
Primrose Methodist Church:  22 January 2012 
Focus 1 : Devotional Lives   Part 1: Prayer 

Readings: 
Luke 11:1 “One day Jesus was praying in a certain place.  When he finished one of his 
disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us how to pray…” 
1 Corinthians 3:16 “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s 
Spirit lives in you? 17 If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s 
temple is sacred and you are that temple.” 
1 Corinthians 6:19 “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is 
in you whom you have received from God?” 
 
In his book, What’s so amazing about grace? Philip Yancey presents a comforting image 
of God. He shares this story: “Not long ago I heard from a pastor friend who was battling 
with his fifteen year old daughter. He knew she was using birth control, and several 
nights she had not bothered to come home at all. The parents had tried various forms of 
punishment, to no avail. The daughter lied to them, deceived them, and found a way to 
turn the tables on them saying; ‘It’s your fault for being so strict!” Philip Yancey’s pastor 
friend continued, ‘I remember standing before the plate-glass window in my living 
room, staring out into the darkness, waiting for her to come home.  I felt such rage.  I 
wanted to be like the father of the prodigal son, yet I was furious with my daughter for 
the way she would manipulate us and twist the knife to hurt us… And yet I must tell you, 
when my daughter came home later that night, or rather the next morning, I wanted 
nothing in the world so much as to take her in my arms, to love her, to tell her I wanted 
the best for her. I was a helpless, lovesick father.’  ‘Now,’ continues Yancey, ‘when I 
think about God, I hold up that image of the lovesick father, which is miles away from 
the stern monarch I used to envision. I think of my friend standing in front of the plate-
glass window gazing achingly into the darkness. I think of Jesus’ depiction of the Waiting 
Father, heartsick, abused, yet wanting above all else to forgive and begin anew, to 
announce with joy, ‘This my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’”   
 
The journey of prayer happens in the context of God’s aching heart. What is it aching 
for?  You! 
 
Where does prayer begin? With asking! Our most basic prayer is, “I am in trouble Lord, 
help! I have this exam to face, I’m scared.” We begin with asking because it is the 
doorway to a prayer-filled life. But soon these prayers start creating dissonance in our 
lives.  Every now and again I have someone speak to me about a struggle in their lives 
that I think is common to every single one of us. It goes something like this: “We are 
told if we ask we will receive.  Well, I have been asking, praying to God, in a number of 
areas in my life. My business is faltering; we always seem to be on the edge of failure. I 
have asked God to pull us through, give our business wings, help us fly but still we 
struggle.  My wife has been suffering with cancer; we cannot face another course of 
chemotherapy. We have prayed, oh, how we’ve prayed, yet still the suffering. We pray, 
we ask, but is there anybody listening? Does God really care? Surely He can simply reach 
down - after all, He is God?”  Why ask if we don’t always get the answer or the action 



we are praying for?  Why have a prayer chain?  Are we wasting our time? Have you lost 
faith in asking prayers?  At our most cynical we observe that Christians are sick as often 
as non-believers, we have the same life expectancies, and we die of the same diseases 
as others. Our prayer life does not exempt us from life struggles so should we just 
abandon these prayers? Why ask? 
 
Firstly, God wants us to ask. (I thought He would tire of all our asking.) Matthew 7:7: 
“Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be 
opened to you. 8 For everyone who asks receives…” Our prayers of asking express the 
truth that ultimately it is God who hold all things, and that he can and will surprise, if 
not right now, certainly on the eternal canvas of life. 
 
We ask because even though we don’t always get what we are asking for, asking invites 
God into our life’s situation/struggle. As we pray asking we are perhaps specifying the 
most desired outcome (from our perspective) but once we have begun this journey of 
prayer, God is now an acknowledged part of it, no matter what the outcome is. He is 
there with us, to weep with us, to bring his hope and comfort, to hold our hands and 
speak his words into our hearts and in trust we continue our journey.  If we never begin 
asking we may never realize that it’s really all about abiding in the vine: He is in us and 
we are in Him and He will see this journey through to its end.  So in prayer we begin by 
asking but it should never be only that.  If our prayers are only asking prayers we end up 
with an “us and them” situation: we on the one side and God on the other. If he does 
our bidding, He is our friend but if He fails we are dissatisfied. Our quest becomes to 
find more effective ways of manipulating God (although we call it ‘more effective 
prayer’) or to search our hearts for the sins that are causing our distress and God’s 
deafness. Our ‘asking prayers’ should lead us to greener pastures, if you’ll excuse the 
pun! Prayer is about God with us no matter what.  He is this love sick Father who seeks 
to embrace His children. 
 
Prayer can be defined in many different ways.  Andrew Murray looks at prayer as the 
“highest work we are called to, the root and strength of all other work”.  Anne Townsend 
speaks of prayer as “participation with God in His work”.  But it's those definitions which 
focus on prayer as a relationship with a living person that I want to emphasise.  The 
Methodist Almanac defines prayer as “the communion of the whole soul with God, the 
chief communication point in a living relationship with God.”  Bill Bright perhaps 
expresses it best when he says, "Prayer is a dialogue between two people who love each 
other, God and a person".   
 
