to life had no decisive effect on other people, living or dead. In fact, 
it had no ultimate effect on Lazarus himself. He died again.”222 König 
notes elsewhere: “The solution that the apostle Paul gives (Rom. 8:18ff) 
to the misery and sorrow of mankind is the return of Christ and the 
glory that will be revealed at his coming, a glory that will infinitely 
transcend all the present sufferings of creation.”223 He also wisely 
comments that the comfort of the gospel “does not lie in the suggestion 
that nothing happens contrary to the will of God, and that everything 
that happens to us is his will and that we should let it rest at that. . . . 
Our comfort . . . lies in our faith in God’s future . . ..”224
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In chapter 11 of the letter to the Hebrews, we read of the faith of 
several personalities in the old dispensation. “By faith Enoch was taken 
away so that he did not see death” because “he had this testimony, that 
he pleased God” (v. 5); “By faith Sarah herself also received strength 
to conceive seed, and she bore a child when she was past the age, 
because she judged Him faithful who had promised” (v. 11); etc. The 
author of the letter says enthusiastically: “For the time would fail me 
to tell of Gideon and Barak and Samson and Jephthah, also of David 
and Samuel and the prophets: who through faith subdued kingdoms, 
worked righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the mouths of lions, 
quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, out of 
weakness were made strong, became valiant in battle, turned to flight 
the armies of the aliens” (vv. 32–34).  Faith in all these cases worked 
great wonders.

But in verse 35 we find another situation. First, we are told that by 
faith women “received their dead raised to life again.” Everybody 
likes this part. But the rest of the verse says: “Others were tortured, not 
accepting deliverance, that they might obtain a better resurrection.” In 
these cases, faith did not mean miracles, but spiritual strength in pain 
and death. Verses 36–38 tells of believers who, by faith and in faith, 
were humiliated, persecuted and killed cruelly: “Still others had trial of 
mockings and scourgings, yes, and of chains and imprisonment. They 
were stoned, they were sawn in two, were tempted, were slain with 
the sword. They wandered about in sheepskins and goatskins, being 
destitute, afflicted, tormented—of whom the world was not worthy. 
They wandered in deserts and mountains, in dens and caves of the 
earth.” Sawn in two! Extreme cruelty. It is so divine that those brethren 
did not accept staying alive at the cost of denying their faith in God.

The loyalty to God of those strong believers did not depend on 
miracles, which did not occur to save them. They preferred “a better 
resurrection”—the resurrection as faithful servants of God for the 
eternal glory, not the disgraceful resurrection of traitors. So, we cannot 
imagine them frustrated and perplexed with God’s “passivity.” They 
put all their faith in the service of hope and witness, not of expectation 
of miracles. If wonders happened, they would be grateful, of course; 
but they did not mourn if they did not occur. Their fundamental comfort 
lay in God’s promise of glory, not in the hope of historical deliverance. 
And notice that they did not suffer for being bad servants of God. Quite 
the contrary. Despite the fact that Abel offered by faith a sacrifice to 
God “through which he obtained witness that he was righteous” (v. 
4), he was killed by his brother.
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They did not compromise their heavenly glory for some years of 
earthly peace—a physical and social peace accompanied by a spiritual 
torment and remorse, anyway. Only remember Judas: “‘I have sinned 
by betraying innocent blood.’ And they said, ‘What is that to us? You 
see to it!’ Then he threw down the pieces of silver in the temple and 
departed, and went and hanged himself” (Matt. 27:4–5).

The overwhelming fact in Hebrews 11 is that the same faith that freed 
some, strengthened others to endure pain and death. As already said, 
by faith some “escaped the edge of the sword” (v. 34), while others, 
also by faith, not by the lack of it, “were slain with the sword” (v. 37). 
Faith to live, faith to die, courageously, faithfully, serenely.

Faith can bring about deliverance or otherwise can make the believer 
strong enough to issue a courageous and eloquent witness to Christ 
in the dark valley. By faith some overcame death objectively, while 
others conquered it subjectively. God can operate either an objective 
or a subjective miracle in our lives. If we are gravely ill, God can either 
do the objective miracle of healing us, or, if we are truly in communion 
with him, do a subjective miracle in our soul, giving us an extraordinary 
serenity and the clearest and brightest vision of his glory.

John Charles Ryle wrote: “Jesus can make those happy who trust 
Him and call on Him, whatever be their outward condition. He can 
give them peace of heart in a prison,—contentment in the midst of 
poverty,—comfort in the midst of bereavements,—joy on the brink 
of the grave. There is a mighty fullness in Him for all His believing 
members,—a fullness that is ready to be poured out on every one who 
will ask in prayer.”225

Pete Greig tells of Barbara, who had served with her husband, Terry 
Fischer, for a long time as a missionary and then became ill with cancer.  
Mr. Fischer said to Pete: “But this time, God has asked us to trust Him 
in a different way: to have faith not for healing but for dying. The 
challenge she’s facing is to die well, to die faithfully, to die peacefully, 
to trust God and to love God in the most frightening days of her life.”226 

Stanley J. Grenz wrote about petition in the face of sickness: “The 
immediate response may come in the form of restoration of health. Or it 
may be limited to spiritual strengthening. In either case, we know that 
the greater divine response is yet future. One day, all of our prayers 
for healing will be fully answered as death is swallowed up in victory, 
and all creation is renewed in the glorious kingdom of God.”227 

 We live on this earth and should be attentive and responsive to the 
cries of sorrow around us and far beyond. But our life is ultimately 
inspired by the future. We see beyond the sorrows proper of this fallen 
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world, whose best is not enough. We long for the coming, recreated 
world. Anderson wrote: “Those who can thus escape from the influence 
of earth, and rise above the seen and temporal, have eyes to see and ears 
to hear the sights and sounds of another world; and with united voice 
they testify that God is with His people and that His Word is true.”228 
Anderson adds: “And when our race shall have been run, we too in 
time shall pass from the arena to join the mighty throng, until at last, 
their ranks complete, the ever-swelling host shall stand, a countless 
multitude, before the throne of God.”229

Our short-sighted view of things and our tendency to question 
God’s logic may suggest that he should act differently: wonders should 
abound in the whole Christian dispensation. Earthquakes, only to rescue 
believers from prison; paraplegic and quadriplegic believers walking 
again; dysfunctional kidneys working again; chronic diseases fading 
away; the former blind contemplating a garden when the former mute 
gets near and says, “How wonderful is the work of God’s hands!” 
Nevertheless, all these dreams will come true when Jesus is here again. 
At his first coming the Lord brought about spiritual salvation and 
assured our corporeal salvation—“the adoption, the redemption of 
our body” (Rom. 8:23), which will be effective on his return. Anderson 
finely reminds us that “at last He will assume the power that even 
now is His by right, and openly reward the good and put down the 
evil. In a word, He will do then what men think He ought to do now 
and always.”230

We do not like to speak, as Christians, of blind fate; but we can speak, 
as I will speak repeatedly in this work, of the bomb that exploded in 
Eden and reaches disorderedly, without criterion, differently, blindly, 
all people throughout history.

We cannot be afraid to say, even to God, what is clear in the Scriptures: 
the world is still under “the usurped authority of that Apostate Spirit, 
which divides and deforms thy kingdom” (Samuel Ogden).231 “Then 
comes the end, when He delivers the kingdom to God the Father, when 
He puts an end to all rule and all authority and power” (1 Cor. 15:24). 
Obviously, the Satan still has rule and authority over the world. The 
world is still under the destructive rule of the tyrant. Jesus is still to 
take back that rule for God. “Then comes the end, when He delivers 
the kingdom to God the Father.”

God is relatively in control, as he himself defined that should be in 
this dispensation. He planned to reign fully, openly, and definitively 
over his robbed creation only from Christ’s return on. He chose not to 
recover full control over the glorious manifestation of his Son. In the 
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meantime, his kingdom is effective in those in whom his Spirit abides. 
His kingdom is now spiritually manifested—not openly, visible. It can 
only be recognized by faith.

May history tell also of us, as if it were a continuation of Hebrews 11, 
that we lived for the witness of Christ and died before his coming, but 
fully assured of it by faith—“when the honor, glory, and immortality 
of our inestimable reward are set full in our view, no forms of death 
and suffering will affright us” (Melville Horne).232

And if we die before the Lord’s coming, we shall go to him regardless. 
So, every believer can say with Helmut Thielicke: “Our finitude is no 
longer frightening when we are safe by the Lord of time, when we are 
at peace with him. [...] when the last barrier comes, he will be waiting 
for me.”233
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The Eschatological Impact of Believers’ 
Prayers

Apostle John wrote in the book of Revelation: “Then another angel, 
having a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He was given 

much incense, that he should offer it with the prayers of all the saints 
upon the golden altar which was before the throne. And the smoke 
of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, ascended before God 
from the angel’s hand. Then the angel took the censer, filled it with 
fire from the altar, and threw it to the earth. And there were noises, 
thunderings, lightnings, and an earthquake” (8:3–5). The angel was 
given much incense, to be offered with the prayers of all believers 
before the throne of God.

