GROWING IN FAITH & PRAYER
C.S. Lewis Institute, Dr. Bryan Hollon

THE PROBLEM OF PRAYER
Graeme Goldsworthy wrote that growth in prayer is a
fundamental aspect of our sanctification. Yet, we all know
that prayer is difficult. How many of you identify with
these comments and questions?
➤

I sometimes feel my prayers don't go past the ceiling

➤

Why ask God for things that he knows we need anyway?

➤

What’s the point in praying if everything has been
determined beforehand?

➤

I can't keep my mind from wandering when I try to pray

➤

Can we really change God's mind?

➤

My prayers seem like a lot of repetition and simply lack
life

➤

Does God answer all prayers?

THE PROBLEM OF PRAYER
If you do identify with these comments and questions,
then you will nd hundreds of books - some best sellers
- full of advice. They tend to focus on issues like:
➤

How to pray, why to pray, the bene ts of prayer, or
the power of prayer.

Reading popular “how to” books on prayer can leave us
with a sense that speaking to God is a “method” to be
perfected. I would never say these books are worthless,
but I don’t believe they are the place to begin if we want
to grow in prayer.

fi

fi

Instead, what I’d like to demonstrate, is that God
has been speaking to us from the beginning of time.
The entire biblical story is an invitation to prayer.

DEFINING PRAYER
So what is Prayer?
➤

Prayer is not the way that we strive to influence
God on behalf of ourselves or others.

➤

Prayer is, very simply, entering into a
conversation with a God who has been
speaking from all eternity.

➤

Accordingly, if prayer is difficult for us, whether
for lack of motivation or because of confusion
regarding the outcome, the way to move
forward in prayer is first to listen because
God has already spoken.

Prayer is always a RESPONSE to a WORD
already spoken, so to grow in prayer and faith,
If you abide in me, and my words abide we start by listening to God.
➤

in you, ask whatever you wish, and it
will be done for you” John 15:7)

GOD SPEAKS FIRST
➤

And God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light (Genesis
1:3)

➤

“Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our
likeness. And let them have dominion over the sh of the sea and
over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all
the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth,”
(Gen. 1:26).

In the Gospel of John, we learn that Jesus Christ was the Word
Spoken
➤

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things
were made through him, and without him was not any thing
made that was made. And the Word became esh and dwelt
among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son
from the Father, full of grace and truth, (John 1:1-3, 14).

fi

➤

God speaks creation into being. The phrase “God said” is repeated
eight times in Genesis 1.

fl

➤

THE HOLY TRINITY: ETERNAL COMMUNICATION
➤

The Trinity is an eternal
communion of Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit. This communion
entails communication, as the
speaking of God in Genesis 1 and
the nature of Jesus as Word
suggests.

➤

Humans, made in the image of
God, are made for communion and
communication with God and with
one another.

THE TRINITY AND HUMAN SPEECH
In his wonderful book titled, Prayer and the Knowledge of God, Graeme
Goldsworthy re ect the church’s traditional teaching when he writes:

fl

only satisfactory explanation for our human personhood is
that it has its source in a personal Creator. If we extend that to the
qualities that are distinct to human personhood, we also have to
confess that our ability to think, reason and express ourselves
creatively stems from our creation in the image of the thinking,
reasoning, creative God. The ability we have to speak to each other in
human discourse, which re ects thinking, reasoning and creativity, is
derived from God in whose image we are made,” pg. 26.

fl

➤ “….the

SPEAKING WITH GOD IN THE GARDEN
God Speaks to Adam
➤

“The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and
keep it. And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may surely eat of
every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall
not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die,” (Gen. 2:15-17).

➤

The Serpent deceives: “Did God actually say….

➤

Adam and Eve disobeyed God, rejected his Word, and ate from the tree….

➤

Thus, the rst Words spoken by Adam and Eve, in response to God’s prior
speaking, were words of shame, blame, and dishonesty.

fi

➤

Genesis 3:9–13 (ESV) — 9 But the Lord God called to the man and said to
him, “Where are you?” 10 And he said, “I heard the sound of you in the
garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked, and I hid myself.” 11 He said,
“Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of the tree of which I
commanded you not to eat?” 12 The man said, “The woman whom you gave to
be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate.” 13 Then the Lord God said
to the woman, “What is this that you have done?” The woman said, “The
serpent deceived me, and I ate.”

COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN
➤

Genesis 3-11 narrate the consequences of sin and the breakdown of
communion and communication, culminating in the scattering of
languages at Babel.

