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Readings:  Acts 17:28  ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ 
  Psalm 139:7-10  “Where can I go from your Spirit?  Where can I flee from your 
presence? 8 If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are 
there.  9 If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, 10 even there 
your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast.” 
  
A number of years ago my mother shared with me her intention of starting painting classes.  
This had been an ambition of hers that she had cherished for many years, and finally the 
moment had arrived.  It was round about Christmas time and I thought I was going to be very 
helpful to her by buying her a "painting by numbers" set!  I went off to the CNA and found a 
picture of two ducks which was promptly paid for, packaged and posted.  Well, she received 
her picture and, encouraged by my urgings, completed her "painting by numbers".  I don't 
think it was quite what she had in mind though, and she wasn't that enthusiastic.  It's quite a 
nice looking picture but something is missing.  Part of my mother's yearnings to take up 
painting was to express something of her soul and her spirit as she put brush to paper.  This 
"painting by numbers" expressed nothing of that.  As she painted this picture she was just 
going through the motions. 
Discussion Questions 
1) Are there times when you feel like you are painting by numbers?  Share some of these 
moments? 
2) Is it inevitable that we experience periods in our lives when we feel like this?   
3) How can we cope with these times? 
 
Aren't we often there in life?  Aren't we often painting by numbers?  We're going through the 
motions but there's no life, no soul, no spirit.  This is also expressed in our prayer lives as we 
bow our knees before God, as we say the right words, as we pray our prayers of adoration, 
confession, thanksgiving, etc.  Yet there is no life, no soul, no real spirit.  What is missing?  
May I suggest that the missing ingredient is “The person in prayer?”  When we speak of the 
Holy Trinity we speak of God in three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  God, we are told, 
is personal and in prayer we need to encounter this person that is God.    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 as he says, "Prayer is a 
dialogue between two people who love each other, God and a person".  In your prayer life are 
you just painting by numbers?  Or is your prayer life an expression of a living relationship with 
a living person? 
 



Discussion Questions 
1) How can prayer be un-personal? 
2) How can prayer be personal? 
 
Often when we are taught methods of prayer the impression is given that it is us needing to 
reach out in prayer to a God who is somewhere up there.   He is a vast distance away and 
prayer we think can bridge the gap.  If we understand prayer in this way we will always be 
frustrated (I think this kind of prayer will always be a paint by numbers exercise).  Prayer 
begins when we realise that God is always with us.  Consider our bible verses: Acts 17:28  
‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’  Or Psalm 139:7 Where can I go from your 
Spirit?  Where can I flee from your presence? 8 If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I 
make my bed in the depths, you are there.   The reality is that God always “reaches us”, we 
are “surrounded”  by God.   St Francis is the Saint who makes it plain that God is in all things.  
Pictures of St Francis often show him looking down at the present world (as opposed to other 
saints looking up).   This is because God is among us (this is the message of the incarnation).    
That is why prayer begins with silence, in receiving rather than reaching out.  In the stillness 
we receive the gift and grace of God’s present love and communio.  He is the lover and we 
are the beloved.  Our prayer simply expresses what is already happening. 
 
We continue as we look at some prayer types that operate out of our efforts to reach or even 
manipulate God.  In these prayer types it’s all about us, rather than a response to this present 
love of our great God. 
 
The talkative type.  This type of prayer is characterised by a lot of talking and very little 
listening.  We can learn a lot in our prayer lives from our other relationships that we share.  
Our relationships suffer when one party does all the talking.  The talkative type is the kind of 
person that we often avoid.  This is the person who corners us and engulfs us with 
conversation.  They talk and talk and talk, and seem to have developed specialised 
techniques that prevent us chipping in at any point and saying, "Look, I really have to go".  
Finally, out of sheer desperation we interrupt them mid-sentence and say, "Look, I have an 
appointment, I need to be leaving.  Thank you very much.  This has been a wonderful 
conversation.  See you again soon.  Goodbye".  We hate it when people treat us in that kind 
of way, when we are cornered in conversation.  Yet this is often exactly how we treat God.  
As we come into His presence we have much to say, yet very little time to still our souls and 
listen to His quiet voice.  Part of the frustration in listening to God is that He does not speak to 
us as other people do.  We do not hear His voice clear, loud and audibly.  We often need to 
make time to be quiet, to still our inner noise and be open to His sensitive promptings.  A 
living relationship reflects a two-way flow of communication.  If we are doing all the talking we 
are often just going through the motions, "painting by numbers". 
Discussion Questions 
1) How can we learn to talk less and listen more? 
 