In Revelation 5:8 we read of “golden bowls full of incense, which 
are the prayers of the saints.” The prayers here are clearly stated to be 
incense. Accordingly, F. F. Bruce identifies “much incense” with “the 
prayer of all saints” in 8:3, the former consisting of the latter.234 But the 
Greek text really speaks of much incense “with” prayers ascending 
before God, so that at least here they are two different things. 

It follows, in John’s vision, that the angel takes the censer, fills it with 
fire from the altar, and throws it to the earth, causing noises, thunderings, 
lightnings, and an earthquake. Why does this come after the offering 
of the believers’ prayers to God? Robert H. Mounce comments: “The 
prayers of the saints play an essential part in bringing the judgment of 
God upon the earth and its inhabitants.”235 Verse 7 speaks of hail and 
fire mingled with blood. Trees are burned up. The imagery comes from 
the plagues inflicted upon the Egyptian people as Pharaoh refused to 
release Israel from captivity: “And Moses stretched out his rod toward 
heaven; and the Lord sent thunder and hail, and fire darted to the 
ground. And the Lord rained hail on the land of Egypt. So there was 
hail, and fire mingled with the hail, so very heavy that there was none 
like it in all the land of Egypt since it became a nation” (Exod. 9:23–24).

John tells in verses 15–17 of Revelation 6: “And the kings of the earth, 
the great men, the rich men, the commanders, the mighty men, every 
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slave and every free man, hid themselves in the caves and in the rocks 
of the mountains, and said to the mountains and rocks, ‘Fall on us and 
hide us from the face of Him who sits on the throne and from the wrath 
of the Lamb! For the great day of His wrath has come, and who is able 
to stand?’” Mounce affirms: “In that day the proud monarchs as well as 
the hardened military will flee in terror. The security of the rich and the 
mighty will be shattered, and all alike will panic in wild confusion.”236 
The persecutors of the believers may be implied. Thus, the “unheard” 
prayers of the Christians in agony, tortured and killed for their faith, 
are now effective on a higher scale, giving opportunity, so to speak, 
for God’s vengeance. Accordingly, the removal of the islands reminds 
us of the island of Patmos itself, where John was exiled “for the word 
of God and for the testimony of Jesus Christ” (Rev. 1:9).

Regarding the trees burned up, we are reminded of the fig tree that 
Jesus withered away. Hungry, but finding no fruit on it, Jesus said: “Let 
no fruit grow on you ever again” (Matt. 21:19). The fig tree withered 
away immediately. Marveled, Jesus’ disciples asked him, “How did the 
fig tree wither away so soon?” (v. 20). The Lord answered, “Assuredly, 
I say to you, if you have faith and do not doubt, you will not only do 
what was done to the fig tree, but also if you say to this mountain, 
‘Be removed and be cast into the sea,’ it will be done. And whatever 
things you ask in prayer, believing, you will receive” (vv. 21–22). 
This connection is interesting because in his reply to the disciples’ 
inquiry—“How did the fig tree wither away so soon?”—Jesus spoke 
that a firm faith could not only wither away trees but also remove 
mountains from their places, casting them into the sea. This relates 
to a prophecy in Revelation: “And something like a great mountain 
burning with fire was thrown into the sea . . .” (8:8).

There are two other mentions in Revelation as to displacement of 
mountains. Verse 6:14 reads: “Then the sky receded as a scroll when 
it is rolled up, and every mountain and island was moved out of its 
place.” And 16:20: “Every island fled away, and the mountains were 
not found.” (See Jesus’ words and those of Revelation side-by-side in 
the table at the end of this chapter.)

The prayers made by believers in situations of persecution, injustice, 
and torture throughout history, which did not objectively change their 
hard conditions, will produce their ultimate effects on the eschatological 
day: mountains will be moved into the sea, in whose caves perverse 
rulers will try to escape God’s final reckoning with evil. God has kept 
many of our prayers for the fullest answer at the coming of Christ. 
They may be deemed unsuccessful now from the viewpoint of their 
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immediate concern, but God will graciously allow them to play an 
effective role in the full establishment of his kingdom. “It’s an insight 
that can help us make sense of the part our unanswered prayers will 
ultimately play in the fulfillment of God’s epic,” Pete Greig wrote.237 
And Timothy Chester likewise remarks: “The prayers we think have 
gone unanswered may in fact be stored up in the bowls of incense held 
by the twenty-four elders, waiting for a greater fulfilment than ever we 
anticipated. . . . Many of your prayers are lodged there and one day 
they will determine the ultimate course of history.”238 This message 
gives us a sense of future and of ultimate victory. Chester still stated 
brilliantly: “The ‘answer’ to unanswered prayer is the cross and the 
promise of a new creation.”239

All these remarks, together with our prior considerations, put prayer, 
any prayer of any believer, in a surprisingly larger context:

(a) It was heard and provided for by God since before the creation 
of the world.

(b) It will be ultimately effective, in that which could not be so in 
history, at the end of time and afterward. In other words, the prayer 
of a believer echoes in eternity—before, in, and after history.

“So when your prayers are not answered in the precise time or fashion 
which you fancy best, wait on the Lord. God does not measure things 
as you do. He has eternity’s values in view. And in his good time the 
ship of prayer you may have thought lost at sea will come sailing into 
port bearing blessings which only a long journey into faith and the 
grace of waiting can win” (John Allan Lavender).240 God is able to do 
much more than we ask or think (see Eph. 3:20). So, when the time of 
reward comes, we shall see new and greater things—no reward will 
be lesser than the anything we lost in this life.

In his letter to the Ephesian believers, Paul said to pray that they had 
the eyes of their understanding enlightened, in order that they might 
know “what is the hope” to which God called them (1:18). As we pray 
for those who are suffering, let us also ask that they be enlightened 
to see clearly their ultimate state, so that they may fight their battles 
confidently, as faithful witnesses of Christ.

Baelz blesses us with these wise and inspiring words:

But when conditions refuse to yield and he [the believer] can 
no longer hope in this life, his hope will reach out beyond 
this life. In God nothing will be lost that can be saved. In 
unremitting adversity the believer adheres to the compassion 
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of the divine love in this life and to the transfiguring power 
of the divine love in the life to come. The logic of his hope in 
God’s future enables him to face death itself without despair. 
The last enemy loses its power to destroy the human spirit, not 
because it is accepted as natural and inevitable, but because 
it is denied the last word. The last word lies with God. It is a 
creative and re-creative word.241

The best is as at the end—that day which will mean the beginning 
of the painless creation. Biederwolf said: “Gethsemane’s ‘nevertheless’ 
[‘not as I will, but as You will’] may mean thorns instead of roses for a 
while, but God’s best is always at the end of the way.”242

The “day of all miracles” is coming. It will break when the last day 
of world evangelization is gone. Jesus said, according to Matthew 24:14: 
“And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in all the world as a 
witness to all the nations, and then the end will come” – the best will 
come. Prayer is, as Baelz wrote, “an adherence in the present to that 
which it is believed and hoped will be realized in the future.”243 “Come, 
Lord Jesus!” (Rev. 22:20).244

Jesus’ Teaching
(Matthew 21)

Eschatological Events
(Revelation)

“Assuredly, I say to you, if you 
have faith and do not doubt, you 
will not only do what was done 
to the fig tree . . .” (v. 21)

“And hail and fire followed, 
mingled with blood, and they 
were thrown to the earth. And 
a third of the trees were burned 
up.” (8:7)

“. . . but also if you say to this 
mountain, ‘Be removed and be 
cast into the sea,’ it will be done. 
And whatever things you ask 
in prayer, believing, you will 
receive.” (v. 22)

“And something like a great 
mountain burning with fire was 
thrown into the sea . . .” (8:8)

“. . . every mountain and island 
was moved out of its place.” 
(6:14)

“Every island fled away, and 
the mountains were not found.” 
(16:20)
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Practical Aspects of Prayer from a
Theological Perspective (I)

Prayer is the focal point of our communion with God. Talking to 
him prepares us for everything in our lives. We reaffirm our belief 

in him and thankfully ask him to give us orientation, help, strength 
and consolation. “Prayer is that point of all others in religion at which 
you must be on your guard. Here it is that true religion begins: here 
it flourishes, and here it decays . . .. Prayer is the spiritual pulse: by 
this the spiritual health may always be tested. Prayer is the spiritual 
weather-glass: by this we may always know whether it is fair or foul 
with our hearts.”245

 We shall now discuss several practical aspects of prayer, although 
our primary concern will be their theological implications. We provide 
here, in the answers to the common questions on the act of praying, 
theological principles from which practice can be confidently conducted.

(a) Are there better places to pray?