➤

The fall into sin means…. Communion is broken…. Adam and Eve
are cast out of God’s Presence. Communication with God is lost and
communication among people is fractured.

➤

Because of sin and disobedience humankind no longer relates to God
as Father. Paul describes the condition of all people as follows:

fl

➤

“And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once
walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of
the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of
disobedience— among whom we all once lived in the passions of
our esh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and
were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind
(Ephesians 2:1–3).

BECOMING SONS OF GOD
Yet, God still wants to be our Father, and the entire
Old Testament tells the story of his e ort to restore
both communion and communication between Himself
and His People.
He gathers a people to Himself beginning with
Abraham.

➤

He gives the law to Moses to restore communication
and obedience

➤

He comes to dwell with His people in the
Tabernacle, then in the Temple.

➤

Like Adam and Eve, Israel fails to obey the law and
to honor His presence in their midst. But despite
themselves, the patriarchs, priests, kings, and
prophets are preparing the way for God’s true and
only Son - Jesus Christ. They are like shadows of the
one “who was and is and is to come.”

ff

➤

JESUS, THE BELOVED SON
Jesus restores communion with the Father
➤

“Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized
and was praying, the heavens were opened, and the Holy Spirit descended on him in
bodily form, like a dove; and a voice came from heaven, “You are my beloved Son;
with you I am well pleased,” (Luke 3:21-22).

Jesus restores communication with the Father
➤

“And he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and knelt down and prayed,
saying, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not
my will, but yours, be done.” And there appeared to him an angel from heaven,
strengthening him. And being in agony he prayed more earnestly; and his sweat
became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground,” (Luke 22:41-44)

Jesus redeems the people of God through His sacri ce, o ering us communion
and communication with the Father through His own body and blood.

fi

fl

fl

For God has done what the law, weakened by the esh, could not do. By sending his
own Son in the likeness of sinful esh and for sin, he condemned sin in the esh, in
order that the righteous requirement of the law might be ful lled in us, who walk
not according to the esh but according to the Spirit, (Romans 8:3-4)

fl

➤

ADOPTED SONS AND DAUGHTERS
If we abide in Christ faithfully, then we are Adopted, children of God.
➤

“But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of
woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that
we might receive adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent the
Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” So you are no longer a
slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through God,” (Galatians 4:4-7).

We thus inherit the blessings promised to Abraham.
➤

It is thus our union with Christ that makes us, in him, the o spring of
Abraham and heirs of the covenant blessings….Christ, by virtue of who he was
and what he came to do, is recognized to be the only faithful and true
descendant of Abraham. How, then, do we t in? Paul gives the answer thus
“For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ” (Gal.
3:27).

fi

ff

ff

➤

“Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his o spring. It does not
say, ‘And to o springs,’ referring to many, but referring to one, ‘And to your
o spring,’ who is Christ” (Gal. 3:16).

ff

They tell me, Lord that when I seem
To be in speech with you,
Since but one voice is heard, it’s all a dream,
One talker aping two.
Sometimes it is, yet not as they
Conceive it. Rather, I
Seek in myself the things I hoped to say,
But lo!, my wells are dry.
Then, seeing me empty, you forsake
The listener’s role and through
My dumb lips breathe and into utterance
wake
The thoughts I never knew.
And thus you neither need reply
Nor can; thus, while we seem
Two talkers, thou are One forever, and I
No dreamer, but thy dream.

ADOPTED SONS AND DAUGHTERS
C.S. Lewis in Letters to Malcolm, Letter 13.
I’ve just found in an old note-book a poem, with no author’s name
attached, which is rather relevant to something we were talking
about a few weeks ago—I mean, the haunting fear that there is noone listening, and that what we call prayer is soliloquy: someone
talking to himself. This writer takes the bull by the horns and says
in e ect: “Very well, suppose it is”, and gets a surprising result.
Here is the poem (Read poem on the left):
Dream makes it too like Pantheism and was perhaps dragged in for
the rhyme. But is he not right in thinking that prayer in its
most perfect state is a soliloquy? If the Holy Spirit speaks in
the man, then in prayer God speaks to God. But the human
petitioner does not therefore become a “dream”. As you said
the other day, God and man cannot exclude one another, as man
excludes man, at the point of junction, so to call it, between Creator
and creature; the point where the mystery of creation—timeless for
God, and incessant in time for us—is actually taking place. “God
did (or said) it” and “I did (or said) it” can both be true.

