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   [bookmark: Touch]When Heaven Touches Earth
 
   Sally, a woman who attends my church, could not restrain her tears as she poured out her heart to Pastor Dave. After a series of medical tests, Sally’s doctor had called to inform her that the baby she was expecting would be born with Down’s syndrome. Pastor Dave shared Sally’s grief at the news. He vowed to help Sally and her husband, Jim, in any way he could. Dave also led them in prayer together, asking God for His intervention and His oversight of the situation. 
 
   The following day Pastor Dave decided to send Sally and Jim a postcard with a word of encouragement. On the card, Dave assured them of how much God loved them and their soon-to-be-born little baby. He urged them to continue turning their anxieties on the matter over to God in prayer. 
 
   The postcard ended up being delivered to a wrong address a number of miles from Sally and Jim’s house. Sue — who lived at the house the card was mistakenly delivered to — decided to take the postcard to Sally personally.
 
   When Sally opened the door, Sue said, “This card from your pastor was delivered to my house by mistake. I wanted to come by and deliver the card personally because I, too, have a child with Down’s Syndrome and I want to help you through this if you’ll let me. God has shown me so much that I would like to share with you.”
 
   Did the God of all comfort “reroute” the mail to Sue’s house in answer to prayer? We can’t know for sure, but it sure seems a good possibility. While the world would tell us that this was just a freak accident, I see supernatural intervention written all over this event. God’s fingerprints are all over that postcard. 
 
   The Prayers of an Old Man
 
   It was a Wednesday afternoon. Shrouded in a dense fog, a large steamer edged slowly forward off the coast of Newfoundland, its foghorn crying out somber notes of warning. The captain — near exhaustion from lack of sleep — was startled by a gentle tap on his shoulder. He turned and found himself face-to-face with an old man in his late seventies.
 
   The old man said, “Captain, I have come to tell you that I must be in Quebec on Saturday afternoon.”
 
   The captain pondered for a moment, and then snorted: “Impossible.” 
 
   “Very well,” the old man responded, “if your ship can’t take me, God will find some other means to take me. I have never broken an engagement in 57 years.”
 
   Lifting his weary hands in a gesture of despair, the captain replied, “I would help if I could — but I am helpless.”
 
   Undaunted, the old man suggested, “Let’s go down to the chart room and pray.” The captain raised his eyebrows in utter disbelief, looking at the old man as if he had just escaped from a lunatic asylum.
 
   “Do you know how dense the fog is?” the captain demanded.
 
   The old man responded, “No. My eye is not on the thickness of the fog but on the living God who controls every circumstance of my life.”
 
   Against his better judgment, the captain accompanied the old man to the chart room and kneeled with him in prayer. With simple words a child might use, the old man prayed: “O Lord, if it is consistent with Thy will, please remove this fog in five minutes. Thou knowest the engagement thou didst make for me in Quebec on Saturday. I believe it is Thy will.”
 
   The captain, a nominal Christian at best, thought it wise to humor the old man and recite a short prayer. But before he was able to utter a single word, he felt a tap on his shoulder. The old man requested, “Don’t pray, because you do not believe; and as I believe God has already answered, there is no need for you to pray.” The captain’s mouth dropped open.
 
   Then the old man explained, “Captain I have known my Lord for 57 years and there has never been a single day that I have failed to gain an audience with the King. Get up, captain, and open the door, and you will find the fog is gone.”
 
   The captain did as he was requested, and was astonished to find that the fog had indeed disappeared.
 
   The captain later testified that his encounter with the aged George Müller completely revolutionized his Christian life. He had seen with his own eyes that Müller’s God was the true and living God of the Bible. He had seen incredible power flow from a frail old man — a power rooted in simple childlike faith in a miraculous God.
 
   Confounding an Unbelieving Professor
 
   Jodie Berndt, a former producer for a Christian TV network, speaks of a friend who had an interesting encounter in a secular philosophy class at a Virginia university. Here’s what happened:  
 
   Every year the philosophy professor began the first day of his class with the same forceful questions. “Who here believes in God? Is God all-powerful? Can He do miracles? Does He want to be known?”
 
   Scanning his audience of eager minds, the professor held up a glass jar. “I’m holding this jar,” he said. “Is there anyone here who will pray to God so that the jar will not break when I drop it?”
 
   The challenge hung in the air. “Every year, for seventeen years, we’ve tried this experiment — and the jar always breaks. It breaks because God is not real or operative in today’s world. Now, is there anyone here who wants to pray?”
 
   Just as the professor had suspected, the room was silent. Suddenly, though, one boy spoke up. His tone was quiet but firm. “I’ll pray that prayer,” he said.
 
   The professor was taken aback. No one, it seemed, had ever accepted his challenge. “Okay,” he said. “What should we do? Should we bow our heads?”
 
   “You can do whatever you like,” the boy said simply. And then he prayed. “God, I pray You would honor Your name today. Amen.”
 
   The anticipation was palpable as the professor lifted the jar. He released his hold — and the jar fell to the ground, struck the teacher’s foot, and rolled to one side, intact.
 
   The room erupted as students stood and stretched to see what had happened. There were some in the front row who swore they saw the jar’s trajectory path curve inward as it fell. Others, however, put the matter down to a poorly executed drop by the eager professor.
 
   Was this a mere coincidence? I do not have any indisputable proof that God was involved. The world would tell us that this was a freak incident. But the boy in the class was a believer in the living God, and believed He is active in the world today, despite the allegations of the unbelieving professor. The boy in the class believed in a God who answers the prayers of His people. 
 
   Rescued En Route to China
 
   Hudson Taylor’s father, James, had always been intrigued by China. He was fascinated to ponder that even though great empires like Persia, Greece, and Rome had risen and fallen, the Chinese empire had remained. Early in 1832, James knelt beside his young wife Amelia and prayed, “Dear God, if you should give us a son, grant that he may work for you in China.” 
 
   When their child was born on May 21, 1832, James and Amelia named him James Hudson Taylor. It is highly telling of young Hudson’s sense of direction in life that as a boy he would sometimes blurt out, “When I am a man, I mean to be a missionary and go to China.” This was the case even though his parents were not to tell him of their prayer for some years. 
 
   Just after his twenty-first birthday, young Hudson Taylor found himself en route to China on a small sailing-ship, the “Dumfries,” from Liverpool. To the north of New Guinea, a situation developed in which there would be breezes after sundown that would last until dawn, but during the daytime they were frequently becalmed, without a breeze. 
 
   On a particular day, this caused great concern to the captain of the small ship, because some strong undercurrents were carrying them straight toward some sunken reefs. This could spell disaster for everyone aboard. How they needed a strong breeze to launch them out of that area! 
 
   The captain tried a number of maneuvers, but it was no use. Nothing seemed to work. But then young Hudson Taylor piped in and said, “There is one thing we have not done yet — we have not prayed.” 
 
   There were three other Christians aboard the ship, and Hudson suggested they all go to their cabins to pray. They did so. After only a few minutes, Hudson felt an assurance that God would deliver the ship. He promptly went to the deck and requested the first officer (an unbeliever) to set the sail so that it would catch the approaching wind. That didn’t go over too well. The man was utterly aghast that anyone (a religious nut!) would have the gall to make such a suggestion to an experienced seaman like himself. But Hudson persisted, affirming to the man that God would send a wind. 
 
   With no time to lose, the first officer — against what he considered to be his better judgment — gave the order and the men jumped to obey. The captain then rushed up on deck to find out what was going on, and right before the eyes of everyone present, the sails virtually filled with wind and the ship speedily pulled away from the reef in safety.
 
   A coincidence? No one can actually “prove” that it was God who arranged the wind to arrive just in the nick of time. But Hudson and his friends were certain of God’s involvement. They believed in a living God who truly answers prayer and involves Himself in the lives of those committed to Him. 
 
   Rescued on the Missionary Field
 
   Reverend John G. Paton was a missionary in the New Hebrides Islands. According to his testimony, his mission headquarters on a particular night was surrounded by hostile natives, apparently intending to burn the headquarters to the ground and put Paton and his wife to death.
 
   The Patons turned to God. They threw themselves on His mercy. They prayed fervently and asked Him to deliver them. They prayed throughout the entire night. And when the first rays of sunlight came the next morning, the Patons were utterly amazed to see that the hostile natives had left. 
 
   About a year later, the chief of the tribe of hostile natives became a Christian. And when Paton asked the chief why the tribe had refrained from burning down the headquarters on that fateful night, the chief surprisingly said, “Who were all those men you had there with you?” Paton answered, “There were no men there; just my wife and I.” 
 
   The chief then informed Paton that he and his men had seen hundreds of men standing guard outside the headquarters, all dressed in shining garments with swords drawn. They literally encircled the headquarters, and the tribe dared not attack.
 
   It was then that Paton realized that God had dispatched His angels to guard him and his wife. As Psalm 34:7 tells us, “The Lord’s angel camps around the Lord’s loyal followers and delivers them.” Moreover, “He will order his angels to protect you in all you do.” (Psalm 91:11).
 
   Paton’s testimony sounds remarkably similar to the story of Elisha in 2 Kings 6:15-17. In this story Elisha and his servant were utterly surrounded by hostile forces. But they were not alone.
 
   As Scripture puts it, “The prophet’s attendant got up early in the morning. When he went outside there was an army surrounding the city, along with horses and chariots. He said to Elisha, ‘Oh no, my master! What will we do?’ He replied, ‘Don’t be afraid, for our side outnumbers them.’ Then Elisha prayed, ‘O Lord, open his eyes so he can see.’ The Lord opened the servant’s eyes and he saw that the hill was full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha” (2 Kings 6:15-17).
 
   Just as the God of miracles rescued Elisha and his servant, so He rescued Reverend Paton and his wife. The world would say all this is nonsense. But Reverend Paton knows better. He knew that the living God had answered His prayers. 
 
   Protection for Children in the Congo
 
   Corrie ten Boom tells of an event that occurred during the Jeunesse Rebellion in the Congo. Some rebels had advanced on a school where about 200 missionary children lived. “They planned to kill both children and teachers,” she said. “In the school, they knew of the danger and therefore went to prayer. Their only protection was a fence and a couple of soldiers, while the enemy, who came closer and closer, amounted to several hundred.”
 
   Incredibly, as soon as the rebels came close by, they suddenly turned around and jolted away! The exact same thing happened the next day and the day after that when the rebels tried to approach the school.
 
   As providence had it, one of the rebels was wounded and was brought to the missionary hospital. As the doctor was dressing his wounds, he asked the rebel, “Why did you not break into the school as you planned?”
 
   The rebel responded, “We could not do it. We saw hundreds of soldiers in white uniforms, and we became scared.”
 
   Corrie later reflected that “in Africa, soldiers never wear white uniforms. So it must have been angels. What a wonderful thing that the Lord can open the eyes of the enemy so that they see angels!” The living God had answered prayers yet again! 
 
   Companion on a Dangerous Mountain
 
   A Christian missionary in Norway believes an angel assisted him on a dangerous mountain — and this in answer to prayer. In attempting to reach families living in his valley, he had to descend a dangerous mountain trail. At one steep, dangerous place he stopped to pray, asking the living God to protect him with His angels. He safely reached the valley without harm.
 
   At the first cottage the missionary met a man with his wife who had been watching his descent of the dangerous trail. “What has become of your companion?” they asked.
 
   “What companion?” the missionary responded. “The man who was with you,” they exclaimed in surprise. “We were watching you as you came down the mountain, and it really seemed to us that there were two men crossing the mountain together.”
 
   “Then,” reported the missionary, “I was reminded of my prayer to God for help, and of the word of the Lord in Psalm 34:7, ‘The angel of the LORD encampeth round about them that fear him, and delivereth them’” (KJV).
 
   The Miracle of Forgiveness
 
   Corrie ten Boom tells the following true story in her book, The Hiding Place: 
 
   It was at a church service in Munich that I saw him, the former S.S. man [Nazi policeman] who had stood guard at the shower room door in the processing center at Ravensbruck. He was the first of our actual jailers that I had seen since that time. And suddenly it was all there — the roomful of mocking men, the heaps of clothing, [her sister] Betsie’s pain-blanched face. 
 
   He came up to me as the church was emptying, beaming and bowing. “How grateful I am for your message, Fraulein,” he said. “To think that, as you say, He has washed my sins away!” 
 
   His hand was thrust out to shake mine. And I, who had preached so often to the people in Bloemendaal the need to forgive, kept my hand at my side. 
 
   Even as the angry, vengeful thoughts boiled through me, I saw the sin of them. Jesus Christ had died for this man; was I going to ask for more? Lord Jesus, I prayed, forgive me and help me to forgive him. 
 
   I tried to smile, I struggled to raise my hand. I could not. I felt nothing, not the slightest spark of warmth or charity. And so again I breathed a silent prayer. Jesus, I cannot forgive him. Give me Your forgiveness. 
 
   As I took his hand the most incredible thing happened. From my shoulder along my arm and through my hand a current seemed to pass from me to him, while into my heart sprang a love for this stranger that almost overwhelmed me. 
 
   And so I discovered that it is not on our forgiveness any more than on our goodness that the world’s healing hinges, but on His. When He tells us to love our enemies, He gives, along with the command, the love itself.
 
   Here is a woman who had suffered immensely at the hands of her S.S. captors. The scaring on her heart must have been deep and painful. Yet, through the living Christ, in answer to prayer, Corrie ten Boom was able to truly forgive and reach out to this man. Just as the supernatural power of Christ has brought physical healing to so many people, so the supernatural power of Christ can also bring emotional healing. 
 