A believing woman approached another woman lying on a stretcher 
at the emergency unit of a hospital and asked her, “Do you believe that 
God can heal you?” The woman, also a believer, answered, “Yes, of 
course.” In view of this response, the first woman said to her, “Then 
get up and come along with me to the sanctuary of our church.” The 
ill woman replied immediately, “Can your God not walk? Can he not 
come here?”

We know that we can—and we indeed do—pray anywhere. But, as 
in this case, some believers consider certain places more appropriate 
to prayer, especially worship buildings, (a) for the sacredness usually 
associated with them, the “house of God” or, more precisely, “house 
of prayer,” and (b) because the disciples of Jesus went regularly to the 
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temple of Jerusalem to pray. These two misunderstandings—they are 
not less than that—need to be corrected.

First, after the requirements of the Old Testament Law came to an 
end with the death of Christ, no building can be rightly called “God’s 
house.” In the New Testament dispensation, God dwells through his 
Spirit in the believers’ bodies—the new temple.

•	 “However, the Most High does not dwell in temples made with 
hands, as the prophet says: Heaven is My throne, And earth is 
My footstool. What house will you build for Me? says the Lord, 
Or what is the place of My rest?  Has My hand not made all these 
things?” (Acts 7:48–50)

•	 “God, who made the world and everything in it, since He is 
Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples made with 
hands.” (Acts 17:24)

•	 “Do you not know that you are the temple of God and that the Spirit 
of God dwells in you? If anyone defiles the temple of God, God 
will destroy him. For the temple of God is holy, which temple you 
are.” (1 Cor. 3:16–17)

•	 “Or do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy 
Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and you are not 
your own?” (1 Cor. 6:19)

•	 “…Having been built on the foundation of the apostles and 
prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief cornerstone, in 
whom the whole building, being fitted together, grows into a holy 
temple in the Lord,  in whom you also are being built together 
for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit.” (Eph. 2:20–22)

Even to call a church building “God’s house” in a derivative sense 
does not diminish the risk of believers, especially the younger ones, 
to think of it in a literal sense. God does not dwell in houses made by 
human hands. That’s all. Calvin wrote that “temples” do not, by any 
secret sanctity of their own, make prayers holier or cause them to be 
especially heard.246

But did Jesus not call the temple in Jerusalem a “house of prayer”? 
Yes, he did call the Jerusalem temple a “house of prayer.” This is what 
that temple had to have been, a house of prayer for all nations, where 
people of any nation could come to offer prayers. Jesus is condemning 
what the Jews did with the temple, which was not allowing it to be 
what it had to be. He is not prescribing Christians to have temples 
where the glory of God would abide, as in the Old Testament, and 
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which should be special places of prayer. The “place” where people 
of all nations can now offer prayers to God is Jesus himself. “In him” 
we pray to God. Jesus condemned the misuse of the Jerusalem temple 
and presents himself as the true temple, as Paul describes—“in Him 
dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily” (Col. 2:9). As believers 
are in Christ, they are derivatively made temples of the Holy Spirit, 
so that wherever they are, they are before God and can pray to him.

Peter and John went to the temple in Jerusalem “at the time of 
prayer—at three in the afternoon” (Acts 3:1 NIV). One may allege that 
they were followers of Christ and retained the Old Testament practice 
of praying in the temple. Nevertheless, their ultimate purpose in going 
to the temple, at the appointed time for prayer, was witnessing about 
Jesus to the Jews. The apostles knew they could pray anywhere—even 
at the temple in Jerusalem. But their special motive to go there was 
to speak of Christ. Willy Rordorf argues: “A passage like Acts 3.1 . . . 
must not be construed to mean that it was solely for the sake of pious 
observance that the Christians participated in the hours of prayer which 
took place three times daily. They may well have done it because they 
met there many of their fellow countrymen with whom they could 
converse about their newly found convictions.”247 Peter and John healed 
in the name of Jesus Christ a crippled man who begged daily in a gate 
of the temple (see Acts 3:2–8). Peter spoke to the astonished onlookers 
that Jesus, “the author of life,” whom they disowned and handed over 
to be killed, was glorified by the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
who “raised him from the dead. We are witness of this” (vv. 11–15). 
The apostle insisted on his witness for the Lord, already presented as 
the Son of God, now presented as the cause of the miracle performed: 
“By faith in the name of Jesus, this man whom you see and know was 
made strong. It is Jesus’ name and the faith that comes through him 
that has given this complete healing to him, as you can all see” (v. 16). 
He went on speaking of Christ (vv. 17–26). Then he urged his audience 
to repent and turn to God, that their sins might be wiped out. Christians 
in Jerusalem also met together every day in the temple courts (Acts 
2:46). They “used to meet together in Solomon’s Colonnade” (Acts 
5:12 NIV). Their goal was to share the news about Jesus. We also are 
told that by the preaching of the apostles, “more and more men and 
women believed in the Lord and were added to their number” (v. 14 
NIV). At night, the angel of the Lord opened the doors of the prison and 
commanded them: “Go, stand in the temple and speak to the people 
all the words of this life” (v. 20). They did accordingly: “At daybreak 
they entered the temple courts, as they had been told, and began to 
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teach the people” (v. 21). They often proclaimed in the temple courts 
“the good news that Jesus is the Christ” (v. 42). Therefore, it is clear 
that their custom of praying at the temple according to the Jewish 
liturgical schedule had primarily a missionary intention. It was a free 
attitude, not an observance of ceremonial laws.

We may esteem a certain place and even call it a place of prayer. 
However, from the theological point of view, there is no need for prayer 
to be connected with special places.

There are also believers who attach special importance to prayers 
offered on a mount, following cases described in the Scriptures. Nonetheless, 
again, the place where we pray is of no theological significance. A prayer 
has nothing added to it by being made here or there. It will be neither 
more nor less spiritual or powerful for being made in one place or 
another. Jesus’ statement that worship is no longer a matter of place but 
of doing it “in spirit and in truth” also applies to prayer. The relevance 
of the place may lay in its historical or symbolic significance for the 
person or group, and/or its quietness, providing for an undisturbed 
atmosphere for concentration while praying.

Luke tells in the book of Acts of a habitual place for praying in the 
city of Philippi: “. . . on the Sabbath day we went out of the city to the 
riverside, where prayer was customarily made” (16:13). It was not a 
place with any religious dignity to it at all. They most likely chose it 
because it was a calm and pleasing location.

Luke also tells of Peter, that he “went up on the housetop to pray, 
about the sixth hour” (Acts 10:9), probably because he wanted to be 
alone. Many times, we want to be quiet in order to meditate, re-think 
events, and pray.

Matthew narrates about Jesus: “And when He had sent the multitudes 
away, He went up on the mountain by Himself to pray. Now when 
evening came, He was alone there” (14:23). Why on the mountain? 
Mountains are usually associated with divine revelation in the Bible. 
This changed with Jesus, the One who is “the place where” God reveals 
himself to us—in him the fullness of the Godhead dwells. Surely Jesus 
went to pray on the mountain, not for any religious reason, but to be 
alone.

The same happened later: “Then Jesus came with them to a place 
called Gethsemane, and said to the disciples, ‘Sit here while I go and 
pray over there’” (26:36). The Lord “took with Him Peter and the two 
sons of Zebedee, and He began to be sorrowful and deeply distressed. 
Then He said to them, ‘My soul is exceedingly sorrowful, even to death. 
Stay here and watch with Me’” (vv. 37–38). What did he do then? “He 
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went a little farther and fell on His face, and prayed . . .” (v. 39). While 
he wanted his disciples to be nearby and pray for him, he preferred 
to be alone in his struggle with his fear before the Father. When he 
returned and saw his disciples sleeping, he said, “What! Could you 
not watch with Me one hour?” (v. 40). It is really shocking when we 
have people around us that are not sensitive to our anguish. They can 
sleep because the other’s feelings really do not impress them.

But the Lord called their attention to the fact that they could succumb 
if they too did not get prepared through prayer: “Watch and pray, 
lest you enter into temptation” (v. 41). Jesus still went away to pray a 
second time (v. 42). “And He came and found them asleep again, for 
their eyes were heavy. So he left them, went away again, and prayed 
the third time, saying the same words” (vv. 43–44).

On another occasion he “went out to the mountain to pray, and 
continued all night in prayer to God” (Luke 6:12). He prayed all night 
long. A very important decision was at issue: “And when it was day, 
He called His disciples to Himself; and from them He chose twelve 
whom He also named apostles” (v. 13). Special decisions to be made 
and delicate situations naturally call for further devotion to prayer.