The blind beggars.  This type of prayer is reflected in a long list of requests that we bring 
before God.  As we listen to our prayers we find that we are always asking God for various 



things.  We are asking Him to intervene in certain situations, we are asking Him to provide 
certain material needs.  I wonder if you have ever tried to get close to a beggar; to someone 
who has cornered you or stopped you on the side of the road and asked you for something.  I 
tried this once.  I wasn't just going to give this beggar silver and gold but I wanted to offer him 
something of myself.  I began to share, or at least I tried to share, at a deeper level.  I 
introduced myself, told him something about myself, asked him who he was, where he came 
from, etc.  But, you know I got absolutely nowhere.  This beggar was only interested in getting 
his five cents worth out of me.  The more I tried to share openly, the more he saw me as 
someone who may be willing to empty my pockets, he tried to manipulate me and draw me 
into his web.  I wonder if God feels that way sometimes as we pray to Him?  The definitions 
we looked at in prayer focused on a living relationship with God.  A dialogue between two 
people who love each other, God and man.  Is our beggar type of prayer a reflection of a 
relationship with a living, dynamic person?  Or again, are we just going through the motions, 
"painting by numbers"?  God is wanting to share Himself with us, His person, His life, His 
love.  Of course He is wanting to give us good things, of course He is wanting to intervene 
and help us in difficult situations, but He does that as we find ourselves sharing in the 
wholeness of our relationship with Him.  Listen to the words of John 15:7, "If you remain in 
me and my words remain in you, then you will ask for anything you wish, and you shall have 
it!"  We are called firstly, before we ask, to remain in God and let His words remain in us.  It is 
only as we find ourselves in the fullness of that relationship that we begin asking correctly.  
Blind beggars often end as silent sleepers.  We tire of asking and asking, and apparently 
receiving no answer, so our prayers cease altogether.  But prayer is essentially about being in 
relationship and not merely begging. 
Discussion Questions 
1) Are we sometimes so geared to what we can get out of God that we miss His offer of 
relationship?  How does this happen in our lives?  How can we deal with it and open channels 
of communication? 
 
The false faith.  Often we reduce our prayers to the level of magic. Let us use the classic 
formula, "Abracadabra".  If we know the right words, we go through the right actions, 
something must result.  If we say, "Abracadabra", we know that the spell is cast and our 
bread will turn to gold.  Some people seem to think that we can manipulate God in this kind of 
way.  If only we know the right way to pray with the right amount of faith, we will get what we 
want.  If our prayers are answered in the negative, or if we are given the answer, "Wait", the 
mistake is seen to be with our faith.  This can result in a lot of hurt and pain, particularly when 
it comes to prayers of healing. How does God as a person feature in these kinds of prayers?  
God is vast and wants to interact with His people.  As we pray and as we wrestle with our 
prayers, we must be prepared to hear His voice, to be transformed by Him and to be 
changed.  If in prayer we were always to get our way, we would never be confronted by a 
God who is wanting to lead us, not only as individuals but also in community, to life and life in 
all its fullness.  If we think that we have a God who is only there to be manipulated we also 
end up "painting by numbers" and miss the person in prayer. 
Discussion Questions 



1) Sometimes we are given the impression that we have to twist God’s arm before He 
hears our prayers.  Do you think that there is any truth in this?  
2) Why does God call us to be persistent in our prayers? 
 
The right relationship.  What is John 1:51 speaking about?  We read of the angels of God 
ascending and descending on the Son of Man.   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, are but some examples.  We see him often 
drawing aside into the quiet that He may pray and refresh Himself.  His relationship with His 
Father is shown to be the core of all His work and life.  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 "painting by 
numbers".  This relationship has life, has soul, and has spirit.  This is a dialogue between two 
people who love each other, God and man. 
 
My call to you today is to rediscover the person in prayer.  That is the person of the Father, 
the person of Christ, the person of the Holy Spirit.  In prayer we are called not only to talk to 
but to interact and to be quiet and listen.  We are called not only to ask but also, and primarily 
so, to enjoy our 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.  We 
need not create this relationship, it already exists, God is with you.  Our call is to respond to 
this all already present love. 
 
 
Secondly, we need to understand prayer as an expression of that relationship.  We need to 
understand prayer not just as an action that we are called to go through, or as a job that we 
have to perform, but as a full expression of a relationship of love.  Enjoy being with God, 
enjoy speaking to Him, enjoy responding to His promptings. Just let all other concerns rest for 
a moment and acknolwede the presence of the living person.  Forget for a moment the 
techniques of prayer and just relax.  Open your soul and enjoy the intimacy of the moment.  
You are in the presence of a God who accepts you, who loves you, who would lead you on in 
the journey of life; a God who would have you as His companion, a God who has made a 
special place for you in His heart.   
 
Discussion Question 
How can our prayer lives grow in healthy ways?  Brainstorm a list, work out some action 
steps and choose which aspects you can seek to apply in the next week. 