   A Thankful Wife
 
   Chuck Swindoll, in his book The Finishing Touch, shares a powerful true story that shows the living God’s providential timing in answering the prayers of a loving wife:  
 
   In September, Terry Shafer was strolling the shops in Moline, Illinois. She knew exactly what she wanted to get her husband, David, for Christmas, but she realized it might be too expensive. A little shop on Fifth attracted her attention, so she stepped inside. Her eyes darted toward the corner display. “That’s it!” she smiled as she nodded with pleasure. “How much?” she asked the shopkeeper.
 
   “Only $127.50.”
 
   Her smile faded into disappointment as she realized David’s salary couldn’t stand such a jolt. He was feeding and clothing the family on a policeman’s wage. It was out of the question. Yet she hated to give up without a try, so she applied a little persistence.
 
   “Uh, what about putting this aside for me? Maybe I could pay a little each week, then pick it up a few days before Christmas?”
 
   “No,” the merchant said, “I won’t do that.” Then he smiled. “I’ll gift-wrap it right now. You can take it with you and pay me later,” he said. Terry was elated. She agreed to pay so much every week, then thanked and thanked the man as she left, explaining how delighted her husband would be.
 
   “Oh, that’s nothing at all,” the shopkeeper answered, not realizing the significant role his generosity would play in the days ahead.
 
   Then came Saturday, October 1. Patrolman David Shafer, working the night shift, got a call in his squad car. A drug store robbery was in progress. David reacted instantly, arriving on scene just in time to see the suspect speed away. With siren screaming and lights flashing, he followed in hot pursuit. Three blocks later the getaway vehicle suddenly pulled over and stopped. The driver didn’t move. David carefully approached the suspect with his weapon drawn. When he was only three feet from the driver’s door, two things happened in a split second. The door flew open as the thief produced a 45-caliber pistol and fired at David’s abdomen.
 
   At seven o’clock that morning a patrolman came to the door of the Shafer home. Calmly and with great care, he told Terry what had happened.
 
   Her husband had been pursuing a robbery suspect. There had been gunfire. David was hit. Shot at pointblank range.
 
   Stunned, Terry thought how glad she was that she had not waited until Christmas to give her husband his present. How grateful she was that the shopkeeper had been willing to let her pay for it later. Otherwise, David would have surely died. Instead, he was now in the hospital — not with a gunshot wound, but with only a bad bruise.
 
   You see, David was wearing the gift of life Terry could not wait to give — his brand-new bulletproof vest.
 
   This is yet another one of those events that the world would call a lucky coincidence — or perhaps just “good timing.” But David’s wife Terry — who often prayed for her husband’s safety on the job — sees the hand of the living God at work here. In her mind, God in His perfect providential timing made miraculous provision for keeping her husband alive. 
 
   Are You In Need of Answered Prayer?
 
   How is it with you, my friend? Are you in need of answered prayer? Perhaps you or a family member are facing a life-threatening disease, and you need God’s intervention. Perhaps you are suffering as a result of a broken relationship. Perhaps you are having difficulty in making ends meet financially. 
 
   Whatever you are facing, God can help you. He invites you to turn to Him in prayer. He — the living God — invites you to ask for His involvement in your seemingly “impossible” situation. 
 
   In this book, I want to pass on to you the biblical principles of answered prayer. No matter what you are facing, I want to teach you to joyfully trust in the all-powerful and all-loving God of the universe, knowing with assurance that He will answer you. 
 
   So, strap on your seatbelt for an inspiring journey through the pages of Scripture. Your life is about to change forever. 
 
   • • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: AskNot]You Have Not Because You Ask Not
 
   We begin our journey through the pages of Scripture by narrowing our attention to a foundational issue. It is a simple issue, but it is also an issue of profound importance. It is critical that you get this one issue correct. You cannot err here.
 
   Here is what I am talking about: You must actually pray in order for God to bless you with an answer. If you do not pray, then, of course, you should not expect God’s intervention on your behalf. 
 
   As James 4:2 puts it, “You do not have, because you do not ask.” Please let this verse resonate in your mind for a few moments. Drill it deep into your thought processes. “You do not have, because you do not ask.” Bible scholar A.W. Pink once said that “most Christians expect little from God, ask little, and therefore receive little, and are content with little.”
 
   You must ask if God is to intervene in your circumstances. You must express your wants, your desires, and your feelings to him. And you must be specific in making your request. 
 
   Don’t just say, “Oh Lord, generally bless my overall circumstances.” J.H. Evans once said that “dealing in generalities is the death of prayer.” I think Evans is right.
 
   Do you remember George Müller’s prayer about the fog in chapter 1? “O Lord, if it is consistent with Thy will, please remove this fog in five minutes. Thou knowest the engagement thou didst make for me in Quebec on Saturday. I believe it is Thy will.” That’s what I mean by specific. Don’t expect a specific answer to your prayers to God if you don’t make specific requests to Him. 
 
   Let me say it again: “You do not have, because you do not ask.” You must ask! As Billy Graham once put it, “A prayerless Christian is a powerless Christian.”
 
   Some people may rebut that they just don’t have enough time in the day to pray. I am reminded that Martin Luther once asserted, “I have so much to do today that I must set apart more time than usual to pray.” There is great wisdom in these words (see Mark 1:35).
 
   Luther also asserted, “Prayer is the most important thing in my life. If I should neglect prayer for a single day, I should lose a great deal of the fire of faith.” Pray, Christian, pray! 
 
   In what follows, I want to illustrate the importance of the scriptural affirmation, “You do not have, because you do not ask”:
 
   Food for the Children
 
   George Müller witnessed God’s provision for the many orphans under his care — too many, in fact, for one man to financially support without God’s intervention. At his orphanage one morning the tables were all set for breakfast, but the cupboard was completely bare. There was no food! And there was no money!
 
   The children were all standing around waiting for their breakfasts. Mr. Müller said to them, “Children, you know we must be in time for school.” He then lifted his head and prayed, “Dear Father, we thank Thee for what Thou art going to give us to eat.” (Notice how specific the prayer was.)
 
   Almost immediately after this, there was a knock at the door. It was a local baker who said, “Mr. Müller, I could not sleep last night. Somehow I felt you didn’t have any bread for breakfast, and the Lord wanted me to send you some. So I got up at 2:00 AM and baked some fresh bread and here it is.” Mr. Müller humbly thanked the baker and then offered praise to God for providing so miraculously for him and the orphans.
 
   Moments later there was a second knock at the door. It was the local milkman whose milk wagon had just broken down in front of Müller’s orphanage. He offered all his milk to Müller and the orphans so he could have his wagon hauled to the nearest repair shop.
 
   George Müller believed in a living God who is sovereign over the affairs of humanity. He believed in a God who answers the prayers of His people. And he had a childlike faith that led him to make staggeringly bold and specific requests of God. And God always answered!
 
   But what if Müller had not asked God to provide the food that the children so desperately needed? There would have been some hungry children that day! 
 
   One thing is certain: No one could ever say of George Müller that he did not have because he did not ask! He always asked. 
 
   A Seminary Rescued
 
   I spent seven wonderful years at Dallas Theological Seminary, first obtaining my Master of Theology degree in 1983, and then my Doctor of Theology degree in 1986. During those years God prepared me for a life of ministry. I will always be thankful to God for the education I received there. 
 
   Early in its history, Dallas Theological Seminary found itself in a situation of near bankruptcy. And the way God financially rescued the seminary truly has the ring of the supernatural at work. 
 
   The seminary had been founded in 1924. It wasn’t long after the founding that the money seemed to run out. Various creditors were all set to foreclose at noon on a particular day. Yet, the founders of the school were confident that Dallas Theological Seminary was a work ordained by God, and that God would somehow make provisions for the survival of the seminary. So, despite the tremendous odds against the school, the founders met in the president’s office to pray to the living God. 
 
   In the prayer meeting, it came time for the eminent scholar Dr. Harry Ironside to pray. He said, “Lord, we know that the cattle on a thousand hills are thine. Please sell some of them and send us the money.”
 
   While they were all still in the midst of praying to God, a tall Texan came into the business office and said, “I just sold two carloads of cattle in Fort Worth. I’ve been trying to make a business deal go through and it won’t work, and I feel that God is compelling me to give this money to the seminary. I don’t know if you need it or not, but here’s the check.”
 
   The secretary in the business office took the check and rushed over to the door where the prayer meeting was taking place, and she gently knocked. After a few moments, the door opened, and Dr. Lewis Sperry Chafer, president of the seminary, took the check out of her hand — and it was for the exact amount of the seminary’s debt. When he looked at the signature, he recognized the name of the cattle rancher. Turning to Dr. Ironside, he said, “Harry, God sold the cattle.”
 
   The founders of Dallas Theological Seminary believed in a living God who is in sovereign control over the world and answers the prayers of His children. They desperately needed funding for the school. But what if they hadn’t asked God for it? The seminary may well have closed! 
 
   Tuberculosis Healed
 
   Elisabeth Elliot was born of missionary parents in Brussels, Belgium. She, too, became involved in missionary work, alongside her husband, Jim Elliot. After spending a year in Ecuador, engaging in missionary work among the Auca Indians, she married her college friend Jim in Quito. Following her husband’s death at the hands of the Aucas, whom he had been attempting to reach for Christ, she ended up making successful contact with them. Through her work of Bible translation, she carried on Jim’s goal of bringing the Gospel to primitive tribes.
 
   Prior to their marriage, Jim and Elisabeth had faced a serious test of faith. There came a point when Elisabeth developed some threatening health problems, so she went to the doctor. 
 
   Elisabeth recalls: “We were informed that, according to X-rays, I had an active case of tuberculosis. Knowing as well as Jim did that he was called to the Indians of the jungle, I felt that this news spelled the cancellation of our marriage plans, for, even if I should recover, life in the jungle would not be recommended for me. Jim’s attitude, however, was unchanged.”
 
   Tuberculosis is a serious disease. It is an acute bacterial infection that primarily attacks the lungs. Symptoms include coughing, chest pain, shortness of breath, loss of appetite, weight loss, fever, chills, and fatigue. Half of all untreated cases are fatal. Both Jim and Elisabeth knew the seriousness of what they faced. 
 
   Yet, Jim would later speak of his faith in the living God in the midst of this trial in his personal journal: “If I had any plans, they are not changed. I will marry her in God’s time, and it will be the very best for us, even if it means waiting years. God has not led us this far to frustrate us or turn us back, and He knows all about how to handle TB. I don’t know what this means. I only know that God is in the generation of the righteous, and guides their steps aright. Beyond His counsel and will there is no going. I am there now, and want nothing more.”
 
   Jim modeled for all around him an attitude of complete faith in the midst of the storm. He prayed and handed the entire matter over to God in complete faith. 
 
   Jim’s prayer of faith was rewarded with divine intervention in Elisabeth’s life. As Elisabeth put it, “A week’s further tests showed nothing whatever wrong with my lungs.” 
 
   But what if Jim and Elisabeth had not prayed and asked for the living God to intervene? Things would have been far different for this young couple. 
 
   A Little Boy’s Heart Encouraged
 
   Though my son David is now a grown adult, I remember something that happened to him when he was only 12 years old. He had been having some verbal abuse heaped upon him by a boy in the neighborhood who believed in evolution. This boy had been taking every opportunity to berate David over his belief in creationism. I was obviously concerned about this because I am aware of how easy it is for a little boy to get his heart bruised.
 
   Besides helping David beef up his defenses of the doctrine of creationism, I prayed specifically during my devotional time that morning that God — the living God — would use someone that very day to speak an encouraging word to David out of the blue. I specifically remembered the verse in James, “You do not have, because you do not ask.” With that verse in mind, I prayed that David, before the day was over, would be on the receiving end of a random act of kindness that would bring great cheer to his heart.
 
   Later in the afternoon, as all of us were congregated in the family room, my daughter Kylie — then only 10 years old, and completely unaware of my earlier prayer — handed David a note she had just randomly written about him. 
 
   Here are her exact words: “David is cool, because whenever I’m in a bad situation, he sticks up for me. He is also helpful because he helps clean the house. He is a great kid. I love him.”
 
   I wish I had had a video camera on at that moment to capture how David’s face lit up as he read those words. What a perfect answer to prayer! I felt like giving the living God a standing ovation right then and there. I also pondered, “What if I hadn’t asked God to intervene?”
 
   Drill it into your mind: “You do not have, because you do not ask.” 
 
   Pray, pray, pray! 
 
   • • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: Benefits]The Benefits and Blessings of Prayer
 
   God promises that He will answer the prayers of His people. There are many benefits and blessings to prayer. Below is a short summary of some of the more important of these. Please don’t make the mistake of assuming that these are the only benefits. The benefits of prayer are truly countless.
 
   Spiritual Enlightenment
 
   Praying for each other can bring spiritual enlightenment regarding God’s purposes to us. Take a look at the apostle Paul’s prayer for the Ephesian believers: “I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers, that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him, having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe, according to the working of his great might” (Ephesians 1:16-19). What an awesome prayer! 
 
   We ought always pray for each other’s spiritual enlightenment like Paul prayed for the Ephesians. God will answer such prayers. Make a pact with some other Christians to pray regularly for each other in this regard. God will answer. 
 
   Understanding God’s Will
 
   Prayer can help us to understand God’s will. As Paul affirmed to the Christians in Colossae, “We have not ceased to pray for you, asking that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God” (Colossians 1:9-10). You and the Christians who are close to you ought to regularly pray for each other in regard to understanding God’s will.  
 