We should also consider the implications of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 
6:5–7. We are exhorted not to pray like the hypocrites. They “love to 
pray standing in the synagogues and on the corners of the streets, that 
they may be seen by men.” Jesus asserted that their reward is limited to 
that which is their primary goal as they pray that way: public visibility. 
Nothing else. Against this, the Lord recommends: “But you, when you 
pray, go into your room, and when you have shut your door, pray 
to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees 
in secret will reward you openly.” This lesson is not properly about 
the place of prayer, but about the error of misconceiving prayer as a 
means of self-promotion. “Your room” is in this case an antidote to 
self-promotion “on the corners of the streets.” What is ruled out is 
personal pride, not public prayers proper. Furthermore, Jesus’ reference 
to one’s room breaks definitively with the idea that prayer is “more 
prayer” when offered in a “holy” or religious place. Places cannot be 
holy; only moral beings can.

(b) Is there any inherently advantageous time to pray?

There is likewise no theological significance in considering certain 
times intrinsically more appropriate to prayer. 
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Our moments of prayer should be very special. Standing before the 
Father is too precious an experience to consider any other attitude. 
We must appear before him in the fullness of our spirit and in the 
full consciousness of his truth (see John 4:24). Otherwise, we will not 
enjoy all dimensions of prayer—its width, length, depth and height 
(see Eph. 3:18).

Initially, the disciples of Jesus did retain the custom of praying at 
certain times. Peter’s prayer on the housetop was about “the sixth hour,” 
midday. But it is pointless to believe that Peter followed adopting the 
Jewish scheme as a religious law, instead of doing it freely now. A 
schedule of prayer can be helpful as any discipline is, but it should not 
be viewed as a formality, a “law” to be observed. Setting apart certain 
times to pray, Calvin wrote, “must not be any superstitious observance 
of hours, whereby, as if paying our debt to God, we imagine ourselves 
paid up for the remaining hours. Rather, it must be a tutelage for our 
weakness, which should be thus exercised and repeatedly stimulated.”248

The night is the time of greater helplessness and anxiety; it instills 
further fear. And there is also the natural tiredness after a day of work 
and cares. So, the night is the time of more costly and deeper prayers; 
the most painful, we can say. But their value does not—it should be 
obvious—lie in the time they are offered, but in the special sense of 
dependence on God, which arises in the anguished spirit, to the point 
that sleeping is naturally put aside.

Mark tells that Jesus, “in the morning, having risen a long while 
before daylight, He went out and departed to a solitary place; and there 
He prayed” (1:35). Simon and other disciples “searched for Him. When 
they found Him, they said to Him, ‘Everyone is looking for You’” (vv. 
36–37). He went out long before daylight, in order to pray in preparation 
to preach the news of God’s kingdom in other towns. He said after his 
praying time: “Let us go into the next towns, that I may preach there 
also, because for this purpose I have come forth” (v. 38). This was an 
example for his disciples and for us. Evangelization demands serious 
engagement in prayer. To preach the gospel requires preparation for 
a spiritual battle against the forces of evil, which hate the news that 
God’s kingdom has arrived. Pray, then preach.

Whatever the hour the believer appoints to pray, it should be “the 
choicest time in the day. It is our most valuable employment. Let us not 
crowd it into the corner.”249 And we should not allow ourselves to have 
occasion to say that, on a particular day, we did not have any time to 
pray. Is it not true that this can easily happen? “But how often is nature 
in the believer stronger than grace! Do not Christians sometimes pass 
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a whole day with hardly a single devout aspiration?”250 We will do our 
life a great service if we make all efforts not to pass any day without 
talking to our Father—“For, seeing we depend continually upon God, 
and every Day receive fresh Mercies from him; there is all the reason 
in the World, that we should every Day, some way or other, testifie 
our Acknowledgment that we do so. For that is all that we can do to 
him, for all that he doth for us.”251

A most recommended practice is to pray as we wake up. “Give us 
this day our daily bread” (Matt. 6:11). Another important asking for 
the beginning of the day is that he help us to resist the temptations of 
the day (Matt. 6:13). It is a necessity, which we should not be careless 
about, to talk to God as we open our eyes each day, in gratitude and 
supplication for his guiding, protecting, and blessing company. Morning 
prayer “prepares us for the day’s fight with self and sin and Satan. We 
do not wait until the enemy has come in upon us like a flood, but enter 
the day in touch with God, prepared to meet whatever may come.”252

The believer should pray always—“pray without ceasing,” the apostle 
Paul exhorts (1Thess. 5:17). Whenever we become aware of a blessing 
received from God, we should pray. Whenever we feel the gravity 
of the moment, we should also pray. Talking constantly to God, we 
prevent ourselves from succumbing to the adverse circumstances and 
to temptation.

We tend to inconstancy and irregularity in our spiritual life. Sometimes 
we are vigorous; sometimes we are lifeless. William Law wrote about 
our spiritual instability: “All people that have ever made any reflections 
upon what passes in their own hearts, must know that they are mighty 
changeable in regard to devotion. Sometimes our hearts are so awaken[e]
d, have such strong apprehensions of the divine presence, are so full 
of deep compunctions for our sins, that we cannot confess them in any 
language but that of tears. . . . On the other hand, sometimes we are so 
sunk into our bodies, so dull and unaffected with that which concerns our 
souls, that our hearts are as much too low for our prayers; we cannot 
keep pace with our forms of confession, or feel half of that in our hearts, 
which we have in our mouths; we thank and praise God with forms 
of words, but our hearts have little or no share in them.”253 There is no 
remedy against this state of affairs other than understanding God’s 
fatherly love and seeing devotional times as time of spiritual peace, 
security and pleasure in his presence. We do more easily that which 
brings us satisfaction and gladness. If the time we spend alone with 
God, the Great Creator, is serene, touching and strengthening, it will 
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be less difficult for us to want to repeat it more regularly and to let it 
influence all the other moments of our lives.

We should be aware that we are under God’s eyes all the time. This 
is not that we fear his frightening and intimidating presence, as if it 
were (but really can be, depending on our condition), but that we may 
respect him, please him, enjoy his loving presence, and talk to him. 
We can pray wherever we are. Sometimes we are in our secret place. 
There is where we are alone with God. But it also happens that we feel 
the need to talk to him in the workplace or anywhere else.

Ryle wrote about making prayer a key feature of our day: “At the 
very least, speak with God in the morning, before you speak with the 
world; and speak with God at night, after you have done with the 
world. But settle it down in your minds that prayer is one of the great 
things of every day. Do not drive it into a corner. Do not give it the 
scraps, and leavings, and parings of your day. Whatever else you make 
a business of, make a business of prayer.”254

If there is something that tends to discourage us to pray, we should 
avoid it. Ryle claims: “Mark well the places, and society, and companions, 
that unhinge your hearts for communion with God, and make your 
prayers drive heavily. There be on your guard. Observe narrowly what 
friends and what employments leave your soul in the most spiritual 
frame, and most ready to speak with God. To these cleave and stick fast.”255 
Our believing, but vulnerable, heart should be guarded from yielding 
to the colorful and sensuous appeal of the material things beyond the 
limits of holiness. The spiritual disciplines help us keep from giving 
primacy to the world, which easily drives our attention away from the 
“things above” (Col. 3:2).

Likewise, it is quite profitable to talk to God as we go to bed, thanking 
him for the blessings, asking for his pardon for our mistakes, and taking 
any concerns to him. It is wonderful to say to the Father: “Thank you 
for the peace you bring into my heart, by giving me certainty that you 
will address the problems I am facing. I know You will be preparing 
my tomorrow while I am sleeping. I am already grateful for that. You 
give Your beloved sleep and everything they need while they sleep 
(Ps. 127:2). Then I will rest glad and confidently on this bed, as if it 
were your own hand. But, Father, I must also beg you help those who 
are now facing pain or any kind of sorrow. For your love’s sake, take 
care of . . ..”
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(c) How long should the prayer time be?

Our bias to devote little time to elective prayer, in distinction to 
emergency prayer, should be disciplined. John Mott argues cogently: “If 
Christ found it necessary, or even desirable, to spend time unhurriedly 
alone with the Heavenly Father, can you and I afford to take the risk of 
doing without this life-expanding practice?”256 As regards how much 
time the believer should devote to prayer, Mott says most wisely: “You 
ask me, How much time? I do not know. I know it means time enough 
to forget time; I know it means time enough to meet God and to hear 
His voice, and to be sure we hear it. We are not pleading for a form, 
but for a reality. We are not pleading that you may be able to say that 
you have spent your thirty or sixty minutes each day in Bible-study 
and prayer, but for you rather to be able to say, ‘I made conditions 
favorable for God to speak to me and for me to hear His voice. Each 
day I met Him I had personal transactions with Him. I am not the 
same. It is a reality.’”257

The time spent in prayer should be enough for the believer to emerge 
from it in peaceful confidence. While he or she has not yet attained that 
state, it is not the time to leave. 

(d) How do we avoid wandering thoughts as we pray? 