ADOPTED INTO A TRIUNE COMMUNION
You may ask, “if we cannot imagine a three-personal
Being, what is the good of talking about Him?” Well,
there isn’t any good talking about Him. The thing that
matters is being actually drawn into that three-personal
life, and that may begin any time – tonight, if you like.
What I mean is this. An ordinary simple Christian kneels
down to say his prayers. He is trying to get into touch
with God. But if a Christian, he knows that what is
prompting him to pray is also God: God, so to speak,
inside him. But he also knows that all his real knowledge
of God comes through Christ, the Man who was God –
that Christ is standing beside him, helping him to pray,
praying for him. You see what is happening. God is the
thing to which he is praying – the goal he is trying to
reach. God is also the thing inside him which is pushing
him on – the motive power. God is also the road or
bridge along which he is being pushed to that goal. So
that the whole three-fold life of the three personal being
is actually going on in that ordinary little bedroom where
an ordinary Christian is saying his prayers.
C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 143

fl

JESUS : WORD OF GOD AND WORD OF MAN
“Jesus is not only the Word of God who has come in the
esh, but as the true image of God he speaks the truly
human word to the Father in heaven. Putting together all
the evidence that we have about Jesus Christ, we have to
say that he is:”
the God who speaks
the word of God that is spoken to us
the perfectly obedient human listener to that word, and
the one who speaks to God the perfect human response
to the word of God,” Goldsworthy, pg. 23.
Take a few minutes and think about this quotation and the points made on
the previous pages. What are some of the implications for Christian prayer?
See also, Lewis, pg. 67-68

PRAYER IN THE PLAN OF SALVATION
Prayer is “one aspect of our relationship as responsible humans to the sovereign God.” Thus, “we should
expect it to be a function of both God’s sovereignty and our responsible action.” Goldsworthy, pg. 56

➤

“Prayer is an activity of the saved people of God. It belongs to us because of the sonship that has been
restored to us through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Learning to pray and developing one’s habits
of prayer is one of the fruits of our salvation in Christ.” Goldsworthy, pg. 58

➤

“In prayer we involve ourselves in the business that God has with the world.” Pg. 60

➤

“Christians at prayer have only one option: to pray towards the ful llment of God’s revealed purpose for the
whole universe.” pg. 60

➤

“We are moved to pray to that end, not because we have come to the conclusion that prayer is a good idea.
Rather, it is because God has ordained that our praying will be a part of the means by which he will bring his
purpose to e ect.” pg. 61 (Rev. 5:8; 8:1-5)

➤

“Prayer is not trying to persuade God to do something that he otherwise would not do. It is our being caught
up in the purpose of God and the expression of this privilege as his dear children who know him as Father.” –
pg. 65

ff

➤

SUMMARY
➤ It

is in the nature of God from all eternity that speaking
characterizes the communication within the Trinity

➤ The

speaking God created all things by his Word and
made humans in his image

➤ The

creating Word has come in the esh and prayed for
his people while on earth

➤ Having

done all that is necessary for us to be restored to
God, the risen and ascended Word now prays in heaven
for his people

➤ To

abide in Christ is to be restored to communion and
communication with God: it is, necessarily, to become a
praying people.
prayers of God’s people are necessarily mediated by
Jesus Christ, the Word. Our prayers are thus forever
tethered to God’s Word. Remember, the Bible is the
language of the Holy Spirit in our lives. The Bible is
thus the wellspring of our prayers.

fl

➤ The

CLARIFICATIONS

What this means and does not mean

WE DO NOT CHANGE GOD IN PRAYER
➤ Prayer

begins with us,
in uences God, and then
produces an outcome
➤ In

this view, God or God’s
will is changed by prayer

fi

some, the outcome of
prayer depends on the
strength of our faith rather
than any speci c revealed
purpose of God

fl

➤ For

WE DO NOT CHANGE GOD IN PRAYER
➤

In your experience, is this a common view?

A Christian
Prays

God Hears

➤

Why might this view be popular?

➤

What is the problem (or problems) with this perspective?

God is
moved to
Will and Act

WE DO NOT CHANGE GOD IN PRAYER
The Lord’s Prayer as Paradigm
Our Father, which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy Name.
Thy Kingdom come.
Thy will be done in earth, As it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our trespasses, As we forgive them that
trespass against us.
And lead us not into temptation, But deliver us from
evil.
For thine is the kingdom, The power, and the glory, For
ever and ever. Amen.