   Increasing Our Love for Others
 
   Prayer can increase our love for other people. Paul prayed for this very thing for the Thessalonian Christians: “We pray most earnestly night and day that we may see you face to face and supply what is lacking in your faith... Now may our God and Father himself, and our Lord Jesus, direct our way to you, and may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, as we do for you, so that he may establish your hearts blameless in holiness before our God and Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints” (1 Thessalonians 3:10-13). 
 
   You may recall from chapter 1 the account of Corrie ten Boom asking the Lord for supernatural love for one of her former German captors. The Lord answered her prayer. The Lord truly can give you a love for others, even the unlovable. Go ahead and pray that the Lord increases your love for someone you don’t like. He will answer your prayer! 
 
   Encouragement and Strength
 
   Prayer can also bring about encouragement and strength. This is another thing that Paul prayed for the Thessalonian Christians: “Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself, and God our Father, who loved us and gave us eternal comfort and good hope through grace, comfort your hearts and establish them in every good work and word” (2 Thessalonians 2:16-17). 
 
   Do you know family members or friends who are discouraged or depressed? You can play a role in their healing by praying for them. 
 
   Are you yourself discouraged or depressed? Why not ask God to bring comfort to your heart? And why not ask some Christians who are close to you to pray for you. God will hear and answer! 
 
   Deliverance from Harm and Pain
 
   Certainly prayer can help deliver us from harm and pain. According to 1 Chronicles 4:10, “Jabez called upon the God of Israel, saying, ‘Oh that you would bless me and enlarge my border, and that your hand might be with me, and that you would keep me from harm so that it might not bring me pain!’” God answered Jabez’s prayer, and He will answer your similar prayers as well.
 
   Of course, that doesn’t mean our lives as Christians will be completely void of suffering, for God has told us that living in this fallen world will involve some measure of tribulation (John 16:33). God uses such suffering and tribulation to help mold our character so that we become more Christ-like, day by day (1 Peter 1:6-7). 
 
   Nevertheless, let us not forget that “you do not have, because you do not ask” (James 4:2). Is it possible that you may fail to experience deliverance and even a certain amount of exemption from suffering and pain because you fail to ask? Sure it’s possible. Always ask!  
 
   Deliverance from Trouble
 
   Scripture reveals that prayer can bring about deliverance of God’s people from their troubles. Consider the psalmist’s words: “The eyes of the LORD are toward the righteous and his ears toward their cry... When the righteous cry for help, the LORD hears and delivers them out of all their troubles. The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit. Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the LORD delivers him out of them all. He keeps all his bones; not one of them is broken. The LORD redeems the life of his servants; none of those who take refuge in him will be condemned” (Psalm 34:15-22). 
 
   The psalmist David was speaking from personal experience. He had encountered trouble on countless occasions, but the Lord ultimately delivered him from them all. Sometimes the deliverance was fast. At other times the deliverance was more prolonged. But God always delivered him. 
 
   If you are facing trouble today, immediately turn to the living God in prayer and entrust everything to His management and oversight. He will deliver you. Meanwhile, keep your trust in Him firm (Proverbs 3:5-6). 
 
   Deliverance from Falsehood
 
   Prayer can certainly help keep God’s people from succumbing to lies and falsehood. We can learn to pray as the author of Proverbs did: “Two things I ask of you; deny them not to me before I die: Remove far from me falsehood and lying; give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that is needful for me, lest I be full and deny you and say, ‘Who is the LORD?’ or lest I be poor and steal and profane the name of my God” (Proverbs 30:7-9). It is wise to pray such prayers, because we are now living in days of massive deception and materialism. 
 
   Deliverance in Spiritual Warfare
 
   We should pray for ourselves and for each other in regard to spiritual warfare. Jesus set an example for us in the Lord’s Prayer by teaching us to pray, “Deliver us from the evil one” (Matthew 6:13 NET Bible). This should be a daily prayer. 
 
   Jesus also set an example of how to pray for others in His prayer for Peter: “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:31-32). 
 
   We should pray for each other that we will maintain a strong faith in the face of adversity, and in the face of being attacked by demonic forces. God shows Himself strong against the enemy when we turn to Him for help. Pray for God’s deliverance.  
 
   Meeting our Daily Needs
 
   Prayer can certainly bring about our daily food and daily needs. In fact, in the Lord’s Prayer — which Jesus gave us as a model prayer — we are instructed to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread” (Matthew 6:11). 
 
   Remember a key lesson from an earlier chapter: “You do not have, because you do not ask” (James 4:2). Always ask the living God to meet your daily needs, and He will do so. If you fail to ask, however, you may end up among those who “do not have.” 
 
   Living Righteously
 
   Scripture also reveals that prayer can help us to live righteously. This is yet another thing that the apostle Paul prayed for the Thessalonian believers: “Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may your whole spirit and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thessalonians 5:23). 
 
   It is wise to band together with some other Christians and mutually agree to pray for each other that God help each of you to live righteously. God will answer such prayers. But if you “do not ask,” you “will not have.” Pray daily that God will enable you to live righteously. 
 
   Healing
 
   Finally, Scripture reveals that prayer can help bring about healing. In James 5:14-15 we are instructed: “Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven.” I have seen God heal people from illnesses that brought them very close to death. My friend Norman Geisler (a Christian writer) has been near death a number of times, but the Lord has always healed him. 
 
   Now, I should add a qualification here. Simply because you pray for the Lord to heal you does not mean you should avoid going to the doctor. Some Christians have wrongly concluded that it shows a lack of faith to go to the doctor. But this is not the case. God can heal people directly, or He can heal people through the agency of a doctor or hospital. Keep in mind that Jesus Himself said, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick” (Luke 5:31). Luke himself was a doctor (see Colossians 4:14). 
 
   There is another qualification I need to make. It is clear from the pages of Scripture that God does not promise to heal everyone during their time on earth. Sometimes God may have something He wants to teach a believer by allowing him or her to go through a time of sickness. God allowed Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:25-27), Trophimus (2 Timothy 4:20), Timothy (1 Timothy 5:23), Job (Job 1—2), and Paul (2 Corinthians 12:9) to suffer through periods of sickness. These experiences forced them to depend on God all the more, and God brought positive lessons out of such experiences. As the psalmist said, “It is good for me that I was afflicted, that I might learn your statutes (Psalm 119:71). 
 
   While the healing of our bodies in our mortal state is not guaranteed in the atonement, ultimate healing — in terms of our resurrection bodies — is guaranteed in the atonement. Our resurrection bodies will never get sick, grow old, or die (see 1 Corinthians 15:50f). That’s something to look forward to.
 
   If we remain sick after prayer and after a doctor visit, we must continue to trust in God and rely on His grace, as did the apostle Paul (2 Corinthians 12:9). Our attitude should be that whether we are healthy or sick, we will always rest in God’s sufficiency (Philippians 4:13).
 
   Getting to Know Jesus
 
   Our relationship with Jesus Christ begins the very moment we trust in Him for salvation (Acts 16:31). Coming to know Him, however, is not possible with just a single encounter. Knowing Jesus — knowing God — involves a relationship not just of commitment but of time (see Psalm 1:2; 63:6; 88:9; 145:2).
 
   Certainly this is true in human relationships. The only way to get to know a person is to spend quality time with that person. The more quality time we spend with Jesus Christ, the more intimately we come to know Him, and the more we come to understand His likes and dislikes. We come to understand, for example, that living in sin greatly displeases Him (Acts 17:30; 2 Corinthians 7:10; 2 Peter 3:9) while seeking righteousness greatly pleases Him (Psalm 34:15; 1 Peter 3:12-18; 15:28-29).
 
   Relationships also involve communication. Can you imagine a newlywed husband and wife who virtually never speak to one another? The very idea is preposterous. Where there is an intimate relationship, there is communication. 
 
   We communicate with God by prayer (2 Chronicles 7:14; Psalm 145:18; Matthew 7:7-8; John 14:13-14; 1 Timothy 2:8; James 5:17-18). Through prayer we talk to God, interact with Him, make requests of Him, verbalize our hurts and our joys to Him, and ask for His help (Philippians 4:6). And He hears us. He answers us. 
 
   The Christians in Bible times came to know and understand God in the ways described above. They spent time with Him; they came to understand how He would respond under specific circumstances; and they communicated with Him. They had a relationship of intimacy with Jesus/God — and this same kind of relationship is available to each of us.
 
   Since God is the same today as He was yesterday (Hebrews 13:8), how can we rest content unless we experience the same level of intimate communion with Him that people in ancient times had? How can we not be disturbed if our experience of knowing God falls woefully short of what the early Christians experienced?
 
   The fact is, you and I today can enjoy a wonderfully intimate relationship with God/Jesus. We may not see Him with our physical eyes, but He is here, seeking to walk with us side by side as a shepherd accompanies his sheep. And we can talk to Him as often as we want through prayer.
 
   Let us not forget that God is often referred to in Scripture as “the living God” (see Deuteronomy 5:26; 1 Samuel 17:26-36; Psalm 84:2). I love referring to God this way. This living God is truly “among” His people (Joshua 3:10).
 
   In his wonderful little book The Living God, Bible scholar R.T. France explains how “real” God seemed among the ancients: “Watch the hand of this living God intervening, in answer to His people’s prayers, working miracles, converting thousands, opening prison doors, and raising the dead, guiding His messengers to people and places they had never thought of, supervising the whole operation and every figure in it so as to work out His purpose in the end. Is it any wonder they prayed, constantly, not in vague generalities, but in daring specific requests? To them, God was real; to them He was the living God.” 
 
   Conclusion
 
   Quite obviously, there are many benefits and blessings to prayer. What is contained in this short chapter is just the tip of the iceberg. 
 
   The main thing I want to communicate to you is that your life will be immeasurably better if you spend a lot of time on your knees praying before the Lord. He is a living God who hears and answers the prayers of His people. But remember… “If you do not ask, you will not have” (James 4:2).  
 
   • • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: Components]The Components of Prayer
 
   My friends, prayer definitely involves bringing specific requests before God. But prayer does not involve ONLY bringing specific requests before God. Prayer also involves thanksgiving, praise, worship, and confession. Prayer ought to involve all these things. So, let’s briefly take a look at each of these components. 
 
   Thanksgiving
 
   In prayer we ought always to give thanks to God for everything we have. Psalm 100:4 instructs us: “Enter his gates with thanksgiving... Give thanks to him; bless his name.” Likewise, Psalm 95:2 instructs, “Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving!” 
 
   Such verses indicate that thanksgiving should be on the front end of all our prayers, not at the end. We are to “enter his gates with thanksgiving” and “come into his presence with thanksgiving.” Let us not be like the ancient Israelites who typically entered into the Lord’s presence with grumbling and complaining. Always be thankful (Ephesians 5:20; Colossians 3:15). 
 
   Praise
 
   Like David, praise for God should always be on our lips. David affirmed, “I will bless the LORD at all times; his praise shall continually be in my mouth” (Psalm 34:1). 
 
   We should praise God in the depths of our heart. A good model of praise is found in Psalm 103:1-5 (NET): “Praise the LORD, O my soul! With all that is within me, praise his holy name! Praise the LORD, O my soul! Do not forget all his kind deeds! He is the one who forgives all your sins, who heals all your diseases, who delivers your life from the Pit, who crowns you with his loyal love and compassion, who satisfies your life with good things, so your youth is renewed like an eagle’s...” 
 
   Notice in this psalm that the praise is not general, but rather is specific. That is, the psalmist praises God for specific blessings which he lists by name. We ought to do the same.
 
   Hebrews 13:15 instructs: “Let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God.” Our lips ought to be continuously brimming with praise to God. Your prayer life will become truly exciting if you do this. 
 
   One great way of praising God is through spiritual songs. Scripture says a great deal about this. Moses and the Israelites sang praise to God in response to His deliverance of the Israelites from Egyptian bondage (Exodus 15:1-21). Deborah and Barak sang praise to God in response to being delivered from the Canaanites (Judges 5:1-12). 
 
   Many of the Psalms were originally accompanied by music. The psalmist said, “I will praise the name of God with a song; I will magnify him with thanksgiving” (Psalm 69:30). In Isaiah, songs of praise most often focus on God’s deliverance of Israel from exile and His future blessings on the nation (Isaiah 12:5-6; 27:2; 30:29; 42:10,11; 44:23). 
 
   Believers are exhorted to sing new songs of praise (see Psalm 33:3; 40:3; Revelation 5:9; 14:3). They are exhorted to sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs (Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16). 
 
   Many of today’s contemporary Christian music artists have written many wonderful praise songs. I often listen to such praise music as I write my books. 
 
   Worship
 
   Like the psalmist of old, we should bow down in worship before the Lord our Maker: “Oh come, let us worship and bow down; let us kneel before the LORD, our Maker!” (Psalm 95:6). We ought to “worship him who made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of water” (Revelation 14:7). We should “offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe” (Hebrews 12:28). We ought also worship Him alone (Exodus 20:3-5; Deuteronomy 5:7). 
 
   The Hebrew word for worship, shaha, means “to bow down” or “to prostrate oneself” (see Genesis 22:5; 42:6). Likewise, the New Testament word for worship, proskuneo, means “to prostrate oneself” (see Matthew 2:2,8,11). In Old English, “worship” was rendered “worthship,” pointing to the worthiness of the God we worship. Such worship is the proper response of a creature to the divine Creator (Psalm 95:6). Worship can be congregational in nature (1 Corinthians 11—14) or individual (see Romans 12:1). Worship does not stop on earth, but continues in heaven when believers enter into glory (see Revelation 4—5). Worship ought to be a regular component of our prayer life. 
 
   Confession
 
   Confession in prayer is wise, for “whoever conceals his transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy” (Proverbs 28:13). 
 