There sometimes happens that we remember things during the 
time of prayer that have nothing to do with it. A task to be done or a 
bill to pay, for example. Thornton described extensively the problem 
of wandering thoughts in prayer:

It is surprising what impious and horrid thoughts sometimes 
rush into the imagination, while we are prostrate at the footstool 
of our heavenly Father….How frequently do idle and trivial 
thoughts flit across the mind! those light transient vagaries of 
fancy, which rise, vanish, and reappear, with a rapidity equal 
to the twinkling of the eye. One while, the images of beloved 
friends, or the calumnies of open enemies, or the insinuations 
of invidious rivals; another, the outlines of some unfinished 
business, or the fragments of some broken discarded purpose, 
interrupt our communion, and spoil our devotion. How often 
does the Christian remember things which he had forgotten 
to do at the proper time, just when he has bowed his knees 
in the closet . . .258
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 What should we do to avoid our minds wandering in our 
devotion time? We should first understand why this happens. Thornton 
says: “It cannot be doubted, that wandering thoughts, in prayer, not 
seldom spring from the natural levity of the mind.”259 He also remarks: 
“Wandering thoughts in prayer, are often the consequence of habitual 
negligence in the government and discipline of the mind . . . if we give 
a licence to our thoughts to range amidst vanities in the general, they 
will not obey our call when the bell rings for prayer. . . . Swarms of 
vain thoughts seldom trouble the saint, so long as his soul melts and 
glows with divine ardour; it is when he grows careless, listless, and 
indifferent.”260

 The first suggestion is of a general nature, related to life as a 
whole: cultivate pious thoughts. Second, particularly related to the 
moments of prayer: concentrate your mind on God, who is before you, 
and whose presence requires reverence and care. Third, ascertain that 
what you will pray for is well defined, since lack of preparation and 
vagueness makes wandering easy.

(e) How insistently should we pray for something?

Jesus told a parable to illustrate the point that “men always ought 
to pray and not lose heart” (Luke 18:1). It speaks of an impious judge 
“who did not fear God nor regard man” (v. 2) and a widow who went 
to him and said: “Get justice for me from my adversary” (v. 3). The 
judge did not answer for a while, but afterward he thought: “Though I 
do not fear God nor regard man, yet because this widow troubles me I 
will avenge her, lest by her continual coming she weary me” (vv. 4–5).

The judge of the parable is like we tend to see God, indifferent, but 
it is not at all what he actually is—present and merciful. Moreover, 
the parable is not used analogously to explain why God answers our 
petitions—that we may not “weary him further.” The message of 
the parable is: if that bad judge did well to the widow out of her 
insistence, how much more will God be patient over his elect, who 
cry out to him day and night, and do well to them (vv. 6–8). We can 
be insistent in our prayers. God will not hear us in order to get rid of 
us, but because he loves us. Prayers that he can hear go sometimes 
unanswered because of our lack of consistence and insistence, which 
ultimately indicates a problem of faith and disinterest. Prayer should 
be humble but vigorous. Ryle wrote: “It is not necessary that a man 
should shout, or scream, or be very loud, in order to prove that he is 
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in earnest. But it is desirable that we should be hearty, and fervent, 
and warm, and ask as if we were really interested in what we were 
doing. It is the ‘effectual fervent’ prayer that ‘availeth much,’ and not 
the cold, sleepy, lazy, listless one. This is the lesson that is taught us 
by the expressions used in Scripture about prayer. It is called, ‘crying, 
knocking, wrestling, labouring, striving’…. Let us settle it down in our 
minds, that cold prayers are a sacrifice without fire.”261

Jesus also teaches persistence in prayer in Luke 11:5–8: “And He said 
to them, ‘Which of you shall have a friend, and go to him at midnight 
and say to him, “Friend, lend me three loaves; for a friend of mine has 
come to me on his journey, and I have nothing to set before him”; and 
he will answer from within and say, “Do not trouble me; the door is 
now shut, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot rise and give 
to you”? I say to you, though he will not rise and give to him because 
he is his friend, yet because of his persistence he will rise and give him 
as many as he needs.’” To Jesus, persistence in the supplications is 
natural and necessary to us. Perseverance is a function of faith, at the 
same time that it strengthens faith, renewing the process.

But didn’t Jesus teach that the quantity of words we pray is not a 
criterion for God giving his ear to them? He recommended: “And when 
you pray, do not use vain repetitions as the heathen do. For they think 
that they will be heard for their many words” (Matt. 6:7). However, 
what the Lord really warns against is not exactly the long prayer of a 
faithful person, but formal, lifeless, faithless repetitions, as a rite that 
attempts to overcome a suppose reluctance of God to hear us.

We should be persistent in prayer, crying out day and night without 
losing heart, if our prayers are to prove to us that they are faithful, 
since, on God’s side, he knows our hearts.
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Practical Aspects of Prayer from a
Theological Perspective (II)

(f) Must we observe special positions to pray?

Sometimes we hear of positions appropriate to prayer “according to 
the Bible.” A certain pastor used to say, “The Bible speaks of three 

positions to pray: standing, kneeling, and prostrated.” And added: 
“I don’t know of any case in the Bible where someone prayed while 
seated.” 

First, we must add that praying while seated is not alien to the 
Scriptures. Jesus “sat down, and the twelve apostles with Him” (Luke 
22:14) and, after speaking of his coming suffering, “He took the cup, 
and gave thanks . . .” (v. 17). Also: “He took bread, gave thanks and 
broke it, and gave it to them . . .” (v. 19). Would anyone assume that 
Jesus stood up to give thanks? On another occasion, he “went in to 
stay with them. Now it came to pass, as He sat at the table with them, 
that He took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them” (Luke 
24:29–30). We also know of David, who, told by the prophet Nathan 
that he would not build up the temple (an idea of David), “went in and 
sat before the Lord; and he said: ‘Who am I, O Lord God? And what is 
my house, that You have brought me this far? And yet this was a small 
thing in Your sight, O God; and You have also spoken of Your servant’s 
house for a great while to come, and have regarded me according to the 
rank of a man of high degree, O Lord God’” (1 Chron.17:16–17). Even 
so, we must ask what the Bible says, means, or implies with respect 
to positions of prayer. Is every biblical description a prescription? Does 
anyone think so? (I am aware that many do.)

This idea is a basic theological mistake. People in the Bible prayed 
in many different positions. But does this constitute a doctrine of right 
positions in which to pray? Does this constitute a legal precept? No 
and no. It is not in the nature of the New Testament dispensation to 
demand ritual formalities, positions for praying included. The attempt 
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to impose “biblical positions for prayer” is legalism, for which there 
is no room under the New Testament. In principle, we can freely and 
fearlessly pray in any position, if we do it in true reverence. Of course, 
any ironic or comic intention in adopting an eccentric position misses 
the point of prayer altogether.

In many places, worshippers are encouraged to stand to pray or to read 
the Bible, as a gesture of reverence to God. But when church attendees 
sometimes read the Bible or pray sitting, are they then irreverent? No. 
Standing up to pray or read the Scriptures will not make the irreverent 
reverent, nor will remaining seated make the act less reverent, if the 
heart is reverent. “The ‘posture’ that the Bible commends is a humble 
and contrite heart,” Chester remarks quite rightly.262

All put, let us say that circumstances particularly special—those of 
unusual distinction—may naturally suggest special attitudes. This, in 
fact, happens when, in a situation of such weight or importance, the 
church readily answers her pastor’s suggestion for a prayer standing 
or kneeling.

A leper knelt before Jesus and implored to be healed (Mark 1:40). 
Jesus, in Gethsemane, knelt to pray (Luke 22:41). According to Matthew’s 
account, he “fell on His face” (26:39). When Dorcas (a devoted and 
generous Christian woman) died, the apostle Peter also knelt to pray 
(Acts 9:40). Ezra writes: “. . . having torn my garment and my robe, I 
fell on my knees and spread out my hands to the LORD my God. And 
I said: ‘O my God, I am too ashamed and humiliated to lift up my face 
to You, my God; for our iniquities have risen higher than our heads, 
and our guilt has grown up to the heavens’” (Ezra 9:5–6). Kneeling or 
prostrating to pray is the spontaneous act of a heart that is aware of 
the gravity of a situation (disease, menace, etc.) or the greatness of an 
opportunity (to have sins pardoned, preparation for a great undertaking, 
etc.). But we can also include moments particularly meaningful. At his 
farewell speech to the elders of the church in Ephesus, where he had 
worked for three years, the apostle Paul said they would not see him 
anymore (Acts 20:25). Among other beautiful things, Paul said, “So 
now, brethren, I commend you to God and to the word of His grace, 
which is able to build you up and give you an inheritance among all 
those who are sanctified” (v. 32). When he had said everything, the 
apostle “knelt down and prayed with them all. Then they all wept 
freely, and fell on Paul’s neck and kissed him, sorrowing most of all 
for the words which he spoke, that they would see his face no more. 
And they accompanied him to the ship” (vv. 36–38).
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Something similar happened later, as we read in Acts 21:5–6: “When 
we had come to the end of those days, we departed and went on our 
way; and they all accompanied us, with wives and children, till we 
were out of the city. And we knelt down on the shore and prayed. 
When we had taken our leave of one another, we boarded the ship, 
and they returned home.” Why, in both cases, did they kneel to pray? 
Was it because it is one of the prescribed positions to pray, second only 
to prostrating, in demonstration of reverence toward God? Not, at all. 
They simply desired it. It was a spontaneous act.