WE DO NOT CHANGE GOD IN PRAYER
God Wills and
Acts and wants
us to ask for his
goodness and
blessing

God Wills and
Acts and wants us
to ask for his
goodness and
blessing

Person refuses
to listen or ask
for what God has
promised - her
heart remains
hard

God’s Will and
Actions of no
benefit to the
Hard Hearted
Person

Christian hears
gospel, repents,
follows, asks for
grace, prays

God Wills and
Acts. We pray in
context of God’s
will and actions
and become heirs
to the promises

⦿

➤

What is your reaction to this diagram?

➤

Does this mean that God doesn’t really answer our prayers, that all is
already determined?

➤

Petitionary prayer is, nonetheless, both allowed and commanded to us: “Give us our daily
bread.” And no doubt it raises a theoretical problem. Can we believe that God ever really
modifies His action in response to the suggestions of men? For infinite wisdom does not
need telling what is best, and infinite goodness needs no urging to do it. But neither does
God need any of those things that are done by finite agents, whether living or inanimate.
He could, if He chose, repair our bodies miraculously without food; or give us food
without the aid of farmers, bakers, and butchers; or knowledge without the aid of learned
men; or convert the heathen without missionaries. Instead, He allows soils and weather
and animals and the muscles, minds, and wills of men to co-operate in the execution of
His will. “God,” said Pascal, “instituted prayer in order to lend to His creatures the dignity
of causality.” But not only prayer; whenever we act at all He lends us that dignity. It is not
really stranger, nor less strange, that my prayers should affect the course of events than
that my other actions should do so. They have not advised or changed God's mind—that
is, His over-all purpose. But that purpose will be realized in different ways according to
the actions, including the prayers, of His creatures,” C.S. Lewis, “The Efficacy of Prayer”
in The Worlds Last Night.

FAITH IS NOT A POWER TO MAKE ANY PRAYER COME TRUE
➤

Then he touched their eyes, saying,
"According to your faith be it done to
you." (Mat 9:29 ESV)

➤

And whatever you ask in prayer, you will
receive, if you have faith." (Mat 21:22 ESV)

➤

Unfortunately, we can take these passages
out of context, misunderstand, and
misapply them.

➤

Faith is not a good thing - in itself. What
matters is the object of our faith.

FAITH IS NOT A POWER TO MAKE ANY PRAYER COME TRUE
➤

➤

Faith is not:
➤

A power that we conjure from within

➤

The way that we manipulate God

Faith is:
➤

A gift of God generated by the H.S. (pg. 70)

➤

A human activity (pg. 70)

➤

Strong or weak in relation to its object
➤

➤

He replied, "Because you have so little faith. I tell
you the truth, if you have faith as small as a
mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, 'Move
from here to there' and it will move. Nothing will
be impossible for you. " (Mat 17:20 NIV)

“An essential part of the process by which God draws
us to himself and saves us” (pg. 77)

FAITH IS NOT A POWER TO MAKE ANY PRAYER COME TRUE
➤ Pistis

– faith, trust, belief

➤ The

dimensions of faith

➤Knowledge

– intellectual dimension
(must know its object)

➤Trust

– the a ective dimension

➤Obedience

– the volitional dimension

fi

fi

ff

“its object is what de nes biblical faith. Rather than focusing
on how strong our faith is, we should be more concerned
about in whom we place our con dence and trust.” (pg. 69)

FAITH IS NOT A POWER TO MAKE ANY PRAYER COME TRUE
“Biblical faith can be illustrated by considering the
faith we would need when about to drive a vehicle
across a rickety-looking bridge. We would not ask,
‘Have I got enough faith?’ Rather the appropriate
question is, ‘Can this bridge take the load?’ Once we
can answer in the a rmative, the question about faith
vanishes. Faith is just there because of what we
perceive about its object. When faith is lacking the
antidote is not introspective self-examination but
contemplation of the object of our faith: Jesus the
Lord, our su cient Saviour” (Goldsworthy, pg.
70-71).

ffi

ffi

➤

fi

WE NEED NOT BE PERFECT PRAYERS
➤

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do
not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit
himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for
words. And he who searches hearts knows what is the
mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the
saints according to the will of God, (Romans 8:26-27)

➤

“In Christ we cannot be condemned as inadequate or
‘failed’ prayers. I should not think, because I don’t pray
as I ought, that God is less inclined to listen to me than
he is to listen to some great prayer warrior.”

➤

As with the Christian life in general, we should
strive to grow in prayer. If our problem is broken
communion and communication with God, then
our sancti cation is learning to pray.