   There are many examples in Scripture of people who tried to conceal their sins, and consequently lost God’s blessing. Cain tried to conceal his murder of his brother Abel, and lost God’s blessing (Genesis 4:9). After David committed a sexual sin with Bathsheba, it took almost a year for him to repent and turn back to God. David would later reflect, “When I kept silent (about my sin), my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer... I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,’ and you forgave the iniquity of my sin” (Psalm 32:3-5, insert added for clarification). 
 
   My friend, never forget the wisdom of confessing our sins before God. For “if we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). 
 
   Specific Requests
 
   As noted previously in this book, another key aspect of prayer involves specific requests we make to God. For example, in the Lord’s Prayer, we are exhorted to pray for our daily bread (Matthew 6:11). 
 
   Perhaps the apostle Paul gives us the best exhortation on making specific requests of God: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:6-7). 
 
   The Amplified Bible translates this passage this way: “Do not fret or have any anxiety about anything, but in every circumstance and in everything, by prayer and petition (definite requests), with thanksgiving, continue to make your wants known to God. And God’s peace [shall be yours, that tranquil state of a soul assured of its salvation through Christ, and so fearing nothing from God and being content with its earthly lot of whatever sort that is, that peace] which transcends all understanding shall garrison and mount guard over your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.”
 
   So, my friend, whatever you’re struggling with — personal relationships, finances, an illness, the work place, a bad attitude — these are all matters that you can bring before God and ask Him for His intervention. 
 
   If you have anxiety about anything, pray immediately. We ought always to cast all our anxieties on God, for He cares for us (see 1 Peter 5:7). 
 
   As pastor Charles Stanley once put it, “Fight all your battles on your knees and you win every time.” Phillip Melanchton in the sixteenth century urged: “Trouble and perplexity drive us to prayer, and prayer driveth away trouble and perplexity.” There is much wisdom in these words. 
 
   George Müller, the director of an orphanage in Bristol, England, once said: “The beginning of anxiety is the end of faith, and the beginning of faith is the end of anxiety.” His main idea is that instead of anxiety, we ought to turn our burdens to the Lord in prayer, with faith, and we will then enjoy the “peace of God” (Philippians 4:6-7). In Scripture we read: “You keep him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on you, because he trusts in you” (Isaiah 26:3). Charles Spurgeon once said, “All our perils are nothing, so long as we have prayer.” 
 
   So, again, bring all your specific requests to God. Leave nothing out. Tell Him about everything. Cast every single burden you have onto His mighty shoulders. Don’t fail to pray. Don’t forget the scriptural warning: “You do not have, because you do not ask” (James 4:2). 
 
   A Review
 
   To review, prayer has five primary components: 
 
   • Thanksgiving
 
   • Praise
 
   • Worship
 
   • Confession
 
   • Specific requests
 
   The more you incorporate these various components in your prayer life, the more effective they will be! 
 
   • • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: Principles]Biblical Principles of Successful Prayer
 
   Scripture not only guides us on the basic components of prayer (see previous chapter), but also provides principles for effective praying. In the present chapter, I will summarize some of these principles. 
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Subject to God’s Sovereign Will
 
   Foundationally, we must always remember that all our prayers are subject to the sovereign will of God. If we ask for something God does not want us to have, He will sovereignly deny that request. First John 5:14 instructs us, “This is the confidence that we have toward him, that if we ask anything according to his will he hears us.” 
 
   I remember that when my children were very young, they’d sometimes ask for things that I would not give them. I knew better! It is likewise with God. Sometimes we may ask for things that God — in His matchless wisdom and foresight — knows will end up injuring us or harming us in some way. In such circumstances, God (our divine Parent) says “no.” 
 
   Prayer Should Be Continual
 
   Prayer should not be an occasional practice but rather a continual practice. We are instructed in 1 Thessalonians 5:17 to “pray without ceasing.” The NET Bible translates it, “Constantly pray.” The International Standard Version translates it, “Continually be prayerful.” The Amplified Bible puts it this way: “Be unceasing in prayer [praying perseveringly].” To put it in modern vernacular, prayer ought to be “24-7.” As Matthew Henry once put it, “Let prayer be the key of the morning and the bolt of the evening.” Pray continually. 
 
   Sin is a Hindrance to Answered Prayer
 
   Scripture is quite clear that sin is a hindrance to answered prayer. Psalm 66:18 instructs us: “If I had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened.” 
 
   Likewise, Job 27:8-9, speaking of the godless, states: “What is the hope of the godless...? Will God hear his cry when distress comes upon him?” The implied answer is “no.” 
 
   Proverbs 15:29 tells us, “The LORD is far from the wicked.” In Isaiah 1:15, God says to the wicked: “When you spread out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen.” John 9:31 affirms: “We know that God does not listen to sinners.” (The implied context here refers to unrepentant sinners. God always hears prayers of repentance.) 
 
   By Contrast, Righteousness is a Great Benefit
 
   Scripture reveals that living righteously is a great benefit to prayer being answered. Proverbs 15:29 says, “The LORD is far from the wicked, but he hears the prayer of the righteous.” James 5:16 tells us, “The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working.” 
 
   Likewise, Psalm 34:15 tells us that “The eyes of the LORD are toward the righteous and his ears toward their cry.” Psalm 145:19 tells us, “He fulfills the desire of those who fear him; he also hears their cry and saves them.” Proverbs 15:8 assures us that “the prayer of the upright is acceptable to him.” John 9:31 promises that “if anyone is a worshiper of God and does his will, God listens to him.” 
 
   This means that you and I have a decision to make if we want our prayers answered. The decision is simple. For our prayers to be answered, we must turn from unrepentant sin and pursue righteousness. This does not mean that we must have sinless perfection, for all of us are fallen, and are permeated with failures and faults (1 John 1:7-8). (Romans 7 tells us that the apostle Paul thought he was the worst of all sinners!) But we should not have unrepentant sin in our lives. As soon as we become aware of sin, we ought to confess it to God and be restored in our fellowship with Him (1 John 1:9; Psalm 32; 51). That places us in an ideal state to have our prayers answered. 
 
   A Good Model Prayer
 
   A good model prayer is the Lord’s Prayer found in Matthew 6:9-13. In this one prayer we find... 
 
   • praise (verse 9)
 
   • personal requests (verses 11-13)
 
   • and an affirmation of God’s will (verse 10). 
 
   Pray Persistently
 
   Scripture reveals that we ought to be persistent in our prayers. Indeed, in Matthew 7:7-8, Jesus said, “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 the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened.” 
 
   The tenses in the original Greek text for this verse use present tenses, communicating the idea: “Keep on asking and it will be given; keep on seeking and you will find; keep on knocking and the door will be opened.” 
 
   Perhaps the International Standard Version translates the verse best: “Keep asking, and it will be given to you. Keep searching, and you will find. Keep knocking, and the door a will be opened for you. Because everyone who keeps asking will receive, and the person who keeps searching will find, and the person who keeps knocking will have the door opened.”
 
   Pray in Faith
 
   We must place our faith in God and believe that we have received what we have asked for (so long as it is within God’s sovereign will — see above). Psalm 62:8 instructs: “Trust in him at all times, O people; pour out your heart before him.” 
 
   In Mark 11:22-24, Jesus provided these instructions: “Have faith in God. Truly, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and does not doubt in his heart, but believes that what he says will come to pass, it will be done for him. Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours.” 
 
   Such verses reveal that we are to base our expectation of God’s answer to prayer not on what we as humans consider to be within the range of possibility. Rather, we are to trust that God can even do the impossible on our behalf. God is not subject to earthly limitations. 
 
   Pray in Jesus’ Name
 
   Scripture reveals that when we pray to the Father, we are to do so in the name of His Son, Jesus Christ. In John 14:13-14 Jesus promised: “Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.” 
 
   Never forget that Jesus is the “bridge” between humanity and God the Father (1 Timothy 2:5). We have the wonderful privilege of going to the Father through the “bridge” of Jesus Christ. Jesus Himself provides us with access to the Father.  
 
   This is the primary teaching of Ephesians 2:18. Because of what Christ has accomplished for us, we are urged: “Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:16; see also 1 Peter 2:5). 
 
   Trust God No Matter What
 
   If your prayer seems unanswered, keep trusting God no matter what. He has a reason for the delay. You can count on it. In fact, later in the book I will address some specific reasons as to why there might be a delay in God’s answer to your prayer. 
 
   Meanwhile, a key Scripture verse to latch onto is Proverbs 3:5-6: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.” 
 
   • • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: God]God — The Object of our Prayers
 
   God is the One to whom we pray. Not angels. Not some group of “saints” up in heaven. Not the departed dead. But God alone. There is not a single verse either in the Old Testament or the New Testament where prayers are made to angels, to saints, or the departed dead. Such ideas are human inventions. Prayer is to be made only to God. 
 
   Since this is the case, it makes sense that a book on prayer would contain at least a short chapter describing the biblical God to whom we pray. The more you know about God, the greater will be your faith as you pray to Him. 
 
   In what follows, I’ll point out just a few biblical characteristics of God, and let you know how they relate to prayer. 
 
   God Is Loving
 
   God isn’t just characterized by love. He is the very personification of love (1 John 4:8). Love virtually permeates His being. And God’s love is not dependent upon the lovability of the object (human beings). God loves us despite the fact that we are fallen in sin (John 3:16). (God loves the sinner, though He hates the sin.)
 
   This is important for us to remember, especially during those times when we’re acutely aware of our own failures. Sometimes we may find ourselves on a guilt trip and feel unworthy of God’s love. In fact, we might feel like worms before God because of our personal evil. But this feeling is not rooted in God’s actual feelings toward us. He loves us even when we are unlovable.
 
   This should give you confidence as you pray to God. You are making requests of Someone (God) who loves you intimately. You are bringing your needs before Someone who is overflowing with love for you. When you feel unlovable, that is the time that you need to pray most, for your loving heavenly Father seeks to bring you comfort. 
 
   God is Good
 
   The Scriptures are emphatic that God is entirely good:
 
   • “Oh, how abundant is your goodness, which you have stored up for those who fear you and worked for those who take refuge in you, in the sight of the children of mankind!” (Psalm 31:19).
 
   • “Oh, taste and see that the LORD is good! Blessed is the man who takes refuge in him!” (Psalm 34:8).
 
   • “Good and upright is the LORD” (Psalm 25:8). 
 
   • “The LORD is good; his steadfast love endures forever, and his faithfulness to all generations” (Psalm 100:5). 
 
   • “Praise the LORD! Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever” (Psalm 106:1). 
 
   • “The LORD is good, a stronghold in the day of trouble; he knows those who take refuge in him” (Nahum 1:7). 
 
   When you pray to God, never forget His goodness. He desires to give you that which is good. He desires your highest good. This means you need not be fearful as you pray. His goodness is beyond anything you could ever imagine. 
 
   God Is Compassionate
 
   God has tender compassion for His people. In Psalm 103:13 we read, “As a father shows compassion to his children, so the LORD shows compassion to those who fear him.” Psalm 135:14 affirms that the LORD will “have compassion on his servants.” Psalm 34:18 tells us, “The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit.” In Isaiah 49:15 God proclaims, “Can a woman forget her nursing child, that she should have no compassion on the son of her womb? Even these may forget, yet I will not forget you.” 
 
   Even when God must discipline His disobedient children, it is always in a context of returning to compassion after the discipline has taken place. God affirms, “After I have plucked them up, I will again have compassion on them, and I will bring them again each to his heritage and each to his land” (Jeremiah 12:15; see also Isaiah 54:7-8). Note that even when God disciplines His children, that in itself is a sign of God’s love and compassion, for God loves His children too much to let them harm themselves by remaining in sin (Hebrews 12:6). 
 
   I can illustrate this with my own family. When my children were young, they sometimes did things that were wrong, as do all children. If they persisted in wrong-doing, I would discipline them. I love my children far too much to allow them to remain on a path that leads to destruction. Even when they were being disciplined, my love was verbalized and expressed by hugs. That’s because I have great compassion for my children. God the Father has immeasurably great compassion for each of us. 
 
   I think we can get a firsthand glimpse of the compassion of God by observing the life of Christ. When we witness Jesus, we witness the very heart of God. (Jesus Himself said that when we see Jesus, we see the Father — John 14:9.) Examples of Jesus’ compassion abound in the New Testament. Recall that after spending some time alone in a boat, Jesus went ashore and saw a great multitude and “had compassion on them and healed their sick” (Matthew 14:14). Later, a crowd of 4,000 people who had been listening to Jesus teach became hungry. Jesus called His disciples and said to them: “I have compassion on the crowd because they have been with me now three days and have nothing to eat. And I am unwilling to send them away hungry, lest they faint on the way” (Matthew 15:32). So Jesus multiplied seven loaves of bread and a few small fish so that everyone had plenty to eat (verses 35-39).
 
   Still later, when two blind men pleaded for mercy from Jesus, He did not need to be coerced to help them: “Jesus in pity touched their eyes, and immediately they recovered their sight and followed him” (Matthew 20:34). 
 
   It is in view of the wonderful mercy and compassion of Jesus that the writer of Hebrews exhorts: “We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:15-16)
 
   In view of such a verse, whenever you are tempted to wonder about God’s goodness or His compassion, I exhort you to reflect on the Jesus of the gospels, for this will give you an accurate picture of God’s heart. By observing Jesus’ compassion in the gospels, we get an accurate picture of God’s compassion. 
 
   Does this compassion of God mean that you will never suffer in life? No, it does not. Bad things do happen to good people. Yet, all the while, God is with us, walking with us side by side as we limp our way toward heaven. God does not absolutely exempt us from suffering, but He is always with us in our suffering (Daniel 3; 6). 
 