As to standing to pray in corporate worship, there is nothing wrong 
with it. But if it is adopted as a rule under the allegation of reverence 
toward God, why then is it not irreverent to hear the message from him, 
through his appointed messenger, while seated? Is this a different case 
only because, in distinction to a prayer, which lasts a few minutes, a 
sermon is much longer?

Once, after announcing a biblical passage to be read aloud by the 
congregation, a young man added: “Let’s stand in reverence to the 
Word of God.” Minutes later, he led the congregation in the reading of 
another biblical text, but this time he did not ask the people to stand. 
No problem. The latter reading was not less reverent than the former, 
nor was the former more reverent than the latter, as far as body position 
is concerned. Asking people to be attentive to the seriousness of the 
moment and a few seconds in silence before praying will likely suffice 
to gain their attention.

Finally, a brief note about a word from the apostle Paul: “I desire 
therefore that the men pray everywhere, lifting up holy hands, without 
wrath and doubting . . ..” (1 Tim. 2:8). Does he speak literally? It 
is improbable that the apostle would recommend a corporal stance. 
Probably “lifting up holy hands” represents holiness. In any case, there 
can be no problem in lifting up our hands as we pray. The apostle 
would not talk about it symbolically if there had been any objection 
to actually doing it.

(g) Should Christians fast?

In the Old Testament, fasting was an expression of humbleness in 
the supplication for God’s mercy and help, but also for his direction.

Ezra proclaimed a fast, “that we might humble ourselves before our 
God,” in order “to seek from Him the right way for us and our little 
ones and all our possessions” (Ezra 8:21). And so it was done: “So we 
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fasted and entreated our God for this, and He answered our prayer” 
(v. 23). Fasting was an expression of humbleness, which the afflicted 
souls considered appropriate—necessary indeed—in the prayer for 
God’s mercy and succor. In this case, they sought God’s direction, 
“the right way.”

In Psalms 35:13, fasting is also aimed at humbling for the sake of 
prayer: “I humbled myself with fasting; and my prayer would return 
to my own heart.”

Nehemiah told the sad news that he had received and what he did: 
“And they said to me, ‘The survivors who are left from the captivity 
in the province are there in great distress and reproach. The wall of 
Jerusalem is also broken down, and its gates are burned with fire.’ So it 
was, when I heard these words, that I sat down and wept, and mourned 
for many days; I was fasting and praying before the God of heaven” 
(Neh. 1:3–4). In affliction, fasting and prayer. Nehemiah went on:

And I said: “I pray, Lord God of heaven, O great and awesome 
God, You who keep Your covenant and mercy with those who 
love You and observe Your commandments, please let Your 
ear be attentive and Your eyes open, that You may hear the 
prayer of Your servant which I pray before You now, day and 
night, for the children of Israel Your servants, and confess the 
sins of the children of Israel which we have sinned against 
You. … O Lord, I pray, please let Your ear be attentive to the 
prayer of Your servant, and to the prayer of Your servants who 
desire to fear Your name; and let Your servant prosper this 
day, I pray, and grant him mercy in the sight of this man.” 
For I was the king’s cupbearer. (vv. 5–6, 11)

 
Daniel, aware of seventy years of desolations that would befall Israel, 

told what he did: “I set my face toward the Lord God to make request 
by prayer and supplications, with fasting, sackcloth, and ashes. And I 
prayed to the Lord my God, and made confession . . ..” (Dan. 9:3–4). 
After a long confession of sin and recognition of its tragic consequences, 
Daniel passionately pleaded for God’s mercy:

O Lord, according to all Your righteousness, I pray, let Your 
anger and Your fury be turned away from Your city Jerusalem, 
Your holy mountain; because for our sins, and for the iniquities 
of our fathers, Jerusalem and Your people are a reproach to all 
those around us. Now therefore, our God, hear the prayer of 
Your servant, and his supplications, and for the Lord’s sake 
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cause Your face to shine on Your sanctuary, which is desolate. 
O my God, incline Your ear and hear; open Your eyes and see 
our desolations, and the city which is called by Your name; 
for we do not present our supplications before You because 
of our righteous deeds, but because of Your great mercies. O 
Lord, hear! O Lord, forgive! O Lord, listen and act! Do not 
delay for Your own sake, my God, for Your city and Your 
people are called by Your name. (Dan. 9:16–19)

In Joel 1:14 we read: “Consecrate a fast, call a sacred assembly; gather 
the elders and all the inhabitants of the land into the house of the Lord 
your God, and cry out to the Lord.” Here also, fasting and crying out 
to God are intimately related. And in Joel 2:12 finds the command from 
the Lord: “‘Now, therefore,’ says the Lord, ‘Turn to Me with all your 
heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning.’”

We turn now to the New Testament. The disciples of John asked 
Jesus: “Why do we and the Pharisees fast often, but Your disciples do 
not fast?” (Matt. 9:14). In his answer, the Lord spoke of fasting only in 
connection with his coming absence. He said: “Can the friends of the 
bridegroom mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them? But the 
days will come when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, 
and then they will fast” (v. 15). The presence of the bridegroom means 
feast and joy. In his absence, however, there is no joy. Jesus’ disciples 
did not fast, because he was with them. But when he was taken away, 
then they would fast and mourn.

Jesus presumably did not mean that his disciples would or should fast 
and mourn, because of his absence, in the whole Christian dispensation. 
The apostle John recorded in his gospel: “Now Jesus knew that they 
desired to ask Him, and He said to them, ‘Are you inquiring among 
yourselves about what I said, “A little while, and you will not see 
Me; and again a little while, and you will see Me”? Most assuredly, I 
say to you that you will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice; 
and you will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will be turned into joy’” 
(John 16:19–20). The disciples would feel deep regret because of Jesus’ 
death, but their sorrow would give place to joy on his resurrection. It 
really happened that, after their grief because of the Lord’s death, “the 
disciples were glad when they saw the Lord” (John 20:20).

There is no reason to think that their joy would turn back into 
sorrow, because of Jesus’ “new” absence after his ascension. In truth, 
they really got sad when Jesus spoke of his return to the Father; but 
the Lord told them that he had to go, that the Holy Spirit might come 
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to them, to their advantage: “But now I go away to Him who sent Me, 
and none of you asks Me, ‘Where are You going?’ But because I have 
said these things to you, sorrow has filled your heart. Nevertheless I 
tell you the truth. It is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not 
go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I depart, I will send 
Him to you” (John 16:5–7).

The Lord also said to them: “In that day you will no longer ask 
me anything. Very truly I tell you, my Father will give you whatever 
you ask in my name. Until now you have not asked for anything in 
my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete” 
(John 16:23–24). They would be able to address their petitions to God 
himself, no longer to Jesus, but amazingly in his name. God would 
hear their petitions and they would be fully joyful, as Jesus’ absence 
will not mean that they would be left unassisted.

They finally elevated themselves to a new level of understanding 
and maturity after seeing the resurrected Jesus and hearing these words 
from him: “All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. 
Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all things that I have commanded you; and lo, I am 
with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:18–20). And 
these: “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come 
upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). The presence 
of the Holy Spirit would empower them. So, instead of mourning for 
Jesus’ physical absence, they would joyfully proclaim everywhere his 
lordship and salvation by faith in his name.

All this seems to indicate that when Jesus said that his disciples 
would fast in lamentation for his absence, he did not mean his absence 
in the whole Christian age, but between his death and resurrection. 
When he said, “then they will fast,” in reference to his death, “then” 
(tote, in Greek) “expresses only the particular time specified, and not all 
time following as well . . .” (Heinrich A. W. Meyer).263

He gave an instruction about fasting—“when you fast . . .” (Matt. 
6:16). He did not prohibit it, if no longer because of his absence. But 
it does not seem that he only accepted or tolerated fasting, aware that 
his disciples would fast anyway. This would seem an inversion of 
roles: The Lord follows the servants. It makes more sense to think that 
he was speaking about something that, rightly understood, should 
effectively belong to the spiritual experience of those who believed 
in him. He spoke about fasting in the same way as he spoke about 
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prayer and almsgiving: “when you . . ..” Why should we assume that 
he gave instruction about prayer because it should belong indisputably 
to the Christian experience, whereas, as far as fasting is concerned, 
he merely made a concession? Is it reasonable to think that he would 
teach the right way to do something that he really found inadequate 
and irrelevant to our faith experience? The expression “when you fast,” 
Fred B. Craddock says, “assumes that the practice is well in place . . 
..”264 But fasting should not be like the legalistic, ceremonial and fixed 
practice, like the Pharisees’, an example of which is that Pharisee who 
said presumptuously in a prayer: “I fast twice a week” (Luke 18:12).