Jesus, speaking to his disciples says, 'I tell you the truth, you shall see heaven open and 
the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man" (John 1:51). Robert 
Kysar, in his excellent book "John's story of Jesus", explains this verse: "There are 
extraordinary experiences awaiting the disciples, Jesus says, but the most important is 
that the disciples will witness the intimate relationship between Jesus in this world and 
the divine realm far beyond this world". The angels are God's messengers (the Greek 
word for angels "angelos" means "messenger".)  The angels ascending and descending 



are the communication between Son and Father.  The life of Christ is marked by this 
intimate and beautiful communication.  We see Jesus praying at all the high points in His 
life: before the disciples are chosen, as He goes into Jerusalem, at His death upon the 
cross – these are just some examples.  We see him often drawing aside into the quiet so 
that He may pray and refresh Himself.  His relationship with His Father is shown to be the 
core of all His work.  Christ says, "Whoever has seen me has seen the Father".  Prayer for 
Christ is the “communion of the whole soul with God, the chief communication point in a 
living relationship with His Father.”  As we find ourselves in Christ, we are called into this 
kind of relationship.  This is very different from "us and them".  This relationship has life, 
has soul, and has spirit.  This is a dialogue between two people who love each other, God 
and man/woman. 
 
This kind of prayer takes place in the middle voice, writes Eugene Peterson.  We are 
familiar with the active and passive voices where we act or are acted upon. In the 
middle voice we both act and are acted upon. We neither manipulate God, nor are 
manipulated by Him.  We are involved in the action and participate in its results, but do 
not control or define it. This is the natural interplay of love!  In our prayer life we need 
to make space for the Other: the love-sick Father.   
 
One obstacle to prayer is that we may expect this relationship to be expressed in the 
same way as our human relationships, real audible words and a warm touch or embrace.  
If we expect this we may become discouraged and throw in the towel.  Remember that 
God communicates sacramentally: the coming together of object, word, person and 
Spirit.  It is almost, if you like, a kind of third person communication.  As we feel our 
feelings, think our thoughts, speak to friends, observe nature, read the bible, worship and 
see bread broken and wine poured we realise in the midst of these moments that God is 
with us, He “speaks” to us!  And how blessed these moments can be! 
 
Real prayer is honest: When we realise that God’s grace is the beginning of the journey 
of prayer we are free to stop pretending and be honest in prayer.   Think of Jeremiah’s 
prayer, “O Lord, you deceived me and I was deceived…”  Or the psalmists, “O my God, I 
cry out by day, but you do not answer…”  “Relent, O Lord, how long will it be?  Have 
compassion on your servants.” Or again, “How long O Lord?  Will you hide yourself 
forever?”  Without grace we cannot be real with God and let him into the deep cry of 
our hearts.   Can you let God into the secrets of your heart’s cry?  Thanks be to God, he 
listens and he hears, he listens and he hears, he listens and he hears…  He will never 
turn his ear away from the real you (confession is telling it like it is, honestly).   
 
In life we are called not only to talk but to interact and to be quiet and listen.  We are 
called not only to ask but also, and primarily so, to enjoy an honest relationship.  We are 
called not to manipulate God but to be encountered by Him and transformed until we will 
what He wills.  We are called into a whole relationship. How can our prayer lives move in 
this direction? Enjoy being with God, enjoy speaking to Him, enjoy responding to His 
promptings.  Open your soul and enjoy the intimacy of the moment.  
 



In the opening texts we noted that our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit. A temple is a 
place of worship. A temple filled with God’s Spirit is a sacred place of encounter between 
God and the individual; it is the ladder, the dialogue, the third person.  The scriptures are 
saying that our bodies are these temples and these places of encounter!     
 
Joseph Girzone, a contemporary writer, gives us a picture of this temple of God in 
operation in the dedication of his book Never Alone:  "I dedicate this book to my Friend 
who is always by my side and in my heart, who is never far when I am lonely and confused, 
who always gives peace to my soul when I am troubled and frightened, and fearful of the 
future.  I share with Him my deepest secrets, my joy, my sorrow, my accomplishments, my 
shame.  He always understands.  He never accuses or criticises, but often suggests a 
different way of doing things.  When He does He inevitably prepares the way so it is not as 
impossible as I thought it might be.  Over the years I have learnt to trust Him.  It was not 
easy.  I thought that in following Him I would have to give up all the fun in my life, but I 
found that He was the Source of all joy and adventure, and indeed, He turned my life into 
a great adventure at a time when I thought it was about to come to an end.  I would like to 
suggest that He could become your Friend, too, if you would like Him to be.  Do not be 
afraid!  He will respect your freedom and your independence more than anyone you have 
ever met, because He created you to be free.  He just wants more than anything that you 
will accept Him as your Friend.  If you do, I can promise you, you will never be alone."  
 

This week’s practical suggestions: 
 
Keep these verses on your mind: 
1) Matthew 28:20 “And surely I am with you always.” (Jesus is speaking…to you!) 
2) 1 Corinthians 3:16 “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that 
God’s Spirit lives in you? 
 
Arrow prayers: 
Try shooting up an arrow prayer to God at moments during your day:  While driving, 
before shopping, before having dinner with friends or family, before an important 
meeting, when you feel anxious. 
 
Creating a sense of dialogue: 
Try to schedule an uninterrupted half hour during this week when you can speak to God 
with enough time to also be still and listen.  Ask yourself what God may be saying to you 
at this time in your life?  Keep a notebook handy and jot down any thoughts. 
 
For meditation: 
Choose a flower to just look at for ten or so minutes, as you gaze at this wonder of 
creation, what is God telling you about Himself?  Again keep a notebook handy and jot 
down any thoughts. 

 
(Next week: “Living the Bible!”) 