   All this means is that when you pray, keep in mind that a compassionate ear is listening. God is full of pity for His children, and desires to bless you. 
 
   But here’s a warning: The devil will try to whisper in your ear that God is so angry with you He’ll never answer your prayer. Don’t listen to the devil. He is the father of lies (John 8:44).
 
   God Is Everywhere-Present
 
   The Scriptures tell us that God is everywhere-present (Psalm 139:7-8; see also 1 Kings 8:27; 2 Chronicles 2:6; Jeremiah 23:23,24; Acts 17:27,28). There is nowhere you can go in the world where God is not already there. If you’re a missionary and you go deep into the heart of Africa, God is there. If you’re a scuba diver, and you go down deep in the ocean, God is there. If you’re an astronaut and you walk on the moon, God is there. God is everywhere-present. 
 
   How comforting to know that no matter where we go, we will never escape the presence of our beloved God. Like a good shepherd never leaves his sheep, so God never leaves His children alone (Psalm 23). We will always know the blessing of walking with Him in every trial and circumstance of life. 
 
   This should give you great comfort and confidence as you pray to God. Your “direct line” to God will never be broken. No matter where you go, He is always there to listen to your requests.
 
   God Is Sovereign
 
   Divine sovereignty means that God is the absolute Ruler of the universe. He may utilize various means to accomplish His ends, but He is always in control. There is nothing that can happen in this universe that is beyond His reach. All forms of existence are within the scope of His absolute dominion. 
 
   Psalm 50:1 makes reference to God as the Mighty One who “speaks and summons the earth from the rising of the sun to its setting.” Psalm 66:7 affirms that God “rules by his might forever.” We are assured in Psalm 93:1 that “the Lord reigns” and “has put on strength as his belt.” 
 
   Job affirmed to God, “I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted” (Job 42:2). Isaiah 40:15 tells us that by comparison, “the nations are like a drop from a bucket, and are accounted as the dust on the scales; behold, he takes up the coastlands like fine dust.” Indeed, “the nations are as nothing before him” (Isaiah 40:17). God asserts, “My counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish all my purpose” (Isaiah 46:10). God assures us, “As I have planned, so shall it be, and as I have purposed, so shall it stand” (Isaiah 14:24). 
 
   God is said to be “the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords” (1 Timothy 6:15). Proverbs 16:9 tells us, “The heart of man plans his way, but the LORD establishes his steps.” Proverbs 19:21 says, “Many are the plans in the mind of a man, but it is the purpose of the LORD that will stand.” In Proverbs 21:30 we read, “No wisdom, no understanding, no counsel can avail against the LORD.” 
 
   Ecclesiastes 7:13 instructs, “Consider the work of God: who can make straight what he has made crooked?” Lamentations 3:37 affirms, “Who has spoken and it came to pass, unless the Lord has commanded it?” 
 
   James Montgomery Boice, in his excellent book The Sovereign God, speaks of the many ways God showed His sovereign control in biblical times: “God showed his sovereignty over nature in dividing the Red Sea so the children of Israel could pass over from Egypt into the wilderness and then by returning the waters to destroy the pursuing Egyptian soldiers. He showed his sovereignty in sending manna to feed the people while they were in the wilderness. On another occasion he sent quails into the camp for meat. God divided the waters of the Jordan River so the people could pass over into Canaan. He caused the walls of Jericho to fall. He stopped the sun in the days of Joshua at Gibeon so that Israel might gain a full victory over her fleeing enemies. In the days of Jesus, God’s sovereignty was seen in the feeding of the four and five thousand from a few small loaves and fish, in acts of healing the sick and raising the dead. Eventually, it was seen in the events connected with the crucifixion of Christ and the resurrection.”
 
   Anyone who doubts that God has the ability to sovereignly weave events in our daily lives should read the book of Esther in the Bible. In this book, we find God sovereignly and providentially working behind the scenes relentlessly on behalf of His people. He does the same for us. Often, though, we do not externally recognize that God is at work behind the scenes. 
 
   Jerry Bridges is right when he says: “From our limited vantage point, our lives are marked by an endless series of contingencies. We frequently find ourselves, instead of acting as we planned, reacting to an unexpected turn of events. We make plans but are often forced to change those plans. But there are no contingencies with God. Our unexpected, forced change of plans is a part of His plan. God is never surprised; never caught off guard; never frustrated by unexpected developments. God does as He pleases and that which pleases Him is always for His glory and our good.”
 
   The hard thing for us is that God does not sit us down and say, “Okay, listen, I’m going to allow some trying circumstances to occur this next week, but I’m in control, and I’m using this event to bring about a great good. So don’t worry about it. Everything’s fine.” Certainly God did not sit down and explain to Job why he suffered so terribly. 
 
   We are not able to “go behind the scenes” and discern the mysterious ways that God works in our lives. That’s why we have to trust Him. We may not — indeed, we generally are not — aware of why God engineers our circumstances the way He does. But we may always rest assured that He always has our best interests at heart. 
 
   I think Chuck Swindoll is right when he says, “The sovereignty of God relieves me from anxiety. It doesn’t take away my questions. It takes away my anxiety. When I rest in it, I am relieved of the worry.” Indeed, he says, “The sovereignty of God frees me from explanation. I don’t have to have all the answers. I find ease in saying to certain individuals at critical times, ‘You know, I don’t know. I can’t unravel His full plan in this.’” 
 
   As to how all this relates to prayer, there are several observations I can make for you. First, as you pray, never forget that God is in sovereign control not just of circumstances, but of the activities of individual human beings. So, for example, if you’re praying about your fear of being fired by your boss, just keep in mind that God is sovereign over your boss, and has the ability to influence his or her heart. When you pray to God, be ever aware that God is the Divine Controller of all things and all people. That should give you confidence. 
 
   Second, if trying circumstances come your way, you can rest in the reality that God is in sovereign control over those circumstances. He has a reason for allowing you to go through those circumstances. Hence, you can pray to God and ask Him for wisdom regarding what He desires you to learn in your circumstances. At the same time, you can also request that He removes the painful circumstances, trusting that as soon as you’ve learned what He wants you to learn, He will do so.  
 
   Conclusion
 
   My friend, never forget that the God to whom you pray is loving, good, compassionate, everywhere-present, and sovereign over all things in the universe. What are you waiting for? Start praying! 
 
   • • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: Faith]Perceiving Unseen Realities: The Necessity of Faith
 
   Because faith is so important to answered prayer, it is wise for us to spend a bit more time talking about it. Please allow me to share what I’ve learned about faith through the years. 
 
   Faith is defined in the Bible as “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). The big problem for most people is that they tend to base everything on what the five senses reveal. And since the spiritual world is not subject to any of these, the faith of many people is often weak and impotent.
 
   The eye of faith, however, perceives this unseen reality. The spiritual world lies all about us, enclosing us, embracing us, altogether within our reach. God Himself is here awaiting our response to His presence. He is here to comfort us. This spiritual world will come alive to us the moment we begin to reckon upon its reality.
 
   As I noted previously in the book, this is illustrated in the story of Elisha in 2 Kings 6:8-23. Elisha found himself in a situation where he was completely surrounded by enemy troops, yet he remained calm and relaxed. His servant, however, must have been climbing the walls at the sight of this hostile army with vicious-looking warriors and innumerable battle-chariots on every side. (I picture him as sort of a Don Knotts type.) Undaunted, Elisha told him not to be afraid, for the invisible forces of God far outnumbered these hostile invaders. Elisha even prayed that God would “open his eyes” so he could see the invisible army for himself. 
 
   The reason Elisha never got worried was because he was sure of what he hoped for, being convinced of what he did not see (Hebrews 11:1). The eye of faith recognizes that God acts on our behalf even when we do not perceive it with our physical senses. 
 
   Conditioning the Faith Muscle
 
   Bible expositors have often commented that faith is like a muscle. A muscle has to be repeatedly stretched to its limit of endurance in order to build more strength. Without increased stress in training, the muscle will simply not grow.
 
   In the same way, faith must be repeatedly tested to the limit of its endurance in order to expand and develop. Very often, God allows His children to go through trying experiences in order to develop their faith muscles (1 Peter 1:7). The more trying experiences we encounter, the more we are forced to pray and depend upon God for deliverance. We may consider trying experiences as the “school of prayer” where we learn how to communicate our needs to God. God puts all Christians through this “school.” 
 
   This is illustrated in the book of Exodus. Following Israel’s deliverance from Egypt, God first led them to Marah, a place where they would have to trust God to heal the water to make it drinkable. It is significant that God led them to Marah before leading them to Elim, a gorgeous oasis with plenty of good water (Exodus 15:22-27). God could have bypassed Marah altogether and brought them directly to Elim if He had wanted to. But, as is characteristic of God, He purposefully led them through the route that would yield maximum conditioning of their faith muscles. God does the same type of thing with us. He often governs our circumstances so as to yield maximum conditioning of our faith muscles. Though such circumstances are not pleasant, the truth is that our conditioned faith muscles make prayer effective!
 
   Faith and the Word of God
 
   There is no question but that the Word of God can strengthen the faith of believers. John’s Gospel tells us that “these [things] are written [in John’s Gospel] so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31, inserts added for clarification). 
 
   Paul tells us that “faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). If someone should ask, “How can I increase my faith?” the answer is: Saturate your mind with God’s Word. If someone should ask, “How can I become better at prayer?” the answer is: Saturate your mind with God’s Word. 
 
   The seventeenth-century English writer William Gurnall said that “the mightier any is in the Word, the more mighty he will be in prayer.” Gurnall is absolutely right!
 
   Hope of the Future Fuels Our Faith in the Present
 
   Our hope in the future glory of the afterlife helps to fuel our faith in the present. Hope and faith — these are closely tied to each other in the pages of Scripture. The apostle Paul tells us that faith involves “the assurance of things hoped for” (Hebrews 11:1). 
 
   Moses illustrates this fact for us. According to Hebrews 11:24-27: “By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin. He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward. By faith he left Egypt, not being afraid of the anger of the king, for he endured as seeing him who is invisible.”
 
   Moses could have had immeasurable power, authority, and riches if he had chosen to stay in Egypt. Yet he gave it all up because of his faith in God. He perceived another King, another kingdom. And his faith was nourished by his hope of a future reward, a hope of living in the eternal city with the living Lord of the universe, a hope that gave him an eternal perspective. May we all follow Moses’s lead! 
 
   The stronger our hope is, the greater our faith will be. The greater our faith, the more effective our prayers will be. 
 
   Famous Quotes on Faith
 
   As I close this chapter, I want to encourage you to spend a few moments pondering and meditating on the following quotes from Christian leaders throughout church history. There is rich truth about faith and prayer in these words: 
 
   • “Attempt great things for God and expect great things from God.” (William Carey, 1761-1834, English Baptist Missionary)
 
   • “Faith does not operate in the realm of the possible. There is no glory for God in that which is humanly possible. Faith begins where man’s power ends.” (George Müller, Director of orphanage, Bristol, England)
 
   • “A little faith will bring your soul to heaven; a great faith will bring heaven to your soul.” (Charles Spurgeon, 1834-1892, pastor, New Park Street Chapel, London)
 
   • “You don’t have to see the whole staircase; just take the first step.” (Martin Luther King, Jr., 1929-1968), clergyman) 
 
   • “I believe that the happiest of all Christians and the truest of Christians are those who never dare to doubt God, but take His Word simply as it stands, and believe it, and ask no questions, just feeling assured that if God has said it, it will be so.” (Charles Spurgeon)
 
   • “Faith expects from God what is beyond all expectation.” (Andrew Murray, 1828-1917, South African pastor)
 
   • “Faith sees the invisible, believes the unbelievable, and receives the impossible.” (Corrie ten Boom, 1892-1983, Dutch Christian holocaust survivor)
 
   • “Faith is the sight of the inward eye.” (Alexander MacLaren, 1826-1910, English Minister)
 
   • “Never be afraid to entrust an unknown future to an all-knowing God.” (Anonymous) 
 
   • “We have a God who delights in impossibilities.” (Andrew Murray)
 
   • “You do not test the resources of God until you try the impossible.” (F.B. Meyer, 1847-1929, Baptist pastor)
 
   • “Faith is a Declaration of Dependence in opposition to sin which is man’s Declaration of Independence.” (Bernard Ramm, 1916-1992, Baptist theologian) 
 
   • “Since true faith is anchored upon scriptural facts, we are certainly not to be influenced by impressions.” (Miles Stanford, 1914-1999, writer)
 
   • “Probabilities are the big temptation when it comes to exercising faith.” (Miles Stanford) 
 
   • “Trusting God means looking beyond what we can see to what God sees.” (Charles Stanley, born 1932, Baptist pastor)
 
   • “Many people are willing to believe regarding those things that seem probable to them. Faith has nothing to do with probabilities. The province of faith begins where probabilities cease and sight and sense fail. Appearances are not to be taken into account. The questions is—whether God has spoken it in His Word.” (George Müller)
 
   • “True faith is never found alone; it is accompanied by expectation.” (C.S. Lewis, 1898-1963, professor, Oxford University) 
 
         • • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: Mir1]Praying for a Miracle — Part 1: What Is a Miracle?
 
   The historian Edward Gibbon listed the miraculous powers ascribed to the early church as one of five reasons for the phenomenal growth of Christianity in the Roman Empire. Miracles were and still are very important to Christianity. Indeed, Christianity is a religion of miracles. 
 
   But just what is a miracle? This is an important question, for if we have a wrong understanding of what a miracle is, then we’ll also have a wrong understanding of the “miraculous” results of prayer. To ensure that we pray rightly, we must make sure that we understand miracles rightly.
 