It is true that fasting is not expressly stimulated in the New Testament. 
There is no exhortation to fast in any of the letters. The New Testament 
speaks extensively about prayer and not so much about fasting. This 
may be understandable, if we consider that although fasting may help 
the believer attain a spiritual concentration more favorable to earnest 
prayer, it is properly the prayer of faith that effects change. “And 
whatever things you ask in prayer, believing, you will receive” (Matt. 
21:22). Prayer can stand alone, whilst fasting is not for its own sake, 
but for the sake of prayer. The fact that Jesus gave an instruction about 
prayer—“when you pray . . .” (Matt. 6:5)—followed by instructions about 
fasting—“Moreover, when you fast . . .” (v. 16)—does not necessarily 
imply we have two separate actions, as if fasting could be relevant in 
a significant measure without prayer involved. In both cases, the Lord 
condemns self-exaltation and recommends discretion. But the hypocrisy 
in prayer that he was to condemn is specific to prayer: the person seeks 
public visibility when praying. And the hypocrisy in fasting that he 
was to condemn is specific to fasting: the person exhibits a sad and 
even a partially hidden countenance, in order to show to others to be 
fasting. So, he dealt with prayer and, then, with fasting. As in the Old 
Testament, it is not for anything else than supplicating for God’s mercy 
and help that fasting means the humbling of the soul.

Even the legalistic fasting of the Pharisees was related to prayer: 
“Then they said to Him, ‘Why do the disciples of John fast often and 
make prayers, and likewise those of the Pharisees, but Yours eat and 
drink?’” (Luke 5:33).

When the disciples of Jesus failed to cast out a demon from a boy 
and asked him why they had failed, he pointed out their unbelief. And 
he added: “However, this kind does not go out except by prayer and 
fasting” (Matt. 17:21). The originality of this verse is also questioned, 
since it does not appear in the earliest manuscripts. It is a good practice of 
the versions of the Bible to inform the readers that it appears consistently 
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only in later manuscripts.265 R. T. France asseverates that the passage 
“was clearly not originally a part of Matthew.”266 The equivalent text in 
the gospel of Mark, “This kind can come out by nothing but prayer and 
fasting” (9:29), is not likewise without problems: “and fasting” is most 
likely not original either. Nevertheless, if fasting can help the believer 
attain a deeper spirituality in prayer, it is doubtlessly most profitable 
to add it not to only to prayer against the devil, but “technically” to 
any prayer of a greater import.

The apostle Paul says: “The wife does not have authority over her 
own body, but the husband does. And likewise the husband does 
not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. Do not 
deprive one another except with consent for a time, that you may 
give yourselves to fasting and prayer; and come together again so that 
Satan does not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. But I say 
this as a concession, not as a commandment” (1 Cor. 7:4–6). “Fasting 
and” is absent in the older manuscripts, so that it is regarded as an 
interpolation. Then, several versions of the Bible fearlessly omit it. It 
is assumed that Paul actually said that a couple may peacefully decide 
not to have sexual relations for some time, as they feel the need of a 
season of focused dedication to prayer. But, once again, if fasting can 
help the believer attain a more profound spirituality in prayer, it can 
be practiced whenever the believer feels the need to. 

The church in Antioch fasted and prayed in the preparation of 
Barnabas and Paul to be sent away as missionaries: “Then, having 
fasted and prayed, and laid hands on them, they sent them away” (Acts 
13:3). Later, when those missionaries “had appointed elders in every 
church, and prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord in 
whom they had believed” (Acts 14:23). E. H. Plumptre comments: “It 
is a legitimate inference, from this recurrence of the act, that Paul and 
Barnabas recognised it as an established rule or canon of the Church 
that these two acts should jointly serve as a preparation for the solemn 
work of appointing men to spiritual functions. Without prayer such an 
appointment was a mockery, and fasting served to intensify prayer.”267 
Fasting may not be a properly established strict rule, but a practice that 
believers and the church may circumstantially feel to be advisable.

When fasting is practiced deliberately, it means or should mean 
the humbling of the soul for praying more fervently for God’s mercy, 
help, and direction. But fasting can also be a natural consequence of a 
deep and long concentration in prayer— prayer to the point of fasting. 
Lehman Strauss wrote: “There will come times in the experience of 
the truly spiritual child of God, when he will be so taken up with 
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the burden to pray, that he will not have time for nor give thought to 
eating. The need to pray will become such a burden that he will forget 
all else but prayer.”268 Strauss insists: “If there is an urgent need to pray 
about a specific matter, there could be an urgent need to abstain from 
food, drink, and all else for spiritual purposes. The need to pray is so 
demanding that I go about the matter of drawing near to God without 
giving thought to food or drink. It seems to me that this is the right 
way to fast.”269

A habit of Isaac Newton, one of the greatest scientists of history, if 
not the greatest one, can illustrate the point of “praying to the point 
of fasting.” He usually was so concentrated in his work that his food 
waited for a long time before he ate it. A niece told about Newton: “He 
was always called a half hour before dinner, and would let his dinners 
stand two hours; his gruel, or milk and eggs, that was carried to him 
warm for supper, he would often eat cold for breakfast.”270 Newton’s 
“forgetfulness of his food when intent upon his studies” was famous, as 
well as “his rising in a pleasant manner with the satisfaction of having 
found out some proposition without any concern for a seeming want 
of his night’s sleep, which he was sensible he had lost thereby.”271

(h) What’s the “best” prayer: accompanied or alone?

We need both personal prayer and prayer with other believers. 
Private prayer is necessary for self-positioning in relation to God’s 
being, truths, and work, which embraces reaffirmation of submission 
to Him, confession of sins, and gratitude for the blessings. It is the time 
for making requests of a more private nature.

But one’s private prayers are never expected to contemplate oneself 
only. They should present to God the name of fellow believers who 
are experiencing problems of all sorts. The apostle Paul comments: 
“And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it; or if one 
member is honored, all the members rejoice with it” (1 Cor. 12:26). 
And the apostle James recommends: “pray for one another, that you 
may be healed” (James 5:16). Even in his or her private moments, the 
believer should keep an awareness of the whole.

As for praying together in our meetings, this is the higher expression 
of our being the body of Christ, since we are both spiritually and 
corporeally together. Agreement plays a special role in God’s dispensation 
of blessings: “Again I say to you that if two of you agree on earth 
concerning anything that they ask, it will be done for them by My 
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Father in heaven” (Matt. 18:19). And Luke wrote in Acts of the Apostles: 
“These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication, with 
the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brothers” (1:14). 
Augustus C. Thompson remarked with notable discernment: “The 
eternal Lawgiver has placed united supplication among primary forces 
in the spiritual world. Its special efficacy accords with a universal fact 
that combination is power. Illustrations throng upon us throughout the 
realm of mechanics and of vital laws. The threefold cord will sustain 
a weight more than three times the total of what its strands would 
separately sustain.”272 Thompson also made this wise comment: “The 
Father has peculiar delight in cooperative faith; he puts special honor 
upon such fellowship of saints.”273

We feel better when we know that others are praying for us when we 
hurt. Mutual strengthening and help—love!—is a core characteristic of 
God’s people. Nathanael Vincent wrote: “As every one should pray for all, so 
all are praying for everyone: and this is matter of great encouragement.”274 
In the same fashion, Samuel Ogden commented: “In the charitable 
and holy exercise of Intercession, Christians may mutually confer and 
receive the same kindness; and by means of this happy interchange of 
pious offices, each person reap the benefit of the devotions of all.”275

(i) To what extent or in what sense is the prayer taught by
Jesus normative?

Jesus taught a model prayer (Matt. 6:9–13; Luke 11:2–4). If he said, 
“In this manner, therefore, pray,” and if that prayer is composed of 
his choicest content, words and sequence, should we always pray 
exclusively with those words? By answering no, we are not disregarding 
the Lord’s instruction. There are many prayers in the New Testament that 
are not like that model prayer. In truth, it is not repeated, as it stands, 
anywhere in the New Testament. How should we understand this?

 The model prayer is not meant to be a closed formula, but a framework. 
It instructs but does not impose limits. Jesus himself said elsewhere: 
“And whatever things you ask in prayer, believing, you will receive” 
(Matt. 21:22). And the apostle Paul exhorted: “Be anxious for nothing, 
but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let 
your requests be made known to God” (Phil. 4:6). Also, the apostle 
John remarked: “Now this is the confidence that we have in Him, that 
if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us” (1 John 5:14).
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The model prayer was not conceived to point out everything we can 
pray for— conjectural needs as particular situations may require such 
as sickness, disharmony, evangelization, etc. But it indicates things that 
we should always pray for—our general and continuous needs and 
wishes, e.g., daily provision, forgiveness, deliverance in temptation, 
the coming of God’s kingdom in its fullness. 