   So, if you’ll indulge me, I want to spend the next three chapters talking about different aspects of miracles as related to prayer. In the present chapter, I want to focus attention on what a miracle is. 
 
   Inadequate Definitions of Miracles
 
   In addressing the issue of how to define miracles, it is helpful to begin by briefly making note of the two most popular inadequate definitions that have surfaced from time to time throughout church history. The first inadequate definition of a miracle is this: “God working in the world without using means to bring about the results He wishes.” 
 
   This definition is inadequate because many of the miracles recorded in the Bible did in fact use “means.” For example, when Jesus fed 5,000 people, He multiplied two fishes and five loaves of bread into enough food to feed the people. (The fish and bread were “means.”) When Jesus turned water into wine at the wedding feast, He obviously used the “means” of water. So, this definition does not suffice.
 
   A second inadequate definition is this: “An event impossible to explain by natural causes.” At first glance this definition might seem to be a good one. But the definition fails because it gives no recognition to God as being the author of the miracle. In this definition, miracles can just “happen” with no necessary involvement of the divine. This type of definition seems to be the one adopted by some of today’s TV shows on miracles. 
 
   Properly Defining Miracles
 
   Scripture has no single word for miracle. In view of this, I think the best way to come to an accurate understanding of what constitutes a “miracle” is to examine each of the four primary Greek words Scripture uses for “miracle.” These Greek words will help us to see that the term “miracle” is a rich concept in the New Testament, with various nuances of meaning.
 
   Once we understand these nuances, we will be in a better position to see how miracles relate to prayer. 
 
   New Testament Terms for “Miracle”
 
   The four Greek words we will focus brief attention on are typically translated “miracle” or [bookmark: _Hlk201282436][bookmark: OLE_LINK3]“mighty work” (dunamis), “sign” (semeion), “wonder” (terata), and “work” (erga). These terms are often used in conjunction with each other in referring to the miraculous acts of God. 
 
   Mighty Works — Dunamis
 
   The Greek word dunamis literally means “strength,” “power,” “ability,” “inherent power,” “power residing in a thing by virtue of its nature,” “power for performing miracles.” The English word “dynamite” derives from this Greek word.
 
   Dunamis is typically used of works of a supernatural origin and character, such as could not be produced by natural agents and means. Whoever the human instrument is in their accomplishment (such as a New Testament apostle), the mighty power itself is of God alone. In the New Testament the word can be translated “miracles” or “mighty works.” 
 
   In Acts 8:13, for example, we read, “Even Simon himself believed, and after being baptized he continued with Philip. And seeing signs and great miracles performed, he was amazed.” In Acts 19:11 we read that “God was doing extraordinary miracles by the hands of Paul.” Jesus once said, “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes” (Matthew 11:21). In each case, these miracles involved mighty works of God. 
 
   Sign — Semeion
 
   The Greek word semeion literally means “sign,” “mark,” “token,” “that by which a person or a thing is distinguished from others and is known.” The word is typically used of miracles and wonders as signs of divine authority. 
 
   The word semeion leads the observer of the miracle to something beyond the miracle itself. Hence, this type of miracle is valuable not for what it is in itself, but rather for what it points toward. Some theologians say semeion carries the idea of “miracle with a message” or a “miracle with a meaning.” It is a miracle with a special lesson tied to it. It is what one might call an “attesting miracle” or “a miraculous proof.” In the New Testament the word is most often translated “signs.”
 
   For example, regarding Jesus’ miracle of turning water into wine, we read: “This, the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his glory. And his disciples believed in him” (John 2:11). Similarly, after Jesus healed a royal official’s son, we read that “this was now the second sign that Jesus did when he had come from Judea to Galilee” (John 4:54). John 6:2 tells us that a great crowd of people followed Jesus because “they saw the signs that he was doing on the sick.” After Jesus raised His friend Lazarus from the dead, we read that “the reason why the crowd went to meet him was that they heard he had done this sign” (John 12:18). 
 
   In contexts dealing with Jesus, it is evident that the “signs” are to be considered as objective pointers to His identity as the promised divine Messiah. As Isaiah 11 and 35 make clear, one of the credentials of the divine Messiah would be that He would perform signs and miracles — such as giving sight to the blind and enabling the lame to walk. Jesus fulfilled these Old Testament prophecies perfectly. The apostle John selected seven miracles of Jesus to write about in his gospel, and in each case he called them “signs.” The most magnificent miracle of the New Testament — the resurrection of Jesus from the dead — is also called a sign (the “sign of Jonah”) in Matthew 12:39.
 
   In contexts dealing with the apostles, the signs attested that these individuals were genuine messengers of God (see Hebrews 2:3-4). The signs or miracles conveyed the impression of the presence and power of God in the apostle (see John 2:18,23; 3:2; Matthew 12:38; Acts 14:3; 2 Corinthians 12:12). Where miracles are, there certainly God is. The man who works a miracle thereby affords clear proof that he comes with the authority of God; they are his credentials that he is God’s messenger. 
 
   Recall that when the apostle Paul was defending his authority as an apostle of God, he reminded the Corinthian believers that “the signs of a true apostle were performed among you with utmost patience, with signs and wonders and mighty works” (2 Corinthians 12:12). 
 
   In the Old Testament the prophet Moses is said to have performed “signs.” The first appearance of the concept comes in God’s prediction given to Moses that Israel would be delivered from Egypt to serve God at Mount Horeb. God said, “I will be with you, and this shall be the sign for you, that I have sent you: when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you shall serve God on this mountain” (Exodus 3:12). In accomplishing the task assigned him by God, Moses performed various signs (such as turning a rod into a serpent and making his hand turn leprous) to demonstrate that he was truly sent from God (4:1-7). When Moses performed these signs, the people believed (4:30-31). Moses later challenged Israel with the words: “Has any god ever attempted to go and take a nation for himself from the midst of another nation, by trials, by signs, by wonders, and by war, by a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, and by great deeds of terror, all of which the LORD your God did for you in Egypt before your eyes?” (Deuteronomy 4:34). Moses also reminded the people, “The LORD showed signs and wonders, great and grievous, against Egypt and against Pharaoh and all his household, before our eyes” (Deuteronomy 6:22). 
 
   To recap, then, “signs” are miracles that point beyond themselves. In contexts dealing with Jesus, they attest to His identity as the divine Messiah. In contexts dealing with prophets and apostles, they serve to validate them as spokesmen for God. 
 
   Wonder — Terata
 
   The Greek word terata literally means “wonder.” It refers to something that evokes astonishment or amazement in the beholder. Such miracles make us catch our breath or drop our jaws. They produce astonishment as being outside the ordinary operations of cause and effect in the world of nature. 
 
   In its 16 New Testament usages, the word wonder is used side by side with the word sign. For example, Peter, preaching about the crucified and resurrected Christ, said: “Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves know” (Acts 2:22). Moreover, the message of salvation preached by the apostles was attested “by signs and wonders and various miracles” (Hebrews 2:4). 
 
   It makes sense that these words are often found side by side in Scripture. After all, the miracles in question are often so incredible that they (1) cause astonishment (wonder), and (2) cause one to recognize that the person performing the astonishing miracle must be a spokesman for God (sign). 
 
   Works — Erga
 
   The Greek word erga literally means “works.” The word is used by Jesus to describe His distinctive works that no one else has done. In fact, Jesus spoke of His miraculous works in an effort to spur people to believe in Him: “Believe the works, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me and I am in the Father” (John 10:38). These are works that no mere human can do. These works point to divine power. 
 
   Miracles, and How They Relate to Prayer
 
   It is obvious that only certain aspects of the word “miracle” relate to prayer in modern days. After all, today we do not have the biblical prophets and apostles — as well as Jesus the divine Messiah — physically among us, proving their legitimacy by divinely-wrought miracles. That aspect of miracles was unique to biblical times. 
 
   However, God still does miracles today that are “wrought by divine power” (dunamis) and “evoke wonder” (terata). In the next chapter I will continue to clarify the teaching of Scripture on this matter so that we may attain a complete perspective on how prayer relates to miracles. 
 
   • • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: Mir2]Praying for a Miracle — Part 2: Providence and Grade B Miracles
 
   Some biblical scholars in modern times use the term “providential act” instead of “miracle” to describe how God often acts today. Some use the term “providential miracle.” Such providential acts of God are seen as distinct from the “sign miracles” of New Testament times (like turning water into wine, walking on water, or raising someone from the dead). An example of a modern providential miracle might be when the milk truck broke down in front of George Müller’s orphanage, thereby providing much-needed milk for the breakfasts of the hungry orphans (see chapter 1).  
 
   It is important to understand that the lesser providential miracle involves the hand of God every bit as much as the greater sign miracle. Both are rooted in the divine. As Reformed scholar Charles Hodge put it, “The importance of what are called providential miracles, is not lessened by their being thrown into a class by themselves. They continue to be clear evidence of divine intervention.”
 
   Personally, I like Henry Morris’s designation of the sign miracles as “Grade A miracles” and providential miracles as “Grade B miracles.” To illustrate, the various sign miracles of Jesus recorded in the Gospel of John — such as turning water into wine, or Jesus walking on water, or Jesus feeding 5,000 people with a few fish and a few pieces of bread — are clearly Grade A miracles. 
 
   Grade B miracles, by contrast, are providentially accomplished within the framework of nature’s basic laws — but nevertheless involve God’s supernatural activity. One example might be the event described in Acts 16 in which a mighty earthquake occurred, and it caused Paul and Silas’s chains to break loose and the prison doors to open (see verse 26). A rank unbeliever might say this was just a freak coincidence. But the context indicates that it was an act of God. The timing and circumstances of the earthquake point to divine activity. The finger of God was so plainly discernible in the event that even while it is plainly explicable by natural causes, we are nevertheless entirely justified in terming it a providential miracle.
 
   Bible scholar Winfried Corduan provides this excellent example regarding how the circumstances and timing of an event can point to the miraculous: “Sometimes an event can be explained in terms of natural laws, and yet believers may claim that it was a miracle. In many such cases, it is the coming together of certain natural events — their ‘constellation’ — that makes the event unusual. Let us say that a believer — call him Bill Smith — loses his application for employment on the way to mailing it. A strong wind carries it across town, where it gets stuck between the cab and bed of a produce truck that happens to be going to the very city where Bill’s prospective employer is headquartered. As the truck is parked at its destination overnight, vandals ransack the truck and so dislodge the letter. The letter lies on the sidewalk until the next morning, when it is picked up by a jogger, the daughter of the company president. She presents it to her father, who reads the application and hires Bill. Meanwhile, Bill has been asking God to intervene on his behalf since he lost the application. When Bill gets a phone call from the president of the company, he thanks God for a miracle. As a believer in God, he is justified in this assessment, though it would admittedly not satisfy a naturalist. Bill recognizes that the event is highly unusual; the fact that he prayed clinches it for him that God intervened, and so he feels justified in identifying the event as miraculous.”
 
   Bible scholar Norman Geisler refers to such events as “Class 2” miracles. Such miracles involve the coming together of a number of events that are in themselves physically possible to form a constellation of events that is highly improbable. 
 
   I believe that today God often performs such “Grade B” (or “Class 2”) miracles. For example, I believe a Grade B miracle occurred when my pastor sent a postcard to Sally (who found out she was having a Down’s syndrome baby) and it was misdelivered to the address of another Christian lady (miles away) who already had a Down’s syndrome child and who subsequently ended up helping Sally. This was not any kind of sign miracle like we see recorded in the Gospel of John. But God’s supernatural providential work is clearly evident in this situation. 
 
   Healing and Providential Miracles
 
   One way we might illustrate Grade B miracles relates to healing. Most of us as Christians can point to personal experiences we’ve had in which God answered prayer regarding the need for someone’s physical healing. In many of these cases, the healing involved visits to a doctor or even a stay in the hospital. In such a medical setting, God works providentially over time to bring about the desired healing. 
 
   Now, God could bring about an instant healing (a Grade A miracle). But often God, in His infinite wisdom, decides to perform a Grade B (providential) miracle instead. Pastor Douglas Connelly wisely tells us: “In both situations God is actively at work. God is just as much involved in a gradual, providential recovery as He is in an instantaneous, miraculous healing. God simply chooses to work in different ways depending on His desired purpose.”
 
   There are also times when God chooses not to heal at all. The apostle Paul himself experienced such a situation (see 2 Corinthians 12:7-10). It is important for us to recognize that God has not promised to deliver us from every painful situation, but He has promised to walk with us through every such situation. Sometimes God has a purpose in allowing us to go through times of suffering (see 1 Peter 4:15-19).
 
   Angels and Providential Miracles
 
   Scripture is clear that on occasion God may choose to utilize His holy angels in bringing about a Grade B providential miracle. Certainly God does not have to depend upon angels in order to bring about such miracles. In fact, He is most often portrayed as bringing about miracles without angelic involvement. Nevertheless, it is sometimes God’s sovereign will to use angels to bring about such miracles.
 
   One example of this is found in the book of Revelation where God is portrayed as pouring out His judgments on an unbelieving world. In Revelation 8:7-13, for example, we read that hail and fire will fall upon the earth, and a third of the grass and trees will be burned up. We read that something like a huge blazing mountain (an asteroid?) will crash into the sea and kill a third of the living creatures, and destroy a third of the ships. Behind all of these future events is angelic activity. These events seem to be natural disasters, but behind these natural disasters is the work of angels as assigned by God. Henry Morris tells us that the book of Revelation “especially describes angels as capable, under God, of unleashing terrific natural phenomena — hail, fire, meteorites, or other heavenly bodies, even of controlling the rate of nuclear processes of the sun (Rev. 8:7–12; Rev. 16:8), as well as physical plagues on human flesh (Rev. 16:2, 10).” (For more on angels, see my Kindle book Angels Among Us: Separating Fact from Fiction.)
 
   Prayer and Grade B Miracles
 
   When you pray to God, and ask Him to intervene in a dilemma you are facing, it is entirely possible that God may choose to answer your prayer via a Grade B providential miracle. Later, once your dilemma is solved, it may actually seem to you that natural circumstances arose that brought about the solution to the dilemma you were facing. But in fact, it was God who providentially brought about those very circumstances that solved your dilemma. 
 
   Never forget that we worship an awesome God. He is capable of both Grade A and Grade B miracles. When you pray, trust Him to bring about just the right solution to your dilemma.
 
   • • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: Mir3]Praying for a Miracle — Part 3: God Really Does Do Miracles Today
 
   While researching this book, I came across an account of a modern miracle that was told by Chuck Swindoll, as reliable a spokesman for God as there is in our modern era. Consider Swindoll’s words: 
 
   ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 
 
   Back in the late 1950’s I became close friends with a man who had been a fellow Marine. Our friendship deepened as time passed, even though miles separated us. I was ministering in the state of Massachusetts, and he lived in Texas. Then one day I received a call from him.
 
   “I need your prayers as I’ve never needed them before,” he said in a rather grim voice. My immediate response was: “What is it?”
 
   He said, “I have been diagnosed as having cancer of the tongue.... The doctor says I have this malignant tumor. It is clearly evident in the X-rays. I just want you to pray that God, if it is His perfect will, will do a miracle.” I assured him we would certainly pray with and for him.
 
   As soon as I hung up the phone, I walked down the stairs to a little place in our basement where I would often go for quietness and prayer. Cynthia prayed with me for a while, then left to care for our children, who were still small. I stayed for almost an hour, and as I prayed, God’s “unidentified inner prompting” gave me an unusual sense of reassurance. I did not hear any voice. I did not see any vision. But I had an unusual feeling of confidence and a sense of peace about my friend’s situation. I read several Scriptures, prayed for perhaps 45 minutes, then left it with God.
 
   Two or three days later my phone rang again. I heard the voice of my friend on the other end of the line. By then he was in Minnesota, calling me from the Mayo Clinic.
 
   “I have great news,” he said.
 
   I smiled to myself. “Well, what is it?”
 
   “I have seen several specialists, and my wife and I have just met with our attending physician. He is baffled, Chuck. He tells us there is no cancer.”
 
   “Hey, this is great!” I replied. “Tell me what they said.”
 
   “Well,” he responded, “actually they put me through all the tests again and took more X-rays. They don’t believe I brought the correct X-rays with me, because the X-rays they took disagree so much with the ones I brought. I now have before me two sets of X-rays. One shows the cancer in the tongue as it was in Dallas. The other X-rays, taken here in Minnesota, are clear — no cancer.” And with a touch of humor he continued, “So we had a remarkable flight from Dallas to Minnesota. Somehow, in some miraculous manner, the malignant tumor is nowhere to be found.”
 
   It was not only miraculous, it was also instantaneous, and it remained permanent. He never again had a problem with the pain or the growth in his tongue. My friend was a middle-aged man and had many wonderful years in front of him, which he lived to the fullest. His subsequent death — many years later — was brought on by an unrelated disease.
 
   I can’t explain what happened. He couldn’t either. I have no powers within me that produce healing in anyone else. The God I know is the same God you know, and I simply trusted Him and prayed for His will to be done. The Spirit of God healed my friend sovereignly and silently. And best of all, God got all the glory.
 
   ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 
 
   I love this account from Swindoll. I believe this is an account of a genuine miracle in modern times. Swindoll is not one who is given to sensationalism. He has been shown over and over again to be trustworthy and truthful. I’ve met the man, and I’ve always been impressed with his genuineness and integrity.
 
   So, do miracles happen today? I believe they do. I’m convinced of it.
 
   Of course, we do need to be discerning on this issue. After all, many people through the years have set forth unbalanced ideas on miracles. One thing that can help us to keep balance is to take a very brief look at human history. 
 
   Lessons Learned from History
 
   I know many people who are bored with history. I’ve always been fascinated by history, because history is all about people and what people have done in the past. When it comes to the issue of miracles, there are some important things we can learn from history.
 
   The primary point I want to make here is that when one examines biblical history, there seems to be perhaps four primary periods in which miracles are concentrated or clustered. These are the periods of...
 
   (1) Moses and Joshua (including the ten plagues inflicted on Egypt, the crossing of the Red Sea, the provision of manna in the wilderness, and the collapse of the walls of Jericho); 
 
   (2) Elijah and Elisha (including the resurrection of a widow’s son, curing leprosy, fire from heaven that consumed Elijah’s sacrifice and destroyed the prophets of Baal, miraculous falling of rain, and the multiplication of 20 loaves of new barley into a sufficient supply for 100 men); 
 
   (3) Daniel (including God’s miraculous preservation of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in the fiery furnace, and God’s preservation of Daniel in the lion’s den); and 
 
   (4) Christ and the apostles (including mighty healings, casting out of demons, feeding 5,000 people, walking on water, turning water into wine, calming storms, and resurrecting people from the dead — especially Christ’s resurrection of Himself from the dead). 
 
   In between these four periods, miracles still occurred. But they occurred less frequently than during these four concentrated periods. As C.S. Lewis put it, “God does not shake miracles into Nature at random as if from a pepper-caster. They come on great occasions: they are found at the great ganglions of history — not of political or social history, but of spiritual history which cannot be fully known by men.” 
 
   It seems to be that the miracles occurred most frequently during periods of God’s self-revelation to humankind. The miracles that occurred during these periods were irrefutable signs from God that were designed to authenticate God’s revealed Word.  
 
   I make this point for a reason. If it is true that even in biblical times there was not one miracle after another in rapid succession, then certainly it would be unwise to expect one miracle after another today. Yes, great miracles do occur today — as in the case with Chuck Swindoll’s friend, and in the cases I documented in chapters 1 and 2 of this book. But be cautious when you see televangelists make wild claims — such as how they’ll send you a miracle handkerchief if you donate $100 to them. Some even claim that if you send them a bunch of money, God will give you a hundred-fold return on your donation. There’s a lot of “miracle nonsense” out there, so be cautious!
 
   It is interesting to observe that even in New Testament times, as God’s revelation of Scripture was coming to a close, the sign miracles began to taper off. There came a time when Paul could not heal Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:25-30) or Timothy (1 Timothy 5:23) or even himself (2 Corinthians 12:7-9). God’s time of self-revelation was apparently coming to a close toward the end of the apostles’ lives. Yes, God would still do miracles, but less frequently. Pastor Douglas Connelly notes: “The contrast is remarkable! At the beginning of the book of Acts, multitudes are being healed; at the end of New Testament history, the companions of the apostles have to be left behind because of serious illness.”
 
   Theologians Comment on Miracles Today
 
   As I began doing research for this chapter, I anticipated coming across numerous academic biblical scholars who would say that miracles following New Testament times are an absolute impossibility. To be sure, there are some who do hold to that position. But I encountered many theologians who argued otherwise. 
 
   • Church father Augustine believed in miracles during his time (fifth century), though he believed they were fewer and less public than those performed in New Testament times. In fact, in his book The City of God (Book 22:8), he declared that in less than two years he became aware of over 70 verifiable instances of miracles in his city of Hippo.
 
   • Reformed theologian Charles Hodge declared that “there is nothing in the New Testament inconsistent with the occurrence of miracles in the post-apostolic age of the Church.”
 
   • Theologian Henry Clarence Thiessen, in his Lectures in Systematic Theology, declared: “We believe that miracles still do happen. They are not contrary even to present-day experience. All true Christians testify to the fact that God answers prayer. Indeed, they are convinced that God has wrought miracles on their behalf, or on behalf of some of their friends. They are certain that the laws of nature alone cannot account for the things which they have seen with their own eyes and experienced in their own lives. No amount of opposition on the part of unbelievers will ever persuade them to think otherwise.”10
 
   • The Wycliffe Bible Encyclopedia affirms that “well authenticated occurrences of miraculous healing have taken place in our day.”
 
   Many biblical scholars are careful to make a qualification regarding the kinds of miracles they believe are occurring today. They would say that sign miracles (like resurrecting people from the dead, walking on water, and turning water into wine) are no longer occurring. But there are many mighty “Grade B miracles” (providential miracles) that are occurring. 
 
   I like the way apologist R.C. Sproul puts it. Consider his wise words: “If by a miracle we mean that God is alive and well and running his world by his providence, affecting the course of human events, then by all means God is doing those things. If the question is asking whether or not God is answering prayers, then I would say emphatically, yes, God is answering prayers. If people are asking whether the providence of God is bringing extraordinary things to pass today, I would say absolutely. Does God heal people in response to prayer? I would say yes to all of those questions because I’m convinced that God is alive and well and doing all of those things.... However, we may be speaking of “miracle” in the technical sense of an action performed against the laws of nature — God circumventing the very laws he put into motion — for example, bringing life out of death or something out of nothing, such as Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead when his body was in a state of decomposition after four days in the tomb. No, I don’t think that God is doing that kind of miracle today.... I certainly believe God could raise every human being in every cemetery in this world today if he wanted to. But I don’t think he is performing those kinds of miracles today. The chief reason he did those things in biblical days was to certify revelation as divine — to back up what he spoke with evidence of his authority. Since we now have the Bible, however, miraculous sources of revelation are no longer necessary.”
 
   So, like many other scholars, Sproul would say God in our day is doing Grade B miracles (providential miracles), but not Grade A miracles (sign miracles). This should not be taken to mean that God is less involved with us than He was with others in former times. Grade B miracles require supernatural power from God just as Grade A miracles do. And, as I’ve demonstrated in this book, God is doing some powerful works in our midst today. Dallas Theological Seminary theologian John Witmer says that the fact that God is not doing Grade A miracles in our midst “does not mean that God is not at work supernaturally in the world today.... In answer to believing prayer by His children God provides many things that defy human explanation — healings that are medically inexplicable, deliverances from danger that seem impossible, provision of money, food, clothing, shelter from untraceable sources. No one acquainted with the history of Dallas Theological Seminary would doubt that ‘Thou are the God that doest wonders’ (Ps. 77:14). Christians properly call such mighty works of God miracles, but they are in a different class from the miracles of Scripture.”
 
   What Should Our Present Attitude Be?
 
   I realize that the issue of miracles in our day is a hotly debated one. There are good Christians on both sides of the argument. I have tried to present a balanced biblical view in this chapter.
 
   I think it is good to be reminded that we all have theological prejudices (“traditions”) that we have to watch out for. J.I. Packer once wisely said: “All Christians are at once beneficiaries and victims of tradition — beneficiaries, who receive nurturing truth in wisdom from God’s faithfulness in past generations; victims, who now take for granted things that need to be questioned, thus treating as divine absolutes patterns of beliefs and behavior that should be seen as human, provisional, and relative. We are all beneficiaries of good, wise, and sound tradition and victims of poor, unwise, and unsound traditions.” 
 
   For some who have been raised in charismatic circles, they may have bought into an undiscerning tradition that uncritically accepts virtually all claims regarding the miraculous. On the other hand, some raised in noncharismatic circles may have swung to the opposite side of the spectrum and are suspicious of virtually all claims of the miraculous. 
 
   A suggested safeguard is that all traditions should be tested against the Word of God. The Bible — not traditions and not experience — is our sole barometer of truth. As long as we commit to following only what Scripture says, we will be kept on the right road. 
 
   If God Exists, Then Miracles Are Possible
 
   The bottom line, once you get rid of all the fancy philosophical arguments against miracles, comes down to this: If one admits the postulate of God, miracles are possible. Paul Little writes, “Once we assume the existence of God, there is no problem with miracles, because God is by definition all-powerful.” Reformed scholar Charles Hodge, in his Systematic Theology, similarly writes: “If theism [belief in a personal Creator-God] be once admitted, then it must be admitted that the whole universe, with all that it contains and all the laws by which it is controlled, must be subject to the will of God.”
 
   Really, it all goes back to the very first verse in the Bible: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). If this verse is true (and I believe it is), the belief in miracles should be no problem — for this verse immediately establishes that an infinite and all-powerful God brought the universe into being out of nothing and that He is thus sovereign over it. 
 
   If God has the capability of calling the universe into being out of nothing, then miracles are possible. As Norman Geisler put it so well, “If there is a God who can act, then there can be acts of God. The only way to show that miracles are impossible is to disprove the existence of God.” And that is something that cannot be done!
 
   So, my friend, if you’re praying for a miracle, take heart. God is still sovereign over the universe, He is fully capable of performing miracles, and miracles are still occurring today. The only caution relates to maintaining a biblical view of both prayer and miracles. Don’t be fooled by some of the miracle quacks out there. 
 
   If you’re in need of a miracle, then start praying now and trust God completely. I remind you yet again of an important biblical affirmation: “You do not have, because you do not ask.” If you need a miraculous intervention from God, then pray, pray, pray! 
 
   • • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: FAQ]Frequently Asked Questions About Prayer
 
   Did Jesus teach that we can unconditionally obtain anything we want if we ask for it in the name of Jesus?
 
   In John 16:24 Jesus said, “Until now you have asked nothing in my name. Ask, and you will receive, that your joy may be full.” Some have taken these words to mean that by prayer we can unconditionally receive anything we want from Jesus.
 