We can call “our Father” the One to whom the kingdom, the power, 
and the glory belong forever. We are His children. “But as many as 
received Him [Jesus], to them He gave the right to become children 
of God, to those who believe in His name” (John 1:12). We are “sons 
of God through faith in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:26).

We should gladly reverence the holy name of our heavenly Father. 
And we also should pursue holiness as His children.

We are expected and need to talk daily to our Father, not only on 
Sundays or from time to time. It is spiritually healthy and beautiful to 
ask him to provide for our daily needs.

We should ask our Father to forgive our faults. But we should 
also tell Him, who forgives sins, that we are aware that He will take 
our forgiving of others as a reference to forgive us. He truly dislikes 
unforgiving children. Therefore, “whenever you stand praying, if you 
have anything against anyone, forgive him, that your Father in heaven 
may also forgive you your trespasses” (Mark 11:25).

We should tell our Father that we eagerly wait for the full and 
open manifestation of His kingdom, when nothing will take place any 
longer that is against His will—no more sin, no more evil, no more 
pain, no more death. The prayer that God’s will be done on earth as it 
is in heaven is ultimately the prayer for the fulfillment of Revelation 
21: heaven will come down to earth and God, our loving Father, will 
dwell with his people forever.

We ought to ask our Father to help us resist temptation, thus 
delivering us from succumbing to the attacks of the devil, for whereas 
the devil always wanted them, the kingdom, the power and the glory 
belong to our Father forever.
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The fervent prayer of a believer is effective, causative, creative, as 
apostle James wrote. So, the believer can sing: “Blessed be the Lord, 

because He has heard the voice of my supplications!” (Ps. 28:6). And, “I 
love the Lord, because He has heard my voice and my supplications” 
(Ps. 116:1).

Yet, deliverance will not always take place. Sorrow and death will 
remain on our way. Not because of God’s mercilessness or indifference, 
but, on the one hand, because they were introduced in human experience 
by sin and, on the other hand, because the time appointed by God for 
our physical redemption is not this one, but the next. We live in the 
pre-glorious dispensation.

Apostle Paul made it clear in Romans 8. The whole creation was 
cursed by sin, so that it groans and labors with birth pangs until now. 
It did not reach, thus far, its purpose planned by God. We believers 
in Jesus have the first fruits of the Spirit, yet we also groan within 
ourselves, eagerly waiting for the redemption of our body. We are 
spiritually saved, but still in that hope as regards our body. The glory 
that Christ will bring us will be far greater and enjoyable than our 
present sufferings. Human sin cursed structurally the entire creation, 
introducing chaos and disgrace, as God said: “Cursed is the ground 
for your sake” (Gen. 3:17). However, the creation will be structurally 
blessed by the full redemption the of sons of God. Then it will be what 
God forever wanted it to be: a place of invariable happiness.  It “will be 
delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of 
the children of God” (Rom. 8:21). The best, as never seen in the whole 
of human history, is still to come.

Let us keep enjoying the amazing messages of three apostles—Paul, 
Peter, and John—about our glorious future in the direct presence of 
God and Christ.

But now Christ is risen from the dead, and has become the 
firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For since by man came 
death, by Man also came the resurrection of the dead. For as in 
Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be made alive. But each 
one in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, afterward those who 
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are Christ’s at His coming. Then comes the end, when He 
delivers the kingdom to God the Father, when He puts an end 
to all rule and all authority and power. For He must reign till 
He has put all enemies under His feet.  The last enemy that will 
be destroyed is death. . . . Behold, I tell you a mystery: We shall 
not all sleep, but we shall all be changed—in a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will 
sound, and the dead will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be 
changed. For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this 
mortal must put on immortality. So when this corruptible has 
put on incorruption, and this mortal has put on immortality, 
then shall be brought to pass the saying that is written: “Death 
is swallowed up in victory.”

“O Death, where is your sting?
O Hades, where is your victory?”

The sting of death is sin, and the strength of sin is the law. But 
thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord 
Jesus Christ. Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, 
immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, 
knowing that your labor is not in vain in the Lord. (Paul, 1 
Cor. 15:20–25, 51–58)

But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning 
those who have fallen asleep, lest you sorrow as others who 
have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, 
even so God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus. 
For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who 
are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord will by no 
means precede those who are asleep. For the Lord Himself 
will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of 
an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead 
in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain 
shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet 
the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the 
Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these words. 
(Paul, 1 Thess. 4:13–18)

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who 
according to His abundant mercy has begotten us again to a 
living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 
dead, to an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled and that 
does not fade away, reserved in heaven for you, who are kept 
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by the power of God through faith for salvation ready to be 
revealed in the last time. (Peter, 1 Pet. 1:3–5).

God will wipe away every tear from their eyes; there shall be 
no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. There shall be no more 
pain, for the former things have passed away. (John, Rev. 21:3)

The prayer of prayers, which should be implied in every single 
prayer and indeed be the very foundation of all of them, is: “Come, 
Lord Jesus!” This is our ultimate desire and the ultimate solution for 
all disorder and fractures in this fallen creation.

But before the Lord comes to us or we go to him, let us pursue 
the spiritual condition, the state of grace and power, so beautifully 
described by Ryle:

There are others of the Lord’s people who seem to be always 
getting on. They grow like the grass after rain. They increase like 
Israel in Egypt. They press on like Gideon,—though sometimes 
“faint, yet always pursuing.” (Judges viii. 4.) They are ever 
adding grace to grace, and faith to faith, and strength to 
strength. Every time you meet them their hearts seem larger, 
and their spiritual stature bigger, taller, and stronger. Every 
year they appear to see more, and know more, and believe 
more, and feel more in their religion. They not only have good 
works to prove the reality of their faith, but they are zealous 
of them. They not only do well, but they are unwearied in 
well-doing. (Titus ii. 14; Gal. vi. 9.) They attempt great things, 
and they do great things. When they fail they try again, and 
when they fall they are soon up again. And all this time they 
think themselves poor unprofitable servants, and fancy they 
do nothing at all!—These are those who make religion lovely 
and beautiful in the eyes of all. They wrest praise even from 
the unconverted, and win golden opinions even from the 
selfish men of the world. These are those whom it does one 
good to see, to be with, and to hear. When you meet them, you 
could believe that, like Moses, they had just come out from the 
presence of God. When you part with them, you feel warmed 
by their company, as if your soul had been near a fire.276

Have we really made any significative progress in our faith and in 
our Christian character in general? Let us examine ourselves “if we 
find that our minds are more composed and set[t]led; if our hearts be 
more contented; if we be better satisfied in our condition; if we be more 
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resolved in our duty; more ste[a]dfast in well-doing, more patient in 
suffering; if we can more cheerfully submit our selves to God, after 
we have commended our selves to him; if we be more in love with all 
that is good, and more averse to every thing that is evil: it is a sign that 
we have prayed aright, because our Prayers have done us good.”277

Let us be avid to pray in the Holy Spirit as Samuel Ogden proposed 
in a sermon: “I decline no danger for thy glory, for the good of men, 
for the improvement of my virtue.—Yet remember that I am but dust. 
Be Thou near me in those perilous moments. Let not the storms of 
trouble and trial overwhelm me. Strengthen my faith. When I sink, 
stretch forth thy hand. I rely on thy Providence and Grace; that Thou 
wilt deliver me from the danger, or support me under it.”278 Also: “Give 
us what is good, though we ask it not: and mercifully deny, when we 
pray for evil.”279

These words from Helmut Thielicke sounds canonical and are worthy 
of being repeated often: “We do not know what is to come, but we 
know who is to come. Now, one to whom belongs the last hour needs 
no longer to fear the next minute.”280 In any case, the most that can 
happen before the coming of the Lord is our going to him.

So, we can say most comfortingly the words of Thielicke, which we 
have already quoted: “When the last barrier comes, he [Jesus] will be 
waiting for me.”281

Let us hold God’s hand and follow our journey, overcoming challenge 
by challenge by faith. Brazilian pastor Nelson Monteiro da Motta (1936–
2018) wrote and recorded a song that has become famous and cherished, 
“Hold God’s Hand” (“Segura na Mão de Deus”).282 It has strengthened 
and comforted many Christians in their sorrows. It encourages us to 
hold God’s hand in our dangers, fears, sorrows, hardships, tiredness. 
“Hold God’s hand, hold God’s hand, / For it, it will sustain you. / Don’t 
be afraid, go ahead and don’t look back”; “Praying, fasting, trusting, 
and confessing, / Hold God’s hand and go”.

We are not speaking of a distant and unknown God, but of our 
known Creator and Father. “Behold what manner of love the Father 
has bestowed on us, that we should be called children of God!” (1 John 
3:1). Lost is sin and separate from his glory, we were invited by his Son 
to come back home—“as many as received Him, to them He gave the 
right to become children of God, to those who believe in His name” 
(John 1:12). So, “because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of 
His Son into your hearts, crying out, ‘Abba, Father!’” (Gal. 4:6).

We thank, love, and praise you, Father!
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