   These words, however, should not be taken in isolation from what Jesus and the apostles taught elsewhere about prayer. In John 15:7, for example, Jesus said, “If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.” We are also told that “whatever we ask we receive from him, because we keep his commandments and do what pleases him” (1 John 3:22). Moreover, we are told, “This is the confidence that we have toward him, that if we ask anything according to his will he hears us. And if we know that he hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have the requests that we have asked of him” (1 John 5:14-15). Finally, we are told that if we ask for something with wrong motives we will not receive what we asked for (James 4:3). 
 
   Even Jesus prayed, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will” (Matthew 26:39). We must ever keep in mind that on all except God’s unconditional promises, this “if it be Your will” must always be stated or implied.
 
   Let’s also keep in mind that God cannot literally give us anything. Some things are actually impossible. For example, God cannot grant a request of a creature to be God. Neither can He answer a request to approve of our sin. God will not give us a stone if we ask for bread, nor will He give us a serpent if we ask for fish (Matthew 7:9-10).
 
   Did Jesus teach that God is resistant to answering our prayers?
 
   Luke 11:5-10 records Jesus’ parable about prayer in which a person knocked on a friend’s door at midnight in need of three loaves of bread. The one inside answered, “Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed. I cannot get up and give you anything” (verse 7). 
 
   This was likely a one-room house — meaning that if the person got up in the night, he would probably wake the children. Though friendship alone was not enough to move the person inside to arise and provide bread, the boldness expressed in knocking on the door at midnight and his continued persistence in doing so (verse 8) was enough to finally yield the result of bread. Some thus conclude that Jesus is implying that God is resistant to answering our prayers. But that is not the intent of His words.
 
   The whole of Scripture affirms that the Father readily responds to the needs of His children every bit as much as an earthly father responds to the needs of his children (Matthew 7:9-11). The primary purpose of the parable was to teach Christ’s followers that we need to be persistent in prayer precisely because God longs to give good gifts to us. Martin Luther once said, “Prayer is not overcoming God’s reluctance, but laying hold of His willingness.” 
 
   As noted previously in the book, we see this persistence stressed in Matthew 7:7. Jesus here instructed: “Ask and it will be given to you...” The word “ask” is a present tense, indicating continuous action: “Keep on asking and it will be given to you.” 
 
   Did Jesus teach that we should recite only short prayers?
 
   Jesus taught His followers: “When you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they will be heard for their many words” (Matthew 6:7). These words of Jesus were aimed straight at the Pharisees. These individuals always prayed conspicuously — making a public show of their prayers. They also made their prayers excessively long, a practice picked up from the pagans, who engaged in endless repetition and incantation. 
 
   An example of such endless babbling is found in 1 Kings 18:26: They “called upon the name of Baal from morning until noon, saying, ‘O Baal, answer us!’ But there was no voice, and no one answered.” The belief was that endless repetition of specific requests endeared the petitioner to God, and hence God would be obligated to answer. Prayer was used by the Pharisees as a lengthy formula or technique to manipulate God into action.
 
   The point of Jesus’ instruction is not that we should necessarily utter short prayers before God (see Matthew 26:44; Luke 6:12; 18:1) — although short prayers are just fine if that is all you have time for, or if that meets your particular need at the moment. The point of Jesus’ instruction is that we should not engage in endless babbling, repeating or chanting the same request over and over again within the confines of a single prayer, as if that would force God’s hand to answer. 
 
   Here’s what it comes down to: Both long and short prayers are perfectly acceptable. But don’t engage in endless repetition of specific requests, as if that will force God to act.      
 
   Does God sometimes use angels to answer our prayers?
 
   God most often answers our prayers directly, apart from any involvement of the angels (for example, 1 Chronicles 5:20; 1 Peter 3:12). Nevertheless, it is sometimes God’s sovereign choice to use angels in answering peoples’ prayers. 
 
   One example is in Acts 12 where we find Peter wrongfully imprisoned. We read that while Peter was in prison, “earnest prayer for him was made to God by the church” (verse 5). Suddenly an angel appeared in Peter’s prison cell and helped him escape (see verses 7-10). The puritan writer Thomas Watson noted that “the angel fetched Peter out of prison, but it was prayer to God that fetched the angel.”
 
   It’s fascinating to ponder that there may be occasions in our lives, too, in which we pray to God and He dispatches an angel to take care of our request. Angelic activity is all around us, though we may be unaware of it. 
 
   This brings me to issue a warning. Just as angels are sometimes dispatched by God to take care of our requests, so demons — fallen angels — sometimes seek to thwart the angels God uses in the process of answering a particular prayer. This happened when the prophet Daniel prayed. According to Daniel 10:13 an angel that had been sent by God to take care of Daniel’s prayer request was detained by a more powerful fallen angel. It was only when the archangel Michael showed up to render aid that the lesser angel was freed to carry out his task. 
 
   So, here’s an important thing to remember: We must be fervent in our prayers and not think that God is not listening simply because there seems to be a delay in God’s answer. You never know what’s going on behind the scenes in the spiritual world. 
 
   Does God hear the prayers of non-Christians?
 
   On the one hand, God is omniscient (Psalm 139:1-5) and hence is aware in every way of the utterances of human beings the world over. Nothing escapes His attention. The real question is, Does God personally respond to the prayers of non-Christians?
 
   I want to be balanced in how I answer this question. There are many Scripture verses which indicate that God does not hear the prayers of the wicked — even believers who act wickedly. Psalm 66:18 instructs us: “If I had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened.” In Job 27:8-9 we read, “What is the hope of the godless...? Will God hear his cry when distress comes upon him?” (The implied answer is “no.”) Proverbs 15:29 tells us that “the LORD is far from the wicked.” In Isaiah 1:15 God says to the wicked, “When you spread out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers,
 
   I will not listen.” John 9:31 affirms that “God does not listen to sinners.” 
 
   And yet, I also think there are cases when God does answer the prayers of unbelievers. For example, God certainly hears the prayer of a sinner who is praying to receive Christ as Savior by faith. I also think that in the process leading up to that person’s conversion, God may answer some prayers along the way to show that person that he or she is dealing with the one true God. In other words, God may answer such prayers as a way of confirming that He is real and He is there.
 
   Having said that, it is only Christians — those in the family of God — who can go before God and call Him “Abba” (loosely meaning Daddy — Galatians 4:6) and claim the many promises God makes to those in His family (2 Peter 1:4).
 
   How is it possible to truly love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us (Matthew 5:44)?
 
   In Matthew 5:44 Jesus said, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” The backdrop to understanding Jesus’ statement is that the Jewish leaders of His day taught that we should love those near and dear to us (Leviticus 19:18), but hate our enemies. The Pharisees had it in their minds that the very act of hating their enemies constituted a form of God’s judgment against them. Jesus refuted this idea, instructing His followers to love even their enemies. After all, God the Father loves all people, and we as Christians are to take on the family likeness, imitating God in our love for all people (see Matthew 5:48).
 
   Certainly Jesus put into practice what He preached. While on the cross, He prayed for His executioners: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). Likewise, when Stephen was being stoned to death, he prayed, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” (Acts 7:60).
 
   In our own strength, loving our enemies is an impossibility. But as we walk in the power of the Holy Spirit, living in dependence on Him and His mighty power, such love becomes a reality in our lives (see Galatians 5:22-23; Colossians 3:12-15). This is a supernatural kind of love. Praying for our enemies is a natural outgrowth of such supernatural love. 
 
   Does Jesus teach that God shows favoritism in terms of who’s prayers He answers (Matthew 15:22-28)?
 
   In Matthew 15:22-28 we read: “Behold, a Canaanite woman from that region came out and was crying, ‘Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David; my daughter is severely oppressed by a demon.’ But he did not answer her a word. And his disciples came and begged him, saying, ‘Send her away, for she is crying out after us.’ He answered, ‘I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.’ But she came and knelt before him, saying, ‘Lord, help me.’ And he answered, ‘It is not right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.’ She said, ‘Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.’ Then Jesus answered her, ‘O woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you as you desire.’ And her daughter was healed instantly.”
 
   In this passage Jesus makes reference to the Gentiles as “dogs.” Is He here showing favoritism in terms of who’s prayers God answers?
 
   Let us look at the context. In this passage we read about a Gentile woman who came to present her need to Jesus. Notice that she addressed Jesus by two messianic titles — “Lord” and “Son of David.” She was begging from the One she knew to be Israel’s Messiah.
 
   It may seem odd at first glance that Jesus ignored her request (Matthew 15:23). But all becomes clear in the verses that follow. Jesus informed her, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (verse 24). What Jesus means here is that He had specifically come to offer the nation of Israel the kingdom that had been promised in the Davidic Covenant many centuries earlier (2 Samuel 7:12-14). It would not be appropriate for Him to pour out blessings on a Gentile woman before such blessings were bestowed on Israel.
 
   But the woman continued in her plea. Jesus responded, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs” (Matthew 15:26). It is well known that the Jews of Jesus’ day looked upon all Gentiles as being dogs. It is also well known that the Jews considered themselves to be God’s children.
 
   The picture Jesus was painting was that of a family sitting around a table at dinnertime. In the analogy, it is the Jews who are the children seated at the table, eating the food provided by the head of the household. The Gentile woman recognized herself in the story as the household dog. The choicest morsels of food were for the “children” at the table, but as a “dog” the Gentile woman saw herself as eligible for the crumbs that might fall from the table.
 
   It seems clear that the woman was not seeking to interfere with God’s blessing of Israel but rather was hoping that a little bit of the overflow of such blessing might be extended to her in her time of need. It took great faith for her to say this to Jesus. And because of this faith, Jesus granted her request. How ironic that the Gentile woman’s faith was in great contrast to the lack of faith of Israel’s hypocritical leaders.
 
   I must confess that after studying this passage for some time, I began to wonder whether Jesus might have been exhibiting a sense of humor in His comments to the woman. Surely since Jesus is the Creator of all humanity (John 1:3; Colossians 1:16; Hebrews 1:2), He does not actually look upon any person as being a “dog.” Could it be, then, that Jesus had a twinkle in His eye when He alluded to current Jewish sentiments and said to the woman, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.” A number of scholars have concluded that this indeed was the case.
 
   Why did the biblical saints pray about their mortality? 
 
   The backdrop is that none of us knows when we will die. The Old Testament patriarch Isaac once said, “Behold, I am old; I do not know the day of my death” (Genesis 27:2).
 
   Some people die at a young age. We read in Ecclesiastes 9:12 that “man does not know his time. Like fish that are taken in an evil net, and like birds that are caught in a snare, so the children of man are snared at an evil time, when it suddenly falls upon them.” In Proverbs 27:1 the wise man therefore urged, “Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may bring.” Each new day may bring the prospect of death.
 
   For this reason, the wise person maintains a consistent awareness of his mortality so that he makes good use of the time God has graciously given. The psalmist accordingly prayed, “O LORD, make me know my end and what is the measure of my days; let me know how fleeting I am!” (Psalm 39:4). Those who maintain such an awareness live with deliberation and with appreciation for each new day. Time is a precious gift! 
 
   [bookmark: _Hlk201224070]• • • • • 
 
   [bookmark: Eternity]Postscript: Looking Toward Eternity
 
   God’s providential answers to prayer bring much consolation to us during our earthly sojourns as we make our way to the heavenly city (Hebrews 11:16). We may rightly rejoice over the fact that God does indeed answer our prayers, and that He often comes through for us in ways that we never could have expected. 
 
   As we continue to sojourn toward the heavenly city, let us keep our eyes focused perpetually on the things of heaven. Colossians 3:1-2 tells us, “If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth.” 
 
   The original Greek of this passage is intense. It carries the idea: “Diligently, actively, single-mindedly pursue the things above.” It is also a present tense in the original Greek. It carries the idea, “perpetually keep on seeking the things above... Make it an ongoing process.”
 
   Let’s be heavenly minded Christians! I’ve always found that heavenly minded Christians are prayer-minded Christians. Let your hope of heaven perpetually fuel your faith in the present as you express your needs to God in prayer. 
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   [bookmark: Review]A Review
 
   I’ve passed on to you a lot of biblical information about prayer in this book. Just to tie everything together, following are some of the most important points:
 
   • “You do not have, because you do not ask” (James 4:2).
 
   • There are many benefits to prayer, including receiving spiritual enlightenment, understanding God’s will, increasing our love for others, obtaining encouragement and strength from the Lord, being delivered from harm and pain, being delivered from trouble, being delivered from falsehood, being delivered in spiritual warfare, meeting our daily needs, receiving God’s empowerment to live righteously, being healed of bodily ailments, and growing closer in our personal relationship with Jesus.
 
   • There are five primary components of prayer — thanksgiving, praise, worship, confession, and making specific requests of God. Our prayers ought to embrace all these components. 
 
   • There are a number of biblical principles for answered prayer — including submitting all prayer requests to God’s sovereignty, praying continually, praying persistently, avoiding sin, pursuing righteousness, praying in faith, praying in the name of Jesus, and trusting God no matter what. 
 
   • God is the object of our prayers. We should remember that God is loving, good, compassionate, everywhere-present, and sovereign.
 
   • As we grow in our faith in God, we learn to perceive unseen realities. Through the circumstances God allows us to encounter, God stretches our faith muscles, so that our prayers become more effective. 
 
   • The term “miracle” has a number of nuances based on four Greek terms used in the New Testament — “mighty work” (dunamis), “sign” (semeion), “wonder” (terata), and “work” (erga). God often engages in providential miracles in answer to our prayers today. There is both biblical and experiential evidence that God is still doing miracles today.
 
   • As we pray day in and day out, we ought to keep our eyes focused on eternity. 
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